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Zompocalypse


 Part One



Chapter 1

He pushed her dead body over the side of the boat with one last heave, then fell to his knees and watched his wife sink down into the dark waters. She wasn’t really his wife, not in the traditional sense. No one had time for civil ceremonies once the plague struck, and religion had all but vanished after millions of unanswered prayers. Still, he had loved her and considered her his wife as they struggled to survive. They had been waiting for a cure, and when that didn’t happen, they decided to start a family and make a life for themselves. Then Helen lost the baby. Forty-eight hours later, Todd lost Helen. They didn’t know how to stop the bleeding and even though Todd had amassed an impressive pharmacy over the many months since civilization had ground to a halt, he had nothing that could save her. Instead he was forced to watch her slip away.
He had cleaned her up and sat with her for a few hours. There was no way to embalm her and in the tropical heat, her body deteriorated quickly. He wrapped her in a sheet, then struggled to carry her body out of their cabin and up the narrow stairwell that led to the deck. He had been proud of the fact that she had gained weight with the pregnancy. She’d been frustrated by cravings for food he couldn’t get her, but she had eaten well and the extra weight only made her more beautiful to Todd. Unfortunately, when they lost the baby and Helen was slowly dying, Todd hadn’t eaten. He was weak from hunger and grief, so carrying Helen exhausted him.
He slumped against the smooth fiberglass rail of the yacht panting for breath. He briefly considered throwing himself into the water. It would be a merciful end to his pain, but Helen had made him promise not to kill himself. He had agreed, but he wanted to die anyway. Still, there was a small part of him that kept fighting for survival. He staggered into the galley and opened a can of tamales. They were greasy and spicy. Todd thought they were delicious right out of the can, but they had given Helen indigestion so Todd had been saving them. He ate the entire can and then drank a bottle of water before falling asleep on the leather sofa in the yacht’s opulent living room.
Todd woke to the painful realization that Helen and the baby were gone. Tears spilled down his cheeks and his grief threatened to paralyze him. He wanted something, anything to numb the pain, but he couldn’t waste the precious medications he had collected. He decided instead to make for land and see what he could find that might help him cope.
He opened the tinted glass door that led to the deck. The sun was beating down in a merciless onslaught off the southern tip of Florida. Todd wasn’t sure of his exact location; the yacht had been adrift for nearly a week. He climbed the slightly curved staircase to the upper deck of the ship, where he kept the solar panels and battery compartments. The yacht had been brand new when Todd took possession of it. The billionaire who had built it wanted something small enough that he could pilot by himself.
Todd had worked as assistant harbormaster for over six years; he knew every ship that was kept in the massive complex of ships of the Atlantic City boat yard. When the riots started and it was clear that nothing could stop the plague from turning the world population into insatiable, flesh-eating zombies, Todd took Helen, who had only been his girlfriend for a month, to the boat yard. They filled the yacht with supplies and set sail.
Todd didn’t take them far, just a few miles off the coast. The yacht had excellent radio and satellite communication equipment. Todd and Helen had spent nearly two weeks listening as the world came to a screeching halt. One by one, the radio stations went off the air. Eventually the power grid around Atlantic City fell, and with it went Internet and cell phone service. Todd discovered with the yacht’s onboard equipment he could still receive signals from the GPS and weather satellites overhead. All they needed was power, which came from gasoline generators on the ship. Unfortunately, after two weeks, their fuel supply was running low, as was their ration of food and fresh water.
Todd and Helen had no trouble finding supplies; it was getting those supplies on board the yacht before the undead chased them back out to sea that was the problem. Occasionally they came upon other survivors, usually in small groups that were armed to the teeth. Newcomers were rarely welcomed, and Todd had no desire to stay on the land where he and Helen could be easily overrun by the herds of ravenous zombies. So they stayed at sea, monitoring the airwaves and dreaming of a time when things might return to normal.
Todd was devastated that Helen had died so young, never seeing their baby, never finding the relief from a world that had turned against them. Tears stung his eyes, but he refused to give in to the pain and grief that wanted to overwhelm him. Instead he checked the connections between the solar panels. He had installed them after discovering a warehouse full of green-energy products. The solar panels could keep the yacht’s appliances and communication gear running, as long that they didn’t use the air conditioner. Todd also had a locker full of wave generators, which looked like small buoys connected by a thick, waterproof cable. They generated electricity from the rocking action of the waves. They worked best when the yacht was close to shore, or when bad weather made the seas rough.
The small cockpit was filled with small view screens and video displays to help the pilot control the ship. There were the usual weather monitors, along with satellite feeds and sonic range finders that revealed what was beneath the ship. The yacht had a gas-powered engine and an electric secondary engine. Todd did his best not to use his supply of fuel, which meant that most of the power produced by the solar panels and wave generators went to the secondary engine. There were small water pumps all around the hull that gave Todd a full range of movement. Controlled by a thick joystick that was built into the tall captain’s chair, he could use the secondary engine to turn the ship on a dime and travel 20 nautical miles a day. From the cockpit, Todd could see out of the thick windows in every direction; with the monitors, he could see hundreds of miles around him and even under the ship.
He settled into the big chair, immediately feeling conflicting emotions. Piloting the yacht which had once cost millions of dollars, gave him a sense of control over his world, which had been cruelly hijacked by the plague. In that moment, he also realized that his Helen was truly gone. He had no idea where he’d dropped her body, and there was no way he could ever find her again. This time he didn’t try to stop the tears. Instead he let his grief pour out in racking sobs until he was exhausted. Then he sat back up in the captain’s chair and turned the yacht toward land.



Chapter 2

Miami was never an option. The once booming city was now filled with the living dead. Whenever Todd passed the metropolis that was once home to over five million people, he could see the reanimated bodies searching endlessly for food. He had no idea what caused the plague. The news had called it a bio weapon, a virus, and a judgment from God. No one really knew what caused the dead to rise up and attack the living, but a few things were clear—something in the brains of the zombies reactivated the neural pathways and called the dead muscles and tendons to action. Gaping holes in their flesh or missing limbs couldn’t stop them. The blood-thirsty monsters didn’t even notice the physical wounds unless it impacted their brains. A blow that damaged the brain was the only way to stop the zombies, and Todd’s guess was that it destroyed the nervous system that continued to function after the rest of the body died. Without that control system, the zombies were helpless. How the disease spread was a mystery, as was its origin.
Todd sailed his yacht north, stopping at a small harbor in a tiny town called Foxboro just south of the Miami metroplex. There were, of course, houses all along the coast, but the population of Foxboro was much smaller than many other harbor towns. Todd and Helen had stopped there more than once without incident. The refueling station at the harbor still had gasoline, as well as a reservoir of fresh water. Todd steered the yacht up to the refueling dock and let it glide into the soft rubber of the old tires that lined the wooden structure. He hurried down and tied the yacht down. The large, gleaming ship seemed out of place beside the simple, sun-faded wooden dock with its aging pumps and barnacle-covered pilings. The fuel pumps were simple contraptions from a bygone era. Todd fed the hoses into the fuel receptacles and then used the manual levers to pump the fluid into the nearly empty tanks.
It took several minutes to get the fuel flowing, and Todd was unnerved by the silence. Even the small towns had eventually succumbed to the Zompocalypse, and even though Todd hadn’t seen or heard any zombies, he knew they could appear and ruin his plans at any moment. He always tried to get what he needed as quickly as possible if he was on the mainland. Being out to sea was the only place he ever felt truly safe.
The handles of the gas pump were rusty and each stroke down or up, made the metal creak and groan. The only other sound were insects humming in the overgrown weeds near the abandoned convenience store that once served the ships in the harbor and the inhabitants of the small town.
Once Todd had the fuel tanks filled, he turned to the fresh water reservoir—a large plastic barrel. The yacht held 250 gallons of fresh water in its internal tanks. Seawater was used for most things, even washing in the glass-walled shower. The fresh water was used for cooking, drinking, and occasionally rinsing the salt off after a shower. Personally, Todd preferred to drink from the five-gallon bottles used by the stainless steel water cooler. He already had three of the refillable containers, but he was always looking for more.
He breathed a sigh of relief once the water tanks were topped off. If worse came to worse, Todd could live off the canned goods in his galley for a few weeks still, but he wouldn’t last long without fuel and water. Even with the green-energy devices, having the fuel tanks full and ready made Todd breathe easier. He almost started to call to Helen and let her know he was going ashore, but then he remembered she wasn’t there. He closed his eyes for a moment and leaned against the sturdy wooden piling. There were moments when he felt like his whole world was flipping upside down, and in those times, it felt good to have something solid to lean on.
He opened his eyes and pulled the big laundry bag off the edge of the yacht. It was a simple mesh bag with a drawstring top, but Todd put it to good use whenever he had to scavenge for supplies.
The convenience store wasn’t far from the dock. It was a simple building of cinder blocks painted bright white. There were signs still in the windows with prices on fresh fruit, meats, and seasonal goods. Todd couldn’t help but wish for fresh meat. It had been ages since he’d eaten meat that didn’t come from a can. The convenience store seemed to be empty. In the bigger cities, looters had cleaned out whole supermarkets even before things got really bad. Todd found that in the smaller communities it was much easier to find food, but he and Helen weren’t the only people to have stocked up on the wide variety of foods in the small town’s only store. There was one other public building in the little town; it served as the city hall, police department, and post office, but it had nothing of interest to Todd.
He pushed open the glass door of the store. It was dark, and dust had settled onto the metal shelves, which were mostly empty. Todd searched the aisles and found pet food, some souvenirs, and a rack of generic potato and corn chips. The chips were all past their expiration date, but Todd took them anyway. There were still cigarettes and chewing tobacco, but Todd had several boxes of cigars from Cuba on the yacht, so he left the smokes behind the counter.
Todd had to use the heavy flashlight he carried on his scouting runs as he moved into the back room. There were two offices, but they didn’t interest Todd, nor did the bulging green bank bag that sat on one of them. Money was worthless once the rioting had begun. For a while, people bartered with gold and silver, but the plague struck so quickly and spread so rapidly that the world seemed to fall into chaos in a matter of days. The storeroom was just as Todd had hoped it would be. There were several pallets of canned goods and a metal cage where the surplus alcohol was kept. Todd had busted the lock on the liquor cage the last time he’d passed through Foxboro, but there were still several cases of rum and bourbon.
Todd finished filling his bag. There was very little that would be considered healthy in his haul, but Todd didn’t care. He had no desire other than getting back to his yacht and out to sea. He wanted to drink and forget all that he had lost. He wanted to disappear in the black void of sleep where nothing mattered and no pain existed.
He was walking toward the dock when the glass bottles in the mesh bag over his shoulder began to clank together. It wasn’t a loud noise, but in the silence of the abandoned town it seemed loud. Todd tried rearranging the bag over his shoulder but the clanking only got worse. There was a moan from behind him, the telltale sign of zombies as they lumbered about in their stiff, uncoordinated lurch. Todd didn’t bother looking behind him; he just broke into a jog, which only made the bottles clash together even more loudly.
Todd knew the zombies couldn’t catch him. They hadn’t overcome the general population by speed or intelligence, but by sheer numbers. Once a person fell to the ravenous frenzy of a zombie, that person soon reanimated—even with most of the flesh ripped from their body. Todd couldn’t tell how many zombies were behind him, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting back to the yacht and casting off.
Once he was aboard the Great Escape, he finally chanced a glance back up the long wooden pier. Todd hadn’t named the yacht, but the finely painted name was clear to see against the ship’s white stern; the irony of the name wasn’t lost on him. He untied one of the thick gang ropes and then glanced up as he hurried to the second. There were three zombies, lurching in formation like a scene from a low-budget horror flick. Todd guessed they were close enough to catch him if he didn’t hurry. Normally Helen would already have the engine running and the ship ready to move back out into deeper water, but Todd was on his own now.
He had tied the boat to the dock with a simple slipknot, and he gave the rope a tug, untying from the wooden pier and setting the boat free. Todd snatched up a long fiberglass pole with a metal hook on the end. It was used for catching rope that had fallen into the water or as in this instance, shoving the yacht away from a pier. Todd set the hook against one of the heavy pilings and pushed with all his strength. The yacht shifted in the water and drifted away from the dock. Todd was still pushing when the zombies got close enough to reach out for him. He was more than an arm’s length from the dock, but he pulled back anyway. The dead smelled horribly; their ruined bodies filled with maggots and worms. Huge flies buzzed around them and ghastly fluid dripped from their open wounds.
Todd poked at the nearest zombie with the pole, stabbing it hard with the metal hook. The pointed hook punched through the filthy scalp and scrapped along the pitiful creature’s skull. The zombie grabbed at the pole, lost its balance on the pier, and toppled into the water. The creature thrashed, sinking into the water and disappearing in a rush of bubbles and discolored water. Todd focused on the other two zombies. They could survive underwater, but they were even slower than normal, and their ruined bodies attracted sharks. Todd waved his pole menacingly, but the other two zombies just paced along the dock, reaching for him in a useless gesture.
Todd hurried up the steps to his cockpit. The door was already open, and he pushed the button to fire up the electric motors. They hummed to life, and Todd pressed the joystick all the way to its limit. The big luxury craft moved slowly away from the pier. Once the depth finder flickered to life, Todd could see the zombie that had fallen in the water thrashing along the sandy bottom, still moving toward the ship. The harbor was deep, and there was no way for the zombie to swim let alone reach his ship and find a way to climb into it, but it still made him nervous. It took all his self-control not to fire up the main engine and race back out to sea. He told himself over and over that he was safe, but convincing himself was difficult.
Finally, when he was nearly a mile from the harbor, Todd flicked off the engine switch and shut down all the monitors in his cockpit. There were no signs of bad weather, and the seas were calm. Todd went back down to the main deck and pulled the handle that let the anchor down. There was a rattle that reverberated through the yacht as the chain unwound from the stern of the ship. Todd picked up his mesh bag and carried it back inside the large cabin that served as the ship’s main living space.
The yacht had a simple layout. The main deck was wide open, with soft seats running around the perimeter of the stern. There were walkways on either side of the cabin, which took up most of the main deck, leaving only a small open area at the bow of the big craft. Inside the cabin was an opulent living space with a 70-inch television, theater seating, bar, and leather sofa. The floor was hardwood, and the walls were covered with fabric to reduce the noise from the ship’s engines. At the far end of the cabin, a narrow stairwell led down to a small laundry room and the stateroom, the only home Todd had known with Helen. They had shared the king-sized bed and made the yacht their own, even decorating it with small items they found on supply runs to the mainland. But now Todd was alone. Just seeing the knick-knacks that Helen loved so much made his heart heavy, and he couldn’t stand the thought of sleeping in their bed.
Another stairwell led to below-deck storage compartments and the ship’s small kitchen. Todd secured the liquor in the wet bar and then left the dozen or so bags of flavored potato chips in the mesh bag on the floor. He found a heavy, crystal tumbler and opened one of the bottles of bourbon. Todd didn’t even bother to look at the label, he just poured himself a generous glass and then stepped back out onto the deck.
The sun was setting, and the scene along the shoreline was almost sublime. The zombies on the dock had given up and shuffled back in the direction they had come from. The palm trees stood like silent guardians, but the once immaculate houses along the coast looked dark and foreboding. They were like diamonds that had lost their sparkle, reminding Todd of a ghost town. He took a drink of the bourbon and did his best not to cough as the warm liquid scalded its way down his throat. He dropped onto the seat at the side of the deck. It was a long bench seat, bright white and low so that his arms spread out along either side. He watched the sky turn from orange to purple, then black. Stars appeared, and the silence was so great it made Todd afraid.
He drank the entire glass of bourbon, then stumbled into the cabin, locked the sliding glass door, and passed out on the sofa.



Chapter 3

The days that followed were much the same—short periods of productive work followed by binge drinking. Todd woke up sick, vomited over the side of the ship, drank some water, forced down a can of food, and then went to the cockpit on top of the ship’s cabin. Todd was losing weight, and he felt sick all the time, but he didn’t care. He was alive and he wanted to be dead, but he couldn’t just kill himself. He had vowed never to let himself succumb to the plague, and he had promised Helen not to drown himself in the ocean. Instead he drowned himself in bourbon.
Each day he sailed a few miles up the coast of Florida, before his grief drove him back to a bottle of whisky. He had to begin each day raising the anchor, which meant cranking the anchor’s manual ratchet. It was hard work, especially for a hung-over, weak man. Still, he did it each day and forced himself to eat. It wasn’t enough food, and he knew he would soon be seriously ill if he didn’t eat better, but his stomach wouldn’t hold much. He had vitamins that he took religiously and canned fruit, which he tried to eat a little of each day. He hated to think of the food he was wasting when his stomach refused to take in any more. The yacht had a decent-sized refrigerator and even a deep freezer, but he had taken them off line due to the high-energy consumption of the appliances.
Sweat was a normal occurrence since Todd couldn’t use the yacht’s air conditioning, only now his sweat stank of booze. He showered occasionally, but mostly he just drank and slept. One night he fell asleep without dropping the anchor, and when he woke up, he found himself dangerously close to shore. The depth finder showed only a few feet between the yacht’s keel and the bottom of the ocean. The waves were pushing the ship toward land, and Todd was forced to fire up the main engine to move the boat farther out to sea.
It was almost two weeks after Helen’s death when Todd finally decided he needed more supplies. He was down to a third of one water container, and his food supplies were dangerously low as well. He still had plenty of whisky, but he knew that wouldn’t sustain him. He began to look for a place to resupply. The coast was filled with houses, and since Todd didn’t need fuel, he began to search for a home that might have what he needed. Almost all the massive homes along the coastline would have some food, but after an hour of searching Todd found one. A sturdy looking house with security shutters over the windows and a small rowboat tied to the dock, which extended out into the ocean from the sandy beach.
Todd found his mesh bag and put his shoes in it, then he hung the life jacket around his neck and set the yacht’s anchor. Finally, he checked the radar to ensure there weren’t any moving boats within a few miles of the Great Escape. Occasionally Todd saw other ships plying the open sea, but they usually steered clear of one another. The world had become a lonely, frightening place, and Todd guessed that it was only going to get more difficult to survive. He tried to convince himself that losing Helen and the baby had been a blessing in disguise, that they were better off not forced to struggle or suffer in the Zompocalypse, but he couldn’t quite believe it. And yet, despite his fear and the pain of his grief, a tiny flicker of hope that things might somehow, someway, get better was beginning to shine in the recesses of Todd’s mind. It was linked to his will to live and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake it.
He jumped into the cool, clear water. Todd had anchored nearly a mile from the coast. The water beneath him was dark and deep, but he could see his body below the surface. He slung the pull strings of the mesh bag over his shoulder and began swimming toward the shore. He was soon tired, but the life vest kept him afloat and the waves helped push him toward the dock. When Todd reached the dock he pulled himself out of the water and laid on the rough wooden platform. It took several minutes before he could catch his breath. His diet and drinking habits had caught up with him and stolen his strength.
Todd checked on the rowboat. It had a small motor and two long oars. Todd thought the little craft seemed sound enough. He would use it to get whatever supplies he could find back to the yacht. He had no idea how deep the water was, or if he could have gotten the Great Escape to the dock. There were no large ships in the area, only small boats and recreational watercrafts. Todd wasn’t ready to take any chances with his ship, so he swam in and would row back out with his supplies.
The walk up the long dock was creepy. He could see houses built almost on top of one another up and down the beach, but there was no sign of any people. Life had ceased to exist in this once happy part of the world. Todd could imagine the families who spent their summers and weekends in the large homes. He could almost smell the barbeque grills charring meat and hear the stereos playing classic songs as he made his way toward the house. It was all a fantasy, but it was a good fantasy—one that made the flickering hope in his mind a little brighter.
The dock was built up the beach and connected to the well-maintained deck of the large home. The house itself looked almost like a fortress. It was large and boxy, not nearly as extravagant as some of the homes on either side. The windows were all battened down, and Todd guessed the doors would be double bolted too. He would have to get lucky just to get inside, but he recognized the type of owners who had been the last occupants. They were Preppers, the kind of people who believed in being prepared for disasters of all kinds. They might still be alive inside and that would present a different set of problems. He didn’t want to get shot before he could get the supplies he needed.
He tried knocking softly at first. He waited patiently and listened, but there was nothing but the sounds of waves rolling onto the sand. Todd knocked more loudly, then when no one responded, he took a chance and banged on the door. Sound attracted the zombies, and Todd guessed there were at least a few lingering around, but he hadn’t spotted any yet. There was still no response from inside the house, so Todd went to the nearest window. It took him nearly ten minutes to pry the security shutters from the window, but once he did, he was able to use a plank of wood to break the glass to get his first look inside the home. It was dark, but the beam from his flashlight revealed exactly what he needed to see. There was a sturdy-looking counter just inside. He heaved himself up and climbed through the window, turning his body onto the counter until he could get back to his feet.
He was in the kitchen, which was large and clean. He made a sweep through the cabinets and found the usual canned foods. There was nothing special in the kitchen, and Todd left most of it in the cabinets, setting out a few things that he would take back. There were two floors above him, but Todd took the wooden stairs down into the home’s basement. The lowest level was not finished out, with concrete floors. There were wooden studs but no sheetrock or paneling to cover the walls or hide the pipes and wires that ran up into the living areas of the home. Still, the basement proved to be a virtual treasure trove of emergency supplies. There were shelves filled with MREs and over a dozen of five-gallon water bottles that would fit on Todd’s water cooler. And in one corner, there was a large gun safe.
Todd checked the door of the safe. To his surprise and delight, it swung open on silent hinges. Inside was a small arsenal. Todd and Helen had taken a hunting rifle in one of their first supply runs, but Helen was afraid of guns and the sound of gunshots attracted zombies as much if not more than anything. Still, Todd was alone now. The weapons represented a sense of safety he was desperate for. He selected what looked like a military rifle. It was heavy, but the weight seemed fitting for such an impressive weapon. He searched for a moment then found the magazine release. The weapon was loaded. Todd popped one of the long, brass bullets from the magazine and shined his flashlight on it. It said .223, and a quick search revealed several large canisters of the same kind of ammunition.
Todd began making a small pile on the floor in the center of the room. He set out all the ammunition he could find and then the gun next to it. Then he went back and found a 9mm and .45 caliber handguns. He tucked one of the guns into his waistband and set the other with the rifle in the middle of the room. He found boxes of ammunition and added them to his haul. Finally, he began filling his mesh bag with the MREs. It took over two hours to carry everything from the Preppers’ home to the rowboat, and Todd guessed he had several hundred pounds of supplies. Still, he hadn’t run into any zombies or any survivalists, so he counted his day a success.
When he got back to the yacht, he spent another long hour organizing and stowing everything away. He guessed he now had enough food and water for a few months. He was just about to untie the rowboat from the back of the yacht and make his way farther up the coast when he noticed something on the dock.
A man was standing there, watching his boat through binoculars. Todd felt his heart began to race with fear. He had been pleasantly surprised once he finished stowing the supplies that he hadn’t thought about Helen since he first left the ship that day. He didn’t want to forget her, but he didn’t want to be burdened by his grief over her either. Now, those thoughts disappeared as he raced up the steps to the cockpit and snatched up the long binoculars he kept hanging from the captain’s chair. He looked back at the man standing on the dock. The man’s clothes were frayed and stained from hard use. His hair was long, and he wore a heavy coat despite the heat. The man saw Todd looking back at him and lowered the binoculars.
Todd didn’t know what to expect, his hands were sweaty and tight on the contoured grip of his binoculars. He had to constantly readjust the binoculars as the ship swayed with the waves, but one thing was certain, the man was pulling something out of his coat. It was flimsy and white. The desperate-looking man held it over his head. It took Todd a long moment to see what it was, but eventually he focused on the word printed on the sign. Help.



Chapter 4

Todd’s first instinct was to sail away. Helping people was a dangerous proposition. He couldn’t simply call 911 and wait for help to arrive—helping people meant putting himself in harm’s way. In the past, he would never risk getting hurt if he could help it; the thought of leaving Helen alone because he had been trying to help someone they didn’t even know seemed absurd. But now things were different. Helen was gone, and Todd needed some type of human interaction. Even if the man on the dock killed him and stole the Great Escape, he would really be doing Todd a favor.
Todd checked the gun that was tucked into his waistband. The gun was black, with grooves on the handle and down the length of the square barrel. The letters XDM were imprinted on the side of the weapon, and the trigger was different. Unlike a common trigger, this pistol had three, thin triggers all side by side. Todd didn’t know why the gun was so different, but his knowledge of firearms was limited. He did know the gun felt good in his hand. He checked the magazine and found that it held nineteen bullets. He slid the magazine home again and stuck the gun back into his waistband.
He felt a tremor of fear as he climbed out of the yacht and back into the rowboat. The little vessel was easier to maneuver now that it was free of all the supplies. He rowed back toward the dock, his back to the man who had signaled for his help. The boat rocked on the waves but Todd still felt exposed. A well-aimed bullet could slam into his back at any moment, and Todd had to fight the urge to look back over his shoulder.
When he was finally about 10 yards from the end of the dock, Todd turned. The man was waiting, the sign held loosely with one hand. There was a clear look of discouragement on his face, as if he had been living with disappointment for a long time.
“What’s wrong?” Todd called, his voice sounding strange to his ears.
“I need help,” the man shouted back.
“What’s wrong?” Todd asked again.
“My family,” the man said. “They’re trapped.”
Todd nodded. “Back up,” he shouted. “Go back while I tie up.”
Todd knew the man could be lying. He might not even realize he wasn’t telling the truth. The world was a scary place, and it didn’t take much for a man’s mind to snap, not anymore. Todd carefully rowed the boat toward the dock, swinging around so that the bow faced out to sea. Todd wanted to make sure the little vessel was ready for a hasty get away if the man was trying to trick him or worse, if they ran into trouble with zombies.
He tied the rowboat to the pilings with simple slipknots, then he stepped up onto the dock. The man had backed nearly halfway down the long pier. He stood waiting and to Todd’s mind the man looked dazed, as if he were in shock. Todd touched the firm handle of the pistol to make sure his gun was secure in the loose waistband of his pants. The man didn’t look dangerous but Todd didn’t want to take any chances.
“My name is Todd,” he said, stopping several feet away from the man.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that the man was dangerous somehow. Todd couldn’t see a weapon, but the big coat the man was wearing had plenty of space to hide any number of deadly devices.
“I need help.”
“Where is your family?” Todd asked.
The man turned, his face was gaunt and grizzled. He raised his arm, pointing back toward the row of houses to Todd’s right. Even from several feet away, Todd could smell the body odor from the man. It wasn’t surprising that the man was perspiring inside the heavy coat in the sweltering heat that seemed to get worse the closer Todd got to the mainland.
“How far?”
“They’re in a house,” the man said. “I can’t get them out.”
“Zombies?” Todd asked.
“They’re everywhere. I can’t get my family out of the house.”
“Show me,” Todd said.
The man turned, and they made their way back down the pier. Todd had no idea what city they were in. The houses all along the coast were large, and the communities beyond were completely hidden by the now dark and empty homes. Todd and the man who hadn’t given his name circled around the Preppers’ home and began sneaking through the crowded neighborhood. It would have been quicker to find a working vehicle, but cars made noise and noise attracted the zombies. They stayed on foot and kept a close watch for the lumbering dead.
Todd saw a few zombies but luckily none saw him. He felt foolish to be moving farther and farther away from the safety of his yacht. The only thing that really kept him moving was the idea of helping this family. Todd had watched helplessly as Helen slowly slipped away. He had felt at the time that he would do anything to help her. He would have given up his life, traded his very soul, if it had given him just one more day with her. Now, he was in a position to help another family, and he couldn’t keep the thought of his own family from influencing his decision now.
It took nearly half an hour of furtive travel to reach the house where the odd man’s family was trapped. The man didn’t have to point it out. The house was an older home with a wide yard and a wrap-around porch that was covered in zombies. The horrific figures scratched and pried at the windows and doors. The sounds of their moanings were like the hum of a bee hive.
“Your family is in there?” Todd asked.
The man nodded.
“I went out for more supplies. When I came back, the infected were trying to get in. I did my best to kill them, but it only attracted more.”
“The infected?”
The man nodded again. When the plague had first begun, the zombies were called everything but what they were. Todd wasn’t really surprised that people didn’t want to refer to the zombies as monsters, but no matter what they were called, they were killing machines. They pursued the living without mercy and fed on the flesh of anyone who came close enough to get caught.
“There’s too many to stop them,” Todd said. He looked around. “Are you sure your family is still in there?”
“I heard them calling for help,” the man said.
That was a dumb thing to do, Todd thought. Cries for help only attracted more of the living dead. A plan was slowly forming in Todd’s mind, but it was risky. He didn’t want to leave himself in a bad position, or end up dying for strangers, but he knew he had to do something.
“How many people are inside?” Todd asked.
“Four,” the man answered. “My wife and two children. And Laura, our nanny.”
“Are any of them hurt?”
“No, why?”
“I’ll draw off the zombies. Meet me back at the dock no later than one hour.”
“How are you going to do that?” the man asked, suddenly more animated than he had been.
“I’ve got a plan. As soon as the house is clear, get your family out and keep moving.”
The man nodded, but looked skeptical or afraid, Todd wasn’t sure which. As for himself, he was terrified, but he tried not to think about what was going to happen. He needed to do something and action always calmed him down. He took a deep breath and hurried over to the next house. In the driveway sat an older Volvo with a bicycle on the vehicle’s roof rack. Todd slipped silently from the side of the house to the driveway. He was in view of the zombies across the street, but he ignored them and worked on freeing the bicycle.
Soon he had the bike free. The front wheel was still in the wrack, but the rest of the bike was on the ground. Todd leaned the bike against the car and freed the wheel. It took a solid minute before he had the bike reassembled and ready to ride. When Todd looked up, three of the Zombies were ambling toward him. He pulled the pistol from his waistband and threw one leg over the bicycle. His hand was trembling as he raised the pistol. He forced himself to keep his eyes open as he pulled the trigger.
To his dismay, nothing happened. He looked at the gun and then at the zombies lumbering up the driveway. To get away now, Todd would have to ride the bicycle through the yard and he wasn’t sure he was fast enough. He looked back at the gun, cursing under his breath. Then he realized that the hammer wasn’t back. He pulled the slide and popped a round into the chamber. When he brought the gun back up, the nearest zombie was almost close enough to touch him. This time the gun went off with a resounding bang. Todd was a little surprised at how difficult it was to control the weapon. It was like trying to hold the gun as the bullet exploded. It was nothing like the weapons he’d seen fired on television, or even the hunting rifle he fired from the boat. The gun kicked up, and Todd felt the explosive blast of air and gun powder residue on his face from the shot.
The bullet ripped through the zombie’s head, and the foul creature dropped to the ground in front of Todd. He took hold of the gun with both hands and even closed one eye as he took aim at the second zombie. He flinched a little as he pulled the trigger. The bullet blew a chunk from the side of the zombie’s head. It staggered forward then fell to one knee. Todd quickly aimed again and fired. The second zombie fell next to the first.
Todd stole a quick glance back at the house across the street. His shots were summoning more zombies, at least two dozen, easily more than Todd could hope to kill even if he were an expert marksman. He needed to get to the street where he could easily out pace the lumbering dead, but his window of opportunity was quickly closing. He took aim at the third zombie and fired. This time his bullet missed the target completely. He didn’t know what had happened, but he quickly fired again. This time the shot was a success, and the zombie dropped to the ground.
Todd pushed the bicycle and pedaled hard, having to steer onto the grass to avoid the gruesome bodies of the zombies in the driveway. The street was filling up fast, so Todd stayed on the grass. The bicycle was a road bike, with thin wheels that weren’t meant for off-road use. Still, the bike rolled on and Todd stood up, pedaling as hard and as fast as he was physically able. At the next driveway, he swerved around a muddy pick-up truck and then out into the road. He looked over his shoulder as he coasted along the smooth black top. Most of the zombies that had surrounded the house were pursuing him now, but not all of them.
Todd raised his gun and fired into the crowd. As the shot rang out, he noticed more zombies leaving the house. Todd waited until the closest of his pursuers was almost at point-blank range, then he fired again, holding the gun steady with two hands. One of the zombies dropped into the road, and Todd smiled. It felt good to see the living dead finally die and to know he’d caused their ultimate demise. He took a deep breath, shot down two more of the gruesome monsters and then fled on the bicycle. He rode slowly at first, shouting to keep the zombies focused on him. He rode in the opposite direction from the shore, moving farther into town. He was attracting even more zombies than the crowd that had been surrounding the house, but there was no way to avoid it. After several minutes, Todd was forced to focus solely on riding the bicycle. Zombies were coming toward him from all directions, and he had to steer the bicycle around those that lumbered into the road he was traveling down. He did his best to stay oriented so that he could find his way back to the dock. The sun was setting, and he turned his back to the red sky and moved east. The bike proved a much easier way to travel than foot, fast but quiet. He worked his way through the gears quickly, figuring out how to make use of the bike’s capabilities.
At one point, he stopped long enough to tuck the gun back into his waistband. The barrel was warm but it didn’t burn him. He was thankful for the weapon but anxious to get back to his ship. He rode toward the gathering darkness and looked for the square house that had belonged to the Preppers. The last thing he wanted was to get lost in the dark while being pursued by dozens of flesh-eating monsters.



Chapter 5

In a world where there were no more clocks, time was relative. When Todd found the Preppers house again, he felt as if an hour had passed. He leaned the bike against the side of the house, feeling a little sad that he couldn’t take it with him. The bike had held up well and given him an edge over the zombies. Now, all he wanted was to get back to his yacht for some much deserved rest. His nerves were raw from the emotions of the day, and his body ached from his exertions. He could barely see as he rounded the corner of the house and looked down the long wooden dock, but what he saw made him want to scream.
In the distance, he could see the tight group of people moving toward the rowboat. A lumbering herd of zombies was between them and Todd. He couldn’t understand how he’d ridden through the city and not been followed, but the man and his family seemed to draw the monsters like a steaming pile of shit attracted flies.
Todd didn’t hesitate, but dashed forward. He took the wooden steps three at a time, shouting as he ran. He saw the zombies in the distance hesitate. They had heard him and were clearly torn between pursuing the family and turning to chase him. Little did they know, he was running straight toward them. He pulled the gun out of his waistband and kept shouting. His feet thundered across the wooden boards of the dock. Most of the zombies had now turned around to face him. Todd raised the gun and fired three quick shots. One of the zombies fell, the others lumbered forward. Their moans intensified by the loud echo of the shots across the water.
Todd tried to shoot again but the gun was empty, the slide locked back into the open position. Todd kept running until he was just a few feet from the closest zombie, then he angled to his right and dove into the water. He slid beneath a wave and heard three splashes behind him. He swam as hard as he could with the gun still in his hand. He knew he would be better off dropping the weapon but he refused to give it up. When his head broke the surface of the water he stopped, gasping for breath. He was fifteen feet from the dock and at least a hundred feet from the rowboat. The zombies looked confused. They shuffled along the edge of the dock, moaning hungrily, their arms outstretched with bones exposed and sleeves in tatters. Todd swam hard. He tried to keep the rowboat in sight whenever he crested a wave, but it was difficult. He was out of breath. His head was light when he finally reached the small craft.
The boat had spun away from the dock, but the bowline was still tied to the piling. The man with the heavy coat was swatting at a zombie with one of the oars while the mother tried frantically to untie the boat. Todd saw instantly that she had pulled the loop of the slipknot, making it much more difficult to untie. He scrambled into the little craft, making it rock so hard the father fell out of the boat and the children screamed in terror. Todd ignored them and the zombie who had fallen into the water with the man. Instead he pulled the mother out of the way and began clawing at the bowline. The boat was pulling out to sea with the tide and yanking the knot so tight it was impossible to untie.
“Grab the dock!” Todd screamed. “You’ve got to pull us closer and give this line some slack.”
The mother just stared at Todd in shock, but the other woman, the nanny, jumped up and obeyed. She leaned out over the water and took hold of the piling, wrapping her arms around the thick timber beam. She pulled the ship back toward the dock. Todd glanced up and saw that the zombies were closing in on them fast. He pulled hard at the rope, digging his fingernails into the nylon until they threatened to tear free from his fingers. At last the rope slipped and then came free. Todd had to pull the end of the rope back through the knot, but just before the zombies reached them he untied the rowboat. With one hand he grabbed the back of the nanny’s shirt, and with the other he shoved them away from the dock.
He was just about to breathe a sigh of relief when a wave shoved them back toward the pier. One of the zombies fell into the boat and everyone screamed, even Todd. He dove forward, driving his knee into the creature’s back and pinning it to the floor of the boat, while shoving them away from the dock once more.
The zombie was groaning and frantically trying to grab the children who were still screaming. It was so dark, it was hard to see who was thrashing in the water but Todd knew he needed the other oar to get them back to the Great Escape. He didn’t have his flashlight and was forced to lean over the edge of the boat in a blind effort to find the missing oar. The wood would float, that much Todd was sure of, but he had no way of knowing if the oar or the man who’d recruited him to help save the family were within arms reach. He splashed around with his hands, careful to keep his weight pinning down the zombie in the boat. If he leaned out too far, he might lose his balance and be pushed overboard by the ravenous monster. Luckily, the zombies were rarely strong. The stupid creature wasn’t even trying to free itself, but rather trying to grab onto the squealing children.
“What are you doing?” the mother screamed.
Todd ignored her and continued searching for the missing oar. Finally his fingers brushed across something hard. He leaned a little farther and grabbed it with his hand. It was the flat end of the oar. He pulled on the heavy object and felt some resistance. At first he thought it was a zombie, but then the man in the heavy coat came in view. He was little more than a shadow against the dark water, but Todd recognized his gaunt face.
“It’s your husband,” Todd called out. “Help me pull him in.”
The mother was in shock. She didn’t move. She wasn’t by the children as Todd expected her to be, but on the opposite end of the boat, just staring at Todd as if he were from another planet. The nanny sprang into action again, leaning over the side of the boat and helping to pull the man from the water. He sputtered and panted, trying to see in the darkness.
“Is that…” he started to say.
“Yes,” Todd said. “Help me get it out of the boat.”
The man moved over beside Todd. He seemed frightened by the rocking of the little craft. Todd couldn’t tell which way the boat was moving. The fading daylight made the sky above the shoreline glow, but it didn’t really illuminate what was happening to the rowboat.
They took hold of the zombie’s arms and forced the wretched creature over the side. It splashed frantically before slipping below the surface of the water. Todd didn’t wait to catch his breath, nor did he explain what he was doing. Instead he lifted the oars and settled them into the rowlocks. Then he began rowing them out to sea. The Great Escape was dark, with only the faint light from the cockpit screens giving the yacht any sort of illumination. Still, when Todd got close enough, he could see the ship as a dark shadow. The moon was almost full, and it shed enough light that Todd found the stern of the ship and steered the rowboat into position. He then stood up and tied the little boat to the yacht before climbing on board.
“You coming?” he asked the man.
The man nodded and turned to his wife. “Come on, Ruth. Get the kids.”
“Who is that?” she asked. “How do you know this is safe?”
“It’s safer than the house you were holed up in,” Todd said. “The zombies can’t swim.”
“Don’t say that,” Ruth hissed.
“Come on Rob, Vicky,” the nanny said as she helped the children onto the yacht.
“Don’t say what?” Todd said, turning on an electric lantern.
The light shown over the children who had wide, fearful eyes. The boy was older, but they both looked so young and innocent to Todd. The girl was clinging to the nanny, her long blonde hair in tangles and her dress stained. They looked terrified, and Todd softened.
“We’re all safe,” Todd said. “And I have food, water, shelter. Everything is going to be okay.”
“Come on, Ruth,” the man said again.
“Don’t touch me,” the mother said to Todd, who stepped back.
The mother climbed on board. She was short, plump, and not at all graceful, but she got on board. The man followed. Todd handed him the lantern and led the group toward the cabin.
“Is this your boat?” the little boy asked.
“Sure is,” Todd said. “And I have a big TV with lots of movies.”
“You do?” the children asked in unison.
“I have a lot of Disney movies,” Todd said. “Come and see.”
The children giggled, and Todd flipped a switch turning on the small LCD lights that were recessed into the ceiling. Todd kicked off his wet shoes before treading across the teak floor. He pulled open a drawer under the sleek curved television panel. There were rows of movies, many still in the plastic wrap. Todd and Helen had gathered as many children’s movies and television shows as they could find in anticipation of their baby being born. Todd had thought of throwing them all overboard after Helen died, but was glad now that he hadn’t.
“You’re sure there’s enough power?” the nanny asked.
Todd nodded. “Plenty. Make sure they’re comfortable, and I’ll see about getting you all something to eat.”
The children were marveling at Todd’s movie collection as he walked back out onto the deck where the man and his wife were arguing. Todd ignored them and walked to the stern where he cast off the rope holding the small rowboat to the back of the yacht.
“What are you doing?” Ruth asked in a severe tone.
“Casting it off,” Todd said. “This ship runs on an electric motor. The drag would tax our power supply too much.”
“Or maybe you don’t want us to have a way off this ship,” she argued.
“Lady, I don’t give a damn if you get off this ship. My first priority come sunup will be to find you a ship of your own.”
“You don’t want us?” the man asked.
“This yacht is made for two people, not six,” Todd said. “And I didn’t gather supplies to feed a bunch a strangers.”
“I don’t believe you,” the woman snapped.
Glad to have you, too. Todd walked away, ignoring them. His clothes were still wet, and he stripped them off. He then slipped back into the cabin and went down the steps to the laundry room. The little washer and dryer were almost full. Todd didn’t bother hanging up his clothes. He just pulled them from the dryer whenever he needed something clean. He put on clean blue jeans and a t-shirt. Then he went back upstairs. The children were watching Toy Story, which was one of Todd’s favorite movies. He smiled as the theme song played and the children were reclined in the cabin’s theater seating.
“It’s very generous of you to have us on board,” the nanny said.
“It’s no problem,” Todd said, looking the woman over for the first time.
She was tall and slender, almost anorexic, but that wasn’t unusual since finding food could be difficult. Her hair was in a long ponytail. She was pretty, even with dark circles under her eyes and hollow checks. Todd felt horrible for even noticing how the nanny looked. He felt tears stinging his eyes and turned away.
“Can I help you get food?” she asked.
“Sure,” he said, walking back out the sliding glass door.
“I will not,” the mother insisted.
“It would be rude-”
“We aren’t house guests,” she exclaimed. “We’re prisoners.”
Todd rolled his eyes and kept walking. He didn’t care about them as people, didn’t care whether they loved him or hated him. He had done what he felt was right. Now he would keep them safe until he found a place for them on shore or another boat suitable for them. He wanted to feel human again, to be hospitable, but he wasn’t looking to start a group.
He opened the hatch that led down to the kitchen and storage rooms, then headed down into the darken stairwell. When he got to the kitchen, he turned on a small, overhead light and pulled out a kettle that he handed to the nanny who had followed him down.
“You can get some water boiling,” he said. “I’ll find some MREs for you and the kids.”
“My name is Laura.”
“I’m Todd.”
“Thank you, Todd. I take it that was you firing the gun in town and leading the infected away from the house we were in.”
Todd nodded.
“Then we owe you our lives,” she said.
She stepped forward and put her arms around Todd in a gentle embrace. Todd stiffened. It was the first time he had been touched since Helen died. His grief was like a searing knife to his soul, and he felt guilty even though the hug wasn’t romantic at all. In fact, it reminded Todd of a teacher hugging a scared child. Then Laura turned to the task at hand, filling the kettle from the water cooler in the galley.
Todd found packs of lasagna, beef stew, and the always popular mac and cheese. He handed them to Laura and asked her to pick out what the children would like. Todd then filled several plastic bottles with water from the cooler. The water wasn’t cold, the cooler was unplugged, but it wasn’t hot either. He put the bottles onto a plastic tray and carried it back up to the deck.
“Would you like some water?” he asked the man.
“Thank you,” the man said.
The woman ignored Todd, and he returned the favor. He took water to the children and stood behind them for a few moments watching the movie. For an instant, he was transported back to his own childhood. He remembered watching movies and feeling like the world was full of hope. In that moment, he forgot all about the pain and death and the terrible loss of hope that was like a gaping wound in his soul. And for a moment, he was happy again.



Chapter 6

That night everyone settled in bed early. Once the movie ended, Todd showed the children and their nanny his stateroom down below the main cabin. Todd took his regular place on the leather sofa and the man who still hadn’t given Todd his name slept outside with his wife on the bench seats on the stern deck. It was a warm night, and Todd was exhausted.
The next morning he forced himself up as soon as the sun rose. The man and his wife were sleeping on opposite sides of the deck, which didn’t surprise Todd. The woman, Ruth, had such a suspicious nature that Todd doubted she could ever let her guard down even for her husband. Todd checked the battery banks in the ship’s cockpit. Thanks to the sunlight, he had enough power to run the sub engines for a few hours, more than enough to find his passengers a safe haven.
He was busy piloting the Great Escape and didn’t notice that Laura had come onto the upper deck of the yacht. She knocked softly on the open door of the cockpit. Todd turned suddenly, expecting to see Helen. His heart seemed to shrivel a little when he remembered that she was gone. He wouldn’t ever see her again.
“Hi,” Laura said. “I hope I’m not disturbing.”
“No,” Todd said, trying to keep the bitterness of his loss from his voice.
“This is really amazing,” she said, looking at the satellite dish and the array of solar panels. “Do those power the ship?”
“Yes,” Todd said. “And I still receive feeds from some of the weather satellites. The yacht was built to be piloted by a single person.”
“It’s amazing.” Laura looked as if she wanted to say something more, but didn’t. She just smiled.
“Is everything okay with the kids?”
“Yes, they’re fine. Thank you so much for giving up your bed.”
“I haven’t been using it lately,” he said. “The couch is a better fit for me.”
“Well, it’s generous just the same. I kind of hate to ask, but the children are hungry.”
“Oh, of course. Feel free to fix them whatever you can find. I’m mainly eating MREs, but there are some powdered eggs, I think… maybe even some powdered milk. My wife has some things stored in the pantry for our…”
Todd’s voice caught in his throat. He couldn’t say that he’d lost his baby and his wife. It was as if the grief had punched him in the stomach, knocking the breath out of him. He leaned his head down.
“I’m sorry,” Laura said. “I didn’t mean to pry.”
“It’s okay,” Todd said, unable to stop the tears from dripping down his face. He hoped she couldn’t see how upset he really was. “Use whatever you can find.”
The nanny slipped away, and Todd was thankful that she seemed so sensitive to his pain. He did his best to focus on the task at hand and ignore the pain of his grief, which felt as if it were eating him alive.
The shoreline slowly moved past. There were wooden docks every mile or so, many with sailboats or smaller crafts—nothing suitable for the family Todd was carrying. He knew he needed to find a proper shipyard, hopefully one that still had fuel and supplies available.
Half an hour later, Laura returned. This time she had a plate full of scrambled eggs and a mug of hot coffee. She seemed tentative, but Todd’s grief had subsided. He took the food from her gratefully, ignoring the fact that Helen had often done the exact same thing.
“You can use the shower, you know,” Todd said around a mouth full of eggs. “The hot water heater is disconnected, but the water here is lukewarm.”
“I wouldn’t dream of wasting so much of your water.”
Todd chuckled. “I’ve got an ocean full of it,” he said.
“The shower uses sea water?”
“Yes, there are two showerheads. You wash with ocean water, then rinse with fresh. I’ve got plenty of water, so feel free. There’s soap and shampoo in the bathroom. Clean towels too.”
Todd could see the temptation in Laura’s eyes. He smiled, and she hurried away. He realized it felt good to be able to help people. He liked the feeling and decided that maybe he could look for more people to help once he found a suitable craft for his current passengers.
The morning passed, and Todd was disappointed not to find a harbor. Ruth and her nameless husband woke up. Todd watched them eating his supplies and drinking his coffee. Helping them wasn’t as satisfying, but he was determined not to give Ruth a reason to not trust him. After another fruitless hour of searching, he shut off the engine and let the yacht drift a little. The depth finder said the seafloor was 60 feet below them, and so Todd waited to weigh the anchor. He could continue looking for possibly another hour before his battery supply got dangerously low, and if he was going to start sailing again, he didn’t want to have to crank the anchor back up.
He went down to the main deck, carrying his empty plate and mug. The coffee had been nice. He hadn’t brewed any since Helen died. In fact, the night before was the first hot meal he’d had since he’d thrown his wife’s body overboard. He shook those thoughts from his mind and smiled at Laura whose hair was still wet from her shower.
“I’ll take those,” she said, taking his empty plate and cup. “I was just going down to clean up from breakfast. Do want more coffee?”
“No thanks,” Todd said. “It was delicious.”
“Best powered eggs ever,” Laura said with a giggle. “Just add water.”
Todd turned to the man who had recruited his help the day before. The man was looking down at his own mug of coffee. His wife was staring out to sea, and Todd guessed she was sending a silent message to him that she still didn’t approve of what he was trying to do.
“We need to talk,” he said, sliding the glass door to the cabin shut.
“Won’t they get hot in there?” Ruth said about the children who were watching another movie.
“The windows are open and there’s a good cross breeze,” Todd said. “The ship was well built.”
“So…” Ruth said. “What do you have to tell us that our children can’t hear?”
“First of all,” Todd said, clamping down the anger he felt. “My plan to find you a ship hasn’t panned out.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” the woman said. “I’ve seen dozens of boats along the shore.”
“True, but nothing large enough for your family,” Todd said. “You need something that’s easy to pilot or sail, yet big enough that you can stay comfortable and carry enough supplies for at least a week at a time.”
“What are you driving at?” the woman asked. “Why can’t you just dock and let us off!”
“I can,” Todd said. “And I will if that’s what you want.”
“Can’t we stay here?” the man asked, ignoring his wife’s scowl.
“The Great Escape isn’t big enough for the six of us,” Todd said. “Besides, I don’t think Ruth would be willing to stay.”
“I’m not,” she insisted.
“Can I have a moment?” Laura said, poking her head up from the narrow stairwell that led down to the kitchen and storeroom.
“Is something wrong?” Todd asked, feeling a slight sense of panic.
“No, everything is fine,” she said reassuringly. “I just had a question.”
Todd wanted to say they were busy and couldn’t her question wait, but the look in the nanny’s eyes said there was more to her interruption than a simple question. He nodded and went to her. Laura led Todd down the stairs and then spoke in a whisper.
“You can’t leave us,” she said. “Please.”
“I can’t…” Todd started to say. “Why?”
“She’s lost it. Surely you see that.”
“I do,” Todd said. “She’s had a traumatic experience, I take it.”
“You mean other than the nightmare the world has become?” Laura asked. “It’s hard to imagine things getting worse, but they did. We were part of a group. It was good at first, safety in numbers, people to scout and find food. But then one of the men in the group went crazy. It shouldn’t be surprising, but it was. I was out with a group looking for medical supplies. Payton was hunting with some of the other men. Ruth was watching the children. She was raped.”
“Oh god,” Todd said.
“When I got back, Payton had beaten the man to death. Neither were the same after that. They took the children and left the group. I didn’t want to go, but I couldn’t leave the children, especially now that their parents are incapable of taking care of them. Ruth won’t let anyone touch her, not even the children.”
“That’s awful,” Todd said.
“It’s worse. She has horrible nightmares and wakes up screaming and thrashing. It terrifies the children and me too, if I’m being honest.”
“That would make it hard to stay hidden from the zombies, I imagine,” Todd said.
“Impossible. And we aren’t calling them zombies for the sake of the children. A zombie is a monster, you know.”
“I’m very well aware,” Todd said. “And I’m a believer in calling something by name. But that isn’t important. Tell me what you want from me.”
“I want to stay with you,” she said, looking down. “I want to be safe. I haven’t slept soundly since we left the group, until last night. Just knowing we were safe made all the difference in the world. Please, I don’t want to go back to the mainland.”
“The ocean isn’t a safe place,” Todd said. “There are storms, hurricanes even.”
“But no zombies,” Laura pleaded.
“I’ll find you your own ship. I’ll even help you get supplies.”
“You don’t understand. They can’t take care of us, and I don’t think I can either. I’m just a nanny.”
Todd looked down at his feet. He didn’t know what to say, but he knew the family couldn’t stay with him.
“I’ll see what I can do,” he said.
Trudging back to the main deck, Todd tried desperately to think of how he could help this family. He couldn’t begin to understand what Ruth had been through and what a horror like that would do to a person. He certainly didn’t know how he could help.
“I hope we aren’t taking up too much of your precious time,” Ruth said sarcastically as he came on deck. “I would hate to think we’re inconveniencing you.”
“Ruth, I only want to help,” Todd said.
“Then let me off this ship.”
“Is that the only way I can help you? It’s dangerous out there.”
“I think it’s dangerous here,” she countered.
Todd understood that what he considered freedom and safety, she probably saw as a prison. There was no way off the Great Escape for Ruth except to jump in the water and swim. He didn’t even know if she could swim.
“Alright,” Todd said. “I’ll make for land.”
The man, Laura had called him Payton, looked terrified. Yet he wouldn’t cross his wife; he wouldn’t stand up to her bullying or insist that what she was after wasn’t good for their family. He was lost, and Todd could only imagine what it must be like knowing someone had violated his wife. The guilt for not being there to keep her safe would be crushing. Todd felt for them; both parents had been through so much. He felt bad for the kids and for Laura, but he didn’t know how else to help them.
He went to the cockpit and picked up his binoculars. There were miles and miles of beach ahead of them and behind, but in the distance, Todd could also see a dock with a small sailboat. He would get as close as he could to that dock, then swim for the boat. He had no idea what was on the mainland, perhaps nothing but empty houses or thousands of drone-like zombies. He only hoped when the family left that he could look Laura in the eye, knowing he was sending her away with absolutely no hope.



Chapter 7

Todd got the Great Escape about 100 yards from the dock. He could have gotten closer, but the Florida coast had ever-changing sandbars hidden just beneath the water. His depth finder would warn him of anything beneath his keel, but the closer to shore he went, the stronger the waves became. He didn’t want to risk losing control of his ship and getting it grounded or worse. So he weighed anchor, pulled off his shirt and pants, and dove into the ocean from the upper deck.
When he and Helen had first sailed down into the warm waters of the Caribbean they had marveled at the clear, warm water. They swam every day and explored islands that seemed untouched by man. Todd had talked about building them a house on one of the islands, but fresh water was impossible to find and Todd’s carpentry skills were severely lacking. He knew about electronics and perhaps could have fashioned them a home of sorts, but nothing as posh as the yacht.
Now, whenever Todd swam, he remembered those happy, bittersweet memories. His tears mingled with the briny sea unseen. He swam the relatively short distance to the dock and pulled himself onto the wooden structure. As a boy, he had been afraid of so many things like the dark waters underneath a man-made dock or the barnacle-incrusted pilings that held it up, but the terrors of the world had grown so large and so real that imagined terrors simply didn’t frighten him anymore. Todd walked down to the sailboat, tied against the pier. He bent low and pulled at the ropes, shaking free the salt that had dried to the rough, nylon fibers. He didn’t know much about actual sailing; he’d relied on the yacht’s motors, but he knew they wouldn’t last forever. He thought that perhaps he should teach himself how to sail and perhaps even navigate in case he lost sight of land.
When he stood up with the last of the rope still in his hand, he noticed that the Great Escape was moving. He cocked his head to one side to be sure; his mind not wanting to accept what he was seeing. There was no doubt about it, however. The yacht was slowly moving down the coast. Todd cursed himself for leaving the ungrateful family on board his boat. He would have yelled, but he’d trained himself to make as little noise as possible whenever he was on land.
He jumped into the sailboat and quickly set the oars into the rowlocks. The sailboat was much harder to maneuver than the rowboat had been. It was bigger and heavier. Todd cursed again. He had selected the sailboat because he thought it was big enough to transport the family from his ship to the mainland. Now, he was struggling to pilot the sailboat, and it was obvious that he wouldn’t catch the Great Escape by rowing.
There was a steady breeze coming inland off the water, and Todd cranked the handle that unfurled the sail from the tall mast. The canvas whipped in the strong breeze. Todd tried to hold the end of the sail, but it kept pulling him forward and the wind spilled out. He looked around and saw cleats all along the small ship’s railings. Todd turned the sail so that it would catch the wind and tied the end of the rope that was threaded through the sail. The little ship leaped into motion, and Todd stowed the oars. He moved back to the rudder to steer the ship. He was sailing parallel to the shore because of the wind, and the waves were making the ship rise and fall, sometimes even drenching Todd as he broke over the little boat.
Silently Todd prayed that Payton or Ruth, whoever was stealing his yacht, wouldn’t turn on the ships motors. There was no way that the sailboat could even keep pace with the larger craft once the main engines were engaged. Fury replaced Todd’s grief. He wanted to smash Payton and Ruth’s heads together. He had risked his own life to help them and now they were leaving him alone to die. But he wouldn’t let that happen. It was the first time since his wife passed away that Todd really wanted to live. He refused to be ruined by the likes of Payton and Ruth.
He was beginning to gain on the yacht, angling the little sailboat out to sea on what he hoped was an intercept course, when the deep grumble of the yacht’s gasoline engines rumbled to life. This time Todd didn’t curse under his breath, instead he shouted in anger and frustration.
“No, damn you!” he called, but his voice was drowned out by the grumble of the engines. “Don’t take my boat you bastards!”
The ship’s stern seemed to sink a little as the propeller spun to life. The bow raised, and the yacht bounced away like it was dancing across the waves. His heart sank like a stone, and fury turned into a throat-shredding cry of anger and despair. He stood frozen. The sailboat rising and falling with each wave it crested, while Todd stared at his yacht sailing farther and farther away.
It was almost lost to sight when Todd saw the yacht do something he hadn’t expected. It turned. At first, he thought it was moving out to sea, but then it started back down the coast. The ship grew bigger, or at least it seemed to grow larger to Todd. He was waving his arms as if the theft had all been a big mistake and they were actually searching for him. He wanted to intercept the rapidly approaching yacht, but he knew if he got too close he could be killed if the sailboat collided with it.
The boat’s engine throttled down as it got close to Todd, who lowered his sail and reset the oars. He pulled on the long, aluminum oars with all his strength, moving the sailboat around and approaching the Great Escape from the rear. When he was close enough, he could see Laura standing at the stern. She had the rifle he’d found at the Preppers’ house in her hands, and she was looking from him to something on the yacht with quick, frantic glances.
Todd wrapped the lead rope around his hand and jumped onto the rear of the Great Escape. His anger was growing again, and his adrenaline seemed to give him superhuman strength as he sprang aboard his ship. The first thing he saw was Ruth and Payton, seated together on the deck, both looking balefully at Laura who had the rifle trained on them.
“What’s going on?” Todd shouted. “Who the hell tried to steal my ship?”
“I told them not to do it,” Laura said. “I’m sorry.”
“We knew what you were planning to do,” Ruth said savagely. “I wasn’t going to let you strand my husband and kidnap the rest of us.”
“What the hell are you talking about, woman?” Todd said. “I’ve done nothing but help you. I thought you wanted off this ship.”
“I do,” Ruth said. “But somehow you brainwashed our nanny.”
“Laura,” Payton said in a sad voice.
Todd couldn’t tell if he felt bad for Laura for the way she’d been treated by his wife, or if he felt betrayed by the young caretaker as well.
“Fine,” Todd said. “Here’s your boat, have it.”
He raised the lead rope still in his hand. He wanted to spit in her face, but instead he wrapped the rope around the sturdy cleat that was mounted on the stern of the ship. Then he turned back to face the mutinous couple.
“I want you gone,” he said. “Now!”
“Todd,” Laura said, shaking her head. “We can’t just leave.”
“Fine,” Todd said. “You can stay, but they can’t.”
“But what about the children?” Laura asked. “I can’t leave them with her. She’ll get them killed.”
“Home wrecker!” Ruth bellowed with a voice that sounded insane.
“Laura,” Payton said again.
“You whore! You can’t have my family!” Ruth shouted.
“Ruth!” Laura said. “The children will hear you.”
“Let them,” she screamed so frantically that Todd could barely understand her.
“They can’t stay on my ship,” Todd said. “I should toss them overboard and be done with them right now.”
“You can’t mean that,” Laura said. “Don’t you have any compassion?”
“I did! That’s why I risked my life to save you all. But I’m not foolish enough to risk losing my ship, not again.”
“I brought it back to you,” Laura pleaded. “Doesn’t that count for something?”
Todd looked at her. She was frightened. Her face flushed and her hands shook slightly. He didn’t know if a round had been chambered in the rifle, but he did know it was loaded. He hadn’t thought about hiding the weapons he’d confiscated. He put them in the small closet beside the bed in the main cabin. Todd was glad Laura had found it, but he wasn’t sure what she was going to do now.
“Of course it does,” Todd said in calm voice. “I’m sorry.”
“We can’t leave the children,” she insisted.
“And children shouldn’t be without their parents,” Todd said. “I get it. How about this? We put Ruth and Payton on the sailboat, that way they’re with us but not a direct threat. We can tell the children they’re having a little vacation.”
Laura paused for a minute, as though thinking it over. Todd hoped she understood the need to keep Ruth and Payton away from the cockpit, but he wasn’t sure she saw them as a direct threat to her own safety yet.
“They’re dangerous,” Todd said, still using a calm tone. “We put them on the sailboat to keep everyone safe. See, Ruth?” Todd said speaking directly to the distraught mother. “I’m not trying to hurt you or anyone you love. You can stay on the sailboat until you’re sure it’s safe with me.”
“You’re lying,” Ruth sputtered.
Todd just held up his hands and looked at Laura. There were tears running down her face. Todd didn’t know if it was heartbreak over Ruth’s psychotic break or if she was just thinking about the children she clearly cared so much about.
“Okay,” Laura said after a minute. “Put them on the sailboat, but I want them to have rations.”
“Fine,” Todd said. “I’ll get them squared away. You go get rations for them, whatever you want.”
Laura nodded. Todd pulled the sailboat in close to the rear of the yacht. They were drifting now, and it wasn’t hard to hold the sailboat in close once Todd secured the rope attached to the sailboat’s stern. The smaller craft was close to the rear of the yacht, its side almost kissing the loading step of the Great Escape.
“Let’s go,” Todd said, motioning with his head.
Ruth clearly didn’t want to move, but Payton got her up and moving. He was mumbling, and Todd couldn’t tell if he was trying to reassure his wife, or just talking to himself. He had a bad feeling about the couple, but he kept his mouth shut. Payton helped his wife into the sailboat. It was a small craft, but plenty big enough for the two of them. It even had a faux cabin that was really just storage space, but big enough to hold a week’s worth of supplies, including blankets and pillows. The foam cushions could be removed from the small seats along both sides of the ship to make a bed on the deck. Todd doubted that Ruth would let Payton near her, but they could be reasonably comfortable if they tried, as long as it didn’t rain anyway.
Laura came out with rations: 15 MREs, some chips, and cans of soup. Todd kept an eye on the couple while the sailboat was tied in close to the yacht. Laura came back with two gallons of water, blankets, and pillows. Todd didn’t like seeing his supplies being handed out to the people who had stolen his ship, but he guessed it was for the best. The children were the mitigating factor in the whole debacle, and he didn’t want to see them hurt.
“That good enough?” Todd asked Laura.
She nodded. “
I’m going to release the stern line,” Todd said to Payton. “Then I’ll let out the lead line and give the Great Escape a little headway. That’s going to send your boat out some twenty feet behind us, but you’ll be lined up with us. When you hear our anchor drop you should do the same.”
Payton nodded but didn’t speak. Todd realized the man wasn’t much of a talker. He had thought it was the shock of seeing his family surrounded by the zombies, but perhaps that was just his nature. Or it could be that he was losing his marbles, just like his wife. Todd put that last thought out of his head. They might be stressed and plagued with emotional issues, but they were still human, which was more than he could say for most of the people roaming around the planet right now.
He let the rear line go and then tossed the slack out of the lead rope. Todd untied it from the stern cleat, taking advantage of the slack. Laura moved closer to him, watching to see what he was doing.
“I’m tying an anchor-bend knot,” Todd said as he fed the rope through the hole in the cleat. “It’s a permanent knot; it won’t come undone.”
He cinched the knot and gave the rope a tug. “See? It’s safe,” he said.
Laura nodded and then looked out at the sailboat. Ruth had turned her back on the yacht, and Payton was talking quietly, his lips moving although it was impossible to tell if he was making any sound at all. Todd went up to the cockpit and checked his gages. He still had plenty of fuel, but the batteries were low on power. Still, he only needed to give the ship a little forward motion. He feathered the joystick and felt the slight vibration as water was squirted through the stern thrusters like air through a jet engine. The yacht moved forward, sliding across the water and moving away from the sailboat. Todd couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief. He shut off all the displays except the weather satellite feed and the radar. There were no other vessels in range, and the weather looked clear.
He hurried back down to the main deck and looked at Laura, who was on the verge of tears.
“You okay?” Todd asked.
She nodded but didn’t speak.
“We’ll give them some time to cool down,” he said. “Everything will work out.”
“The children…” she said, letting her thought trail off.
“They’ll understand. They probably need a break from their parents as much as Ruth and Payton do. We’re together; we’re safe. Everything’s going to be okay.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes,” Todd said stepping closer. “Can I have the gun?”
Laura looked down, seemingly surprised she still had the weapon. She handed it to him without a word. The safety was still on. He pulled back the rack and saw that no bullet had been chambered. He thought about giving Laura a quick lesson on firearms, but one look told him she wouldn’t remember a thing.
“I know just what you need,” he said. “Wait right here.”
He went into the cabin and opened the small refrigerator under the bar. It was cold. It was the one appliance he hadn’t shut off power to. The small refrigerator was filled with cold cans of a variety of soft drinks. He popped open the tab and poured some Coca-Cola into a glass. Then he found the rum and poured some of that in, mixing it with coffee stirrer.
“It’s cold,” he said with a smile. He handed her the beverage. “And it has a little something that will calm your nerves.”
She looked at the glass in her hand.
“Is this Coke?” she asked.
He nodded. “With some rum. Try it.”
She sipped it, grimaced a little, then sipped some more. He helped her sit down on one of the long benches. If not for a world full of zombies and Todd’s grief over Helen’s death, he thought it could be a perfect afternoon. He was on a beautiful yacht with a lovely woman, the sky was bright blue, the sea around them a brilliant aqua green. The sun was hot, but the wind kept them cool enough. They sipped their drinks in silence for a while, letting the stress of the day fade a little, then Laura sat up straight.
“The children…” she said, the distress obvious in her voice.
“They’re fine,” Todd said. “They’re still glued to the television. I don’t even think they have a clue what happened.”
“You’re sure they’re okay?” Laura asked.
“Positive,” Todd said. “Everything is going to be fine.”
That night Todd fixed their supper and Laura watched movies with the children. Todd had learned their names, Robert and Victoria, but they wanted to be called Rob and Vicky. He spent the evening in the cockpit where he had decided to keep the rifle. The .45 caliber pistol was in the kitchen, and he kept the 9mm XDM tucked into his waistband. He had let the weapon dry out, then reloaded it. He would have to find some gun oil and give the pistol a good cleaning on his next supply run, but it had worked well enough for him against the zombies and he felt better keeping it close.
Laura had insisted that Todd send a battery-powered lantern out to the sailboat before dark, but once the sun went down Todd never saw the light come on. He had checked it before sending it over and knew that it worked, so he guessed that Ruth didn’t want it on. She was completely paranoid and probably suspected he would be watching her. He was definitely keeping an eye on the odd couple, but only to ensure they weren’t going to make another attempt to steal his yacht.
His nerves kept him awake. Even though he sat in the cockpit, he turned off the monitors so that the light didn’t blind him to what might be happening down on the deck of his ship. The rum and Coke settled he nerves somewhat but the knowledge of a potential threat kept him awake late into the night. When he finally got tired around midnight, he decided to double check the knot in the line connecting the two vessels. It had been dark for hours and Todd hadn’t seen or heard a thing from the sailboat. He went down to the deck and looked into the cabin. It was dark and quiet. Todd guessed that Laura had taken Rob and Vicky downstairs to sleep.
He walked out to the stern of the ship and checked the knot with his small flashlight. The rope was still just as he had left it. He gave the rope a tug, but there was no resistance. He shinned his little flashlight out into the darkness, but there was nothing to see but water. Todd pulled on the rope, and it came to him. He put the flashlight in his mouth, holding it steady with his teeth, and pulled on the rope hand over hand. It came coiling into the yacht until finally he stood holding the other end. He hadn’t thought to check the knot on the sailboat’s end, but he was sure it had been securely tied. They had stayed connected at least three full hours while the day’s light lasted. Now another five hours had passed and Todd had no idea where Ruth and Payton could be. He raced back up to the cockpit and flipped on the radar. The screen came to life, glowing green in the darkness. It took Todd’s eyes a moment to adjust. He had weighed anchor and thought Payton had too. If the little boat had come undone accidentally, they should still be on the radar.
The screen pulsed but there were no other vessels in sight. Todd felt his heart sink. He could see the coast about a mile away to the west, but no other ships were in range. The only explanation was that Ruth and Payton had abandoned their family, untied the little sailboat in the darkness and sailed away. Todd felt sick. He didn’t know what to do, or what he would tell Laura and the children.
He sat down, ignoring the urge to return to the bar and fix himself a stronger drink. Forgetting the problem for a few hours wouldn’t make things any better. He could fire up the engines and go in search of the insane couple, but what good would that do? He could use up all his precious fuel searching for two people who didn’t want to be found and still not discover them in the darkness, even with radar. He would have to wait until morning, and then he would have to tell Laura what happened.
In that moment he realized his life had radically changed. He’d been preparing to be a father, but he had never guessed that he would suddenly have the responsibility of two children and their nanny. He hadn’t thought the world could be a scarier place, but suddenly it was. All at once, he felt the weight of the little family fall squarely on his shoulders. And although it seemed unlikely, he thought the responsibility felt good.
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Chapter 8

Laura sat back on the kitchen barstool and closed her eyes. She was tired. Her online course had sounded interesting enough in the description, but in reality, they were mind-numbingly dull. Still, she had paid to take the class, so she was pushing through her boredom and making the best of things.
She looked around the large house that she called home. It wasn’t hers, and it certainly wasn’t her style. It felt cold somehow, too minimalist for her taste. The slate floors were heated, but they gave the house an almost industrial feel. She was glad that housekeeping wasn’t part of her job. Keeping up with the children’s laundry was more than enough to keep Laura busy when little Rob and Vicky were at school.
Laura went back to the laundry room and pulled another load from the dryer. The private school the children attended required all students to wear uniforms. That meant in any given day, Rob and Vicky wore pajamas, school uniforms, and play clothes—easily a load of clothes per day. If Laura missed a day of laundry, she would spend her entire down time the next day washing clothes instead of studying. And unless she got a degree of some kind, she wouldn’t be anything more than a nanny for the rest of her life.
Laura did enjoy being a nanny. She loved children, especially Rob and Vicky. But watching other people’s children made Laura feel as if her own life were on hold. It had been the perfect vocation after she dropped out of college. At the time, she had no idea who she was or what she wanted to do with her life, but that was five years ago. She wasn’t nineteen anymore; she needed to make a transition soon, hence the online courses.
She folded the pajamas and hung the school uniforms. When she was finished, she went back to the laptop on the granite counter of the kitchen island. A quick glance at the clock showed her that there was still an hour before she would need to leave to pick up the kids. She slipped onto the barstool and looked at the screen. She had been involved in an online discussion of the Phillips Principles of Intercommunication, but the last message was from the professor. It gave Laura a chill.
 

M. Marigold: There’s breaking news on Fox. We’ll continue this discussion tomorrow.
 

Laura had never known Professor Marigold to cancel an online discussion. She walked over to the small table beside the Ekornes Stressless recliner and picked up the digital control pad. It looked like a tablet computer but controlled all the electrical devices in the home—from the television, to the lights, and even the thermostat. Laura tapped on the pad and turned on the television. A few more taps brought up the all news station. The reporter was busy giving details, but the video feed looked like a scene from a horror movie. People in New York were attacking each other; some looked like they were biting and clawing their victims.
“Reports are coming in from major cities across the U.S., Canada, Mexico, and Brazil. The strange phenomenon seems to have struck simultaneously across North and South America. There’s still no word yet on the cause, or even the exact nature of the phenomenon, but we’re told the president is preparing to make a statement soon. Perhaps he can shed some light on exactly what is causing this outbreak of violence across the country.”
There was more news chatter, but Laura didn’t bother listening. She could see what was happening, she just couldn’t believe her eyes. There were people lumbering around Times Square like zombies. She assumed it was a hoax. Zombies had been all the rage in pop culture, with television shows and movies portraying a world overrun with the living dead.
Gunshots were fired on the video feed. There was no audio of the scene, but the weapons were clearly visible. The guns puffed and jumped with each shot and the devastation they caused to a group of zombies lumbering toward a man in a business suit was plain to see. Blood spattered over the ground; gaping wounds appeared on their bodies. But the reanimated dead seemed not to notice.
It has to be a hoax, Laura reassured herself. When the phone rang, it made her jump. She pulled the cell from her pocket and saw the picture of Ruth Berkowitz, Rob and Vicky’s mother.
“Hello,” Laura said, still glued to the television screen.
“Laura, I want you to go pick up the children.”
“Now?” Laura asked, looking at the time display on the digital control pad. “They won’t be out of school for almost an hour.”
“Just do it,” Ruth said, her voice shrill with worry. “Take them straight home. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Laura said. “Pick up the kids from school and bring them straight home.”
“Good. Payton and I will be there as soon as we can. And no television,” she instructed. “Play games with them. Keep them entertained.”
“All right,” Laura said, finally realizing what Ruth was asking of her.
She hung up the phone and took a deep breath. She switched the channel from Fox News to CNN. The video feed was Broadway, but the scene was just the same. People were turning into monsters. Laura switched channels again. This time to CNBC was showing aerial footage of the West Coast. The streets were filled with people fighting. Plumes of black smoke were billowing across the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles.
Laura dropped the control pad into the plush leather of the recliner, leaving the television on. Laura didn’t care what Ruth told her; she would keep the children busy but she wasn’t going to turn off the TV. If the world was about to go through a Zompocalypse, she wasn’t going to hide her head in the sand. She may have been the nanny, but she wasn’t anyone’s slave, and she was determined to do whatever she had to do to survive.
* * *
“They did what?” Laura asked.
“I think they sailed away during the night,” Todd explained. He felt terrible even though he knew it wasn’t his fault.
“You saw them?”
“No. Some clouds rolled in, and it was too dark to see anything. They didn’t turn on the lamp all night, which I thought was strange but I didn’t even consider that they might be running away. When I double checked the lead line around midnight, they were just… gone.”
“That makes no sense,” Laura said. “Where would they go? Why would they leave the children?”
“I don't know. They weren’t thinking clearly.”
“If they didn’t have a light, how did they know where they were going?”
“I don’t know,” Todd said. “They could be headed out to sea right now for all I know.”
“God damn it,” Laura said angrily, but keeping her voice low. “How can anyone be so selfish?”
“What are you going to tell the kids?”
“That their parents snuck away in the night,” she said sarcastically. “I don’t know. I’m their nanny, which means I’m good at structure, keeping up with their needs and keeping them safe. But I’m not a parent, Todd. I don’t know what to tell them.”
“They know their mom has been acting strange, right? Their dad, too. Maybe they’re capable of understanding the situation.”
“Which is?”
“That Payton and Ruth sailed away in the night without telling us why, or where they were going.”
“You really want to tell a six-year-old and an eight-year-old that their parents just left without saying a word?”
“I’m just saying that kids are stronger than most people think. And we aren’t telling them that their parents are gone forever. In fact, we can go looking for them right now.”
“How? You said yourself they could be anywhere.”
“True, but chances are they headed for shore. They weren’t going to get far in that sail boat.”
“So you’re going to fire up the engines and find them?” Laura asked.
Todd winced inwardly. He hated the idea of using up their very limited supply of gasoline just to search for Ruth and Payton. If it were up to him, he would bid them good riddance and get on with his life. But he had to think about Rob and Vicky. They were just children and even though Todd felt they deserved better than two parents who had obviously gone off the deep end, he would do everything in his power to find Ruth and Payton.
“Yes,” Todd said. “It shouldn’t be too hard. I have a small radar. It’s accurate up to about five miles.”
“Radar? Like on a submarine?” Laura asked.
“Yes,” Todd said.
“Why didn’t you use it last night?”
“I turned it off so that I could see if Ruth or Payton tried to sneak back on board the ship,” Todd explained. “When I discovered they were gone, I used it, but they were too far away.”
“They’re over five miles away?”
Laura was clearly angry, and Todd understood that. He wasn’t happy himself. He didn’t like that Laura was taking out her frustrations on him, but he understood it. He was the only person she had to blame.
“Maybe,” Todd said. “But if they pulled the boat onto the beach, it won’t show up on the radar. I’m sorry.”
“Well, we better not waste any more time,” Laura said. “The kids are still asleep so I’ll help you look.”
They went up to the ship’s cockpit. There was only one chair, and Todd settled into it as he fired up the yacht’s main engine. Laura picked up the big, nautical binoculars and began adjusting the knobs to fit her eyes. She scanned the beach.
“Anything on the radar?” Laura asked with a trace of derision in her voice.
“No, but like I said, if the ship made it to shore, the radar won’t pick it up,” Todd said. “It only reads solid objects; it isn’t powerful enough to discern individual craft.”
“But it will pick them up if they’re still on the water?” Laura asked.
“Yes, but your best bet is to keep scanning the shoreline.”
The engines rumbled to life. Todd was thankful that the yacht was so well made. He knew the engines wouldn’t run forever, and he doubted that he would be able to fix them when they broke down. Every time they fired up, he breathed a little easier.
The yacht moved out over the calm water. Todd had piloted the yacht through several storms without incident. It seemed the yacht was built for any type of seas, and although Todd had successfully avoided two hurricanes, he was willing to bet the yacht would hold its own even in a typhoon.
The radar beeped every twenty seconds, indicating that another pulse of the s-band radio waves had been fired from the ship. A glance at the radar screen showed the shoreline to Todd’s left and open, empty seas to his right. They sailed for nearly ten minutes before a tiny line appeared on the green screen.
“That might be them,” Todd said, pointing at the screen.
“We’re catching up with them?” Laura asked.
“Looks that way,” Todd said with a sense of relief. “I told you we’d find them.”
The line on the screen was closer to the shore than the Great Escape, but it didn’t appear to be moving. Not that Todd thought the little sail boat could outrun his yacht, but he hoped it didn’t mean there was something wrong. Todd had a bad feeling about Ruth; her paranoia was verging on full blown crazy. In a small boat with her husband she might have done something rash.
“They should be over there,” Todd pointed.
Laura lifted the binoculars to her eyes and watched for the sailboat to come into view. She twisted the focusing knob and then handed the binoculars to Todd.
“Something’s wrong,” she said.
“What?” Todd asked, taking the binoculars.
“The ship is leaning to the side.”
Todd looked through the binoculars and saw the sailboat’s mast sticking out at an odd angle. The ship was surrounded by water but it wasn’t bobbing or swaying. It was perfectly still and Todd felt a shiver of fear.
“They’re grounded,” Todd said.
It was his biggest fear, that he would ruin the yacht, or even sink her by hitting something under the water that he couldn’t see. He was always cautious when piloting the Great Escape and preferred to keep the yacht out in deep water, but the threat was still there. One mistake and he could be stuck on a sandbar just like the little sailboat.
“What? How? They’re way out from shore?” Laura asked.
“The sandbars,” Todd said. “They get moved around by the tide, but they’re there. See, you can usually spot them where the waves begin breaking.”
He pointed to where the waves were crashing about a hundred yards from the shore.
“So they’re in trouble?” Laura asked.
“Most likely,” Todd said. “I wouldn’t think they’d leave all the supplies you made me give them.”
“They could swim to shore,” Laura said.
“Yes, if they didn’t mind leaving most of their supplies on the boat.”
Todd could see the sailboat now without the binoculars. He kept a steady on the depth range finder that showed him how deep the water was under the yacht’s keel.
“We won’t be able to sail right up to them,” Todd said. “I’m not taking any chances with the Great Escape.”
“Okay, so we get close and then what?”
“Then I’ll swim out to the sailboat and find out what is going on.”
Todd cut the engines and then dropped the anchor when there was only about twenty feet of clearance under the yacht. He was close enough to see that unless Ruth and Payton were hiding, they weren’t on the sailboat.
“They aren’t there,” Laura said, studying the sailboat through the binoculars.
“It doesn’t look like it, but I’m going to check it out anyway.”
“And if they’ve swam to shore, then what?” Laura asked.
“That’s a good question,” Todd replied. “I can’t make them come back against their will.”
“Maybe I should go,” Laura said. “I’m sure I can talk some sense into them.”
“If they aren’t on the sailboat, you’ll have to go ashore. Do you really want to do that?”
“I don’t want to, and I don’t want you to,” she said angrily. “But what choice do we have? We have to at least try.”
“The kids will feel better here if you stay,” Todd said. “And I’ll worry less about you here on the ship. You’ve got plenty of supplies. Just sit tight, and I’ll do my best to bring them back.”
Todd was about to leave the cockpit when Laura caught his arm. She looked tentative, as if she wanted to say something, but was afraid. He smiled at her, even though the gesture hurt him. He felt unfaithful just by being nice. It didn’t seem fair that he was helping Laura when there had been nothing he could do to help Helen. He had loved her so much, but their time together had always been under a cloud of fear, as if they had been doomed from the start. Maybe he felt that way because he had known Helen before the plague had struck. Their relationship seemed destined for failure because it had been based on a desire to somehow get things back to the way they had been before the plague. With Laura, all he wanted to do was assure her that he could help.
“We can do this,” he said, looking into her eyes.
She looked away, as though she was trying to hide the tears he knew were coming. She had been strong for a long time. She had done more for the children than their own parents were willing to do. Todd couldn’t help but admire her strength.
“I’ll be back before dark,” he said. “I promise.”
She nodded and finally let go of his arm. Todd pushed away the desire to hold her and comfort her. He’d made a foolish promise in an uncertain world. All he could do now was try to keep his word.



Chapter 9

Todd stripped off his jeans and stuffed them into a plastic bag, along with a bottle of water, his shoes, and the 9mm XDM pistol. The gun was already showing flakes of red oxidization from the salt water, but it seemed to be in working order. Todd had refilled the clip with nineteen rounds and turned on the safety before rolling the gun into his bag of supplies. He tied the plastic bag around his waist with a length of twine, and then made his way to the stern of the ship. The kids were still asleep, and Laura looked frightened. He gave her his most reassuring smile and then dove into the water.
The sea was warm, but it was refreshing just the same. His head broke the surface, and he shook the water from his eyes. He could see the sailboat and easily swam to it. He could stand up on the sandbar with most of his body out of the water before he reached the small craft.
“Payton?” he called out. “It’s me, Todd. Are you okay?”
There was no answer. Todd hadn’t expected one, but he didn’t want to startle the couple if they were still aboard the sailboat.
“Ruth, are you there?” he called again as he approached the craft.
As he got closer he was able to see over the edge of the sailboat, which was stuck in the sand careening away from the yacht. There was no one aboard. Even the rations that Todd had given the couple were still intact in the sailboat’s small storage area. The couple hadn’t even bothered taking the ship’s first-aid kit.
“They’re gone!” Todd shouted toward the yacht.
“What now?” Laura called.
“I’m going ashore. I’ll find them.”
Todd waded toward shore. He was at least a hundred yards from the beach, and the water got deeper as he moved off the sandbar. He swam most of the way, before finally walking onto the gentle surf. The feeling of the sand swirling around his toes with each push and pull of the waves gave him a strong sense of nostalgia. He’d been eight years old when his parents moved to Atlantic City, and he remembered summers on the beach. The water was cold, but he had marveled at the way the grains of sand tumbled around his feet and between his toes. He couldn’t keep the smile from his face as he remembered the happy days at the beach as a child. He had fallen in love with the ocean then and knew he wanted to live near the sea when he grew up.
The beach was littered with debris from the ocean. Todd stopped long enough to put on his shoes. He didn’t want to injure his foot by stepping on something sharp in the sand. There were tracks leading away from the ocean, footprints that he guessed were Ruth and Payton’s. He followed them over the dunes and onto the deck of one of the many houses lining the beach. The door to the house was open, and despite the bright sunshine outside, the interior was dark.
He stopped on the deck and pulled his pants on, then stuffed the pistol into the waistband. He left the plastic bag on the deck and carried the bottle of water in his left hand. He wanted to draw his weapon as he stepped into the dark house, but he refrained. It took a moment for his eyesight to adjust to the gloom, and Todd felt vulnerable and exposed. The last thing he wanted to do was fire because he was jumpy. He knew a gunshot would bring hordes of zombies and make his task even more difficult. Ruth and Payton were not thinking straight, but they weren’t necessarily dangerous. That didn’t mean that Todd wouldn’t be careful around them, but he didn’t want to send the wrong message either. He wasn’t going to do anything against their will; the gun was for protection only.
There was a rancid smell inside the home. Todd could see that the owners hadn’t been tidy, or perhaps the house had been looted. He hoped the terrible odor was from the kitchen and not from a zombie hiding in the darkness. Moving quickly through the dining room and then the living room, Todd saw that the front door was closed and the windows were intact and shuttered. He sighed, realizing he would have to search through the house. Maybe he would get lucky, find Ruth and Payton, and convince them to return to the ship with him.
But what would he do if they refused to come? They might insist that he give them Rob and Vicky. That was not a desirable situation. He didn’t want Laura and the children to leave him, at least not yet. They were like beacons of hope in a world lost in darkness that he desperately needed. Climbing the carpeted staircase, he realized he didn’t want be alone anymore.
Todd shook his head to clear his thoughts when he heard a strange purring sound coming from one of the rooms ahead. He was in a very dark hallway. The doors to the rooms were all closed. He slid his hand against the wall and quietly shuffled forward. His hand on the wall felt clammy with sweat and his heart was pounding in his chest. At any moment, he could find himself trapped in a house full of zombies.
When the plague had first struck, there had been news stories of the rapid change that occurred to the people attacked by the living dead. The zombies sank their teeth into anyone unfortunate enough to fall into their grasp. Even the smallest bite resulted in madness. Victims lost every shred of humanity, turning into ravenous monsters hungry for the flesh of any living thing. Todd had vowed to himself that he wouldn’t let that happen to him. He wouldn’t succumb to the plague no matter what. He would blow his own head off before he was turned into a zombie.
The sound was growing louder as Todd moved down the hallway. He suddenly realized he was hearing someone snoring. A sense of relief flooded through Todd. He guessed it had to be Payton and Ruth. Their journey through the night was probably difficult and fraught with danger. They must have come to the house early in the morning and fallen asleep in one of the empty bedrooms.
It was foolish not to keep watch, but it would be difficult to stay awake with just two people. Todd slowly turned the doorknob and then pushed the door, expecting it to swing open. Instead it bumped against something solid. The snoring stopped abruptly, and the door slammed closed.
Todd heard a voice, but he couldn’t make out the words being said. He had to force himself not to reach for his gun. Someone, probably Payton, had been curled up on the other side of the door, sleeping. No one could get into the room without waking whoever was sleeping just inside, and that is exactly what Todd had done. He calmed his nerves and called out through the door.
“Payton? It’s me, Todd.”
There was more mumbling but no coherent reply.
“Is Ruth with you?”
“No,” a cold voice behind Todd said.
He jumped in fright, his hand fumbling for his gun. Before he could do anything, something heavy smashed into the back of Todd’s head, and he fell to the floor.
* * *
“We have to go,” Todd said.
“Where?” Helen asked.
“I know a place,” Todd explained. “Trust me, please.”
“But my family…”
“They’re gone, Helen. Everyone we know is gone, or soon will be.”
“You can’t know that. The CDC will have a cure soon.”
“Okay, maybe,” Todd said. “But until then, we have to get to a safe place.”
“And you know one?” she asked, her voice half fearful, half hopeful.
“I do, it’s perfect. Trust me.”
Helen took his hand. She had a round face and large eyes. Todd felt like he could stare into those eyes forever. They had only known each other a little over a month. Their dating had soon turned into frenzied infatuation; they had spent every free minute together over the last four weeks. When the plague hit, the world around them came to a screeching halt.
Helen was a customer service representative at the Tropicana Casino and Resort, but she hadn’t gone in since the news reports of the zombie plague. The little apartment she rented was close to the boardwalk along the beach, which was practically abandoned since the news broke. Todd had spent the last three days in her apartment, but he had gone to work earlier that morning to find the shipyard abandoned as well. The docks were full of boats—everything from small speedboats to the yachts of world-traveling billionaires. Todd had come up with a plan while he walked through the rows of abandoned ships.
They left the apartment building slowly. It was one of many identical buildings all in a gated community. When the plague was first reported, there had been shouting in the parking lot and they had seen angry people pounding on doors. From the safety of the third-floor windows, they had seen bands of the living dead staggering around in search of anyone to attack. Just going outside had seemed like insanity, but Todd knew they couldn’t stay in the little apartment forever. They were already out of food, and it was only a matter of time before the city services ground to a halt.
Todd held Helen’s trembling hand as they moved quietly down the metal staircase that led to the parking lot. It was quiet, and they had just passed the second-floor landing when Todd heard a door opening on rusty hinges. He froze. Neither of them dared to breathe until they knew what had made the noise. The door squealed again, and Todd guessed that the door had been left open and was now swaying in the wind.
Then they heard a grumbling moan. It was exactly the way zombies sounded in the movies. Todd’s high school had even had a Zombie Daze Dance. Everyone dressed like the living dead, with their faces painted white and spattered with blood. The entire school had moaned as they lurched around the gymnasium to the pulsing sounds of dance music. It had seemed like innocent fun at the time, now Todd thought it was the height of stupidity.
There was the unmistakable sound of a foot dragging as a zombie lurched out of the apartment. Todd knew they had two choices. If they ran, they might beat the infected wretch and escape to the parking lot. If they retreated upstairs, they could wait out the zombie, but there was no guarantee the pathetic creature would let them free from the top floor. The wide stairwell was the only way in or out of the upper-floor residences. Todd clenched his teeth and nodded at Helen. Her large eyes were filled with terror, but she nodded back.
They ran down the steps, forgetting stealth. The sound of their shoes pounding on the metal steps reverberated through the stairwell. As they came to the second-floor landing, Todd could see that they wouldn’t be able to just race past the lumbering zombie. The wretched creature had a gaping wound in its neck and one ruined eye. Both its hands were extended, the fingers curled in an arthritic deformity but as strong as raptor claws, its skin shriveled and dark like old leather. Its left leg was stiff and had to be dragged over the rough concrete floor.
“Go!” Todd shouted to Helen.
She was screaming behind him as Todd lunged for the zombie. He kicked at the creature, his foot connecting with the zombie’s stomach before its hands could take hold of him. The kick knocked the zombie backward. It struggled to stay on its feet but fell, the gnarled limbs thrashing as it toppled down.
Todd turned and ran down the last flight of steps. Helen was just in front of him. From around the parking lot, other zombies were now lurching toward them. Todd pulled out his keys and hit the button on the small black fob that unlocked his car doors. Helen didn’t wait for Todd, but threw open the door and hurled herself inside the vehicle. Todd followed suit, slamming his foot down on the brake and pushing the round start button on the car’s dashboard. He drove a two-door Honda Civic that started easily, but wouldn’t last long if he had to run over zombies in the parking lot.
Helen braced one hand on the door, the other on the dashboard. Todd shifted the car into reverse and backed quickly out of the parking spot. His tires squealed as he slammed down the accelerator once he had the car in gear. He slalomed around zombies in the parking lot, narrowly missing two of the lumbering wretches before finally getting out through the complex gate and onto the main road.
He drove the familiar route to the shipyard almost without thinking. Both he and Helen were focused entirely on the dark houses and abandoned businesses, searching desperately for any sign of the roving bands of zombies that now wandered up and down the Atlantic Seaboard. There were a few abandoned cars left in the street; some were even turned over or blackened from fires, but it was still possible to drive through the city streets.
“What are we doing here?” Helen asked when Todd stopped the car.
“This is it,” Todd said as he got out. He hurried around the car, looking for any hint of danger before opening Helen’s door.
“The shipyard?” she said incredulously.
She had been to the small, dirty office that the harbor master and his assistants used to keep tabs on the ships coming in and out of the boatyard. She hadn’t been impressed, and Todd guessed that she had hoped he might pursue a more promising career. There wasn’t much hope of getting rich as a civil servant, but Todd knew he needed to be near the water. The ocean was his passion, and he loved everything about it. Working in the boatyard the last six years had let him be part of life on the sea, even if he was little more than a toll collector.
“There’s a ship here,” Todd explained. “It’s a yacht. It’s perfect for the two of us.”
“You bought a boat?” she asked.
“No,” Todd said. “I didn’t buy it. It’s a multi-million-dollar yacht. But it’s safe. Nothing can get to us out on the ocean.”
“So we’re stealing a ship?”
“I doubt the owner would object, even if he’s still alive.”
“But you don’t know that, Todd. We can’t just take a boat that isn’t ours. You’ll lose your job. We could even go to prison.”
“Helen,” Todd said, taking hold of her small shoulders. “There are no more jobs. The world is falling apart.”
“People are in a panic, but everything will settle down,” Helen insisted.
“Maybe you’re right, but until it does, I want you to be safe. I’ve got food and water and fuel on the yacht. I’ll find a way to pay for it when we come back, I promise. We can anchor off shore and wait for the plague to blow over.”
“Are you sure it’s safe?”
“I promise,” Todd said.
He led her through the small gate that was only used by the employees at the boatyard. They walked down a long pathway that led past several large shops used for repairing sea crafts of every class. There was a strong smell of stringent chemicals mixed with the briny smell of the ocean. Finally they came to the harbor master’s office. On the other side of the small building was a maze of docks and piers with ships of all types moored to the sturdy pilings. Todd led the way, holding Helen’s hand as they walked out onto the wooden docks.
He felt a surge of excitement. He was finally moving from the shore and onto the sea. Things weren’t the way Todd had dreamed they would be when he finally left the harbor in a ship of his own, but he was happy to be going to sea nonetheless. Helen seemed to be growing more tentative the farther they walked through the maze of ships. And then they saw it, the Great Escape—a 45-foot, state-of-the-art yacht, glistening in the late afternoon sunlight.
“This is it,” Todd said.
“It’s amazing,” Helen said, her doubts seeming to slip away all at once.
“Everything is ready,” Todd said.
“What about clothes?”
“There’s laundry on board, and we can come ashore and get more clothes when we need them,” Todd explained. “We aren’t going far, just away from the craziness.”
“Okay,” Helen said.
Todd led her to the open deck at the stern of the ship. Todd didn’t wait in the harbor to show Helen the cabin or the stateroom. Instead he took her to the cockpit and showed her the controls of the ship before going back down to quickly untie the yacht’s moorings. Then, they carefully piloted the yacht safely out to sea while the world disintegrated into madness.



Chapter 10

Laura did her best to stay positive. She prepared breakfast for Rob and Vicky who started their day watching cartoons on the massive television in the yacht’s cabin. Laura tried to keep busy by cleaning. It wasn’t until midday that the children began to ask about their parents.
“Where’s mommy?” Vicky asked.
“She and your father went ashore with Mr. Todd,” Laura said. “They had important work to do.”
The lie reminded her of the many times she had fibbed before the plague. Ruth and Payton worked long hours and sometimes left the children in Laura’s care while they went on weekend trips. At first Laura had tried being honest, but she found that it only confused little Rob and Vicky. In the end, she settled for bland lies and generalities.
“It isn’t safe,” Rob said.
“No,” Laura agreed. “It isn’t safe on shore, we all know that. But we can’t stay on the boat without supplies.”
“Are we going to stay on Mr. Todd’s boat?” Vicky asked.
“I like it,” Rob said enthusiastically.
“Me too,” Vicky agreed. “I like his movies.”
“The food is good too,” Rob said.
Laura smiled. She envied their ability to live in the moment and put the horrors of their short lives behind them. She, on the other hand, couldn’t stop thinking about the terrifying zombies. Whenever she closed her eyes, they were there. She could see them coming for her; she could hear their wretched moaning; she could even smell their putrid stench.
“Yes,” Laura agreed. “It’s nice here. I’m not sure what your parents are going to want to do. This yacht isn’t really big enough for all of us.”
“We could share the bed,” Vicky said. “It’s humungous.”
Laura looked down at Vicky. The little six year old was eternally optimistic. Laura had slept on the king-sized bed in the stateroom beneath the yacht’s cabin, and she agreed that the bed felt luxurious after sleeping in tiny closets and abandoned stores. Their flight from the survivalist camp had been unpleasant to say the least. Ruth’s descent into paranoia had been erratic and made things more difficult than they had to be. In the end, Laura had thought they would die from starvation, trapped in a horrible place surrounded by zombies. But then Todd found them.
“We’ll see,” Laura said.
“I want to go swimming!” Rob shouted.
“Me too! Me too!” Vicky joined in.
Laura looked around. There wasn’t another boat anywhere in sight and no sign of movement on shore. She took a deep breath and decided that perhaps swimming wouldn’t hurt.
“All right,” she agreed. “But you have to wear life vests, no complaining. The water here is deep.”
The children squealed and jumped up and down. She helped them take off their filthy clothes, down to their underwear. Then she fastened the glossy foam life vests around them. The vests were sized for adults, not children, so Laura had to pull the adjustable straps as tight as they would go. It wasn’t a perfect fit, but it was safe enough as long as they kept their arms through the holes.
Rob and Vicky jumped off the back of the yacht with reckless abandon, the way only children can. Soon they were splashing and laughing. Laura found that the back of the yacht had an extendable awning. She turned the manual lever around and around, raising the awning from its compartment in the ship’s railing. Soon, she was sitting in the shade with her feet dangling in the water. She had discarded her own jeans and shoes, even though she felt a little self-conscious in her panties, but there was no one to see her. The children were too young to care that she wasn’t wearing proper swimwear.
The children swam for an hour, then they wanted lunch. Laura sat them on the deck while she went down and rounded up food for the three of them. While the children ate, Laura washed their clothes. She found a thick bathrobe and took the liberty of washing her own clothes too.
The children soon returned to the water and even though Laura was nervous, she made herself sit on the edge of the ship’s stern and watch the kids play. She wouldn’t risk one of the children drowning because she was pacing nervously on the deck; she loved them too much to ever let something happen to them.
By afternoon everyone was tired, and Laura toweled the children dry and let them return to the cabin to watch television. She gave them bowls of stale potato chips and cold soda from the bar’s little refrigerator. She was tempted to make herself a rum and coke, the way that Todd had the night before. She had never been a big drinker, but the rum seemed to settle her nerves. Still, she didn’t want to dampen her senses while solely responsible for the children, so she abstained from drinking.
She made her way to the yacht’s cockpit and used the binoculars to search the shoreline. At one point she saw movement and fear wrapped its icy claws around her spine, but she soon saw that it was just a pack of dogs searching the beach for food. It was difficult to use the binoculars with the ship rocking, even though the sea was calm. She had grown used to the constant motion of the yacht, but looking through the binoculars made it obvious the ship wasn’t steady. She had to learn to make minor adjustments with the binoculars in sync with the gentle rocking of the ship.
She sat in the big captain’s chair, noticing its extremely soft leather and solid construction. Yachts were expensive, and she’d never been on board one before. Everything on the ship was made to the highest standards, and Todd kept it all well maintained. It was a stark contrast from life on shore where everything seemed to be in a state of decay.
Clouds rolled in late afternoon, not the scuttling clouds that had veiled the moon and stars the night before, or the fluffy white puffs that made Laura think of bunnies or elephants. The air was cooler, and the wind became stronger. The thick bank of clouds wasn’t dark like a storm, but they were gray. The beautiful aqua green of the sea seemed to darken all around the yacht.
Laura’s nerves ratcheted up as the waves grew in size and frequency. The yacht didn’t seem to be in any danger, but soon cold, fat raindrops were pelting the ship. Laura’s stomach began to twist, and she felt the steady hum of motion sickness.
“Laura!” Rob shouted from the sliding glass door of the cabin. “Laura!”
“I’m coming!” she cried in return. Laura hurled herself down the curving set of stairs that led from the upper deck to the main deck. She almost slipped on the wet surface at the bottom of the stairs. Her heart was racing, and fear was like a crazed animal trapped inside her mind.
“What is it?” she asked breathlessly. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” Rob said in a sad voice. “Vicky’s sick.”
Laura could smell the vomit once she got inside the cabin. She hurried over to where Vicky lay across the leather recliner. The seat’s footrest was down, and the six-year-old was lying sideways in the chair. A puddle of curdled food, Coke, and stomach acid lay splattered across the expensive wood floor.
“Oh, baby,” Laura said, trying her best not to be sick herself from the horrible stench. “Are you okay?”
“I’m sick,” Vicky said in a sad voice. One fat tear sprang to life and rolled slowly down the little girl’s cheek.
“I don’t feel good either,” Rob said.
“It’s sea sickness,” Laura guessed. “Come on, let’s get some fresh air.”
She carried Vicky out of the cabin. They hurried across the deck and huddled under the awning. The wind blew some of the rain under the canopy, but no one seemed to mind. Soon they were all vomiting over the side of the ship, then slumping into the thickly padded seats exhausted.
The rain shower passed, but the gray clouds didn’t. They hung low over the sea, which was choppy with little white-tipped waves whipping across the ocean in a brisk wind. Laura went back into the cabin. It took a long time to find the cleaning supplies, but eventually she was able to clean up the vomit and spray air freshener into the room to mask the smell of sickness. The wind was coming in the large windows and creating a cross breeze, which Laura hoped would blow out any remaining odors.
She got the children’s clothes out of the dryer and carried them up to the deck. They all felt better once they were dressed, and the kids even dozed a little. Laura retrieved the binoculars from the cockpit of the ship and sat with the children, watching the shore for any sign of Todd. The sun was setting, and the shoreline was growing dim. With each passing moment, Laura felt fear rolling into her mind just as the storm clouds had rolled across the sky that afternoon. Todd had promised to return before dark, but it was soon clear that he wouldn’t.
Laura woke the children and helped them back into the cabin. She turned on the television and covered them with blankets. Then she went up to the cockpit again. She was planning on turning on some of the ship’s lights, if she could find them. She knew once the sun was fully down that no one on shore would be able to see the yacht. She didn’t know what had happened to Todd and tried not to think the worst. She wanted the ship to be his beacon and silently prayed that the lights would lead him back to her. He had been so calm, so confident that she had believed his promise, even though she realized now how foolish that was.
She found a row of switches and turned the lights on. There were several around the ship, and the warm yellow light was a comforting sight in the gloom. She went back down to the cabin and did her best to watch television and ignore the fear she felt. She was weak from vomiting, and her stomach still felt questionable. Soon she was dozing, totally oblivious to the steady beeping in the cockpit above that signaled another vessel on the ship’s radar.



Chapter 11

Todd woke up to pain. His head was throbbing, and his face was smashed into musty carpet. He groaned and lifted his head slightly. His left arm was underneath his body, so numb from lack of circulation that he couldn’t feel it. He wanted to roll onto his back, but he knew his head was hurting too badly. He reached up with his right hand and probed the back of his head. His hair was sticky with blood, and there was a huge lump.
He guessed he must have been hit with something from behind, but he couldn’t remember the incident at all. He remembered coming into the beach house and thinking that Ruth and Payton must still be there. He even recalled coming upstairs to the dark hallway, but that was the last thing he could remember.
He grunted in pain as he rolled onto his side, pillowing his head onto his right arm and waiting as the pins and needles of his renewed circulation ran through his body. It was several minutes before he felt like trying to sit up. He thought of all the movies he’d seen that showed a man get hit in the head from behind. The actors never seemed too bothered by the attack, but Todd felt as if he were close to death.
It was dark in the hallway, and he had to feel for the wall once he got to his knees. He slid over and leaned his back against the wall, careful to make sure his head didn’t brush against the hard surface. He felt sick to his stomach like the room was spinning around him.
He waited for the dizzy spell to pass and then raised his hand in front of his face. He couldn’t see anything. For a moment, he thought he’d gone blind, but then an even greater fear reared its ugly head. He realized it was dark outside. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious. The way his body felt, he guessed it had been a while. He knew he had to get to his feet and get out of the house. He carefully stood up, then swayed a little. He had to use the wall to keep his balance.
His plan was to go back downstairs, but he didn’t know which way to proceed. He couldn’t remember if the stairs were behind him, or in front. He inched along, one hand on the wall, the other out in front of him. He slid his feet across the carpet, afraid of stepping off the top stair and crashing down in a bone-shattering fall.
His hand slid passed a doorframe. Todd pressed his ear close to the door, but he didn’t hear anything. He was tempted to open it, hoping that there might be enough sunlight to see down the hallway. But he was afraid of what might be waiting in the room. It wasn’t unusual for zombies to get stuck in rooms. They rarely had the agility or intelligence to turn doorknobs. They were monsters who could break through barriers if they were tempted by the presence of humans, but in cases where there was no incentive to leave, they often went into a catatonic state. If Todd opened the door and a zombie was in the room, it was doubtful he would be able to escape without hurting himself.
He looked down and noticed that there was no light spilling out from under the doorway. He guessed it must be past sundown, so he kept moving down the hall. He passed several more doors before coming to a wall. There were cabinet doors in front of him, and he realized that he had gone the wrong direction. He sighed in frustration. He felt weak, his legs shaky. He’d just wasted time and energy for no reason.
He was halfway back down the hall when he remembered his gun. The pistol had been stuffed into the waistband of his pants at the small of his back. He reached back, but the gun was gone.
“Damn it!” he whispered angrily.
Not only was he hurt, he was unarmed and alone. He couldn’t believe that Ruth had stolen his only weapon. He was lucky she hadn’t shot him with it. She didn't like Todd and the feeling was mutual, but now he really hated her. Of course it was entirely possible that someone else had hit him over the head, but he was in too much pain to think about all the possibilities of who might have waylaid him. He had a promise to keep to Laura and he was determined to do all he could to fulfill that vow.
He shuffled on, doggedly determined to get out of the house. When he finally found the stairs, he was relieved, but he still couldn’t see anything. He had expected there to be a little bit of light in the gloomy house, but there was none. Everything was dark. He wondered again if it was possible that he had lost his sight. He guessed it was possible. A hard blow to the head often left the victim with side effects. His brain could be damaged. Bleeding in his brain could kill him at any moment. Or if his brain was swelling, he could pass out or worse, have a stroke.
He took hold of the stair railing, reassuring himself with the strength of the wooden support, and started his descent. Careful, keeping one hand in front of him and moving slowly, he descended. It was frightening to step out into empty space when he couldn't see what was below or in front of him. The stairs doubled back half way down. He turned the corner and kept moving. It was difficult to remember the layout of the house, but he felt like he was making progress. He moved to his left, staying close to the wall and slowly navigating his way around furniture. Finally he turned the corner into the dining room, and he could see a lighter rectangle against the far wall. He felt an overwhelming sense of relief and stepped forward, banging his leg into the kitchen table.
He wanted to scream in pain and frustration, but he didn’t want to attract zombies. The darkness hindered Todd, but the zombies seemed oblivious to it. They would converge on him if he made too much noise. He had been lucky there weren’t any zombies in the house, but there would certainly be some lurking nearby. He’d rarely gone ashore and not seen at least a few of the undead. He circled the table and got to the door. It was standing open, and he felt a wave of humid air gently blowing in off the ocean. He could hear the surf, but the sky was pitch black. He would have been completely lost, but out to sea he could see the running lights from the Great Escape.
“Oh, Laura, you sweet, sweet, girl,” he said softly. “You’ve saved my life.”
He made his way slowly back down the deck and then across the dunes, which were covered in thick cattails and saw grass. Finally he moved down onto the beach. The tide was in and he was almost immediately splashing in the surf. He kept his shoes on and didn’t bother trying to keep his clothes dry. Instead he waded out, keeping his eyes fixed on the ship that was some 200 yards out to sea.
When the water was above his waist, he leaned forward and started swimming. He tried not to get his head wet, but the wind was kicking up white caps and the salty water sometimes splashed onto his head. The salt burned the nasty gash on his scalp from whoever had hit him. He had to force the thoughts of revenge out of his mind. He couldn’t be sure who had hit him, he couldn't even remember it happening. Maybe it was Ruth, maybe it wasn’t, but he wasn’t going to solve that mystery as he swam back to the yacht so he forced himself to focus on the task at hand.
He was so weak that after only a few minutes of swimming, he was out of breath. He wanted to roll over and back pedal for a while, but that would mean getting his head in the water and taking his eyes off the yacht. He forced himself to keep moving. He knew that sharks could smell blood in the water even miles away. He didn’t know how much blood he’d lost, but he guessed there was at least some on his shirt that was washing off as he swam.
He couldn’t keep his mind from dreaming hideous creatures circling his frail body as he swam. He forced himself to keep moving even though the ship didn’t seem to be getting any closer. He was afraid that Laura was piloting the yacht out to sea, drawing him farther and farther from the shore. He wanted to turn back, afraid that he might drown, but he forced himself to keep moving.
When his foot bumped into something in the water, he almost screamed in panic. He splashed away and then his other foot hit the sandbar, and he remembered that the sailboat had run aground half way between the Great Escape and the shore. He put both feet down and walked forward. The water was less deep, but he was hit almost immediately by a crashing wave that knocked him down and tumbled his back toward the shore.
He swirled in the water, bright spots flashing in his eyes and his head searing with pain from the salty water in his wound. He finally broke the surface again and after another moment of struggle found his footing. He braced himself as he moved forward, grateful that he had a chance to finally catch his breath.
As he stood in the warm water, panting and doing his best not to get knocked backward again by the crashing waves, he noticed something strange about the yacht. He was close enough he could have shouted for help, but there was no sign of movement on the deck. He guessed that Laura and the kids were in the cabin, but something just wasn’t right. Then, suddenly out of the darkness beyond the yacht, Todd caught sight of something else. It was little more than a shadow in the darkness, but it was there. It was another ship, just beyond the yacht and moving closer.
“Laura!” Todd shouted. “Laura! Can you hear me? Laura?”
He watched for a moment, hoping that Laura would hear him, but nothing happened on board the Great Escape. Todd watched in disbelief as a small dingy came suddenly into view. It had been approaching from the far side of the yacht, and Todd hadn’t seen it until that moment. He saw two swarthy-looking men in the small boat. One was rowing, the other slipped from the dingy onto the back of the yacht. He had a rope in one hand, and a gun in the other.
Todd dove into the water and swam as hard as he could, but the waves and tide were against him. Almost immediately he was out of breath again. His heart was racing with fear, and his muscles were protesting. He felt like his legs might cramp at any moment, but he refused to stop. On an average day he could have swam the hundred yards to the yacht in just a few minutes. With the weakness brought on by his head wound and the tide flowing steadily against him, it was taking him much longer to cross the distance.
At last he came close enough to the yacht that he was almost in the circle of light from the ships running lamps. They shined like spot lights all around the yacht’s railing, sending round beams of yellow light down onto the water. Todd knew if he swam into one of the circles of light he could be seen. Likewise if he made too much noise, he might be heard by the pirates on his boat. He forced himself to swim slowly, dog paddling around to the stern of the yacht. He slipped under the dingy and pulled himself up onto the loading step at the back of the ship.
He was still out of breath. His blood was rushing in his ears so loudly that he couldn’t hear anything. He took long deep breaths, trying to get his wind back and calm his racing heart. He slipped his shoes off, setting them against the stern railing. He’d been careful not to be seen and he sat motionless, listening to the commotion on the deck as he waited for something, anything really, that would give him a clue as to what he should do. Fear was stabbing him with doubts, but he knew one thing; he wouldn’t let anything happen to Laura or the kids. Understanding came in that tense moment and he knew he would die before he failed them.



Chapter 12

Laura knew that she was dreaming. Snow was falling outside, and a fire burned in the big hearth of the log cabin. She knew exactly where she was—on a ski trip with friends. It was the only real vacation she had ever taken, and she absolutely loved it. Only now things were different. The cabin, which had every amenity a person could want, was empty. When she’d come with friends it had been a busy place with lots of people, but now she was alone in the abandoned lodge.
She looked out the window at the snow falling softly on the evergreen trees. Snow had always seemed magical to Laura; it made her believe anything was possible. She took a deep breath, savoring the moment. She was about to go in search of her friends, her mind beginning to believe that the dream was real, when she saw something move. She stepped to the side to get a better view. The horror of what she saw made her stumble back in fear.
“No,” she said. “No, no, no.”
Her friends were outside, but they were all infected with the plague. She saw them devouring another girl who looked a lot like Laura. Her legs hit the leather couch as she backed away from the window, and she fell onto her back. She struggled to her feet, the need to get out of the cabin suddenly urgent. She didn’t know where she was going, but she needed to get far away, as fast as she could.
Running felt as if she were moving in slow motion. There was no one in the cabin, but she felt as if death were breathing down her neck.
“No,” she said again. “No, please.”
She finally made it to the front door and flung it open. Suddenly the cabin was gone, and she was back in Baltimore with the children. Rob and Vicky were doing homework in their playroom while Laura had been scanning the news on her iPad with one ear bud in her left ear, the other dangling as she paced the room. Occasionally Laura looked up to check on the kids. They both seemed absorbed in their assignments. Laura couldn’t believe how much school work a kindergartner and second grader had, but every day they spent at least an hour working on school assignments.
The news was showing video from all around the world. The plague had hit suddenly and infected thousands. It was spreading so rapidly that some of the reporters had gone missing and there were already reports of looting in downtown Baltimore. Laura felt a squirmy feeling, like she was being foolish to stay where she was. She wanted to flee, to get away from the infection but there was nowhere to go.
“Laura?”
It was Ruth, back home from work early. Laura wasn’t surprised; Ruth had called her and told her to pick up the kids from school early. Now Ruth was home, and Laura hoped she’d be able to leave.
“We’re in the playroom,” Laura called back.
Ruth looked frightened, which terrified Laura. Ruth was not a warm, caring person. She was driven and ambitious, a very practical type of person. Hiring a nanny had been Ruth’s idea; she knew her children need someone who was more maternal than her, so they’d hired Laura.
“I need you to pack a bag for each of the children,” Ruth said.
“I was hoping I could go,” Laura said.
“Go where?” Ruth countered. “The highways are a nightmare. You can’t go downtown; it isn’t safe.”
Ruth whispered the last phrase so that the children wouldn’t hear her. Chill bumps sprang up down Laura’s spine, and she had to fight to keep tears from flooding her eyes.
“Payton’s on his way now,” Ruth said. “I think it’s better if we all stay together.”
“A suitcase for each of them?” Laura asked.
“No, nothing that big. It needs to be a backpack. Something they can carry on their own.”
“You aren’t going to leave them?” Laura said.
“No,” Ruth commented, her voice even, almost calm. “But we need to be practical. If we have to leave, then we don’t want to be burdened with luggage. So just the essentials. And pack one for yourself, too.”
“Okay,” Laura said.
She felt a little better knowing they didn’t plan to leave her behind. Ruth had been right, Laura had no place to go. Her parents lived in a senior adult community that was little more than a retirement home. Their small apartment in the complex was serviced by the retirement employees, and even if Laura could get there, they didn’t have room for her. And the complex was in the congested downtown area, which meant she would have to find a way through the hordes of infected already roaming the city. It was just too risky and as much as she hated to admit it, she knew that staying with Ruth and Payton was her safest option.
She hurried to the children’s bedrooms and emptied their school backpacks. She stuffed in warm clothes, underwear, and socks. There were spare tooth brushes in the bathroom, and Laura made sure each child had one stored in their backpack.
Then she went to her room, which was over the garage. She had a small kitchenette, a living area with a desk and television, and a twin-sized bed. It was her retreat from the rest of the family. Laura had tried to make it warm and inviting. She had pictures of Paris cafés hanging on the walls, and she kept the curtains tied back to let as much sunlight into her room as possible. Two of those windows faced the street, and Laura couldn’t help but notice the activity outside. People were loading things into their cars and leaving. It was as if everyone on the street had decided to take a vacation all at the same time.
Laura packed her things quickly and then carried her backpack down to the mudroom where she had left the children’s bags. It was another hour before Payton got home. He was a quiet man, almost brooding, but always pleasant to Laura. He seemed more worried than usual as he came in from the garage. Laura was with the children in the playroom, but she was sitting by the door that led to the family room. She watched as Ruth and Payton talked in hushed voices, and Laura knew that things would never be the same again.
* * *
“Laura, wake up,” Rob said grabbing her hand and tugging on her arm.
“What is it?” Laura said, bolting upright in the recliner.
“Someone’s on the boat,” Rob said, his voice husky with fear.
Laura looked at little Vicky. She was more like her mother than Laura would have thought possible. She was standing in her own recliner, peeking over the top toward the sliding glass door that led out onto the deck.
“Stay here,” Laura said, hoping with all her heart that the person on the yacht was Todd, having returned from his trip ashore.
She didn’t know if having Payton and Ruth back would make her feel better or worse. She sympathized and understood that their pain was what had driven them to the brink of insanity, but all she really wanted was peace. She desperately needed a reprieve from the constant fear. Staying on the yacht had offered that in a way, at least she didn’t have to worry about zombies while she slept. But with Ruth and Payton gone, Laura had felt an even greater sense of stress in their absence.
She went to the glass door and looked out. There were two men on the deck and neither looked familiar. Her only sense of relief was that they didn’t look to be infected. They were watching her as she stood by the door. Laura couldn’t hear what they were saying, but when she saw the gun she realized she was in trouble. Todd had guns, but the rifle was in the cockpit on the upper deck and the pistol was in the kitchen. She had no means of self-defense. Obviously the men who had come onto the yacht had no idea what to expect and were being cautious. Laura didn’t know if she should try to scare them off, or welcome them onboard.
“Just stay in there,” the man with the gun said.
Laura couldn’t really hear the man, but she read his lips. She was all too happy to stay inside the cabin.
“Who is it?” Rob asked.
Laura looked over her shoulder and saw that Rob was now behind Vicky and both were watching her over the back of the recliner.
“It’s okay,” Laura said. “I don’t know who they are, but everything is going to be all right.”
“Are they monsters?” Vicky asked, her voice strangely calm.
“No,” Laura said. “They’re not infected.”
“Tell them to leave,” Rob said, his voice pitched high from fear.
“It’s okay,” Laura said. “We’re just going to stay in the cabin until they leave.”
Laura locked the sliding glass door. It was a futile gesture since the men could break the glass door easily enough, but it made her feel better anyway. The men were searching the deck, looking for anything valuable. Laura’s heart sank a little when they found the hatch that led down to the kitchen and storeroom. Soon the man with the gun was keeping watch on Laura, while the other man carried an arm load of supplies.
Laura knew she needed to stop the men, but she didn’t know how. If they took all the food and water, she might be able to go ashore and find more, but there was no guarantee. Nor was it likely that they wouldn’t want to search the cabin after the men took everything from the storeroom.
And what if they wanted more than just supplies? Laura had always been aware that being a woman made her a target to the depraved. The fact that Ruth was in her forties and somewhat overweight hadn’t stopped her from being raped in the survivalist camp. Since the plague, Laura worried little about her appearance, but she was young and clean. In the world now she guessed that amounted to beautiful. The men on the yacht’s deck had a vacant look of desperation in their eyes. She doubted there was anything they wouldn’t do, including tossing Rob and Vicky overboard.
Laura moved away from the glass door, causing the man with the gun to stand up. She knew she needed some way to protect herself and the children, she just had no idea what that might be. The yacht’s cabin was decorated in a minimalist style, and Laura saw nothing that might serve as a weapon.
“Downstairs,” Laura told the children. “Let’s go.”
“What about those men?” Rob asked.
“Come on, Robbie,” Vicky said, taking his hand. “Laura will keep us safe.”
Laura tried to smile reassuringly as she led the two children down the narrow steps to the stateroom, but she was afraid they could see through her false reassurance. They were in desperate trouble.



Chapter 13

“I can’t see ‘em,” one of the men said.
“What?”
“I said I can’t see the girl anymore. I think she took the kids down below.”
“They aren’t down here.”
“No, they’re in the cabin.”
Todd hoped the men were looking at the cabin and not at the stern of the ship as he risked a glance over the railing. There was a pile of supplies on the deck, and the men were staring into the cabin. Todd felt a sense of relief that Laura and the children hadn’t been hurt. But he also saw the pistol one of the men was holding; it was a heavy-looking revolver. Todd wondered if it was possible to disarm the man, but then fortune gave him an unexpected favor.
“I told you to make ‘em come outta there,” the larger of the two men said.
“And how do ya figure I was gonna do that?”
“You’ve got a gun.”
“But it ain’t got no bullets,” the man with the revolver said.
“They don’t know that.”
“I’d rather take what we can get and not risk getting shot.”
“You’re a damn coward.”
Todd didn’t wait to hear more. He guessed his best chance at defeating the men was getting his rifle from the cockpit. He slipped back into the water and swam around the side of the yacht. The waves were bobbing him up and down along the sleek side of the luxury craft. When he got to the bow, he was five feet from the chrome rungs that ran around the railing. He waited for a wave to lift him up, then he kicked as hard as he could and lunged upward. His hand just caught on the rung, and he was able to pull himself onto the small lounge area on the forward part of the deck
The exertion was almost more than Todd could take. His head was pounding, and there were bright sparks dancing once again in his vision. He was breathing hard; waves of nausea were rolling in his stomach, threatening to make him retch. He was grateful he hadn’t made so much noise that he drew the attention of the men on the rear of the ship, but he knew if he puked they would hear.
He got slowly to his feet and tried to shimmy up the side of the cabin, but it was too difficult. The fiberglass walls were simply too slick. He didn’t have the strength left to climb. He realized he would have to sneak around the side of the cabin and race upstairs to the cockpit. Of course if the gun wasn’t there, he would be a dead man. He was simply too weak to fight.
As he snuck toward the curved staircase that led up to the cockpit on the yacht’s upper deck, he stayed as close to the cabin as possible. He had always hated the narrow walkways that led around the ship’s cabin. In rough seas, the risk of falling overboard was very high. The yacht’s railing only rose as high as a man’s knee; one sudden lurch would almost certainly send him falling into the sea. There wasn’t even decent railing.
When he got near the back deck, he waited and listened. The two men were still arguing. The bigger man obviously wanted more than just food. Todd knew that a woman was a treasure men would kill for. He had worried about Helen’s safety even more than his own whenever they were around other survivors of the plague. Now it was Laura who was in danger; her beauty only made her an even greater target.
Todd took a deep breath, then ran around the corner. The men were startled and for a brief second did nothing. It was the lead that Todd needed. He sprinted up the stairs, his heart pounding so hard his vision blurred. He could hear the two men were running up the stairs behind him now, shouting for him to stop. Todd could only guess what the commotion sounded like to Laura and the children, but he couldn’t help that now.
The door to the glass-walled cockpit was open, and to Todd’s great relief, the assault rifle was still propped up in the corner. Todd snatched it up and spun around. The bigger man was right behind him, but he suddenly stopped when he saw the gun. Todd pulled the bolt and racked a round into the chamber. He’d never fired the assault rifle, but he could only guess what the large .223 bullets would do to a person, especially at close range.
“Get the hell off my ship,” Todd said angrily.
“That’s a pretty toy,” the man said. “Why don’t you give it to me, and I promise no one’ll get hurt.”
The other pirate eased around the bigger man, his revolver pointed at Todd. The barrel of the pistol looked huge to Todd and even though he’d heard the man say he didn’t have any rounds in the gun, it was terrifying just the same.
“Put the rifle down,” the man with the empty gun instructed. “No need to get your pretty ship all messy.”
“I said get off my boat,” Todd said again. “Now!”
The smaller man wavered, but the bigger man’s eyes narrowed. Then he lunged at Todd grabbing the rifle’s barrel before Todd could move away. Todd instinctively pulled the trigger as the man was wrenching the barrel away from his body. The gun’s bang seemed deafening to Todd, and the weapon jumped in his hands. The bullet ripped through the big man’s shoulder and then blew a gristly hole through the smaller man’s head.
Todd was frozen in horror as a cloud of red mist floated way on the sea breeze. The man dropped the heavy pistol as he toppled backward; his back hit the curving rail on the seaward side of the stairwell. His limp body folded backward and then flipped off the stairs to crash into the sea.
The big man turned to watch his friend’s body disappear over the side of the ship. He still held the assault rifle’s barrel, only now it was pointed away from him. Todd tugged the gun out of the man’s hand and pointed it at his chest.
“I said get off my ship!” he shouted, his fear and shock making his body shake with rage.
The man snarled and stepped toward Todd, whose finger hovered over the trigger. The wound in the man’s arm seem to suddenly register. He had lost all his strength in this right hand, and even though he tried to raise his fist it was a useless gesture.
Todd briefly considered killing the man. He had slain countless zombies and never in all those instances did he feel any guilt. But killing the man with the pistol was different. Perhaps it was because he hadn’t intended to kill the man, or maybe it was because the man wasn’t a lumbering monster, but Todd felt a deep sense of guilt and regret. Killing the intruder in front of him was not something Todd wanted to do, so he swung the butt of the rifle at the man’s face instead.
The big man was a fighter and instinctively stepped back to avoid the blow. Unfortunately for him, he forgot about the stairs behind him. He toppled backward, falling with a thud onto his good arm and rolling down to the main deck. Todd hurried after him, keeping the rifle trained on the man.
“I told you to get off this ship,” Todd said in a low, menacing voice.
“Fine, I’m going,” the big man said.
He had a cut on his forehead for his trouble, and he was slow to get up. Todd kept his distance, sliding sideways so that he was in front of the glass door that led to the cabin. The man limped back to the stern of the yacht and climbed slowly into the little dingy. The small vessel had no motor, and Todd didn’t know how the man would manage to paddle the ship with his wounded arm.
“Might as well put me out of my misery,” the man said. “We’ve got no food. I haven’t eaten in days.”
“You should have asked,” Todd said. “I don’t mind helping when I can, but I don’t feed thieves.”
“We’re all thieves, mister.”
Todd didn’t agree, but he didn’t want to argue with the man either. He was tired. His head hurt so badly, he was having trouble staying on his feet as the ship swayed. He kept the rifle trained on the man, but with his left hand he pointed toward the shore.
“There’s a little sailboat on the sandbar over there,” Todd said. “It’s got food on it, and fresh water.”
The man looked skeptical but then he picked up a paddle with his good hand and awkwardly rowed the dingy away from the yacht. Todd watched him for a few minutes, then went to the anchor and ratcheted the long chain up. It was difficult work, and his head throbbed so much that Todd broke out into a sweat.
He wanted to check on Laura, but he also wanted to get as far away from the pirates as possible. They had been fortunate that there weren’t more men on the ship than the two thieves. And even more fortunate that the men had been out of ammunition. Todd slowly climbed the stairs to the cockpit. He stopped along the way and retrieved the pistol. If shooting the man with the gun had taught Todd anything, it was that he didn’t want to take any chances with guns around the kids.
When he reached the cockpit he flipped off the ship’s running lights. The sudden darkness was both welcome and a little frightening. Todd looked over his shoulder and could see light from the cabin shining out onto the deck, but all around him the world was smothered in darkness.
The radar now showed three ships. One was a short dash; the others were dots. Todd turned on the ship’s main engine and shoved the throttle forward. The yacht reacted like a much smaller ship, leaping forward across the waves. Todd couldn’t see anything ahead of him, so instead he watched the radar, depth finder, and compass. He guided the yacht farther out from shore and didn’t slow down until the pirate ships couldn’t be seen on the radar. Finally, when he felt he was safe enough, he cut the engines and let the ship drift on its forward momentum.
Shutting off everything but the radar, Todd made sure the assault rifle’s safety was on and then propped it back in its spot in the cockpit. This time when Todd left the small glass box, he shut the door and tapped the keys that locked the door. As he made his way down the steps, he tucked the revolver into his pants and covered it with the tail of his shirt.
The glass door was still locked, and Todd tapped in the number sequence to unlock the door on the locking pad that was neatly hidden under a flap on the wall. At one time Todd had thought about taking the security system off line to save on power, but in the end he’d felt that disabling the electric locks made the ship too vulnerable. He was glad now he hadn’t done it.
The door swished as it opened, and Todd staggered to the bar. He pulled a cold can of Coke from the small refrigerator and pressed it against the back of his head. The lump was too tender to touch, but having something cold close to the wound helped a little. Then he staggered downstairs.
“Laura,” he called as he slowly went down. “It’s me, Todd. I’m coming down.”
“Todd?” Laura said, appearing at the bottom of the steps with the hunting rifle in her hands. “Oh my God, I’m so glad to see you! Are you hurt?”
She was still holding the gun in one hand, but she came to him in the narrow hallway. Rob and Vicky peeked around the door to the stateroom and Todd smiled at them reassuringly before turning to show Laura the back of his head.
“What happened?” she asked.
“Ruth happened, I think,” Todd said. “Help me get this wet shirt off.”
His clothes were still soaked from his swim out to the ship. She set the gun down and carefully pulled the t-shirt off his back, lifting it as he pulled it over his head so that the collar didn’t rub his head wound.
“I need to take a look at that,” she said. “But what about the men who stole our supplies?”
“They didn’t get away with anything,” Todd said. “We’re safe now.”
“It was you who moved the yacht?”
“Yes,” Todd said. “I’ve got some dry clothes in the machine.”
He was trying to slip past Laura in the narrow hallway, but he couldn’t help but notice how close their bodies were in the narrow space. He had to fight back the urge to touch her. She looked beautiful in the low light of the ship’s interior. Her skin looked bronze, and her eyes seemed to flash as she looked up at him.
“I moved them,” she said. “I needed to wash our clothes, I hope that’s okay.”
“Of course it is,” Todd said.
“Let me get them. I’ll come upstairs and we’ll get you cleaned up.”
“Okay,” Todd said.
He walked back up to the cabin and then out onto the deck. He dropped onto one of the bench seats and popped open the can of Coke. He had never enjoyed drinking soda from the can, he felt it tasted too metallic, but he was thirsty and the sweet drink tasted wonderful.
Laura appeared with a neatly folded bundle of clothes, including a thick towel. Todd could see the children still in the cabin, looking a little frightened and excited at the same time.
“You and the kids okay?” Todd asked.
“We’re fine,” Laura said. “You want to change out of your wet clothes and come back inside?”
“Sure,” Todd said.
Truthfully, he just wanted to sleep. He was so tired; he didn’t know how much longer he could keep his eyes open. He pulled off his wet clothes and dried off with the towel. He felt a little self-conscious standing naked on the deck of the ship, but he was in the dark and Laura had started another movie for the children. She was standing behind the home theater seating with her back to the sliding glass door.
Todd slipped his dry clothes on and walked to the cabin. He wasn’t very steady on his feet, and he slid the door open slowly. Laura turned. She had a look of relief on her face. She came to him and inspected the wound on the back of his head.
“They say anything that swells out is safe,” Laura said. “I guess you’re lucky.”
“It doesn’t feel lucky,” Todd said.
“There’s not too much blood. Do you have anything we could put on it?”
Todd pointed at a picture. “Behind that painting is a safe,” Todd said. “I keep most of the pharmaceuticals in there. The rest are hidden in the engine room.”
“You keep medicine in a safe?”
“I’ve got pain killers in there, narcotics. The kind of thing some people will kill for. I didn’t want to leave it plain sight.”
“Oh,” she said. “Well, that makes sense.”
He gave her the combination, and she opened the safe. It wasn’t very big, but it was packed with medicines of all types. She found some antibiotic cream and very gently applied it to the gash. He liked being touched by her. It was something he hadn’t realized he missed. He had taken Helen for granted in a lot of ways. They were surviving together and their love had blossomed despite the horror that was taking place all around the world. He’d had something with Helen that couldn’t easily be replaced, and he silently cursed himself for not savoring every moment with her.
Laura found a clean bandage and wrapped it around Todd’s head, then she sat down on the leather sofa next to him.
“Tell me what happened,” she whispered.
“I followed their tracks up into one of the houses on the shore,” Todd said quietly. “I remember it was dark inside. I guess the hurricane shutters were closed over the windows or something, but there was no sign that anyone had left the house. The front door was shut and locked. There were no tracks leading from the back door, so I searched the house. I went upstairs, and I must have been attacked. I don’t remember anything about it. Then I woke up in the dark.”
“And you think it was Ruth that attacked you?”
“Honestly, it could have been anyone. I really don’t know. I didn’t see either of them. And if you hadn’t thought to turn the yacht’s running lights on, I would have been completely lost.”
Laura smiled, and Todd liked it. He wished he could make her smile more, but she was already asking another question and he didn’t have a good answer.
“What do we do now?”
“I don’t know,” Todd said.
“I heard a gunshot when you were getting rid of those men.”
Todd looked down. He didn’t want to talk about what had happened. It was all he could do not to break down in tears whenever he thought of the way the man’s head had snapped back when the gun went off.
“It was an accident,” Todd said.
“What happened?”
“I swam to the boat and heard the men talking. Then I snuck on board at the bow. I managed to get up to the cockpit and retrieve the rifle, but the men chased me up there. One of them tried to grab the gun out of my hands, and it went off.”
“Was someone hurt?” Laura asked.
Todd nodded, but his throat constricted and tears stung his eyes.
“They shouldn’t have attacked you like that,” she said. “They shouldn’t have come on board the ship without making contact with someone.”
“I know,” Todd said, his voice tight with grief. “I just don’t understand how people can be so stupid.”
She took his hand, and he took a shuttering breath. The warmth of her skin felt so good to him.
“Can you rest?” she asked.
He nodded again.
“I think you should. We’ll go down and give you some peace and quiet. Maybe things will look better in the morning.”
“Thanks,” Todd said.
He didn’t ask her to stay, even though he desperately wanted to. He didn’t want to make her feel like she had to show him affection just because she was on his boat. And he felt unfaithful to Helen, even though she wasn’t there anymore. But he hated the thought of being alone at that moment.
Laura had left a bottle of ibuprofen on the bar. He took several pills with the last of his Coke, then stretched out on the sofa. He cried quietly as he lay in the darkness, until finally the darkness swept him away into unconsciousness.



Chapter 14

When Todd woke the next day, he heard Laura and the kids out on the deck. He raised himself off the leather sofa and waited for his eyes to adjust to the light. The gray clouds had passed in the night and bright sunlight was streaming into the yacht’s open windows.
He stood and stretched, then went down and took a shower in the lukewarm sea water. His skin felt dry and so he took his time rinsing the saltwater off with the ship’s supply of fresh water. Then he used lotion all over his body. The scent reminded him of Helen, and he was pleasantly surprised that the memory didn’t hurt as bad. Helen had been such a good part of his life. He regretted deeply that he hadn’t been able to help her, and he still missed her intensely, but he was a better person for having loved her. She would have liked Laura and the children. She would have enjoyed the company of another woman onboard the ship. His memories of Helen made him smile.
Once he was dressed, he went back to the deck and discovered that the supplies had all been stowed away, except for three backpacks that were filled with food and medical supplies. Todd frowned. He hadn’t expected to see Laura making plans to leave. The yacht wasn’t really large enough for the four of them, but it was much safer than life on shore, and Todd was beginning to hope they would stay together.
“What’s all this?” Todd asked.
“I hope you don’t mind,” Laura said.
She stopped scrubbing the stairs and railing that had been splattered with blood last night. Todd didn’t know what she had told the children she was cleaning, but they didn’t seem bothered by the evidence that someone had died on the ship.
“You’re leaving?” he asked.
“Finding Payton and Ruth is still our first priority, even if they don’t want to be found,” Laura said, trying to sound confident. “We hoped you would go with us.”
“Yeah, Todd,” Rob said. “Come with us.”
Todd didn't want to go. He felt like if he saw Ruth he might strangle her right in front of her children. All he had ever done was try to help her and she had done nothing but make his life miserable. And after the events of last night he was loath to leave his yacht unprotected, but he didn’t want to send Laura and the kids ashore alone either.
“What about the ship?” Todd said.
“We can come back to it,” Laura explained. “Or perhaps find something bigger, but for now we need to do this.”
Todd rubbed the back of his head gently, feeling the large lump and the puckered gash in his tangled hair. He knew that Laura was right, she was using the same arguments he had used just the day before and in truth he really didn’t want to be left all alone again. Being with Laura and the children gave him purpose, and he was afraid that if he was left alone again, he might get swallowed up in depression.
“Are you sure that going ashore is the best plan?” Todd said. “I could go and try to find them-”
“No,” Laura said. “It’s better if we stay together.”
“Okay,” Todd said, giving in to their gentle coaxing. “I’ll come. Let me pack a few things.”
Rob and Vicky jumped up and down with excitement, shouting and laughing. Todd couldn’t help but smile at their enthusiasm. Even the thought of facing monsters didn’t dampen their spirits, and Todd felt his own fears fading in the face of such joyous optimism. Todd went back into the cabin, and Laura followed him.
“I hope you don’t mind,” Laura said. “But after last night I realized that we’re not going to be safe anywhere and what’s important is finding Ruth and Payton. They’ve lost their way and we’re stronger together.”
“They aren’t really lost,” Todd said, frowning as he thought of being jumped in the dark hallway, but trying to keep his anger out of his voice. “They made a choice.”
“They aren’t thinking straight,” Laura said. “Rob and Vicky deserve a chance to be with their parents.”
“I agree,” Todd said. “I just wish we didn’t have to risk our lives for them to have that chance.”
He stuffed a change of clothes into his own backpack, then started filling the bag with boxes of ammunition. The revolver the pirates had brought on board was not the same caliber, but Todd hoped they might find some ammunition for it so he stuffed it into the bag as well.
“Shouldn’t you save some room for food?” Laura asked.
“I’ll take another bag with food and first-aid supplies,” Todd explained. “I don’t want to be caught empty handed if we run into trouble.”
“Guns just attract the infected,” Laura said.
“True enough, but they also kill the damn things. And we may run into more survivors.”
“We shouldn’t be killing each other,” Laura argued. “That’s lunacy.”
“I agree. Last night was an accident, even if I was defending what is rightfully ours.”
He talked about the ship and its contents as if it were shared property. He wanted Laura to feel that she and the children were equal, even if they hadn’t helped him obtain any of the supplies.
Todd had two CamelBak hydration systems, which could be filled with water and worn under a standard backpack. A plastic tube ran from the bottom of the bladder and hooked onto the shoulder strap. All the wearer had to do was turn his head to take a drink. Laura filled them with water from the cooler while Todd turned the ship around. He kept an eye on the radar, expecting to find the other pirate ship right where he had left it, but the ship was gone. The sailboat that Ruth and Payton had run aground was still stuck on the sandbar and made a convenient point of reference for Todd and Laura to begin their search. Todd had to search for a small boat to ferry them to shore, but it didn’t take long to find one.
Todd swam out to a small boat that was pulled up onto the sandy beach and turned upside down. It was an aluminum fishing boat, and Todd was grateful the small vessel wasn’t made of wood. He had trouble enough pulling the boat into the water, but he found that the craft was versatile and fast once afloat. There was even some old deep sea fishing gear still stowed in the boat.
Todd rowed the boat back to the yacht, and they loaded their gear. Todd had a backpack, the CamelBak, a satchel, and the assault rifle. Rob and Vicky carried only food in their tattered backpacks with their private school logo. Laura carried the other CamelBak, her own backpack, and the .45 caliber pistol.
“You look like a modern-day Indiana Jones,” Laura said to Todd.
“Who’s Indiana Jones?” Rob asked.
“Oh, now that’s a crime,” Todd said. “You’ve never seen the Indiana Jones movies?”
Rob and Vicky shook their heads.
“Well, we’ll have to fix that just as soon as we get back. I’ve got the whole collection.”
Todd looked at Laura who smiled back at him as if to say she hoped they came back. Todd couldn’t help but look over his shoulder at the Great Escape. The yacht had been his home for over a year, and he felt a great fondness for the ship that he may never see again. Each stroke of the oars took them closer to the shore, closer to danger, and closer to the unknown. Todd wondered if their little expedition was anything but madness. The one thing he did know for sure was that Laura had been right—they needed to stay together. And despite the ache in Todd’s heart, he was glad he had found some company to face the end of the world.
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Chapter 15

As he rowed the small boat with Laura and the kids toward the shore, Todd began to make a mental list of what he needed. His first priority was transportation. He needed something they could all fit in comfortably, but tough enough to get them out of a jam. Sometimes driving a vehicle just attracted unwanted attention from the zombie hordes that were roving the mainland. But in a pinch, it was shelter—both from the elements and the living dead. He needed an SUV that was made for actual off-road driving.
As he rowed, Laura scanned the beach for any signs of danger. They had everything they needed for a few days on land, but safety was the one elusive necessity that couldn’t be obtained. Rob and Vicky sat in the stern of the small boat, and Todd faces them as he rowed. They both seemed excited, as if they were simply going on a vacation. Todd was glad that they could forget the horrors they’d seen since the Zompocalypse. He guessed if the human race was to survive, people like Rob and Vicky who could so easily adapt to the terrifying new world would save it.
Seagulls flew in playful patterns over the beach. Their world hadn’t changed so much. The only real difference for them, Todd thought enviously, was that the beaches were less crowded. In fact, the shorelines along North America’s eastern coast were completely deserted. Todd had sailed his yacht up and down the coast, spending most of his time in the warmer waters of the Caribbean, but occasionally running north to evade a tropical storm.
“I don’t see anyone,” Laura said, as they rowed past the small sailboat that was grounded on a sandbar.
The sailboat was his point of reference. Rob and Vicky’s parents had fled in the sailboat in the dead of night, grounding the little craft hard and fast on the sandbar. They had abandoned the supplies Todd had given them and swam ashore. That was two nights ago.
“Looks like your pirate friend took everything he could get off the sail boat,” Todd said, as he pulled on the oars in long, efficient strokes.
“I’m just glad they’re gone,” Laura said without taking the binoculars from her eyes.
“Do you see Mommy or Daddy?” Vicky asked.
“Not yet, sweetie,” Laura said. “It may take us a while to find them.”
Todd wanted to declare that they might never find Payton and Ruth Berkowitz. Ruth was traumatized and paranoid, while Payton was so dejected over his inability to protect his wife that he was starting to lose touch with reality. Todd wasn’t surprised. If anything, it was amazing that there were any sane people left in the world.
“But we won’t stop looking until we do, right Todd?” Rob asked.
“Sure, buddy,” he said, letting his strenuous rowing hide his insincerity.
“The most important thing is that we stay together,” Laura said. It had become her mantra. “Todd and I will keep you safe, but don’t wander off. You have to stay with us.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the children said in unison.
When the boat hit the sand near the beach, they all hopped out and carried their gear onto the sand dunes. Todd went back to pull the boat out of the water. Rob wanted to help, and Todd smiled at the young boy who was obviously emulating him.
“You’re pretty strong,” he said to Rob, who beamed up at him.
They pulled the metal boat onto the beach and then flipped it over. Todd would have preferred leaving the boat upright in case they needed to make a hasty getaway, but he had no idea when the tide might come in or how high it might get. Better, he thought, to have to flip the boat over than to find it missing when they needed it.
“What now?” Rob asked.
“Now we need to find your parents,” Todd said.
They went up to the house where Todd had been waylaid. He felt a creepy sense of foreboding as they reentered the home. It was just as gloomy as it had been the day before.
“Kids, you stay here while Todd and I go through the house,” Laura instructed.
Rob and Vicky slipped into the wooden chairs around the dinning table. Todd thought they looked strangely out of place as well.
“You have the flashlight?” Laura asked.
Todd pulled the big flashlight from his satchel and clicked it on. The house looked undisturbed. The windows and front door were still in intact.
“If they left, they took the back door,” Todd said.
Laura nodded, and they went upstairs. The hallway was very dark, but there was a little light shining from underneath the bedroom doors on either side. Todd felt a lump form in his stomach and his head wound tingled when his flashlight beam shone on the dark stain of blood on the carpet.
Laura took hold of his backpack and they opened the first door they came to. It was empty inside, but the bed was disheveled. They moved on, checking all the rooms but the house was empty. Two of the beds were made, two looked as if they were recently slept in. Todd could only guess that perhaps Ruth and Payton had stayed in the house. They went back downstairs and led the children back outside.
“I’m glad to be out of there,” Todd said.
“It smelled bad,” Vicky agreed.
“Like dirty feet wrapped in dirty underwear,” Rob said with a giggle.
“Ewwww,” Vicky cried.
“All right, that’s enough,” Laura said. “We have to keep our voices down, remember?”
The children nodded and as they came around to the front of the house Todd began searching up and down the street for a suitable vehicle. Most of the garage doors had been left open and while there were some vehicles in the driveways, most were empty.
“Let’s see if we can find a hardware store or an auto supply store,” Todd said.
“I thought we were looking for mommy and daddy,” Vicky said.
“We are sweetheart,” Laura explained. “But we need a car or truck to help us search faster.”
“My dad says cars are dangerous because they make too much noise,” Rob said.
“In most cases I would agree with your dad,” Todd said. “But we need to move fast and keep the two of you safe.”
“We aren’t going to do anything that isn’t safe,” Laura said.
“What type of car?” Rob asked. “A Ferrari is fast.”
“True,” Todd said, tousling the boy’s hair as they walked across the street. “But it isn’t very practical for the four of us.”
“And mommy and daddy,” Vicky reminded them.
“That’s right,” Todd agreed. “So we better find something a little bigger.”
They cut across the affluent neighborhood, preferring to stay in between the houses than out on the streets. As they got closer to the business section of the town, they began to see small groups of zombies. The children stopped talking and Todd felt a pressure weighing down on him. He sensed danger everywhere and every instinct was telling him to get the children safely back onto the boat.
He looked at Laura when a zombie came staggering out of the shadows not far ahead of them. Her eyes were round with fear, but there was also a sense of determination. Todd kept the group moving from one hiding place to the next, avoiding the walking dead rather than fighting them. A few Zombies groaned from inside the buildings, but most weren’t able to get outside and pursue the small group. Finally they came to a used car dealership and Todd led them to the small structure that served as the lot’s offices. He glanced in the large windows and saw no movement.
“This could work,” Todd said. “Let’s see if we can get inside.”
The front door was locked, but when they went around to the back they found the door to the building standing open. Todd went inside first, checking each of the rooms. The small building was completely empty. There were four offices, a break room, a waiting room near the front, and a small garage. Todd left Laura and the children in one of the inner offices and went to the garage to see if he could find a portable battery starter. He’d used similar devices in the boat yard to restart boat engines when the batteries had lost power due to disuse.
It was dark in the garage and Todd had to use his flashlight to search, but he found two portable starters. He checked the first only to find it dead. The second had half power, which Todd hoped would be enough to get something running. He carried the small, but heavy device back into the offices.
“I found one,” Todd said. “But I’m not sure if it’s strong enough to start anything.”
“There’s only one way to find out,” Laura said.
They went to the waiting room and looked out the big plate glass windows. The lot wasn’t very large and most of the vehicles were older with years of hard use. Out near the front of the lot were several newer vehicles.
“There’s a mini van,” Laura said.
“I want something with a little more off road capability,” Todd said.
“Like that Jeep?”
“It’s a soft top,” Todd said with a grimace. “It wouldn’t be very safe if we were attacked.”
“Well, maybe you should tell me what you want to take,” Laura said.
“Nothing’s quite right,” Todd said, frowning at the selection. “The truck is a diesel, that’s much too loud. Those cars are all too small.”
“So…” Laura said, drawing out the word. “Do you want to take the minivan or the Jeep?”
“The Jeep looks newer,” Todd said.
Laura went into the office where a pegboard wall was covered with keys. Each key had a yellow tag with a brief description its vehicle. By the time Laura had come out of the office with the correct key, Todd had already unlocked the front door and led the kids outside. It was hot on the pavement. The sun was like an oven, and without the sea breeze, Todd was covered with sweat by the time he got the jeep’s hood up. Careful to avoid the hot metal, he propped the small starter onto the radiator and attached the alligator clips to the battery; he made sure to get the positive and negative cables attached to the correct studs on the battery.
“Okay,” he said quietly. “Try it.”
The jeep’s engine turned over with a grinding sound like finger nails scratching across a slate chalkboard. Todd knew the engine’s oil would be gummy—the little that hadn’t drained to the oil pan—but he hadn’t expected the jeep to make such a racket. It chugged several times before finally roaring to life. Perhaps it was because they had been so quiet, or perhaps the jeep was just a noisy vehicle, but the engine seemed extremely loud.
The kids were excited that the jeep started, but Todd heard the groans of the living dead behind him. He glanced over his shoulder before closing the hood. Four zombies were lumbering into the street from a check-cashing business with shattered windows. Six more were converging toward the sound of the jeep from up and down the avenue. Todd slammed the hood shut with a metal twang and hurried over to the passenger side. He opened the door, tossed the battery starter onto the floorboard, and climbed in.
“Better get moving,” Todd said.
“Buckle up, kiddos,” Laura said as she shifted the jeep into reverse.
“You look happy,” Todd said with surprise.
“It feels good to be behind the wheel again,” Laura said as she backed up quickly.
She drove the jeep out into the street, veering away from the closest pack of zombies and then gunning the engine. The jeep sped forward, and Laura had to swerve around an abandoned bus.
“Where to?” she asked.
“We need fuel,” Todd said, leaning over and looking at the jeep’s gages.
“Oh, I didn’t think of that,” Laura said.
The gage’s needle was just below the quarter mark. Todd guessed they could probably go twenty or thirty miles if they were lucky. Laura was doing her best to keep the engine quiet, but the jeep was a noisy vehicle. They stopped at a convenience store and Todd found a water hose that he poked down into the refilling pipe; it was covered with a small, round top that looked like a miniature man-hole cover. There was still fuel in the underground tanks, but not much. Todd spent almost ten minutes trying to suck enough fuel through the garden hose that it would siphon into the jeep’s tank. By the time he was finished, he was covered in gasoline and his mouth was burning.
“You reek,” Laura said when Todd climbed back into the jeep.
“You’re welcome,” he said grimly.
“You didn’t wash the windows,” she teased.
“I’m lucky I didn’t pass out,” Todd said. “Or get attacked. Let’s move on, quietly.”
“Where to?” Laura asked.
“I don’t know. Where do you think they might go?”
“Someplace they’d feel safe,” Laura said. “A house probably. Ruth always liked old homes.”
“All we can do is search,” Todd said.
They drove around the small town, doing their best to avoid zombies, but the noise of the jeep’s engine attracted the wretched creatures that were close enough to hear it. After four hours, their fuel was running low again, and everyone was tired of looking.
“They could be anywhere,” Laura said, sounding hopeless.
“Perhaps they headed out of town,” Todd suggested. “Any chance they would pick up a vehicle?”
“I don’t think so,” Laura said. “We practically walked from Baltimore down to Orlando. That’s where the survivalist camp was. When we left there, we walked.”
“Roads?” Todd asked.
“Back roads, nothing too obvious.”
“Okay,” Todd said. “Let’s refuel.”
They stopped at a truck stop on the outskirts of town. Laura and the kids raided the store for food, and Todd found a hand pump by the fuel tanks. He pumped the gasoline up into the jeep and then drove over to the store. Right away, he could tell the store had been heavily looted. The windows were all broken, and the racks that held everything from CB radios to candy bars had all been turned over. Surprisingly, Laura and the children came out with their arms full of goodies.
“You hit the jackpot,” Todd said as they climbed into the jeep.
“I got candy!” Vicky said rapturously.
“And beef jerky,” Rob added.
“And I found a map,” Laura said.
They had to drive farther down the road to avoid a group of zombies who were slowly approaching the truck stop. Once they got to a clearing that seemed to be free of the living dead, they unfolded the map.
“I didn’t even know they still made these,” Todd said.
She giggled. “I think this one’s older than me.”
“You think they went north or south?” Todd asked.
“South, maybe,” Laura said. “We were heading south when you found us.”
“Miami,” Vicky said around a mouth full of gummy bears.
Todd swallowed and looked at Laura.
“What?” she asked. “What’s wrong with Miami?”
“It’s horrible,” Todd whispered. “Infected everywhere. I wouldn’t go anywhere near it.”
“If that’s where they’re going, we have to stop them,” Laura said.
“Okay, let’s go.”



Chapter 16

Todd drove slowly as he and Laura watched for any sign of Payton or Ruth. The sun was starting to slide down toward the western horizon, and they saw the living dead almost everywhere. The wretched creatures were too slow to catch the jeep, even though Todd was merely puttering down the back roads. They stayed close to the coast, but didn’t bother looking along the main highway.
“How far do you think they could have traveled?” Laura asked.
“Thirty miles tops, unless they’re in a car.”
“Payton didn’t like cars.”
“So maybe we’ll get lucky,” Todd said, then decided to change the subject. “So, you were a nanny before the plague?”
“Yes,” Laura said, still scanning the streets for Payton and Ruth. “In Baltimore.”
“I’m from Jersey.”
“What did you do for a living?”
“I was assistant harbor master in Atlantic City” Todd explained. “I love ships and the ocean.”
“So when the plague hit, you took your yacht south?”
“Not at first,” he explained. “Helen and I waited just off shore for the first month or two. We tried to reach anyone we knew, but things fell apart so fast. We monitored radio and television reports. It was like observing the end of the world.”
“Better to observe it than live through it,” Laura said bitterly.
“What did you do?”
“I thought about trying to get to my parents, but they’re older,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “They lived in a retirement community in Baltimore. We were in the suburbs, and the Berkowitzes wanted me to stay with them. All my friends were in the city, and I could tell right away that I didn’t want to be anywhere near Baltimore. It got ugly fast.”
“I’m sorry,” Todd said.
Laura had to wipe away tears that were running down her cheeks.
“Ruth convinced me to stay,” she explained. “We waited in their home for a while, but eventually food ran low and we had to get farther from the chaos. I knew that everyone I had known was dead or turned. The hardest part was not seeing my parents again.”
Todd decided to change the subject.
“The big cities are all filled with…” Todd wasn’t sure what to say. He knew that Laura wasn’t using the word “zombies,” and he didn’t want to scare the children.
“With the infected?” she offered.
He nodded.
“We went south, as fast as we could,” she continued. “We spent several months in a small complex in North Carolina. It had been an experimental community before the plague—sort of a return to pre-technology living. Everything was done with old tools and completely off the grid. They grew their own food, cut their own timber. It was like erasing a century over night.”
“It doesn’t sound pleasant,” Todd said.
Laura kicked off her shoes and propped her feet on the dashboard.
“No, it wasn’t. I can handle things being difficult, but most of the people there embraced ignorance, as if being uneducated made them superior somehow.”
“How’s that exactly?”
“To them, education and modern living were considered selling out. It was a very anti-government group. Payton had worked for Paratron, a completely government-funded business. We weren’t allowed to talk about it. Things there regressed very quickly.”
“So you had to get out,” Todd said.
Laura nodded. “We kept moving south until we heard about the colony in Orlando.”
“I would think Orlando would be crawling with the infected.”
“It’s normally a high-population area, but when the reports of the plague hit, everyone left. There were huge hotels and resorts completely abandoned. No one goes on vacation once Armageddon starts.”
“Makes sense,” Todd said.
“It was a good place,” Laura went on. “But eventually it got too big. Resources were scarce, and people had to venture out farther and father to find food or medicine. There just wasn’t enough of anything, including security.”
Todd glanced over at Laura, but she was facing away from him. He wanted to know more, but he didn’t want to talk about Ruth’s rape in front of the children. He glanced in the rear view and saw that Rob was napping, but Vicky was listening intently.
He decided it was best to change the subject. “We’ve gone thirty-five miles,” he said. “I’m going to double back.”
“Are you sure?” Laura asked.
“They couldn’t have gone this far on foot, even if they didn’t stop to rest. I think we have to keep looking, but there’s not much hope of finding them farther than this.”
Laura nodded in agreement. “Let’s try Highway 1, just not the coastal branch.”
Todd turned the jeep around. They were in the coastal sprawl, which ran from West Palm Beach all the way down to Miami. Signs of looting and burned-out buildings scattered the area. There were zombies everywhere, but luckily most weren’t in the street. There were abandoned cars as well, but the jeep had no trouble going onto the curb or through the rubble of ruined buildings. Highway 1 was mainly businesses, but they could see homes to the East along the coastal road A1A. And wherever they went, the living dead ambled out behind them like a wake behind a fast-moving boat.
“So what’s your theory?” Todd asked.
“My theory?”
“You know, your theory about what caused the plague.”
“I don’t have a theory,” Laura said. “Payton, on the other hand, spent a lot of time and energy trying to guess what could have caused it.”
“What was his best guess?”
“I can’t explain it the way he could,” she said. “He was a mechanical engineer, who designed weapons systems. Payton didn’t think it was possible for the plague to be delivered all around the world without anyone noticing.”
“Or taking credit, I imagine,” Todd said.
“Payton said that, too.”
“So if it wasn’t a weapon, then what did he think caused it?”
“He said there were three possibilities; either it was man made, extraterrestrial, or nature.”
“Nature?”
“That was his favorite theory, although he also thought it was possible that the man-made was able to spread before becoming active.”
“You mean people had it and didn’t know it.”
“That’s what he said. It could be dormant in most of the population until something triggered it, but he said it wasn’t likely.”
“It would be difficult to trigger something all around the world at once,” Todd said.
“And there were no signs of people turning.” She emphasized the last word with a raised eyebrow. “If people contracted the plague at different times, they wouldn’t have all turned at once; it would have been spread out over time.”
“True,” Todd said. “It spread by human contact after the first people became actively infected. But if we didn’t do this, could it be little green men?”
“He would say it’s possible, but not very likely.”
“I don’t know,” Todd said. “That was a pretty strong theory for a while.”
“Yes, but impossible to prove. We’ve seen no evidence of extraterrestrial beings—no UFO sightings or landings, no messages intercepted on radios or the limited satellite communications that are still functioning.”
“Okay, so that leaves nature. Tell me more about his theory.”
“It’s complicated,” Laura said.
Todd didn’t know if the conversation was helping them, but it allowed them to focus on something other than their failed search for Ruth and Payton.
“I can handle complicated,” Todd said.
“Okay, let me see if I can remember this,” Laura said. “Do you remember studying the Big Bang theory in school?”
“Yes.”
“Do you remember the bouncing-ball theory?”
“That was the technical name, right?” Todd teased.
Laura playfully punched him in the shoulder, then continued. “So the idea is that in nature, there is something that builds up, builds up, builds up, and then collapses, only to repeat the process.”
“Got it,” Todd said.
“So maybe if that is happening in the universe—expanding outward from the big bang and eventually collapsing back down onto itself before repeating the process—maybe it happens on earth, too.”
“So, after all this time, the plague is the big reversal?”
“Yes,” Laura said. “But it wouldn’t be the first time.”
“What?”
“The first time was with the dinosaurs,” she explained. “Something happened that wiped them out.”
“What about a comet hitting the earth?” Todd asked.
“That was the prevalent theory before the plague, but there was no real proof. Just a solid theory that something similar could have caused the extinction of the dinosaurs.”
“But you don’t buy it?” Todd asked.
She smiled, as if reminding him that this wasn’t her theory. “Payton thought that perhaps what we are witnessing is the same natural process that brought down the dinosaurs. That it is nature’s way of resetting the biological play clock and starting over.”
Todd thought about the idea for a moment. It was clever, but just as improvable as any other theories about the plague. The news coverage in the early days of the Zompocalypse had been an endless debate over what had caused the sudden shift from humans to zombies and why some people had been spontaneously infected while others hadn’t. He pondered the strange new possibility as he steered the jeep around a school bus that had been turned over in the middle of the road.
“That’s interesting,” Todd said.
“Payton can explain it much better than I can,” Laura said.
“You did great; it’s just something I’ve never considered before.”
“It took me a while to grasp it,” Laura said. “But it makes sense to me now.”
They rode on in silence as the miles passed in a long, depressing line of destruction and abandonment. Todd didn’t know how he felt about nature turning against the human race. He’d never thought of the natural world as sentient; the only terrestrial forces he thought of were natural selection and the changing of the seasons. But no one had taken the possibility of a Zompocalypse seriously until it happened; Preppers with their armored vehicles and military-style compounds were considered freaks. Science was proven wrong, but not for the first time. Though no one had ever thought of nature as an entity, it didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. Maybe the forces of nature were sentient, but on a timeline no one had noticed.
We don’t control the number of hours in a day, or how long the seasons last, he contemplated as he slowed to search down a shadowed alleyway. Perhaps this was just a normal occurrence on earth, giving other species a chance to rise to dominance.
Then again, no other species had been infected by the plague. Any living creature was susceptible to becoming a zombie—there were a few household pets that had been attacked and infected by their owners, but no animals were infected spontaneously. If the theory about the dinosaurs was correct, then why weren’t more species affected by the plague? Perhaps only one species of dinosaur was turned and it wiped out all the others, but somehow Todd doubted that.
“I think we better find a place to settle for the night,” Todd said. “I don’t want to wait until it gets dark.”
“What do you have in mind?” Laura asked.
“We should be able to find a house that’s still intact.”
“There could be… people inside,” she said.
“Infected?”
“Yes.”
“That’s true. I’ll do a sweep to make sure the house is safe, while you and the kids stay in the jeep.”
“What about the stragglers?” she asked, pointing over her shoulder.
“I have a plan for that too,” he said. It wasn’t exactly true, and he hoped she didn’t call his bluff.
He pulled the jeep onto the wide, tree-lined street that fronted the lavish homes built on the beach. Many of the houses had empty garages—the doors left up from people fleeing the plague. Todd drove until he saw a house that looked promising. It was a two story-home with stucco siding and heavy-duty storm windows. The three-car garage had one empty slot, and the big overhead door was up. Todd accelerated past the house, then suddenly hit the breaks. Vicky screamed as the jeep slid to a stop; the thick treads of the off-road tires screeched loudly in the otherwise quiet neighborhood. Todd slammed the transmission into reverse and backed quickly into the driveway. He was going too fast, but he had to get in and get the door closed before the lumbering zombies caught up.
The jeep whipped into the garage and banged against a metal storage shelf, but Todd didn’t care. He left the jeep running while he jumped out and pulled the safety-release rope with its little red handle that dangled from the track on the overhead door. Then he pushed the door forward. It folded down with a screech and slammed shut. There was no locking mechanism; although Todd doubted that the zombies would be smart enough to try and lift the door open, he grabbed a small block of wood and wedged it behind the miniature wheels that moved the garage door along the metal track.
He finally took a breath of relief, happy that the first part of his plan was working. The jeep was still running, and he quickly shut off the engine. He hoped that the battery had charged enough throughout the day that it would start in the morning, but he would worry about that when the time came. For now, he needed to make sure there were no zombies in the house. He and Laura had stowed their backpacks in the rear of the jeep, just behind the bench seat where Rob and Vicky were sitting; the assault rifle was next to the driver’s seat.
“That thing makes a lot of noise,” Laura said.
“True, but it’s the best weapon I’ve got,” Todd said. “I won’t use it if I don’t have to.”
The sun was setting. The mutilated heads of zombies searching for a way to get into the house now blocked what little light was shinning into the garage from the small windows.
“If they start getting the door up, honk the horn,” Todd told Laura. “I’ll come running.”
“That’s not a comforting thought,” Laura replied.
“They can’t get in, can they Todd?” Rob asked.
“I think we’re fine,” Todd said, trying to sound reassuring.
He went to the door that led into the house and listened. He’d made enough noise to attract any zombies in the house to whatever room was just beyond the garage. It was hard to hear anything over the moans and groans of the zombies outside; their emaciated hands banged on the thick Plexiglas windows of the garage door.
After a moment, he felt confident he could go into the house. He turned the knob and pushed the door open. The room just beyond the garage was dark and smelled of laundry detergent. There was enough light coming from the kitchen to assure him that no one was in the small laundry room. Todd went into the house, keeping the assault rifle pressed to his shoulder and the barrel pointed in front of him, just as he’d seen in movies.
The kitchen was large and neat. The countertops were quartz, and the cabinets were painted white. The floor was made from large square tiles, and Todd did his best to keep his shoes from making too much noise as he walked slowly toward the dining room. There were tall windows facing the ocean, and Todd could see the long shadows that stretched from the house toward the beach. The dunes were overgrown but small enough to see over, and the waves lapped at the tan-colored sand about fifty yards from the house’s back deck.
The dining room, living room, and spare bedroom were all empty. Todd made his way quickly upstairs, confident that the house was most likely deserted. Still feeling nervous after being waylaid the day before, he wanted to be more than sure. The upper story of the house was nothing like what he expected. There was a long open room, with floor-to-ceiling windows facing the ocean. There was a wet bar at one end of the room, and a huge television against the opposite wall. On the street side of the second floor were two bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. Luckily, there was no sign of any occupants or zombies. Todd lowered his rifle and hurried back down to the garage.
“Were the doors locked?” Laura asked.
“I didn’t check,” Todd said.
“Well go make sure they’re locked and the windows, too. I’ll get your bags.”
Todd went back into the home. As the sun dipped lower in the sky, it was getting harder to see but Todd made sure everything was secure. Laura led the children upstairs and got them settled, then she and Todd explored the home. It was filled with all the things normally found in a house—books, computers, jewelry, cleaning supplies, closets filled with clothes, and boxes of junk. Todd wanted to explore the garage, hoping he might find some batteries or emergency supplies. Fearing his flashlight might incite the zombies already trying to get into the garage, he decided to wait until morning.
“Let’s see if they have any food we can eat,” Laura said.
Todd followed her downstairs. They had to use flashlights to explore the cabinets. Todd found plenty of wine in a rack under the kitchen island. Laura went through the canned goods. There were jars of smoked salmon, carrots, and canned fruit.
“We can make a meal from this,” Laura said.
“I’ve got wine and candles,” Todd said, picking up a set of tapered candles from a drawer.
“The kids can drink the fruit juice,” Laura said with a giggle.
They carried their haul back upstairs and spread everything out on the coffee table. Laura scooped food onto plates while Todd filled their glasses. The kids sipped the warm juice.
“This is delicious,” Vicky said.
“That’s because it’s fruit flavored sugar water,” Laura said in mock sternness.
“It tastes like liquid candy,” Vicky said beaming.
“Is this what wine tastes like?” Rob asked.
“No,” Todd said. “Wine is more like cough medicine.
Both kids made faces at his description and Todd laughed. They ate and talked about the television shows Rob and Vicky had been watching on the yacht. After dinner, they played a game of monopoly that Todd had found while exploring the bedrooms. Then the children stretched out on the sectional sofa to sleep.
Laura told them a story while Todd made another sweep of the lower floor. There were still zombies mindlessly pressing against the garage door, but surprisingly enough, none were gathering at the doors or windows of the home itself. Todd made his way slowly through the dark lower floor, choosing not to use his flashlight in case it attracted more of the living dead.
He was halfway up the stairs when Laura came sneaking down.
“They’re almost asleep,” she whispered.
“Alone at last,” he replied.
“Wanna finish this?” she asked, holding up the bottle of wine.
“You bet,” Todd said.
They went down to the kitchen were there was a small breakfast table facing the large window. They sat in the dark, the only light was from the moon and stars, but it was enough to keep them from spilling the wine.
“I’m sorry I put you on the spot this morning,” Laura said. “You didn’t have to leave your ship, but I’m glad you came with us.”
“It was the right thing to do,” Todd said. “And you were right to suggest it. I should have been more careful yesterday. If I had been, maybe we wouldn’t have to be here now.”
“At least you found us a safe place for the night.”
Todd nodded, but silently he hoped he could get them safely out of the house in the morning. If more zombies came in the night, they might be trapped.
“I feel much safer with you around,” Laura admitted. “I’ve been a nervous wreck since we left the survivalist camp.”
“Being on land makes me nervous,” Todd said.
“Don’t you worry about storms when you’re on your boat?”
“I’m concerned about the weather all the time,” Todd said. “But I don’t worry about the weather. As long as I know what’s coming, I can stay ahead of it.”
“What happens when the satellites go down?”
“Then I’ll worry about the weather.”
They both laughed, and Laura leaned against Todd’s shoulder. They could hear the waves rolling up the hard-packed sand of the beach, and for a few moments, they just listened. Todd had always loved the sound of the surf, but he thought that Laura’s breathing was perhaps even more beautiful.
“You’re awfully quiet,” she said softly.
“Just taking in the moment,” he replied.
“It’s beautiful,” she said. “I can almost believe the world is a safe place again.”
“That would be nice,” Todd said. “At least we’re all safe tonight.”
“You don’t think a zombie can get in?”
“No, this place is pretty secure. The alarm isn’t working of course, but these houses were made to endure thieves and hurricanes.”
“The house is nice,” Laura said. “But the kids and I feel safe with you.”
“I don’t have any answers,” Todd said.
“But you keep us going, Todd.”
He felt a thrill as she said his name. His hands and face were hot. Tears stung his eyes as guilt fought against his desire. He slid his hand around Laura’s shoulder, and she looked up at him. In the darkness, he couldn’t really see each other, just a dark silhouette, but it was enough. Her hand
“You’re crying?” she asked in surprise.
“Sorry,” he said, wiping his cheeks. “I just wasn’t expecting…”
“What?” she asked, with a note of urgency in her voice.
“Helen…” Todd started to say, but he couldn’t get the words out.
“Oh,” Laura said. “I’m sorry.”
“No,” Todd said. “I’m sorry. I just, I can’t believe this is happening.”
“What do you think is happening?”
“I think I’m about to kiss you. Would that be okay?”
“I guess you’ll have to try it and see,” she said.
Todd leaned forward and found Laura’s soft lips. He could taste the wine as he pulled her close, their kiss growing more urgent. Then, they both suddenly pulled back.
“Did you hear that?” Laura asked.
Todd nodded but didn’t speak. He’d heard a distinctive thump, and he thought it came from outside. He was listening hard, his whole body suddenly rigid with fear. He wanted to pick up the rifle, but he’d set it against the wall and couldn’t see exactly where it was.
“I’m going to check on the kids,” Laura said.
“Okay,” Todd agreed. “Don’t come down unless you hear from me.”
There was another thump, and they both hurried into action. It took Todd several desperate seconds to find the assault rifle, but once he had it back against his shoulder, he felt immeasurably better. He heard Laura’s feet padding softly on the stairs. There was another thump. The sound was like a wooden baton striking a watermelon. Todd’s first thought one of the children had rolled off the couch upstairs, but there was no crying and the solid sounding thumps continued.
It sounds like it’s coming from the front of the house, he thought as he listened carefully. He went cautiously into the living room and then into the foyer. There were tall, narrow windows on either side of the front door and two high windows on either side of the short foyer hallway. Todd looked out at the front of the house, but he couldn’t see anything in the darkness. The lawn and street were veiled in shadows.
Another thump sounded, and this time Todd thought the noise was coming from his right. He had to climb up onto the decorative table where he could see out the high window to the driveway and garage, but what he saw filled him with wonder. The zombies were still there—still struggling to get inside so they could feast on his flesh. Now, however, several of the wretched creatures lay dead on the driveway with arrows protruding from their skulls. Todd watched in fascination as another arrow found its mark with a resounding thump. The zombie dropped instantly, and Todd wanted to cheer.
It took nearly fifteen minutes, but eventually all the zombies were slain, and the house grew quiet again. Todd waited, watching through the window and expecting someone to come inspect his marksmanship. No one appeared. He looked back out at the street, craning his head against the glass hoping for a better view, but he couldn’t see who had slain the zombies.
Finally he climbed off the table and started back toward the stairs, but suddenly he froze. He was still carrying the assault rifle, but he didn’t raise it. He wasn’t sure he was really looking at what he thought he was seeing. He squinted in the darkness, but it didn’t help. He moved forward, cradling the gun with both hands and hoping he wouldn’t have to use it. As he got closer, the shadowy sight became clear, and Todd realized someone was sitting at the dining room table.



Chapter 17

“Who the hell are you,” Todd said, slowly raising the gun into position.
“I wouldn’t do that,” the figure in shadow said. He had a gruff voice, and he spoke with deep southern accident.
“How did you get in here?” Todd asked.
“Slidin’ glass door,” the stranger said. “I can pop ’em open like cold beer cans. You should have secured it with a bar or something.”
“Who are you?”
“My name is Clay. I’m the one who took care of that little nest that’s been knocking on your garage door.”
“I appreciate that,” Todd said cautiously.
“That’s what I do. I’m a hunter. Been killing them dirty sons of bitches since the shit hit the fan. Of course, you can’t use firearms ‘cause that just draws the bastards like flies to horseshit. You mind if I sample your wine?” He pointed at the bottle that still sat on the breakfast table.
“I prefer beer or even bourbon,” he said. “But I ain’t really picky.”
“You can have it,” Todd said. “And I do appreciate the help, but I think it’s best if you go.”
“Well ain’t that a fine howdy doody,” Clay said. “I bet you didn’t even have a plan to get out of this death trap, did you? You just wanted a safe place to spend the night. And what happens when you wake up in the morning and the whole damn house is surrounded?”
“I can take care of myself,” Todd said.
“Sure, you can shoot a few of ’em,” Clay went on, undeterred. “You might even be able to get out of the house, but you’d never get away.”
“I’ve got a jeep.”
“And what the hell are you gonna do if it don’t start in the mornin’?”
Todd started to answer but then thought he didn’t really owe Clay an explanation.
“I ain’t looking for trouble,” Clay went on. “I just want the few survivors that are left to use a little common sense.”
“Todd?” came a small voice from the stairwell. “Are you okay?”
Todd knew instantly that it was Laura, and he also knew by the way Clay’s body stiffened that he didn’t know Todd had people with him.
“I’m fine, everything is fine,” Todd said slowly. “Go back upstairs, and I’ll be up in a minute.”
“You got kin folk with you?”
“Yes,” Todd lied.
“How many?”
“Enough.”
“You’re closed up tighter than a turkey’s ass come November. I told you, I ain’t looking for trouble.”
“I heard you,” Todd said. “But strangers make me nervous.”
“That’s the first bit a sense that’s come out of your Yankee mouth since this conversation started. We have to be careful nowadays; that’s just smart. I would have thought my callin’ card out front was enough to let you know who’s side I’m on. I know you see ’em. You was still on the table over yonder when I came in the back door.”
“Yes, I saw that,” Todd said. “I’m still not comfortable with someone who breaks into the home where I’m taking sheltering.”
“I get it,” Clay said. “You don’t want no boogyman comin’ in at night. I respect that. I’ll just slip out the way I came in and maybe I’ll see you in the morning, Todd.”
There was no threat in the stranger’s voice.
“You don’t mind if I take this wine with me, do you?”
“No,” Todd said.
“Good. See you folks in the morning.”
Clay rose from his chair, still holding the wine bottle. He was just a silhouette, and he moved as silently as a shadow. Todd could see the feather-tufted arrows over his shoulder and the bow in his left hand.
Once Clay was gone from sight, Todd locked the sliding glass door. He didn’t have anything better to fit in the door’s metal track, so he wedged the assault rifle into the space. It fit with a little room to spare. Todd guessed that someone could get the door open, but they wouldn’t be able to get in unless he broke the glass. He stepped over to the stairs, which were completely dark.
“You still there?” he asked.
“Yes,” Laura said quietly, her voice sounded frightened. “Was someone in the house?”
“Yes,” Todd said. “Come down, and I’ll tell you all about it.”
Laura was quiet, as she slipped into the dining room. Todd wasn’t watching her. Instead he was scanning the shadows outside the back of the house. She pulled out one of the ornate dining chairs and sat down beside him.
“What happened?”
“A man named Clay killed the zombies outside with a bow and arrows,” Todd explained.
“The thumping sound?”
“Yes,” Todd said. “It was very effective, and I never saw him. Not until he was in the house.”
“How’d he get in?” Laura asked.
“The sliding glass door. I’ve braced it now with the rifle, but I’m not sure how safe it is.”
“Do we need to leave?”
“I don’t know,” Todd said. “He didn’t seem threatening, but who the hell knows for sure. I doubt we could get away from him. He seems right at home out in the dark.”
“We could take the jeep,” Laura offered.
“We don’t really have enough fuel,” Todd said. “And finding another place to rest would be next to impossible in the dark. I think we’re better off here until morning.”
“You really think you can sleep here?”
“No, I won’t sleep.”
“Then neither will I,” Laura said.
She set the .45 caliber pistol on the kitchen table and held onto to Todd’s arm. The night crept by, and every sound the house made set Todd on edge, but they weren’t bothered again. Laura stayed at the table with Todd, but fell asleep with her head on her arms halfway through the night. Todd didn’t mind. He would have liked to sleep, too, but he was just too nervous. When the sun finally came up, he breathed a sigh of relief. The sunlight flooded through the large back windows of the house. Todd retrieved his rifle and checked all around the house, but there was no sign of Clay or anyone else. The zombies were still piled in front of the garage door, but the arrows had been removed. Todd pulled some power bars from his pack and woke up the children.
Laura was clearly exhausted. Her neck was stiff from sleeping at the table, but she didn’t complain. She looked after Rob and Vicky while Todd explored the garage. He had hoped he might be able to jump start one of the other vehicles in the garage if one was better suited to their purposes, but there was only a Mercedes sedan and a Hybrid compact car. Neither was big enough or suited for their purposes, and Todd wasn’t sure he could even get the hybrid running.
He searched the tools but didn’t find anything useful. There were boxes of Christmas decorations and some lawn equipment, but no emergency supplies.
“I guess it’s time to go,” Todd said.
“What’s our plan?” Laura asked.
“Keep looking for Ruth and Payton. And find some fuel as soon as possible.”
Laura nodded and ushered the kids out to the jeep. Todd slipped behind the wheel and said a silent prayer that the vehicle would start. Then he slid the key in and turned it. The engine coughed and sputtered, the starter whirred, and Todd pumped the gas pedal.
“Come on! Come on!” he said loudly.
Then the engine roared to life, and everyone cheered. Todd felt a huge sense of relief as he got out of the jeep to open the garage door. He pulled the small block of wood from where he’d wedged it behind the door’s wheel and then noticed something strange. There were two holes with black ooze congealing in a thick line toward the floor. He knew exactly where the holes came from and what the ooze was. He shuttered inwardly at what he knew was waiting for him outside. The zombies might be dead, but he would still have to drive over their rancid, decaying bodies to get out of the house. He took a deep breath so he wouldn’t have to smell the stench of the slain zombies, and he lifted the door.
Once again he couldn’t believe his eyes. The zombies had been pulled out of the driveway and onto the lawn, but right in front of them, was a tall man with lines around his narrow eyes. He had a bow over one shoulder and a machete strapped to each hip. He grinned as he saw Todd and took in the shock on his face.
“Howdy,” the man said. “By God, you’re the loudest bunch I’ve been around in well over a year.”
“Clay,” Todd said.
“Glad you remembered me. Is this your family?”
Todd turned to see Laura staring out of the jeep. Rob and Vicky were standing up in the back so they could see the strange man in front of them.
“Yes,” Todd said, wishing like mad that he still had the assault rifle, but he’d left it in the jeep.
“Well, they look scared as calves at auction.” He waved toward the car. “I ain’t gonna hurt nobody. I’m a friend,” he yelled.
“Look, Clay,” Todd said taking a step closer to the man. “We’re just looking for some friends and then we’re heading out of here. We don’t want any trouble.”
“Me either,” Clay said. “I just want to help. Lord knows y’all need it. Mercy that jeep’s loud. We’ll have the gory bastards breathing down our necks if we don’t move out. I’m guessing y’all could use some petrol, and I know just where to get some. Sounds like that carburetor could use a little attention, too.”
Todd glanced back over his shoulder at Laura. She looked uncertain, and Todd didn’t know how things would go if he refused. He looked back at Clay who seemed discouraged somehow.
“All right,” he said with a sigh. “I was just looking for a little company, that’s all. I ain’t planning to move in or nothing. Damn, y’all’s wound tighter than a clock and that’s for certain. Go ahead. Go get yourselves killed. It ain’t no skin off my back.”
He moved slowly down the driveway. Todd hurried back to the jeep. He glanced down at the fuel gage and saw the needle dangerously close to an empty tank. Then he looked up and saw Clay drawing an arrow back on his bow. He eased the car forward. Once they were out of the garage, they could see a small group of zombies lumbering down the street toward them. The first arrow shot forward and punched into the lead zombie’s head. The creature dropped to the ground, and its companions stepped over it to continue their ravenous hunt.
“Did you see that?” Rob said loudly. “That was totally awesome.”
“He’s all alone,” Vicky said.
“He doesn’t look like he needs our help,” Laura said.
“We can’t leave him,” Vicky said.
Laura looked at Todd. He was torn between helping Clay and just getting as far away from the deadly hunter as possible. Keeping Laura and the children safe was his first responsibility, but was leaving Clay a good idea? The man was proving his skill over and over again, killing zombies and making their task easier.
“Do you mind riding in the back?” Todd asked Laura.
She looked at him with desperation, but she didn’t argue. She moved back between Rob and Vicky. Todd saw that she had the .45 in one hand and was covering the pistol with her backpack. He nodded to her and then gunned the engine. The jeep sped toward Clay and then slid to a stop behind him.
“Get in!” Todd yelled as Clay shot another arrow.
Clay was slow and meticulous, but his aim was impeccable. The arrow took out another zombie, but two more were closing in. Clay spun around and climbed into the jeep.
“Thought you’d never ask,” he said with a big smile.
Clay had short gray stubble on his chin and a big gap between his two front teeth. He was dressed in camo from head to foot, including a wide-brimmed floppy hat and heavy-duty hunting boots.
“I’m Clayton Henry, but y’all can call me Clay,” he said jovially. “Head west, Todd. I know a gas station with a hand pump not more than a mile from here.”
Todd stepped on the gas pedal, and the jeep sped away from the walking dead.



Chapter 18

Ruth was getting too far ahead again, and Payton had to jog forward to catch her. His feet felt as heavy as cinder blocks, and his head ached so badly he could barely keep his eyes open. Still, Ruth wouldn’t stop. She was determined to head south.
“Don’t have to walk so damn fast all the time,” he mumbled under his breath.
He was tired and angry, but his head was in a fog. All he knew was that he couldn’t let anything happen to Ruth again. He’d failed her, failed the children, and Laura the nanny, too. Leaving them allowed the unspeakable to happen. They had needed him, and he was gone. His mind simply couldn’t process it. How had it happened? How had things changed so suddenly? He’d always felt that he was a strong, smart, and good provider for his family. But now he just felt lost.
“Why don’t we take a break?” he said, but barely loud enough for Ruth to hear him.
She ignored him, as she had since they’d come ashore. Payton checked the pocket of his heavy coat again. He’d found it in a looted Army Navy store on their trip from North Carolina. When he’d found it, he had felt strong and capable. Now it was like a security blanket that he refused to take off, even as he withered away under it. In the broad pocket on his right-hand side, he felt the heavy weight of the pistol he had taken from Todd.
If he hadn’t been so exhausted and on the verge of dehydration, he would have wept for Todd. The young man had only been trying to help; Payton knew that. But Ruth didn’t trust him, and Payton couldn’t defy his wife—not after he’d failed her so completely in Orlando. He’d had to step over Todd’s dead body. He saw the blood oozing from the back of Todd’s head and the satisfaction in Ruth’s eyes despite the dim light in the hallway. She’d insisted that they leave after that, even though he had hardly slept. That was two nights ago, and Ruth hadn’t stopped since. They hadn’t eaten anything and only drank some muddy water from a ditch after it rained the first afternoon of their flight.
“I need a break,” he mumbled again. “It won’t kill you to stop. You’re being unreasonable again. I’m sorry I let you down, Ruthy. Why don’t we stop, and I’ll rub your feet.” He didn’t want to rub her feet, of course. He wanted to curl up on the ground and go to sleep, but he knew that wasn’t safe. They needed to find shelter, out of the boiling hot sun and away from the ravenous infected. He could find them a house, or an office somewhere. He didn’t need a bed or even a cushion for his head, just a safe place to close his eyes.
Ruth was getting ahead of him again, and he cursed softly. He cursed the unrelenting heat. He cursed his aching body. And he cursed his wife, but then he put his hand on the gun in his pocket and jogged forward to catch up with her again.
* * *
“You shouldn’t have to worry about that battery anymore,” Clay said as he closed the hood on the jeep.
They were in the repair bay of a small gas station. Clay had worked on the jeep while Todd refueled their vehicle. Laura and the kids raided the candy supply of the station, filling the back of the jeep with snacks and bottles of soft drinks.
“I’m surprised this place hasn’t be looted,” Todd said as he coiled the rubber hose he used to refill the gas tank.
“That’s because it just looks like a greasy old garage,” Clay said. “Not one of those shiny convenience stores that sells everything. I guess people were too busy trying to steal TVs and cell phones that are absolutely worthless now.”
“I guess so,” Todd said with a chuckle. “Their loss…”
“Is our gain,” Clay finished the sentiment. “That’s exactly how I see it. How’d you get this far south, Yankee?”
Todd had never thought of himself as a Yankee before. He had lived most of his life in New Jersey, but Atlantic City wasn’t like the rest of the state. It was a resort town, and people from all over the world went there to gamble and shop and walk along the long beachfront boardwalks.
“I sailed down,” Todd explained. “We only came ashore to find the children’s parents.”
“I thought you and the Mrs. were their parents.”
“No, Laura is their nanny. I rescued them a while back, but their mother has been through some rough circumstances. She isn’t thinking too clearly.”
“My gawd,” Clay said with a big smile. “You people really are in a desperate way. I could tell you weren’t the average survivor, not totin’ that AR15 and driving this rattle-trap around. That thing’s like the ice cream truck of the zombie world.”
“We just want to get our people and get back to our ship.”
“What kind of sailboat you got?”
“It’s not a sailboat,” Todd explained. “It’s a yacht, but we’re probably going to upgrade. It isn’t really big enough for all six of us.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, you all should start a cruise line. Survivor cruises, don’t get eaten on the mainland. Come starve with us!” he said in a mocking announcer voice.
“Mister Henry,” Laura said. “Please remember there are children present.”
“Oops, sorry,” Clay said. “I ain’t used to being around young ‘uns. Sorry, kids. Old Clay was just kiddin’ around. I find that laughing at the things I’m afraid of makes ’em not so scary. You ever do that?”
Rob nodded. Vicky just stared at Clay with big, innocent eyes, but Todd knew her mind was carefully calculating everything the man said.
“So, what’s your plan?” Clay asked.
“Ruth and Payton were headed south. They preferred to travel on foot, and they were staying close to the coast.”
“How long you been tracking these people?” Clay asked.
“Only a couple of days,” Todd said. “They were all traveling together before that.”
“But not you?”
“No, I’m a recent development.”
Clay laughed.
“We’re hoping they’re still moving south,” Laura said. “That’s all we’ve really got to go on.”
“Well, I don’t want to be a nuisance, but I can help y’all find your people. I been huntin’ all my life and that’s one thing that hasn’t changed since the plague hit. Huntin’ is still huntin’.”
“How can you help?” Todd asked.
“You learn to read patterns in the local wildlife when you’re searching for critters. I spent the last decade or so hunting pythons in the glades. No one knows for sure how so many of those bastards… I mean, critters,” he said waving a hand at Rob and Vicky. “Ended up in southern Florida. I had to take some tests, but I ended up with a certification for catching snakes, and they paid me a bounty for every one I brought. Well, in the glades you can always tell a snake is in a tree if there ain’t no birds in that tree. On the other hand, with the zombies–”
“We call them infected,” Laura interrupted.
“Oh, pardon me,” Clay said, waving his hands to the children again. “The infected… they don’t have the sense God gave a chicken, but they can tell when fresh meat is around. I don’t know if they smell it or have supernatural hearing or what, but they know. They get restless when people are nearby.”
“But don’t they get restless because you’re around?” Todd asked.
“Sure, but the more people in an area, the more crazy the infected get.”
“So we search for a place where the infected are stirred up?” Laura said.
“No,” Clay said with a smile. “We want to get to a place where they ain’t stirred up. Then we want to watch ’em. When they start stirring, we know our quarry is close.”
“Well,” Todd said. “We know they’re headed south.”
“So we go south,” Clay said. “We take the high ground and set a watch. The zom… I mean, the infected will let us know when your folks are coming through. Then we just have to spot ’em and head ’em off.”
“It sounds like it could work,” Laura said.
“And it would be safer than blundering around hoping to run into them,” Todd agreed.
“Well, if you’ll have me I’d like to help,” Clay said. “There’s some pretty tall buildings down in Boca. That’s about ten miles from here. I just need to swing by my place and pick up a few things.”
Todd looked at Laura, who nodded her approval.
“Well, what are we waiting for?” Todd said. “Let’s get moving.”
It only took a few minutes to drive to where Clay was staying. The only signs of zombies near the big Hunter’s Supply store were decaying bodies laying prone on the ground. Todd guessed that Clay had killed many of them.
“What happened to all the infected people?” Vicky asked from the backseat.
“I killed ‘em,” Clay said. “I’ve been venturing out farther and farther to find more.”
“You killed all those with your bow?” Rob asked.
“Naw, I got a .30-30 Winchester set up in a crow’s nest on top of the store.”
“I thought you said guns were too loud,” Todd said.
“They are, but I made a suppressor for my rifle. I probably have one that would fit your 1911 pistol. They make a gun clumsy, but it’s better than drawing a whole herd of infected right down on top of you.”
They went into the store, which was a big warehouse building filled with stuffed animals from around the world. There was a big central display area in the center with faux boulders and what appeared to have once been a waterfall. The water pumps required electricity so the man-made stream and waterfall were dry, but the mounted animals were still on display. The racks of clothing had all been removed, and it looked as though the firearms section of the store had been looted.
“This is where you live?” Rob asked with awe.
“Sure is. Got the whole place to myself,” Clay answered.
“Todd has a boat,” Vicky said.
“He does?” Clay asked playfully.
“With a big TV and lots of movies.”
“Well that’s just dandy,” Clay said. “I got a lot of stuff here, but no television.”
He led them over to what looked like a camping display. There were camp chairs around a small propane stove. A big tent and even a hammock. There were boxes of freeze-dried food and gallon jugs of fresh water.
“This is home sweet home,” Clay said. “I’ll just be a minute.”
He went into the tent and rummaged around. Todd noticed there were battery-operated lanterns hanging on empty clothes racks around the camping area. There were still shelves of outdoor supplies in one corner of the large store, and in another corner, Clay had set up an archery range. Todd could see the wisdom in the hunter’s makeshift home. He had most of what he needed right in the store.
“I’m ready,” Clay said, coming out of the tent.
He had two bags over his shoulder and a rifle under one arm. He also had a pistol strapped to one thigh, and the pockets of his cargo style pants were bulging.
“Let’s see about getting you a suppressor,” Clay said.
Todd and Clay walked over to the firearm’s section while Laura and the kids sat in the camp chairs. The racks of rifles were nearly empty, and the big display cases that had once been filled with pistols were smashed and empty.
“Is there anything left here?” Todd asked.
“Shoot yeah,” Clay said. “They looted the place, but they only got the display items. Most of the stock was still boxed up in the back. No one had even touched any of that until I got here. I put a dent in the .30-30 ammunition, but I’ve got all the supplies to reload my shell casings so I figure I’m set for the next decade or so.”
He rummaged around behind the counter, crunching broken glass under his heavy boots. He grunted a little as he bent low and pulled a black cylinder out from one of the drawers behind the counter.
“This should fit your .45,” Clay said. “There’s collar on there that will connect it to your pistol. It won’t be silent like on television, but it will greatly reduce the report of that shooter.”
Todd rummaged inside his own backpack and pulled out the revolver the two pirates had left on the yacht and handed it to Clay, butt first.
“Do you have ammo for this?” Todd asked.
“That’s a .38 revolver, probably police issue,” Clay said, looking at the gun. “It’s older than me and you put together. You planning to use this for killing zombies?”
“I had another gun, but I lost it. This one was left on my yacht by some unsavory visitors, but I have no ammo for it.”
“Well, I can get you some bullets, but you’d be better off with .22 or a 9mm. I’ve got plenty of those in the back.”
“Okay,” Todd said. “I just want something I can fire reliably if I have to.”
“Well, a revolver is a reliable firearm in general. They don’t jam up like some of these automatics, but this one’s seen better days. I’m no gunsmith, but I would hate for this thing to misfire or worse yet back fire on you.”
“So what have you got?”
“You a shooter?” Clay asked.
“No, not really,” Todd admitted.
“Better go with a .22 then.”
He went back into the storeroom behind the firearms section and came back out with a blue case. He flipped the switches on the case and opened it up. Inside was pistol with a long, squarish barrel.
“See how that fits your hand,” Clay told Todd.
Todd picked up the pistol and felt the weapon’s weight. The long barrel made it slightly more awkward than the 9mm he preferred, but that gun wasn’t an option at the moment. Clay rummaged around some more and came back with a small flashlight. He took the gun and slid the flashlight onto the serrated rack on top of the pistol’s barrel.
“Why’s the barrel so long?” Todd asked.
“It’s a target pistol,” Clay explained. “A .22 caliber isn’t much of a hunting weapon. You can use it to shoot small game like squirrels or rabbits. Some people use ’em on rodents, but mostly they’re used for training purposes. It’s a whole lot easier to learn to shoot than a large caliber pistol, so that’s how most people start out. They’re also the weapons of choice for your assassins and contract killers. A bullet to the head is fatal in almost every instance, doesn’t matter the bullet’s size. Same goes for the zombies. They’ll drop dead if you shoot ‘em in the brain.”
“Good to know,” Todd said.
They filled the two clips with the small ammunition, and Todd stuffed the gun into the waistband of his pants while Clay put three bricks of .22 ammunition into Todd’s backpack.
“Now we’re ready,” Todd said.
“Let’s go huntin’!” Clay exclaimed.



Chapter 19

For the first time, they got on the interstate. Clay said he sometimes saw cars racing down the abandoned roadway. The jeep wasn’t made for speed; the big off-road tires drummed on the asphalt, and the body shook as they drove along. The noise in the cab made talking difficult, so they mainly stared out the windows at the devastation that was clearly visible from the elevated roadway.
When they reached Boca Raton, Todd guessed they were about 45 miles from where the yacht was anchored. He felt vulnerable being so far away from his ship. He had taken the key, but anyone could come on board and ransack the vessel. That thought made him so anxious he had to force himself not to think about it. He could replace his supplies, he could even replace the ship, but the thought of someone pawing through Helen’s things made him sick to his stomach.
They drove slowly toward the beach once they exited the interstate. I-95 had been mostly clear, but the exits were blocked. Todd had to drive over the curb and onto the turf to go around a six-car pile up at the bottom of the exit ramp. The streets of Boca were empty, but zombies appeared from every doorway and alley as they made their way toward the high rises along the coast. Whenever Todd looked into his rearview mirror, it was like seeing a nightmarish parade of zombies behind them.
“What’s our best bet for getting to high ground?” Todd asked.
“Y’all better let me clear the way,” Clay said. “Just drop me off in front of the closest high rise then give me half an hour to make sure we can get set up on the roof.”
“How will we know when you’re ready?” Laura asked.
“The infected will start dropping around you,” Clay said with a smile. “You watch after these young ‘uns and wait for my signal.”
Todd nodded but didn’t speak. He felt guilty letting someone else do the dangerous work, but at the same time, he knew Clay was much better suited for it. He swallowed his pride and did all he could for his new friend.
The Boca Raton Excelsior Arms was a tall building just across the street from the beach. A sign out front said the apartments were for retirees 55 years of age or older. Todd stopped the jeep, and Clay hurried out. He had both of his backpacks and his hunting rifle. He waved as he hurried into the building. Todd pressed the accelerator and drove away.
“I don’t like this,” Laura said. “You were right. There are infected people everywhere.”
“It only gets worse the closer to Miami you get,” Todd said. “Even the ship yards are full of them.”
“I want to go back to the boat,” Rob said.
“Me too, kiddo,” Todd agreed. “But we have to find your parents. They could be in trouble.”
“I don’t like leaving Mister Henry like this,” Laura said. “There’s no telling what he’ll run into in that building.”
“True,” Todd said. “But he’s a capable man.”
“Even the most capable man can be overwhelmed. What if that building is crawling with infected people?”
“Then we’ll have to change the plan,” Todd said. “For now, all we can do is our part. Which means, we need to find a place to leave the jeep and get quickly inside that building.”
“What does excelsior mean?” Vicky asked.
“It means superior, better than other things,” Laura said, falling naturally into nanny mode.
“So the people there have better arms than other people?” Vicky asked.
Everyone in the jeep started laughing, even Vicky. The tension eased with the laughter, and Todd circled the block looking for a safe place to park. He found the underground garage that serviced the apartment complex, but it was dark and foreboding. The last thing Todd wanted to do was try and fight their way out of the cave like the gloom of an underground garage.
“We could just leave the jeep at the front of the building,” Laura suggested. “The infected won’t bother it.”
“No, they won’t,” Todd said. “But they might have it surrounded before we leave and then how will we get back to the yacht? We’re at least forty miles from where we left it anchored.”
“But there might be a ship yard closer than that,” Laura said. “Maybe we could find another boat.”
“That’s a good idea. Why don’t we see what we can find.”
They drove for ten minutes looking for a pier before finally finding a small shipyard. Most of the coast was prime beachfront real estate filled with lavish residential homes, but Todd was happy when they found a small pier lined with boats. None looked ideal, at least from the street, but he guessed they could find something to carry them back up the forty-mile stretch to where the Great Escape sat at anchor.
They were almost back to the building when a zombie to Todd’s right was shot. The wretched creature’s skull burst like an over ripe melon, before it fell dead on the sidewalk. Todd saw the carnage out of the corner of his eye, and then another zombie was shot down not far in front of the jeep.
“That’s our signal,” Todd said.
“Don’t look, Vicky,” Laura said, covering the little girl’s eyes.
Rob watched in fascination as zombies were killed all around them. The wretched creatures rarely got to the road in time to come close to the jeep. They were slow-moving monsters, but they were abundant. As Todd drove past the apartment high-rise, he saw the fire escape zig zagging down the side of the tall building. He had an idea.
“Get our bags ready,” he told Laura.
Todd quickly made the block then turned down the alley beside Excelsior Arms. He parked the jeep directly underneath the fire escape.
“You’re going to leave the jeep here?” Laura asked. “How will we get back to it?”
Todd didn’t answer; he just unzipped the jeep’s plastic sunroof. Laura looked up and then she understood. They hurried out of the jeep just as three zombies came staggering into the alley. Todd had his gun, but he hadn’t learned how to attach the suppressor. He paused, looking at the trio of ghastly monsters when the nearest creature’s head popped like a balloon. Laura hid Vicky’s eyes, and Todd heard a muffled pop as two more shots from high above ended the threat.
“Let’s go! Let’s go!” Todd whispered to the others.
They ran to the sidewalk. More zombies were coming after them now, at least a dozen were lumbering down the street and five more were on the sidewalk only a few yards away. Todd pushed open the glass door and let Laura, Rob, and Vicky hurry inside. Zombies started dropping in the street as Clay rained down fire from above them. Unfortunately the Excelsior Arms had a wide awning. It was faded and dirty from neglect, but it still blocked the sun and rain from people on the sidewalk close to the apartment building. It also obstructed Clay’s view of the danger below.
Todd stepped in and tried to close the door, but the hinge was pneumatic and wouldn’t close fast enough. One of the zombies got half its body through the door. It pawed at Todd, who slid away from the monsters while trying to hold the door closed. The other zombies pushed hard, and Todd couldn’t hold them back.
“This way!” Laura shouted.
Todd sprinted across dusty hardwood of the lobby. Sliding on the wood floor, he fell hard, slamming his hip onto the floor and sending a wave of pain down his leg. He scrambled to his feet, but more zombies were pouring into the building. He pulled the stairwell door open and slipped inside behind Laura.
It was completely dark once the door closed. Even the emergency exit lights were dark, their back-up batteries having long since burned out.
“Laura!” Rob said frantically.
“I’ve got a flashlight,” the nanny said reassuringly. “Hold on.”
Todd’s flashlight was in his backpack, but the new gun he’d gotten from Clay was in his waistband and it had a flashlight mounted on the barrel. He drew the weapon and fumbled for the tiny switch to turn the flashlight on. A small beam of light shone across the space toward the door to the lobby. Swirls of dust floated in the empty space between Todd and the door. Another flashlight came on above him, and Todd heard Laura leading the children up the stairs.
He looked on the back of metal door, which closed with a push bar rather than a handle. There was no locking mechanism; since the door opened out into the lobby, Todd couldn’t brace it closed. He limped up the stairs and had just turned on the first landing when the door opened below him. He hesitated for a moment and watched as zombies came in, their uncoordinated gate made them look horrifying and comical at the same time. Their moans and groans made the hair on the back of Todd’s neck stand up.
He couldn’t imagine a worse scenario. The building was surrounded by zombies, and their best option for escape was now cut off. Todd hobbled up the stairs, his leg throbbing with pain. Laura and the kids were far ahead, jogging up the concrete stairwell. Todd did his best to keep up. The first five floors were difficult, but by the sixth Todd was walking. On the eighth flight, he couldn’t put weight on his sore leg. He was sure it wasn’t broken, but climbing the steps required the big quad muscles in his thigh and flexed the tendons in his hip that were swollen and sore. He had to put all of his weight onto the stair railing whenever he stepped up to the next step.
Sweat was pouring off his brow by the time he reached the top of the twelfth floor. The sign on the door said, “Rooftop access.” Todd threw open the door, his breath coming in ragged gasps. There was a short hallway and then another flight of steps led to a door where Todd could see light around the frame. He paused, looking for something that might brace the door closed. He spotted a small wedge of wood on the floor just inside the arc. Todd guessed it was used to prop the door open. Desperately hoping it would be enough to keep the door closed, he jammed the wedge under the door and kicked it with his foot before climbing the final flight of stairs. He turned the handle and stepped out into dazzling sunlight.
“Took you long enough,” Clay said.
“We have company,” Todd said.
“That damn jeep brought a whole horde. I couldn’t stop ’em all, even if it was like shootin’ fish in a barrel.”
“Are you hurt?” Laura asked.
“I just slipped downstairs. I’ll be fine.”
Todd saw that Clay was carrying his hunting rifle, which was a plain firearm. The stock and fore end were made of wood stained dark brown. It had a bolt-action cocking mechanism and a thin trigger guard, but the scope seemed almost too big for the rifle; its lens cover stood up over the scope like wings. There was a long tube on the end of the barrel as well, and Todd guessed that it was the suppressor that Clay had made.
“We need to secure this door,” Todd said.
“I got that,” Clay replied.
The roof of the apartment building was covered with red terra-cotta tiles, the kind usually found as walking paths in gardens. There were some patio chairs in one corner. Large industrial air-conditioning units covered most of the space, but a section of the roof facing the ocean was empty. Clay grabbed one of the metal lawn chairs and propped it under the door lever. With the chair under it, the lever couldn’t turn, effectively locking the door.
“Smart,” Vicky said.
“Why thank you, little lady. Now let’s get y’all settled in.”
“How long do you think we’ll be here?” Laura asked.
“Oh, a few days probably. Maybe more,” Clay said, walking to the city side of the rooftop. “Just depends on how long it takes your kin folk to pass this way.”
“You think a chair under the door handle will hold the infected that long?” Todd asked.
“I imagine so,” Clay answered. “They’re brutish creatures, but not smart. That door is industrial grade, so it should hold ’em.”
“So we just wait and watch?” Rob asked.
“Oh, I reckon we can have a little fun while we’re at it,” Clay said with a wink. “You ever shoot a gun?”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea?” Laura said.
“Oh, please Laura! Please?” Rob begged.
“I respect your decision for the boy,” Clay said. “But you might think about the fact that the world is a dangerous place these days. I don’t reckon he’s too young to learn how to defend himself.”
“I am old enough,” Rob stated emphatically. “Mister Todd, tell her I’m old enough.”
“You’re a good boy, Rob. That’s why I know you’ll respect Laura’s decision on this,” Todd said.
“Rob, I’m not your mother,” Laura said. “But I have a responsibility to your parents to make the decisions they would want for you.”
“They aren’t even here,” Rob said.
“That’s true,” Todd said softly, getting down on one knee. “But they love you. Even parents go through difficult times, and yours needed a little space—that’s understandable. But we want you to be with them, and that’s why we’re here.”
“If they need space, why are we trying to find them?” Rob asked.
“Because we’re afraid they might be in trouble.”
“I just want to shoot the gun,” Rob said.
“I can teach him with my .30-30, and I’ll be safe,” Clay said.
Todd looked at Laura, who seemed uncertain. Todd didn’t want Rob carrying a gun, but he couldn’t see the harm in teaching the boy how to use one. There might come a time when he needed to fire, and there might not be anyone around to teach him.
“What do you think?” Laura asked Todd.
“I could learn with him,” Todd said in a whisper. “He might need to know some day.”
Laura nodded and then turned to Vicky. “Let’s go get some of that lawn furniture on the far side of the roof,” she said.
Vicky smiled and they went off together. Todd massaged his leg and felt the muscle slowly relaxing. He guessed it would be sore, maybe even bruised, but he wasn’t worried that it would hinder him for long. The older man nodded at Todd, and the three of them moved toward the edge of the roof for their first shooting lesson.



Chapter 20

“The partners are meeting in a few hours,” Ruth muttered. “I want to wow them with this decision.”
She was talking to herself and walking all alone down the once-manicured lawns of the large homes that fronted the beach. The grass that remained after a year without daily watering and regular fertilizing was dull brown and patchy. Weeds grew thick in some yards; others were mostly sand. Ruth took no notice of her surroundings, or of the fact that she had left Payton far behind at some point. In her mind, she was in court surrounded by young associates and getting ready for the final arguments of a trial that had never taken place.
“No,” she said in a haughty tone to an imaginary associate. “We won’t stoop to their level. We’ll win this case with sound legal reasoning. Not parlor tricks, Mister Duvall. We’re better than that.”
Before the plague, she had been a lawyer with Dietrich, Hamilton, and Browne. Her specialty was insurance law, which required skills in research, negotiation, and litigation. She had to be ready to take any claim to court, but she also needed the savvy to negotiate the very best deals she could possibly get if her clients were willing to settle out of court. Before the world had come to a grinding halt, she had been preparing for a trial against Confederated Health, a major insurance provider. Even though Future Tech, Inc. had paid a large premium for their corporate health group plan, Confederate Health had failed to provide coverage for the employees.
Ruth saw the bailiff walk in. She heard the call for everyone to rise. Over the past two days, she had walked without stopping or eating, all the while arguing her case, dealing with associates, and navigating the office politics she had been immersed in before the plague. And even though her conscious mind was far away from the heat and dangers of south Florida, she managed to avoid the zombies who sometimes lurched toward her, although many of the wretched creatures ignored her completely. Had she been aware of the strange behavior she might have wondered at it, but perhaps it was the fact that she was completely out of touch with reality that she didn’t attract their ravenous hunger.
“Your honor, we have proven our case with irrefutable evidence, but the most damning proof is sitting before you today. Consolidated Health would rather spend thousands of dollars and waste the court’s valuable time arguing against the employees of Future Tech, rather than fulfill their pledge and provide the insurance they promised.”
Her voice was low, little more than a whisper after days of arguing her case without a break, but Ruth didn’t notice that. In her mind, she was strong and her voice rang with courage and righteous indignation. Her feet were so blistered, and the dehydrated muscles of her legs so cramped that she limped along in a fashion not unlike the zombies who were milling around her in increasing numbers.
She didn’t see the high-rise buildings in the distance and had no idea that she was walking into a virtual hive of the living dead. Luckily for her, she was seen and recognized, even if her mind was far away and closed off to reality.
* * *
“I see her,” Todd said.
Clay had first seen Ruth with his long-range telescope. Rob was scanning for his mother with the rifle’s scope, and Laura stood behind Todd.
“I could tell she wasn’t like the others,” Clay explained. “She’s movin’ too fast.”
Todd held the binoculars out to Laura. “I didn’t see Payton with her. It’s just Ruth, I’m pretty sure,” he whispered.
Laura looked with the binoculars, twisting the knobs to adjust the focus as she searched for Ruth. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw the woman she respected and cared for. Ruth had been more than a boss and although she wasn’t maternal, she had never treated Laura like an employee. Laura had been a vital part of the Berkowitz family, and Ruth had seen to it that Laura’s needs were taken care of once the plague threw the world into chaos.
“Yes,” Laura said. “It’s Ruth.”
“All right,” Todd said. “We have to go to her. She won’t make it if she gets much closer.”
“I’ll cover you from here,” Clay said.
“I’ll help him,” Rob volunteered.
“No,” Todd and Laura said together.
“We need to stay together,” Todd continued. “Clay, if we leave we might not be able to get you off the roof.”
“Sure you will,” Clay said without hesitation. “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.”
“You’re positive about that?” Todd said.
“Sure as shooting. Y’all go get your people. Just don’t forget about me.”
“Thank you,” Laura said.
“All right, kids. Let’s go,” Todd said.
He was surprised. He had expected their wait on the rooftop to last for days, but in only a few hours Ruth had been spotted. He felt a heavy sense of dread over the fact that Payton wasn’t with her, but there was nothing he could do about that. He hurried over to the metal ladder that led down the fire escape. He went first and helped Vicky climb down the rusty metal rungs.
Once they were on the first platform, the descent became much easier. Todd’s hip still ached and he was favoring that leg, but he was moving much easier after a few hours of rest. Quietly and quickly, they made their way to the jeep. The alley had only a few zombies loitering about, but none seemed aware of the group descending the fire escape.
“They seem agitated,” Laura whispered. “Do you think they can get through the plastic cover of the jeep?”
“I hope not,” Todd said.
When they got to the final platform, they were still about twelve feet above the ground. Todd went down the metal ladder that led toward their escape vehicle. It only extended down four feet from the fire escape platform, and Todd had to lower himself slowly, his feet dangling until they touched down on top of the jeep’s roof. The plastic top cover wouldn’t support his weight, but there were two padded roll bars that held the roof in place. Todd stood with his feet apart on the roll bars and the open sunroof between his legs. Rob came down next, just as Todd heard a dull pop high above them and one of the zombies in the alley fell dead.
Todd helped Rob down into the jeep and then Vicky. They settled quietly into the back seat of the vehicle, hunching low to keep from being seen. Two more pops brought down two more zombies, and now only one remained in the alley. Todd supported Laura’s body as she climbed down the ladder, and for a moment, they were face to face—their bodies close and Todd felt passion stirring his blood. Then he helped Laura down into the jeep, and he quickly followed. With one swift motion, he jammed the key into the ignition and started the engine. The jeep coughed and grunted as it usually did, but it fired to life. Todd shifted the jeep into drive and gunned the engine. The zombie lurched forward, right into the path of the jeep. Todd instinctively hit the break, but it was too late and the metal bumper on the front of the jeep leveled the zombie.
“Go! Go! Go!” Laura shouted.
Todd stepped on the accelerator, and the jeep bounced over the fallen zombie as if it were just a rough stretch of roadway; the big tires shattered bone and shredded flesh.
“That was totally awesome!” Rob shouted.
They whipped around the corner and onto the broad avenue in front of Excelsior Arms. Cutting across a park, Todd drove with urgency while Laura searched for Ruth. The jeep was throwing up sand as Todd dodged zombie after zombie, each lurching toward the vehicle in ravenous frenzy.
“Do they seem more agitated than usual?” Laura said.
“Maybe it’s because Clay has killed so many,” Todd said.
Clay had spent an hour teaching Rob how to shoot the hunting rifle. Together they spent another hour raining shot after shot on the meandering zombies. The streets around the apartment high rise and across the park were littered with bodies; heads had been blown into sticky, black mush.
“I see her,” Rob called out when he caught sight of his mother.
He and Vicky were standing up in the back, holding onto the front seats for support and staring over Todd and Laura’s head. Rob pointed, and Vicky called out happily.
“Mommy!”
Todd could see Ruth’s mouth moving even though there was no one to talk to. It was a troubling sign that indicated her mental state was not improving, but even more troubling was the swarm of zombies the jeep was attracting.
“We better get her in the jeep fast,” Todd said.
“I’ll get her,” Laura volunteered.
Todd drove beside Ruth before slamming on the breaks. Laura was out of the vehicle almost before it stopped. She grabbed Ruth’s arm, but Ruth lashed out at Laura, screaming like a wild animal. One hand slapped Laura hard in the side of the head, making her ears ring, but Laura returned the favor; she struck Ruth with an open palm to the lower side of the older woman’s jaw. Ruth staggered, the fight seeming to suddenly departing from her. For a moment, a look of clarity came into Ruth’s eyes.
“Ruth, it’s me. Laura,” she said.
The moment of clarity was short lived as Ruth’s head rolled to one side, and she sagged forward into Laura’s arms. Laura pulled Ruth to the jeep, and Todd helped maneuver the limp body into the vehicle. Climbing nearly on top of Ruth, Laura got inside, and Todd gunned the engine. Zombies were dropping all around them as shot after shot from the apartment building took them out.
“Is she okay?” Todd said.
“Mommy?” Vicky cried in alarm.
“I don’t know,” Laura said as tears ran down her face.
“Where’s Daddy?” Vicky asked.
“We have to get back and get Clay,” Todd said, ignoring her question and the sinking feeling in his gut. “Everybody just hold on.”
The ride back across the park was even more difficult. Todd had to circumvent a massive swarm of zombies who were converging on the park. He drove the Jeep over the soft soil and dead grass, the off-road tires leaving massive tracks in their wake.
“Kids, help me get your mom in the back,” Laura said.
They struggled to move her body, which was hot to the touch and looked emaciated from hunger. Crammed in the back seat, Laura moved Vicky to her lap. Rob was crying as he held his mother.
“I don’t see any bite marks or wounds,” Laura said.
“She had to walk almost nonstop to get this far in three days,” Todd said. “She’s probably dehydrated.”
“We’ll give her some water once we get someplace safe.”
“What about Daddy?” Vicky asked.
Todd looked in the rearview and was surprised to see that although there was a note of concern in Vicky’s voice, her face was completely impassive.
“We’ll find him, sweetheart,” Todd said.
“He can’t be far,” Laura added. “He wouldn’t leave your mom, you know that.”
Vicky nodded. Todd circled the block so that he could pull into the alley below the Excelsior Arms’ fire escape.
“I see Mister Clay!” Rob shouted.
Todd could see the hunter, too. He was waiting on the lowest platform, his gun held ready. Todd hadn’t had time to zip the sunroof closed; it was still folded back over the rear of the jeep’s top. Todd pulled the jeep directly under the ladder and stopped. Clay dropped one pack, then the other. Todd caught them both and then the lanky hunter climbed down and dropped into the passenger seat.
“I’m ready,” he said simply, and Todd stomped on the gas.



Chapter 21

They drove through the crowded beachfront streets looking for Payton but didn’t find him before coming to a small house on the west side of the street. It had an open garage and hurricane shutters over the windows. Todd pulled in, and Clay got the garage door down. It was an older house, and the garage door had a simple twist lock that slid a bar through tracks on either side to hold the door closed.
“That’ll hold off the riffraff,” Clay said.
Todd was helping Laura get Ruth out of the car, and Clay went into the house. There was a commotion and then he stepped back into the garage. He was wiping the blade of his machete on a white dishrag.
“You might give me a minute before bringing the kiddos in,” he said.
Todd nodded and lifted Ruth in his arms. She had been plump when he’d last seen her, with skin that drooped as if she had lost weight recently. Now she seem shriveled like a raisin; as he lifted her, he guessed she weighed only a little over a hundred pounds.
“I’ll carry her in,” Todd told Laura. “You and the kids get our gear.”
“Okay, guys,” Laura said in chipper voice. “Let’s get our stuff out of the back of the jeep.
“Is Mommy going to be okay?” Vicky asked.
“She’s with us now,” Todd heard Laura say. “We’re going to take good care of her.”
He carried her inside, squeezing through the narrow doorway. There was a bedroom immediately to his right. The room was dark with light just filtering in around the window’s hurricane shutters. He laid Ruth on the bed and felt for a pulse. Her heart was beating, but it was very slow.
Laura came in the room behind Todd with the kids in tow. She had a bottle of water in her hand, and she unscrewed the cap. Ruth’s lips were chapped and swollen, but when Laura dribbled water into them from the bottle they moved; it appeared that Ruth’s breathing increased.
“She’s coming around,” Laura said, the relief evident in her voice.
“Take it slow,” Todd said. “I’ll check on the rest of the house.”
They had settled into a small home that had evidently been the resident of a grandmother. Unfortunately, the plague had struck her and she had become a zombie trapped in the house, unable to get out. Clay had dispatched her and removed her body out into the back yard where a privacy fence kept them from being seen. The house was small, with only one other bedroom and a vast supply of geriatric pharmaceuticals. Todd checked the kitchen and found plenty of canned goods—even two tins of Spam.
Clay stepped in from the back door and closed it, turning the dead bolt. There was a fresh stain of black blood in the living room where Clay had killed the old zombie. He looked at the food that Todd was setting out on the little countertop.
“Spam! Now that’s the good stuff,” Clay said.
“It’ll be a nice change from MREs,” Todd said.
“Well, if y’all can stick around long enough, I’ll be happy to supply some fresh meat. There’s plenty of game around if you know where to look.”
“That actually sounds fantastic,” Todd said.
“How’s the kids’ mother?”
“Dehydrated,” Todd said softly. “But that’s not the worst of her troubles. Her mind has snapped, I’m afraid.”
“Thought that might be case,” Clay said. “She covered a lot of ground in a short time for a small woman.”
“Now we’ve got to at least try to find her husband.”
Laura and the children came out of the room looking exhausted. Todd popped open the cans of spam, and Clay produced a small propane stove. There were plenty of cooking utensils in the small home, and Todd fried the spam. He also found canned pineapples and a box of rice. By the time they finished eating, the sun was going down. Laura settled the kids in bed while Todd lit some candles he had discovered while cooking. The small house soon smelled like nutmeg and vanilla, but seemed homey in the soft yellow light. Laura came out and found Todd in the living room with Clay.
“Night’s the best time to hunt,” Clay said. “You’re man is probably holed up somewhere just praying we’ll come along and save him.”
“How will we find him?” Todd asked.
“Same way I found y’all. Just follow the zombies.”
“You can’t go at night,” Laura said. “What if I need help?”
“I can go by myself,” Clay said.
“No,” Todd disagreed. “I don’t think Ruth is going to be strong enough to present a problem, at least not for a while.”
“You didn’t get slapped by her,” Laura said.
“Either way, I think you’ll be fine. If Payton is hurt, it will take both of us to carry him home.”
“You aren’t taking the jeep?” Laura asked.
“No, that rattle trap is much too noisy,” Clay said.
“Our best option is to find Payton tonight,” Todd said. “We need to get him back here and hole up for a few days until everyone is strong enough to find a new ship.”
“Y’all still set on returning to the sea?” Clay asked.
“It’s the safest place,” Todd said.
“Maybe, but I prefer to keep my feet on solid ground, personally. Maybe I’ve spent too much time in the swamp, but either way we’re eventually gonna have to retake the mainland. We can’t survive on a boat forever.”
“Well, for now let’s focus on getting Payton back,” Todd said.
Laura looked anxious, but Todd put his hand on her arm. “Rest,” he said. “You need it.”
“So do you,” Laura argued.
“I’ll be fine.”
“Are you sure this is a good idea?”
“I’ll make sure he gets back before sunup,” Clay said. “I’ll get my gear together.”
Todd watched the ever-cheerful hunter go back to the garage, then he turned to Laura. For some reason, he felt hopeful that they might actually find Payton.
“I wish you wouldn’t go,” Laura said. “I’m scared.”
“So am I, but we can’t risk not searching for Payton,” Todd said.
“But we’re supposed to stay together,” Laura pleaded.
“I know, but I won’t be alone this time,” Todd said.
“But I will.”
Todd smiled softly. “You’ll be safe here, at least until we get back.”
“Just promise me you’re coming back,” Laura said. “And this time, you better keep your promise.”
“I will,” Todd said, trying not to think of his last promise.
She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. She was trembling slightly, and he did his best to reassure her. Then he stood up and went to the bedroom where the children were already asleep. He envied their ability to rest no matter where they were. They looked so peaceful, and Todd felt a swelling of affection for them. Then he went to the room where Ruth was sleeping. Laura was dribbling some water into her mouth. Ruth’s tongue protruded from her cracked lips, and her throat worked to swallow the water. Her eyes shifted under the thin eyelids, but didn’t open.
“She looks so frail,” Laura said.
“At least she’s in good hands,” Todd replied. He couldn’t help thinking about the kiss they had shared the night before. He wanted to take her in his arms again, but the moment didn’t feel like the right time. “I’ll be back soon.”
“Be careful,” she warned him, but she looked like she wanted to say more.
“I will.”
He turned and went out into the garage. Clay had his bow strung and his quiver slung over his back. He also had night-vision goggles perched on his head.
“You’re gonna need these,” Clay said, handing Todd a machete and his own set of goggles. “They take some getting used to, but at least you’ll be able see once we’re outside.”
Todd slipped the goggles over his head and then followed Clay into the backyard. The stars were bright overhead, and the night was quiet. In the distance, they could hear the ocean lapping against the shore, as well as some soft groans not so far away—the unmistakable sound of nearby zombies.
Once he had the night-vision goggles on, everything took on an otherworldly green cast, but he could see. The machete felt good in Todd’s hand. And although he knew using it would only be a last resort, he had his .22 Beretta tucked into the back of his pants.
“Stay behind me and keep an eye out for your man,” Clay said.
Todd swallowed hard. Trying not to let his nerves get the best of him, he hurried off into the darkness in hopes of finding Payton before the zombies turned him.
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Chapter 22

Clay Henry moved like a ghost, silent and unseen by anyone but Todd who was trying desperately to keep up. The gun in Todd’s waistband felt heavy and cold; the machete in his hand was clumsy and distracting. Everything seemed oddly unnatural through the green night-vision goggles.
“Please,” Todd said as they stopped beside a large house. “I need a break.”
“We just got started,” Clay said.
“I’ve been up for thirty-six hours straight. I’m exhausted.”
“You want to go back?” Clay asked.
“No, I just need to slow down, that’s all.”
“Look,” Clay said, rummaging in one of the broad cargo pockets of his camouflaged pants. “Speed’s the one thing we’ve got on them bastards. They’re strong; they never get tired; they’ve got some kind of homing signal whenever they find prey, but they’re slow. That’s how we get the upper hand on ’em.”
“I get that,” Todd said, pulling the goggles off his face so he could rub his eyes. “I just need a minute.”
“Here,” Clay said, holding out a small pill.
“What’s that?”
“Speed,” Clay said. “Pure and simple. You take it, and you’ll be good to go for another thirty-six hours.”
“I don’t do drugs.”
“Look, I get it. Drugs are bad, but this ain’t heroin. I ain’t tryin’ to escape from reality. We’re at the ass end of human history unless somethin’ changes. If we can get an edge by using what little pharmaceuticals are left, then more power to us. You’re tired; we’ve got a long night ahead of us, and unless you want those young ‘uns to lose their daddy, you take that and stop squawking.”
Todd looked at the pill. In the moonlight, it seemed innocent enough. He wasn’t sure what it would actually do, but he guessed it couldn’t make things any worse. Still, he was hesitant to trust Clay. The hunter had proven himself reliable and capable, but Todd had barely known the man a full day. Before they had left the little cottage where Laura and the children were resting and nursing Ruth back to health, his duty was clear. But once they had jogged a few blocks, his stamina was completely gone.
“You have some water,” Clay said. “Am I right?”
Todd nodded.
“Then take the damn pill. Findin’ your man won’t be easy. If he has any sense he’s holed up somewhere waitin’ for daylight. Maybe we find him, maybe we don’t, but the number one rule out here is to keep movin’. We can stop occasionally, but we have to be ready to run at any moment and keep runnin’ till we’re safe.”
Todd wanted to argue but he knew everything Clay was saying was true. Perhaps it was a fool’s errand, but he wanted to find Payton. He didn’t want anyone’s blood on his hands, and that meant he had to do whatever it took to find Rob and Vicky’s father.
He put the pill in his mouth and washed it down with a drink from his plastic water bottle. There was no turning back now.
“It’ll take a few minutes to kick in,” Clay said. “But when it does, you’ll feel like runnin’ a damn marathon.”
“I hope you’re right,” Todd said.
He felt slow and weak. The machete in his hand felt extremely heavy, and his eyes were gritty and dry. He drank some water and took several deep breaths. Finally, he nodded at Clay.
“I’m ready,” he said.
“Put your night-vision goggles back on,” Clay instructed. “They take some gettin’ use to, and you don’t wanna be disoriented if we run into trouble.”
Todd slid the goggles back over his eyes and then followed Clay as they jogged across the wide yard of the beachfront home. The goggles were made for hunters, and Todd guessed that Clay had found them at the Hunter’s Supply store he was using as his new home. They illuminated the darkness directly in front of Todd, but he had no peripheral vision at all. He felt like he was looking through paper towel tubes that had been taped over his eyes. He had to turn his head to look from side to side.
The first indication that the pill was affecting Todd came about ten minutes after he had swallowed the drug. Though he was no stranger to drinking himself into oblivion, Todd had never taken speed in his life. As they moved quickly through the darkness, Todd’s arms and legs felt less heavy. His breathing became much easier and eventually he felt a restless energy. They ran faster and Todd, who had never enjoyed running before, felt as if he had been set free. He wanted to run as fast as he could, but Clay forced him to maintain a steady jog.
They saw a zombie staggering behind a tall home. Before Clay could stop him Todd sprinted forward. He raised his machete and jumped toward the wretched creature. He swung the blade down with all his strength, and the knife chopped into the zombie’s skull. The monster dropped at Todd’s feet. He wanted to shout his victory cry, but instead he jumped up and down, kicking his feet out in a dance of ecstasy. He bent low to retrieve his machete, but the blade was stuck in the zombie’s skull. He tried to wedge it back and forth, but the corpse lifted off the ground whenever he pulled on the machete. With a sense of revulsion, he realized that he would have to step on the zombie’s face to pull his machete free.
He swallowed the bile that was suddenly in the back of his throat and placed his shoe on the zombie’s chin. Just then he heard the spine-chilling moan of another zombie. He looked up and saw that another of the wretched creatures was ambling toward him. Todd jerked the machete in an effort to free his weapon, but he only succeeded in causing his foot to slip down on the zombie’s neck; his massive jerk decapitated the creature’s head from its body.
“Oh, God,” he said. Another zombie, appearing from the back of he nearest home, answered with a grumbling moan.
Todd kicked at the head, but it wouldn’t budge. He bent low again, and he could almost feel the zombie as it lurched within ten feet of where he stood. He realized he wouldn’t be able to get his machete free in time, so he let go of the heavy weapon and back pedaled as he fumbled to pull the long-barreled .22 pistol from his waist band. The flashlight caught on his jeans, and he almost screamed the curse that was on his lips.
Then a swish past over his shoulder, and the familiar thud of an arrow striking home sounded just in front of him. The zombie toppled backward, the arrow protruding from what had once been its eyeball. Todd stood paralyzed, his heart still thundering away. His mind refused to accept what he was seeing.
“Don’t do that again,” Clay said as he moved silently behind Todd. “That machete is a last-resort weapon. And these damn monsters are like yella-jackets. You smash one, and they release some type of chemical alert to all the others nearby. There’ll be a dozen of the bastards here in a minute. Now quit screwin’ around and let’s make tracks.”
Todd didn’t argue. He felt like a fool. His emotions were raging wildly from one end of the spectrum to the other. When he’d attacked the zombie, he felt an exuberance that he’d never known before. Then he’d been struck with absolute terror as the second zombie lumbered toward him and finally, after being scolded, he was on the verge of tears.
“Pull your shit together, Todd!” Clay commanded after pulling his arrow from the dead zombie’s skull. “We’ve got a job to do, remember?”
Todd nodded vigorously then hurried forward. He put the zombie head between his feet and held it there while he wrenched the machete free. Black ooze dripped from the blade.
“Wipe the blood off on the grass,” Clay instructed.
He’d done the same to his arrow, so Todd repeated the process with his machete. Then they were jogging again. The night was muggy and hot, but a cool breeze flowed between the houses from the ocean. Todd was dripping with sweat; he had to force himself not to guzzle the water in his bottle.
After nearly an hour, they saw four zombies gathered around something on the ground. Clay raised his hand, and Todd stopped. They slunk into the shadow of a large home with wildly overgrown landscaping.
“They’ve killed somethin’,” Clay said.
“Do you think its Payton?”
“Can’t say, not havin’ ever seen the man. But it couldn’t have been very big. A full grown man attracts more of the bastards.”
He put an arrow on the bowstring. The plastic nock popped onto the string, and Clay took careful aim, touching his cheek with the thumb of the hand pulling the bowstring. Then suddenly the arrow flew forward with a quiet thrum, and one of the zombies fell dead. The others didn’t even notice. Todd thought that the others would look for the source of the deadly arrow, but they seemed oblivious.
“Gunfire attracts ’em,” Clay said. “You kill one with that machete, and more will almost always show up. You kill ’em from a safe distance where they can’t see you or hear you, and it’s as if they don’t even realize it’s happening.”
“How do you know all this?” Todd asked.
“I been doin’ it since the plague hit,” Clay explained. “I was bringin’ in a haul of pythons from the glades and ran smack dab into a town full of the bastards. I must have killed a dozen before I got back to my truck and got the hell out of Dodge. After that, I knew I was up shit creek without a paddle. So I did what I do best and started huntin’. They say when buffalo was thick on the plains, you could shoot fifteen or twenty of ’em and the beasts hardly took notice. Those herds were so big they just weren’t afraid of anything. These bastards seem to be the same way. If they see you or hear you, they come looking for a meal. But if you can take ’em out quiet like, they don’t even notice.”
He shot another arrow and a second zombie dropped. Todd had trouble standing still as Clay took careful aim. He was slow and meticulous. Todd didn’t know how the hunter managed to aim with his night-vision goggles on, but he killed the last two zombies with deadly efficiency.
“Good shooting,” Todd said.
“Let’s go see what they were eatin’.”
They moved out of the landscaping slowly, looking for any sign of danger as they crossed the wide lawn. The zombies had been eating a dog. Todd guessed the poor creature had once been someone’s pet. It was a small breed, but the zombies had eaten so much that it was impossible to tell what kind of dog it was.
“Use your machete and make sure it don’t turn,” Clay said.
He was already nocking another arrow to his bow and looking for any sign of movement in the dark. Todd felt sad as he raised the machete. He wasn’t a dog person, but he liked them well enough. He felt sorry for the little creature, but he knew that given a few hours it would reanimate and seek out prey of its own—even though the zombies had ripped it to shreds. He slammed the machete down, the sharp blade shattered the dog’s skull and cleaved the little brain in two.
Todd wiped his machete on the grass and then followed Clay. It was a long time before they saw any more zombies. The next one moved in the same direction they were headed. Clay called a halt, and they hid beside another massive beach house and watched.
“What’s wrong?” Todd whispered.
“It could be nothin’,” Clay said. “Could be somethin’, I don’t know yet. Let’s follow this son of bitch and see where he’s goin’.”
Todd nodded, and they moved much more slowly. Soon they saw another zombie in the distance. It too was moving in the same direction. And finally, they spotted a third.
“There’s a good chance them bastards are all going to the same place,” Clay said.
“Where?” Todd asked.
“Possibly to where your friend is holed up.”
“Payton?”
“Yup, you remember me tellin’ you that they’re drawn to sound?”
“Yes, but I don’t hear anything.”
“You don’t have to,” Clay said. “They can hear much better than we can. If your friend is close by, he may have a whole heard of the nasty devils hemming him in. They’re all killin’ machines, but they mostly stay in a small area waiting for some poor soul to wander by, then they’re off to the races.”
They followed the zombies, taking their time and staying as quiet as possible. It wasn’t long until they saw a small electrical-transformer station. It was across the street from the larger, beachfront homes and flanked on either side by empty lots that were now overgrown with weeds. The chain-link fence that surrounded the high voltage machinery had been flattened by a massive group of zombies pounding on a small building that housed some of the station’s more delicate electronics.
“Damn,” Todd whispered when he saw the station.
“Someone’s havin’ a very bad day,” Clay agreed.
“What are we going to do?”
“There’s too many to kill with just my bow,” Clay said. “We need a distraction.”
“What distracts a zombie?” Todd asked.
“Noise or an easier target. Here take this.”
Clay handed Todd a small Ziploc bag of shiny bullets. At first, Todd thought it was more ammunition for his pistol, but on closer inspection the bullets were too large for his gun. The casings were golden brass, and the rounded noses of the bullets were dark.
“What is this?” Todd said.
“That’s some really cheap ammo. The bullets aren’t jacketed, and they tend to leave a residue in your barrel. I never use ‘em, but they’ll make plenty of noise. Sneak about block down and then break into one of the houses. Find somethin’ to burn and then set it all on fire. Be sure and give yourself a little time before the bullets get too hot and start going off. And get your ass back here as quickly and quietly as you can.”
“I got it,” Todd said, his speed-induced enthusiasm overriding his normal sense of caution.
“And be careful. I don’t wanna have to save your ass, too,” Clay said.
Todd nodded and hurried away. He stayed close to the large houses on the beach side of the street. The night-vision goggles let him see clearly even in the deep shadows around the houses where the starlight was blocked by the massive homes. Once he guessed he was a block away from the power station, Todd began checking doors. The first two homes were locked and he was on the verge of breaking a window and risking the noise that would make when he found the third house unlocked. He went in and made his way to the kitchen. It took a few minutes but he eventually found a large stock pot, some wooden matches, and a roll of paper towels.
He went back outside to the street and began wadding up the paper towels and lining the bottom of the pot with them. Next, he shook out the bag of bullets into the pot, covered them with another layer of paper towels then nestled the box of matches into the pot as well. More paper towels went around the match box, to which Todd had removed the cover. He took two matches from the box. One he stood up like a birthday candle in the box, nestling the butt end of the wooden matchstick among the rounded head of matches. The other match Todd lit.
The flame from the match flared so brightly in his night-vision goggles that it hurt Todd’s eyes. He touched the flaming match to the second match, which flared into life almost immediately. Todd tossed his match into the pot and ran. He was three houses away before he turned to look at his handiwork. When he looked back he could see that the pot was glowing with fire, and flames were starting to dance out of the top of the metal container. He waited impatiently, watching the little fire grow. As the paper towels caught fire, they burned fast and hot. Suddenly one of the bullets exploded. The sound was different from a gun being fired, but the small explosion made a loud pop that Todd was certain the zombies could hear.
It took Todd several minutes to move back to where Clay was waiting. He was forced to circle around to the beach side of the large coastal homes once the zombies started lumbering down the street. The last thing Todd wanted was for the zombies to converge on him rather than the pot of bullets, which had begun popping like mad. It reminded Todd of the small firecrackers that were braided together, so that one fuse ignited a whole string of loud noise makers in quick succession. The bullets in the pot weren’t as uniform in their explosions as those fireworks, but they were similar.
When Todd finally reached Clay, he was already picking off the stragglers who were still searching for a way into the electrical building. They could see now that the door to the power station was open, but something large was blocking the entrance. There was a small space above the obstacle, but it was too narrow for any of the zombies to crawl through.
They could still see the zombies down the street who were spreading out to find the source of the gun shots. Todd guessed they would eventually make their way back, and he silently wished Clay would speed up his silent killing; the hunter was slow and methodical, making every shot count.
“Might be more of the bastards on the far side of the building,” Clay whispered. “They’ll come aroun’ when we make noise, so be careful. He pointed to Todd’s machete. “If you have to use that thing, make quick, solid strikes but remember you ain’t choppin’ wood. If you drive your blade in too deep, it’ll wedge in there and you’ll lose it.”
Todd nodded, his heart pounding with excitement. He didn’t want to fight the zombies, but the possibility of finding Payton added to the possibility of combat and his speed-crazed mind made him feel jittery and anxious. They hurried forward, Clay with an arrow already nocked and ready to draw, Todd with his machete ready to strike. The interior of the small power station was completely dark, and they couldn’t see around the obstruction blocking the door.
“Payton!” Todd hissed. “Payton are you in there?”
“Who’s there?” a tremulous voice asked.
“It’s me, Todd. I brought help.”
A zombie came moaning around the building, but Clay shot it at point-blank range. The wretched creature dropped, and the only other sound was from the zombies down the street.
“We found Ruth,” Todd said. “Come on, we’ll take you to her.”
Todd heard weeping inside the building. He wanted to shout at Payton that they didn’t have much time, but he didn’t want to risk attracting more zombies.
“Can you move this thing and get out?” Todd asked.
“I… I think so,” Payton said..
He moved around in the building, and Todd guessed he had been bracing himself against the object blocking the door. There was a grunt and the object shifted, the metal frame of the machinery screeched as it scraped across the rough concrete floor.
The zombies who had been lured down the street by the exploding bullets were now drawn back toward the power station. Todd helped Payton scoot the metal machine, which had blocked the open doorway. It was heavy, but they made short work of it together.
“I can’t believe it,” Payton said in a low voice.
“We have to go!” Clay said.
“Payton, I’m glad we found you. Come on.”
“I… I can’t,” he said quietly. “I… I… I lost Ruth.”
“No,” Todd said. “Ruth is with us. I told you we found her. She’s with Laura and your kids. Let’s go.”
A light came into Payton’s eyes.
“Okay,” he said and followed Todd out of the little building.



Chapter 23

They moved cautiously into the darkness. Payton was hobbling on blistered feet. Todd kept one arm wrapped around Payton’s bony shoulders. The older man smelled horrible of sweat, body odor, and urine. His face was drawn, his lips swollen from lack of water, and he could barely keep moving he was so exhausted.
“He’s not going to make it far,” Todd said as he handed his water bottle to Payton.
Payton drank from the bottle greedily and stared at Clay with a look of fearful awe. Todd understood that feeling. Clay seemed ominous with the bulky night-vision goggles and bow. Todd had to remember that Payton could only see a dark silhouette of the man.
Clay looked at Payton and frowned. Todd thought he could guess what Clay was thinking. Payton hardly seemed worth the trouble, and he was starting to mutter under his breath again.
“Let’s find a safe place to regroup and figure things out,” Clay suggested. “That house looks promising enough.”
“You hear that Payton? We’ll take a break just as soon as we get to that house.”
Todd pointed at a small beach house. Compared to its neighbors, the house was little more than a bungalow. The windows were uncovered but none were broken; the garage had room for just one vehicle and the front door looked stout without being extravagant.
“I’ll go around and see about getting inside,” Clay said.
“You think it’s unlocked?” Todd asked.
“I hope not.”
Clay hurried forward, and Todd slowed his pace down, giving Payton a little relief. He wanted to get Payton talking about something, just listening to the older man mumble made Todd uncomfortable. Still, there was no guarantee that Payton could keep his voice down, and the last thing Todd wanted was to attract zombies.
They were approaching the front door when Clay opened it from the inside. Todd helped Payton inside, and Clay locked the door behind them. Todd could see everything in his night-vision goggles. The house was plain, with a small living room and kitchen combination and bedrooms leading off the main living space down a dark hallway.
Clay led Payton over to the sofa where the man collapsed. Todd was afraid he would keep muttering but his worried conversation soon turned to ragged snores.
“He’s a basket case,” Clay said coldly.
“He’s Rob and Vicky’s father.”
“They’re better off without him, if’n you ask me. Not that you did, but he seems in sorry shape.”
“They’ve been through a lot,” Todd said.
“Well, there’s more than one kind of walking dead, and it seems to me like this one and his wife are tip-toeing down the razor’s edge of madness.”
Todd rubbed the back of his head that was still sore from when Ruth had clubbed him from behind. “I couldn’t live with myself if I hadn’t tried to find Rob and Vicky’s family. They’re still alive, so there’s hope.”
“Where I’m from, it’s considered a kindness to put an animal down. After a certain point, helpin’ seems more like hurtin’.”
“Glad to know that,” Todd said. “I won’t bother coming to you for help if I get hurt.”
“Oh, that ain’t what I’m sayin’,” Clay groused.
“What are you saying?”
“Think about it for a minute, Todd. How are those two young ‘uns gonna feel seein’ their parents in this shape? That’s cruel if’n you ask me. Better to let ’em have good memories of their kin.”
“I see your point of view,” Todd said. “Going after Ruth and Payton wasn’t my first choice, but Laura has to think of those kids and I can’t blame her for wanting to find their parents.”
“Me either,” Clay said. “I just wish we’d found ’em in better shape.”
“Me too,” Todd agreed. “But maybe they just need some rest and security for a little while.”
“Security is illusive nowadays.”
Todd nodded. He agreed, but couldn’t help thinking that Ruth and Payton had been safe enough on the yacht. Unfortunately, they couldn’t accept his help, and he wasn’t sure if they ever would. Clay made some valid points, but at least Todd had made the effort to find Ruth and Payton. Now, no matter what happened next, he would be able to live with himself.
“So what’s our next move?” Todd asked.
“You tell me,” Clay said.
“I promised Laura we’d be back by dawn.”
“That gives us a couple of hours,” Clay said. “We get your man back, then what?”
“Then we find some place safe, a good ship would be our best option.”
“I don’t know about that,” Clay said. “Seems to me you’re tradin’ one kind of danger for another.”
“Maybe, but I feel much safer at sea than on land at the moment. Either way, we’ve got to get back to Laura.”
“I don’t think he can walk back, and I’m sure we won’t make it by sun-up, not with him hobbled like he is.”
“I’m open to suggestions,” Todd said.
“Well, I say we poke around and see if we can’t get a vehicle runnin’. Hopefully one that will hold us all comfortably and without making as much racket as that jeep of yours does.”
“All right,” Todd said. He was still wired from the pill Clay had given him, and he was happy to be doing anything. They went to the small garage and found it empty. Todd wasn’t surprised. There was only room for one vehicle, and the house was secured, almost as if it had only been used for vacations rather than a permanent home. They did find some basic tools in the garage, including a solar-powered emergency generator. The battery didn’t hold much of a charge, just enough to run electrical devices like computers and phones. Still, when Todd checked the generator’s charge, it read full. Todd guessed the light coming into the garage had kept the battery at full power, and the small device might just give them enough electrical energy to get a vehicle going.
Todd unhooked the small solar panel and lifted the generator. It was heavy, about the same weight as a car battery, and Todd took that to be a good sign. He gathered some tools too, including an old set of jumper cables.
“You think your man is safe to be left alone while we look for transportation?” Clay asked.
“I suppose,” Todd said. “I doubt anything would wake him at the moment.”
“All right, let’s see what we can find.”
They left the small house from the beach side and moved silently back around toward the street. Todd carried their tools, and Clay kept his bow and arrow ready for any signs of danger. They saw plenty of vehicles in driveways, but most were small cars. They needed a van or an SUV, and Todd hoped they might find one in an open garage where they could work on the vehicle without worrying about zombies stumbling upon them in the darkness.
Finally, after nearly a half hour’s search, they spotted a minivan in an open garage. Clay looked skeptical, and Todd guessed the burly hunter had never ridden in a family van. But they had spent enough time searching that neither man was willing to pass up a decent option. Inside the garage, Clay closed the overhead door as quietly as he could. The metal door creaked and groaned as it moved, and the wheels squealed in the door’s tracks.
“Damn, that was loud,” Clay said once he got the door down.
He hurried over to the door that led into the house and checked it. It was locked and so he didn’t bother searching the house. Zombies weren’t known for intelligence, even if it was just a matter of opening a simple twist lock on the handle.
Todd opened the van’s door and popped the hood. He busied himself hooking the solar-powered generator to the van’s battery with the jumper cables. The generator didn’t have pegs for jumper cables, so Todd had to remove the cover and isolate the positive and negative wires. Once he got the battery hooked up, he ran into another problem.
“We don’t have keys,” he said
“Ain’t that peachy,” Clay growled.
He was standing by the garage door watching as zombies gathered in the driveway. There were less than the horde that had been trying to get Payton, but the van wasn’t exactly a heavy-duty vehicle. If they could even get the van running, there was no guarantee they could get out of the driveway.
“The house is locked,” the hunter continued. He walked over and listened for a moment. “And it sounds like there are several zombified bastards just waiting for us to open this door.”
“So we’re screwed?” Todd asked.
“No, not exactly,” Clay said. “But this ain’t going to be pretty, or quiet. I suggest you get your pistol ready and get in the van. Whatever you do, don’t shoot me.”
“I wouldn’t,” Todd said, feeling a little insulted at the warning.
“Hey, it ain’t personal. But in tense situations, people can get trigger happy. Remember, to kill these bastards you need a head shot and you’ve only got ten shots in your magazine. Make ’em count.”
Todd nodded and slipped into the driver’s seat of the van. He left the door and the sliding door behind the driver’s seat open. If they weren’t able to kill the zombies quickly enough, they would have to take shelter in the van. Clay went to the door and pulled out his own pistol. Todd couldn’t tell what kind it was, but he knew it was a larger caliber than his .22. One shot demolished the door handle and lock. The sound of the pistol shot was deafening in the little garage; Todd jumped. Clay quickly backed up to the van and held his gun in a two-handed grip. Todd did his best to imitate the hunter, closing one eye so he could aim, although it was difficult to line up his sights through the green haze of the night-vision goggles.
The zombies struggled to get the door open. There were enough of them in the house that by the time Clay destroyed the lock, they were pressed against the door, which opened into the house not into the garage. Eventually they backed up enough and got it open. The first zombie to lumber step out of the house missed the small wooden step and fell onto the concrete floor. Clay shot the next zombie, who fell on top of the first. There was a good-sized group of the living dead, each one eager to feed and completely unafraid of the weapons being used against them.
Todd took aim but hesitated to pull the trigger. Each time he got one of the zombies in his sights, Clay fired first. Clay killed the first four zombies, who were pushing quickly into the garage. He fired in rapid succession, expending all eight bullets in his magazine and the extra round he had in the pistol’s chamber.
“Reloading!” he shouted as he pressed the release and let his magazine drop to the concrete floor while he pulled another clip from his pocket to ram into the pistol’s grip. The whole process only took ten seconds, but in that time Todd began to fire his own pistol. The long-barreled .22 had very little kick, and in comparison, the report of the gun was like a child’s toy, but the gun did exactly as it was expected. Todd killed two zombies and then a third as Clay once again began firing. When Todd’s rack popped back and remained open, revealing that he had emptied the gun of bullets there were no more zombies trying to get out of the house. Todd’s hand began to shake almost immediately as he pressed the magazine release and shoved the now empty clip into his back pocket. He had trouble getting the second magazine into the gun.
“Don’t forget to rack it,” Clay instructed. “It won’t shoot until you get that first round in the chamber. And then put your safety on.”
Todd pulled back on the metal slide until he felt it click, and then he released it so that it slid forward with a satisfying chunk sound.
“You did well,” Clay assured him.
The door to the house was wide open and blocked by the gristly bodies of the zombies who lay in a heap on the garage’s concrete floor. The first zombie was still alive and groaning hungrily, but it was pinned down by the bodies of its companions.
“Should we go in the house and look for the keys?” Todd asked.
“Maybe, but I usually keep my keys in my pocket,” Clay said.
“What are you getting at?” Todd asked.
“It’s possible the keys are in one of these creature’s pants,” he said, pointing at the jumble of bodies. There were men and women in the pile, each one looked as if the others had gnawed on it at some point since the plague. Their heads were oozing black blood, and their gaping wounds had fouled their clothes.
“Great!” Todd said sarcastically. “You know the fun never ends with you.”
“I know,” Clay said. “You find the keys, and I’ll see what I can do to distract the bastards in the driveway.”
Todd glanced out the garage-door window and saw that their pistols had drawn a huge crowd of the living dead. There was no way the minivan could get out of the garage unless the zombies were lured away from the house. He grimaced as he looked back at the pile of gristly bodies. Then he took a deep breath and started searching the bodies for keys.



Chapter 24

Laura dozed for a few hours. She wanted to curl up on a bed and sleep for a week, but she didn’t think she could rest with Todd gone. She had never been very good all on her own. Just having someone nearby had always given her a sense of security. Now she was the lone, healthy adult, and the weight of that responsibility weighed down on her making sleep difficult.
Laura stayed in the room with Ruth and slouched in an overstuffed sitting chair, trying to rest. Every noise the house made startled her awake. The wind was blowing outside, and the cottage’s vinyl siding rattled and creaked. Ruth made her own share of noises. She moaned and grunted in her sleep. It was uncertain to Laura if the lack of water was keeping Ruth from speaking words, or if she was just plagued by nightmares.
Eventually, Ruth came to. She sat up in the bed. Even though it was dark in the house, Laura had left a candle burning and she woke when the bed creaked under Ruth’s weight. Laura rubbed her eyes and stared at Ruth, who was looking around the room with surprise.
“Ruth,” Laura said softly. “It’s okay, we’re safe.”
“Of course we’re safe,” Ruth barked loudly. “Those bastards won’t keep me from making partner.”
“What?” Laura was stupefied and uncertain if she had even heard Ruth correctly.
“We’re going to appeal, of course, but we need something to sway things in our favor.”
“Ruth, do you know where we are?”
“The Baltimore Municipal building. Stop distracting me.”
“Here, you need some more water.”
“What I need is a martini,” Ruth said. “And a hot bath… maybe a hot man, too.”
“Ruth!” Laura said in shock.
The older woman laughed. It was a dry, scratchy sound and completely out of character with what Laura knew of her. She’d never heard Ruth talk about hot men or laugh in such a raucous manner.
“I’m kidding, Kristina. We need to get back to the office and get started on this appeal.”
Ruth threw off the blanket she’d been sleeping under and stood up.
“Ruth,” Laura said.
“Where is the elevator? I’m too tired to take the stairs. You better call us a cab, too. And send Payton a text. Let him know I won’t be home for supper.”
“Ruth,” Laura pleaded. “It’s me, Laura. Your nanny. You’ve got to sit down and rest.”
“Rest is for the weak. I’ve got to get the paperwork started on the appeal. I want my entire team in the conference room when we get there.”
“No,” Laura said. “You’re not leaving.”
She grabbed Ruth’s arm as the older woman started to walk out of the little bedroom. Ruth turned and looked at Laura with wide eyes, but Laura knew she wasn’t really seeing her.
“Don’t you touch me,” Ruth barked angrily.
“Ruth, you’re not well. Now lay down.”
“I don’t know what you’re trying to do, Kristina, but I’m beginning to think that maybe you’re the reason we lost this case.”
“There is no case. You’re not in court. You’re not even in Baltimore, Ruth. Try to remember what happened. The plague? We were forced to leave, remember?”
For a moment, Ruth hesitated and a look of uncertainty crossed her eyes. She let Laura turn her around and sit her on the bed.
“No,” she said. “No, no, I’m not tired. I need to work.” She struggled to get back on her feet, but Laura held her tight.
“Drink this, you’ll feel better,” Laura urged Ruth. She held the water bottle up to Ruth’s cracked lips, and the older woman leaned her head back, letting Laura feed her like a baby. She sucked at the water eagerly, drinking almost half the bottle before stopping.
“Oh, that’s good,” she said in a small voice. “Can I have more?”
Laura forced Ruth to slow down, but let her finish the water. Ruth began to blink, and she yawned. She touched the dark bruise on her jaw, and she seemed to wilt under the pain. Laura wondered if Ruth remembered that she had struck her in the park.
“My feet hurt,” she said.
“I know,” Laura tried to sooth her. “It’s better if you lay down.”
Ruth obeyed, laying back on the musty pillow. She looked up at Laura with a hint of recognition in her eyes. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Laura thought Ruth was going to say something, but instead her eyes fluttered and she fell asleep. Laura pulled the blanket back over the woman whose children had been Laura’s whole world for the past three years. Then Laura slumped back in her own chair and closed her eyes.
At first, she was just happy that she’d gotten Ruth back to bed, but then tears flooded her eyes. She hated what her life had become. When she’d left Baltimore with the Berkowitz family, she felt needed. Rob and Vicky were scared, and Ruth didn’t know how to comfort them, but Laura did. Payton had been so driven to find a safe haven for his family and Ruth so intent on micro managing her husband, that only Laura was left to nurture the children. It gave her a sense of purpose, and so she’d stayed with the family and continued in her roll as caregiver to Rob and Vicky. Now, she was all the kids had left. Laura felt that Todd and Clay finding Payton was a long shot at best. In fact, they might never return, leaving Laura with two children whose mother was going insane.
Laura recalled how Ruth had convinced her to stay with the family after two weeks of traveling through the nightmare of the Zompocalypse. Laura had been struck with a need to return to Baltimore. She felt guilty for leaving her parents all alone in the city, and she missed her friends, but Ruth had sat her down and gone through every possibility with her. Ruth had been patient, letting Laura find the answers on her own. Deep inside she knew her parents were dead, or worse, infected by the plague that was turning most of the world’s population into flesh-eating monsters. Her friends would have scattered if they survived. Laura had other relatives but she wasn’t close to any of them and didn’t know how she could reach them, even if she wanted to.
Laura had almost given up then, but Ruth had convinced her that she was now part of their family. Her last name wasn’t Berkowitz, but she was loved and she was needed. So Laura had stayed with the family, helping with the children and doing whatever she could to make life easier. When they joined the anti-technology commune in the mountains of North Carolina, she had learned how to sew and cook without modern utensils or a variety of ingredients purchased from a grocery store. She worked in the gardens and learned to use a wood stove, all so she could contribute to her new family. At the time, she had felt helpless and inept, but Ruth had encouraged her on an almost daily basis.
Now, she felt that same overwhelming feeling of fear and ineptitude. The world had become such a dangerous place, and she wasn’t ready for it. She couldn’t do everything for the children and care for Ruth, too. She needed help. She longed for Todd to return. He was nothing like the men she had been attracted to in the past, but he seemed tender and caring despite the fact that she brought so much baggage to their relationship. Laura felt a pang of regret when she considered their friendship. She barely knew Todd, but she wanted to know him more. She wanted to have the chance to know everything about him. She wanted the security to be able to relax with him and let their feelings grow.
She had never been religious; the plague had upended most people’s ideas about God, but Laura prayed anyway. She leaned her head back, closed her eyes, and prayed that God would bring Todd back to her. She prayed they would find Payton, that Ruth would get better, and that Rob and Vicky would be safe. Eventually, she fell asleep.
“Laura?” Vicky said quietly.
“Huh?” Laura said, but she wasn’t fully awake.
Her neck hurt and she knew she was dozing, but she didn’t want to wake up. She didn’t realize that Vicky was standing just beside her chair, softly saying her name. She thought it was just part of her dream, which had been so good that she didn’t want it to end.
“Laura, wake up,” Vicky begged.
“What?” Laura asked, her eyes fluttering open.
“I’m scared,” Vicky said. “I had a bad dream.”
“Oh, sweetheart. I’m so sorry. Come on, I’ll help you back to bed.”
Vicky stepped back from the chair, but she looked at her mother who was still asleep on the narrow bed. In the flickering yellow light from the candle, Ruth looked sick. Her eyes fluttered under the thin eyelids and she moaned softly.
“Is mommy sick?” Vicky asked.
“Yes,” Laura said.
“Is she infected?”
The fear in the little girl’s voice was so palpable that Laura bent beside her and wrapped her up in a tight embrace.
“No, baby. Your mommy’s not infected. She just went too long without water.”
“Three days,” Vicky said. “Daddy says a person will die if they go without water for three days.”
“That’s right, and it’s a good thing we found your mom before that happened,” Laura said. “I think she’s going to be okay. She just needs some rest.”
Laura led Vicky back out of the small bedroom. She took the candle and closed the door behind her. She wished that the bedroom door had a lock on the outside. There was no way to secure the door or to guess what Ruth might try to do next. They would just have to hope that Ruth didn’t wake up delirious again.
The other bedroom was larger, with a queen-sized bed that Rob and Vicky were sharing. Rob lay huddled under the covers, and Laura helped Vicky to slide in beside him. Then she lay down on the edge of the bed, reveling for a moment in how good it felt to stretch out.
“Laura?” Vicky said softly.
“Yes?”
“Is Mister Todd going to come back with daddy?”
“I hope so,” Laura said.
“I like him. He’s nice.”
“Me too,” Laura said.
“Maybe you can marry him,” Vicky said, in her usual matter-of-fact tone.
“Wouldn’t that be something,” Laura said. “Now, you close your eyes and sleep. You need to rest so you can help me with your mommy tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Vicky said, stifling a yawn. “Will you stay? Please.”
“I’ll be right here,” Laura said reassuringly.
She hoped she could stay. The fear of what Ruth might do made sleep almost impossible, even though Laura was exhausted. As she lay on the bed stroking Vicky’s hair, she watched the candle burn and wondered what Todd was doing at that moment.



Chapter 25

Todd rolled the fourth body to the side. His hands and arms were covered with gore. The bodies of the zombies were so decayed that the skin sometimes sloughed off. Their clothes were crusted with dried blood and mucus, and the smell of it all had caused Todd to vomit.
The only surviving Zombie was groaning and trying to escape the press of bodies on top of it. Todd picked up his machete and stabbed it down in a quick motion. The weapon was ill suited for stabbing, but the curved end was sharp enough to cut through the soft bone at the zombie’s temple. He shoved again, ensuring that the metal reached the creature’s brain, then he tugged his machete out again. This time it came free from the zombie’s head much easier than before.
He was tired and frustrated when he finally reached the last zombie. It had been the first through the door and consequently covered by the dead that had fallen on top of it. It was sometimes hard to tell if a zombie had been a man or a woman, but in this case Todd could tell it was a man. He wore cowboy boots and blue jeans. The zombie’s sleeves and pants cuffs were ripped and ragged, as if something had been chewing at the creature’s extremities. What really gave away the wretched creature’s former gender was the gold belt buckle. It was large and oval embossed with the words “Save A Horse - Ride A Cowboy” on the metal plate.
Todd shoved his fingers into the pockets and withdrew a pocket knife and spare change. He tossed the items to the side. He’d found keys in the pockets of some of the other zombies, but none for a Honda, which was the make of the minivan he was hoping to somehow start and drive back to the cottage where Laura and the kids were waiting.
He checked the man’s other pocket and found it empty. He cursed and stood up, stretching the aching muscles in his lower back. He was just about to climb over the pile of dead zombies to start searching the house when he had an idea.
“What have you got in your back pockets, cowboy,” he said.
He rolled the zombie over, which pumped a fresh gush of black, viscous blood out of the wretched creature’s head wound. Todd gagged, but managed to keep the bile down as he reached into the zombie’s pocket. He could see the thick wallet filling up the pocket on the right-hand side. In the other he found a single key. When he pulled it out, he was delighted to find the word Honda printed on the key.
“Yes!” he said, pumping his fist in the air and turning back to the van.
He wished he could have washed the filth off, but that wasn’t really a possibility. He looked in the van for a moment and then spotted a plastic box of baby wipes. He snatched it up and pulled out three of the fibrous sheets. They were completely dry, but he was able to scrape most of the muck off his hands with them. Then he slid into the driver’s seat and shoved the key into the slot. It turned easily; the starter clicked several times, then the van chugged to life.
“I can’t believe it,” he said leaning back and propping his hands on the steering wheel.
He rested a few moments. His restless energy had now turned into a jitteriness that almost made him feel worse than before he had taken the stimulant. He knew he couldn’t have done all that he had accomplished that night without the drug, but he just wanted it out of his system now that he was so close to completing his task.
He unhooked the solar generator and carried it, along with the jumper cables, to the back of the van. The large rear door would only open about a third of the way before it hit the garage door. Todd couldn’t help but notice the throng of zombies pressing against the door, their decaying hands slapping the Plexiglas windows and their mutilated faces staring hungrily at him. He bent down and stowed the generator, then slammed the back door shut. He was hit by a noxious wave of exhaust, and he realized that if Clay didn’t hurry back he could die from asphyxiation due to the van running in the closed garage. Still, he couldn’t risk turning the engine off. He was certain they didn’t have enough power left in the solar generator to restart the battery. If he had to stop the van, they would have to start the process of finding a vehicle and some way to get it started all over again.
“Clay,” he shouted into the house. “Tell me you’ve got something going, man. The van’s working but it’s filling the garage with exhaust.”
There was no answer. Todd climbed over the bodies of the zombies they had killed and went into the house. He saw immediately that the kitchen had been ransacked. All the lower cabinets were open, and there were cooking utensils everywhere. Todd checked the back door and found it unlocked. He sighed and went back to the garage.
“Damn,” he said, smelling the exhaust even before he reached the garage.
“I hope you’ve got something cooking, Clay, or else we’re screwed,” he muttered to himself. He waited for another minute, then he heard the loud reports of bullets exploding not far away. He looked through the garage door’s small windows and saw many of the zombies lumbering away from the house. Todd didn’t have much time for Clay to return. He waited until the smell of exhaust was so strong he felt light headed, then he got behind the wheel, put the van in reverse, and stepped on the gas.
The van smashed through the garage door, knocking the door off its tracks and pushing it into the group of zombies still lingering just outside. The door acted almost like a snow plow, scattering the zombies in the driveway and either pushing them to the side or knocking them flat. The minivan bumped over several bodies, but never stalled. The noise was as loud as the exploding bullet trick. With his night-vision goggles, Todd could see the zombies turning toward him.
He looked for any sign of Clay, but didn’t see the big hunter. He waited as long as he could, searching frantically before leaving the driveway. Several zombies were almost to the van when Todd shifted into drive and made a wide curve, leaving the driveway and cutting across the dead lawn, then dropping off the curb and onto the street. The van’s tires squealed a little as they hit the asphalt, and Todd felt a sinking feeling as he drove away.
The house where Payton was sleeping was several blocks away and Todd drove quickly, leaving the headlights off and relying on his goggles. It wasn’t hard to find the small house, which seemed odd among the larger, more lavish homes on either side. Behind him, Todd knew the horde of zombies was still coming. He would only have a few minutes to get Payton out of the house and into the van before the zombies caught up to him. He pulled quickly into the driveway and was thankful that the antilock breaks kept the van from screeching to a stop. The minivan was much quieter than the jeep, but the engine still made noise.
He climbed out quickly, leaving the van running, and ran around to the back of the house. He was panting and sweating by the time he found Payton still asleep on the couch.
“Wake up, Payton!” he said loudly. He grabbed the older man’s bony shoulder and shook him. “We have to go.”.
“What is it?” Payton asked. “Are they here?”
“They will be soon. We need to go now.”
Payton groaned and tried to sit up. Todd grabbed his arm and yanked Payton onto his feet.
“Ooohhh,” he whined. “It hurts.”
“Come on, Payton. We don’t have time for this.”
“I’m trying,” Payton said, hobbling forward. “My feet hurt.”
“I’ve got a van just outside,” Todd said. “You can make it that far.”
“No, no, no,” Payton said in a patronizing tone. “Vehicles just attract the infected. We’re better off on foot.”
“Not on your feet,” Todd said, resisting the urge to punch the older man. “Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”
“You’re just like her… always bossing everyone,” Payton mumbled, just loud enough for Todd to hear. “Why can’t you leave me alone? I just want to rest. I need some rest; I’m tired.”
“You can rest in the van,” Todd said, pulling Payton toward the front door. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”
“Time, time, time, time,” Payton said over and over, barely more than a whisper.
He felt an icy chill as he realized just how fragile Payton’s mind was. Todd couldn’t help but wonder if all the survivors would eventually go insane by the constant horror and hardships of the world since the Zompocalypse.
“Let’s go! Everything will be fine,” Todd said, trying to sound reassuring.
Todd let go of Payton to unlock the front door. It was held in place with two deadbolts and a chain. Once the door was unlocked, Todd pulled it open only to find a zombie just outside. The skeletal-looking creature grabbed Todd and pulled him forward. Todd had left his machete in the van, but his hand came up just under the zombie’s chin. Todd grabbed the narrow neck, pushing up on the chin and slamming the monster’s mouth shut. The shriveled fingers pinched hard on Todd’s arms and pulled him so close he could smell the rotten stench of the vile creature. Todd could hear Payton, who was screaming in horror right behind him.
Todd’s free hand yanked the .22 pistol from his waistband and shoved it against the zombie’s head. He tried to pull the trigger, but it wouldn’t move. To Todd’s horror, he realized he had failed to flip off the safety. He pressed a button on the side of the pistol with his index finger, but instead of disengaging the safety, the magazine dropped from the handle of the gun.
An explosion sounded behind Todd, then another. Payton was shooting at the zombie and Todd thought of Clay’s admonition about friendly fire. Todd felt the wind from the first bullet, and the second dug a burning furrow across his upper arm.
“Shit!” Todd screamed. Quickly, he pressed the safety on his pistol up and into the ready-to-fire position.
Another explosion sounded behind him, and Todd felt the heat and wind of the bullet that shot past his ear. He couldn’t think of how close he was to being killed by Payton who was firing a gun from the floor behind him.
Todd tugged on the trigger, and the .22 Berretta NOS target pistol fired the bullet that had already been chambered. There was a splash of black blood; some globbed onto Todd’s night-vision goggles, and the rest splashed across his face. The zombie dropped, pulling Todd down with it. Todd was in near panic, but he soon realized that the creature was dead. It didn’t move once they hit the floor.
Payton meanwhile fired another shot that went speeding past them into the night. Todd had to yank his body away from the dead zombie, whose fingers had tightened into a death grip on Todd’s arms.
“Payton!” Todd shouted. “Stop shooting. You hit me.”
“I - I - I,” he stammered.
“Get on your feet, damn it! We’ve got to leave.”
Todd stood up, and a wave of dizziness almost made him fall, but it passed quickly. Then he turned to Payton and pulled the older man to his feet. Todd saw that Payton was holding the .9mm XDM in his shaking hands, the same gun that Payton and Ruth had stolen from him when they waylaid Todd only two nights before.
“Give me that, you idiot,” Todd snarled. “Now get in the van.”
He shoved Payton forward. The distraught father nearly tripped over the zombie in the doorway. Todd bent down and retrieved the clip he’d inadvertently dropped. He shoved it into the Beretta and then stuck both guns into his waistband and followed Payton outside.



Chapter 26

Todd saw a mass of zombies converging on the small house. The gunshots were like a homing beacon to the living dead. He had taken too long to get Payton to the van, and they had made entirely too much noise. He cursed himself for being careless.
“Payton!” Todd shouted. “Get in the back!”
The older man had been about to get into the driver’s seat. Todd had no doubts that the panicked man would have driven away and left Todd behind, not that Payton’s actions were intentional. Todd knew the older man wasn’t thinking clearly, but if he had been left behind he would have been dead. Once he jumped into the van, he had to keep himself from screaming when he saw Clay sitting calmly in the passenger seat.
“Shit, you scared the hell out of me,” Todd said.
“Me? I was just sittin’ here,” Clay said with a smile.
“I’m sorry, Clay. I didn’t mean to leave you.” Todd was backing the van out of the driveway. “The garage was filling up with exhaust and I—”
“Don’t worry about it,” Clay said. “I saw your exit. It was obvious that you were out of options.”
“I looked for you,” Todd said as he shifted the van into drive and raced down the street.
“I was in the shadows, trying to avoid the goddamn bastards, who were coming out of the woodwork like termites. It was a shit storm if ever I saw one.”
Todd looked into the rearview mirror, and saw the zombies fading away in the darkness. He breathed a sigh of relief and then noticed that Clay had his own pistol out and pointed at Todd. Payton was mumbling from the middle seat of the van, and Todd realized that Clay could kill him at any moment.
“Why have you got your gun out?” Todd asked quietly.
“You’re bleedin’,” Clay said. “It ain’t personal, but a bite turns a person in less than six hours, dependin’ on how deep the bite was.”
“That’s not a zombie bite,” Todd said, feeling a sense of relief. “Payton shot me.”
“How’d he get a gun?” Clay asked, still pointing his own at Todd.
“He stole it from me,” Todd said. “Look, I rescued him and his family, but his wife is paranoid. She tried to steal my boat, so I made them stay on a sailboat that was tied to our ship. They fled in the night and when I went to find them the next day, she jumped me from behind. I had a pistol and Payton stole it from me while I was unconscious.”
“That’s a hell of a story,” Clay said. “Wish I could believe you.”
“Listen, just don’t do anything rash,” Todd said, his relief ebbing quickly away. “Let me get Payton back to Laura. You can search every inch of my body in the daylight, and you’ll see that I’m telling the truth.”
“I’ll get Payton back to his people,” Clay said. “Why don’t you just pull over and get out. We’ll call it even, and I’ll tell Laura you died a hero.”
“Come on, Clay,” Todd said.
“Do it!” Clay said softly, but there was menace in his voice.
Todd swallowed even though his mouth was incredibly dry. He slowed the van down and then stopped in the middle of the street. He opened the door and got out.
“Now back away from the van,” Clay ordered.
“Look, I didn’t mean to leave you behind,” Todd tried to explain.
“This don’t have nothin’ to do with that. I just ain’t taking no chances, not where women and children are involved.”
“Clay, I didn’t get bit. It’s a gunshot wound.”
“I’ve seen fellas in denial, Todd, and I saw that zombie take you down. Let’s not play games.”
Clay stepped out of the van, but never took his gun off of Todd. He circled around the vehicle and got into the driver’s seat.
“Hand me your pistols, butt first!” he ordered. “And do it slow.”
Todd sighed, then pulled both guns from his waistband. He turned them around and handed them to Clay, who took them one at a time. He glanced down at the .9mm and smiled.
“Springfield Armory,” he said. “Damn fine weapon, but I don’t trust anything not made in America.”
He dropped the gun into the passenger seat and then pulled the slide on the Berretta .22, ensuring that there was a bullet in the chamber. He flipped the magazine release and let the clip drop into his lap. Finally, he handed the gun back to Todd.
“There’s one bullet left,” he said. “Just enough to get the job done. I wouldn’t wait to turn, but that’s your decision now.”
“Clay, I’m not going to turn. I wasn’t bit.”
“I hope that’s true, Todd. I liked you. Don’t worry about your people, I’ll make sure they’re looked after.”
“Please don’t leave me,” Todd said.
“It’s the only prudent thing to do, Todd. I’m sorry. I’ll take your people to a safe place, so don’t bother trying to find us. It’s better this way.”
Todd stood staring as Clay shut the van door and drove away. He had gone from afraid, to numb, and finally to furious.
“You sorry sack of shit!” he said angrily, wanting to yell the words but knowing he shouldn’t do anything that would attract zombies.
Instead he tucked the gun into the waistband of his pants at the small of his back and started jogging forward. His arm burned and ached. He knew he needed to clean and bandage the wound, perhaps even get a few stitches so that it healed properly, but he had no time or resources for that. If he didn’t get back to the cottage where Laura and the kids were, he might not ever see them again.
He couldn’t help wondering if Clay had meant to leave Todd behind all along. He had seemed like a genuinely helpful guy, and if all he wanted was to get rid of Todd he could have done it much sooner. On the other hand, he might simply be angry that Todd had left him behind once the van was running. Todd had been desperate to find Clay, and the lanky hunter didn’t act like he was angry, but it was a possibility.
He looked at his shoulder. There was a rip in his shirt, and the sleeve was covered in blood. Todd guessed that it could be possible that he had picked up whatever pathogen transferred the plague from one person to the next. He hadn’t been bitten, but the zombie’s gnarled fingers had gripped his arms close to the wound. Todd didn’t know much about epidemiology; rabies was the only other disease transferred through biting that he knew.
Todd’s heart was pounding as he ran, and he guessed that if the zombie had somehow infected him, his rapid circulation would spread the virus all through his body rather quickly. He wished he still had his water bottle, but that was just wishful thinking. He’d given his water to Payton who had drank what little remained. Now Todd had nothing but a long road ahead of him. He was exhausted and parched, so he slowed to a walk. At least, he thought to himself, he still had the night-vision goggles.
He could see zombies moving toward him between houses and along the side streets. The van probably made enough noise to stir up the living dead. He knew there wasn’t enough time for him to get back to the cottage where Laura and the kids were waiting. And even if he could get there before Clay whisked them away, the hunter wouldn’t let Todd near them. His first priority was to find a place to take shelter and let the zombies settle back down. He could also use some rest. He felt jumpy and agitated, but tired at the same time.
He moved into the shadow of a modest-looking home on the far side of the street from the ocean. The house was big, but not massive, and the garage was open and empty. Todd hurried into the garage and tried the door that led into the house. It was unlocked too, and he slipped inside. The house was dark and still. Through the night-vision goggles he could see that the former occupants had not been tidy people. There were dishes all along the counter top and the sink was full of them. The trash was overflowing from a stainless-steel container.
Todd moved into the living room and saw baby toys. He wondered what had happened to the family. Every empty home was a mystery now. Did they turn? Were they safe? Had they fled in panic, or had looters come in and ransacked the home? Todd didn’t know, but as he searched the house for zombies he found a few answers. There was blood in the nursery. Something was still in the crib. Todd could see the small form, but it wasn’t moving. He guessed the child had died. Wondering where all the blood that stained the carpet and speckled the walls had come from, he moved closer.
Suddenly the baby sat up and hissed. It reached for Todd through the wooden slats of the crib. Its face twisted in a snarl, and blood crusted its lips and cheeks.
“Oh, God!” Todd said, jumping back from the zombie baby.
The blood made sense now, and he couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been for one or both of the parents to leave their baby, even if it had become a monster. Todd moved on and found more of the story in the master bedroom. The covers of the large bed had been thrown back, and there was a corpse on the floor—its head smashed to a flat, unnatural shape.
One of the parents had been bitten by the baby and eventually turned, Todd thought. The other parent had escaped, but it couldn’t have been pretty. Another bedroom showed bunk beds, and Todd guessed that the sole remaining parent took the other children and fled.
The only certainty about the house now was its safety. Todd thought of killing the infant, but he only had one bullet left in the gun and he felt relatively safe by keeping that bedroom door closed. The baby zombie couldn’t get out of the crib, and if it did it wouldn’t be able to reach the door handle and get out of the room.
“God, I need a drink,” Todd said out loud.
He went back to the kitchen and began searching for something he could drink. The countertops were littered with dirty dishes and discarded food containers. The room smelled and as Todd searched the cabinets he realized there was nothing left. It looked like the previous owners had taken everything that wouldn’t spoil and left the mess.
“Just my luck,” Todd said.
He went to the bathroom and searched for medicine. He pulled off his t-shirt, taking care not to drag the saturated shirt sleeve over his wound. He could see the thick gash in the muscle of his upper arm. There was rubbing alcohol in the medicine cabinet, along with some ointment cream and cartoon-themed Band-Aids. Todd doused his t-shirt with alcohol and cleaned the wound as best he could. It was still bleeding, and the alcohol burned like fire as he poured it onto the wound. Once the sticky blood was cleared away, he propped his elbow on the counter while he sat on the toilet so the blood wouldn’t keep running down his arm. He pressed the t-shirt against the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. Once he felt like his skin was dry enough and the bleeding slow enough, he planned to try and make a bandage using multiple Band-Aids. It wasn’t perfect, but hopefully it would hold until he could get some help.
It took twenty minutes to take care of his arm, and once he finished, he was so thirsty his tongue felt swollen. He was sweating in the house where the stagnant air had yet to cool down from the sweltering heat of the long Florida summer day. He leaned back against the tank of the toilet and heard the water inside slosh. There was no water in the pipes since the city’s water system required electric-powered pumps to make the water available, but there was still water in the tank of the toilet just waiting to be released to wash the contents of the toilet down into the sewage pipes.
“Oh, hell,” Todd said, turning slowly and removing the lid to the toilet tank.
He knew that, in theory, the water that filled the toilet tank was the same water that came out of the faucet for drinking, but his mind refused to believe the water in the toilet tank wasn’t tainted somehow. Still, he was so thirsty that after a moment’s hesitation, he plunged his hand into the water and lifted it to his mouth.
It was cool and tasted slightly metallic. Todd didn’t care. Once the water touched his parched throat, he couldn’t stop drinking. He scooped up the water with both hands and slurped it down eagerly. Once his thirst was quenched, he moved to the living room. He had to remove some toys from the couch, but he slumped down, exhausted. The sun was just coming up, and he knew he needed to get back to the bungalow, but he was just too tired. He removed the night-vision goggles from his head and pulled the pistol out of his waistband. He set them both on the floor and then closed his eyes for a minute. Almost immediately, he fell asleep.



Chapter 27

Laura heard the door open, and for a moment, she forgot where she was. The sun was just beginning to lighten the night sky and peek through the little cottage’s shutters. Laura struggled to her feet. She had been sleeping on the edge of the bed with Vicky and Rob. Her body was stiff, and her mind was still a little sleep deprived, but she knew she had to find out what was going on. She hoped that Todd had returned. Her heart skipped a beat as she hurried out of the bedroom.
Laura looked around the small house, but didn’t see Todd. Clay looked weary as he went to unlock the door leading to the garage. It was still gloomy inside, but there was just enough light to see by.
“Is Todd outside?” Laura asked.
Clay stiffened for a moment, then turned back to face Laura.
“Y’all are up. That’s good,” Clay said. “We got a van and managed to find the children’s father. I think it’s best if we head back to my place in Delray.”
“The hunting store?”
“That’s right. It’s bigger and more secure.”
“You think we should go now?”
“Gettin’ this van runnin’ wasn’t easy,” Clay said. “I don’t want to risk turning it off. Beside, we stirred up a shit storm and I don’t want it to follow me here.”
“What happened?”
“It’s a long story; I’ll tell you on the road.”
“Okay, I’ll get the children up,” Laura said. “But where is Todd? Is he still in the van?”
“No,” Clay said softly. “I’m afraid he didn’t make it back.”
Laura felt as if she had been suddenly punched in the stomach. Tears flooded her eyes, but she refused to let grief overwhelm her. She nodded, not trusting herself to speak just then and went back to wake up Rob and Vicky.
Once she was alone, she took a deep shuttering breath. Death was a constant part of her life now. In the survivalist camp in Orlando, losing people had been a regular occurrence. The resort area, including Disney World and Universal studios, was deserted, but the suburbs around the vacation mecca were crawling with the living dead and the people who made supply runs were sometimes attacked. Death hovered over her head since they’d left that camp. They had come a long way with Ruth on the verge of a serious break down, but Laura had felt a sense of relief when Todd rescued them. She’d even begun to believe that perhaps she might find a way to live again, but all her hopes vanished instantly with the news that Todd hadn’t survived the night.
“Wake up,” Laura told the children.
She shook their legs, and both Rob and Vicky slowly came around. They had learned to be quiet, even waking up. They didn’t mutter or complain, even though it was clear they were still tired. They nodded and stretched, then climbed out of the bed to follow Laura out of the room.
Clay was back in the kitchen, filling a trash bag with what little food remained in the cabinets. He glanced up as Laura came back into the combination kitchen, dining room, and living room.
“Never know when you might need some of this stuff,” Clay said. “I’ll get it stowed while you see that the children are buckled in. Then we’ll move their mother.”
“Okay,” Laura managed to say.
She wanted desperately to know what had happened, but she knew that it would take time for Clay to explain everything. He could do that once they were safely on the road again or in his shelter at the hunting store.
Laura walked the kids out and found that Clay had backed the van up to the garage. Laura opened the back and Payton, who had been laying down in the van’s back seat suddenly sat up.
“Laura,” he said, as if he were naming her for the first time.
“Dad!” Rob said excitedly.
“Daddy!” Vicky cried out.
Laura started to shush the children, but they were already crawling into the van. Payton looked bewildered as the children hugged him and settled into the back of the van on either side of him. Laura stowed their backpacks in the rear of the van then returned to the house. She stepped into the little room where Ruth was sleeping. Laura thought she looked years older. She picked up the bottle of water and dribbled some onto her lips. Ruth opened her mouth, and her tongue worked to swallow the water, but her eyes never opened.
“She wakin’ up?” Clay asked.
“Not yet,” Laura replied.
“Well, I can carry her out. You gather the rest of your things and get in the van.”
Normally Laura might have asked more questions, or even rankled at being told what to do, but her soul ached so much that she simply did as she was told. It only took a moment to grab what little gear was left in the house. She found Todd’s backpack and carried it out to the garage. It was heavy, and she sat it down by the jeep. His other backpack, the one with weapons and safety supplies was still in the jeep. Laura ignored it and took the camelbacks along with the extra snacks and drinks that she and the children had pilfered in their search for Payton and Ruth.
Clay carried Ruth out of the house and settled her into the middle seat that Payton had vacated in order to lay down. He carefully pulled out the seat belt and buckled the sleeping woman into place.
“Are we taking the jeep?” Laura asked.
“Nope, that rattle trap is too loud. We can make it back to Delray easy enough in the van.”
“The interstate exit ramps are blocked,” Laura reminded Clay.
“No need to take the interstate. I know my way home from here.”
Laura nodded but didn’t argue. She was in a bit of a daze and didn’t bother going through the jeep. It reminded her of Todd, and she didn’t want to think about him. Her mind kept trying to remember their kiss. She had thought something wonderful was starting, something she hadn’t found since the plague. But she was wrong, and thinking of him just made it hurt worse.
She settled in the van beside Ruth, and Clay got behind the wheel.
“Everyone buckled up?” he asked.
“Aye, aye, captain,” Rob called.
“Yes, sir,” Vicky said politely.
Payton was mumbling something under his breath, but Laura couldn’t understand what he was saying, and at that moment, she didn’t have the strength to find out.
“I think we’re ready,” she managed to say.
Clay drove out of the garage and turned down the empty street. Laura looked at the house, and her eyes flooded with tears. The trip from Boca to Delray wasn’t long, but Laura didn’t notice anything along the way. Tears rolled silently down her face, and she fought hard not to sob. She felt as if the best thing in her world had suddenly been snatched away from her. The kids ate some of the gas station junk food in the back, talking to their father who never really answered them.
When they got to the hunting store, Clay pulled the van into the narrow alley at the rear of the store. There was loading space on one side, just big enough for a semi-truck. On the other end, there was a row of offices with a steel door. Clay had the front of the store with its wide bank of windows and electric sliding doors blocked off. He had a key to the office entrance, and he led everyone through that door.
They set up tents in various places around the store: one for Ruth and Payton, one for the children, and another for Laura. They had to use a hand pump to inflate the heavy-duty outdoor air mattresses, but there were top-of-the-line sleeping bags for everyone. Ruth never woke up, even as Clay settled her onto one of the air mattresses. Payton got in the tent with her, occasionally dribbling some more water into her mouth. He had been on the verge of dehydration himself and had been drinking almost nonstop since Clay had gotten him back to the cottage.
Laura busied herself inventorying their supplies. There were enough freeze-dried foods to last many months in the hunting store. New clothes, shoes, boots, some tools, and weapons. There were even toys, everything from sporting goods to bicycles for the kids to play with. Once Clay finished equipping each of the shelters, he came over and sat next to Laura.
“You look plum tuckered out,” he said.
She nodded, but didn’t speak.
“We could all use some rest, I reckon,” he went on. “I was gonna turn in myself, but I thought you might want to know what happened last night.”
“Yes, please,” Laura said, her voice little more than a whisper.
“Well, we had a pretty long hike,” Clay explained. “We finally found your man in an electric substation. He was surrounded by the infected, but we lured them away and got Payton out, but his feet are blistered up something awful. We found a place to hide him while we found reliable transportation. Unfortunately, when we got back to where we’d stashed Payton, we didn’t have much time. Todd got Payton to the front door, but he was attacked. He killed the bastard, but it was too late for him. He’d been infected. He offered to stay to make sure I got Payton back to you and the young ‘uns.”
“Oh, Todd,” Laura said, her emotions coming up involuntarily. She cried and had to rock back and forth in the chair to keep from crying out.
“He had real strong feelin’s for you, too,” Clay said. “He died a hero.”
“Thank you,” Laura managed to say.
“Ain’t no need to thank me. I just wish I could’ve done more for Todd. He was a good man; smart and capable. I liked him.”
“Me too,” Laura said.
“Well, if you need me I’ll be in my tent. I’m real sorry for your loss.”
Laura nodded but she couldn’t look up. Todd was gone, and she felt as if she would never be whole again.



Chapter 28

Todd guessed it was midday when he woke up. The house was full of sunlight, and the still air felt like a sauna. He was drenched with sweat. He got up and stretched his wounded shoulder. Full of dried blood, it pinched at his flesh when he moved that arm. He tucked the gun into his belt and picked up the night-vision goggles. Returning to the kitchen he searched the cabinets for a clean glass. He found a plastic cup with the logo for Bud Light printed on it. He carried the cup to the bathroom and dipped it into the toilet tank. He had drank a good bit of the water already, but there was enough left to fill the cup.
He looked every direction before slipping out the back door that faced the beach. The cool ocean breeze felt wonderful on his bare skin. He stood at the back of the house for several minutes, drinking the water and letting the ocean re-energize him. Finally, he set out, moving stealthily from house to house. He progressed slowly, and he felt a pressing need to hurry things along, but he also knew that if he wasn’t careful, he could easily run into trouble.
It took over an hour before he finally saw the cottage. When he did, he cursed silently. The van was nowhere in sight, and Todd was almost certain that Clay had taken Laura and the children away. He finally got to the house and found his backpack still in the rear of the jeep. He breathed a sigh of relief and then went quickly to the house, which was unlocked. There was no one there, which didn’t surprise him, but he looked carefully for any clue that Laura might have left for him. After finding nothing in the house, he went back to the jeep. He looked around inside it and was pleased to find the AR15 rifle still stowed in the front seat. He felt better almost immediately once he had the gun and the ammunition from his backpack.
The bag with his rations was gone, but he had some first-aid supplies and plenty of ammunition in the remaining bag. He pulled off the row of Band-Aids and slathered the wound with antibiotic cream. Without stitches, it was going to leave one hell of a scar, but he didn’t care. He covered the wound with a gauze pad, then wrapped his upper arm in a long bandage. There was no food or water in the house, but the kids had left food in the back seat of the jeep. Todd ate the candy and washed it down with warm, flat soda. Then he pulled out the spare t-shirt from his backpack and put it on. Finally, he reloaded the .22 magazines with the ammunition that Clay had given him and started the jeep.
The vehicle roared to life. It was much louder than the van had been, and Todd understood now why Clay had complained about the jeep so much. Todd backed the jeep into the street and saw that the engine noise was like a siren’s call to the zombies. They came tottering from every direction. Todd punched the accelerator and drove away, avoiding the zombies in the street and hurrying toward the interstate. Finding an onramp, he circled around the jumble of cars that were blocking the entrance to the wide highway.
He only had one clue as to where Laura and the children might be. If they hadn’t returned to the hunting store, Todd would have to make his way back out to the yacht. It was the last place he’d spent with everyone and maybe they would return. He still had several supplies on the ship, and even if they all believed he was dead, they might return for those supplies.
He remembered the exit to get off of the interstate, but once in the maze of streets that made up the town of Delray, he ended up completely lost. He had to drive up and down each street, and it was nearly nightfall when he finally found the hunting supply store. Todd drove around to the back and saw to his great relief the van he’d jumpstarted with the solar-generator parked by the employee entrance.
He shut off the jeep and looked around. There had been zombies nearly everywhere, but the block around the hunting store was empty and the city looked even spookier with the streets littered with rotting bodies. Todd hurried to the thick, metal door that led into the store’s offices. He pulled the handle, but the door was locked. He banged on the door with his fist, it thumped dully, and Todd could only hope that someone would hear him.
He waited several minutes, counting to ten and then knocking again over and over. He wanted to call to Laura or even the kids, but he didn’t dare raise his voice. Even if Clay had done a thorough job slaying the zombies all around the store, it was folly of the highest order to announce his presence by shouting.
After several minutes, Todd was about to circle the store and see if he could spot anyone inside through the big windows, but then he heard something on the other side of the door.
“Who’s out there?” came a small, but familiar voice.
Todd felt tears of relief stinging his eyes. He’d been afraid that if Clay answered the door, he might do something rash thinking he had turned into a zombie. He had looked up toward the roof continually, afraid that a bullet might smash down on him at any minute. At that moment, Laura’s voice was the sweetest sound Todd had ever heard.
“Laura,” he said loudly, hoping she could hear him and the zombies couldn’t.
“Todd?”
“Yes it’s me, let me in.”
There was the sound of dead bolts sliding in their metal slots and then the handle squeaked as Laura opened the door. Her eyes were wide with disbelief, but then she flung open the door and threw her arms around his neck.
“Whoa!” he said laughing as he nearly fell off the concrete platform that led to the office doors.
“You’re alive?” she said in surprise.
“Yes,” Todd said happily.
“But Clay said you were infected.”
“He thought I was. I tried to tell him I wasn’t. He may not be happy to see me.”
“Oh, God! Come in. He’ll be happy to see you now.”
Laura pulled Todd into the store and locked the door behind him. She was trembling, and Todd thought it was because she was happy to see him at first, but once they got inside she seemed even more terrified than before.
“What’s going on?” he asked as she pulled him past the small rooms filled with generic office furniture and papers. It was dark in the narrow hallway, but Laura was carrying a battery-powered lantern.
“We’re in trouble,” Laura said. “It’s Ruth.”
“What happened to her?” Todd asked. “Is she okay?”
“She’s fine physically, but we had to restrain her.”
They hurried out of the dark hallway, past the break room with its broken vending machines and plastic chairs and into the store’s retail space. The store looked like a campground, with tents and battery-powered lanterns set up in various places casting the space in a warm yellow light. Rob and Vicky sat in camp chairs looking frightened. They bolted forward when they saw Todd.
Ruth was on a cot near one of the tents. It was little more than a metal frame with a canvas stretched across it to make a bed. Her wrists and ankles were secured to the metal frame of the cot with plastic zip ties. Nylon cargo straps were stretched across her shoulders, waist, and knees. Todd could see the brass ratchet fasteners under the cot holding the cargo straps tight. Ruth’s head was whipping from side to side, and her hands were covered with blood.
“Todd!” Rob said, reaching him first. “I knew you’d come back.”
“Mister Todd,” Vicky said excitedly. “You’re okay.”
“Yeah, just a scratch kiddo,” Todd said, hugging both children in turn.
“You have to see Clay,” Laura said.
“Where’s Payton?”
“Passed out in his tent,” Laura said. “I didn’t know what else to do with him. He’s a mess.”
“Okay,” Todd said.
He wanted to ask more questions, but he didn’t want to upset the children. Laura sent them back to their seats.
“I wish we had some movies to watch,” Rob said as he led his sister away.
“Me too,” she said in her calm little voice. “Maybe we can go back to the boat.”
Todd looked at Laura, whose face was pinched with fear. She led him to Clay’s tent. There was a light inside. When Todd bent down to push through the mosquito net what he saw took his breath away.
“Hells bells, Todd,” Clay said in a weak voice. “I guess you were tellin’ the truth.”
“Friendly fire,” Todd said touching his arm.
“Crazy woman with a sharp knife,” Clay said.
There was a knife sticking out of his back. Blood covered the sleeping bag and air mattress Clay was laying on.
“I got the first-aid supplies, but he needs a doctor bad,” Laura said.
She had secured the knife as best she could, with gauze and bandages.
“Hurts like a sum’bitch,” Clay said. “I guess the last laugh is on me, huh? All this time I been huntin’ zombies. I must have killed a few thousand of ’em, and then I get stabbed in my sleep by a crazy woman.”
“Ruth…” Todd said.
“She woke up while the rest of us were asleep,” Laura explained. “She found Clay and stabbed him.”
“With my own goddamn knife, too,” Clay said with a chuckle. “Ain’t that a bitch.”
Todd nodded.
“Clay woke up screaming and that woke the rest of us up. It rattled Ruth, too. Otherwise she might have stabbed him again.”
“Oh, shit, Laura,” Todd said. “This is bad. What are we going to do?”
“I know a guy,” Clay said, the desperation clear in his weakened voice. “Used to be a doctor, but he got busted for writing bad prescriptions. He lives out in the Glades now. He’s about the only hope I got. His name is Murphy… Joss Murphy.”
“Shit,” Todd said.
“Yeah, tell me about it,” Clay said. “Listen, I got a vehicle I been workin’ on. It’s in the loadin’ dock. Get me out to Murphy, he’ll know what to do. He might even be able to help the crazy bitch.”
“I don’t think we should move him,” Laura said.
“If we don’t, he’ll die,” Todd said, feeling completely helpless and terrified.
He couldn’t help but think of Helen. When she’d lost the baby, they knew something was horribly wrong. She had started bleeding, then went into labor. The baby was so tiny when she delivered; the poor thing was already dead, and Todd could hold it in one hand. Todd had thought that maybe then things would be okay, but the bleeding didn’t stop and Todd could do nothing but sit with Helen as she grew weaker and weaker. He’d wanted to take her to shore, but there was no place to find help. He had to watch her die, and it had been the worst time of his life. Now, it was as if he were facing that horrible scenario all over again.
“Okay,” Todd said. “We can handle this. We’ll figure it out.”
“Just go see the van in the loadin’ dock,” Clay said.
“Okay,” Todd said again, on the verge of panic.
He backed out of the tent and stood up, turning to stare at Ruth. She was clearly unaware of what was going on around her. She was arguing with someone who wasn’t there, oblivious to her restraints, or the fact that she had recently stabbed a man.
“What now?” Laura asked.
Todd took a deep breath, and then pulled one of the lanterns off an empty clothes rack.
“Let’s go see what he’s talking about in the loading dock,” Todd said.
They pushed through the double doors at the rear of the store and went into the storage area. The retail space was poorly lit by battery-powered lanterns, but the light was warm and inviting; the room was somewhat familiar, even if everything had been moved out of place. The storage area of the store, on the other hand, was cavernous and dark. The floor was plain, unpolished concrete. There were boxes everywhere and tall metal shelves that were filled with unopened inventory. The shadows seemed to move in the lantern’s swaying light, and Laura clung to Todd as if he might disappear at any moment.
“What really happened last night?” she asked him.
“I was trying to get Payton to the van when we were attacked. The idiot panicked. He still had my pistol which he stole when Ruth knocked me over the head. He started shooting, and one bullet grazed my shoulder. When we got to the van I was bleeding and Clay thought I had been bitten. I guess it was reasonable. I doubt very many people want to admit they’ve been infected when they know they only have a few hours left before they die and become a zombie.”
Laura shuttered and squeezed his arm tighter.
“It was just an unfortunate decision, but under the circumstances, I understand it,” Todd said. “Hell, it might have even saved my life. If I had been here, you know Ruth would have taken me out first.”
“Don’t say that,” Laura said.
“It’s true,” Todd said as they came around a tall pallet of boxes wrapped in plastic. “Oh, my God.”
“Is that what he was talking about?” Laura asked.
“It must have be,” Todd said, holding up the lantern.
Parked near the loading dock’s metal overhead door was a van. It looked like a cargo van, or perhaps a full-sized van from the 1970’s—the windows had all been covered with metal bars. There was a welding torch near the rear of the van, and a tall tank with the words Danger Flammable printed in bold letters on the side. The rear of the van had double doors and a spare tire on a rack. The spare tire was covered with a metal protective case and a ladder had been welded to the rear of the van. A metal platform covered the roof of the van, and Plexiglas bubbles looked like gunner pods on a World War II bomber jet. There were slots in the bubbles, Todd guessed they were for weapons. One bubble was over the rear driver’s side of the van, the other was over the passenger’s front seat. In between were five more tires, all mounted on rims, and four large containers of fuel.
Todd and Laura walked around the vehicle. The body was metal, not fiberglass or the thin aluminum that most modern cars were made of. Todd reached up and touched the steel bars that covered the van’s windshield. They were thick, flat rods that had been welded right to the frame of the windshield. Todd guessed they would be annoying while driving, but safer than letting a zombie break through the glass. Todd opened the one rear sliding door. It was on the driver’s side. Inside there was a storage area with three five-gallon water containers and a case full of MREs. A padded bench seat was opposite the doors and on the driver’s side was a weapons rack, covered by a fold-down table. There were rifles of all types, high-powered hunting rifles with huge scopes, smaller assault rifles, hand guns, and flares. There were bins of ammunition and an emergency escape hatch built into the floor.
“A person could survive in this for weeks,” Laura said.
“Or cross the country,” Todd said. “Maybe Clay was planning a trip before we came along.”
“So what do we do?” Laura asked.
“I think we, you and I, take the kids and see if we can find this doctor.”
“What about Ruth?”
“She seems pretty secure right where she’s at,” Todd said.
“But what about Payton?”
“I don’t know,” Todd said. “You’ve been with him today.”
“He’s still muttering all the time,” Laura said. “He won’t leave Ruth’s side unless he’s sleeping, but he’s been doing that a lot too.”
“So we leave Payton enough supplies to take care of Ruth.”
“What about Clay?”
“You were the one who said we shouldn’t move him.”
“But I didn’t want us to just leave him all alone either.”
“We shouldn’t split up, not the four of us,” Todd said. “We’re better together. I don’t want to risk losing you again.”
She laid her head on his shoulder, but he could see she was smiling.
“If we can get help, great. If not, we’ll be in a safe vehicle and we can get somewhere safe. I think the kids have to be our priority now.”
“So we leave their parents behind?” Laura asked.
“Not if this doctor can help, Ruth, but we can’t take a chance that she might hurt someone again.”
“I know you’re right, but I’m afraid.”
“Me too,” Todd admitted. “I’m so tired I could sleep for a week. But if we don’t do something, Clay’s going to die.”
“All right,” she said straightening a little. “We’re going.”
“That’s right,” Todd said.
“Together,” she added.
“Always.”
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Chapter 29

It was dark, and the van had an oversized muffler, so that it was almost as quiet as an electric car. Rob and Vicky were asleep in the back. Vicky had appropriated the bench seat, and Rob was stretched out on the van floor in a sleeping bag. The van’s headlights were off. Todd and Vicky were both wearing night-vision goggles from the hunting supply store. Before he’d left, Todd had snatched a few more of the speed pills from Clay’s stash to help him stay awake on the drive.
“I’m sorry” Clay had said when Todd went into the hunter’s tent to get the pills. Clay’s voice was weak from the strong painkillers he was taking.
“Don’t be, you probably saved my life,” Todd said.
“You could have warned me ‘bout her,” Clay said with a slight grin that leaked a thick trail of slobber.
“I didn’t think she would be this much trouble.”
“Just get Murphy here. I hate to send y’all out at night, but I’m fadin’ here. Don’t dawdle.”
“I won’t, in fact, I could use a couple more of those pick-me-up pills.”
Clay pointed to the backpack beside his air mattress. “They’re purple with a single white line across ’em.”
“Got it,” Todd had said, digging through the small plastic bags full of pills.
Once they had everything they needed in the armored van, they left just after twilight. Todd had been tempted to ask where Clay got his stash of purple pills. Everything Todd had was either in prescription bottles or wholesale containers from pharmacies, not sandwich bags. Back on the yacht, Todd had an excellent supply of pharmaceuticals, including highly addictive narcotics, but he had only brought basic first-aid supplies with him.
Despite the distance from Clay’s hunting grounds and the small groups of wandering zombies in the dark streets, Todd finally relaxed as they drove. Some ambled toward the van, which was moving slowly to avoid making too much noise and to ensure they followed Clay’s directions. As they traveled through the night, Todd did his best to stay alert.
“Do you think we’ll find this doctor?” Laura asked.
“I hope so,” Todd said.
“I feel bad that we left Clay behind.”
“The first rule of first aid is not to move the injured person.”
“But isn’t that in case of spinal injury?”
“Yes, but it applies to Clay too. The knife has caused damage, but at the moment, it’s also minimizing that damage. You pull that out, and he would probably bleed to death in less than an hour.”
“I know that,” Laura said. “That’s why I secured the knife instead of removing it.”
“You did a good job, too.”
“But that doesn’t mean we should have left him all alone.”
“Maybe, but I can’t imagine that the two of us wouldn’t have caused more damage trying to move him. Clay’s a big man, probably two hundred pounds. Every sway and lurch would have caused that knife to dig and cut, opening new wounds and increasing the internal bleeding.”
“Maybe you’re right, but it still feels wrong.”
They drove in silence for a while and finally Todd held out one of the purple pills to Laura. She was yawning, and at first, she didn’t see him. With the night-vision goggles on she had no peripheral vision and had to turn her head toward Todd to see the simple gesture.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Speed,” Todd said. “It’ll keep you awake.”
“You do drugs?” she asked in surprise.
“No,” Todd said, at least not until last night. “I don’t know about you but I’m running on fumes here. It won’t do us much good to fall asleep and crash the van.”
“I’ve never taken drugs.”
“You don’t have to start now. You can sleep, and I’ll keep driving. It may take us a little longer to find this doctor, but I’ll be fine.”
“No,” Laura said quickly. “If you’re up, I’ll help.”
She took the pill slowly, almost as if she were afraid it was going to bite her. Todd took the other pill and waited for the effects to kick in.
Eventually he drove the van faster. Laura was singing, and Todd felt exuberant as they raced through the abandoned streets. They saw a few zombies in the road, and it took all of Todd’s self control not to run them down. Laura barked obscenities as they raced past the living dead; none were comprehended by the monsters, but they made Todd laugh.
It took three hours to reach Florida Panther National Wildlife Refuge. According to Clay, Joss Murphy, former MD, was working as a veterinary aid there when the plague hit. The wildlife center was quickly abandoned. When the nearby community was overrun with zombies, Murphy took up residence in the wildlife refuge. Clay had been in regular contact with the disgraced doctor, who was also his source for the illicit drugs in his stash.
The road that led into the Everglades National Park was clearly marked by large signs, even though the local vegetation was racing to overgrow the signage. The road was paved until they came to the tall chain-link fence that surrounded the main complex. A gate leaned awkwardly from just one remaining hinge, and a cattle guard crossed the road just outside the gate. The van shook and rattled as it rolled over the cattle guard’s metal rails. The grass and weeds were now waist high and encroaching on the gravel road that led to the complex.
Todd glanced at the clock on the van’s dashboard. It was almost two o’clock in the morning, and the refuge complex was completely dark. Laura, who had been rambunctious most of the trip, was now quiet. Todd saw that she was fidgeting nervously.
“What now?” she asked.
“You stay here with the kids, and I’ll see if the doctor’s in.”
“Don’t joke,” she implored him.
“I’ll be careful,” Todd said. “But we have to find him, and there isn’t a better way than going in. I’m not going to sit out here and blow the horn.”
“Okay, I get it, but be careful.”
“I will,” he said.
He was still carrying his .22 Beretta and a machete. He also picked up one of the battery-powered camping lanterns. He propped the night-vision goggles on top of his head and waited for his eyesight to adjust. The stars and moon were bright overhead, but the refuge complex seemed ominously dark. Todd opened the door and stepped onto the gravel drive, his feet crunching the small rocks. He closed the door and then turned on the small lantern. A soft yellow glow illuminated a small circle around Todd, and he gave Laura a thumb’s up.
The front of the wildlife center was a simple concrete pad with metal poles supporting the roof, which extended over the concrete. There were windows with heavy-duty screens along the front of the building, and double glass doors served as an entrance. Todd held up the lantern, but the glass reflected the light back toward him. He had to press his face against the glass to see inside. He could just make out the reception center, which had some commercial-grade seating, racks of pamphlets, a large-screen television in one corner, and mural paintings of different species of wildcats on the walls.
The only thing that looked out of place was an empty bottle of bourbon on the industrial-grade carpeting near the door that led to the interior of the building. Todd checked the doors, but they were locked. He knocked softly at first, but when nothing happened he pounded harder.
“Doctor Murphy,” he called out.
It was a risk to make so much noise, but Todd was hopeful they were far enough away from civilization that there weren’t any zombies close enough to pose a threat.
“Doctor?” Todd called again, pounding on the glass with the handle of the machete.
The door leading out of the reception area and into the interior of the building was a simple swinging door—the type Todd thought belonged in a restaurant to separate the kitchen from the dining room. It opened slowly, and Todd felt a sense of relief until he saw a large black panther padding slowly toward the glass doors.
“Shit,” Todd said, not sure what to do.
The big cat moved slowly; its large yellow eyes stared straight at Todd, and its tail swished gracefully from side to side.
“Doctor?” Todd called again.
“Who the hell are you?” came a rasping voice from the building.
Todd waited until he saw an overweight, balding man wearing boxer shorts, a doctor’s white lab coat, and flip flops come staggering through the door.
“Do you know what goddamn time it is?” the man bellowed.
“Are you Doctor Murphy?”
“Why?” the man asked, stopping several feet from the door and standing just behind the large cat.
“Clay Henry sent us,” Todd said. “He’s hurt. He needs your help.”
“Bullshit, Clay Henry wouldn’t send people here. He knows better. Bagheera,” Murphy said to the panther. “Looks like it’s time for a midnight snack.”
“No. Wait…” Todd said. “You know Clay, right? He sent us in his van, look and see.”
Todd moved back from the glass doors toward the van that looked more like the love child of a tank and bomber plane. Todd held up the lantern and let the light shine on the large vehicle. He could see Laura through the windshield’s glass and metal bars. She had removed the night-vision goggles but looked worried.
“We need your help,” Todd called.
A moment of silence passed and then the glass door swung open. The big, black panther stalked out, and Todd was about to jump into the van when the doctor’s rasping voice called the cat back inside.
“Bagheera!” he shouted. “Come back in here!”
The panther looked at Todd for a moment, then turned and went back inside. Doctor Murphy then stepped out. Todd moved closer, but the doctor held his hand up.
“If you know Clay, then you can tell me what he looks like.”
“He’s tall,” Todd said. “Short hair, mostly gray. Thin, but tough.”
“What’s happened? And don’t tell me a zombie got him. If that happened, he wouldn’t have sent you to me.”
“No, it wasn’t a zombie,” Todd said. “He was stabbed.”
“Good goddamn,” Murphy said. “Who the hell would want to stab Clay?”
“It’s a long story, and I’ll answer all your questions if you’ll come with us.”
“Who’s us?” Murphy asked.
“I’m with a lady named Laura,” Todd said, holding the lantern up again. “She’s a nanny and has two kids with her.”
“Kids, great,” Murphy said.
“It was their mother who stabbed Clay, but she didn’t know what she was doing. She’d been through some difficult circumstances.”
“No shit,” Murphy said. “Who hasn’t…”
“She’s losing touch with reality.”
“Best put her down then,” the doctor said coldly. “There’s no room in this world for those who can’t take care of themselves.”
“Maybe,” Todd said. “But we were hoping you might help.”
“I’m not a psychologist. I’m an internist, or I was before I lost my medical license. Now I just take care of a few wild cats and watch the world burn.”
“Mr. Murphy,” Laura had opened her door and was now leaning between the door and the front windshield of the van. “Please help us. Clay will die if you don’t.”
“Damn it,” the doctor said sourly. “Fine, let me get my shit together. You two just wait out here.”



Chapter 30

The sun had been up for an hour when they finally reached the hunting supply store. Todd led the group out of the van and into the employee entrance. It was dark in the back of the store, but light was shining through the tall windows in front and filling the retail space with natural light.
“Huh,” Murphy grunted as he took in the scene.
Todd guessed that the pessimistic former physician had never been to Clay’s makeshift home.
“Clay’s in his tent,” Todd said.
Murphy was staring at Helen as he walked past her cot. She was still babbling, her head flopping from side to side. Payton peeked from one of the tents, but didn’t emerge. Todd looked back at Laura who was escorting the two sleepy children back to their own camping area near the big display at the center of the store.
“I’ll fix us all something to eat,” she said.
Todd nodded and led Murphy to Clay’s tent. He held open the flap so that the grumpy doctor could crawl in.
“I’m too old to be playing in tents,” he grumbled.
Todd followed him. After three hours on the road with Joss Murphy, Todd had learned that the man didn’t care for anyone trying to dissuade him of his sour disposition. Whenever he or Laura tried to look on the bright side of things, Murphy bit their heads off with scathing, obscenity-filled tirades. It seemed the former doctor took the loss of his medical license hard and saw the plague as justice for all the self-righteous hypocrites in the world. Todd was glad that the children had been asleep most of the trip.
“Clay, can you hear me?” Murphy asked.
The hunter was asleep. His skin looked waxy and yellowish. The bandage wrapped around the knife was now dark red, and Todd could smell that Clay had wet the bed. Murphy pressed his fingers to Clay’s throat and felt for a pulse.
“Well, he’s still alive,” Murphy said. “But I can’t do anything in this stinking tent.”
“We thought it was better not to move him,” Todd said.
“And you were goddamn right, but I’m going to have to operate and I need all the light I can get.”
“Should we try and pull the air mattress out of the tent?”
“No, you’ll have to cut it down,” Murphy instructed. “Hell, you’re all indoors, I don’t know why you feel the need to sleep in tents anyway.”
Todd nodded, feeling a little foolish even if he hadn’t been here when the tents were set up. He crawled back out of the tent just as Laura was approaching. She had water heating on a small propane stove near her own tent, and Todd guessed she was planning on reconstituting some dehydrated food.
“How is he?” she asked.
“Alive,” Todd said. “Murphy wants us to cut the tent down around him. He needs as much light as possible.”
The sunlight was slowly spreading across the floor of the large store, but it wouldn’t reach Clay’s tent for quite a while. Todd went in search of scissors while Laura found some mirrors in the fitting rooms. She carefully arranged them in the sunshine so that they reflected the light back into the store. Todd was surprised at how much brighter the store seemed when Laura was through.
Todd cut the tent canvas easily enough. Then, he carefully removed the flexible tent poles from the bottom portion of the tent. It collapsed quickly once the tension was relieved, but Todd and Laura held it up and then carried it away so that it didn’t fall on Clay or Murphy. The aging physician had removed the bandage and cut away Clay’s shirt.
“I need a table,” he groused. “My knees are killing me down here.”
“There are display tables we can use,” Todd said.
“Get it set up in the sunlight. And we need towels, lots of them. Sweatshirts will do in a pinch, just make sure they’re clean.”
“I’ll get us some breakfast,” Laura suggested.
“No,” Murphy said. “I need that boiling water. Keep it boiling and set it up on a side table. We’re going to have to do all of this rather fast, people, and it isn’t going to be pretty. I can perform the surgery but I’ll need to cauterize as much of the wound as possible.”
“You mean, burn it?” Laura said.
“That’s right, and since I doubt you’ve got a medical-grade cauterizing laser, I’ll have to use heated surgical tools that have been sterilized. Todd you’ll help me carry him to the table once I remove the knife. He’s bound to wake up too, so you’ll have to hold him down until I can get him back under. Laura, you stay close and do whatever I tell you. You’ll be my nurse.”
Laura and Todd both nodded, although neither one felt very comfortable with their new roles. Todd moved a table to the front of the store and situated in the golden beams of direct sunlight. Then he set up another table close by and helped Laura arrange two propane stoves on it, leaving room for whatever else the doctor might need during the surgery. They moved the pot of water Laura had already been heating to one of the propane stoves. Murphy had spread out a cloth bundle of operating tools. There were scalpels and clamps, along with several other tools Todd couldn’t make heads or tails of. Murphy put them all into the pot of boiling water.
“Odds are he’ll scream,” Murphy explained. “This is almost like Civil War conditions. I have no idea how many painkillers he took, so I can’t risk giving him anything else until he comes to. If I had chloroform, we could keep him under, but without proper ventilation we might all end up passed out on the floor. Our best bet is to strap him down, the way you’ve done to the lady over there.”
Todd couldn’t help but look at Ruth. Her skin was wrinkled and pasty, her hair sticking out all around her head. Her hands were curled into fists with skin pulled so tightly over her knuckles they were red.
“What are his chances?” Laura asked.
“That depends,” Murphy said. “I won’t know for sure until I get in there and see what’s bleeding. It’s a miracle that she didn’t collapse his lung or sever some major organ. I think the main concerns are internal bleeding, infection, and blood loss in that order.”
“I’m O positive,” Laura volunteered. “I could give him some of my blood.”
“We’ll keep that in mind,” Murphy said grimly. “Right now I don’t have the medical supplies to perform a blood transfusion. We’ll just have to hope I can get him closed up fast enough.”
They double-checked all their supplies. Todd had four cargo straps ready and waiting. Laura had a pair of tongs from a package of grilling supplies that she used to pull the surgical supplies from the boiling water. Murphy lined everything he needed up on a neatly folded sweatshirt. They all knew it wasn’t a perfect situation, but it was the best they could manage.
“All right,” Murphy said. “Let’s move him and hope we don’t kill him in the process.”
Laura looked to Todd, and for the first time since they had met, he felt truly helpless. He wanted to reassure her, to somehow assuage the guilt he knew she felt for Ruth attacking Clay, but he simply didn’t have the sense that everything would be okay. He tried to nod, but it was a half-hearted gesture. Quickly he turned away from Laura before the tears started rolling down his face; he tried to focus on the grisly work that lay ahead of him.
“Here we go,” Murphy said, more to himself than to Todd.
He placed one hand on the knife. Todd could see the sweat already ringing the disgraced doctor’s head. It was stuffy inside the large store. The Florida sun beat down mercilessly and Todd guessed that it probably cost a fortune just to cool the massive space, back when electricity was plentiful and the world was concerned with money. But those days were gone and now man fought every day just to survive.
“Damn, I hate this,” Murphy said. “Clay, don’t you die on me!”
He withdrew the knife in one swift motion. Blood immediately welled up where the knife had been.
“Lift him!” Murphy demanded.
Todd slid his hands under Clay’s shoulders and gripped the big man’s armpits. Murphy grabbed his legs. They heaved the body up and then scurried as fast as they could to the operating table. Todd felt the gunshot wound on his arm burning. The wound had been cleaned and bandaged, but the sudden strenuous activity had opened the wound back up. He could feel the blood on his shoulder soaking the bandage he’d applied the day before.
They sat Clay down on his stomach, and the hunter groaned, but he didn’t wake up. Todd quickly flung the cargo straps over Clay’s body, one around his hips, one across his shoulders, and two across his legs. Todd had to crawl under the table and cinch the straps. Then he worked the brass ratchets to make sure there was no give in the makeshift bonds. It seemed oddly cruel to be tying Clay to the table, but if he woke up and thrashed around in pain, he could cause more damage, and at that point, it would be too late to secure him.
Murphy had mopped up as much blood as he could and had already sliced farther into Clay’s back by the time Todd stood up and took hold of the hunter’s arms. Laura was holding a large flashlight above the wound, shining the light straight down onto Clay’s back.
“I’ll be damned,” Murphy said, both in surprise and relief. “She nicked his liver and ruined his gallbladder, but she missed his lung and intestines. It’s a good thing he’s a lanky bastard. All right, hand me that clamp. I’ve got to remove what’s left of his gallbladder.”
Clay groaned, but didn’t really come to. His hands began to move as Murphy worked on him, but Todd held the hunter’s arms in place. It took Murphy ten minutes to remove the gallbladder. Laura had to suction out the blood from the wound with what looked like a turkey baster. Then Murphy began cauterizing the wound. The smell was sickening, and Todd felt his empty stomach twisting as bile rose in his throat, but he held himself together. The entire procedure was completed in less than half an hour. Murphy stitched his friend up and then washed the area with some bottled water.
“That’s all we can do for now,” Murphy said.
“Will he live?” Laura asked.
“He didn’t bleed out, that was the biggest risk. Now we need to fight infection. I need strong antibiotics and several units of IV fluids. We’ll need to get a catheter in him too.”
“We’ll have to go to a hospital,” Todd said.
“It won’t be easy,” Murphy said. “They’re all crawling with zombies, and they were hit pretty regularly by survivalists.”
“We don’t really have a choice,” Todd said. “I doubt we could find what you want anywhere else.”
“What about an ambulance?” Laura said. “Wouldn’t they have what you need?”
“No, they would have the IV supplies, but not the antibiotics or catheter.”
“I know where I can get the antibiotics,” Todd said.
“The yacht?” Laura asked.
Todd nodded.
“Well, I’d rather clean up after Clay than risk trying to get a catheter,” Laura continued. “Todd, you get the supplies we need and be careful.”
“I will,” Todd said. “I’ve been itching to check on the ship anyway.”
“Make it quick,” Murphy said. “The sooner we get the antibiotic regimen going, the better his chances are.”
“I’m on it,” Todd said.



Chapter 31

Todd was still amped from the speed he’d taken in the night. The tension of the surgery was past, and he was happy to be heading out of the stuffy store. Murphy had inspected Todd’s shoulder, cleaned the wound again, and stitched it up. Laura didn’t like the idea of Todd going out by himself, but she was busy preparing food for the children and checking on Ruth and Payton.
By the time Todd had gathered a few things together, Murphy had moved a reclining camp chair next to Clay and was sipping whiskey from a bottle. Their doctor had held himself together just long enough to see to Clay, but Todd guessed Joss Murphy was not a model of self-control.
“You better keep an eye on him too,” Todd said, nodding toward Murphy. “If he keeps hitting that bottle, he won’t be any good to us.”
“All right,” Laura said. “I can handle this. You just get back here in one piece.”
“I will,” Todd said with a smile.
Laura leaned forward, giving Todd a quick kiss. It made him feel light and happy, almost too happy, which only made him feel guilty. It was only a month since Helen had died, but so much had happened in that time. His feelings for Laura were real and growing. Maybe it wasn’t fair, but decorum had been a casualty of the plague. He was a man; Laura was a woman, and they were together, and that was all that really mattered anymore. Todd missed Helen, but he wasn’t going to let Laura slip through his fingers because he had lost his first love. He felt guilty for such feelings, and even a little shallow, but he shoved those emotions away and focused on the task at hand. He needed to find an ambulance, or better still, the station where the emergency response vehicles were maintained.
Todd walked to Murphy and looked at the man. His face was framed by gray stubble, and his eyes were watery.
“Better ease up on the sauce,” Todd said.
“Screw you,” Murphy growled.
“I want you sober enough to get this IV started when I get back. You want to go on a bender after that? Fine, but you pull your shit together until then.”
“Who the hell do you think you are?”
“I’m the guy holding this place together at the moment, and you know I’m right. So put a cork in and drink some coffee instead.”
Murphy gave Todd a murderous look, but he screwed the cap back on the whiskey and set the bottle down.
“Where do the ambulances operate from?”
“How the hell should I know?” Murphy asked.
“In Jersey, they have little EMT stations all around the city.”
“How quaint,” Murphy said.
“Come on, Murphy, I need your help.”
“Try the fire stations. They have ambulance crews. It should be easy enough to find a fire station.”
“Thanks,” Todd said.
As he walked away, he saw Laura bring Murphy some coffee. She had found travel mugs easily enough and then raided the store’s break room for sugar and even the small packets of powdered creamer.
Todd checked his supplies. He had a machete, the .22 Beretta, and two bottles of water. He scooped up a hand full of protein bars before he left and shoved them into his backpack, along with some extra ammunition. The van was full of firearms and ammo, along with basic first-aid supplies and food rations, but he didn’t want to use anything in the van if he didn’t have to. He would have to refuel the vehicle, his first priority, then he wanted to get out to the Great Escape and recover the medical supplies he had on board.
He opened the back door slowly, but the alley behind the store was still deserted. He made sure the door was closed and locked, then went down to the van. The vehicle started easily, and Todd felt a sense of satisfaction. Clay had done a masterful job getting the van ready, and Todd felt safe as he sat behind the wheel of what he decided to call the Z-mobile.
He had to drive for almost ten minutes before he found the gas station where Clay had first taken them. He slowly backed the van into the garage bay and then got out. He saw zombies, but none were close. He guessed he had a full five minutes before any of the monsters could converge on the small store. Quickly, he ran the hose from the underground fuel tanks to the van. Then he used the hand-operated pump to syphon the gas into the van. It was nearly a minute before he heard the gasoline splashing into the van’s tank. He was sweating heavily as he worked the pump. He kept a vigilant watch on the zombies approaching the store. He missed Clay’s bow and arrows. The hunter could have held off the lumbering wretches for an hour, but Todd didn’t think he could hit even a stationary target with a bow and arrow at ten feet, let alone the zombies that never stopped moving. The bow was only as good as the archer, so he’d left the weapon behind. Once the zombies crossed the street, Todd decided he had enough fuel. He pulled the hose out of the tank and screwed the cap back on, before closing the flap that protected the van’s fuel tank.
He jumped into the Z-mobile and turned the key. The engine started, and the fuel gage rose just past the three quarters mark. Todd stepped on the gas and raced way, moving toward the coast and looking for something that would get him back to the Great Escape.
There were several large hotels on the beach in Delray, along with some luxury condominiums. Todd drove past the high-rise buildings and found more lavish homes built on the beach. He considered finding a ship and sailing back to the yacht. It would be easier to find his ship on the water rather than on land, but sailing would take too long and Todd didn’t think he could get even a simple outboard motor running without some way to charge the battery.
The drive north along the coast was beautiful, despite the roving bands of zombies and the occasional wrecked car in his path. Todd kept an eye out for anything that looked familiar. The house where Ruth had waylaid him would be nearly impossible to find. Todd couldn’t remember what the house looked like from the front, and so he searched the ocean for any sign of his ship or the sail boat that Ruth and Payton had run aground on the sandbar.
He was nearly thirty miles south of where they had come ashore, so Todd drove quickly at first and then slowed and intensified his search. Eventually, he drove slow enough that he could do more than glimpse the ocean from the narrow spaces between the massive beach-front homes. Sometimes his view was obscured by tall sand dunes, and other times he had to speed away from an aggressive group of zombies who were closing in on the van as he stopped to search for the yacht.
The first thing he eventually saw was the overturned aluminum boat. He and Rob had pulled it high on the beach, and the unpainted hull was shining in the sunlight. Todd backed the van into a nearby driveway and then quickly left the vehicle. There were zombies slowly approaching, but none were close enough to keep him from making his way between two homes and moving toward the beach. He had just come out of the shadow of one massive house when two zombies lunged toward him from the home’s wooden deck. Todd pulled out his pistol and shot them both. The zombies fell silently, their black blood puddling on the sand near Todd’s feet. He knew that firing the gun would only attract more of the dreadful creatures, but he didn’t have time to waste fighting the zombies. He needed to get out to sea quickly.
He rushed to the boat and heaved it over. The tide was out, and Todd guessed the boat was forty feet from the water. He pushed hard until the boat slowly slid toward the water. Todd could hear the growling moan of zombies approaching. He pushed harder, his feet digging into the sand. The boat was moving, but it wasn’t moving fast enough. Todd ran to the other end of the boat and began pulling. If he lifted slightly, the boat seemed to move over the hard-packed sand more easily. Todd could see six zombies near the other end of the boat, and he knew there was no way he could get the small vessel into the water before they caught up with him.
He sat the boat down and drew his pistol. The Beretta held ten bullets, and he’d already shot two of them. That meant that Todd had eight bullets left to kill six zombies. He knelt in the sand, resting his hands on the boat and taking careful aim. His heart was thundering, and his shoulder was throbbing. Sweat was running down his forehead and into his eyes. He blinked it away, ignoring how dry his mouth was or how watery his bowels felt.
He pulled the trigger carefully, making sure he squeezed it straight back and didn’t pull the gun off target as he curled his finger. The gun popped, jumping slightly in his hands. Todd saw the hole in the zombie’s forehead suddenly appear just before the wretch fell onto the beach beside the boat. He shot again and again, moving a little faster with each kill. His fourth shot missed, and he silently cursed himself. His hands were shaking, either with fear or excitement, or perhaps just from the speed that made him feel so jittery. He killed two more, but had to back up to keep the last zombie from reaching him. He was walking backward and trying to aim as the zombie lurched forward; its head moved from side to side with each unsteady step.
Todd fired, and the bullet ripped off the zombie’s ear, but didn’t stop it. Todd knew he was down to his last bullet. His feet splashed in the surf as he fired again, this time his bullet found its mark. The zombie fell and Todd quickly bend down and pulled the zombie out of the path of the boat. He rushed back to the small vessel, seeing scores more of the terrifying monsters emerging onto the beach. Todd heaved the boat toward the ocean and finally got the bow into the water. He raced around the small boat and pushed it forward, feeling a thrill of excitement as the boat bobbed in the surf. He was waist deep in water before he tried to climb into the small boat. His sudden weight on the side of the small craft and an untimely wave flipped the boat over. Todd fell under the water, and his feet kicked on the loose sand. His shoes felt heavy and clumsy, and Todd worried about the pistol being wet, but he struggled to his feet and dashed the water away from his eyes.
The zombies were following Todd into the water now. He heaved the boat back over and it settled low, with almost a foot of water in the hull. Todd didn’t have time to wait. He threw himself into the boat and scrambled to pull the oars free of their bindings. One of the zombies reached the boat and grabbed onto the metal frame. Todd swung the one oar he had free, bashing the zombie in the head but not doing any real damage. He knew the blow would have knocked a normal man senseless, but it hardly deterred the zombie at all. The wretched creature moaned hungrily and reached for him. Todd drew his pistol and flipped the magazine release with his finger. Then he shook the gun, trying to keep any water out of the weapon, before ramming his spare magazine back into the handle. He pulled the small rack and let it pop back into place. The zombie was walking hand over hand toward Todd who was in the center of the small boat. He leaned forward so that he was barely more than an arm’s length away and fired. The bullet punched through the creature’s eye, and Todd watched it fall into the water. Then he set the gun on the metal bench beside him and settled the oars into place.
He rowed hard, his adrenaline giving him strength as he moved the boat away from the shore that was now filled with zombies. The waves made the boat rise and fall, sometimes even splashing into the little craft. Todd looked over his shoulder and saw that the sailboat was gone. He guessed that the sandbar had shifted, freeing the vessel and setting it adrift. The Great Escape was right where Todd had left her, but something seemed wrong with the ship. Todd forced any conjecture out of his mind and focused on rowing. His back ached with the effort, and despite the cool sea breeze, he was sweating. He’d left his water bottles in the van, and he could feel the salt from the ocean drying his lips and mouth.
Eventually he reached the yacht and discovered that the ship was listing to one side. Todd felt a both shock and rage as he realized that his ship had been looted. The hatch to the kitchen and storage area was left open. The glass door that led to the ship’s cabin was shattered. He tied the boat to the rear of the yacht and climbed on board. He had to get the key to the engine compartment from the cockpit and as he climbed the stairs he discovered that all the solar panels had been shattered. The joystick in the cockpit was broken in two, and the monitors were all smashed. He felt tears in his eyes, but he knew the important thing was that he, Laura, and the children were safe. They weren’t his children, but he’d come to care about them almost like family.
He had to clamp down on his rage and remember he’d come back to the ship that he loved so much to find medicine for Clay. The hunter had helped them so much, and Todd was determined to repay the kindness. He found the small key on a peg that hung just under the monitors. He pulled the key from the peg and went back down to the main deck. The engine compartment was small, and the only way to access the engines when the ship was in the water was through the trap door on the deck. Todd stuck the key in the slot, turned it, then pulled the compartment open. Just as he suspected, there was water in the compartment. Both the main engine and the secondary engines were flooded and would require major repairs to ever run again. Todd knew, even if the ship hadn’t been looted, he could never get the engines operational again. He would have to find a new ship now, the only thing left to do was to find anything of value that the looters had left behind and bid the Great Escape farewell.
Inside the engine compartment, slung on a set of simple garage hooks that Todd had installed himself, hung a thick duffel bag. Todd had half expected to find the bag missing, but whoever had raided the yacht hadn’t thought to search the engine compartment. Todd had to lay on the deck and stretch with his good arm to pull the bag up. It was full of hospital-grade pharmaceuticals. Todd had raided a pharmacy, taking not only the prepackaged pills, but also the raw chemicals used to make specific medicines. Several of the medications were in liquid form, and Todd had an unopened box of syringes in the duffle bag as well.
He set the bag of medicines on the deck and went into the cabin. The mirrors around the bar were all broken, as well as some of the windows. The leather couch had been slashed and the television was ripped from its place on the wall, wires standing out from the back of the panel. The entire room smelled like a dirty public restroom.
“God, it stinks in here,” Todd said.
He went down the narrow stairs and into the small stateroom. Some one had defecated on the bed and smeared the sheets with filth. The smell of stale urine was very strong in the room. The ammunition Todd had stashed in the closet was gone. His and Helen’s clothes had been thrown around the room. Water was seeping in on one side, and Todd knew it was only a matter of time before the once beautiful yacht sank.
“What a waste,” he said out loud. “Who would do something like this?”
It was obviously the work of someone with a grudge or someone who was insane. Only if the people who looted the ship were insane, they probably wouldn’t have taken all the food and ammunition. Todd found what he had been looking for still in the drawer of the nightstand. It was a ring that Todd had given to Helen. He’d found it on one of the many trips he’d taken on shore to hunt for supplies. It was just a simple, gold band but Todd had secretly etched Helen’s name on the inside of the ring. She’d had to take it off once her hands started swelling due to the pregnancy. Todd was a little surprised the looters hadn’t taken it, but gold had no value anymore.
He put the ring in his pocket and left the bedroom. He was about to climb the narrow stairs back into the main cabin, when he noticed the mesh laundry bag he’d used on so many supply runs hanging on the laundry room door. He picked it up and went back upstairs. The looters had taken most of Todd’s movie collection, but the children’s movies and television shows were left in a pile on the floor. Todd picked up the movies and stuffed them into the laundry bag.
He took one last look around the ship that had been his home since the plague hit and let the stream of memories sweep over him. He smiled, as he thought about all the times he and Helen, and more recently, Laura and the children, had been so happy in the small cabin. Then he turned, saying good-bye to his past, and walked out through the broken glass door toward the small aluminum boat that was waiting to take him back to the mainland, where his future waited for him.



Chapter 32

Time was a major factor for Todd, but he found a bucket and bailed out the little aluminum boat before leaving the yacht for the last time. The shoreline was still crowded with zombies, and he knew he would need to row down the coast and circle around the throng of living dead before making his way back to the van.
It only took a few minutes of work to get the little boat ready, and then he stowed the bag of medicine and the laundry bag of Blu-ray disks on board. Once he untied from the yacht, he began rowing the boat parallel to the coast. If the throng of zombies had followed him, Todd would have been in serious trouble, but they ignored the little silver boat and stood staring out to sea.
Todd worked the boat almost a mile down shore and then turned the craft inland. Once the metal frame ground on the rough sand, he dropped the oars, picked up his bags, and left the boat half floating in the water. He would have liked to pull the boat up and secure it, but he didn’t want to take the time. Some of the zombies began walking his way as soon as they saw him get out of the boat. And he had no reason to think he would ever need the little vessel again.
“Thanks, girl,” he said to the boat, patting the frame. “Sorry I can’t do more for you.”
He turned and ran up the beach, climbing over a grass-covered dune and then slipping between two massive homes. On the street, everything seemed quiet. Todd double-checked his pistol. It seemed in good shape, although he only had eight rounds left. He made sure that the safety was on and tucked the gun back into his pants.
His clothes were wet, and his shoes squished with every step, but he didn’t want to take them off. He moved back toward the van carefully. It was a long way off, and the last thing he wanted to do was attract attention. If the zombies figured out he was coming back for the van, he might have to abandon it, which was not something he wanted to do.
Moving from house to house and listening intently for any sound of the living dead, Todd finally made his way back to the van. He dashed across the yard, jumped in, and fumbled with the keys nervously, although there was no real need. The horde of zombies remained on the beach, still fascinated by something. Todd’s gunshot had drawn them there, but now something else held them transfixed.
Finally, when Todd got his shaking fingers to work together, he was able to slide the key into the ignition and start the van. He shifted it into drive and made a hasty retreat. Once he was out of immediate danger, his mind wandered back to the zombies on the seashore. Perhaps they were fixated on the yacht. It was slowly moving, sinking lower and lower into the water, although Todd guessed it would take the yacht days to fill up with enough sea water to sink. That thought made Todd sad, and so he focused on finding a fire station.
He drank one whole bottle of water as he drove and ate another power bar. He had left the coastal road and was now driving through the urban sprawl back toward Delray. He had gone nearly twenty miles when he finally saw a firehouse. It was a large building that looked almost like a department store, but the large overhead doors were made of glass; Todd could see the fire engines inside.
He parked the van, reloaded his pistol and its spare magazine, and took his machete as he got out. He didn’t want to be caught unprepared this time. All he needed to do was get in the building, search through the medical supplies for IV equipment, and then get out again. Once he returned to Laura and the children, maybe then he could sleep.
His adventure getting to the Great Escape had burned through the energy boost the methamphetamine had given him from the night before. His arms and legs felt heavy, and his eyes burned. He wanted to get back to the hunting supply store and find a quiet place to rest, although he didn’t think he could do that inside the sweltering building. At sea, there was almost always a constant breeze, and with a little shade, he could stay comfortable no matter how hot it became. But the miles of black top asphalt and concrete buildings in the city radiated the sun’s heat. It was like being in an oven. The buildings even blocked the sea breeze so that the air was still, hot, and stifling.
Todd walked quietly to a glass door under the big letters that spelled out Boynton Beach Fire Department. The door was unlocked. He breathed a sign of relief and went inside. The interior of the building was gloomy. He was in a row of offices that led from the reception area into a long hallway that was much darker. Todd drew his pistol and held it in his left hand. In his right, he held the machete up by his head so that he was ready to strike with it if the need arose.
“I can’t see anything,” he whispered.
It wasn’t true, but the row of offices had dark doorways where anything might be lurking. He wanted to draw the zombies to him rather than walk into an ambush. He was straining to hear something, anything, and finally he did. It was a shuffling sound.
“Who’s there?” Todd whispered again, waiting.
What came out of one of the offices was not what Todd expected. He had seen many zombies. Most looked shriveled and disgusting; their bodies had decayed and many had terrible wounds that still seeped black blood and puss. But the creature in front of Todd now looked as if it had just recently been turned. It was a woman in stiletto heels and a miniskirt. Her shirt was tight, barely covering her breasts, which were much too large for her thin body. The shirt was classic Miami fashion, little more than a bandana and held in place by bikini strings around her neck and midriff. The woman’s hair was short, and despite her dead eyes and open mouth that was growling the typical zombie moan, Todd couldn’t deny she had once looked attractive.
He waited for her, resisting the urge to run down the hallway. It was the right decision, and more zombies lurched out of the other offices behind her. Todd wanted to shoot them, but he didn’t want to draw another crowd of zombies, so he waited. Sweat ran down his back and under his arms. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he wanted to run away. It seemed like madness standing there in the hallway, waiting to attack the group of the living dead who wanted nothing more than to eat his flesh and infect him with their plague. But Todd knew that Laura, Murphy, and Clay were depending on him, so he stayed put.
The pretty woman was the first to reach Todd. She had long arms, but Todd struck as soon as she stepped in range of his machete. He swung the weapon straight down just as the beautiful monster was reaching for him with her polished fingernails. The curved end of the machete cracked the woman’s forehead like an egg. She fell to her knees hard, as black blood thick as maple syrup ran down her lovely face. Todd backed up and wrenched his machete free. That jerk pulled the woman forward, and she fell face down on the floor. Todd could see then that the back of her neck had been stripped of flesh. She hadn’t been a big meal for whatever creature had attacked her. It flickered through Todd’s mind that maybe someone had fought off whatever monster had ripped into her neck. It hadn’t been enough to save the girl, but it had kept her body from being ravaged when she was turned.
Todd had to focus on the line of zombies coming for him. They were starting to bunch up and Todd, taking a deep breath, moved forward to attack them. He didn’t want to run out of room. As long as he could move backward, the zombies couldn’t trap him and overwhelm him. He stabbed at the nearest zombie, but the machete wasn’t made for stabbing. When he thrust the big blade forward, it bounced off the zombie’s skull. The skin split easily, but the skull was hard and resisted the blade. The zombie’s forehead hung down in its eyes, as black blood oozed down the wretched creature’s face.
Moving slowly backward, Todd swung the machete at the zombie’s outstretched arm. The blade tore through flesh and bone, easily lopping off the zombie’s limb. It hardly seemed to notice. Then Todd stepped forward and brought his machete up in a horizontal slash that caught the zombie at the temple. The blade bit deep, caving through the skull’s weak spot and wedging into the zombie’s eye, which popped like an overripe grape.
The monster fell and almost pulled Todd’s machete from his hand. Todd kicked at the zombie’s head. The next creature lurched for Todd. He brought the pistol up, almost pulling the trigger, but then the machete tore free and Todd went stumbling backward. He was desperate to stay on his feet, throwing both hands wide to keep his balance. The zombies were lumbering forward. There were three more, and Todd wanted to kill them quickly.
“Come on!” he said, once he had regained his balance and was moving back into the fight.
He couldn’t help but fear that the beautiful zombie was going to reanimate and attack his ankles. She was dead, but then again, they were all dead. Damage to the brain was the only thing that seemed to affect the foul creatures, but what if that was only temporary? Todd felt fear turning his sweat into cold rivulets that ran down his back.
The fight was fierce. He cut first to his left. The machete hacked through an ear before splitting one creature’s skull. He got lucky when he tried to pull his weapon free and the falling zombie tripped its neighbor. Both zombies went down as Todd’s machete tore loose from its target. He stepped to the side, almost stumbling on the first zombie’s high-heeled shoes, but then hacking down in another overhead strike that wedged the end of the machete into the last zombie’s forehead. It fell backward, and this time Todd lost his weapon. The zombie who had been tripped was now struggling to grab onto Todd’s legs. He jumped backward and kept moving back, unsure of what to do.
Fortunately, the zombie didn’t think to push its dead companion off and instead lay on the floor reaching out for Todd in a pathetic effort. Todd wanted to shoot the zombie, but he had managed to kill all the others without making too much noise. Instead, he hurried forward and jumped past the jumble of zombies. His shoes squished with briny ocean water as he landed, the rubber squeaking on the linoleum flooring. Todd grabbed the handle of the machete and jerked upward just as he brought his right foot down on the zombie’s hideous face. The weapon pulled free, flinging black drops of congealing blood down the hallway. Todd turned and hacked down on the back of the final zombie’s head. The skull crunched, and the creature’s face smashed into the floor, shattering its nose. Blood welled up from the blow to the back of the creature’s head and spread in a slow puddle from the ruined face.
Todd’s machete came free when he pulled it first one way, then another. He leaned back against the wall, gasping for breath as he surveyed the gloomy hallway. He hadn’t even realized he was breathing hard during the fight. Now that it was over, his body tingled all over and his legs felt shaky and weak.
After a moment, he proceeded in the darkened firehouse. He moved slowly, listening for more zombies. He came to a large dining room with a professional kitchen at the far end. There were empty cans of food scattered around the wide countertop. Someone had raided the fire station’s pantry. He was tempted to go in search of whoever might still be hiding in the fire station, but he decided to stay on task. His time was running out, and he didn’t want to see Clay die because he didn’t get the antibiotics back in time.
The hall turned, and there were double doors that led out into the garage area. Todd peeked through the small window in the door. The room he was in was dark, but the garage was full of light. He couldn’t see movement anywhere in the garage, so he opened the door and slipped in. The ambulance was the closest vehicle. Todd went to the back and pulled on the handle. The door screeched as the rusty hinges rotated, but the door opened easily enough.
Inside the ambulance, it was hard to see. The overhead light didn’t come on, and there were no windows in the boxy back portion of the emergency vehicle. Todd rifled through the drawers and bins. He found two bags of saline water, needles, tubing, and tape. He made a pile on the back of the ambulance. There was a canvas bag with a heavy defibrillator inside it. Todd pulled the electric-powered device out of the bag, hoping he wasn’t jinxing himself by leaving the one tool they needed behind and began filling the bag with the supplies he had found.
The supplies in the ambulance weren’t enough. He needed more, and so he searched the closets in the garage until he found the resupply room for the ambulance. He stuffed the large canvas bag with saline drips, tubing, and bandages. Then he slung the bag over his left shoulder and turned to leave.
“Where are you going?” said a terrified-looking man with a large butcher’s knife in one hand.
“Hey there,” Todd said, holding his hands up to show that he meant no harm. His gun was tucked into his waistband, and the machete was leaning against the back of the ambulance. He didn’t want to fight, and he certainly didn’t want to kill someone who wasn’t infected, but he had been forced to kill in order to defend himself in the past. His mind replayed the accident on the yacht when the pirates had attacked him. The assault rifle had gone off, and Todd could still see the red mist that had hovered in the air as the pirate fell backward over the railing.
“I just needed some supplies. I don’t want trouble,” Todd said.
“Where are you going?” the man asked again.
He was dirty—his shorts and tank top were stained with blood and sweat. His hair was wild, and his eyes were red, probably from crying. Todd guessed the zombie woman had been with the man in front of him. He felt a sick feeling in his gut at the thought.
“I’m going back to some friends of mine,” Todd said. “In Delray. They need these supplies, and I need to get back as soon as I can. I’m sorry to take your stuff but a man’s life depends on it.”
“You can’t save them,” the man said in a shaky voice. “Once they bite you, you’re dead no matter what.”
“I know that,” Todd said. “My friend wasn’t bitten. He was stabbed, but he’s better now. I just need to get these IV supplies back so we can make sure he doesn’t get an infection.”
“There’s no more food here,” the man said.
“What’s your name?”
“Dwight,” the man said. “But my friends call me Zeke.”
“Okay, Zeke. What do you want? Food?”
“I’m… I don’t want to be alone, man. My girlfriend, Adrien…”
Todd nodded. He felt sorry for the man. Zeke, Todd guessed, was a year or two younger and seemed on the verge of a mental breakdown, but Todd understood exactly how he felt. When Helen had lost the baby, he had watched her die. It had been like someone slowly pulling his heart out of his chest. Still, that didn’t mean that Todd could trust Zeke.
“Look,” Todd said. “I’ve got food. I’ll give it to you, just put down the knife.”
Zeke looked down at the knife in his hand with surprise.
“I didn’t mean to threaten you,” he said, bending low and setting the knife quietly on the ground. “There are zombies in the hall.”
“I saw them,” Todd said, bracing himself to tell the young man what he’d done. “I killed them.”
Zeke’s face twitched, and he looked a little confused. “You killed the zombies?”
“That’s right,” Todd said. “There were four or five of them.”
“Did you see Adrien?”
“Short hair, high heels, pretty?”
Zeke nodded.
“Yes, I saw her,” Todd said. “She’s not suffering anymore.”
“I couldn’t do it,” Zeke explained. “I knew I needed to, but I couldn’t. I tried… I fought off the zombie that attacked her, but…”
“I understand,” Todd said. “Why don’t you come with me?”
“Where?”
“Delray,” Todd said. “It isn’t far. You can eat, regroup, figure out what you want to do next.”
Zeke looked around. He was obviously frightened and unsure what to do. Todd worried that he was perhaps inviting trouble by bringing a stranger back to the store, but he didn’t know what else to do.
“Okay,” Zeke said.
Todd nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”



Chapter 33

Laura wanted to sleep, but she kept herself awake playing with the children. Rob wanted to shoot a bow and arrow on Clay’s makeshift archery range, but Laura insisted that he wait until the hunter could teach him how to do it properly. Instead, they set up a basketball goal on the far side of the store’s center display. They also played Frisbee and opened a set of rubber horseshoes.
Payton had yet to come out of the tent, and Ruth was asleep. Murphy had given her a pill, which she swallowed easily enough as he slowly poured water into her mouth. She had also soiled herself, and Laura knew that once she could keep the children occupied long enough, she would have to clean her former employer up. It was not a task she was looking forward to.
They had eaten powdered eggs and drank Tang. Laura let the children explore the shelves, which Clay had used to block the store’s front entrance. They had discovered a rack of candy and so Laura hadn’t bothered trying to fix them lunch.
She was just sitting down, letting her tired body relax in one of the reclining camp chairs, when Rob came running up to her.
“Laura!” he called triumphantly.
Vicky was skipping behind the older boy. She had a serious look on her face that was in contrast with the smear of chocolate all around her mouth.
“What is it?” Laura asked.
“It’s a portable Blu-ray player. It takes batteries!”
“Really?” Laura asked, trying her best to sound impressed.
“Yes! And there’s a whole rack of batteries. Can we watch something?”
“Do you have anything to watch?” Laura asked.
“Only hunting and fishing shows,” Vicky said.
“It’s better than nothing,” Rob argued.
“I don’t care if you watch them,” Laura said. “Why don’t you get in your tent? You could sit on the air mattresses.”
“It’s hot in there,” Vicky said.
“Well, I’m afraid the noise might disturb your mother,” Laura said. “See if you can find some headphones.”
“Okay!” Rob said excitedly, before leading his sister away.
Laura rubbed her eyes and stood up. She needed to get Ruth something clean to wear. Easily half of the store had been outdoor clothing, so she knew she could find something. Unfortunately, what Ruth really needed were adult diapers, but the store didn’t carry anything like that. Laura spent the next half hour cutting sweatshirts, which were much too warm to wear in the Florida summer. She folded the cut sweatshirts neatly, so that the heavy material could be used as towels.
By the time she was ready to clean up Ruth, Rob and Vicky were stretched out on the polished concrete floor. It wasn’t comfortable but the concrete was cool to the touch. They both had headphones on and were angled way from their mother. Laura struggled to undo the cargo strap that held Ruth’s legs still. Once she had the straps loosened, she pulled them free and then removed Ruth’s dirty pants. She smelled horrible. The older woman had wet herself, but she was still dehydrated, and the urine was especially odorous. Laura removed Ruth’s underwear, which was much too large for her now that she had lost weight.
Once she had the older woman cleaned up using the makeshift towels and bottle water, Ruth pulled lightweight athletic pants onto her legs. She used the cut pieces of sweatshirt to make a diaper, then pulled the pants up around Ruth’s hips. Finally, she replaced the cargo straps. Laura was weeping by the time she finished. She gathered the stinking clothes and used towels into a plastic bag, tying the end to minimize the odor.
“There’s not much hope for her,” Murphy said from behind Laura.
“She’s just tired,” Laura said without much conviction.
“No, she’s delusional,” Murphy said. “I know it doesn’t seem very compassionate, but she’s dangerous. It’s a miracle that she didn’t kill Clay.”
“She didn’t know what she was doing.”
“Oh, I believe that,” Murphy said. “But I’ve been around people who have lost their minds. They rarely come back, and that’s in the best possible conditions with carefully monitored medications and therapy. Her mind has rejected reality. She’s living in a world she’s constructed, and we don’t have the time or resources to deconstruct it for her.”
“So what are you suggesting?” Laura asked in a quiet voice.
“I’m not suggesting anything yet,” Murphy said. “But when the time comes, I’m going to suggest an injection of sodium thiopental.”
“Don’t,” Laura said. “I don’t want the children to hear you talking about that.”
“All right,” Murphy said as he wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Just keep in mind that the next person she attacks might be one of her own.”
Laura shook her head as she carried the bag of clothes into the back of the store. She didn’t want to think about Ruth attacking anyone else, even though she knew it was a possibility. Losing Rob or Vicky simply wasn’t something Laura could stand imagining. She loved the children as much as any parent ever could, so she forced the heinous possibility from her mind.
The office area was a little cooler, and she stuffed the bag of clothes into a large garbage bin in the store’s break room. Then she sat down on one of the plastic chairs and cried. She hated thinking about Ruth, but when she did, she couldn’t deny that Murphy was right. Ruth had always seemed so strong, but now she was weak and dangerous. Still, Laura didn’t feel right killing her. They didn’t have to keep her around, but they didn’t have to kill her either.
She was just wiping the tears from her face and preparing to return to the retail area of the store when she heard knocking at the back door. She hurried back, recognizing Todd’s knocking pattern. She pushed the door open and started to throw her arms around Todd’s neck when she saw that he wasn’t alone.
Todd stood in the doorway with two large duffle bags. Behind him was a man with thick hair, tanned skin, and a haunted look in his eyes.
“Laura,” Todd said. “This is Zeke. He needs some help.”
“Welcome,” Laura said in a wooden voice.
Meeting new people was always difficult since the plague. Some survivors used the plague as an excuse to give in to their dark tendencies. Rape and murder were not uncommon among survivors, and Laura felt her body tense as Todd led the new comer into the store.
“Is that the medicine for Clay?” she asked.
“Yes,” Todd said sadly. “I got to the ship, but someone looted it. They ruined it. It’s slowly sinking.”
“Oh, Todd,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay, I got the important stuff out of it. We need something larger anyway.”
“I am really sorry,” she said as she touched his arm. “Was your trip rough?”
“I ran into some trouble, but nothing I couldn’t handle,” Todd said. It was his turn to sound stiff, as if he didn’t want to talk about it.
They went from the dark hallway of the office section back out into the large retail space.
“Whoa,” Zeke said. “This place is huge.”
“It is,” Todd said. “And hot too.”
“Todd!” Rob shouted, pulling off his headphones. “We found a video player!”
“It takes batteries,” Vicky said in her calm voice.
“Well, I have something you might like then,” Todd said setting his duffle bags down and turning to Zeke.
The newcomer handed over the mesh laundry bag that was now filled with movies and television shows on Blu-ray disks.
“I got the movie stash from the yacht,” Todd said.
Both children whooped with excitement. Rob carried the bag back to where he and his sister were watching the video player.
“How’s Clay?” Todd asked Laura.
“He hasn’t woken up yet,” she explained. “But Murphy is watching him.”
They carried the medical supplies to the side table next to Murphy, who had cleared a spot. Todd set the bags down and unzipped them.
“These are the drugs I collected,” he said pointing to the gray duffel bag. “This is what I could salvage from the fire station.”
“Excellent,” Murphy said, pulling some of the saline water from the dark blue duffel bag.
He located a needle and set to work tapping one of Clay’s veins. It took him a few moments and then he used the medical tape to secure the needle. Next, he took one of the clothing racks and pulled it up to the table where Clay was resting. He hung a bag of saline and ran the tube down to the needle in the hunter’s arm and connected them. Then he went back to the gray duffel and began rummaging around.
“You’ve got quite a haul here,” Murphy said appreciatively. “What’d you hit, a hospital pharmacy?”
“No,” Todd admitted. “It was a pharmacy in a costal town.”
“It was a true apothecary,” Murphy said. “You don’t always find drugs in their raw form like this. We could mix just about any dose, and all these medicines should still be potent.”
“I’m glad it’s useful,” Todd said.
“Come tell me about your trip,” Laura said.
She led him and Zeke, who had been following Todd like a lost puppy, back to a group of camp chairs near Clay’s ruined tent. They slumped down into the canvas seats, and Todd rubbed his face.
“There’s not much to tell,” he said. “The sailboat was gone, but I found the yacht. Someone had gone on board and taken all the supplies. They smashed the glass door and all the monitors in the cockpit. They ruined the solar panels too.”
“Why?” Laura asked. “I can see taking the supplies, but why destroy the yacht?”
“I don’t know,” Todd said. “My best guess is that it was the pirate we ran off. He wasn’t a happy camper when I forced him off the ship. If he found it abandoned, he would have been happy to demolish it.”
“It’s really sinking?” Laura asked.
“Yes. They must have punched a few holes in the starboard side. I didn’t see them, but the ship was listing to that side. There was water in the engine compartment and down in the stateroom. Luckily, they were slow leaks. The medicines weren’t damaged.”
“You were smart to hide them,” Laura said.
“Yeah, and lucky they didn’t find the key to the engine compartment. Anyway, it was a total loss. I salvaged the movies for the kids and got out of there.”
“Tell her about Adrien,” Zeke said.
“Who’s Adrien?” Laura asked.
“She was his friend,” Todd explained. “When I found the fire station, I was attacked by some zombies. Adrien was one of them, recently infected. I killed them and then found the medical supplies.”
“Oh, God,” Laura said. “I’m so glad you’re all right. I knew I should have gone with you.”
“I’m fine,” Todd said reassuringly. “Everything is going to be okay now.”
“He’s coming around!” Murphy called to them.
Todd looked at Laura, and they hurried back over to the table. Zeke walked quietly behind them. When they got there, Clay looked around the room. He was still lying on his stomach, with his head turned to one side.
“Murphy,” he said in a scratchy voice. “You made it.”
“Wouldn’t have missed it,” Murphy said. “But you’re the one who’s supposed to be taking care of me, remember?”
“That’s two I owe ya,” Clay said. “Todd, those young ‘uns okay?”
“They’re fine, Clay. We all are.”
“I’m damn glad I was wrong about you,” Clay said. “You saved my bacon.”
“Just returning the favor for all your help the last few days.”
“It was nothin.’ Looks like you’ve found another friend.”
“This is Zeke. He’s just needing a place to get back on his feet.”
“Laura,” Clay said. “How’s the mother?”
“Ruth is sleeping,” Laura said. “Murphy is looking after her.”
“Good, I know she didn’t mean to hurt me.”
“You need to sleep now,” Murphy said. “Is the pain bad? Do you need some pain killers?”
“I wouldn’t object,” Clay said. “The pain is pretty bad.”
“Todd has the good stuff,” Murphy said, filling a syringe with clear medicine. “I’m giving you some morphine. You’ll be able to rest with this.”
He stuck the needle into the IV and pressed the plunger.
“We can all get some rest now,” Murphy said. “I’ll stay with Clay, but he should be much improved in a few days.”
“I could use some rest,” Laura said. “I’m exhausted.”
“It’s awfully hot in here,” Todd said. “Why don’t we move the tents up to the roof? I’d feel better if we could keep an eye out anyway.”
“You think it would be cooler in the sun?” Laura asked.
“We’ll put up a canopy or something,” Todd said. “It’s hot out, but at least you’ll have some fresh air.”
“Okay,” Laura said. “Lead the way.”
She told the children their plan and helped them gather the video player and movies. Todd found a party tent. It was attached to a folding metal frame and was nothing more than a large canvas roof. He carried it through the back room, and they found a metal staircase against the wall that lead to the roof.
Todd led the way, and Laura held Rob and Vicky’s hands as they went. Zeke came up last, carrying a lantern and some folding chairs. The roof was a pleasant surprise to everyone. It was covered with a thin layer of smooth pebbles that crunched under foot. There were palm trees planted in large pots that were arranged all around the roof. They saw Clay’s shooting platform on top of the industrial air conditioning unit. There was already a canopy on the roof, and a few picnic tables sitting under it.
The sun was harsh, but Todd had been right about the breeze. Laura felt better almost at once. The air was much cooler and the breeze was so refreshing; Laura thought it was like being in a pool of cool water. They erected the large party tent and decided to set up the sleeping tents under it.
Laura helped Rob and Vicky get their video player running at one of the picnic tables, then she sat down in a camp chair in the shade. With her feet propped on the wood seat of the picnic table, she was finally able to relax and promptly fell asleep. When she woke up, it was twilight and what she saw amazed her. All around the roof there were Tiki torches burning. Four tents were neatly arranged under the new party tent, and a large inflatable lounger with its own vinyl canopy had been set up on the roof and secured with cargo straps. There was a fire pit, too. Todd was sitting next to the bright orange flames with Rob and Vicky. They were roasting marshmallows on metal rods and making s’mores with stale graham crackers and chocolate bars.
“What’s going on?” Laura asked.
“Just unwinding after a long day,” Todd said.
“Laura, you have to try one of these,” Rob said.
Vicky handed Laura a graham cracker square with a piece of chocolate neatly arranged on top. Rob scraped the molten blob of marshmallow that had expanded to twice its normal size onto her cracker. Then he sandwiched the roasted marshmallow with another graham cracker.
“Eat it!” Rob said. “It’s so good.”
“Are the marshmallows still good?” Laura asked.
“They’re past the expiration date,” Todd admitted. “But if you roast them up, they’re still good. Try it.”
The crackers were soft, and the chocolate was melting from the hot marshmallow. Laura took a bite, and a strong of gooey marshmallow stretched between the treat and her mouth. Rob and Vicky laughed, but Todd just watched as Laura slowly chewed. She remembered eating s’mores with her friends when she was just a little girl. She didn’t think she’d had one in well over a decade. The graham crackers and marshmallows may have been stale, but Laura thought it was delicious.
“Pretty good huh?” Todd said with a smile.
“When did you do all of this?” she asked.
“While you were sleeping. Zeke helped. He’s a good guy. Still a bit shaken up. He decided to barricade himself in one of the offices and sleep.”
“Where’d you find him?”
“In the fire station. He was with a girl, but she got…” He mouthed the word, infected.
“You don’t have to pretend like we don’t know what’s going on,” Vicky said. “We’re not babies.”
“Yeah, I can help you fight the infected people,” Rob boasted.
“I’m sure you can,” Todd said.
“Is it so wrong to want to keep you safe?” Laura asked.
“She’s right,” Todd said. “You both have a lot of growing to do, and we just don’t want you to worry about things.”
“Mommy’s very sick,” Vicky said matter-of-factly.
“Yes,” Laura said. “She is.”
“Is she infected?” Rob asked. He seemed more shaken up by his mother’s illness than Vicky was.
“No, she isn’t infected,” Laura said. “Ruth is having trouble accepting how much the world has changed.”
“Why?” Vicky asked.
“As you get older, it’s harder and harder to deal with change,” Todd said.
“Why?” Vicky asked.
“Because some people get used to things being a certain way,” Laura explained. “They like it that way and don’t want things to be different.”
“But things always change,” Vicky said.
“Yes, they do… whether we want them to or not. Right now, things are changing for us since your mommy is so sick.”
“Will my dad be okay?” Rob asked.
Laura looked at Todd, whose face seemed tense. She could see dark circles under his eyes and realized he must be exhausted. She had only slept for a few hours, but felt a little better. He hadn’t had any sleep at all.
“We’ll just have to wait and see,” Laura said. “He’s taking your mom’s illness pretty hard.”
“Are they going to leave again?” Vicky asked.
“No,” Todd said.
“We don’t think so,” Laura corrected.
Todd looked at her in surprise, but Laura just shook her head a little.
“I think I’ll go down and check on your parents,” Laura said. “You guys stay here and enjoy yourselves.”
Laura stood up and stretched. Then she walked slowly back down into the dark storeroom at the rear of the building. There was a lantern glowing at the bottom of the metal staircase. Laura carried it back through the towering shelves and pallets of boxes. She saw the large bin that was filled with firewood bundles. There were five or six split logs wrapped in plastic and marked for sale with their own barcode. Laura guessed that people sometimes bought firewood to use for home fire pits or outdoor fireplaces. She had even seen a couple of the lavish outdoor chiminea when they had been searching the coastline for Ruth and Payton. It was hard for her to believe that had only taken place a few days ago. So much had happened since then, and Laura felt like it was a lifetime ago that she and the children were safe on Todd’s yacht.
In the retail space, Laura found that an air mattress had been placed under Clay. He was awake when she approached.
“Hey there, darlin,’” Clay said, his voice sounding stronger.
Murphy was helping his friend sip water from a straw.
“You look better,” she said.
“I feel better. I’ll be right as rain in a day or two.”
“That isn’t my prognosis,” Murphy said.
“Ah, don’t listen to this saw bones. He’s too pessimistic.”
“I think a week of rest is called for,” Murphy said. “You need to give your body time to adjust. I had to remove your gallbladder.”
“They cut out my daddy’s gallbladder, and he took me huntin’ the next week.”
“Well, I doubt he had a wounded liver,” Murphy argued.
“He died from cirrhosis,” Clay shot back.
“There’s no arguing with some people,” Murphy grumbled.
“How is Ruth?” Laura asked.
“No better, no worse,” Murphy said. “Her husband has been trying to get her to drink, but I’m afraid it’s no use.”
“Has she woken up?”
“No,” Murphy said with a frown. “And that’s not a good sign.”
“What do you mean?” Laura asked.
“It’s not uncommon for the body to shut down when the mind withdraws.”
“You’re saying she might die?” Laura asked. “You really think that’s a possibility? Shouldn’t we be doing something?”
“We could give her an IV, but I doubt that it will do more than prolong the inevitable.”
“Do it,” Laura said. “We have to try.”
“He has tried,” Clay said sadly. “Payton chased him off.”
“I’ll deal with Payton,” Laura said.
She marched over to where Ruth was tied down, and Payton stood up. He looked embarrassed, but didn’t say anything.
“Payton, we need to give Ruth some medicine.”
“No,” he said firmly, with more authority than Laura thought he was capable of.
“What do you mean, no?” Laura asked. “She’s sick.”
“I know,” he said, returning to his self-deprecating tone. “I know she’s sick, and I know she doesn’t want any help. But I’m here with her. I’ll stay until she’s ready to come back or let go.”
“What are you saying?”
“I think she wants to die,” Payton said and tears filled his eyes. “If that’s what she wants, I won’t stop her. She won’t drink anything… won’t eat. I can’t wake her up.”
“Let us give her an IV,” Laura said. “We can’t just let her die.”
“Could be she’s already gone,” Payton said. “I let her down, and now I’ve lost her. Don’t try and bring her back now, Laura. Just leave us alone.”
“No, Payton,” Laura said, stepping closer.
She froze when Payton looked at her. His eyes were red with tears, but had the same expression as a mad dog that’s backed into a corner.
“I said no,” he repeated, his voice shaking.
“Okay, Payton. I understand. I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do.”
Payton nodded, then knelt back down beside his wife. Laura backed away slowly, realizing for the first time that things were never going to be the same.
“Losing someone we love can be very difficult,” Murphy said softly.
Laura turned around. He was holding out a small shot glass with Florida printed in blue letters and an alligator just beneath. The glass was nearly filled with amber liquid. Laura took it and drank it down. It burned her throat and made her gasp, but it also spread a calming heat out from her stomach into her arms and legs. She felt her face flush.
“More?” Murphy asked.
Laura shook her head no.
“Go on back up to the roof,” he told her. “Everything is fine down here. Take this with you.”
He handed her a small, yellow walkie-talkie.
“Just press the button if you need to talk,” he instructed. “I’ll let you know if I need anything down here.”
“Have you eaten?” Laura asked.
“Some beef jerky and a payday candy bar,” he said with a smile. “I’m fine.”
“Okay,” Laura said, taking the walkie-talkie and returning to the dark storeroom.
She walked quickly through the inky blackness. She didn’t want to be in the store anymore. She didn’t want to see Ruth or Payton. She wanted fresh air, and rest, and happiness. She wanted a new start, for herself and the children who she now understood were hers. Chasing after their parents had been a worthless gesture, but it only reinforced Laura’s resolve. She would find a safe place where she could raise Rob and Vicky. She hoped Todd would come with her, maybe even Clay too. But she was sure that she didn’t want to deal with Ruth’s pain or Payton’s disappointment. Not now and not ever again.



Chapter 34

Once Todd had finished making s’mores with Rob and Vicky, he sent them to their tent for the night. They were watching a movie and the sound of their laughter was like magic to Todd. He had never been around children very much as an adult, and when the world succumbed to the plague, much of the laughter disappeared. He sat in the inflatable lounger and waited for Laura to come back up. The night was cool, and the Tiki torches gave the rooftop a tropical vibe that made Todd feel like he was on vacation. He decided that he would find a way to make some tropical drinks the next day, maybe even find some little umbrellas to go in their cups.
He nodded off waiting for Laura and was surprised when she shook him awake.
“What?” he said, a note of panic in his voice.
“Nothing’s wrong,” Laura said as she settled in beside him on the lounger. “I’ve got a walkie-talkie in case Murphy needs us.”
“The good doctor is looking after our patient,” Todd said with a smirk. “He must have some story.”
“Yeah,” Laura said, settling her head on Todd’s shoulder. She was still for a moment, then suddenly sat up straight. “Where is the man who came back with you?”
“Calm down,” Todd reassured her. “He’s in one of the offices. He feels safer if he’s barricaded in. I told you that earlier, remember?”
Laura nodded, and Todd could tell she was stressed after checking on Ruth and Payton. Todd couldn’t imagine trying to rest in the stuffy retail store, or one of the tiny cluttered offices. He felt perfectly safe on the rooftop, but he didn’t fault anyone whose experiences made him more cautious. He stretched, his body aching for sleep.
“I’m ready,” she said, lacing her fingers in his hand.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Ready to find a ship. I want to keep Rob and Vicky safe. They’re our responsibility now.”
“What about Ruth and Payton?” Todd said, turning to look at Laura.
There were tears in her eyes, and she just shook her head.
Todd had already had a conversation with Murphy about Ruth. Todd didn’t like to give up on anyone, but he also didn’t think it was wise to try and save someone who was a danger to the rest of the group.
He leaned his head back and thought about finding a sailboat, perhaps a large catamaran. He could find more solar equipment and alternative energy devices. Life could be good. He was imagining seeing Rob and Vicky running on the beach of one of the small islands or atolls. It was a fantasy he’d been having with Helen, imagining their children growing up in the Caribbean. Death had snatched the dream away, but he’d been given a second chance. He drifted off to sleep with Laura hugging his arm and resting her head on his good shoulder.
“Todd! Mister Todd!”
It was Vicky’s small voice. He groaned, and then rubbed his eyes.
“What is it?” he asked.
“There are monsters everywhere,” she said.
It was almost dawn, the sky shifting from dark purple to pink. Todd looked around. He could see most of the rooftop. The Tiki torches and fire pit had burned out in the night while they all slept. He assumed the usually unflappable little girl had just woken up from a nightmare, and he felt sorry for her. He put his arm around her.
“It’s okay, Vicky. You just had a bad dream… that’s all.”
“No, Todd,” she said in her sweet, high-pitched voice that was so serious. “There are monsters everywhere. Come and see.”
Todd stretched as he stood up, but felt a shiver of fear as well. He let Vicky pull him by the hand toward the edge of the roof. He could hear the commotion before he saw it in the dim, predawn light. The groans and pitiful moans of the living dead all blended together into a soft hum. Todd leaned on the railing that ran around the edges of the rooftop. He had used plastic zip ties to secure the Tiki torches to the railing the afternoon before. And as Todd looked down, he made out a mob of zombies circling the building. As the light increased, he could see even more zombies slowly approaching. Something had drawn the wretched creatures to the hunting supply store and now there were easily several hundred searching for a way inside.
“Oh, God!” he said.
“We have to leave,” Vicky said. “We have to go far away.”
“Okay,” Todd said, his mind still foggy with sleep and fear.
Then he remembered that the armored van wasn’t parked in the storage area. He had meant to go for fuel before returning the van to its place in the loading dock, but now it would be surrounded. Todd rushed to the rear of the building and looked down. Just like in front, the alley behind the store was crowded with the living dead. They were all around the van, like ants converging on a piece of rotten fruit.
“Shit!” he said. Then remembering that Vicky was with him, “Oh, sorry about that bad word,” he said.
The look she gave him was one of total incredulity, and he had no idea how such a sweet little girl could be so grown up.
“Wake up your brother. Tell him to keep his voice down.”
Vicky nodded and as she went to the tent she shared with Rob, Todd hurried back to the lounger where he’d slept with Laura.
“Wake up!” he whispered urgently. “We’ve got trouble.”
“What is it?” Laura said, sitting up.
“I’m an idiot. They must have seen the light from the torches,” he tried to explain.
“Who? Who saw the light?” Laura asked.
“There are hundreds of them,” Todd said, not wanting to name the horror that now surrounded the store.
Laura slid off the lounger and hurried over to the edge of the building. Todd saw her shoulders slump as his mind raced for a solution. Clay had slain many of the zombies around the hunting supply store with his rifle. Todd decided he would do the same.
“Stay here with the kids,” he called to Laura. “I’m going for Clay’s gun.”
Todd raced across the pebble-lined rooftop, his feet skidding as he slowed near the boxy entrance to the stairs. He flung open the door and hurried down the metal steps. The electric lantern was glowing softly at the landing. He snatched it up and then heard the unmistakable creak of the metal loading door. The zombies were pressing in on it, and the thin metal was bowing inward. Todd guessed it was only a matter of time before the door tore free of its track, and the horde of zombies came rushing in.
“Wake up!” he shouted as he ran into the retail space. It was dark inside, but Todd could see the sky growing brighter through the big front windows. He could also hear the zombies knocking and scratching at the glass. “We’ve got trouble!” Todd shouted.
Payton peeked out of his tent, but didn’t emerge. Murphy was still in the lounge chair by Clay. He staggered to his feet, then vomited into a Miami Hurricane’s collegiate trash bin. Clay slowly rolled onto his good side.
“What the hell is going on?” Murphy demanded, once he’d wiped his mouth on one filthy sleeve.
“We’re surrounded by zombies,” Todd said. “Hundreds of them. It’s my fault. I burned Tiki torches on the roof last night. The light must have lured them.”
“Tiki torches?” Murphy said, as if he couldn’t believe it.
“Y’all calm down,” Clay said. “They ain’t in the buildin’ yet, is that right?”
Todd nodded.
“Okay, we need to get our gear and get up to the roof,” he said in a steady voice. “Murphy will help me. Todd, you need to get guns and as much ammo as you can carry.”
“I will,” Todd said. “But the back door… the loading dock, it won’t last much longer. There’s too many of them.”
“This makeshift barricade won’t either, not if they break through the glass,” Clay said. “We need rifles, Todd. Hurry!”
Todd didn’t wait. He raced back to the storeroom. The firearms section of the retail store was barren, with most of the weapons having been looted long ago. But there was a cage full of ammunition and guns in the storeroom. Clay had shown it to Todd. He raced to the cage and flung open the door. There were boxes of ammunition and cases that held pistols and rifles just waiting to go on display. Todd still had the lantern, and he turned the knob to give him as much light as possible. He had meant to get Clay’s hunting rifle with the massive suppressor, but he realized he didn’t have time to search for it.
He found assault rifles and two cases of .223 ammunition. Todd tucked a gun under each arm and hefted the bullet cases, which were shoebox-shaped metal containers with small handles protruding from the top. Todd carried his supplies up the metal stairs and into the first rays of sunlight.
“What’s happening?” Laura shouted.
“We’re getting supplies,” Todd called back. “I’ll be right back.”
He had planned to get more guns and ammunition, but Murphy was at the bottom of the staircase. Clay was leaning heavily on the rotund physician, and Todd could tell that Murphy would never be able to get Clay up to the roof without help. He hurried down, and Murphy leaned heavily against the cinderblock wall.
“Don’t pull his arm,” Murphy said. “You’ll pop his stitches.”
“I’ll get him up the stairs,” Todd said.
He took Clay from Murphy, wrapping the hunter’s arm around his shoulders on the side opposite from here Ruth had stabbed him. He took hold of Clay’s pants at the waistband. He practically had to carry Clay up the stairs, but eventually they got there. Todd helped Clay to the inflated lounger, and Laura helped situate him on his stomach.
“I’m fine,” Clay muttered. “I can do this by myself.”
He was pale and sweating. Todd guessed Clay was in a lot of pain, but he didn’t say a word about it. Todd raced back to the stairs, but Murphy caught his arm just before he raced back down into the darkness.
“Get the meds, Todd. We’ll need the medicine and my tools.”
Todd nodded and ran. He didn’t bother with the lantern again. Instead he raced back through the dark storeroom using the light from the lantern he’d left in the gun cage to see. It was little more than a glow across the dark room, but it was enough to guide Todd back to that spot. From there, he raced into the retail section of the store. The sunlight was flooding in through the high windows at the front of the store, and Todd could see everything around him. He raced back to the tables where Murphy had worked on Clay. The doctor’s medical supplies were neatly stowed in a black leather bag. Todd shoved the medicines, which were spread out on one of the tables, back into the gray duffle bag.
With one duffel bag over each shoulder and the doctor’s supplies in his left hand, Todd returned to the tent where Payton was hiding.
“Payton!” Todd shouted. “We have to go. It’s not safe here anymore.”
“No,” came a small voice from the tent that Todd thought sounded oddly like Rob.
“Payton, you’ll die if you don’t come with me now.”
“I have to stay with Ruth.”
“Ruth is dead, Payton. We can’t save her. But you can save your children.”
“I won’t leave Ruth; she needs me.”
“Payton, don’t be a fool!”
Payton burst out of the tent like a caged animal set free. He had the knife that his wife had stabbed Clay with. He must have secretly collected it after Murphy removed it from Clay and tossed it aside. Payton’s left arm was bleeding and the large military coat that Payton refused to take off was in tatters. Todd’s eyes widened as he saw the man before him. Payton’s face was drawn, there were dark circles around his sunken eyes, and saliva stretched across his lips in white, gelatinous strings.
“I won’t leave her!” Payton screamed.
Todd thought Payton might attack with the knife, but instead he ran the blade across his own arm. Todd realized that both Ruth and Payton were gone. Their minds, once brilliant and accomplished, had snapped under the strain of the zompocalypse. Todd nodded, then dashed away.
He worried for a moment that Payton might follow him, perhaps even stab him in the back with the knife. But one glance over his shoulder and Todd saw Payton kneeling beside Ruth. He was stroking her face as blood dripped off his hand and smeared against her pale skin.
Todd stopped at the gun cage long enough to pick up the lantern with his free hand. He was sweating profusely, both from fear and from the weight of the heavy duffle bags. He struggled across the storeroom and up the metal stairs toward the roof. He was halfway up when one of the bolts holding the loading door’s track to the wall snapped. The pop was loud, and as Todd looked down, he could see a corner of the metal door folding in, then a ragged hand reached through the small opening.
Almost out of time, Todd threw the bags onto the ground just outside the rooftop door.
“We’ll have to brace this door!” Todd shouted.
Then he turned and raced back into the darkness. He needed one more item, and he only had seconds left before the horde of zombies broke through the loading door and swarmed in.



Chapter 35

Todd ran back down the stairs. He had the lantern in one hand, and he ran as fast as he could to the office hallway. He pounded on the door where Zeke had barricaded himself in.
“Zeke!” he shouted. “Zeke, get out of there. We’re surrounded by zombies. Get on the roof.”
“That’s not funny,” the young man in the room called.
“Zeke, this isn’t a joke,” Todd said in a calmer voice. “I have to go.”
Todd raced back into the storeroom. He didn’t know if Zeke would come out or not, but he had warned the young man. He wished he had done it sooner, but he couldn’t worry about that now.
The storeroom was lined with tall metal shelves that reached almost to the ceiling. On each set of shelves was a metal ladder. Todd guessed that a forklift was used to load and unload the inventory stored on the shelves, but the ladders were built onto the shelves as an emergency back up. Todd climbed the first ladder he came to and found that it was hooked in place and held fast with a pair of bolts with wing nuts. He twisted the wing nuts off, trying his best to ignore the popping sound of the loading door. The first zombie had scraped off most of its face by pushing through the small opening, but the door was folding up like the lid on a sardine tin. And Todd could see three more zombies struggling to get inside.
Once Todd had the wing nuts unscrewed, he climbed back down and lifted the ladder to free it from the shelf. The ladder was heavy, not like the aluminum ladders used by roofers or construction workers. It took all of Todd’s strength to lift the heavy ladder free from the top shelf where it was hooked on to the metal railing. He had to slowly walk the ladder down. Just as he got the ladder sideways on the floor, the first zombie stood up. If it had been an intelligent creature, it would have turned and used the chain to raise the loading door, but instead it lumbered toward Todd.
He was out of time. Todd picked up the ladder in the middle, balancing the weight as he shuffled toward the stairs. He had to set the ladder down and hurry to the front end once he reached the metal staircase. He heaved and dragged the ladder up the metal stairs. The ladder banged on the stairs like a cook signaling that supper was ready by clanging a metal spoon against a cast iron triangle. He was panting and struggling. The ladder seemed to grow heavier with each step.
“They’re getting inside!” Zeke shouted.
Todd looked over his shoulder, and he could see Zeke running across the storeroom. He reached the stairs and lifted the rear of the ladder. Todd lifted his end, and they trudged upward. Laura was waiting by the door for him.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“We’ll need this ladder,” Todd said. “I’ve got a plan.” He carried his end of the ladder out into the hot sunshine.
“Look out!” Laura screamed.
Todd dropped the ladder and ran back to the entrance to the stairs. Zeke was holding the ladder with one hand, and the stair railing with the other. He screamed as he kicked at the faceless zombie who was trying desperately to grab hold of the young man with bushy hair.
“Run!” Todd shouted. “Forget the ladder.”
Zeke turned to obey, but his shoe, now wet with zombie blood, slipped on the stair and he fell hard. Todd heard a bone snap and then Zeke was screaming in pain. The faceless zombie advanced on Zeke. Even though the young man tried desperately to climb up the stairs, he was too slow.
“Help me pull the ladder up,” Todd told Laura.
“But what about Zeke?”
“We can’t help him now,” Todd said.
He grabbed the ladder and pulled with all his might. Laura helped and even the panting Murphy joined in. They pulled the ladder onto the roof and then slammed the door closed.
“We have to brace it,” Todd said.
There was a crash below them, and Todd knew that the loading door had finally broken down. Murphy hurried forward with several of the Tiki torches. He had cut the bottom end into wedges, and they kicked the long torches into the small gap under the door.
“It won’t hold them for long,” Murphy said.
“Let’s hope it’s long enough,” Todd replied.
“What’s your plan?” Laura asked.
Todd led them over to the rear of the store. The zombies were flooding in through the broken down loading door. He smiled and prayed silently that his plan would work.
“We’ve got to get down to the van,” Todd said. “I’ve got the keys, and there are weapons and supplies inside.”
“How are we going to get off the roof?” Laura asked. “The ladder won’t reach.”
“It won’t reach the ground,” Todd said. “But I’m betting it will reach the top of the van.”
Todd pointed to the van, which was parked near the rear employee entrance.
“You and the children can make it,” Murphy said. “But Clay’s too weak. He could never climb down that ladder, and none of us are strong enough to carry him.”
“I know that,” Todd said.
“So you’re just going to leave him behind?” Laura asked incredulously.
“No,” Todd said taking a deep breath. “We’re going to throw down the air mattresses and then drop Clay onto them.”
“You’re insane,” Murphy said.
“You have a better idea?” Todd said.
“We have guns,” Murphy said. “We could hold them off.”
“For how long?” Todd asked. “Every shot we fire will summon more of them.”
“Todd’s right,” Laura said.
“It’s a cockamamie plan if I ever heard one,” Murphy grumbled.
“But it’s the best shot we’ve got,” Todd said. “Now help me with the ladder.”
Most of the zombies from the rear of the store had gone into the loading area as Todd and Murphy raised the ladder over the edge of the roof. The van was six feet from the side of the building. The bottom of the ladder clashed onto the platform that Clay had welded to the top of the van after scratching the plastic bubble over the passenger seat. The top of the ladder barely rose above the metal railing that went around the rooftop. Todd ran to the guns he’d brought up. He pulled the rack back and saw that the gun was empty. Laura ripped open the ammo box, and Todd ejected the clip. They fed fifteen rounds into the magazine. Quickly, Todd pulled back on the slide to feed a bullet into the chamber.
“We’ve only got one shot at this,” Todd said. “My machete is in the van. I’ll get it went I get down there. Don’t shoot unless you have to.”
He handed Laura the gun. Rob and Vicky were clinging to their nanny now, and both looked frightened. Todd got down on a knee in front of them.
“Listen, guys. I messed up with the torches last night. I don’t know if the zombies saw them or smelled them, but that’s what drew them here. So now I need you both to be brave. Can you do that?”
Vicky nodded, but Rob just looked afraid.
“I’m going to climb down the ladder. And when I get down there, I need you to drop the air mattresses out of the tents.”
“You want us to jump?” Rob said in a voice pitched high with fear.
“No,” Todd said. “You and Laura will climb down the ladder after me once it’s safe. But Mister Clay can’t climb the ladder. He’ll have to jump once I get the air mattresses ready.”
“Won’t the monsters get you?” Vicky asked.
“Not if I’m careful,” Todd said. “I promise, I’m going to do everything I can to get you guys and Laura out of here safely.”
“What about Mom and Dad?” Rob asked.
“They left in the night, while we were sleeping,” Laura said. “Your mom needed more help than Doctor Murphy could give her, so your dad took her to get better.”
The children seemed satisfied by the lie. Todd hated not telling them the truth, but he knew the truth wouldn’t help them right now. Sometimes, knowing the truth about the people we love only hurts us, he thought to himself.
Todd retrieved the package of zip ties he’d used on the Tiki torches the day before. He wrapped several of the plastic ties around the top rung of the ladder and metal railing of the roof. He pulled them as tight as he could, then took a deep breath and swung one leg over the rail.
“Be careful!” Laura said.
“I will,” Todd replied, hoping he didn’t sound as frightened as he felt. “As soon as you get the air mattress tossed down, follow me.”
“We will.”
Todd touched her check softly, then he started down the ladder. Getting settled on the metal rungs was the hardest part. The ladder shifted slightly under his weight, but for the most part, it was steady. Todd climbed down slowly, watching for zombies who were occasionally wandering around the side of the building. Luckily they didn’t bother to look up.
When he reached the roof of the van, Todd breathed a sigh of relief. As quietly as he could, he climbed down and then went around to the driver’s door. He opened it and grabbed the Beretta. He checked the clip and ensured that it was full. Then he stuffed the gun into his waistband. He crammed the spare magazine into his back pocket and picked up the machete. He was about to close the door when he caught sight of a zombie lumbering around the van. He waited, not daring to breathe until the creature was well past the van. Then he slowly pressed the door closed. He sat the machete on the van’s rear bumper and looked up.
The twin-sized air mattresses fell straight down, and Todd was able to catch them before they hit the ground and made noise. He had to hide from another wandering zombie, but the creature seemed intent on getting inside. There were six of the twin-sized mattresses. Todd stacked them three high, alternating the direction of the mattresses. It wasn’t the most secure landing area, but Clay didn’t have a better option.
Next came the duffle bags full of medicine. Regret that they hadn’t saved the movies hit Todd like a rogue wave, but he shook it off and caught the second rifle. He thought briefly that they should have loaded it too, but there hadn’t been enough time. The zombies were already banging on the door to the roof of the store. Todd caught the canisters filled with ammunition. They were heavy, and Todd’s arms bruised under the unforgiving metal, but he caught them before they clattered to the ground. The key to survival was being as quiet as possible, and Todd’s adrenaline kept the pain shoved into the back of his mind where it registered, but didn’t hinder him.
Todd waved Rob down, and Laura helped him onto the ladder. He moved slowly at first, but sped up as he got closer to the van. Once he was off the ladder, Vicky followed. Todd got Rob safely into the van and then helped Vicky off the van.
Todd looked up and watched Laura struggling to get down the ladder with the rifle. He waved to get her attention and reached for the gun. She dropped it down to him, and he caught it. When Laura was on the van, Todd helped her down and settled her in the passenger seat.
“Take the keys,” he told her. “Just in case.”
She took the keys and stood up on the seat, so she could aim the assault rifle out of the bubble built into the roof of the van above her seat. Todd hurried back to the pile of air mattresses and looked up. Clay was leaning over the railing with Murphy holding him steady. Clay looked pale, but excited at the same time. Todd waved them on, and Clay fell forward, landing face first into the mattresses. There was a huge pop that echoed off the concrete walls of the building when Clay landed. He cried out in pain too, but Todd quickly hauled him to his feet. His stitches had broken loose in the fall, and he was bleeding.
“Damn that was loud,” Todd said. “You okay?”
“I’m hurtin’ but alive,” Clay said. “Any landin’ you can walk away from is a good one, right?”
“That’s right,” Todd said.
He could hear the zombies coming their way now, and he didn’t have to look to know the noise had summoned several. Todd helped Clay to the van and then slammed the door shut. There was no need for quiet now. A group of zombies were coming around the side of the building, and Todd drew his pistol. It was a race to see who could move the fastest. Todd glanced up and saw the overweight Murphy trying to get onto the ladder.
“Move it, doc!” Todd shouted.
He took careful aim and fired his pistol. The first zombie dropped, and Todd fired in rapid succession after that. He emptied his clip, wishing the pistol held as many rounds as the 9mm XDM did. He switched clips and then emptied the second. His gun clicked back empty as Murphy finally reached the van. Todd picked up the machete and turned toward a new group of zombies that were drawn to the sound of gunfire. There were too many to hold off with just the machete, but Todd didn’t have another weapon. He considered leaving the disgraced doctor behind but he knew that would be a mistake. If he died trying to save Murphy, Laura could still get the children and Clay to safety. He was about to charge the group of zombies, when Laura’s rifle went off. She was in the forward bubble, the rifle sticking out of the slot. She fired quickly, pulling the trigger again and again. She wasn’t aiming well, just pointing the weapon in the general vicinity of the zombies.
Several were killed, and even more were knocked down by the powerful rifle. It gave Todd the extra ten seconds he needed to help Murphy off the roof of the van. They both jumped into the armored vehicle, Murphy into the back and Todd into the driver’s seat.
His hands were shaking as he turned the key. The zombies had reached the van and were clawing for a way in. Todd, Laura, and Murphy locked their doors. Laura looked at Todd with relief, and Todd gunned the engine. The van smashed into the zombies, the angled metal at the front of the van knocked the living dead aside as if they were bowling pins. The wheels of the van bumped over those unfortunate enough to get caught under the armored vehicle.
“Oh, shit!” Todd cried as they turned around the side of the building. The horde of zombies from the front of the store, which was by far the largest, was now closing in on the van.
“Hold on!” Todd shouted.
Laura braced her hands on the dashboard and behind Todd, Rob was holding onto Clay on the bench seat and Vicky was huddled in Murphy’s lap on the floor. Todd turned the van toward the edge of the parking lot. He crashed over the curb, gunning the engine to keep them moving. There were zombies everywhere, wandering through the streets. Todd dodged when he could and ran over the others.
The interior of the van smelled like gun power and sweat. But Todd felt an enormous sense of relief that they had survived the escape. Tears stung his eyes at the though of leaving Zeke behind. Ruth and Payton were already gone, Todd had accepted that fact, but Zeke had wanted to live. If he hadn’t helped Todd with the ladder, it might have been Todd who was pulled down and killed by the ravenous zombie with no face. And if Todd hadn’t gotten the ladder to the roof, none of them would have survived.
“Where are we headed?” Laura asked.
“I don’t know,” Todd said.
“There ain’t nothing but wilderness and zombies to the South,” Clay said.
“We need to get to a safe place and regroup,” Murphy said. “Clay needs more antibiotics.”
“Okay,” Todd said. “Priority one is a safe place. Priority two is securing more supplies.”
“And then what?” Laura asked. “Find a boat?”
Todd had wanted to return to the sea, but he knew he would need at least a week to get a ship ready. They would need to find something big enough, then get supplies so that they could survive away from the mainland. Todd had thought he would do that while Laura and the children remained safely with Clay at the store. But that plan was ruined now.
“I don’t think we really have time to find a ship and outfit it,” he said.
“I done told you waitin’ things out in the middle of the ocean ain’t gonna solve nothin,’” Clay said. “We need to take the fight to these sons-a-bitches. Pardon my language, kids.”
“Well, we’re on a peninsula,” Todd said. “There’s only one way to go. North.”
“We’re going North?” Laura asked.
“Is that okay with you?” Todd asked.
“As long as we’re together, I don’t care where we go,” she said softly, putting her hand on Todd’s shoulder.
“Well, hell,” Murphy said. “Back at the reserve, they’ve got radios. You may not want to hear this, but there’s a group getting organized up in Idaho. That’s a long drive, but it’s North. The kids would probably be safe there.”
“There’s good huntin’ in Idaho,” Clay said.
“Idaho, really?” Todd said with disbelief.
“That’s God’s country,” Clay said.
“Well, I guess it’s as good a place as any,” Todd said. “Let’s go to Idaho.”
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Chapter 1
Tiberius

 

The Prefect was explaining a rather tedious section of the sacred scripture. Tiberius, third son of Lord Aegus, Earl of Avondale, didn’t always hate the Prefect’s lectures. There were sections of the ancient scriptures that were full of battles or intense showdowns between the servants of Addoni, the one true god, and Rastimus, the deceiver. Unfortunately today was not one of those lectures, but rather a long explanation of the history of Addoni’s followers.
Tiberius did his best to pay attention, but his mind kept returning to the martial drills that were coming up in the next few days. He’d failed both his sword test and his hand-to-hand fighting test. If he didn’t pass the martial drills, he would never become a Paladin; instead, he would be forced to become a Priest. In truth, Tiberius didn’t want to be a Paladin or a Priest, nor did he relish the idea of becoming a Prefect teaching in dull classrooms all day. But what Tiberius wanted wasn’t important to anyone, certainly not his father or his older brother, Leonosis, who all but ruled Avondale in their father’s place. Tiberius had never whispered his own dream to anyone; it was too dangerous. His greatest desire was forbidden. In fact, it was Tiberius’ great shame that he longed for it at all. He did his best to choke down his dream, and focus on the reality of what his life would be.
The gong of the huge warning bell sounded, and the tedious lecture was suddenly cut short.
“Ah, ah, class…” the startled Prefect stammered.
Tiberius didn’t wait to hear the dismissal. Instead, he raced out of the lecture hall and sprinted up the wide stone steps that made up the city streets of Avondale, toward the great wall that encircled the entire mountaintop city. His heart was pounding and he was breathing heavily by the time he reached the royal castle. From there, he turned into the round lookout tower and climbed the steep spiral staircase that led to the top of the structure.
His legs burned, and his side cramped, but the warning bell continued to ring, so Tiberius kept climbing. Each massive peel of the huge brass bell reverberated through the city, and Tiberius felt the vibrations deep in the pit of his stomach. The warning bell was only sounded when the city was under attack by one of the massive creatures from the blighted lowlands, and Tiberius was anxious to see what was throwing his father into a panic.
He was gasping for breath by the time he finally reached the top of the watchtower. There were half a dozen men, all in uniform, staring out over the southern edge of the city. Tiberius hurried over to the thick, wooden guard that ran around the edge of the tower. He leaned against the wooden frame, his body sagging from fatigue. Stamina was never his strong suit, he admitted bitterly.
Most of the lowlands were covered with a thick layer of clouds, effectively blocking most of the view for miles and miles around Avondale. The city itself was like a finely wrought wedding band, built on the circular top of an extinct volcano. The city was built of stone and timber, running around the massive wall that was built on the mountain’s circular lip. Inside the city was a massive crater, green with life. The edges were terraced and farmed by the freemen of Avondale under Tiberius’ father’s watchful eye. Beyond the green fields were massive trees, mostly pine, growing tall and strong; even when the snows fell, the trees were green. And in the very center was the crown jewel of Avondale, a deep lake of fresh, untainted water that supplied the city with drinking water and the fields with irrigation so that Avondale had more than enough, year after year.
None of that registered to Tiberius, even though his gaze fell across the wonder of his father’s city. He was focused instead on the huge creature slowly climbing up the rugged mountainside. It was huge, taller than the city walls and nearly as wide. It had huge legs with three-toed claws that dug into the mountainside as it lumbered forward. Its head was round, with a flat face, and flapping jowls that hung on either side of enormous teeth that protruded from the creature’s mouth at odd angles. Two massive horns came up on either side of the creature’s head, angling up and then curving back toward each other over the top of the beast’s round head. Its eyes were tiny and completely black. Its body was thick and round, the belly almost touching the ground.
“What is it?” Tiberius said out loud.
“It’s a Forkus,” said one of the soldiers. “They’re nasty creatures.”
“Why is coming up the mountain?”
“Probably smells the water,” the soldier said. “There’s precious little clean water left in the wastelands.”
“Could be controlled by a dark wizard,” said another. “They created the mutants after all.”
“There’s no more wizards,” said the first soldier. “They all died in the cataclysm or were executed soon after.”
Tiberius felt his chest tighten. He wasn’t sure if it was the sight of the huge beast lumbering up the mountainside or the conversation about wizards that bothered him more. He watched as soldiers began jogging along the city wall and taking positions nearest to the creature. The beast wasn’t close enough to attack the city yet, and Tiberius knew that it was doubtful it would make it that far before the soldiers turned it back. But if it did, the brave men on the wall would give their lives to stop it. He felt a swelling of pride for their valor, but also a sliver of fear. He didn’t think he could place himself in the path of danger the way the soldiers did.
“Commander Grentz has the Ballistae manned,” said the first soldier excitedly. “They’ll show that bloody creature what we’re made of.”
This was the moment that everyone in Avondale waited for. The city was known for its wealth, its resources, and its armaments. It was the only source of Hylum, the invaluable gas that made the sky ships possible. It was also where the greatest weapons in the kingdom were invented. The ballistae were huge crossbows that fired giant bolts as big as a tall man. They were mounted around the city walls and took whole teams of men to load, draw, and fire, but they were ruthlessly efficient at beating back the mutated monsters that sometimes tried to scale the mountain and endanger the city.
The ballistae bolts were made of pine, with two triangular heads made of steel, one mounted up and down, the other side to side, fused together at the tip and honed razor sharp. The Forkus had a thick leathery skin, but it was no match for the ballistae bolts. Tiberius watched as the first weapon was fired. Even high above the city on the massive watchtower, he could hear the thrum of the thick ropes that hurled the bolt as the tension was released. The first bolt flew true, hurtling down on the Forkus like an angry strike of lightning. The bolt hit the huge beast just inside its left shoulder, below the huge head. The resulting roar shook the city and made Tiberius grab hold of the wooden railing around the top of the watchtower.
“That’s a hit!” crowed one of the soldiers.
The ballistae were mounted at strategic positions around the city walls. More of the powerful weapons were being loaded as the teams that fired them worked feverishly while their officers barked orders at them. Two more bolts were shot at the Forkus; one hit on the creature’s shoulder, where it broke the skin, but then rebounded off the massive bone underneath. The other slammed into the beast’s side.
The creature roared again—this time there was more pain in the deafening shriek. The beast turned its head, looking back down the mountain, then reared up on its hind legs, the massive claws pawing the air. Another bolt was shot and it sunk into the Forkus’ soft belly. The beast winced, then staggered to the side, before toppling over. It was far from dead, but the ballistae bolts were wounding it. The creature obviously wasn’t used to being harmed. It slowly turned back from the city and began moving back down the mountain.
The soldiers on the watchtower cheered in triumph, and Tiberius saw other groups along the walls celebrating as well. But the soldiers who had placed themselves on the wall between the Forkus and the city stood like statues, watching until the huge monster disappeared in the thick fog that shrouded the wastelands.



Chapter 2
Lady Olyva

 

Olyva was impatient. She hated being engaged to a man she didn’t know. She hated being sent across the wastelands in the floating ship, having to leave her home and family, only to feel like a stranger in Earl Aegus’ palace. But most of all she hated always waiting for everything. Why should she be forced to wait in her dreary chamber when everyone else was outside watching as Lord Aegus’ men fought whatever foul creature approached the city? Sometimes, she hated being a girl.
She paced back and forth across the narrow space in front of the small fireplace that warmed her rooms. Her maid, an older woman named Hellen, sat quietly in the small wooden chair beside the hearth. She worked diligently on her needlepoint, as if nothing in the world was wrong. She had tried to calm Lady Olyva, but had received a withering glare for her trouble.
Olyva sighed, letting her impatience breathe a little. Hellen clucked her tongue, but Olyva ignored her. She didn’t want to sit idly by while others risked their lives for her. She felt trapped, but unless she was escorted up to the castle walls, she knew there was nothing she could do. The decorum of court was clear. A lady spent her time on feminine pursuits and never ventured into danger.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered.
Hellen ignored her, which was just fine with Olyva. She knew her maid not only followed the unwritten rules of court, she worshiped them. Hellen could sit for hours clicking her needles together or mending Olyva’s dresses, with no thought whatsoever of what she might be missing. Olyva couldn’t do that; her mind was filled with possibilities, always spinning and calling her to other pursuits.
At the moment, she was doing her best not to think about Rafe. He was on the wall, she knew that. He would be in the thick of the fighting—he always was. It was a point of contention between them. He felt as though he must prove his worth and live up to his father’s reputation. Being the son of a master swordsman had its drawbacks, she mused. Her own opinion was quite different. She thought Rafe should be a commander, directing the Earl’s men from a point of safety. She thought he could be the captain of the Earl’s war band if he wanted, but Rafe was always thrusting himself into the most difficult challenges, pushing himself to prove he was worthy of bearing his father’s seal. She wanted to run to him, to make sure he was okay, but she knew she couldn’t do that even under the best of circumstances.
Her mind switched back to Brutas, her oafish fiancé, and the Earl’s second son. Brutas was an important man now, hence the engagement, brokered by Olyva’s father and Earl Aegus to strengthen relations between Avondale and Hamill Keep. But once Leonosis, the Earl’s firstborn son and the de facto ruler of Avondale even though his father still lived, had an heir, Brutas would be nothing—just another noble-born soldier. A knight had some prestige in court, but as his wife, Olyva would have none. Her only job would be seeing that their household was in order. She wouldn’t even be invited to court unless Brutas escorted her. She fumed at the very thought of it. She was not a child, nor was she a maid to be tasked with common chores, and she certainly didn’t need a man—any man—to escort her anywhere.
The fact that she hardly knew Brutas was another thorn in her side. How was she supposed to give herself to a man she would have trouble picking out in a crowd? He had certainly shown no interest in her. She had at least expected to be courted while they waited the customary three months to be wed after their engagement was announced, but Brutas was too busy courting his own brother.
Leonosis was, in Olyva’s opinion, an ass. He cared only about himself and everyone around him deferred to his wishes, treating him as if he were Earl already, even though his father still wore the royal torc and was officially in charge of the city. She thought him a spoiled incompetent. He would ruin Avondale, which was truly a wondrous place. It was a tragedy in Olyva’s mind, not only because it was a great city, but it would be her home, and there was nothing she could do to keep the self-centered Earl’s son from wrecking it once his father was dead.
A knock at her door interrupted her musings and sent her hurrying to see who was calling on her. Hellen should have answered the door. It was unladylike to answer one’s own door, but Olyva had no patience for the rotund maid, who would take three times as long to do the simple chore as it took Olyva. She flung the door open to find Selma, the Countess’ maid, looking down her long nose at Olyva.
“What is it?” she asked, ignoring the woman’s rude glare.
“I was sent to tell you that the danger is past,” she said in haughty tone.
“What was it?” Olyva asked.
“How should I know,” the maid said, as she turned to leave.
“You don’t know why the alarm was sounded?”
“Because the city was in danger, I suppose.”
Olyva wanted to run after the tall scarecrow of a woman, but she refrained. The Countess, Lady Wyndolyn, already thought her brash. Olyva knew that the Countess listened to her maid Selma’s opinions about everyone in court, and who could blame her. As the Countess’ maid, she could go freely about the city, while Lady Wyndolyn was kept behind closed doors in the Earl’s chambers of the palace. The fact that Selma found her to be unladylike didn’t bother Olyva in the least, but she knew she would have to deal with the haughty maid for years to come and she didn’t want to make things harder for herself than they had to be.
“This is ridiculous,” Olyva said angrily, as she slammed the door.
“We are safe,” Hellen said, not even bothering to look up from her needlepoint. “That is all that matters.”
“No it isn’t,” Olyva said. “It’s maddening to be cooped up here. What if whatever was attacking the city broke past the Earl’s defenses? Do you really want to be trapped here with no clue that we are about to die?”
“Ignorance is bliss,” the maid replied.
Olyva started to argue, but realized it was just a waste of time. Her maid wasn’t even looking up from her needlepoint. Olyva resumed her pacing, thinking once again about Rafe. The danger was over, but did that mean everyone was safe? She tried to force herself not to care, but it was impossible.
There was another knock on the door, then a slip of parchment was slid underneath. Olyva picked it up and unfolded it. The parchment said five minutes.
Olyva’s heart began to race. She recognized the handwriting—it was Rafe’s. He was okay after all and coming to see her. She needed to get rid of Hellen. Olyva cleared her throat.
“I want figs,” she announced.
“Figs? They’re not even in season yet,” Hellen complained.
“They aren’t in the castle yet, but I’m sure they’re selling in the market. You don’t mind going find me some, do you?”
Hellen sighed as she set her needlepoint down. Olyva knew that her maid would do whatever she asked of her, even if that meant leaving the castle and walking halfway around the city to the market to look for figs. She didn’t want to be mean or mistreat Hellen, but she needed time alone if Rafe were coming to see her.
“Figs,” Hellen said as she straightened her dress. “Is there anything else you need?”
“No, but thank you. Figs would calm my nerves. You’re such a dear.”
“Of course, my lady,” Hellen said.
Olyva watched as Hellen left the room. Then she resumed her pacing. A few moments later, there was a knock at the door. She flung it open and pulled Rafe into the room. He was the exact opposite of Brutas. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a head full of thick dark hair which he kept tied back with a leather thong. He was thin and moved with a grace that Olyva both admired and envied. He wore a long narrow sword on his left hip, and a dagger was tucked into his belt on his right side. Olyva flung herself into his arms.
“Oh, I was so worried about you,” she said.
“I’m fine,” he assured her.
“It was maddening to be stuck down here.”
“I’m sorry for that,” Rafe said, although he personally had no power over where Olyva went or what she did. If he was caught holding her the way he was, he would be executed for treason, or worse still, banished from Avondale.
“What was it?” she asked.
“A Forkus; it’s sort of a big cow, but scarier. We turned it back easily enough.”
“I wish I could have seen it. I wish we didn’t have to hide our love.”
“I know, I wish that too. But we have to be careful. No one can ever know how we feel.”
Then he kissed her. It was a long passionate kiss that Olyva felt all the way in her toes. She fancied boys in the past, but her feelings for Rafe were different. She wanted to be with him forever and not just as a wife or mother to his children. She wanted to share in his adventures, to support him whether he was fighting on the city walls or planning strategy in the Earl’s war room. Of course she knew that would never happen. She was promised to Brutas, who no doubt saw her as a trophy to be trotted out like trained dog when the occasion called for it, but at all other times she was to be out of sight. Her world would soon shrink down to a pinpoint, and her heart would shrivel up and die.
“Take me away,” she whispered.
“And go where?” Rafe said. “There’s no place in the city we could hide that Leonosis wouldn’t find us.”
“Then we could leave Avondale,” she pleaded.
“No,” Rafe said, his face stern. “We knew our fate. We knew our love could never last. We cannot live in a fantasy. It would cost us everything.”
“I would gladly give up everything just to be with you,” she said.
“You don’t know what you’re saying.”
“I do,” she said, her hands on his shoulders, her large brown eyes filling with tears. “I would rather die with you than live a hundred lifetimes with a man I don’t love.”
“Brutas will treat you well,” Rafe said, the words sounding like thorns being shoved into his heart.
“You know I don’t love him. I can never love anyone but you.”
“I love you too,” Rafe said.
Olyva laid her head against his chest and listened as his heart slowly beat. She had never felt as safe as she did in his arms. And she knew she couldn’t stay.



Chapter 3
Lexi

 

The call to arms was the perfect distraction. Lexi had been on her way to find Tiberius anyway, but with the guards moving into defensive positions on the city walls, slipping into the royal palace was easy enough. The palace was a large structure, but the lower levels were reserved for servants. Lexi meandered down past the stables, winking mischievously at the young boy who served as the stableman’s apprentice. He smiled and looked away. Lexi darted into the corridor that ran under the east wing of the palace. Boxes of food were stored in the cool confines of the corridor, waiting to be loaded into the great airship that floated above the palace. The food would be sent to King Aethel as part of the royal tribute that each city paid.
Lexi ignored the food boxes and made her way to the stairway that led up into the palace. She had met Tiberius there many times in the past. Lexi liked Ti, he was open minded and fair, but she didn’t let her feelings go too far. She was a common-born orphan after all; dreams of life in palaces were just that, dreams. She had no time for dreams—she was too busy surviving. Ti helped in small ways when he could, but he was training to become a Paladin, which would make them enemies at some point.
The Paladins served the city as peacekeepers and enforced the Earl’s laws. Unfortunately, Lexi’s skills weren’t exactly legal. She hurried up the stairs and into a small room where she found a shawl that she draped over her shoulders and head. Then she moved out into the main level of the palace. It was normally a busy place where citizens pled their cases to Earl Aegus or his son Leonosis, and where merchants loitered, waiting to bribe a city official in hopes of navigating the intricate maze of Avondale politics.
Everyone had gone out to see what sort of creature was attacking the city. Lexi understood their curiosity and their desire to ensure their own survival, she just had a different way of doing it. She tried one door and found it locked, then tried another and went inside a small series of rooms. She knew she didn’t have much time, so she hurried to the large desk. It was a massive piece of furniture, carved from dark wood with dozens of small drawers and bins that were filled with rolls of parchment. She pulled open several drawers before finding a small pouch. She lifted it and felt the weight of gold coins and heard the delightful sound as the coins clinked against one another.
She was tempted to take the entire pouch and flee. She guessed there was enough coin in the pouch to keep her fed and safe for a year, but she also knew if the pouch went missing, a search would be made. Security in the palace would go up and she wouldn’t be allowed near the royal residence, much less inside it. She pulled the leather opening and saw the glint of yellow gold. She fished out a single coin, then pulled the leather thong to close the little pouch and returned it to the drawer. The single coin was more than enough to feed her for a week. She slipped it into a hidden pocket of the thick rawhide belt she wore, then slipped back out toward the palace’s main entrance.
Lexi’s clothes were simple gray homespun garments. She didn’t wear shoes and her hair was cut short and left sticking up at odd angles. But she had a pretty face, and a smile that put most people at ease. She may not have been properly dressed, but being an attractive young woman made most people give her the benefit of the doubt.
Lexi waited while the battle on the city walls took place, doing her best to stay in the shadows and not be noticed. Once the danger had passed, scores of people returned to the palace. Most ignored Lexi completely; those that took a longer look got a flash of her smile and most returned it.
“What are you doing here?” Tiberius asked as he came down the winding staircase from the watchtower above.
“Waiting for you, of course,” Lexi said, her smile not forced this time.
“Is something wrong?” Tiberius asked as he walked her out of the palace.
“No,” she said. “I have something to show you.”
“I don’t mind you coming to the palace, but you could at least clean up a little.”
“I thought you liked me this way,” she teased.
“I just don’t want you getting into trouble.”
“Why would I be in trouble? I didn’t do anything but wait for you,” she lied.
“If Leonosis sees you, you’ll wish you had listened to me.”
“Your brother doesn’t scare me,” Lexi said, lying again.
“That’s because you don’t know him,” Tiberius said. “Where are we going?”
“This way,” Lexi said, taking the lead.
The city of Avondale was made up of long streets that ran around the edge of the mountaintop. At regular intervals, wide stone steps led down to the lower streets, where homes and shops were carved into the porous sides of the extinct volcano. The avenues on the lower levels were narrow and some ran into long tunnels. The city was in many ways a circular maze and most residents only knew a small section of the city well.
On the main thoroughfare, the street was wide and paved with flagstones. The homes were large, with grand views of the forest, fields, and lake in the center of the crater. The shops were set against the city’s massive wall and were decorated with brightly colored banners and signs.
On the lower levels, the streets were narrow. The homes and shops were simple structures and everything was either dull wood or red stone. There were taverns and brothels on the lowest levels that catered to the farmers and hunters who rarely came up into the city proper. In some of the dark tunnels and natural caverns along the edges of the city, outlaws hid from the Paladins who searched for them. It was not a safe place, but Tiberius was drawn to the darker side of Avondale and in his wanderings he had met Lexi, who had become his friend and guide.
They walked quickly, weaving up and down among the winding streets of the lower levels before finally going into a natural cavern that was roughly the size of half a dozen shops on the upper level of the city. The cavern was filled with stalls, and goods were being sold in the semi-darkness of the cavern. Lanterns gave a dim, grungy light to the space, which only made it more mysterious to Tiberius.
“What is this?” he asked.
“It’s a market, silly,” she said. “Only you won’t find regular goods here.”
“So why am I here?” he asked, feeling self-conscious.
“Because I found something I know you’ll be interested in,” she insisted.
She took his hand and led him down through the center aisle, past the shady looking patrons and between the tightly packed booths of strange items. Lexi saw the look of surprise on Ti’s face when they passed a stand selling human bones and jars of organs. They also saw a booth with covert weapons, boot knives, straps with spring-loaded shivs that were worn under a person’s sleeves, and gloves with metal spikes on the knuckles.
“There it is,” Lexi said pointing.
Ti smiled at her and she led him to a table with ancient books. Most were leather bound, but the covers were rotting or damaged. The old man selling the books looked as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. His smile revealed several missing teeth.
“My lord,” he said, bowing his head.
“He doesn’t know you,” Lexi whispered to Ti, who had tensed at the title. “He says that everyone who stops here. He called me a lady.”
Tiberius laughed, but it wasn’t cruel. Lexi knew that the Earl’s third son didn’t like titles or the rules of society that kept Lexi down, and elevated him without cause or achievement.
“You did well,” he told her.
His smile was more than genuine—it was warm and appreciative. It made Lexi feel happy, even though she secretly scolded herself for letting Ti’s praise get to her. She had struggled to get by once her parents died. Women in her position had only one real choice in life, and that was to find work in a brothel. She could sell her body for a few years and if she saved the pennies she got from the pimps working the taverns or seedy bordellos, she might have enough to open her own place once she was too old to attract customers anymore, that’s if she lived long enough. Lexi had decided early on that she would rather die than wench her way through a grim existence, so she had taught herself other skills. She had learned to find out what people needed and then found a way to get it for them, for a fee of course. Tiberius had offered to help her before, to try and get her an apprenticeship or a place serving in a wealthy house, but Lexi refused. She knew her lifestyle was dangerous, but she enjoyed the freedom it gave her too much to try to fit into an acceptable roll in society.
Ti was looking at each of the books, his hands feverishly opening each book cover to read the hand-copied title, before closing it just as quickly. Lexi didn’t know what he was looking for, but he was always interested in old things, so she had brought him here once she discovered the old man’s booth of antiquated books.
She leaned against the table, her back to the old man, her fingers absently rubbing the outline of the gold coin in its hidden pocket as she watched the crowd of people around them. It was gloomy in the cavern, and the smell of unwashed bodies was strong. Her sharp eyes watched for any sort of threat, while her friend searched through the books.
“Do you have anything else?” Tiberius asked.
There was note of desperation in his voice.
“Just some old books that were damaged over the years,” the old man said as he pulled a box from underneath his table.
Ti began rummaging through it. Lexi saw him freeze, his body tensed as if he were afraid that what he had found would disappear if he moved. She stepped closer to him, but couldn’t see what he was looking at. He pulled a small ancient-looking book from the box. Lexi could tell that most of it was missing, only the front cover and the first several pages were intact.
“Do you have the rest of this book?” Ti asked, his voice sounded strange to Lexi.
“I don’t know,” the old man said, taking it from him.
Tiberius searched franticly through the box, finally coming out with what appeared to Lexi to be the back cover of the book. The covers weren’t large, even though both had yellowed paper still sticking to the ruined spine.
“This was all that survived the purge,” the man said in a low voice.
“Most of it is missing,” Ti observed.
“It was once a widely copied title, but that was long ago, before the cataclysm. This book was saved from the fires by my great-grandfather.”
“I want it,” Ti said.
“It’s not for sale,” the man croaked, suddenly clutching the two pieces of the book to his frail chest. “It’s too dangerous.”
Lexi frowned. She couldn’t imagine what sort of bargaining tactic the old man was employing. Everything in the underground was for sale for the right price.
“I have silver,” Ti said.
“No,” the man insisted.
“Sell him the book, old man,” Lexi hissed menacingly.
“It’s not for sale,” the man said again.
“Everything is for sale,” Lexi said, noticing the look of disappointment on Ti’s face.
“Silver isn’t enough,” the man said.
“It’s not even a whole book,” Lexi argued.
“I can get gold,” Ti said.
Lexi’s jaw dropped. She knew Tiberius was sheltered and used to getting what he wanted, but he needed serious help with his negotiating skills.
“I don’t want gold,” the man said. “I want your promise. If anyone finds the book, you don’t know where you got it.”
“I swear,” Tiberius said.
“Promise on your mother’s grave,” the man insisted.
“My mother’s not dead,” Tiberius said indignantly.
“Then swear on her life.”
“I swear. I couldn’t find this place again without Lexi’s help anyway.”
“You too, missy,” the old man said. “Swear you won’t tell a soul.”
“I swear,” she said, not caring what kind of oath she took.
The man started to hand the book over to Tiberius, then hesitated.
“Silver?” he asked.
Ti emptied his coin purse on the table, the silver coins rattled noisily. Lexi looked around suspiciously, and decided she would have to give Ti a stern warning about flaunting his wealth in such a place.
The old man handed Ti the fragments of the books and then gathered the coins. As Ti tucked the book into his shirt where it wouldn’t be seen, the old man began gathering his other books and boxing them up.
“Let’s go,” Ti said.
Lexi nodded and led him back out into the late afternoon sunlight. They walked in silence for a while, then stopped in an alley that was empty of everything but trash. Ti looked nervous, but Lexi wanted to know what he’d found.
“What type of book are you willing to pay silver for?” she asked. “It was just remnants anyway.”
“It isn’t important,” Tiberius said. “But I really appreciate you bringing me down.”
“Wait, you can’t just leave me hanging. Show me the book.”
“No, I better not,” he said.
“Seriously? I bring you down here, and practically drop that little gem in your lap, and you don’t trust me enough to show me the book?”
“I trust you, but I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
“What kind of book would get anyone into trouble?”
“A banned book,” Tiberius said. “Look, you have been great and you know I appreciate you.”
“I don’t want appreciation,” Lexi said angrily. “I thought we were friends.”
“We are.”
“But you don’t trust me. I’m just a bottom dweller, good enough to slum around with, but not good enough to be privy to your plans.”
“You know that isn’t true,” Ti said.
“I don’t know anything apparently.”
“Look, this book, it’s important to me. I can’t say why; it just is. I’ve been looking for something like this for a long time.”
“I don’t understand. Your father is the Earl. You can have whatever you want. Why is this book such a big deal?”
“Because it’s a book about magic.”
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