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Dedication
 
For Sarah
 
Reading is exploration, 
an expedition of the heart.
 
 



Synopsis
 
Hazel is alone in a crowd. No one understands her, not even her father. The only people that ever really understood her were Steve, David and Jane. But they’re dead. If they’re not dead, they’re dying stranded outside the compound. Hazel can’t accept the bitter reality of life in the zombie apocalypse, she can’t accept that her friends are probably dead. She has to find them. 
 



Chapter 01: Moonlight
 
I’m sitting in the lounge, listening as Steve creeps down the stairs. It’s late. Moonlight falls through the window, lighting the darkness. A cool breeze blows through the opening, causing the lace curtains to drift to one side. The last of the candles burns down, leaving barely a lick of flame as it fights against the night.
A shadowy figure appears in the hallway.
“Haze?”
I’m feeling playful, frisky. I get up and walk silently toward Steve.
“David said it was urgent.”
“Oh, it is,” I say, running my hands up over his chest and around his neck.
Our lips touch, but Steve is hesitant. 
“Is everything OK?”
“Life,” I say, pausing for a moment. “Life is wonderful.”
I pull his thick flannel shirt from beneath his belt and slip my fingers under the warm material, touching at his skin. Our lips meet. My hands crumple his shirt as my fingernails run up over his bare chest. 
“Wow,” he says, pulling away for a second. “What brought this on?”
“You’re surprised?” I ask, pushing him gently back into a dresser by the window.
“Delighted would be a better term,” he replies, smiling in the soft light of the candle flickering on the mantle. “It’s just, I thought...”
My fingers fumble with the buttons on his shirt. I’m ready to tear his shirt open in frustration. 
“You thought what?” I ask, between kisses. 
“Nothing,” he says, pulling his shirt off. There’s a bandage on the side of his neck and his right arm is wrapped from his elbow to his wrist. 
“What if someone hears us?” he asks.
“Try not to squeal,” I reply, laughing playfully as he turns me around and lifts me up, sitting me on the dresser. I lean back on the polished wood and wrap my legs around his waist, holding him tight. His hands slip under my shirt and up over my back as we kiss. I can feel him fiddling with my bra strap. My skin tingles.
Fingers wrap around my wrist, holding me tight. At first, I think nothing of them until my bra clasp comes loose and I realize that unhooking the straps took both of Steve’s hands. 
Bony fingers dig into my skin, pulling at my arm.
Fear strikes my heart. 
I twist away from Steve as he continues kissing me passionately.
“No,” I cry, and Steve looks confused.
I try to pull my arm from the dresser only to hear Zee growl outside.
My heart races. 
The breeze blows the curtains back for a moment, and I see dark eyes staring at me. 
Rotten teeth snap at the air.
Sweat breaks out on my forehead.
Steve jumps back. He must see the terror in my eyes.
“HELP!” I scream, pushing off the dresser, but Zee has a firm grip. His head lunges through the open window. He snarls, growling as I try desperately to pull my arm from his grasp.
“He’s got me!” I cry, twisting and jerking against the zombie. I use the dresser for leverage, trying to wrestle my arm free. For his part, Zee is trying to pull me out the window. From outside, the window must be almost at head height, so I have an advantage in that I can use the height against Zee, forcing him off balance.
Steve punches at the zombie, but with no effect. 
He grabs a picture frame and brings it down over the head of the zombie. The glass shatters and the frame breaks, but Zee isn’t fazed. I pry at the zombie’s fingers with my free hand, but his nails dig deeper into my skin, drawing blood.
“We need help,” Steve cries, leaving me by the window. 
“Wait! No!” I yell, terrified at the thought of being abandoned.
Steve yells for help. He grabs the chain hanging from the dinner bell mounted by the kitchen. With a burst of vigor, he rings the bell, clanging the chain back and forth and raising the alarm. 
Neither of us have our guns. With so many people in the home, and being so far from the fence, most survivors don’t bother carrying their handguns indoors. Guns are uncomfortable when sitting down, digging into the small of the back or the side of my hip. Right now, I’m regretting that habit.
“Steve, please!” I yell, pleading with him for help, but he darts into the kitchen. The two-way door swings violently on its hinges behind him.
Glass breaks in the kitchen. 
Zombies moan, pounding on the door leading from the kitchen to the yard. 
On the far side of the living room, I see dark shapes in silhouette. Zee ambles past the windows by the barn. We’re surrounded. 
“They’re everywhere,” he cries, running back into the lounge with a meat cleaver. I pull the zombie taut, stretching his arm across the dresser. Zee reaches out with his other hand, trying to get a better hold on me. Steve brings the meat cleaver thundering down on the zombie’s right arm, severing it just above the wrist. I’m pushing so hard against the dresser I go flying and tumble across the darkened living room. 
Blood squirts across the white lace curtains.
Footsteps pound down the stairs. Yelling and screaming fills the air.
More windows break. Glass shatters, scattering across the wooden floor. 
Gunshots ring out, but they’re distant. Someone’s firing on Zee from outside the homestead.
The zombie hand is still clinging to my wrist. I frantically try to shake the hand loose. 
“Get it off me! GET IT OFF ME!!!” I scream in a panic, trying to pry the fingers away from my wrist.
Steve grabs the bloody, severed hand and wrenches it free. He tosses it to one side and holds me. I bury my head in his shoulder, sobbing. 
“We’ve got to move,” he says, dragging me to my feet. Zombies come crashing through the kitchen into the lounge, knocking into the coffee table and turning over chairs.
I’m blubbering. “What’s happening? Why? Why are they here? What are they doing here? They can’t get into the commune—they can’t!”
“I know. I know,” Steve says, wrapping his arms around me and rushing me into the hallway. 
Gunshots echo within the old house, shaking me to my core. I flinch. Each shot seems to pass right through me.
Zombies crash through the front door, breaking the wood and busting the doorframe.
“Upstairs,” someone yells, but I have no idea who. Everything is so confusing. People are running everywhere. “Quick, before they cut us off.”
My feet feel like lead weights. Steve drags me down the hallway. I’m still in shock. 
Zombies burst in through the laundry door. 
Dozens of arms reach through the windows in the library room. 
“Go. Go. Go,” Steve yells, pushing me up the stairs ahead of him. He shoves me past zombies already clambering up the steps. 
Zee grabs at us. He’s dark, menacing. In my mind, he’s everywhere. Withered hands grab at my shirt, tearing my sleeve.
I run. My feet thump on the old wooden stairs. 
David’s on the landing above. He has his gun out pointing at me. He fires. The shot is deafening, ripping by just inches from my head. I feel the compression wave of the bullet whip by my neck. A zombie falls beside me, his arms grabbing at my back as he collapses onto the stairs. Dying fingers clutch at the air.
David fires again and again. Each time, I finch, acting as though I must shelter from the deafening boom and somehow dodge each bullet to stay alive. I can’t. At a rational level, I know that, but emotion rules the moment. Each shot tears through the air and strikes its target long before I react. My life is balanced against David’s aim. 
“Come on,” one of the marauders yells at me. I’m moving as fast as I can, but seconds feel like hours. My feet feel like lead weights. 
Hands reach down from above, grabbing me and pulling me to the safety of the second floor as zombies claw at my legs.
“There’s no time,” someone yells. 
I’m thrown to one side as the marauders grab someone else, hauling them to safety. 
I find myself staring through the balustrade as dozens of zombies clamber over fallen bodies. Shots ring out in rapid succession like thunder breaking directly overhead, but there are too many zombies. 
“STEEEEVE!!!” I yell. I can see him between the wooden railings. He’s halfway up the stairs, pushing past a rabid zombie. Dark hands grab at his ankles, pulling his feet backwards and he falls on the stairs. David shoots the zombie crouching over him, but there are too many of them. They drag Steve down the stairs into the dark, seething mass of rabid zombies.
“NOOOO!” I scream, catching a glimpse of Steve sinking beneath a swarm of arms. “Please, no! Not Steve!”
Two men shove a sideboard down the stairs, trapping Zee below us, but they’ve also blocked our escape from the first floor.
“Wait!” I cry, even though the job is already done. 
The men jam another sideboard and a dresser into the staircase, blocking any access around the edges. Zee is angry. He pounds on the wooden furniture. Dozens of fists beat as one. Wooden panels splinter and break. 
“Oh, Steve,” I cry with tears streaming from my eyes. I pull feebly at one of the men at the top of the stairs, trying to get past him, wanting to pull the dresser away. 
“There are still people down there,” I plead. “Please, you’ve got to give them a chance.”
Marge takes me to one side. She rests her hands on my shoulders and looks me in the eye as she speaks. “Hazel. I’m sorry. It’s too late for them.”
“No, please,” I stutter, choking on my words. 
“Don’t let their deaths be in vain,” she says. “They brought us time. They raised the alarm. We need to honor their sacrifice. We need to live—to survive.”
I bury my head in her shoulder. 
Marge strokes my hair.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers. 
Ferguson comes up beside us. “There’s hundreds of them.”
“How the hell did they get through the fence?” Marge asks as I try to compose myself and realize we’re still not out of danger. I step away from her, wiping my eyes. 
Marge grills Ferguson, which is quite a sight considering she’s wearing an old fashioned nightgown. “What happened to the night watch? How did those zombies make it to the house undetected?”
“I don’t know,” Ferguson replies, and to be fair to him, no one could know that yet. I’m sure there will be a debriefing later, but for now we need to concentrate on survival.
“Can we hold them?” Marge asks.
“I doubt it,” Ferguson replies. “We have maybe fifty, sixty rounds between us. Without getting to the armory, we don’t stand a chance.”
Zombies tear at the furniture blocking the stairs, breaking through the thin wooden panels and pulling at the wreckage. 
Marge says, “We need to get to the attic and out onto the roof. We can buy ourselves time by moving higher.”
“Understood,” Ferguson says, and he’s off. 
Jane runs up to me. 
“Steve?” she asks, with a quiver in her voice. His absence from my side must tell her all she needs to know. Her eyes drop. 
I shake my head. I can’t bring myself to say the words—Steve’s dead.
“But you made it,” Jane says, grabbing my shoulder. Her voice breaks as she speaks. She’s struggling with what has happened so quickly and so violently in the calm of night. “Steve would have wanted—he would have wanted to know you made it.”
I nod. 
I don’t want to nod, but I do. There’s no solace in her words even though she’s right. I want him back. Am I being selfish? Is that all love is? The selfish desire for a companion? But there’s so much left unsaid between us. It’s not the loss of all we could have done together that aches, it’s what we could have been together. All our tomorrows are gone. Decades have been cruelly snatched away in an instant. With each breath, his memory slips further into the past, and I hate that. 
My chest heaves as sorrow washes over me.
Jane puts her arm around my shoulder and leads me along the landing toward the stairs leading to the attic. 
People are yelling, some of them are screaming in pain. Zombie hands reach between the balustrades, trying to grab us as we walk past. Young kids are crying. Most people are wearing nightgowns or nightshirts. A few of the marauders are dressed, but they only have handguns. The rifles are in the armory next to the barn.
I am numb. I stumble along with Jane, feeling as cold as winter. 
The smell of smoke drifts through the air.
Someone yells, “Fire!” 
Zee must have knocked over one of the candleholders. 
We climb the stairs to the attic, but a sense of dread descends over me. We’re not going to make it out of here alive.
Inside the attic, a couple of men are hacking at the roof from beneath. They’re using hammers to break up the roof tiles, making a hole large enough for us to climb out, but where can we go from there? It’s the end of the road.
I look around. Boxes lay stacked to one side. There are a few sheets of aging plywood, warping with the years. A spare door leans against one of the rafters. Paint cans and an old fashioned sewing machine sit on wooden shelves. Cobwebs hang from the rafters. 
“This way,” David says, ushering us out through the hole in the roof.
Ferguson yells at a couple of men, saying, “Get that wood. We need to seal this hole once everyone’s out.”
Zee stumbles around below us, bumping into things. I think he’s made it to the second floor.
The smoke in the air is already quite pungent. We’re not going to last long enough to worry about being eaten by zombies, but I can’t stop thinking about Steve. I can still see the horror on his face as he was dragged into the horde. There was nothing I could do. Nothing any of us could do. 
Jane helps me climb out through the hole in the roof and directs me to one side. She’s always had a big heart. I can see her standing on the tiles reaching in and helping each of the survivors climb through the jagged hole.
It’s been raining and the roof is slippery. The pitch of the roof feels steeper than it probably is and I struggle with my footing. Being so used to standing on flat ground, I can’t help but feel like I’m about to tumble over the edge and into the mass of zombies crowding around the house. I creep away from the hole, crouching and touching the tiles with one hand as I waddle to one side, trying not to lose my balance. 
I sit down near a group of survivors huddled together, hoping my dad has made it this far. I want to look for him, but I can’t. The pain of losing Steve feels as real as a knife thrust into my chest. I can’t lose both of them, not in one night. I cannot bring myself to look for my dad. I can only hope.
Zee sees us. He roars from below. Arms reach out for us. Moans drown out the voice of the young girl next to me.
“—to die,” is all I catch. I don’t need to know how that sentence started. I understand her fear, and she’s right. We’re going to die. Either from the flames, from the fall, or from being torn apart by zombies. There’s not much choice. 
Clouds billow overhead, and the moonlight fades. A torrential downpour would be nice, I think. But there’s nothing more than a wispy mist in the air. 
Windows break on the far side of the house, but this is a different sound from that of zombies smashing glass in a rage. The crackle of fire burning and the smell of smoke adds to our fear. The flickering yellow glow of flames within the house lights up the dark faces staring at us from the ground.
We’re trapped. 
I look around for David and Jane. 
David’s working with a couple of the marauders to pull the spare wooden panels out of the attic. They lay them on the tiles. As the last of the survivors clamber out onto the roof, one of the soldiers starts nailing a sheet of wood over the hole. He can’t nail the wood to the tiles, so there’s invariably a gap left around the edge of the exposed rafters. His efforts won’t matter. Zee might not get us, but the flames will.
Jane spots me. 
“Hey, are you okay?” she asks, walking over and standing behind me, and suddenly I feel stupid cowering on the tiles. I’m fine. I’ve got a few scratches and I’m a bit shaken up, but I’m okay, I decide. I’ve been in a dreamlike daze, but Jane’s voice helps to snap me out of it. 
I’m afraid. We all are, but death comes sooner or later to everyone. We’d all prefer later, but we don’t always have a choice. Steve didn’t. At least I can choose to stand beside her. If death is coming, I won’t cower. I want to look that thieving bastard in the eye.
Getting up, I feel a tinge of vertigo, which is crazy, really, as I’m not right on the edge of the gutter. There are four or five rows of tiles between me and the drop, but self-preservation kicks in and I find myself moving cautiously. Jane is much more relaxed.
I don’t think anyone’s really afraid of heights, not in the classic sense of fear. It’s a survival instinct. Although I know this sensation is nothing more than self-preservation, I feel as though I could tumble off the roof at any moment. The soles of my feet tingle.
“How are you doing?” Jane asks. 
“Fine, I guess.”
It’s a lie. Jane sees straight through those few words. She hugs me, which is nice, but I’d much rather we hugged further up the sloping roof so I barely respond. 
“Have you seen my father?” I ask, wondering if this is a question I really want answered.
Jane points. 
“He’s over with Marge and Ferguson. They’re trying to figure out how to get us off this damn roof.”
“What about the barn?”
“It’s too far away,” Jane says. She leads me up the sloping tiles, around the survivors huddling together against the cold, and over toward my dad. “The barn looks close, but it’s easily fifteen feet away. It might as well be over the next hill.”
“But if we can get there,” I say.
“Unless you can sprout wings and fly,” Jane replies, “we’re going to have to come up with some other option.”
Jane leads me around the side of the roof. The alley between the house and the barn is teeming with zombies. They see us and a sea of arms reaches out of the darkness. A haunting wail resounds through the night, calling for our blood. Snarling and moaning, the zombies track our every step, willing us to slip and fall.
“Hazel!” Dad cries as we approach. He raises his one good arm and I hug him. He’s warm. He feels hot. He’s sweating. I hope it’s from the exertion of the last few minutes and not an infection, although at this point, it doesn’t really matter. 
Ferguson and Marge are talking.
“Can we get in contact with the other houses?”
“No,” Ferguson replies.
“I don’t like this,” Dad says. “This is all wrong.”
“What are you thinking, Abraham?” Marge asks. Even under the immense pressure of the moment, Marge has the presence of mind to realize my dad may have a unique insight into what’s happening. When my dad said, “This is all wrong,” my first thought was, “Duh, and what’s right about being attacked by zombies?” but like Marge, I know my dad well enough to keep my mouth shut and listen. If he sees something out of the ordinary, it’s with good reason.
“They haven’t attacked the other houses. Why?”
He’s right. We’ve been so focused on surviving for the next few minutes we haven’t noticed the obvious. Zee has crowded around the old homestead, leaving the farmhouse and the dormitory largely alone. There are a few stragglers wandering around those homes, but they’re not being inundated like we are. There’s easily a thousand zombies packed around our house.
“Like flies on shit,” Ferguson notes. That’s not quite the analogy I would use, but he’s right.
Gunshots ring out through the night. Those in the other houses are shooting at the zombies. Zee should swarm toward the sound, but he doesn’t, leaving them free to pick off any zombie that strays too close. 
Dozens of dark figures stream away from the dormitory and the other homes, running up the hill away from the commune.
“They’re evacuating,” Dad says.
“Good,” Marge replies. And we stand there for a moment watching them flee as our home burns beneath us. Shock does strange things to people. Seeing others herd their families over to the corral, it’s strangely comforting to know they’re going to survive. Somehow, it makes up for our coming loss.
I know roughly what they’ll do. At the back of the corral there’s a fenced area. It’s an old gravel dump, from the days when we had a government and someone cared about maintaining roads. The chain link fence is in good condition and stands about ten feet high. Technically, it’s not part of this property, but no one cares about stuff like that anymore. They’ll be safe there. 
“What do they want?” Marge asks, snapping me back to the moment. And that’s when it strikes me. Zee wants something.
I look Marge in the eye and say, “Me!”
“What?” Dad asks in surprise.
“Explain,” Marge says, as cold and calculating as ever.
“Steve,” I begin, struggling to say his name but glad some good can come from his death. “He saw them, back in the camps outside of Chicago. They’re not mindless.”
“Now wait a minute—” Ferguson says, but Marge holds her hand up, cutting him off.
“Go on.”
“Steve told us about how the old ones watched as zombies attacked his camp. We didn’t believe him. But down in the city, I saw one of them for myself.”
“One of the old zombies?” Marge asks, with a surprising amount of calm considering fire is breaking through one side of the roof. Flames leap into the sky. Our lives are measured in minutes rather than hours, and yet I think this is important for her to understand. Even with the house burning beneath us, I think this information holds the key to our escape.
I nod, saying, “She watched me. She was in charge. She directed the others.”
“But they have no reasoning capacity,” my dad says. “They’re driven by instinct. They’re no smarter than ants.”
“Even ants have a queen,” I say. 
I turn back to Marge, adding, “She stood in front of us. She stood as calmly as you are right now, watching our every move. Steve was there. He saw her too.”
“And what did you do?” Dad asks.
My blood runs cold.
“I put a bullet between her eyes.”
“You killed their queen,” Ferguson says.
“Don’t you see,” I say to Dad. “They came for us. For Steve and me.”
Marge is quiet. Ferguson looks over at the ravenous horde. Dad is lost in thought.
“There’s only one way to end this,” I say.
Marge cuts me off, saying, “You can’t give them what they want. We don’t even know if that will work.”
“We all die anyway,” I say, looking at the flames consuming the building. The roof above the kitchen collapses. Sparks and embers fly into the night. The radiant heat is on the verge of being overwhelming.
“Hazel, no,” Dad says.
I kiss him on the cheek and say, “I’m sorry, Dad.”
“Hazel,” Marge says with the sternness only an ex-school teacher can muster. “I won’t hear any more of this talk of sacrifice. For now, what we need to focus on is getting off this roof. We’ve got to get to that barn.”
And I think I know how, seeing David wrestling with the solid oak door. He’s turning the door around, getting it in position to nail over the plywood and seal the hole. 
I leave Dad, Marge and Ferguson and jog around the roof, surprising myself with how nimble I can be when I’m not thinking about myself. That’s the key, I think. Focus on yourself and you cannot help but be afraid. Focus on what you can do for others, and the fear fades like the night giving way to dawn.
“Wait!” I yell above the call of zombies and the crackle of the fire.
David looks up. He has nails between his lips, held between his teeth.
“I need that door,” I say.
“For what?” he asks through gritted teeth.
“To get to the barn.”
“But it won’t reach.”
“It doesn’t have to,” I reply, reaching out and taking the door from him.
The door is stupidly heavy, and I struggle to hold it against my right side. This isn’t going to work. I’ve got my left hand beneath the leading edge of the door and my right hand up high, trying to balance the weight. I bend my knees slightly, leaning the door against my upper chest, trying to compensate for the shift in my center of gravity.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” David asks.
“Hazel,” Jane says, coming up beside us. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”
“Me?” I reply with innocence in my voice. I must look idiotic standing there holding a door weighing almost half as much as I do.
David looks confused. I think he’s surprised I can even take the weight of the door and looks ready to grab it if I slip.
I look him in the eye and say, “Take good care of her.”
“Uh,” he begins, but I’m off.
I drop my shoulder slightly, shifting the weight of the door forward, and start to run. Most people would call my pace a light jog, but for me, while balancing a heavy wooden door, it’s a sprint. 
I run up the incline of the roof and across the ridge. My chest heaves. My heart races. My lungs are burning, but from here, it’s all downhill. I can see Dad standing to one side. The barn looms before me on the far side of the alley. In the darkness, Zee calls for me.
Jane and David yell, “No!” But I doubt they know what I’m about to do. If they did, they’d think I was crazy, and maybe I am. But Steve’s gone. I’m past caring. Zee is after me, not them. I can’t stand by and not try something to help my friends. Nothing else matters any more.
I can hear David’s feet pounding on the tiles behind me. 
I run hard, hoping, praying I don’t slip. Tiles disappear beneath my feet, followed by the gutter and suddenly I’m in midair, soaring above hundreds of zombies clamoring for my blood. I shift my weight, pulling the door under me, holding onto it like a surfboard. I was never going to make it across the gap, but I don’t need to. I only need to make it halfway. From there, I either make it to the barn or I’m taken by Zee. Either way, this is the only chance my friends have.
I hang there in midair for what feels like an eternity but must only be a fraction of a second, and then I plummet, plunging into the horde of zombies.
The flat door slaps against dozens of outstretched arms. My head collides with the wood and I split my lip. 
“HAZZZZEEEE!” David yells from the roof.
For a moment, I’m stunned. I lie there on the door as hands grab at me. A mass of zombies beneath me push and pull on the flat wooden door, somehow keeping me afloat on a sea of arms.
Blood drips from my lip. I’m dazed. My head took a sharp knock and it takes me a second to recover. 
Dark, ragged hands reach for me, clawing at my arms and legs. Zombies fight to pull me under, but they’re fighting each other. The zombies beneath the door push up, while those around the edges pull down and, for lack of a better word, I drift on an ocean of hands. 
Zee howls at the night. 
“Get up!” Dad yells.
Fingers grab at my ankle. I scramble forward as a zombie rips off my boot. Hands tear at my clothes, ripping my sleeves from my shoulders. 
I’m still four or five feet from the barn, but I’m close. I get to my knees as the door sways beneath me like a boat in a storm, threatening to capsize with the fury of the waves. There’s never going to be a good time. I have to jump. 
I spring out, leaping off the door and aiming for a second floor window. My fingers catch the window ledge. 
Zee grabs at my legs, pulling me down. 
I can feel my fingers slipping. 
My nails drag against the aging paint on the windowsill. 
I lash out with my feet, desperate to shake Zee loose, but he has an iron grip. 
Hands grab at my pants, ripping the fabric. I can’t hold on. I’m going to fall backwards into the swarm of zombies, but they’re fighting with each other. They’re so driven, they claw at each other to reach me and pull the closest zombies away from me. 
“HAZEL!” Jane yells. 
Yelling isn’t helping.
My other boot is wrenched free, and that gives me an opening. I scramble with my socks, kicking off the wooden boards on the side of the barn and pulling myself up on the windowsill, but there’s no room, there’s nowhere to go. The window’s shut. I’m stuck, pushing against the side of the barn with my toes and performing a chin-up on the window ledge.
“Duck,” comes the cry from behind me, and I hear David calling out. “Keep your head down.”
Instinctively, I hunch. 
A roof tile smashes through the window, breaking the glass. 
I pull myself up, but I can’t let go of the ledge. The muscles in my arms are burning. I inch higher, working my way up with my toes. Finally, I collapse rather than climb through the window, breaking the last of the glass. 
Shards of glass stick into my right shoulder, but I’m half inside. I clamber over the window frame, pulling myself over the broken glass. My shirt tears as I roll on the floor in agony.
“Get some rope,” David calls out. 
I’d like to catch my breath, but I turn and see flames licking at the sky behind him. There’s no time. I can hear zombies crashing around beneath me in the barn, but there’s no stairs. They can’t climb ladders. I hope.
The barn is dark. 
“Two ropes,” David yells over the zombies screaming in the alleyway. “One high. One low.”
“Quick!” Jane yells. 
Blood runs from my shoulder. I’m in pain, but there will be time to hurt later. I feel around in the dark and find some thick rope coiled in the corner.
There’s a side door used for loading boxes into the loft. I slide it open and see dozens of people standing on the roof calling to me as the house burns around them. 
I’m only going to get one shot at this. I tie off one end of the rope using a double clove hitch, wishing I’d paid more attention to the various types of knots in school. 
I grab the coil of rope and stand by the edge of the floor, swinging from the hip and heaving the heavy rope with all of my might. 
David reaches for the rope. He’s leaning out over the alleyway. Jane anchors him, holding one arm and leaning backwards as he stretches out to grab the rope. They’re both in danger of tumbling into the zombie infested alley. The rope sails through the air but it looks as though it’s going to fall short. David pushes out further as Marge and Ferguson grab Jane to stop the two of them from falling. Somehow, David’s fingers get a hold of the rope and in seconds it’s pulled taut. 
One of the marauders rips up a few roof tiles, giving them an anchor point so they can tie the rope around the wooden roof frame. He’s barely got the rope tied off before David is shimmying across, hanging upside down above the raging horde. I need to find more rope, but I’m exhausted. 
I collapse against the railing overlooking the barn floor. I expect to see a mass of zombies below, baying for blood, but the barn is empty. The zombies I heard must have been outside.
David climbs into the barn and grabs another rope. 
“Nice work,” he says, catching his breath. “Zombie surfing. Even better than zombie bowling.”
I laugh. 
“Steve would be proud,” he says. 
Yes, he would, I think, although I’m not sure I would have been quite so suicidal if Steve was still alive.
Another two men shimmy across to help. David ties the second rope above head-height and tosses it across the alley. Once the other men are across, he tightens the original rope, using some kind of pulley to pull it taut. 
Someone over on the roof ties the second rope around the chimney. Survivors begin working their way across the rope bridge. They’re not as quick as the marauders, but they work hand over hand as they walk along the rope.
Parts of the house collapse. Smoke billows into the darkness. I can feel the heat of the flames on my face.
My dad crosses, moving slowly with only one arm reaching up for the rope. One of the women leads him on, encouraging him, telling him he can make it. Beneath him, zombies snap and cry out, consumed by rage. 
I’m trying to figure out who the final two people are to leave the burning roof. It shouldn’t be a surprise, but it is—Marge comes across, and finally, Ferguson. For all our differences, I’m impressed by Ferguson. He wasn’t going to leave anyone behind. And Marge, her heart may be as soft as a marshmallow, but she’s courageous, she’s always thinking about others first. I bet Ferguson had a hard time convincing her to go across before him. 
Jane helps one of the older women tend to my cuts. Daubs of alcohol seethe and bubble in the wound as the woman cleans the cut on my shoulder. 
“I was a nurse, you know.”
I try to smile at the lady, but it hurts.
“Olivia,” she says, trying to distract me from the pain.
“Haze. Hazel.”
“Abraham’s girl, right?”
“Yeah,” I reply, realizing she’s one of the new intake, a survivor from the farms to the east. 
“Don’t you worry about a thing. You’re going to be okay. We’ll get out of this.”
Her voice quivers. I’m not sure if she’s trying to convince me or if she’s trying to talk herself into believing we’ll escape. Zombies pound on the wooden walls of the barn below us, shaking the floor.
A needle is sterilized over a burning candle. The cut in my shoulder needs stitches and I grimace as the needle and thread punch through my skin time and again.
“That was a brave thing you did,” Olivia says. 
“Only because it worked,” I say, trying to smile. “In any other context, it was stupid.”
“Brave and stupid,” she concedes as the needle works its way painfully through my arm.
I can hear boots on the roof of the barn above us. I glance up and Jane says, “Putting out spot fires.”
I nod. 
The roar of the fire consuming the homestead is astonishingly loud. Embers drift in through the open side door. I’m surprised they haven’t closed the door as the radiant heat is intense, but I can see a couple of the marauders peering out through the opening, directing the efforts to stop the fire from spreading to the barn. They need to be able to see where the embers land. 
People run around with buckets of water sloshing by their sides. 
“Do you know who the boy was?” Olivia asks.
I’m silent.
Jane looks at her, and she seems to realize we don’t know.
“The one they carried off? Strangest thing I’ve ever seen. He was yelling and screaming as they dragged him into the woods. Why would they do that? I thought they just killed you outright?”
Jane looks at me. Her eyes are as wild as the flames reaching up into the dark sky. 
Steve’s alive.
 



Chapter 02: Trapped
 
I lean my head against the wall. A constant, rhythmic pounding resonates through the wood. Zee is relentless, fighting to get into the barn. The floor is hard and uncomfortable. Part of me would like to lie down and go to sleep, but I doubt sleep will bring any rest. Yelling resounds through the loft. The animals below are restless. Like all of us, they’re scared. 
Smoke hangs in the air. From where I am, I can see out through the open loft door on the side of the barn. Normally, it’s used to store hay on the upper floor, but now it affords us a view of Zee from above. 
Burning zombies scream into the night. I see them on the far side of the collapsed house. I’d like to think they’re screaming in agony, but it sounds more like a war cry. 
A brick wall falls in the burnt out ruins of the homestead. Sparks burst into the sky, scattering like a million stars exploding into life. The fire is all but out, having consumed the building. 
Everything we had is gone. A tear runs down my cheek. It seems silly to cry about stuff rather than people, and yet I feel like part of me died with the old house. Three dresses, a couple of pairs of jeans, my underwear, a handful of jewelry, a faded photo of mom that Dad knew nothing about—all of them ravaged by a fire every bit as savage as Zee. 
Nothing but ash remains. 
The headboard of my bunk held an omnibus of Jane Austen’s best known works, containing Pride and Prejudice,
Sense and Sensibility, and Mansfield Park in one hefty tome. There was a hardback copy of War of the Worlds and a high school biology textbook that I never got around to reading. Not the most comprehensive of book collections, but it was mine and now it’s gone. That’s the worst part of the zombie apocalypse—being stripped of everything you hold dear. 
Gone. 
Just like the swirling embers fading into the darkness. Tomorrow is all I have, and even that could be stolen from me.
I had some other stuff squirreled away in lockers and drawers downstairs, but my mind is blank, which is frustrating. I want to remember everything, every little detail. It’s important, if to no one else but me. It’s important because life is important. Death steals. Like fire, death feeds off the living. I hate the implication of those smoldering ruins—that nothing lasts, that nothing really matters in the long run. I feel hollow. Empty.
I’ve seen a lot of people die before their time in the apocalypse. We teens call them blanks. Not to their face, of course, but we know who they are. Blanks survive for survival’s sake, but they’re not really alive. They’re waiting for their turn in the soil. 
There has to be more to life than fighting to draw one more breath.
I wish I’d been able to save that photo of mom. She looked so happy. She was standing in front of a railing overlooking some national park somewhere. Her back was to the dense forest with large rocky cliffs rising in a majestic butte beyond. Her smile caught something not on camera, her love for the man behind the lens—my dad. She had one hand resting on her swollen stomach, tenderly touching a bump that gave rise to me. Now, all that’s left of her is a hazy memory, one that is doomed to fade. 
Someone slumps beside me. His head hangs low. He’s distraught, cradling his head in his hands and crying. I haven’t seen too many men cry. I’m sure they shed tears like the rest of us, but they try not to cry in front of us kids and teens. Too disheartening. I guess all pretenses are gone now.
“Hey,” I say, resting my hand lightly on his shoulder. Life demands compassion. All we have is each other. And if Zee has his way, we won’t have each other for long. Caring is all that remains of our humanity. 
Bloodshot eyes stare back at me. 
Ferguson? 
Soot blackens his face. He’s shaking. Instinctively, I withdraw my hand. I’m not sure why, but I feel as though I shouldn’t touch him, and yet with the next beat of my heart, my fingers return, resting gently on his shoulder. He’s in shock. We need each other like never before.
Olivia rushes over. She’s got a bucket of water. Blood soaked rags hang from the belt around her waist. She tears strips of clean cloth from an old dress and starts daubing at his bloody palms. We’re fighting both fires and zombies in our desperation to survive this one long dark night. 
“Let me look at you,” she says, but Ferguson doesn’t take his eyes off me. It’s as though he wants to say something but cannot find the words. His lips tremble.
Blisters have formed on his palms. Dark burns on his forearm speak louder than any words ever could. He’s fought with all his might to prevent the barn from falling to either flames or monsters. 
Olivia is gentle but thorough, checking his injuries.
David kneels down in front of Ferguson, appearing from nowhere out of the smoky haze. Jane stands quietly behind him.
“We lost the northwest corner of the roof, but the fire is out. I’ve got men looking for spot fires in the upper loft, but I think we’re good. Mark has braced the main door. We lost the forge, but managed to keep them from breaking out onto the barn floor. I’ve got Jonathan scouting for fires on the roof, but the wind has shifted to the south. We’re past the worst of it.”
Ferguson doesn’t say anything. He looks through David rather than at him.
“Dad?” David says, resting his hand on Ferguson’s knee as Olivia continues bathing the old man’s hands. In the soft light, she cleans grit out of his burns with a pair of tweezers. 
David glances at me as though he expects me to be able to get through to his dad, but I don’t know what he thinks I can do. I’m shattered. Every muscle aches. If Zee were to burst into the barn right now, I wouldn’t move. I couldn’t. I think I know what Ferguson feels. Like Marge, he’s carried the commune on his shoulders for almost a decade. He’s fought for all we have, and everything he worked for has been swept away in a single night. Everyone’s looking for him to lead, but he’s as human as the rest of us. He’s hurt. We all have our limits. 
“I’m going to help fortify the main door,” David says as though he’s responding to something Ferguson said. Ferguson doesn’t even blink. David disappears into the smoky haze. I gently massage Ferguson’s shoulder. He rocks slightly with the motion.
It’s only then I see my dad sitting across from me. He’s been there all along but I’ve been so distraught I’ve only just realized he’s still looking out for me. He cradles his right arm, holding a dirty bandage over the stump on his wrist. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do for me. My dad knows what I’m going through, what I’m thinking as I sit here comforting Ferguson. I can see it in his dark eyes. He understands Ferguson has hit the wall, and he sees me comforting a man I once despised. 
Life cannot be shoved into a pigeonhole. Time moves on. Forgiveness is a breath of fresh air. No one can relive a single moment from the past. None of us can turn back time. I hated Ferguson. I hated his arrogance, his pigheaded stubborn attitude, his pride, his determination, and yet staring into my father’s eyes, I can see he knows. Ferguson was only trying to do what he thought was right. Ferguson was wrong, but I too understand what he was trying to do and why. 
Olivia has some kind of ointment or grease or healing balm in a jar. She rubs it gently on his palms before bandaging his hands.
“You need to rest,” she says gently to him. “You have to get some sleep.” 
Ferguson murmurs and nods, which is the most coherent I’ve seen him since he sat next to me. A little tenderness is a wonder drug in itself.
Olivia ruffles some sacking into a pillow and covers him with a musty old horse blanket. As he lies down, he whispers, “Thank you.” His body may be frail, his mind may ache, but he’s not giving up. 
Dad moves over and sits on the other side of me. 
“How are you holding up?” he asks. 
“Okay, I guess.”
Neither of us say anything for a few minutes. Zombies growl in the darkness. Hands beat against the wood of the barn. Someone’s fighting Zee down below. I can hear them hacking at arms reaching in through shattered windows as they call for help. Hammers nail boards in place. Wood splinters and breaks. The barn shakes as the battle surges beneath us. 
“We’re not going to make it out of here are we?” I ask, suggesting I’ve already resigned myself to the answer. 
“There’s a lot of them,” Dad replies. I love my dad. I love the way he won’t lie to me just to try and make me feel a little better. Sometimes, though, it would be nice if he stretched the truth a bit, but I understand.
“Marge is in contact with the outlying homes.”
“Really?” I’m surprised. I naturally assumed all the houses within the commune had been overrun. “How?”
“Morse code. Using lanterns. It’s primitive. It’s not very precise, but it works. The creatures have concentrated their attack on the homestead. For the most part, they’ve left the other buildings alone. Marge is trying to figure out how we can escape.”
Creatures? Dad, they’re zombies! I want to yell at him but I keep my mouth shut.
Shots ring out in the night. Ferguson flinches but remains asleep.
“What has she got planned?”
“I don’t know. Right now, I think she’s just trying to get us through the night. We’ll get a better idea of how bad things are in the morning.”
I lean into my dad, snuggling against his good shoulder. He shifts his weight, putting his arm around me and I close my eyes, not wanting to go to sleep, just wanting to rest my weary eyelids for a moment. 
Sunlight warms my face, which surprises and disorients me. It should be night. 
“Hazel,” Olivia says, touching gently at my shoulder. 
Blinking in the bright sunlight, I wonder how many hours have passed with what seems like nothing more than a few seconds.
For a moment, the world is at peace. Then I move and pain racks my body. My aches are echoed by the groan of zombies outside. They’re still beating on the wooden walls of the barn, but it has become a background noise barely noticeable until I think about it. 
“Marge, Ferguson. They’re asking for you.”
“Me?”
I feel groggy. Sitting up, I rumple my hair. The bandage on my forearm has come loose. The zombie bite from the animal hospital looks raw and red. Those worm tablets may have prevented me from turning, but they’ve done nothing for a rancid bite teeming with bacteria. Pus oozes from between the stitches. My skin is angry. I feel hot. 
Outside, smoke drifts from the burnt remains of the homestead. Where once a proud old house stood, now there is nothing but the blackened stumps of burnt wood. Zombies stumble through the ash, oblivious to the heat. Charred bodies lie in the ruins.
Olivia leads me around the internal wooden walkway overlooking the center of the barn. Dad stands beside Marge and Ferguson in front of the open upper doors. They’re looking out over a sea of zombie heads. Arms reach for us, beckoning us to join them.
“Here she comes,” Dad says, reaching out his one good arm to welcome me. His injured arm rests in a sling. Marge smiles. Ferguson looks awful. He should be in bed resting. His hands are so thoroughly bandaged he looks like a prizefighter wearing boxing gloves. 
Zee goes crazy. 
Snarling and growling, the zombies begin banging on the main barn door directly below us. The double doors flex and shake, straining under the weight of the horde surging outside. Fear seizes me. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. My fingers tingle. Sweat breaks out on my brow and my heart pounds in my throat at the prospect of the barn doors giving way. The whole front wall of the barn flexes and sways, groaning in time with the mass of zombies fighting to get in.
“That’s enough,” Marge cries and Olivia pulls me back into the shadows. Once I’m out of sight, the horde subsides. Zee claws and pounds at the wood, but he no longer surges as one. 
Marge, Dad and Ferguson crowd around as Olivia herds me back into the corner of the barn. I trip on a bucket full of water. There are dozens of buckets pushed up against the walls. Olivia has a grooming brush in her hand, but the look on her face suggests she’s not about to use it on a horse.
“I don’t understand. I—”
“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Dad says, gesturing for me not to panic. 
“Seems you were right,” Marge says. “All of this. A horde of over two thousand zombies. They’re all after you.”
For a moment, I’m scared. I’m not sure what they’re going to do. 
“We need you to strip down,” Dad says as though he’s asking for something as mundane as an apple.
“It’s the smell,” Ferguson says. 
Marge adds, “We’re going to use your clothing to draw the horde away from the barn, but we have to be quick. These walls are on the verge of collapse.”
“Quick?” I say, feeling I have a right to some clarification before tearing my clothes off. 
Dad says, “We have no idea how sensitive their smell actually is and how dependent it is on sight for confirmation.”
Marge cuts him off, saying, “We don’t know if this will work, or for how long the deception will last, but if we don’t try something, sooner or later they’re going to breach the barn.”
Down on the floor of the barn, David mounts a horse. Jane climbs up behind him, hugging him tight. 
David’s wearing a zombie suit, with thick padding lining his arms, legs and chest. A high collar reaches up over the back of his neck. In another age, his clothes would be akin to motocross leathers. Jane, though, is dressed like me. She doesn’t have any of the heavy padding. At a distance, it’s easy to confuse us, and my heart skips a beat as I realize what Marge is about to do.
“It should be me on that horse,” I say. 
“You’re too weak,” Marge replies. “You wouldn’t make it.” 
“Neither will she,” I cry, but Marge ignores me.
Marauders busy themselves strapping padding to the frightened mare, wrapping clothing around its legs and across its hindquarters. The animal is scared. Her eyes are wide with terror. Foam drips from her mouth. 
David struggles to keep the horse stationary, working with the reins and talking to the horse. Someone stands in front of her, holding the bridle and patting her neck, but she’s spooked and pulls against him. Somehow, she knows we’re about to send her out into the zombie horde and, like all of us, she fears for her life. 
A woman anchors a belt around Jane’s waist, binding her to David. 
Marge hands me a backpack, saying, “Stuff your clothing in here. We need everything. Your clothes, your underwear, the bandages on your arm, your bra, your socks. Anything that might have the slightest trace of scent or sweat.”
I nod as Marge continues.
“Olivia is going to scrub you down.”
I’m too weak to protest. Something is sucking the life out of me.
Shooters position themselves above the barn door, aiming their rifles at the zombies, ready to thin the crowd once David and Jane burst out through the doors.
Dad and Ferguson walk back to talk with the marauders lining up their shots. There’s no privacy. There’s nothing to do but to strip down. I start with my socks, stuffing them into the backpack, followed by my torn trousers and underwear. I feel exposed, but I keep working at a frantic pace, unraveling the bandage from my arm before pulling off my shirt and bra. Standing there naked, I stuff my clothing into the bag. 
Olivia gestures to my hair. I pull the scrunchie from my ponytail and shove it into the bag.
“We’re good to go,” Olivia calls out over the racket of zombies pounding on the barn, baying for blood. 
She tosses the backpack to Jane. 
Jane swings the bag over her shoulder and calls out, “Ready!”
“Okay,” Marge says. “Let’s do this!”
A bunch of marauders standing above the door begin throwing cinderblocks into the horde. Volley after volley of shots ring out as the shooters fire down into the swarm of zombies. 
I step forward to get a better look when a bucket of ice-cold water is dumped over my head, taking my breath away. Olivia begins scrubbing my skin with a horse grooming brush dipped in soapy water. The bristles are rough, harsh, scratching my arms and back. Someone dumps another bucket of water over me, soaking Olivia as well but she continues madly scrubbing. Soap lathers on my skin. With my arms outstretched and my legs apart, several women rub vigorously with brushes. Bucket after bucket of freezing cold soapy water dowses my body. The brushes hurt. It feels as though thousands of needles are tearing at my skin. Fingers massage the hair on my head, working the soap into my long locks, but they’re rough, pulling at my hair. 
Someone grabs me by the shoulders, turning me around and forcing me to bend over. There’s not an inch of skin that isn’t scrubbed, including the soles of my feet. I’m yelling, screaming in pain, only vaguely aware the main door has been opened and David is charging out into the horde with Jane on horseback. 
One last bucket of deathly cold water soaks me to the bone, and suddenly it’s over. I stare down at my pink body flushed with ruddy splotches as a heavy blanket is draped over my shoulders. 
Olivia hugs me, saying, “It’s okay. It’s okay.” I must have been screaming louder than I thought. I feel weak. Olivia takes my weight and helps me walk. 
Another volley of shots fell the zombies swarming toward David and Jane. Rather than charging through the horde, they’re bounding over zombies, riding the horse as though they’re crossing a deep river. The mare leaps, struggling not to be dragged beneath the mass of blood-crazed zombies. With its powerful rear legs, the horse kicks, sending zombies flying.
Arms reach for Jane, crowding in from the sides, trying to tear her from the horse. She’s dragged sideways, pulling David with her, but he works with the reins of the horse, staying upright and steering the mare through the swarm. Bodies lie everywhere, but it’s working, the horde is swelling behind them, abandoning the assault on the barn.
“Come on,” Olivia cries, repeating her mantra over and over again, slowly building to a crescendo as she yells above the report of the rifles. “COME ON, DAMN IT!”
I’m numb with pain, which is a contradiction I never thought I’d experience. I can’t feel my hands or my feet and yet my body is in agony. I’m shaking. 
A couple of the women in the barn try to keep me from watching, trying to keep me out of sight. I guess they’re afraid Zee will see me, but I doubt even my mother would recognize me with all the matted, tangled hair lying over my face. I have to see if my friends make it into the open.
The crowd of zombies thins after about fifty yards, and I watch as David leans forward, dragging Jane with him as a zombie hangs on to her. David kicks with his feet and sends the mare into a gallop. Already, the horde is wheeling toward them, smelling the scent wafting from the backpack. The zombie grabbing ahold of Jane falls away, shaken free by the terrified, charging mare. Jane hangs from the side of the horse, clinging to David’s thigh, desperate not to fall beneath the thundering legs of the horse. David has one hand on her back, grabbing at her shirt and pulling her up while his other hand grips the reins. The mare gallops away from the pack at breakneck speed.
David rides hard. Several other marauders are out there on horseback. There’s James and Ahmed, two of the older boys from our class, and two other men circling Zee. They must have come in from the outlying houses. They shoot at the closest zombies, culling the herd around David and Jane.
At the top of a rise, David brings his panicked mare to a halt, allowing Jane to clamber back up behind him. Two of the marauders open the main gate. The padding on the mare has been torn to shreds. Blood has splattered across the flanks of the horse. Jane throws some clothing on the ground, baiting the horde, and then they charge out through the gate with the marauders on horseback providing escort. 
A large tree has fallen across the ditch about a hundred yards further along the fence, marking the point where the zombies breached our defenses. 
Olivia stands beside me whispering the words I cannot bring myself to say.
“Please come back. Make it back. Please.”
 



Chapter 03: Forgotten
 
Ferguson has astonishing resilience. With the bulk of the zombies gone, he organizes work crews, sending out groups of four to start mopping up the stragglers inside the compound. 
Horse-drawn carts come down from the outlying houses and survivors start piling dead zombies onto carts. There are hundreds of bloody bodies lying scattered on the grass. It’s going to be a long day. 
Olivia brings me some grits for breakfast and arranges for one of the girls to fetch some clothing for me from one of the untouched homes. Just a few bites and my strength comes back. I’ve still got the heavy woolen blanket wrapped around me like a towel. It’s itchy as hell, but it’s all I have.
Sitting in the loft with my legs hanging over the edge of the open barn doors, I can see bodies stretching for hundreds of yards, but most of them lie hard up against the barn or in the ruins of the smoldering homestead. We’ve won, but our victory is hollow. I’m not sure how many of our people were killed. The problem with zombies is their ranks never thin, and even in death they’re dangerous. Get some Zee juice in an open wound and you’re a goner. As miraculous as those tablets were, they went up in the fire. All our effort—wasted.
A young girl of not more than seven years old comes up to me carrying a bundle of carefully folded clothes. Her boots are muddy and stained with blood. She smiles at me. She’s innocent, intelligent, curious. For me, it’s sad. The apocalypse is all she’s ever known. I hate that. She deserves better. We all do. She should be playing on a park swing, slipping down a slide, or digging in a sandbox, not wandering between bloodied zombie corpses while running errands.
“Are these for me?”
She nods. She’s shy. I’m not sure why. 
“Thank you.”
She hands me the clothes and runs back to her mother standing by the ladder leading down to the barn floor. Her mother smiles at me, and I get the feeling she put her daughter up to this. I’m trying to place both the mother and daughter, but they must have been part of the new intake along with Olivia. There’s too much change. Too much death. Too much heartache. I’m not sure what her mom told her, probably something like, that’s the girl that was bitten and lived. I must be quite the novelty. I wish reality was as glamorous. They climb back down from the loft, leaving me alone. 
Sorting through the clothes, there’s some underwear but no bra. I know a few girls out on the back acres that will have some spares. A good fitting bra is a rarity these days. Mostly we use patched hand-me-downs, keeping the underwire frames and replacing the fabric every few years. 
The shirt is baggy and the jeans are a bit long, so I roll up the sleeves and cuffs. The young girl’s mother must have suspected these clothes would be too big for me as she’s given me a couple of pairs of thick, woolen socks. Wearing double socks will prevent blisters as my feet slide around in boots two sizes too big for me. 
Sitting there, I swing my legs back and forth, amused by the oversized boots. They’re not that big, but to me they feel heavy and cumbersome. I feel like a kid again, stomping around in my dad’s clodhopper boots in the garden shed.
Zombies crawl through the grass. Work crews chase them down, raising six foot long pry-bars high overhead and then bringing the cold steel down hard, plunging it into the back of the skull. It’s backbreaking work, but it’s effective. The odd gun fires, breaking like thunder on a cloudless morning, and another zombie dies. 
Steve, Jane, David—they’re family. Brothers and sisters I never had in the apocalypse. I want to go back to the old days, sitting on the rocks and looking out across the valley. Oh, the crap we used to talk about. Our worries were confined to school. Zee was a faceless monster hidden behind a chain link fence. A black widow spider or a cottonmouth snake seemed equally as dangerous, and there was nothing keeping them out of the compound. But now Steve’s gone. I’m not sure what I feel. We barely knew each other and yet I have a profound sense of emptiness inside. Part of me has died. I miss his smile. I miss the warmth and kindness he showed me. I miss his laugh. He may not have had the physical prowess or athleticism of David, but Steve is the most courageous man I’ve ever known. And yes, man—not boy, not teenager. Out there in the city, we grew up overnight.
David and Jane are still out there somewhere. I don’t want to think about what could happen to them. They’re on horseback. They’ll outpace Zee, I tell myself.
Is Steve still alive? Am I being silly hoping he somehow survived? 
I lose myself in the warmth of the sunlight streaming in through the barn doors. Life moves on. I go back to eating my breakfast.
Grits never tasted so good, and I find myself scraping the metal spoon around the dented aluminum bowl trying to savor every last morsel. Funny, but to be alive is to enjoy the little things. Dead zombies stink like rotten fish. Ordinarily, the stench would put me off eating, but chewing on warm grits is somehow a celebration of life.
“How are you doing?” Olivia asks, walking over and sitting down next to me. 
“Much better,” I reply, licking the spoon clean. 
Olivia looks tired. I doubt she got any sleep. Dark circles shadow her eyes. She’s aged a decade in one night.
“Will we ever win?” I ask.
“Huh,” she replies, almost in a dream. “Win? I’ve never thought about winning. I guess I’ve always assumed the zombies have already won. All we can do is survive.”
I cannot think like that. I can’t give up. If there’s no hope, why go on?
“No one wins in the end,” Olivia says as though she’s read my mind and is responding to my thoughts. “There’s only one end awaiting all of us. It’s all we can do to live gracefully and try to make the world a little brighter while we’re here.”
She’s right, but I’m young. I don’t want to hear this. As far as I’m concerned, I’ll live forever. There’s something primal within me that refuses to surrender. 
“I think we’ll win,” I say, ignoring the aches and pains in my body that argue otherwise. 
“I hope you’re right.”
There’s a subdued undertone in her words. She doubts winning is possible, and although it’s unspoken, I understand why. Life isn’t fair. Life isn’t a game of soccer with two nicely spaced halves, clearly defined rules, and a referee to keep things fair. Winning is a naive concept. There’s an entire world out there overrun with zombies. I want to think it’s possible to win, but I understand Olivia’s doubts. We’re a long way from winning on our own turf, let alone turning the tide against Zee. Like Jack and his magic beans, I was silly enough to think those tablets would solve all our problems. If anything, they’ve made life worse. And now, they’re gone. Consumed by fire.
“You should get some sleep,” I say, turning to Olivia. 
“What about you?” Olivia asks. 
“I can’t sit here while everyone else is working. I need to help.”
“Marge doesn’t want you down there,” she says as I get to my feet. “She’s afraid you’ll bring them back.”
I don’t care. 
I don’t say that, but I want to.
I care about the commune and the survivors, but not Zee. If he comes for me again, so be it. I’ll go. Without Steve, life is pointless. No one else should have to die to keep me safe.
Over by the gate, a team of eight men work on the fallen tree, hacking at it with axes and working to mend the fence where the zombies poured through last night.
“I should leave,” I say, my mind still reeling from the loss of Steve, wondering if he’s out there somewhere on the run. “I’m endangering everyone by being here.”
“Where would you go? There’s nowhere to go,” Olivia replies, and she quickly adds, “You’re still thinking about the boy, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” I say. “You saw him. You know he’s not dead.”
“I don’t know what I saw,” Olivia concedes. “I saw him from a distance. I saw dark shapes struggling in the moonlight. And whatever I saw, it happened over twelve hours ago. He could have been dead before they got him to the fence. And by now? He must be dead. He has to be.”
“But you don’t know that,” I plead. 
“Why would they keep him alive? That makes no sense. That’s not the way zombies operate.”
“None of this makes any sense,” I reply, looking out over the bloody bodies staining the grass. “There was a time when all of this seemed impossible, just the stuff of fiction and films and the worst of our nightmares, and yet here it is.”
“What are you going to do?” Olivia asks. 
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t do anything stupid,” she says. 
“Oh,” I reply, unable to suppress a laugh. “Stupid is what I do best.”
Olivia smiles faintly.
“Talk to Marge,” she says. “Before you do anything rash, be sure to talk to her. Talk to Ferguson. Talk to your Dad. Okay?”
“Okay,” I say, walking over to the ladder with my humongous boots plodding on the wooden floor. “Oh, and thanks.”
“For the beauty treatment? Or for breakfast?” Olivia asks, knowing how much the scrubbing must have hurt and how embarrassing it was for me.
“For both,” I call out, working my way down the ladder. 
Straw, mud, blood and bile line the floor of the barn. Walking outside, I feel renewed. The warmth of the sun on my face and the cool breeze reminds me of what it means to be alive, while the carnage strewn across the grass tells me how important our lives are. We must go on. We have to win. I have to believe Steve is still alive. Anything else and I would crumple into a heap. I have to find him.
Smoke drifts from the ruins of the old homestead. 
A cart rumbles past with dead zombies piled on the back. Bloodied arms and legs hang over the edge of the flat wooden deck. A couple of men grab another dead zombie and heave it up, swinging the carcass on top of the pile. The body slides a little, and someone pokes at it with a pitchfork, angling it toward the back of the deck so it won’t fall off.
It’s only now that I’m outside that I realize how lucky we were. Blood drips from the barn. The press of zombies was so intense those up against the barn were crushed against the wood. The whole barn could have collapsed.
Bodies lie in piles in the sunlight. 
Torn intestines straddle the edge of a concrete horse trough some twenty feet away, staining the water bright red. Crows peck at the dead bodies, picking flesh from the bones. Flies swarm through the air. Death always wins, or at least death likes to think he wins, but I know different. Life exploits death. One of the advantages of having a geeky dad is I’ve learned a lot about life. Life has thrived on Earth for billions of years, having endured dozens of extinction events ranging from poisonous volcanic traps spanning hundreds of miles to gigantic meteorites raining fire from the skies. Death tries, but life wins, and one generation leads to another. Life is unstoppable.
A zombie wearing a torn track suit crawls out from behind the trough, working hand over hand through the grass.
“Over here,” I yell, pointing at the zombie. 
A couple of men jog over with a long pry bar. One of them positions the bar above the zombie’s head when I cry, “Wait!”
The zombie stops and stares at me. Bloodshot eyes lock with mine. Matted hair and rotten green skin leave the zombie looking more monster than man, and yet once he was human. Once, long ago, he fled from Zee. He fought and died trying to run from this nightmare. And then he became one of them. 
Having been through the transformation and felt my senses go numb, I have some idea what he went through in those final few minutes, and I wonder what thoughts are bouncing around in his head. His teeth chatter, but not from hunger. There’s a rhythm to the grinding, snarling clatter. I think he recognizes me. Perhaps I’m reading too much into the moment, but I feel as though he’s calling to me. 
“Hazel,” a voice says from behind me, snapping me out of my lethargy. 
It’s Dad.
My eyes cast up at the man holding the pry-bar and I nod. His lips tighten. In an instant, he brings the pry bar down, piercing the back of the zombie’s skull and sending the tip of the steel bar thundering through the zombie’s brain and out the other side into the dirt. Blood and brains soak into the soil. Zee shudders and lies still.
“What are you doing?” Dad asks. “You shouldn’t be down here. It’s too dangerous.”
“It’s dangerous for everyone, Dad.”
“But, Hazel.”
I know what he means, but I’m not special. I have no more right to protection than anyone else. I need to pull my weight. This is all my fault. Zee followed me back here. If it weren’t for me, none of this would have happened. I can’t hide.
Dad takes me to one side, walking me away from the barn and up the hill toward the houses by the granary. 
“Just take things easy,” he says. “You’re taking too many risks.”
We walk away from the barn, away from the charred ruins of the homestead and the bloody mess scattered across the ground. The contrast before us is stark. Lush, green grass gives way gently underfoot. Pine trees dot the distant hills. Nature is at peace. It’s too easy to turn our backs on the carnage.
“Don’t you see, Dad. We can’t ignore what’s happened to our world. We live our lives in isolation, trying to pretend Zee doesn’t exist—planting crops and raising families. But nothing changes. He’s always out there. Waiting. Watching. Stalking us in the dark.”
“Nothing can ever change,” Dad says. “We lost the war a long time ago.”
This isn’t my father. My father would be gathering samples. He’d be experimenting, looking to learn more about these creatures, as he calls them. My dad would refuse to resign himself to fate. But the loss of his right hand has changed all that, and not just because of the physical trauma or the loss of dexterity. Deep down, this horrific, debilitating injury has forced a change in his persona. Gone is the drive he had just a few days ago. His curiosity has waned. Like everyone else, he just wants to survive. 
I want my old dad back, but I won’t say that to him. That would be cruel.
“But the tablets,” I say.
“They’re gone. And even if we had more, all they would do is buy us some time. They’re good for prevention. They’re not a cure.”
“Those tablets change everything,” I cry. “Zee knows it. That’s why he came for us!”
Marge and Ferguson sit on the porch of one of the old homes easily a hundred yards away, looking at a foldout paper map sprawled before them. As we walk lazily up the long, sloping hill toward them, my dad speaks in an even tone.
“Even if we could retrieve more of those tablets from town, we have no idea about the dosage. No idea about possible side effects or complications. I swallowed a handful, you probably had more, far more than was needed, but we just don’t know. There are over three hundred people in the commune. How many tablets do you think we would need for all of them? How long will each dose last? The effect may only last a few days.”
“But Dad!” I cry, as though pleading with him will make any difference to reality. For once, I want him to be wrong.
“We’re crippled, Haze. And I don’t mean me. From a technological standpoint, we’ve been thrown back two or three hundred years by the apocalypse, if not further. 
“Even if I knew how to manufacture more tablets, I couldn’t. The technology just doesn’t exist anymore. And if I could, getting them to other survivors around the country is nigh on impossible. We’ve gone from flying across the entire Continental U.S. in a day to being barely able to get to the outskirts of the nearest town. Take zombies out of the equation entirely, and there’s still disease, wolves, bears, bandits. Every glass of water we drink has to be captured from rainwater or distilled over a fire. How far do you think we’d get? Honestly?”
I don’t like what I’m hearing. Body language is a bitch. I can’t help but look down at my boots, which betrays my thinking to my dad.
Dad says, “Hazel, you have to trust me on this. It’s always the youth that push for change. When you’re young, you see the future as something that can be controlled. With all your excitement and exuberance, there’s nothing you can’t do. But when you get a bit older, the world looks different. You realize you’ve only got one shot at change, and you realize time is your greatest enemy. You come to learn that you will never get a single day to live over again, so you have to be frugal. You have to weigh the cost of change. You have to pick and choose what you do.”
I’m frustrated. I feel like I should be doing something. I should be out there with David and Jane. I should be looking for Steve. I’m moody. Sullen. Dad must sense my anxiety as his voice softens.
“When I was your age, grandpa would get drunk most weekends. He’d start drinking after lunch and by late afternoon he’d be hammered. The sun would set on a sweltering hot summer night and he’d be back in the Sudan, fighting rebels again. He’d scare the hell out of our neighbors, yelling, Hot Dog! Red Rooster!”
“Hot dog?” I ask, distracted by Dad’s recollection. “Rooster?”
“It was one of dozens of call/response passwords they used in the Sudan. A group of four soldiers would go out on patrol, scouting for rebels. When they returned, the sentry would call out Hot Dog and he’d have to reply Red Rooster or whatever the code was for that particular day. Give the wrong response and the guards would start shooting.”
Seems like a fairy tale to me. I can’t imagine why people would want to fight each other. I guess there’s always been wars with or without zombies. It would be nice to think everyone could just get along, but I guess that’s naive. 
“The cops knew your granddad by name. Eventually, he took things too far. Someone was fighting down the block and he decided to break things up with his shotgun. He didn’t kill anyone, but that might have been because he was too drunk to shoot straight. The courts forced him into rehab. I didn’t see him for months after that. When he finally came home he had a small plaque with a prayer etched on it. I still remember that prayer.”
I could listen to my dad recall stories like these all day. They’re a welcome refuge from the nightmare of reality. A distraction like this is just what I need to get some perspective. I listen intently as he recites words from the depth of his heart.
“Lord. Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
“The courage to change the things I can,
“And the wisdom to know the difference.”
All I can say in reply is, “Huh.”
“You are courageous, Haze. There’s no doubt about that. But there are things in life you cannot change, things you have to accept. That doesn’t mean you have to like them, but raging against a thunderstorm won’t make it go away.”
I love my dad. 
I understand what he’s trying to do. And I get it, but I have to hope for more. There has to be an end to this dark night. I need to see the sun rise over a world in which Zee is nothing more than a bad dream fading with the dawn. 
Dad rubs his hand through my hair as we walk up to Marge. She gets to her feet to greet me, which feels out of place. A warm smile and an outstretched hand speak of tender concern, but before we speak, she spies something over my shoulder and a scowl descends across her face. We shake hands as I turn to see what she’s looking at. 
A lone rider gallops in through the gates. Instead of easing once he’s inside the compound, he continues to charge across the field, scattering work crews, and it’s only then I realize he’s struggling to control his horse. 
It’s James. 
James struggles with the reins, pulling the panicked horse to a reluctant halt. Someone grabs the bridle, steadying the horse as James slouches in the saddle. Rather than dismounting, James slides to one side, falling awkwardly to the ground as a couple of marauders run over. They grab the young man, helping him to his feet, but James pushes them away, staggering on toward us. His clothing is torn. Blood drips from his arms. 
Ferguson stands with his firearm drawn, holding it outstretched, aimed at the poor boy’s forehead as he stumbles on through the long grass toward us. 
“It’s a trap,” James cries. “There’s thousands—tens of thousands of them in the next valley.” 
He’s yelling at Marge, making eye contact with her and her only. It’s as though the rest of us don’t exist. 
Ferguson cocks his pistol, pulling back on the hammer. The sound of the metal ratchet clicking slowly within the gun is painfully ominous.
“We didn’t stand a chance,” James says, kicking awkwardly at the grass as he walks. Dark veins bulge on his neck. His arms twitch.
Marge raises her hand, signaling for Ferguson not to fire. For his part, Ferguson stands as still and erect as a statue. His outstretched arm threatens death in an instant.
James glances at Ferguson, but he doesn’t seem to see the gun. He mouths the words, “I’m sorry.”
My heart sinks. 
David and Jane are dead. 
If Ferguson feels any emotion at the loss of his adopted son, he doesn’t show it. I’m expecting at least a flicker, a twitch of heartache to show on his face but he doesn’t even blink. His face is set like stone.
James lumbers on, struggling to walk. Spasms ripple through the young man as the transformation seizes his body. 
“You’ve got to run. Flee while there’s still time.”
He falls to his knees in the grass and stares down at his trembling hands. Blood drips from his fingers. Slowly, his eyes look up, pleading with Marge. There’s an unspoken cry for compassion, for mercy. Intelligence shines from behind dark pupils. I can see the anguish in his soul. He can’t understand why this has happened to him, but there is no reason. He’s done nothing wrong. Time and chance have condemned his courage when cowardice would have seen him live. 
Marge speaks softly, saying, “You’ve done well, James. Your service will be remembered.”
“Thank you,” he replies with tears streaming down his cheeks.
Marge lowers her hand and Ferguson fires. The shot is sudden—a thunderclap of violence. Deep red blood explodes from the back of the boy’s head. I jump. I want to scream at Marge, and yet I don’t. But why? Is it because it’s too late to make a difference? Am I also resigned to the bitter, brutal choices that have to be made? Am I afraid of her authority? Perhaps it’s all of these in one form or another. 
I feel sick.
Such heroism demands more than summary execution. Is there nothing we could have done for him? What about my father? Marge held on when he was past hope. 
We could get more tablets. We could ride back into town and retrieve more boxes. But I know this is the desperation of a young mind. I hate to admit it, but Dad’s right. As much as it takes courage to change, it takes even more to accept this cruel, harsh, inhuman world.
I hate Marge.
I hate Ferguson.
Bile rises in the back of my throat.
I hate myself.
I hate Zee. 
I hate all Zee has made of us.
Seeing James lying on the brilliant green grass as dark red blood runs out from the back of his head, I can’t help but cry. There should be hope. Life should not be so harsh. Death should not be so final, so abrupt. 
Marge walks off through the lush grass. Ferguson points at James, telling a couple of the men to put his body with the rest. 
Anger boils within me.
I cannot be silent.
“Noooooo!” I yell, clenching my fists and directing my voice at Marge. 
She stops walking but doesn’t turn back to face me.
“You lied,” I cry. “His body is still warm and you’ve already forgotten about him.”
Slowly, she turns to face me. Her face is flushed with anger. Ferguson stands by her side and finally I see the truth. I’ve always seen Marge as this kind, tender woman thrust into a role she hates, desperately trying to hold us all together, but now I see past the facade. She has ice in her veins, not blood. Even Ferguson pales next to her. He’s nothing more than an attack dog. Marge holds the leash.
Marge strides up to me with her finger pointing at my face, yelling, “And just what the hell would you have done, you silly little girl? You think you can do better? Everyone thinks they can do better than me, but the truth is no one else has the courage to do whatever it takes to keep us alive. I do. I make the hard calls no one else wants to face.
“You think that was easy? You think I won’t lie awake tonight picturing that poor boy’s face in those final few seconds? You have no idea!"
“Bury him,” I say, refusing to be intimidated.
“What?”
“Bury him with dignity. Don’t just throw him on a pile of zombies. He deserves better than that.”
“We all deserve better,” she says coldly. “But what we deserve has no place here.”
“I’ll do it,” I say.
“You?” Marge says, trying to suppress a laugh, but I’m not laughing. Life demands respect. Somewhat appropriately, a light drizzle begins to fall as dark clouds blot out the sun. A cool breeze blows in from the north.
Marge says, “If you want to give him a proper burial, you go right ahead. I don’t have time for this.”
Ferguson looks me up and down as though he’s sizing me up for a fight, but he says, “You’ll find a shovel in the barn.”
And with that, he and Marge walk on. 
Dad walks up to me with a bloody rag wrapped around his wrist. 
“I’ll be fine,” I say. “I can do this. I need to.”
He doesn’t say anything, but there are tears in his eyes. 
“Go with them,” I say, and he pats my shoulder softly as he walks on, following Ferguson. Marge has already gone inside one of the other homes. 
Ferguson sits on a porch swing watching me as he talks with one of the women about arranging a communal lunch for the workers. 
The two men standing by James look lost. They tower over his crumpled body.
“Go,” I say. 
With heads hung low, they leave to join another work detail. 
I’m determined to honor James with a decent burial. There’s a fire in my heart. I’ve lost Steve, David and Jane in a single day. As much as I’d like to think Steve’s still out there somewhere, Marge is right. I’m a silly little girl clinging to a dream. Reality lies in front of me with blood dripping from a bullet hole in his forehead. 
I grab a shovel from the barn. 
I’ll bury James where he fell. 
Thunder rumbles in the clouds.
Rain falls, washing the blood away. Clods of grass give way beneath my shovel as my boot drives the blade on. The dirt is heavy, much heavier than I thought, and I strain to lift the soil and heave it to one side. 
The last of the work crews return as the storm breaks in all its anger. Thunder shouts from the heavens, lightning tears at the sky, but I will not be deterred. After clearing an outline roughly six feet long, I steel myself to dig down at least five to six feet. Over the next few hours, a mound of dirt builds slowly beside me. 
A bitter cold wind drives across the open ground. 
Rain lashes at my face. 
The storm pounds me in its fury. 
“You won’t win,” I yell above the crash of thunder. “I won’t let you.”
As if in response, lightning shatters the sky, tearing through the clouds. Thunder breaks in a defiant boom overhead.
“No,” I cry, raising my head to the dark sky. “You have no right!” 
Again, lightning cuts through the clouds as thunder rattles my bones in anger. The very heavens are set against me.
“You cannot win,” I yell in defiance. There is no wisdom or acceptance, no courage either, just stubborn pride. “I won’t let you win.”
Mud slides into the hole and I struggle to keep one wall from collapsing. With my shovel, I hack at the wall, digging into the dirt and widening the hole. 
Minutes drag on like hours. The water laden dirt is heavy. Slowly, I edge down, hacking at the dirt until I’m standing waist deep in a shallow grave. 
Blisters break out on my palms, but nothing can stop me from digging. My back hurts. Each ache and spasm of pain is one more reason to go on. I’m cold and soaking wet. Strands of hair cling to the side of my face. 
“You can’t win,” I mumble to myself. “I won’t let you. I won’t.”
Beneath the soft, crumbling surface soil lies a layer of clay and it takes all my weight to force my shovel deeper. So much effort for so little progress. I’m slowing. I’m sore. I’m tired. Pathetic. Although I want to go on, physically I feel as though I can’t. The work is too much for my frail body. I don’t want to stop, but I’m exhausted. I’m making so little headway against the rain slowly filling the hole with mud. The clay is thick and gummy. My shovel strikes yet another rock, sending a shudder back through my hands. My feet hurt, but I can’t give up. I have to do this. 
“You will not win,” I say without any emotion as I respond feebly to another crash of thunder.
Fatigue gives way to mindless repetition. I am Zee. There’s a dull sway, a rhythm to my motion. Again and again my shovel falls, chopping away at the clay. 
As the depth of the grave approaches my shoulders, James stares at me with dead eyes. As much as I’d like to turn his head to one side, I can’t. I cannot deny what has happened to him. I barely knew him. To me, he was a jock, a cocky kid, someone who could do no wrong when I could do no right. James was always right. If David was the quarterback we never had, James was the running back. He would blitz past everyone else and leap through the air to catch the winning pass for a touchdown. I should have been nicer to James, I think as yet another shovel of clay and dirt and muddy water turns upside down on the pile beside the hole. 
Regrets eat away at my heart. The look in James’ eyes is one of sadness and resignation. Even in death, there are expressions of life.
His mouth is slightly open, almost as though he’s about to say something or as though he’s surprised by what’s happened. There was only ever going to be one outcome once Ferguson drew his gun.
I’ll be damned if I’ll stop now. 
Somewhere behind the gloomy clouds, the sun sets and the land is plunged into darkness. The rain is merciless, pounding me and giving me no rest or respite. 
Ferguson hasn’t moved. He’s still sitting on the distant porch along with a dozen other men sheltering from the storm. They’re eating dinner. Lamps within the house cast a soft glow on the windows. It’s warm and dry in there. There’s nothing that says I can’t stop. There’s no one telling me I must go on. No one but me. Pride. With each shovel full of mud and clay and dirt, I whisper. 
“For James.”
“For David.”
“For Jane.”
And as much as it pains me to say it, “For Steve.”
I’m not sure what time it is when I’m finally shoveling dirt out over my head, but I’m deep enough. I can stop, and yet that notion seems foreign. Now, I can give James the respect he deserves, the respect we all deserve in death. 
“Rest in peace,” I say to those lifeless eyes watching me.
I place the shovel across the top of the grave and use the wooden handle to climb out of the deep hole. Lightning breaks overhead, but the fury of the storm has passed. 
Dark silhouettes surround the grave, standing motionless in the bitter night. 
My heart skips a beat. 
Zee?
Dad steps forward through the rain and reaches out a hand to help me up. I’m covered in mud and dripping wet. Marge is there, as is Ferguson. No one says anything, which is creepy. 
Two of the older men gently roll James onto a wooden plank. They loop rope over each end of the wood and raise his body slightly above the sodden grass. Slowly, they lower his body into the grave. Someone has fashioned a wooden cross with the name “James” carved crudely into the crosspiece. Last names have long been rendered obsolete from all but the oldest of adults. No one cares anymore. Us teens don’t. There’s no more nuclear families. Just us and them—Zee. 
“Would you like to say something?” Marge asks.
I look around at friends, elders, and strangers.
My voice breaks, but I have to speak, and not just on behalf of James. I need to speak from the heart for myself. 
“Weep not for the dead,” I say, raising my voice above the howling wind. “Weep for the living. 
“The dead ask not for our pity, only to be honored, to be remembered. For them, the battle is over. For them, there is no fear, no pain, no anguish, no heartache anymore. There is no love or hate in the grave. But we, the living, we must go on. We, the living, have to honor those that have fallen. We have no choice. We must fight. We must defeat this terror. We must win this war or all these deaths will have been in vain.”
Tears stream down my cheeks, not that anyone would know in the rain. 
“We—I have lost too many good friends. James. David. Jane. We have to go on. We need to do this for them.”
I can’t add Steve to the list. I know I should. I know it’s stupid to cling to hope, but I want him to be alive out there somewhere. I tell myself he might have escaped, even though deep down I know he didn’t. 
Marge steps forward and picks up the shovel. She digs into the loose dirt and shovels a single load into the dark, open grave, saying, “For my son, Alex.”
Ferguson takes the shovel as she steps back into the shadows. He says, “For my dear sweet Susie,” as mud slips from the shovel into the hole. 
Dad steps up. I go to help him when he says, “No. I can do this.”
He slips the handle under his armpit, grabbing the shovel near the blade and digs into the dirt. He turns the shovel and mud, rocks and dirt tumble into the grave, saying, “For Jacinta.”
My mom.
One by one, almost three hundred people file past me, each paying respect to a fallen loved one. Men, women, children—all soaked to the bone with rain, all determined to do what’s right regardless. I feel weak, but I stand at the foot of the grave as it slowly fills with dirt.
I recognize James’ mother and father. I’m not sure if they’re his biological parents or his commune parents, but it doesn’t really matter. Parents love their kids regardless of their origin. They both say his name even though I’m sure there are dozens of other names they could recite. They hug me as they shuffle past. 
Finally, I’m left alone standing beside the grave. There’s a little dirt still piled to one side so I shovel it tenderly in place. Someone’s fixed the cross at the head of the grave. The rain has eased. I pause for one last look as the rain falls gently, forming puddles in the mud. Crouching, I pat the wet soil, saying, “I’m sorry, James. I’m so sorry. But you won’t be forgotten.”



Chapter 04: Hunted    
 
A cup of hot soup, a warm towel and a change of clothes are surprisingly refreshing. The house is packed. People lie asleep on the table, on the floor, anywhere they can find some extra space. Olivia bandages my hand, but the blisters don’t bother me. I’ve had blisters before. They’ll heal. 
I fall asleep in a lounge chair that seems to have been conveniently left empty for me. I’m not sure what time it is when I wake, but it’s still dark. 
I can’t stay. 
If Zee realizes I’m still here, he’ll storm the compound again. I’ve got to go. I’ve got to find Steve. Listening to these thoughts bouncing around inside my skull, I realize how silly I am. Find Steve. Yeah, it’s all that simple. I’ll just waltz out of here and find him. Stupid. And yet, I feel compelled, driven to search for Steve. Why? If I’m honest with myself, he was probably dead by the time he reached the fence. Is this irrational drive love? Can love spring so soon? So deep? I think it can. It’s stupid, but then love never makes sense. Besides, I know he’d do the same for me. He’d keep searching until he found me, even if all that remained were bloody rags.
Quietly, I get up and creep into the kitchen. It’s still dark. A soft glow above the distant hills announces the coming dawn. 
A worn pack hangs on a hook by the old cast iron stove. I begin working my way through the cupboards looking for supplies to take with me: a couple of canteens, a knife, a compression bandage, and a hammer for self-defense at close quarters. In my mind, the slightest clink of items in my pack sounds like thunder, and I’m sure someone is going to wake. I wrap items in scraps of cloth to keep the noise down, knowing these rags will double as extra bandages out beyond the fence. 
A light flares in the darkened pantry behind me. 
I flinch.
A burning match highlights a face in the shadows. A few puffs and a cigar glows with a soft orange ember.
A quiet, but gruff voice says, “Well, you took your goddamn time.”
I almost drop the bag in fright. 
Ferguson rocks back in a chair. Wood squeaks rhythmically with his motion. He draws in deep on his cigar. The embers flare, highlighting the shelves on either side of him. 
“Just what the hell were you thinking?” he asks, and my legs shake. “Did you seriously think you could sneak out of here again without anyone noticing? What? Were you just going to creep through a double posting of guards, each with a nervous trigger finger ready to shoot at shadows?”
“I—ah.” 
I don’t know what to say. My plan was to plead with one of the guards, to ask them to turn a blind eye. Not the most coherent of plans, but I’m desperate to find Steve.
“My boys would have put a hot lead slug inside that pretty little head of yours before you made it fifty feet from the fence.”
Busted. 
I want to beg for the chance to leave the commune, but my words would be wasted on Ferguson. And I won’t lie to him. All I can do is appeal to his priorities. 
“I can’t stay,” I say, keeping my voice low. “They’ll be back for me. I have to leave or they’ll kill everyone just to get to me.”
Ferguson doesn’t respond. He draws in long and deep on his cigar. A pungent, fruity plume of smoke drifts through the air. 
“You’re not wrong there,” he finally says. “Your dad is determined we should protect you. 
“Marge is indifferent. She’s no fool. She can see the danger, but she never was one for decisive action. 
“And me? If I had my way, I’d tie you to the back of a cart and run you straight through the heart of the city. I’d take a dozen men with me, and we’d use you as bait to draw out the undead. You’re a magnet. I’d use you to my advantage. Sweep along the interstate and out into the countryside to the north. If we could clear downtown, we’d have access to far more supplies.”
My heart sinks. 
“But things change,” Ferguson continues. “You and your damn speech.”
I’m not sure about his background before the apocalypse, but Ferguson uses damn quite freely. Although, as far as swear words go, damn is pretty lame. Not that I’d tell him that. Ferguson makes damn sound defiant.
He gets to his feet and walks into the kitchen, clenching his cigar between his teeth as he talks. His cowboy boots resound fearlessly on the wooden floor. Ferguson doesn’t give a damn who he wakes.
“You’re crazy going back out there. Stark raving mad. I’ll help you, but you have to do something for me.”
My eyes go wide in surprise. Ferguson wants my help? I cannot think of anything I have to offer him.
“Help me find David.”
I rest the bag on the table.
“Sure,” I reply, curious as to why but not game to ask. 
Ferguson must sense my curiosity. With a growl, he says, “I’m gonna bury my boy.”
And suddenly I’m seeing a whole new side to this grizzled old man. Beneath his tough exterior, he’s as soft as a marshmallow. He’s willing to risk his life to bury his dead son—his adopted son. He too must see that all we are in life demands more in death. We’re not refuse, some crumpled up piece of trash to be tossed carelessly into the garbage when our body no longer works. Life means more than that. Life transcends physics. We may be made from complex chemistry, but we end up as far more than a bunch of molecules and cells and electricity or whatever. DNA might shape our bodies, but we shape our own lives. 
Life demands respect even once its gone. Life needs to be remembered.
I swallow the lump in my throat and nod in response. 
“You packing?” he asks.
“Yes,” I reply, patting the gun tucked into the small of my back.
“Good.”
Ferguson never was much of one for conversation. He strides to the door making enough noise to wake the entire house.
“You coming?” he asks, standing in the doorway.
“Yes.” 
I grab an iron poker from the cold kitchen fireplace, wrap a cloth around its heavy, weighted end and shove it into my pack. I’m more concerned about soot getting everything dirty than noise. When I look up, Ferguson is already walking across the grass without me.
The old man walks off at a blistering pace. I can’t walk and keep up. I have to half walk, half run, alternating as I try to keep pace with him. 
The night air is cold. A soft mist sits low in the grass. 
The clouds have cleared. Moonlight casts long shadows through the forest. A warm glow sits on the horizon. The sun is slowly waking the countryside.
In the distance, a horse neighs. Hooves kick at the ground, impatient as we approach. Zee snarls in the darkness, but it’s not until we walk up to the horses hidden in the shadow of a old oak tree that I understand why. A live zombie has been strapped across the hindquarters of each of the horses. Zee’s arms and legs are bound and a muzzle has been fixed over his face. He squirms and fights against the strapping as we approach. The horses respond, kicking at the gravel.
“Easy,” one of the marauders says, holding the two bridles and calming the terrified horses. 
Ferguson mounts his stallion with a single, smooth, seasoned motion. The marauder senses I’m not quite as experienced and moves around the side of my mare. Still holding the reins loosely in his fingers, he grabs the horn of the saddle with one hand and holds one of the stirrups with the other, helping me climb up. 
“This isn’t going to be a problem, is it?” Ferguson asks, stubbing out his cigar on the saddle horn. 
“No,” I reply, lying. 
I’ve only ridden a horse on a handful of occasions, and never with much success. I’m fine as long as the horse is content to plod along, but if it starts to trot I find myself bouncing awkwardly. Most of my friends find riding quite natural and seem to glide above their horses. As for me, breaking into a gallop is terrifying. It’s all I can do to hold on for dear life, but pride won’t let me admit as much to Ferguson. 
Zee sniffs at the air behind me.
“Yes,” I say softly, looking back at the pitiful creature. “It’s me.”
The gates open and Ferguson rides his horse forward, trotting out onto the dirt track before pulling his horse to a halt. His stallion seems primed for a race, snorting, and stamping at the ground, restless to ride on. One of the marauders walks up beside Ferguson, talking with him as I ease my mare forward. She’s reluctant to leave the compound. 
I don’t catch everything that’s being said between Ferguson and this young man, but a few words drift on the breeze. 
“Unusually quiet, especially given all we’ve been through... I don’t like it... We normally see two or three stragglers a night. To double the guard and not see a single zombie over the course of the whole evening is unnerving... James reported seeing thousands of them... Something’s wrong.”
“Keep your men back in reserve,” Ferguson says with the authority of a general commanding his troops. “If you see a flare, converge in force.”
“Understood,” the man says.
“We’ll make three passes, slowly venturing deeper toward the city limits, and try to figure out what the hell is going on out there.”
“And the girl?” he asks, glancing at me.
Ferguson looks at me before he replies, thinking about his response.
“If there really are tens of thousands of zombies over that hill, we’ll run long. Draw them away from the camp. She’s the bait.”
“She knows that?” he asks, looking at me for some kind of confirmation. 
“She does,” Ferguson replies as I nod, and I’m impressed by the caliber of men Ferguson has under him. Although I’m also left realizing he just lied, at least in part. Finding his dead son escaped mention. As for me, I have no intention of being dragged along behind Ferguson on a bait run. He must know that. First chance I get, I’m going to venture out to find Steve.
I’m nervous, but I want to press on. I’m pretty sure Marge has no idea about this. Ferguson’s going rogue, and that’s fine with me. There’s no way my dad would let me do this, but I have to go. I have to find out what happened to Steve, David and Jane. I can’t live the rest of my life trapped behind a chain link fence.
Ferguson kicks gently at his horse and continues on as the guard walks back to the gate. As we trot away from the camp, I find myself settling into a gentle rhythm in the saddle. I take some of my weight on my feet, pushing against the stirrups and rocking with the motion of the horse. What had seemed impossible is now natural. 
My horse pulls alongside Ferguson and he talks freely.
“We cannot risk being overrun again. Ours is the largest settlement in the south. If we fall, there’s nowhere left to go. Marge wants to sit tight. She wants to double our fortifications and wait for their next move, but even if we saw them coming, there’s no way we could stop a horde numbering in the thousands.”
Dawn breaks in the distance. If I was doing chores back at the farm, I’d be up by now. I’d stop to admire the beauty of the pink and scarlet clouds streaking across the sky, but today those clouds look blood red. This could be the last dawn I ever see.
“Smell, sound, sight,” Ferguson says. “In that order. Remember that.”
“Yes, sir,” I reply, although I’m unsure where the sir came from as I don’t think I’ve ever used that word before. 
“Dealing with zombies is somewhat counterintuitive. Move in a large force and you’re loud and you stink. You’ll bring them right to you. The more zombies there are, the smaller the units you deploy. Small and nimble, that’s our best chance. Stay on the move.”
I point at the zombie strapped behind Ferguson, saying, “And these guys cover our scent.”
“Exactly.”
We ride on in silence for a while. 
As we round the bend where Steve, Jane, David and I dropped down from the cart onto a small wooden bridge, Ferguson asks, “Tell me about him.”
Him. He wants to know how David fared during our escapade.
“Well, he was just like you,” I begin, and I catch a grin on Ferguson’s face. “He taught us what to look for, constantly using things around us to prepare us for what lay ahead. I don’t think he was ever nervous. If he was, it never showed. 
“A zombie jumped us on one of the forest tracks. David was ruthless. He dispatched him with a machete before Steve and I realized what was happening. Afterwards, we asked him about it. We asked him how many zombies he’d killed. David just laughed, saying, one.”
“Haw haw,” Ferguson laughs. “Damn. I wish I could have seen that. He he he! You know, he had actually killed one before then, but we held it with ropes and poles, making it easy. I guess he figured that didn’t count.”
Ferguson sounds distant, lost in fond memories. Although that particular thought isn’t something I’d consider fondly.
“He was always so calm, so confident,” I say as we plod along on our horses. “Without him, we would have never made it.”
Ferguson nods quietly as he sways in the saddle, moving with the rhythm of his horse. I’m not sure, but I could swear there are tears in his eyes.
Shadows move in the woods, but as the early morning light is dim and a mist sits on the ground, it’s hard to tell if it’s just a soft wind rustling through the trees or if there are zombies out there on the edge of our vision. 
We reach the rise of a hill a couple of miles from the commune and Ferguson brings his horse to a halt. Vapor condenses into a mist as our horses breathe in the cold air. Fall is upon us. Winter isn’t far behind. Zee slows up with the cold. I’m hoping that will give us an advantage, but with the sun already on my face, I know it’s going to be a warm day. We might get some rain, but we could equally have a bright, sunny day in spite of the change in seasons.
Ferguson peers through a set of binoculars, looking out over the forest. A few of the distant oaks are beginning to turn, with hints of yellow and orange preceding the brilliant reds of fall. I wait patiently, keen to hear about all he can see. From where I sit on my black mare, the track ducks in and out of the trees, winding its way down toward the river. Beyond the river, rooftops mark the outer suburbs. Most of the buildings are only one or two stories high, but in the distance, skyscrapers rise out of the fog.
After roughly a minute, he says, “I’m not seeing them.”
Them. Zee.
“That’s good, right?” I say, somewhat naively, and then I remember David’s warning—it’s not the zombie you see that gets you.
Ferguson ignores my comment.
“There’s a small clutch of zombies feeding on the carcass of a horse down by the river, but there’s no more than ten to twenty of them.”
That must be where David and Jane fell. Ferguson has to be thinking the same thing.
“No bodies.”
And I hear the sadness in his voice, understanding the implication latent in his comment. David would have saved two bullets—there should be two bodies, or at least torn remains. Perhaps we’re still too distant to see bloody rags strewn in the forest.
I’m silent as Ferguson asks the question I’m wondering as well.
“Where the hell is the goddamn herd?”
James warned us about thousands of zombies in this valley. Could such a large number of zombies disperse within a day? We’re only used to hearing about small bands of zombies in the woods. The hordes keep to the cities. Hundreds would be unusual this far out. Thousands is unheard of. Where could they have gone?
“Too quiet,” he says, almost to himself. “Something’s wrong. Feels like we’re walking into a trap.”
I’m impressed by Ferguson’s resolve. He isn’t distracted by his desire to find and bury his son. He’s seeing the bigger problem before us, or the problem that’s not before us, as the case may be.
“Maybe they’ve returned to the city,” I say.
Ferguson holds his hand up, signaling for me to be quiet. The slight turn of his head indicates he heard something out in the forest to our left. Slightly behind us. I listen. I can’t hear anything, not even birds. And that’s when my blood runs cold.
Ferguson dismounts without making a sound and pulls a lever action rifle from a scabbard on the side of his saddle. A quick glance at me, and I copy him, lowering myself quietly to the sandy track. He holds his finger to his lips, signaling for quiet, and directs me to duck down out of sight. 
The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.
Moss grows over an old log lying in a ditch beside the trail. A tree must have fallen across the track at some point as the marauders have shifted it to one side, stripping most of the smaller branches. 
Ferguson leans his rifle against the log and unhooks a bag from his saddle, resting it quietly on the ground. I crouch beside the log not knowing what I’m hiding from. Paranoid, I look around. There’s nothing but forest. There’s no movement anywhere beyond the gentle sway of nature. Knowing how easy it is for Zee to blend in with the trees, I scan the woods for the slightest sign of motion, but there’s nothing. 
Birds fly high overhead, but they don’t settle in the trees, and I remember how David looked to them for early warning. Zee is close. But where?
Ferguson positions himself between the two horses and yells, slapping them hard on their hind flanks, just behind the bound, growling zombies. The two startled horses break into a short gallop, but within ten to fifteen yards, they slow to a trot and finally come to a halt not more than fifty yards from us. 
Ferguson ducks down beside me, pushing his back against the log and breathing hard, surprising me with how quick he can move. He holds his rifle to his chest with the barrel pointing straight up. Slowly, and with pains to be quiet, he works with the lever, silently loading a bullet into the chamber. 
My heart races. What is he doing? We need those horses. What has he seen? I can’t see anything, just trees in the forest, but whatever spooked him, it must be behind us, out of sight behind the log. I want to say something, but Ferguson is deathly quiet. His eyes dart up and to the side as though he’s expecting Zee to come bounding over the top of the log. 
I’m petrified. 
The horses look relaxed. One of them bends down to eat some grass growing by the edge of the trail. The other looks back at us with bewilderment. 
I want to run. 
And it’s then I see them.
Zee is all around us, hiding behind the trees.
“I’ll be damned,” Ferguson whispers, shrinking down another half a foot below the edge of the fallen log.
Across from us, on the other side of the trail, dozens of zombies turn behind the trees, keeping a tree trunk between themselves and our horses. There must be hundreds of them, perhaps thousands stretching back into the woods. The closest is not more than ten feet away—a young girl with ragged, dirty clothing standing behind a tree just off the track, but she’s motionless, like a statue. She couldn’t have been more than ten years old when she turned. I shrink a little further into the ditch.
“They’re supposed to be dumb,” I say under my breath.
“That’s pretty damn smart,” Ferguson whispers in response.
For now, they haven’t seen us. Their hands touch the tree trunks as though they’re a part of the woods, as though they can feel the cellular life pulsing within the bark. None of them peer out from behind the trees. They stare blindly at the wood. Perhaps that’s why they don’t notice us crouching beside the fallen log. 
Ferguson peers back along the trail. There are zombies as far as we can see off behind the trees.
“They’re stalking us.”
It’s all I can do not to scream at the terror of so many of these monstrous creatures. Torn rags reveal rotting green skin. Dark eyes peer out from behind gaunt, starved cheeks. They have only to turn their heads slightly and they’ll see us. 
“No breeze,” Ferguson whispers. “Our scent will stay on the path. It won’t drift.”
I’m struggling to understand how that’s relevant, but Ferguson thinks it’s important.
With his hand resting gently on my forearm, he whispers “Follow me. Stay low. Don’t make a sound.”
He slips his backpack over one shoulder and holds his gun by its wooden stock, which leaves me thinking he doesn’t intend on using it. And why would he? He might drop maybe half a dozen zombies, but there are hundreds of them lining the path. Gunfire is only going to make matters worse.
Crouching as he moves, Ferguson darts along the edge of the track, staying in the shallow drainage ditch. I’m not letting him get more than a few feet away from me. I have my fire iron out, which is feeble, really. I could take one, maybe two zombies before they dragged me down. 
Once we’re out from behind the log, it’s apparent the zombies on this side of the trail can see us. They’re not more than a few feet away, but somehow we don’t register. Zee stares blindly at the tree bark. Zee is focused on remaining hidden from our horses. Regardless of the soft crunch of pebbles under our boots, the zombies don’t react. It’s as though they’re in a trance. 
Ferguson ducks under a low bridge, hiding in a culvert and I understand what he means about our scent. By staying on the path we traversed, we’re blending in with the original scent trail. 
The horses wander back to where we dismounted at the top of the rise. The zombies adjust their stance, remaining hidden. It’s strange seeing so many of them from the rear, all staring away from us, staring blindly at tree trunks just inches away. How do they know? They can’t see the horses, and yet they align themselves perfectly with them. 
Something spooks one of the horses. It can’t be the scent of zombies as the stallion has a zombie strapped to its back, but that one, sudden action, kicking violently at the trail is enough to spring the trap. Hundreds of zombies converge, swarming out of the forest and onto the trail. 
The horses rear up, lashing out with their legs, but Zee overpowers them. The poor animals scream with fear. I know horses can’t scream as we do, but that’s all I can think of to describe the terror they’re in. Bloodied arms reach for them, clawing at their thick hides. Teeth sink in, tearing at their skin. They fight, but they’re overwhelmed by the crush of zombies and within seconds they sink beneath the swell. 
Ferguson taps me on the shoulder, signaling we should stay on the move while Zee feasts. He creeps beneath the bridge, leading me down into a gully. Water sings merrily over rocks and stones, dancing and giggling, and yet behind me, the last pitiful cries of the mare I rode send a shudder down my spine. 
The sides of the gully are steep, hiding us from view. Ferguson wastes no time, running along the edge of the narrow stream. He leaps from one rock to another, barely touching them as he springs from side to side. The speed with which he picks out each rock is astonishing. I’m a fraction his age and I can barely keep up, trying desperately to copy his every leap. 
My lungs are burning. We’re running hard, but where? All I can see is rocks and boulders, fallen trees and weeds growing on the bank of the stream. I’m so focused on Ferguson, I can’t see more than five feet in front of myself. He could run into a horde of zombies and I’d blunder blindly in behind him. 
The further we run down the gully, the more energy he seems to have. After a hundred yards, I’m tiring quickly, but Ferguson shows no sign of slacking his pace. I’d like to stop. I’d like to talk about what happened back there. I’d like to know where we’re going, but I don’t dare call out. My breathing is so loud, I feel as though every zombie within a mile can hear me wheezing. 
My backpack bounces awkwardly. I’m not even sure what’s in it any more, but I can’t abandon it. 
The gully flattens, opening out into swampy ground and Ferguson sticks to the left, following an animal trail. At least, I hope it’s an animal trail. Does Zee follow trails? I have no idea. I hope not. 
We’ve been on the run for almost ten minutes and Ferguson has not looked back once. I could have dropped behind or become lost and he wouldn’t know. 
We reach a fence leading into an open field filled with waist high grass, and for the first time, Ferguson comes to a halt. He turns back to me, leaning forward with his hands on his knees as he sucks in the cool air. He says something between breaths, but either he’s too incoherent to speak clearly, or I’m too dazed to pick up on what he said. 
I hold onto the corner post and lean forward. My lungs feel like they’re about to explode. My heart is beating so hard it hurts. 
“What—What was that?” I ask between hurried, gathered breaths. 
“I was hoping you could tell me,” Ferguson replies, looking up the hill past me. Zee isn’t following, which is a relief. 
“Will they come after us down here?” I ask. My mouth’s dry. Neither my breathing nor my heart rate have returned to normal yet. 
“Gully will hide us,” Ferguson says in a clipped, half-sentence. “The scent. Blows around in the open. Sits low in a gully. Have to stumble upon it.”
I get the gist of what he means. Unless Zee ambles into the gully, he’s not going to realize we’ve headed down here. But how does Zee realize anything? Zee is mindless. And yet there must be some cognitive function, as zombies hunt on smell and noise.
“You were right,” Ferguson says, straightening up. 
Although those three words were spoken quite casually, I’m aware there’s a weight of consideration behind them. 
“I would have never picked it,” he continues. “We’ve always thought of them in isolation. We’ve assumed they go solo. But that. That was scary.”
“You’re not kidding,” I say, but I’m thinking more about the sheer number of zombies we saw, not the tactic they employed. 
“Your comment,” Ferguson says. “About the old ones. You saw them?”
“Yes.”
“They control the others?”
I say, “I don’t know if control is the right word. Maybe steer or herd? But, yes.”
“Damn.”
Ferguson climbs the fence. As he drops down on the other side, he says, “This changes everything.”
I mount the fence, stepping on the lowest wire and swinging my leg up and over. My boot catches on the wire as I step away on the other side and it’s all I can do not to fall flat on my face. I stumble through the grass, trying not to look like the klutz I am.
“So what are we going to do?” I ask, pulling a canteen from my pack and taking a drink. I offer the canteen to Ferguson and he takes a long swig, wiping his chin before he replies to my question.
“We have to go back.”
There’s something in the way he phrases those few words that tells me he doesn’t want to turn back. 
“They’ll come for you,” he says. 
Not the reassurance I was looking for. 
Ferguson hands the canteen back to me, adding, “Eventually, one of them is going to stumble across our trail, and they’re going to follow us back to camp.”
I get the feeling he’s talking himself through the possibilities, trying to figure out what our next move should be. 
“But we’ve got to warn Marge. She needs to know what she’s up against. Seems your dad was right. There’s more to these damn things than we ever imagined.”
That’s two admissions in two minutes. For a man like Ferguson, bursting with pride, ego, and an absurd amount of confidence, I would have thought those words would be difficult to speak aloud, and yet he’s quite matter-of-fact about it. Again, I’m surprised and impressed by him. Seems I had him all wrong.
Suddenly, I’m overwhelmed by a sense of feeling naked. I’m fully clothed, of course, but the familiar weight of a pistol tucked into the back of my jeans is gone. These aren’t my clothes. And I chide myself. I should have been more careful. I should have known loose-fitting clothes would be a problem. 
“I lost my gun,” I say, feeling as though I’m confessing to a murder. 
Ferguson purses his lips. I can read his mind. Stupid, dumb, little girl. But I’m not stupid or dumb. It wasn’t my fault, I want to say, but I’m quiet. 
“How far back?” he asks, and I can see he’s thinking about retracing our steps. Being unarmed out here is suicide. 
“I don’t know.”
I cringe as the admission slips from my lips, feeling even more stupid than before. 
Ferguson crouches, laying his rifle in the grass before unbuckling an ankle holster. He’s got a small, snub nosed Glock strapped to the side of his leg. 
“This is a G42,” he says. “Standard 38 ammo, but the mag only holds six rounds, so you don’t have the usual fifteen round clip. You need to reload more often.”
I go to step back, not wanting to take his personal gun, when he says, “Whatever happens, don’t lose it!”
It’s all I can do to nod as he pulls up the cuff of my jeans and straps the holster to my ankle. 
“I—I’m sorry.”
Still kneeling before me, his eyes glance up. I’m not sure if it’s resignation or compassion in his eyes, but it’s not anger. 
“Betsy here will look after me,” he says, picking up his rifle. “Just be sure to count your shots. Six is all you get.”
As we walk through the long grass, a zombie stumbles into view walking along an overgrown road raised above the field. Ferguson ducks, and I follow. Zee is no more than twenty feet away. His putrid skin stinks, and I’m reminded of something David told us about staying upwind. If we can smell him, he can’t smell us, and yet Zee raises his head, sniffing at the air and snapping his teeth. He knows we’re nearby, but he can’t quite place us. 
The crazy thing about Zee is how all zombies are the same. Doesn’t matter if Zee is a grandma in her nineties, a businessman in a slick, black suit, a football jock or a girl of only eight—Zee is always ravenous, always angry, always hungry, always relentless.
Zee is a teenaged boy not much older than David or Steve, which is unnerving. His clothes are clean. Red shorts, white shirt, running shoes. His shirt is still tucked in. A festering sore on his neck hides what must have been a bite mark. His skin is a sickly yellow. He couldn’t have turned more than a week ago. It rained last night, but his clothes are dry. Wherever he’s come from, it had to be somewhere within the city. I want to yell at him. What were you doing in there? What were you thinking? I don’t recognize him, so he must have come from one of the northern settlements. Perhaps Olivia knew him.
There’s a small leather pouch hanging around his neck. I bet it still holds an unspent bullet.
Someone out there is probably still grieving for him and here he is hunting us.
His arms twitch. He sniffs at the air, turning slowly, trying to pick up on our scent. I can’t breathe. I feel as though I’ll betray us if I do.
He snorts like a dog and walks on. His athletic shoes scuff the ground, kicking at pebbles on the path.
Ferguson grinds a few grass stems together and fine seeds fall like dust from his fingers.
Taking my fire iron from me, he whispers, “We’ve got about thirty seconds.”
I’m still trying to figure out what he means as he lays his rifle in the long grass and creeps up onto the track. It’s the angle on which the seeds fell. He was looking at the direction of the breeze, realizing Zee will stumble into our drifting scent as he wanders further along the path. 
The zombie ambles on as Ferguson creeps up onto the track. The creature turns, snarling as Ferguson brandishes the fire poker like a baseball bat, striking Zee on the side of the head. Blood sprays across the grass as the zombie falls to its knees, its arms outstretched, grabbing at Ferguson. Bits of bloodied bone and matted hair splatter on the ground as Ferguson brings the iron bar down again and again, carving into the zombie’s skull until finally it falls in a heap. 
It.
Not he. 
My perception of Zee has shifted.
As often as I’ve seen zombies die over the last few days, I cannot get used to the sudden, bloody violence and the overwhelming use of force. 
Ferguson walks back to me, swaying slightly, still catching his breath from the explosion of adrenaline coursing through his veins. He looks shaken. I guess it never gets any easier. He sinks to his knees in front of me and we’re again hidden by the long grass. 
“We need to stay on the move.”
I can’t reply. I’m staring over his shoulder. 
Somehow, the zombie is still alive. He’s lying on the ground, pushing feebly against the gravel path with his outstretched feet. His arms are useless, lying limp beside him, but he shuffles with his feet trying to get to us. His mouth opens and his teeth crunch in a chewing motion. Even in death, Zee knows only one thing—hunger. With half his skull cap missing and his brains hanging out, the creature that was once a handsome young teenaged boy slides off the track and into the long grass, still trying to get us.
Ferguson holds the fire poker like a spear. With both hands gripped around the shaft, he brings the thick end down in one final, bone breaking thrust, punching through what remains of the zombie’s skull and deep into the animal’s brain.
Monster. Animal. Creature. I feel as though I’m becoming more like my dad with each zombie encounter, although it’s Jane’s love of monster that resonates more. What I cannot do is see Zee as human. Intellectually, I know he was once as I now am, but emotionally I can’t reconcile Zee as anything but a ravenous inhuman beast. What would I make of Jane or David or Steve if I were too see them as zombies? I don’t know that I could deal with that. I couldn’t kill them. Perhaps loved ones are our greatest weakness in the apocalypse, leaving us vulnerable to the memories of what once was.
Ferguson looks up. My eyes follow. Hundreds of zombies come running out of the woods, appearing from nowhere. Rather than moving in a broad line, it is as though they form part of some monstrous wave bearing down on us. They run so hard, some of them trip, with their feet coming out from beneath them, and they’re crushed underfoot by those that follow. 
“RUUUUUNNNNNNNNNN!”
Yeah, I figured that was the plan. 
Ferguson charges off through the grass. 
He’s still got the bloodied fire poker, so I grab his rifle and sprint after him. 
The ground is soft underfoot. Long grass gives way to reeds and thick clumps of flax. Our pace is slowed by the marshland. 
Ducks take flight.
Zee howls. 
Mud sticks to my boots. With each step, I feel the swamp sucking me in, pulling me down and holding me back. The further we go, the deeper we sink. Dark, muddy water swirls around my ankles. 
Zee is close. 
Dozens of zombies slosh through the marsh behind me. The pace and tempo they’re keeping is faster than mine. 
Water laps around my knees, washing up over my thighs. Each step is a struggle, leaving me fighting against the suction from the swamp. I can feel the weight of the Glock on my right ankle. It feels so clunky and heavy. As much as I want to stop and grab it, I’m not sure it will fire after being immersed in the filthy silt and mud, and I’d loose too much precious time firing either the rifle or the gun. There’s too many of them. I have to press on. 
Zee splashes as he plunges into the marsh. Mud and water spray up behind me, catching me on the back of my arms and neck.
Damn, he’s close. 
I swing my arms, desperately trying to move faster, but I’m wading through molasses. 
Swinging from the hip, I peg leg out of the water, hopping forward rather than running. I can’t run. The water is too deep. Grabbing at clumps of reeds, I pull myself on.
Ferguson is a good twenty yards ahead, but he’s waist deep in the mud. 
An old railway bridge soars above us. He’s heading for one of the pylons.
Zee reaches for me. I can feel his outstretched hands flailing, grabbing at the loose straps on my pack. I have the rifle, but it’s no use. Zee is on top of me. Stop and turn and I’ll be overrun before I can squeeze the trigger.
My heart pounds in my throat as I fight madly against the swamp dragging me under. I’m too short. What’s difficult for Ferguson is impossible for me.
A hand grabs my pack and I’m jerked backwards. Instantly, I drop, using the sudden tension on the bag to allow me to wriggle free from the shoulder straps, and I lunge forward, swapping the rifle between hands as I slip free. 
The rifle is useless at such close quarters. I’m shaking so badly I couldn’t hit Zee even if I had an hour to line up a shot.
Another zombie lunges at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch his wake through the water and without breaking my stride, I slam the butt of the rifle into his head. He recoils backwards and sinks beneath the waves.
“Come on!” Ferguson yells from the pylon. He’s climbed up onto the concrete footing and is leaning down with his hand out, ready to pull me up. “Faster!”
I can’t run any faster through the water. The thick mud beneath the surface holds me back. My heart is about to explode out of my chest. 
Bony hands grab at me, clawing at my back as my legs pump against the weight of the marsh swirling around me.
Spindly fingers pull at my hair, yanking my head backwards. Fingers seize my neck.
Dozens of hands tear at my clothes, grabbing my arms, my shoulder, wrenching my left hand back and behind me, but on I struggle, fighting for life.
“The rifle,” Ferguson yells. “Throw me the rifle.”
Throw is a misnomer. 
As I’m dragged backwards under the water, I lash out with the rifle, sending it clattering into the concrete footing. 
Dark water washes over me, drowning me. 
Gasping for air, my head breaks the surface as shots ring out. 
Blood stains the water. 
Ferguson fires again and again, cycling through rounds with the lever on his rifle. Dead zombies float on the marsh, slowly drifting beneath the muddy waters. I scramble up onto the pylon coughing and choking. Water sprays from my mouth as I gasp for breath. A hand grabs my collar, yanking me to one side as Ferguson drags me higher. 
Zombies swarm around the base of the pylon, but Ferguson has stopped shooting. Their hands reach for us, clutching at the air just inches away. One false step—to slip even slightly, is to be dragged into the marsh below. 
I need to catch my breath, but Ferguson pushes me up against the steel frame, urging me to climb. Mud drips from my clothes.
The old bridge is made from steel girders with crisscrossed sections that form a latticework, allowing us to climb above the swamp. The cross sections are set at forty-five degrees, which means my boots tend to get wedged. 
“Keep moving,” Ferguson growls from below, nudging my boot so he can get a hand hold. The zombies have made it onto the concrete footing. 
I’m soaking wet. Water drips from my hands, making the metal slippery. Within ten to twenty feet of climbing, my arms are burning, but I dare not slack. I’m not sure who I’m more afraid of—Zee or Ferguson. 
Rivets line the steel column, pinning the frame together. They’re slippery. My boots can’t get any traction from them.
Feet pound above us on the wooden planks lining the bridge. A small walkway runs parallel to the train tracks, and for a moment I think we’re saved. 
Zee growls. 
I stop below the steel rails. Hands reach through the wooden sleepers trying to grab me. Ferguson clambers up next to me, wedging his rifle into a gap in a steel cross member so he can rest by sitting on part of the frame. He’s closer to Zee than I am, but he doesn’t seem bothered by the snarling.
“Damn, that was close.”
“Was?” I ask, looking at dozens of hands reaching for us. I’m out of breath and unable to say anything else. 
Below us, the horde is mainly on the shoreward side of the pylon. Those zombies that venture out into the river are quickly swept away, disappearing beneath the rapids. The rain over the last few days has caused the river to swell. Bodies drift facedown in the distance, and I’m reminded of my dad’s insistence that zombies are alive. If they can drown, they’re not dead to start with. 
The bridge has been built with maintenance platforms appearing every twenty feet along side the train tracks. Zee is using them to harass us, but he can’t get us so long as we stay on the other side of the bridge. Although it’s unnerving looking at the drop below us and the raging, dark water flowing swiftly by, there are plenty of handholds allowing us to climb across to the far side of the river. 
After what seems like forever, Ferguson says, “Well, I’m not getting any younger.” And we start working our way along beneath the rails. Although it’s easier than climbing, I take my time as the height has me shaking. I can’t bring myself to rush, moving only one arm or one leg at a time, always making sure I’m anchored and not about to fall. Ferguson doesn’t seem to mind the relaxed pace after all we’ve been through. I’m not sure what we’re going to do when we get to the other side. 



Chapter 05: Thunder   
 
A light rain begins to fall. The wind is cold, chilling us to the bone. My fingers ache. The bandages I had around my palms have fallen away. Blood and pus oozes from my blisters.
As we reach one of the support struts on the far side of the river, Ferguson yells. 
He slips and falls. 
I turn and see him hanging from a girder. His legs swing out from below him as his rifle sails through the air, clattering on the rocks by the bridge footing.
“Hang on!” I yell, working my way over to him, but the rain makes the steel slick. Flakes of rust come away in my hands. My boots slip and my shins slam against the unforgiving steel. I cry out in agony, but I have a good handhold, saving me from plummeting fifty feet to the rocks below. 
Zees screams with excitement, seeing us in trouble, but Zee is trapped on the far side of the river or up on the walkway. Below, water rages, swirling over rocks and boulders.
Ferguson kicks with his legs, grabbing with his arms and trying to get back onto the girder, but like me, he’s weak from all the exertion. My teeth chatter. Hypothermia is as lethal as any zombie, and we’re both struggling with the cold. 
I climb down to him and lie flat on the girder, reaching out my arm to help him. 
Ferguson slips. 
He grabs at my wrist, but I’m not ready for his weight. He’s far heavier than I expect, and I find myself pinned to the girder by his weight. Having grabbed me, he’s fallen lower. He can no longer reach the girder. Rather than helping, I fear I’ve made things worse. 
“I’ll swing you to the beam,” I say, trying to get him close to one of the metal struts rising out of the bridge footing, but he’s too heavy. My best effort makes barely any difference. We’re both tiring fast. 
Ferguson squirms, shifting his weight, and almost pulls me from the girder. His fingers grab at the vertical strut making up the footing on this side of the river. He swings, letting go of my wrist and grabbing for the far girder with both hands, but the downward force is too great. He doesn’t make it. I watch in horror as his body falls rapidly away and crashes with a sickening thud on the rocks below.
“Nooooo!”
I’m manic. 
I have to get down there. 
“Ferguson!” I yell, but there’s no response. His crumpled body lies prostrate on the wet rocks surrounding the bridge footing. One leg is bent awkwardly, twisting at an unnatural angle in the center of his shin, having been snapped like a twig. 
“FERGUSON!!!”
Swinging hand over hand, I rush down the pylon, constantly calling his name. My feet slip, and I come within inches of joining him on the rocks, but I can’t slacken my pace. 
“Can you hear me?” I yell. “I’m coming.”
As my boots finally rest on the concrete footing, I hear him groaning from the rocks. He’s alive.
“Hold on,” I say, but I’m not thinking straight. Hold on to what? He can fall no further. Hold onto life.
Blood seeps out onto the rocks. The brilliant red trickle brings a dash of color to an otherwise drab and dreary day.
I clamber down next to Ferguson. Sweeping my wet, sticky hair behind one ear, I try to assess his injuries—broken leg, busted collarbone, god only knows what internal injuries he has or what damage there is to his spine. Blood seeps from the back of his head. What can I do? It pains me to realize I’m helpless. There’s nothing I can do for him. Nothing.
Carefully, I remove his backpack. Our eyes meet. He knows. 
“We’re going to get you out of here,” I say. 
We? We who?
Ferguson lets out a single laugh. Blood trickles from the corner of his lips. 
With the best of intentions, I want to help. But he’s not going anywhere without two men carrying him on a stretcher, and he must realize that before I do as he smiles at my sentiment. 
With his left forearm, he pushes against the rock, wanting to get up. His right arm hangs limp by his side.
“Stay still,” I say, not sure what to do but suspecting movement is going to make things worse. 
“Help me sit up,” he says, ignoring me. 
I grab him under the armpits and help him lean up against the concrete bridge footing. Rain falls from a dull grey sky, coming down in a drizzle. 
“What a shitty day to die,” Ferguson says, spitting blood to one side. 
I can’t speak. Just a few seconds ago, he was fine. Just moments ago, he was fitter than I, more capable than I, and yet now he lies here bleeding to death. 
“You need to go,” he says. “There’s another bridge about two miles downstream. It will allow you to work around their flank.”
“I’m not leaving,” I say, surprised by the emotion welling up inside me. 
“You’re a good kid,” he says, reaching out and resting his hand on my cheek. He runs his fingers along the side of my jaw. I can feel the warmth of the blood soaking his fingers. 
I rummage through the backpack. There’s a box of bullets, a couple of magazines for the handgun, a canteen, some wet, soggy beef jerky and a first aid kit along with a bunch of rags and a roll of compression bandage. 
I have to do something about his leg. It can’t be good having it bent back at such an angle. Blood soaks through his jeans, suggesting the shattered bone has pierced the skin. A wooden fence paling has been washed up by a flood, caught in the weeds to one side. It’ll have to do as a splint. 
“This is going to hurt,” I say, grabbing the wood and lying it beside his leg.
“Everything hurts,” he replies.
I don’t want to touch him, not because I’m squeamish but because I don’t want to cause him any more pain, but this has to be done. I take his leg with both hands and twist it around, straightening it and laying it on the fence paling.
Ferguson screams, grabbing at his thigh with his one good arm. 
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I repeat, gently lifting the paling as I wrap the compression bandage around his leg, anchoring it to the wood. Through it all, Ferguson never swears. He grimaces. His lips are pulled so tight they turn white. His jaw flexes and clenches as his nostrils flare, but he never swears. I would.
I pull the canteen out, open the lid and hold it gently to his lips. Ferguson sips at the water. He must be in excruciating pain, but it doesn’t show. I busy myself, opening the first aid kit and looking at the supplies—bandages, scissors, gauze, some old medical tape that looks like it’s been used a half a dozen times already, and a packet of over-the-counter painkillers. I pop some of the painkillers in my hand and hold them to his lips.
“Save them,” he says. 
“Take them,” I insist, forcing them in his mouth and following up with the canteen. 
“Hazel,” Ferguson says as I screw the lid on the canteen and put it to one side. I stop what I’m doing. I don’t know that he’s ever said my name before. I tend to get talked at rather than talked to by most of the adults. 
Ferguson swallows a lump in his throat as he says, “For me, this is the end of the road.”
“I can make a crutch,” I say, but the look in his eyes tells me I’m not being realistic. Even if I could help him walk, we wouldn’t make it more than a quarter mile before Zee was on us. 
“I’ll go for help.” That isn’t realistic either, or so the grave look on his face says. And I know he’s right. He’ll be dead before I make it back to the commune, if not from his injuries, then from the cold. He won’t last a night out here in the open.
“You know what I used to do for a job?” he asks, shifting his weight and dragging himself back a little so he can sit more upright. 
I shake my head. I can’t imagine Ferguson doing anything other than killing zombies. It’s hard to imagine there was a time before all this madness. 
“I was a tailor.”
I’m dumbfounded. 
“Well, tailor is being a bit too generous. I worked in the men’s department of JC Penny.”
I slump to the cold, damp rock, sitting crosslegged as I face him. 
“I never actually tailored clothing, but I’d measure men for suits, send away for orders, stuff like that.”
“Huh,” is all I can say.
“Yep,” he says. “That’s me. That was my life before all this. Can you imagine it? A young man like David or Steve walks in and some old fart like me comes up to them. Can I help you, sir? Just looking? No problem. Well, we have just received the fall selection, and we’ve got tweed jackets on special. If I can be of any assistance to you, please let me know.”
I’m silent.
Ferguson laughs.
“Can you believe that horse shit? Ha ha ha. All this stuff we used to care about. All the things we thought were so damn important. All the crap we’d stress about. Car payments, mortgages.”
With a gauze bandage, I daub at the blood on the side of his neck, cleaning some grit out of a deep graze.
“Someone wouldn’t show up for a shift. Men’s would be down to one, and I’d carry on like it was the end of the world. Hah! If only I’d known.”
He hands the canteen back to me. Up until now, I haven’t thought about drinking, but I’m insanely thirsty. I gulp down mouthfuls of water. I don’t care about the water running down my neck. I’m soaked anyway.
“Where were you?” Ferguson asks. 
I wipe my mouth, knowing what he means. 
“I was young,” I begin. “Six or seven. I’m not really sure. I was at school, I know that. 
“One minute, we were doing math. The next we were in lockdown. There was no clanging fire alarm, no noise, nothing. Ms. Carter saw the silent alarm flashing above the door, a tiny blue light informing her she needed to secure the room, I guess, but she was really calm. She asked us to line up at the back of the room and then got us to sit down as she locked the door. She told us it was just a drill, that there was nothing to be afraid of, and then the gunfire started.
“Everyone was so afraid. We thought there was a shooter. Ms. Carter barricaded us in at the back of the room, turning over desks and chairs, keeping us out of sight from the door. She was so brave, but I don’t think she made it past that first day. Not many people did.”
Ferguson nods, saying, “So how did you escape?”
We don’t have time for this. I can see dark shapes moving along the riverbank in the distance. Their motion is chaotic. I don’t think they’ve seen us yet, and suddenly I’m acutely aware of the wind direction. Smell, sound, sight—it’s pretty much the opposite of how we function. For us, it’s sight, sound, smell. There’s a gentle breeze drifting downstream with the rapids. It won’t be long.
“I had the day off,” Ferguson says when I don’t respond. “I’d worked nine or ten days straight and was supposed to be at the mall, but I’d had enough. I didn’t care that there was no one to cover my shift. The store manager should have figured that out instead of running me into the ground. Strange, huh? Being a stubborn bastard probably saved my life. 
“I lived in a rundown apartment about two miles from the center of town. Not a good place to be at the best of times, let alone during the outbreak. Forty units built in a square around a decrepit old swimming pool. I was on the second floor backing onto the main road.
“Cops were going crazy that day. Sirens went off non stop. Damn annoying is all I remember. Then I heard yelling and screaming down by the pool. I step out onto the walkway and there’s a dead body floating face down in the water, only he ain’t dead. He’s writhing in pain. 
“The complex manager stands by the pool with a Mossberg shotgun held to his shoulder, unloading buckshot into this guy’s back. The manager can’t pump that baby fast enough. Empty shells skid across the wet tiles. The water is brilliant red. I mean, like, bright red. Almost as though this is a movie set and they’re using food coloring or something for fake blood.
“Marvin, I call out, running down to stop him from killing this guy. Marvin’s got a pocket full of shells and is reloading as fast as he can. Marvin, what the hell?
“Run, Ferg, he says. Still remember those words. No one’s ever called me Ferg. Not before. Not since. 
“Run!
“I’m confused. I’m trying to calm him down. Just give me the gun, I say, holding my hands wide and showing him I’m unarmed. A cop car races past, sirens blaring, lights flashing, but it doesn’t stop.
“You need to run, he says again, only he’s calm. He’s too calm. There are bite marks on his arms. 
“The guy in the swimming pool drags himself onto the deck. His eyes. They’re bleeding, but he doesn’t care. Marvin fires from the hip, hitting the guy on the side of the neck. He’s dead. No one could survive that, but he does. He snarls and it’s only then I see there’s dozens of them. They’re everywhere. Breaking windows and dragging people out of the ground floor apartments. 
“Run, Marvin says, and I run. I run and I don’t stop. 
“It’s madness on the streets. They’re everywhere. They turned so fast in those early days, but I run. It’s all I can do. 
“National Guard had a checkpoint on the outskirts of town. Somehow, I got there in one piece.”
I listen intently. This is important. This is our history, our heritage. Unwritten, it will be lost with his death. Everything is lost in death. 
“You need to go,” he says, reaching for his rifle. A shiver runs down my spine as he adds, “You need to run.”
Twigs snap behind me, breaking softly underfoot as Zee approaches. 
With only one good arm, Ferguson rests the rifle on his lap. He works with the box of bullets, sitting them on the rock beside him and taking them out one by one. Like the apartment manager he described just moments before, Ferguson is unusually calm.
“Take the pack,” he says. 
I want to say, no. I want to say, I won’t leave you, but that would be the petty folly of a childish girl. He knows it. I know it. There are no illusions between us. No denial. Just bitter reality. 
“Run,” he says, coldly, echoing the words of that long dead apartment manager.
Ferguson feeds bullets into the side of his lever action rifle, pushing each round into the receiver with his thumb. 
“Get up there quick as you can,” he says. “When I go loud, you run. Go long. Go deep. Get behind them. Double back.”
I nod, holding back tears.
I rest my hand gently on his good shoulder saying, “You sound just like David.” That gets a smile.
“Stay on the move. Don’t go to ground.”
I pick up the pack and sling it over my shoulder. 
Ferguson takes one lonely bullet and stands it upright beside the box of shells. We both stare at it for a second, admiring its brass casing, its dark, arrow-like tip, its authority, its finality. We both know what it’s for. 
Zee snarls, signaling his approach, but I still have my back turned. I can’t take my eyes off Ferguson. I understand what he’s doing. Why do moments like this end so swiftly? I can’t turn away as I need this memory to last.
“Bye, Ferg.”
“Bye, Haze.”
Tears fall from my eyes as I clamber onto the concrete footing, but I can’t let him see. There’s so much unspoken in our farewell, so much expressed in those soft, endearing terms. Acceptance. Forgiveness. Unity. Friendship. Sorrow. Remembrance. Heartache. Loss.
I hate myself.
I climb because I’m told to. 
I climb because if I don’t, his death is meaningless. 
My fingers are numb, but I push off with my legs, working my way up the steel latticework. Again, the birds are quiet. It’s as if they anticipate the coming storm. Below me, there’s the soft sound of the lever action loading a bullet into the chamber and cocking the firing pin. 
I wait for the break of thunder.



Chapter 06: Spaceman    
 
Dark figures emerge from the scrub along the edge of the river, picking their way through the tangle of bushes and reeds.
Ferguson fires, holding his rifle with one arm. He pulls the butt of his rifle hard into his elbow, keeping his elbow clipped close by his side as he shoots from the hip. Watching him crank the lever between shots, almost throwing the rifle away as he whips his one, good arm back and forth to reload, I feel terrible. I want to help, but we’re out of options. If I stay, we’ll quickly exhaust our ammo and we’ll both be overrun. Ferguson is buying me time. I have to use that or his will be yet another pointless death. 
Another shot rings out with a crack like thunder and a head lashes backwards. A zombie crumples, falling to his knees before tumbling into the river and disappearing beneath the torrent of water. 
Again and again, Ferguson fires. I don’t know that he ever misses, which is astonishing given his condition. The gunfire brings in hundreds of zombies, and still he holds them at bay. The narrow approach keeps Zee out in front of him, trapped between the raging water and the riverbank. Ferguson picks off Zee with ruthless precision.
The speed with which he reloads and unleashes volley after volley of shots is staggering given his wounds. He taunts Zee between shots. Ferguson is invincible.
“Whatcha got? You got nothing!” 
Boom.
“Goddam cowards!”
Boom.
“Traitor!”
Boom.
There’s a slight pause as he slips more rounds into his rifle and then the firing continues.
I climb up beneath the walkway running beside the railroad tracks. 
At first, it looks as though there’s roughly a dozen zombies on the wooden planks or clambering over the sleepers, and I steel myself to pick them off with the Glock. I’m not going to be as quick or as accurate as Ferguson, but I need to breakout and get off this damn bridge. Damn. I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to use that word without remembering Ferguson.
I position myself on a support strut just below the walkway, bracing myself as I unstrap the Glock from my ankle. My fingers tremble. The thought of accidentally dropping the gun terrifies me more than the possibility of falling myself.
Bony hands reach for me. Demented, blood-crazed faces snarl in the darkness. Teeth snap. Holding my aim steady, I squeeze the trigger and an explosion of blood, bone and brains flies outward. A body drops, but no sooner has one zombie fallen than another takes its place. I fire again and again. Each shot is on target. Each shot recoils violently in my hand as yet another zombie finds peace. Dead bodies are dragged out of place by dozens of other zombies clamoring to get at me. 
I’m trapped below the walkway. 
There must be hundreds of zombies up there. I’ll run out of ammo before I’ll make an opening. I fire three more times, hoping I’m wrong but knowing I’m not, and it’s then I realize, I’m the only one shooting at Zee. 
Zombies swarm around the concrete footing below me. 
I can’t see Ferguson. He’s gone.
I’m alone.
My heart sinks. 
Death never comes easy, and I shudder to think about what happened to him in those last few seconds, but he never cried out in pain. I take that to mean his last shot was reserved for himself, and he spared himself the agony of being eaten alive. 
The drizzle turns to rain, and I’m soaked. Sitting there, I feel as though I’m going crazy. I slip the Glock back into the holster on my ankle, fastening a leather clip over the pistol grip so it won’t fall. I’ve still got ammo, but not enough. All I can do is unravel some beef jerky and chew on it, pretending Ferguson isn’t dead, pretending Steve is alive out there somewhere, pretending David and Jane are still on the run, pretending there aren’t hundreds of zombies salivating for me just a few feet away. I’d cry, but I have no tears left. I’ve shed tears for Steve, for James, for David, Jane, and Ferguson, but there are no tears to be shed in self-pity. The rain cries for me.
Night falls. 
Shivering from the wind, I cling to the cold steel. I’m sleepy, but a few sudden jolts as I almost fall keep me awake. The wind picks up. Gusts buffet me.
What am I going to do? 
What can I do?
Nothing. 
All I can do is sit and wait, hoping Zee will lose interest in me, which given what I’ve seen over the past few days, isn’t likely.
With the darkness, Zee falls silent. At first, I’m confused. I know he’s still there in the shadows, shuffling around. Zee stinks. And it’s then I realize why he’s fallen quiet. The breeze on my cheek tells me I’m downwind, even if only by ten feet. Zee can’t smell me, he can’t hear me, he can’t see me. 
If I move, Zee growls at the shadows. He knows there’s someone here, but with the coming of night, he’s lost me.
The clouds clear and stars appear overhead. 
Hours pass. 
I’m not sure how much time has elapsed, but my clothes are no longer soaking wet. They’re still damp, but they’re drying in the breeze. I’ve been sitting on this girder so long my ass hurts. No matter how much I move, I can’t get comfortable, and yet the stars are radiant. They speak of unseen worlds. They’re serene, indifferent to our suffering. 
Perhaps I’m delusional, exhausted after all I’ve been through, but I swear I’ve never seen such a beautiful sight. 
My dad loves astronomy. Sitting out on the porch, he’d name the stars, pointing out the constellations, but I could never make them out. Orion is easy, but Ares? Is Ares even a constellation? Or have I confused constellations with mythical Greek gods? Roman gods? I don’t know, but I wonder if my dad is staring up at the same sky right now. 
Dark clouds run in a curved, twisting arc across the sky, but these are no terrestrial clouds made up of water vapor, they’re dust clouds some phenomenal distance away. Even with death so close and Zee growling softly in the darkness, I am in awe of the universe. Perhaps that’s what it means to be human—to appreciate what every other species on the planet has overlooked for billions of years. 
The stars hide the depth of their treasures. As my eyes gaze up at the sky, I’m aware of thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of faint stars on the edge of my vision. There’s so much more to the universe than I can see, so much more to life. The stars tease me with what lies beyond—a vast untamed wilderness. And here I am, slowly dying.
Zombies crowd around the rail bridge. A few bodies still lie on the wooden planks. Blood drips into the river. Most of the zombies have moved off the bridge, but there’s hundreds of them on the bank, and I wonder if I should creep back to the other side, but dark figures wander in scattered groups along the edge of the river.
Lights appear at the far end of the bridge, surprising me. 
Zee doesn’t react. 
The bridge spans roughly two hundred yards, with four support pillars. There are so many girders and sleepers supporting the rails that I can’t get a good look at the far end without climbing up higher. Working my way to the outside of the bridge, I climb up on the far side of the outer rail, with my head peeking above one of the sleepers. 
Zee is silhouetted against the night sky. Dark mannequins, partially dismembered and seemingly disjointed, they stagger on the wooden service path beside the rails, but their motion is chaotic. They seem more perturbed by the lack of space than by my presence. I’d like to think they haven’t noticed me, but I’m not sure. I take pains to move slowly so as to avoid attracting attention.
Two sets of lights come along the walkway, but these are lights unlike anything I’ve ever seen. They’re set at head height. Tiny spotlights point straight ahead. Two men? Mining helmets? But their clothing is white. They’re in suits of some kind. Hazmat? I think that’s the term. There were so many of these terms bandied around on the television in the final days of the overthrow, and now they gently bubble to the surface of my mind. 
As they approach, their lights flicker. 
Spacemen?
Two astronauts move into view. I watch as they pick their way past the zombies, occasionally knocking one of the zombies off the bridge and into the river. With white, gloved hands, they move most of the zombies to one side, pushing their way through as though they were walking down a crowded alley. Zee ignores them. It’s as though the astronauts are not really there, and I blink, rubbing my eyes, doubting the sight before me. 
Golden visors reflect the light around them, providing a fisheye view of the rails. Spotlights ripple across the bridge. 
The two astronauts stop and examine the zombies I shot, stepping carefully over the bodies. Thick, padded arms reach out with white gloved hands to hold onto the railing. The red, white and blue of an American flag. The NASA logo. An oversized white backpack. I don’t know that I’ve seen such a sterile, crisp, almost painfully white color since the apocalypse began. Back at the commune, our whites are an off cream at best. 
Thick folds of fabric disguise any semblance of gender, but the height has me thinking these must be men.
A zombie stands up to the lead astronaut, snarling at its own tortured reflection in the golden visor, but it doesn’t attack. Perhaps it’s as confused as I am. 
The astronaut moves slowly, which is unnerving. Speed is life in the apocalypse. To hesitate is to die a painful death, but the spaceman is in no rush. Slowly, his thick-gloved hand reveals a white gun, only this is no gun I’ve ever known. There’s no sound, no deafening report of a bullet firing. The astronaut touches the gun to the pliant zombie’s forehead and instantly blood explodes out of the back of Zee’s head. 
Zee keels over, crumpling to the boardwalk. 
If the other zombies notice, they pay no attention.
The astronaut steps slowly over the dead zombie, taking pains to avoid getting blood on his crisp, white boots. A fan starts, whirling madly. I haven’t heard the sound of a fan in almost a decade, but the hum is unmistakable, reminding me of a computer’s CPU cooling fan with its frantic, breakneck pace.
The lead astronaut glances back as though responding to something the second astronaut said, but no words have been exchanged, none that I can hear.
I’m terrified. 
Spotlights ripple across the rails and sleepers, briefly flickering across my face and I duck from view. I’m not sure what scares me more. Zee? Or these silent deadly spacemen from another world? Part of me wants to call out, to get their attention, to plead for help, but there’s an ominous feel to how they interact with Zee. So long as Zee ignores them, they’re happy to push on past. Any disruption is met with lethal force, and I’m afraid I might upset the balance and get caught up in the slaughter. How can there be an uneasy truce between the living and the dead? There’s tension in the air, as though the slightest imbalance could cause the world itself to implode, and I breathe in hushed tones. 
The second astronaut carries two white suitcases, both of them covered in white padding like the spacesuits. 
The lead astronaut stops, turning slowly and surveying the bridge. He looks down, touching at a camera mounted on the side of his bulky helmet just below one of the spotlights. He’s looking at the carnage by the bridge footing. I wonder what he can see with his fancy camera. Dead bodies? A rifle strewn to one side? Does he realize a man died down there?
I watch intently as the two astronauts walk slowly off the bridge. 
Zee disperses. It’s almost as though there’s an agreement between them, and I see my opportunity. I scramble up onto the bridge, swinging my legs onto the blood soaked walkway. Behind me, zombies growl in the darkness, but I stay low, darting off after the astronauts with my pack over one shoulder and my gun drawn. 
Zee sees me.
The lead astronaut shoves his way through a bunch of zombies. There’s ten or twenty of them and yet he pushes through them like a shopper in a crowded department store. They can smell me. They’re becoming enraged by the scent of my blood. Although Zee allows the spacemen safe passage, several zombies try to bustle past the astronauts to get at me and my heart sinks. 
The astronauts have no tolerance for any zombie that doesn’t let them pass quietly by. The lead astronaut places his gun to the head of one zombie and then another as they snarl and snap at me. Skulls shatter. Blood sprays across the other zombies in response to a swoosh rather than an Earth-shattering boom. The spaceman doesn’t see me. He’s preoccupied with Zee. 
I’ve got to stay close to them. I creep forward, hunching down, hoping I’m hard to see in the dark. I can’t do anything about smell, but I can keep sight and sound to a minimum. Something brought in more zombies after the shooting stopped. I only hope my scent has slowly spread around the area long before now, masking my movement as I catch up to the astronauts.
The zombies are confused. It’s as though the astronauts are invisible. Another two zombies drop as the lead astronaut dispatches them with his silent gun, each time pushing his gun against either the forehead or the temple of a zombie. Zee sees his comrades fall, but he doesn’t see the spacemen. 
I creep up to within a foot of the second astronaut, tagging along behind him. I’m so close I could reach out and touch the US flag on his backpack. Strips of velcro line the pack, while white cloth covers various tubes twisting around his waist and into his suit. The backpacks and helmets are so big and cumbersome they must severely restrict vision. That suit must weigh a ton. 
Even though the astronauts are in big, bulky white spacesuits, Zee ignores them, staring at me. Dark eyes follow my movement, but they don’t advance. Those few that do show any interest are killed by the astronauts. It seems the astronauts are acutely aware of any zombie aggression, but they ignore any zombie that lets them slip past. I’m confused, but I’m not complaining. My fingers are just inches from the humming backpack of the second astronaut as he clears the bulk of the zombies, following a path through the woods. 
Leaves and twigs crunch beneath boots that should be walking on the moon or Mars. The astronauts pick up their pace, moving with a gentle lope, more skipping than running. I’m expecting to see a spaceship in the clearing ahead—not a UFO with sleek lines and smooth, reflective surfaces, but something ungainly like an Apollo lunar lander with its crumpled gold foil and spidery metal legs.
Suddenly, spotlights illuminate the forest, casting long shadows through the trees back toward the bridge. The astronauts move out into the grass clearing as I duck behind a tree. As much as I want to, I can’t follow them. Astronauts are anachronistic—they’re a relic of the past. Something’s horribly wrong. Astronauts don’t belong in the zombie apocalypse. As bad as zombies are, they’re a known quantity. I’m afraid of the unknown. I have to know. I have to see what happens next. I have to understand where they’re going before I can follow.
I peer out from behind an old oak as the astronauts seem to blend with the blinding white light, disappearing from sight. And as quickly as it came, the light is gone and darkness falls again, only the night is now pitch black. 
Temporarily blinded by the sudden drop in light, I hear growls from behind me. I stagger across the grass with my gun drawn, turning and pointing at the sound of zombies advancing through the woods. I stumble, tripping over a curb. Slowly, my night vision returns and I realize I’m standing in a parking lot on the outskirts of town. 
The railroad curves to one side, following a gentle arc into the distance. There’s an overgrown baseball diamond and some burned out buildings that look like a clubhouse and a garage. 
Dark figures stagger down the road toward me. These are not spacemen, and I’m left wondering if the last few minutes were a hallucination—a fantasy constructed by my mind while dreaming about the stars?
I run. 
There’s a reason the marauders never go out at night. Smell, sound, sight. The night suits Zee just fine. For me, though, sight is critical to survival. I won’t last long in the open, and yet I can’t go to ground. Both Ferguson and David before him warned me about the danger of staying in one spot and allowing Zee time to build up numbers. The night belongs to Zee.
My heart pounds within my chest. I’m running so hard it hurts. I can’t go on like this, so I slow my pace to a jog. Darkened houses, burned out cars, dead bodies lying on the street—this is the stuff of nightmares. I was better off on the bridge. 
There’s a strip mall to one side. I recognize a large donut on the roof. I remember seeing this almost a block away when Jane was attacked next to the bus a few days ago. That gigantic donut, with its peeling paint and rough, almost concrete looking surface, is a landmark, giving me a point of reference and buoying my spirits. I know where I am.
Broken concrete crunches under my boots with a rhythmic thud that betrays life to Zee, and zombies turn toward the sound as I jog through the intersection.
I can’t run forever. 
I can’t win in a fight against Zee.
I have to use the one thing that gives me an advantage over zombies. Brains. I have to outsmart them. David was clever. He took us to that old house on the hill, knowing it had been cleaned out long ago, knowing it sat on an acre of land, knowing it had a strong, iron fence and two distant exits. 
What would David do? He’d be smart and use whatever he had around him.
Looters have ransacked the strip mall. Broken glass lies scattered on the pavement along with clothing mannequins and smashed TVs or computer monitors, I’m not sure which. I guess there wasn’t too much difference between them other than size. And it’s surprising to see these relics that once meant so much to us lying crushed on the road. 
I don’t see anything I can use. David would, but I don’t. I need to look harder. Think. THINK.
Zee stalks me.
I trip on an overturned office chair and collide with a dented car. I’m not hurt, but hitting the sheet metal door made a hell of a racket. 
The shadows come alive. 
I was aware of a scattering of zombies further down the road, but several more walk out from a shattered storefront, surprising me with how close they are. David warned me about this. He told me, it’s not the zombie you see that gets you, and yet here I am, bumbling around in the dark, waking the dead. 
Got to think fast. If I start shooting, I’m going to bring Zee in from miles around, but even if I had a baseball bat or a crowbar, there’s too many of them to fight. 
I need to find a weapon other than a gun. 
Crouching for a second, I slip my gun back in the ankle holster, being sure to clip the leather strap in place. The gun is effectively useless because of the deafening noise it makes. I need to free up my hands and only resort to using the gun as my last option.
Strip mall. There’s got to be something here I can use to my advantage. 
As zombies stumble out of the darkness groaning, I realize the strip mall is long, boxing me in. It’s made up of a dozen shops lined up next to each other. If I run, I’ll run into more zombies coming down the street. But weakness is in the eye of the beholder. A weakness for one person is a strength for another. This strip mall might box me in, but it also boxes Zee. If I can get above Zee, get up on those rooftops, I’ll be free to move around. And I can pick my points of entry and exit. 
There has to be access points at the rear of the mall, but that means going into the shadows. I hate this. I DAMN WELL HATE THIS! Darkness terrifies me, and not just because of Zee. There’s no control. No hope. In the darkness there lies only death.
Arms reach for me out of the shadows. 
Instead of acting on fear and madly running away and eventually running into more zombies walking down the road, I duck beneath the outstretched arms of the closest zombie and run at him. I have to face my fears or I’m dead. I drop my shoulder, planting it firmly into Zee’s ribs and knocking him on his ass. Damn, that felt good, but there’s no time to celebrate. I’ve got to get to that rooftop. 
The quickest way is to go through one of the stores. 
Glass crunches beneath my boots. 
It’s pitch black inside the store, but I catch the outline of a fire extinguisher on the wall as a zombie passes in front of a small window at the rear of the store. I grab the extinguisher. It’s full. It’s heavy. I can use this. 
Zee lurches out of the darkness, snarling and grabbing for me. I swing the fire extinguisher, connecting with the side of his head and he crashes into a shop counter, knocking god knows what to the floor. Thousands of tiny beads or M&Ms or something scatter across the tiled floor making one hell of a racket. They seem to bounce forever, slowly losing their kinetic energy. It takes a minute or so for the sound of what could be torrential rain to fade into silence. 
I dart around the counter and into the back of the store. 
The rear door is locked. Stupid, so stupid. I rattle the handle, hoping the door will spring open, but that’s wishful thinking. 
“Of course it’s locked,” I chide myself. “Hazel, what were you thinking? Did you think everyone would just leave their doors unlocked in the middle of the apocalypse?” 
I rattle the handle again, but my effort is pointless.
“I am so fucking stupid!”
Holding the fire extinguisher with both hands—one high, one low—I pound on the lock. I’m making enough noise to wake the dead, or the undead as it may be. The handle snaps but the door doesn’t open. I’m making it worse. I bring the extinguisher thundering down on the barrel lock, catching the lip of the lock with each blow, but still the door holds. 
Zee growls. 
I raise the fire extinguisher above my shoulder, ready to bring it crashing down into his face, but I can’t see him. A shelf falls, knocking me to one side. Zee crawls over the metal shelving, crushing me against the floor. 
I scream. 
Zee howls.
I can’t reach my gun. My arms are free, but my chest, hips and legs are trapped beneath the six-foot shelving. Boxes of books, magazines and pens scatter across the floor. 
Zee grabs at my throat, choking me, cutting off my air supply. 
Tiny pinpricks of light appear in the darkness as I fight to stay conscious. 
I still have hold of the fire extinguisher, but I can’t bring it to bear on Zee. Frantic for any last chance at life, I fumble with the thin metal pin securing the extinguisher. My fingers twitch, flicking the pin to one side. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m doing something, anything in those final few seconds as my brain is starved of oxygen. Grabbing at the handle, a burst of carbon dioxide explodes around us. 
Zee releases his grip. He’s confused, bewildered. He’s certainly not hurt. The spray of CO2 went nowhere near him. 
I drag the extinguisher closer, directing the nozzle in his face and fire again. White clouds envelop us. Ice clings to his face. 
I cough, dragging myself from beneath the shelf and get to my feet. Zee growls, but he’s facing the door. He’s facing where I was, not where I am. 
Smell, sound, sight. That order is working against him.
I unleash another burst aimed at his face and he turns, lashing out with his arms, but it’s as though someone’s thrown a sack over his head. 
White frost sticks to his cheek.
He can’t see me in the dark. He can no longer smell me, and the sound must be confusing. It’s a hiss, a burst of sound like a rush of wind, and I see how I can use fire extinguishers to protect myself. They’re everywhere. Every business has at least one of them, so supplies are plentiful. I’ve yet to see if they’re effective in daylight, but at the moment there’s a strange silence as Zee sniffs at the air, trying to pick up on my scent again. Something about the CO2 or the cold is blocking his sense of smell. It’s temporary, but I’ll take any advantage I can. 
With a burst of strength, I slam the extinguisher against his head, crushing his skull against the metal door and he sinks lifeless to the floor. 
Another two blows and the lock breaks. 
The door still hasn’t opened, but I can pull the shattered handle away and get at the internal parts of the lock with my fingers. Slowly, with painstaking care, I manage to move the inside bolt and the door swings open. 
The dead zombie falls out the door. 
More zombies stumble through the store behind me, bumping into clothes racks and shelving. Outside, several zombies converge on the door. They’ve heard the noise and are herding on instinct, closing in on a conflict that can only mean a chance to feed.
I glance around, wanting to get a feel for the alley behind the strip mall. There’s a couple of fixed ladders leading to the roof to allow for maintenance access, but they’re deliberately set out of reach to stop vagrants from climbing up. I need a ladder to reach them. 
Keeping my back to the cinderblock wall, I creep away, but Zee growls in the darkness. Zee can either smell, hear or see me. Time to test my theory. 
Stepping forward as they converge, I spray a burst of CO2 from the fire extinguisher, giving Zee a good long blast for what feels like a minute. It was probably only ten to fifteen seconds, but I’m sure to spray each of them across the face before ducking away. They continue advancing toward the door, missing me entirely as I scoot further down the alley, taking pains to be quiet. Zee gropes at the door, searching for me. 
 Noise can’t be avoided. There’s a dumpster. I check for brakes on the roller wheels before giving it a shove and pushing it beneath one of the maintenance ladders. Zee responds immediately, turning and running after me. 
I’m learning. 
Zee conserves his energy if he thinks there’s an easy meal to be had, but escape his clutches and he takes the hunt to a new level. 
Zombies sprint down the alley toward me.
I throw the fire extinguisher on top of the dumpster along with my backpack and climb up, grabbing the ladder and racing to the roof. I don’t want to risk giving Zee the chance to tear at the dumpster and pull it to one side. 
Once on top, it’s clear to see I’m not the first one to think of this strategy. Empty tin cans litter one corner of the roof. There’s no one up here, but it looks like there were dozens of people living here for quite some time. Torn camping tents, empty gas canisters, even a rifle and live bullets lie scattered on the rooftop. 
The strip mall is one continuous roof connected by small, waist-high brick walls. I feel quite proud of myself. I can’t wait to tell someone how I outsmarted Zee, although outsmarted is a bit of a stretch. Using the fire extinguisher was blind, desperate luck. But I understand the need to stay one step ahead of Zee. 
Peering over the edge of the roof, I see dozen of zombies in the alley. I know what David would do. He’d look for supplies. He’d want to look for anything of any use, and then he’d hunker down at one end of the mall roof, planning to depart from the far end in the morning, so that’s exactly what I do.
There’s a few blankets, but what’s left of them is rotten. A torn sleeping bag is waterlogged. 
The discarded rifle is useless. From what I can tell in the darkness, there’s been a misfire and the breech has been damaged. The barrel is rusted. It must have been sitting up here for years. 
The ammo might as well be spent. It’s 9mm while I’m packing a Glock using 38 rounds. If only this was a movie, everything would fall into place instead of going to shit every time I think I’ve got a break.
Most of the stuff on the roof is junk, but my eye picks out a familiar shape lying beside a vent.
“Hellooooo, Nathan,” I whisper, picking up a dented aluminum baseball bat. The rubber handle has long since perished, crumbling in my fingers, but this will come in handy. 
I head down to the roof of the first shop overlooking the intersection, wanting to keep Zee bottled up beneath me at this end of the strip mall. 
What the hell did I see out there on the railway bridge? Am I going crazy? Spacemen in the woods? 
We’re all crazy in the apocalypse. Crazy became fashionable a long time ago, but astronauts? Who are they? What were they doing? Where did they go? And Zee? Zee was mesmerized, but not just by the astronauts. The eyes. I saw them, staring at me. There was no innocence, no malice, just raw animal instinct, and yet for every zombie that approached me out there, there was at least one that just stood still watching with dark intent. And what the hell happened on the track when we were on horse back? Ferguson was shaken by that. Zee has gone from predictable to volatile. 
As I fall asleep, looking up at the donut sign, I hope Steve is alive. I hope he is still out there somewhere. I have to find him. I have to.



Chapter 07: Mall   
 
Sunshine has never been more welcome. After a cold, miserable night on the rooftop, punctuated with fleeting bouts of sleep, the sun offers the promise of a beautiful day. 
Ferguson had some bread stashed in the side pouch of his bag. It’s not recognizable by any of the standards from before the outbreak, but it’s food. It’s hard, dense, and tasteless, but it sits in my stomach like a rock, giving me the illusion of a full meal. There were raisins in it, I think. Whatever they were, they were small, black and chewy and got stuck in my molars. I pick them out while watching Zee from the rooftop. 
My legs dangle over the edge as I sit on the edge of the shopping mall roof. Most of the zombies are ignoring me, but there’s lots of them. The few that look up snarl and grab at the air as though I were no more than a few feet away.
The apocalypse is nothing if not undignified. There’s so little we do today that even remotely echoes life before. Everything’s a struggle, even such mundane daily routines as going to the bathroom. 
Bathroom? 
A room with a working bath? 
Please. 
Our toilets at the commune are long drops, pits in the ground that allow us to reuse sewage as fertilizer each spring. Out here in the city, there’s no privacy, no decorum, no dignity. 
I find some scraps of newspaper stuffed into one of the vents, probably to keep the smell of corpses from wafting up to the roof, and use that as toilet paper. Actual toilet paper would be quite a find these days. At the commune, we use a shared rag, rinsed between wipes and washed daily. Newspaper is a treat. Oh, that sounds wrong on so many levels, and mentally I add toilet paper to my list of the things we left behind. As far as priorities go, toilet paper ranks above my Xbox, perhaps even above freshly baked muffins. One day, I tell myself as I clean up from the proverbial “number ones” and “number twos,” one day we’ll have toilet paper again. 
Plastic bags are perhaps the only thing to survive the zombie apocalypse intact. They get dirty but they’re easy enough to clean and hang out to dry. They don’t break down so they’re really useful. And there’s so many of them. I can’t help but grin at “answering the call of nature” in something as distinctly unnatural as a plastic shopping bag, but there’s a method to my madness. 
After pulling up my pants, I sling the plastic bag into the intersection and Zee goes wild. Scent, sound, sight. Scent is so dominant for them, they can’t help but fight over the scraps of soiled newspaper, tearing the plastic bag to shreds. David would be proud. It’s a smart decoy. Well, he’d probably roar with laughter, but he’d like the ingenuity. 
I sling the backpack over my shoulders and grab the fire extinguisher along with Nathan, my new best friend and personal baseball bat. A light jog across the rooftops, and I’m moving in the opposite direction to Zee converging on the intersection.
The drop from the ladder at the far end of the strip mall is about eight to ten feet by my reckoning, but I have no choice. I’ve got to take the fall onto the concrete. I dare not backtrack to the dumpster. As soon as I’m down, I’m leaving a scent trail. The less the better. David has made a marauder out of me after all. All the tips he gave us are coming back to me, and they make sense. 
Long grass grows out of cracks in the concrete. There’s a strip of grass on the far side of the alley forming a backyard for a workshop. I toss my pack, baseball bat and the fire extinguisher onto the grass to keep the noise to a minimum. 
Just don’t sprain your ankle, I think as I drop to the concrete and roll forward, trying to minimize the impact. 
“What’s the plan, Haze,” I mumble to myself, picking up my stuff. I’m role playing, trying to make sense of what has only ever been a vague notion—rescue Steve. 
“Nimble. Stay on the move,” I say, gripping the baseball bat in my right hand and the fire extinguisher in the left. The tiny meter on the side indicates half-empty. The pie-graph like gauge is 90% red with only a tiny sliver of green close to the full mark, suggesting anything less than completely full is bad. I have no idea what that really means. Is it just a tactic to keep fire extinguishers topped up and ready to go? Or do they lose their effectiveness as the pressure drops? 50% could be useless, unable to produce the big white clouds I saw last night, but I resist the temptation to check. I have no idea when or where I’ll find my next fire extinguisher, but I intend to switch them as often as possible.
“You have to accept he could be dead,” slips from my lips almost involuntarily as I think through what I could face today. “You may never find out what happened to him.”
It’s strange, but I feel as though I’m talking to David and Jane. This is what they’d say. They’d support me in my quest, but they’d want me to be realistic about the odds.
“We need to get more tablets. Without them, all this is pointless. If there’s a chance to find Steve, wonderful, but the tablets have to be the priority.”
Ah, pragmatic reason. Oh, how I hate thee. They’re right. Well, I’m right, mimicking what David and Jane would say if they were here. 
“The mall,” I say. “If they’ve taken him anywhere, it’s there.”
The mall is where the mass of zombies were when we raided the veterinarian’s office. That must be where they have their hive.
David and Jane don’t respond. I don’t let them. I’ve made up my mind about what I’m going to do.
I pick up the pace. Rather than walking, I jog but slowly, running only slightly faster than a hurried walk. I’m determined to use a steady speed to my advantage. As I approach the burned out bus, I see the remains of the zombies we killed just a few days ago. There’s not much left, just a few bones and a dark stain on the concrete. Turning toward the mall, the wind blows softly on my face, drawing my scent behind me. Zee will follow, but if I can keep a good pace, I’ll be okay. I know I will. Nothing can stop me. But what is that confidence based on? Nothing other than my good fortune so far. Ferguson probably thought nothing could stop him either. 
The hill seems longer and steeper than it did the other day, and I’m breathing hard by the time I reach the car dealership, but I’m in good spirits. 
A zombie staggers out of the car dealership, and I put down the fire extinguisher, slipping the pack from my back and readying Nathan for battle, but Zee stands there staring at me. It’s as though he sees right through me.
“Come on,” I say, brandishing my baseball bat like a sword and holding it high. The muscles in my arm are tense, coiled like a spring. “What are you waiting for?”
There’s no answer. Not a growl. No groaning or snarling. Flesh has peeled away from the zombie’s face, revealing his bony jaw and teeth. There’s indifference in his eyes. 
I stamp the ground, daring him to approach, but he stands motionless beside a Pontiac with flat tires. I don’t understand. Behind me, down the hill by the bus, zombies wander around but they’re aimless. They’re not following me.
I’m confused. Yesterday, Zee did everything possible to nab me. Today, I’m not sure he even sees me. Another zombie shuffles out of a driveway. His feet kick at the empty shell casings from a couple of days ago. I remember standing where he is now, firing on zombies charging up the hill. He too ignores me.
Am I dreaming?
I creep down the hill, stepping over dead zombies. Occasionally, I glance back and see the zombie by the car dealership. He stands motionless, watching me. Why? I don’t know, and I don’t care. I’ll take any advantage I can to get in, find Steve, and get the hell out of here. 
A handful of zombies amble around in the intersection beside the vet’s office. Birds pick at the carnage still piled up in the street. Hundreds of dead bodies lie there rotting in the sun.
The houses lining the hill are old, having been built out of fiber cement weather boards. As decrepit as they appear, they probably looked like this before the apocalypse. 
A zombie stands behind a rusting wire fence, watching as I walk past. Is this what happened in the forest? Are they waiting to attack?
Sweat breaks out on my forehead. My white knuckled hands grip the baseball bat and fire extinguisher. I quicken my pace. 
As I pass the warehouse at the back of the veterinarian’s office, I see zombies in the office. They stand still, like shadows, ghosts. Their heads turn as I walk by, intently watching my every move, but they don’t come after me either.
“I don’t like this,” I whisper, wanting someone to provide some reassurance, but there’s no response, just the squawk of birds fleeing as I approach the mangled remains of the zombies trapped in the intersection. 
The Cadillac we crept down in still sits in the middle of the road with all four doors open. From beneath the car, arms reach out for me. Fingers clutch feebly at the air. 
The intersection is deathly quiet. 
Zombies stand still in the distance. They’re watching me. There are hundreds of them. What are they waiting for? 
My heart pounds in my throat. 
I’ve walked into a trap. 
There are zombies all around me, all at different distances, but were they to converge, there would be no escape. There’s nowhere to go but to go on. 
My boots squish in the bloody mess staining the road as I make my way across the intersection toward the mall. I should grab more tablets. I should get in, get out, and get back to the commune, but something draws me on to the mall. I have to know what happened to Steve. I can’t explain why, but I feel as though he’s close. 
I’m afraid, but I can’t turn away. 
Zee stalks me. 
Once my back is turned, he creeps up behind me. As I walk through the empty parking lot toward the mall, I notice zombies flanking me, boxing me in. I turn, and they freeze, but they’ve closed ranks. It’s too late to run. I’m just one person. I couldn’t fight my way out with a machine gun, let alone a baseball bat and a baby Glock. By the time I reach the shattered doors, there’s easily a hundred zombies on all sides but one—the mall entrance. 
My hands shake, but I continue on, stepping on the broken glass scattered across the forecourt. 
Zombies growl in the darkness beyond the doors. 
The fire extinguisher has become a security blanket. I squeeze the handle, directing a burst of CO2 into the shadows. White clouds billow before me for a moment, quickly dissipating in the breeze. Although it’s heavy, I brandish the extinguisher as though it were a gun, holding it in my left hand and spraying CO2 in an arc. In my mind, it’s a flame thrower. 
I’m dead. 
There’s no way I’m getting out of this alive, but I’m past caring.
The baseball bat hangs limp by my right side. If Zee attacks, I’ll fight, but I have no illusions of escape. I know I’ll die in here looking for Steve. My only consolation is that I won’t turn. Zee might win the fight, but he’ll lose the war. He won’t claim my allegiance. The bullet hanging around my neck is simply to spare me from misery, not to keep me from betraying humanity, and I find comfort in that. I’ve cheated Zee out of his prize.
Overturned shopping carts and broken benches litter the marble tiles inside the mall. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I get a feel for the layout of the mall. Box-like stores sit on either side, separated by walls partitioning them into dead ends. It would be a mistake to enter one for shelter.
Athletic Alley. Books a Billion. Odds and Ends. Game Zone. Some of the storefronts are vaguely familiar, but they’ve all been ransacked. This isn’t a mall. It’s a tomb.
Further along, the marble corridor opens up into a food court with fixed tables dotted through a broad area. The chairs have been scattered. Bullet holes in the support columns speak of battles fought and lost, but there are no bodies. 
I turn at the sound of glass breaking behind me. Zombies stand shoulder to shoulder, blocking the entrance. They’re moving in a line.
“So that’s how it is?” I ask, knowing nothing matters any more. Life is meaningless. I’ll never see the sky again. 
The zombies behind me are silhouettes set against what little light seeps in from outside. Zee is a faceless monster in the dark.
I grab another fire extinguisher from the wall by the food court. In the low light, I have no hope of seeing the meter on the handle, but it feels full and there’s a metal pin still hooked through the handle, preventing it from being accidentally fired. I pull the pin, tossing it on the tiles. A burst of white gas sprays out over the tables and I feel invincible. I welcome a fight. 
“I’m not afraid any more,” I yell as Zee advances. “Do you hear me? You can’t win. You may kill me, but you’ll still lose. We will win in the end.”
Zombies snarl in reply, lost in the darkness. 
I walk deeper into the mall, noting that fire exits are scattered along the hallway. At first, they appear random, but I recognize a pattern. When the mall was designed, the exits must have been carefully planned. They’ve been positioned so they’re inconspicuous, often appearing as little more than a dark hallway beside a major department store, but they’re set at regular intervals. And they’re narrow. If there are zombies there, hiding in the dark, there can’t be more than a few of them. Fire exits are designed for quick release. My spirits lift. I feel as though I’m in control, not Zee.
“You don’t scare me,” I say, squeezing off a burst of CO2 just to be sure we both know where we are in relation to each other. 
Zombies stand motionless in the shattered storefronts, dark silhouettes, undead mannequins watching me intently. 
Out of the shadows, a zombie finally charges at me. 
I swing the fire extinguisher, wanting to catch him with the full weight of the heavy steel canister, but I miss as he stops short. Several other zombies growl, flanking him but hanging back in the shadows. 
I unleash a burst of CO2, hoping for an effect similar to what I saw in the strip mall, but this zombie doesn’t react. He keeps his distance. Saliva drips from his lips. Snarling and baring his teeth, he paces to one side like a caged tiger. Another burst of CO2 leaves frost clinging to his cheeks, but his eyes remain locked on me. 
The other zombies are growling, but they’re staring him down, not me. Slowly, he retreats, backing away as though he’s been scolded by the others. Zee melts into the shadows, leaving me alone in the mall. 
Glass crunches softly underfoot, signaling the wall of zombies urging me on. 
There’s an emergency exit between a Tex-Mex fast food stand and some new-age juice place. I can just make out the crash bar that will allow the door to spring open in an emergency. I only hope it isn’t stuck. I start counting my steps. 
“One, two, three,” guessing it’s roughly a hundred paces between the exits I’ve seen so far. 
Light streams in through overhead skylights. The upper floor takes most of the light, but I feel safer stepping out of the shadows. Safer? Hah. What a joke. I’ve got hundreds of zombies stalking me, and I have the gall to feel safer in the sunlight? 
Around step eighty five, I spot another exit beside a clothing store. At a guess, it provides access to restrooms at the end of the hall. 
“What do you want?” I ask, constantly turning, checking all sides as the deathly quiet zombies continue their slow trudge behind me. “Why are you doing this?”
There’s no answer, not that I was expecting one. I’m trying to summon courage, trying to understand what’s happening.
The line of zombies holds back by roughly twenty feet. If they were to rush me, I’d have to move quickly. The extinguisher would be the first thing to go, followed by the backpack, but I’d keep Nathan at hand. 
One story above turns into two and then three in the heart of the mall. Walkways crisscross the open space above, casting shadows over the ransacked ruins. Chips of marble, torn clothes and cash registers lie strewn around me. Money must have still meant something in those last days if people were willing to lose their lives over it.
A vast octagon opens out before me with dead escalators running between floors and a burned out elevator on one side. There’s a stage in the middle of the floor, the kind that was once used for fashion shows. I can see what appears to be zombies standing around the stage. There are eight of them, standing still and facing in toward the center. 
As I approach, lights come on. 
Eight astronauts stand evenly spaced around the stage. The spotlights on the side of their helmets illuminate a crumpled body lying in the middle of the stage. 
“STEVE!!!”
I can’t help myself. All caution is gone. I run for the stage, swinging the fire extinguisher up as I climb onto the raised platform.
“Oh, Steve!”
I rush to his side, dropping my bat along with the extinguisher and grabbing him. 
“Steve. It’s me. Hazel.”
His forehead’s hot. He’s sweating even though it’s cold in here. I pull my pack off and grab the canister, holding it too his lips and encouraging him to sip as I raise his head. 
“Drink,” I say softly, forgetting about the astronauts surrounding us and the zombies slowly advancing. Hundreds of dark figures surround the stage, a demented crowd frozen in an eerie silence.
“Ha—Haze—Hazel?”
“Yes,” I say, crying tears of joy. I can’t help but touch him. I need to know he’s real. I run my fingers through his hair.
His eyelids flutter. 
“Stay with me,” I say, rummaging through my pack and finding the last of the painkillers Ferguson had stowed away. I pop the aging foil covers and push a couple of pills past his cracked lips. 
“Swallow,” I say, again, holding the canister to his lips. 
“You need to get out of here,” Steve says, and I cannot help but smile. Some things never change. 
“We need to get out of here,” I say, finally stopping to think about where we are. 
Steve crunches the painkillers beneath his teeth, taking another drink and swallowing. 
“Who are they?” he asks, trying to get up, but he’s too weak. His eyes settle on the astronauts standing motionless around the stage with the spotlights on their helmets illuminating us. 
“I don’t know,” I say, getting to my feet, bathed in light from all sides. 
Beyond the spotlights, hundreds of zombies surround the stage. They have their arms by their sides, standing there motionless, which is confusing. 
I creep up to one of the astronauts surrounding the stage, only he differs from those I saw by the railroad tracks. All of the astronauts here are different from those in the woods, some in subtle ways, with a plain red strip running over a white helmet. Others look more like pilots wearing pressure suits. One of them is wearing day-glow orange, which could be confused for a prison uniform were it not for the gloves, and the seals around the cuffs and boots, along with a white flight helmet and dark visor. 
“What do you want?” I ask with my fingers reaching out to touch the silvery metallic fabric of a Mercury era spacesuit. A flexible tube runs from the side of the helmet down into the middle of the suit. Zippers run diagonally across his chest, marking both pockets and the awkward way the suit is sealed. The NASA logo is visible in the low light, but it’s faded. Gloved hands hang still by his side. 
“Why are you doing this?”
I reach out for the dark sun visor, wanting to open it. I have to see who’s inside, but I’m nervous. Light reflects off the slick glass, giving me a distorted view of my own arm reaching for the astronaut. 
My fingers tremble, touching at the latch on the side of the visor. 
“Who are you?” I ask, raising the visor. 
Dead eyes stare back at me from behind the transparent inner visor. I’ve seen enough zombies to know a corpse when I see one. The skin has shrunk, revealing shriveled eyes and exposing the teeth, but this is no zombie. 
He’s dead. Mummified.
“I don’t understand,” I say, turning to face one of the other astronauts. 
Hands reach for me from below the stage, touching at my jeans. Zee fawns over me. There’s none of the aggression I’ve seen before, there’s no attempt to drag me from the stage. They just want to touch me, which is unnerving.
“What do you want from us?” I yell, looking up at the cavernous open shell above the stage. The mall stretches up several stories to a cracked skylight high over head. My voice echoes of the walls.
“Haze,” Steve cries. “Behind you!”
I turn to see an astronaut walking slowly toward me. His thick gloved hand holds a white gun. The fabric of his suit makes a soft, crunching sound as he walks. 
I can’t go on. I have nothing left. 
I fall to my knees before him, pleading, “Why? Why are you doing this to us?”
The astronaut doesn’t respond. His golden visor provides a fisheye view of the stage and I can see hundreds of outstretched zombie arms behind me. 
Zee calls for me, but these aren’t words or snarls or growls. 
A rhythmic hum resonates through the air, pulsating and throbbing. 
The barrel of the gun touches my forehead and in some way I’m glad the madness has come to an end. I can’t cope. I have no more fight in me. I’ve done all I can, and it has not been enough. The end comes to everyone at some point. Mine offers release. 
Looking up at the astronaut, I see gloved fingers tightening around the trigger. I tell myself I won’t feel a thing. I’ll be free. It’ll happen so quickly, I’ll never know it happened at all. And I don’t. Suddenly, all that surrounds me is the pitch black darkness, and the intense quiet soothes my troubled soul. 



Chapter 08: Heaven & Hell   
 
Smoke drifts around me. Sunlight pierces the clouds, blinding me. I sit up, watching as vapor swirls in response to my motion. 
“What the?”
I get to my feet, watching as white clouds of vapor envelop my boots, stretching up to my knees and hiding the floor from me. The floor? I’m standing on a cloud!
Slowly, I turn through a full circle, taking in a vista that stretches for hundreds of miles around me. White fluffy clouds dominate the sky, and I’m on one, looking down on a mountainous terrain thousands of feet below. Azure blue waters reflect the sunlight from a crystal clear lake high in the mountains, well above the tree line. 
“I—where am I?”
The sun is bright. 
The air is cold and crisp.
I step forward, unsure of my feet, feeling as though at any moment I could plummet to my death by plunging through the clouds. 
My death?
Am I already dead?
Is this heaven?
“This is impossible.”
My mind races. I was trapped in a mall overrun with zombies. Steve was there. 
“Steve?” I call out. “Steve are you out there? Can you hear me?”
I take another step, only the floor is firm and solid, not like I’d imagine on a cloud. The floor is flat. Artificial. I crouch, waving with my hands to clear away the mist. Thousands of feet below me there’s a lush forest, but my fingers rest against a solid surface somewhat like a sheet of glass.
The wind howls through the air, blowing my hair back and I look up into a dark sky. The floor, if it can be called that, seems to pitch beneath me as the wind rushes past, blowing away the clouds. It’s all I can do to stay on my feet as I plummet toward a barren volcano. 
Brilliant orange plumes of lava explode from a fiery lake. Globs of molten rock explode, showering the dark hillside with tiny, glowing specs of lava, and suddenly I’m standing on a lava tube in the middle of a volcanic crater. Heat radiates through the air, blasting me and scorching my face. Through the soles of my feet, I can feel the heat of the volcano coming up from below. 
Lava cascades hundreds of feet into the air from within the caldera of the dark volcano. The smell of sulfur stings my nostrils. Heat mirages flicker on the edge of my vision as the air close to the seething lake shimmers and dances. Spot fires erupt from the soil, spontaneously bursting into flames. 
“And this is hell?” I ask, reaching down and touching at the rock. Again, it feels as smooth and slick as glass. 
“I’m not afraid of you,” I yell, turning around and seeing an astronaut walking toward me. Although this is no astronaut. He’s dressed in what looks like a fire suit, with a large visor that looks more like a welding mask than a space suit helmet. The fiery red glow of the volcano reflects off his silver suit. 
“I’ve seen death. I’ve fought with Zee and won. I fear nothing you can do.”
From behind me, there’s a growl. 
Turning my back on the astronaut, I swing around to face my nemesis. 
No baseball bat. 
No backpack. 
No gun. 
Those should have been the first things I noticed when I awoke, but I was distracted by the clouds, caught off guard by the lava. The Glock has been removed from my ankle holster, and that’s when I realize what this is—it’s a trap. 
None of this is real, I tell myself, and yet Zee is no illusion. 
She would have been in her early forties when she turned. Her shirt is torn, exposing a bite mark on her shoulder and a torn bra strap. She stinks. They all do, but she smells rotten. Dark blotches on her skin look like bruises. She rushes at me. I’m defenseless. Zee grabs my throat as I roll, fighting to get away. We tumble across the rocks, sliding toward the molten lava boiling just a few feet away. 
I shift my weight, trying to knock her into a steam vent, but she’s too strong, towering over me and pinning me to the smooth, hot rocks. The man in the fireproof silver suit pushes a gun against her right temple and kills her in an instant. Blood splatters across the rocks and she collapses to one side, falling half on top of me. Her warm dead body is even more repulsive than when she was alive, and I quickly scramble away from her.
“Who the hell are you?” I cry, freeing myself from beneath the dead zombie and scrambling to my feet to face the silver fire fighter/astronaut or whatever he is. “Why the hell are you doing this?”
The astronaut points over my shoulder as a familiar voice calls out, saying, “Haze. Behind you!”
“Steve?” I say, turning away from the silver fire fighter but not seeing Steve anywhere. 
Those words are far too familiar. Those were the exact words Steve spoke on the stage in the mall. It’s as though the astronaut has simply replayed a recording to distract me. And it’s worked.
Another zombie stands beside the dead woman. He’s athletic. Perhaps in his early twenties. Large, muscular shoulders and pumped biceps speak of either college football or bodybuilding.
Instantly, I’m on the defensive, crouching to lower my center of gravity, ready to throw my attacker to one side, only Zee stands mute. His eyes follow me as I move across the rocks, wanting to put some distance between us. 
“What is going on?” I ask, turning back to the astronaut in silver, but he’s gone. 
Zee never blinks. His eyes never waver from mine, watching my every step, but like the zombies in the mall, he doesn’t attack. 
I creep forward, ignoring a blast of heat as another plume of lava erupts in the distance, sending molten rock spewing into the dark sky and spraying across the charcoal colored crater. 
My mouth utters words my mind can barely comprehend. 
“This is wrong. This isn’t real. It can’t be.”
With the muscular zombie watching my every move, I slowly bend down, examining the blood from the dead woman. Splotches of blood are suspended in midair beside her. No, not suspended. Her blood has struck some invisible surface and is dripping down toward the dark rock. 
Without taking my eyes of muscle-bound Zee, I step around the side of the dead woman’s body, running my hands along what feels like a smooth glass wall, an invisible barrier floating in the air. 
There’s something behind the stationary zombie.
Zee turns as I move, always facing me but never advancing. Blasts of hot air scorch my face, forcing me back, but I can see the faint outline of a rectangle behind Zee. It’s as though the outline of a door has been suspended in the air above the glowing, seething lava. 
Gathering courage, I run my hand along the invisible wall, tracing it as it arcs toward the faint outline of the door. 
No sooner has my finger touched the thin, edge of the door than the lights go out, plunging the room into darkness. Instantly, I leap back, wanting to distance myself from Zee, and I stumble over the dead body, standing awkwardly on outstretched hands and legs. 
The heat fades and the lights slowly come up, revealing a room roughly forty feet wide. Mirrors cover every surface, even the floor. Looking down at my feet, I see myself reflected back at me, upside-down and joined at the soles of my boots. Above me, a perfect mirror reflects a billion images of the room stretching into eternity. 
The side walls are curved. I appear upside down staring at myself. If I walk forward, reaching out with my hand to touch the mirror, I’m suddenly right side up and magnified like the fifty-foot woman. 
“What is this place?” I ask, seeing Zee standing dumb by the door. 
A voice booms around me. 
“You are in the Marshall Space Flight Center in what was once Huntsville, Alabama. MSFC is now a level-five decontamination and research facility.”
I laugh. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m sure it sounds that way. Of everything I’ve seen and heard, this is the most ludicrous notion of all. 
“How is that possible?” I ask.
Before a reply comes, I march across the mirrored floor, pointing at muscle-bound Zee and asking my hidden captor, “And what about him? Why hasn’t he attacked me?”
There’s silence for a few seconds before the voice responds, “We were hoping you could tell us.”
Zee is wearing a tank top. The shirt is torn, revealing a number of festering sores on otherwise immaculate abs. His thighs are like tree trunks. I don’t know what his body fat ratio is, but I’d guess it’s in the single digits. Zee is chiseled like a Greek god, or a demon from hades, as the case may be. 
Through all this, Zee has not taken his dark eyes off me. His face is gaunt. Dark stains around his mouth appear to be dried blood. The sickly, yellow green tinge to his skin leaves him looking inhuman despite his statuesque physique.
“Me?” I ask, not understanding.
“Why won’t he attack you?” the voice booms. 
“Who the hell are you?” I ask, ignoring the question. 
“One zombie attacks. Another doesn’t. Why? What makes you so special?”
“I don’t know,” I say, making eye contact with the creature. I’d like to push past him and bang on the door set into the curved, mirrored wall, but I don’t want to risk provoking the zombie. 
“You were bitten,” the voice says. “But you haven’t turned.”
“No,” I reply, not sure where I should look in response, turning through three hundred and sixty degrees as I speak. “My father. He figured it out. It’s not a virus... It’s complicated. He can explain it, but they’re not the living dead. They’re alive in their own right. They use the sun for energy—just like plants.”
The voice booms in response, saying, “Your father was wrong.”
And the curved wall transforms into a high-resolution image of a microscopic blood red squiggle. To my untrained eye, it looks like a knot of skipping rope bundled on the ground. 
“This is the zombie virus.” 
“No,” I reply. “It’s more complicated than that. The zombies—they’re driven by parasites or something. Break the cycle, and you won’t turn.” 
The door behind the zombie opens, but Zee doesn’t respond. He seems mesmerized by me. The astronaut in the silver suit steps through the door, raising a gun to the back of the zombie’s head and again, blood, bone and brains splatter across the mirrored floor, reflecting into what seems like eternity above and below me. 
I flinch at the sight. It’s an unconscious reaction even though I knew what was coming when I saw the gun. Such bloody violence is always shocking to behold.
Several more men in full body suits come through the door, only they’re not wearing space suits or silver fire suits. They’re dressed in camouflage, carrying exotic rifles attached to backpacks. Like the spacemen, their faces are hidden from view. Gas masks built into their suits hide their eyes. Black military boots and thick gloves keep them sealed, safe from contamination. 
Three of them move off to one side, unfurling body bags and loading the corpses into the thick, black bags. Their boots squeak and squelch as they move around. I want to say something, but I’m spellbound by blood and brains seeping out onto the mirror. There’s something hypnotic about the whole situation. Nothing is real.
The other soldiers surround me, pointing their rifles at me but these aren’t like any firearms I’ve seen before. 
“Take your clothes off,” booms through the room, spoken by someone outside this crazy house of mirrors.
“No,” I reply, instinctively. 
The butt of a rifle connects with the side of my head, knocking me to my knees. 
“Take off your goddamn clothes!” an angry male voice says from behind me. 
My head throbs, while my inner ear swirls, making me feel sick, but I comply, slowly unbuttoning my shirt. To one side, a soldier sprays white foam from his pack, washing the zombie blood from the floor into a grate that has opened around the edge of the room. The other soldiers carry the body bags out of the room. Steam billows from the door as it closes.
I’m half expecting to be struck again and told to hurry up, but it’s all I can do not to vomit. Warm blood runs down my neck from the back of my ear. My ear throbs. My earlobe must have been torn by the rifle butt. I want to grab at my ear and try to suppress the pain or at least stop the bleeding, but I continue unbuttoning my shirt. It might be asking a bit much, but I leave my tank top on and shift to my boots.
The soldiers stand around me with their rifles pointing at me, but I suspect these are similar to the high-pressure foam gun used to clean the zombie mess. I have a fair idea what’s coming next. I’m a little tired of being scrubbed clean.
If anything, it’s a relief to get rid of my boots as they’re so damn heavy and too big. My socks are damp. They stink, but no one says anything. The soldiers stand there patiently waiting for me to finish. Getting to my feet, I pull off my jeans, kicking them across the floor. 
Standing there in my underwear, I ask, “Is this really necessary?”
“Yes,” is the booming reply echoing around the room. 
I unwind the bandages on my arms and hands, which need changing anyway, and then pull off my underpants and finally my tank top. No sooner have I finished than one of the faceless soldiers opens the door and I’m shoved forward. 
The door itself is set almost a foot above the ground, forcing me to step up into a long room shaped like a cylinder or a pipe lying sideways. Two soldiers step in behind me. Raised grates keep us from walking awkwardly on the curved floor. 
The door closes behind us. Jets of cold water shoot out from the walls as a soldier pushes me on. A prod from his rifle barrel has me raise my hands. Another prod between my knees gets me to widen my stance. The pungent smell of bleach fills the air. My cuts sting, causing me to wince in pain. I can’t keep my eyes open, the torrent of water hitting me from all sides is too intense, making it hard to breathe as I stumble through the decontamination chamber. 
A high-speed fan blows the moisture away, and I catch a glimpse of ruddy brown water swirling beneath the floor grate. This thing is a goddamn car wash. Jets of steam rush in. Although the warmth is appreciated, the steam is a little hot at points, forcing me to step to one side. A rifle butt pushes me back to the center of the room. 
As the steam dissipates I’m suddenly doused with freezing cold water. Had there been some warning, I could have taken a deep breath, instead I almost choke as what feels like an entire swimming pool is dumped on me. I buckle under the weight of the water, almost falling to the grating on the floor.
In seconds, it’s over and the fan comes on again, blowing warm, high-speed air over my naked body. 
With my arms raised, I turn to see the four soldiers standing behind me, adopting a similar arms-up position. Water drips from their hazmat suits or biological warfare suits or whatever those camouflaged plastic uniforms are called. 
“Put this on,” a voice says, and I turn back to see a woman dressed as a soldier standing outside the chamber. The glass door has opened. She hands me a surgical gown along with tiny booties for my feet. The paper-thin cotton gown has several ties at the back to hold it in place. As I take the clothing, another soldier hands her a towel and she starts rubbing my hair, drying my long locks. 
I almost say, thank you, but the way I’ve been treated demands answers, not groveling, so I purse my lips tight. 
The surgical gown doesn’t leave much to the imagination and is breezy to say the least. The thin, cotton ties leave skin exposed on my lower back and buttocks. I get the feeling nothing is haphazard. If I’m left feeling cold and vulnerable, it’s because that’s what they want, whoever they are. I’m sure they could have given me some actual clothing if they wanted, and mentally I keep my wits about me, knowing there are no mistakes being made. 
Whoever these guys are, they thrive on authority and use intimidation to keep people in their place. Given how much I hate such contrived notions, and how easily I was stirred against Marge back when James died, I’m careful to hold my tongue until I learn more. 
“This way,” the woman says, warmly. “I’m sure you have lots of questions.”
“Not really,” I reply coyly, wanting to keep her off guard. I will not be someone’s pawn. They may control my body. They may be able to shove me around and point guns at me, but they have no idea who they’re dealing with, and I want to keep it that way. 
“The simulation room was originally a tool for training astronauts for surface missions on Mars,” the woman says. “Since the early days, we’ve been using it to evaluate PTSD—Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Heaven and hell. We find it useful to evaluate the sanity of anyone coming in from the outside.”
Sanity? 
She’s the one that’s insane.
I have no idea what she just said and would struggle to repeat that four-letter acronym back to her, but it’s important for me to stay in control of what little I can and not react aggressively. I need to figure out how to get the hell out of here. I desperately want to ask about Steve, but I’m not going to let her know that. I won’t give her any mental leverage over me.
“Are you worried about your companion?”
Companion? He has a name. All you have to do is ask him.
“Steve?” I reply, feigning ignorance. She must know, but she plays along too. 
“Yes,” she says, leading me down a long corridor, but she doesn’t offer me anything else by way of explanation. It seems we’re both fishing for answers beyond mere words. 
The corridor is old and unkempt. Paint peels from the walls and I’m left wondering if this building looked roughly like this a decade ago when the outbreak first occurred. It seems like a relic from several generations ago. Darkened rooms are set evenly spaced along the length of the corridor. The doors don’t look like they’ve been opened in years. Several of the rooms have been ransacked, if not by Zee, then by looters. Others have been gutted of their contents. Scratched, worn linoleum reveals where desks and chairs once stood.
Lights flicker overhead.
“You have electricity,” I say, shifting the subject away from Steve. I’m sure it will return to him soon enough, but I have a point to make. You’re not in control here. You will get nothing from me except on my terms. It’s a weak point, as a gun to my head could probably elicit just about any answer she wants, but I’m nothing if not a stubborn bitch when I want to be, and everything I’ve been subjected to makes me hate what I’m walking into. 
Whoever these people are, they’ve survived for almost a decade with roughly the same level of technology and lifestyle as before the overthrow, and that makes me deeply suspicious of them. If they really are the US Army, why aren’t they out there helping us? Why aren’t they taking the fight to Zee? Why have they hidden away underground?
“Yes,” she replies to my comment about electricity. She glances over her shoulder as she leads me on, wanting to make eye contact. That’s quite telling. I don’t think she intends to be mean or cruel. She’s sincere. Sincerely fucked up, but sincere nonetheless. I can hear two, possibly three sets of boots behind me, so only some of the soldiers have followed us. 
We turn down another hallway. The lighting is erratic. Some of the lights work, most don’t, leaving long sections of the corridor shrouded in darkness. Whatever technology they’ve managed to salvage, and regardless of their fancy PQST machine or whatever the hell it’s called, they’re struggling just like us. Perhaps life isn’t as tough in here as it is on the commune, but it’s no bed of roses either. 
“Your friend. Steve. He’s received medical care. He’s doing fine.”
And with those words, I feel an emotional power shift. Whoever she is, she felt obliged to tell me about Steve. Living in here might have made these guys soft. I doubt Marge or Ferguson would have conceded information quite that quickly if they’d caught a couple of bandits near the granary. 
Judging by what I’ve seen so far, the medical care Steve’s received is probably far better than anything we could offer him at the commune, but still I’m not impressed. These guys weren’t forthcoming in providing that. They left him on that stage for a couple of days. 
Again, I don’t respond, trying to appear detached, as though it’s no big deal. It’s a big deal, but I’m not going to let her know that.
I may not be swinging a baseball bat or packing a Glock, but I’m determined to be just as ruthless as I am with Zee. As I haven’t responded, the woman turns to make eye contact again. I guess she wants to make sure I heard her correctly. Outwardly, I smile, but inwardly, I’m as cold as ice. Marge taught me that. 
I touch at my ear, which is weeping blood onto my surgical smock. 
“We’ll get that looked at,” she says.
“Thanks,” I reply, appearing to concede some ground but, hey, my ear would be fine if someone hadn’t struck me with a rifle butt! 
Astronauts, soldiers in biowarfare suits and fire-fighting equipment—I think I have these guys figured out. I don’t think there’s a real soldier among them. I think it’s all a show. At least, that’s my working theory. It’s an interesting idea, and one I want to test.
The woman in uniform opens a metal fire door and we step from one building into another. I think we’re in some kind of basement tunnel as none of the rooms have any natural light, and there’s a drainage ditch running beneath the floor. Water trickles past beneath my feet. 
This new building looks as though it was built at an entirely different time. The corridor is wider and lined with linoleum instead of concrete, while the roof is higher. Also, the last corridor had a false ceiling, while this corridor has fire sprinklers set every ten feet, hanging from the unfinished concrete ceiling. A sheet metal ventilation duct runs above the walkway. 
I’m learning far more about my captors than they are about me. There’s not that many of them. They’re too spread out. They either don’t or won’t expose themselves to the outside world. Like rats in a sewer, they hide from the sunlight.
The boots behind me echo down the lifeless, empty corridor as we walk on. 
“And we’re still in the Marshall Space Flight Center?” I ask.
“Yes.”
“That’s a long way from the mall.”
“Yes, it is.”
She’s evasive, careful with her information. I believe her about being in the Marshall Space Flight Center, as I can’t think of what she’d stand to gain by lying. Maybe these are maintenance tunnels running between the main buildings or something. 
We walk up a flight of stairs, through another steel fire door, and down another corridor. All this time, there hasn’t been a single other person in either the hallway or any of the adjacent rooms. Each detail is painting a picture for me of what I’m actually dealing with, and it’s not what I’m being sold.
As my captor goes to open a door leading into a side room, I catch the name on her uniform: Bennet. She has the sleeves of her baggy army fatigues rolled up, but not to the middle of her forearm or up to her elbow, just over her wrists. This isn’t her uniform. 
“Elizabeth, is it?” I ask, pointing at her name tag. 
“What? No.” she replies somewhat nervously. She works with a key in the lock, trying to open the door. It’s the wrong key, and she tries several more keys as she replies, asking, “Why did you call me Elizabeth?”
Wrong key. Awkward soldier act. This isn’t the norm for her. And she’s rattled by me calling her Elizabeth. It’s as though I said something I ought not to know. Interesting.
“It’s a joke,” I say, trying to appear lighthearted and nonchalant. “You know, Elizabeth Bennet from Pride and Prejudice? You must get that all the time.”
“Oh, yeah,” she replies, finally getting the door unlocked. Her eyes drop away from mine. She’s lying. Looking at her, she must be in her mid thirties, which would put her in her twenties when the apocalypse struck. If she was in the commune, she’d have kids by now. 
Kids are the antithesis of zombies. They’re the only means we have of increasing our ranks. Zee cheats. Zee steals. Even though children consume time and food, they repudiate the apocalypse. Kids remind us there’s always a tomorrow. I can’t be sure, of course, but I don’t think she’s had any kids. Giving birth changes a woman’s body. Elizabeth doesn’t strike me as someone that’s nurtured a child. 
The door opens out into a cafeteria. I’m expecting to see soldiers, but the people inside the cafeteria are wearing jeans and t-shirts along with the occasional lab coat. They look relaxed. A couple of them are sitting on the tables with their feet on the benches, chatting with each other. 
Steve is seated at one of the tables facing the door. He sees me and his face lights up.
“Haze!”
That sudden smile melts my heart. 
“Steve!” I cry, rushing over to him and hugging him tight. Like me, he’s dressed in a surgical gown. We embrace. I never want to let him go. 
As he holds me close, he whispers softly in my ear, saying, “Be ready to grab a gun.”
I love Steve. Those weren’t quite the romantic, tender words I was expecting, but I was about to say the same thing. I give him another squeeze, wanting to assure myself he’s real.
Reluctantly, I push back, taking a good look at him. He’s covered in bandages, including one around his chest just visible beneath his semi-transparent surgical gown, but they’re clean, fresh and new. Actual sterile bandages—I haven’t seen these for years!
“Oh, look at you,” he says, playing his part well. He leans back, still holding my arms just above the elbow. He glances at my gown and suddenly I’m acutely aware I’m not wearing anything beneath the flimsy cotton. 
“God, it is good to see you,” he says, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek. 
Cheek? 
To hell with that! 
I make sure he lands one on my lips!
Steve looks fresh and alert, too fresh and alert. He’s sore, I can tell that from how stiff he is when he moves, but when I last saw him, he was at death’s door. I’m left wondering how much time has elapsed between when I was knocked unconscious by the astronaut in the mall and waking in the chamber of illusions, for lack of a better term. PBS? Was that the acronym they used to describe it?
“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Elizabeth Bennet says, leading me to the next table. 
I’m still not ready to let my guard down, although I feel it dropping somewhat automatically after seeing Steve again. I have to remind myself, I was knocked out by these guys and dragged into that chamber. They then unleashed two zombies on me. Okay, only one of them actually attacked me, but it was hardly a warm, friendly welcome. And the rifle butt to the head. Too heavy-handed. There has to be more to what’s going on here than anyone’s letting on. The veneer of civility has to be an illusion.
Bennet slips on a pair of surgical gloves, pulling them from a fancy first aid kit sitting on the table. There’s more medicine in that plastic carry case than I’ve ever seen in my life. Elizabeth Bennet, or whatever her name really is, daubs at my ear with a cotton ball dipped in alcohol. Yeah, that’s a sting I’d recognize anywhere. I grimace. 
“Hold still,” she says, stitching up the cut. 
She examines the old bite marks on my arm, looking carefully at the rough stitching I received back at the commune. Gently, she rubs some ointment onto the scab forming on my arm and applies a fresh bandage. 
“Bitten by a zombie, all right. I’m going to have to run bloods to figure out why neither of them have turned.”
“Natural immunity?” one of the others asks.
“In both of them?” she replies. “What are the odds of that?”
Steve and I are silent. I catch his eyes darting to one of the distracted soldiers, looking intently at the firearm sitting holstered on the old man’s hip. The soldier with the rifle looks too relaxed, almost as if he can’t wait to put it down. This isn’t the intense, proud look I’d get from a marauder, treating his rifle as more important than his life. 
These guys are sloppy. They should have buttoned down their holsters. As it is, we’ll have to wait till they face away from us as holsters are designed for a quick release only in the direction your arm would naturally move. Ferguson taught us that back at the commune, telling us what to do if we were ever snatched by bandits. I remember him telling my class, “You’ll only get one shot at escape—make it count.” I intend to.
Bennet’s sidearm is within easy reach. 
I wait for Steve to make his move. 
Elizabeth says, “Well, she might not have turned, but she’s picked up a nasty bacterial infection.”
She tips a couple of tablets into her gloved hand and offers them to me along with a bottle of water.
“The pink tablet’s a painkiller. The two green ones are broad spectrum antibiotics.”
I swallow the tablets, trusting they’ll help, and I start having second thoughts about reaching for her gun. Elizabeth is out of her depth. She’s clearly a doctor and far more comfortable treating someone’s wounds than roughing them up as a prisoner. I think she genuinely cares about us, which is confusing. I feel bad, but I know what needs to be done. Feeling bad hasn’t stopped me before.
“You’ve had it pretty rough out there,” she says. 
“I’m alive,” I say in reply, trying to stay detached. 
“I’d like to fire up the MRI and take some brain scans to look for lesions,” one of the other men says, and I’m pretty sure an MRI has nothing to do with the army. If I remember correctly, it’s a machine used in hospitals. Something like an X-ray. 
“Delayed onset?” one of the others asks. “We saw this in the early days.”
“But not from bites,” Elizabeth says. “A bite overwhelms the immune system in hours. A day at most. No, these bite marks are several days old. Something else is going on at a cellular level. 
“I want to see if either of them are carriers. Perhaps they’re infected but they’re asymptomatic, or maybe, just maybe, they really are immune.”
“Agreed,” one of the men says.
Elizabeth finishes applying a salve to the blisters on my hands and wraps a bandage around them. She’s careful not to restrict the movement of my fingers, which is quite considerate considering I’m about to grab her gun.
The door to the cafeteria swings open and an older man storms in. He’s military. Just a glimpse of his posture, his physique, and his facial expression tells me this guy would be a leader among the marauders. 
“What the hell is going on?” he demands. “They’re supposed to be in restraints!”
All eyes turn to the real soldier, all eyes except ours. Steve and I both grab a sidearm. In a split second, I have the gun up against Elizabeth’s temple. I grab her, pulling her close and using her as a shield. 
Steve holds his gun squarely in the middle of the forehead of one of the bewildered faux-soldiers and the poor man drops his rifle in panic.
“Put your guns down,” Steve yells, positioning himself so the fake soldier is between him and the real soldier standing in the doorway. “Now!”
The soldier in the doorway has a silver star next to his name: Doyle. There are silver stars on his shoulder boards. I’m not sure if that designates him as a captain, colonel or general, but he’s clearly in charge. He pulls his gun from his holster, and I push mine hard into Elizabeth’s head, saying, “Drop it, general.” 
He hesitates.
“Don’t think I won’t do it,” I say, with a good grip around Elizabeth’s shoulder. My arm is across her chest, while the barrel of my gun pushes her head to one side. She’s shaking like a leaf. “I have no problem watching someone’s brains splatter across the floor. Done it plenty of times.”
The other fake soldier puts his rifle gently on the floor before standing up right with his arms raised in surrender. 
Doyle edges back toward the door. He’s about to make a run for it.
“Don’t,” Steve says, clearly thinking the same thing. He has his gun pointed squarely at Doyle’s chest. “Drop the gun.”
Doyle drops his gun. I didn’t expect him to take Steve so literally. I thought he’d bend down and place it gently on the tiles like the others, but he lets his pistol clatter to the floor. 
Steve limps forward, moving around behind Doyle and pushing him well into the room, away from the guns and rifles lying on the tiles. 
“You will not make it out of here alive,” Doyle says as Steve locks the door.
“Neither will you,” I say coldly. 
I take the gun from the other fake soldier. He has to be fake. He didn’t even think about drawing his gun. 
Steve and I herd everyone around two tables at the back of the cafeteria near the kitchen. I’m not sure what Steve’s thinking, but I’m thinking that’s the only other way in here, so if anyone else was to sneak in, we’ll see them come through the rear swinging door. 
I push Elizabeth over with the others. Having been shoved around, it feels good to be in control and yet I’m not vindictive. I can’t bring myself to shove Elizabeth or to strike her the way I was hit on the back of the head. My push is more of a nudge, directing her to join the others. 
“I don’t know what you think you’ve accomplished,” Doyle says. “You won’t escape from here.” 
His eyes turn to Elizabeth. He is pissed. 
“I’m going to make this really simple,” I say. “No one needs to die. What needs to happen is this—you are going to give us some answers. Who the hell are you? How have you survived so long here in the heart of the city without anyone knowing?” 
Steve keeps his gun trained on Doyle. He doesn’t seem too worried about the others. I swear, if Doyle blinks the wrong way, Steve will kill him.
 



Chapter 09: Lab Rats   
 
“First of all,” I say, directing a question to Elizabeth Bennet. “What’s your real name?”
“Elizabeth O’Connor. You were right about the first name.” She touches at the name embroidered on a small patch on her army fatigues. “Bennet was one of the original team, but she died almost five years ago.”
“What is this place, Elizabeth?” 
To my surprise, Elizabeth relaxes, leaning back on one of the tables. She looks more relieved than scared. 
“It’s a research facility,” she says. 
A man of Indian descent speaks from the back of the group. He looks and sounds like the counterpoint to Doyle. If I’m not mistaken, he’s their version of Marge. Even after all these years, his accent sounds as though he’s only just stepped off a plane from India.
“At the close of the war, when it became apparent we couldn’t win, the army took control of the research facilities in Huntsville, Birmingham, and Atlanta. Buildings that had been used for scientific research into zombies suddenly became command and control facilities, only there was so much chaos in those final days there was nothing left to control.”
He stops for a moment, and I can see his eyes gazing up at the ceiling as he picks between dozens of thoughts explaining what happened. 
“We were trying to find a cure. We weren’t set up to care for survivors. We were quickly swamped, and like everywhere else, we were overrun.”
“And you are?” I ask.
“Ash Ajeet,” he says, with a regal accent. There’s pride in his voice, but not the bullish, pigheaded sense of privilege I’ve seen in others. Ajeet carries himself with an air of dignity and kindness. “Geneticist and chemist. Prior to the outbreak, I had twenty years in medical research at Johns Hopkins.”
“We’re scientists,” another man says, waving his hand and introducing himself. “David Jameson, anthropologist. I’ve been studying their behavior, finding parallels with prehistoric species extending back as far as Homo habilis.”
Doyle interrupts, barking at the others as he says, “You need to shut up. Don’t tell them anything.”
“How many?” I ask, knowing this is a direct challenge to Doyle’s authority over the group. 
“Don’t—” Doyle says, but Elizabeth cuts him off.
“Seventeen.”
“And soldiers?” Steve asks, picking up on an important distinction in their group dynamic.
“Three,” Ajeet says
That’s good to know. It means there’s only two other people out there that could realistically take us on. 
Doyle’s face is flushed with anger. Ajeet is no fool. He and Elizabeth seem to have a better read of the situation than Doyle, realizing we’re no real threat. 
Ajeet says, “Doyle’s afraid we’ll lose our supplies. He thinks you’ll come in here and steal our stuff.”
It’s interesting to hear Ajeet volunteer this perspective. I get the feeling there’s some deep-seated resentment between him and Doyle. I cannot imagine how they’re going to function once we’re gone. Ajeet is burning bridges. There’s no going back to the status quo for him or Elizabeth after this. They’ve collaborated with the enemy, only we’re not the enemy. The only enemy is Zee. But they’ve betrayed Doyle, or at least that’s the way Doyle must see this. Ajeet must know. Somehow, he’s read the situation. He understands our motives and he’s banking on the decisions we’re about to make being the right ones. It’s a huge risk, and I can see that in his eyes, but he keeps his nerve. 
“We don’t take from the living,” I say, and it’s true. And yet I understand Doyle’s concerns. There are plenty that would kill just for that first aid kit, but not Marge, not Ferguson. They play the long game, knowing rash choices have a way of backfiring in the apocalypse. 
I miss Ferguson. 
Now, there’s a thought I never considered possible. I wish he were here. Ferguson would know what we should do next. As for me, I’m tired of running. I’m tired of fighting. A glance at Steve suggests he’s not sure of the next step either. But as for me, I know what needs to be done. 
I raise my gun so it points harmlessly at the ceiling and hit the magazine release on the side of the pistol. A black magazine pops out and drops into my hand. 
“I’d like to think neither of us need these,” I say, looking at Ajeet. I pull back on the slide and eject a lone bullet from the chamber. 
Ajeet lets a slight smile slip from his lips. He’s outplayed Doyle. Ajeet took a gamble, and it paid dividends. I’m sure this won’t be lost on the other scientists. 
I place the now defunct, empty gun on the table. Steve follows suit, emptying his gun and placing it on a counter by the door.
“Don’t,” Ajeet says, looking at Doyle with eyes that pierce the soul. 
“What the hell is wrong with you people?” Doyle cries, gesturing toward his pistol still lying on the floor. He desperately wants to grab it, and yet some indistinct social norm, perhaps a vague notion of group acceptance, paralyzes even this fearless warrior. “What? You think just because they’re nice and polite they won’t slit your throat in the middle of the night?”
“We have talked about this day,” Ajeet says. Again, his voice resonates with compassion. “Our fight is with zombies, not survivors.”
“Damn you!” Doyle yells, trying to stare down Ajeet. But Ajeet is not intimidated. The veins on Doyle’s neck budge. His face is red with anger. Ajeet remains calm regardless. 
And I thought Ferguson was a handful. 
“Listen,” I say. “We can help you.”
“You?” Doyle replies as though I’m being rude. Apparently, I’ve interrupted a serious conversation between the adults. “We still don’t know whether you’ll turn. Perhaps there’s some delayed progression we don’t know about, something that will kick in when we least expect it. And besides, you’re just kids. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”
Johnson says, “Wait a minute. You saw the way those zombies acted around the two of them. Those zombies in the mall displayed a level of cognitive behavior we’ve only guessed at before. They dumped Steve in the heart of a hive without tearing him limb from limb, and then they herded Hazel toward him. We have no idea what this means. But if we can work with these kids to better understand this phenomena, it could be a turning point.”
Kids. When Johnson uses that word it’s measured and appropriate, unlike Doyle.
“We need to help them,” Elizabeth says. “They’re not criminals.”
I like Elizabeth. 
I relax, sitting back on a table in the cafeteria. I’m glad we surrendered the guns. With the exception of Doyle, this is a discussion between peers. Steve joins me, sitting up on the table beside me. His hand rests gently on mine, signaling his support. 
The most fascinating aspect of the last few minutes is that no one, absolutely no one, is interested in picking up the guns we surrendered. They’re still sitting on the table just a few inches from my hand. Even Doyle only has eyes for his own gun. No one seems to realize we could rearm as quickly as we took over the first time, but this tells me something important about the scientists. Theirs is a world ruled by reason, not the threat of violence. It’s no wonder they’ve kept themselves isolated. 
Ajeet says, “I mean, look at them. This is a gift. We have two people who are not affected by zombie bites. That is astonishing! We need to analyze what’s happening in their bodies at a cellular level. We need to see if we can replicate this in others.”
I’m on the verge of mentioning the anti-parasite tablets, but I suspect that would lead the conversation off on a tangent. At the moment, it’s Doyle we need to win over. 
Doyle isn’t buying it.
“So ya’ll just want to sit around the campfire singing songs and holding hands and making smores and shit? Is that it?”
“We’re scientists, Rob,” Ajeet says, and I note how he’s appealing to Doyle on a personal level—with Doyle’s first name being added in a soft, considerate tone. “We were never going to win this war with bullets and grenades. If we are to defeat these monsters, we need to approach the problem from a scientific perspective.” 
Doyle slams his fist into a table. The dynamic within the room has shifted, and he doesn’t like it. Force is all he understands, and it’s failing him. When Doyle first burst into the cafeteria, he was in charge. We grabbed the guns and stole the focus, but since we’ve surrendered, it’s Ajeet that’s in control. I guess, technically, we surrendered to Ajeet, not Doyle, and that’s given Ajeet authority over him. It’s strange how human behavior can be so intricate and nuanced.
Elizabeth says, “You’ve got to let us do our job.”
Doyle turns on us, crying, “They’re goddamn scavengers! Vultures!”
I shake my head. There are times in life where words cannot express the lunacy people cling to in their mistaken ideals. He’s beyond reason, so I keep my mouth shut. Words would only inflame things further. It’s not easy, but I grit my teeth.
Doyle isn’t satisfied with that. He reacts as though I’ve said something aggressive, perhaps even offensive with my silence.
“So what? I should have a bleeding heart because people are dying out there?”
“No,” I snap, unable to let his pigheaded stupidity pass me by. “You don’t get it, do you? It’s over. The war is over! People aren’t dying out there. They’re living out there. They’re living their lives and they’ve left you behind.”
The veins on his neck bulge and I’m glad he doesn’t have a firearm, but this time, I’m the one that’s enraged. I point at him, yelling, “You think you’re so damn important? Outside these walls, no one cares. NO ONE! You hide in your rabbit hole protecting a way of life that died long ago. No one cares about your medals or your uniform. We’ve moved on!”
Doyle steps toward me and I’m suddenly acutely aware he was the one that struck me with the rifle butt in the simulation room. It’s the way his boots stomp on the ground that gives it away. Steve isn’t having any of this. Gun or no gun, he’s ready to kill this guy if he so much as lays a finger on me. I can see that in the tense muscles lining his jaw. Doyle might be physically bigger and stronger than Steve, but I doubt that will matter. Steve is about to explode. I put my hand on his, gently holding him back. If these two start throwing punches, it won’t end until there’s only one of them still breathing. 
“I am a brigadier general in the United States Army,” Doyle yells, bellowing like a drill sergeant. “I will not be lectured by a goddamn child.”
“United?” I reply, letting the child bit go but latching onto something I think is important to highlight. I feel terrible, but I cannot help but laugh at the notion of our country being united. The concept is absurd in the apocalypse. Doyle is such a pompous ass. “United States? Have you looked around lately, general? There’s no army. There’s no U.S. There aren’t even any states any more. And even if there were, they certainly aren’t united. The only thing that’s united is Zee.” 
“She’s right,” Ajeet says, stepping between Doyle and us. I’m guessing he saw Steve’s white knuckles and clenched fists. 
I know I should be intimidated by Doyle, but I’m not and I can’t explain why. When it came to Ferguson yelling at me, I almost wet my pants, but for all his faults, Ferguson was fair. Perhaps that’s what irks me about Doyle. He’s not honest. Not with himself. Not with us or with the scientists. He’s got his world view and that’s it. Nothing and no one is going to talk him out of what he’s already decided. 
Ajeet addresses Doyle, saying, “I appreciate your security concerns, general, but everything is okay. We’re fine.”
Doyle replies to Ajeet, but his eyes never leave mine. 
“One violation. One infraction or breach in security, that’s all it would take for the horde out there to overrun this facility.”
“I know,” Ajeet says. 
“You don’t let these two out of your sight. Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
Reluctantly, Doyle walks toward the door. He bends down and picks up his gun and I feel my heart pounding in my throat as his fingers slip around the pistol grip, but he slides his gun into its holster and leaves, slamming the door in disgust. 
“Asshole,” Steve mutters under his breath. I’m pretty sure everyone in the room heard him. No one seems to disagree. 
With a clap of his hands, Ajeet says, “Who wants coffee?”
Surreal. 
I stare at Ajeet with disbelief.
“Well,” he says, with an irrepressible smile. “A geneticist has to be useful for something in the zombie apocalypse.”
I’m stunned. How can he detach himself from the argument with Doyle so quickly? Seeing the look on my face, Ajeet adds, “What? I used to work as a barista while at college.” 
Ajeet grins, adding, “I’m a man of many talents.”
I have no idea what a barista is. At a guess, I’d think it’s someone that works in a bar, but apparently it’s someone who makes coffee?
“You have coffee?” Steve asks. Like me, I doubt he’s ever had a cup of coffee in his life. Occasionally, the marauders would liberate some freeze dried coffee still in its vacuum packaging, and Marge would make up a vat full of coffee for the commune, but us kids never got any. It wouldn’t last more than an hour or so before it was all gone. Dad would let me sip his coffee, but it was so bitter I never tried it more than once. I couldn’t understand why everyone raved about coffee. Even the teens.
Ajeet says, “Like almost everything around us, our coffee supplies will outlast us.” And that provides more of an insight into their stockpile than I think he intended. But the essence of his comment worked. Mentally, we’ve all moved on from Doyle. 
“Count me in,” says Steve as the others all put in their requests with names that sound Italian.
“Me too,” I say. It’s the allure, the idea more than the substance that attracts me.
“Sugar? Creamer?” he asks.
Steve and I look at each other and nod. Seems like an awful waste of sugar. And as for creamer, I’m guessing that’s a type of milk. It’s been so long these concepts are distant memories. We get a lot of honey and fruit in the commune, but no refined sugar as such. Honestly, it’s just nice to not have a zombie chasing me or a gun pointed at my head right now. I’d eat dried cockroaches if they offered them to me. 
“So we’ve got a geneticist and an anthropologist,” I say, not sure what either actually does, but the titles sound impressive. I face Elizabeth, asking, “What about you?” 
“Oh, not me,” she replies. “I’m not a scientist, not in the strict sense of the word. I’m a doctor. A pediatrician.”
“Oh, Dr. O’Connor,” Ajeet says from the kitchen. “You should give yourself more credit.”
She smiles at his comment. The look on my face must tell her I have no idea what a pediatrician does.
“I specialize in working with young children.”
“Ah,” I say, still not really grasping why that would be any different to treating adults. 
Steve says, “So you weren’t part of the original team? You’re one of the survivors?”
“Yes,” she says, and suddenly everything makes sense. For her, seeing us is a glimpse of what she once went through, and I wonder if someone stood up for her as well at some point. Perhaps Ajeet? 
Elizabeth continues, saying, “We don’t see many young children around here so these days I’m more of a generalist.”
One of the women comes over and sits down across from us. She has her hands clenched in front of her. Normally, I’d take that as a sign of being nervous, but her eyes seem to pierce my soul.
“Dana Benson,” she says. Dana is in her late fifties, maybe her early sixties, and of African-American descent. With neatly cropped hair and high cheekbones, she could be mistaken for an actor or a model rather than a scientist. “So … you were bitten. Both of you.”
“Yes,” I say, feeling as though behind this warm exterior there’s a cold, calculating killer. I shouldn’t think like that. She’s probably really nice, but her demeanor is stern. If I were to lie, I’m sure she’d see straight through me. 
Ajeet places coffee cups in front of Steve and me. Steam wafts from the mugs but neither of us touch our coffee. Dana is too formal to interrupt. 
“How did you survive?”
She’s smart. She knows there’s a catch, and she knows we know precisely why we survived when others either turned or died. Ajeet and Elizabeth might be content to run tests, Dana wants answers.
“My dad. He’s studied them.”
That gets Ajeet’s attention.
“How?” he asks.
“I don’t know exactly, but he keeps heads in jars, stretches their skin out on racks. Things like that.”
Jameson, the anthropologist, laughs, saying, “I like this guy already.”
“Dad figured out that zombie skin cells use photosynthesis for energy.”
No one’s laughing any more. They’re all listening intently.
“He said there are sea slugs or something that steal genes from algae. He said the zombies are like that. He, um. He put a light on the skin and it made a needle jump.”
Not the most scientific of descriptions, I know, but I can see Ajeet’s eyes lighting up. He whispers to Jameson, saying something about confirmation, but Jameson signals for quiet, not wanting to break my train of thought. 
“My dad—he doesn’t think all this is caused by a virus. He thinks it’s a complex relationship between several microbial species. He called it a chain. He said, break the chain—break the cycle—and you won’t turn.”
“And you broke the cycle?” Dana says, leading the conversation on. All the scientists have gathered around. It’s a little unnerving being the center of their undivided attention.
 “Yes.”
“How?”
“We found some tablets—”
“The vet’s office,” Ajeet says, snapping his fingers. 
“You knew about that?” I ask.
“Go on,” Dana says, but I’m distracted by Ajeet.
“How did you know?”
“Traffic cameras,” Jameson says. “We monitor zombie activity using whatever means we can.”
Dana stares deep into my eyes. I can’t keep eye contact with her, and yet I feel compelled to go on. 
“My dad. He was infected. We went to the clinic to find worm tablets.”
“And the tablets?” Elizabeth says. “They worked?”
“Yes.”
Dana faces Ajeet, asking, “Flatworms? Hookworms? Amoebas? Is there a symbiotic connection? Is there something we’ve missed beyond a viral infection?”
“There are parasites that produce neurotoxins affecting mammalian behavior,” Ajeet replies. “But something so radical would take millennia to evolve.”
“This would explain why the vaccines fail,” Elizabeth says.
“Anthelmintics,” Ajeet says. “They’d work against a broad range of microbial parasites without injuring the host. Pyrantel will paralyze a whole branch of microscopic nematodes, not just your classic tapeworms. We did some work with mebendazole before it was discontinued in humans, but I think it was still used in pets at the time of the outbreak. Mebendazole has a broad base of intracellular action, far beyond parasites. It even showed promise against lung cancer. It’s not as quick as Pyrantel, but it works extremely well.”
Jameson asks, “So the mode of action is to disrupt a parasitic life cycle and prevent cascading tissue degradation?”
I shrug my shoulders. 
Ajeet replies, “The rapid onset has always been troubling. If you can engender a zombie transformation so quickly, why can’t you block it just as quickly?”
“It’s an interesting thought,” Dana says. 
My excitement gets the better of me.
“Interesting thought? It’s a cure.”
“Not so fast,” Dana says. “Even though he’s pigheaded, Doyle may yet be right. You look perfectly healthy today, but the effect could be temporary. Rather than finding a cure, you may have simply delayed the onset.”
Not what I wanted to hear.
“But I’m fine,” I protest. “I feel fine.”
Elizabeth touches the back of her hand to my forehead, saying, “Slight fever, but she could be fighting a regular bacterial infection given the state of her wounds.” 
“I’m not going to turn into one of those things,” I insist. 
Elizabeth senses my anxiety. She rests her hand on my forearm.
“Hey,” she says. “It’s all right. We’re all in this together. We’re here to help.”
Steve says, “I bet you say that to all your lab rats.”
I laugh. I thought it was funny, but no one else laughs.
Jameson says, “If her father is correct and the transformation is blocked by an anthelmintic, then so long as she’s not exposed to the parasite again, she’ll be fine.”
“But which parasite?” Ajeet asks. “I mean, we could be dealing anything from a roundworm to an amoeba.”
“And there’s the problem of phenotypes,” Dana says. “The anthelmintic may work today, but use this strategy too broadly and we could inadvertently breed a resistant variety of zombies and end up right back where we are today.”
Ajeet says, “I’m going to need some zombie fecal matter. If this parasite is in the gut, it’ll pass out through the bowels. We should be able to find eggs.”
“Poo?” Steve says with disgust, and I’m with him. I cannot think of anything more foul than searching through zombie shit for some microscopic creature. 
Jameson says, “We need to keep you under watch. Until we identify the parasite, you could inadvertently be exposed to it and the transformation would be triggered again.”
I am not liking what I’m hearing, but I tell myself this is good to know.
Ajeet says, “Yes, yes. Regardless of the particular tablet you took, the anthelmintic would have done it’s work and passed through you with the next bowel movement. Don’t think you’re immune, young lady. One bite and you’ll turn.”
The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. I’ve been stupidly reckless the last few days, feeling somewhat invulnerable to Zee. Dumb luck has kept me safe, not brains or brawn. 
We thought those tablets were a game changer, and in a way they still are, but they’re no silver bullet taking out these werewolves once and for all.
 



Chapter 10: Milkshake   
 
I sip my coffee. It’s cooled a little, but it’s still a treat. As I stir in my fifth packet of sugar, I catch Elizabeth watching me and then glancing at Ajeet with a smile. Five packets was probably one too many.
“Don’t eat or drink anything other than what we give you,” Elizabeth says. “We can ensure the purity of the food and water. Until we isolate the parasite and understand its lifecycle and means of transmission, we can’t risk contamination.
“You’re going to have to be careful out there. Boil water before drinking. Wash vegetables in sterile water. Things like that.”
I nod, feeling stupid about the risks I’ve taken.
Steve asks, “You really think we could still turn?”
“Yes,” Ajeet replies without a moment’s hesitation. “Your systems are primed, but you’re missing the trigger. You must be careful.”
“We need to retrieve some of those tablets,” Dana says. “We need to isolate the active ingredient, understand its mode of action, dosage requirements, and toxicity.”
“Will you be able to synthesize more?” Johnson asks. 
Ajeet shrugs his shoulders. “Maybe. We were able to manufacture antibiotics. It’s a matter of gaining access to base ingredients and reviewing the technical difficulty.” 
Ajeet opens a packet of cookies. 
Cookies! 
I bet my eyes are popping out of my head right about now. Just the sound of the plastic wrapper being torn open is enough to start me salivating. It’s been eight long years, almost a lifetime ago. 
They have cookies! 
The writing on the side of the packet reads Nutter Butters, leaving me wondering why butter would be considered special. I remember Oreos from before, but not much else. They were black and white, like a zebra, or maybe I’m getting them confused with something else. 
Steve gets to his feet. He’s been sitting on the other side of the table and gets up, taking his cup back to get more coffee, only he moves slowly, painfully. In the rush of adrenaline with Doyle, I never paid attention to his physical injuries, but he walks awkwardly, swinging from his left hip. 
He must see my concern as he says, “Dislocated while being dragged over a fence.”
“Oh,” is all I can say in response. What else is there to say? 
My excitement at the cookies fades as I think about what Steve must have gone through over the past few days. He puts his cup down and one of the scientists pours him another cup of coffee, joking with him, but I can see him rolling his shoulder, shrugging off some muscular pain. And I thought I was stiff and sore. He’s been through hell.
“Cookie?” Ajeet asks, handing me the packet. I take three. I don’t mean to be greedy, but I’m pretty sure one won’t be enough. Why three? Why not? I take a bite. The cookie is a little sweet, but doesn’t have much flavor, which is disappointing. 
“The astronauts,” I ask. “Who were they? What were they doing out there in the mall?”
“Ah, those were old suits,” Ajeet says. “We use them as mannequins, scarecrows—glorified light stands stuffed with mummified bodies to avoid too much interest from the zombies. The cameras in the suits still work, so we were able to watch and observe.”
“Why?” I ask, glancing at Steve and realizing he could have died out there. “Why would you leave him there?”
“We didn’t know what we were dealing with,” Johnson says. “Behavior is never easy to interpret. When we saw them dump Steve on the stage, we thought he was dead. We set up an observation post in the mall, wanting to learn more about them. If we can understand their behavior—”
Ajeet cuts him off gently, holding his hand up and speaking softly. “You are right. We should have intervened. Once we saw he was alive, we should have retrieved him. We saw a scientific opportunity, not a person lying injured on a stage.”
Elizabeth swallows a lump in her throat. I suspect there was more going on between them at that time as I can see a guilty look in her eyes. She chokes a little, saying, “We’ve seen a lot of people die.”
“You fight for the living,” I say feeling somewhat indignant. To me, this is self-evident. No one offers any more of an explanation. There are no excuses. Ajeet’s head droops, as does Johnson’s. 
Dana says, “We’ve been trying for so long—looking for a cure. I guess we forgot why we were looking.”
It’s a sobering point, and one I suspect isn’t easy to admit. Feeling a little embarrassed at my outburst, I sip my sweet coffee, hiding for a moment behind my mug. I don’t mean to be accusative. I just want answers. 
“And on the railroad bridge last night?” I ask, lowering my tone as Steve sits down beside me.
“That was Doyle and Anders,” Ajeet says. “They were repairing the line.”
Elizabeth says, “Our power comes from a tap off the main line from the Browns Ferry nuclear power plant near Athens. Technically, the plant was shut down before going offline, but it’s still producing about 2% of its normal operating level. Doesn’t sound like much, but when there’s no one else drawing down on the grid, it’s plenty.”
“But why dress up as astronauts?” I ask.
“Because it makes us invisible to zombies,” Ajeet replies. “Zombies rely on smell as their primary sense.”
Dana says, “We have roughly five million scent receptors in our nasal cavity, but the cavity is largely redundant. Given the size of our sinuses, we should be able to smell better than a beagle, but we can’t. And yet zombies can. We’ve dissected their nasal cavities. They have somewhere in the region of three hundred and twenty million active scent receptors. That’s more than a bloodhound.”
“The suits.” Ajeet says. “Once someone has suited up, we sterilize them, removing any particulate matter with a series of steam baths and chemicals. The process takes time, but it is important. With no trace of human scent, and with the visors down, hiding all facial features, we can move through them like ghosts.”
Dana says, “But they must remain completely sealed for the entire duration of the mission. There can be no breach or the illusion is destroyed. The suits need to capture expelled air. We can’t vent anything, or the zombies will attack.”
“And the guns?” I ask. “I saw them using some kind of gun if any zombie got too close.”
“They’re pneumatic guns,” Dana says. “Similar to what’s used to slaughter cattle. There are no bullets as such. A thick steel needle-like point shoots back and forth, lashing out six of seven inches and piercing the skull. Puncture either the frontal or parietal lobe, and they’ll drop.”
“Is there anyone else?” Steve asks. At first, I’m not sure what he means, but he clarifies his point. “You know? Out there. Are there others like you? Are you in contact with anyone else?”
Ajeet looks sad. 
Dana says, “No.”
“But there could be,” Steve says. “I mean, if you’ve made it this long, perhaps there are others from the old world.”
I know what he wants. We all cling to something from the past, to the fantasy that one day we’ll awake to the cavalry coming over the hill in tanks or the sound of helicopters charging overhead. We may grow older from year to year, but I don’t think anyone gives up on that dream. 
Ajeet shakes his head. 
Johnson says, “We haven’t heard from any of the other outposts for at least five years. If they’re still out there, they’re struggling.”
“There could be pockets of resistance,” Ajeet says. “Perhaps they’re faring better in the north where harsh winters lay waste to the plague. The problem is, zombies aren’t the only ones ill-adapted to fight the cold. We’ve lost so much know-how.”
“Maybe in other countries?” Elizabeth asks rhetorically. 
“Maybe,” Ajeet concedes. 
He’s being kind. There’s no one else out there and he knows it. 
Johnson says, “We’ve tried direct and indirect means to find other army groups. Everything from monitoring how much electricity we draw while looking for fluctuations, hoping someone else is tapping into the same reactor, but it’s just us.”
“We can only hope,” Dana says. 
“You’re hungry. You’re tired,” Ajeet says, snapping us out of the moment just as he did when Doyle stormed out of the room. “It’s late. Tomorrow, we will retrieve more of these tablets. We’ll run tests. We’ll hit the lab and figure this thing out.”
Late? Hungry? This is the first notion I’ve had of time since I awoke, which couldn’t have been more than a few hours ago. But I’m sore. I feel like I could sleep for a week. 
“Where are you going to house them?” Dana asks. “Doyle’s going to want them in lockdown.”
Ajeet considers her point before responding. 
“East basement,” he says, getting to his feet. Steve and I get up. 
Ajeet faces us, saying, “Elizabeth will take you to the east basement. It’s an alcove, a dead end. Doyle is going to want to lock you in there, but do not fear. You are not being imprisoned. You’re not under arrest. It is just a precaution.”
I nod. In some ways, I’m past caring, but I appreciate his sentiment. I can’t blame Doyle for wanting us under lock and key. Hearing either of us could still turn, I’m a little unnerved. I want these guys to figure out what’s going on. I want them to find a cure. Oh, if Dad were here, he’d agree. 
“Dana will bring you some food.”
Steve and I follow Elizabeth to the door. Steve’s not going anywhere fast so I slip my arm around his waist and help him walk. He rests his arm over my shoulder, and we hobble out the door wearing our flimsy cotton gowns, looking very much like we’ve come from surgery. I doubt we’re a threat to anyone in our current state, but two soldiers are waiting outside. Their name tags read: Anders, Cooper.
Anders speaks to Ajeet, saying, “Doyle wants to see you in the control room.”
If Ajeet acknowledges them, it’s not obvious to me. In a kind voice, he says, “Please take our guests to the east basement.”
Elizabeth leads the way. Steve and I are in no rush, hobbling along at a slow pace. At a guess, that’s a little frustrating for the soldiers as they look like they’re ready to sprint a hundred yards. They keep their rifles shouldered, but Anders rests his hand on his hip holster and hangs back a little. Doyle’s warned him.
As we approach the east basement, the floor changes to old fashioned tiles. Elizabeth opens a heavy steel fire door with a small glass window set in the center. There’s no light beyond. She pushes the door open and steps into darkness. Elizabeth flicks a switch and fluorescent lights flicker overhead before bathing the hallway in a blinding white light. 
The east basement looks like an old-fashioned hospital. It’s chilly inside. Steel radiators line the walls, but I doubt there’s any steam to warm them. 
“Home sweet home,” I say, trying to make light of the empty corridor. 
The two soldiers wait by the door. That they’re not coming in doesn’t bother me. I figure it means this really is a dead end. They’re blocking the only way out. 
“Take your pick,” Elizabeth says, swinging her arms around and gesturing at a dozen darkened rooms on either side of the corridor. “We used these rooms as temporary housing during the early days. No one’s been down here since.”
Steve points at the nearest room. I agree. No sense in walking any further than we have to. The rest of the corridor looks long and lonely. A graveyard would have more character.
“They all have bathrooms,” she says, reaching in and turning on a light. 
Elizabeth walks into the room ahead of us. 
The room is austere but tidy. There’s a queen sized bed already made up with sheets and blankets. The pillows look a bit flat, but I’m not complaining. The dresser is dusty, and the bed smells musty, but it’s dry. Better than last night.
“Bathroom’s through here,” she says, disappearing into a side room. I hear a toilet flush. 
A flushing toilet! 
I can’t believe what I’m hearing with the rush of water swirling in the bowl. 
Elizabeth apologizes, saying, “Gets a bit smelly if they haven’t been flushed in a while.”
“I’ve smelled worse,” I say, and not just to be polite. 
Steve and I can’t help ourselves. We have to look. There’s a white ceramic toilet with a wooden seat. It’s clean. It’s useable. For us, this is the Waldorf Astoria—five stars all the way. Our eyes must look like saucers. 
“You’ll find clothes in the drawers. Should be a good assortment of sizes. Hopefully, you’ll find something that fits.”
Dana walks into the room behind us carrying a steel tray with two plates and a couple of tall steel cups. I’ve seen these cups before, only I can’t place where. Colorful straws stick out of a brown liquid. Bubbles sit on the surface, refusing to pop. 
“I hope you guys like chocolate milkshakes,” she says.
“Milkshakes!” Steve replies. His jaw drops and his eyes go wide. I’m just as dumbfounded.
“How?” I ask.
“Oh, there aren’t any cows around here,” Dana replies, laughing at our comical response. “The shakes are made from powdered milk, dried cocoa powder, a dash of vanilla bean, and a little honey.”
She rests the tray on top of a dresser. Steam wafts from a mix of rice and beans. Dinner smells spicy. 
I pick up one of the cold steel cups and sip on the straw. There’s an explosion of flavor in my mouth. Memories come flooding back.
“Oh, wow,” I say, suddenly remembering an ice cream shop my dad used to take me to on a hot summer’s day. I can’t help but draw in long and hard on the straw, and I have to stop myself from drinking the shake in one go. I need to savor this. I never thought I’d taste another milkshake in my life. 
“Don’t drink it all at once,” Dana says. 
Steve and I must look like kids in a candy store. 
Elizabeth says, “If you need anything, the guards are just outside.”
“Sweet dreams,” Dana says, closing the door on her way out. 
Steve sips slowly at his milkshake. He’s even more of a kid than I am. He swishes the milkshake around in his mouth, swirling to savor the taste before swallowing. 
Out in the hall, I can hear the main steel door closing. A key turns in a lock. Apparently, we’re not prisoners, but we’re not exactly free either. There’s muffled talking, but once the door is locked, the silence is deafening. 
“So, what do you think?” Steve asks. “Could we still turn?”
“I don’t know. I hope not.”
Steve moves the tray onto the bed and I sit cross-legged on the blanket as we eat. Spicy rice and beans with chocolate milkshake as a chaser isn’t exactly gourmet dining, but I’m not complaining. The two flavors aren’t complimentary, and yet somehow we lose ourselves in the meal. There’s something about warm, tasty food that soothes the soul. Even if there is a clash of cuisines, a good hearty meal lifts the spirits. Our aches and pains fade and laughter ensues. 
“Can you believe this?” Steve says with his mouth full of rice and beans. “Hot sauce!”
“And chocolate milk!” I reply, running my straw around the bottom of my cup and noisily sucking up every last drop. I’ve always had a sweet tooth. 
For a moment, I can forget about the outside world. For now, there’s only us. There are no zombies. There’s no research center. No makeshift prison around us. Not a care in the world. Just the two of us so full of life and love. 
I grin from ear to ear as I chew my food. I can’t take my eyes off Steve. I can barely believe we’re here and we’re safe. Steve’s eyes dart between mine and his plate. He’s probably wondering what I’m grinning about, knowing it’s more than the food, but he keeps eating. I reach out and take his steel cup, taking a sip of his chocolate milkshake. 
“Hey,” he says, half reaching for the cup but not trying to take it from me. 
“Whatcha gonna do about it?” I ask coyly, peering at him from behind the cup. Steve fakes a pout and I take another playful sip before putting the cup back on the tray. He grins, shaking his head. His cheeks are rosy and full of life. He’s never looked so handsome to me as he does right now.
“Do you think they’ll let us take some with us? The hot sauce, I mean.”
“I don’t know,” I say, and with those few words uncertainty clouds my mind. Steve’s assuming they’ll let us go. I’m not so sure. There’s a power struggle going on between Ajeet and Doyle. I hate to think we could become pawns in this game. Best not to worry. Tomorrow’s a new day. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the apocalypse it’s that there’s no sense living anywhere but in the moment. Tomorrow will take care of itself.
“I hope we can,” I say, even though I don’t really care for the hot sauce. Getting to my feet, I wipe my face with a faded napkin and walk into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. 
After relieving myself and using actual toilet paper—clean, white, soft toilet paper—I flush. I rummage around in the cabinet beneath the sink, curious as to what’s been left behind. There are towels, bars of soap, bottles of shampoo.
“Oh, no,” I say, thinking aloud. I’m not sure why the word “no” slipped from my lips, but it did. A dull ache registers deep within.
From almost directly outside the door, I hear Steve say a worried, “What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”
“It’s nothing,” I say, opening the bathroom door. 
“What is it?” Steve insists, and I can see he’s concerned. He’s protective of me, which is a little flattering. 
“It’s really nothing. It’s silly,” I say, pointing at the towels in the open cabinet. 
At the far end of the bathroom, there’s a shower set in an old fashioned bathtub, complete with a moldy plastic curtain. It looks like something from a 1950’s black and white film—the kind my mother loved. I forget the names of the actors, but they were all either dashing middle-aged men or beautiful, petite young women with absurdly impractical bras. Perhaps that’s why my initial reaction was negative. Memories from before the overthrow are never easy to deal with. I miss my mom.
Steve touches softly at my arm. He must see me drifting into another world. His kind, gentle fingers drag me back to reality. 
“I was just wondering if the shower worked. I mean, is there? Could there be warm water?”
“I don’t know,” Steve replies, walking in and leaning past me. He turns each of the old fashioned taps. Nothing comes out. For a few seconds, there’s clanging and wheezing in the pipes behind the cracked, tiled wall. Slowly, water starts dribbling from the shower head, but it’s an off-gray color and smells like an open sewer. Then suddenly there’s a rush of water spraying out into the bath. I jump to one side, not wanting a single drop of putrid water to touch me. Steve winds the taps back a little, balancing the flow, and the water runs clear. I touch at the spray. It’s icy cold. I’m not having another freezing cold shower. 
“Shame,” I say, shaking my hand dry and turning to leave.
“Wait. It’s getting warm.”
“Really?”
I have to feel the warmth for myself.
“Oh, yes,” I cry aloud, doing a little dance and pumping my fists. I run on the spot for a couple of seconds, twirling in my drab cotton surgical smock. Suddenly, everything is right with the world. 
I grab the shampoo and soap and rest them beside the bath.
Slowly, steam rises from the shower. 
A light mist forms on the aging mirror above the sink.
Steve says, “I’ll leave you alone,” and walks toward the door.
“Wait a minute,” I say, taking him by the hand and tugging gently, stopping him from leaving. Our eyes meet and I smile, saying, “I never want to be alone again.”
“I—Ah.”
Steve is flustered. He doesn’t know where to look. I’ve taken him by surprise and his eyes dart around, looking at my feet, at the sink, up at the ceiling, across at the light switch, even at my thin cotton gown—everywhere except back into my eyes. 
“Hey,” I say, taking both of his hands and drawing him further into the bathroom. “It’s okay.”
“Oh, I, umm—”
He’s speechless, which is funny. I laugh, lightening the moment, and his face radiates warmth. He starts to say something, but I lean in and kiss him softly on the lips. It’s nothing passionate, but our lips linger.
Reaching around behind him, I pull on the drawstrings of his gown, feeling them come loose.
“I—I have to say,” he splutters. It’s uncharacteristic of him to stutter like this, which reveals the conflict he feels inside. He’s shy. He’s a nice guy. A gentleman. To me, his awkward demeanor is cute. The other boys in the commune would have me pinned against the wall of the bathroom by now, kissing me passionately and groping at my breasts. 
“You have to say what?” I ask, teasing him as his gown falls to his feet. His body is covered in bruises, cuts, scratches, and bandages. Every muscle in his body goes tense, but not from the cold. Am I moving too fast?
“Are you okay?” I ask, my fingers touching lightly on his forearm. 
“Just a little sore and stiff,” he says, standing before me naked with clean white bandages wrapped around his chest and his upper thigh.
“Some parts are a little stiffer than others,” I say, unable to suppress a grin.
He’s embarrassed, but he laughs. His hands drop to cover his groin, but I take his fingers and guide his hands lightly onto my hips, pulling his body hard against me.
We kiss again, and he relaxes as my arms slide around his waist. I feel his hands slip around behind me, pulling gently at the strings on the back of my gown, only somehow he manages to tighten the bows into knots. I laugh as he struggles with the thin strands, giggling as he gets slightly frustrated. 
“I’m all thumbs,” he says, giving up, but I won’t be deterred by some flimsy cotton. I pull the smock up over my head like a dress. And with that I’m naked too. 
“WOW!” he says, his eyes going wide as he stares down at my breasts.
“You like?” I ask, faking a curtsey. I thought it would feel strange taking off my clothes in front of a boy, but it doesn’t. It feels natural. I guess it happened so quickly there wasn’t any time for second thoughts. Just one swift motion and I was done. And this is by my choosing. There’s no one about to scrub my skin raw with a horse brush, or strike me on the back of the head with a rifle. 
Naked is a bit of a misnomer, as we’re both still covered in bandages, but Steve smiles. Our eyes meet, and for the first time in years, I feel safe. We’re both surprisingly relaxed in each other’s presence. 
My fingers rest on the bandages wrapped around his chest. Slowly, I unravel the white bandaging as the water from the shower falls like rain behind me. Warmth radiates through the air.
“Are you sure about this?” he asks. 
“Aren’t you?” I ask in reply as the humidity builds in the bathroom. Water sprays softly on the tiles, spitting out of the bathtub and catching the back of my legs. 
Steve lifts his arms as I gently roll the bandage backwards, unwinding the wrapping from his chest.
“Bruised and cracked,” he says, grimacing in pain, unable to complete a full sentence. “Not broken.”
With the bandage off, I touch gently at a deep blue welt on his ribcage. 
“Easy,” he says, as my fingers barely touch his chest. 
He unwinds a bandage from his arm and then his leg.
“Oh, Steve,” I say, copying him and unraveling the bandages from my arms and hands. “We’re a crazy couple of kids, aren’t we?”
“Yes, we are,” he replies and we softly butt heads, rubbing our foreheads together in a show of intimacy. I sneak a quick kiss. It’s silly, really, but fun. Perhaps that’s something I never understood about love before. Love was always serious in my mind. Love was a decision rather than a feeling, something that was grave and important because it would affect the rest of my life. I think love is supposed to be fun. To hell with tomorrow. I want to live today.
The shower beckons with the promise of a warm, relaxing massage. Slowly, Steve hobbles toward the bathtub, shedding the last of his bandages. He’s sore. Although I meant well, removing his bandages wasn’t a good idea. He holds onto a handrail as he steps into the shower, adjusting the temperature of the water. 
“I’m sorry,” Steve says, glancing down at his injuries. He has a massive black bruise on one hip. The bruise is roughly the size of a dinner plate. The poor boy must be in agony. “I guess this isn’t quite the romantic moment you imagined. Hardly a sexy body, huh?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I respond, feeling cheeky. “You’ve got a cute ass, even if it is covered in bruises.”
Steve smiles and tries to laugh. It’s forced, but he wants to be here with me, that’s clear. I suspect the warmth of the shower isn’t quite as soothing for his aching body as I’d hoped. 
I step into the shower with him and lather some soap in my hands. 
“Relax,” I say, gently rubbing my hands on his shoulders. 
Water cascades over us, splashing around us. The heat is luxurious. This time last night, I was alone, clinging to the side of a railroad bridge in the freezing cold rain. I’m loving this. I feel like I’m melting in the shower. 
Steve closes his eyes and groans softly as my hands slip over his body, running over his muscles, down across his abs and slowly around his thighs. 



Chapter 11: Warehouse
 
It’s dark when I wake, and it takes me a moment to realize that’s probably not unusual when it comes to life in a basement. With no windows, the only light seeps in beneath the door from the hallway. 
My hand rests on Steve’s waist. Apart from our bandages, we’re both still buck naked, which feels wonderfully natural and surprisingly normal. Steve snores softly. I let him sleep, getting up and going to the bathroom. I really want to steal that toilet paper. I’d love nothing more than to stuff dozens of rolls of toilet paper into a backpack and hike back to the commune. At the very least, it would be lightweight. 
I’m curious about the time. Although I have no idea what time it is, I’m well rested. I feel as though I’ve slept in, which isn’t something that happens too often in the commune. Us teens tend to sneak around at night instead of going to bed, staying up into the crazy hours of the morning, and we still have to be up with the dawn, ready for chores.
I crack the door to the hallway, allowing light to spill in so I can search through the drawers for clothing. There are tank tops, t-shirts, shorts, pants, but they’re all plain. Rather than belonging to someone, it looks as though the drawers were stocked by a department store clerk. Either that or someone has a really weird fetish for drab olive green, as that’s the only color I can find.
There’s no underwear, but some of the shorts are stretchy. I guess there’s a name for this type of clothing, but I don’t know it. No one cares about brands or styles anymore. I slip them on and then slip on a pair of cotton pants, rolling up the cuffs so they won’t drag on the floor. A tight t-shirt doubles as a bra and a loose fitting t-shirt gives me a bit of comfort and warmth. 
“You awake?” Steve says in a groggy voice. 
Given I’m standing by the door fully dressed, I say, “Yes.”
Steve tries to get up and his body rebels. I see him freeze in a spasm of pain before trying to push through it and turn sideways on the bed. His feet plop on the floor as he sits up.
“Rest,” I say. “I’ll go and see what time it is.”
“Okay,” he says, slumping back onto the pillow. I didn’t think he’d need too much encouragement. 
As I turn to walk out of the room, Steve says, “Hey.”
I look back, surprised by his one word sentence. 
“Be safe.”
“Relax,” I say. “Go back to sleep.”
In bare feet, I walk across the cold tile floor and reach for the handle to the thick steel door. Locked. No surprise there. 
I knock on the tiny glass window in the middle of the door, knowing there are soldiers posted outside. 
“Hello?”
There’s no answer. 
I peer to one side, trying to get a glimpse down the corridor. 
Lights flicker out of sight. 
“Is there anyone out there?” I ask, pounding a little harder on the door.
I jump as a bloodied hand slaps the window, leaving deep red streaks on the glass. 
Bloodshot eyes appear as a zombie examines me from behind the door. He snarls. I can see his lips move, but I can’t hear him. He slams himself into the door and the force of his impact echoes around me. He’s enraged, mad with anger, but his blows are fleeting through the thick, heavy door. 
“No,” I whisper, stepping backwards. Our eyes lock. Zee bites at the glass, rabid in his frenzy to get at me. “No, you can’t be in here. You can’t.”
As my feet slide across the tiles, I’m suddenly aware of someone else standing behind me. A dark shadow falls on the ground. My heart skips a beat. A hand grabs me by the elbow and I scream, jumping as I turn. 
“Hey,” Steve says. “Are you okay?”
I could punch him.
Steve quickly assesses what’s happened. Even though he’s naked, he moves me behind him, sizing up the zombie behind the door. 
“One of the guards?” he asks, the tone of his voice having changed considerably. 
“I think so.”
“And the door?”
“Locked,” I say. 
“Well, that’s good and bad.”
“Bad? How?” I ask. 
“Ajeet said this corridor’s a dead end. They can’t get in. But we can’t get out.”
For a second, panic washes over me. Something, anything, I have to do something. I have to run. 
“It’s okay,” Steve says, recognizing my anguish. “We’ve got time to figure this out. For once, we don’t need to be on the run.”
He leads me back into the room, but I don’t want to lose sight of the zombie. I fear that if he’s out of sight, he could sneak up on me. Even though that’s irrational, I can’t help but feel a sense of dread. 
Steve turns on the light. The bed is messy. He puts on some shorts and, to my utter dismay, straightens the sheets, fluffing the pillows and putting them in place at the head of the bed.
“Steve!” I say. “We need to get out of here.”
“We do,” he says. “But there’s no rush. We’re perfectly safe in here. For all we know, Doyle and Ajeet are working their way toward us as we speak. Relax, Haze.”
“For all we know,” I say, turning his logic against him. “Ajeet and Doyle are dead. Or worse. We could be trapped here forever.”
Steve looks at me with tender eyes. Oh, how I love him. He doesn’t even need to say anything. Just a look is enough. I know.
“Okay,” I confess. “Forever? A bit melodramatic.”
Steve squeezes between me and the bed, sneaking a kiss as his hands rest on my hips. A kiss? Really? Now? You’re feeling amorous now? I want to say something, but I’m reading too much into things. He’s just trying to be nice. 
He grabs a shirt and slips it gingerly over his head, feeding the cotton gently over his bandaged chest. I’m such an idiot. He’s right. We can’t run. We’re trapped. Even if we could run, he couldn’t. For once, going slow is advantageous. Time is on our side, not Zee’s. 
“What size shoe do you wear?” Steve asks, finding dozens of moldy sneakers stuffed in the large bottom drawer. 
“Seven,” I say, watching as Steve tosses shoe after shoe to one side. 
“There sure were a lot of people here with one left foot,” he says, laughing, tossing a bunch of shoes to one side. I sit beside him on the bed, holding the sole of several shoes against the underside of my foot until I find one that looks about right. 
“Another one like this,” I say, as Steve puts two shoes aside for himself. 
“Here you go,” he says, picking out a shoe for my left foot. It’s slightly too big but it’ll do. There are no socks, and the shoes are all worn. Most of them have lost their tread beneath the sole, but I’m not complaining. 
 “You think we can get that door open?” I ask. 
“I doubt it,” Steve says, kneeling and looking under the bed. Smart. He’s being resourceful, looking for anything we can use. Someone could have stashed a gun under there or a crowbar. But he gets back to his feet with nothing in his hands.
“Help me with this desk,” he says. I grab one end and we turn the desk upside down on the bed. He wants the legs. He’s thinking we can use them like baseball bats. I smile. Panic fades. We’re good. I want to say that aloud, but my anxiety is no big deal to him. Steve’s already moved on. He’s so matter-0f-fact about everything. Maybe that’s what draws me to him. We’re not opposites, but we are different. We compliment each other nicely. 
“Wing nuts,” he says, getting his fingers in and twisting at a small brass nut. “They’re stiff.” 
I try, and my wing nut won’t budge even though the flat brass fitting gives me plenty of leverage. Steve pulls part of his shirt away from his waist, grabbing at the wing nut again, but with some fabric to soften the harsh metal. He grits his teeth, twisting, and the nut comes loose. I want to celebrate. I’ve gone from panic to manic in a matter of seconds, but Steve remains levelheaded, and that helps me more than he knows. 
“Here,” he says, handing me the freed desk leg. “Grab a shirt or something to wrap around the base of the leg when you hold it. Hitting a zombie with one of these legs is going to be like smacking a brick wall. The shock through the wood will sting. Wrap a shirt around the narrow end and you’ll lessen that.”
“Sure thing, David,” I reply, watching for Steve’s reaction. He has his head down, working with another wing nut as I speak those words, but he stops instantly, looking up at me in surprise. He smiles, laughing. 
“Yeah, I sure miss him too,” he says. 
With a shirt wrapped around the base of the desk leg, and feeling like I’m holding a baseball bat again, I poke my head around the corner, looking out into the hallway. Zee is still there at the window, but it’s surprising what a difference it makes having a weapon in my hand. My confidence is high.
“There’s a camera,” Steve says, pointing at a small black dome in the corner of the corridor. A tiny red light blinks on the side of the dome, signaling that the camera is on.
“Do you think there’s someone watching?” I ask, waving with my arms, swinging the desk leg back and forth and jumping a little. I’m hoping some movement will attract attention. 
“I don’t know,” Steve says. “Like you said, we may have been the only ones to survive the night, and only because we were locked in behind a steel door.”
That’s a sobering thought, dampening my enthusiasm at seeing what I thought of as a sign of life. That flashing LED is a sign of live electricity. Nothing else.
“So, how do we get out of here?” Steve asks.
“Not fair,” I say, trying to keep the mood light. “I was going to ask you the same question.”
I walk down the hallway, peering into the rooms on one side and switching on lights, looking for anything that might allow us to escape. Not all the lights work, but the rooms are duplicates. They mirror each other. Occasionally, the color of the blankets is different, but the layout is the same—queen sized bed, two sets of drawers, a desk, a single chair, and a bathroom backing onto the bathroom from the other room. Steve copies me, checking the rooms on the other side of the corridor. It feels good to be doing something. Although we aren’t any closer to getting out of here, it feels as though we are because we’re taking the initiative. 
“You got anything?” Steve asks.
“Nothing.”
“Wait a minute,” he says, opening the last door. “Janitor’s closet.”
I jog over. There are mops, buckets, plungers for clearing a blocked sink, bottles of chemicals with names that are meaningless to me, rags, brushes, and a hand-powered Bissell for plucking bits of fluff from the carpet. 
“Great,” I say, pointing at a vacuum cleaner behind the mops. “If Zee gets in here, we can suck his brains out.”
Steve finds a screwdriver and a hammer.
“These will come in handy. We can use the screwdriver as a chisel on that lock.”
The door to the closet swings slightly in a draft, causing me to look up at the ceiling. There’s a vent. 
“What about going over the top?” I say. “Rather than fighting our way past Zee, we might be able to skirt him entirely and sneak by in the vents.”
“I like it,” Steve says, turning a bucket upside down and standing on it so he can reach the vent. He uses the screwdriver to pop the cover off, lifting it and pushing it further into the duct.
“Give me a leg up,” he says, and I position myself in front of him, cupping my hands so he can stand on them, and from there step up on my shoulder. How I’m going to climb up there, I’m not too sure, but for now, it’s just an idea. 
“It’s dark,” he says with his legs hanging out of the duct. “It’s going to be a tight squeeze, but it might work.”
Steve wriggles backwards. I position myself under him, guiding his shoes back onto my shoulders, and he steps back into my cupped hands, back onto the bucket and finally onto the floor. He’s breathing hard, but smiling. I flex my fingers a little, shaking out a spasm of pain. Even with bandages wrapped around my palms, taking his weight in my hands hurt, but I try not to show it. 
“We can do this, Haze.”
When Steve speaks like that, I have no doubts. 
“The vent leads back up the corridor. There’s air flow, so it must reach beyond here.”
We walk along the corridor, peering into the rooms and observing the placement of the vents, looking for anything out of the ordinary that might indicate where the main vent feeds into this section of the basement. They’re all identical, but the vent in the room directly across from ours has grubby hand marks around it. Someone’s climbed up in there several times before, probably to do maintenance. 
Steve and I position a desk beneath the vent, and he says, “So, do you want to go first?”
“Well,” I say. “Aren’t you quite the gentleman?”
“First in. First eaten.”
And I laugh, saying, “In that case, be my guest.”
Steve climbs slowly onto the desk, still battered and bruised.
“One thing bothers me,” I say as Steve removes the cover of the vent. 
“What’s that?”
“The soldiers were convinced this was a dead end. Wouldn’t they have thought of this? Wouldn’t they have realized we could sneak past them in the vents?”
“Huh,” Steve says. “Well, it’s a basement, not a prison. Here’s hoping there’s nothing barring our way.” 
And with that he hauls himself up into the vent. Steve grunts, groaning as he rolls on one side, trying to protect his injured ribs and bruised hip. The sound of sheet metal flexing and banging echoes around me as Steve disappears into the duct. 
“I guess that answers the question,” I call out from below, climbing up and pushing my desk-leg-substitute-baseball-bat into the vent ahead of me. 
I clamber up behind Steve, making even more of a racket. I’m not as strong as Steve and have to flex my whole body as I wriggle into the duct. Between us, we sound like a herd of wild elephants stomping on Jamaican steel drums. 
“Yeah, Mon!” I say, mimicking a line from one of my favorite movies—Cool Running. Steve can’t hear me over the racket, which is probably for the best, saving me from a silly explanation.
In the dim light, all I can see is a pair of shoes directly ahead of me. 
“Hang on,” Steve says. “There’s a louver separating us from the main shaft.”
The duct is narrow, making it impossible to turn around. I have my arms stretched out before me as that’s the only place they can go. 
The only way I can move is to wiggle forward as there’s not enough room to kneel. If I try to crawl, my butt catches on rivets on the top sheet of metal. I’d rather not tear my pants, or my ass, so I shimmy forward on my elbows. I don’t know how Steve fits in here. He’s bigger than me.
I hope the main vent is wider and higher, as I feel like I’m trapped in a coffin. It’s getting hard to breathe, and I have to consciously slow my thinking, telling myself not to panic, telling myself Steve’s doing his best. Everything is going to be okay.
“Got it,” Steve says, and a grate clatters to one side. “So which way?”
I hadn’t thought about that. We came from the left, but neither of us have any idea where we are within the sprawling maze of buildings. 
Zombies growl from beneath us as Steve moves into the main duct. The sheet metal flexes and ripples under his weight. The original plan of sneaking quietly past Zee might have been a little bit of wishful thinking. Certainly, we wouldn’t have fooled any guards. 
“Right,” echoes from the PA system. “Go to your right.” 
“What?” I cry, surprised by the voice.
Zee reacts to a voice booming out of a metal speaker above a fire alarm point. Through the mesh of the next vent cover, I see zombies lashing out at the noise, acting on mass and attacking the disembodied voice.
“Keep going for a hundred yards and... up.”
All the noise we’re making in the ducts must have tipped off whoever’s survived, or perhaps they saw me jumping in front of the camera and realized we’ve gone into the vents. 
“Going to … before you … warehouse.”
Zee rips the speaker from the wall, severing the electrical cables. 
“Can you hear us?” Steve calls out, scrambling to the right. There’s no reply. “Hey, who’s out there?” 
It sounded like Doyle. Even if he can still hear us, Zee has cut him off. This is good, though. We’re not alone. And we’re getting help.
I climb into the main duct behind Steve. It’s still quite narrow, but has a bit more height, allowing me to get to my knees. 
“Don’t put any weight on the vents,” Steve says, shuffling forward. “You don’t want to join those guys down there.”
No shit.
Light seeps in through the grate ahead of me. The speaker hangs from torn electrical cables. 
Hands reach for us. Zee jumps, clutching at the air, snarling and growling. 
Being short, it’s a stretch for me to reach to the far side of the grate, but I dare not touch it at all. The last thing I need is to go crashing through the vent and into the corridor below. There are dozens of zombies down there. They stink. Their clothes are dirty, torn and soiled. They’re angry, frustrated they can smell and hear us, but they can’t see or reach us in the duct.
Steve makes good time, but I’m struggling to keep up. We are two heavy elephants plodding along with a herd of zombies baying for blood beneath us. My heart stops with each vent cover. I can’t race across them like Steve. 
The duct swings gently with our motion. I’m not sure how it’s fixed to the concrete ceiling above, but the sheet metal rocks back and forth, which is unnerving. 
We reach a junction with a vertical shaft. Thankfully, it ends here in the basement, so there’s only one way to go. Up. There’s no possibility of falling other than back to the junction we started in. Steve grabs at dusty joins in the sheet metal, pushing his back against the metal and shimmying up the shaft. The noise is staggering. I’m not sure what we think we’re accomplishing other than attracting more zombies, but once we reach the others we’ll be safe. Safe is a relative and rather transient term in the apocalypse.
“Come on,” Steve says from above, turning around and reaching out a hand to help. I flail around, slipping on the vertical sheets of metal as I grab at his fingers. The sheet metal flexes beneath my weight. The bolts securing the duct threaten to give way. 
My fingers struggle to support my weight as I inch higher. Steve grabs my hand and pulls me the last few feet up to the next floor. 
We shuffle along, hearing the zombie horde beneath us pounding on the walls. Fingernails scrape on the duct, desperate to get a handhold and drag us down. 
Above the moaning and groaning, we hear Doyle on the loudspeaker system again, saying, “Left … warehouse.”
The zombies below us react immediately, slashing at the speaker on the wall and ripping it from its mounting. 
Steve turns left into a new section of ducting. Behind me, one of the zombies gets hold of the duct. He yanks at the sheet metal, swinging wildly and shaking the vent. Bolts break away from the concrete above me. The duct shifts, coming away from the ceiling. I grab at the corner as the duct collapses about twenty feet behind me, breaking into a couple of sections and falling at a sharp angle. I start to slide backwards and have to scramble not to fall. I catch a glimpse of zombies grabbing at the broken section of the duct, tearing off one of the vents. 
“Go. Go. Go,” I cry frantically after Steve, pulling myself up and into the junction between the ducts. 
More zombies pile onto the broken duct, clambering over it and causing part of the sheet metal to crumple with their weight. There are hundreds of them in the corridor.
Half of the duct has collapsed, falling at an angle away from me and connecting with the concrete floor. Behind me, the leading edge of the duct has come away from the junction, but the bottom sheet is still connected, forming a ramp sloping down to the floor. 
“Should have gone first,” I mumble to myself. “Why didn’t I go first?”
I can hear zombies behind me inside the duct. The sheet metal flexes and shakes. I kick at the exposed edge of the torn duct, catching it under the bridge of my shoe and then again under my heel, trying to knock it free. 
The duct groans with each blow. The weight of the zombies climbing within the duct causes it to sag. Spindly fingers grab at the edge of the metal as I lash out again, slamming my shoe into the rough edge. Finally, the broken duct gives way, crashing to the ground with an earsplitting crash. 
“Haze!” Steve cries. “Hazel?” 
Steve’s been yelling at me for a while, but I wasn’t able to make out what he was saying over the thunderous noise within the duct. 
“I’m good. I’m good,” I repeat, catching my breath. There’s a hole where the ducts once joined. One of the zombies still has a handhold, hanging from the edge of the duct. His fingers grasp at the sheet metal, causing it to bend and warp. I kick at his fingers, crushing them against the metal and knocking him free. 
The zombies below us howl with excitement, sounding more like bears or wolves than humans. 
“This way,” Steve calls out, and I scramble after him, wanting to put as much distance as I can between me and the open junction. 
The sheet metal flexes and shakes. The duct wobbles, swaying with our motion and feeling as though it could fall at any second. 
“Shit. Shit. Shit,” Steve cries. 
“What?” I ask, I can’t see anything beyond his legs.
“It’s a dead end!”
“What? No!”
“There’s nowhere to go,” he says. “The duct ends with a vent looking out over the warehouse floor.”
“But that’s good, right?” I cry. “Doyle told us to go to the warehouse. It must be safe there.”
“There’s zombies in there, Haze. Lots of them.”
“But they said we should go here,” I say, pleading with him even though it will do no good. Nothing I say can change reality. 
“Go back.”
“I can’t,” I say. “The duct. The junction. It’s too flimsy.”
“You have to go back,” Steve says.
I start edging my way backwards, unable to see where I’m going. A bolt pops out of the ceiling and the duct shudders, twisting to one side.
“It’s going to collapse,” I cry, reaching out and pushing him forward again. 
“We’re trapped,” Steve says from ahead of me. 
“Is it the warehouse?” I ask, doubting him, not sure what he can see. “Are you sure it’s the warehouse? They told us to go to the warehouse. Did we make a wrong turn?”
“No,” Steve replies over the cries of hundreds of zombies swarming below us. “We’re in the right place.”
“I don’t understand,” I yell, feeling frustrated. It’s irrational, but I feel as though if I could just get up there past him, I could do something. I couldn’t, but perhaps I’d see something he hasn’t. Damn, I should have gone first, I tell myself.
“There’s a forklift. A loading dock. Warehouse shelving. This is it,” he says. 
“But why?” I cry. “Why would they send us here?”
And my heart sinks. 
I know. 
“There are hundreds of zombies,” Steve says. “Perhaps thousands. I can see an open roller door. I think this is how they got in. Why would Doyle send us here?” 
“Because we’re bait,” I say. “It’s the only thing we’re good for. A diversion.”
Steve falls silent. 
“They used us,” I say. “They knew we would draw Zee away from them.”
“Fuck!”
“What are we going to do?” I ask. I’m in denial. Doing “something” will solve this. No. It won’t, but I can barely grasp that thought through the panic clouding my mind. Zombies growl and snarl. It’s too noisy. I can’t think straight.
A grate falls to the concrete with a thud ahead of me.
“What are you doing?” I ask. 
“I’m going to make a run for it. I’ll try to draw them away,” Steve says. 
“No!” I scream. “Steve, don’t. Please, don’t go down there. You can’t leave me!”
“It’s the only way,” Steve says. 
“You’ll die,” I cry. He knows this. He’s not dumb, but I have to point out that I know too. 
“I—” he says, unable to complete his sentence as I cut him off. 
“Steve. No!” I reach out and grab at one of his legs, pulling him back, yelling, “You can’t. Please! I won’t let you.”
Tears well up in my eyes, but I feel his body relax. Steve rolls around on his back, arching his head so he can see me in the dim light. He pounds the sheet metal beneath him in frustration and Zee roars at the sound. 
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
There’s silence for the best part of a minute as we both lie there stunned. Silence, though, only applies to us. Zee continues to howl.
“We have to do something,” he says, frustrated. 
“But not this,” I say. “I can’t lose you again. I can’t. Not you.”
Steve lies on his back staring at the underside of the duct above us. He sighs, mumbling something. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but I can see his chest rise and fall in a huff. Over the snarling, I hear an unusual sound. It’s faint. It’s not natural. I’m still holding onto Steve’s leg. I’m not letting go. If Steve climbs out of this duct, he’s dragging me along with him. 
“Can you hear that?” I ask. 
We’re both silent. Again and again, there’s a sound like the wheezing of a door swinging on its hinges. 
“What is that?” he asks. 
“I’ve heard that before,” I say, trying to place the sound. 
Steve twists around. I can see him peering out through the open duct into the warehouse. 
“The door,” he says. 
“What door?” 
I can’t see anything, which is incredibly frustrating. My fingers grip his ankle as though I’m holding on for dear life.
“What’s happening?” I ask. 
The thumping below me fades, dropping in its intensity. Bodies fall to the concrete. I can hear them collapsing in a heap. 
“They’ve sealed the door,” he says. “I can see sparks, flashes. They’re welding it shut.”
“Who is?” I ask, confused. “What door?”
“The door below us. The one leading into the warehouse.”
The duct shakes, but this is different from the chaotic, violent shaking when the zombies attacked. I turn my head, peering behind me, and see Elizabeth’s head poking in through the broken junction. She’s wearing a white space suit, but she has her helmet off. The thick, stainless steel neck ring rests on her shoulders.
“Are you two okay?” she asks. 
“Yes. Yes,” I reply, overcome with relief. “We’re fine.”
“Let’s get you out of there,” she says, and I realize she must be standing on a stepladder of some kind. I shimmy backwards, feeling the duct flex beneath me. 
“Slowly,” she says. Her gloved hands reach out for my legs, guiding me backwards and onto the top rung of a ladder. 
“Easy,” she says, and I slow my pace even more. I’m frantic to get clear of the duct. I need to calm down. “That’s it. Just a little further.”
Elizabeth helps me down the ladder as Steve wriggles backwards through the duct. The bolts along one side have been torn from their mounts and are hanging loose. It’s surprising the entire duct hasn’t collapsed. 
I look around. 
Bodies lie strewn everywhere. Blood soaks the concrete floor, running into an open narrow drain along the side of the hall. It’s all I can do not to vomit at the sight and stench around me. I don’t know that I’ll ever get use to the sheer brutal violence of life and death in the apocalypse. Such sights as a crushed skull or pools of blood make my stomach churn.
An astronaut welds the door to the warehouse shut. He has his visor down. The light from his welder reflects around him. Sparks fly, spraying through the air and bouncing off the walls.
Elizabeth’s helmet lies against the concrete cinderblock wall, lying upside down next to one of the fancy guns I first saw in use on the railroad bridge. 
“We could have never cleared them out by ourselves,” she says. “There were just too many of them. When we saw you in the ducts, we knew you were our only hope. If you could lead the bulk of them back into the warehouse, we knew we could seal the breach.”
Steve climbs down the ladder.
“You did well,” Elizabeth says, smiling. 
I’m not smiling. I don’t think she realizes we had no idea about their plan. It’s not their fault. They couldn’t have known the zombies would react the way they did and rip the speakers from the wall, but still, I feel as though we were sacrificial lambs. I’m sick of being someone’s pawn.
Steve holds me close, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and pulling me in tight. I’m still shaking from what happened. 



Chapter 12: Moonwalk
 
“Why the hell does every goddamn zombie on this planet want you dead?” Doyle says as we walk into the underground control room.
“It’s good to see you too,” I say, ignoring him.
Steve slumps into a seat in front of the row of monitors mounted on the wall. Most of the screens are on. A few of them are black. Some of them have dead pixels showing their age—tiny black dots that never change color or position. One of the screens has several thick black lines running down the image, marring the view. It’s not intentional. Everything’s old and falling into disrepair.
Doyle flicks between images on the main, central screen, but his eyes dart from one screen to another, taking in all the views around the complex. The resolution on the various screens differs from one another. Some render in stunning high definition. A few of them are fuzzy and out of focus. One is in coarse black and white. I recognize the shot of our corridor. The doors of the various rooms are open and the lights are on. I can just make out the table we stood on to get into the vent. 
Ajeet and Elizabeth follow us into the control room still wearing their space suits. They’ve both got their helmets off, each tucked under a bulky arm. They look like they’ve just stepped out of a reentry capsule. Their suits are huge, oversized, making their heads look small.
Ajeet twists the steel cuffs on his sleeve, loosening his gloves and taking them off.
“Damn, that was close,” he says, wiping sweat from his forehead. He leans back against a desk, resting the weight of his bulky backpack on the polished wood. Johnson helps Ajeet and Elizabeth unclip the hoses and cables connecting their suits to their packs. 
“What happened?” Steve asks as I sit beside him in one of the swiveling office chairs. 
Doyle glares at him as though it’s obvious. With animosity in his voice, he says, “We lost power to the back of the warehouse. We didn’t think anything of it at the time. Power shorts. Fuses blow. Shit happens. We followed standard procedure. Two by two. Anders and McCulloch went to check it out. They never came back. Next thing we know, there are goddamn zombies everywhere.”
“Best I understand it,” Ajeet says. “the zombies took out our power. They ate through the line.”
“But how would they—” I begin, only to be cut off by Doyle.
“There are tens of thousands of them out there,” he says. “And they’re all after you!”
Ajeet looks at me with compassion, asking, “Why?”
“I—I don’t know,” I say. 
No one believes me. From the look on Steve’s face, even he’s not sure. 
“How bad?” I ask. 
“How many survived?” Steve asks, interpreting my question for me. 
“This is it,” Doyle says with barely disguised anger. “Just us. Four of us. Plus you two. Everyone else is gone. Dead. Undead.”
I’m silent. My heart sinks. 
Johnson crouches down in front of me. Adjusting his glasses, he speaks with kindness, saying, “We need your help. We need to understand what’s happening here. We’ve never seen anything like this before.”
“I don’t know,” I say as tears well up in my eyes. 
Johnson pushes my chair gently, guiding me over by one of the large screens. 
“Watch this,” he says. He uses a computer mouse to pull up video files, searching through them for a few seconds before hitting play. 
A fuzzy black and white image appears.
“This is the view from one of the security cameras on the side of the mall.”
A car races through an intersection, plowing through half a dozen zombies, mowing them down like grass. As quickly as it came, the car disappears out of shot.
“Hey,” Steve says. “That was us. We were bowling for zombies!”
“Looks like fun,” Johnson says, jogging the video and fast forwarding through the motion of several other vehicles. In a blur, another Cadillac, a sports car, and a truck bounce through the intersection, scattering zombies like bowling pins. 
Fun.
Bodies lie strewn in the street. 
Arms clutch at the air, sticking out from beneath the crumpled bloody mess on the road. 
These are people. Or they were. Even though I know they’re inhuman, it’s hard to see such carnage played out again. Zombie or not, they’re suffering. But zombies feel no pain, I tell myself, not really sure what zombies think or feel. They’re animals. No, they’re worse than animals. They’re monsters. They deserve this. They deserve to die, right? Deserve? They need to die. But to suffer cruel agony? No. Leaving them to writhe in pain says more about us than it does about them. We should have put them out of their misery. But we couldn’t, there was no time. There were too many of them.
For me, it’s strange to relive these moments and find thoughts from those frantic few minutes finally catching up with me. One of the unexpected side effects of the zombie apocalypse is it forces us to confront what it means to be human. Zee may not have morals, but we do. To be human is to refuse to sink to the level of monsters. Zee may not feel anything, but we are defined by our emotions. We must be, or Zee wins. 
In the back of my mind, Johnson’s words replay softly. “Looks like fun.” He may have uttered those words, but the inflection in his voice tells me he doesn’t believe them. There was a lack of conviction, a lack of detachment. I’m not sure about Doyle, but I don’t think anyone else sees any of this as fun. Not even Steve, and like me, he was wrapped up in the euphoria of the moment when we pushed those cars down the hill. We did what we had to.
I have no illusions about what will happen to us and our loved ones if Zee has his way, and yet it never gets any easier to do what needs to be done. Whether it’s caving in a skull with a baseball bat or softly squeezing a trigger, death is never easy.
Johnson lets the video run at normal speed as one last Cadillac rolls into the intersection, crushing dozens of bodies under its tires before stopping in the middle of the street. 
“What happened next?” he asks.
For me, it’s surreal watching four fuzzy figures climbing out of the Cadillac, knowing that was us just a few days ago. I feel as though several years have passed. We had no idea anyone other than Zee was watching.
“That’s David and Jane,” Steve says, pointing as they run to one side. “And that’s us going into the vet clinic.”
“And that’s where you found them?” Elizabeth asks. “The tablets?”
“Yes,” I say, hoping this is helpful. “There’s a small loading dock at the back of the building leading into a warehouse. We found the tablets in one of the aisles.”
“We need to get some of those tablets,” Ajeet says. 
“You think that explains their behavior?” Doyle asks, and I note “their” refers to Zee, not us. 
Johnson says, “Maybe. I’m not sure. It’s a start.”
Elizabeth talks through the logic of what happened next. 
“So you went in there. You found the tablets. You took some. And you were immune to zombie bites?”
“Not quite in that order,” Steve says. “But yes.”
“We were bitten first,” I say, clarifying his point. Steve and I want to get to the bottom of everything that’s happened to us just as much as the scientists do. 
Johnson wants more detail.
“There’s something else,” he says. “It’s one thing to be immune to a bite, but that doesn’t explain the behavior we’ve seen from thousands of zombies. Why did they abandon Steve in the heart of the mall? For that matter, why did they leave him alive at all? And you. Why did they let you approach him?”
“I—I don’t know.”
“And in the simulation,” Elizabeth says. “Why did one zombie attack, while another stood still?”
“And why are they here now?” Doyle asks. “What do they want from you?”
I have no answers.
“Whatever the reason,” Ajeet says. “Our first act has to be to get more of those tablets and analyze their content. We have to understand the mode of action.”
“I’m worried about their behavior,” Johnson says, not content to move on. “The herd is erratic. All this time, zombies have been predictable. Now, they’re unstable. Why?”
“You’re an anthropologist,” Doyle says. “Of course you’re concerned about behavior.”
Ajeet smiles, saying, “I take your point, Johnson. But for now, if we can come up with a viable treatment for a zombie bite, that has to take precedence over field research. We can explore the behavioral characteristics of the undead at some other time.”
“The Tesla is charged,” Doyle says. “I can be there and back by sundown.”
“I’m going with you,” I say, unsure what a Tesla is, but feeling compelled to accompany Doyle. 
“You’re not trained for this,” Doyle says.
“Doyle will be wearing a space suit,” Ajeet explains. “Even then, the suits aren’t invisible. They’re no guarantee you won’t be attacked. They lessen the odds, but one tear, just a tiny rip, and you might as well be standing there naked.”
“You’ll need me to identify the tablets,” I say, insisting. 
“I could go,” Steve offers, but he’s in no condition to take on zombies.
“You need to rest,” Elizabeth says. She’s right. 
“This is all my fault,” I say. “Let me help.”
“It’s not your fault,” Ajeet says, emphatically. “Zombies have brought this upon us, not you.”
I’m not sure Doyle agrees with Ajeet, but he seems to soften to the idea of having me tag along. 
“All right. Me and the girl,” he says. 
“Hazel,” I say, refusing to be intimidated by him.
“Hazel and I will retrieve what we can.”
Doyle gets to his feet and we follow him out of the control room. 
As we walk down the corridor, Ajeet says, “We’ll monitor your progress from here. Don’t worry, Hazel. We’ll be in constant radio contact. You’ll be fine.”
I wasn’t worried until Ajeet insisted I would be fine. In theory, wearing a space suit sounds fun. Anything that avoids attracting attention from zombies is a good idea, but I suspect there’s more to this than I realize. 
“Are you going to be okay?” Steve asks quietly as we walk into a laboratory. 
“I’ll be fine,” I say, echoing Ajeet’s words. “In and out. We’ll get some of those tablets and we’ll leave. We’ll be back before you know it.”
The laboratory is a broad, open plan room, but a false wall separates one half of the room from the other. Floor-to-ceiling glass panels divide the room. There are space suits hanging on the walls, along with backpacks in various states of repair. 
“Let’s get you suited up,” Elizabeth says, taking her own suit off and stashing it on a workbench. She strips down to what looks like a pair of long johns, but there’s a mesh of tiny tubes and wires woven into the material.
Elizabeth remains in her long johns, handing me an identical set. The material is stiff and thick. 
“Put this on.”
I strip down to my tank top and tight shorts, slipping into the long johns feet first. It takes some effort to stretch the shoulders back far enough to slip my arms into the sleeves. Elizabeth pulls a zipper up my front, and I feel my insides compress with the material.
“This is a thermal undergarment,” she says. “It’s water cooled. Even with our stripped-down suits, you’ll be carrying close to a hundred and fifty pounds. You won’t be able to move quickly. Doyle will get you as close as he can in the Tesla.
“These suits are completely self-contained. They’re hermetically-sealed. No air comes in. No air goes out. Everything is either stored or recycled.
“These suits are a bunch of odds and ends, cobbled together to allow us access to the outside world.”
She’s speaking as though we’re on Mars.
Elizabeth helps me slip on the thick, outer layer of the space suit. The bulky white trousers are heavy, giving me some idea of how difficult it is going to be to move around in a spacesuit.
“It’s the seal that keeps you safe from zombies. They can’t smell you. The gold visor ensures they can’t see you. Don’t make any sudden noises and they won’t hear you.”
I nod as she positions a pair of what look like snow boots in front of me. I step into the boots, squeezing my feet firmly against the inner sole, and she fastens the seals, locking the boots and the pants together. 
“You can talk to us through a headset. Just whisper and we’ll hear you loud and clear.”
I nod as she slips a skull cap over my head. A small microphone aligns with the corner of my lips and I feel hard insets position themselves over my ears, marking earphones or perhaps tiny speakers. Elizabeth adjusts the chin strap, making sure the cap is on straight. 
Doyle is already suited up and waddling into what looks like an airlock leading into the sterile section of the room. He sits on a bench waiting for me. He has his visor up, chatting with Johnson and Ajeet. 
Elizabeth connects a series of tubes from inside the suit with my undergarment, saying, “You’re wearing roughly half a million dollars worth of tech that really should be in a museum. Try to bring it back in one piece.”
She smiles, not wanting me to take her too seriously, and I nod in response. Joking around defuses the tension.
Steve helps Elizabeth lift the torso section of the spacesuit over my head. I feed my arms up into the bulky sleeves, feeling a little overwhelmed. 
As she locks the waist band in place, Elizabeth says, “If you want to scratch your nose, now’s your last chance.”
“I’m fine,” I say. 
Elizabeth fits a pair of gloves on my hands, twisting the locking mechanism in place. I feel like I’m about to launch into space. She leans inside the suit, pushing her hand down my back and fiddling with part of the undergarment. I can feel her connecting components to the outer suit. 
“Okay. Helmet?” she says, gesturing to Steve. He raises the helmet over my head, lowering it gently. Both the outer golden visor and the inner glass faceplate are open so I can talk freely as Elizabeth aligns the collar ring and twists the helmet in place. 
“I’m okay,” I say to Steve, even though he hadn’t actually said anything. It was the look on his face that told me he’s worried. “I’ll be fine.”
“You be careful out there,” he says. “Don’t take any risks.”
“Me?” I say, trying to sound sweet and innocent. 
“All right,” Elizabeth says. “Turn around. Let’s get a look at you.”
I step forward, walking a bit like Frankenstein. I can see why they warned me about the weight of the suit. Even just a few steps is an effort. Space suits are designed for space, I decide. Up there, they’re weightless. Down here, they’re lead weights. 
“Let’s get your backpack fitted,” Elizabeth says, and it’s only then I realize I’m not finished. I thought this was all the weight I had to lug around, but the heaviest part of the suit is yet to come. 
“Turn around for me,” she says, gently guiding me as I twist to one side. 
Elizabeth and Steve position the backpack behind me, attaching straps to the suit, hooking up air lines, electrical wires and flexible coolant pipes. Steve must be taking most of the weight as I don’t get the full force of the backpack until he steps back. 
Damn! 
It’s all I can do not to keel over backwards with the pack on. I lean forward, locking my knees as I struggle with the combined weight of the suit and backpack. 
“Watch your balance,” Elizabeth says. “The last thing you want to do is to turtle.”
“Turtle?” I ask, not wanting to speak in anything more than single words. Single syllables would be better. 
“If you fall on your back, it is extremely difficult to get up. Remember, your center of gravity is much higher and heavier than you’re used to. Also, it’s shifted to the rear, so don’t lean back or you’ll keel over.”
“Great,” I say, unable to think of anything else to say. 
“If you fall, don’t rush. Take your time getting up. You’ll need to roll on your side, then onto your hands and knees. Find something to pull on to get back to your feet. Something like a chair or a desk. Whatever you do, don’t panic.”
“Got it,” I say, regretting my insistence on going along with Doyle. I just want to get this over with. 
Steve helps me into the airlock. I sit next to Doyle. He’s checking his fancy gun. He ignores me. Although it’s probably not personal, it feels that way.
Elizabeth shows me the environmental controls on my suit, adjusts them and sets them running. She closes the inner glass visor, clipping a latch that locks it in place, saying, “Good luck.”
“Thanks,” I say, immediately noticing my voice sounds dull and muted inside the helmet. Air circulates softly around my face, coming in from vents designed to prevent the glass from fogging up. Suddenly, I’m acutely aware of the need to scratch my nose. It’s more psychological than real. My nose twitches, and I wonder if I have time to open my helmet when Doyle stands up. Time to go. 
I get to my feet slowly, turning so I can see my thick, gloved hand pushing off the bench seat. My muscles aren’t used to such arduous work, but I take my place behind Doyle, looking at the back of his white pack and his smooth helmet. The US flag on his life-support pack looks strangely out of place and yet there’s comfort in seeing it again after so long. It reminds me of another time, a better time. Red and white stripes. A blue sky full of silver stars neatly ordered. Maybe, I dare to think. Maybe we can reclaim this land. Hope lifts the heart, and that small embroidered flag raises my spirits. 
The airlock door closes and I hear Elizabeth talking in my ear. 
“Okay. You guys are looking good. Telemetry is coming through. Initiating clean.”
Jets of steaming hot water rush out of the walls, ceiling and floor. Doyle holds his hands out and positions his legs slightly apart, so I copy him, feeling the pitter patter of water gently striking my helmet. Tiny soap bubbles form on my suit before being washed away.
“It’s nice to be inside the car for once,” I say. 
Elizabeth speaks over the headset.
“Sorry, didn’t catch that. Say again.”
“Nothing,” I say as the steam is replaced with a high speed fan drying our suits. 
Doyle doesn’t comment. He’s not the friendliest guy I’ve ever met. I’m pretty sure he and Ferguson would have fought to the death. 
As we walk through the lab on the other side of the airlock I’m struck by the plain furniture. There’s no microscopes or racks of test tubes. Dust covers the tables and chairs.
Doyle pushes on a crossbar and opens a fire door. In his bulky suit, he can barely fit through the door. He walks slowly down a set of steel stairs leading to a parking lot. Again, I’m surprised. I thought a high security containment lab would have more doors or something, and it’s only then I realize we’re now on the regular side of the lab. We came out of the highly secure section.
I’m breathing hard as I catch the door with my thick gloved hands.
I’m so focused on what I’m doing, making sure I don’t fall down the steps, that I let the door slam behind me. It’s only after the sudden bang that I realize I should be more careful. 
“What—the—hell?” he says, only his voice crackles, coming through over the radio in staccato.
Doyle turns, looking at me. He has his golden visor down, so I can’t see his face, but he’s pissed. 
Zombies turn, looking at us from the road. 
Quickly, I pull my outer visor down feeling stupid. I want to say, I’m sorry, but I don’t. I’m not sure if it’s pride or whether it’s just that I don’t want to compound my stupidity, but as the seconds pass, I feel more and more awkward. 
Dozens of zombies lurch toward us, homing in on the door, and yet they’re strangely unaware of our presence. Just one step to the left and it’s quickly apparent they’re looking at the fire door, not us. 
“Just relax,” Elizabeth whispers in my ear. “Your heart rate is one-thirty. Take slow, deep breaths.”
Doyle walks away in his white spacesuit, looking completely out of place in an empty parking lot. There’s a lone car on the far side of the lot, sitting next to a closed garage. 
Zombies amble past me. I turn slowly, watching as they scratch at the fire door, searching for a way to get in. 
All I can hear is my own breathing. 
“Keep moving,” Elizabeth says. 
My suit is so heavy, I can’t help but move slowly and methodically. Even a simple act, like turning, takes considerable effort and has to be done in several shuffling motions. As I turn back to Doyle, I’m confronted by a zombie not more than a foot away from me. He’s right on top of me.
I freeze. 
“Don’t panic,” Elizabeth says. “Remember, he can’t see you.”
My heart pounds in my throat. I dare not whisper in reply. 
Zee examines me closely, sniffing at the breeze and slowly rolling his rotten head from one side to another. His hair is matted like a bird’s nest, with scraps of sawdust and bits of wood meshed in with his hair. One ear has been torn off, leaving a festering sore oozing down his neck.
“Stay where you are,” Elizabeth whispers. 
Dark bloodshot eyes lock with mine.
Under my breath, I whisper, “He can see me.”
“He can’t see you,” Elizabeth says. “Just relax. You’re heart rate is hitting one-fifty. Slow your breathing down. Just stay where you are. Don’t move. Doyle is coming to you.”
Sweat beads on my forehead. 
“He’s not looking at you,” Elizabeth says with alluring calm. “He’s looking at his own reflection.”
I’m shaking. 
I’ve never seen a zombie this close before. Even when I was attacked, Zee was little more than a blur, a wild animal lashing out in an instant, but this is different. 
Veins bulge on the side of his neck, spreading out just under the surface of his skin like a tangled spider web. His gums have receded from his teeth, exposing the roots. Several of his teeth are missing or twisted at unnatural angles. With cracked lips and blisters on his nose, he looks sick. How his body functions is beyond me. Like all the other zombies, his skin is putrid, covered in clumps of green mold or moss. There’s a lump on the side of his neck. Something’s growing on him. Whatever it is, it’s black, like a slug or a big, fat blood-gorged leech. 
A bird flutters overhead, resting high on a light pole, and Zee is distracted. His head droops and he staggers to one side. As his head bobs, I see Doyle standing right behind him with his gun raised, just inches from the zombie’s head. 
“We’re good,” Elizabeth says, and Doyle lowers his gun. 
Looking at the reflection in Doyle’s helmet, I see a fisheye view of my own suit and the distorted, seemingly gold plated world around us.
Doyle doesn’t say anything. I suspect he’s not impressed with babysitting duties. To be fair, he probably could have done this without me and in half the time. 
“Stay close,” Elizabeth says, and I stagger off after Doyle, struggling under the weight of my pack. 
“It’s really hot in here,” I say, feeling a trickle of sweat running down the side of my cheek. 
“Just keep moving,” Elizabeth says, although I can hear some muffled talking in the background. Ajeet says something but I can’t make out the meaning. 
As I approach the car, Doyle detaches a thick, black cable, resting it on a hook mounted on the cinderblock wall. 
“Hop in the passenger’s side,” Elizabeth says. “Use the rear door.”
There are no doors, so her comment confuses me for a second. 
The Tesla is a sports car, but it looks like it’s been in a demolition derby. The hood is covered in dents, while the doors have been removed. Whether that’s deliberate or not, I don’t know. The inside of the car has been gutted. There are no seats, only a fraction of the original plastic trim is in place. Rough scraps of carpet have been laid on the floor to protect our suits from the bare metal. The steering wheel looks oversized, as though it’s come from a truck or a bus. 
Doyle climbs in the back of the Tesla, working his way forward past the side beam so he can get in front of the steering wheel. His suit is so bulky and his helmet is so cumbersome and clumsy that this the only way to get in. Even with the front door missing, the opening isn’t big enough to get in and out easily. 
I follow his lead, getting in the back of the car. It’s surreal to watch an astronaut adjusting a rearview mirror with gloves that should be in the dark, cold void of space, but I see what he’s doing. He’s adjusting the mirror so he can see me without turning his head. It’s eerie seeing only a white helmet and a reflective gold visor. I can see why it fools Zee. No eyes. No nose or mouth. No hair. The lack of facial features is unsettling, making it impossible to read any emotion into Doyle’s movements. That Doyle doesn’t say anything to me reinforces that inhuman notion. 
I wonder if Zee sees the suits the same way. He probably sees us like trees swaying in the breeze. 
The peripheral vision in these suits isn’t as bad as I expected, but I find I have to turn from my waist if I want to look around. If I simply turn my head, I end up looking at the lining inside the helmet. Doyle uses the rear view mirror to compensate for that. 
It feels good to rest my backpack against the frame of the car and take the load off my legs. And I breathe easy for the first time. I can feel my heart rate dropping. 
Doyle is sullenly quiet. I’m about to ask him to say something when Elizabeth says, “We’re having problems with the comms unit in Doyle’s suit. Should have the link back up in a few minutes. For now, make sure you’re anchored firmly in the Tesla.”
I hold onto the edge of the open frame with my gloved hands. The car accelerates smoothly and with barely a whisper of sound. It’s no wonder the scientists opted for a car like this over a big, bulky SUV. 
“Top speed is twenty miles per hour. Battery life is about six hours. It’s a far cry from what she used to be able to do, but it beats walking.”
“I bet,” I say as we pull slowly out of the parking lot. 
It’s relaxing to watch the various office buildings, the now defunct street lights, and empty houses glide idly by. Weeds grow out of the cracks in the sidewalk. Occasionally, Doyle guides the Tesla around the overturned, burned out frame of a car used as a barricade in the early days. 
I’ve never stopped to notice how green the apocalypse has become. I mean, I live in the countryside. It’s always lush and overgrown, but here in the city, it seems nature has won, not Zee. Some of the homes are almost completely hidden from view by the long grass and lush bushes that have sprung up in their front yards. 
We drive pass a magnificent proud oak. It’s leaves break in hues of scarlet and gold, heralding the coming of winter. Roots slowly lift the footpath, pushing concrete slabs to one side as though they were made of paper mâché. This is the first tree I’ve seen fully embracing the fall. 
I’m so hot inside my spacesuit that I’m sweating. It’s hard to realize winter is upon us. We don’t get snow this far south, but there’s plenty of dreary days and freezing cold rain. Sleet is the worst. For me, that lonely oak is one last burst of color before the grey of winter sets in.
“Okay,” Elizabeth says. “Doyle is back online. Patching you through.”
Strange how we can be so close and yet mute to each other. I was quite enjoying the solitude of the drive. 
Oxygen hisses softly in my helmet. The spacesuits are antiquated. Wispy bits of loose thread have come away from the outer lining on my right arm, but the fabric is thick. 
“Crossing Washington. Two blocks out,” Doyle says as I drop into the tail end of his conversation. We could have yelled at each other if we really needed to, I guess, but it’s nice to hear him speak in soft, clipped tones. His professionalism is reassuring.
“Charge is holding. Feed is good at 87%. Engine is cool, stable at two-twenty. Continuing on.”
“Copy that,” Ajeet replies, taking over from Elizabeth. All this technical jargon has me feeling as though we’re about to land on the moon.
Zombies shuffle down the street. They look up at the car, but they don’t get excited. Ferguson was right about smell, sound, and sight. Without any of that raw, human stimulus, Zee is curious but not hostile. Dark eyes watch our progress but quickly lose interest in us. We’re a scrap of paper caught in a breeze, tumbling down the street.
Doyle slows as he weaves his way around a pack of zombies feeding on the carcass of a wild dog. We’re so close I could reach out and touch them as we roll silently past. Our tires crunch softly on the gravel strewn over the road. The engine is quiet, not more than a hum, and Zee doesn’t pay any attention to the car.
I shift my weight, trying to get comfortable and several zombies look up at me, turning from their kill. Blood drips from their chins. They’re looking to see if I pose any threat. It’s as though they’re guarding their kill, and I’m reminded of Johnson’s comments about zombies having behaviors akin to our distant ancestors millions of years ago. These aren’t mindless monsters. There are motivations, things they value. I’ve never seen Zee like this before.
“Coming up on the intersection,” Doyle says, and I peer out of the car, looking down the road. Beyond the intersection lies the hill with the car dealership. It’s strange to approach such a familiar spot from a different direction. 
The car slows. I recognize the truck we rolled down the hill. It’s collected a lamppost. Dead zombies hang from its grill. Blood has splattered across its windows and along the wheel arches. Intestines hang from the running board. At first glance, the blood looks like mud, but I know better. I saw that truck before it rolled down here.
Doyle performs a U-turn before bringing the car to a halt. He’s thinking about a quick getaway. Smart. 
“Okay,” he says. “Moderate zombie count. Low interest. We are good for excursion.”
“Copy that,” Ajeet replies. I’m surprised by the formalities. Although disciplines like this are probably what’s kept them alive for so long out here in the heart of the city. Take chances with Zee and you’re gambling with your life. 
I grab hold of the edge of the open door frame, grunting as I get to my feet. It’s a shame we couldn’t have parked closer. If it wasn’t for the carnage in the street, we could have driven right up to the warehouse at the rear of the vet clinic.
“Hazel, are you okay?” Ajeet asks.
“Yes,” I reply as Doyle comes around the front of the car. He’s moving freely, accustomed to the weight of his suit. “Just feeling a little warm cooped up in here.”
“It’s an old suit,” Ajeet replies. “Try to keep your motion to a minimum. Keep your arms by your side.”
“Stay close,” Doyle says, lacking any of the empathy shown by Ajeet. He turns and walks along the pavement. 
Here we are—two astronauts walking quietly through the desolate ruins of a zombie infested city. Crows take flight as we approach the bloody remains of hundreds of zombies crushed in the intersection. 
A couple of fresh zombies crouch beside the lights feeding on a severed leg. They glance at us, but there’s no recognition. They appear to stare right through us.
“There’s a—There’s a loading dock around the side,” I say between breaths. “We don’t have to go through the clinic.”
“Good to know,” Doyle replies, crossing the road. There’s a bounce to his step. I waddle on, hunched under the weight of my pack. What seemed so simple back at the base now feels as though I’m assaulting Mt Everest.
“We have you on the external mall camera,” Ajeet says. “You’re also visible on traffic R153.” 
“What’s the weather forecast?” Doyle asks.
“Light smattering of zombies to the north. You should be good for fifteen to twenty, but don’t risk any longer than that.”
“Roger,” he replies.
Suddenly, a sharp pain cuts into the muscles of my back and I cry out in agony, falling to my knees on the concrete. A burning sensation tears at my shoulder. I can’t help but scream. I know I’m not supposed to, but the intensity is overwhelming. It’s as though a knife has been thrust between my shoulder blades. 
“What the hell is going on?” Doyle asks. 
“Hazel is down,” Ajeet says, somehow remaining calm and detached as my mind fires off like a rocket. “No attack. Repeat, there’s been no attack.”
I clench my teeth, trying to hold back the pain and avoid screaming again. Grabbing at my shoulder, I try to shift my life-support pack to one side, wanting to relieve the pain in my back.
“Talk to me, Hazel.”
I can’t respond. It’s all I can do not to yell in agony. Doyle turns to face me, but he doesn’t come back to help. 
“No one on her,” he says. “Mild interest from the corner, but she’s clear.”
“Confirm,” Ajeet says. “Hazel, what happened?”
“Fire,” I manage. “On fire.”
Something’s burning through my thermal insulation. I fall forward on one hand, turning to one side, trying to move my back away from the searing heat. 
“Your climate controls,” Elizabeth cries over the microphone, taking it from Ajeet. “Switch off your coolant circulation. Blue button. Top right on your wrist control.”
I’m barely able to finger the controls on my wrist with my clumsy gloved hands. Tears well up in my eyes, making it difficult to see, but I punch at the buttons and the searing pain stops. I’m still in agony, with a nasty burn on my back, but it’s a throbbing ache rather than a knife cutting through my skin. The smell of burnt flesh sears my nostrils.
“On fire,” I repeat, feeling helpless, alone, hurt, and afraid.
“Running diagnostics,” Elizabeth says. “Telemetry is showing a wiring short in the thermal regulator. You’re going to need to keep that shut down.”
Gritting my teeth and closing my eyes for a moment, I search for the strength to go on. I have to get up. I have no choice. If I don’t, I die.
The weight of the backpack threatens to crush me against the concrete. Just a moment’s hesitation, a fleeting thought of surrender, and I’ll collapse. My knees sting as much as my back, having been driven into the concrete by the weight of the life-support unit. I’m sure they’re bleeding, I only hope I haven’t ruptured the suit. 
All I can see is my thick, gloved hands holding me up on the rough road. The muscles in my forearms tremble as I muster the will to fight my way to my feet. Gravel, a faded plastic wrapper, and dead weeds—that’s all there is in front of me. There’s nothing to help me up. White boots appear on the edge of my vision, slightly distorted by the shading around the rim of my visor. A gloved hand reaches down for me. Sweat drips from my brow as I take Doyle’s hand. 
“You need to get her out of there,” Elizabeth says. 
“Not yet,” Doyle replies, pulling me to my feet. 
“Abort,” Elizabeth cries, ordering us to pull out. “We need to fix that suit. We can try again tomorrow.”
“I can see the loading dock,” Doyle says. “We’re no more than fifty yards away.”
“Goddamn it, Doyle. Abort!” Elizabeth repeats. She’s exasperated with him. 
“I’ll be fine,” I say, lying. I’m ready to collapse, but I understand the importance of those tablets. Having seen our fleeting supply back at the commune consumed with fire, I too desperately want to grab more of them. It’s irrational, perhaps they’re a security blanket. They represent a chance to undermine Zee. I want to go on.
“Just a little further,” Doyle says, turning and walking around the side of the clinic. 
Zombies shuffle past, ignoring us. 
“Go back to the Tesla,” Elizabeth says, but I can’t. This is too important. 
I struggle to keep up with Doyle. I’m breathing hard inside my suit. Sweat pours off my forehead. Salt stings my eyes. 
“I’m okay,” I mumble to myself as though it’s a mantra. “I’m okay. I’m okay.”
“There are a lot of bodies in here,” Doyle says, but I can’t see him. He’s rounded the corner and gone into the warehouse. “The shelving has been knocked over. Did you do this?”
I don’t know what he’s talking about. Pushing off the brick wall, I stagger along the alley leading to the loading dock. My gloved hand feels its way along the wall, keeping me steady. 
I can barely see. Blinking, I try to shake the sweat from my eyes. I reach out, leaning against the corner of the building and looking in through the open roller doors. Boxes lie scattered across the ground. Chew toys, colorful cardboard boxes with pictures of cats and dogs, play balls, pet collars, bird cages and packets of kitty litter have been ripped from the shelves. The steel frames have collapsed. Whether they were pushed over or torn down, I don’t know. 
“Wasn’t us,” I say, panting for breath. 
“Talk to me Haze.”
It’s Steve. It’s so good to hear his voice. 
“I’m hot. So hot,” I say, feeling delirious. 
Lightheaded and giddy, I stumble forward, trying not to fall. I need to get a better look at the warehouse. 
“Doyle,” Elizabeth says. “She’s overheating. Telemetry is reading one twenty inside her suit. You have got to get her out of there.”
“I’m standing in the loading dock,” Doyle says. “The tablets. They’re here. They’re right here.”
“Get her out of there!” 
Doyle kicks at the pet supplies scattered across the floor with his thick boots, asking me, “Do you see them?”
“No,” I say, feeling sick. 
The warehouse swirls around me, which is confusing. It should be still. I catch a glimpse of the stairs, the upper office, the solid steel door leading to the kennels, and a spaceman standing in the aisle as I spin, crumpling to the floor. My helmet collects with the polished concrete floor. There’s a sickening crack and my head lashes back. 
“Doyle? Hazel? What’s happening? We do not have eyes. I repeat. No eyes. You are in dead ground. You are off screen.”
“Hazel is down,” Doyle replies. 
I vomit. 
Sick sprays across the inside of my helmet. The smell is nauseating, and I throw up again. Chunks of partially digested beans drip from the cracked glass. My throat is on fire.
“We’ve lost telemetry.”
“I’ve got her,” Doyle says, rolling me on my side. Warm, sticky vomit runs down my cheek. I struggle to stay conscious. My eyes flicker. Darkness threatens. 
“Can’t breathe,” I say, choking on my words.
“Hazel,” Doyle says. “Listen to me. Stay with me. You’re going to be okay.”
“Can’t,” is all I can manage, unable to complete even a simple sentence. 
“Sit Rep,” Ajeet says. Somewhere in the background I can hear Steve panicking. I want to tell him I’m okay, but I’m not. In my delirious state, I’m more worried about him than myself. I don’t want him to panic. I’ll be fine. I try to say those words, but nothing comes out of my mouth other than bile.
Doyle hoists me onto some kind of flat cart. 
“Sit Rep,” Ajeet repeats, and I’m vaguely aware of how difficult and frustrating it must be for those back at base. They can’t see us. They can’t hear much other than Doyle grunting as he drags me onto the cart, while I continue to gagging and vomiting inside my suit. I convulse and begin dry retching. My arms shake.
“Heat stroke,” Doyle says. “She’s overheating.”
“Can’t breathe,” I say, trying to open my helmet. I manage to get the golden outer visor up. The sun is bright, much brighter than I thought. With the visor down, the day looked overcast, but it’s actually quite beautiful. Not a cloud in the sky. As bad as I feel, I’ll cling to any crazy thought bouncing around in my head. “Nice day. Can’t... breathe...”
Doyle races down the alley, pushing me along on the cart, but there’s no suspension. I can’t help but bounce and fall to one side, sliding off the side of the cart in a heap. My helmet scrapes along the concrete and all I can think of is how I’m damaging a suit worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. Elizabeth is going to be mad.
“Shit,” Doyle says, grabbing at my shoulders and trying to haul me back onto the cart, but my body is limp. The unidirectional wheels allow the cart to roll away as he tries to wrestle my body back onto the flat deck. He grabs at the handle, wedging the cart against the wall. 
“Hazel. Hazel. Stay with me.”
“Need air,” I say, fiddling with the locking ring on my helmet visor. 
“No,” Doyle says, batting my hand away. He tries to close the golden outer visor, but he’s in such a rush it only closes halfway. I’m desperate. I feel like I’m drowning. I’m trapped under water, hundreds of feet from the surface. My lungs are burning, bursting. I have to breathe. 
A catch releases beneath my gloved fingers and the inner, clear glass visor unlocks. I push both visors up. Cool air rushes in. Vomit drips from the steel locking ring. 
Finally, I can breathe.
In the distance, zombies turn, already smelling my sickly sweet scent on the breeze. 
Doyle doesn’t see them.
I point at them. I try to say something as he turns me around, struggling with both my suit and the cart, but instead I vomit over his waist and legs. 
Doyle has both hands beneath my armpits, dragging me back onto the cart. He lets go and my body sinks onto the flat wooden deck, but my legs are still dragging on the ground.
“What’s happening out there?” Elizabeth asks. 
Doyle doesn’t respond. He’s breathing a hard into his microphone.
Elizabeth says, “You’ve got company.”
“What?” he replies. Although I can’t see his face behind his golden visor, I can see him leaning over me. He finally sees my open visor. He lets go of me and I slump to the concrete. 
“Shit,” he says, looking around and realizing my suit is no longer sealed. It’s only then he notices that I threw up on him. 
Zombies appear from nowhere, stepping out of the shadows. 
“You need to get out of there now!” Elizabeth cries. “I’m seeing activity up to a quarter mile. They’re coming, and they’re coming fast.”
“No gun,” Doyle mumbles.
“What?”
He turns, looking back into the warehouse. 
“Dropped it when she fell. Can’t see it.”
“There’s a spare in the Tesla,” Elizabeth says calmly, but it seems she can’t maintain her composure as she then repeats herself, crying out, “You need to get the hell out of there!”
I have my helmet off. There’s no sense in wearing it any more, and it feels liberating to be free of the claustrophobic shell around my head. 
“Hazel? Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” I say, responding to Elizabeth.
“Get back to the Tesla. Do you understand me? Get back to the car.”
“Yes.”
Without my helmet, I have a much better view of my suit. I pull on the straps holding the backpack in place, releasing clips on either side of my waist, but I can’t undo the hoses leading into the life-support unit or the straps over my shoulders. 
Twisting at the locking rings on my wrists, I manage to get my gloves off. With my hands free, I can unscrew the hoses, but the pack still weighs me down. I need someone to help me disconnect.
“I’m up,” I say, struggling to my feet and leaning against the brick wall, but there’s no response. By disconnecting the wiring, I’ve cut my lifeline with the others.
Where’s Doyle?
Doyle is on the move. He runs across the road in his spacesuit. Dozens of zombies chase after him. He’s not going to make it. The suit is slowing him down. He gets to within a few feet of the Tesla before he disappears beneath the ravenous horde. Was it his motion that attracted them? Was it the smell of vomit? Was he a coward abandoning me? Or was he going for the gun? Either way, it doesn’t matter. In my mind, he’s a hero. He tried. And he distracted Zee long enough for me to get to my feet. 
A lone zombie snarls at me from the end of the alley. He staggers toward me, slowly increasing his speed to a jog, then a run, and finally a sprint.
I’m in a dead end. 
There’s nowhere to run. 
My legs are shaking.



Chapter 13: Checkmate
 
The loading dock serves both the warehouse at the back of the vet clinic and an office block. I run for the tower, knowing it’s a mistake, already hearing David’s warning about not going to ground and hiding, but I’m out of options. My life is measured in seconds, not days or years. Mere seconds. Each thumping beat of my heart could be my last as zombies crowd around me, reaching for me with withered hands. Ducking and weaving, I run for the building, struggling under the weight of the life-support system.
More zombies amble up a ramp from the darkened parking garage beneath the building. 
Weapon. I need a weapon. 
I’m hurt. I’m alone. I’m tired. But I’m thinking straight. I understand what needs to be done, but my body is in no shape for a fight. Even without the helmet, the suit is bulky and heavy. The backpack is like an anchor dragging around behind me. 
Thoughts flicker across my mind as I grasp for solutions. I’m a drowning man clutching at the surface, gasping for breath, unable to break through the waves. A couple of days ago, I dropped a gun in the warehouse. No, that was a box of bullets. They scattered across the concrete floor. Steve and I took the guns with us. Damn. Nathan—my baseball bat. It’s in the office upstairs, but it’s broken. There’s no time. I need more time.
A zombie lunges at me. Instinctively, I hold my arm up to shield my face. Zee bites at the white sleeve of the spacesuit. The fabric is thick and stiff, unyielding to the zombie’s teeth, allowing me the opportunity to shift my weight and send the zombie careering to one side. 
More zombies converge on me. The smell must have brought them running. They’re salivating like Pavlov’s dogs, already anticipating the taste of my flesh.
I trip, toppling over with the weight of the backpack and crash to the ground.
A teenaged girl roughly my age snarls with delight. She drops onto me. Her teeth sink into my stomach and I scream, but the suit frustrates her efforts. She can’t understand why she can’t bite me and repeatedly tries to tear the suit material away, wanting to disembowel me. I strike at her head with the steel rings on the cuff of my spacesuit, knocking her away, but another zombie grabs my forearm, again trying to bite through the suit. 
Several other zombies pile on top of me, biting each other. Snarling and howling, they tear chunks from each other like sharks. There’s blood in the water. It’s a mindless feeding frenzy. Zombies tear at my suit with their sharp, spindly fingers, trying to rip open the thick material.
I shuffle with my feet, kicking off the ground with my thick boots as the zombies writhing over me attack each other. Rolling to one side, I wriggle free from beneath Zee. 
A frail elderly man kneels beside me. Fresh blood drips from his mouth. His eyes lock with mine and he lunges for my neck as his head explodes. Brain matter splatters across the concrete inches from me, causing me to flinch in revulsion. 
Doyle?
Another gunshot rings out, echoing between the buildings, and another zombie crumples, collapsing on top of me. Blood and brains ooze out of the back of his head in shades of scarlet. Rivers of dark crimsons stain the right leg of my white spacesuit. I bat at his body, rolling away from him and onto all fours. Grabbing onto a drainpipe on the side of the warehouse, I pull myself to my feet. My backpack swings wildly, half detached from my shoulders, making it difficult to move. 
Another shot clips the shoulder of a thin woman grabbing at the steel collar on my suit and her hand breaks away, shaking in violent spasms. She looks at me as if I somehow did this, and then the right side of her face explodes as another shot finds its target.
Zee is confused. Each echo causes Zee to turn, trying to locate the shooter.
Another deafening boom resounds through the air and another head lashes backwards. Blood splatters across the brick wall.
I scramble backwards, pushing off the wall and getting clear of Zee. 
“Up here,” a voice cries. 
David? 
DAVID.
“Quick!”
David kneels on the roof above the entrance to the office building. He has his hand outstretched. I run and jump, grabbing at his wrist. He drops his gun in the gutter lining the roof and yanks at my arm, dragging me onto the corrugated steel awning. Zombies snatch at my life-support pack, dragging me backwards, but David will not be deterred. He clutches at the steel collar of my spacesuit and hauls me onto the roof with a burst of raw energy and emotion, screaming as he falls backwards. I collapse on top of him. 
Zombies grab at the edge of the roof, but it’s too late. We’re too high. I roll away from them, still trying to shake the torn backpack loose.
“Hazel,” he says. “What the hell? How did you get here?”
I’m breathing so hard my lungs are burning. It takes a second before I can reply. 
“You?” I gasp. “Was going to ask you… Same question.”
David picks up his gun and tucks it into the small of his back, ignoring the horde swelling beneath us. Hundreds of arms reach for us, longing for us, calling after us. 
He helps me to my feet, saying, “In here.”
I crawl onto the second floor through a broken window, grabbing awkwardly at the life-support pack and finally freeing it from my shoulder. The backpack falls to the floor, relieving me of easily seventy pounds. I feel as though I’m going to float away. 
“What were you doing out there?” David asks, but I can’t answer. Jane is lying on the rotten carpet. She has a blanket draped over her and a bundle of rags rolled up as a pillow.
“Jane!” I cry, scrambling over to her. Lifeless eyes stare at me without a hint of recognition. Sweat beads on her forehead. 
“What happened?” I ask. 
“She was bitten,” David replies, running his hands up through his short hair, clearly distressed. “I didn’t know what else to do. I came here hoping I could cure her. I’ve given her your tablets, but they don’t work.”
A box of tablets lies on the floor beside her. Two packets have been torn open.
“They worked,” I say with a level of confidence I shouldn’t have. I don’t know that for sure, but she hasn’t turned. 
Yet. 
I continue, saying, “I think she’s got an infection. We need to get her to the base.”
“Whoa there,” David says, gesturing to my bloodied bulky spacesuit. “What base? What the hell are you wearing?”
“There are survivors,” I say unable suppress my excitement. “Scientists. They’re at the old Marshall Space Flight Center.”
I point across the intersection, but there’s nothing there. The Tesla is gone. A cracked helmet with a shattered golden visor lies on the road, but there’s no blood. Doyle got away.
“Survivors?”
“Yes, but not just survivors. They’ve got stuff. Things from before. All the things we left behind. Running water. Electricity. Toilet paper!”
Toilet paper seemed like a good thing to say until those two words slipped out of my mouth. Now, toilet paper sounds kinda silly. 
“Computers. Medicine.”
That’s better, I think. 
“Milkshakes!”
“Milkshakes?” David replies somewhat incredulous at my comment. Such a notion must seem absurd to him standing here with hundreds of zombies growling outside.
I nod. To my mind, if they have milkshakes, they have everything. What else is there? I say, “If we can get her there, they can help.”
“We’re not going anywhere,” David says, pointing at the street in front of the building. Thousands of zombies have crammed into the street, lining the footpath, filling every available space on the road. I’ve never seen so many zombies. They’re a grunge rockstar crowd minus the band.
“Where did they come from?” I ask as we walk forward to the front of the building. Zombies continue to run in from both directions, pouring out of the old mall and coming down along the broad avenue beside us. In a matter of minutes, the street has gone from desolate to being packed shoulder to shoulder. Abandoned cars line the road, but the aging concrete is hidden beneath a sea of ravenous zombies. 
“There are so many,” I say, my heart sinking. 
“Thirty six rounds,” David says, standing beside me. “Less seven fired out there. Less three more for us. Leaves twenty six. We can take twenty six of these bastards with us, but no more.”
A rhythmic pounding echoes through the floor. 
“Steel fire door,” David says, responding to the look of concern on my face. “They’re in the stairwell. I thought they’d given up.”
“How are we going to get out of here?” I ask.
“We’re not,” David says. He’s so matter of fact, it’s scary. He knows no amount of wishful thinking is going to save us. 
“There must be something we can do,” I say, looking around. “What else do you have? Any more weapons? Food? Water?”
David hands me a water canteen, saying, “Less than a gallon, then it’s just a matter of time.
“There’s an alley at the back, but the retaining wall on the other side is easily thirty feet high. We could use the alley to form a bottleneck and negate their numbers, but they’ll still be ten to twenty abreast. If we can reach the wall, we could climb over, but Jane...”
I nod, sipping at the water. The water is cool, soothing my raw throat and lifting my spirits. 
David could have left her already, but he hasn’t. He could still. But he won’t. He’s telling me I can go. But I won’t. Not without both of them.
I rub at the floor-to-ceiling glass window, looking at thousands of arms reaching for us from the street. The constant banging on the door behind us is unnerving. Although it’s a steel door, it seems as though the lock or hinges will give way at any moment.
David sits on the edge of a desk. He’s in no rush to go anywhere. I sit opposite him, lifting myself up onto the desktop and feeling my boots hanging freely from my feet.
I want to tell him about Ferguson. I want to tell him how heroic his father was, but I can’t bring myself to tell David his dad is dead. My heart breaks. I can’t do this to him. I can’t crush the life out of him as well. It’s best he thinks his father is still out there somewhere. He must know Ferguson would never abandon him. He’s probably waiting for Ferguson to lead the marauders over the hill and come to the rescue. 
Out of nowhere, David becomes all chirpy and says, “Oh, Haze. I almost forgot. Happy Birthday!”
“Birthday?” I ask, screwing up my face. I’m stunned.
“It’s your birthday, right?” he says, smiling. “Jane told me. She said she wanted to get back to spend the day with you. It was all she could talk about.”
Although I note that mentioning Jane while seeing her near death is a bit of a downer for him. 
“I guess it is,” I say, mentally trying to keep track of days and dates. I’m not even sure which day of the week it is.
“So it’s Wednesday?” I ask, wanting confirmation. David nods. “I guess that means I’m seventeen.”
David smiles, but doesn’t say anything else. He has a big cheesy grin on his face. I’m tempted to think all my friends are about to jump out from behind the overturned tables and crushed filing cabinets, yelling, “SURPRISE!!!”
“So,” David asks. “What are you going to do for your birthday? Other than get eaten?”
We both burst out laughing. 
We have to laugh. 
Laughter is defiant. 
Life laughs at death.
“I wish I could take a picture of this,” David says, gesturing toward the mass of zombies outside. “Look at all your friends. They’re all here to wish you a Happy Birthday.”
“The cameras!” I say, feeling a rush of adrenaline at the sudden mental connection.
“Cameras?” David asks with a confused look on his face.
I’m about to explode with excitement. “The scientists. They saw us. All of us. They saw the cars we rolled down the hill.”
“So they have cameras and spacesuits?” he says, waving his hand up and down at my torn, bloodstained suit. 
“Yes. They wear these. The zombies leave them alone. Zee can’t smell them when they suit up.”
David listens. He’s smart. He might look like a dumb jock, but he’s not. 
“They have a car,” I say.
“Do they have an army?”
“No.”
“How many?”
I feel embarrassed to reply, saying, “Five. Counting Steve.”
“Steve?” David’s face lights up. It’s crazy. I just assumed he knew. He has no idea. “Steve’s alive?”
“Yes. Yes. He’s hobbling,” I say. “But he’s doing fine.”
“Well, I’ll be damned.” 
David smiles, shaking his head. I can sense the relief he feels just having me here. He’s been trapped on this floor for almost two days now. He must have lost hope, thinking he’d never see anyone human again. And suddenly, here I am. And now I’m telling him his best friend is alive.
“You know what we used to call him, right?”
“No,” I say, not aware the boys had a nickname for Steve, but I’m guessing it’s not entirely complimentary given Steve’s not the most muscle bound guy in the commune. Being of Asian American descent, Steve’s scrawny by comparison with David. 
“Shark bait!”
I laugh.
David laughs as well.
“Not enough meat on those scrawny bones,” I say fondly. 
“Haha. No. There’s not … Damn. Steve. He made it! That’s good. I like that.”
There’s resignation in his voice, relief that someone will make it out of this alive even though we won’t. 
“So this car?” David asks. “Is it like a Hummer or something? A big nasty four-by-four with a grunty V12 engine? Big, fat, off-road tires? Bull bars? Armor plating? Tell me it’s got a goddamn Gatling gun mounted on the roof.”
Somewhat diplomatically, I wait for him to finish, knowing my response is going to take him by surprise.
“It’s an electric sports car.” 
“What?”
“With no doors!”
We both burst out laughing again. If we weren’t laughing, we’d be crying. Oh, how I’ve missed David and Jane. It’s good to see him smiling. 
This is the end. As much as I want to fight—there’s nothing we can do. It’s just a matter of time, and time is on Zee’s side. We both know it. 
“The cameras,” I say, my mind grasping at straws, resurrecting a thought from moments ago. “Steve can see us.”
“Are you serious?” David asks. “Like right now? In here?”
“No,” I reply, looking along the street. I can’t make out any cameras on the side of the mall, but I know they’re there. Jackson, or was it Ajeet? One of them said there was another camera further down this street in the other direction. A traffic camera. I see it over by the freeway off-ramp. 
“There!”
David follows my gaze, looking where I’m pointing. 
A traffic camera sits on a tall pole facing the intersection.
“And he can see us from there?” David asks. 
“Yes,” I reply. “Although he probably doesn’t know we’re in here. He probably thinks I’m dead.”
“Well, we can’t have that,” David says. He jogs over by Jane and picks up a baseball bat. The tip has broken off, but it’s still useful as a club.
“Nathan!” I cry. 
“Yep. Found him up in that office.”
David walks up to one of the windows and swings the bat with all his might, striking the glass roughly in the center. Thousands of tiny shards of glass explode outward, showering the zombies below the building in a hail of safety glass. Large sections of the window still hang in place, so David methodically knocks them out of the window frame, sending glass crashing into the zombie horde. 
The zombies react as one, howling and screaming, crying out in rage. Seeing us, they surge toward the building, crushing each other, their arms outstretched above them. It’s as though they think they can reach us if they can just stretch a little further. 
David holds onto the aluminum frame and leans out of the window, waving with the baseball bat. I wave too, hoping Steve can see us. I don’t know why, but it fills us both with joy to know he’s escaped and that he can see us. There’s nothing he can do for us. Nothing anyone could do for us with thousands of zombies clamoring for our blood, but it feels good to be seen. 
David asks, “Can he respond in some way? You know, wiggle the camera or something?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Most of this stuff is so old it barely works, but he’ll be looking. I know he will.”
I’m glad Steve knows I’m still alive. There’s something satisfying about cheating death. That death will never be cheated is lost on me in the moment, and I feel as though I’ll live forever. 
“Wait a minute,” I say, getting excited. “We can talk to him!”
“How?”
I undo the chin strap on my Snoopy Cap, pulling it from my head. A small cable dangles from the back of the cap.
“This. There’s a microphone and earpieces—headphones.”
I rush over to my backpack, adding, “We just need power. If I can reconnect the life-support unit, we can talk to him.”
There are a variety of plugs and hoses on the back of the life-support pack, but none that look even vaguely familiar, and I remember Elizabeth plugging something in behind my neck. With my hand reaching back over my head, I feel a small plug under the collar ring. It’s a similar shape and size to the plug on the cap. I clip the two ends together. There’s about half a foot of thin, loose cable, so I gently pull the cap around to where I can see the two plugs and ensure they’re locked.
“Okay,” I mumble to myself, looking at the mess of cables and wires coming from the life-support system. “Something has to power this thing.”
One by one, I hook up the cables I so desperately wanted to tear from my suit not more than five minutes ago. David watches me intently. I guess he thinks I know what I’m doing. I don’t, but one of the umbilical-like cords causes the tiny LED lights on my wrist controls to glow. 
Power.
“Hello?” I ask, holding the earpiece up and speaking into the microphone. “Is there anyone out there? Can anyone hear me?”
There’s no response. 
“Steve? Elizabeth? Ajeet? Anyone?”
David watches me with intense concentration. It’s not possible for him to hear anything, so he’s looking for the faintest sign of contact in my facial expressions.
“Hello?” I ask, not sure if I’m talking to myself. 
The radio crackles.
“Haze?”
“STEVE!” I cry out, almost jumping for joy. 
David sits next to me on the edge of the desk. I turn the cap inside out so he can hold his ear against one of the tiny speakers. 
“Oh, Steve,” I say, not sure what to say next. I hadn’t thought this through beyond simply making contact. Just hearing his voice is enough for me. “Steve. David’s here.”
“David?”
“Yes,” I say, turning the microphone to one side so it sits near David’s lips.
“Hey, buddy,” David says. He’s grinning like the Cheshire cat. 
“And Jane?” Steve asks. 
“She’s here,” David replies. 
“She needs help. She needs medicine,” I say, feeling the desperation of the moment. 
“Did you retrieve any of the tablets?” Steve asks, which is uncharacteristic of him. I expected more concern for Jane, but I understand the importance of these tablets to the scientists around him. I wonder if they’re whispering in his ear. 
“Yes,” I say. “David has a box of them.”
Steve says, “We need those tablets.”
“I know.”
The radio crackles.
“Hazel, listen. Are you there?” Steve asks.
“Yes. I’m here.”
“This is important,” he says. And for a moment I’m confused. I get that the tablets are important, but I sense that’s not what Steve’s talking about. We’re surrounded by thousands of zombies. Everything’s important. One missed detail and we’re dead. 
Steve speaks methodically, articulating his words so nothing is lost over the radio waves. 
“Jackson. He’s here with me, but his mic’s broken. He figured it out.”
“Figured what out?” I ask. 
“We saw you,” Steve says. He’s breathing heavily. His mouth must be close to a microphone. 
“On the traffic cam?” I ask. “When we broke the window?”
“No,” Steve replies. “I mean, yes. We saw you climb on the roof to escape. We saw when you broke the window. You waved, but that’s not what Jackson saw... It’s you, Haze.”
“Me?” I ask.
“They’re after you.”
“Oh,” I say, laughing. “I think I’ve figured that one out by now.”
“No,” Steve replies, and I can hear the frustration in his voice. He’s trying to explain something without scaring or upsetting me. “We watched the video from the hallway, while you and I were moving through the ducts. Remember?”
“Yes,” I say. 
“The zombies. They were reaching for you.”
There’s something about the way he says, “you,” that makes my blood run cold.
“They weren’t reaching for us. They were after you. Just you.”
David and I look at each other, listening intently to what Steve’s describing. 
“Not all of them. And this is important. Jackson says it’s important.”
I can hear the muted, muffled sounds of someone talking in the background to Steve.
“He says roughly half of them were after you.”
“I don’t understand?” I say. 
“Remember the old ones,” Steve says, panting between breaths. At a guess, he’s on the move. “I saw them, remember? Back when my dad had us camped with the National Guard. The old ones were directing the herd. 
“And then a couple of days ago we saw another one. Remember? She stood by the corner as we rolled cars down the hill.”
“I remember,” I say, not liking where this is leading.
“You killed her,” Steve says, breathing heavily. It’s as though he’s running. He’s in a spacesuit, he must be. I start to say something. I want to ask where he is, what is he doing, but he cuts me off, saying, “Remember? I was there.”
“I remember,” I repeat. 
“Haze. She was their queen. You killed the queen.”
“I know.”
“That’s why they want you,” he says. “You’re their queen.”
And with those few words, the growling and snarling beneath us fades into the background. The realization of what we’ve been dealing with finally sinks in. Goosebumps rise on the back of my arms.
“Haze? Hazel?”
“Yes,” I say. “I’m still here.”
“At the commune,” Steve says. “They weren’t trying to attack you. They were trying to rescue you. And me. Somehow, they relate me to you. If you’re the queen, I guess I’m the king or the bishop or something. When they couldn’t get you, they took me. They used me to draw you in. They’re smart, Haze. Just a different kind of smart. Jackson says it’s a hunting instinct. Like baiting a trap.”
I can’t speak. My throat chokes up at the thought of being attacked that night. I have to swallow in order to keep breathing.
“Jackson figured it out. I told him everything that happened. We reviewed the footage from the mall and compared it with the footage from the attack in the ducts.”
“I saw it too,” David says from beside me, taking me completely off guard. “When Hazel was attacked, the zombies turned on each other. Some of them attacked her. Others fought against them.”
“I—I don’t understand,” I say, staring out at the horde still swelling in the street outside.
“It’s not every zombie,” Steve says. “They nest. They move in hordes. In tribes is the way Jackson describes it. Those in the mall. They’re the ones. They think you’re their queen.”
I’m stunned.
“Haze?”
“Yes.”
“We need to get you out of there.”
“No shit,” I reply. 
“I’m already on my way.”
“No!” I say. I don’t want Steve risking his life for me. 
“Doyle’s got about an hour of charge left in the Tesla. Jackson and I are with him. We’re going to draw them away.”
“No, Steve,” I repeat. This is all too much. I need time to process this information, to figure out what to do next. Life is unfolding too quick. 
Steve ignores me, saying, “We’re going to distract them. Lead them away from you. Get to the far side of the intersection and Doyle will pick you up.”
“We could cut through the warehouse,” David says. “Draw them into a bottleneck. That would negate their numbers as they can only follow single file.”
“There are still too many,” I say. “There are hundreds of them. Thousands of them. They would flank us on the road, coming around the front of the vet clinic.” 
My hands are shaking.
“Steve. You can’t come down here. There are just too many of them.”
There’s silence for a moment, and I get the impression Steve has deactivated his microphone. He must be talking to Doyle and Jackson.
“Just sit tight,” Steve says. “We’re a few minutes out.”
Doyle speaks. There’s a slight hiss with his transmission. 
“Do you have a good view of the horde? Is the approach clear?” 
David and I drag the NASA backpack over by the shattered window and rest it on a desk. 
I say, “Still thin by the mall. The bulk of them are to our left. They seem to be coming down from the freeway.”
“Not good,” Doyle says.
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“Jackson says, they’re from a different tribe.” 
Steve says, “Get Jane ready to move on our signal.”
“Your signal?” I reply. “What are you going to do.”
“Just—be ready.”
“Steve,” I say, but there’s no reply. “Steve?”
David looks at me with sadness in his eyes. His face is somber. It’s as though he knows more than me. 
“I’ll get Jane.”
“The tablets,” I say. “We need to take them with us. They’re important. The scientists need to test them. They need to understand how they work.”
David pulls a crumpled packet from his pocket and shoves it in my hand. It’s a pack of ten tablets sealed in tinfoil. I pop a couple in my mouth, saying, “For good luck.”
“For good luck,” David says as I drop a couple of tablets in his hand. He knocks them back and then jogs over to Jane. 
David stuffs dozens of packets into his pockets and then lifts her up, getting her ready to move. 
“Steve,” I say into the microphone. “Talk to me.”
“Can you see Doyle?” he asks, and I watch as the stripped down Tesla rolls slowly and quietly up to the intersection. Zombies stumble past ignoring him. Doyle’s wearing a new suit, one that’s more lightweight. 
“Yes, yes,” I say, but Doyle’s alone. “Where are you?” 
“Jackson and I are to your left,” Steve says. “Look along the street, over toward the freeway.”
In the distance, two astronauts walk down the broad avenue, passing invisibly between scattered clusters of zombies as they approach the horde. Glints of sunlight reflect off their golden visors. Their white spacesuits and thick boots are strangely out of place on Earth, more so than the zombies ambling around them.
“Steve?” I ask, feeling my heart starting to rush. “What are you doing?”
Sweat beads on the back of my neck. My hands shake. 
Zombies growl below me, swaying in the vast crowd, reaching out their hands toward me, but I’m not afraid of them. I’m afraid of what Steve is about to do.
“Haze,” he says. “We need those tablets. This horde is not going anywhere. There’s only one way we’re getting you out of there.”
“No, no, no,” I say, getting to my feet and dragging the NASA backpack to the edge of the window frame so I have a better view of him. I hold onto the aluminum frame and lean out, watching as the astronauts come to a halt at the top of a small rise. 
“Jackson modified a couple of industrial chainsaws to run on electricity. Should last five to ten minutes. We will buy you the time you need.”
“Steve, please. There are too many of them. There has to be another way.”
“I’m sorry, Haze. I can’t leave you there to die. This is the only way.”
At this distance, I can’t distinguish between the astronauts, but I have a fair idea which one is Steve. One of the astronauts is taller than the other, carrying two large chainsaws. These aren’t the Home Depot specials I saw while growing up. With four foot long blades, they’re used for felling large pine trees. 
The second astronaut shouldn’t be here. He’s in pain, walking with a limp, dragging one leg slightly behind him.
“Steve,” I whisper. 
My heart stops as I see him raise his hands to his helmet and twist against the locking ring on the collar. Over the microphone, I hear the hiss of air as the seal breaks.
“NOOOOO,” I scream, but Zee ignores me. In unison, all heads turn slowly toward Steve.
“Come on,” he yells, taking a chainsaw from Jackson and revving the engine. “What the hell are you waiting for?”
Zombies run at them, charging up the rise. Hundreds of ragged, torn bodies descend on the two astronauts, converging from all sides. Even from where I am, I can hear the deafening, angry roar of the chainsaws. Blood explodes from the angry blades, spraying out across the sea of heads. Bodies fall, writhing on the concrete road.
“Run, Haze. RUN!”
“No, I can’t,” I cry, paralyzed with fear. I can’t lose him. Not like this. 
“Hazel,” David says, standing beside me with Jane in his arms. “We have to go. It’s now or never.”
He’s right. Already, the zombies between us and Doyle have thinned. If we run, we could make it to the Tesla.
“Go,” I say. “I can’t leave him.”
“There’s nothing you can do,” David says, but I will not be deterred. 
I drop the headset and move away from the window.
“What are you going to do?” he asks. 
“What I do best,” I say. “Something stupid.” 
I back up roughly twenty feet from the smashed window. There’s nothing to do other than run. Holding my busted, splintered baseball bat in one hand, I charge at the opening, pumping my arms and raising my knees as I thunder across the floor. The suit is thick and bulky, forcing me to exaggerate my run. My boots pound on the rotten carpet, tearing at the loose threads, and suddenly the aluminum window frame passes swiftly beneath me. I leap out over the street, sailing above the murderous horde. 
A sea of arms reach for me. 
Zee calls for me. 
My legs are still pumping, while my arms are swinging wildly as I launch myself out of the first floor window. Gravity obliges and I plunge toward the street, landing on top of an abandoned car parked against the curb. My thick boots crush the thin sheet metal on the roof, causing both the windscreen and the rear window to pop out, shattering and splintering into a million pieces of safety glass. 
Zee roars with excitement as I stand there defiant on the roof of the sedan. 
I’m not afraid.
I am in a rage. 
I scream above the noise of zombies baying for my blood. I can see the two astronauts, fighting off the horde as they stand back to back. Somehow, they’re holding them off. 
Steve and Jackson swinging madly with their chainsaws, carving off limbs and slicing open skulls, constantly slashing at the crowd as they keep the horde at bay, but it’s just a matter of time before they’re overwhelmed by the sheer numbers. I’ve got to get to them. I’ve got to help.
Although my motives are noble, they’re irrational. I’m less able than either of them. Even with his injuries, Steve is lethal with that chainsaw, far more so than I am with a broken baseball bat. David’s right. I should run, but I can’t.
Zees surrounds me, reaching for me as I stand on the crumpled roof of the car. Torn flesh. Rotten arms. Dead eyes. Spindly fingers. They implore me to join their ranks. The stench is overwhelming, but I don’t care.
Hands grab at my boots, clamoring to get hold of my legs.
I can see them. Among the hundreds of zombies around me, I can see those that will follow. Their dark eyes. Their shattered faces. Their torn clothes and sickly green skin. They reach for me, but there’s no hatred behind their eyes. In that moment, I am one with Zee.
But among them, rabid zombies snarl at me, ready to tear me limb from limb. Saliva drips from their lips. They growl, pushing through the horde, wanting to rip me apart. 
Those that follow watch my every move with fixed attention, trying to anticipate my actions. Perhaps I’m reading too much into their expressions, but they look sad, resigned to their fate. 
I jump down onto the hood of the car, feeling invincible in my spacesuit. The thick fabric is like a suit of armor.
“Hold on, Steve,” I yell at the top of my lungs.
I pick out an old man climbing onto the hood. He’s bloody and bruised. His shirt has been torn open. Scars run down his rotten chest. Sores fester on his arms. He clambers up to grab me, snarling and baring his teeth. I swing my baseball bat, catching him under the chin and sending him flying backwards into the crowd. No sooner has he fallen than another zombie lunges at me. 
Hands grab my boots, dragging them out from beneath me and I fall on my back, slamming into the sheet metal hood. 
Within a fraction of a second, I’m whipped off the hood of the car and dragged into the horde. Dark arms snatch at me, tearing at my spacesuit. Tortured, twisted, filthy faces block out the sun. Teeth snap at my neck, while my legs are pulled in different directions, and I’m dragged across the rough concrete. 
Zombies clamber over me, crushing my body against the street, but they’re fighting each other. For every zombie clawing at my suit, there’s at least two more sinking their teeth into each other. They’re vicious—wolves fighting over a kill.
Suddenly, I’m dragged to my feet. A bald, muscular zombie has grabbed me by the steel collar in my suit. He lifts me off the ground, seizing my throat and crushing my windpipe with a single massive hand. His fingers close on my neck like a steel vice. I’m choking, struggling for breath, when a woman not much older than me leaps on his back, sinking her teeth into the side of his neck. Another claws at his arms as I peel his fingers from my throat. He lets go and I fall backwards into the horde. 
Gunfire erupts from the alley. 
David’s on the move. 
I’ve lost my baseball bat, but it makes no difference. 
Teeth sink into my right hand, tearing through my skin and breaking the fragile bones leading to my fingers. I scream in agony, ripping my hand from the mouth of a young child. Fresh blood drips from her mouth. I can’t hit her. Even though I know I should, I can’t. She throws herself at my legs, biting at my calf muscle, but my suit holds. Suddenly, she’s trodden under the surge and crush of zombies pushing around me, and I feel her fall to the concrete, still trying to tear open my suit. 
I struggle through the crowd, pushing off zombies biting each other in a frenzy. Hands reach for me, clawing at my spacesuit only to be savaged by other zombies. There’s yelling and screaming, but it’s hard to tell if that’s from the living or the dead. 
I’m pushed into a burned-out car by the curb. The rear door has been ripped off its hinges, allowing me to step up onto the frame and climb onto the trunk. From there, I scramble onto the roof. Blood drips from the torn flesh on my hand. Severed tendons and broken bones stick through the crumpled, bloody mess, but I have to push through the pain. A severed hand hangs from my shoulder, still gripping my suit. I pry it free and toss it into the writhing mess of zombies clambering around the car. 
From the roof, I can see Zee descending on Jackson and Steve. Chainsaw blades cut swathes through the horde, sending blood, bone, gristle, and intestines careering through the air. The madly whirling chains scream with anger.
Doyle pushes through the mass of zombies behind me. He’s firing his pneumatic gun and dropping dozens of zombies, but they’ve seen him. They attack, ripping his suit and smashing the visor on his helmet. He retreats into a doorway. With his back against a steel fire door, and walls on either side, he limits Zee to one point of approach. Bodies pile up before him as the pneumatic rod at the end of his gun cycles back and forth, lashing out and puncturing skulls, breaking bones and smashing ribs. Somehow, he holds them off, kicking and punching at the swarm of hands reaching for him, trying to drag him into the horde.
David leaves Jane in the Tesla. He goes to Doyle’s aid, swinging a metal pipe like a baseball bat. 
“Hazel,” he yells above the carnage, calling to me. “We have to go.”
He beckons me to join him, but I can’t leave Steve. 
Broken, bloodied bodies lie everywhere. Some dead, others mangled and injured but still wrestling with each other. 
I run, jumping from the hood of the car to the back of a parked van, landing with my feet on the bumper. I clamber up onto the roof, kicking against zombies trying to drag me into the horde. From there, I run hard again, leaping onto the back of an SUV. Without breaking my stride, I continue on, scrambling quickly onto the roof of a UPS delivery van, staying just out of reach. Rusting, aging sheet metal flexes and groans beneath my weight.
Blood runs in the gutter like rain after a storm. 
There’s only one astronaut still standing—Jackson. His golden visor has been ripped off, and his glass faceplate has been smashed open. Blood sprays across his white spacesuit as he brings his chainsaw down on the head of a fat zombie, carving through its skull and into its chest.
Steve? 
Where is Steve? 
Zombies kneel over a kill, leaning in from all sides as they feed. Jackson fights to reach Steve. His chainsaw swings, severing two heads with a single blow, and bodies collapse on top of each other. 
“Steve!” I yell, running and leaping out into the crowd. 
I crash into several zombies, knocking them to the road.
Staying low, I push through the horde as zombies tear at each other. A hand grabs my leg, dragging me backwards and I stumble. Another hand seizes a loose strap on my suit, jerking me to one side, but I pull free. Through the blur of arms, I see Steve lying face down on the concrete road. 
The chainsaw is just within reach. I grab it and squeeze the handle. The blood-soaked chain roars to life, spraying bits of soggy flesh into the air. 
I scream, bringing the chainsaw down on the back of a zombie crouching over Steve. The jagged blade cuts through the zombie’s shoulder and back, biting into his neck and catching briefly on his spine before tearing through the back of his skull. His head drops to the road and rolls to one side, his teeth still snapping at the air. Dark eyes dart back and forth, not comprehending what has happened to the body. 
David reaches me. He swings his metal pipe, collecting a zombie approaching from my left. Doyle has his helmet off. Blood drips from a cut to the back of his head. He fires his pneumatic gun again and again, puncturing zombie skulls with a sudden burst of violence. Blood and brains splatter across the road. 
Jackson holds his chainsaw at shoulder height, swinging it horizontally, and slices through another two heads, sending them tumbling to the bloody street, but Zee is overwhelming him. There are too many of them, and they get inside his swing, grabbing at him. Several of them try to tear the chainsaw from his fingers, wrestling for the handle. 
David drags Steve over a pile of dead bodies, pulling him off the road and clear of the melee. 
Zombies fight with each other, tearing and biting, clawing and slashing. 
David helps Jackson, brandishing his metal pipe like a battle ax and crushing the skull of a zombie climbing on Jackson’s back.
I drop to my knees, rolling Steve over. His head lies awkwardly to one side, hunched against the collar ring of his spacesuit. 
“Oh, Steve,” I say with tears streaming down my cheeks. 
His spacesuit is torn and bloodied. The thick material has protected his arms and legs, but he’s bleeding from a deep bite to the side of his neck.
“Haze,” he says softly, his eyelids flickering. “I—I’m sorry.”
“You just hang in there, you hear,” I say. My lips quiver. Tears drip from the end of my nose. “We’re going to get you out of here. You’re going to be fine.”
I’m lying. 
We both know that. 
Steve just smiles, letting out a slight laugh. Typical Steve.
I fumble with my left hand, pulling the half empty packet of tablets from a pouch pocket on my thigh.
“Take these,” I say, being forced to use my trembling, bloodied right hand to open the packet. 
Steve tries to shake his head, but that makes the bleeding worse. I force a few tablets between his lips. He crunches them beneath his molars, grimacing in pain. Flustered, I push the packet of tablets back into the pouch on my trouser leg.
Jackson has the bulk of the zombies swarming around him. His chainsaw splutters, and it’s hard to tell if it’s becoming jammed or if the battery pack is running down, but the engine sounds as though it could fail at any moment. 
Zombies clamber over each other, biting and clawing in a mindless orgy of violence. If they fixated on us, we’d be dead. There’s so many of them, we’d never hold them back, but they’re confused and disoriented, snapping at anything in reach. It’s as though they’re drunk. Their strength is in their numbers, but for now their numbers are negated by the turmoil of infighting. Dismembered arms and legs lie scatted on the ground in a bloody mess. 
Somehow, Doyle and David hold back the swell of zombies bearing down on us, but only because the zombies are more focused on each other than us. I barely register that they’re there. My eyes are only for Steve. The growling and snarling fades into the background. 
“You’ve got to go, Haze,” Steve says softly. Through thick, gloved hands, he squeezes the fingers on my left hand as I cradle my wounded right hand against my chest. 
“I need to get you back to the Tesla,” I say, but as I go to move him, the pressure on his suit collar releases and blood squirts from the bite on his neck. Steve grimaces in pain. I grab at the deep wound, trying to stem the flow of blood, but I can’t. Warm, sticky blood oozes between my fingers. 
“Please,” he says. “You have to go.”
“I’m not leaving you,” I say. “I can’t.”
Steve doesn’t reply. 
“Don’t you leave me,” I say sternly to him, sniffing and trying to hold back more tears. “You can’t leave me like this.”
His eyes flicker for a moment. Furrows form on his brow. It’s as though he’s carrying some heavy load on his back and he’s faltering under the weight. He clenches his teeth, grimacing, and then suddenly, he relaxes.
“Steve?” 
Steve doesn’t look at me. His eyes look through me. It’s as though he’s staring up at the clear blue sky. A slight smile rests on his lips, and I know. I understand. In those final few seconds, he found the peace that eludes us in the apocalypse. 
The blood that had been pulsating beneath my fingers slows to a trickle. 
“I—I,” I stutter, but words no longer hold any meaning.
I reach out and close his eyes.
Steve’s dead. 
I’m numb. 
I rest his hand on his chest and get to my feet. My head is bowed, but there are no more tears. Perhaps it’s shock. Perhaps the realization hasn’t sunk in, but I can’t cry for Steve. He wouldn’t want that. 
“Haze?” David says, grabbing me by the arm.
“We need to go,” I say, finally heeding Steve’s words. At first, David’s confused. Steve looks so peaceful. He could be asleep or unconscious. Maybe that’s what upsets David, but he sees me turn away, and with that simple act, he knows. 
“I’m sorry, Haze.”
Doyle yells, “I’m jammed.”
“Follow me,” David cries, pulling me behind him and making for a gap in the zombies sprawled out along the sidewalk. David moves with a sense of urgency I no longer have.
Jackson’s chainsaw splutters to a halt and he hurls the heavy frame at the closest zombie, but he can’t escape. There are too many of them. He sinks beneath the horde, his white gloved hand grasping at the air as Zee drags him down, clawing at his suit. 
So many bodies. 
So much carnage. 
So much sorrow.
Small skirmishes continue around us as we weave our way back to the Tesla. I’m in a daze. Doyle pushes me on ahead of him. I barely notice as David swings his metal pipe, clearing the way for us. 
Several zombies ambling down the hill behind the vet clinic see us. They run. Others break away from the melee and charge after us as we reach the Tesla. My body and my mind are two separate entities. My body continues on even though my mind would have me collapse in a heap on the street. My thick boots stumble over rubble strewn on the road. 
Jane is in the back of the car. I tumble onto the floor of the Tesla beside her. She’s conscious, sitting up and leaning against a support pillar, reloading a magazine with trembling fingers. David takes a handgun from her lap. It’s only then I see the bodies lying on the far side of the Tesla. Jane’s held her own against Zee. 
The floor of the Tesla is littered with tablets still wrapped in their foil packets. David must have emptied his pockets before he came for me. He must have wanted to ensure some good came from this even if none of us survived. He had to know Ajeet and the others would eventually recover the Tesla and find the tablets.
David stands on the open door frame beside Jane, leaning over the roof of the car and firing. The rapport should be deafening, but I barely notice each crack of gunfire as David unloads a full clip into the zombies charging at us.
“Get us out of here,” David yells as Doyle climbs in the front of the car. He’s badly injured. Blood runs from a gash on the side of his head.
We accelerate smoothly but slowly. It’s the weight. The battery is losing charge, and the Tesla is carrying four people this time, not two. I watch as fence palings pass slowly by the open doorway. I could run faster than this.
Jane hands David another clip and he continues firing, and then there’s a dead man’s click. 
“I’m out.”
Jane can’t reload fast enough. Her trembling fingers keep dropping bullets on the floor of the Tesla.
Zee runs up to the opening beside me where once a door sat on hinges. Fingers grab at the frame of the car, and suddenly I’m shaken out of my lethargy by necessity. Steve has not died in vain, I tell myself as I lash out with my boots, crushing blackened fingers against the rim of the car, and Zee falls away, rolling on the concrete behind us.
“Come on,” Doyle yells, willing the Tesla to go faster. 
Our speed increases and the zombies drop off, staggering behind us, snarling and howling. 
David keeps a firm hold on the rim of the car as he lowers himself back inside and tends to Jane. I have my back to Doyle, facing the bloody intersection. I can see them—these inhuman creatures, these dark monsters from our nightmares. For me, they’ll always be Zee—a ravenous horde. And yet the mystique is gone, as has the fear. They’re not the undead. They’re wild animals, vicious predators driven by primal instincts.
There’s so much that went unsaid between Steve and I, so much I wanted to say but never did. And then suddenly, it was too late. I feel angry. Cheated. I never got to tell Steve that I love him. I’m sure he knew, but he never heard those words pass from my lips, and now he’s gone. Dead. 
Even in those last few seconds, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him I love him. And the reason is stupid. It’s so silly and childish it makes me hate myself. I couldn’t tell him because I was selfish. To have told him then would have been to admit he was dying, and I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t bring myself to accept Steve would die there on a desolate street amidst the massacre of hundreds of zombies. 
Steve was supposed to be there for all our tomorrows, that’s what he promised. And I can still picture him as we lay in bed that first night back in the old house on the hill. I can hear the tenderness in his voice. I can feel the soft touch of his fingers, the warmth of his body. I guess, deep down, I wanted that moment again. That’s what kept me from telling him I loved him as his life faded before me.
I left Steve out there, and that realization makes me sick. Steve deserved better than being left on the roadside as carrion. After he died, I should have dragged him out of there, but I couldn’t. My body was so weak it was all I could do to blindly follow Doyle. One step after the other was all I could manage, and yet I cannot help but chastise myself for not being stronger, for not being better. 
If only I’d acted quicker. If only I’d realized the extent of his wounds. I should have improvised. I could have made a pressure bandage, but with what? The reality is, I was in shock. I watched him bleed out feeling helpless instead of trying to do something to save him. Deep down, I understand I’m blaming myself for something I could never have stopped. Steve wouldn’t want me to do that to myself, but it doesn’t feel right to accept what happened. Waves of guilt wash over me.
Why is life so harsh? Why must time push on? Why can’t we live through these moments again? Why can’t we make different choices? Heartache endures when hope fails. Reality conspires against me. I feel crushed by the weight of my bloody, torn spacesuit. I feel dejected, defeated.
Doyle focuses on driving. 
David tends to Jane. 
No one’s paying me any attention, and that’s fine. I need to be alone. There’s something I need to say. 
With a heavy heart, I whisper, “I love you.” 
No one hears but me. And those words drift on the breeze, floating back toward the intersection where Steve lies dead on the cold, hard concrete. 
Tears roll slowly down my cheeks.
As difficult as it is, I know this is the end. Finally, we can win this war. We can protect ourselves from turning. We can target their leaders and turn Zee to fight each other. This is the high water mark, the point at which the tide finally turns. From here, we can push them back. From now on, it is Zee that’s on the run, not us. Steve’s death has not been in vain.
Zee disappears into the distance, growing smaller as the Tesla races on over the rough, concrete road, past weeds growing up through the cracks, and I finally understand. All our tomorrows stem from this one day—the day we learned to defeat Zee. 
For me, this is a day of sorrow, but for humanity, it’s a day of victory. Either way, this is a day no one will forget.
 
The End



Afterword
 
What We Left Behind and All Our Tomorrows are stories that capture what it means to be human in the midst of chaos and heartache. 
In the 21st Century, we have a degree of control over our lives such as no generation has ever experienced before, and yet even with the marvels of science and modern medicine, our lives are frail and short lived. For me, zombie stories epitomize this dichotomy. Life is precious. Complacency breeds contempt, or so the saying goes, and the lives we live are so luxurious by the standards of human history over the past million years that it’s easy for us to lose sight of what’s really important—each other. Fictional zombie outbreaks make this more obvious. 
The first fan art produced from these books comes from my daughter, Sarah.

 
I am an optimist. I don’t for a moment think a zombie apocalypse could ever arise in our world. We’ve defeated polio and smallpox, viruses more cunning and insidious than anything a science fiction writer could dream of, and yet there is no arrogance in this position but rather humility. It is humbling to benefit from the research undertaken by tens of thousands of scientists around the world, often working in obscurity and without adequate funding to pioneer the techniques and scientific knowledge that ensures our health and wellbeing into the future. 
My thanks to my editors Ellen Campbell and Kat Fieler for their assistance, and to Janice Mann, T. Jazzy Davies, Buzz Dunning, and Mike Mountjoy who took the time to read beta versions of this novel.
I hope you’ve enjoyed this story as much as I have. 
Please, spread the word. Tell a friend. Encourage them to read these novels.
And be sure to leave a review online with your thoughts. 



Other books by Peter Cawdron
 
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction. You might enjoy the following novels also written by Peter Cawdron.
 
ALIEN SPACE TENTACLE PORN
A 1950s hospital. Temporary amnesia. A naked man running through Central Park yelling something about alien space tentacles. Tinfoil, duct tape, and bananas. These are the ingredients for a spectacular romp through a world you never thought possible as aliens reach out and make contact with Earth.
 
MY SWEET SATAN
The crew of the Copernicus is sent to investigate Bestla, one of the remote moons of Saturn. Bestla has always been an oddball, orbiting Saturn in the wrong direction and at a distance of fifteen-million miles, so far away that Saturn appears smaller than Earth’s moon in the night sky. Bestla hides a secret. When mapped by an unmanned probe, Bestla awoke and began transmitting a message, only it’s a message no one wants to hear: “I want to live and die for you, Satan.”
 
SILO SAGA: SHADOWS
Shadows is fan fiction set in Hugh Howey’s Wool universe as part of the Kindle Worlds Silo Saga.
Life within the silos follows a well-worn pattern passed down through the generations from master to apprentice, ’caster to shadow. “Don’t ask! Don’t think! Don’t question! Just stay in the shadows.” But not everyone is content to follow the past.
 
THE WORLD OF KURT VONNEGUT: CHILDREN’S CRUSADE
Kurt Vonnegut’s masterpiece Slaughterhouse-Five: The Children’s Crusade explored the fictional life of Billy Pilgrim as he stumbled through the real world devastation of Dresden during World War II. Children’s Crusade picks up the story of Billy Pilgrim on the planet of Tralfamadore as Billy and his partner Montana Wildhack struggle to accept life in an alien zoo.
 
THE MAN WHO REMEMBERED TODAY
 
The Man Who Remembered Today is a novella originally appearing in From the Indie Side anthology, highlighting independent science fiction writers from around the world. You can pick up this story as a stand-alone novella or get twelve distinctly unique stories by purchasing From the Indie Side.
Kareem wakes with a headache. A bloody bandage wrapped around his head tells him this isn’t just another day in the Big Apple. The problem is, he can’t remember what happened to him. He can’t recall anything from yesterday. The only memories he has are from events that are about to unfold today, and today is no ordinary day.
 
ANOMALY
Anomaly
examines the prospect of an alien intelligence discovering life on Earth.
Mankind’s first contact with an alien intelligence is far more radical than anyone has ever dared imagine. The technological gulf between mankind and the alien species is measured in terms of millions of years. The only way to communicate is using science, but not everyone is so patient with the arrival of an alien spacecraft outside the gates of the United Nations in New York.
 
THE ROAD TO HELL
The Road to Hell
is paved with good intentions.
How do you solve a murder when the victim comes back to life with no memory of recent events?
In the twenty-second century, America struggles to rebuild after the second civil war. Democracy has been suspended while the reconstruction effort lifts the country out of the ruins of conflict. America’s fate lies in the hands of a genetically engineered soldier with the ability to move through time.
The Road to Hell deals with a futuristic world and the advent of limited time travel. It explores social issues such as the nature of trust and the conflict between loyalty and honesty.
 
MONSTERS
Monsters is a dystopian novel exploring the importance of reading. Monsters is set against the backdrop of the collapse of civilization.
The fallout from a passing comet contains a biological pathogen, not a virus or a living organism, just a collection of amino acids. But these cause animals to revert to the age of the mega-fauna, when monsters roamed Earth.
Bruce Dobson is a reader. With the fall of civilization, reading has become outlawed. Superstitions prevail, and readers are persecuted like the witches and wizards of old. Bruce and his son James seek to overturn the prejudices of their day and restore the scientific knowledge central to their survival, but monsters lurk in the dark.
 
FEEDBACK
Twenty years ago, a UFO crashed into the Yellow Sea off the Korean Peninsula. The only survivor was a young English-speaking child, captured by the North Koreans. Two decades later, a physics student watches his girlfriend disappear before his eyes, abducted from the streets of New York by what appears to be the same UFO.
Feedback will carry you from the desolate, windswept coastline of North Korea to the bustling streets of New York and on into the depths of space as you journey to the outer edge of our solar system looking for answers.
 
GALACTIC EXPLORATION
Galactic Exploration
is a compilation of four closely related science fiction stories following the exploration of the Milky Way by the spaceships Serengeti, Savannah, and The Rift Valley. These three generational starships are manned by clones and form part of the ongoing search for intelligent extraterrestrial life. With the Serengeti heading out above the plane of the Milky Way, the Savannah exploring the outer reaches of the galaxy, and The Rift Valley investigating possible alien signals within the galactic core, this story examines the Rare Earth Hypothesis from a number of different angles.
This volume contains the novellas Serengeti, Trixie and Me, Savannah, and War.
 
XENOPHOBIA
Xenophobia examines the impact of first contact on the Third World.
Dr. Elizabeth Bower works at a field hospital in Malawi as a civil war smolders around her. With an alien spacecraft in orbit around Earth, the US withdraws its troops to deal with the growing unrest in America. Dr. Bower refuses to abandon her hospital. A troop of US Rangers accompanies Dr. Bower as she attempts to get her staff and patients to safety. Isolated and alone, cut off from contact with the West, they watch as the world descends into chaos with alien contact.
 
LITTLE GREEN MEN
Little Green Men
is a tribute to the works of Philip K. Dick, hailing back to classic science fiction stories of the 1950s.
The crew of the Dei Gratia set down on a frozen planet and are attacked by little green men. Chief Science Officer David Michaels struggles with the impossible situation unfolding around him as the crew members are murdered one by one. With the engines offline and power fading, he races against time to understand this mysterious threat and escape the planet alive.
 
REVOLUTION
How do you hide state secrets when teenage hacktivists have as much quantum computing power as the government? Alexander Hopkins is about to find out on what should have been an uneventful red-eye flight from Russia. Nothing is what it seems in this heart pounding short-story from international best selling author Peter Cawdron.
 
HELLO WORLD
Hello World is a short story set in the same fictional universe as Alien Space Tentacle Porn.
Professor Franco Corelli has noticed something unusual. The twitter account @QuestionsLots is harvesting hundreds of millions of tweets each day, but never posting anything. Outwardly, this account only follows one other twitter account—@RealScientists, but in reality it is trawling every post ever made by anyone on this planet. Could it be that @QuestionsLots is not from Earth?
 
In addition to these stand alone stories, Peter Cawdron has short stories appearing in:
• The Telepath Chronicles
• The Alien Chronicles
• The A.I Chronicles
• The Z Chronicles
• Tales of Tinfoil
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