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My home is where everyone is waiting for me, for my friends.
My family.
 



Chapter 1
Sonny
 
As I sat hidden in the brush underneath a tree cooling in the shade, I looked at my wristwatch, it was 1:30pm. I wound it again. The watch was still in good shape, despite everything that had happened – military design I suppose. This watch was clearly built to last, water and shock resistant. I looked closely and saw that it didn’t have a scratch, and the nylon sport wristband strap was slightly frayed, but holding up well, too. Watching the small and precise movement of the second hand was kind of mesmerizing – the watch had twenty-two jewels – each functional to reduce friction of the moving parts and increase the longevity of the device. I looked away from my watch to gaze at the land before me. The sky was partly cloudy with cirrus clouds stretching across the beautiful blue canvas. The trees were rustling as the wind fanned evenly with the sound of the summer cicadas breaking the silence. The summer sunshine made everything in the light brighter and the shadows darker – the green trees, the light brown soil, the grey boulders, it was all so peaceful. Yet, despite the peaceful scenery, I was looking for zombies and listening for even a small moan from them. Expecting the danger strained my muscles with a tense vigilant tone. I looked over by the bushes where Will, Cody, and Evan were at, and they were in the same state as me – expecting danger to appear without warning, staying cautious with every second. Then I spotted a female zombie slowly wander from out of the bushes, and I made a hand gesture to Will tagging its location. Will, Cody, and Evan were crouched in the brush with their weapons out and ready. 
Will whispered to Cody, “Alright, just like Sonny and I showed you. You strike at the knees and then the head.”
“Okay,” Cody muttered. 
“Cody,” Evan said. 
Cody looked up at his father. 
“You’re killing a zombie; it isn’t rocket science.”
Cody slowly approached the zombie and kicked the zombie’s knee, but he didn’t kick hard enough – the zombie growled angrily. He kicked again a little harder and that did it. He raised his knife and stabbed the zombie’s skull, but he didn’t have his feet planted right so he fell down with the zombie.  
When he got up Evan said, “You kept falling, why do you keep falling?” 
“I’m trying, Dad!” Cody said. 
“I don’t think you are, because this happens every single time. You don’t hit the knee hard enough and whenever you stab the skull, you keep falling down and risk being bit!” 
Will stepped in and said firmly, “Stop! Evan, he’ll get better. Yelling at him isn’t going to help. We still got more area to scope.”  
Evan scoffed and walked off with his fire ax on his shoulder. 
Will walked up ahead leaving me to hang back with Cody. 
He spoke first, “I really am trying.” 
“I know you are,” I said. 
“I just wish he would stop being so disappointed in me.” 
“You and your family have struggled out here for a long time. He’s just edgy. He wants you to be able to kill cleaner so you’ll survive.” 
Cody scoffed, “It doesn’t sound like that’s what he wants. Sounds more like he’s always pissed off, because I’m not doing anything right.” 
I sighed, “He may not show it, but he cares about you. He’s your father. Just give it time, he’ll come around.” 
Cody didn’t really like that answer, but he didn’t say anything. The train still had some life left in her, but she ran out of railroad tracks so we had to walk. We were now somewhere in the Tahoe National Forest in northern California, and had about two hundred miles left to Fort Gold Rush. Will, Evan, Cody, and I were scouting ahead to clear any zombies while looking for military patrols that could take us to the Fort. California was truly a sight. It was beautiful with its grey mountains, green pines, and stunning landscape. The air was fresh and we had a cool breeze – the temperature felt perfect most of the time. I suppose that’s why so many people wanted to live here. All this made me miss my home in upstate New York. Like California, upstate New York had beautiful landscape and scenery, too. It was gorgeous in the autumn before the winter cold arrived. Even though we were getting closer and hadn’t encountered any problems for a while, Captain Noir still wasn’t taking any chances – he kept saying, ‘Stay frosty.’ 
The new family we picked up was the Rose family. Evan Rose was the father, Ginger the mother, and their sons Clark and Cody. Their oldest was the daughter, River. The other man was actually a friend of the father, Bob Colton. Just like me when this all happened, River had to kill zombies to protect her brothers. Clark, the older son, soon stepped up to protect both his sister and his brother. River learned how to bow hunt – she wasn’t an expert, but she could aim and shoot pretty accurately if the target wasn’t moving. River and Clark had to grow up fast like us. Cody was a little shy, though, and not quite ready to engage like his brother and sister. 
“Thanks for volunteering to come with us. It’s nice to have someone to talk to,” Cody spoke.
“No problem, but I wasn’t too keen about your mom saying I shouldn’t go,” I responded. 
“She has a weakness for kids and you can’t exactly blame her. No offense, but it’s not every day you see a kid with a knife, a hatchet, and a gun.” 
“Before the outbreak, there were thousands of child soldiers holding guns bigger than my pistol. There have been many times when these weapons saved both me and my friends.” 
After a moment of silence, Cody asked, “Can I ask you something?” 
“What?” 
“I know you’ve killed zombies, but have you killed any . . . people?”
I stared at Cody blankly and he looked away realizing that probably wasn’t something you should ask. 
I thought for a moment and answered honestly, “Yes, I have.” 
Cody’s eyes widened. We barely knew him and his family. I know they mean well, but I’d choose my friends over any of them in a heartbeat. 
“Oh,” Cody muttered.
“We’ve come across some dangerous predators out there, and there are worse things than zombies,” I told him. 
“Really?” 
“There are some crazy people out there. People that . . . aren’t human anymore. They may not be zombies, but you wouldn’t call them human either. We just call ‘em Predators.” 
After a while of silent walking, Will searched through his binoculars for any more zombies.  
“Alright, I don’t see any more. Let’s head back to the others,” Will stated. 
“What? But there’s still a lot of daylight left,” Evan pointed out. 
“Captain Noir doesn’t want us to wander too far away from the group. We’re heading back.” 
As we headed back to the group, we heard a gunshot. We ran over the hills and headed for the sound. When we came over the hill, we saw that the other scouting party was in trouble. Father Lawrence, Captain Noir, Clark, and River were dealing with a group of zombies. Captain Noir and Clark were pinned against a tree while holding off zombies trying to bite their faces. Most of the zombies didn’t have lips, exposing bare teeth. Their clothes were unsanitary and rancid with old dark blood mixed with fresh blood all over. Their skin and eyes were discolored and devoid of any life. Despite being mostly dead, they were immensely aggressive, biting and clawing violently. We quickly ran downhill to help. 
I ran down hill and built up momentum and tackled an adult male zombie. The zombie fell hard and quickly attacked. As I pulled out my hatchet, the zombie knocked it out of my hands, and I had to push back against it to prevent it from biting me. Will pulled out his machete and sliced off two zombie heads. The zombies cawed and growled as they attacked us. Evan, grunting angrily, swung his fire axe overhand into a big zombie’s head, nearly driving his axe into its throat. Captain Noir, with his wild eyes wide open and his teeth clenched, was able to gain the upper hand on the two zombies pinning him against the tree, grabbing their throats and running them straight toward a boulder. After ramming them into the boulder, he grabbed the back of their skulls, lifted them up and slammed them again into the rock. The zombies’ skulls shattered leaving blood and gray matter behind – the sound was unpleasant, the skull cracking open and the blood and brains spilling out. I kicked the zombie, rolling it over, and grabbed my hatchet and viciously swung at its head – one more second and it would have bitten my leg. My heart rate was accelerated, and I was pumped with adrenaline as I tightened my grip on my hatchet.
River let out an angry cry while trying to get a zombie off her. I ran to help her, but another zombie was in the way. I swung the hatchet at its leg and then at its skull but the hatchet stuck in its skull. I tried pulling it out, but River needed help – no time! So, I pulled out my knife and ran to help River. I got to River and grabbed the back of the zombie’s shirt to pull back and then I stabbed its skull with my knife. As my knife entered penetrated the brain, a crackling sound escaped and the blade of my knife was coated with dark blood, as I pulled it out and the zombie fell dead accumulating a pooling puddle of blood in the dirt. 
“Thanks,” River expressed gratefully, while clasping my hand. 
“It’s not over yet!” I replied, getting her up. 
More zombies were coming at us. I grabbed my hatchet with both hands and used my foot to leverage the hatchet from the zombie’s skull and jumped on top of the boulder. I jumped from the rock and swung downward with the hatchet, striking a zombie squarely in its skull. River got her bow and started shooting arrows at the approaching zombies. She killed three zombies with arrows, all piercing their skulls. She aimed at the zombie that had Clark pinned down, but Cody stabbed the zombie with his knife before she shot – without falling. Clark looked down at the zombie then back at Cody and nodded a thank you. 
“Look out!” Clark shoved Cody out the way. 
A zombie ran downhill and leaped for Cody, but Clark saw it coming. He grabbed the zombie midair and threw it to the ground. He stomped on its skull repeatedly until its face caved. 
He was out of breath when he finally stopped stomping he asked, “Is that all of them?” 
“I think it’s clear,” Father Lawrence answered, pulling his machete out of a zombie’s skull. 
“We’re heading back. Let’s go,” Captain Noir ordered. 
I helped River collect her arrows and we all headed out. I saw Evan, Clark, and Cody talking ahead of us. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it looked like Evan was being more supportive and letting Cody know how well he did. It made me smile involuntarily, but I felt a tinge of pain in my heart – I miss my mom and dad more every day.
“You alright?” River asked. 
“Yeah, I’m . . . I’m fine,” I answered.  
“Okay,” River stated, with a tone that sounded like she wasn’t convinced. 
After a while of silent walking, River spoke again, “Thanks again for back there. I would have been screwed if you hadn’t shown up.” 
“Maybe,” I replied honestly. 
“No, I think I was in serious shit. That zombie was bigger than me and he had a stronghold.” 
“Don’t doubt yourself, you’re faster and resourceful.” 
River raised an eyebrow and questioned, “Oh? Is that how you do it?” 
“I just tell myself that I have people I want to protect, so I can’t fail. You made the same decisions yourself to protect your family,” I answered honestly.
River nodded and agreed, “Yeah, I did.” 
By the look on her face, she looked a little upset. I thought I should change the subject to something positive. 
“Can I ask how your parents named you River?” I asked. 
River gave a slight smile and started, “You know how sometimes there’s a story whenever someone is born? Like a rainstorm finally coming after a drought. Or, the father drove through a million red lights to get to the hospital?”
I answered while nodding, “Yeah.” 
“Well, when my mom called my dad to let him know that I was coming, he drove to the hospital. On the way, he waits at a long red light. As he’s sitting there waiting, this little kid, Mickey James, fell into the river and he couldn’t swim. So, my dad got out of his car and jumped into the river to save him,” River explained. 
“Wow,” I said, impressed. 
“Yeah, wow. That’s why he showed up at the hospital completely drenched, freezing his ass off.”
That must have been a proud day for Evan and Ginger – baby’s coming and along the way, he saves a kid from drowning. I’ve heard of some pretty amazing stories about people being born, but that one takes the cake!
“That’s quite a story,” I declared. 
“Yeah, made the front page of the town’s newspaper. What about you? Any famous tale about you being born?” River asked. 
I looked down and away. I did have a story, too, that my parents told me when I was born, but I’m not sure if it’s as happy as hers.  
“What’s wrong?” River asked. 
“Uh, mine isn’t really that great,” I said. 
“Oh, come on! Come on, tell me!” 
“Alright, well my parents said that they got married a little young. They weren’t kids, but you know it was a little sooner than most. While my mom had me in her belly, western Washington State was going through a very unusual drought, because in the northwest it’s usually wet and grey. There were clouds, but the rain just didn’t come. On the day that I was born, there was this huge thunder and lightning storm with lots of rain. Each lightning strike lit up the whole sky, and the thunder shook the windows of the building. My dad said he never saw such an active storm in all his life,” I explained.
River’s eyes widened and spoke, “Wow, really?” 
“Yeah, my father said that I was the lightning in that rain. He said I must have been the storm itself. But after I was born, the storm ended and there was a break in the clouds. The sun break was so beautiful, that they all said it looked like God showed up. That’s why my mom always calls me Sunshine.” 
River smiled, “Sonny, like sunshine, but spelled differently. That is . . . an awesome story! And you said it wasn’t that great! Sonny, that’s a great story. A storm shows up and then a sun break, and that’s how you’re named – how is that not a great story?” 
I shrugged.
River slowly looked up and said out loud, “The lightning in the rain, the thunder in the storm. That sounds kinda cool.”
“I guess.” 
River spoke, “Lightning, that’s your new nickname. Lightning.”
“Let’s just stick with Sonny.” 
“Uh-uh. No way! I am so calling you Lightning from now on. Like Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief!” 
I stood right in front of her to stop her and look at her square in the eye.
“No. Hell no! There is no way I am going to be called Lightning or Lightning Thief,” I said clearly. 
“What’s wrong with Lightning or the Lightning Thief?” River asked. 
“His weapon was a pen.” 
“. . . that transformed into a sword.” 
“His. Weapon. Was. A. Pen.” 
“That turned into a sword!” 
“River, we’re not doing this.” 
River smiled and gave me a look saying, “Alright, suit yourself. I’m just saying; you could've had a cool nickname.”  
“Yeah sure, insert groan here,” I said, sarcastically. 
I wanted to change the subject again. 
“Your mom, Ginger, she talks a lot about the beach. She must really love it, huh?” I asked. 
“Yeah, she’s only been there a few times, but each one was special. It’s kind of weird, because my mom grew up in the Rockies. So, it’s like Paul Bunyan wanting to be SpongeBob,” River answered.  
“Hmm.” 
We later made it back to the group, who were all sitting in the shade underneath a few trees. It was strange looking at the whole group like this, I recalled that after we lost Pat and Cindy, I said we needed more people. I wasn’t even sure if we would ever find any; now there are twenty-two of us. 
Kayley saw the blood on our hands and asked, “Everything alright?” 
“Yeah, we’re good. Had a few close calls, but we handled it,” Will answered. 
“How are Izzy and Blair?” Captain Noir asked. 
“We’re fine,” Izzy answered. 
“You’re sure?” 
“We’re not made of glass, Captain, we’re just pregnant,” Blair answered. 
“Alright, we cleared the way up ahead, so let’s go.” 
We continued walking, but I couldn’t stop looking at the landscape and scenery. I couldn’t get over how beautiful it was. I really wished I had a camera. Mom and Dad were born in Seattle, like me, but they never told me about California. I’ve heard that this state along with Oregon had some beautiful sights, but this is prettier than I’d imagined. Taking it all in made me feel better, filling me with small comfort and relaxation. 
Tracy caught my smile, “You look happy.” 
“It’s so beautiful out here,” I said. 
“Yeah, no kidding,” Carrie agreed. 
Even though we had just cleared the way ahead, we were still keeping our eyes out. I had my hatchet in my belt, but had my hand just under the axe head ready to draw it out. Will and Father Lawrence each had one hand gripping their machetes while scanning the brush. Carrie was walking with her brush axe resting on her shoulders. We kept Izzy and Blair in the middle, protecting them from all sides. We were all staying frosty.
“Is Gold Rush City a pretty city?” Ashley asked. 
Tracy walked next to me and place her arm around my shoulder. 
“Well, it’s certainly a big city. It’s got some nice areas,” Tracy answered. 
“You’ve been there before?” I asked. 
“Twice, when I was a kid. It seemed like a nice place. It was way better than Idaho Falls.” 
“Idaho Falls isn’t your favorite place?” Molly asked. 
“For everyone, there is a town or place you love and then there are places you don’t. I hated Idaho Falls. It was just . . . a good place to be from.” 
“So, what’s your favorite place?” Carrie asked. 
“Yellowstone. That place was awesome! What about you guys?”
We walked out of the brush and into a field, but Captain Noir was directing us to stick to the side rather than be out in the open. Didn’t want us to be easy targets he says. We took a few small paved backroads, but stayed clear of the main roads. 
I thought for a moment and answered, “The Adirondack Mountains in New York.”
“Really? Mine’s Disney World in Orlando,” Carrie said.  
“Yeah, that place was pretty fun, but there’s something about the mountains and the trees that I love. Ashley, what’s yours?”
“The Outer Banks of North Carolina. Our family and Sonny’s went there for summer vacation and I had so much fun at the beach. We even did a side trip and toured where the Wright brothers first flew, and visited a bunch of lighthouses,” Ashley answered. 
We talked for a while about the places we’ve been and places we wished we could go. Kayley and Will joined in and told us about New Zealand. They said even though it’s a long flight, it’s worth it to see all its stunning landscape. We stopped again to let Izzy and Blair rest and took the opportunity to have lunch. 
River got up and Ginger asked, “Oh, where are you going?”
“I have to pee,” River answered. 
“Take Sonny and Jess with you,” Corporal Wade said. 
I looked up, “Huh?”
“Why us?” Jess asked. 
“No one goes anywhere alone,” Corporal Wade answered. 
“No, I mean, why Sonny and me? Make Clark and Cody go.”
“Eew! I’m not watching my sister pee!” Cody whined. 
“I don’t need babysitters, but you’re there to stand watch for zombies, not to watch me pee shit-for-brains,” River said to her brothers.
“I said go!” Corporal Wade ordered us. 
“Alright! We’re going,” I said, getting up. 
We followed River over the hill while she did her business and kept a lookout for zombies. I was anxious to see this Fort Gold Rush – I hoped that it was still standing. 
River showed up and said, “Well not that it was necessary, but thanks for standing guard.” 
“No problem,” I replied. 
“Why is that Jarhead such a prick?” 
“Corporal Dickhead follows whatever the skipper says or does,” Jess answered as we walked back. 
“They’re both just trying to keep everyone safe,” I countered. 
“Sonny, he chewed your ass out for saving Molly and the two yet to be moms!” 
“What? Are you kidding me? You saved one of your own and he cusses you out for it? What a fucking jerk!” River jabbed. 
“No, he was doing his job as he sees it – in his mind, the safety of the group is more important than any one person. So, don’t throw ‘em shade. Anyway, we just have to make it to Fort Gold Rush together in one piece. Let’s not run into any surprises along the way,” I stated. 
They both gave a slight nod in agreement. 
As we walked back, River spotted a huge RV, “Whoa! Look at that thing! It’s as big as a bus!” 
We all turned and saw a big Class A RV Motorhome. It was huge with ten wheels, swirling black, grey, and white colors all over, and its manufacturer’s logo on the front. 
“Let’s take a quick look,” Jess suggested. 
I started, “What? No, let’s just— “ 
“Race you to it!” 
Jess and River sprinted toward the RV leaving me behind. I sighed and jogged to the RV. River won the sprint – she’s faster, but it was a close race. The RV was indeed big, practically the size of that intercity bus we drove out of Denver, but it looked like it’d been sitting here since the beginning of the outbreak. The RV was parked in a small turnout, off the side of a two-lane road. I scanned everywhere for zombies, but didn’t see anything – though there could be zombies inside the RV. Besides the RV, there were only two other vehicles nearby, one had crashed into a tree and the other was on its side. 
“Can’t believe I lost!” Jess said panting. 
“I can, I ran track!” River stated. 
“Ahh, you’ve had training.” 
“Now, let’s see if there are any goodies for us inside this bad boy.”
Before River opened the door, I warned, “Wait! There may be zombies inside, so open it carefully and be ready.” 
River nodded and pulled her Bear & Son Damascus bowie knife out. Jess and I got ready with our weapons as River carefully opened the RV door. When she did, we expected a zombie to pop out and attack, but none came out. River entered the RV and came back about half a minute later. 
“It’s all clear,” River called to us. 
When Jess and I entered inside the RV, we were amazed by how much space was in here. It had everything; a couch on one side, a dinner table, and an oven with a microwave above it, and a few beds with a master bed in the back. The wooden cabinets and leather sofas were a nice touch – although I was amazed that there was more than one plasma TV in here. It was really nice, despite the dust and the whole thing looked like it hadn’t been touched since the outbreak – probably because the RV was sitting next to a small road far from the highway. If it had been seen it would have been looted already. I closed the door behind us to keep zombies from sneaking in on us.
“Cozy,” I spoke. 
River sat in the driver’s seat and spoke excitedly, “God, how fucking cool would it be to drive this thing along the coast?” 
“We drove an intercity bus from Denver to Salt Lake City. That was kinda cool,” Jess mentioned. 
“Yeah, but I mean this . . . how awesome would this be to stroll through Fort Gold Rush with style?” 
I thought for a moment and stated, “I think it would be cooler if we drove this thing on the open road before the outbreak.” 
Jess and River looked up at me. 
River nodded and said, “Yeah, drive all over North America with this baby to see all the amazing sites! Like Yellowstone, Mount Rushmore, and the Great Lakes!
Jess added, “Yeah and Chicago, Hollywood, New Orleans, Orlando!” 
I continued, “Olympic National Park, Yosemite, Zion, the Grand Canyon, Glacier, the Outer Banks, Vancouver, BC, and Alaska!” 
River listed, “Montana, Texas, Wyoming, Mexico!” 
Jess praised, “Las Vegas, San Francisco, Miami, New York Cit—!”
Jess clapped her hands over her mouth and turned to me with scared eyes. The expression on her face looked like she hurt me and really didn’t mean to. Like when you break something and you’re really sorry you did it. I wasn’t feeling too bad about hearing that name, but my heart felt a longing for my parents. 
River looked over confused and asked, “What? Hey . . . what’s wrong?” 
Jess released her hands from her mouth and approached me. 
Jess started, “Sonny, I’m-I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I . . . I didn’t mean— “
“It’s alright, Jess. Really, it’s all right. I’m fine,” I said with a faint smile. 
“Uh, someone want to fill me in? I’m confused,” River said. 
“I’m from upstate New York and . . . my parents are still there.”
River’s eyes widened with realization. 
“Oh . . . I’m so sorry. I’m sure they’re fine,” River claimed. 
“Yeah,” I muttered. 
River placed her hand on my shoulder declaring, “Hey, if you’re as strong as I think you are then your parents are twice as strong.” 
I nodded and mentioned, “You know, I went to NYC once.” 
“Really?” 
“What was it like?” Jess asked. 
I took a moment to remember what it was like. 
“Big, everything there was big. My mom was trying to get a job for this big company and she took me with her. New York City was nothing like I expected – a big place of skyscrapers and subways, a huge place of endless crowds. I have never seen so many lights in one place. You have to be there to know what it’s like. When you look up at the buildings it’s like you’re in a forest of concrete, steel, and glass. Then when you’re up on top of one, you can see everything in all directions,” I explained. 
River and Jess smiled as I described the city. 
“Mom took me to the top of the Empire State Building and it was amazing to see all those buildings stretch for miles. I never knew people could build such things and the bridges looked like they were made to last forever.” 
“Wow,” Jess expressed. 
“That must have been one hell of a city,” River said, with her hands on her hips. 
“The biggest in all of America,” I stated. 
“Listen, Sonny, I really didn’t mean to make you feel bad,” Jess said. 
“You didn’t, Jess, it’s fine,” I told her. 
It was quiet for a while until River suggested, “So, let’s check this place to see if there’s anything useful, or if you’re like me you’ll snag a souvenir . . . or souvenirs, plural.”  
Whoever owned this RV definitely loved to travel, because there were postcards, photos, and cut out pictures on the walls of places. There was a family photo attached to the wall on a thumbtack. The father looked like an old veteran with his navy hat and his greyish-brown beard. The wife looked a little bit younger, like ten years younger, was pretty with long blonde hair and a friendly smile. There were three sons; one looked like he was in his early twenties, one looked like he was River’s age and the last one looked maybe my age. We searched through the RV for anything useful. Most of what we found was useless, too old, or not to our liking. We searched through the suitcases and bags for anything. We found shirts and pants that were our sizes despite the ordinary colors and designs. I didn’t care how old they were or if they smelled old – new clothes were always a good thing. River found a Remington 700 VTR in a closet across from the bathroom. She pulled it out of the bag and examined it to see if it still worked – it looked like it was in pretty good shape. The rifle needed to be cleaned, but it should still work. 
River pulled the bolt back and stated, “Well, it’s not Chris Kyle’s rifle but it’ll get the job done.”
River pushed the bolt back in and got two boxes of ammo from the shelf. I looked through the top cabinets of the main bedroom and found a Smith & Wesson M&P45 and a four-inch barrel Smith & Wesson 629 revolver with wooden grips. I checked the guns and they were both loaded. There was a box of ammo for both and two extra magazines for the M&P45. The father must have had a taste for guns. I had enough room in my backpack for the M&P45 and its ammo, but not enough for the S&W 629 and its ammo. 
Jess walked in to help search and saw the revolver.
“Turn around Jess, you got room in your pack for this,” I said. 
“Okay,” Jess said, and turned for me to put the revolver in her backpack. 
After I put the revolver and ammo in her backpack, I searched through the cabinets and found two Polaroid instant cameras. Both were digital Z340s except one was in a camera bag and the other was still in a sealed box. I remembered that most of the photos in the RV were instant photographs. There was film, cords, and plugin battery chargers – the whole set!    
“Oh sweet! You found cameras!” River said. 
“Yeah, pretty cool huh?” I asked. 
“When we find Fort Gold Rush, we so have to take photos to make memories!”
I found two bunk beds and saw that one of them had pictures of aliens all over the wall next to the pillow. There were also DVDs and books of the shows Invader Zim and Ben 10 lying on the bed. I remembered from the family picture that the younger kid was wearing a black and green alien T-shirt – this must be his bunk.  
“Huh, looks like the baby of the family had a thing for aliens,” I said. 
“Wonder if he’s on Mars right now and not here,” Jess said. 
“If he is, then I wonder which is worse; zombies or aliens?” River asked. 
I thought for a moment. 
“Zombies have teeth and human claws. Aliens have laser guns and spaceships, they’re harder to kill,” I smiled. 
“That is true, Sunshine.” 
We all chuckled and I was happy she stuck with Sunshine and not Lightning.
I searched through what I think was the kid’s backpack, but it just had his schoolwork – lousy handwriting. Then I found a keychain, but not just any keychain – it was an alien from the movie Toy Story. The tiny little planet crest on its chest was a button that made its three eyes light up. I liked it and it made me feel nostalgic for the Toy Story movies, but I felt guilty that I was taking it. I knew it was a little late to be feeling guilty, but I never lost that feeling that you’re in someone else’s space, poking around in their things. It was bad enough that we’ve taken clothes and guns, but small items like these had more meaning – personal meaning. Despite feeling odd about it, I chose to keep it – maybe I’d find a better home for it – I placed it in one of my vest pockets. I told myself the kid would want me to have it rather than it just sitting here in this old RV forever. I picked up an old shirt and wiped the dust off from the bed covers and pillows before collapsing on it. Jess and River joined me shortly after. The master bedroom had a window in the middle of its ceiling – the three of us laid there watching the sky and the clouds peacefully.  
“You think it’s there?” I asked aloud. 
“We’ll know soon enough,” Jess answered. 
“Yeah, but do you think it’s there? Do you believe it?” 
“I want to believe, but I don’t know if I do.” 
“It has to be there, we’ve come too far for it not to be,” River declared. 
“I don’t even know what to do if it’s not there,” I remarked. 
“You’ll stick with us. That’s what you’ll do,” Jess stated. 
I turned to Jess. 
“It’s like you and Ashley say, it’s the small things. Those are more precious with friends. And it’s like Molly said, we’re blood now.” 
I nodded while agreeing, “Yeah, you’re right.” 
“I know what I’ll do if it’s infested with zombies,” River said. 
Jess and I turned to River. 
“I’ll kill every zombie in the city and we’ll take it.” 
“That’s pretty hardcore, a big job,” I responded, half impressed. 
“If you can bring an entire cult down to save Molly, then I think I can take a city for my family – besides, I’m not alone. We can do it.” 
“Yeah, the place may be there like Captain Noir says, but if it is, then it most likely belongs to whoever was strong enough to take it. In other words, somebody’s in charge and what are they like? If we want to stay, I’m betting we’ll have to obey their rules.” 
“We didn’t come all this way to get kicked out because some asshole doesn’t want us. I know you didn’t come all the way from New York to get turned away.” 
She’s right about that. I didn’t come all the way across the damn country to be sent packing. If the place is there, they have to let us in. If not, then I don’t know where else we can go, because this is our last option. Though, I suppose there is still the option of going back . . . but that may be a death march. If the place is overrun with zombies then the option of taking it might be possible. We could lure out the big herds and kill the stragglers left inside. 
“If it’s filled with the dead – do we need all that space? A whole city?” I questioned. 
“It’s better than a neighborhood or a shopping center, because it’s a whole city. All of it ours,” River said, with a confident smile.  
“Okay, you two are killing me with this, we need something positive. For example, is Sunshine here ticklish?” Jess asked, with a smile. 
She started tickling and I began laughing. 
“Oh, he is!” River expressed excitedly with a grin.       
Both began to tickle me and even as I tried to resist, it was hopeless. I was laughing so hard I had tears coming out of my eyes. My laughter made Jess and River giggle. It was time we headed back to the group. 
“There should be some sort of rule about this!” I protested. 
“Aww, but I thought you like it when we do that,” Jess said with an innocent face. 
“Tickling should be outlawed.” 
“You know you love it,” Jess grinned. 
I still kept my arms crossed. 
“Come on, you love us,” River smirked. 
“Yeah, I like the affection, but you make me wish I didn’t,” I said, as we exited the RV. 
“Sticks and stones, but you love us!” Jess sang.  
I heard a branch break and quickly turned toward the noise. I scanned everywhere but didn’t see or hear anything. 
“What was that?” I asked. 
“I don’t k— “
Before River could finish her sentence, a large hand quickly reached out and grabbed her. Two men grabbed Jess and I before we could react. A man had me pinned to the ground and held a tight grip over my mouth, so I couldn’t call for help and held my right arm against the ground so I couldn’t go for a weapon. Another man was pointing his assault rifle at us, so I couldn’t do anything with my left. The men were wearing military camouflage uniforms like Captain Noir and Corporal Wade, but they had Oakley military sunglasses and bandanas covering their faces. These guys weren’t like Captain Noir and Corporal Wade; they had high-end gear and their weapons looked brand new. 
The soldier that held me down asked, “Who are you?”
“I was gonna ask you that,” Captain Noir said, pointing his assault rifle at them.
The soldier pointing his gun at me rose at Noir and it sounded like a few other soldiers did the same thing. Captain Noir, Corporal Wade, and Will were standing behind some cover with their guns aimed at these guys.
“Easy guys, easy. We don’t want trouble,” Will said, keeping his shotgun pointing at the men. 
One soldier asked, “What kind of shit storm ran into us?” 
The soldier holding me questioned, “You two, you Marines?” 
“Captain Mark Noir and Corporal Troy Wade, Marine Raiders,” Captain Noir answered, lowering his gun and saluted.
“What’s left of it, Captain,” Corporal Wade added, while saluting. 
The soldier that pinned me down lowered his bandana mask, lifted his sunglasses over his head, and saluted back, “Captain Derek Benson.” 
“Wait, Marine Raiders? As in MARSOC?” Will asked. 
“Yep.” 
“You never told us that, Captain.” 
“You never asked,” Captain Noir replied.  
“So, are those guys Raiders, too?” Will asked. 
“Nope, we’re former Navy Seals,” a soldier answered. 
“Pulled from retirement,” one soldier joined. 
“Well, we were SEALs, now we’re part of the U.S. Pacific Army,” another soldier said. 
“What are you doing out here?” Will asked. 
“That’s my question, what are you doing out here in my hills?” Captain Benson asked. 
Captain Noir started, “Actually sir, the corporal and I came out of Fort Gold Rush to provide support to Camp Jefferson four months ago, but it was overrun with biters. So, we headed for Fort Denver, but now that place is gone too.” 
“Fort Denver’s gone? Are you fucking serious?!” 
“Yeah, it’s gone. We had a hard time getting out of there. The dead took it,” I said, still lying on the ground. 
Captain Benson looked down at me. 
I looked at him square in the eye and stated clearly, “I lost two friends in that city – if you lost friends there, I understand how you feel.”
Captain Benson glanced at everyone, and then studied my face. 
“I suppose you do,” Captain Benson stated.
“So, this means you’re not bandits or crazy people, right?” a soldier asked us. 
“No, we’re not,” Will said, clearly. 
Captain Benson lifted me up and said, “Sorry about the rough introduction.” 
“You still haven’t answered what you're doing out here,” River announced, getting up.  
Captain Benson and his troops were silent for a moment before speaking.
“Actually, we were uh . . . looking for a deer.” 
“A deer?” Corporal Wade questioned. 
“One, in particular, we got a little score to settle with that bastard.” 
We all stood there confused until Captain Benson turned to one of his men, “It took a piss on my stuff! I’m gonna hunt it down, kill it, cook it, and eat it.” 
River looked at them like they were idiots and asked, “Really guys? The world ended and you Special Op guys are spending your time on a Bambi vendetta?” 
“Well, it’s not like we can go to Afghanistan or Somalia to do anything important, the world ended. Our orders are to look for survivors and refugees. You guys are the first ones we’ve seen in months. So, it gets really boring out here,” Captain Benson replied. 
“Really?” I asked. 
“There were a few others, but mostly bad characters, bandits. One of them shot their own, so we’ve axed most of them off. So, you’re looking for Fort Gold Rush?” Captain Benson asked.
“Yes, we are. There are more of us over this hill,” Will said. 
“Captain Noir, these people you have, do you trust them?” 
Captain Noir looked at Captain Benson without even blinking and said, “I do, sir, these are good people.” 
“Alright, we’ll take you there,” Captain Benson stated. 
“You serious? So, the place is real?” I asked. 
“Yep, it’s real. Private Dwayne, call it in. Tell Command we found survivors.”
Everyone let out a sigh of relief . . . except for me. For them, their search was likely over, but for Ashley, Carrie, and me, we knew it wasn’t over. Captain Noir led Captain Benson to the rest of our group and they took us to a rendezvous to wait for vehicles to take us to Fort Gold Rush. 
 



Chapter 2
Sonny
 
“To lose a child is to lose a piece of yourself.”
– Dr. Burton Grebin
 
The armored trucks – what they call Cougar HEs – finally came to pick us up and take us to Fort Gold Rush. The Cougar HEs were big six-wheeled armored trucks that had a Browning M2 machine gun on top of each one. They looked like they were spray painted many different shades of green, brown, and black to hide their former desert sand colors. Captain Noir said these things were designed to be mine-resistant and ambush-protective or MRAP for short; these things looked like they were built like tanks. There were two rows of seats inside and they looked a little narrow, but if Captain Noir’s right about it being tough, I had no problem with it. Ashley, Carrie, Kayley, Will, Tracy, and I sat in one together. Ashley and Carrie sat next to me while the others sat across from us on the other bench seats. 
Faith was getting very excited about the fact Fort Gold Rush appeared to be a real place. I think the rest of us felt something more akin to relief – perhaps like a brief respite from the horror life had become. I didn’t know exactly what else I was feeling, I suspect it was anxiety. The last time I went to some place far away that was supposed to be safe, it quickly turned into a nightmare. I suppose I was worried it might be too good to be true. Judging by the look on Ashley and Carrie’s faces, they must have felt the same way. One of my questions, even if this place was real, is how long will it last until we end up on our own again? Safety never seemed to last long. I tried not to be doom and gloom, but I found myself guarding, so my hopes weren’t abruptly destroyed again – quite the emotional survival skill I had developed. I wanted to ask Ashley and Carrie about what they thought, but I was afraid it would only generate negative talk that would bring the others down. It’ll be okay. I kept repeating it, but it felt like I was lying to myself. The whole thing made me feel slightly nauseous as we drove. Kayley, who was sitting directly in front of me caught my look and it didn’t take long for the others to sense it, too. 
“Sonny?” Kayley asked. 
“I don’t know about this,” I spoke, honestly.
“What?” Tracy asked. 
“The last time we went to someplace that was safe it didn’t last long. Is this place going to be any different?” 
“They said this place has walls. Not fences, walls. Plus, Fort Denver didn’t have these vehicles or Navy SEALs, so that counts for something.”
I looked down shaking my head. 
“Even if this place is safe, how long will it stay safe?” Carrie questioned. 
“Longer than Fort Denver and if we’re lucky, it will be safe for a very long time, maybe the rest of our lives,” Will stated. 
The girls and I looked at Will. 
“The rest of our lives?” I repeated. 
“Yes.” 
I sighed while rubbing my forehead. 
“Sonny, we can make it work,” Ashley claimed. 
“I’m just worried this place will fall, too.”
“It won’t!” Tracy asserted.
“I wish I felt your confidence, but the reality is we don’t kn—“
“Sonny, even if the place falls, we’ll get through it together. No matter how this turns out, we all stick together as a family,” Kayley stated. 
I looked at her and the others. 
Kayley added, “We’ve been through so much together, why should the question of this place change that? It doesn’t. No matter what, we’ll protect each other. Even if this place doesn’t last long, we’ll look out for each other like we always have. There were no guarantees about what may be headed our way, only that we were going to face it together.”  
She’s right. She’s right about everything. Whether this works out we have to give it a try. It’s better than staying out here – I was going to have to accept that that was enough. 
I nodded and agreed, “You’re right.” 
“Yeah?” Tracy asked.
“Yeah,” I answered, more confidently than I felt. 
Kayley gently grabbed my face and lifted it up to face her.
“Now you’re gonna stop this downer talk or Faith and I aren’t gonna feed you,” she told me. 
This was my chance to turn things to something positive, “Oh no, no, no, don’t do that! I love your cooking! It’s better than ice cream!” 
Everyone laughed. 
“You best obey the boss lady, Sonny. That’s something I had to learn the hard way!” Will teased. 
“Why? She wouldn’t feed you if you didn’t listen to her?” Tracy asked with a smile, and a raised eyebrow. 
“Worse, she’d throw away all my beer!” 
Everyone laughed even harder. 
Our laughter came to a grinding halt when we laid our eyes on the site of Fort Gold Rush. The trucks came out of the trees and into a huge clearing. Thick, high, concrete walls, 100 feet tall or higher, surrounded the city. The walls were impressive – on the top of the outside of the walls were big metal railings tangled with thick razor wire. There were big guard towers with mounted searchlights about 40 feet apart with artillery guns, SAM missile launchers, Miniguns, and patrolling soldiers. A few of the tall skyscrapers in the downtown area could still be seen from the outside. To the far south, lay farmland with greenhouses surrounded by multiple high razor wire fences with more guard towers. To the north, were hills with towering wind turbines and a power plant surrounded by more razor wire fences with overhead lines running to the city. 
There was a road that looked like an old highway leading straight to the gates of the Fort. On the edges of the clearing next to the tree line, were massive round-sloped holes that housed huge cages of bombs with mounted speakers on top. Captain Benson said that if a herd was to come, the speakers would draw zombies into the holes, and the bombs would detonate. On both sides of the road were signs that said, ‘Danger! High Explosive Mines’ with skull and crossbones above the text. 
The walls seemed to get bigger as we got closer to the Fort – there were big metal I-beams with concrete sections of the walls to give more structure support. At the end of the minefields, were lines of weirdly shaped fences that almost looked like big gates covered with spikes – Captain said they were called Belgian Gates, which are used to slow down the zombies for them to shoot. He also said that the log ramps behind them were covered with explosives and the minute they’re touched they explode. Close to the walls were rows and rows of big odd shaped metal things that looked like an ‘X’ and I actually knew what they were. They were called ‘Czech Hedgehogs,’ and they were used to stop vehicles or tanks. I read it in a book that the Germans in WWII used those and big rows of reinforced concrete blocks called ‘Dragon’s Teeth.’ There were no dragon’s teeth here, but it didn’t matter; this place looked indestructible! There’s no way zombies are getting through this!
“Holy mother of Christ! You guys really fortified the place!” Will said, amazed. 
“Yep! And we’re not done,” Captain Benson replied. 
Looking at these walls gave me hope and a sense of safety in a way that a place of sanctuary would. I made the right choice of coming with Will and Kayley, because with these walls I won’t have to worry about zombies getting in. Even the gates of the Fort were massive. There were two big reinforced sliding steel doors about fifteen to twenty feet high that lay under the walls, with concrete pillars sitting outside next to both doors holding up a large concrete roof platform. The roof had lights facing us like the ones in baseball or football stadiums, razor wire covered the edges making it impossible to climb. There were two walls stretched outward near the pillars, as if shielding them and more Czech Hedgehogs were sitting on the platform preventing anything like a tank or a bulldozer from getting through. The trucks drove underneath the concrete ceiling under the wall in front of the gates. After a few seconds, four red lights started flashing and a loud siren sounded. The sliding doors slowly started to slide back – you could tell how strong the doors were by their thickness and the mechanism effort it took to open them.
After the doors were open, the trucks drove to a clearing that was still underneath the vast walls. There were small military buildings on both sides of the space. At the end of the area, were steel panel fences with two fenced pathways leading toward the city. One was for vehicles to pass through and the other looked like it was for people to walk through. In front of the walking pathway, there were security checkpoints with metal detectors – these guys were very thorough! The back doors of the truck opened and some soldiers were waiting for us. 
“Step out of the truck please,” a soldier requested. 
We all did as instructed and gathered where he directed us. 
“First group of people in a long time, right Amos?” Captain Benson asked the soldier. 
“Actually sir, another group came through forty-five minutes ago,” Amos answered. 
Captain Benson walked up to him and asked, “Really?” 
Amos handed him a clipboard and explained, “Yes sir. It’s a group of survivors from Oregon. They said their group was larger, but some of them didn’t make it coming down here. We just got done taking their weapons, inspecting their belongings, and telling them how things operate here. They’re in the box waiting to be assigned living quarters.” 
“How many?” 
“Twelve, sir.” 
“Alright, well we got twenty-two here including those two leathernecks.” 
“I heard that!” Corporal Wade said. 
Everyone chuckled. 
“Alright, everyone listen up! This is Lieutenant Otto Amos. He’s gonna tell you how things are done in here, the rules, and procedure – so you listen up and pay attention to him. If you have questions, he’ll answer them. Is that clear?” Captain Benson asked.
We all nodded. 
“Alright, Amos, they’re in your hands. My guys, let’s go!” 
Captain Benson and his men went back out of the fort and the gates closed the same way they opened. 
Lieutenant Amos announced, “Okay people give me your attention! This is Fort Gold Rush! In here, we have everything that you don’t have out there. We have food, clean water, shelter, and best of all – protection. These walls are made of reinforced concrete and are a 100 feet tall and 4 feet thick! Also, they’re layered; there are four sets of reinforced walls that are about 5 feet apart from each other. If one of the walls is breached for any reason, there are three more walls to prevent a further breach. Those big gates are made of solid steel! They open and close with motors and hydraulic gears. There is no way any zombie or human is going to get through that.” 
We all stood quietly as he continued.
“However, in here we have rules that you must follow if you want to remain here. You’ve got to obey the rules, Fort Gold Rush rules. Failure to obey the rules will result in your exile – period. These rules consist of no firearms or weapons whatsoever. If you are caught with a weapon, you are out. No stealing; if you are caught stealing, you are out. You have to do something to contribute to the community, whether it’s farming, engineering, labor, cooking, fishing, scavenging . . . whatever it is, you have to contribute. If you refuse to contribute, you are out. The only exception is when you are sick or in a condition where you are unable to work. Those are rules that will get you kicked out – the following rules have more severe consequences for non-compliance.” 
The look on his face gave me chills. 
“Murder, sabotage, or treason will result in your summary execution. In here, we work together as a team. If you turn against this team, you will not be kicked out – you will be executed. Do I make myself clear?”
Many of us nodded. 
“Good. Now, all of you will need to line up toward Checkpoints A, B, and C, over there – they’re clearly marked. You have to turn in all your weapons and submit to a search of your belongings,” Lieutenant Amos said. 
“We really have to give up all our weapons?” Jeff asked. 
“All weapons. You want to live here; you’ll hand over your weapons.” 
Will and Kayley started first by placing all their guns and weapons on the table. Then the rest of the adults surrendered their guns and weapons, too – Tracy wasn’t quick to let go of the knife I gave her. When it was our turn – the younger kids – I was the first to move forward. It was difficult to let go of my Glock 19, my hatchet, my Gerber Bear Grylls Ultimate Fine Edge, and my Microtech Combat Troodon. Those weapons had saved my life and the lives of my friends too many times to count. 
I pulled out my Zippo and asked, “This, too?”
Lieutenant Amos looked at it and answered, “Yep, sorry. Considered lethal.” 
“Yes sir,” I nodded.
“And don’t smoke. You’ll get cancer.” 
“Do cigarettes even exist anymore?” 
“You’d be surprised.” 
I placed my backpack on the table and pulled out the M&P45 I found in the RV and handed it to Private Amos. Ashley surrendered the Kahr K9 I gave her, her hatchet, and her knives; Carrie her brush axe and knives; Molly, her metal bat and knife; Patch his S&W 64, machete, and a knife; Jess her ice axe, the S&W 629 and her knife; Clark and Cody their knives and hatchets; and finally, River surrendered her sniper rifle, bowie knife, and her bow and arrows. 
“You kill zombies?” a soldier asked Father Lawrence. 
“Yes . . . to protect the children, those with souls,” Father Lawrence answered. 
The soldier nodded and complimented, “I’m pretty sure God would bless you.”
“Maybe, I’m certain I’ll find out when I’m standing in front of the maker and judged for my shortcomings – I’m at peace with that.”  
I took comfort that I wasn’t the only one who was feeling empty surrendering our weapons. After everything that’s happened, we learned the value of having something to defend ourselves with.  
We walked through the metal detectors and emptied our pockets. My heart skipped a beat when a soldier looked closely at my Tree of Life keychain Dad gave me, but he gave it back. They even let me keep the cameras I found in the RV as well. After they searched through our stuff, they led us through the fence pathway out from under the wall into a bigger clearing. They called it the Entrance Box, or ‘the Box’ for short. This one had fences, too. We could see the city; it was about a mile and a half from our current location. 
The other group from Oregon was all standing and sitting nearby as we came out. They looked like they were in the same condition as we were. Some of them looked slightly injured, as if they had recently seen death. I thought it would be best to leave them be to sort out whatever they were going through. Like the space underneath the wall, there were two small buildings on both sides of the clearing – I assumed they must be security stations. Lieutenant Amos said they were working out all the paperwork and assignments for everyone’s living quarters. He said we might get an apartment, and if we’re very lucky, some of us will get a house. A house!
We waited for an hour and they still hadn’t said anything, so Will and Jeff went over to go talk to the officers. They talked for a long time and eventually Kayley and Tracy went over to them. Faith and the Rose family went over close to the fence gate to look closer at the city. My friends, Father Lawrence and I sat with Izzy and Blair while waiting for things to sort out. 
Seeing how organized this place is made me wonder if there was a functioning radio. Maybe they could contact Fort Drum and I could find out if my parents are okay, I could tell them I’m safe. 
I walked up to a soldier and asked, “Hey, do you guys have a radio? I was wondering if you had made contact with Fort Drum in New York – if so, I could get word to my parents.” 
“Sorry, kid, but there are only twelve settlements in North America that we know of and none of them are in New York or even on the eastern seaboard,” the soldier said. 
“But Fort Drum had a radio, that’s how they knew about Fort Denver.” 
“We haven’t been able to reach them. Trust me, our radio’s working fine so their radio is either busted or . . .”
He stopped when he saw my fear. 
“I’m sure they’re fine, son, their radio is probably malfunctioning – they malfunction often, there are a million reasons why they may not have been able to make contact with us,” the soldier said.
“Okay,” I muttered, as I walked back to my friends. 
“Hey!” the soldier called out. 
I turned to face him. 
“I’m sure they’re fine,” he said. 
I nodded before going back to my friends. 
“Oh, come on! My back is killing me! How much longer do we have to sit out here?” Blair asked.
“Patience, my friends, patience. They won’t keep us here forever,” Father Lawrence said. 
“Should it take this long to figure out where we’re gonna live?” Izzy asked. 
“Now that we’re here, I don’t know what to do. We spent so much time trying to survive and make it to someplace safe, now that we’re here, I don’t know what’s next,” Ashley said.    
“Well, I guess that’s the best part. They’ll probably have schools for you to attend, but after that you’ll find a job or something to contribute to help this place,” Father Lawrence said. 
“I know what I’m gonna do – take a bath!” Patch stated. 
“Good, because I can smell you a mile away!” Jess joked. 
We all chuckled. 
Actually, I could really use a bath, too. I didn’t smell so bad, but I felt dirty and the only kind of water we used to wash ourselves out there was river or lake water. I was anxious to get wherever we were going to live in. We made small talk while waiting, background, interests, likes, dislikes. 
“No way! For real, you were a theater actress?” Molly asked Izzy. 
“Actually, I was auditioning to be a theater actress, but then the outbreak happened,” Izzy said. 
“Oh man! Still that would have been cool,” Ashley said. 
“I can see you on the stage now. ‘To be or not to be? That is the question.’ Or, in some other famous Shakespeare play,” I teased. 
Izzy scoffed, “Yeah, I wish.” 
“What about you, Blair? What did you do before all this?” Molly asked. 
“I was . . . I was just a college student working at Starbucks,” Blair answered. 
“Starbucks is the coffee chain, right?” Patch asked. 
“Nathan?” a woman from the Oregon group called out softly. 
“Yep, they sold good coffee,” Blair answered. 
“On a scale of one to ten, how much do you two miss coffee?” Carrie asked.
“Twenty.” 
“Twenty-five,” Izzy answered. 
“Eight,” Father Lawrence added. 
“Nathan,” the woman called again. 
“What exactly is coffee? I mean, how do they make the beans?” Molly asked. 
I started, “Actually, coffee comes from a plant that grows these berries— “
“Nathan!”
“—they take the seeds which are the coffee beans and grind them into coffee.” 
“Nathan!” the woman called louder.
When I turned around, I saw only for a split second as the woman ran up and hugged me. I lost my balance a little as she embraced me tightly. 
“Oh my God, Nathan! You’re alive!” the woman said, hugging me tightly. 
I was stunned and confused. I looked past her shoulder to see a man and a little girl standing not too far away, looking extremely anxious. The man had an expression like he was trying to figure out what to do, but had no answers, yet. He looked an awful lot like my father, maybe half an inch shorter, same dark blonde hair, maybe a few years older, but a strong stature, and green eyes. The girl that was standing next to him looked similar in age to Carrie and myself, with blonde hair and blue eyes. The woman hugging and holding me had blonde layered hair that reached her shoulders, same slim, and a beautiful face with blue eyes – you could tell she was a good soul, she looked like an angel. I couldn’t help but gaze at her. 
“Clara?!” the man called.
“Jonathan! He’s alive! Our boy is alive! My son, my son is alive! My sweet angel is alive!” Clara wept with happy tears. 
Her boy? She thinks I’m her son?!
I looked over at my friends and they all looked as completely confused as me. They kept shifting their eyes back and forth between Jonathan and me. I turned back to Jonathan and he looked like he was trying to think of what to say. Is this some kind of joke? Clara held her hands gently on both sides of my face and looked directly into my eyes. 
“Oh my God Nathan. I’m so happy you’re okay,” Clara smiled. 
I didn’t know what to say. I stood there stunned and confused. When I looked at her I saw her relief and happiness – her gently smile, the longing in her eyes. It was the kind of joy that a person has after they’ve been reunited with someone they love completely. 
Clara closed her tearful eyes and gently placed her forehead on mine and spoke, “I was so worried. I thought I lost you. You scared me to death.”
She kissed my face and hugged me again whispering, “I love you so much.” 
After a couple of seconds, I gently hugged her back, though still confused and puzzled. As happy as she is at that moment, I didn’t know how she might react if I told her I’m not her son. I started thinking of my options; something told me intuitively that telling her the truth wasn’t the smart play.
Clara backed up to look me up and down and wiped her tears asking, “Did these people help you? Are they your friends?” 
I still didn’t answer. 
“Nathan?” Clara asked. 
“Uh—” before I could say anything Jonathon gave me a pleading look. My friends saw this too and looked back at me. 
“Yeah . . . these are my friends. . . that I-I came across . . . when we got separated,” I said, playing along.
My friends gave me a bewildered look asking what the heck I was doing. When Clara looked at them, I pleaded with my eyes telling them to go along. 
“Yeah, we-we were able to help him,” Ashley said. 
“How did you find Nathan?” she asked, keeping her arms around me. 
“We uh— “
Then all of a sudden Izzy let out a gasp of pain and water started dripping down her legs and her face went pale. Blair’s eyes widened. 
“Izzy?” Carrie asked concerned. 
“Oh my God,” Izzy spoke. 
“What’s wrong?” Molly asked. 
“The baby, the baby is coming!” 
“Now?!” Patch exclaimed in an alarmed tone. 
“I’ll get the others!” Father Lawrence said, before sprinting off. 
“Hurry!” I shouted. 
Izzy started panting and she looked scared. 
Blair held her hand and told her, “Okay Izzy, you’re gonna to be okay. The baby is going to be okay, just breathe.” 
She started squeezing Blair’s hand and panted even more. Will and the others ran over to aid Izzy. My friends and I moved out of the way for Will and Kayley to help her. I saw the soldiers on the radio and scrambling to get the gate open. 
Lieutenant Amos came up and said, “Okay, we’re getting a vehicle ready. We’ll take her to the hospital.”
“Is it far?” Kayley asked. 
“Barely four miles. My guys are on the radio with the hospital. There will be a doctor ready when we get her there.”  
A medical vehicle pulled up next to us and we got her inside. Once she was secure inside, it drove off to the hospital. The soldier said it was about four miles away, so we can make it there easy – I was the first to start running. 
“Nathan!” Clara called. 
 
****
 
I was the first to make it to the hospital and everyone else followed shortly thereafter. They took Izzy into the operating room on the second floor and we waited outside. Lieutenant Amos came by and told us they were done with the paperwork, and had assigned housing for all of us. Clara was beside me and said that we should go, but there was no way I was leaving without knowing if Izzy and her baby were okay. 
“Nathan, it’s alright. Your friend is in good hands, we can go,” Clara said. 
I shook my head and stated clearly, “I’m not leaving until I see that she’s okay.” 
“Nathan.” 
Will and Kayley overheard and questioned, “Nathan?”
“Who’s Nathan?” Tracy asked. 
“He’s my son,” Clara answered. 
Before they could say anything, I jointed my eyes to tell them to go along with it, but they still looked confused. Somehow, I wasn’t angry or annoyed that she kept calling me her son.
“Were all these people in the group you were with when we got separated?” Clara asked me. 
“Yeah, guys this is my mother, Clara,” I said, hesitantly. 
“Uh . . . hi, so you’re his mother?” Will asked, with an eyebrow raised.
“Yes, I’m Clara, Clara Way,” Clara answered, shaking Will and Kayley’s hand. 
The whole time Tracy kept looking at me like I was crazy. From the look on Jonathan’s face, he was afraid Tracy might tell Clara the truth. He looked at me with worry in his eyes. I looked hard at Tracy – she still looked uncertain but she trusted me. 
“How did you find Nathan?” Clara asked. 
“He was out by himself killing zombies to protect two of his friends,” Will answered. 
“Oh, he did?” 
“Yeah, he killed the zombie that almost killed me.” 
Clara turned to me and asked, “You’ve killed infected?” 
“Yeah, he sure did. He’s a lot tougher than he looks,” Kayley stated. 
The adults talked for a while, Clara and Jonathan talked about how bad everything was in Oregon. Some of their people were killed by bandits and by zombies – a few even committed suicide. We didn’t talk much, not wanting to give them any info. 
I got up and pretended to go to the restroom and while Clara and Jonathan weren’t looking, I waved Tracy over. We walked down the hall far enough so that our conversations wouldn’t be heard. 
“Sonny, what the fuck is going on? Who is that woman?” Tracy whispered. 
“I have no idea. I’ve never seen her before in my whole life,” I answered. 
“Why did she call you her son and why are you going along with it?” 
“I don’t know, but I just think it’s the right thing for now.” 
“Why? Just fucking tell her you don’t know her from Adam.” 
“Look, Tracy, I don’t know what the deal is with her – maybe she’s in shock, maybe she’s not all there, I don’t know. What I do know by the looks her husband’s been giving, if I tell her the truth it might not go well. You saw him, he kept giving signs to play along. I think going along is the right thing, and it’s costing nothing, but some time and patience.” 
“It’s their damn problem, not yours. If she’s whacked then let them deal with it!”
“Jesus Tracy, what if that was you? Or Will?” 
“Oh my God,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
I explained, “Look, I’ll play along with this and find out what’s going on, okay? So, just go along with it for now.” 
Tracy sighed, “Fine.” 
We went back to join the others and waited. Finally, a doctor wearing those green scrubs came through the door. 
“She’s okay, both her and the baby,” the doctor said. 
Everyone let out a sigh of relief. 
“So, is it a girl or a boy?” Kayley asked. 
“It’s a girl, and it was an uncomplicated delivery. She did great, but she’s exhausted. We just finished settling her and her baby.” 
“So, Izzy was right; she said she knew it would be a girl,” Blair smiled. 
After some hugs went around the doctor asked, “Which one of you is Nathan?” 
It took me a few seconds to answer, almost forgetting Clara. 
“Me, I’m Nathan,” I responded. 
“She wants you to see her baby.” 
“Why can’t we all go in?” Carrie asked. 
“A newborn baby is very sensitive to germs and bacteria,” the doctor explained. 
“Yeah, that’s right, they always do this so the baby doesn’t get sick,” Kayley added. 
“Exactly, however, I will allow one person to go in. I asked her who she wanted to go in and she picked you.” 
“Why him?” Jonathan asked. 
“She says she wants the boy who saved her life to hold her child,” the doctor answered.
“You saved her life?” Clara asked me. 
“It’s a long story,” I answered.  
I looked down at myself and saw that I wasn’t exactly clean. The doctor scanned me from head to toe and made the same conclusion. 
The doctor said, “We don’t really have time to give you a shower, so we’re gonna clean your hands and your head and put you in a sterile gown. We’ll put you in scrubs like these – alright?” 
I nodded and said, “Okay.”
“Good, follow me. The rest of you can follow Nurse Rebecca to a window where you can watch him hold the baby.” 
As I entered, a nurse came out and told everyone, “This way please.” 
He took me to a room to wash my hands and head. I did it as thoroughly as possible, not wanting to get the baby sick – my hair was a little damp. The doctor helped me into the scrubs and then led me into the room where he said they would bring Izzy. I saw through the window where everyone will be able to watch and I had to admit, I was getting a little nervous. I never in my whole life have ever held a baby. After a few moments, everyone showed up and waved through the window. 
“Ready for the operation doctor?” Patch asked me. 
“Yes doctor, ready the patient,” I joked, stretching the glove. 
“You look like a clown in those,” Carrie stated. 
I shrugged. 
Then finally, they wheeled Izzy in holding her baby in a bed on wheels. She looked so happy with her baby in her arms. My heart started racing at a steady pace when I saw the small baby girl. The baby’s eyes were closed, but she was moving her little arms and little legs around. I slowly walked up to her – she was wrapped loosely in a baby blanket. Izzy was all clean in hospital robes – her hair was still wet. When I got close, I was speechless. No words can describe how beautiful they were – Izzy and her newborn baby girl. 
Izzy turned to me and asked, “Isn’t she beautiful?” 
“She is, you both are,” I agreed. 
She smiled. “Here,” and she gently handed me her baby. 
I responded feeling nervous, “Okay.” 
I held the baby as carefully as possible. Holding Izzy’s baby gave me this great feeling inside. It was a mixture of so many great feelings, that I wasn’t fully aware of what they were. I felt happy in a way that told me that everything was going to be okay. It had been so long since I felt that confident in the future – it felt new. After all we’d been through together, all the bloodshed and death, we finally made it to a place where something as pure and innocent as this could happen – something as soft and gentle and in need of safety could be born – something as beautiful as this little baby girl!
After looking at the baby I turned to Izzy with a smile and said, “You’re a momma now.”
Izzy smiled back stating, “Yep, I’m a momma.”
Izzy’s bed was close to the window where everyone was looking. I held the baby up for everyone to see. 
“Oh, Izzy, you have such a beautiful girl,” Faith said. 
“She’s a little angel,” Kayley said. 
“I’ll admit, she does look cute. Almost as cute as me,” Jess joked. 
“You used to be cute, but I don’t know what happened,” Will teased. 
“Say what?!”
Everyone laughed.
“What’s her name?” Molly asked. 
“I haven’t thought of a name, yet. I was so worried about making it here, I haven’t thought of one yet,” Izzy said.
“It’s got to be something good. Something beautiful,” Ashley mentioned. 
I thought for a moment and realized what the feeling I had inside was. It was a combination of a lot of good feelings, but one stood out the most. 
“How about . . . Hope?” I suggested. 
Izzy looked at me and questioned, “Hope?” 
The baby opened her eyes and looked right at me. Her eyes were just as blue as the Caribbean water.
I explained, “I mean . . . we tried so hard to get here and now that we’re finally here, I think everything will be okay. Plus, your daughter has been born on the same day that we got here, so that must be a sign of good things to come. A sign of— “
“Hope,” Clara finished. 
Some of us turned to her.
Father Lawrence nodded. 
“Hope. Yes Hope, ‘You will be secure, because there is hope; you will look about you and take your rest in safety. You will lie down, with no one to make you afraid, and many will court your favor.’ 

– Job 11:18-19,” Father Lawrence recited. 
“That’s a good one,” Jeff said, amazed.      
“Hope, that’s a wonderful name,” Izzy said, as I gave the baby back to her as carefully as I picked her up. 
“You like that name? You like it sweetheart?” Izzy asked the baby. 
The baby made a little noise in response to Izzy. 
“Then Hope it is,” she smiled.
They took Izzy and Hope into another room and everyone waved goodbye. I went to take my scrubs off. Now that Lieutenant Amos had found places for us to live, I found myself wondering where to go – with my friends or the Way family. Under normal circumstances, I could pick my friends without a problem, but I kept thinking about the look on Clara’s face, on Jonathan’s face! I don’t know why Clara thinks that I’m her son, but she does – and I’m certain it’s sincere and heartfelt. The look on her face, her tears, and her emotions said that she believed that I was her son. So, what would it do to her emotionally if I told her that I’m not her son? I’ve got some questions for Jonathan.
  I walked out of the room and saw him talking to Lieutenant Amos. There were a few soldiers standing next to Amos as he went on talking. He had a few papers and a map, so he must be showing everyone where they will live in the fort. After all the places where I’ve spent my nights, I wasn’t really particular about what kind of place to live – I just needed to be close to the people that I loved, to my friends. 
Lieutenant Amos started with my group, “This is where we are at the hospital, and here is where you guys will live in the northwest quarter. This apartment house has a few rooms for you to call dibs on the top floor, or the second floor, but your choice is final. When you choose your room, you write down the room number for the landlord.” 
“And what about us? Where is my family going to live?” Evan asked. 
“We found an apartment on the east side of town and . . . you get the top floor,” Lieutenant Amos answered. 
“Sweet,” River said. 
“And us?” Jonathan asked. 
“Actually, your family may be the luckiest. We found a house in a nice neighborhood not too far away from your friends in the apartment. You are in the last available house at the end of this cul-de-sac.” 
“Really?” 
“Yep, so you can’t miss it.” 
I saw on the map that the neighborhood he was talking about was close to my friends’ apartment – just a mile uphill from my friends. I made my decision; I’ll go with the Way family initially. 
“What about me?” Bob asked. 
“Aren’t you with them?” Lieutenant Amos pointed to the Rose family. 
“No, well I am. Evan’s my best friend, so I was wondering since we’re not related did you assign me something different or are, we all assigned the same place?” 
“Our space is limited; we’re trying to maintain an inventory for new arrivals. Sharing space whenever possible is important. It’s a big apartment, so there should be space for you. Unless there’s a problem with you living together.” 
“No, no, it’s not that, just wondering. I got no problem with sharing space and living together. Do you guys mind?” Bob asked the Rose family.
Evan looked at Bob and started, “Bob . . . you were my best man at my wedding, you held my daughter when she was born, babysat my kids, and picked them up from school, helped my boys learn how to read, you killed that crazy psychopath that tried to kill my wife, and now you’re asking me if it’s okay for you live under the same roof?” 
Bob smiled.
“No.”
“What?!” we all exclaimed in unison.
“Kidding! Of course, you can!” Evan joyfully expressed, giving Bob a big bear hug. 
Everyone laughed. 
“You asshole!” Ginger chuckled, while hitting Evan’s arm. 
“I couldn’t resist. It was perfect timing!” Evan defended. 
“You’re such a dick.” 
We followed the soldiers outside and they got us into separate vehicles to take us to our new homes. There were four different vehicles. One for the Rose family, two for my group, and one for the Way family. My people didn’t say anything, but gave concerned looks as I got in the vehicle with the Way family. I gave a look that told them to trust me and it’ll be okay, but they still looked worried. The vehicles weren’t military, but cars that used to be personal vehicles, but had armor plates on the outside and bars over the windows – which made sense to use whatever they got. Of course, when we got in, Clara sat in the middle to put an arm around both her daughter Ellen and me. Even though I wasn’t entirely comfortable with it, I didn’t say anything.
“I wonder what kind of house we’ll get. What do you think?” Clara asked us. 
“I don’t know,” I hesitantly answered.
“Oh, come on, cheer up! You two will get your own room.” 
Ellen was practically the only one that didn’t talk throughout the whole ride to the house. The rest of us talked a little every now and then, but I had no idea what to say to this woman. It’s so strange – she thinks I’m her son, and it felt even stranger to play along with it. After a short drive, we made it to the neighborhood and I was surprised to see such nice homes. It was odd seeing houses that didn’t have overgrown plants, broken windows, faded paint, or broken walls and roofs. The driver took a few turns and we drove up a hill into a cul-de-sac. We parked in one of the two driveways of the house at the end of the street. 
The house was big and was painted in blue and white. It actually looked a little like the beach houses in North Carolina that were built lifted for flooding of hurricanes, but still had the same design as the northwestern houses. It wasn’t like those big ones that had twelve bedrooms, but this looked like it might have five or six. On top was a little widow’s walk. Above the front door and the garage, was a porch facing the ocean with sliding glass doors. The place didn’t really have a front yard, just the two driveways, and the small tree in the middle of the front stairway. Most houses built like this look small and narrow, but this one is a little wider and not too tall. It was nice. 
We got out of the vehicle and walked up the stairs to the front door. Inside, the walls were all white without pictures or portraits. The hallway led to the kitchen, dining room, living room, and study room. Besides the bathrooms, closets, and doors that led to the garage and backyard, that was everything on this level. We went up one of the two staircases to the bedrooms, bathrooms, the laundry, and another study room that had the stairway leading to the widow’s walk – I was surprised how clean everything was. 
“Oh wow! This is nice and it’s really ours to live in?” Clara asked the soldier. 
“Whole place is yours, but now it’s your responsibility to take care of it. There are some bed sheets, blankets, towels and some soap to start with, but your rations in the future are dependent upon your contributions to the community. There’s some food in the kitchen and pantry. The food in the public cafeterias is free, but if you want to bring food home here you have to buy it with labor points. Tomorrow, outside the parliament building there are huge boards of job postings for which you can volunteer. The best way to travel around in this city is by monorail,” the soldier explained.
Jonathan nodded and responded, “Okay.” 
“And there’s a monorail that will take the kids to school. It’s outside the neighborhood.”
As we continued to explore the house, the soldier left boxes full of clean clothes, soap, and two school backpacks.
He said, “Okay, I’ll let you get settled in. See you tomorrow.” 
As he left Jonathan said, “Alright kids, pick a bedroom.” 
“I call dibs on the one with a bathtub,” Ellen immediately called out. 
“Except for the master bedroom.” 
“I mean, the other one. The one that faces the backyard.” 
Clara turned to me and asked, “Nathan?” 
“The one on the other side. The one that has the front balcony,” I said. 
“Yeah, there you go! You get to see the ocean!” 
Clara didn’t see it, but Ellen rolled her eyes and Jonathan shot her a look. We went upstairs and I dropped my backpack on the carpet floor of my bedroom. My bedroom was nice, white walls, grey carpet, a good size closet, a queen size mattress on a wooden frame, a long dresser with a mirror across from the bed and another next to the closet, a small, but nice bathroom with a shower with no tub, and huge sliding glass doors leading to the balcony – the balcony had a perfect view of the ocean with two comfortable chaise lounge chairs underneath tarps – the perfect place to get a tan in the summer. I looked at my watch and saw that it was 7:30 pm. I walked out through the glass doors to see the sun over the ocean. As I placed my hands on the rails, a calm breeze of fresh air blew in my face and I breathed it in. The walls blocked my vision from seeing the beach, but I could still see the ocean and the horizon where the sun would go down. To the right, was a big stone lighthouse on top of a cliff with a tree in front closer to the edge. To the left, was a big navy carrier and two destroyers anchored in Crescent Moon Bay. 
Jonathan walked in and whispered, “When she’s asleep, I’ll explain everything to the others.” 
I nodded. 
I never fully realized how unbelievable taking a shower was until now. Out there, we bathed either in a river or a creek, and if we were lucky, we would bathe in heavy rain. The hot water felt great on my skin and in my hair. The body wash made me feel clean as it washed away the dirt and sweat. I don’t remember the last time I’ve had a shower. 
After I dried off and got dressed in clean blue jeans and a white undershirt with a black collared shirt over it, I stepped out and smelled something good – there was even a new pair of sneakers for me. I walked down and already Clara and Jonathan were cooking something in the oven. Either my nose wasn’t fully working or I haven’t smelled that smell in a long time, because I couldn’t tell what it was but it was familiar. Clara and Jonathan looked like they’ve already showered. 
“Ah Nate! How does it feel to be all clean?” Clara asked. 
“It feels nice,” I hesitantly answered. 
“Where’s your sister?” 
“In her room, I think.” 
“Call her down, let her know—”
“I’m right here, so you don’t have to call me,” Ellen interrupted as she walked down the stairs.
I didn’t look at her, but I could feel her eyes stinging me. Jonathan was setting up the table and I was still trying to figure what to even say. 
“What’s for dinner?” I asked. 
“I thought since it’s our first night in, we’d have something special, pizza,” Clara answered. 
 Suddenly I remembered what cheese and bread smelled like. In a few minutes, I’m about to eat a few slices of pizza! 
Ellen started, “How the hell was there pizza in—? “
“Watch your mouth,” Jonathan said. 
“Or what, Dad? You— “
“You won’t get dinner if you keep this up!”
“Jonathan! Ellen! Please don’t fight! We just got a house and we have Nathan back! Our son! Your brother! Let’s just enjoy our company and the food,” Clara said to both of them.
That was enough for them to stop arguing. I didn’t want to get caught in the middle, so I stayed out of it. I helped set the table by placing all the water glasses for everyone. I looked in a drawer and found cloth napkins – another surprise. The dining room table was made of glass and wood – it was nice, like the kitchen. The kitchen had white and grey marble counters, black oven, microwave, and dishwasher, cool hanging lights, and a big silver Samsung multi-door smart fridge. After a while, the pizza was ready and Jonathan placed it in the center of the table like they do in restaurants. It was a cheese pizza with a breadstick crust that had garlic on it. Each bite of the hot steamy pizza was like a bite of pure paradise. I savored it as if it was my last meal. 
Clara saw me enjoying the pizza and asked, “It’s really good, isn’t it?” 
I nodded. 
“Just like Bellagio’s Pizza, right?” 
After a few seconds I said, “It’s . . . even better.” 
“You remember how good that pizza was during that early spring? We’d eaten there before, of course, but that spring day it was just the two of us it was the best. I dragged you out of school to play hooky with me for the day, I had so much fun that day; it was a special day.”
It was strange watching and listening to her as she talked. She looked and sounded very much like my mother. Jonathan looked similar to my father, but seemed very different from him in temperament. During dinners at my house Dad would tell funny stories to Mom – embellishing liberally for humorous effect (my Dad was known to strain and travel many a narrative mile just to chase a joke), but Jonathan was quiet and kept to himself. 
Clara continued, “And we went to downtown Portland and walked along the Pearl District. I don’t know, pulling that pizza out of the freezer made me think about that day. I’m thinking that it’s a sign of good things to come.” 
Suddenly, I remembered back to Fort Drum and seeing that ladybug with my friends. Was that a sign of good things to come, or a sign of incredibly bad things to come? Was this happening again . . . for something good to happen first, and then something bad after. Looking back at all of it, there were a lot of each, good and bad that have happened to me. Pat, Cindy, the mute girl, being separated from my parents, and the prospect of never seeing them again; meeting Will, Kayley, Molly, Patch, Jess, all the others, and finding this place along with Izzy and her new baby. 
“Nathan?” Clara asked. 
“Huh?” I lifted my head up. 
“You kind of spaced out on us, you alright?” 
“Yeah, it’s just . . . today is a lot to take in. A lot has happened.”
“No kidding,” Ellen spoke. 
“Yeah, but it’s over. We’re safe now,” Jonathan said. 
“No, it’s another beginning,” Clara said. 
After a few moments of silent eating, Clara asked, “So that other group you were with, how did they find you?” 
I thought for a moment before speaking, not wanting to give too much information about my friends to these people. I glanced at Jonathan and Ellen – they glanced back. 
“I don’t really remember. I was fighting some zombies and then I think I fell and passed out. They must have found me, because I woke up in a building with them helping me,” I answered. 
“They seem nice people, is it true you saved one of their lives?” Clara asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“How?” 
After a long pause I said, “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“Okay.” 
“Why?” Ellen asked. 
We all turned to her.
“I mean it’s pretty heroic to save someone’s life, right? So, why don’t you want to talk about it?” Ellen asked. 
“Ellen!” Clara exclaimed. 
“Unless you didn’t really save them and you lied— “
“Enough Ellen!” Jonathan shouted. 
After a long silence, I spoke. 
“I didn’t kill just zombies . . . to help them,” I started. 
Ellen scoffed, “So, you lied— “
“I killed people to save them,” I finished very grimly. 
She turned and looked at me. 
“I killed zombies and humans to save them.”  
Ellen looked a little shaken. 
We finished dinner, but the positive energy had evaporated. The pizza was so good I almost regretted brushing my teeth, erasing the afterglow of pizza sauce with toothpaste. I then stayed awake waiting for Jonathan to come and explain what was going on with Clara. 
Finally, at about 10:50 pm he came to my room with Ellen, placing his finger to his lips for us to remain quiet. I grabbed my backpack and we snuck downstairs and out through the front door into the street. 
“Where are we going?” Ellen asked. 
Jonathan answered, “Keep your voice down and stay close. We’re headed for his friends’ apartment, but there may be patrols so— “ 
“We’re giving him back?” 
“No, I told Nathan . . . ah, Sonny, I would explain everything, and I will, to both him and his friends.” 
Turning to me he requested, “When I do, please just hear me out, okay?”
“We’ve got a lot of questions Jonathan,” I said. 
Jonathan was right; there were patrols. We could see the headlights of their patrol vehicles, but they looked pretty far off. We stayed close to the walls of buildings and houses while staying close to the side of the streets to stay out of the open. Finding the apartment that Lieutenant Amos was talking about wasn’t difficult. It was a big red apartment building over what used to be a bar and grill. The sign was gone, but I could see some of the faded letters on the exterior windows.
The front doors were locked, but Jonathan pulled something out of his pocket. I couldn’t fully see, but it looked like he had two small bobby pins – one was straight and the other was bent like an L. He placed the L shaped pin in the deadbolt lock, then the other pin. He moved the second pin in and out lifting it up a little and then started turning the first pin. After a few seconds, he got the door opened, leaving me surprised. 
As he entered through the doorway, I grabbed his arm, “Wait! I should go in first.”
“Why you?” Ellen asked. 
“They don’t know you two. They might think you’re thieves and attack.” 
“Do I look like a fucking thief to you?” 
“Ellen, quiet!” Jonathan hissed. 
Ellen stopped and Jonathan added, “He’s right. They know him and watch your damn language.” 
I entered through the doors and saw the bar and grill was empty, no food or alcohol. The chairs and tables were still there though, including the useless plasma screen TVs on the walls. There was a staircase in the back that leads to the apartments upstairs. Before I went up the stairs, I saw a clipboard attached to the wall and picked it up to look for names, remembering that Lieutenant Amos told them to pick a floor and their rooms for the landlord. The apartment complex was big and I was surprised to see the number of people that live here. I searched and found their names – fifth floor, top floor. 
“Okay, they’re all on the fifth floor,” I said, pointing to their names. 
“Good,” Jonathan said. 
We went up the stairs and reached the fifth floor. Before I opened the door, I heard the chatter of familiar voices. I slowly opened the door and the chatter immediately stopped. When I opened the door, I saw Will and Jeff in the hallway.
“Sonny?” they both spoke in unison. 
Kayley and Tracy came running out to hug me expressing, “Sonny!” 
I heard my friends from the other rooms as they called out, “Sonny’s here?!” 
Kayley ran up and hugged me – Tracy hugged us both. I hugged them back; it felt good. I have learned it feels good to be surrounded by people who care about you, people who are excited just to see you. They both smelled good as well – they clearly were able to shower and clean up, too. Kayley was wearing a pair of light blue small short jeans and a pink T-shirt that had a stick figure drawing of a bicycle on it. Tracy was wearing a pair of blue short jeans almost as small as Kayley’s and a tight black tank top with blue and turquoise space clouds with stars on it. Will was wearing a black and grey T-shirt with a white lightning bolt on it and a pair of dark blue jean pants. Jeff was wearing a navy-blue collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up that showed off how big and strong his arms are and a pair of blue loose jean pants. I gotta say, small jean shorts look good on Kayley and Tracy – they show off how long and healthy their legs are and their shirts show off how flat their stomachs are. They look really good! When Kayley and Tracy looked at Jonathan and Ellen, they pulled me further into the apartment and away from them. Will and Jeff let us pass so they could stand between me and Jonathan and Ellen – I noticed that Jeff had his wedding ring on his ring finger. 
For an apartment above a restaurant, it was nice – and had similar design to the house – the kitchen seemed to be the focal point. There was a lot more space than I had anticipated. It had a big kitchen, a small dining room, three bathrooms, skyline roof windows, and four bedrooms – and that was just Will and Kayley’s place. There were three doors that lead to different apartment rooms that were the same as Will and Kayley’s place. 
“Hey!” Patch and Jess greeted me as well.
“Hey,” I responded as I hugged them both and they hugged back. 
“Sonny!” Ashley and Carrie spotted me. 
They hugged me fervently with a kiss and I returned the same – it felt like being reunited with family. Molly hugged me from behind and I turned around and hugged her back. Father Lawrence and Faith showed up and they were happy to see me as I hugged them both, but their smiles disappeared when they saw Jonathan and Ellen. Faith also had her wedding ring on her ring finger. Father Lawrence was wearing a nice white linen cotton collared shirt and a pair of blue jeans – he looked handsome. Faith was wearing a white short summer dress with blue flowers on it that made her look like an angel.
“Wow, I can see how much you all care about him,” Jonathan said. 
Will crossed his arms and Jeff stood up straight. 
“Hello again, I’m Jonathan, Jonathan Way, and this is my daughter Ellen – we met earlier.” 
No one spoke. 
After a moment of silence, Jonathan said, “Look, I know back there was very strange, and I’m certain it made some of you feel uncomfortable, but I hope you’ll let me explain.”  
Will and Jeff slowly nodded, but gave this look like Jonathan was nuts. 
“Hey! We’re not crazy if that’s what you all are thinking,” Ellen jabbed defensively. 
“Then what’s going on?” Jeff asked. 
“Look, let’s sit down, and I’ll explain,” Jonathan said.  
Will and Kayley led them into their apartment and sat them on the couch in the living room. Everyone else gathered around to listen.
Jonathan started, “We’ve all been through a lot before reaching this city, I’m sure that’s true for everyone, though I don’t know precisely what you’ve all been through and what you’ve lost, but I can imagine there’s pain there, too. My wife Clara is no exception. She has simply been through too much – we’ve lost so many friends over the past months and I believe she reached an emotional breaking point.” 
“We know what that’s like,” Ashley said. 
“Who’s Nathan?” I asked directly. 
After a long pause he answered, “Nathan was my son . . . he died a few weeks ago.” 
“We’re sorry for your loss,” Kayley said. 
“Nathan was shot . . . killed by a bandit . . . he died in Clara’s arms. I buried him and Clara didn’t speak since. We didn’t know if we would ever make it to this place, but then we were found by a patrol and they brought us here. Then, when she saw Sonny, she spoke for the first time since our son died. When I saw her hugging Sonny and calling him Nathan, I think I realized what happened to her. After Nathan died, she was in shock – technically she was suffering from post-traumatic stress – I think she chose to block out his death to spare herself from confronting the reality that he’s gone – she’s chosen to deny his death, refusing to believe he’s gone, to instead treat . . . to instead make Sonny our son Nathan.” 
“Why Sonny? Why would she make him her son?” Tracy questioned. 
“I’m not certain – I wondered myself until I saw him – it may be just opportunistic or it could be that he sounds and looks a lot like our son.”
“That makes sense, in a way,” Faith said. 
I know it wasn’t Clara’s fault that she’s in denial and traumatized after losing her son, but choosing me as her son was a real wild card. 
“Well again, we are sorry to hear that and we thank you for bringing Sonny back to us. We hope that your wife recovers well,” Tracy said. 
“Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I know Clara’s in denial, but I also believe she can’t confront the truth right now, that perhaps time to reconcile the reality of his death can help her heal, help her come to grips with the truth. I don’t believe just trying to make her confront Nathan’s death will work. In fact, I’m afraid it would destroy her . . . I’m afraid she could lose the only ties to reality she still has. She may psychologically break down. She may lose her mind or get so depressed, that she’ll entirely shut down – give up,” Jonathan explained. 
“Shut down? What does that mean?” Carrie asked. 
“Meaning, that she’ll stop caring about herself or worse she could attempt to take her own life.” 
“Jesus,” Faith uttered. 
“Well, I’m sure this city has a mental hospital that can help her,” Tracy insisted. 
“I already asked. The nearest mental institute was out of town and got overrun during the outbreak. They don’t have any mental health professionals and nowhere to treat or help people in need of in-patient mental health care. But there is a way to help my wife . . .” 
“Which is?” Jeff asked. 
“I’m asking that Sonny play along for a while, pretend that he’s Nathan for Clara, and then after a while, when she’s stable, he can come back to you. I know it’s a lot to ask, but my feeling is that she can’t handle the truth yet, but given some time therapy I believe she can accept Nathan’s death and get on with her life with Ellen and me.” 
“Alright, so let me get this straight. You want Sonny to live with you and pretend that he’s Clara’s son? That he acts like he’s a part of your family?” Kayley asked. 
Jonathan nodded and answered, “Yes.” 
“And for how long would that take . . . for Clara to accept the truth?” Will asked. 
Jonathan shrugged. 
“I don’t know,” he answered.
“You don’t know – that’s because no one knows, it could be NEVER!” Will raising his voice. 
“It may take longer than I’d like or Sonny may like, but he’s got to live somewhere, and living in a family – with us – can be a good thing for him as well. It could be a few months, or maybe a year or two . . . I don’t know.” 
“A year or two?!” Tracy almost shouted. 
Will started rubbing his eyes and started, “Let me start from the top again. Your wife who’s in shock thinks that Sonny is her son Nathan and you think the best way for her to heal, so she’ll accept reality and the truth is by having Sonny live with you in your house and pretend he’s a member of your family. Is that about, right?” 
Jonathan sighed, “Yes.” 
Everyone, including me, stared at him. He wants me to pretend that I’m Nathan until Clara can come to terms with reality. As crazy as that sounded, after spending just the evening with Clara, it somehow made sense to me. Telling her straight out didn’t seem like a good idea to me – she may flip or worse – doing it this way sounded better. And in truth, it was costing me very little, Jonathan was right.
Will was the first to speak as he said bluntly, “No.” 
“No,” Kayley joined. 
“Hell. No,” Tracy stated clearly. 
“Please, I’m asking that we just try this arrangement for a while. Sonny can always change his mind,” Jonathan begged. 
“We can’t help you. Talk to Lieutenant Amos, he may know of someone that can help. Your wife can talk to a psychologist or a therapist and get some real help,” Will suggested.
The whole time Will talked; Jonathan kept shaking his head. 
“They probably have guys that deal with PTSD for soldiers, so they should know how to handle this better than any of us can. They may have dealt with this kind of thing many times before.” 
“I told you, I’ve already asked him and he said we have to deal with this on our own or we may get thrown out! He said there’s no room for the insane! You don’t know my wife. You don't have the kind of grief that she’s been through!” Jonathan objected. 
“Well I’m sorry, but your wife being in shock isn’t our problem!” Tracy said. 
“My wife could break down if we tell her the truth! She may kill herself!” 
“We can’t help you. Now, I’d like for you to leave,” Will said, getting up. 
“This is my mother we’re talking about! Are you really going to do this to her?! To us?!” Ellen shouted. 
“I’m sorry, honey, but we don’t know you and Sonny isn’t the solution to your problem,” Kayley responded. 
“So, you’re really gonna do this? You’re really gonna risk letting my mom flip out if she has to face the truth?” 
“Look kid, we’re sorry about what happened to your brother. Really, we are, but we don’t know you or your mom and what you’re asking can’t be done. We’ve been through a lot of shit to get here and we’re not going to get involved in any trouble that’s not our business! Now, for the last time, go home!” Will was grabbing Jonathan’s arm. 
Jonathan resisted and looked like he was trying not to cry. 
He took a few moments to find his words and spoke gently, “Do you have kids of your own? Are any of these children yours? Are you a married man?” 
Will looked at him square in the eye and explained, “Kayley is my girlfriend and my partner in life. All these kids are orphans that we’ve looked after before all this even happened. I may not be married or a father, but I know what it’s like to stay up half of the night worrying about their safety. I know what it’s like to look after people like they’re family. That’s why I can’t approve of this. That boy has been through more than anyone could ever ask. He and his friends have suffered through more sorrow, more pain, and more loss than any child should ever have to in a hundred lifetimes.”
Ashley and Carrie stepped in front of me and asked, “Mister, do you even know his full name or where he’s from?” 
Jonathan shook his head. 
Carrie spoke first, “His name is Sonny Daniels. He, my sister Ashley and me, are from upstate New York. He saved our lives and promised our father, before he died, that he would never let anything bad happen to us.” 
“The military sent us to Denver because they thought it was safe, it wasn’t, and instead of going back to New York, he agreed with everyone else to come here for our safety. He chose to keep us safe, knowing that he may never see his parents again. They’re still in New York and he’s out here. If you knew the rest of his story, of what he’s done for us and what he’s been through, what we’ve been through together, I don’t know that you would be asking him to do this,” Ashley finished 
Jonathan and Ellen’s eyes widened and they exchanged troubled looks. 
“Jesus . . . of course, you have your own stories . . . you’ve really been through the mill,” Jonathan said. 
“We all have, mister. We all have,” Molly said. 
“Okay look, we’ve all suffered since the outbreak happened and lost loved ones. I’m not asking you to replace your family, I would never do that, but I am asking for help. I need your help. Please help my wife. Don’t leave her like this. Don’t leave us like this. I’m begging you, please. Please.” 
I stepped forward and said, “I’ll help you.” 
Everyone in the room stood in shocked silence and slowly turned to me. 
“You can’t be serious,” Will stated. 
“Will.” 
“Sonny, no. I won’t allow this,” Kayley said. 
“Neither will I,” Tracy added, with her arms crossed. 
“Guys look, I think I know these people. I’m choosing to help them,” I explained. 
“You mean, you think this will help her recover,” Kayley corrected. 
“Some people never recover over the loss of a child. The death of their own kid can scar them forever,” Tracy stated. 
“Sonny, it’s never gonna work, they— “ 
“I’d say Sonny’s right to give it a shot,” Father Lawrence joined in. 
“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Tracy scoffed.  
“Look, they’re not asking him to do something dangerous. They’re asking to play along to see if she recovers, and if Sonny’s alright with it then— “
“This woman lost her son and is mentally unstable. There are a million things that she may do if she finds out the truth. In fact, there’s a million things that she may do right now and I’d rather have Sonny as far away from her as possible,” Kayley said. 
“He’s asking for my help, not yours, and I’m saying yes,” I asserted. 
Will sighed and walked toward the window. 
“Like that little girl in Denver,” I added. 
Will stopped and the whole room was silent. Will turned around and looked at me. 
I sighed, “I don’t want to see anyone hurt, especially, a mother who still has a daughter to worry about. I can do this and no one will get hurt.” 
“Guys, maybe he’s right. This does seem harmless enough,” Jeff said. 
“I think so, too. It’s better than the alternative,” Faith agreed. 
Carrie walked away and Ashley rubbed her eyes. 
“Carrie,” I called out, stopping her. 
“These people are strangers. You don’t know them, Sonny,” Carrie declared. 
“I know enough that Clara isn’t dangerous or crazy. She’s just confused, like that grandma down the street in our neighborhood, remember? She thought you and Ashley were her grandchildren and she was completely harmless. She’d never hurt anyone, especially you and Ashley.”
“This isn’t the same thing, Sonny. Patty was senile; Clara is in shock; those are two different things. You can’t go around helping everyone with their problems,” Ashley said.
“I’m not trying to solve everyone’s problems and it’s not like I’m going away or anything. Look, I help these people out and if it doesn’t work, then it’s over. If it does, then we’ve helped another human being confront and heal from the loss of her son – I say that’s worth it,” I stated. 
Everyone was silent for a while until I spoke again, “Come on, guys. Jonathan is asking for our help . . . that’s what we do for people – for each other.” 
It was quiet for a while until Will sighed, “Fine. Fine, do whatever you gotta do.”    
“Okay,” Kayley said, rubbing her eyes.
Tracy gave a look of disbelief, but finally said, “Alright, fine.” 
“Thank you. Thank you,” Jonathan said. 
“A few conditions. One, Sonny, you visit us every day no matter what you’re doing. Two, you don’t overstep your boundaries. Just because Sonny’s pretending to be your son doesn’t mean you get to boss him around. You’re not his father,” Will stated. 
Jonathan nodded and agreed, “I don’t boss around my children. I got it.”  
“And I want to spend some time with Clara. I want to see what kind of person she is,” Tracy said. 
Kayley placed her hands on my shoulders to get my attention, “And if you no longer feel comfortable with this, if you feel you can’t do this anymore, or even if you just plain flat out want to be with us, you can come straight here, understand?” 
“Yes,” I answered. 
Ashley and Carrie still looked like they didn’t approve.       
I walked over to them to speak, “I want to do this for them, for Clara, and we’ll continue on with our lives. I’ll still be here with you; they live just a little over a mile from here.”  
“I just want you to be safe . . . and selfishly, I want you with us,” Carrie stated.
“It’s gonna take time to be comfortable with this,” Ashley said.
I looked over at Molly and spoke, “Molly?” 
Molly sighed, “If you believe this is the right thing to do, then go ahead and do so. We just want you here with us, because we love you.”
“And I love all of you,” I stated clearly.  
I hugged everyone and Jonathan thanked my friends again. I suddenly remembered the cameras in my backpack – I thought a gift of one would be appropriate. 
“Oh, Kayley, I found this in that RV and thought you and Will might like it,” I said, giving her the new Polaroid camera box. 
Kayley's eyes widened as she looked at the camera and me with a smile. Her expression suddenly changed; she really didn’t want me to go.
Kayley started, “Sonny . . . this is— “ 
“I hope it still works. Anyway, goodnight guys,” I said.  
We exited out of the room to head for the stairs when Will called out. 
“Wait,” Will called. 
We stopped and Will slowly walked to Jonathan, “There have been times where I was inches from death and one of those times, I survived was because of this boy here. So, as you can imagine, I care deeply about his well-being.” 
“I understand that,” Jonathan said.
“I expect you to not let any harm come to him like you would for your daughter, Ellen.” 
Jonathan back away a little, “I won’t let anything bad happen to him. I give you my word.” 
“Good.” 
“I’m not your enemy, Will. I’m just trying to help someone I love and swore to protect and Sonny’s in a unique position to help.”
I waved my friends goodnight and we headed back to Clara and the house. 
Ellen grabbed my arm, “Was that really necessary?” 
“What?” I asked, taking my arm back. 
“Seemed to me that guy was threatening my dad. He didn’t have to do that. I mean, who do you people think you are?” 
I didn’t respond.
“What, you just not gonna say anything?” Ellen asked. 
“It’s as Will said, they care about me. They just want me to be safe,” I replied. 
“Still though.” 
We made it back to the house just as quietly and carefully as we left. As before, we could see the patrols and their lights from a distance. 
Before I opened the front door, Ellen hissed, “Just because you’re pretending to be my Mom’s son doesn’t make you my brother. You will never replace my real brother.” 
I stared at her and asked, “Is that what you think I’m doing?”
I turned and walked through the door making one last remark, “Think about it.”
From the sound of it, Jonathan was having a conversation with Ellen. I went to bed immediately. I thought, ‘How did I get here?’ ‘What did I get myself into?’ 
Life is truly a strange thing. I was so tired that I fell asleep in seconds. 
 



Chapter 3
Nathan/Sonny
 
“Support your friend, even if you don’t support their situation.”
– Unknown
 
Gold Rush City conjures elements of San Francisco with the presence of monorails, but the housing was more like those of the Pacific Northwest – western Washington and Oregon. The city itself must have been very attractive before the outbreak. 
When James W. Marshall found gold at Coloma on the American River in January of 1848, news spread far and wide to all those who hoped for riches and wealth. That was the beginning of the famous Gold Rush that brought thousands upon thousands of people to venture west to California. Some earned money as they worked in the mines; those who profited from selling goods and services to the gold seekers earned more. The original name for the city was Crescent Moon, because of the river whose origin was in the northern hills and swept in opposite directions, wrapping themselves around the City in the shape of an arching crescent and ultimately emptying its northern and southern waters into the ocean. At the confluence of the river’s terminations into the sea, two rocks rose from the ocean to form the separate tips of the crescent formation. The Northern Rock was a perfect location for the placement of a lighthouse, the Crescent Lighthouse. 
There were never plans for building anything on the Southern Rock as it was simply too narrow. Legend was that standing on the Southern Rock and making a wish in the moonlight would ensure its outcome – many high school students would go there to both make out and make wishes. Others said it only worked if you made a wish at the Southern Rock during sunrise and then made the same wish at the Northern Rock at sunset – only then will it come true. When the gold ran out, many people thought the town would go out, too. However, many settlers were smart about their new-found wealth and created a trading port up and down the coast – later trading with South America, the east coast, the Pacific Islands, and after completion of the Panama Canal, Europe and Asia. Since the city had such beautiful beaches, many movies had been shot here. So, the city survived long after the gold mines ran dry and the harshness and austerity of the Great Depression had come and gone. 
When the outbreak happened, the military took control of the city and declared martial law only days after the initial outbreak. The people of Gold Rush formed a Citizen’s Council Committee that speaks for the civilian population. The military still had ultimate authority, but the Council has input into decisions affecting the community.
Just like my Mom, Clara came into my room to wake me up for school the next morning. For a moment, I saw my real mother’s smile and joy in seeing me and waking me for another day. I was happy in that moment, but shortly my thoughts went to my real mother and how worried she must be about me. Clara was kind and beautiful – like my real mother. It wasn’t hard to pretend to be Clara’s son, she made me feel welcomed and feeling loved felt really good, even if it was because she thought I was Nathan.
“Get yourself ready fast, sweetie. I don’t know when the school escort will be here,” Clara said. 
“Alright, I’m up. I’ll get dressed,” I groaned and got up. 
I got dressed in casual clothing, a black Batman Beyond T-shirt with blue jeans, but since I had no school supplies, I just brought the school backpack empty figuring the school would supply us with all the stuff we’d need. I left behind the other Polaroid camera in my room. Jonathan went to Ellen’s room to get her ready the same time Clara did for me. We emerged from our rooms almost at the same time, but I didn’t make any eye contact with her. 
Some of the neighboring houses had a few kids of their own that were attending school, I felt less uncomfortable since they were carrying backpacks as well. Clara and Jonathan started conversations with the other parents as we walked toward the pick-up point. Some of them were new here as well and came in a few months back. Three of the families had been here before the outbreak started. I didn’t really talk much to the other kids; I generally kept to myself as I waited for . . . whatever was gonna take us to school. To my relief, I smiled as I saw my friends and waved at them. They smiled and waved when they saw me as well. Finally, a monorail appeared and was headed our way. The monorail looked nice in white and blue colors with big shaded windows. The tracks above were about two stories high, but I’ve seen them in some parts of the city three stories high. I suddenly remembered all the tracks that I saw when we drove to the house from the hospital; they were all over the place.
“Okay, here it comes. You two be good and make it a great day!” Clara said to Ellen and me. 
“Okay, Mom,” Ellen said. 
I nodded.
Clara kissed us both on the head and we joined the others on the monorail that would take us to the school. We got in and it was better than taking a bus – it was much cleaner and more space. It ran a faster and a lot smoother than I expected. Along the way I saw a lot of people using bikes to get around town. I saw military patrols along the way – they were marching in the streets, driving in vehicles, and patrolling on rooftops. Most of them wore riot helmets and their gear was black instead of camouflage – they looked more like SWAT teams or cops than the military. It’s strange. It almost looked like a normal thriving city, but with more military and police with far less cars driving around. 
I instantly felt positive feelings being with my friends. It’s only been a day and a half and Ellen was making me feel both uncomfortable and unwelcomed. Do I hate her that much that I feel this good around my friends? No, I don’t hate her – she’s not bad, it’s just her grief lashing out.
After a while, the monorail took us down a long road that ended as we arrived at the school. So, it was basically a two-minute walk from the neighborhood and about a fifteen to twenty-minute ride on a monorail. The school looked almost the same as the elementary school in Denver when we met Will and Kayley’s group. Seeing the resemblance gave me a flashback of that night we met Will and the others – the zombies chasing us. By the looks on my friends’ faces, they had one or two thoughts back to that night as well. 
We exited the monorail and followed everyone else inside. The school was really nice and well designed – big hallways, skylight roof windows, lots of classrooms, lockers in different colors. One of the school staff called and asked if anyone was new and to follow him; we did and were quickly assigned classes. As expected, the school gave us all the school stuff that we would need. Surprisingly, it wasn’t that hard for me to catch up on schoolwork, but I couldn’t say the same for some of my friends. Molly and Ashley were fine, but Carrie, Patch and Jess were having a little more trouble. The teachers were fine, but I still missed Mr. McWall from my old school.  
We ate lunch outside just like at Fort Drum even though it had a big cafeteria. The courtyard where we ate was neatly designed with trees here and there, comfortable benches and tables, and nice little patches of grass to lay on and hang out in some parts of the courtyard. However, it felt strange sitting on the table bench like I used to after so much had happened. It felt so long ago when the girls and I used to sit outside chatting with Pat and our other friends. I tried remembering all the things Pat used to tell us about South Carolina, but it was too painful to think about because . . . like so many others, he’s gone. I watched some of the younger kids run around while playing tag in the playground. My friends and I used to do those kinds of things, but looking at it now makes it all seem so . . . trivial and childish, no, innocent – and we were anything but innocent now. I miss being a kid. The simplicity, the absence of stress or worry; knowing you were safe and there was nothing that your parents couldn’t protect you from. 
My friends sat with me and Ashley was the first to speak, “Feels weird, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“What feels weird?” Patch asked. 
“Look around you, the kids, the play, the school,” Carrie instructed. 
Patch looked around and Molly explained, “All the kids are just being kids and being normal. How long ago was it we were doing that?” 
“Oh.” 
“Plus, the school looks a lot like the one that we first met at, doesn’t it?” Ashley asked. 
Both Patch and Jess looked closely at the school and their eyes widened. 
“I didn’t notice that until now,” Jess stated. 
“Kinda does,” Patch agreed. 
“So, how’s the new family . . . uh, people?” Carrie asked me. 
“Clara and Jonathan seem normal enough. They’re actually really nice,” I said, leaving out that it can be comforting to feel like you're part of a traditional family again. 
“And what’s your new ‘sister’s’ name? Helen?” 
“Ellen.” 
“Right, she okay, too?” 
I answered honestly, “No, she’s not. She doesn’t like me, seems to resent the very air that I breathe.” 
“What? You’re doing her mom a humongous favor and she hates you?” Ashley asked. 
I shook my head and responded, “She’s just angry because I’m pretending to be her brother and she’s taking her anger out on me.” 
“If I remember correctly from last night, she was asking for help like her dad did and you agreed to it. So, how does being mad at you in any way constitute a sign of gratitude?” Jess asked. 
“Look, guys, the situation is a little odd for all of us, including her. They’ve suffered the loss of a family member, so no one can really blame them for what they feel,” I defended. 
“I do, because her mother being in shock and thinking that you’re her son isn’t your fault. Also, you don’t have to do this. You can walk out of this whenever you want, like right now for example and no one can stop you,” Carrie stated, while taking her hat off to check it. 
I turned to her, “Clara’s nice Carrie, I actually think Jonathan is right, the truth right now would be too harsh, she just needs time to confront the truth. I can help give her that time.” 
Ashley gently pulled my arm to get my attention and looked at me square in the eye, “I was eleven-years-old when you told me right to my face that our father was dead. Carrie was ten and sitting right next to me. You could have lied about it to make it less painful, but you didn’t – you told us the truth. It was hard and painful, but we moved on and you were there for us. This woman is like what? Early to mid-forties?”
“Age has nothing to do with it. Grief and trauma can be experienced by people of any age.” 
“If Carrie and I can move on after losing both our parents, then she can, too.” 
“Ashley, maybe you and Carrie are just stronger, maybe it’s because this is her son, her child. Maybe that’s a whole different kind of grief, a different kind of love – I don’t know. Your Dad died as a parent protecting his children. Clara snapped because she failed to protect hers.” 
“Why are you defending her?” Molly asked. 
“I’ve seen enough to know that she is a loving mother and a good person. In fact, she’s sweet. I’m tired of seeing good people suffering, people that don’t deserve to have bad things happen to them . . . like hitting her between the eyes with ‘I’m sorry, your son is already dead,’ and we just see if she emotionally melts down and never comes back.”     
Patch leaned in a little, “Do what you want to. If you want to help this woman recover from her loss, that’s fine by me. But all we’re saying is that even though she and her family have been through a lot, it’s different from what we’ve been through together. Just because we all have been through a lot, doesn’t mean that we’re all the same. All that shit we went through to get here, we did it together – and not with them.”
“She may have convinced herself that you’re her son, but that will never make it true. We don’t think you belong with them, you belong with us,” Molly said. 
I listened to what my friends had said, maybe they were right, no matter how much Clara loves me or how much she believes that I’m Nathan, that’s never going to make it true. I can’t truly understand what kind of a horrific journey that she and her family have been through, but I do know that she wasn’t able to accept what happened. Everyone who’s survived has suffered some sort of loss and unfathomable pain, but how we help each other is how we preserve our soul, how we retain our humanity – how we bridge the chasm between being strangers and being compassionate. 
“Guys,” I started. 
“Look Sonny, you have a good heart which is why we love you and why you’re willing to help these people, but they still had no right to do that – to put this on you. This kind of responsibility isn’t something you let a stranger handle – they’re not family, they’re not your family,” Ashley explained. 
Carrie held my hand and spoke, “You’re our family Sonny.” 
I felt one of my heartstrings tug.
“We’ll keep our mouths shut about the truth and play ball with you, but those conditions that Will said still stand – including the one that Kayley said where you can stop this whenever you want,” Patch said. 
“Yeah, even if there’s no reason at all, you can stop if you want,” Jess added. 
“After all is said and done, what we’re saying is we’re still with you, even if we think this is a colossal cluster-fuck!” Molly smiled. 
“Guys—” I started again. 
“Now, if you’re not gonna eat that sandwich, I will,” Patch said, making a grab. 
“No way!” I said, taking it first. 
“How about I take some of your food, Patch!” Carrie said, putting her hat back on. 
“Oh no you don’t!” Patch said. 
We were able to laugh again. We started tossing grapes into each other’s mouths. It didn’t take long for us to get pretty good at it. Now that Ashley mentioned her age, I took a moment to look at the girls and see how much they’d grown. I hadn’t really noticed until now. If I’m twelve then Ashley is thirteen and Carrie is twelve, too – I’ve grown, too. Patch, Jess, and Molly felt older, too. I had a feeling we are going to be pretty amazing when we became adults – well, if we live that long. 
“How many scores was that?” Molly asked. 
“I wasn’t keeping count!” Ashley said. 
“Well, I think I scored a couple of three pointers, so I think I got the high score,” Jess stated confidently. 
“Yeah right,” Patch said sarcastically. 
We chuckled for a little bit until I noticed Molly staring at something. I looked over and she was looking at Ellen at another table with some other kids. I don’t remember seeing any other kids in the group that came from Oregon, so maybe she had made some new friends. 
I looked back at the others and Patch asked, “So seriously, like how bad is she?”
I sighed and explained, “Well, last night when we were having dinner Clara asked me if it was really true that I saved Izzy’s life. I answered yes and she asked how. I told her I didn’t want to talk about it. Ellen started mouthing off like, ‘Why don’t you want to talk about it? Maybe you lied about it?’ – that made Clara angry.” 
My friends sat there in silence giving this blank look. After having gone through a life-threatening experience, hearing someone trivialize it felt very wrong. Molly, especially, looked this way as she blinked several times and then tilted her head. I could feel the dread rising within them, it was just oozing out as they tried to stay calm – it was written all over their faces. 
“Lied? She actually said that? She said you . . . lied about it?” Patch asked in a clear tone. 
I nodded.
“You saved me from a fate worse than death and you’re telling me that Ellen is saying you . . . lied about it?” Molly asked. 
I nodded. 
“What did you do after that?” Jess asked. 
“I said that I had to kill zombies and humans,” I answered. 
Carrie got up and said, “Okay, I’ll be right back.” 
“Where are you going?” Ashley asked. 
“I’m gonna have a little chat with her.” 
I got up and called to her, “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Carrie. Just hold up.” 
“This will only take a second.”
“Carrie! It’s best to leave it alone,” I said grabbing her arm to stop her.
She stopped to look at me. 
“Look, she’s in pain, too – she lost her brother, it was her grief talking.” 
“That doesn’t mean she can say or do whatever she wants.” 
“I know, but it’s best not to aggravate the situation with her, that will only make things worse.” 
Carrie glared at Ellen then looked back at me and gave a slight nod. We sat back down and finished our lunch. We went back inside to finish classes and then got on the monorail that headed back for the house. I was going to follow my friends back to the apartment to see Will, Kayley, Tracy, Jeff, Faith, and Father Lawrence. On the way back, I saw the big lighthouse on the Northern Rock. 
The light wasn’t working but I couldn’t help noticing how pretty it was. I suddenly remembered the lighthouses from the Outer Banks and started comparing them with the Crescent Lighthouse. It looked like half the height of Ocracoke, not too tall and designed differently. It had a stone platform with a fence on top to prevent people from falling or climbing over the upper railing. Unlike most lighthouses that are built wide at the bottom and thinner as it goes up, Crescent was built more cylindrical, like Oak Island. The lighthouse was built thicker than any I’d ever seen and looked like it was built to last. Most of the lighthouses in North Carolina were made of brick, stone, and concrete. Practically all lighthouses on the west coast were smaller and shorter since they were already perched high on cliffs or bluffs overlooking the ocean; many east coast lights were at or close to sea level and needed to be built higher so the light could be seen by passing ships. Crescent Lighthouse may be one of the taller lighthouses on the west coast of the United States, despite being on a cliff. 
“Awesome lighthouse,” I said aloud. 
“Yeah, wish we can go see it,” Carrie stated. 
“Maybe someday they’ll let us. If not, then we’ll sneak out and I’ll take you there.” 
Carrie smiled and hugged my arm, “I’ll consider that a date.”
We chuckled and Ashley asked, “Oh? You gonna leave without us?” 
“Of course not! I’ll take you guys, too,” I promised. 
“Good!” Molly said, hugging both Carrie and me from behind. 
When we reached our stop, we stepped out and headed back the way we came and as soon as I went toward the apartment, Ellen called out. 
“Hey, moron! Not that way, the house is this way,” Ellen called. 
My friends glared at her. 
“I’m visiting my friends, remember? Tell Mom and Dad they’ll be coming to visit for dinner,” I replied. 
Ellen rolled her eyes and started to walk away. Carrie clenched her fists. 
Carrie spoke in my ear, “One of these days she’s gonna push someone too far with that shitty attitude of hers.” 
“Yes, but better that person be someone else and not you. That way you don’t have to take responsibility.” 
“He’s right, let her be angry and eventually she’ll cool off . . . hopefully,” Ashley said. 
“Alright,” Carrie remarked adjusting her hat again. 
We went up the stairs to the apartment, but the place was empty. We assumed everyone must still be working at whatever jobs they’d been assigned. I noticed the Polaroid camera was sitting in a charger on the kitchen counter plugged into the wall with all the manuals next to it. Patch went to the refrigerator to get us drinks while the rest of us relaxed in Will and Kayley’s living room. The living room was right next to the balcony, it didn’t have quite the view of the ocean like my bedroom did, but we could still see the water. I sat down on the couch looking at the ocean, and Patch came in with bottles of water. We chatted for a while about school until Will, Kayley, and Tracy came home. 
“Hey,” Jess said, as they walked in. 
“Hey, what up?” Will asked. 
“We’re good,” Carrie answered. 
“How was school?” Kayley questioned. 
“It was okay,” Ashley said. 
Tracy walked in with her shoulders slouching and whined, “Ugh, I’m so tired!” 
Tracy took her shoes off and laid on the couch with her head on my lap. 
“Hi, Tracy,” I greeted her with a smile. 
“Hey, Sunshine,” Tracy responded. 
“So, you all got jobs?” Molly asked. 
“Yep. I got work with the maintenance shop – electrical repairs in the city with Bob. Evan and Jeff work in the farming fields. I think Father Lawrence works in a general carpentry and repair shop,” Will answered. 
“And you and Tracy?” Ashley asked Kayley. 
“Hold up, before we answer that, let’s see if this works,” Kayley said, unplugging the camera and turning it on. 
Kayley flipped the screen up and aimed it at Tracy and me. “Smile!” 
We did and the flash from her camera lit. She pressed a few buttons and the photo emerged out of it. 
“God this camera is so cool! It’s like the old school Polaroid cameras but with all the cool new stuff as well. There are like a million things you can do with it since it’s a digital camera. You can print more than one of the same picture and you can control the color and print settings and it doesn’t use ink!” Will explained. 
“It doesn’t use ink?!” Carrie asked, amazed. 
“Yeah, it’s Zink, which uses heat to print the color on the photos.” 
“No way,” Tracy said amazed. 
Kayley looked at the photo and then came over to us with a joyful face.
“I love this, Sonny! Thank you, I love this and I love you so much!” Kayley said.
“I love you, too and I’m glad it put a smile on your face,” I said. 
Kayley planted a few kisses on my face and handed the photograph for us to see. It was like the traditional instant camera photos – the picture was in the middle and had the four white borders with the bottom being the biggest to write something below the picture – it was also in a good size of 3x4. 
“Kayley, give me the camera and the rest of you get in there,” Will said. 
Kayley gave Will the camera and then bent down to lean in right next to my face as the rest of my friends got in the shot as well. Ashley, Carrie, and Molly got behind me – Ashley stood in the middle with her arms around Carrie and Molly’s shoulder. Molly and Carrie had an arm around Ashley’s shoulders. Patch sat next to me with Tracy’s legs over his lap while flexing his arm like that woman from that ‘We can do it!’ WWII propaganda poster and Jess sat down on the floor between Patch and I with her head covering Tracy’s belly. We all smiled as Will took the photo. It was a great photo. 
“Now you and Will. Both of you stand by the window and I’ll get the sunset behind you,” Molly said. 
“Okay here,” Will gave her the camera. 
Will and Kayley held each other close like couples do with the sunset behind them, and Molly took the picture, another to the collection. After Will and Kayley looked at the photo, they smiled at each other and kissed. This was making me pretty happy. I smiled at my friends. 
“I love this photo,” I stated, looking at the one with all of us. 
“Me, too,” Carrie smiled. 
“That’s a keeper,” Tracy said. 
“We’re gonna need a scrapbook or a board to keep all these photos,” Ashley stated. 
“I was thinking the same thing,” Molly agreed. 
“What I need is a good long rest after today,” Tracy said. 
“Got no problem with that, no sir,” Patch voiced. 
“Anyway, Tracy and I have jobs in supply and inventory,” Kayley answered.  
“What’s that?” I asked. 
“We organize, shelf, and package supplies for the people in the Fort. Think of it like doing volunteer work at the food bank,” Tracy answered. 
“Oh.” 
“Actually, Father Lawrence met a few other priests when he went with us for work,” Will added. 
“Oh, he did?” Jess asked. 
“Yep, think that made him feel a little more at home. Tomorrow, he’ll go to their church to meet Father Aberforth, head of St. James Church.” 
“That ought to be nice,” Ashley said. 
“Yeah. Oh hey, Kayley, don’t cook anything here. I told Ellen that I would bring you guys over for dinner,” I said. 
“You did?” Kayley asked. 
“Yeah, you guys wanted to meet the Way family, right?” 
Tracy sighed, “So, you’re really doing this thing?” 
“Yeah, come on guys. Once you meet Clara, you’ll see she’s very sweet, just emotionally confused,” I explained. 
Father Lawrence walked in hearing our conversation, “Well I think Sonny, or Nathan I should say, has a good heart for making this decision. It’s better than leaving an innocent soul in depression and hopelessness.” 
Carrie asserted, “His name is Sonny. When we’re in their house we’ll call him Nathan, but in here— “
“No, it’s better to start calling me Nathan everywhere, if Clara hears people calling me Sonny she’ll wonder why and . . . well, it may fall apart from there,” I claimed. 
“Alright . . . Nathan. Whatever you say,” Ashley said, with a frown. 
I looked at Patch and gave a look that we needed to talk about something else.
Patch grabbed the camera and aimed it at Father Lawrence, “Father, let’s take a picture of you by the balcony.” 
“Okay,” Father Lawrence agreed. 
He stood by the balcony door with the sunset right next to him and Patch took the shot. 
“Looking good Father!” Patch said, holding the photo. 
Father Lawrence smiled as he looked at his photo and was even happier when we showed him the others. We all hung out until everyone else showed up and then went to the Way house for dinner. Everyone showered and dressed nice before heading for the Way house. Faith brought some food with us since there were so many of us coming for dinner. Jonathan greeted us at the front door as we arrived. 
“Welcome,” Jonathan said to us. 
“Hello,” Father Lawrence smiled. 
Everyone went through the hallway to the kitchen. Jonathan and Clara cleaned up too – they dressed nice for tonight’s dinner as well. 
Clara smiled and greeted, “Ah! You came! I’m so glad to see you all here.” 
“Hello,” Will said. 
“I’m sorry we never fully introduced ourselves to the rest of you when we first met. I’m Clara, Clara Way. This is my husband, Jonathan, our daughter Ellen and of course you know Nathan,” Clara said. 
“I’m Will, William Jay, and this is my girlfriend, Kayley Star.” 
Clara smiled as she shook their hands, “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Kayley greeted. 
“I’m Tracy Amber, this is Jeff Wells and his wife Faith, and Father Lawrence,” Tracy introduced. 
“The little ones are Ashley and her sister Carrie, Molly, Patch, and Jess,” Kayley added. 
Clara’s eyes widened and expressed, “My, my, Nate! You have so many friends!” 
“Yeah, I do,” I said.
“We really appreciate you coming,” Jonathan said. 
“Listen, I can’t thank you all enough for bringing my son back to me. When we got separated in Oregon, I was terrified that he was gone forever, but then there he was. Alive and back in my arms again,” Clara said wrapping her arms around me. 
“Is that so?” Tracy asked. 
“Yes, I even had nightmares about it. I used to cry myself to sleep when he wasn’t there. The mere thought of Nate being gone was just—” Clara said, with her voice breaking a little. 
Tracy’s eyes widened as she saw the pain in Clara’s expression.
“Seeing him again was . . . like I was able to feel the sunshine again. I honestly and truly can’t express how grateful I am that you brought him back,” Clara said, with watery eyes. 
I looked up at her and she leaned down to plant a long kiss on my face. My friends exchanged looks at each other before speaking. 
“Well, we’re glad that he’s alright. You got one hell of a kid here,” Will stated. 
“Yeah, he and these kids fought hard to get here,” Kayley added.
Jonathan nodded and said, “I don’t doubt it.” 
“So anyway, now let’s get some food in our bellies!” I said. 
Everyone sat at either the dinner table or the counter and over the meal talked casually for a long time of trivial things, the subjects that never come up when you are struggling to survive. It felt strange – all of us together eating dinner and talking – this was what normal people did before the outbreak, but nothing was ‘normal’ anymore, it felt a little like pretending. Maybe that’s okay, maybe they needed it. Last night Jonathan was begging me to play along as their son and now here we are together sharing a meal like neighboring families without a care. By the looks on my friends’ faces they seemed to like Clara – she’s a hard person not to like. She has a genuine openness that invites trust and draws people to her. I think they had concluded she wasn’t crazy – they were all smiling and laughing. As nice as this was, the only person who wasn’t smiling at all was Ellen. So far, she hadn’t said a word since my friends arrived. Jonathan kept looking her way and I could see she was making Jonathan anxious. 
“That’s quite a theory you’ve got about zombies,” Jonathan said, amazed by Father Lawrence’s explanation of zombies and the human soul to be released within. 
“I’d like to think that God has some purpose for all of us, whether it's small or big, but it’s the choice in which we find our particular purpose that gives us earthly gratification in this life. I believe mine is protecting our fellow man . . . and woman – but especially, the children,” Father Lawrence explained.
“Amen to that,” Faith and Jeff said in unison. 
Pointing to the water, Will said, “You know they’re working on getting boats out there so we can fish for food.” 
“Yeah, I heard about that. I can’t say that will be better work than farming or labor,” Jeff said. 
“Some people like the smell of low tide and fish,” Faith mentioned. 
“I don’t mind the ocean and I do like fish, but there are certain smells I can’t stand,” Will stated.
“Which is why it was fun for me to drag him with me to Belk and Macy’s,” Kayley said. 
“What?” Clara smiled. 
“Holiday shopping was pure torture,” Will said. 
“Word, brother,” Jeff added. 
Everyone chuckled. 
Then all of sudden, Ellen noisily got up from her seat and marched up the stairs. Her exit ended the mood and our laughter. 
“Ellen!” Clara called out. 
“Damn. I’ll talk to her,” Jonathan said, under his breath getting up. 
“Is everything alright?” Faith asked. 
“Hope that wasn’t our fault,” Jeff added. 
“No, please continue your conversation and eating,” Jonathan stated, heading up stairs.
We finished our meals and my friends got ready to head back for their apartment. Since it was Friday, we didn’t have school tomorrow and Will remembered that he got a job for my friends. The job was basically delivering home supplies to families and people throughout the city. He asked if it was alright for me to join in and Clara said it was okay.
“Thanks for the dinner, Clara,” Will said. 
“My pleasure, please come back anytime. You are always welcome here. Don’t be strangers,” Clara said being friendly. 
“It makes us happy to see Nathan, too,” Kayley said. 
“If you’re up for the job then I guess we’ll see you tomorrow,” Patch said. 
“Yeah, see you tomorrow,” I replied. 
“Well, goodnight, Sunshine,” Tracy said. 
Tracy and Kayley both hugged me especially tight. 
“Goodnight,” I said smiling, thinking girls feel pretty good sometimes. 
I couldn’t wait for tomorrow to try my hand at whatever job my friends had lined up. The group left just in time, Clara and I heard some yelling from upstairs. Clara and I exchanged looks. 
Clara sighed, “What in the world is happening with your sister?” 
“Puberty?” I lied. 
Clara scoffed a chuckle, “Yeah, perhaps. I just hope she won’t be as crazy as I was.” 
“Oh, were you a handful for your—uh, grandma and grandpa?” 
“Oh, no one’s teen years are entirely smooth sailing. It depends on the person and I myself have ‘acted out’ a fair amount according to your grandparents.”
“How did you behave that earned you an ‘acting out’ brand?” 
Clara placed her arm around my shoulder and answered, “Ah parties, sneaking out, skipping class, and other stuff. Things that you shouldn’t do, so take it from your mother Nate, be better than your parents.”
I looked down. 
“I’ve done things that even adults shouldn’t do,” I stated. 
After a moment of silence Clara said, “Nathan, please tell me what happened when we got separated.” 
We sat down on the couch and I prepared myself to tell my story with changes to make it more digestible. I thought I should first ask what she remembers and then patch my story on to hers.
“What do you remember?” I asked. 
Clara took a moment to think, “I remember our camp was being overrun. There were zombies everywhere. Everyone panicked and ran into the woods after the explosion. After that, we couldn’t find you and I don’t seem to remember much of anything after that. What do you remember?”  
“Well, I ran from the roamers – I’m not really sure how we were separated. But when we were, I was on my own for quite a while. I managed to survive until I ran into Will and Kayley. They were in some trouble; I helped them and they took me in with them after I passed out,” I explained.  
“You looked different when I saw you at the gates, like you were surprised to see me or that you didn’t recognize me.” 
“I . . . I thought you were dead. I thought I’d never see you again.”
“I thought the same. I was so broken after we were separated, and then when I saw you, it was like God granted me a miracle – we got you back.” 
I paused for a moment, and found myself wanting to tell her how bad it had been for me, “Mom . . . I was serious when I said I had to kill people to stay alive. It was intense, I almost died out there.” 
Clara looked stunned but she hugged me tight. 
“Well, it’s over now. We’re safe here and we’ll stay together no matter what,” Clara told me. 
I hugged her back and it didn’t feel uncomfortable, I guess, I was starting to get used to it. We cleaned up the dinner dishes together and then went upstairs. Before I could go into the bathroom to brush my teeth and get ready for bed, Clara stopped me.
“Maybe we should see Ellen,” Clara said. 
“Uh, I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to talk to Ellen,” I said. 
“Why not? She’s your sister. I don’t understand why she’s acting like this.” 
“I don’t either, but I think it might just be best to give her some space.” 
“No, if there’s one thing I’ve learned from all this, it’s that you never leave those you love in a time of need.” 
“Mom, I don’t think this is one of those times—”
Before I could finish my sentence, Clara grabbed my arm and took us to Ellen’s room. Jonathan was sitting next to her on her bed while Ellen was half face down in her bed. Her eyes were wet and red from crying, which really confirmed for me that this was a bad idea. 
“Ellen,” Clara spoke. 
Ellen didn’t respond. 
Clara sat on the other side of the bed and leaned in close, gently holding her shoulder as she kissed her on the head. 
“Ellen, please talk to me, tell us what’s going on. I’m trying to understand why you’re like this and it just doesn’t add up. We finally made it to this place and we got Nathan back, but instead of being happy it’s like a switch just flipped within you – you’re not like yourself,” Clara said. 
Ellen closed her eyes hard with a few tears falling when Clara mentioned Nathan. 
“Ellen, we have a home and your brother is back. Aren’t you happy?” 
“Clara,” Jonathan spoke. 
“Maybe we should just give her space,” I added. 
“Nathan,” Clara said in disbelief. 
“Mom, I love you and Dad and Ellen, but I really think that Ellen needs some personal space.” 
“Yes, please just leave me alone,” Ellen spoke. 
“I want to know what’s wrong,” Clara said. 
Ellen sat up, but before she could speak Jonathan gave a look begging her to not say the truth. 
“Ellen please,” Clara pleaded. 
Ellen shifted her eyes at Clara, then at Jonathan, then at me. When she looked at me, I shrugged. 
Ellen sighed and lied, “I can’t stop thinking about everything that’s happened. All the death and now here we are doing . . . doing normal things like nothing happened at all.” 
“Ellen that life is over now. This is our home now and we don’t have to worry about the zombies or losing each other again,” Clara said. 
Ellen didn’t speak. 
“A lot has happened Ellen, but none of that has affected how your mother and I feel about you. We love you and no force on earth is ever going to change that. Ever,” Jonathan stated. 
Ellen muttered, “I love you too.” 
Clara kissed her head and hugged her; Jonathan joined in. I wish I could smile and be happy about this, but I couldn’t. I felt I was intruding, that I really shouldn’t be here and I had to fight hard to resist the urge of leaving the house to go back to my friends. I slowly turned around to head for my room. 
“Where are you going?” Clara asked me. 
“Just headed for bed,” I answered. 
“Nathan, hug your sister goodnight.” 
That was just going to make it worse for Ellen. I turned around and Jonathan gave a look that suggested it was a good idea. Ellen didn’t say anything and, in fact, she even held her arms open for a hug – I walked over and gently hugged her. I was expecting Ellen to either push me away, or perhaps, whisper something hateful, but she didn’t do either. She just gently hugged me and wiped her eyes. 
“Goodnight Ellen,” I said kindly. 
“Goodnight . . . Nathan,” Ellen replied. 
Clara might have not seen, but I knew it stung Ellen. Again, the thought spilled forward that maybe we should just confront Clara with the truth – but I wasn’t sure it would make anything better, and it might actually make it worse. So, I brushed my teeth and headed for bed, feeling unsettled and conflicted.
 



Chapter 4
Nathan/Sonny
 
I got up early by the sounds of the doorbell ringing and I was the first to answer. I opened the door to a pretty face, Molly. She was wearing her Legend of Zelda T-shirt with a pair of jean shorts and an unzipped grey sleeveless hoodie.  
“Molly!” I greeted her. 
“Umm, we forgot to mention how early the job starts. So, if you’re in, you better get ready!” Molly smiled. 
“I’ll be right back,” calling over my shoulder as I ran up to my room to change. 
I got dressed in a dark blue T-shirt with a wolf on it with a pair of dark blue jean pants and slipped on my watch – it was 6:55 am. I wound it again and clipped my Tree of Life keychain and my Toy Story alien keychain to one of my pant belt loops. I ran out the door with Molly; Jonathan and Clara weren’t up and moving yet. Outside, I saw Patch and a soldier in an old Ford truck. It was a dark blue two door Ford F-150 and I was surprised to see Patch sitting in the driver’s seat. Patch was wearing a red sleeveless Nike T-shirt and a pair of black cargo shorts.
“Hey Nate!” Patch said. 
“You’re driving?” I asked. 
“Yep, Private Thompson says that we all need to learn if we want to work.” 
I looked at Private Thompson and he just nodded. He was a meathead Marine with strong arms and a solid face in his digital camouflage field utility uniform. 
“Yep, besides not everyone in the fort has a car so this is probably the only way you’ll learn. Anyway, hop in the back. We’ve got a lot of driving to do,” Private Thompson ordered. 
In the pickup bed, there were boxes of supplies and enough room for Molly and me to sit. As Patch drove down the road out of the neighborhood, it felt kind of cool sitting on the outside of a vehicle feeling the wind. 
“What are we doing?” I asked Molly. 
“We’re delivering supplies to people. All the food at the main cafeteria is free, just like Fort Denver, but if you want stuff at your own place you pay with work points and the goods are delivered. Most people prefer to cook their own food because the fort’s food is crap. So, we go around and deliver whatever’s ordered,” Molly explained. 
“Are we earning work points for this?” 
“Yep. Ashley, Carrie, and Jess are working in other trucks earning points too.” 
We drove for a while until we came to an apartment complex and the soldier relayed the address for one of the deliveries on the clipboard. I lifted the box and took it to the address – the person who lived there was very friendly and grateful. I returned to the truck and we continued with more deliveries. I noticed the soldier had a silver shotgun sitting on the dashboard – I think it was a Mossberg 590A1 Mariner. He was also wearing a shotgun shell bandolier and a sidearm. 
“Is Private Thompson our security?” I asked. 
“Yep, he’s here to make sure nobody robs us,” Molly answered.   
We delivered five more orders and then we drove back to where the supplies were. The building was a giant warehouse with both vehicles and wagons being pulled by horses with crates and baskets of fruit from the fields. The place smelled of ripening fruit from a variety of produce. As we drove in, I saw Ashley and Carrie loading supplies onto their truck. Ashley was wearing a blue tie-dye T-shirt with blue jean shorts and Carrie was wearing her Jack Skeleton T-shirt with tan cargo pants. Ashley was smiling and talking to another girl. She was young, Ashley’s age and height with light brown hair and green eyes. Her tan skin glowed setting off her smile and made Ashley look a little pale. She was wearing a cool blue camouflage tank top with a pair of faded jean shorts. Carrie was talking with three other kids, two boys and a girl – one of the boys and the girl looked like brother and sister. They were attractive, Hispanic with dark hair and eyes. The brother was older, Carrie and my age, while the sister looked a little younger, about Carrie’s height with her hair tied back in a ponytail with her bangs out. The brother was wearing a red, black, and white striped short-sleeve collared shirt with dark grey shorts; his sister was wearing a black T-shirt with white crossbones and a skull with a pair of blue jeans – both were wearing black Converse All-Stars. The other boy actually looked a lot like Patch except he had blonde hair with blue eyes – he was wearing a black sleeveless Adidas T-shirt with a pair of jean shorts. 
When Patch parked the truck, Private Thompson said he had to get some paperwork filled out and told us to wait. I took the opportunity to meet Ashley and Carrie’s co-workers. Patch, Molly and I walked over to them. 
Ashley smiled when she saw me, “Nathan!” 
Carrie smiled instantly when she saw me.
When I approached Ashley said, “Hey guys, this is the friend Carrie and I were telling you about.”
I turned to Molly and she said, “We met them the other day after Izzy had her daughter, when we arrived at our apartment.” 
Ashley introduced, “Nate, this is Sarah – Sarah Jean Adler. I met her the other day. Sarah, this is Nathan.” 
Carrie introduced, “This is Shaun Riley, his younger sister Scarlet, and Warren Kyle.” 
I shook Sarah’s hand first and then the others. “Nice to meet you all.” 
Sarah smiled and responded, “You, too. We would have met you at school, but we had to work here to help our parents.” 
“We just got into town, have you guys been here a while?” I asked. 
“Yeah, a while. I think we got in maybe five months ago. It’s been a while and it’s better than out there,” Shaun answered. 
“No kidding,” Molly said.
“From what these two have said you’ve been through a lot, right?” Scarlet asked. 
“Oh yeah, a lot,” Patch answered.
“We know what that’s like,” Shaun told. 
“We heard about Fort Denver . . . how it fell. That’s messed up man,” Warren said.
“Yeah it is.” 
“Anyway, can we help?” Molly asked. 
“Yeah, we’re supposed to move all these boxes onto those pallets,” Ashley said. 
We chatted for a while and as we worked, I got to know these new people. I had to admit I actually liked the new friends Ashley and Carrie made. They’ve been through a lot before they got here, but they were able to settle in here. They said it felt weird at first, but that we’ll adjust over time and they even said they’d help us get used to this place. Scarlet somehow reminded me of Jess; a nice girl who's a bit of a tomboy as well. Sarah on the other hand, I liked even more, because of how well she was making Ashley happy – I think they might be BFFs. 
“Come on, Shaun! Put your back into it! I know that thing isn’t heavy for you,” Scarlet said. 
“Actually genius, you’re supposed to lift with your legs, not your back,” Shaun replied, lifting a box up.
“Alright, a five-points card says I’ll get more in that truck before you!” 
“You’re on!” 
“It’s not a race guys,” Warren said. 
“Says the wimp!” Scarlet mocked.
“Shut up!” 
“What do you think Ashley? Any idea who’d win?” Sarah asked. 
“I don’t know, their ambition and spirits are about even,” Ashley answered. 
Sarah chuckled, “Along with their ego.” 
“Are they always like this?” 
“Nah, but when they are, it's kinda entertaining, at least for me.” 
They both laughed. 
Then Private Thompson called us over for us to make more deliveries, but this time he said it was my turn to drive. After we loaded all the stuff on the pickup bed, Patch said he wanted to teach me how to drive and Private Thompson was okay with that. I’ve never driven any kind of vehicle in all my life. I felt a little nervous about it, but I also felt eager to learn how to drive. 
I sat in the driver’s seat and Patch sat in the passenger, “Alright, put the key in the ignition and turn it while your foot is on the brake.” 
I did and the truck started. 
“Now take the stick and shift it into reverse, into the ‘R’ on the dashboard. When you back out, look at your mirrors.”
I did it as carefully as I could and we started driving to our first site. After a while, I started to get the hang of this driving and it was actually kind of fun. There weren’t that many cars on the road so I didn’t really have to use turn signals. However, I did have to be careful around the monorail trains.
“You’re doing good. Keep it steady like this and you’ll be a pro,” Patch complimented. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
“Alright stop here! This is the delivery address,” Private Thompson told. 
After a couple of stops, Patch got to take Molly’s place of handing boxes to the front door or to the person inside. Molly sat next to me in the passenger’s seat and we continued to the next address, but I noticed that the next one was close to the hospital where Izzy and Blair are. I wonder if we’ll get to see them. 
“You’re really good at this,” Molly said. 
“Thank you and when it’s your turn to drive, I’ll help you,” I responded. 
“I’d like that. I can’t wait.”
“Private Thompson says that this place will take the last three for the day. I wonder if he’ll let us see Izzy and Blair.” 
“I hope so. I’m wondering how they’re doing.”
After a while of silent driving, I thought of bringing up something nostalgic, “You know before the outbreak . . . my dad, my real dad, he had this great Toyota Tacoma truck – it was in that cool speedway blue color. I always loved riding in it with him – he would play his favorite country music. I always thought one day he would teach me how to drive and possibly give his truck to me when I became a man. I couldn’t wait for that day where he would be proud of me driving his truck.” 
“I think he would be proud of you no matter what – especially, how strong and how good of a person you are,” Molly stated. 
I nodded. 
Molly took a few moments before speaking again, “You may not make any new memories with your parents now, but you’ve still got us that you can make new memories with. Isn’t that why you gave Kayley that camera?” 
My eyes slightly widened. She’s right. I’ve still got my friends that I can make plenty of happy memories with. 
I smiled. 
“Yeah, you’re right. We’ll make lots of good memories together,” I stated. 
“You know it!” Molly replied. 
After a while I wanted to ask Molly about any good memories of her own. 
“Hey Molly, have you ever laughed so hard you had tears coming out of your eyes?” I asked. 
Molly thought for a moment. 
“Yeah, I've had a few moments where I busted a gut. Like the first time I saw a compilation video of vines. You remember those? My favorite were the ones with Thomas Sanders and Curtis Lepore,” Molly explained. 
“Oh yeah, I remember. Those were good.”
“A few times Will and Kayley made some vines and one of them—”
Molly started chuckling.
“—one of them was where Will dressed up as that guy who ran around kicking people in the nuts. You remember? He wore that blue jumpsuit and—”
“Had that stupid rainbow afro wig. Yeah, I remember,” I interrupted. 
“Yeah, so Will did the same thing on his vine – running around kicking people in the nuts and saying ‘You just got kicked in the nuts.’ After three guys, they showed Will getting blasted with a shotgun. They use effects for the blood to make it look like it and then it showed Will dressed like a hitman and he said, ‘You just got your guts blown out you low hitting annoying little motherfuc—’ and then the video ends,” Molly explained. 
I smiled, “That’s funny and clever.” 
“Yeah, but this one really got me laughing. You remember Peter from Family Guy and one he was running around kicking shit while saying ‘Roadhouse?’ Well, Will was doing the same thing, kicking people and their stuff. Then it showed Kayley driving a bus full speed and hit Will and he went flying through these houses. When he lifted his head to see what hit him, everyone including Kayley yelled back at him, ‘Roadhouse!’ I couldn’t stop laughing. It was perfect karma!” 
We chatted about funny moments that we encountered in our lives. Then finally, we reached what used to be a hotel – now an apartment – and delivered the last supplies for the day. We’ve been all over the north end and some of the downtown to Gold Rush City, but I hadn’t been to the south side. I could see the hospital from here, and it was barely half a mile away. 
“Hey, Private Thompson, we have some friends in the hospital, can we stop by and visit them?” I asked. 
“Seriously?” Private Thompson asked annoyed. 
“You said we’re done for the day, so why not? Come on.” 
“Yeah, please,” Molly begged. 
Private Thompson sighed, “Alright, whatever gets me close to some nurses.” 
We drove to the hospital and Private Thompson said we have half an hour before we have to head back. We went upstairs to Izzy and Blair’s floor – according to the information desk, they’re both sharing a room. I wished I had Kayley’s camera to take pictures of Izzy and her baby Hope. We found the room by the clipboard in the file holder outside the door with their names; Isabella Green and Blair Evans. Their door was open and they were both chatting and laughing.
I gently knocked on the door, “Hey.” 
“Hey, how have you guys been?” Izzy smiled, as she and Blair hugged us. 
“Good, we got a job delivering stuff across town,” Patch answered. 
“Oh, really. That’s great!” 
“Yeah, I taught Sunshine here how to drive.” 
“Wait a minute. They’re letting you drive?!” Blair said amazed. 
“Yeah, don’t worry. There aren’t that many cars on the roads. We mostly have to watch out for horses and people,” I said smiling. 
“Well, just be careful.” 
Izzy looked at me and asked, “So, what was the deal with that woman yesterday? Why was she calling you Nathan?” 
I looked at my friends before closing the door and I explained the whole thing about Clara being in shock and how I agreed to help by pretending to be her son until she can confront the truth . . . of his death. Izzy and Blair looked stunned. 
“My God,” Izzy said. 
“Wow . . . that’s truly unbelievable,” Blair said. 
“Well, believe it. He thinks that he should help these people rather than leave them to face the truth alone, and risk making her worse,” Patch said. 
“Are you sure about this? How are Will, Kayley, and Tracy okay with this?” Izzy asked. 
“They’re not. Not entirely. They had to meet Clara to see that she wasn’t crazy or dangerous. She’s just emotionally confused; she’s in shock. It’s a defense mechanism, she needs to deny reality psychologically until she can accept what’s happened,” I explained. 
“Yeah, but Sonny are you sure about helping these people? Pretending to be someone else’s son, that’s an odd thing to ask,” Blair said. 
“It is, but somehow I think it’s the right thing.” 
“You can’t just pretend he didn’t die and have people participate in the lie to make it okay,” Blair stated.
“Yeah, but forcing her to confront the truth before she’s ready isn’t the solution either, it might be too much for her, she may even take her own life.” 
“Yeah, but how could her husband put you in such an odd position like this?” Izzy asked. 
“Come on guys, this is a mother who lost her son. Her son died in her arms,” I said. 
“Wow, okay, now you’re really breaking our hearts,” Blair said. 
“Look, I do this until she’s able to handle the loss and then I’ll go by my real name again, but until then, it’s Nathan. Besides, she can’t go yet . . . not while she still has a daughter to worry about.” 
Izzy and Blair exchanged looks.
“Alright . . . Nathan, whatever you think is best,” Izzy said. 
“Thank you for understanding. It means a lot,” I said. 
“How’s Hope doing?” Molly asked. 
“She’s good, she’s sleeping right now,” Izzy answered. 
“And you Blair? How are you and your baby doing?” Patch asked. 
“I’m good, but my little one has been kicking up a fuss in here,” Blair told. 
“Really?” 
“Yeah, she’s kicking right now. Go ahead, feel.” 
We all felt where her baby’s at and she’s right. This little baby wants out!
“Wow, your baby’s got energy!” Molly said amazed. 
“She’s due pretty soon, so they let me stay here with Izzy,” Blair said. 
“Have you thought of any names?” I asked. 
“Yes, if it’s a girl I’ll name her Emily and if it’s a boy I’ll name him Max.” 
Private Thompson called from the hallway, “Alright kids, time to go.” 
“Okay, we’re coming! I’m sorry, we gotta go,” Patch said. 
“It was great seeing you two,” I told. 
“Always,” Izzy said, hugging us. 
“So long,” Molly said.
We hugged and said our goodbyes before heading back to the truck. We drove back to the warehouse and Private Thompson gave us each fifteen-point labor cards. After that we took the monorail back home and chatted the whole way. Once we reached our stop, I walked with them to the apartment to visit my friends. Carrie had her back turned and I thought I could sneak up on her, so I shushed Patch and Molly. 
I covered her eyes and said, “Guess who.”
Carrie giggled, “I know who that is! What are you doing?”
She turned around to hug me.
“Hey kids, how was your day?” Kayley asked. 
“It was good,” Molly said.
“Did you get these, too?” I asked, holding my labor point cards. 
“Yep we did,” Carrie said, showing her cards. 
“The adults got them, too. Ones with more points,” Ashley said. 
“Don’t waste them,” Kayley told us.
Will, Tracy, Faith, and Jeff were sitting on the balcony watching the sunset. The sunset was pretty, casting orange light on the scattered clouds, the water, and on everything else. Molly and I walked out to join them while everyone else stayed inside to relax. Jeff and Faith were holding hands with their thumbs rubbing the other’s hand – seeing them together brought the same amount of happiness that I see when Will and Kayley are together. All their faces glowed orange from the sunlight and there was a calm breeze gently blowing in our direction. 
“Hey,” I said softly. 
“Hey,” Tracy responded, reaching her hand out to hold mine. 
“You know, Kayley and I planned for a long time to live by the beach. We hoped that one day we would move out of Colorado and get a place like this – one that has a view of the water and a sunset just like this,” Will said. 
“Wish granted, huh?” Tracy asked. 
“I guess. After the outbreak, I thought that was a pipedream.”       
“This must be a pleasant surprise,” Faith spoke. 
Will nodded. 
“This kinda reminds me of Faith’s and my anniversary vacation down at Miami Beach,” Jeff said. 
“Oh, what was that like?” Molly asked.
“It was great, we had a blast. Just thinking about it makes me long to be back there.” 
Molly sat on Will’s lap. Patch sat next to Faith and Jeff. 
“I could die happy if I could spend one last time at the spa,” Faith said. 
“Me, too,” Tracy said. 
I sat close next to Tracy still holding her hand. I leaned my head to rest on her shoulder and she rested her head on my head. 
“So, how was your first job?” Will asked us. 
“It was good. Patch and I got to learn how to drive,” I answered. 
The adults all turned toward Molly and me.
“They let you drive?” Will questioned. 
“Yeah, we had this old Ford truck and it wasn’t really that hard so don’t worry. There aren’t really that many vehicles on the roads,” I assured.
“Well, just be careful alright?” Tracy asked.
“We will, when are we ever not careful?” Molly asked taking her shoes off. 
“Exactly,” Jeff agreed before sipping his drink. 
We hung out for a while until the sun went down and I knew I had to return to the house. I knew my friends didn’t want me to go, but I had to go for Clara’s sake – and for Jonathan. I wished that I could just stay with my friends, but I said I’d do this.
“I need to head back,” I said. 
“Can’t you stay longer?” Ashley asked after sipping a drink. 
“I should go,” I answered getting out my chair. 
Tracy wasn’t quick to let go of my hand. I hugged her and planted a long kiss on her head. She gave a sweet gentle smile while rubbing my hand before kissing me back. 
Molly sighed, “Okay.” 
I hugged the girls and kissed them goodbye. 
“Be safe,” Carrie said to me. 
“I will, see you tomorrow,” I told everyone. 
“Bye,” they all said. 
I headed back to the house with limited light as the sun was almost down. Since tomorrow was Sunday, I thought I should go visit Father Lawrence at the church – I wonder how he’ll look when properly dressed as a priest.
I entered through the front door and called, “I’m home.” 
Clara popped out from the living room, “There you are. Where have you been?” 
“I was working with my friends delivering supplies across town.” 
“Yeah, but I mean, why did you come home so late? It’s 8:30.” 
“I went to visit my friends at Will and Kayley’s apartment. I wanted to see how they were doing.” 
“Oh, they doing okay?” Clara asked.
“Yeah, they’re fine,” I answered. 
I sat on the couch to relax with Clara sitting close next to me. 
“How was the new job?” Clara asked. 
“I actually like it. Plus, I got work point cards,” I answered, pulling them out of my pocket. 
“Oh, that’s great! So, what is it really? The job.”
I explained, “Since you have to pay work points to get food and whatever else you want to your house, we take what we can into a truck and drive what they order to their addresses.” 
“Sounds like fun. It’s better than my first job.” 
“What was your first job?”
“Cashier for a coffee shop,” Clara answered.  
“Not your favorite thing in the world?” I asked. 
“No, I’m not that crazy about coffee. I actually don’t miss it as much as most people. It helped some mornings, but I can go without it,” Clara answered. 
“Yeah, I’ve seen people go crazy about it and I always wondered what’s the big deal about it?” 
“It really helps you wake up in the morning, some people drink after going all night partying and drinking, and some just really enjoy it. Some drink it almost every day and when they stop, they sometimes get coffee withdrawal.” 
I stared at her surprised. 
“You serious?” I asked. 
“Yep, I had some friends joke around like it’s a drug and say, ‘Gotta have my cup of Joe!’ or ‘Don’t talk to me until I’ve had my cup of coffee!’ with a crazed look in their eyes.” Clara smiled. 
We sat on the couch and talked for a while – she told all her coffee jokes and some of them made me laugh. As expected, my laugh made her laugh. It felt good – just sitting here and just talking without the prospect of dying or worrying about what might be around the next corner. Before I got ready for bed . . . for the first time, I hugged her first before she hugged me. 
Clara smiled and kissed my head, “I love you, Nathan.”  
That felt good, too.
 



Chapter 5
Nathan/Sonny
 
“Stand up for what you believe in, even if you stand alone.”
– Suzy Kassem
 
The school day wasn’t what I expected at all. Somebody forgot to tell us that gym class wasn’t normal exercise, but consisted of Taekwondo, Karate, and Judo – it also wasn’t optional, but required. So, it felt weird to walk in with almost half the school wearing Karate Gi uniforms practicing kicks, punches, and defensive throws and counters.
“You believe this shit?” Carrie asked. 
“Well, at least we’ll know how to defend ourselves,” I suggested. 
“Yeah, knowing fancy ways to break plywood is not in my repertoire,” Jess stated. 
“How the hell do you know the word repertoire?” Patch asked, turning to her. 
“What? I can know stuff, too. Sunshine here isn’t the only one that reads. For example, I read a book about poisonous plants and some of them are pretty mind blowing – like Pokeweed, which looks like delicious berries, but can actually cause serious plant poisoning enough to kill you. Same goes with Oleander and White Snakeroot.” 
“White Snakeroot? Yeah, you can’t tell what’s so bad about that. A plant with a name like that screams danger loud and clear.” 
“Yeah, except you don’t have to worry about that plant since it doesn’t grow here on the west coast. However, there are some plants you guys need to know like Pokeweed, Lantana, and Oleander—"
As she went on, I looked around at the gym which was pretty big – big enough where there’s loud echoes. There big telescopic bleachers on both sides of the gym, nice shiny hardwood flooring and big electric scoreboard on one side of wall in the school colors, white and blue. We were assigned to a group where new kids like us gathered at and an instructor was waiting for us. He bowed and introduced himself as Sensei Indiana – yeah like the movie – and he went over what we would be learning and what some of the history of the fighting styles. Karate and Taekwondo were mostly of kicks, punches, knee strikes, elbow strikes, and some grapples and throws. Judo, however, was mostly all throws and takedowns – basically techniques to bring your opponent down or get them into locks or chokes by changing their momentum with force. We started with mostly stretches and warm-ups until we started to learn all the stances and strikes. I looked over and saw some teenagers wearing face shields, chest guards, shin guards, foot guards, and gloves while engaging in fighting matches. Some were really good as they took down their opponent and held them down. How long will it take for us to learn those?  
I went to use the restroom, but when I came out, I ran into Warren, Shaun, Scarlet, and Sarah. They were wearing black Gi uniforms with the tiger martial arts symbol on their backs. 
“Hey! You’re here!” Warren said, with a smile. 
“Yeah we’re here,” I replied, as they hugged me. 
“Finally, here with the ass-kickers huh?” Shaun asked. 
“Yep we are, I see you guys are familiar here.” 
“Don’t worry, you’ll shed your civilian clothes soon and be part of the clan. Where’s everyone else?” Scarlet asked.  
I pointed, “Over there with Sensei Indiana.” 
“Oh man, it’s gonna take forever for you guys to start knowing how to kick ass with him. He takes his sweet ass time,” Sarah said.
“He does?” 
“Yep, it took us months until we actually started learning the real useful stuff,” Shaun answered. 
Warren placed his arm around my shoulder and pointed, “You see those teens over there? Those guys are black belts and for a few point cards, they’ll teach you whatever you want.” 
I looked over at Warren. 
He looked back at me, “Listen, you and your friends are good people so we’re not gonna leave you hanging. We’re gonna look out for you, and some of the things they can teach are things that can’t wait. Talk to your friends and let us know when you’re ready. Okay?” 
I hesitantly answered, “Yeah sure.” 
As I walked back to my friends, there was this girl sitting up high on the benches looking at me. She was sitting in a relaxed position with one knee brought up with her arm resting on it. I could see clearly, she was about my age, a little shorter than me, athletic build, and had short brunette hair that only reached the bottom of her neck with a pretty face. Her appearance didn’t surprise me as much as her eyes. Her eyes were mismatched – her right eye was blue and her left eye was green. For some reason, I stopped and stared back at her. It was as if we were both observing each other. Unlike how Molly was staring at me in Fort Denver where all noise fell away leaving a peaceful silence with a wonderful feeling of curiosity, this girl staring at me left a different silence and an empty feeling of complete unknown. I’ve never seen her before, and I had no idea whether she’s an outsider like me or a domestic kid like these people. We stared at each for half a minute, until two teens that were fighting each were making loud grunts as one did a shoulder throw. I looked back at the girl again before walking away, but I could feel her eyes on me still – I almost looked over my shoulder. 
After some more lessons, they sent us to go jogging on the track outside. I took this opportunity to tell my friends of the hookup Warren and the others have set up for us. 
“Hey, listen up, Warren and the others told me of this group of black belt teens that are willing to teach us some effective self-defense techniques right away. There’s a catch, it costs some point cards, I don’t know how much, but I think it’s worth it,” I told them, as we were jogging. 
“Black belts?” Molly asked. 
“Self-defense? Are you serious?” Carrie asked. 
“Yeah, Warren said to come find him and the others when we’ve made a decision,” I said. 
“Them? Whose them? The teens?” Ashley questioned. 
“No. I mean, Warren, Shaun, Scarlet, and Sarah.” 
“Sarah? She was with Warren too?” 
“Yeah, they said—”
I stopped talking as we passed instructors and waited until we had some distance between us. 
“They said it’ll be a while until the instructors will teach the stuff that’ll actually help us if we run into trouble.” 
“For real? Well shit, sign us up for the deal!” Carrie expressed excitedly. 
“Hold on, are we sure we want to do this? Is there a downside to this?” Jess cautioned. 
“The only downside I can think of is we lose a couple of point cards, but for some solid self-defense moves on demand? That sounds like a fair deal,” Patch stated. 
“So, are we all in this?” I asked. 
“I’m in,” Carrie answered right away. 
“Me, too,” Molly followed. 
“Same,” Patch and Jess said simultaneously. 
I looked at Ashley. 
She thought for a moment and then answered, “Well . . . I think we can trust them on this. I’m in too.” 
“Alright, let’s find Warren after school and he’ll hook us up,” I said. 
We waited until gym was over and tried to meet up with Warren before our last two classes of the day, but something else caught our attention. 
“Hey, freakshows! Where are you going? Huh?” a boy said as he and his friends approached some littler kids. 
We recognized them; they were domestic kids. I can’t remember if they were yellow or green belts. There were five of them. They were talking to three younger kids, they looked like outsider kids – one of them had a small knife scar on his face. 
“What do you think, Jimmy? Which one would he be on the cover of Ripley’s Believe it or Not? Scarface? Blockhead? Or Annoying Orange?” the boy asked. 
Jimmy thought for a moment, “Hmm . . . I’m definitely thinking . . . Annoying Orange!” 
They chuckled, but the younger kids didn’t laugh. Instead they glared. 
“Nobody asked you, McKenzie, and we told you to leave us alone,” the redhead said. 
McKenzie smirked, “That’s no way to show gratitude to the people that are letting you stay. I mean, if you want to go back out there and live like animals, that’s fine. Even though we saved your lives, you don’t want to have all this? That’s fine, I guess. What about you Michael? You good with that?” 
“Nope,” Michael replied. 
“What about you, Troy?” 
“Hell nope,” Troy answered. 
“Peter?” 
Peter walked up to the kids, “Not—” he punched one kid in the gut, “—on—” punched another, “—their lives.” 
The kids groaned in pain. 
“Be grateful shitheads,” Peter said, before they all shoved them aside. 
As they walked away, my friends and I approached them. 
“Are you alright?” Ashley asked. 
“Not really. Those assholes have been on us for fucking days,” the redhead answered. 
“Have you told anyone about this?” I asked. 
“Like what? A teacher? We already have . . . and clearly they didn’t make it stop,” he said before the three of them walked away. 
My friends and I watched them as they walked away before Warren showed up. 
“You see what kids like us have to put up with?” Warren asked, from behind us. 
“Why do they treat outsiders like us like that?” Molly asked. 
“Why do some white people in the deep south not like Yankees or anyone that’s black? Or, the Greeks and the Turks? Or the Muslims and Christians? People don’t like things that are outside their comfort zone. They condemn what they don’t understand and bullies look for anyone they see as weak to make themselves feel strong.”
“Yeah right . . . anyway we’re in. When can we meet these black belts?” I asked. 
“I’ll talk to them and get back to you. They trust me, so when I put in a good word, it’ll work out. Just keep quiet about this, capisce?” 
I nodded. 
As he walked away, I suddenly realized River and her brothers were going through the same thing. If their class is anything like ours, they’ll need what we’re being offered. 
“Warren!” I called. 
He stopped and I spoke, “We got three other friends, can you include them on this?” 
“Do you trust them to keep a secret?” Warren asked. 
“Yes, I do.” 
“Are they in our class?” 
“No, they’re teenagers.” 
“Alright, I’ll get back to you guys tomorrow.” 
When school was over Ashley, Carrie and I went to the high school next door to our middle school and waited for River and her brothers to show. It didn’t take long for the bell to ring and all the students began exiting the school. We were able to spot River and her brothers, she kept them close as she stayed in between them. They saw us as and we waved them to come over. River was the first to speak when they came over. 
“Nathan? Girls? What’s going on? You okay?” River spoke first. 
“Everything’s fine, we just wanted to see you. Do you have self-defense class, too?” I asked. 
“Yeah, they’re making us learn Karate, Taekwondo, Judo, and a couple others,” Clark answered. 
“Are you learning just the basics?” 
“Yeah, why?” 
“Listen, a friend of ours hooked us up with some black belt teens. For some point cards, they’ll teach us some serious moves that can protect us – stuff that the instructors won’t teach us right away,” I started. 
“Whoa, really?” Cody asked, surprised. 
“Yeah and he asked if we could include you guys too and he said yes,” Ashley said. 
“Are you serious? For real?” River asked, wide-eyed. 
“Yeah, so are you in?” Carrie asked. 
“Hell yeah! Absolutely!” River answered instantly. 
“Whoa hold on, River, are you sure about this? Cause this sounds kinda sketchy,” Clark warned. 
“Yeah, River, what if we get into trouble with this?” Cody asked. 
“Clark, Cody, I don’t feel safe in this school. You saw those guys, the way they stared at me. It felt like they were undressing me with their eyes. I get this terrible feeling that they might try to gang-rape me or something, so I need this and I would feel a lot safer if you knew this stuff as well,” River explained. 
“Are you sure you’re not being paranoid?” Clark asked. 
“Better to have something and not need it than need it and not have it,” I butted in. 
River agreed, “Ha! Exactly! You see?”
“Nate, girls, do you trust this friend?” Clark asked. 
“Yeah, he’s solid . . . he’s from outside the walls like us,” Ashley answered. 
The brothers sighed and said fine. We took the monorail to go home. The clear sunset was making everything yellow, including the lighthouse. The bright yellow sunlight reflected brightly against the building windows of the city. What an interesting day: we’re required to know self-defense and Warren hooked us up with some black belts. However, I was still thinking about that girl that was staring at me. She wasn’t smiling like Molly did at Fort Denver. What was that about? I was also thinking about what Warren said about bullies. Bullies are no different than predators and they’re still out there. I started thinking about the future. 
“Hey! Earth to Nathan!” Ashley said in my ear, and patted my chest. 
“Huh?” I turned. 
“Where’d you go? We called your name three times.” 
“I was just thinking.” 
“That’s dangerous,” Jess mocked. 
“Shut up,” Molly said, nudging her shoulder. 
“What were you thinking about?” Carrie asked. 
“Oh, just today and tomorrow . . . and a whole mess of other things,” I said. 
“Like what?” 
I left a long pause before speaking, “Do you guys think about the future?” 
“What? Like the far future? With flying cars and teleporters? Like that? Sure, although I’m not real wild about the weird-ass fashion like the Hunger Games and Star Trek. I like to keep it simple and casual, nothing complicated,” Patch stated. 
“Funny, but I was talking about our future – yours and mine. Where do you guys see yourself in five years from now?” 
“Oh that . . . um I don’t really know. What about you guys?”
Everyone shrugged. 
“What brought that up?” Jess asked. 
I started, “We’re getting older, which means that someday we’re going to be adults. That also means, that the adults are gonna get old . . . including the soldiers that protect this place.” 
“Oooh . . . I see where you’re going with this,” Ashley said. 
“And where am I going with this?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. 
“We came all this to find a safe place to live . . . and now we gotta protect it.” 
Everyone’s eyes widened. 
“Wha-wha wait, what?” Jess asked. 
“Hol-hold, hold up. What are you two talking about? What made you make that assumption?” Molly asked.  
“Math,” Ashley answered. 
They all turned to her as she explained, “Just as Nathan said, we’re all getting older which means one day the adults will be too old to protect us as we will be the adults.” 
I added, “Which means, that their war with the undead and the dangers outside will become our war if we want to protect this place.”
“So, what are you saying? That we should enlist in the army?” Carrie asked. 
“Well . . . it’s better to be prepared for something that might not happen than not ready for something that will happen. Am I saying that we should expect to join the military? No, but we all know nothing lasts forever.” 
“Murphy’s law – anything that can go wrong will go wrong. Basically, sooner or later we won’t be picking daisies anymore. We’ll be picking enemies off with a rifle,” Ashley stated. 
“That’s a blunt way to put it, but yeah you’re right. Look, I don’t know what’s gonna happen. All I’m saying is just . . . hope for the best and prepare for the worst,” I said. 
Patch nodded, “He’s right . . . sooner or later our protectors aren’t gonna be around. There’s more than one outcome. Maybe the zombies will be all dead by then, or they’ll be knocking on our doorstep. Either way, I’m not losing this home . . . not by a long shot.” 
“Alright,” Carrie said.  
The rest agreed, but the cheer died down. Things got better once we got to Will and Kayley’s place. Kayley was changing her hairstyle; she had her hair tied in a half up half down style with a few braids tied in front of her ears and had some beads in the braids and feather hair bands at the ends of the braids – she was beautiful. We stopped and stared at her in awe. 
“Kayley . . . your hair,” I spoke. 
“You like it? I was always one that would try to stand out,” Kayley smiled.  
Tracy walked in with a few thin braids as well, but no feathers or beads. She looked really attractive in her jean shorts and her sleeveless tank top. Kayley and Faith were in a similar fashion, but Jeff and Father Lawrence wore jean pants with a T-shirt – except Will who wore shorts as well. Looked like they went and bought stuff, food and clothes as they were sorting things out with where they go. 
“How was your day, kids?” Tracy asked, as we sat down. 
“It was alright, we’re learning martial arts,” Jess answered. 
The adults stopped for a moment and looked at us before asking. 
“Wha? Wait, martial arts?” Faith asked. 
“Yep, we’re learning Karate, Taekwondo, Judo, and a couple of others whose names we either can’t remember or can’t pronounce,” Patch answered, as we pulled out our binders to do homework. 
“Really?” Kayley asked. 
“Yeah, it’s part of a mandatory thing to know how to defend ourselves,” Molly stated. 
“Hmm . . . you know kids, I’m a black belt myself,” Will said. 
“You are?” Tracy asked. 
“Me, too,” Kayley added. 
“You never told us that,” Jeff said. 
“Yeah well, there’s a lot of things you don’t know about us. Like I used to be a graffiti artist.” 
“You? A graffiti artist?” Tracy asked eyed-wide. 
“Eh, you didn’t miss much.” 
As they were chatting, I didn’t know how to tell Clara and Jonathan about our new classes. Knowing Clara, she’s either gonna be deeply concerned or she’s gonna be a total soccer mom about this – or she’s gonna be cool about it. For some reason, I didn’t talk to my people about those bullies. Maybe, I can finally bond with Jonathan by asking him.  
When I got home and opened the front door, I heard Ellen talking with her parents. 
“You see that? That’s a back kick! You just turn and pow!” Ellen said, demonstrating. 
“Alright, alright Ellen, try not to break anything,” Clara said. 
Jonathan saw me walk in, “There you are, so you’re in this self-defense class, too?” 
“Yeah, I am,” I answered. 
“And it’s required?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well, you gotta admit Jonathan, it is a good idea,” Clara said. 
“I guess,” Jonathan replied. 
“Ellen, why don’t we go to the backyard and you can show us all the moves that you learned,” Clara said. 
“You got it!” Ellen said, confidently. 
As they went outside, I sat on the couch, tired. Jonathan sat next to me on the couch with an expression that looked like he was studying what I was feeling. Judging from his face, he wasn’t too excited about all this like me. This would be a good time to talk. 
“First time I’ve seen her smile in a long time. I just wish it wasn’t for something like this,” Jonathan said. 
“Maybe, she thinks she can kick my teeth in,” I replied. 
Jonathan chuckled, “Yeah, but you would fight back because you have skills too, right?” 
“I’m not too wild about hitting girls.” 
“Hold on to that kind of mindset, it means you’re a gentleman.” 
I chuckled a smile. 
After a few minutes of watching Ellen show off her moves and bond with Clara, I finally spoke. 
“Did you ever do anything like this back when you were in school?” I asked. 
“Martial arts? No, wasn’t my thing. I was more of a weight lifting, basketball, hacky sack, and book club kind of guy. Fighting however, I did a little bit of that in school,” Jonathan answered. 
“Fighting? You get into fights?” 
“Well, my friends and I . . . we really didn’t like bullies and I mean not at all. We used to go around looking for bullies and then beat the shit out of them.” 
“Isn’t that like being a bully, but on bullies?” 
“I prefer giving them a taste of their own medicine.” 
I thought for a moment before asking, “Does it work?” 
“Does what work?” Jonathan asked, turning to me.
“Does beating them up make them stop? The bullies.”
Jonathan left a pause before answering, “Sometimes.” 
“Sometimes?” 
“The thing about bullies is, they look for someone weak to pick on to make them feel strong and dominant. So, when you humiliate them, they’ll either stop or they’ll get angry and try to get revenge. Certain people can learn if they get a loud enough wakeup call or knock some sense into them. On the other hand, some people don’t change, they don’t get better – in fact, they get worse and continue to hurt more people because they’re fucked up. Why go, you ask?” 
I sighed and spoke, “After class . . . I saw some . . . domestic kids picking on some outsider kids.”  
“Domestic kids?” 
“Kids that have never been out there like us. Anyway, they were picking on outsider kids and apparently even though the teachers know, they still bully. So . . . what can I do?”
“Well, a bully won’t stop until he’s been stopped. If telling a teacher isn’t going to do anything, then you may have to do something.” 
Jonathan turned toward me and placed a hand on my shoulder, “You walk up to the bullies and tell them to leave everyone alone and if they don’t . . . then hurt them. Make them feel the pain you bring them and make them know the pain only gets worse and worse the more they don’t listen.” 
Hurt them? He was making sense. Plus, he’s dealt with bullies before and I’d rather fight them than let them pick on those little kids, but I remembered what my real father said. Fight smart. I should get with Patch, Warren, and Shaun to have my back rather than make a rookie mistake of standing alone when you got friends. I slept peacefully that night. 
 
****
 
The next day was normal as we had class, the self-defense class, but we met up with Warren and River with her brothers. Warren introduced us to the black belt teens – there were four of them, seniors. The cost was a little expensive – twenty-point cards per person. To my surprise they were actually really nice, as they explained, demonstrated, and taught us various effective self-defense moves – the shoulder throw, Uchi-Mata, Labai takedown, the leg sweep, how to escape some locks. They taught the real effective moves to River and her brothers, like the Kata-Guruma takedown or “shoulder wheel,” Labai, the Double-Leg takedown and some others. I have to say, it’s actually kinda fun. You get to realize how strong you can be, as we threw each other on the floor mats, we became competitive . . . and a little cocky. Patch and I were impressed how well the girls could floor us, no problem with that at all. We went home in the monorail late feeling sore, but somewhat happy. 
River chuckled, “What’s the matter Clark? I didn’t kick your ass that hard, did I?” 
“Where did you learn to count? We’re even,” Clark answered. 
“I must say, you girls know how to leg sweep. My ass still hurts,” Patch said. 
“See, this is why there needs to be more female badasses in the movies. We’re just so good at kicking ass and taking names,” Jess mocked. 
Molly nudged my leg with a smile, “How are you feeling, tiger?” 
“About the same as you, beat . . . but in a good way,” I answered. 
“Me too . . . is it weird that I feel strong?” 
“Nope, because you are strong,” Carrie answered. 
“Feels like winning, doesn’t it?” Ashley asked. 
“It does, it really does,” Molly stated. 
My smile went away. I was remembering what that felt like . . . when I killed Logan and watched the zombies eat him alive. Winning. Death has nothing to celebrate about and never will, but that feeling when I killed him – it felt so real. 
“Guys,” I spoke. 
“Yeah?” Molly answered. 
“Can I tell you something?” 
“Yeah, of course.” 
“You remember back in Denver, when we were on the roof of the mall . . .  and Logan shot those soldiers?” 
Everyone was quiet when I brought that up. 
“We remember . . . why?” Ashley asked. 
“After I killed him, when I was watching the zombies eat him and that I was letting the thought that for the first time I had killed a human sink in . . . do you know what it felt like?” 
They were silent as they looked at me. 
“It felt like winning . . . I never told anyone, because I thought for a moment there was something wrong with me. I rationalized by thinking that it was just victory and that I saved everyone, but . . . am I messed up guys?” I asked. 
Molly pulled her hair back behind her ear and sat close to me. 
“Sonny, there’s nothing wrong with you. Almost everything, every kind of thought crosses our minds and all sorts of feelings come up, but that doesn’t mean we’re nuts,” Molly explained. 
“The world isn’t split between good and evil, it’s not that black and white. There's a bit of both in everyone, everyone. So, what you felt that day wasn’t something sinister or malicious. You’re a good person. You think I haven’t felt like it was winning whenever I killed a zombie? I felt it almost every time,” Ashley explained. 
“Let me ask you something, Sunshine. If you had to go through everything we’ve been through all over again, would you do things differently?” Jess asked. 
“No, I’d try to save some people that are dead now but—"
“You see? Not many people would, but you would for us and everyone back home. That makes you a good person and that’s what’s important,” Patch said. 
“You’re right, people are defined by their actions,” I stated. 
“Exactly, you can think and feel whatever you want, but what you do is really what matters,” Carrie stated.  
I smiled and hugged everyone. 
“Winning, huh? That’s what it felt like? Your first human kill?” River asked. 
“Yeah, in a way,” I answered. 
River studied my face. 
“I felt like it was messed up when I realized what that feeling was. That’s why I never told anyone. I thought you guys would think less of me,” I stated. 
“You know that would never happen,” Carrie stated. 
I smiled. 
“I can understand that feeling,” River said. 
We all turned to her. 
“That’s what it felt like – my first human kill.” 
I sat down as she continued. 
River explained, “It was some bandit trying to steal from us. I was on watch. I didn’t even call out. I just drew my arrow back and aimed at him. As soon he heard me, he turned around and . . . I just let go and the arrow went right into his chest. He died before even hitting the ground . . . his eyes were still open. I can’t tell which was worse, the arrow in his chest or the bullet I had put in his head.” 
We stared at her silently. 
“I guess, we all got shadows in our past, right?” River asked. 
“Yeah, but better you alive than him,” Clark said. 
“Word,” Cody added. 
Almost every day, we would sneak into the gym for the black belt teens to train us. This went on for almost two weeks. It felt good that we were ahead of everyone else in class. My friends and I started to hang out with the littler kids that were being bullied. Turns out, they were having a bit of a rough time fitting in. They all still had nightmares of being out there. Their names were Billy, Dominic, and Stanley. Stanley was the redhead, Dominic was a brunette, and Billy was the one with a knife scar. They opened up more when we told them that we were from the outside. We even invited them over to Will and Kayley’s place. 
“Where the heck is Jess and Patch?” Carrie asked. 
“They said they needed to pick something up after work. Jess said it was something special,” Molly answered.
They were chowing down on some chicken stew. They were smiling as they were chowing down on it. We ate out in the balcony. Billy and Dominic couldn’t stop looking at the view of the ocean. 
“How’s the food, boys?” I asked Billy, Dominic, and Stanley.
“It’s delicious,” Billy said. 
“Yeah, everything is better homemade,” Dominic added. 
“Good thing you don’t cook then,” Stanley joked. 
“Oh, you don’t think I can cook? Keep this up and I’ll cook you for dinner!” 
“But who would eat him? Even the zombies don’t want him,” Billy stated. 
They laughed. Every time a gust of wind blew, they stopped and inhaled the wind. I tried it and it’s actually nice breathing in the fresh air. Then Jess and Patch finally came back.
“Sorry I’m late. We had to take the scenic route,” Jess said. 
Kayley gave her a look that said she saw right through her with her arms crossed. 
“What?” Jess asked innocently. 
“Jess . . . every time you say that it means you were doing something. What were you up to?” Kayley asked. 
“Nothing bad.” 
“Is it anything good?” 
“Well . . . for me, yes.” 
“Jess,” Kayley said firmly. 
Patch stepped forward, “Alright, alright, you got us. We swung by school.” 
“What for?” Will asked. 
“Extra credit. We were low on some grades and asked our teachers for some extra credit to boost our grades up,” Jess added. 
“Yeah, see for yourself,” Patch said, handing them some papers. 
“Extra credit huh?” Kayley asked, as she and Will looked at the grades. 
“Yeah, sorry we didn’t tell you earlier. We just didn’t want you to be upset over the bad grades before,” Jess said. 
“I’d prefer you tell anyway. Bad grades or not, I need to know what you’re doing so I don’t worry,” Kayley said. 
“Okay yeah, we’re sorry,” Patch said. 
“It’s alright, just no more tip-toeing around us, okay?” Will asked. 
“Yeah, you got it,” Jess said. 
As soon as they both went out on the balcony, Jess and Patch came over to us, opening their backpacks. 
“What were you guys really up to?” Carrie asked. 
“Doing extra credit, but that wasn’t all we were doing,” Patch answered. 
I glanced at the balcony door then back at them. 
“What else were you doing?” I asked.
Jess pulled out a zip-locked bag with some small containers filled with liquid. 
“Planting some very effective stink bombs in those bullies’ bags,” Jess answered. 
“Stink bombs? Where the hell did you find stink bombs?” Ashley asked. 
“Martial Arts training isn’t the only thing those black belt teens can provide. Jess had a wonderful idea of ruining their odor. You just break these, plant them and run,” Patch said. 
“Those assholes had detention. So, we snuck in during extra credit and planted a dozen in each backpack. I even put one in their hoodie!” Jess added. 
“Holy shit,” Carrie said, amazed. 
“Shit is what they’re gonna smell like,” I stated. 
“Worse my friend. Worse,” Patch added, with a smile. 
The three boys were smiling with satisfactory delight. 
“We figured that should lighten things up for you three,” Jess said, giving them a wink and a smile. 
“Thank you for that. Thank you,” Dominic said. 
“Oh, I can’t wait for tomorrow now!” Billy said. 
“Me, too!” Stanley added. 
The next day, we could smell the foul odor on them. It was so bad that they had to be sent home. It was bad timing for the bullies with all the kids laughing and mocking them. Although, Billy, Dominic, and Stanley got a little carried away with the name-calling as they walked out. We watched them from the lockers.
“Now tell me, have you ever seen a more perfect sight in all your life?” Patch asked us. 
“I can literally smell their humiliation,” Carrie asked, as we walked to class. 
“No wonder losing stinks,” Jess punned. 
“Was that a pun?” Ashley asked as she grabbed a textbook out of her locker. 
“Nope, but this is. What did the ocean do when she saw her old friend, the beach?” 
We didn’t say anything. Molly and I put r textbook in our lockers and grabbed our history textbook for our upcoming class.
“She waved,” Jess answered leaning against the lockers. 
Some of us chuckled while the rest rolled our eyes. 
“Oh, I got a million of them. Why shouldn’t you write with a broken pencil?” 
Molly rolled her eyes, “Let me guess, it’s pointless?” 
“Damn you know that one? Alright, why don’t eggs tell jokes?” 
We got to history class and sat at our usual sits. Not looking forward to the test. 
Ashley sighed, “You’re killing me Smalls.” 
Molly answered again, “Because they’d be cracking each other up.” 
“Alright smartass, let’s hear you say one! Then I’ll stop!” Jess challenged. 
Molly sighed, “Okay, why didn’t the bullet show up for work?” 
“Why?” Patch asked. 
“He got fired.” 
Everyone chuckled. 
“That’s so dumb. I love it,” I said, with a smile. 
Luckily, the smell didn’t stay in the school. Jess and Patch were right about those teens, because they knew their way around this city with all sorts of cool stuff. Ashley, Carrie, and I were able to hook up with some tech guys that kept a digital storage of music and movies. For some point cards, we could buy songs, game apps, movies, and even show episodes and download them into our iPod Touches or buy any other smart device. We bought several – like kids at a candy store. God, I miss those, too. 
 
****
 
Things were going well. At least, until we ran into the three little boys again and they had black eyes and bruised cheeks or lips as they were headed the infirmary. Ashley, Sarah, and Molly marched straight to them to look closely at their faces.
“Who did this to you?” Ashley asked, seriously. 
Stanley looked away.
Ashley pulled his face to look at her and demanded, “Stanley, tell me who this is to you.” 
“You know who did this,” Billy answered. 
We turned to him. 
“Same guys . . . same assholes. McKenzie and his goons and just like before, they’ll get off easy.” 
A very sharp and strong anger boiled in me. My left eye twitched and my fists clenched. 
Patch shook his head declaring, “I’ve had enough of this bullshit. I don’t care if I get in trouble.” 
As he walked away Jess called out, “What are you gonna do?” 
Patch didn’t answer.
“Boys, we’re gonna take you to the infirmary to get you some ice,” Ashley said. 
“It’s okay. Nurse Margot is there. She’ll help us,” Dominic stated. 
“Are you sure?” Molly asked. 
“We’ll be fine,” Stanley said.
They walked into the main building while we went after Patch in the gym. The gym was full of all three, elementary, middle, and high school kids. River and her brothers were hanging with some other teens. Everyone was either playing, or hanging out with friends. 
“Where’s Patch?” I asked. 
“I don’t see him,” Shaun said. 
“Neither do I,” Scarlet added.
“Alright spread out,” Carrie instructed. 
Molly stuck with me, while Shaun stuck with his sister Scarlet and Warren, and Carrie went with Ashley. We searched until finally we spotted him. He was approaching the bullies. They were hanging in one side of the court mostly talking, walking, and laughing. 
“Hey!” Patch called. 
They didn’t hear him. 
“Hey asshole! I’m talking to you!” Patch called louder. 
They stopped and turned around. 
“What’d you say?” McKenzie asked. 
“I saw you and what you did to those three kids. You think that’s funny? Huh? Bullying someone like that?” Patch jabbed. 
“Didn’t you hear what the counselor said? It’s healthy to blow off some steam,” Troy stated. 
“Yeah, besides we weren’t bullying. We were just messing around,” Jimmy stated. 
“Yeah, just harmless horsing around. You know, bros gotta bro,” Michael added.
“You call giving someone black eyes and bruises horsing around? You call that harmless? That’s bullshit!” Patch stated. 
“We were giving them a proper greeting and making them feel welcomed. You shouldn’t lecture and judge other people for their actions. It just makes you look retarded,” McKenzie said with a smirk. 
I swear to God, his smile pissed me off just looking at him. It was the kind of cocky smile that all dickheads make when they think they’re tougher or smarter than anyone else. The argument was getting some attention as both kids and teens watched from a distance. I looked over and saw River and her brothers, Clark and Cody seeing us. 
“But if you want to stand on our shoulders and call yourself tall you can do that, but it’ll just make you look more insecure and stupid. You should stop following us before you get hurt,” McKenzie said with the same smirk smile. 
As they walked away, I suddenly couldn’t control myself any longer. The angry was boiling inside me, the blood in my head started to rush, and I clenched my fists. It’s not wise to start fights, but there’s no way in fucking hell I can live with myself by letting those assholes walk away with that. I moved past my friends, past Patch and marched straight towards them. I headed for McKenzie first. I bent down, grabbed both of his ankles, and pulled hard lifting up to make McKenzie fall flat on his face – he fell directly on his nose. Almost immediately after he hit the floor, everyone gasped and looked at us wide-eyed. McKenzie was writhing and moaning in pain as he turned to his side while covering his face with both of his hands as blood was already streaming out. His buddies tried to help him.
“Oh shit!” someone called out. 
“What the fuck?! What did you do that for?!” Jimmy yelled. 
“What’s your problem?!” Troy demanded. 
“You’re my fucking problem dickhead,” I stated, grimly. 
“You broke his nose, you son of a bitch!” Michael yelled. 
Patch walked up and stood next to me, “What are you gonna about it, bitch?” 
Troy, Jimmy, Peter, and Michael looked at us wide-eyed before making angry faces. 
“You fuckers! You’re dead!” Troy roared, before charging. 
Troy tried to kick Patch in the chest, but Patch caught his foot and did a Sanda takedown which was basically trapping the kick between your arm and torso, then kicking the standing leg to make the other person fall down. Jimmy tried to come at me, but Warren stepped in front of me and did a Uchi Mata throw on him, by grabbing his arms and by pulling him back to his side to throw him off balance and then by using his own leg as a lever to go in between Troy’s legs, Warren was able to throw him hard to the ground. 
I did a rear horse kick, which was a spinning side kick on Peter and hit him in the ribs. Michael threw a few punches before doing a roundhouse kick and just like Patch I grabbed his leg and locked it in between my arm and my side before kicking his standing leg to do a Sanda takedown. Peter threw a roundhouse kick at me, but I ducked underneath and then he threw a few punches before I locked his arm in my armpit and punched him in the gut a few times hard. He gasped and grunted as I hit his side, then I kicked Michael before he could come at me, and then I kneed Peter in the face sending him down. Everyone got excited and made noise as we fought, but by the sounds of it they were cheering for us. I looked over and saw Patch and Warren dealing with Troy and Jimmy. They were winning the fight with well-placed punches and kicks. Before I could help, McKenzie tackled me from behind. We both spun around as we fell. Then McKenzie punched me in the ribs. 
“Ah!” I grunted. 
“Nate!” Carrie called, while Ashley and Molly were holding her back. 
McKenzie grabbed me and locked his arm around my neck as he pulled me up. I tried to pull his arms off, but he had me in a good lock. 
“What’s the matter, outsider?! Having trouble breathing?! Not used to the city air?!” McKenzie mocked. 
I elbowed his side three times, used the back of my head to hit his face before grabbing his arm and doing a shoulder throw – I grabbed his right arm to use as a lever to pull hard and throw him over me. McKenzie landed hard on his side and was writhing in pain.
“Oh! Yes!” Jess cheered, with a smile.  
“Is that all you got?!” Patch yelled. 
“Come on! We’re right here!” Warren called out. 
A teenage boy ran up and pushed me down, “Get off him!” 
Before I could get up, River ran up and punched him hard in the face. He stumbled backwards and fell on his ass.
After he fell, River replied, “You get the fuck back!” 
The teen glared at her. “You fucking bitch!” and tried to punch her but she did a shoulder throw on him. 
As soon as he hit the floor, Clark hollered, “Let’s go motherfuckers!” 
Outsider teens and domestic teens charged at each other and a big brawl erupted. Everyone was punching, kicking, tackling, and even headbutting – thankfully Ashley, Carrie, Molly, Jess, Sarah, and Scarlet weren’t engaging. Although, from the look of Carrie’s face she wanted to fight. River and Clark busted some real sweet moves. River punched a guy in the face with her left, kneed his gut, and then executed a perfect flying head-scissors takedown – by facing his side and jumping her legs from his back, locking her legs around his head, and then spinning her weight to his front she pulled his momentum down hard as he landed on his back. She then began punching his face. Clark threw some punches on another teen, but when he was punched in the face, Clark did a Kata-Guruma on him – when the teen threw a right punch, Clark grabbed his right with his left, then quickly got down to lock his right arm around the guy’s right leg, then pulled the guy’s arm down while lifting his leg up, Clark threw him over him and he landed hard on his back. Cody ran up to a teen and did a successful double-leg takedown on the one loud asshole. The instructors rushed in to try and stop the fighting, but it was going to take them a while to defuse it. 
 I went up to McKenzie, grabbed his arm in an armlock under my left armpit – by wrapping my left arm around his right arm with my right hand grasping his wrist, all I have to do is pull his toward my chest and I’ll break his arm. He let a cry of pain as I kept pressure holding his arm back.
Patch and Warren saw what I was doing and got in between to stop any kids from intervening. 
“It hurts doesn’t it, McKenzie? That uncomfortable pain, like you’re about to break. Well, imagine that and the feeling like you can’t breathe at the same time. That’s what life as an outsider feels like! That’s what it’s like every day!” I said, in his ear. 
Ellen showed up with a confused and worried look. She tried to stop me but Patch and Warren stopped her.  
“Nate! Stop! You’re gonna break his arm!” Ellen yelled. 
“That’s the point,” Patch said, holding her back. 
I explained, “Here’s the thing, if you keep bullying other people . . . I will make you experience worse pain. You leave everyone alone; you won’t have to deal with me or my friends ever again. Do you understand?” 
McKenzie didn’t answer. 
I pulled his arm and yelled, “Do you understand?! Answer me if you understand!” 
He yelped, “Yeah I understand! Let me go! You’re breaking my arm!” 
“You gonna leave those kids alone?!” 
“Yes!” McKenzie gasped. 
“Am I ever gonna have to do this again?!” 
“Nate! He got the message, let him go!” Ellen cried, trying to get past Patch and Warren. 
I looked up at her and said, “I need to hear him say it. McKenzie, am I gonna—”  
“No, I promise! I-I learned my lesson! Now-now let me go, Nate! Seriously, my arm—” 
I released him and got up. 
Before I got off of him, I made him look at me in the eye and said, “Don’t ever forget this, because if this happens a second time . . . there won’t be a third.” 
The fight was defusing as I got up. I looked around and saw the girl with mismatched eyes looking at me. She had this expression that said, ‘What the hell?’ I didn’t say anything or make a face. I’m not sorry for what I did and I’m not gonna hide from it. The silence lasted for a few seconds until the instructors came storming in. 
“Hey! Everyone step back! Now!” Sensei David ordered. 
Sensei Indiana and David stopped when they saw McKenzie’s bloody face – his face was in worse condition than everyone else’s. The commotion grew really quiet and one by one eyes shifted from McKenzie to me. Sensei Indiana looked at me with great disappointment. 
“You did this?” Sensei Indiana asked. 
Everyone looked at me, Patch, and Warren.  
“Yes, I did,” I answered. 
Sensei Indiana looked back at McKenzie, then back at me. He marched straight towards me and grabbed me roughly by my shirt. 
“What are you doing? That’s not how I taught you,” Sensei Indiana said. 
I roughly shook his arm off and stated, “I hurt him because he’s a useless bully and – he likes it.”
Sensei Indiana’s eyes widened and asked, “A bully? That’s what this is all about? You think that makes you justified? Instead of coming to me or any other instructor you took matters into—”
“We already came to you for help,” Warren interrupted. 
Sensei Indiana turned to him. 
“Twice and so did the kids that were bullied and each time you didn’t do anything to make them stop. So, don’t lecture us on chain of command. This is only the option we felt was left,” Warren continued. 
“That’s no excuse. You don’t get to decide how to handle this!” Sensei David shouted. 
“And you do? Because we can count on you to handle this?” Patch asked. 
“Alright, everyone sit down on the benches now!” 
We all sat down, but my friends and I along with those mainly responsible for the fight sat upfront investment bankers back into the main building to get parents and guardians. 
“Whatever reasons, right or wrong you need to understand something. There are rules! People have to follow a ‘rule of law’ – without it, everything disintegrates! If you don’t follow the rules, we’re no different than the animals outside the walls!” Sensei Indiana barked. 
“Animals like us you mean,” River stepped in. 
The instructors turned to her. 
River continued, “Do you have any idea what’s like to be us when we come here? Surviving by the skin of our teeth with a knife to our throats and be treated like outcasts simply because—” 
“The rules apply to everyone regardless of where you come from, class, or race! We can’t afford any anarchy when civilization has fallen apart. People have to be governed and follow the rule of law,” Sensei David stated.  
“When the rules aren’t applied fairly, sticking to them is the excuse of every tyrant in history. From Nero to Napoleon to Hitler to Stalin. If you truly believe in rules then apply them fairly – why do bullies like those little shits get away with what they’ve done?!” Cody objected. 
“Oh, I can assure you they will be punished – just as you’ll be. As you all will be!” Sensei Indiana stated.
“Us, too?!” Troy yelled shocked. 
“His nose is broken!” Michael yelled. 
“Shut up!” Sensei Indiana ordered. 
Sensei Indiana walked up to me and I looked up at him. 
“I still can’t understand why you would do that. You were always such a good student and I’ve seen you help other people, it’s so out of your character,” Sensei Indiana said. 
“What exactly do you know about me, Sensei? You think you know what kind of a person I am based on what you’ve seen for a few weeks? By now, you should know I hate bullies more than I fear punishment because they get off on hurting others. They enjoy it, and you’ve allowed it to happen,” I stated. 
I didn’t look away as I stared at him. 
“You think we control everything? You expected us to stop all the fighting? All the terrible things? You’ve hurt people. You think that makes you better than them. It makes you almost the same as them. We don’t want to hurt anyone. That’s why the rules stand and why we teach you, so that people don’t get hurt,” Sensei Indiana stated. 
“Someone has already gotten hurt, more than once turning a blind eye isn’t going to stop it, it encourages it – emboldens them because they get away with it. There’s no accountability see – we’re just ensuring accountability,” Warren added.  
“We’re talking about it right now. Beating someone for what they’ve done is not the answer, you sink to their level for doing that. You have to be better than that. People learn by the example others set for them. That’s the whole reason for teaching, to help people learn to be better. It’s not about individual competition, it’s about looking after one another. The world out there is a very different place than before, some of you know that from personal experience, but we can’t fight each other. We go down that road it’s a place of no return. Don’t hope for change, be the change,” Sensei Indiana stated. 
I spoke, “Tell that to the kids continually bullied and hurt by these assholes. Kids like Billy, Dominic, and Stanley.”
We didn’t say anything more. 
It didn’t take too long for our parents and guardians to show along with the principal. Everyone explained their story, the principal saw Stanley and the others, and once all the facts were assembled, McKenzie and his gang were suspended for a month. Our punishment was detention, by cleaning the gym and extra homework. So, that sucked but it could have been worse. McKenzie and the bullies’ parents argued but finally left grudgingly. We didn’t really get a chance to talk to our families, they were told to leave while we cleaned out the gym. 
“You know when Will said you guys didn’t want any trouble, I was assuming that meant you weren’t looking for any trouble,” Ellen said, wiping the mirrors. 
“I did what I thought was right. Would you have let them continue to bully those three kids?” I asked mopping the floors. 
“I’m not gonna defend them or in any way say they don’t deserve a good smack or two for what they did to those boys, but what you did was way over the fucking line!” 
I sighed while shaking my head.
“You broke his nose and you were gonna break his arm! What were you gonna do next? Kill him?” 
“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” Molly said, under her breath mopping the floors. 
“He was giving him a very serious warning,” Patch defended wiping the sinks. 
Ellen scoffed, “Jesus, I don’t believe this.” 
“Warren is right, bullies don’t stop until they’ve been stopped. When you do nothing you’ve emboldened them,” I said. 
“Oh agreed. I’d give those shitheads a knuckle sandwich for each of them, but these people aren’t bandits! You start breaking limbs and threatening to kill them, you’ll scare them into doing something crazy. People do crazy things when they’re scared!” Ellen said, seriously. 
I stared at her; she actually has a point. Maybe I went too far, because they’ll see me as a threat and if they’re serious about their survival as I am, they may actually try to send their own message, or just kill me. 
“That is a good point,” I said. 
“There! You see? Maybe cool it down and not kill anyone for a change!” Ellen argued. 
A domestic kid spoke, “McKenzie didn’t start that fight!” 
This got everyone’s attention.
“Oh, they didn’t?” Shaun asked. 
“Yeah, you saw it. It was crazy psycho over there!” a domestic kid jabbed at me. 
Carrie grabbed the kid by the throat and shoved him against the lockers.
“One more word and I’ll fuck you up,” Carrie threatened, grimly. 
“Carrie enough,” Ashley said, getting Carrie to let go of him. 
“You know it isn’t about you guys. When you polarize everything you cause sides to be taken, and who wants to be on your side if you treat us differently because we come from outside the walls? That isn’t fair,” Scarlet stated. 
Warren spoke next, “You guys seriously think this place will last forever? Why? Because of those big tall walls? The city of Troy had walls to keep the Greeks out and they still fell and were slaughtered. The same thing can happen here and if it does, who’s gonna be there to save you? What makes you worth saving? Huh? The thing about us is we fight for each other . . . we are prepared to die for each other – we’re still prepared to die for each other. That’s what it means to be true friends, and loyal to the end.” 
I looked at Patch and he looked at me. We knew that we should say something. Warren and his friends get it. It felt like we’re among our kind. I felt a little proud. 
“There’s still some good left in this world and that’s worth fighting for,” Patch said. 
“But do you have what it takes to go the distance to protect what’s good in this world like your friends and family? I know I do; I’ve killed people for my friends. My friends have what it takes to go the distance, they’re killed more zombies than I can count,” I stated. 
“If you don’t show your worth or what makes you worth saving then why should anyone help you when you need it, when your life is threatened! I’ll tell you what though, when the time is right and the chips are down and the cards are played when there are no soldiers around to protect you or your friends . . . if you show your worth and if it’s enough . . . I’ll come save you, or maybe you’ll save me,” Patch said clearly. 
Molly crossed her arms and stood next to me and asked, “What’s life worth living if you got nothing and no one worth fighting for?” 
The domestic kids didn’t say anything as they let our words sink in. We went back to cleaning silently. Although, when I looked over at my friends with a smile and they smiled back. 
A domestic kid asked from around the corner, “So . . . you guys really are from outside the walls?” 
“Yes, we are,” Ellen said, cleaning. 
“And it really is crazy out there?”  
I hesitantly answered, “Yeah . . . it is.” 
“Is it true that there are cannibals out there? People that eat people?”
“Yep.” 
“And is there—?”
I interrupted, “Hey kid . . . if it gives you chills just thinking about it, it’s probably true. Everything you’ve heard, all the blood, all the death, all the unspeakable horrors you don’t wanna know, it’s probably true.”
Ellen gave a slight look of shock, “Jesus, you really did kill people, didn’t you?” 
“Four, I killed four men. Don’t say people like I’m a mass murder,” I said firmly mopping the floors. 
“And is that the . . . the distance you went for your friends?” 
“Yes, it is. I’m not proud of it, but I did what was necessary.” 
“So, you’d do it again if you had to.” 
I nodded. 
“Mmm,” Ellen muttered. 
“I don’t look for trouble, Ellen, but I won’t apologize for standing up for what I believe is right. You can disagree or criticize what happened – I won’t take that from you, but I did what I felt I had to do,” I stated. 
“Well, let’s hope no trouble happens.”
 
****
 
Meeting the adults outside after detention was a little unexpected – I was expecting perhaps a lecture over what I had done like back at Fort Drum. Clara and Jonathan hugged me and Ellen, so naturally I hugged them back. Will and Kayley hugged my friends. 
“You’re not mad?” I asked. 
“Why would we be mad? You stood up against bullies for three young boys. That’s character. Maybe you went overboard by breaking his nose, but . . . I’d probably do the same,” Clara stated.
“Really?” Carrie asked. 
“Yeah, those boys had it coming for what they did. So, I’d say you did good by me,” Kayley said. 
I looked up at Jonathan and he said, “I’m proud of you, but try not to push too hard. Always make sure that you know all sides of the situation before you get involved. Okay?” 
I nodded. 
Ellen didn’t say anything. 
“Who’s hungry?” Will asked. 
We got on the monorail to head for someplace to grab a bite, but before we headed off, I saw the girl with the eyes. She was leaning against the wall on the second-floor balcony looking at me with her arms crossed. All I could do was stare back. Who is she? And what’s her deal? 
 



Chapter 6
Grim
 
“Grim! Wake up! Rise and shine!” Amara said, nudging me. 
I groaned. 
“Come on! You can’t sleep all day!” 
“Sure, I can, watch me,” I said, through a pillow. 
“Nope, it’s beautiful today, you are not missing out on this. Get up! Get up! Get up!” Amara said, shaking me. 
“Alright, alright, I’m getting up,” I said, rolling out of bed. 
“Get dressed, I’ll make breakfast.” 
Amara was both animated and spirited – she was special, and people noticed. I honestly don’t know where she gets all that joy. She has more energy than a room full of three-year-old's! And I don’t have a problem with that – it’s part of her irresistibility. I love her enthusiasm for simple things, sunsets, walks, falling leaves, sand between your toes, sharing intimate moments – with her, there was never a wasted moment. I got dressed and headed downstairs with my nose already smelling something delicious – bacon and eggs.
“Remind me again, why your cooking skills haven’t earned you your own restaurant?” I asked as I entered the kitchen. 
“I don’t want to spend all day working in some greasy kitchen, you know I love gardening!” Amara answered. 
“I’m just saying, with your skills— “ 
“Well, I’m saying I love flowers, sunshine, and those beautiful green leaves. Just like you love music.” 
“You had me at sunshine.” 
Amara giggled. 
We finished breakfast and she was antsy.
“So, what do you want to do today?” I asked her. 
“I don’t know, I just want to get out of the house,” Amara answered. 
You don’t know? Okay, that’s not exactly well thought out, but okay. We can explore a little, maybe someplace new. 
“Oh, and don’t forget the camera,” Amara said, before she walked out the front door. 
“Got it,” I said, picking up the Polaroid Spirit 600 CL. 
“Hold up, let’s take one of us here.”  
“Now?” 
“Yes, come on! Take the picture!” Amara said excitedly. 
“Okay, here we go,” I said, holding the camera up and snapping the picture. 
“Hey, we look good together,” Amara purred. 
“You look good, you always look good.”
That made her blush a little and I leaned in to kiss her. 
“I, on the other hand, look like aged leather left in the sun too long.” 
She quickly punched me in the chest and said, “You’re just rugged and rakish, and I like it.”
God, I love her. She looks more like an angel as each day passes – her beautiful blonde hair, soft lips, deep blue eyes, and the sweetest voice I’ve ever heard. The sunlight on her face made her smile even brighter. It’s hard to believe we’ve been married five years, it literally felt like only yesterday. Being so happy made it pass that much faster. 
Since it was a nice day, we drove around for a while in my 1969 De Tomaso Mangusta. I work as an investment-banker, and the job has earned me a lot of money over the years, I was able to get this car, a nice house, but none of it mattered but Amara – she was the only thing worth hanging on to. Usually, we drive in Amara’s ‘85 Olds Cutlass Cruiser, but the beautiful day said this was a ‘driving in style’ kind of day. 
“So, where should we go?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. Oh, let’s go here, we’ve never been this way,” Amara pointed. 
I drove us down the road and we found some shops that interested her. Nothing fancy, but being with her was enough for me.  
“Oh, Grim here! Antique shop, let’s check it out,” Amara said. 
“Is there really anything you’re going to want in there?” I asked. 
“You never know, there might be.” 
I smiled a sigh. 
“Come on! Let’s go.” 
“Alright,” I said, turning into the parking space in front. 
We entered and I had to admit that the shop was a lot nicer and much bigger than it appeared from the outside. There was furniture, paintings, pictures, clocks, snow globes, vases, and an assortment of all things ‘old.’ We explored the store, I didn’t really have a need for anything, but Amara was interested in many things. I had to agree that the grandfather clocks were impressive. 
“Wow . . . Grim, look at this table. Look how nice it is – it’s solid wood, not veneer with a particle board center,” Amara said looking at the table. 
I looked at it, “It’s nice.” 
“Nice? Grim, look how smooth the surface is, it’s flawless! How did this end up in here?” 
“Long story – but it was custom made in Pennsylvania for a family in Seattle, and then slowly over the years, owner by owner it made its way here. Only been on the floor since yesterday,” the cashier said. 
“Do you know anything about the original owners – the family who commissioned the table?” Amara asked. 
“Yeah, the father I think was a collector of fine things and the mother was a photojournalist.” 
The cashier and Amara talked about the table and some other pieces. Seeing her happy always brought a smile to my face. It’s almost like everything bad in the world can’t touch her and she reaches out for everything that’s good. We walked out together and Amara had an uncontainable smile on her face, like she was happier than usual and she was carrying a bag of something she bought.
I started, “What’s that you got there?” 
“None of your business,” Amara answered. 
“Tell me.” 
“It’s a surprise.”   
Before I started the car, Amara placed a long kiss on my lips and said, “I’m just having a good day with you. Every day with you is a good day. I really love you mister.” 
I smiled and kissed her passionately, “I love you.” 
I woke up suddenly with the alarm ringing and Amara had vanished . . . again. It took me about twelve to fifteen seconds to hit the snooze button next to my Para-Ordnance 1911 Black Ops Combat Model. Like always, I felt both bitter and numb. I got out of bed to wash my face. The sunlight coming through the blinds was enough for me to get to the sink. I splashed water on my face and looked at myself in the mirror. I look both the same and different from the man in the dream – still tall, same facial features, same body but older – my hair had lost a lot of its color, my face had accumulated some lines, and like my hair, my eyes seemed greyer now. I now had a full beard, and the grey in my facial hair certainly made me look older. Mornings . . . I felt like an old man at 50. I looked at myself numb, lacking the shame the younger man would have felt. I no longer saw the man I was – I don’t even see someone alive – at least not in the traditional sense. All I see is a soulless murderer, a man with too much blood on his hands . . . someone already dead inside – an empty ghost. 
“What the hell are you doing?” I asked the ghost out loud. 
‘I don’t fucking know’ was always his response. I’ve asked the same question now for years, and still don’t have a satisfactory answer. Somewhere some lucky bastard is having a heart attack and dying in his sleep. It’s an odd thing, when you’re an adult it seems like you know your ceiling when your end is near. It feels like mine is both close and yet too far away at the same time. God, when are you going to finish me and send me to the Hell I deserve? 
I got dressed in a military uniform and prepared for another day. I grabbed my pocket watch and popped the cover to see the picture of Amara. I left my apartment and took the monorail to Sunrise University at Northern California, headquarters for the military defense force. I walked up to the guard post to show my ID card and entered. 
“Harvard!” Captain Benson called. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, that guy,” I muttered under my breath. 
Ever since I’ve arrived in this city, he’s been there posturing for an affinity with me that isn’t there. Since he used to be a SEAL, he had the bearing and attitude, but he’s a poser. What I couldn’t get was why he kept trying to hang with me. Did that cowboy fuck-stick Campbell put him up to this? Ten years in prison was apparently not enough to garner his trust. Does he think I’m gonna go back to old habits? The outbreak killed plenty of assholes and then some . . . though certainly not all of them. 
“What’s up, old man?” Captain Benson asked. 
“Nothing, sir,” I answered, still walking. 
“I already told you, you’re a captain, too. So, you don’t have to call me sir.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Anyway, we found some more survivors the other day. They seemed pretty legit and they provided confirmation of the reports about Fort Denver.” 
“Another one bites the dust.” 
“Yeah, fucking zombies, but all that is gonna change.” 
“Got some miracle up your sleeve?” 
Captain Benson handed me a file of papers and answered, “Nope, Generals Shepard and Campbell have issued the Black Shadow program. Recruiting starts today.” 
I looked at it, “I thought the Council Committee was against this.” 
“They are, but it’s not their say – military matter, their dissent is only advisory. And we need soldiers, we’re not getting enough volunteers and we don’t have enough age-appropriate and draftable men and women.” 
Most people in here think they’re in the safest place in the world – a place where no zombie can get to them. People who made it here are here because they are trying to escape death, they don’t want life-threatening jobs. These people would rather take the garbage out, shovel cow shit, or clean your toilet than go out there again. I highly doubted that they would let their children join this program either – and drafting their children would probably be met with even more vehement opposition. 
I looked at the papers, “Three-day trial?” 
“Yeah, we don’t want to scare them but they need to know what’s happening. We know what kind of kids we’re dealing with and we’re gonna be educating them during the first two days. Third day is the final test to see if they can actually kill a zombie,” Captain Benson said.
“What if the parents protest, or worse, riot?”
“Then we’ll send them packing. Either they contribute to this place or they can take their chances out there.” 
Some things never change – abuse of authority – do what we say or die out there at the hands of the undead or bandits. I am so proud that after the end of the world our forces have come through with our democratic traditions preserved – ugh. It wasn’t my place to say recruiting kids and training them as killing machines was wrong, but it was incredible that these dolts thought this was the best way to get more soldiers. But my opinion amounted to nothing. Do as we say and we let you out – that was my deal. Learn the easy way or the hard way, these people eventually have to learn how to survive. I was hoping I’d be dead before this goes from bad to worse. With any luck, maybe a parent will do me a favor and put a bullet in my head. 
The Black Shadow program, or Shadow for short, was a new program designed to recruit child soldiers and train them to kill zombies. It consists of rigorous training followed by a series of tests, most of them military tests, but the first one is whether the kid can actually stomach killing a zombie. Any kid aged twelve or older will be selected to see if they’re worthy of the Black Shadow. Due to Fort Gold Rush’s low population, we had significantly more children and tweens than older teens and young adults. This ought to be interesting – pull kids out of the first safe place they’ve known since this insanity started, and throw them back into the world of violence that they came here to escape. 
Apparently, my job was to be the judge of which kids have the sand. We watch them through a window mirror like those in police interrogation rooms. It didn’t take too long for the military to take the kids from school and bring them here. There were two types of kids, “domestic” and “outsider.” ‘Domestics’ were the kids that have been safe inside the city since the outbreak, therefore they have no experience with zombies or immediate threats to their survival. ‘Outsider’ kids were what we call those who came from outside the fort, those that came through the “badlands” to get here. They sat them down one by one in a room alone with an officer and the officer would ask them questions about zombies, what they think of them, how they feel about them, and whether they’ve actually killed one. The answers the kids provided varied, especially between the domestics and the outsiders – many of the outsider kids had killed a zombie while the domestics had never even seen a zombie let alone killed one. Most of their reactions were expected, domestic kids were confused while outsider kids were calm and steady or simply presented like some important pieces of them were already dead inside.  
“Next! Nathan Way!” the officer called. 
As the boy walked in, something grabbed my attention almost immediately when I saw him. Probably his dark blue eyes, they were almost the same as Amara’s. Unlike most of the other kids that were scared or nervous, he was calm and answered all questions honestly without hesitation. 
“What do you think of zombies?” the officer asked. 
“They’re monsters. Not human,” Nathan answered. 
“And how do you feel about them?” 
“I don’t feel for them – they’re easier to kill that way.” 
“Easier? Have you killed zombies before?” 
“Yes, people, too. I lost count of how many zombies.” 
“People? You’ve killed people? Humans?” the officer asked, surprised. 
“Yeah . . . four. One was a man named Logan – he shot two soldiers in the back of the head and he was trying to kill my friends and me, so I had to kill him. The other three men were bandits trying to kill me, so I shot them, first in the chest and then the head.” 
I glanced at the other officers to gauge their reactions. 
One of them said, “Okay, finally we got one that has some hard bark.” 
“Not until we see him kill one, he’s probably full of shit. Let’s see what he’s really made of in the final test,” another officer said. 
But I saw it, the look in those eyes. I knew he wasn’t lying. He looked the officer right in the eye and answered each question calmly – he didn’t even blink. Interesting. 
“Do you know what it is that keeps people safe in here from the dangers outside?” the officer asked Nathan. 
“You guys and a big wall?” Nathan asked. 
“That’s right. We keep you safe from those monsters outside and more soldiers die out there by those things. We are running out of soldiers, so what do you think is going to happen when there are no more soldiers around to keep people safe?” 
“Everyone is on their own – and it all falls apart.”
“You think they’ll survive?”
Nathan shook his head.
“Exactly, so you understand the problem, right? We can’t let that happen or our way of life is over. That’s why we need you. We have plenty of workers and farmers, but we don’t have enough people who are willing to fight to protect this place. We need to see if you are willing to protect this place.”
When it was over, the officers announced that they would bring them back here tomorrow. The next day they broke the kids into groups and showed them a very clear PowerPoint describing the dangers outside the walls, the current number of soldiers protecting this place, how many of them are killed in action each week, and how long soldiers will be in service until they’re not fit to fight. They asked them more questions and the kids’ reactions were slightly different, but not by a lot. Then they started talking to them – everything they said was their way of getting into their heads. Basically, they were making them want to do this. 
“Do you kids understand what we’re doing?” Captain Benson asked them. 
A few muttered, “Yes sir.” 
“Do you think we’re being bad to you?” 
“No sir.” 
“You’re in our home and we’re letting you live here . . . but nothing lasts forever and that includes us. Eventually we’re not gonna be around to protect you . . . or the people that you care about. Which means they could die. Do you want that?” 
“No sir.” 
“Do you want that?!” 
“No sir!” the kids answered loudly. 
“Good, because we wouldn’t ask you to do this if we have any doubts about your ability to do what’s right. Tomorrow is your final test. So, go home and sleep well tonight, come back tomorrow, and show us what you’re made of. Decide . . . decide what you’re willing to do to protect those you love . . . who you want to fight for.”
That gave them all something to think about. Tomorrow, would be the final test to see if they can kill. 
 
****
 
The third day and final test had come. Already the trucks bringing in the zombies to the back of the building were hauling them in like cattle. The kids came in shortly after and there was an ominous silence – they knew instinctively what was coming. They sat each kid, one at a time, one after another, in a room alone with an officer or a solider. Then they would bring a zombie in chained up, they were given a sidearm, and were instructed to kill it. As I expected, many of the domestic kids couldn’t do it – they didn’t have it. Despite what I’ve done and what I’ve killed inside of me, I still didn’t like seeing kids cry. Those that were able to kill the zombie the officers had to really push to make them do it – it took some time to make them pull that trigger. Most of the kids were slow to walk up to the zombie and shoot it – they were emotionally taking it in, and usually it was too much for them, sensory overload. 
 “They’re not people anymore . . . they may look like people, but that person isn’t there anymore,” Captain Benson said. 
“I know sir,” the domestic boy said. 
“I hear you, but for some reason I’m not feeling it. You wanna say something? Speak your mind kid.”
The kid hesitantly spoke, “They used to be people.” 
“That’s right, they used to be. That was then, this is now. Now that thing is here to kill you and everyone you love.”
The boy didn’t say anything, he just sat there looking down. 
Captain Benson walked up to him and leaned in close, “You live here. This is your home. Your country. Your people. Your blood . . . and those things have spilled a lot of blood . . . and they’re not done because they do not stop. They’re like a virus and viruses don’t stop until they’ve killed the host. We’re the host and they’re the virus . . . and if you want to live, you have to kill the virus. Kill the virus.” 
The boy looked up at Captain Benson and he handed the boy the gun. The boy stood up and shot the zombie. They examined the zombie to make sure it was dead. 
“Welcome to the Black Shadow,” Captain Benson said. 
After the domestic kids were done, we started with the outsider kids. I glanced at the clipboard noting that we were screening the boys while another team was screening all the girls. Out of hundreds of domestic kids only fifty-five had what it took to shoot the zombie – and most were older teens.  
It was Nathan’s turn, as always, he was calm and steady as he waited. Then they brought in the chained zombie and I was surprised by Nathan’s reaction. He wasn’t that surprised by the zombie; he barely raised an eyebrow as they brought it in. The zombie, of course, was violently biting and growling like a rabid dog while trying to get free of its chains. Then the officer placed the Beretta M9A1 with only one bullet in it on the table and told him to kill it. Nathan grabbed the gun, checked the clip, took the safety off, walked up in front of the zombie and shot it in the head without hesitation. Blood splattered on the wall and the zombie stopped growling as it slumped down to the floor. The officers checked it to see if it’s really dead and dragged it out of the room.
“He’s done this many times,” I said out loud. 
“No kidding,” an officer said, impressed.
“I retract my previous statement. He’s not full of shit at all,” another officer said. 
He didn’t even hesitate and his hands weren’t shaking. His face was devoid of any regret or contrition. I have never seen any kid show little to no remorse like this. This kid did not feel sorry about killing that zombie at all. In fact, he did it so well that they needed him to kill two more, one by shooting it and the other with a crowbar. Both kills showed the same results as the first, zombie dead and Nathan feeling nothing by putting them down. 
“He’s Black Shadow material,” an officer nodded. 
Of course, he is more like survivor material. Since he’s from outside the fort, he must have been on his own for a long time. This kid obviously gets it – he knows that those things aren’t people anymore and aren’t worthy of pity. He appeared to have what it takes to survive in this ugly world. He may be dead inside, too, like me. Keep it up Nathan, trust no one and you’ll live – but see how much of yourself survives.
“Harvard, you marking him down?” Captain Benson asked.
“He’s in,” I replied, checking Nathan’s name. 
The officers inside examined the dead zombie again before dragging it out and then looked at us. One of the officers inside flipped the switch, so they can see us through the mirror window. I gave him a thumbs up acknowledging the kid’s in. 
The officer turned to Nathan and said, “Welcome to the Black Shadow.” 
“So, what happens next sir?” Nathan asked. 
“Your training will come next. We’ll let you know when that will begin in due time. For now, wait with the others.” 
“Yes sir.” 
We continued this until all the kids were tested and marked which ones passed and which ones didn’t. Practically all of the outsider kids and teenagers killed the zombie and those that didn’t weren’t scared or crying, but just couldn’t pull the trigger. However, it may be possible to train them to do it. I didn’t have high hopes for the domestic kids. How could this possibly work for those at such a young age? Some of the domestic teenagers were able to shoot, but not all of them. We walked into another room where the rest of the officers gathered to bring in their results – theirs was about the same number as ours. 
“So, any of the girls got hard bark?” an officer asked. 
“Actually yes, we got some hardcore ones especially two girls, sisters. Ashley and Carrie Johns, we got others who killed the zombies, too, but those two didn’t feel the slightest bit sorry for killing them. Hell, they didn’t even blink,” an officer answered. 
“So, did we. We got boys that didn’t hesitate either, but this one kid Nathan Way, he did like it was nothing.” 
“So, we got some good ones?” 
“Yes,” I answered.  
“What happens to the ones that failed to kill?” an officer asked. 
“That’s up to General Shepard and Campbell, but most likely the soft ones will just be workers. The other ones that aren’t so soft we’ll try to toughen them up,” an officer answered. 
I looked at the charts, “So, most of these are in the Black Shadow? Even the ones that failed?” 
“Yeah, we’ll make them better. The ones that passed will be easier to train and then they’ll help train the others.” 
‘Make better?’ A bigger crock of shit I’ve never heard. The ones that passed have simply had to kill before and the ones that didn’t pass either haven’t killed before or just don’t have the stomach for it. Though they may be ultimately capable of making them killers, that definitely will not make them ‘better.’
“Question, I’m still on active duty outside the fort, right? Am I a part of training these kids?” an officer asked. 
Major Lopez squinted his eyes at him, “Is that a problem, Lieutenant Carter?” 
“I kill whatever threat there is to this place. Those are the orders I was given.” 
“Your orders are to obey whatever I give you Lieutenant. Did you forget that when you enlisted in the army?”
“You didn’t say anything about training child soldiers, sir.” 
“Okay everybody out! Now!” Major Lopez shouted. 
The other officers and I left the room leaving the two of them alone. I stood outside, as Major Lopez was clearly working his way up to a major ass chewing.
He started with, “Lieutenant, I don’t know how aware you are of what has recently happened over the past year, but permit me to clue you in. The modern civilization that we so laboriously built over the last two millennia, has collapsed and the human species is on the brink of extinction. We’re a member of an endangered species. The only thing that’s preventing us from going off the cliff and protecting what’s left of the human race are soldiers that will obey orders and be capable of killing without hesitation. There is NO room for disobedience. You will do as you’re told, when you are told, or you’ll face severe consequences. Do I make myself clear?” 
“Yes sir,” Lieutenant Carter answered. 
“Do I make myself clear?!”
“Yes sir!” 
“We need to create soldiers, Lieutenant . . . not rebels.”
They walked out of the room and then . . . speak of the devil, General Shepard walked in. Lieutenant General Shepard was four years older than me, grey hair and light blue eyes. He was still in good physical shape and a few inches shorter than me. He and Major General Campbell were probably among the last two surviving generals of the US military. 
“Good results Major?” General Shepard asked. 
“Yes General,” Major Lopez answered, handing him the charts. 
The General examined the charts, “Good, good . . . two weeks from now we’re going to commence training recruits and introducing them to military life. As they get older, we’ll step up their training a notch just as we discussed. Until then, we have a lot of work to do to prepare. Remember, our duty to protect this place will one day be their duty – our job is to prepare them for that responsibility – do you understand?” 
“Yes sir!” Everyone parroted, but me. 
“Carry on.” 
We saluted – I walked out of the room without another word. Great, now we’re teaching kids how guns work and to properly use a knife to kill biters and bandits. Now, I have to train kids how to kill! We may actually need soldiers, but I don’t think this is the way to raise an army. Whatever . . . not my say. 
After the end of the day, I got on the monorail to head back to my apartment. Then I saw him again, the kid named Nathan. He got on the monorail with his friends and they were all chatting normally like it was just another day at school – they even laughed a few times. He displayed no remorse or feelings of any kind over killing those zombies. His behavior demonstrated his conscience was clear; he was completely relaxed around his friends . . . but, he wasn’t dead inside, and he has a soft side. As I watched him leave the monorail with his friends, I felt a strong emotional pull – something was very familiar about him. Something in the eyes, maybe his smile, and the way he behaved around his friends . . . it felt familiar, like I knew him somehow. It was almost like . . . yes, it was like Amara. 
That night, I lay awake and I couldn’t stop thinking about that kid. I kept trying to figure out how it was that he reminded me of Amara; how he was capable of no feeling when he killed, yet he hadn’t lost his humanity yet, he wasn’t dead inside – he continued to be a boy with his friends, that isn’t easy. And that’s something I know a lot about. Psychopaths and sociopaths are posers, they pretend or mimic feeling as a means to manipulate people. But I don’t think this kid was a poser or sociopath. He was not pretending on the monorail. So, what was it then, just superb control over his emotions? I needed to figure this out. Why the hell do I care? Go to bed Grim. 
 
****
 
It was the weekend and I was on patrol. I was prepared for whatever might happen, but not much crime occurs inside the Fort with both the curfew and the harsh consequences – there is no need for jails in here, banishment to beyond the walls compels compliance. I was geared up like a SWAT team member with my Blackhawk Strike Elite vest. I placed five Blackhawk S.T.R.I.K.E. MOLLE M4 mag pouches on the vest – two were on my left side and three were in front – with two shotgun pouches, three pistol mag pouches, and two smoke grenades – all the other pouches were MOLLE like the M4 pouches. I loaded my Para-Ordnance Black Ops in my right thigh holster and got ready to drive. I was in a black Dodge Charger SE when I saw Nathan again. He was sitting in the passenger’s seat of a Ford F-150 with a girl about his age with black hair. There was a soldier and another kid in the pickup bed with stacks of supplies – they were delivering supplies across town. For some reason, I followed them for a while. 
I kept a distance as I followed, and when they got about halfway through their day the truck broke down – looked like it was out of coolant given the steam escaping from under the hood. It was going to be a little while before the engine would cool and they found some coolant. I saw this as my chance to talk with the kid. It had broken down in the middle of downtown Gold Rush City, not quite as busy a place as it used to be. People use the ground floor kitchens for public cafeterias and the higher floors as vantage points and sniper nests. Even from down here you can see the soldiers patrolling the rooftops keeping an eye on the general populace. 
I strolled along the street, not drawing too much attention. Everyone was either working their jobs, eating at the public cafeterias, or something related to their own survival. That’s how it really is nowadays; looking for food and whatever else you needed to survive. It was so easy to get food before the outbreak, but now it’s a full-time job. The farm fields have made it easier for everyone here to get fed, but they will have to learn not to be too dependent on them.
Nathan sat and waited on the tailgate while the soldier was under the hood working on the truck. The other two kids were waiting in line in one of the public cafeterias to get some food. I sat next to Nathan while pretending to take off my boot to get a rock or pebble out.
Nathan turned to me when I sat down and I fake grunted, “It’s alright kid, I just got to sit down so I can get this rock out of my boot.”
“Sure,” Nathan replied. 
“I never liked these boots. They don’t allow your feet to breathe, you know. Not like your shoes. That’s why I’ve been looking all over for some good desert boots, like Timberland or Merrel.”   
“Have you tried looking inside sports stores? Maybe, there’s a pair in Dick’s or even Foot Locker . . . if they haven’t already been looted.” 
“Good point. I hope I’ll find a pair or two, thanks,” I said, taking my boot off.
“Sure.”  
After a couple of seconds when I put my boot back on, I spoke again, “So, you work in supply services with your friends?” 
“Yeah,” Nathan answered. 
“Hard work?” 
He shrugged and replied, “It’s good work and fair pay.” 
I nodded. 
It got back to the awkward silence again and I thought it’d be better if I was just a little more direct. 
“I saw you kill those zombies during the Black Shadow test. I was surprised at how easy it was for you,” I said. 
“Yeah, easy enough,” Nathan said. 
“For a minute, I thought you were dead inside. Most people that I’ve seen kill so easily are dead inside, numb. I thought at first you were, but then I saw that wasn’t it. Not many people – let alone kids your age – can compartmentalize like that.”
“Yeah, I guess I’ve had to do a lot of things that most kids my age don’t have to.” 
“How do you kill, yet retain your … uh, youth and innocence – those pieces of yourself that are honest and good? How do you do it without going . . .”
“Dead inside?” Nathan finished my question. 
I nodded. 
“Like I said during the briefing, I don’t really think about them. I don’t think much about zombies. I know two things – they’re dangerous and they’re not human. They’re just things that need killing.” 
It was like getting kicked in the stomach – that statement was the very words I said to the judge the day when I went to prison . . . my last day as a free man.
 
****
 
I sat in the chair, handcuffed for my elocution and sentencing, the judge sat turning each page of my log containing a recitation of all the people I killed; who they were, what they did, even how I killed them . . . when, why, and what I did with their bodies. Every now and then, he raised his eyebrows, perhaps surprised or impressed with something he read. Every one of them were assholes, not just ‘bad’ people, but sadistic and evil. After he was done reading, he closed my logbook and looked at me.
“You killed . . . 212 people. 212 people you unilaterally determined were evil and guilty,” Judge Simon said.
“Those are my confirmed kills. I believe I’ve killed at least fifty more, but I didn’t have time to get their names – they were primarily hired guns or bodyguards. The journal explains what they did and why they had to die,” I explained. 
“Yeah, and how is it that you were able to know that Mr. Harvard? How did you conclude these people were guilty of the things you say they did? How did you find the evidence?”
“Sometimes I had people snitch for me, spreading a little cash on the street can yield valuable information . . . no honor among thieves and all that. Others simply weren’t that hard to find.”
Judge nodded and asked, “Their names? These snitches?” 
“They refused to give me their names,” I lied.
“I see.” 
After some more back and forth, I stood up as Judge Simon finally passed sentence.
“Grim Harvard, you’ve been convicted of multiple counts of first-degree murder – mass murder – 212 counts. You committed these murders in particularly cold and callous ways. You are a danger to society – you and your unique brand of vigilante justice. It is not your place to play judge, jury, and executioner for those you deem evil or unworthy to live. Your confession and guilty plea is the only things that has spared you from a death sentence. While the court is mindful of the tragic loss of your wife, as well as your motives for these murders, you are a lost soul, and as a result, you became what you hoped to eradicate. I hereby sentence you to life in prison without parole,” Judge Simon declared, before loudly striking his gavel. 
As I started to walk back to my holding cell with the guards, Judge Simon called out, “Mr. Harvard!” 
I stopped to turn around and face him. 
“You strike me as an extremely capable and lethal individual – a cold and callous man. I’ve been a judge for forty years and I’ve seen all manner of violent people, but you – you’re unique. While I can understand on an emotional level for your first murder of the man who killed your wife, I cannot grasp the continuing killing spree. How could you possibly continue with this slaughter of all the others? I’m not saying that these people deserved mercy. Some, maybe all of these people were seriously disturbed, but they were entitled to the rights conferred by our criminal justice system – how could you continue killing so many others for more than ten years?”
I shrugged and answered, “They were just things that needed killing.” 
 
****
 
As I sat next to Nathan on the truck, I didn’t expect this kid to use my words to describe his actions. It threw me so much that I didn’t know how to respond.
I spoke, “Well, you’ll find it very useful that you don’t hesitate, or feel sympathy or remorse, because they don’t feel anything either. And those that need killing, won’t hesitate to kill you if given the briefest of opportunity.” 
“Father Lawrence said that killing them is doing them a favor. He says that a human soul is trapped inside the demon’s body and that killing them sets the human soul free,” Nathan said. 
I raised my eyebrow by that theory and nodded. 
“Whatever makes it easier and helps you sleep kid,” I stated. 
“A nice mattress helps.” 
I half chuckled and after a while I asked, “Do you remember your first kill?” 
“Yep.” 
“Self-defense?”
“No, my first kill was to protect my friends,” Nathan turned to me. 
I paused and asked, “Really?” 
Nathan looked at his friends that were still standing in line to get food. 
“Yeah, most of the zombies I’ve killed were to protect them,” Nathan stated.  
“Interesting,” I said.
“No matter what happens, they’ll look after me and I’ll look after them. I never really knew how great it is to have good friends until all this happened. Having friends to share life with is a pretty great thing,” Nathan smiled as they waved at him and he waved back. 
Noble, but this kid is not fully getting it – his love for his friends is a weakness, and one day it will get him killed.
“You know, son, those friends are a vulnerability and they’ll get you killed,” I said, bluntly. 
Nathan’s smile disappeared as he turned to me and said, “That’s not true.” 
“No? Let me tell you something. There was this group of people trapped in Chicago and they were trying to escape to this helicopter, but the zombies trapped half of their group in a building. One of them left the others behind while the rest went back to save the others and you know what happened?” 
Nathan shook his head. 
“Twelve of them were eaten alive by zombies and there were only two left. One of them killed the other and used him as bait, then he died somewhere outside the city.” 
Nathan stared at me with a look of disbelief. 
“Look, I know what you think you ‘know,’ and that you think you know your friends, and therefore, you think that they wouldn’t leave you, but just wait, they’ll either leave you behind or cause your demise as you foolishly try to save them. When the shit eventually hits the fan, people reveal themselves and it will be every man or woman for themselves.” 
“You don’t know them,” Nathan said. 
“You keep playing hero kid and eventually you’ll die like one. The good guys always die – always,” I stated. 
Nathan studied my face and then looked back at his friends. 
After a few seconds, he turned back to me and stated, “If I’m going to die so that my friends can live, then that’s my choice. I own my choices. What I do, I’ll do for them because that’s how I choose to live my life.”
I looked in his eyes and studied his face – he meant it; they weren’t the words of a boy. I looked over and saw that his friends were almost done getting their lunch and were on their way over – it was time to walk away. 
I stood up, “Well . . . goodbye, Mr. Way.” 
I walked away without another word.
“Hey, Nate, think fast!” the dark-haired boy said tossing Nate a green apple.  
He doesn’t want my advice; that’s fine, your funeral kid – not my problem. And I thought I met someone who actually gets it. 
I heard her voice again, “That’s not right Grim, and you know it.”
It was Amara; the voice in my head hadn’t been there for some time.
“You know it’s not right, Grim,” Amara spoke softly. 
I thought for a moment and then looked back at Nathan over my shoulder. For a few moments, I gazed at him as he ate lunch with his friends on the pickup bed while the soldier was still attending to the truck. He was laughing and smiling with his friends as they tossed blueberries into each other’s mouths. 
“Score!” the dark-haired girl said, as she got one in Nathan’s mouth. 
“Okay, my turn,” Nathan said, picking one up. 
He tossed one in the girl’s mouth and turned to the boy.
“Alright Patch, this one’s going high up. You ready?” Nathan asked.
“Go for it!” Patch replied.
He tossed it way up and Patch aligned himself and caught it in his mouth, then raised his arms up in victory – they all laughed with such childlike joy.
For the first time in many years, I felt something – it was small, but it definitely pushed the numbness away. This was the first I’d heard Amara’s voice that wasn’t in my dreams. So, what was I supposed to do? What did Amara want me to do? She said it wasn’t right. What wasn’t right? My judgment of the kid? Leaving him on his path? He made his choice, why should I care? 
As the thought sank in, I knew that it wasn’t right. Willingness to risk your life so that the people you care about will live is not wrong, but out here it can get you killed. I don’t know if this place will last or what the military has in mind for these children, but I know a large number of them won’t survive. What was I supposed to do about that?
 



Chapter 7
Grim
 
I stayed up pretty late sitting in my big recliner chair sipping three-fingers of whiskey, while checking the time on my watch, rubbing the outside cover while listening to its music charm. I couldn’t stop thinking about today, about the kid. He’s strong, smart, noble, and brave enough to kill zombies at a young age – but I’ve seen this too many times before. He’s determined to keep his friends alive, eventually they’ll get him killed. It’s so much easier when you do it alone . . . relying on no one, trusting no one, and not
looking after
anyone. How well do I really know this kid? I know he doesn’t have any misplaced sympathy toward zombies, yet he naively cares deeply about his friends – but somehow, I felt there has to be more to him than just that. Tomorrow I’ll check his file and find out more. With that I knocked back the whiskey and headed for bed.
The next morning, I went back to HQ to see the file of Nathan Way; it didn’t provide much information: His parents, Jonathan and Clara Way, were from Portland, Oregon where they had both their son Nathan, and daughter Ellen. When things got bad, they tried to survive mostly on their own or with other stragglers, but after some months passed, they decided to venture south looking for Fort Gold Rush and other survivors. Along the way, Nathan got separated from his family and came across another group from Fort Denver. Once both groups arrived here, Nathan was reunited with his family. Also, on arrival, someone from the Denver group gave birth to a baby girl. It was reported that Nathan was with the mother and suggested the child’s name, Hope. Interesting. 
Nathan walks with his friends to school every morning and generally walks with them to the Denver group’s apartment every evening – about a mile downhill from his house. Last Sunday he went with his friends to visit a priest named Father Lawrence at St. James Church . . . friend or religious interest? The apartment is the home of the Denver group – clearly remains very close to them. 
Later, I located an empty room on the fourth floor just below the Denver group’s apartment listening at an air vent to their conversations. By the sounds of it, he knows these people like family.
After he does his schoolwork and is done hanging out with the Denver group, he heads back to his home with the Ways just after sunset. I remained in the shadows as I got close to the house to eavesdrop on conversations inside. I hopped the fence to sneak in through the back of the garage. I hid my boots behind a bush to prevent any tracks in the house. After a while, I heard the parents talking.
“Nathan, everyone’s been talking about the military starting some Black Shadow program, is it true?” Clara asked. 
“Yeah, it is,” Nathan answered. 
“Why didn’t you or Ellen tell us?” 
“I don’t know, I was going to tell you but— “
“We were chosen,” Ellen interrupted. 
“What?! What do you mean chosen?!” Clara exclaimed. 
“Eventually, they’re gonna train us to be soldiers to defend this place from zombies,” Nathan explained. 
“How can they do this?!” 
“Mom— “ 
“There’s no way I’m letting that happen!” 
“Mom, if we don’t, they’ll kick us out of the fort.” 
“What?” Jonathan asked, surprised. 
“They say there aren’t enough volunteers so now they’re drafting us.” 
It sounded like Clara was starting to cry and wept, “No, no . . . they can’t do this.”
I used a small mirror to peak around the corner, making sure it didn’t reflect light. 
“Mom,” Nathan reached out. 
“No! I won’t let this happen!” Clara stated. 
“So, what are you going to do?” Ellen asked. 
“We’re going to join all the other parents aiding the Counsel Committee in protesting against the Black Shadow program,” Jonathan answered. 
“But, Dad, what if they kick us out?” 
“Kick out hundreds of people? I doubt they’ll do that.” 
“But they own this place. They’ll make us leave if we don’t follow their rules.” 
“Fine! Then, we’ll leave if they make us!” Clara said. 
“No, Mom, don’t! You don’t want to go back out there!” Nathan almost shouted.
“We won’t Nathan, trust me. We’re fighting this.” 
“Whatever happens, promise me you won’t do anything crazy,” Ellen said.  
“We promise,” Clara said, as she and Jonathan hugged their children. 
They stayed in a hug for a while and then went to bed, but I noticed that Ellen had a look she gave Nathan – it was a look mixed with sorrow and . . . something else as she slightly shook her head. There was arguing coming from the bedroom facing the backyard. I went up the back stairs that lead to the bedroom, and as I got close, I realized it was the father, Jonathan, and the daughter, Ellen, arguing. 
“Dad, please, I can’t do this!” Ellen pleaded. 
“Keep your voice down! And this isn’t about you, this is about your mother,” Jonathan said. 
“Dad . . . please make him leave. He likes it at his friend's place more anyway. Every time I hear someone call him Nathan; I keep thinking back . . . to when he died. I know you want to help Mom and so do I, but there’s got to be a better way than this.” 
I thought to myself confused, “When he died? What? Why does she want him to leave?” 
“Ellen, it’s hard on everyone . . . it’s hard on Sonny, too, but we asked for his help and he’s helping us. There is no other way; I would have taken any other option if there was one. People in shock are fragile, so healing is complicated,” Jonathan said. 
“Dad, the whole thing . . . Sonny pretending for Mom, it just feels so wrong. Even he knows it.”  
After a silence Jonathan spoke, “Look, Ellen, I know this is hard on you now, but eventually this will get easier. We’ll get through this, okay?” 
Ellen eventually muttered, “Yeah, okay.” 
I snuck out after that unexpected discovery. So, the kid’s real name is Sonny and he’s not related to this family at all – pretending to be Nathan for Clara who’s in shock over the loss of her real son. Makes sense. He came into the city with the people from Denver. I had just confirmed his weakness – this kid’s empathy gene was as long as my kill record. He has no problem with zombies, but he’s got a serious soft spot for dead weight – people. Adding him to the Black Shadow isn’t going to help him with that. Zombies aren’t that much of a danger, except when they’re in herds and large groups, it’s the humans that you need to be afraid of – they’ll always be the real predators.
I walked back home in the dark of the city thinking about Nathan, or Sonny, and what to do about him – not clear on why I give a fuck, but somehow . . . I do. Knowing the military, they’ll teach the kids basic survival lessons and close quarter combat skills. They need advanced survival skills as well as high combat training if they want our ‘future soldiers’ to protect this place. I’ll talk to General Shepard about training needs; I know Campbell is too pigheaded to listen, even to me. 
I slept hard that night with another dream of Amara – back when the world made sense, back when I made sense. I always feel like shit when I wake up, I just want to stay in the dream and not come back. No matter how badly you want that, sooner or later you have to wake up. Since Amara, I lost who I was and reality is the real nightmare. Don’t know how much more of this I need to stick around for. I have no problems with punching my own ticket, but after what I’ve done and what I’ve become, somehow, I don’t think I’ll be joining Amara. Someone else took our life, but losing the chance to spend forever with her – that was all me. One of the saddest discoveries in life, is learning forgiveness from others is meaningless when you can’t forgive yourself. Self-reflection and self-awareness become a personal hell when you’ve fucked up so bad you can never find your way back. 
The next morning, I went straight to General Shepard’s office, but before I even knocked, he opened it and came charging out. 
I stood up straight and saluted in the same casual way, “General Shepard.” 
Never seemed to be bothered by him like Campbell; he saluted back, “Captain Harvard.” 
I walked with him maintaining his brisk pace and started, “Sir, I have some suggestions about the Black Shadow program, specifically, training needs.” 
“Well you’re gonna have to hold on that, because the Council’s calling a meeting about the program. They don’t exactly approve and they’ve got a lot of momentum as well as parents supporting them.”
Fucking politics. I thought that was over with – but I guess it’s necessary, so it’s not total anarchy in here. Still doesn’t mean we’re civilized. 
“And your strategy on that, sir?” I asked.
General Shepard explained, “I’ll start with the convenience of truth and try to convince them that we need soldiers to keep this place safe. If that doesn’t do it, then I’ll probably have to remind them that in here the absence of a well-trained and ready defense force will mean the difference between survival and extinction. Failing that, I’ll remind them that ultimately their governance role is advisory, they must follow our rules or there are . . . consequences.”
“Sir, if the program is a go, what are the anticipated methods of training the selected kids.” 
General Shepard stopped walking and asked, “Methods?” 
“How we are planning on training them sir – they aren’t exactly traditional boot camp age and temperament, and the enemy aren’t professional soldiers. Are we training as Marines? Army Rangers? Close quarter combat? How are we going about this?” I asked. 
“Why are you asking?” 
“Sir?” 
“Why are you suddenly so interested, Harvard? I had you sized up as a ‘couldn’t really give a shit one way or another’ type guy. Do you have concerns for the young recruits?” 
“Sir, if these kids will be going outside the fort to kill zombies and keep this place safe, there is a guarantee that they’ll also find something more lethal – human predators. Zombies are the least of our concerns – it’s other humans we should fear. So, I’m asking about our training regimen to assess how well prepared these kids are going to be for those challenges.” 
Then out of nowhere, General Campbell appeared. He was younger than both of us, somewhere in his mid-forties with brown hair and blue eyes. He had a ridiculously big mustache that made it almost impossible to see his mouth.  
“Challenges? They’re going out there to hunt and kill walking corpses that stink worse than a fresh pile of sheep shit. How hard can that be?” General Campbell asked. 
“Well sir, as I explained earlier, there will be bandits and humans who have lost all ties to civilized treatment of other humans – including young boys and girls,” I answered trying to be patient. 
“Well, that’s what we got the Pacific Army for.” 
“Wouldn’t it be more efficient if the Black Shadow was trained to handle humans as well as zombies?” 
“It’s called Black Shadow boy, because they handle zombies not humans!” General Campbell said with his thick Texas accent.
Boy? I smiled slowly, the kind of smile that said, ‘If I wasn’t in this shithole, I’d end you for that.’ I don’t know if this prick with ears had killed too many brain cells with the rotgut bourbon he drank, or if he was simply this stupid from the birth. In any event, it was always like we were speaking different languages. 
“Well General, these kids will be our future soldiers, so isn’t it wise to train them to fight against any threat? Human and zombie alike?” I asked. 
“Wise? I don’t like your tone Captain!” General Campbell hissed.
“Enough!” General Shepard raised his voice.
He turned to me and asked, “You want to oversee Black Shadow training, Captain Harvard?”
“Yes, sir.” 
“Well then, Captain, after this meeting we can talk about making you a company leader.” 
General Campbell scoffed, “Fine, fine, I don’t give a good goddamn. If you want to train them ‘against any threat,’ then by all means. However, I don’t think you’ll meet any such danger, Harvard – we already have boogeymen by the thousands, they’re called zombies. Waste of time in my opinion,” he said, before walking away. 
I thought, “And I don’t give a flying fuck about your opinion, ‘sir.’”
He walked away and General Shepard grunted, “Some days I get real fucking tired of shit-kickers like him.” 
“Yes sir,” I agreed. 
I don’t know what it is about stupidity, but it works more effectively than a virus and for some reason very few people grow out of it. Why is it that dumb assholes are ubiquitous and people with all the light switches on are so hard to find?  
“Okay, I agree with you Harvard. These kids will encounter everything, they need to know the different kinds of danger waiting for them, so I’ll be counting on you to develop the training regimen,” General Shepard stated.
“Yes, General,” I said. 
Thank God he agrees with me – if he didn’t, then this place is truly doomed. As I walked away with my new orders, General Shepard called to me and I stopped to face him.  
“Captain, we’re training soldiers, not vigilantes. I don’t want to hear about you bringing up your sense of ‘justice.’ We clear on that?” 
I look at General Shepard squarely in the eye and stated, “General, that war is over.” 
After a long pause General Shepard said, “Good, because some of us are afraid of you – and I suspect it’s for good reason.” 
“You needn’t be nervous, sir. You’re neither evil nor stupid.” 
 
****
 
A lot of parents were outside our parliament building as the meeting with the military and the Council Committee was taking place. Since a lot of soldiers were needed to prevent things from getting out of control, there were fewer soldiers patrolling the streets. Thankfully, there wasn’t much happening, but the soldiers handled whatever problems were happening. As I was patrolling, I saw Nathan again at his delivery job, but he was driving into a generally bad area. I don’t know why but I decided to follow. Like every city, especially big ones, there are good areas and bad areas. With the apocalypse, however, that made the bad areas worse and the good areas harder to hang on to. Somehow, with the government gone, the human cockroaches emerged from their hiding places, generally bolder than before. 
The area was strewn with old junked cars in front yards, on sides of roads, or even half on sidewalks and streets. The houses and buildings were old, decaying, and were covered with graffiti. By the looks of these people, they were probably junkies, drug dealers, thieves, and possibly murderers. Unlike pre-outbreak America, in the fort, if you were willing to work, everyone can get out of this shithole. So, everyone who remains here has decided they aren’t interested in anything that requires daily work – taking it from someone else is apparently so much more satisfying.  
The roads they were taking were long stretches, so I had to hang back pretty far to not be seen. Most people walking in the streets quickly hid when they saw my vehicle. Those that stayed in the streets ducked their heads when I gave them hard looks. 
When they reached their destination, it was a small house near what used to be a gas station and repair garage. I parked around the corner to stay out of site while keeping my eyes open for anyone trying to make a move for the last box of supplies. I stepped out of my car. Thankfully, the soldier with the kids knew how dangerous this place is, too. As the boy and the girl went to bring the supplies to the address, I saw Nathan walking toward the abandoned gas station. What the hell is he doing? He walked in the outside restroom. Oh, for fuck’s sake.
However, while he was doing his business, two guys crossed the street toward the gas station. One of them had a dirty grey hoodie and the other was wearing an unbuttoned plaid shirt over his undershirt.
“Hey, back up! Now!” the soldier barked at some punks walking up to the truck. 
“What? We’re just walking,” the guy said. 
“Well, walk somewhere else.” 
“What if we don’t want to walk somewhere? What if we like it here— “
The soldier got out his Mossberg 590 Mariner and pumped it, “Start walking, now!”
That got their attention as they raised their hands saying, “Whoa, easy man, easy.” 
“Piss off, now!” 
“Alright, we’re going. We’re going,” one of them said, as they slowly walked away. 
That almost distracted me, because when I turned, I saw the two guys were taking Nathan down an alleyway. They had a hand over his mouth so he couldn’t call for help. I instantly headed toward the corner after them – leaving behind my Colt M4A1 Carbine and Benelli M4 Super 90 in the car. I won’t need them.
“You stay with the truck and those two kids!” I ordered the soldier.
The soldier turned around and asked, “What?” 
“That’s an order!”
His eyes widened when he saw me, “Uh, yes sir!” 
I ran down the alleyway where they were taking Nathan. When I caught up with them, I saw him struggling as he was kicking and trying to get free. One of the attackers punched Nathan twice, hard in the gut. I sprinted toward them and kicked one of them hard in the back. He fell flat on his face and the other let go of Nathan and pulled out a knife – he swung his knife twice and tried to make a couple of stabs, but he wasn’t very good with it. As he jabbed with his knife, I grabbed it, twisted it hard and threw him over me to the ground. I twisted his arm counter-clockwise, forcing him to drop the knife as he let a cry of pain. I simultaneously back-kicked the other guy in his balls before he could make a move. I slide the knife out of either of their reach and attacked the guy standing. I punched him in the face and he tried to swing at me with his left. He tried to kick me in the side with his right, but I grabbed his leg with my left arm and used my right foot to trip him. When he fell, I punched him hard two times in the face until I grabbed his KA-BAR fighting knife from his belt and stabbed him in the eye. I quickly got up leaving the knife there to deal with the last asshole. He threw several punches, I blocked or slipped them, and as he threw a left I blocked and struck his ribs with my left knee. I punched hard at his face with my right and as his head was turned around, I grabbed it firmly with both hands and snapped his neck. As he fell dead, I went and picked up the other knife and stabbed it into the last guy’s skull. 
Nathan sat on the ground stunned at my actions and shifted his eyes back and forth at the two dead men and me. I tried to be patient and control my anger, but I was gonna have to be firm with this kid. 
“Goddamn it,” I said, as I roughly grabbed his arm to pick him up. 
I dragged him back to the Ford truck. 
I gritted my teeth and continued, “You’ve got to be more careful! Just because this city has walls, doesn’t mean that you’re safe! You have to keep an eye out for these kinds of people. For these kinds of places. Jesus Christ! Don’t ever let your guard down – particularly in a place like this. If you’ve been out there, you should know.”
“Why do you care?” Nathan asked. 
I turned to him, “What?” 
“Why do you even care?” 
For a few moments, I stood there in silence without an answer until finally I let go of his arm and headed back to my vehicle. As I marched back, I saw two assholes trying to get in my car. I pulled out my Para-Ordnance and fired just over their heads. They both jumped and turned around at me, scared. 
“Get the fuck out of here,” I warned. 
They both sprinted away and I got in. I drove passed Nathan and his friends, but I didn’t look at them. I did look in the mirror to see them watching me go – the point was made. 
 



Chapter 8
Nathan/Sonny
 
After the soldier left, Private Thompson ordered us back in the truck to get us out of this place. Private Thompson decided to drive while I sat in the passenger’s seat and my friends in the pickup bed. My gut still hurts from where one of the thugs punched me, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what just happened. Two guys try to rob me and then out of nowhere that soldier shows up and kills them. Who the heck is he? Why in the world would he save me? In fact, why the hell is he following me? There’s no way he was just strolling by and he just happened to be there. As we drove away, I couldn’t help but feel he wanted something from me.
Private Thompson nearly drove 60 miles an hour as soon as he sat behind the wheel. He had this nervous look on his face as he drove. 
He asked me, “You okay?”   
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I answered. 
“What happened?” 
“Two guys tried to rob me and then that soldier showed up and he killed them.” 
“He killed them?!” 
“Yes.” 
He hit the steering wheel with the palm of his hand angrily and grunted. 
“What’s going on?” I asked. 
“I don’t know, but we’re done for the day,” Private Thompson answered. 
“But don’t we have more boxes to deliver—?”
“I said you’re done for the day!” Private Thompson snapped. 
After a few seconds he spoke again, “Look, just take the rest of the day off. I’ll pay you your normal wage, but just go home.” 
“Should we be worried about something?” I asked. 
There was a long pause, “Do you know who that guy is?” 
“No.” 
“Stay away from him. The less you know, the better. Don’t tell anyone that you saw him or what happened back there, understand?!” 
“Okay,” I muttered. 
Private Thompson grabbed my shirt and ordered, “Swear it!” 
“Alright, I swear! Cross my heart!”
“Good.” 
He parked the truck and we got out. By the looks on Molly and Patch’s faces they wanted to know what happened and what’s going on.  
Private Thompson gave us our usual labor cards and said, “Now go on. Get out of here.” 
As we walked away Private Thompson called, “Hey! Mum’s the word!” 
I crossed my heart and nudged my friends to do the same. 
When we were halfway to the monorail station Molly asked, “What happened?”   
“What’s got him all scared?” Patch asked. 
“I don’t know. Two guys tried to rob me and this soldier comes out of nowhere and kills them both. Then he left and Private Thompson kept telling me not to tell anyone I saw him and to stay away from him,” I answered. 
“Rob you?! Wha?! Are you hurt?” Molly asked. 
“Yeah, I’m fine. They just punched me in the stomach, but I’m fine.” 
“What soldier? The one that drove off before we left?” Patch asked. 
I nodded. 
“Why? Who is he?” 
“I don’t know. Let’s just go back to the apartment.” 
We took the monorail back to the apartment and relaxed in Will and Kayley’s living room. I went to the bathroom to check on my side and my stomach – that guy hit me hard; my side had a bruise. I don’t know who that soldier was, but he is right about this place not being immune to danger. I should have known when we drove in there. What was I thinking?
Molly poked in, “Sonny?”  
“It’s just a bruise,” I said, putting my shirt back on. 
“You need ice.” 
“Yeah, but don’t tell anyone. Especially, Will and Kayley . . . and Tracy.”
“Wasn’t that soldier the same one from downtown? The one that sat with you?” Patch asked, as I sat on the couch. 
“Yeah.” 
“What did he say?” 
I figured the truth wouldn’t make a whole lot of sense to them, so I lied. 
“Nothing much . . . about his boots and the weather. He seemed normal,” I said. 
Molly got a bag ice for my side, “And back there in that alley?” 
“He just said I’ve got to be alert and then he took off.” 
Patch crossed his arms, looking confused and asked, “That’s it? Just like that and—? “
“Patch, I don’t know any more than you or Molly,” I sounded cross. 
“First you pretend to be Nathan, then the Black Shadow, and now this? What’s next?” Molly asked as she sat next to me.
“I don’t know, maybe the next moon landing,” I joked. 
Molly didn’t smile, “You almost got mugged and killed and you’re joking? Jesus, Sonny.”
“Okay, first of all, it’s ‘Nathan,’ and second, those muggers are dead. That soldier killed them.”
“Wait, did he destroy the brains?” Patch asked, with his eyes wide open. 
I nodded and answered, “Yes.” 
“Okay, for a second there I thought we were screwed – you know, dead guys turn and they bite others and . . . you know.” 
I saw the whole fight and couldn’t stop thinking about how the soldier killed those two men – it was easy for him, he was in complete control, and his strength was incredible. The way he killed seemed almost ‘scripted’ . . . fast and like everything they did was anticipated. He looked like he was in his early fifties, but his strength and skill were unlike anyone I’d ever seen. I used to watch action movies and see guys with unreal skills, but he fought with all that technique but it was real!  
“Hey, since we have the day off, we can visit River and her family’s apartment. What do you guys say?” Patch asked. 
Molly and I exchanged looks. Molly shrugged and I thought maybe we could do that.
“Yeah, sure. Let’s go see them,” I said. 
“Okay,” Molly agreed. 
We took a few different monorails that took us to the City’s east side where we would find the Rose family. The east side was very close to downtown, so skyscrapers surrounded us. We kind of wandered around for a while before we started actually looking for the right apartment. 
“Did he say which apartment?” I asked. 
“Nope, just an apartment on the east side,” Molly answered. 
“He said they got the top floor,” Patch added. 
“All the apartments have top floors,” I said, looking up at them. 
“Alright well, let’s ask around and see if they know anyone who— “
“Oh wait, there’s River!” Molly pointed. 
“Where?” Patch asked. 
“Over there.” 
River just got off a monorail and looked like she was headed to her apartment. She had a small satchel bag that had fruit poking outside the bag. We ran across the street toward her, “River!” 
She turned toward us and smiled.
“Hey!” River waved. 
When we got across the street, we hugged her without hesitation. We followed her back to her apartment, where the rest of her family and Bob were waiting. Ginger was the first to welcome us in. 
“Hey!” Ginger greeted, and hugged us. 
“Dad! Nathan, Molly, and Patch are here!” River called.       
River got my attention when she called me Nathan instead of Sonny. Clark and Cody were sitting at the dining room table eating lunch and Evan was having a drink with Bob while looking out the window. Evan and Bob gave us bear hugs as everyone else greeted us before we sat down on the living room couch. Their apartment was about the same size as Will and Kayley’s, only it was designed differently – the place had an attic loft with more skyline roof windows. The place didn’t have a balcony like the Way house and like Will and Kayley’s apartment, but they definitely had a view.
We chatted for a while – Evan and Bob got jobs working in the farm fields and on weekends Clark and Cody work there as well. Ginger works with both supply inventory and electric repair and River helps her out on weekends. 
“River, you called me Nathan. So, you already know about Clara?” I asked.
“Yeah, Will and Kayley came by and explained,” River answered.  
“Oh.” 
“Yep, and actually we think you made the right decision to help them,” Evan said. 
“You do?” I asked.
“Yes, we do.” 
“That was very grown up of you. Although, I’m surprised at how everyone else was so against it,” Bob added. 
“They were just unsure about him living with strangers, but they mean well,” Molly said. 
“So, how do you feel about it . . . Nathan?” River asked. 
I took a few moments before speaking, “I think it’s hard to see that something’s wrong with Clara. Other than her mistaking me for her son, she’s completely normal. She’s incredibly nice – and loves her family fiercely.”
“Yeah, he is right about that. We’ve actually met Clara,” Patch agreed. 
Ginger nodded and stated, “That’s what Will and Kayley said, which is good considering the fact that you’re living with her.” 
“I’ve got a question; what do you do if or when she brings up the past? You know, like memories and stuff?” Cody asked. 
“She doesn’t really bring up the past. Whenever she does, I kind of just go along with it – she only brought up one memory and it was of ‘us’ in Portland, Oregon,” I answered. 
“That must feel weird,” Clark said. 
“It does sometimes. So, how do you guys like your new apartment?” I asked, changing the subject.
“It’s definitely bigger than the one Ginger and I had after college,” Evan said. 
“Really small?” Molly asked. 
“It was pretty much just a box. An RV was bigger,” Ginger said. 
We chuckled. 
“How are the farm fields?” Patch asked. 
“They’re actually a lot better than we thought, and BIG!” Cody answered. 
“How big?” 
“They pretty much grow every kind of fruit and vegetable out there. I never thought I’d ever see peaches ever again.” 
“They have peaches?” I asked surprised. 
“Yeah, you want some?” River asked. 
“Yes!” Molly answered excited. 
River took out a bag of peaches from the refrigerator and my mouth watered, smelling how ripe they were. She cut them into slices and gave us some – each slice I tasted was perfect. River sat at the end of the couch next to Molly while eating a few slices. 
“How’s school?” Ginger asked. 
“It’s cool, how about you and your brothers?” Patch asked River. 
“The same, it’s alright – nothing fancy, except the building. Although, I really hate being the newest objectified hot girl,” River answered.  
“Why’s that?” Molly asked. 
“Within the first week, I got hit on by at least eight guys.” 
“Hit on?” 
“It’s a phrase for asking out. You know, like a date,” I explained. 
“Oh, I see,” Molly nodded. 
“Wait, don’t people like that?” Patch asked. 
“Guys maybe, but girls not always,” Clark said. 
“I wouldn’t mind it so much if all the guys weren’t short little jocks. I swear, they were all shorter than me,” River said. 
“That must be annoying,” I said. 
“Tell me about it! They’re trying way too hard – they’re trying so hard to act like they’re too cool for school. I have to stick to Clark and Cody like glue just to get them to give me some space.” 
“Did you tell them you weren’t interested?” Molly asked.
“Like a million times,” River smiled while rolling her eyes. 
Clark explained, “Some of them are pretty dense. I was walking down the hall with River, this guy named Spencer points at River and says, ‘You and me, Friday night,’ then winks dramatically and points at her. After she firmly told him ‘No,’ he kept trying with a bunch of one-liners and that’s when I told him to piss off and you know what he says? ‘Get lost shrimp,’ – and he’s like a foot shorter than me!” 
“Seriously?” Molly asked, amazed. 
“So, what did you do?” I asked. 
“I did the shoulder squeeze until he fell to his knees crying uncle,” Clark answered. 
“Good, very good. Up top!” Patch raised his hand. 
They high-fived. 
Shrimp? Really? What the hell is this? Do jocks even exist anymore? I never thought they’d still play football or baseball after all this.
“Hey, speaking of which, you know that ‘everything you need to know of how to be a man,’ speech? Are you and Bob gonna give me and Nate that speech someday?” Patch asked. 
Evan and Bob exchanged looks. 
Evan placed his glass on the table, “Yeah sure, one day we can do that. Although, from what I’ve seen and heard of you and your friends, you’re practically grown up already.”
“Really?” Patch asked. 
“Don’t get me wrong, there’s still a lot you’ve got to learn about being an adult, but you still got time to enjoy your youth.” 
“Especially, since we’re in here,” Bob added. 
“What they’re saying is don’t be in such a rush to grow up,” Ginger said. 
“You had to when you were out there, but you’re in here now. It’s a lot safer,” River stated. 
We nodded in understanding, but I found it hard to understand. How can you just go back to being a kid again after we had to grow up faster? I’m not sure if I can just decide to dial it back, and I’d be surprised if my friends could either. 
“Oh, and speaking of Will and Kayley, Kayley brought over that camera you gave her and we took some photos,” River said, bringing out a small collection of photos on the table. 
Molly, Patch, and I looked at all the photos on the table and we saw how happy they all were. They posed for each other in each photo – there were good shots of River and her brothers, Evan and Ginger, Evan and Bob, Evan with Ginger and Bob, River and Ginger, and Evan with his sons. There was also this really great photo of all of them together. 
“These are great,” Molly smiled.  
“She’s really happy about the camera you gave her. During the whole visit when she and Will were here, she talked about how great you are. I think you’re her favorite,” River suggested.
I didn’t have to see Molly and Patch to know that they felt a little bad. 
“We’re all her favorites,” I said, placing my arms around both Molly and Patch.
That was enough to put a small smile on both of their faces.
We chatted for a while and they told us a little bit about their jobs, but I wanted to ask something a little serious for which there probably wasn’t an answer. 
“I know this is a little out of left field or maybe waste of energy, but it’s something that has continued to bother me – what makes bad people bad?” I asked.
That got everyone’s attention.
I explained, “I didn’t used to put much thought into why people were bad. I just knew that if they were, then that’s all I need to know if I wanted to protect my friends. I just never understood why – are they born that way or did something happen or a series of somethings happen that led them to choose to be the way they are?”  
Evan was the first to speak, “That’s a good question, but I think that doesn’t have an easy answer . . . and it’s the same thing I asked my father a long time ago.”
My friends and I listened as he explained.
“You already know that in this world, there are good people and bad people. However, that doesn’t mean it’s all black and white – not that simple. I think what makes a person good or bad is what they do – their actions. Sometimes, people do things because they’re angry, scared, or they’ve been hurt so they want to lash out and hurt others. Sometimes, they’ve become numb to old pain and they lack the ability to feel so they inflict pain on others. I also think sometimes there are no reasons, they’re just born bad. Sometimes, it makes sense and sometimes it doesn’t.” 
Bob added, “However, there are also some people that are . . . just not right in the head and they do things that you wouldn’t believe. These crazy people are more dangerous than others. The kind of environment we grow up in and people we grow up with can affect us in so many ways.” 
Molly squeezed my hand; probably thinking back to Salt Lake City or maybe about me being attacked earlier today. 
Evan spoke again, “Every day, I try to do my best to teach River, Clark, and Cody right from wrong like I was . . . I got no problem helping you three understand what’s right, too – if you want. I try to think of it this way; there are predators, and there are protectors. Many who were weak died in the outbreak, and those that are still alive, like you and me, are either predators or protectors.” 
Clark joined in, “That may be a little oversimplification, but predators are those people who either prey upon and attack people who are weaker or they take what they want by force, simply because they believe they no longer risk accountability because there is no longer any ‘law’ to hold them accountable. They don’t care about anyone or anything but themselves and they aren’t governed by conscience, morality, or empathy for others.” 
“And protectors are like guardians. Protecting their own, those they care about and those who simply need help, like the way we protected each other before we got here,” River said. 
“I made it very clear to my kids – and I’ll make it clear to you three – don’t ever be like those animals, the predators . . . they are monsters, worse than the zombies because they have a choice. Since I already saw you save my daughter, and heard how you all protected each other, I don’t really have to worry about you turning out like that,” Evan said clearly.
“Kids, do what’s right, even when it’s hard. Doing the wrong thing may be easier, but it’s not about what’s easy, it’s about what’s right,” Ginger stated. 
I nodded and said, “We will.”
“Good.” 
“Have you guys heard about the Black Shadow program?” Patch asked. 
Evan sighed, “Yeah, my kids were chosen like you and many other kids in the Fort.”
“I’m sorry Evan,” I said.
“Yeah,” Evan muttered. 
I don’t really know what that’s like for parents – to arrive in a safe place and then they force your children into military service. Somehow, this reminded me of my parents back in Fort Drum. They sent me here in hopes that I would be safe, but instead, fate or bad luck had something else to say about our circumstances. Just thinking about them and how far away they are made my heart cold. 
We chatted for a little while and then my friends and I got ready to head back to the apartment – we gave hugs all around, and Evan and Bob gave us big bear hugs again. As we took the monorail ride back to the apartment, I saw that soldier again and our eyes met. I got a good look at him as he was just sitting in his car looking at me; he was in his early fifties with grey hair and a grey beard, he was tall, built strong and solid. His eyes looked faded and tired, like they barely had any blue left and lost their glow – smoky, like the light was gone. 
Who is that guy? What’s the deal with him? Somehow, I have a feeling that I’ll find out, but I doubted I was going to like it. When we got back, I saw Ellen walking toward the monorail with a girl. As we approached, I could see clearly it was the girl with mismatched eyes. I didn’t say anything as we made eye contact and got off the monorail.
“Anyway, I’m glad you came to visit, Kate,” Ellen said, to the girl. 
“Yeah, me, too. See ya tomorrow,” Kate said to Ellen, as she boarded the monorail. 
“So long.”
“So long.” 
So, that’s her name? Kate. 
As I walked with my friends to the apartment, I looked over my shoulder to see if Ellen was watching me. Our eyes met and she crossed her arms before walking away. It’s never gonna work between us. No matter how nice or kind I am to her, she’s always going to remember the pain associated with the loss of her brother. We headed up to the apartment and Ashley, Carrie, and Jess were already home. It didn’t take long for the others to arrive, but they had this serious look on their faces like something bad happened. Will and Jeff sat down on the couch while Kayley, Tracy, and Faith hugged us tight.
“What happened? What’s wrong?” Ashley asked, as she and Carrie hugged Faith back. 
“The meeting with the military and the Council Committee just concluded with their decision,” Jeff answered rubbing his forehead.
We waited silently for them to answer. 
“The Black Shadow program is a go. They’re gonna turn you and all the other kids into soldiers,” Will said clasping his hands together. 
Kayley hugged Molly, Patch, and Jess tighter. 
“For real?” Patch asked. 
“Yes.”
“I thought this was America, not Nazi Germany,” Faith said.
Tracy spoke through her broken voice, “We just got here. We just got here and now this—”  
I hugged her with as much comfort as I could offer, but there wasn’t anything I could do to dispel the bad feeling. After serving as Clara’s deceased son, it didn’t feel awkward anymore that I also reminded Tracy of her lost son as well. As my friends and I contemplated what this meant for us, Captain Noir with Corporal Wade emerged.
“Captain Noir?” Carrie said.
“Hey munchkins,” Captain Noir greeted. 
“What are you doing here?” Ashley asked. 
“The Black Shadow program . . . we heard that it’s happening.” 
“So, what exactly is going to happen to us?” Patch asked.
Ashley and Carrie sat next to each other holding hands with Faith behind them and her arms around their shoulders. Kayley sat with her arms around Molly, Patch and Jess while I sat with Tracy.
“Starting Monday, you kids will begin basic survival training and then over time you’ll be taught more advanced training, including self-defense and combat training. Eventually, they’ll train you like they trained me and Captain here,” Corporal Wade answered. 
“Like Marines?” Molly asked. 
“Yep, it will be hard training, but once they’re done with you, you’ll be competent in the same fighting skills that millions of brave men and women used to defend this country before the outbreak.” 
His statement gave me goosebumps. Tracy still had her arms around me and her eyes were a little watery like she was trying not to cry.   
“You’ll look after them, right Captain?” Kayley asked. 
“Corporal and I will do what we can,” Captain Noir answered.
“Do whatever it takes. Keep them alive, no matter what,” Tracy said clearly.
“Yes ma’am,” Corporal Wade answered. 
“We’ll be assigned together, right?” Ashley asked. 
“Yeah, I’ll have to get into the files and swipe a few names and numbers,” Captain Noir answered.  
“Good,” Carrie said. 
“River and her brothers are in the Black Shadow, right?” Molly asked. 
“Yep, I checked, but since they’re teenagers they’ll be assigned to different units from you,” Captain Noir answered. 
Captain Noir and Corporal Wade explained how military training works, how divisions, battalions, and companies work, survival training, combat training, weapon training, teamwork, etc. It definitely sounded hard, but after what we’ve been through, it didn’t sound impossible. I turned to see Ashley and Carrie looking at me – I reached out and held Ashley’s hand. I gave a slight nod that said no matter what we’ll stick together and get through this – they nodded in return as did Molly, Patch, and Jess. 
I headed back to the Way house. As I walked in the house, I found Clara crying in the living room with Jonathan and Ellen. Clara sat at the end of the couch with her hands covering her eyes while Jonathan sat next to her gently stroked her shoulders in comfort. I approached slowly, while rubbing my eyes thinking of what to say, but I’m not sure any words could lessen her sorrow and fear. 
I sat on the couch and waited a while before speaking, “I’ve got two friends that are in the military; one of them is an officer, they can . . . look out for us a little.”
“Yeah, but I suppose they can’t abolish this Black Shadow thing, can they?” Ellen asked. 
I shook my head. 
Clara reached out to both Ellen and me. We got closer to her as she wrapped her arms around us, and we hugged her back. She was silent for a while before speaking. 
“You look out for each other, you hear me?” Clara asked.
“We will,” I said. 
Clara backed up to look at our faces as she stroked our hair and our cheeks. 
Then she started nodding, “You two will survive this. I know you will. You two are smart, you’re strong, and so brave. Don’t ever forget that, you hear me? Don’t ever forget and you two will continue to grow and become more of what you already are. You stay alive and look out for each other, no matter what. I love you so much.” 
“We love you too, Mom,” Ellen said. 
Clara smiled with tears coming down her cheeks as she gazed at our faces. 
“God, I love you two so much,” Clara said, as she hugged us so tight. 
Jonathan joined in hugging – there was a lot of hugging that night. 
“We’ll stay alive. Don’t you worry about us, we’ll be fine,” Ellen said, with her voice breaking. 
I didn’t cry, but just the mere sight of Clara’s face and her voice was tearing me apart. She accepts that it’s either army or exile. It didn’t feel right that I was here and it felt wrong that a part of me was glad that I was. We stayed like that for a while, holding on, and then we headed for bed. I couldn’t sleep, so I snuck out into the study room to walk up to the widow’s walk. I flipped the switch next to the door to light the floor lights along the walk. I walked up and sat in one of the comfortable chairs to gaze at all the beautiful stars scattered across the night sky – it was endless, all the stars. It was like an ocean of stars that had no bottom and the colors left me speechless. I heard footsteps coming up the stairs – it was Ellen.
“What are you doing up here loser?” Ellen asked, crossing her arms. 
I didn’t answer or even look at her. I only thought, “Yeah, fuck you, too.”
Ellen sat in one of the chairs about two to three feet away from me. 
“Scared of next week’s training?” Ellen asked.
I looked at her with a grim look and replied, “Do you honestly think that I’m afraid?”
“We’re all scared of something, even you.” 
“So, what are you scared of?” 
Ellen thought for a moment before speaking, “I’m scared that my mom will never wake up to reality, that she’ll think that you’re her son forever, that we’ll live this lie forever.” 
“Nothing’s forever,” I said. 
“You could live a thousand times and never replace my brother or deserve his place.” 
I was getting irritated and spoke, “You know, it’s very ironic that right now you’re speaking so high of your brother like this, because from what your father has told me, you two never got along – you were always fighting.” 
Ellen gave me a mean look and responded, “And what makes you think that you have the right to say that? That’s none of your business. I did love him even if we didn’t get along.” 
“Well, I’m not trying to replace your brother or take your parents for mine. Your father asked me for my help. That’s all.”
“Listen, when we’re in the Black Shadow that doesn’t mean I’m gonna hold your hand or anything, and I don’t need you babysitting me, got it?” Ellen stated.
I leaned forward a little as I stared at her. 
“What?” she spat.
“What are you doing?” I asked. 
“What do you mean?” Ellen asked. 
My head started to boil, my eye twitched, and I took a deep breath to stay calm. Talking to her was like a talking to a staircase, exhausting and annoying. 
“Why are you up here? Why are you even talking to me? What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked in firm and clear tone.  
Ellen didn’t answer, but her eyes widened a little by my response.
“What? You want me to go? Is that what you want, so you don’t have to see me around your Mom again?” I demanded.
“No . . . no, I actually want you to live, so that my mom doesn’t go through that kind of grief again – it wasn’t just hard on her you know,” Ellen answered. 
“I know that doesn’t mean you actually care about me.”  
“I don’t hate you . . . well I kind of do, but I don’t want you dead.” 
“So, you’re out here to make sure that I’ll . . . stay alive?” 
“Yeah.” 
This didn’t make me think well of her. I tried to keep telling myself that all the things she said was just her pain and grief lashing out. However, every day that I’m with her, I just kept wishing that I was somewhere else. It’s like every second passing by is just making you wish more and more that it was over – the opposite of being with Clara – how ironic.  
“You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll stay out of your way if you stay out of mine,” I stated, leaning back on the chair. 
“Good, glad we can agree on something,” Ellen said, before getting up and heading back down. 
When she reached down, she flipped the lights off leaving me alone in the dark. 
I chuckled, “Yeah, fuck you, too.” 
For Clara and Jonathan’s sake, I’ll keep an eye on her, but I have Ashley, Carrie, and my friends to worry about. From what Captain Noir said, there will be a lot of physical training and a lot of tests – both physical and mental. I couldn’t tell if being nervous about it was normal or a bad thing. I guess, I’ll find out next week.
 



Chapter 9
Nathan/Sonny
 
“The most dangerous people are those who have nothing to lose.”
– Unknown
 
It is Sunday evening, the last day before training begins for my friends and I, so I thought I’d visit Father Lawrence again. St. James Church was a big church – almost like a cathedral, intricate wood workings with beautiful comfortable benches. When I entered through the imposing doors, I saw only a few people sitting and praying silently – I expected to see more people. Given the outbreak, I assumed people would be leaning more heavily on faith. I saw Father Lawrence talking with Father Aberforth along the side of the benched rows. Father Aberforth was much older than Father Lawrence, somewhere in his mid to late sixties with snow-white hair, muted green eyes with rimless glasses. He was born in Wales, UK and he moved here with his parents when he was sixteen – and has been in the city ever since. He wasn’t always a priest, he used to be a sailor, or ferryman – he knew boats and the water. He has a very friendly face with a very rich distinctive voice that was astonishing to hear in the perfect acoustics of the church.
As soon as Father Lawrence saw me, I waved silently with a small smile and he waved back with a nod of his head. Both he and Father Aberforth came to greet me. I hugged Father Lawrence as he approached me. 
“Hello, my friend,” Father Lawrence said.
“Hello, Father Lawrence, and it’s nice to see you, too, Father Aberforth,” I said. 
“It’s always a pleasure to see friendly faces like yourself, my son,” Father Aberforth said, greeting me with a smile. 
We sat down on a bench gazing at the altar and the large cross framed by the beautifully designed stained-glass windows. There were five long thin windows with Jesus Christ in the middle, but I don’t know who the other depictions were, and they were all under this big, beautiful circular rose window with many different colors – it was beautiful. I never really considered myself religious, but I do like coming here to see the windows as the sun shines through – I always thought the choir was inspiring to listen to as well.  
“It’s so peaceful here. It often feels like this place is untouched by everything that happened,” I said out loud. 
“I wish it was, but sadly the horrors from the outside did manage to reach this place as well. I’ve seen many lose their faith and stop coming,” Father Aberforth said.
“I’m sorry.” 
“My own faith has been questioned a few times, but I always found reasons to keep going – sometimes for the sake of others. When your group came into town and Father Lawrence told me of your journey, I knew there was still light left in the dark of this world, and I’m proud of Father Lawrence for continuing God’s mission.” 
“I take it not for myself, but for those that need a shepherd,” Father Lawrence replied. 
“Father, can I ask you something?” I requested. 
“Of course.” 
“Do you ever wonder if the decisions you made were the right ones?”
“Yes, I often do, but the outcome of my decisions usually shows the answer. Why do you ask, are you wondering about a particular decision yourself?” 
“Yeah . . . and even though I know some of them are right, I still wonder about others. Is that normal?” 
Father Lawrence placed his arm around my shoulder. 
He explained, “My son, just by asking demonstrates your humanity – you are going to wonder about the answers for the rest of your life. And that’s perfectly normal. However, as I said before, doing the right thing can be hard and sometimes it’s hard to even know what that is. Some people are good at this while others are not, even if they are well-intended. Generals Shepard and Campbell wish for this place to be safe so that mankind will have a future, but their methods as to how to achieve that objective may be well-intentioned but questionable when viewed from the bright lights and retrospective of history.” 
“That’s well put. I’m afraid I can’t understand at present how anyone could consider forced military training of children a favored path,” Father Aberforth added.  
Of course, Father Lawrence and Father Aberforth were against the Black Shadow program. I wondered how other kids feel about being conscripted to the Black Shadow program. There are probably hundreds to maybe thousands that must be terrified of what they are facing. I had hoped that we would make it here, but I never expected that we would be conscripted to military training and inherit the responsibility to defend it before we were adults.
Before I could say anything, Father Lawrence said, “I joined the Black Shadow.”
I turned to him surprised and almost exclaimed, “What?! Why did you do that?”
“You know why. It’s my mission to rid the world of this demon plague and protect those that are still not infected.” 
I turned to Father Aberforth and he shook his head, “Don’t look at me, I already tried to talk him out of it. If he believes that God is telling him to do this, I can’t deny him that.”
“Are you sure about this?” I asked. 
“The Lord will be with me. I must protect mankind from this evil in any way I can. Especially now with child-soldier conscription,” Father Lawrence answered. 
“Do Will and Kayley know?” 
“Not yet, but I’ll tell them.” 
“Father Lawrence . . . do you think God really has a purpose for all of us? Even me?” 
Father Lawrence looked me in the eye and said very clearly, “Yes my son. We’ve all been given the greatest gift the Lord can possibly give, life. With this gift, I believe God has a path for us, and it’s up to us to make choices along the way – life is precious, we must choose wisely.”
“You seem to know your purpose. What’s mine?” I asked.
Father Lawrence smiled and explained, “Oh now, that’s something you’re gonna have to figure out for yourself. The Lord can’t do everything for you. As much as some of us wish for a predetermined destiny, there are some things that we have to figure out on our own. I didn’t know it at first, but my purpose in life was to protect life – including you and your friends – I’m going to continue that for the rest of my days here on earth.” 
“You have a good soul, my boy. Don’t let this Black Shadow thing turn your good heart into a dark one. There’s always hope, never lose your hope,” Father Aberforth said.
I nodded in understanding and stayed for a little while longer until I had to go back home – I even prayed a little though I don’t think I’m a confident believer.
As I left through the doors, a familiar deep voice spoke, “Come to confess your sins . . . or pray for safety for you and your friends?” 
I turned around to see the soldier again leaning against the wall next to the front doors with his arms crossed. I still couldn’t get over how big he is, well over 6 feet tall. With those big arms and hands, he could probably strangle a bear. His voice was deep, distinct, and a little raspy, and it gave me goosebumps. Though his eyes masked emotion, they were sharp. 
“Not a bad idea . . . not sure if it’s worth it though,” the soldier said.
“What do you want? Why are you following me?” I demanded, calmly. 
“Yeah, you’re welcome. Glad I was able to help when you were being mugged. Your gratitude is overwhelming.”
I crossed my arms and asked, “Did you really have to kill them?” 
The soldier got off the wall and answered, “I’m afraid so; they would certainly assault and steal from others – they’re like a cancer, and something told me they would probably rape someone as well. I’m afraid my conscience wouldn’t let me wait to find out – I prefer certainty,” and his granite face almost smiled – but not quite. 
“So, why not kick them out?” 
“Some things you gotta finish yourself . . . Nathan. Anyway, I don’t think you would want them to take that fancy watch or those key chains.”  
Of course, he knows my name, my fake name, what else? I looked at my watch and wound it unconsciously. My Tree of Life keychain and my alien Toy Story keychain were clipped together to one of the belt loops of my pants – they were sentimental value to me, but they seemed trivial and childlike in front of this man to whom very little would ever be sentimental.  
“Well thanks . . . I guess. Should I be afraid of you?” I asked. 
“That depends, are you evil?” the soldier asked, looking me hard in the eye. 
“I don’t think so.”
“Then you don’t have to fear me, boy. It’s all the monsters out there and in this city that you should fear . . . and prepare for.” 
That response gave me a shiver – like he was talking about ghosts only he could see. I wasn’t as scared of what’s out there as I was of this man. Standing in his presence, felt like being in front of a tiger – you keep your guard up and expect it to pounce at any moment – and you know it’s lethal and you’d be helpless against it. His eyes and his face may look old, but he was still fierce . . . and very dangerous. 
“I’m not afraid of zombies,” I said, before walking away. 
“I’m not talking about zombies. I’m talking about the other form of predator – humans,” the soldier said, stopping me.
I stopped and waited for him to continue. 
“Zombies are . . . just mad dogs on hind legs. They neither think nor feel, but humans, on the other hand, they have always been and remain the real danger in this world. Thus, it has always been, thus it always shall be.” 
“Yeah, I think I knew that.”
“No, you don’t, not like you should. I think you know there are evil people, but you don’t know how dangerous people are or how to spot them. You got it right with zombies, but I think you got a blind side, a soft side with humans – it makes you vulnerable.” 
I gave a small look of confusion and asked, “Are you saying that because I have friends, I’m vulnerable?” 
“Yeah . . . and it’s because of your preoccupation with those friends that you got mugged. You let your guard down. If you didn’t, you probably would have noticed those guys behind you.”
“Maybe.”
“You need to— “  
“Well, I didn’t. It’s easy for zombies because all of them are bad, but humans are different. I can’t tell which ones are good or bad just by looking at them like you can. Evil doesn’t have a face, so it can look like anyone. You might be able to tell, but I can’t,” I replied. 
It was quiet for about half a minute and then I started to walk away.
“What if I teach you?” the soldier asked. 
I stopped and turned to him, “What?” 
“What if I teach you about the dangers of humans as well as zombies? What if I teach you how to survive in that kind of wilderness? How to hunt and to harvest plants? How to be an elite fighter?”  
I stared at him and was a little stunned by his offer. 
“The Black Shadow isn’t going to teach us those things?” I asked. 
“They’ll teach you the basics and enough where you’ll be capable of some defense techniques like any regular soldier in the army, and maybe . . . just maybe, like a Marine. What I’m offering is what they teach Rangers, and with Shepard’s okay, give you Delta Force and SEAL training. Though I’m one of the DI’s, they won’t let me teach you what they won’t. I’m willing to give you some shadow training, things that they won’t teach you.”
“You mean . . . you’ll teach me to be an elite fighter?” 
“Exactly.” 
“But they said they’ll train us like Marines, isn’t that good enough?” 
“I can make you better than that. What I can offer will guarantee you a fighting chance.” 
I stood in silence, not knowing what to say. This soldier, this man, is offering to teach me valuable skills that are probably very rare nowadays. Captain Noir and Corporal Wade are the only Marines that I know of and Captain Benson and his men are the only Navy SEALs that I knew. For all I knew, they were the only ones left in all of the U.S. or maybe in the entire world with that kind of training. However, I barely know this man or why he’s offering to help me. Was this some kind of trick? I couldn’t think of an angle or reason why.   
“Why would you help me?” I asked. 
He took a few moments before answering, “I have my reasons.” 
As much as I kept reminding myself of the stranger danger rule, my instincts were telling me to listen to him. Compared to everyone in this Fort, I’m nobody – just a boy among people who are still alive and yet he’s making this offer to me. I’ve got nothing special or unique to offer, so why would he give such an offer to me?
The soldier held out one of his big hands, “Do we have a deal?” 
I hesitantly shook his hand and he handed me a folded piece of paper. It had a location with a time and date written on it. He’d known he was going to offer me this deal before he started the conversation.  
“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, all I ask is that you give me 100% every time we train. Don’t tell anyone about this or the deal is off,” the soldier said. 
Then suddenly, both of our attentions were caught when a stack of boxes fell in an alleyway next to the church. When I looked closer, I saw a little dog crawl out of a box – it was a little German Shepherd puppy. It had mostly black fur with some light brown fur and golden-brown eyes. It was very young, maybe a month old. 
I approached slowly and carefully so I wouldn’t scare him away. When I got close, the puppy turned around and looked at me right in my eyes. He looked a little scared and backed away as I got closer. 
The soldier placed his hand on my shoulder to stop me, “Hold up. I got this.” 
He bent down and pulled a small bag out of his chest pocket. He reached inside and got a few small carrots in a plastic bag. He carefully placed his hand on the ground and made a soft kissing sound. The puppy slowly approached the soldier while sniffing his hand and then he ate the little carrots. The soldier then started rubbing the puppy’s ears and petting his chin. The puppy made a happy sound and started licking his hands. 
“Good boy,” the soldier said, as he picked the puppy up.
The puppy looked really happy in his arms and started licking my hands when I petted his little furry head – his fur was soft.
“You’ve had a tough road so far, haven’t ya little guy? I think I’ll keep you. My place is better than this box, what do you say?” the soldier asked, as he petted the puppy.
The puppy licked his beard and made a cute little bark. 
“Yeah?”
The puppy barked again. 
“Alright.” 
“What are you going to name him?” I asked.
He thought for a moment and answered, “Nicky. I had a dog like this named Nicky once. He was a great dog. If he’s smart, this one can be a good hunting dog.” 
As he walked away, I called, “Wait!” 
He stopped and turned around. 
“I don’t even know your name.” 
The soldier answered, “It’s Grim, Grim Harvard.”    
 
****
 
I headed to Will and Kayley’s apartment to watch the sunset go down together, and even Captain Noir and Corporal Wade came to visit – they brought a bottle of wine for the adults. Kayley and Faith cooked some stew for everyone – the food, the chatter, and all of us here almost made this look like a dinner party or . . . maybe a farewell party. They wanted to make it special before we had to go – a happy memory. 
“Wow, I’ve seen some great photos in my time, but these are the best,” Captain Noir said, looking at the photo album. 
“So, Son-uh-Nathan gave you that camera?” Corporal Wade asked.  
“Yeah he did,” Kayley smiled. 
“Hard to believe this is our last day before they send us to the training camps,” Jess said. 
“Well, enjoy it while you can, because tomorrow they will test you. They’ll try to break you down mentally at first, then it will get physically harder and harder as it goes on. You kids are gonna love waking up early every morning and taking five-mile-long hikes. Oh, and those drill sergeants are really peachy,” Corporal Wade said. 
“And listen to them. Everything they say and make you do is all part of your training to make you combat efficient,” Captain Noir said, sipping wine. 
“Listen? I’ll have to work on that,” Patch said. 
“You better.”
I ate my chicken stew out on the balcony with Will, Jeff, and Tracy. 
“I worked a little bit with Clara today,” Tracy stated. 
“Oh really? How did that go?” Will asked. 
“She’s really nice. We chatted for a while – she’s a real Rolling Stones fan.” 
“Rolling Stones?” I asked. 
“Big rock band from the 60s, 70s, 80s, 90s, and 2000’s – I guess they must be really old – that played before the outbreak. They’re probably the oldest rock band ever,” Will explained. 
“Really?” 
“Yeah, all the band members were older than dirt,” Jeff added. 
“Oh, cool. They good?” 
“Eh, yeah they’re good. Maybe not your type of music though,” Tracy said. 
“What’s your favorite band?” I asked all of them. 
“I’m more of an Alice in Chains fan,” Tracy answered. 
“Oh yeah, I love their song, ‘Rooster’,” Jeff said. 
“What’s yours?” I asked Will. 
Will thought for a moment and answered, “I mostly listened to Metallica and Alter Bridge.” 
“Yeah, I remember them. Turn the Page, Enter Sandman,” Jeff said. 
“Yeah, that’s my shit.” 
“Alter Bridge was pretty good. My favorite songs are definitely Broken Wings and Down To My Last,” Tracy said. 
“Me, too,” Will said. 
“What about you Jeff? Any favorite bands?” I asked. 
Jeff thought for a moment, “Well, I certainly listened to Volbeat more than anything else. I love that song Heaven Nor Hell.” 
“For real?” Tracy asked. 
“Yeah, it’s like the song is saying know who you are and don’t care what anyone else thinks. It’s like its saying, ‘I’m neither good nor evil. I’m me! Deal with it!’ You know what I mean?” 
Will and Tracy exchanged looks like they agreed, but all this made me wish I knew more about music so I would know what the songs and bands they were talking about. Most music I heard was country or country rock that my dad played from his iTouch. Will then talked about this song that he plays with Kayley called ‘Broken’ by Seether. It was an interesting love song that says they feel broken when they’re not together. Is that how Will and Kayley feel about each other? Somehow, this made me wonder if this was how Cole and Susan felt about each other. Just thinking about them makes my heart ache. 
When I finished my meal, I rejoined the others inside. The adults didn’t have enough wine glasses for everyone, so some of them had to use either mugs or glass cups. Captain Noir and Corporal Wade were sitting on the couch, so I took this chance to ask them about Grim. 
I sat next to them on the couch and greeted, “Hey.” 
“Hey kid,” Captain Noir greeted. 
“What’s up little man?” Corporal Wade said. 
“Is the Fort like you remember it before you went to Camp Jefferson?” I asked. 
“Pretty much. It’s been a while, so there’s one or two changes here and there,” Captain Noir answered. 
“Yeah, I think so, too,” Corporal Wade agreed. 
I asked, “They had all the defenses outside the wall too? All the mines and—?”
“Yep, all that was there before we left, but the farm fields look bigger than I remember and there are more greenhouses too. So, maybe they extended it to grow more food,” Captain Noir answered. 
“I thought they’d find more people to bring in, but there aren’t very many,” Corporal Wade said. 
I nodded. 
After Captain Noir took a sip of wine I spoke again, “Can I ask you two something?” 
“Shoot,” Captain Noir said. 
“I don’t know if you know every single thing that goes on in this place, but is there a soldier here that everyone is afraid of? Even the other soldiers?” 
They both looked at me and Corporal Wade answered, “Yeah . . . me.” 
They chuckled a little and made some jokes, but I didn’t laugh.
“Oh yeah, everyone’s scared now that the Trojan Devil Dog is back in town!” Captain Noir said. 
“Oorah Captain! Yeah, they best fear me!” Corporal said, confidently. 
They laughed some more until I broke the humor. 
“I’m serious. There are rumors going around,” I spoke. 
“What rumors?” Captain Noir asked. 
“I don’t know. It’s just every time they mention this guy’s name, people get scared.”
“What’s his name?” 
As Corporal Wade took a sip of wine I answered clearly, “Grim Harvard.” 
Almost immediately after that name escaped my lips Captain Noir’s eyes widened, Corporal Wade gagged on his drink, and all the adults stopped talking. The two Marines stared at me for a few seconds – the shock and surprise was written all over their faces and just seeing them like that gave me chills. 
“Grim Harvard?” Captain Noir repeated. 
I nodded. 
“Are you sure?” Corporal Wade asked, wiping his mouth. 
“Yes, I’m positive.” 
Captain Noir got up while rubbing his head, “Oh God.” 
“Grim Harvard? The Grim Harvard? Here?!” Will almost exclaimed. 
“How the . . . fuck is he here?!” Kayley asked wide-eyed. 
“I thought he died in prison!” Faith almost shouted. 
“Guess not,” Corporal Wade said. 
My friends all looked confused.
“Who’s Grim Harvard?” Ashley asked. 
Captain Noir looked at all of us and stated, “Kids, listen to me very carefully. Stay away from Grim Harvard.” 
“Why? Who is he?” Carrie asked. 
“Grim Harvard is a cold-blooded killer without conscience or mercy. He is one of the most ruthless mass murderers in American history. He has killed hundreds of people with his bare hands!” 
“What?” I asked, surprised. 
“He was known as The Vigilante. Back in the late 90s and early 2000s, he went on a long killing spree, but he didn’t kill just anybody. He never killed innocents. He killed only murderers, rapists, pedophiles, gang leaders, mob bosses, crooked cops, human traffickers, drug lords, and psychopaths. He is a very dangerous man. Hell, he even killed a few terrorists,” Will explained. 
“Yeah, but in 2006 he turned himself in and got life in prison. So, how in the holy hell is he alive and here in this Fort?!” Kayley demanded. 
“I don’t know, the military must have made him a deal or something,” Captain Noir said. 
I was trying to figure all this out and to see how it makes sense. So, he used to be a vigilante and killed bad people? That does explain why he killed those two muggers, but does that make him evil? He helped me, and he only killed bad people, not “innocents.” However, they just said that he has no conscience.
“Is he that dangerous?” I asked. 
“Yes! He’s a murderer. He may have only killed bad people, which I applaud, but he is very, very dangerous. Killing the guy who killed his wife wasn’t enough for him, he just had to keep going,” Tracy said. 
“His wife was murdered?” Molly asked. 
“Yeah, that’s what started his killing spree. Some guy on a home invasion broke into his house and killed his wife. The killer eluded the police, but Harvard found and killed him taking his revenge. But that wasn’t enough, so he went a killing spree for ten more years.”
“Ten years?!” Ashley asked shocked. 
“Yes, so listen to us. Stay away from Grim Harvard, you hear me?” Captain Noir asked. 
We nodded and answered, “Yes.”
After a long silence Captain said, “Okay. Good.” 
I asked, “What do you mean, that he has no conscience or mercy? You mean, he’s a psychopath?” 
“No, psychopaths are violent people that are crazy. Grim is more of a sociopath; he has no conscience – sociopaths don’t feel anything for others. No empathy, no fear so no human compassion – and to him, probably no weakness,” Captain Noir answered. 
Now this doesn’t add up, because if that were true then why would he stick his neck out for me and kill those muggers? In fact, if he doesn’t care about anyone or anything then why is he helping me? Why does he want to help me? 
After dinner was over and the sun went down, I headed back to the Way house. 
“Nathan?” Clara called, from her bedroom. 
“Yeah, I’m in here,” I called, from my bedroom. 
She came in and let out a breath of relief. 
“Finally, you’re home. You were at Will and Kayley’s apartment?” Clara asked. 
“Yeah, I had dinner with them,” I answered. 
Clara sat down on my bed, “Nate, do you have to visit them so often?”
“We’ve been through a lot together . . . they’re like family to me and they like seeing me. When I don’t visit them, they worry.” 
“Well, I worry, too, and I’m your mother. Why did you come back so late?” 
I held up the copies of the photos Kayley gave me, “This – we were making memories.” 
As she gazed upon the photos, I reached for the other Polaroid camera inside my backpack. 
“Oh wow, it seems so long since I’ve even seen photos. These are good Nate,” Clara said.
“Thanks Mom . . . we found two of the same cameras in an old RV before we got to the Fort and here’s the other one. I thought you might want it,” I said, giving her the camera bag. 
Clara stood up and her eyes slightly widened by the gift I gave her – I hope the camera still works.
“Oh my God, Nathan . . . thank you,” Clara smiled. 
“I think it might still work, but it needs to recharge,” I said. 
Clara planted a long kiss on my head and then kissed my face a few times. She hugged me and I hugged her back. Jonathan leaned against the doorway and knocked.
“Hey,” he said. 
“Jonathan, look. Nathan gave me this camera,” Clara said. 
“Where’d you get that?” Jonathan asked me. 
“I found it in an RV before we got to the Fort,” I answered. 
“It’s nice, looks a lot like the old ones. I didn’t even know Polaroid made digital cameras.” 
“I know, right?” Clara asked. 
“Well, I’m pretty tired, so I’m going to bed,” I said. 
“Alright, sleep well Nate.” 
Clara hugged me again and I hugged back.
“I love you Sunshine,” Clara said. 
I was expecting to feel a sharp sting in my heart, but it didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would when she called me that. I should feel guilty for that, but surprisingly I don’t and I hated myself for it. 
“I love you, too,” I said back, hesitantly.
Clara kissed me on the head and then headed for her bedroom. Jonathan looked at me with a smile. 
“That was a good thing you did,” Jonathan said. 
“Yeah,” I muttered.
“Listen, Ellen is going with you tomorrow to the Black Shadow. She’s not much of a listener, so can I count on you to look out for her?” 
“I don’t know if I can promise that. They might assign us separately.”
“You’ll try, right?” 
“I’ll do what I can, but she’ll probably want me to stay away from her.” 
“It doesn’t matter. Just make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid,” Jonathan said.
I said whatever I had to say to Jonathan even if it wasn’t fully true. I’ll keep an eye on Ellen whenever I can, but I can’t be everywhere at once. Besides as she stated very clearly to me, she can take care of herself.
Before he left my bedroom, I called out, “Wait.” 
He stopped to turn around and face me.
“What was he like?” I asked.
Jonathan knew whom I was talking about. He thought for a few moments before answering, “Like you, only . . . different.” 
 



Chapter 10
Nathan/Sonny
 
I was awakened suddenly by the doorbell ringing repeatedly, followed by pebbles hitting my window – it was still dark, but almost morning. I got out of bed to head for the balcony and opened the sliding glass door. I looked down to see Will and Molly with Captain Noir and Corporal Wade. Will, Molly, and Captain Noir were standing in the front yard looking at me while Corporal Wade was sitting in the driver’s seat of a Dodge Charger that used to be a state trooper car, but was now a military vehicle with armor plates and bars over the windows and windshield.
“Nathan!” Will called. 
“Will? Molly? What are you doing here?” I asked. 
“Get dressed and get down here now,” Captain Noir said. 
“What’s going on?” 
“Blair’s baby has been born. You gotta come,” Molly answered. 
Blair had her baby. I didn’t waste another second as I got dressed and got my shoes on. I was wide-awake now. When I got out of my bedroom, Jonathan and Clara emerged from their bedroom. Jonathan was just wearing his boxers and Clara was just wearing a T-shirt. 
“What in the world is going on?!” Clara demanded.
“It’s for me. Blair’s baby has been born. They want me to see her before I have to start training,” I answered. 
“What? Now? Nate, do you—? “
“Mom, I have to do this before I go. It’ll be quick and then I’ll be back here to join everyone else.” 
Clara and Jonathan exchanged looks. 
“Okay, we understand,” Jonathan said.
“Thanks,” I said. 
“Wait!” Clara called, when I was halfway down the stairs. 
I looked up and she kissed my face before hugging me. 
“I love you. We both love you,” Clara said warmly. 
I hugged her back and responded, “I love you, too.” 
I ran out through the front door, got in the backseat of the car, and they drove me out of the neighborhood. 
“Blair had her baby?” I asked, fixing my hair. 
“Yeah, her water broke sometime around midnight – both she and her daughter are okay,” Will answered. 
“It’s a girl?” 
“Yeah, it’s a girl. Will thought we should see her before we head out,” Molly said. 
“Huh, so finally little Emily has been born,” I said. 
“Emily?” Will asked. 
“Yeah, she said if it was a boy, she’d name him Max and if it was a girl, she’d name her Emily,” Molly explained. 
“Oh.”
With Corporal Wade’s driving, we arrived at the hospital in less than fifteen minutes. He ran through intersections and barely slowed for cornering – making us all a little nervous. He slid into the parking lot almost like a Hollywood stunt driver.
“Jesus! Did you get your driving lessons from Grand Theft Auto?!” Will asked. 
“Nope. Fast and Furious, Gran Turismo, and Need for Speed,” Corporal Wade answered confidently. 
“More like Crazy Taxi I’d say,” Captain Noir added. 
“Where is Blair?” Molly asked. 
“Same floor that Izzy had Hope,” Will answered.
The sun was about to come up as the sky slowly started to light up. Molly and I both got out of the car and rushed inside to climb the stairs. When we got on the second floor and out of the stairwell, we saw Izzy standing in the hallway.
“Izzy!” I called. 
She turned and waved, “Molly! Nate! You came!”
“Is Blair okay?” Molly asked. 
“See for yourself,” Izzy pointed with a smile. 
The sun started to rise and its light was beginning to shine in, lighting up the inside of the hospital. We looked through the window and saw Blair lying in bed holding her newborn daughter. Just like Izzy when she had Hope, Blair looked so happy as she gazed adoringly at baby Emily. Molly and I walked closer to the window to get a better look at her; Emily was just as small and beautiful as Hope. 
“Blair,” I spoke through the window. 
Blair looked up with a smile, “She’s an angel – my little angel.” 
“Yeah, she’s beautiful . . . just like her mother,” Molly said. 
Blair’s bed was close to the window and she spoke to Emily, “Hey, see that boy there? That’s Sonny. He saved our lives . . . he saved my friend’s life and her little girl’s life. He saved his friend Molly’s life too. He’s our hero.” 
I smiled sheepishly and waved to her. Emily looked right at us, at me – her brown eyes were so big and pretty. The whites of her eyes shined bright. Looking at Blair holding her daughter gave me the same great sense of happiness and hope as did Izzy and her daughter Hope. I turned to Molly with a smile and she smiled back – her beautiful light blue eyes glistened and sparkled with the sunlight and her smile made her light up. She’s so beautiful. Molly hugged me tightly, and I hugged her back feeling her body against me, it felt like my heart was bursting – I know I will remember this day for the rest of my life – I kissed Molly’s head and she kissed my cheek. Will came up and as soon he got to us, he hugged us. Molly and I hugged him as well. 
“Thank you for bringing us here,” I said. 
“There was no way I could let you miss this day,” Will said. 
“How did you know?” 
“Noir and Wade had night shift patrol. When they saw a lot of commotion happening at the hospital and found out Blair had come to deliver, they came to our apartment to get Molly and then we bee-lined to go get you,” Will explained. 
Will pulled out Kayley’s camera and took a shot of Blair with her baby. Then he took a few shots of Molly and me with Izzy. He printed two pictures, one of Blair with Emily and the other of the three of us – they were great. Our visit didn’t last long, Captain Noir came up to let us know that we had to go pretty soon. Izzy and Blair’s smiles disappeared when he did. I gave a look to Molly that we needed to say something reassuring. 
“We’ll be okay. We’ve made it this far, we can handle training,” Molly said, confidently. 
“Just be careful, okay?” Izzy said. 
“We will. Oh Will, can you hold on to these for me?” I asked, handing him my watch and key chains.
Will looked confused. 
“I don’t want to lose them in training, so can you hang on to them for safekeeping?”
“Yeah, of course,” Will answered, as I handed him my things. 
I looked at Molly and her compass necklace. She realized the same thing and took it off and handed it to Will. 
“Please keep it safe,” Molly said, handing it to him.
“I will, I promise,” Will said. 
Izzy and Will hugged both of us and we got ready to head out, but I had to use the restroom really quick. When I came out, Grim Harvard and I almost ran into each other. 
I scoffed questioning, “Following me again?” 
Grim started, “Actually I was— “
“Shut up!” I ordered.
“Excuse me?” he said menacingly, as his eyes narrowed.   
“When were you gonna tell me?”
“Tell you what?” 
“Who you really are.” 
“What are you talking—? “
I started to get irritated, “Did you really think no one in this Fort would remember you? Did you think that people would forget The Vigilante?”
I was expecting him to look surprised that I knew his infamous nickname, but he just stood there calmly. 
“Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?” I asked. 
Grim shrugged, “No . . . I assumed you probably already knew or would find out sooner or later.” 
“And you thought I’d be okay with that?” 
“Okay with what?” 
I gave off a look of disbelief. 
“Jesus Grim! You are a murderer!” I jabbed.
“And you’re not? What about Logan or those guys you gunned down?” 
“I killed them in self-defense – to protect my friends. You killed people out of revenge.”
“If you know my backstory, then you know those people deserved to die. I can promise you that taking them out of the gene pool saved others,” Grim said. 
“I didn’t sign up to work with a criminal – and you can forget the deal. I’m out!” I said, before walking away. 
“I don’t think so, you’re not going to walk away from something that can save your friends’ lives, are you?” Grim called out. 
I stopped. 
“Elite survival and combat skills are worth more than gold in the current world. Jewels and gems won’t protect your friends or put food on the table. Basic skills will only get you so far; skills I can teach will not only get you farther, they may mean the difference between your survival and that of your friends. You don’t want to throw that opportunity away.”
He was right about that. If the military was only teaching us standard training, then we would have only a fair chance of survival out there. If Grim is willing to teach us more than that, then we would have a much better chance – and, at the right time, that could make all the difference. Of course, I want my friends to live, but the whole thing about working with Grim, a convicted murderer, made me uneasy. I turned around to face him. 
“If you’re smart, you won’t waste this chance. I know what motivates you, son, even if you don’t want to do it for yourself, you’ll do it for your friends,” Grim said.
“But why would you care? Why are you helping me?” I asked. 
“I’ve got my reasons – and they’re my own.” 
I didn’t really have a response to that.
“You in?” Grim asked. 
Before I could even think I said, “Yeah, I’m in.”  
Grim just nodded and turned.
Before he walked away, I said, “I know you killed bad people, but, no offense, you don’t seem like a very good guy.” 
Grim stared at me for a few seconds and then said, “The line between good and evil is thinner than you think.” 
I raised my eyebrow and he continued – a rarity I was certain. 
“I’m not one of the bad guys Sonny, but don’t confuse me with one of the good guys either,” Grim said, before walking away. 
He knows my real name. How? In that moment, I couldn’t tell if fortune was smiling on me or not, but I did know that this path was a dangerous one. Ever since the outbreak I had just been reacting – never really had much time to think anything through. This was different – I really didn’t know what to do – I wanted to be smart but this was entirely unknown territory. An unbelievably intimidating man admits his truth to me about his past, and for some reason, wants to help me . . . it felt like a tiger just killed all the hyenas, but instead of eating me he wants to teach me how to be a tiger. 
I somehow felt Grim was not the pure evil the gossip said he was, but if he truly did not care at all about anything, then why would he do this – why is he helping me? Why is he caring for that dog? He’s not completely heartless. Whatever the reason is, somehow, I felt I could rely on him to do as he said. Only time will tell if this is the smart play . . . or the dumbest fucking thing I’d ever done. 
 



Chapter 11
Grim
 
“Sometimes life gives you a second chance, or even two! Not always, but sometimes. It’s what you do with those second chances that counts.”
– Dave Wilson
 
All of the soldiers and officers of the Pacific Army stood at attention in front of the city hall building of the city as General Shepard walked on an elevated stage overlooking the crowd. All the parents and the children were standing, waiting for General Shepard to address them before their ‘qualifying’ children were to be sent off to compulsory training. The sun was past being orange and yellow, as its brightness turned to a normal hue – but today felt anything but normal. Squinting against the sunlight, the mostly scrawny ragtag collection of kids didn’t look much like army trainees. 
“At ease,” General Shepard said in the microphone. 
Everyone stood at ease, ironically, in almost perfectly military synchronization. 
General Shepard continued, “As many of you know, our country . . . our world order is in a state of total collapse. The human race has become an endangered species. Humankind’s back is against a wall, and that wall is our extinction. We are, very likely, the last chance of not only a once proud and great nation . . . but of all humankind. We are also the last of the United States Army. That means that everything we do, we do now in the name of the Pacific Army of Fort Gold Rush, the United States Army, and in the name of our fallen country. We are the hand that holds the pen to write what may be humanity’s final chapter. Still, there is hope. When they one day speak of how humanity survived these dark days, they will speak of Fort Gold Rush and the heroes who fought to defend it. They will know that we did not give up, that we fought, we defended, and that we survived to rebuild our world. I would not hold out this hope if I did not have complete faith in your ability to succeed. You will be the warriors and navigators leading us out of the darkness . . . and back into the light. It’s standard procedure that all soldiers salute the rank, not the person, but there does come a time when one soldier salutes another as a sign of immense and personal respect. I salute you now . . . for your honor, fortitude, integrity, grace under pressure, courage under fire, and above all . . . your valor.”
General Shepard stood at attention and saluted us. Every soldier and officer stood at attention and saluted back. I know this child soldier thing is hard for even him to swallow, but I respect him. But not everyone’s gonna see that through their personal pain. 
The kids chosen for the Black Shadow were boarding the buses to head for the training camps, all of which were separated by age and sex. Most of the parents got up to see their children off. I saw Nathan board his bus with his friends and he and I made eye contact. I got in my truck and followed behind them. The main gates opened up and we drove east toward the training camps. There were two of them, ominously designated, Camp Sledgehammer and Camp Terminator, both were near Mt. Shasta, but had some distance between them. Camp Sledgehammer was located just outside of the town of Mt. Shasta in a huge open field surrounded by tree covered hills. Camp Terminator was located twenty-five miles away in a field at the foothills, just a couple miles north of Carrick – Camp Terminator had a better view of the mountain, Mt. Shasta. You do have to stop to admire Mother Nature’s work – even in these surreal times. Camp Sledgehammer was the first half of training for the younger kids, twelve to fifteen-years-old. The idea was to let them mature and grow, and prepare them for the second half, where they would receive the military training – a preparatory camp before they’d go for the more advanced training. Conversely, Camp Terminator was for the older kids, ages fifteen to eighteen years old. 
General Shepard placed me as one of the officers of the pre-planning and training team. The significant downside is that Captain Benson is the lead officer in charge of the Black Shadow program, so I will be forced to work with him – a small problem since the military frowns on striking a superior officer because he’s a walking talking prick with ears. Military Rules – what are ya gonna do? The other issue is that I have to work with the teens in Camp Terminator, so that’ll put me in a tough spot in terms of training Nathan. It was a two-hour drive, but the scenery was easy on the eyes if you like that sort of thing. Although, I’m sure the training camps were not anything like the kids expected, both Camps cover considerable areas, with multiple layers of fences and razor wire. The camps were designed and looked similar, but Camp Terminator had more military training courses and a larger armory. 
While the drill instructors were doing their thing in welcoming the new recruits into military life, the rest of the officers, including myself, attended a meeting about necessary preparations for Black Shadow training – I didn’t speak, just listened. There’s a lot of work to be done, and virtually none of it was gonna be smooth.
When the meeting was over Captain Benson called, “Harvard! Hold up.” 
“Yeah?” I asked. 
“I wanted to talk to you. I wanted to know why you’re so interested in training these kids.”  
I left a long pause before answering, “These kids are the future. They’re the ones that are gonna keep fighting after we’re gone, and I want to do my part in preparing them for what’s out there.” 
Captain Benson nodded in understanding. 
“Yeah, you of all people know too well what’s out there. You knew what kind of messed up shit was out there before the world went down the hellhole’s abyss of shit,” Captain Benson stated. 
My expression didn’t change, and I gave him a hard stare, making him uncomfortable. Captain Benson caught my stare, his eyes widened momentarily. 
He started again, “Well anyway, I’m glad you volunteered. We need all the help we can get. Although, I must remind you that while we are acting entirely in the best interests of the Pacific Army, citizen support of this program is noticeably lacking.” 
Then he stopped walking and said, “One more thing, and I’m gonna cut to the chase. We both know that everyone is still afraid of you and not without good reason. We don’t need you to—” 
“General Shepard already gave me this pep talk, you don’t have to worry about me bringing up old habits,” I interrupted. 
“Oh . . . great. Well, we got a lot of work to do and hopefully things will go as smoothly as possible without problems.”
You just jinxed it. Bad shit always seems to happen anyway. 
After the day’s headache of work, I took the opportunity to make a quick check on Nathan. I drove by and saw that he and his friends were learning how to set-up tents – so they hadn’t finished building their bunkhouses or cabins yet. Most of the camping equipment they were using was Mountain Men stuff – the big outdoor and hunting retailer that was so dominant before the outbreak – they did make the best Bowie knives. Nathan saw me and we met up to talk in private. It was by the armory and the sun was going down, everyone was getting the fires started.  
Nathan leaned against the armory wall and greeted, “Evening Captain.” 
I greeted, “Hello son, how’s the first day going?”
“Well . . . they’re going to be keeping us busy. For now, it’s gonna be a lot like being in the scouts with all the outdoor and survival training, though a little more physically demanding. All of our self-defense training from school is still happening and we still have to do all the normal schoolwork, plus homework. So, yeah. As they say, ‘welcome to the suck.’ The good part is that this is a beautiful place. I like looking at that mountain,” Nathan explained. 
“Looking on the bright side, that’s good. Helps to maintain a positive mental attitude . . . makes this less difficult,” I said. 
There was a long silence between us before Nathan spoke, “You said that you would be giving me better training than what they’re going to give us.” 
“Yeah, I’m still figuring out when we can start. I need time to work out our respective schedules,” I said. 
“Well, no need to rush. I’m not going anywhere, as they say.” 
“No, I reckon not. You know, we are doing this.”
“I know we are. I’m not backing out or anything. I’m just saying there’s no time limit, because we got nothing but time.” 
“Not as much as you might think. And make no mistake, Sonny, your survival and that of your friends depends on it.” I left him to think about that as I walked away. 
 
****
 
With some creativity at the expense of his studies, I determined the overlapping gaps in our schedules and found time for my ‘brand of training’ – so a lot of work, no small measure of growing up and some filling out occurred in the two years since ‘Nathan’ and I had that conversation. 
The camps have improved on their quarters as well as their training, but I gave Nathan a head start on his training, as well as teaching him more important lessons to protect him from human predators. 
“Alright people, listen up. That group that has been harassing our patrols has been spotted up north is larger than we expected. They’re all armed and extremely dangerous. Intel suggests that they’re headed our way down south, but we’re gonna hit them first. They’re based here in a small town of Monroe about fifteen miles north of Yreka – lots of houses and small buildings, so that means there’re a lot of places to hide. We estimate that there’re more than a hundred plus hostels,” Major Lopez explained.  
“Great, rich fucking target environment,” a lieutenant said – clearly too much TV – why is there always some chucklehead talking about a target-rich environment?
Captain Benson stated, “They are primarily located here in this neighborhood, among these houses here on the north side, and more by the school here. We’re going to be coming at them from the south and east side. Teams Red X-Ray 1-5 and Red X-Ray 2-6 will come from the south and teams Echo Charlie 5-7 and Echo Charlie 3-8 will take the east. If shit goes sideways, back-up will come and we won’t have to play it quiet anymore. We have Black Hawk Gunships and Little Birds that’ll also attack if there’s higher numbers. Any questions?” 
An officer raised his hand. 
“Yes, Amos?” Captain Benson pointed. 
“Do we need to evacuate the kids back to the Fort?” Lieutenant Amos asked. 
“No, we should be able to handle this and both camps have plenty of defenses.” 
Not such a good idea. Should put as much distance between them as possible. 
“They have vehicles, right? Wouldn’t it be safer if we—” 
“There’s nothing safe about any of this Lieutenant. We have a job to do and we’ll get it done quiet and clean. We’re not wasting time and fuel escorting kids on something that won’t happen. Plus, there’s plenty of time to give warning to the camps if a few bandits stray,” Captain Benson stated. 
“Yes sir,” Lieutenant Amos replied. 
So glad we are leaving humanity’s survival to people like Benson and Campbell. As my father used to say, ‘oh joy’ – somehow seemed fitting here. 
Everyone, including me, geared up. I was leading Red X-Ray 1-5 with Red X-Ray 2-6 following close behind led by Lieutenant Amos. Because guns and ammo are scarce the Pacific Army has been trained to use alternative caliber arms besides the usual 5.56 rifles, like the 7.62x39 AK rifles, the 6.8 SPC, 6.5 Grendel, 224 Valkyrie, etc., Echo Charlie teams were using  suppressed Heckler & Koch HK416s and Colt M4A1s with several optics, lasers, and vertical foregrips; and Red X-Ray teams were using suppressed rifles in 7.62x39mm with the same number of optics, lasers and fore grips as Echo Charlie’s weapons. 
A lot of guys were using the CMMG MK47 Mutant AR-15s, the rest of Red X-Rays were using tactical AK rifles like the RAK-47-T-MP rifle from Riley Defense, or the Polish WBP AK rifles with the quad rails from Atlantic Firearms, or one of the AK rifles of the SAM7 series from Arsenal. I armed myself with a RAK-47-T-MP rifle from Riley Defense with quad-rail and full-length rail above the charging handle with a vertical foregrip, laser, suppressor, full-auto option, rail-covers, and a EOTech holographic sight and magnifier.
There were several guys with FN Minimi 7.62 MK3 light heavy machine guns equipped with heat shields and ELCAN scopes along with a team of snipers for both sides. We geared up with MICH-04 Fast Ballistic Helmets that had L-3 GPNVG-18-ANVIS Ground Panoramic Night Vision Goggles and Ops-Core RAC Headsets. We look like the Navy Seals that hunted Osama Bin Laden, except with AK rifles and other weaponry. 
Once we were geared up and ready, we got into the armored trucks and rolled out with the convoy. The normal technical vehicles and Humvees drove ahead, but the other vehicles were following behind, standing by in case things went sideways. We reached our destination where the town was in sight. Their bonfires could be seen from our vantage point. 
“The town is just up north; we’ll leg it from here. Go silent, no noise,” I said on the radio.  
It didn’t take us long to get close to the town. There were a couple of lookouts, but we took them out with our suppressed weapons. The bandits were armed with assault rifles and shotguns. They wore military and police gear that they probably stole from those they killed. One bandit had his back turned and I snuck up behind him, grabbed him while covering his mouth and snapped his neck. Several other Red X-Ray 1-5 guys grabbed a bandit’s mouth and stabbed them in the throat. One bandit saw me, but before he could sound the alarm, I threw my knife into his throat and he slumped against the wall and fell – I pulled out my knife and stabbed his eye socket deep enough to reach the brain.
As we moved up, there was a horrible stench in the air.
“What the fuck is that smell? It’s loud,” Private Morgan said. 
There were several around campfires eating cooked meat. When we got close to flank around them, we saw that they weren’t eating animal meat. They were eating human meat. There were dead humans laying in a pile close by, while two of them were cutting them open. Another pair of bandits was preparing them for the fire to cook them. The smell made us want to gag. 
“Ah Christ. These guys are fucking cannibals,” Private Morgan said. 
“Keep it together. Stay on mission,” Lieutenant Amos said. 
“Clear these buildings,” I sighed. 
They stacked up and entered quietly. We did the same. There were seven bandits asleep and snoring in the living space, and judging by the empty moonshine bottles everywhere, they were also drunk. I pulled out my knife and used hand signals to tell my guns to slit their throats. Everyone, including me, got into position and simultaneously stabbed and ripped open their throats, then we put a silent round into their skulls.
“Room clear,” I said. 
“Building clear,” Lieutenant Amos said. 
Even though I remained focused, I kept getting flashbacks of Amara. I was recalling when Amara wanted to get a dog. 
 
****
 
“Come on, Grim! Haven’t you always wanted a little guy who’s always happy to see you when you get home? No matter how grouchy and sour you are?” Amara asked. 
“No, because I already have someone who’s happy to see me and the best part is, she’s toilet trained,” I answered. 
“And she has a home that makes her feel safe. Do you know how many dogs feel scared and alone? The least we can do is give one a home and make it feel loved.” 
“Oh boy, you’re pulling out all the stops.” When she wants something, she’s relentless. 
As we walked up the pathway that led to the animal shelter, I felt the impending inevitability of going home with one of these poop machines. 
I let out a heavy sigh. 
Amara looked at me and asked, “Alright, what is it?” 
“I just don’t feel like having an animal in the house. They shed, they’ll knock over stuff, and worse of all, you gotta pick up their shit. I really don’t want to be that guy standing on the grass with the baggy picking up the dog’s f’ing droppings! I’m really not looking forward to that,” I said. 
Amara left a long pause before speaking again with a very serious expression – I recognized it, it didn’t bode well – the kind that said, ‘I’m not kidding anymore.’ 
“Is that why you won’t adopt a dog? It’s a hassle to pick up after and care for it?” Amara asked. 
“Amara, come on,” I started.
“Say you need shelter, you need food, you need love, and more importantly, you need a chance in life, but instead, they deny you aaaall that because some selfish fuckstick doesn’t want to pick up your poop?” 
There was a long pause between us. 
“You know that’s not right Grim. And besides, when you fall in love with this dog, you won’t care about picking up after it.” Amara walked into the shelter acting like that was the end of the conversation. It was, history told me I’d just lost. ‘Resistance is futile’ – and would only lead to my further demise . . . probably sleeping on the couch while the new dog assumed my place in the bed beside this sassy, but incredibly fascinating and beautiful woman. Whatya gonna do? Sacrifices have to be made. 
 
****
 
Loud gunshots jolted me. The gunshots were coming from the east. Everyone in both Red X-Ray 1-5 and 2-6 got to cover and out of sight. The bandits were all scrambling to their feet, grabbing their guns, and running toward the gunshots. 
“This is Red X-Ray 1-5, what the fuck is going on? Over,” I said, on the radio. 
“Echo Charlie Teams have been compromised. Their cover’s blown. Over,” Private Garrison said on the radio. 
“This is Echo Charlie 5-7; we’re taking heavy fire on our position east of town! We need immediate assistance!” Captain Park said. 
“We’re on our way to you, hang on!” Lieutenant Amos said.
“Gold Command, this is Red X-Ray 1-5. Echo Charlie has been compromised, we need backup ASAP, over,” I said over the radio. 
“Guess we don’t need these anymore,” Private Morgan said, taking his suppressor off his rifle.
“No, keep them on. Our cover’s not blown, let’s follow them to their vantage points and strike the bandits from behind,” I ordered. 
“Yes, sir.”
We waited as large groups of armed bandits were running toward the Echo Charlie teams. As soon they passed us, we followed them as they ran into the open street. As a large group was out in the open, I ordered my guys to drop them. They were all dropped in the street before making cover – dead bodies with bullet holes were lying in puddles of their own blood. We snuck up on the next group and dropped them as well. The third group saw us and began to return fire – now we don’t need the suppressors. 
I used hand signals telling three of my guys to throw a frag grenade on the heel of my flashbang. Three of my guys pulled out a frag grenade and got ready as I pulled out a flashbang. I tossed it high and immediately after it went off the bandits stopped firing. My guys took this chance to throw their grenades and when they exploded, there was only silence. As we moved up, we saw that most of the bandits were in pieces, while some others were trying to get their bearings back. We killed them quickly. We went through that neighborhood and saw both bandits and Echo Charlie teams shooting at each other. The bandits had the numbers and heavy firepower, I knew we were gonna need the birds.  
“Gold Command, this is Red X-Ray 1-5. We’re facing a large number of hostiles closing in our location. Requesting close air support, over,” I said, over the radio. 
“Copy Red X-Ray 1-5, air support is on the way,” Gold Command responded. 
“Roger,” I replied. 
We started picking off bandits. As the bandits were closing in on them, Echo Charlie Teams tried to fall back, but some couldn’t get out of cover to fall back. The bandits threw Molotov cocktails at them and they caught on fire. They were screaming as they tried to stop, drop, and roll, but the bandits sprayed them with bullets while making some deranged battle cry, showing no mercy.
Then a bandit on the roof started firing an M2 Browning .50 caliber machine gun at our guys. Echo Charlie Teams were getting hammered pretty hard. We couldn’t get a shot from where we were. 
“I can’t get a shot!” Private Morgan yelled. 
“We need to flank them! Lieutenant Amos, you and your guns lay down suppressive fire from here. My guys with me! Let’s move!” I ordered. 
I entered the warehouse building first so we could cut through it to get to the M2 shooter. It was dark and there were a lot of big shelves with boxes and pallets full of junk. There were three forklifts, one in an aisle, one parked in the open and the other in a corner. 
I started, “Check those corners—” 
I was interrupted by a bandit getting the drop on me, literally. He jumped down from the shelves on top me and my rifle slid away from us under one of the forklifts. He was the first to get up as he tried to come at me while another bandit jumped down as well. He tried to kick me in the face, but I dodged, grabbed his other leg and lifted it up causing him to fall on his back. The other bandit was swinging a machete. I dodged two swings and then I grabbed his right arm and used my left elbow to break his arm. He screamed in pain and then I switched from my right hand holding his broken arm to my left as I did a Kata-Guruma takedown, placing my right arm between his legs, lifting up while pulling his arm with my left causing him to fly over me and land hard on his back – I grabbed the machete he dropped and swung it right at his throat. The second bandit came at me with a knife, I blocked his right, kneed his ribs with my right, and then punched hard with my left. He was swinging wildly. I grabbed his knife arm and did a shoulder throw on him. I grabbed the back of his neck and one of his arms and brought him to the forklift, slamming his face into the hard side, smashing his face with three solid hits against the forklift and leaving a bloody stain. Some other bandits tried to attack my guys with blunt weapons, but they didn’t stand much of a chance and my guys took them using martial arts. 
A bandit charged at Private Morgan, but couldn’t tackle him and then Private Morgan pulled out his knife and stabbed the bandit in the back repeatedly until he threw him to the side and shot him a couple of times in the face. One bandit came at me with an assault rifle and fired at me full-auto. I ducked behind the cover of the forklift. As soon as he was empty, I charged and tackled him with a double-leg takedown and punched him hard in the face three times before pulling out my 1911 sidearm and shooting him in the head. Another bandit was coming out at my guys with a shotgun, so I sprinted toward him from the side, slamming into him and shoving him hard against the wall. I used my left hand to keep the shotgun pressed to his chest keeping his back against the wall. I shot once in his gut and then another bandit was coming at us from my right so I shot him in the face then another bandit with a rifle from my left. I turned facing him while using the other bandit in front of me as a shield, then shot the rifle bandit twice in the chest – one hit his heart and the other hit one of his lungs. As soon as he hit the floor dead, I threw the other bandit and shot him in the head leaving two holes.
I heard more gun shots in the building and turned to see my guys killing bandits. Lieutenant Amos was stabbing one bandit repeatedly with his knife before grabbing his rifle and putting three bullets in the bandit’s head. I grabbed my rifle from under the forklift and we exited the building. We were getting closer. We went through some back streets and buildings until the shooter was in our line of sight. I took aim at the shooter of the M2 and took a shot, hitting him in the right side of the temple. He fell with his blood spraying in the air. We entered a building to take the stairs to a higher position, but there were bandits waiting for us. My guys took cover as the bandits fired at us – after about three-minutes we were able to maneuver so we could return fire. Some tried to escape outside, but were shot as they ran. We got to the roof, and there was no one up here except for the shooter I killed.
“Clear!” Private Morgan said. 
“Clear!” Lieutenant Amos said.
There were cans of 50 caliber ammo next to the M2 machine gun. I manned the M2 and started shooting at the bandits attacking the Echo Charlie teams. A lot of them were out in the open, making it easier to take them out. A 50 caliber does a lot of damage. Limbs and heads were being blown off, with torsos having big holes – it left a real bloody mess. One bandit attempted to throw a grenade at Echo Charlie, but I hit him before he threw, he dropped it and it blew up, killing him and two of his comrades next to him.      
“Hey! What the fuck are you doing?!” the walkie talkie strapped to the dead bandit yelled. 
“You’re fucking shooting at our guys!” another bandit yelled. 
“That’s not our guys. It’s them! They’ve taken the gun!” another bandit stated. 
“Get those sons of bitches!”
“They’re on to us! Cover all sides!” Lieutenant Amos ordered. 
I continued firing while the others covered me, reloading as fast as I could, and then resumed firing. The bandit numbers were significantly higher than our intel indicated, and they were closing on us from two fronts. I was killing as many as came in our direction, but now the bullets were coming at us and they were closing in. The bandits started bringing in technical vehicles – trucks and SUVs with mounted machine guns. Some were military Humvees and others were converted civilian vehicles.
“Keep them heavily suppressed! Don’t give them an inch!” Lieutenant Amos yelled. 
“I’m down to my last can of ammo!” I told everyone. 
“We gotta move or we’re gonna be boxed in!” Private Morgan warned. 
“Keep shooting!” Lieutenant Amos ordered. 
I continued firing the M2, able to target bandits taking cover behind inadequate materials. I tried to conserve as much ammo as possible until I ran out.  
“I’m out!” I yelled, switching to my rifle. 
“Red X-Ray 1-5, this is Viper 1-2 on approach with Viper 1-3, Stinger 3-1 and Stringer 3-2. Ready for tasking. What’s your position? Over,” Viper 1-2 said over the radio. 
“Viper 1-2, both Red X-Ray teams are in the three-story building of Family Dentist Care. Echo Charlie teams are to the east, near the housing neighborhood. Enemy hostiles are in the streets of the commercial district. We’ll mark targets with lasers. Over,” I said back.  
“Roger,” Viper 1-2 replied. 
Viper 1-2 and 1-3 were two Blackhawk Gunship helicopters with rockets and minigun pods on both ends and both Stingers were AH-6 Little Bird helicopters with rockets and miniguns, although not as much ammo as the Blackhawk, but with more maneuverability. We got our lasers on and pointed to the bandits, marking them as targets. 
“We got the targets. We’re inbound hot,” Viper 1-2 said. 
We looked up and could vaguely see the helicopters coming. They were hard to make out with the dark night sky, but they were definitely easier to see once they started shooting. The Blackhawks came in first, firing their rockets at the bandits’ vehicles. The rockets traveled at high speed to the vehicles blowing them up in big incendiary explosions while firing the miniguns. The Little Birds followed behind doing the same thing, running a pass on the bandits. Many were killed instantly, while others were in bloody or burnt pieces – there wasn’t much left of the technical vehicles either, just burning pieces of metal and tires. The bandits in the buildings were still holding strong in a building, and what few bandits that were alive limped off the streets and into the building. Echo Charlie 5-7 marked the building since they had a better angle and the Blackhawks blew up the front half of the structure with their rockets. The falling debris kicked up some dust which made the bandits even more disoriented, many were wandering around like they weren’t even aware of what planet they were on, let alone, where. As others tried to get their senses back, we put them down before they had the chance.  
The QRF backup was pulling into the town cleaning up whatever bandits were in the town. From the sounds of the gunfire, there were still some putting up a fight but they were now outnumbered and outgunned. I saw in the distance our guys in Humvees shooting at bandits in houses, or those running in the streets.  
There were still some holed up in a building to the north. I took my guys and worked our way up to the building to stack up, and breach and clear. There were still several piles of dead people the bandits were going to eat and holes with human bones. When we got to the building, there were only a few bandits, they didn’t stand much of a chance and we quickly dropped them. We checked every room on the first floor, before moving to the second floor. Same thing as before, checking every room to make sure it was clear. 
When I checked the last room at the end of the hallway, however, there was one bandit sitting in a chair smiling – Private Morgan kept a gun on him so he wouldn’t move. The wall he was sitting by had a bunch of photos and some maps with thumbtacks, a string was connecting one tack to another or to a photograph. When we got close to the wall, I noticed the photos and the map looked familiar, but I couldn’t make it all out in this poor lighting. I lit a LED flashlight to get some better light, and I saw the photos were our kids from the training camps, and the maps were of Camp Terminator and Sledgehammer. No one said anything. They’ve been spying on us. 
“What the hell? What the fuck is this?” Lieutenant Amos asked. 
I marched to the bandit sitting in the chair, grabbed him by the throat, and slammed him against the window. 
“What the fuck does that mean?!” I demanded. 
“You like to kill? Huh? You like blood? You’re gonna see a lot of it at those two camps when my guys get there,” the bandit smiled. 
“What?!” Lieutenant Amos shouted. 
“You’ll never get there in time. My teams left long ago. Everyone there will be dead before dawn! I bet those kids taste really good . . . nice soft meat.” 
“You son of bitch!” Private Morgan yelled, angrily. 
I threw him hard to the ground and he tried laughing. I pulled out my Black Ops 1911 and shot him in the head leaving blood and bits of brains on the floor. 
I got on the radio and spoke in a loud and firm tone, “Gold Command! This is Red X-Ray 1-5; we have confirmed intel that the bandits are going to attack Camp Terminator and Camp Sledgehammer. Bandits are already en route; our kids are in imminent danger. We need to evaluate the camps’ status now. Over.”  
Gold Command didn’t respond back. My guys were looking extremely pensive. I was starting to get anxious.
“Gold Command, come in. Gold Command, do you copy?!” I raised my voice. 
“All teams, this is Gold Command. We’re getting reports that Camp Terminator is under attack. Abort mission and head for Camp Terminator immediately!” Gold Command responded. 
I turned to the others, “Abort mission, get to the trucks! We’re leaving!” 
“Everyone move your asses! Come on! Let’s go!” Lieutenant Amos yelled. 
We rushed outside and everyone was getting into a vehicle. Once everyone was inside or on a vehicle, we hauled ass to the training camps. 
Private Morgan was reloading his rifle and growled, “I swear to God, I’m gonna fucking kill them. Every last one of those motherfuckers.” 
“I just hope you’ll have the chance, they’ve got a head start,” Lieutenant Amos said looking grim. 
 
****
 
I was awakened by the sounds of a flash from a camera. I groaned and opened my eyes to see Amara taking a photo. She had a very satisfactory smile on her face as the Polaroid camera was printing the photo. I know what she’s going to say, and what she's going to do as soon as the image appears and I groaned. 
When the image was complete, she showed it to me, “Ha! See that? I spy a big tough lug snoozing on the couch, on a Saturday evening, with his loyal little Tuxedo dog – the same dog that you didn’t want!” 
“Wha-what are you talking—? I was just sleeping here and he just showed up! I didn’t put him on the couch,” I defended. 
“Really?” Amara asked. 
“Yeah really. I was just relaxing here and he was like this when I woke up.” 
“Well, you know what I also spy with my little eye, Grim?” 
“You found Waldo?” 
“Waldo? Really?” 
“Yeah Waldo, everybody is always looking for that guy and it’s amazing how a guy with a red and white striped shirt with blue jeans blends in with a crowd. I mean, you think someone like that would stick out like a nun at a strip joint. Although, Carmen Sandiego can disappear anywhere as well, and she always wears that bright red coat and hat, so I guess anyone can vanish—”
“Before you lose me on this, allow me to answer your question, smart guy. I was gonna say that I also see an arm resting on top of a Tuxedo and that arm is your arm. Right there in the photo, see? Clear as day. Now what useless defense do you wish to mount?” Amara pointed. 
“Oh that . . . well, that doesn’t prove anything. For all you know, this little booger hopped up here and burrowed under my arm and fell asleep!” I protested. 
“Really? So, he hops on the couch, curls up under your arm and just . . . falls asleep like that?” 
“Yeah! I mean, he’s a dog and dogs have that amazing ability to fall asleep anywhere at any time. I’ve seen some of them sleep with their heads upside down. They’re dogs, Amara.” 
“Or . . . maybe you are finally warming up to little Tuxedo and he knows it, too. Which is why you two like each other!” 
“Ah baloney!” 
“Admit it!” 
“No.” 
“Admit it!” 
“Oh jeez.” 
“You love him! You love him! You really love him! You love little Tuxedo!” Amara sang. 
I rubbed my eyes, “Oh my God.” 
“You love him. Look how happy Tuxedo is! He’s sitting right next to your chest with that big smile of his. He’s so happy sitting with you!” 
Tuxedo actually did look really happy as he sat panting with what looked like a big happy smile. He was looking around like, ‘I don’t know what’s going on but I’m happy.’ I started scratching his head the way he likes it and he closed his eyes while leaning his head back against my hand signaling that he likes it. 
“Come on, say it,” Amara said. 
I sighed. 
“Say it. Saaaaaaaaay it.” 
“Okay, I like the dog,” I confessed, reluctantly. 
“Yes! I knew it! I knew it! I knew it!” Amara danced. 
“Yeah, I said it. I like the dog, so sue me.”
 
****
 
“We’re coming up on Camp Terminator! ETA two minutes!” Lieutenant Park barked over the radio. 
“Bandits have surrounded the camp, so we need to act fast! We’ll be coming in from the Northwest! Watch your fire!” I said on the radio.  
“Red X-Ray 1-5, Camp Terminator is informing us that there’s a mortar position hammering down on their position just west of their location,” Lieutenant Park said on the radio. 
“Lieutenant Amos! Take your men and get after them! Radio what kind of resistance you face en route – I need strength of force numbers and entrenched positions,” I ordered. 
“Roger that!” Lieutenant Amos replied, before driving off with three vehicles. 
“One minute!” Lieutenant Park said on the radio. 
“Blackjack Nine, this is Red X-Ray 1-5 we’re coming inbound on the northwest. Watch your fire. Over,” I said on the radio. 
“Roger, damn good to hear your voice. We’re surrounded. We need immediate support. Over,” Blackjack Nine replied. 
There was smoke in the distance and we could hear the gunfire from here. As we drew near, we could see that there were dead bandits all around the fields outside the camp with a few burning vehicles here and there. Many of them were taking cover behind the vehicles or behind a boulder. Some of the floodlights were out so the soldiers at Camp Terminator had to fire flares to get some extra light in the dark areas. I was on the M2 Browning and as soon as we got within range I started shooting as did the other vehicles and we were making an immediate impact. Because we were mobile, we circled the bandits, firing at their exposed ranks – some of them had already turned and become zombies and began feeding on the dead. After clearing the bandits on the north side, I ordered Red X-Ray 2-6 to join Echo Charlie Teams to clear the areas to the west and the south. My guys went with me on foot to help take care of the bandits already inside the camp. Most of the soldiers and the new recruits were up on the roof of the buildings shooting at the bandits on foot closing in on their position.  
“Blackjack Nine, this Red X-Ray 1-5. Hold your fire to the north, we’re coming in. Over,” I said on the radio. 
“Red X-Ray, we’re up on the roof. Anyone on ground level is hostile. Over,” Blackjack Nine replied. 
We went in and started killing any bandits we saw on sight as they shot back. There were dead scattered inside the camp, both the enemy and ours, including some Black Shadow kids – some of the fighting looked hand to hand. The mortars were still firing, but started to stop halfway through our firefight. After a few minutes of working our way around buildings, and flanking the enemy, we were able to finish them. One bandit came at me with a knife in his right hand. I grabbed his knife hand with my right, grabbing the back of his neck with my left – I pulled his arm, side-stepped and pushed his head hard into the wall, then grabbed the knife and stabbed him in the throat before throwing him to the ground and stabbing into his head.
Then another bandit with a fire axe, followed by another with a machete came at me from inside a half-burnt building. The axe bandit swung overhand first and I stepped forward closing the distance between us, grabbed the axe with both hands, kneed his ribs, then headbutted his face. I spun us around and kicked the other bandit in the gut before he could take a swing at me, then I threw the bandit down hard. The machete man swung it wildly a few times, half-crazy with adrenaline as I dodged and parried each swing until I hit his face with the handle of the axe, hit his chest with a left back kick causing him to lose his balance as he stumbled backwards. Then I spun around and finished him with the axe into his ribs – he landed hard on his side with blood coming from the wound. The other bandit got on his feet and charged at me, I grabbed his throat, lifting him and slamming him hard on his back into the ground – I held him down until I pulled out my knife and stabbed him in the ribs before going for the throat. 
“Hey! We got more bandits coming in from the east! Get up here now!” a teenaged boy with an M4A1 carbine yelled. 
“Captain Harvard, this is Lieutenant Amos. We’ve cleared all entrenched mortar teams. Resistance minimal en route. Over,” Lieutenant Amos. 
“Roger that, double-time your way back here – we need support. Over,” I replied. 
We climbed up the ladder and there were both Pacific Army Rangers and Marines with Black Shadow teenaged recruits on the roof shooting at the bandits out in the field. The walls of the roof were about four feet high with sandbags. All of the soldiers were geared up in military vests that held their rifle magazines and pistol magazines with sidearms in holsters strapped to their thighs and most of the soldiers had Hard Head Veterans ATE Gen 2 helmets with night vision goggles, side flashlights and radio headsets – the Black Shadow mostly had military caps and T-shirts under their vests instead of long sleeve military shirts. 
“Cody! Clark! I need more ammo!” a girl said, armor-piercing firing an M240 Bravo machine gun with an ELCAN scope on it. 
“Got it! Don’t stop shooting, River!” Cody replied. 
“You don’t have to tell me twice! Now hurry!” 
“And get some AK ammo for these guys!” Clark added. 
“I’ll help!” Private Morgan said, as he went with Cody. 
River and the two boys, Clark and Cody, had baseball caps with the radio headsets over their hats – Clark and Cody wore green digital camouflage baseball caps with an American flag, while River wore a black baseball cap backwards with an image of the punisher skull with the Thin Blue Line American flag on it . . . I guess personalized gear is good for their morale. 
We started shooting with the others at the bandits approaching – some were trying to throw pipe bombs over the fence but couldn’t get close enough. Private Morgan brought me some seventy-five round drum magazines for my AK rifle. That’s when, in the distance, we saw that the bandits were bringing in more vehicles. Some were school buses that had mounted machine guns and armored plates welded to the outer shell. 
“Oh shit, they’re bringing in some heat,” Private Morgan said. 
“Get the 50 up here,” an officer ordered. 
They brought two M2A2 Browning machine guns. River and the officer started firing at them as soon as they were ready. River had Clark man the M240 Bravo. We laid down heavy fire on the buses, but they weren't going down so easily. We brought up a belt of 50 cal armor piercing rounds and were able to kill everyone inside the buses. That broke their back, and the Echo Charlie teams came up from the south to help finish off what was left of the bandits as they tried to make a run for it. 
“Is that the last of them?” Cody asked. 
“I think it has to be,” Clark answered. 
“Echo Charlie 5-7, any sightings on the enemy? Over,” I asked. 
“Negative, they’re done. Over,” Lieutenant Park said. 
“We kicked their asses!” River said. 
“Hell yeah! That’s what I’m talking about. You all were awesome!” a soldier said, to the Black Shadow recruits. 
“Thanks Wade,” Cody said. 
“Gold Command, this is Red X-Ray 1-5. What’s the situation on Camp Sledgehammer? Over,” I asked. 
“Wait what? What did you say?” River asked, turning towards me. 
“Red X-Ray 1-5, Camp Sledgehammer was under attack and we have received no word from them since – that was fifteen minutes ago. Your orders are to rearm, refuel, and head over there ASAP. Over,” Gold Command answered. 
“Roger, we’re mostly ammoed up already. We’ll leave now. Over,” I replied. 
My guys went down to the armory and restocked on full magazines, grenades, and full cans of ammo for the M2s while refueling the trucks and Humvees. We were ready in less than two minutes.
“Captain! Camp Sledgehammer is under attack, sir?” River asked me. 
“That’s right. We’re headed over there now,” I answered. 
“Permission to accompany you, sir!” River asked. 
“Same with us, sir! Please, it’s important and I bet you could use all the help you can get right now, sir,” Clark added. 
I looked at River and the two boys for about three seconds and pointed to a M2 on top of an armored Ford F250 and said to River, “Man the gun, don’t get killed.” 
“Yes sir!” River said. 
“You two with me,” I said, to Clark and Cody. 
“Yes sir!” 
With that, we got into the trucks and Humvees and high-tailed it to Camp Sledgehammer. I looked at my watch and saw that it was 0540 hours, won’t be long before the sun’s up. It didn’t take long for us to get there, but I knew immediately something was wrong. By the time we got there, there was not only no gunfire, but no noise at all. There were burning vehicles leaving trails of smoke, big crater holes, lots of dead bodies and zombies walking around everywhere making their particular guttural moaning sound. Most of the zombies were ones that you’d find out here in the badlands while others looked like the bandits – some were missing limbs and others were crawling because they had no legs. The front gates were downed by a gravel truck that was clearly used as a battering ram – it was peppered in bullet holes with dead bandits all around it – we didn’t see any of our guys or the kids. Some of the bandits were burnt all over their bodies. There were two more trucks that knocked through the layers of fences at different sides of the camp. As we got closer to the Camp, the zombies had heard our engines and had started running towards us. 
“All teams, drop them,” I ordered.
We mowed down the zombies as they came at us and after a few minutes they were all dead, leaving a bloody mess. We parked outside and went inside the camp, vigilant and alert, searching for survivors while killing the zombies inside – there were only a few inside, but they came out unexpectedly. 
“Nathan! Ashley! Carrie! Molly! Patch! Jess!” River called, rushing ahead.  
“Kids?! Captain Noir!” Corporal Wade called out. 
“Where are you?” Clark yelled. 
“There’s no one here,” Private Morgan said, to no one in particular. 
“Where the fuck are they?” River demanded, frustrated. 
“River, calm down! We’ll find them,” Cody assured. 
“Spread out! Search for signs of survivors,” I ordered.
We searched the camp, inside the buildings and cabins, but they were all empty. 
Then from under the rubble, a bandit reached out and grabbed my foot. I instinctively pointed my rifle at him, but stopped to see his current condition. He was burnt all over, including half of his face and most of his body. It was a goddamn miracle that he was still alive. He had a hard time speaking but he took the trouble to try.
“Kkkkk . . . kill . . . kill me,” the bandit spoke weakly. 
“Where are the kids that were here?” I asked.
“I-I . . . I don’t know. Gone . . . somewhere. Please, the pain . . . oh my God it—” 
I shot him in the head before he could finish. Blood and bits of brain with skull splattered on the ground from his exit wound, and some splashed out his entry wound. His eyes were still open as blood oozed out and soaked his burnt face. His blood made a sizzle sound as it got on his burnt clothes and burnt flesh making a rancid stench.   
The supply station was almost bone-dry, along with the armory – looks like they left in a hurry. I noticed a line of footprints from the supply station and armory leading to the south side fence. The footprints were both adult and kid-sized. I followed the footprints to the fence and noticed that the layers of fences had all been cut. I looked around to see if there were any security cameras and I saw two camera mounts at a nearby cabin. 
Then, a bandit burst out of a cabin with a knife and charged toward Clark. Clark saw him coming and grabbed him as he came running, using his momentum to propel him against the wall. Clark pulled out his knife and stabbed him under the chin – the bandit’s eyes were still open as blood poured from under his chin. Clark watched as he slowly fell to his knees before hitting the ground, bleeding to death. Cody walked over and put a bullet in his skull to prevent ‘the turn.’ 
Then another bandit stumbled out and tried to make a run for it – the bandit was male and looked like he was in his late teens. I aimed my gun at his legs, but the bandit was stopped by River, as she shoved him hard against the wall and punched him a few times in the ribs. Clark and Cody came over to help, but she held her hand out. 
“I’ve got it!” River called. 
The bandit struggled and tried to get free from River as he tried to punch her, but missed as River parried. They wrestled and struggled until the bandit got his arms around River from behind, but she pressed her hands down through his and ran out of his grip quickly. When he tried to punch her with his right, River hit him in the face with the palm of her right hand stunning him, then grabbing his arm for a shoulder throw. When he landed, she pulled his arm behind his back keeping him down with her knee and then pulled out her SIG-Sauer P320-M17 Bravo sidearm and stuck it right to the side of his temple. 
“Where the fuck are the kids?!” River demanded. 
“Fuck you!” the bandit shouted. 
“Where are they?!” 
“Fuck you!” 
River put a bullet in his leg which got him screaming, then she asked again and he gave the same response which made her put one in his shoulder. 
She stuck his face hard and warned, “I’m not screwing around and neither should you.” 
“Corporal!” I called. 
River looked up. 
“He doesn’t know anything, he’s useless. Just kill him,” I ordered. 
“What? Wait, wait, wait! I know where the kids are!” the bandit cried. 
I walked over and asked, “Where?” 
“I’ll tell you if you let me go,” the bandit said. 
Corporal Wade chuckled, “Really?” 
“You have to swear! I’ll tell you if you swear!” 
I gave a blank stare for about five seconds and said, “Okay, I swear . . . now talk.” 
“They went . . . they went southwest into the forest!” the bandit lied. 
“Alright, let him go,” I said. 
“What?!” Everyone exclaimed in disbelief. 
“Let him go,” I repeated, firmly. 
River stared at me for a few seconds before letting him go. 
After almost ten seconds of him running away I said, “You can shoot him now.” 
River turned to me for two seconds before shooting the bandit – even from here I can see the blood in the air. He fell down dead. Everyone gave me this confused look.  
I explained, “I swore. She didn’t. Destroy the brain.” 
River walked over and put two bullets in the bandit’s head making a bloody mess. 
“You got something sir?” Corporal Wade asked me. 
“I got tracks, a lot of them. Both kids and adults going through the fence,” I answered.
Everyone else gathered around. 
“They got out?” River asked. 
“On foot? Why didn’t they take the trucks?” Cody asked. 
“Because the garages are by the front gates where all the bandits and zombies are. They didn’t have time to risk getting in the vehicles, so they had to escape by foot,” Corporal Wade answered. 
“Check the security footage, let’s see who got out,” I stated.
We went to the main office where the security footage would be. There were five different monitors showing different angels of the camp. We played back the footage and saw everyone in the camp running around. It looked like Camp Terminator warned Camp Sledgehammer the bandits were coming, because it looked like everyone was getting ready for a fight. All the soldiers were gearing up, setting machine guns, and from the looks of it, setting up explosive landmines outside the camp. An officer was picking certain Black Shadow recruits to fight along beside the soldiers – Nathan and his friends were among them. 
“There’s Captain Noir, he kept the kids close to fight alongside him,” Corporal Wade pointed out.  
“And from the looks of it, they really gave the bandits Hell,” Clark added. 
“Those landmines certainly evened the odds and . . . is that Nathan?” Cody asked. 
River, Corporal Wade, and I leaned in to look and it was. Nathan was using an AA-12 with FRAG 12 rounds in a drum mag and some dragon’s breath incendiary rounds, because vehicles were exploding where he was aiming and some bandits that got close were being set on fire.  
“Yep, that’s our boy Nate with Molly, Carrie, and the others,” Clark said. 
“He blew up the vehicles and set the bandits on fire. Good boy!” River said with a smile. 
“Hell fucking, yeah, atta-boy!” Corporal Wade nodded. 
“And what happened next? Fast forward,” I ordered. 
Cody advanced the recording. 
“Alright, looks like all that gunfire attracted zombies, they attacked the bandits but it was a herd’s worth so they couldn’t fight that off and . . . yeah right there! Captain Noir led them through the fence and they headed south into the forest. Our friends held them off so that the others could escape which is why they left last,” Corporal Wade stated. 
“They took that chance to escape, they may be alive,” Private Morgan said. 
“They have to be alive. We gotta find them,” River said, before rushing to the door. 
“Whoa! Whoa, whoa, easy there private. They’re alive, don’t worry. They’re with Captain Noir. Trust me, we’ll find them. I promise,” Corporal Wade assured. 
“Alright . . . we have to find them. If anything happens to those kids—” River started. 
“We’ll find them, River. They’re alive. It’ll take more than some shit-eating zombies and some paramilitary wannabe bandits to take those kids down – especially our friends. You send them to Hell and they’ll come back with Satan’s head on a pike,” Clark stated confidently. 
“Damn straight,” Corporal Wade agreed. 
If Nathan has learned anything from me, he’ll stay off the main roads, close to water and use stealth to handle threats. He knows how to use his head, but will his friends use their heads as well? I’ve got to find him before they get him killed. 
 



Chapter 12
Nathan/Sonny
 
“You either fight for what you love or you lose it. Your choice.”
– Unknown
 
We all laid on the grass hill taking in the sun. Molly was resting her head over my heart and Carrie’s on my stomach. Ashley was lying with Sarah, Jess with Patch, Warren with Scarlet and Shaun. It was Friday, we finished early for the day, and when I went over to the grassy hill to rest and watch the sun set, everyone joined me watching the sun and the clouds slowly move above us. One of my favorite cloud formations was in the sky, cirrocumulus. The cloud pattern was just magnificent and it stretched all across the sky. As the sun sank lower, its reflection on the clouds now above it changed their colors to vivid reds, pinks and oranges, creating a gorgeous glow that is soaked up in the wisps and billows of the clouds. We come here often and watch the sunset before gazing at the stars. As boring as cloudless sunsets are, in trade you get a perfect view of seeing the brilliant stars before curfew.  
My friends mostly did the chatting while I laid there losing myself in the natural sky. There isn’t anything to match nature. I had an arm around Molly and my hand in Carrie’s. Carrie’s thumb was gently rubbing circles on my hand as mine on hers and I was gently stroking Molly’s arm – sometimes I gently stroked through Molly’s hair and gave her a gentle kiss on her head. I don’t know exactly why, but those moments when you feel someone’s love for you are special moments – my instincts told me to savor those moments, you may not get another one. Two years have passed, and within little over a month, we’ll get to see our friends and families for break. We were all fourteen or fifteen, our voices were changing, we were taller and stronger, our bodies were changing, hormones were racing, and sexual attraction and preoccupation were a constant – felt to me like nature was fucking with us. 
Our training was mostly survival rigor and outdoor, like where to find shelter, what plants were okay and not, what animals we need to be aware of, how to start a fire, make-shift weapons, archery, target shooting, and critically, self-defense training. It also consisted of schoolwork and studying zombies, what sounds they make, what tracks they leave behind, how to tell if a corpse was eaten by a zombie or a wild animal – along with preparing us for Camp Sledgehammer. It felt longer than two years with Grim sneaking me outside the camp for his brand of training – things that the military weren’t teaching. Soon our time at Sledgehammer will be over and then we’ll be transferred to Camp Terminator . . . and then our real training will begin. It’s also the second anniversary since the last time I saw my real parents. I continued to wonder if they’re alive and hoped with every ounce in my being that they were safe. 
“Yo, Nate!” Patch called. 
“Yeah?” I replied. 
“I was asking if you guys wanted to see the movie when we head back.” 
“What’s playing?
“Let me guess, High School Musical 3?” Carrie guessed. 
“Actually, they’re playing a classic – Tarzan,” Jess answered. 
“Which one?” I asked. 
“The good Disney one made in ‘99 with the singer Phil Collins.” 
“Huh, haven’t seen that in a long time,” Ashley said. 
“You guys wanna go see it?” Patch asked. 
“Girls?” I asked Carrie and Molly. 
“If everybody’s going, then no way. I hate crowds,” Carrie stated. 
“Molly?” I asked. 
Molly didn’t answer. 
“Molly?” I repeated, shaking her a little. 
Still no answer. 
“Molly,” I spoke a little louder. 
“Hmm? Wha?” Molly asked. 
“Patch wanted to know if you wanted to see the movie they’re playing,” I said. 
“Nah, too many people talk during the movies,” Molly said, rubbing her eye. 
“How about we head over to the soda bar?” Jess suggested.
“Yeah, let’s do that after the sun has gone down,” Carrie agreed. 
When the sunset was done making interesting colors, we headed over to the soda bar. It’s usually open only on the weekends, but sometimes they open it on Friday nights. Lucky for us, there weren’t that many people there, most of them were probably at the movie. The soda bar was kinda cool with the souvenir's soldiers had collected outside the fort. There were street signs, cool yard decorations, little statues, gnomes and other cool stuff. The bar stretched out on three sides of the room, the back, and both right and left with four big skylights that showed the night sky with all the stars – it even had those big giant glass beer mugs. We all sat together and ordered our soda, but most of the flavors were fruit – no Coke or Pepsi. There were flavors like strawberry, peach, mango, lemon, grape, watermelon, blueberry, cherry, and a bunch of mixtures of them together – I ordered mine, blueberry watermelon. 
“Have you guys heard anything from back home?” Carrie asked. 
“Not much . . . the protests have died down, but people still hate the Pacific Army,” Patch answered. 
“Yeah, no kidding and that redneck beat-off Campbell is trying to enlist people that aren’t qualified for the military,” Jess added, with a scoff. 
“Figures, one thing you can always count on is that an asshole will stay an asshole,” Carrie stated after taking a sip of her drink.
After a while of silence and drinking the sodas, Jess broke the silence. 
“Alright, I’ve got something that can break the silence. The game is ‘Honesty’ and the topic is the people we love back home, and I say people instead of parents, because some of us . . . well, you get the idea. Anyway, we have to talk about them and whatever good or favorite memories we have of them. What do you say?” Jess humbly asked.
“That could be interesting, we could get to know some things,” Patch said before taking a long sip.
“Okay yeah, I’m in,” Sarah added. 
“Alright, who wants to start?” Jess asked. 
“My brother and I’ll take the first swing,” Scarlet said, pointing to her brother.  
“Some of you thought my sister and I come from Mexico, or Panama, or Puerto Rico, but we’re not from any of those places. We come from much farther south, Argentina,” Shaun added. 
Our eyes widened by that statement.
“Argentina?! You guys are from . . . Argentina?” Carrie asked, surprised. 
“All the way from the Horn?” Ashley asked.
“Yes, we are,” Scarlet answered. 
“At least that’s where we were born and raised for the first six years of our life before coming to the United States,” Shaun added.
“What brought you and your family way out here?” I asked. 
The twins looked at me with a smile. 
“Thank you,” Scarlet said.
“For what?” I asked, confused.
“You said ‘out here,’ not ‘up here.’ ‘Up here’ tends to sound like you may be looking down on South American countries like ours,” Shaun answered.  
“Well, up and down is just geographical, not social or political commentary,” I said. 
“Yeah . . . anyway, back to the story. Our father and our uncles were farmers and worked growing crops – it was the family business, big business. They were landowners just like our grandfather, but since our dad was the oldest, the land was in his name and he was the para el jefe – or boss man. Our mother was an agent for an international marketing firm,” Scarlet explained. 
“Wow,” Jess said, impressed. 
“Oh, so were they? Were you guys rich?” Carrie asked. 
“Sort of, I guess. We had money, but we weren’t millionaires. Anyway, things were fine for a while, but then . . . our Uncle, dad’s youngest brother, got mixed up in some shady deals and he owed money to some very bad people – The Rojas Cartel,” Shaun said.
My eyes widened and I put down the jug, “Wait, did you say Rojas Cartel? The Rojas Cartel?! International drug runners, black market arms dealers, blow up police stations and ships in the Panama Canal, kidnap entire families and butcher them, the ‘Butchers of Juarez.’ The ‘Blood Demons.’ That Rojas Cartel?”
“Oh, so you’ve heard of them?” Scarlet joked.
“People that live in remote villages in Tibet without internet have heard of them. Those guys are monsters,” I stated, clearly. 
“Understatement of the year. Even the Los Zetas, Gulf Cartel and the Sinaloa Cartel think twice before messing with them,” Shaun said. 
My friends looked confused. 
“Uh guys? Let’s pretend that the rest of us haven’t watched BBC news or read The New York Times. Can you guys tell us who these guys are and why they’re so bad?” Patch asked.
“Yeah, what’s a cartel?” Jess asked. 
Sarah cleared her throat, “Okay, so you know that crime happens all the time, right? Well, some criminals get together and get very organized – like before the Outbreak, there was the Italian Mafia, the Japanese Yakuza, the Chinese Triad, and Central or South American Cartels. These were large, sophisticated organized crime syndicates in Central and South America called cartels, and most of them did their business by making, selling, and trafficking illegal drugs, prostitution, kidnapping, blackmail, or protection rackets – and some were very good at it, but all of them made it clear for everyone to not fuck with them.” 
“You mess with them, they kill you and your entire family . . . including your kids, they just don’t care. The worst part is sometimes they shoot you and make it quick, but oftentimes they take their time to make you die slow . . . like real slow in creative and sadistic ways,” Molly said.
“Jesus,” Patch said. 
“Yeah, so our parents didn’t want to take any chances whatsoever. They got us out of Argentina and moved us to Reno, Nevada. That’s where we met this knucklehead for the first time,” Scarlet said ruffling Warren’s hair.
“And of course, this lovely young lady,” Shaun said, giving a head bow in Sarah’s direction. 
The twins’ smiles slowly faded away. 
Scarlet stated clearly, “Our parents left home for us. Our father gave up his birthright, our future on that land, our ancestral homeland . . . for our protection. What they had to do for work once they got here was rough to say the least.”
“What did they do?” Ashley asked, after sipping her drink. 
“Our dad worked as a welder in a hot metal warehouse, nine-hour shifts, five days a week, and our mom worked at a Toyota dealership as a clerical assistant. We were living sort of the high life, or at least our parents were, and they gave all that up for us without complaining, regret, or even asking for any thanks. That’s why my sister and I always try to do what we can to help and to let them know how much they mean to us, because they have sacrificed so much so we can have a future, that’s really something that we can’t take for granted,” Shaun explained.
“Wow, that’s a helluva story,” Warren said amazed. 
“Yeah, so now you know. Who’s next?” Scarlet smiled. 
Patch spoke up, “We’ll start, Jess, Molly, and I. We don’t have parents and I’ll spare you guys my sob story of abandonment, orphanage doorstep, basket, and no note – but the silver lining is that Will and Kayley have always been there for us, we’re living with them and they’re our parents as far as I’m concerned.”
“What did they do?” Shaun asked. 
“They worked at the orphanage helping out and whatnot. Of course, they had a couple of side jobs here and there, but they looked after us.” 
“There were good times and there were bad times, but Will and Kayley always tried to find ways to make it okay for us. They cared for us when we had no one else. I remember once, we went to a History museum and then we were supposed to go to this boring reenactment, but instead, Will and Kayley took us to an amusement park instead, how great is that?” Jess added.
“Really?” Carrie asked. 
“Yeah, they took us there right after we told them that we had never been to one. It was the first time that I’ve ever been on a roller coaster or eaten cotton candy. That was the most fun we’ve ever had before the outbreak. They also always knew how to talk to us, how to let us know that even though they don’t know what it’s like to be an orphan, they understood what we were feeling – when we were sad or angry or lonely or . . . feeling like no one wanted us. They knew what to say to us and made us feel loved – which when you’re abandoned is one of the greatest feelings in the world. I didn’t know how important that was until I met Will, Kayley, and Father Lawrence . . . along with these two chuckleheads,” Molly stated, nudging Patch and Jess. 
“Love is weird . . . it’s wonderful, it’s hard, it’s empowering, it’s hurtful, it’s simple, it’s complicated, and beautiful and ugly all at the same time. You can write a whole book about love and still not know jack shit about it – yet somehow that makes perfect sense,” Warren said before sipping. 
After a short pause while that sunk in, Scarlet asked, “Alright, who’s next to tell a story?”
Warren raised his hand, “I got one . . . or in a sense it’s a couple. I’ve always been the type of guy where one is better than zero. If you have at least one victory, you’re never a loser. If you have one friend, you’re not a failure. My dad was good at every game I’ve ever played with him. There were times where I would be better, but that didn’t happen often. When I was little, we went to this beach house and it had a foosball table. I hated losing so much back then, I couldn't stand it – so after losing each game, I’d insist he play again, and again, and again . . . and again . . . and again . . . until we’d played like 15 games.”
Warren started chuckling which got our attention.       
“My dad was lying on the couch laughing so hard because I was half-crazy shaking him and demanding a rematch! I . . . (chuckle), I had this crazy look in my eyes and I . . . (chuckle),
I was literally shaking my dad shouting, ‘No! I demand a rematch! Again!’ I would get him to play again and again until I finally beat him – and then I was done,” Warren smiled. 
Some of us were laughing and smiling. 
“I didn’t care that the score was fifteen to one. That’ll always be my motto in life, if you have at least one of something, that’s better than zero,” Warren said. 
Scarlet was staring at Warren with a smile and a look that said he was a total dork. Then she started laughing and couldn’t stop. 
“What are you laughing at?” Warren asked. 
“You obviously, I can’t believe what a dinosaur-sized doofus you are!” Scarlet said, giving Warren a nuggie. 
Sarah went next. 
“Alright, I got one. When I was little, we used to have this dog named Boxer. He died about a year and a half before the outbreak happened, he was a good dog. Anyway, one-night Boxer was barking his head off so my parents woke up to see what the hell he was going on about. By the sounds of Boxer barking, and the noises he was making, we thought that a burglar was trying to break in or someone was attacking Boxer, so we were panicking – I remember jumping out of bed and landing on my face in my bedroom. However, in my parents room they were having a fun night – if you catch my meaning – so, they were rushing to get dressed in the dark and my dad ended putting on my mom’s underwear and he was still half out of it as he went running out, so he didn’t know what he was wearing,” Sarah explained.
“Oh boy,” Patch said, before sipping his drink. 
“When we got to the door and turned on the lights, it turns out Boxer was fighting with a raccoon. So, Dad got a broom and helped scare away the raccoon but this stubborn little shit just wouldn’t leave. It kept trying to bite or claw at either my dad or Boxer. So, you have to imagine what this looked like for our neighbors – they hear a lot of racket, come outside at 1 am well-armed to see a full-grown, hairy man in his backyard fighting a raccoon with his dog while wearing his wife’s red panties,” Sarah said.
We laughed. Warren and Shaun were drinking when she said that, so they ended up spitting out the soda as they laughed. 
“Yeah . . . my dad didn’t even notice until after the raccoon ran off and he saw that everyone was staring at him. My mom sometimes asks him if he wants to wear her panties again which makes him put on that big frown on his face. My parents are frigging hilarious sometimes. You should hear their sassy conversations,” Sarah said before drinking her soda. 
They chatted for a while and I sat quietly thinking about my parents. As much as I hoped that they were okay and safe, a part of me knew that they must be going through some rough times. For starters, there’s no way they’d still be at Fort Drum – they must have moved farther south, but how far south. I couldn’t guess – where would they go? I also didn’t know whether they tried to make it to Colorado and Fort Denver to look for us. I realized that Ashley, Carrie, and myself may have been the only ones from Fort Drum that survived, or at least that are known to have survived. They would probably assume we were dead as well, since everyone else is either dead or scattered to the four winds without a sign. All those people . . . all those kids, they died horribly . . . for nothing. For nothing. I was feeling so many incandescent different things at that point . . . dread, anger . . . regret. I never even got to tell Ian and Andy that I was sorry . . . and their mother Rebecca will never see them ever again. She came all that way, protecting her sons, to find her husband, Wallace, only to find that he was killed, and then she loses her children as well. She lost her entire family now. Why do we live in a world where horrible things happen to so many good people? What did they do to deserve all this? What a broken world we live in.
“Nate!” Carrie said in my ear. 
“Ah!” I responded, startled. 
I looked at her and saw that everyone was staring at me.
“Huh? Whaddaya say?” I asked. 
“Well, Molly was asking you to tell a story, but you weren’t here. So, I’m telling you to come back to Earth buddy,” Carrie said. 
“Yeah, so tell us a story. Pllllleeeeaaaaaaassssseeee,” Molly purred.        
I smiled and pushed away the recently visited dreadful thoughts to recall something good. I remembered something good that had happened when I was very little. It was one of my most precious memories of my parents. 
“Alright, I got a story about my parents . . . my biological parents. Back before the outbreak, I lived in New York. One Christmas we went to the mountains in the High Peaks Wilderness. I was probably five years old at the time. It was Christmas morning before the sun was up and I was half asleep when my parents got me out of bed and into my winter clothes and I wasn’t really awake until we were out in the woods. I remember being carried by my dad and hearing his big boots crunching through the icy snow and seeing my breath in the cold air,” I said.
My friends listened as I told the story while drinking their sodas. 
“When my dad saw that I was awake he said, ‘We didn’t want to wake you up, but we really wanted to show you something.’ So, I didn’t really say anything as we walked up the mountain. My mom set up a tarp for us to sit on and I’m sitting there wondering ‘what the heck are we doing out here in the cold?’ They told me to ‘wait for it,’ and I asked what we’re waiting for and they tell me that I’ll see soon. So, I’m sitting there waiting, waiting, and waiting. Then, I finally saw what they wanted me to see,” I said. 
Everyone showed slightly curious expressions. 
“The sky and the clouds started to change color before the sun finally appeared and let me tell you . . . it was the most beautiful sunrise I ever saw in my life. The sunlight was warm even as it was coming up, and everything was changing color – the clouds, the mountains, the snow, the trees, everything was turning orangish-yellow. It’s like heaven opened up to shed some of its light down on us to see. That’s when my parents told me Merry Christmas. They taught me how to appreciate a different kind of Christmas, how to stop and smell the roses, how to just take in the natural beauty around us. I’m grateful for that, I cherish that morning, because it felt like magic, surreal and connected – something I never want to take for granted,” I explained. 
My friends smiled. Ashley and Carrie looked proud along with Molly.
“I like that story,” Molly said. 
“Me, too,” I said. 
Then all of the sudden, the emergency alarm went off. We were caught off guard, but then we remembered that we have to assemble outside. 
We rushed outside, Patch actually ran back to finish his drink – Warren and I ran back to pull him out with us. We all ran out and stood at attention lined up waiting for the officers and drill instructors to tell us what the hell was going on. Captain Noir had managed to work his way into being XO at Camp Sledgehammer to keep an eye on us, while Corporal Wade was keeping tabs on River and her brothers at Camp Terminator. The Camp commander Captain Henry Chester Alvin, a red-headed bear of a man who was probably born punching his way into the world. He wasn’t as big or as strong as Grim, but he was one tough customer and threatening in his own way. He had short red curly hair and the only part of his unshaven face that lacked orange-fire hair was his chin – his beard connected with his big mustache. Captain Noir was to the right as Captain Alvin stood in the middle of the other officers and Drill Instructors (DI’s). Captain Noir had grown a full beard, but kept it neatly trimmed.
“Listen up grunts! We got a big fucking problem coming our way! Intel says a large group of armed bandits have been spotted heading towards Camps Sledgehammer and Terminator. They estimate their numbers are at more than a hundred, they are well armed and considered extremely dangerous. We can’t engage them head-on. We’re gonna have to make a break for the forest and head south for a small town called Dunsmuir. We’ll assemble there and get picked up by the choppers, but we need to evacuate, and I mean NOW!” Captain Alvin stated.  
Captain Noir stepped in, “They’ll be here soon. The soldiers will hold them off as you head south. We don’t have enough soldiers, so we’ll choose some recruits to fight alongside us.” 
Bandits? Are you fucking serious?! Well, shit Army! They should’ve been more prepared for this kind of crap!
They chose mostly the older kids that were fourteen and the strongest among them. 
DI Brown called, “Martin, Blake, Parker, Lloyd, and Way!” 
My eyes widened and my heart sank. I looked over to my friends and they had the same expression as mine – I could see the fear in Ashley, Carrie, and Molly’s eyes. I looked up at Captain Noir and he had his eyes closed in frustration while trying to figure out what to do. Of course, why not, just another fucking short straw
“Report to the armory and gear up, now!” DI Brown ordered. 
“You all know what to do, we’ve trained you for this. Get your survival packs and get ready to leave, now! MOVE OUT!!” Captain Alvin roared. 
Everyone ran to their cabins to get their packs while the chosen jogged to the armory. Captain Noir met up with me outside the armory and we walked to the side out of sight. 
“Alright look, I don’t know what the fuck is gonna happen, but you stick to me and do what I say, when I say. You don’t listen to any sergeant, any other officer, no one but me unless I say. You understand? You’ve got this, we’ll get through this together,” Captain Noir promised. 
“Yes sir,” I nodded. 
Captain Noir had one arm around my shoulder and he said in my ear, “You’ve killed people before, you can kill them again. It’s no different than killing a zombie and you’ve killed hundreds of those. Don’t let the blood in your head overwhelm you, keep your cool and your head clear, you read me?” 
“I do, Captain. I’m solid.” 
“Good, let’s get you geared up.” 
We turned around and all of our friends were standing right there looking pensive, especially Ashley and Carrie. 
Before we could even speak Ashley said, “We’re going to fight with you. We know we can’t argue getting Sonny out of here with the others, but we stick together, sir.” 
“Don’t argue, Captain and don’t order us to go, because you know we won’t leave this place without him. There isn’t time, so just tell us how we can help. We can help fight,” Carrie stated, clearly. 
Captain looked like he wanted to scream, but did his best to contain it. 
He hissed through his teeth. “Shit!” then spoke calmly, “Fine, get in the armory and gear up. Once you’re geared up, get your packs and be ready to haul ass south. Do not leave my sight, do what I say, when I say. Now come on!” 
We followed him into the armory where everyone else was gearing up. An officer looked at Captain Noir and the rest of us confused. 
“We got some volunteers. I’ve seen their status. They’ll be useful,” Captain Noir stated. 
The officer nodded and said, “Alright fine, gear up and give them rifles and sidearms.” 
The soldiers got their tactical military vests on, their thigh pistol holsters, helmets, all the magazines and grenades they could carry, and their M4A1 carbine rifles, their AR-10 marksman rifles, light-heavy machine guns. For us Black Shadow kids, all we had were our MOLLE airsoft tactical vests that we use in training and our thigh pistol holsters on our right thigh and KA-BAR knives strapped to our left – we all had tactical MOLLE padded harness belts below the vests at our waists that held a canteen of water, a small first aid kit and foldable map. We were armed with AR-15 SBRs, and sidearms. Ashley, Molly, Sarah and I were armed with Ruger SR40 handguns that had stainless steel slides and black frames, while Carrie, Patch, Jess, Shaun, Scarlet and Warren were all given Glock 19s that had black slides and green frames as their sidearms – we were all given KA-BAR 1211 fighting knives. 
I was armed with a custom assault rifle, a custom SIG-Sauer MCX Virtus SBR chambered in 5.56/223 with an 11.5-inch barrel, Odin Works ATLAS 5 Compensator muzzle brake, SIG’s M-LOK rail system, EOtech
holographic sight, SureFire M951XM05 Tactical flashlight mounted on the right side, AN/PEQ-15 IR designator laser in front of the sight, Radian Raptor-SD charging handle, titanium bolt, Magpul CTR stock, vertical foregrip, full-auto and three-round burst select switch. Now this might mean nothing to non-gun enthusiasts, but suffice to say, this is a fucking rifle!
Ashley was armed with a FN SCAR 16 CQC with the same holographic sight, laser, and vertical foregrip as my rifle as was Molly with her SIG SG 553 Commando. Patch and Sarah were both armed with Heckler & Koch UMP 40s with a M68 Aimpoint red dot sight, vertical foregrip and the same flashlight as the one on my rifle. Jess and Scarlet were both armed with a Heckler & Koch MP5A4 with a Surefire 628 dedicated forend weapon light, and a M68 Aimpoint red dot sight. Carrie, Warren, and Shaun were armed with a Heckler & Koch HK416 SBRs, and the same optics as my rifle. 
They gave us radios and headsets attached to the left shoulder of our vests. Those of us using 5.56 rifles had our tactical vests holding four double magazine pouches, two on the right side our torso and two on the left, and four pistol magazine pouches on each side of the torso above the rifle magazine pouches at chest level – we had enough space in our MOLLE belts to add two extra double magazine pouches giving us a total of twelve magazines and two extra pistol pouches. The others that were using submachine guns were able to hold ten magazine pouches and the same number of pistol mag pouches. There weren’t enough helmets for everyone so my friends and I wore military green camo baseball caps black American flag. 
“Get these Mk 46s and Mk 48s up to that roof, to that one, and to that one there and get as much ammo as you can carry up to all three now! Get as much ammo for everyone as you can carry! Way! Philips! Get to the shooting range and fill these bags up with empty bullet shells and be quick about it!” Captain Alvin ordered. 
Patch and I sprinted to the shooting range where we do target practice on live zombies. They had all the empty bullet shells scooped up and placed in big bins to be recycled for more bullets to be made. The bullets and the shells had mixed colors, some were in the traditional brass and copper color but many of them were nickel color, because they brought actual nickels, quarters and dimes to melt into bullets and shell cases – some of the magazines I’m loaded with are nickel bullet heads instead of copper. We filled all ten plastic bags with the empty bullet cases and ran back to the armory. 
Captain Alvin was talking on the radio, “What do you mean, a herd of zombies has been spotted? Are they close and headed towards us?” 
“Duct tape the bags to these blocks of C4,” Sergeant Davidson ordered us. 
“Can we get any kind of air support?” Captain Alvin asked. 
Patch and I duct-taped the bags to four blocks of C4 with some sort of electric device on top of it – remote detonation.  
“Alright, one Blackhawk Gunship, don’t drag your feet. We’ll be here,” Captain Alvin hung up the radio and turned to us, “Way! Philips! Come with me, we’re gonna set these explosives outside the camp. Grab those cans of gasoline. Let’s move!” 
Patch and I looked at Captain Noir and he waved for us to go ahead with him. I grabbed the cans of gasoline and Patch helped load them into the Humvee with the heavy boxes of IEDs before driving off with Captain Alvin, Lieutenant Billings, Sergeant Davidson and two other Humvees – Patch got into the Humvee behind us. We drove out of the camp and parked in the middle of the road. They gave me an angled LED flashlight to put on my chest to help see in the dark. 
We got out and Patch caught up with me. 
I spoke, “What do you want us to do sir?”
“Way, take these IEDs and go with Sergeant Davidson to plant them over there behind those boulders and anywhere where the bandits can take cover. Philips, take those cans of gasoline and pour it around these wrecked vehicles by the road. We want the enemy to stay out in the open to be easy targets. Lieutenant Billings and I will set up the anti-vehicle mines by the road. Cover the IEDs up with grass and dirt so they can’t see them,” Captain Alvin ordered. 
“Yes, sir!” we said. 
I went with Sergeant Davidson to help plant the IEDs and claymores while Patch poured the gasoline all around the wrecked vehicles. I looked at the claymore and even though I’ve seen them a million times over, I still can’t get over how on the claymores they write ‘Front Toward Enemy’ – always struck me funny, admittedly, in a very dark way.  
I spoke, “I understand why we want our guys to blow up the enemy with the claymore facing the right direction, but why stop there? Shouldn’t they put on the back, ‘Not this side dumbass!’ or ‘Wrong side!’ . . . just something.” 
Sergeant Davidson chuckled, “Yeah, you’d think.” 
I placed the C4 bombs where Sergeant Davidson told me as he set up the tripwire and remote detonators – for the gasoline areas and trails that Patch left, Sergeant Davidson set up some incendiary grenades with a tripwire to set them off and ignite the gas. The whole process took about fifteen minutes. 
The fact that we were gonna be in a firefight had not left my consciousness – it was somewhat unnerving. Then again, it wasn’t my first-time spilling blood. I was remembering back to when Grim took me out in the wilds to kill someone. My first kill that wasn’t self-defense. A year ago – I was thirteen.
 
****
 
I had him in my scope aimed right at his heart, all it would take is a pull of a trigger and he’s dead. Grim and I were on the ground about 400 yards from away from a target. I had the M40A5 sniper rifle loaded with some deadly 308 Win Mag ammo. However, I found myself hesitating. Something preventing me from pulling the trigger. As expected, Grim noticed . . . and had a look of disappointment. 
Grim sighed, “What did I say about hesitating?”
I put the rifle down and couldn’t find the words to answer back. I had no problem killing zombies, but with humans . . . something that’s still alive, it feels different. 
“It’s just— “
Grim pulled out some papers and a map. 
“Nine soldiers. Nine men, our men, were found dead. I’ve been tracking this guy for a week and found him. This man has no interest in having peace with us, showing no mercy. He killed in the past and he’ll kill yet more in the future. That’s who he is. That’s precisely the kind of thing that needs killing,” Grim explained. 
“I know he’s bad. I know he deserves death, it’s just . . . killing a human, it always feels different than killing a zombie. Roamers are already dead, but humans are still alive,” I said. 
“You kill the same way you kill zombies. You don’t think about it, don’t allow yourself to feel it – you have to learn to control your thoughts and feelings. You just do it and get to the other side of it. Now grab your rifle and kill him,” Grim ordered. 
With that I got him back in my sight, adjusted so I wouldn’t miss and pulled the trigger. The shot was loud and the bullet barely took a second to go through his chest. Even from here, I could see the blood spraying out of his chest. A small chill went up my spine watching him falling in the dirt lifeless. Grim got up and then I did. 
“I’m sorry, Grim,” I said. 
Grim stopped and turned to me. 
“I know I shouldn’t hesitate or feel bad, but I’m trying. I just can’t not feel. I get what you’re doing for me . . . but I can't turn off like you. I’m sorry.” 
Grim walked up close and looked at me right in the eye and spoke very clearly, “You’re holding onto your humanity. You can’t do that while out here. Out here, you gotta let go of your humanity and go someplace where you can do the things that are necessary to survive. You gotta find your mad dog.” 
“My mad dog?” 
“Yes, there’s gonna be times where death will be staring at you in the face and you’re either gonna live . . . or you’re gonna die. If you wanna live and you want your friends to live, you gotta get mean . . . you have to get rabid, mad-dog, mean, so you can kill your enemies before they kill you. So, don’t be sorry. Don’t ever be sorry. Just find that headspace.”  
I nodded. 
“Say it.” 
“Don’t be sorry. I’ll find that headspace.”
“Good,” he said, and I knew the lesson and conversation were over.
 
****
 
“Hurry up! We don’t have much time!” Captain Alvin hollered.  
“Captain Alvin, we see the bandits! You need to get back here now!” Captain Noir yelled through the radio. 
I looked over and I could see through some of the trees and bushes in the distance of the lights from the vehicle's headlights – I could hear their engines from our position. 
“Way! Philips! Get your ass back here now!” Captain Alvin ordered. 
Patch and I sprinted back to the Humvee as it started to drive away. Patch got into the Humvee with Captain Alvin. Captain Alvin was in the back of the Humvee with the top open reaching his hand out for me. I could hear everyone at the rooftops hollering at us. 
“Gimme your hand kid!” Captain Alvin reached. 
I ran up and grabbed his forearm. He and Patch pulled me up and into the Humvee. As soon as I was in, the Humvee sped up to get back to the Camp. We saw the bandits in their trucks and vehicles coming out of the forest and driving fast down the road towards us. The gates closed as soon as we were inside the camp. A big explosion erupted and one truck was flying in the air, and then another one – they’re running into the anti-vehicle mines and IEDs. Our guys on the roof started shooting at the bandits.
I grabbed my rifle out of the armory and pulled the charging handle – I had a skeletonized X-15 fifty round drum mag on it. As I ran for the building where Captain Noir and my friends were, a gravel truck was driving full speed towards the gates while another smaller gravel truck was driving toward the side of the fence. Everyone was shooting at both trucks, but the drivers were hunched low making it harder to hit them – they shot the front tires reducing their speed but they managed to get to the fences, making an opening wide enough for the enemy to come through. 
The bandits hopped out of the gravel beds to run through the fence to us. I switched my rifle from semi-auto to full-auto and fired at the bandits – I killed four bandits and I could see their blood spraying in the air from here. The rifle shook evenly, the constant gunshots were loud with the bright muzzle flash, and the bullet cases were flying out. I must have spent twenty bullets out of the fifty round drum, because when I turned to shoot the bandits by the gates with Patch, his UMP had a thirty round capacity in his magazine and my shots lasted about as long as his when we both ran out – we killed at least ten bandits and there was a little bit of smoke coming from our gun barrels. There were more bandits coming and they were about to shoot us. Patch was rushing to get another mag into his submachine gun and I tried to pull out my sidearm, but then the bandits were getting shot up. Patch and I turned to see Molly firing full-auto with her SIG-SG 553 commando and then Carrie ran up beside her to fire full-auto as well. Patch and I quickly reloaded and we ran back to the building where Captain Noir, Captain Alvin, and the others were. The other Black Shadow teens that were chosen to fight were up on the roof of the building to the right of the gates and to the far left, while my friends and I were on top of the armory next to the garage center. Lieutenant Billings was using his Heckler and Koch HK417 sniper rifle with the twelve-inch barrel and with the others in a building on the right covering the northeast and east side. Sergeant Davidson was using a FN MK 48 Mod 1 machine gun on the building to the left covering the northwest and west flanks. The other Black Shadows were finishing up with gathering their survival gear and meeting with the soldiers at the south side exit to the Camp. 
We ran into the armory, locked the door and climbed the ladder to the roof where everyone was ducked by the sandbags near the roof edge. We switched from full-auto back to semi to preserve ammo and try to be more accurate with our shots. The lights made it easier to see the enemy. They were running through fields and into the IEDs – some died instantly while others were still alive and screaming. All the anti-vehicle bombs were set off and still more bandits were crossing the fields. We picked our shots carefully as they were running toward the camp, and we were picking them off as they ran for cover while trying to shoot back. Patch, Carrie, Sarah, Scarlet, and I were covering the fields to the left of the main road while Ashley, Molly, Warren, Shaun, and Jess were covering the fields to the right of the road. Then, one soldier manning the Mk 46 got shot in the shoulder. Another soldier rushed to his aid trying to stop the bleeding. 
He turned to Shaun who was standing close by and ordered, “Get on the gun! Lay down suppressive fire!” 
Shaun got on the Mk 46 and fired at the enemy. 
“Bandits are breaking the fences! East side!” a soldier yelled. 
“Lay down some suppressive fire!” Captain Alvin yelled.  
Molly and Ashley ran over to the east side of the roof with two soldiers and started shooting at the bandits making their way to us. They killed several as the enemy was firing back. One bullet grazed the helmet of one of the soldiers – he grunted and cursed angrily before shooting back. Lieutenant Billings and the other soldiers with scoped .308 rifles were picking the enemy off one by one without missing. Sergeant Davidson was chewing them up with his machine gun – some of them ran into his line of fire as they charged toward the camp. Shaun was getting the hang of his light heavy machine gun. Then the bandits started shooting at the floodlights getting rid of the lights. 
“They’re shooting the floodlights!” Warren yelled, while reloading. 
“I’m losing sight of the enemy!” Carrie added. 
“Set up the mortar! Illumination rounds!” Captain Noir ordered. 
The soldiers set the mortar up quickly and fired some illumination rounds that shined some light in the fields. I shot at three bandits by the boulders, even from here I can see the blood spray in the air. Then the bandits tripped on the incendiary traps and caught on fire. The fire provided little light, but better than nothing. The Black Shadows couldn’t use the vehicles to get out because they were all in the garage near the north, or front gates, so they had to cut through the multiple layers of fence to escape to the south. 
“Oh shit! We got more vehicles with technical!” Lieutenant Billings yelled. 
We looked in the distance and saw more vehicles with mounted guns and a few more vehicles with more bandits were coming. 
“We need more explosive and illumination mortars!” a soldier shouted, as another soldier was adjusting the mortar before shooting a mortar. 
“Way! With me!” Captain Noir ordered. 
I ran back down into the armory with Captain Noir. 
“Help me get these mortars to the roof!” Captain Noir ordered while grabbing a M320 grenade launcher. 
Then I saw in a locker an AA-12 shotgun with some FRAG-12 high explosive ammo and some incendiary Dragon’s Breath ammo. 
“Wait, what about that?” I pointed. 
Captain looked and his eyes widened, “How did I miss that? Whatever, take this and fucking kill those assholes!” 
Captain Noir unlocked the locker and handed it to me along with the ammo in a big bag. I was stunned that he gave it to me. 
“Whoa, whoa, captain. Are you sure I can handle this?” I asked. 
“It’s got a built-in spring system in the buttstock to reduce recoil. If a man can shoot this one-handed, a nine-year-old can shoot it! Which means a fourteen-year-old can handle it. Now get up there and fucking shoot those bastards!” Captain Noir ordered. 
“Yes, sir!”
I climbed back up with my AR-15 behind my back with my AA-12 ready and a bag full of ammo. It had a door breaching muzzle brake and was in a cool green digital camouflage color. The explosive ammo along with the incendiary and the 00 Buckshot were all in twenty round drum magazines. Captain Noir came up with the mortars, dropped them off for the mortar team and stood right next to me with his grenade launcher as the vehicles were getting closer. 
“Hold your fire, wait until they’re close,” Captain Noir said. 
We waited until they got closer, some stayed on the road while others tried their luck through the fields providing cover for the other bandits.
“Now!” Captain Noir ordered, taking the first shot. 
Captain Noir’s grenade hit the first vehicle on the road, it made a small explosion at the engine before catching fire and blowing up. I fired several rounds at a truck in the field until it exploded and then I fired at another and got the same results. The mortar team fired their high explosive mortars at the vehicles and got three direct hits – two trucks and one group of bandits behind cover. This continued until ten vehicles were destroyed. Then the bandits to the west started throwing a bunch of pipe bombs to our guys on the left building. The bombs set off big, effective explosions – they must have thrown mortars or something as effective. Both Black Shadow and soldiers were sent flying from the explosions – some just got the wind knocked out of them while others didn’t get back up.
“Davidson! Davidson!” Captain Alvin called. 
Davidson didn’t respond immediately but we could see him slowly getting up. He was still in one piece, but he was disoriented from the blast and was trying to get his senses back.  
“They’ve breached the west side!” Jess yelled, while reloading.  
I loaded a drum mag full incendiary ammo and went over to the west side and there were three bandits shooting at some soldiers – they killed three and one was badly wounded. I fired two shots at each bandit and they caught on fire – because they were panicking, they didn’t stop, drop, and roll, so the fire finished them. There were more bandits running after the last handful of Black Shadows trying to escape. 
“Way! Johns! Riley! With me, let’s go!” Captain Noir called, heading for the ladder. 
Carrie, Scarlet, and I followed Captain Noir as we went after the bandits. We ran into some and the girls were the first to kill them, then the Captain shot a few others. Some took cover behind some cabins or buildings, but since we knew this camp better than them it was easy to flank them and kill from their blind spots. I shot two bandits and they fell dead with their torsos and faces burning which left an unwelcoming smell. However, when I shot at another bandit, he caught on fire and ran into a cabin and it didn’t take long for that cabin to catch on fire. Captain Noir went inside a building to deal with two bandits that were dug in behind some cover. 
I was able to reload a drum magazine with buckshot. A group of five bandits were taking cover and shooting at our guys trying to get out – I unloaded the whole drum mag and killed them all. When I was about to get my rifle, two bandits came from around the corner and tried to shoot me with a shotgun, but missed my head as I ducked – the wooden post I was standing next to exploded. Carrie put four bullets in one’s chest and three in the face of one while Scarlet put three in the chest and one in the head of the other bandit.
“Nate! You good?!” Carrie asked me.  
“You okay brother?!” Scarlet asked. 
I checked myself quickly before answering a little surprised, “Yeah, I’m good!” 
Carrie marched to me and gently grabbed the side of my head and turned it both ways to check my head, before checking the rest of my body to make sure I wasn’t shot and okay. Captain Noir came out of the building with fresh blood on his arm and waved at the remaining Black Shadow recruits and soldiers giving them the okay sign to escape. After they escaped, we heard the caws and wails of zombies, it sounded like a lot of them – the herd of zombies is here! We saw through the fences as the herd was charging toward Camp Sledgehammer and the bandits in the fields.
“Oh fuck, here comes the herd,” Scarlet said. 
“Damn you, Command. You’re running late with that air support,” Captain Noir growled. 
“We gotta get outta here. Let’s get back to the others, fill up on ammo, grab our survival packs and get the fuck outta of Dodge,” Carrie said. 
“Took the words right out of my mouth kid,” Captain Noir said. 
The herd started attacking the bandits first before trying to get inside the Camp. Then we heard the sounds of a helicopter. I moved one of my headphones out of the way to hear better.
“Wait! Can you hear that?” I asked. 
Carrie moved her headphones aside, so she could hear as well, “Is that a helicopter?”
“Yeah, I hear it, too,” Scarlet added. 
We looked over and saw one in the distance from the northeast with the mountain behind it. It was a Blackhawk Gunship helicopter with rockets and minigun pods. When it got closer, it fired rockets at both the herd and the bandits – the rockets delivered magnificent hard-hitting fiery explosions that sent both bandits and zombies flying. Then the Blackhawk started shredding the zombies with the miniguns. We didn’t stand around squandering our opportunity to get out. 
“About damn time,” Captain Noir said. 
“Captain Noir! We still need to get out of here!” I said. 
“You’re damn right! Captain Alvin, all the Black Shadows have escaped but the zombies are coming! We need to move now!” 
“All teams, this is Captain Alvin, head for the armory to refill on ammo and fall back to the South exit! This place has fallen, it’s time for us to bail!” Captain Alvin said on the radio. 
As we ran toward the armory, we heard gunshots behind a cabin and when we got there, we saw Sergeant Davidson gunning down two bandits with his black FN FNX-45 Tactical sidearm. He was alive and okay, but had some dirt and dust all over his face and arms from that pipe bomb earlier. Two bandits were trying to kill Captain Alvin with machetes. Captain Alvin dodged one swing and punched the bandit so hard; you’d swear he broke his jaw. He grabbed the other bandit’s machete arm and head before slamming his face against the wall – he finished him off by snapping his neck and then put a bullet in both their heads. Everyone ran for the armory to restock on ammo and grab our survival packs. Captain Noir grabbed more than one carry-on base radio. Since we’ll be running into zombies out there, we loaded up on better weapons to kill zombies like axes and swords. So, we stock up on the ones we used for training. 
“Nate! Here!” Molly tossed me a Cold Steel Chisa Katana Sword. 
Cold Steel made swords as well knives – that included Japanese swords. Katana swords were usually swords that had a blade length of somewhere between twenty-eight to thirty inches. Wakizashi swords usually had about a twenty-inch blade, so basically a short sword or machete version of the full-length Katana. Cold Steel made Chisa Katana swords that were basically in between the Katana and Wakizashi swords with a blade length of twenty-four and a half inches, so it was a good size sword for us kids and teens. The Chisa Katana Molly tossed me had red cord wrap with black ray skin while hers was in blue cord wrap with white ray skin. Ashley and Carrie had Chisa Katanas, too, but Ashley’s was in the traditional black cord wrap with the red ray skin while Carrie’s was in the white cord wrap with the black ray skin. Patch, Jess, and Scarlet took up Cold Steel Swords as well, while Sarah and Shaun took Wakizashi swords and the two handed twenty-six-inch length Estwing Camper’s Axes. Warren and some of the other teen Black Shadow recruits took up Cold Steel Hunting Swords – the other teens armed themselves with either fire axes or aluminum baseball bats with pyramid-shaped spikes welded to the bat turning it into a mace-like weapon. Even the officers armed themselves with Mountain Men Knives Frontier Bowie knives and tomahawks. Captain Noir reloaded on his M4 magazines, grabbed a Mossberg 590A1 with a pistol grip, a Black Aces Tactical Quad Rail, a red dot sight, and a fifty-five round shotgun bandolier with mostly buckshot with some slugs – he also took a Mountain Men Knives Frontier Bowie knife and a Cold Steel Katana, a full length one instead of a Chisa. Captain Alvin took a bowie knife and a tomahawk.
As everyone was grabbing up on whatever was left that they could carry, something caught both Ashley’s and my eye. Two scoped, lever-action hunting rifles, a Marlin 1895SBL with a Nikon Inline XR Riflescope 3-9x40 stainless steel scope and a Marlin Model 336W with the scope attached and a brown leather buttstock cartridge holder – with six Winchester hollow point bullets. The Marlin 336W was chambered in .30-30 and the 1895SBL was in the big 45-70, and both had a leather sixty round bandolier to go with their rifles. Ashley turned to me and we both grinned. I took the Marlin 1895SBL and Ashley took the Marlin 336W. My friends and the other teen Black Shadows grabbed our Mountain Men Scout Compound bows and quivers of arrows – Patch grabbed and carried mine while Sarah grabbed and carried Ashley’s as we escaped. As we ran out of the armory, and toward the south-side fence, we could hear the screams of the bandits as they were either being eaten alive or they lost a limb from the rockets of the helicopter Gunship.
The fight was over . . . for now. Our fight against whatever evil is out there was always gonna reach us. Zombies, bandits, hunger, dehydration and motherfucking nature herself is trying to kill us. Without a camp or a fortified shelter with supplies, we’ll have to take our chances out in the woods and fight as guerrillas. I thought of Grim . . . I guess, this is what those clandestine survival lessons prepared me for. 
 



Chapter 13
Nathan/Sonny
 
We put some distance between us and the fallen camp with the undead and walked until morning. We stayed off the main roads and highways, walking instead on backroads like S Old Sage Rd, not too far from the highway, and taking line of sight map shortcuts through the trees. There were railroad tracks going south towards Dunsmuir, but for some reason, they looped back to the north before again heading south following the Sacramento River. We didn’t have time to get a full night’s sleep, so we just kept walking. 
Something wasn’t right because Captain Noir tried several times to reach others that had escaped, but only a few responded – they were each lost, getting separated while running from the zombies. So now, like us, they’re scattered everywhere while trying to find other Camp survivors and trying to get to Dunsmuir. Captain Noir and Captain Alvin tried their best to help the lost navigate without them using the highway.  
We stopped to rest by some trees next to the road while the captains talked to the stragglers about where to meet in Dunsmuir – it was just past mid-morning. My friends, two captains, two lieutenants, a few more soldiers, and the remaining Black Shadow teens made us twenty-three. The backroad turned into a two-lane road and had nothing but trees and bushes on either side. The day was actually kinda nice, no clouds, all sun for us. My friends sat close. 
“How you guys holding up?” I asked. 
“Tired, hungry, and a little pissed that bandits came and fucked everything up,” Carrie answered. 
“At least, we’re alive,” Molly said. 
“For now.” 
“We’re gonna stay alive. We’ll get out of this . . . we always do,” Ashley said. 
“If the zombies hadn’t showed up, we’d still have the camp,” Scarlet said. 
“Shoulda coulda woulda. Nothing we can do about it now,” Jess replied. 
“The parents are gonna flip when they hear about all this,” Warren said, rubbing his head. 
“Yeah, there may even be riots,” Shaun added. 
“No, there won’t. Unless everyone’s dead they’re not gonna do anything,” Patch said.
“You sure about that? I mean, yeah, things have calmed down, but some people are itching to fight the army to get their kids back,” Sarah said.  
“They’re smart enough to know that fighting each other won’t solve anything. Besides, they don’t have the guns or weapons to fight, let alone win. They don’t have the numbers or weapons to match the Pacific Army.” 
“That didn’t stop the colonists against the British and they won.” 
“The colonists had military leaders like Washington, Wayne, Putnam, and Green, the numbers to make an army, the willpower to want freedom, not to mention the timely assistance of the French to help us win. We’re a city instead of a bunch of colonies with no French allies or any allies for that matter which means, we’re on our own, and we have zombies and homicidal bandits trying to kill us,” Patch pointed out. 
“What’s your point?” Sarah questioned. 
“My point is even if the parent’s riot, they’ll gain nothing. Starting a revolt against the Pacific Army is just going to destroy the only safe place we have left,” Patch explained. 
Jess got up and almost ran to a Black Shadow teen, “Whoa! Whoa! Stop!” 
We all turned to her as she grabbed the teen’s arm. 
“What? I’m just getting some berries up this tree,” he said. 
“This is a Yew tree,” Jess said, firmly. 
His expression didn’t change. 
“You don’t know what a Yew tree is, do you?” 
He shook his head. 
“Okay, everyone listen up! This tree here is a Yew tree. Almost every part of this tree, the leaves, the bark, every part of it is deadly poisonous with a very lethal alkaloid called taxane. I’m dead serious. Do not touch the tree, especially the berries. You eat the berries, you’ll die. It’ll stop your heart dead in its tracks,” Jess explained. 
“Shit . . . they’re that dangerous?” the Black Shadow teen asked looking up. 
“Yeah, and they’re not really called berries. They’re aerials that surround the seed. The red aerials around the seed are safe to eat, but the seeds are deadly poisonous. If you pop the seeds out, you can eat the aerials, but I wouldn’t risk getting all that taxane on my hands climbing up.” 
“Alright, thanks for the warning. Zombies aren’t the only danger we need to worry about around here.” 
Then I spotted in the distance a group of zombies walking towards us on the road. They weren't moving very fast. 
“Speaking of zombies, we got company,” I pointed. 
Everyone looked and saw the zombies coming. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Lieutenant Billings growled, while getting his rifle ready. 
“Whoa, whoa, whoa, lieutenant. Relax, we got this,” I said, putting my rifles down. 
My friends did the same. They placed their guns and their backpacks on the ground to get their melee weapons ready. 
“Guns are too loud. They’ll attract more, so let us handle this,” Ashley said, drawing her Chisa Katana out and stretching.   
“Trust us captain. We’re professionals,” Patch said, his Filipino bolo sword.  
“Yeah, we’re trained for this,” a Black Shadow teen boy said. 
“Remember our training, don’t get bunched up,” I said, drawing out my Chisa Katana. 
“Yeah, now let’s get on with it. Come on you fucking shit-eating son of bitches!” a fifteen-year-old female Black Shadow teen roared.
That pissed the zombies off, because they growled and quickened their pace toward us. I was the first to attack, I swung my sword at a zombie’s neck and separated his head off. It was actually a lot easier than I thought it would be. This blade cuts through like butter! 
The next zombie I swung an overhead forward swing and split a zombie’s head in half as the blade slid out of the zombie’s upper neck. Molly and Carrie swung at their zombies in the middle of the head right by the ear cutting the heads in half. Patch swung his sword at a zombie’s leg, nearly cutting the leg off before a finishing blow, cutting its head off – Jess did the same, except she stomped on the leg and swung overhand on the zombie’s head. Scarlet swung a forehand swing at a zombie nearly taking a chunk out the side of its skull and then backhanded a swing at another zombie’s skull. Shaun used his ax while Sarah used her wakizashi sword. Shaun swung his axe chopping the leg off before delivering a final blow. Sarah swung her sword cutting one zombie’s head in half and then stabbing another in the face. I sliced one zombie, spun around to slice another backhanded and then swung at another cutting its head off. Ashley kicked one zombie in the chest before slicing its face, spun around to slice another, and stabbed one right in the eye. Warren’s backhanded swing at a zombie penetrated deep in the zombie’s skull past both its eyes, he pulled the sword out, stabbed one zombie under the chin into the brain, and then finally swung forehanded at another. The other Black Shadow teens used their swords, axes, or their bows to kill their zombies – we killed the pack in less than five minutes, but we had gotten some undead blood on our hands, arms, and little on our chests. I never liked seeing zombies’ blood, it was darker than human’s blood and smelled worse. 
I let out a disgusted groan seeing the zombie’s blood all over my gloves and forearms. From the looks on my friends’ faces, they were feeling the same as well. We wiped the blood off of our blades with a rag. 
“See? Nothing to it,” Jess said, to the soldiers and officers. 
“Yeah, all that training is paying off,” Sergeant Davidson said. 
“Well done,” Lieutenant Billings said. 
However, nine more zombies came out of the bushes from behind us. Before any of us went to kill them, Captain Noir drew his Cold Steel Katana and like us, he busted some sweet moves on the zombies. He cut heads off, stomped their skulls in, and the last zombie he spun around and did a backhanded swing on a zombie’s face and it fell with half of its head gone like the ones we killed. Captain wiped his blade with a rag and looked at us. 
“You make it look so easy. I think I pulled something on that last swing,” Captain Noir said, stretching his muscles. 
“Look, I don’t care if his foot is gone. You get him to that town even if you have to drag him there!” Captain Alvin yelled on the radio.
I noticed that Molly was walking funny. I sheathed my sword and marched straight to her. 
“Molly . . . what’s wrong with your leg?” I asked, concerned. 
“I got blisters on my feet. It’s these new boots. My feet aren’t adjusting well. Plus, I didn’t put high socks on, so it’s been rubbing against my skin,” Molly answered. 
I bent down and saw that the back of her heels were a little red, but they didn’t look too bad. 
“What about your feet? How bad is it?” I asked. 
“My left is worse than my right,” Molly answered.
I walked over to Captain Noir, “Hey Captain, we’ve been walking all night and all morning. I know we’re in a bad situation, but we’re all exhausted. So, just a suggestion, why don’t we go down to the river, take a little rest, wash off the day’s road dirt and this blood, and then we can meet up with the others at Dunsmuir.” 
Captain Noir glanced at Captain Alvin then turned to me.
“That’s a good idea. Let’s cool off and get cleaned up,” Captain Noir said.
 
****
Grim
 
River had a bandit on the ground facedown with his hands tied behind his back, as she brought two stun guns to the bandit’s neck shocking him intensely in front of his bandit friend – a kid in his late teens. The bandit screamed in pain while the other grunted trying to stop her, but River’s brothers held him down to the ground. I was watching from the side leaning against the truck’s pickup bed with the sun on my face and eating some grapes. 
River stopped, “You know guys, I think I might possibly be a tad bit sadistic, because there is just something so satisfyingly enjoyable watching scumbags like this shitstain wiggle and scream. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I just know that I really, really, do find it like so much . . . justice. It’s cathartic in a way.” 
“Fuck you! You fucking evil bitch! You’re gonna rot in Hell!” one of the teen bandits yelled.
“What was that?” Clark asked, before bringing a stun gun to his balls and shocking them. 
Of course, he screamed and writhed in pain. 
“If you don’t talk, this is gonna get so much worse!” River yelled.  
The bandits didn’t say anything, except giving us some pretty solid glares. 
“I see. Well! If you don’t like the good cop, then I guess I’ll let a real professional take it from here and believe me . . . they always talk to him,” River said, pointing to me. 
River got up and walked toward me, “They’re all yours Captain Harvard. I can’t get them to talk, sir.” 
I walked over to them and just stared at the bandits for a long while, my blank expression was devoid of emotion. Initially, they weren’t intimidated, but as the silence continued, they started to sweat with a twinkle of fear in their eyes. I walked over to the truck very slowly and pulled out a big toolbox. I dropped it making a loud noise that made the bandits flinch. I opened it and started fishing through the tools. 
“Whoa, okay, come on. Come on, man. You don’t need that. Look we don’t know where those kids are. We don’t know!” the teen bandit said. 
I found a big pair of water pump pliers and decided that this was my chosen tool of torture. I walked behind the teen bandit, that seemed to get the bandit that River tasered anxious and uneasy. 
I placed one of the teen bandit’s fingers in the pliers and said, “I’m gonna count to ten.” 
The bandits didn’t say anything.
“One,” I said, before breaking the bandit’s finger. 
He screamed in pain.  
“Two,” I said, before breaking another finger. 
I was ready to break another, “Three—”
“We don’t have them, but we know where they’re going!” the other bandit hollered. 
“Where?” I asked. 
“To some small town called Dunsmuir, southwest of here. We stole a radio from a dead soldier and heard what your people were saying.” 
Everyone’s eyes widened. 
“Do other bandits have radios, too?” I asked. 
“I don’t know, probably.” 
I broke another finger making the bandit scream. 
“I mean yes! One of our guys has a radio!” 
“What channels are they listening to?” I asked. 
“The ones they’re using, fifteen and eighteen. That’s all we know! We swear!” the bandit said. 
I got up, placed the pliers back in the toolbox, and put it back in the truck. 
“What do we do about these two, sir?” Cody asked. 
I pulled out my sidearm and shot them both in the head.  
“Okay, that works.” 
“Son of bitch. So, the enemy is hearing everything our guys are saying, meaning they know exactly where they’re meeting up,” River said. 
“And we can’t warn them, because then they’ll know that we know. So, the situation is even more fucked up . . . shit creek without a paddle and now the boat is leaking,” Clark added.
I switched the radio to emergency channel nine to command, “Gold Command, this is Captain Harvard. We have received intel that the enemy has a stolen Pacific Army Radio and are listening to channels fifteen and eighteen. They know about the Black Shadows and where they’re headed in Dunsmuir, over.” 
“Roger, Captain Harvard. We’ll work to triangulate its location, but the mission still stands. Find those kids and any survivors and protect them against any threat. We need to find them as soon as possible before the storm arrives, over,” Gold Command responded. 
“What storm? Over,” I asked. 
“A massive thunderstorm is coming inland from the ocean headed your way. With those high winds, the choppers won’t be able to fly to those kids. Find them immediately. If the storm hits before you get to them, you’ll have to wait it out and they may not have that long. Over,” Gold Command ordered. 
“Yes sir. Captain Harvard out,” I said. 
“A storm is coming sir?” River asked. 
“Thunderstorm. A big one coming our way. If we don’t find those kids the choppers won’t be able to pick them up and they’ll have to wait it out,” Lieutenant Amos said. 
“Roger that Gold Command. Over and out.” 
“They may not have that time. There may be some that are seriously wounded or the bandits will find them before we can reach them,” Cody said. 
“Then let’s find them first,” I stated.

“Move out!”  
 
****
Nathan/Sonny
 
We got to the river to wash up and get the day’s dirt and blood off us. I didn’t care if the water was cold on my face, I just wanted to be clean. After washing her hair and face, Molly laid down against her backpack while I was treating her feet. Carrie brought me some water to help clean Molly’s feet while Ashley and Jess were trying to put some cloth in the boots to act as moleskin, so her feet don’t rub against her skin so hard – and I had some long socks ready for her.
“Hey, you holding up okay?” Carrie asked Molly. 
“Oh sure! The sun is shining, the sky is blue, we’re by a river surrounded by nature, beautiful trees, zombies and bandits are trying to kill us, and I got prince charming giving me a foot rub like I’m at a day spa. I’m doing spectacular,” Molly said. 
“Sarcasm, that’s good. Helps to maintain a positive mental attitude.” 
“Laughter is the best medicine . . . but morphine and painkillers sure help when you can’t find your smile.”
Carrie began to massage Molly’s neck and head which put Molly at ease, making her almost forget the pain in her feet. 
“Oh my god, thank you. Please don’t stop,” Molly said, with a relaxed smile and her eyes closed. 
After drying her feet, I placed Neosporin on the blister areas before putting a bandage cloth pad on it and wrapping around it with medical tape. 
As I was treating her feet Molly asked, “So . . . is our plan to get to the town and wait for choppers to come get us?” 
“Well, that’s pretty much it, we’re supposed to get everyone there, including those that are lost, and then the choppers will come and take us back to the Fort,” Carrie answered, while massaging Molly’s neck. 
“A simple plan, but doing it is a little more complicated,” I stated. 
“Yeah, like life . . . and it’s never-ending bullshit that it throws into your face. God, I miss normal life,” Jess said.  
“You know what I miss? Pizza night,” Warren stated. 
We turned to him as he continued, “My dad used to work late nights before the outbreak, so it was usually just my mom and me. Some Friday nights, my mom would get two boxes of pizza and we would just . . . eat pizza and watch a movie. Sometimes, we’d watch horror, action, and oh! We’d watch Stranger Things! That was a good show. Sometimes, we’d even just blast music in the house.” 
“Oh, that sounds awesome Warren. My parents and I would do something like that too sometimes, except it was either hot dogs or burgers,” Sarah said. 
“Sounds like you and your mom are pretty close,” I stated. 
“Yeah . . . or at least we were. Now, it’s kinda the other way around. My dad doesn’t work late, but my mom does – she has the graveyard shift, so I don’t see her as much. So, my dad and I have gotten closer, we’d do cool stuff back at Fort Gold Rush, but . . . you know, I miss my mom,” Warren said. 
There was a silence in the air for a while. 
“Our mother would take my sister and I rollerblading sometimes. She was a good ice skater, so in the winter we would go ice skating too. I think that’s the best part, it doesn’t matter what you’re doing so long as you’re with that person and you’re happy,” Carrie stated. 
“Yeah, that’s right . . . I remember those times. Do you remember that skill crane by the snack bar Carrie?” Ashley asked. 
“Oh yeah, that’s right! The skill crane! We both won a prize for Mom and Dad.” 
“I won that pair of skeleton earrings for Mom and you won that cute little stuffed bulldog for Dad.” 
“He kept it at the dashboard in his SUV! He named it Buttface!” 
They both laughed, which made Molly and I smile. 
“I remember that little guy. Those arcade games and air hockey were fun. God, I miss Dave and Busters,” I said. 
“Me, too,” Ashley said. 
Everyone told one story after another and eventually I finished treating Molly’s feet. I put the socks on her and Ashley gave her the boots. I left to take a leak after that.
I walked far enough where I’d get some privacy in the woods. Before I even unzipped, I heard a branch crack and a twig snap. I looked over and saw someone hiding behind a tree. I pulled out my Ruger SR40 and had it ready. I knew that it was dangerous to use something loud, but if something happens to me the gunshot will warn the others. 
“Who’s there? I know you’re behind the tree, come out slowly, hands first,” I called. 
The person came out and it was Ellen.
“Ellen?” I asked, lowering my gun. 
As I holstered my gun, I got a better look at Ellen. She looked like she hadn’t gotten any sleep like she’s been up all night. Her forearms and hands had a little bit of both dirt and zombie blood. 
I started, “Ellen, are you okay—?” 
Before I could finish my question, Ellen ran over and hugged me close. I was a little surprised at first, and then I hugged her back. She sounded scared from the sounds of her breathing like she was trying to calm her nerves and I could feel her heart beating. 
I spoke, “Ellen—”
Ellen interrupted, “Shut up. I don’t need to be mothered. I just . . . I need to . . . I need to hold someone. I almost died more than once and, and do you . . . do you know many zombies I killed? It was fucking crazy! It was intense and . . . just hold me, will ya?”
“It’s okay, Ellen. It’s okay, you’re safe. You’re alive and that’s what matters,” I said as I held her. 
“No! It’s not okay! Those bandits came out of nowhere and they picked you to stay and fight! You were back there at Camp Sledgehammer fighting those fucking crazy assholes and I didn’t know if you were gonna make it out of there alive!” 
I looked at her to study her expression. 
“I thought you were gonna die and my mom would have to go through that shit all over again and your people would be broken from losing you and, and just—Fuck! Everything is just so fucking . . . Goddamn it!” 
Ellen squeezed me and held me tight again. I didn’t know what to say. I just stood holding her. She smelled like grass with a little bit of sweat. She must have spent the night out here. After a while, she eased up and looked at me.
“I got separated from the others. Zombies came at us and we tried to stay together, but there were just so many of them. I got lost. I had to kill over twenty zombies that were chasing me. I barely got any sleep last night. I slept for like three hours out here like an animal,” Ellen explained. 
“Where are the others? Did they go to the town Captain Alvin mentioned?” I asked. 
“Probably, I don’t know! I was running for my life!” 
“Okay, Ellen it’s gonna be okay. My friends are down that way by the river and Captain Alvin is down there with Captain Noir. They’re trying to reach the others on the radio. Let’s go down there, meet up with the others and—” 
“Wait, is that a sword? Is that a Katana? From the armory?” Ellen pointed. 
“Yeah, it is. Well, actually it’s a Chisa Katana,” I answered. 
“Chisa Katana?” 
“Yeah, it’s not a full-length Katana, but it’s not a Wakizashi either, which is a short sword. It’s something in between as far as blade length, but it still cuts like a beast. No joke. You want a sword? This is a sword baby!” 
Ellen stared at me with one eyebrow raised and said, “Call me ‘baby’ ever again and I’ll send your nerdy ass to the moon in a little tin can.” 
“Got it.”
“Wait, where are you going?” 
“I still gotta pee, so give me a minute.” 
I went around some trees and did my business, while Ellen was talking to me from the other side. 
“So . . . how did it go? Back there at Camp Sledgehammer? Did you guys kill more than we lost or whatever?” Ellen asked. 
“Yeah, the mines and IEDs definitely tipped the odds in our favor before the herd showed up, but there were a lot of them. We did lose some people, both soldiers and Black Shadows – I counted at least fifteen Black Shadows dead and probably the same number of soldiers, if not more,” I answered. 
“Goddamn, no good rat bastard sons of bitches,” Ellen swore. 
“Yep, bandit bastards. Life is good and it also sucks.” 
“Well, at least you and your friends aren’t dead. So, there’s a silver lining.” 
“That’s good, Ellen. Looking on the bright side.” 
“Yeah, but I wish I could say the same thing about my friends who I have absolutely no idea if they’re alive or not.” 
I was finished and came around to see her, “Ellen, there’s a chance they made it to the town or they’re hiding in a house or a motel somewhere around here. People survive. You made it this far, why should they be any different?” 
Ellen studied my face and thought for a moment.

“Yeah, if they’re strong, which they are, then they’re alive,” Ellen said. 
“Yeah, ready to head down to the others?” I asked.
“No, now I gotta pee. Be a gentleman and non-perv and keep watch.” 
“Okay.” 
I kept watch while she did her business behind some other trees. 
“So, how many are in your group?” Ellen asked. 
“Twenty-three. That includes all my friends, plus some teens and the soldiers including Captain Alvin and Noir,” I answered. 
“That red-headed bear is with you guys?” 
“Yep, tough guys like him won’t go down so easy.” 
“Please, you feed that guy armor plating and he’d crap out scrap metal widgets.” 
Ellen finished and we walked back to the river and Ellen kept close to me. Ellen kept scanning, keeping her eye out for anything moving. She was really on edge. She kept a tight grip on the short sleeve of my arm as we walked. 
I started, “You know, Ellen, if you want to hold my arm you can just—” 
Ellen’s eyes widened and she grabbed me to stop me completely, “Look out!” 
Before I could even ask, I heard the sound of rattling. I looked and saw the snake. I had my hand on my pistol ready to draw as we took a few steps back. The snake gave a mean look before slithering away off the trail. It was gone. My heart rate calmed, but Ellen still kept a tight grip on me. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
“No problem . . . you really gotta keep your eyes open out here. You almost stepped on that fucker. That was a poisonous snake, right? It wasn’t one of those snakes that just looks poisonous, right?” Ellen asked. 
“Don’t you remember the survival guides and textbooks? That was a Northern Pacific Rattlesnake, they’re venomous. Vipers are venomous snakes too; they all got that triangle-shaped head,” I explained. 
“I remember. I just forgot what they look like . . . for a moment . . . and also I was keeping an eye out for wild dogs, mountain lions, and zombies.” 
I thought for a moment, “Ellen . . . do you have a weapon?”
“Yeah, my KA-BAR knife. I had a hatchet, but it got stuck in one zombie’s head and I didn’t have time to pull it out.” 
“Alright look, when we get with the others, I’ll give you my AR-15 so you’ll be better armed.” 
“Guns are too loud! We’ll attract every zombie within miles,” Ellen argued. 
“All that gunfire from Camp Sledgehammer attracted the zombies and an attack helicopter gunned them all down as we were escaping. So, our biggest worry is the bandits, if there are any left out here. There shouldn’t be too many more zombies out here,” I explained. 
Ellen looked unsure. 
“If you want, you can use my bow instead,” I offered.
Ellen looked at me and said, “The rifle will do just fine. If you remember, I’m not the best archer.” 
“You can use both if you want, because I remember you did alright by my account, or at least, you did way better than Peter.” 
“You kidding me? That loser couldn’t hit the water if he was standing in a boat! Wait a minute, what the hell are you gonna use if I have both your rifle and your bow? And don’t say your Katana, because you don’t bring a knife or a sword to a gunfight. You can’t shoot a sword.” 
“I have another rifle. You’ll see.” 
We got back to the river and everyone was still chilling. My friends got up after seeing I wasn’t alone. Ellen still kept a tight grip holding my arm.
“You found Ellen? Is she okay?” Ashley asked. 
“She’s fine, she got separated from the others and didn’t know where they went. So, don’t ask her a million questions. She’s been through a lot, let’s get her some food and then let’s get moving,” I said, handing Ellen a canteen of water.
She nearly gulped the whole thing. 
While Ellen was washing her head and her hands, I picked my marlin rifle and showed her what I was talking about. She agreed to use my AR-15 and I gave her my ammo vest and belt. 
“Here, put these on,” I said, as I gave her my vest and belt. 
Carrie saw what I was doing and asked, “What the hell are you doing?” 
“Giving her my AR rifle,” I answered. 
“Uh, no you’re not.” 
“Why not?” Ashley asked. 
“Because he needs that rifle,” Carrie answered, firmly. 
“It’s okay, Carrie. I got this one,” I said, showing her my Marlin rifle. 
“That’s for hunting, not combat fighting.”
“It’s a gun, Carrie, no matter how you look at it. You’re gonna kill someone if you shoot them with it. Besides, this is a one-shot, one kill, because 45-70 is a big bullet.” 
Carrie sighed while rolling her eyes. 
I was able to put some pistol magazines in my cargo pockets. Captain Alvin got in touch with the other officers. At least, four groups were on their way to the town. We agreed to meet up at a small hotel in the middle of town. We began walking. 
 



Chapter 14
Nathan/Sonny
 
“Never let the light in your heart go out, it’s the only way to see through the dark.”
– Unknown
 
We found the hotel and several groups had managed to arrive first. They saw us coming and didn’t shoot. The hotel was well hidden by trees and there was only one way to approach it using a narrow road. On the other hand, it was a hotel cabin resort with a small RV park adjacent to it so there was plenty of cover for anyone to come at us from the trees. Out of the roughly one-hundred and twenty people that were here, both soldiers and Black Shadow, we had twenty-one wounded, with seven in critical condition. The soldiers were doing what they could to keep them alive, but without at least a field hospital with some meds and instruments, they were in trouble – and there were still at least five other groups that were still unaccounted for. Whatever numbers were able to fight were fortifying our defenses and preparing for an attack. While Ellen was looking for her friends, I couldn’t help but notice this place was well hidden, especially from the sky. I looked up and there wasn’t much space for a helicopter to land. 
“Uh, Captain Noir . . . I don’t see anywhere for a bird to land. Unless we got flares, how are they gonna find us here?” I asked, looking up at the trees. 
“Yeah, the biggest open area is here in front of the hotel check-in and it’s cutting it close. Why’d they pick this area?” Ashley asked. 
“It’s probably the only place that could house our numbers combined with some cover. Right now, let’s focus on how we can help the wounded and worry about how we’re gonna get out of here later,” Captain Noir said. 
“Yes sir.” 
We entered inside receiving some nods from fellow Shadows and returning the same. My friends and I helped barricade the windows for the wounded, and I took the opportunity to zip up an ammo vest and a belt with the same number of magazines as before. Only this time they gave me a Bravo Company BMC CQC AR-15 with a 12 inch barrel in 300 Blackout with a Magpul CTR stock, a 10.5 inch A.R.M.S. SIR rail handguard, a stainless steel Seekins Precision ATC muzzle brake, vertical foregrip with a flashlight, designator laser in front of the sight, and a Dagger Defense DDHB red dot reflex sight – all the magazines they gave me were loaded with supersonic ammo. Ellen came rushing into the room looking for me – she had a Cold Steel Dragonfly Wakizashi sword on her belt and a Glock 19 strapped to her thigh – she looked like a blonde Lara Croft. 
“Nate! I can’t find Kate. I can’t find her or Michael or Andy or anyone! My group didn’t make it here!” Ellen said, with a worried look. 
“We need to look for someone who saw them last before everyone scattered into the woods. Maybe, they know where they headed or what direction they went. Let’s ask around,” I stated. 
“Huh? Oh! Yeah! You’re right!” Ellen said, before rushing to where the wounded were. 
We asked around for people that might have seen Kate and her friends or anyone that saw them before everyone got separated. As we went around asking, I found myself standing in front of a tall stuffed grizzly bear. Seeing it so close, gave me a very sudden and unfriendly flashback of when Grim took me out of the camp for some training. We went hunting and accidentally came across a bear. That was when I saw how strong Grim was and why people were right to be afraid of him.  
 
****
 
“What kind of tracks are these?” Grim asked. 
“It’s a coyote. It went that way,” I answered. 
“And those other tracks we saw by the highway?” 
“Human, because the feet weren’t dragging.” 
“Good, good.” 
We tracked down the coyote until we came to a small neighborhood. Grim and I wore our hunting gear with our clothing in hunters' camouflage. The neighborhood was deserted with overgrown plants and vegetation. Grim and I moved quietly while keeping an eye out for the coyote. As I rounded a corner, I found him. He was feeding on a little critter, looked like a rabbit. I used hand gestures to tell Grim where it was. I scanned the whole area to check for zombies, I didn’t see any and gave Grim the ‘all clear’ sign – he nodded for me to shoot the coyote. I raised my suppressed LWRC REPR AR-10 and aimed at the coyote. 
“Don’t forget to breathe,” Grim whispered in my ear.
I calmly inhaled through my nose and exhaled through my mouth. I took my time to get him directly in my scope then I pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked, but I hit the coyote in the torso at its front legs. The bullet went clean through him and he fell dead. At first, he twitched a little before bleeding out. Grim and I walked over it. 
“Good kill,” Grim said. 
I nodded, “Thanks.” 
“Remember what I taught you about skinning animals?” 
“Yes.” 
“Good, what do you do first?” 
“Check the animal to make sure it’s safe.” 
We checked it and it was clean, no bites. 
“Now, where do you start field dressing your kill?” Grim asked. 
I pulled out my knife and spoke, “You start right here—”
I was interrupted by some noise coming from the house close by. We looked and heard zombies coming out of the front door. 
Grim pulled out his tomahawk and his bowie knife. 
“I’ll take care of this. Keep skinning that coyote,” Grim ordered.  
I set my rifle leaning against a car close by. I focused on skinning the coyote while he took care of the zombies. As I was skinning the coyote, I started to hear some rustling in the small trees near the sidewalk. Then more zombies came and rushed at Grim. Before I could even help him, I looked over and out of nowhere a big tall grizzly came out of the trees and brush. It stood on its hind legs growling. It was definitely a male, eight feet tall, and over 600 pounds. I was so stunned, I forgot to move. My eyes were wide open in shock and my head felt light.
I uttered, “What the—?” 
“Nathan! Run!” Grim yelled. 
I ran, stumbling as I ran for the van parked in the driveway. I slid underneath the van and the bear almost got me with its claws – a moment too late and he would have killed me. The bear was growling as it was trying to reach me. I’ve never been this close to a bear in my whole life. It was nothing at all like on TV, because they are way bigger up close. I couldn’t get over how big his head is! And his claws were the length of daggers! 
The bear was growling, roaring in frustration, and snapping with its big teeth. When he tried to bite me, he was lifting the van off the ground. I quickly rolled over to the other side and got out from underneath the van and ran past some cars as fast as I could. My heart was pounding out my chest and my head was light. It was different than any zombie horde or bandits. This was something that’s really hard to kill! 
The bear tripped and fell as it tried to climb over the cars. I ran through the alleyway between the houses and hopped the fence to the backyard. The bear was fast as he chased after me, but he wasn’t a fast climber. I jumped to climb the back fence and ran downhill. Bears can run as fast as horses, there’s no way I’ll outrun him. I looked around to find somewhere where I could get high ground. An RV, a radio tower, an overhead power line, something! I scanned everywhere for something. If I don’t find something, I’ll be dead! Then I saw at the bottom of the hill was a playground with a dome climber jungle gym. 
“Here’s hoping those metal bars hold up!” I thought to myself. 
When I turned around, the bear had climbed over the fence and was still chasing me – what the fuck?! I sprinted down to the jungle gym and ran inside it. I was panting so hard it felt like my whole body was beating like my heart. The bear charged towards me at the jungle gym. He was pissed off now as he growled and swiped at me with his claws. The jungle gym wasn’t very big, so I had to maneuver to keep away from the bear as he circled around the jungle gym trying to get at me. Several times, he stood on his hind legs to grab the jungle gym from top and tried to break or pull at it. It was holding, but the bear was strong enough to shake its foundation which got me even more scared. It was impossible to stay calm!
Then I saw Grim running down the hill toward the bear. He had some kind of spear in his hands. It was a big spear with a thick pole and a big spearhead that had an axe blade on one side, more of a halberd. As the bear stood on his hind legs to shake the jungle gym Grim charged at the bear with the spear ready. Grim charged downhill to build up momentum. The bear heard Grim turn to him too late as Grim stabbed the bear in the center of its chest at his heart. The bear growled and made sounds of pain before falling on its back. Grim held the spear down on the bear with one hand and used the other hand to pull out his tomahawk and repeatedly struck at the bear’s throat and neck. He used his feet to keep the bear's paws from clawing him. Grim had a wild look in his eyes as he was killing the bear, grunting angrily with each strike. Blood splattered on his arms, his chest, and on his face. After doing this for half a minute, the bear was dead. Grim stopped to catch his breath. Seeing him like this reminded me of seeing my father when he killed those zombies in the mechanic garage. 
I got out of the jungle gym and spoke, “Grim . . . are you okay?” 
“Still alive . . . you?” Grim asked. 
“Yeah . . . I mean, the bear scared six of my nine lives, but I’m okay. Thanks for coming.” 
“You’re welcome.” 
“I got two questions. One: where the hell did this bear come from? There haven’t been bears here in like a hundred years. And two: where did you get that spear?” I asked. 
Grim pulled out a bandana and his canteen. He dabbed the bandana with water and started cleaning the blood off of his face. 
“My rifle jammed, so I couldn’t shoot the bear and I couldn’t find your rifle. That house up the hill has some kind of small blacksmith in the garage. There’s a bunch of swords, axes, and spears like this. Some kind of blacksmith or swordsmith lived there. As for the bear, I think this bear was at some wildlife animal shelter and then when the outbreak happened, things went from bad to worse, somebody let this guy and all the other animals out. A lot of zoos and wildlife shelters did that, giving the animals a chance to survive out in the wild,” Grim answered. 
“They let them go? All of them? So, there are lions, tigers, and other big predators out here?” I asked. 
“Probably, there have been reports of prides of lions here and there along with packs of grey wolves, bands of monkeys – one guy claims he saw an elephant.” 
My eyes were wide open, “An elephant?” 
“Yep.” 
“Jesus Christ.” 
“Those animals are lucky . . . they can escape in the wild on land. All the aquatic animals were left to die.” 
A small chill went up my spine with a feeling of dread. 
“Just how strong are you?” I asked Grim. 
Grim looked at me and replied, “That’s a loaded question.” 
“It’s just . . . you killed a grizzly bear with a spear and a tomahawk!” 
“I know son, I was there.” 
I couldn’t get over how calm he was. My hands were still shaking, but he just looked like it was no big deal. Just like, ‘Yeah whatever.’
Finally, I asked, “One more question.” 
Grim looked up. 
“Do you think I could ever be as strong as you?” I asked. 
Grim stared me for a while as he was getting the blood off of his chest. 
Then he answered, “Yes, you will be – and if we’re lucky . . . you’ll be stronger.” 
“Maybe.” 
“Strength is a function of many things. You have to keep your fire burning.” 
I looked at him a little confused. 
“Fire?” 
“The fire that’s your will to survive, to keep fighting even when you think it’s hopeless,” Grim answered. 
I nodded in understanding. 
“Now go get the truck. We’re gonna need the other coolers for this.” 
“Wait, we’re gonna field dress this bear? That’ll take all day, Grim!” 
“Then if I were you, I’d quit yappin’ and start working.” 
Grim tossed me the truck keys and I left with a sigh. However, I still had chills from the bear . . . seeing Grim fight and kill the bear. I couldn’t help but think, if he can kill a bear like that, he really can kill anything.   
 
****
 
“Yo, Nate! Ellen! Get up here,” Shaun called, from the second floor. 
He, Warren, and Ashley were waiting for us upstairs. There were two others standing with them, Danny Sutherland and Helga Barnes. Both were wearing MOLLE ammo vests like ours and had their sidearms strapped to their thighs like us too, only Helga was armed with a Colt M4A1 carbine rifle in forest camouflage with a EOtech holographic sight with magnifier, vertical foregrip, and side flashlight. She also had a Gerber Gator Combo Axe II hanging from her hip and a two-tone Beretta 92FS where the slide, hammer and grips were black and the barrel, trigger, and frame were matte finish. Danny Sutherland was armed with a green digital camouflage Springfield Armory M1A SOCOM 16 with an Aimpoint PRO red dot sight, a SIG-Sauer P226R sidearm with a black frame and stainless-steel slide. Both Danny and Helga had a twenty-four-inch blade Fiskars Machete strapped to their backs and a KA-BAR 1217 knife strapped to their thighs. Danny and Helga were both wearing MICH-04 Fast Ballistic Helmets with a flashlight attached to the left side of their helmets. Danny and Helga were both close to fifteen, Ashley’s and my height, and strong athletic built like us too. Only difference was Danny was brunette with green eyes and Helga was blonde with blue eyes.  
I noticed that Ashley had her radio out. 
“What’s up?” I asked. 
“We only heard it briefly, but there was some chatter about a storm coming,” Ashley said. 
“A storm? What storm?” 
“A big thunderstorm coming off the ocean. High winds, lots of rain, and lightning,” Shaun said. 
“Basically, what you were born in,” Ashley said. 
“If that thing hits us, we’re gonna have to wait it out . . . if it doesn’t knock down trees on top of us,” Shaun said. 
I started, “But some of these people don’t have that kind of time. They need a hospital or they’re—”
“Exactly, and there are still bandits and zombies out there.” 
“Also, we’ve asked around and these two, Danny and Helga, saw where Kate and her group went,” Warren said. 
“Really? Where did they go?” Ellen asked. 
“East. We stayed in touch with them for as long as we could before we both got out of range. The zombies chased all night and probably all morning,” Danny said. 
“East . . . is there any town or any kind of shelter they might use?” Ellen asked. 
I pulled out a map and looked. 
“Well, there’s a small town called McCloud about ten or fifteen miles east of here, and another town past that called Greenwood, but . . . we have no idea if they’re both crawling with zombies or if they’re both empty,” I stated. 
“And for all we know they could still be running further east, or maybe they took their chances in the woods,” Warren added. 
“So, we have no way of knowing where the hell they are? Just their general direction, which is east?” Ellen asked.  
“Pretty much. They would have to stop to rest and to find water. Assuming one of them has their map, their best option is one of those two towns if they’re looking for water or these creeks around here,” Danny said, pointing. 
“However, when it comes to a group of survivors fighting off zombies . . . that leaves a trail – dead bodies,” Helga said. 
“Dead bodies?” Ellen asked. 
“Yes, zombies don’t feed on other zombies, but crows do. So, we find the bodies, we find their trail and we find them.”
“So, what do we do?” I asked. 
“Well, we know what you’re gonna do,” Ashley sighed. 
“What?” 
“Ellen is gonna go after her friends and disregard orders to wait for backup and because you promised Clara, you’ll take care of her daughter, you’re gonna go with Ellen which will drag the rest of us with you on this incredibly bad and very dangerous journey.” 
Ellen crossed her arms and rolled her eyes and stated, “Well, I didn’t ask for your help.”  
“No, but you’re gonna ask for his help.” 
I turned to look at her and she looked at me. 
I started, “Ellen, I—”
Ellen sighed, “You have a lot of friends . . . because you’re a good person and you’re likable . . . like Mom. I don’t have a lot of friends . . . because I’m not like Mom. I’m not funny or charming or popular and you know what? I’m okay with that, because not everyone is like Mom or you . . . but having at least one friend, ONE friend that understands me, that makes this whole shitstorm just a little less shitty than it otherwise is. Kate is my friend. Didn’t you do something especially dangerous to save your friend?” 
My eyes slightly widened by that remark. 
“Yeah . . . I know all about the distance you went to save Molly and I know you wouldn’t hesitate to do it again if you had a chance to save her . . . so that any of them could live. So please, don’t tell me I shouldn’t do whatever I can to save my friend.” 
I sighed, “Okay, she does have a point. Plus, when I saved Molly I did it alone. We have numbers and we have guns, so we’ve got a better advantage.” Trying to sound optimistic. 
Ashley rolled her eyes in frustration and spoke, “Fine, but we’re gonna need everyone.”
“Who’s everyone?” Shaun asked. 
Before anyone could even answer that question, we heard gunfire in the distance followed by a grenade explosion. We were all alerted and instantly had our weapons ready as we rushed to cover by the windows. We looked over and saw both our guys and bandits shooting at each other outside the hotel in the streets.
“We just can’t buy a goddamn break,” Shaun said. 
“Yep,” Warren said, pulling the charging handle on this rifle. 
We crawled to a balcony with a small wooden wall to act as a railing and started shooting at the bandits. The 300 Blackout wasn’t great for long-distance but still very effective at a certain distance, because it was doing more damage than the 556. The bandits got the jump on us. Several Black Shadows took cover to fire back, but they didn’t see bandits flanking them from the side and gunning them down. For each kill, the bandits stripped any weapons and gear on Shadows and Soldiers they murdered. Some were howling like they made a big find and even laughing. 
Seeing this made my blood boil and my fists clench. From the looks on my friends’ faces, they were feeling the same with their gritted teeth and murder in their glaring eyes. We wanted to get down there and paint the streets with these bastards’ blood. However, we saw that to the left, behind some houses, Carrie and Jess and some other Shadows were pinned down! 
“Ashley! The bandits got Carrie and Jess pinned down! Left flank, ten o’clock!” I called. 
“Let’s get down and flank them from the right!” Ashley said. 
We went downstairs and as we got outside, Captain Noir was shooting at bandits with his shotgun and scoring some hits. One bandit came through a door of a house to the right and I put three bullets in him before Captain Noir could shoot him. The bandit’s blood sprayed on the walls and he fell dead. Captain Noir turned to us as we ducked in cover with him. 
“Captain! Carrie and Jess are pinned down that way, past those houses near the RV park! We gotta help them!” I said. 
Captain looked where I was pointing and said, “Alright, we’re gonna flank them through those houses. Try to keep up. Let’s go!” 
We ran across the street to some houses and hopped the fences to get closer to our friends. Then some bandits crossed our paths and took cover behind some old cars – they’re coordinating where to attack us. They didn’t see us and Captain Noir quietly pulled out a frag grenade, pulled the pin and rolled it under one of the cars. About two seconds after they stopped talking and saw it, the grenade blew up. Most of the bandits were dead while the others were disorientated from the blast and Captain Noir put two of them down with his shotgun – the buckshot blew their skulls open. One bandit was still alive and I put a bullet in his head – it wasn’t as big of a mess as Captain Noir’s shotgun, but there was plenty of blood. We made our way through the houses, but there were more bandits coming in from the right. Sometimes we had to stop to lay down some suppressing fire to keep them back. 
Then a bandit charged and tackled Captain Noir from the backyard and they both were wrestling in the front yard. Before we could help, more bandits came rushing in. One bandit in his late teens came at me with a pistol. I grabbed his pistol hand with my right, but he grabbed my left and had me pinned to the wall. My friends were fighting and wrestling with other bandits. The bandit tried to shoot me, but was only shooting above my head as pieces of the wall fell on top of my hat. Finally, I kneed him in the nuts, then grabbed his shoulders and pulled hard making his head hit the wall before kicking him in the chest. 
I heard Grim’s voice in my head, “The world is your weapon. Use it.” 
I grabbed him and slammed him against the wall, grabbed a glass and hit him in the face with it. The vase shattered leaving some shards in his face and then I pulled out my knife and stabbed him in the side several times and then stabbed him in the throat. Ellen was dealing with one teen bandit in the kitchen that had her pinned to the floor with a crowbar. She pulled out her Glock 19 and shot him in the hip, before shooting him in the face. Ashley was pinned against another wall, but she kneed her teen bandit in the nuts, grabbed a bottle, smashed it on his face, then grabbed his head and slammed it on the corner of a bookshelf. Ashley then grabbed the pistol out of his hand and shot him in the head, but when she turned to shoot the big bandit Warren and Shaun were dealing with, it only had one bullet left. She shot him in the upper right arm. 
 I raised my rifle, but with all three of them wrestling I couldn’t get a clear shot and neither could Ashley. Shaun was choking the bandit from behind with a chokehold or at least the best he could do around that big thick neck of that big bastard. As Shaun was choking him, Warren pulled out his knife and was stabbing the bandit repeatedly in the torso, specifically the gut, and then when the bandit fell to one knee, Shaun pulled out his knife and stabbed the bandit in the eye. The bandit made one last cry of pain before he died. Another bandit flew at us from nowhere and Ellen was the first to gun him down – she put five bullets in his face before kicking him in the ribs. 
“Ellen!” I called. 
She stopped and gave me a wild look. 
“He’s dead . . . you don’t have to shoot each son of bitch ten times. Bullets aren’t easy to come by nowadays.” 
“I’d rather make sure they’re dead as a doornail than be dead myself.” 
“Yeah, but all you need is just one in the head or three in the chest. That’s all it takes.” 
We looked outside at the bandit fighting Captain Noir with a knife. The bandit tried to stab Captain Noir, but he grabbed the knife hand and did a shoulder throw on him. The bandit sliced the captain’s arm and then kicked his legs making him trip. Captain Noir rolled over and pulled out his sidearm and shot the bandit several times in the chest as he was coming at him. Captain Noir got up, grabbed his shotgun, and we continued our way to Carrie and Jess. 
When we got there, Carrie and Jess were shooting at bandits at a different location from behind a wrecked truck. The bandits didn’t see us and we picked our targets before shooting them – it worked like clockwork. We waved to Carrie and Jess giving the all-clear and then regrouped. 
“You okay?” Ashley asked. 
“We’re fine,” Carrie answered. 
“There’s more coming in from the main road,” Jess added. 
I looked around at the houses, the rooftops. Grim’s voice came again, “Take the high grounds. Stay above your enemy if you can.” 
“Guys! Take the high ground! Use the rooftops!” I said. 
Danny and Helga’s eyes widened with realization. 
“Get a good vantage point!” Helga said. 
“Yeah! Pick them off with the rifles!” Danny said, before running off. 
“Do what Nate says! Get to the other side and lay down some suppressive fire!” Captain Noir ordered, before running. 
“Come on!” I said. 
We went to where the bandits were coming from. I had the others follow me to a house by the edge of the main road. I got to the back porch, so we could climb up and use the roof as cover. 
“Here! Climb up and shoot the assholes from up there!” I said, moving a table. 
“Alright, take that house down the block to cover the left flank!” Carrie replied. 
Ashley climbed on the table and before climbing to the roof she said, “Christ, I fucking hate climbing shit.” 
“Me, too,” Carrie grunted, while climbing.  
Part of the gutter broke, causing Ellen to slip on the roof. She growled angrily before regaining her balance.
I ran down the street with Warren and Shaun to another house with a back porch and climbed to the roof. I looked over and saw Danny with Helga on the roof of another house. 
“Nate. Let’s go Silverado and Outlaw Josey Wales on these dicks,” Ashley said, on the radio. 
I looked over and saw she had her Marlin rifle out and ready. 
“I couldn’t agree more,” I replied back on the radio. 
I pulled out my Marlin rifle. 
“Here’s hoping 45-70 doesn’t kick too hard,” I said, before racking the lever. 
“Here’s hoping you’re a good shot with that,” Shaun said.
“We’ll cover you. Don’t miss,” Warren said, reloading his rifle. 
The bandits were closing in on foot from all sides taking cover behind houses, cars, or trees. Our guys were already shooting at them and the bandits were firing back. I aimed my rifle at one bandit leaning on the hood of a car shooting. My aim was steady before squeezing off the first shot. The Marlin kicked a hell of a lot more than any AR-15, but I was able to take it. The shot hit directly in the bandit’s torso in the center and a spray of blood came out both ends of his body before he fell dead. I racked the lever to get another round in the chamber before aiming at my next target, taking cover by a house. I aimed and hit him in the heart. There was a bandit running, but was hit in the left side of his ribs and I looked over to see that it was Ashley who shot him. After killing six, which the rifle only had a capacity of six rounds, I carefully reloaded while trying not to slip and fall off the damn roof – it’s actually a little annoying to reload one bullet at a time. Every now and then, I had to switch over to my AR rifle to kill any bandits that got too close. Two bandits ran around the house to try and flank us, but Warren saw them coming and killed them both. The same happened to the girls, but Carrie pulled her sidearm out and shot both bandits, then reloaded her rifle and shot some more bandits continuing their approach. Danny was scoring hits with his rifle, and I saw Ashley scored a headshot – his blood sprayed a car door. Together, we were picking the enemies off before whoever remained ran off – I heard Grim again, “Once they’re engaged, they’ve forfeited the right to retreat” – I took aim at one bandit running away and hit him in the center of his back, dropping him. 
“Yeah, you better fucking run,” I said, racking the lever on my rifle. 
“Goddamn cowards,” Warren added. 
We jumped down from the roof and met up. I hugged Ashley and Carrie and they hugged back. 
“This may be an awkward time to tell you two how proud I am of you both, but I’m gonna say it anyway, you two are something else,” I said. 
“I’m proud of you, honey. Both of you,” Ashley said. 
“Same here. I love you guys,” Carrie said. 
“So, is everyone good?” Jess asked. 
“Yeah, we kicked their asses!” Helga said confidently. 
“How many did you get with that rifle?” I asked, pointing at Ashley’s Marlin rifle. 
“Eighteen kills, it kicks. You?” Ashley asked. 
“Fifteen, makes AR-15s look like training wheels.” 
“Guys?” Warren called, looking at some dead bandits. 
We turned to him. 
“Is it me or are a lot of these bandits like in their teens?” Warren asked. 
We looked closely at some of the dead bandits and saw that Warren was right. Most of the bandits were in their late teens. There were a handful of adults, but not a lot. 
“What the hell? You’re right. What’s up with tha—? What a minute,” I said, as I spotted something. 
A piece of paper hanging out of the jacket pocket in one of the dead bandits. I crouched down and pulled it out to find it was a notepad. Some of the dead guy’s blood was on it, but it was still readable. One page was a list of things they needed from food, ammo, shoes, etc. Other pages were doodles, but one page had a ‘Kill Score’ with tally marks on it with names next to the marks – Greg had the most tally marks. My friends gathered around looking at the notepad. 
“What the fuck? They’re keeping score?!” Ashley asked. 
“What the fuck do these assholes think this is? A fucking game?!” Molly asked.
“Who knows and who cares? We’re alive because they’re dead and that’s all we need to worry about,” Danny said putting an arm around my shoulder.
I tossed the notepad, “He’s right. Fuck these guys. If they want to sink further in the gutters of low-lives and scumbag murderers, let ‘em. Let’s worry about our people.” 
“Agreed. Now, we need to destroy the brains before they turn,” Helga warned. 
“Right, right, right,” Danny said, pulling out his machete.
“Don’t waste any bullets unless you have to,” Ashley said. 
“And let’s loot all the bandits for their ammo and weapons before burning them. Every bullet counts,” Warren stated. 
“Ashley!” Sarah came running. 
“Sarah!” Ashley ran to Sarah. 
They hugged each other tight and fervently. 
“Are you okay?!” Sarah asked. 
“We’re fine, you okay?” Ashley asked. 
“Yeah I’m okay. Molly, Patch and I defended the hotel, but some of the wounded started hemorrhaging blood and we were trying to help the medics but . . . we lost three guys.” 
“Damn it!” Shaun shouted. 
One of the dead bandits turned into a zombie and started running towards us but was shot in the head by Ellen. 
We turned to her and she looked at me and said, “One bullet to the head, I know.” 
“Good shot. Let’s check on the others,” I said. 
All the dead bandits were creating puddles of blood and it began to fill the air with an iron tang. 
As we walked back, Ashley said, “We still need to talk about how to rescue Kate.” 
“Wait, so you guys are gonna help me?” Ellen asked. 
“Well, we can’t stop you and we can’t let you go by yourself, but if we’re gonna do this we need to be smart about it. We don’t know where they are, how many bandits are left, or how many zombies we’re dealing with,” I stated. 
“So, we’re gonna need a team?” Ellen asked. 
“Yep, and I know who to ask.”
 



Chapter 15
Nathan/Sonny
 
It was dark by the time everyone was done looting the bandits and dragging their corpses to a flame pit. As they were burning bandits, another group of Black Shadows were burying our dead – we had lost fourteen Black Shadows and three soldiers. My friends and I brought Captain Noir upstairs to talk in private. 
“You want to what?” Captain Noir asked. 
“We want to go look for any lost surviving Black Shadows and before you say ‘No,’ hear me out please,” I said. 
“Alright, continue,” Captain said, half politely and half sarcastically. 
“You remember two years ago when I snuck out to go rescue Molly and I saved Izzy and Blair?” 
“Of course, you lured a herd of zombies, killing everyone there and you snuck them out of that crazy cult in the melee of confusion.” 
“And do you remember you yelling at me for going off alone and then you made a promise to me afterwards?” 
Captain Noir sighed and rolled his eyes. 
“What was that promise again?” I asked. 
After a long silence Captain Noir answered, “I said the next time one of our own is taken, we’ll go after them together . . . so you wouldn’t do something crazy alone. And now, we’re gonna do something crazy together, right?” 
“I’m pretty sure everything we’ve done so far is crazy, Captain,” Ashley said. 
“Of course, . . . who are the two recruits that saw them?”
“Um . . . Danny Sutherland and Helga Barnes,” Warren answered. 
“Alright, we’ll take them with us, too,” Captain Noir stated. 
“So, we’re going to look for my friends?!” Ellen asked. 
“Yes, but you still follow my lead. I’ll get a few soldiers to come with us, and I’ll have to convince Captain Alvin that we know where they are and that they need our help. We’ll start first thing in the morning, so I suggest that you all rest up,” Captain Noir said, before walking away. 
“Thank you, Captain Noir,” Ellen called out. 
“Don’t thank me yet.” 
As we were headed to bed, I found Carrie and Molly leaning on the rail by the balcony watching the bandits burn. I walked over and sat down on a plastic chaise lounge chair. Ashley sat next to me and soon the rest of our friends came to join us. 
“Are they sure that’s a good idea? Burning them?” Jess asked. 
“Why wouldn’t it be?” Scarlet asked. 
“That’s a lot of smoke.” 
“I think they actually want to send a message. A warning to not fuck with us,” Patch said. 
“Hope it works,” Warren said. 
After a while of silence, I spoke, “You girls okay?” 
Molly spoke, “Yeah . . . I was just thinking back to the other day before this mess started. When we were all watching the sun go down together. Laying in the grass with the evening sun without a care in the world. I liked that . . . it was so peaceful. For a while, I actually forgot about all the bad things in the world. I used to be afraid of getting too close to friends because one day we would all go our separate ways to chase our goals in life, but now with how the world is, we can’t chase anything – we just struggle to survive. You think we’ll always be together?” 
“I hope so . . . but our future is pretty uncertain. I got a feeling eventually it’s gonna be kind of like the Old West. You know, most of the country is gonna be a crazy lawless country before more government and rebuilding will replace all of it,” Carrie stated. 
“That makes sense. I don’t know if that kind of future will be in our lifetime,” Sarah added. 
“But do you think we’ll always be together . . . stay together?” Molly asked. 
“Well, I doubt we’ll be together forever. What’s important is how often we think of each other and how much we carry memories of each other, right?” Ashley said. 
I nodded, “I think so . . . because no matter where we go or where we live, that doesn’t change what we’ve done, what we’ve shared-- our friendship. Even if one day we live outside the Fort, there are no more zombies, and everything changes. That doesn’t mean we aren’t friends anymore. The best friendships are the ones that hold strong, especially through dark times. Take soldiers for example, many of them have told us that there’s a bond that’s found only in combat . . . in war. Survivors can also forge a bond as well . . . in catastrophic events . . . in life or death situations. That’s the kind of bond that brought us together.” 
“Well, I’m glad it did. I just can’t imagine life now without you guys,” Molly said. 
Carrie got off the rails and hugged Molly from behind, “You won’t have to, because we’re not going anywhere,” Carrie said, wrapping her arms around her while brushing the side of her face against Molly’s hair. Molly rubbed Carrie’s arms before holding her hands, relishing the moment. 
There was a peaceful kind of silence in that moment, like we were aware we shared something special, but also recognized it was fragile. I gazed at the stars, but for some reason I felt the need to walk.
“Do Barnes and Sutherland know they’re coming with us?” I asked. 
“Not yet,” Warren said. 
“I’ll go tell them, so they know what’s coming.” 
“I’ll go with you,” Patch said, getting up. 
“No, it’s fine.” 
“Na-uh, I’ve seen the horror movies. You walk around at night alone and next thing you know you wake up dead in the next scene.” 
“Alright, so, where are they?” 
“They’re keeping watch by the highway. Be safe, stay frosty,” Ashley answered.
“Always,” Patch answered. 
“Remember, the call sign is ‘Stars.’ Countersign is ‘Stripes’,” Molly said.  
Patch and I grabbed our guns and walked out of the hotel toward the highway. Both soldiers and Black Shadows were either fortifying defenses or were on patrol keeping watch. The smell of the burning bandits was not a pleasant odor, but nothing we haven’t smelled before. We followed the road leading to the highway. They told us the Black Shadows were keeping watch on a ridge capable of overlooking the highway in either directions – Barnes and Sutherland were just about done with their watch. Patch and I walked carefully toward the ridge, it was mostly dark trees and some brush.  
Then someone gave the call sign, “Stars,” 
“Stripes,” Patch and I said, almost simultaneously. 
We looked over and saw it was the two kids we were looking for, Danny Sutherland and Helga Barnes. 
“Barnes, Sutherland,” Patch said. 
“Philips, Way. What are you guys doing out here?” Helga asked. 
“We’re looking for you two. Come on back to the hotel. We need to talk,” I said.
When the watch changed, Danny and Helga walked back to the hotel with us. 
“Captain Noir is assembling a team to go look and find Campbell and the other missing Black Shadows,” Patch started. 
“Are you saying we’re part of that team?” Danny asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“Figures . . . who else?” Helga asked. 
Patch, myself, Molly Smithfield, both Johns – Carrie and Ashley, Jess Jones, the Riley twins, Warren Kyle, Sarah Adler, and about five soldiers that Captain Alvin can spare,” I answered. 
“Including us two, that’s eighteen.” 
“Think it’s enough?” Patch asked. 
“Who knows? Not really sure of anything nowadays, are we?” Danny asked. 
“What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
Helga stopped and turned to me, “What are we doing guys? Camp Sledgehammer is gone and our camp here has more bullet holes for a zombie to squeeze through than swiss cheese. On top of that, we got shot up by homicidal bandits and I’m pretty sure that by now every Black Shadow here has human blood on their hands and not a one of them are even at the drinking age.” 
“What’s your point?” Patch asked. 
“Our point is . . . this is all crazy. Like ‘holy fucking shit’ crazy. We’re just kids. We’re just a bunch of fucking kids! We’re fighting zombies, we’re fighting bandits and we got a storm coming our way. What exactly are we doing this for? I don’t even know why we’re doing this anymore. Isn’t it enough? Don’t you guys ever think about just leaving?” Danny asked us. 
“Helga, Danny, this isn’t exactly the best time to be having doubts. This is the time where we really need to keep our shit together. There are people fighting for their lives right now, and some may not have much longer to hang on – and do you know what’s gonna happen if they can’t hang on long enough? They’re gonna die. Do you understand? They’re gonna die. They have families and friends waiting and praying for them back home,” I stated very clearly. 
“Okay look, that’s really noble of you, Nate. I’m very happy you’re all enlightened and all, but what about our survival, or at least, what about the survival of those people that need a hospital ASAP?” Helga asked. 
Patch and I stared at them for a few seconds giving them this look. 
“Look . . . crazy suggestion. The bandits left a few vehicles down that road not too far from here. There’s a truck and maybe two SUVs and a car. Let’s the four of us, go there and try securing one of them,” Danny suggested.  
“For what? So, we can ditch everyone here?” Patch asked. 
“No, for them. Those kids that are fighting for their lives. We put as many as we can and try driving back to Fort Gold Rush or at least somewhere where the choppers can meet us and pick them up and get them to some doctors,” Helga explained. 
“By us, you mean you two as well?” I asked. 
Danny and Helga exchanged glances and didn’t say anything. 
“You want to know what we’re doing out here guys? We are fighting for our people. We are fighting for our friends and everyone back home, okay? And there are people that need our help right now, because they may be low on food, water, or they’re fighting like hell against zombies or bandits. We’re gonna help them and we’re gonna do that by stepping into that forest and go looking for them,” I explained. 
Danny and Helga remained silent. Danny rubbed his eyes while Helga looked up at the stars sighing. 
“Now . . . if you two are confused about what we’re doing or if you feel that you can’t perform the duties that you are required to do then please let Captain Noir know so that we can find someone else that can,” Patch stated. 
“Oh, is that what you’re doing? Your duty?” Danny asked. 
“Yes, Danny, that’s what we’re doing. Like it or not, we are soldiers, whose job is to protect our people. If we don’t, who else will? Now are you two in or out?” I asked. 
Danny and Helga looked at each other again. 
“We’re in,” Danny said.
“Yeah, we’re in,” Helga added. 
“Are you sure? Can we count on you?” Patch asked. 
“Yes! You can count on us,” Danny said very sternly. 
“Alright, we leave at sun-up.” 
We walked back to the hotel and as soon as Danny and Helga were away, I felt I needed to ask. 
“Do you think they’re solid?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. Let’s tell Captain Noir everything, including that idea to get the wounded somewhere safe with those working vehicles,” Patch replied. 
“Agreed.” 
As we walked back, I saw Ellen sitting on an old bench looking at the moon and the stars. 
“Go ahead to Captain Noir, I’ll catch up later,” I said. 
Patch nodded and went ahead while I sat down next to Ellen. I could tell by the look on her face that something was wrong. 
“You alright?” I asked. 
“I’m just . . . processing that I . . . that I killed a human for the first time ever, killed several actually,” Ellen answered. 
“How do you feel?” 
“Strange . . . and not in a good way. It’s different than killing a zombie. Zombies are already dead, so you don’t feel bad, but . . . humans are alive, so it’s different.” 
I nodded.
“I owe you an apology. Two years ago, when we first lived in our house back at the Fort, I said awful things about you killing someone to save another person’s life. I don’t know why I said those things,” Ellen said. 
“It’s alright. Just words,” I said. 
“Words hurt though, and I was angry and took it out on you.”  
Ellen and I gazed at the moon for a while until she broke the silence. 
“How did it feel – your first kill?” Ellen asked. 
I rubbed my forehead and my eyes before answering, “I was ten years old when I killed my first zombie and that was right after all this started. Then, when I was twelve, I killed my first human after he shot two soldiers in the back of the head. I threw him off the roof and he was eaten alive by zombies. My first zombie kill felt bad, but that was back when we were living a normal life. After so much has happened, my first human kill . . . it felt like winning.” 
Ellen turned to look at me, “Winning?” 
“Yeah, I felt bad after that.” 
“Yeah well, don’t be sorry about it. Better the enemy dead than us, right?”
“Yes, that’s exactly right. When you have people to protect, you do whatever it takes to keep them alive. You don’t feel sorry for the dead and don’t you forget it.” 
Ellen nodded. 
“I appreciate you helping me and now that I think about it, that’s all you’ve been doing. Since day one, you’ve been helping me, my mom, and my family without ever asking for gratitude or some kind of reward. I’m not sure why you do it . . . but I’ve treated you like shit,” Ellen said. 
I started, “Ellen—” 
“You’re not my brother, I know. Even if you were, I wouldn’t deserve to be your sister.” 
“I don’t think you should be doing this, Ellen. It’s enough you know I just wanted to help.” 
“Maybe, but I’m still a bad person,” Ellen said, looking away at the moon. 
“You’re not a bad person, but even if you were, you can change that. You can’t change other people, but you can change yourself,” I stated. 
Ellen looked at me. 
“You’re right. No one is gonna make me a better person – only I can do that. I’ll try. I have, too,” Ellen said.
“Great,” I said. 
“By the way, before today’s shootout, when we were at the hotel. Ashley said that there’s a storm coming like the one you were born in. What did she mean by that?” Ellen asked. 
I sipped some water from my canteen. 
“I was born in Seattle. At the time, it was going through a drought. They’re rare in the northwest, but they do happen. Then, on a lazy Saturday, my mom’s water broke and by the time they got in the car, it started to rain. Halfway to the hospital it was like a monsoon and by the time they got to the hospital the thunder and lightning started,” I explained. 
Ellen showed interest as I explained the story. 
“My dad swears by it that he never saw a more active storm in his whole life. He said I was the lightning in that rain, that I must have been the storm itself. When I was finally born, the clouds broke up for the sun to come out. That’s how I got my name, Sonny, but with an O instead of a U.” 
“That’s an interesting story,” Ellen said. 
After a period of silence Ellen got up. 
“I think I’m gonna go to sleep. Goodnight, Nate,” Ellen said. 
“Goodnight. One more thing, Ellen,” I said getting up. 
Ellen stopped and turned around. I got close and looked around to make sure no one was around, and I spoke almost in a whisper tone. 
“There’s gonna be eighteen of us going to look for Kate, including Danny and Helga. We need to keep an eye on them, I think they’re starting to have doubts about what we’re fighting for,” I explained. 
“You say that like it’s unusual. Don’t you think a lot of people do that? Especially kids in the Black Shadow?” Ellen asked. 
“Yeah, but here’s the thing. They suggested that we secure one of the cars the bandits left behind and ‘use it to get the wounded out and back to the Fort.’ Which isn’t a bad idea, but the way they said it, it was like an opportunity . . . you know.” 
Ellen raised an eyebrow with a glint of suspicion in her eye. 
“Are you saying they might cut and run?” Ellen asked.
“I don’t know. I’m just letting you know to be careful around them. I don’t know if they’ll try anything and Patch is already letting Captain Noir know. I’m just saying keep your eyes open like you always do, but keep one eye on them,” I said.  
Ellen nodded in understanding, “I’ll keep my eyes peeled. You do the same.” 
Patch came jogging with a soldier and four other teen Black Shadow recruits. The soldier and two of recruits went to the bandit vehicles while the other two recruits went with Danny and Helga. 
“Patch?” I asked, as he approached me.
“I’ve told Captain Noir everything. He said he’ll get those vehicles working and get the wounded out, and regroup with some Pacific Army Rangers and maybe they can get them to the hospital in time. Two Black Shadows will guard the vehicles so no one gets tempted,” Patch explained.  
“Yeah? And what about those two?” I asked, pointing. 
“Those two are gonna bring Helga and Danny to the two skippers and give them a good old fashioned ‘You need to get your head and your ass wired together properly or I’ll rip your head off and shit down your neck,’ speech. Anyway, we need to rest up. We’re gonna leave bright and early to find Campbell and the other Black Shadows.”
“Alright.” 
We walked back, passing the others patrolling. Some were sleeping inside the cabins. 
“What do you think? I’m right in the middle, so I don’t know,” Patch said. 
“If they would cut and run, they probably would have done it by now. I don’t think they’re cowards, I think they’re questioning what’s the point . . . maybe they’re just worn down,” I replied. 
“They are right about this being crazy, but running isn’t a solution to that problem. What’s out there for us? Not much, except for a whole ocean of danger, death and dying, that’s what.” 
“Yeah well, like Cave Johnson said, ‘When life gives you lemons, make lemonade,’ or get super pissed and make a combustible lemon that’ll burn people’s houses down,” I joked. 
Patch chuckled, “Oh my God, that’s right! J.K. Simmons is the best. Actually, why not do both? Let’s make lemonade for ourselves and combustible lemons that’ll burn the zombies. That way, everyone wins . . . well, except the zombies.” 
 
****
Grim
 
With the use of directional antenna, and changing positions to plot compass receiving signals on a map from the stolen radio, Gold Command was able to plot where the directional lines intersect on the map and triangulate the location of the stolen radio to a small bandit camp. The bandits weren’t subtle about hiding their camp and there were only about thirty of them left. There were two bandits keeping watch, we took them out with suppressed pistols. We moved up to where the remaining bandits clustered. They were mostly scattered, but some were in smaller groups. The sun set barely an hour before with a blanket cloud cover, making it pretty dark, so we wore our night vision goggles – handy pieces of equipment and a decisive advantage when your enemy is without.
“Lieutenant Amos, you and your groups flank right. We’ll go left,” I ordered. 
Lieutenant Amos and his guys went to the right, and my guys went left. There were fifteen guys around the camp on our side – five were inside the cabin, three were around a campfire, two were patrolling near the woods, two were leaning against a shed, and three were trying to smoke something by a small box truck. 
“Private Morgan, take the two patrolling near the perimeter, Private Garrison, the two by the shed, I’ll get the pot smokers,” I ordered. 
We all had a silenced pistol in one hand and a knife in the other hand. Private Morgan snuck behind the two patrolling bandits, shot one in the back of the head and when the other bandit turned around, Private Morgan stabbed the bandit from under the chin then brought him down to shoot him in the head. Private Garrison snuck behind the two by the shed and stabbed one bandit in the throat then shot the other between the eyes – blood and bits of brains splattered on the side of the shed. I climbed to the top of the box truck overlooking the three bandits down below. One of the bandits took too big of a puff from the bong, and walked away coughing and the other two were laughing. I jumped down on one bandit making him fall flat on his face before I stabbed his skull, rose up and stabbed the other bandit in the upper chest close to the throat and then shot the other bandit as he turned around – I put a bullet in the skulls of the other two to prevent them from turning. 
“Let’s take the three by the campfire,” I said, on the radio. 
When we got into position I said, “Everyone pick a target, aim for the heads.” 
“I got the one cooking,” Private Garrison said. 
“Snorelax is all mine,” Private Morgan said. 
“That leaves the one drinking to me. On my mark, three, two, one,” I said. 
We shot our targets in the head. They slumped over dead. 
“Moving to the cabin,” Private Morgan said. 
“Captain Harvard, this is Lieutenant Amos. We found the radio. Over,” Lieutenant Amos said. 
“Roger that,” I replied. 
We stacked up by the front door, but before we could reach for the doorknob, a bandit came out. He didn’t see us as he walked out, Private Garrison grabbed his mouth from behind and slit his throat. Then we went inside – there were two bandits sleeping, one on the couch and one on the floor. Private Morgan and Private Garrison quietly went over and stabbed their throats. I took care of the last two bandits down the hall. The bandit in the bedroom spotted me, I threw my knife at his chest, moved behind the other bandit, grabbed him and snapped his neck. The bandit in the bedroom was still alive with the knife in his chest as he slumped against the wall trying to pull out his pistol. I ran over, pulled the knife out of his chest and stabbed him in the throat and eye – he fell dead with his one good eye still open. 
“Lieutenant Amos, this is Captain Harvard. We’ve secured our end, all hostiles compliant. How’s it looking on your end? Over,” I said, on the radio. 
“Hold on,” Lieutenant Amos said, then a few seconds later, “All hostiles dead on our end as well. Over.” 
We collected whatever ammo they had and retrieved the stolen radio along with one of theirs. We took it all back to our camp. At first light tomorrow, we’ll meet up with the Black Shadows at Dunsmuir. Although, River and her brothers were really anxious to go immediately to find the kids, but the roads were more dangerous at night because zombies are more active at night. We joined the others at the camp and it looked like they started the fires for dinner. River sat close to the fire looking tense and coiled, like she was ready for action. Corporal Wade noticed and tried to calm her down. 
Corporal Wade started, “River, did you know that Nathan saved Molly’s life by killing an entire cult by luring—” 
“—a herd of zombies into the cult’s place, then he disguised her, Blair, and Izzy with the zombie’s blood so the zombies couldn’t see them which is how they got out of there alive. Yeah, I know the story,” River stated. 
“Right, if he can do that, he can handle pretty much anything.” 
“A bullet to the head can kill anyone.” 
“Yeah well, he’s not anyone is he? Not everyone has his luck.”
River looked up with a raised eyebrow. 
“Luck? Is that you call it? Well, if it’s luck that’s keeping him alive, I hope he has a lot of it because the thing about luck is, it will run out eventually,” River stated. 
“Worrying won’t help River. Those kids are alive, they’ll stay alive. We’ll be tripping over ourselves going after them in the dark,” Cody said. 
“I know. I know we can’t go after them now. I know that they’re strong. I know that they need help. I know that a big fucking storm is blowing in from the sea and is gonna be on top of us! I know!” River said, with an agitated face. 
River sighed and sat down. 
After a moment of silence, her brother Clark spoke. 
“River . . . I know telling you that it’s gonna be okay won’t help. We’re all eager to find them. We just gotta deal with our shit and remain in the present . . . also there shouldn’t be that many bandits left. It’s mostly zombies they have to worry about, and they know how to handle them,” Clark said. 
That didn’t do much for River. 
When dinner was ready and as we ate, River spoke. 
“I can handle Mom and Dad dying,” River said. 
Her brothers and Corporal Wade looked up at her. 
“I can handle being recruited by the Black Shadow . . . I might even be able to handle both of you dying . . . maybe . . . but if anything happens to those kids . . . what kind of evil is that? Something terrible happened to those kids, so young . . . that’s the worst kind of evil,” River said. 
I was inclined to agree with her. Out of all the evil that I’ve dealt with, bad things happening to children is the worst. Robbing each of them for an entire life – every hope, dream, experience . . . a life full of memories unlived, unrealized. 
“Captain Harvard, this is Gold Command. Do you copy? Over,” the radio called. 
“Gold Command, this is Captain Harvard. I copy. Over,” I replied. 
“Captain Harvard, new orders. Four vehicles with wounded will meet you at your location in the morning. You are to provide them safe passage and escort them to Camp Terminator. Medics and field surgeons will be there to assist. Over.” 
Everyone looked up at me. 
“Interrogative. What about the rest at Dunsmuir? Over,” I asked. 
“They’ll have to sit tight and wait through the storm before help can come. It’s moving fast. It’s almost on top of us here at the Fort. Over.” 
“But sir—” 
“These are your orders. Save the kids that need help now. The others will have to tough it out. They’ll manage. Protect the ones in need of medical help. Out.” 
Everyone else heard and they were pissed as well. 
“God-fucking-dammit,” Private Morgan rolled his eyes. 
Private Garrison threw his helmet. 
“Fucking Hell,” Corporal Wade swore. 
“Captain?” Cody asked. 
“Let’s escort them as quickly as possible, then get to Dunsmuir,” I stated. 
River crossed her arms and looked away. 
“However . . . Command doesn’t know anything about you four, so, you will drive ahead and help to hold Dunsmuir while you wait for backup,” I said. 
River looked at me and asked, “You’re giving us the go-ahead sir?” 
“You happy, Lara Croft?” 
River looked at her brothers then back at me. 
“That’s all you have to say, sir!” River said, with a smile. 
 



Chapter 16
River
 
The morning was dark with clouds rolling in and the wind was picking up. We geared up and were ready to pass the convoy as soon as it met up with Captain Harvard and the others. We parked our Humvee off an old access road near the highway. 
“Guys, are you sure about this?” Cody asked. 
“Do you want to find those kids or not?” I asked. 
“Yeah, but River—”
“But nothing, we have to find them. So, button your yap, get your shit together, and stop ‘Codying’ this up.” 
“Did you just use my name as a verb? Like Wally from ‘The Switch?’ Seriously?” 
“Aw, did your feelings get a boo-boo?” Clark asked.  
“How about you both shut up and focus?” Corporal Wade asked.
“He’s right boys, quit screwing around. How long before they get here?” I asked looking at my watch. 
“Not too long. It’s not that far from Dunsmuir, but the roads are probably a maze to get through. Once they pass here and meet up with our guys there, we drive to where the kids are.” 
“Winner-winner, chicken dinner,” Clark said. 
“Don’t make me hungry, man,” Cody said. 
After a period of silence, I broke it by asking Corporal Wade, “So . . . how were the kids doing before the bandits attacked?”
“From what Captain Noir told me, they’re excelling,” Corporal Wade said.
“Really?” Clark asked, with a smile. I was impressed too.  
Corporal Wade continued, “Yeah, doing really well. Top of their class, same as you chuckleheads. You and your brother Clark are doing great . . . but you Cody—”
Corporal Wade looked over his seat at Cody. 
“—I’m hearing things.”  
Cody looked away. 
Clark and I looked at each other with confused looks. We glanced back and forth between Corporal Wade and Cody. 
“What things?” Clark asked. 
“Your grades are slipping, you’re not keeping your locker properly organized, you’re running late, you’ve been getting into trouble, and I heard there was an . . . ‘incident’ between you and another recruit,” Corporal Wade explained. 
“What incident? Why are we only hearing about this now?” Clark asked, turning to Cody with a serious tone. 
“Do we really need to do this now guys? We’re kind of in the middle of something important,” I stated. 
“No, no, no, I wanna know what’s going on? Cody, are you some kind of trouble?” Clark asked his brother. 
“No, I’m not,” Cody replied. 
“Then what’s the deal? What’s going on?! What incident is Wade talking about? Did you get into a fight with someone or what?!” 
Cody sighed and rolled his eyes. 
“Huh? Cody. Cody! Cody, for fuck’s sake would you look at me and tell me what’s going before I ask Wade?”
Cody still didn’t answer nor look at Clark. Before anyone could say anything, I spotted the convoy. 
“Convoy coming from the road. Get ready,” I said, loudly pointing. 
Corporal Wade started the engine. 
“We’ll do this later. Right now, I need your eyes wide fucking open,” Corporal Wade said. 
The convoy merged with Captain Harvard’s unit and drove with them to the medical base while we went in the opposite direction. The wind was picking up indicating that the storm was on its way. The highway to Dunsmuir was mixed with mazes and clusters of cars giving way to intermittent patches of clear roads – sometimes we’d have nothing on the road and then we have to maneuver around wrecked or abandoned cars. What was irritating, was we had to back up repeatedly to find another way around a dead-end or a gap too tight to squeeze through. To make matters worse, a large pack of zombies came out of the woods into the highway and spotted us. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, we don’t have time for this!” I swore. 
I climbed into the M240 Bravo machine gun and hosed them down. Same as always, blood came out their torsos before I got their brains. Then another pack of zombies started attacking from the right coming from the trees. I couldn’t get a shot with the machine gun, so I had to pull out my SIG-Sauer to shoot them. Some of the zombies were trying to climb the Humvee, so Clark got out and ran around to shoot some of them. Cody got out to help him, but more were coming. I spun the gun turret, so I could shoot the ones coming at us from the forest. I was scoring some kills, but a few zombies were attacking my brothers from behind some vehicles. They were both struggling until Cody pulled out his Beretta M9A3, shot his zombie in the face, then shot Clark’s zombie. After five minutes, most of the zombies were dead, both Clark and Cody got back in, and Wade drove through them. When we got to Dunsmuir we began searching for where the kids were based. Finally, a lookout came out signaling us he was coming out. We drove up close to him, he was definitely from Camp Sledgehammer, he was fourteen. 
“What’s up? Need something?” the boy asked.
“Where’s your base? Where are the others?” I asked. 
“Up that hill, follow the road past the cabins until you see a small hotel,” the boy answered. 
We drove up. The roads off the highway were covered with pine needles and leaves. The old cabins and houses were still holding up, but they showed wear and decay. Nature was taking back the world. As we got closer, we saw more and more Black Shadow recruits and soldiers patrolling or working on fortifications for the hotel or defenses around. I was scanning all the Black Shadows to find a familiar face, but found none. Corporal Wade parked right in front of the hotel and I was the first to enter, followed by my brothers with Corporal Wade. 
“Nathan! Ashley! Molly!” I called, while searching. 
“Captain Noir!” Corporal Wade called. 
We searched the whole hotel and found no one. Then finally Captain Alvin showed up. 
“What are you doing here? Who are you looking for?” Captain Alvin asked. 
My brothers, Corporal Wade, and I stood at attention and saluted to the captain. 
When he saluted back Corporal Wade spoke first, “Sir, we’re looking for Captain Noir and a few Black Shadow operatives under his command.” 
“Well, you missed them. They left this morning,” Captain Alvin answered. 
“Left? Where?” I asked. 
“Captain Noir and some of my soldiers took several Black Shadow recruits to go look for some missing Shadows that haven’t arrived here yet. They suspect they are somewhere east in either McCloud or Greenwood.” 
“Greenwood?!” 
“Shit, how far is that?” Clark asked. 
Cody pulled out a map and answered, “Thirty miles, maybe a little more.” 
I scoffed. 
“There’s no way they traveled by foot there. Captain Alvin, did they take a car sir?” I asked. 
“They took two trucks with mounted guns, an SUV, and a car. Counting their commanding officer, Captain Noir, there’s seventeen of them heading east to look for the missing Black Shadows. They left this morning at 0700,” Captain Alvin answered. 
“Dammit, they’re probably already there by now. We gotta go after them,” Corporal Wade said. 
“Whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down, son. You can’t just go after them.” 
“Sir, they’re walking into a shitstorm of danger. They’ll need—” 
Captain Alvin shook his head and brought Corporal Wade to the window looking west. Dark thunder clouds were visible, we could even see the flashes of the lightning and the thunder was getting louder. 
“You see those clouds? That storm is giving everyone back home hell and it’s gonna give us hell, too. I’m talking about high winds and a shitload of rain. You’ll be tripping over yourselves trying to find the others. Captain Noir and the others will hunker down in McCloud if they have to. If they’re fast and lucky, they’ll find the lost Black Shadows before the storm hits,” Captain Alvin explained. 
“But if we hurry, we can catch up to them!” I stated. 
“Yeah, and that’s a big ‘if’ soldier!” 
“Captain, we’re wasting time!” 
“Corporal, this isn’t a discussion—”
“I need to do this!”
Captain Alvin stopped and looked at River. 
“Please, sir . . . let us go after them. Please.” 
Captain Alvin looked back at the storm and scratched the back of his head, sensing River’s desperation and apparent connection to the other group. 
“Fine, but you better drive fast without wrecking. That storm is big, it’s pushing inland and it won’t pass quickly,” Captain Alvin said. 
“Thank you, sir. Thank you!” I said, before dashing through the front door.  
“Go! Hurry!” 
I got behind the wheel and started the Humvee. 
“What kind of vehicles are they driving?” Corporal Wade asked, as he got in the passenger seat. 
“A Chevy Silverado, a Ford F-250, a Jeep Wrangler, and a Dodge Charger!” 
I gunned out of there heading for the road to take us to the east. 
Hold on kids. Please don’t fucking die on me. 
 



Chapter 17
Nathan/Sonny
 
“Yep, you called it, Helga. Trail of dead zombies,” Ashley said, looking through binoculars. 
“Told ya, they’d be easier to find if there were more crows or seagulls or vultures, but in this wind, there’s not very many,” Helga replied. 
“We still have a path to follow, they went further east and the blood from the dead zombies is almost gone, so this had to be yesterday. They may not be that far ahead. Let’s go!” Carrie said. 
There were several dead zombies with their heads smashed in or cracked open all over the main road that cuts through McCloud and outside it leading to Greenwood. There were tire tracks on the road leading to Greenwood, looks like our guys were followed. These bandits are relentless! 
We drove to Greenwood, and thankfully, the roads were mostly clear with only debris from trees and few wrecked or abandoned vehicles. There was nothing but a tunnel of trees on both sides of the road as far as the eye could see. It didn’t take long for us to get to the small town of Greenwood. There was black smoke rising from the town. We drove close enough to see what was happening through the binoculars. Bandits fighting our soldiers and Black Shadows. The fighting was a mixture of gunfire and hand to hand combat. 
“We got to get in there!” Danny said. 
“Whoa, whoa, hold it. Look before you leap. We need to get to a good advantage point. There! Those buildings there. Get to the third floor and lay down some suppressing fire. We’ll draw their attention with the big guns and clear out some of the zombies,” Captain Noir ordered. 
“You got it, sir,” I said. 
My friends and I followed Danny and Helga through the woods and brushed against the building Captain Noir pointed to. Captain Noir got on the back of one of the trucks to man the M240 Bravo machine gun while the other soldiers manned the gun on the other truck. They drove in loudly, shooting at the bandits that were using abandoned vehicles and small shops as cover. We made our way to the back of the building. Before we entered through the back door, two bandits tried to make a run for it and Helga gunned them down before they saw us. We entered the building and climbed the stairs. There were two different sets of stairs and one only led us to the second floor, so we had to take the other set to get to the third floor. When we got to the third floor, we took positions at different windows. We marked our targets before taking our shots and when we did, we dropped over twenty bandits in no time – each of us taking out multiple targets. More bandits were showing up along with zombies. The shootout lasted several minutes before they figured out our location and started shooting at us. 
“We have to reposition, before they flank us and get us boxed in!” Patch warned. 
“Get to the stairs!” Shaun called. 
“Go! Go!” Scarlet yelled. 
We ran for the stairs, but by the time we got to the second floor and ran half-way to the other set of stairs, we were getting shot at by bandits inside the building. Our group ended by a split in a four-way pass in the halls. Ashley, Sarah, Jess, Warren, Shaun, Ellen, and Danny were on one side, and Carrie, Molly, Patch, Jess, Scarlet, Helga, and I were on the other side. The bandits had us heavily suppressed shooting the edges of the walls – the bullets were going through making us get further away from the corners. Helga and Warren tried taking quick moments to shoot from around the corner, but we were pinned. 
I yelled, “Go! Get to cover!”
“We’ll find you! Go!” Patch added. 
We ran in separate directions down the halls to split up. The bandits were on us. Helga and Patch were running and trying to shoot back at the bandits chasing us. I lead us to a door at the end of the hall. 
“There! Get to that room!” I shouted. 
“Hurry!” Helga screamed, as she unloaded her rifle at the bandits chasing us. 
Carrie shot at the knob of the door then bashed through with her shoulder. We all rushed into the room and Helga kicked the door closed. We all laid flat on the floor as the bandits fired through the door – the door was getting several bullet holes, as well as the walls and everything on the desk and file cabinets, were getting shot up. I switched my rifle to full auto as did the others, and we waited until the shooting stopped. When it stopped, we got up and fired everything we had through the door at the bandits. We swerved circles around to get our line of fire to leave as little cover for the bastards as much as possible. When we emptied our magazines, we reloaded before opening the door to see all the bandit's dead. They were all lying on the floor in pools of blood covered with bullet wounds over their bodies and their faces. 
“Oh lord,” Jess uttered. 
“Dios mío [My God]” Scarlet said, in Spanish. 
“That’s blood, that is a lot of blood,” Molly said. 
Then we heard gunfire down the hall. 
“The others! Let’s go!” Patch said. 
We sprinted down the hallway, but a teen bandit was swinging his hatchet at me. I dodged three of his swings and then as he swung at me, I grabbed his hatchet arm and pulled hard backwards throwing him off balance and slamming him against the wall. I pulled out my KA-BAR knife, and stabbed him in the back. He screamed in pain leaning his head back. I pulled my knife out of his back, pulled his hatchet arm behind his back and then I slit his throat – blood sprayed on the wall as he fell dead. My friends looked surprised. As my friends ran down the hall past me, Carrie put two bullets in the guy’s skull – I was starting to taste the iron in the air from the blood.
By the time we got there our friends were finishing up on the bandits – I saw Ashley and Sarah put a bullet in two bandits as they were crawling away bleeding. 
Ashley looked up and asked, “You guys okay?” 
“Yeah, we’re good. You?” Carrie asked. 
“Yep, these guys really didn’t look before they leaped. Walked right into our line of fire,” Sarah answered. 
“We had to shoot ours through a door,” Jess said. 
“Wait, where’s Shaun? Where’s my brother?!” Scarlet asked. 
We heard noise down a different hallway and some yelling. When we went to see, we saw Shaun with his axe out, and a bandit was swinging a metal baseball bat at him. The bandit swung it several times, smashing the walls and furniture. Then, he swung his bat and Shaun ducked while spinning around and swung his axe into the bandit’s rib cage – the axe blade cut deep, breaking ribs and cutting organs. The bandit fell when Shaun pulled it out and then swung it directly into the bandit’s face – some of his blood got on Shaun’s face and neck. Warren was fighting two teen bandits; one had a machete and the other had some sort of spear. Warren kicked the machete bandit, then as the spear bandit charged at him, he grabbed him and slammed his head against a door. Then Warren pulled a knife out of the bandit’s belt and stabbed him in the throat. The other bandit picked up the spear and the machete and swung several times before Warren spun around and kicked the bandit in the face. When he stumbled backwards, Warren charged and stabbed the bandit in the gut. As he slumped down, he tried to reach for his machete. Warren pulled out his sword while keeping the spear in place with his other hand, and sliced the bandit’s throat. The bandit’s eyes were still open as blood was pouring out of the opening. Scarlet then shot him in the head.
“Are you okay?” Scarlet asked. 
“Fine,” Warren said. 
“We’re okay,” Shaun said. 
“Let’s go! Time’s not on our side,” Ellen said. 
We ran for the stairs, but were vigilant as hell scanning each room and our surroundings. We got to the streets and were shooting zombies. Captain Noir and the soldiers were driving the bandits to the other side of town. Ellen took this chance to head over for the other Black Shadows across the street. Many of them were getting patched up for bullet wounds or deeply grazed cuts – lots of bloody bandages. 
“Patterson!” Ellen called. 
A Black Shadow boy looked up at Ellen. It looked like he was shot in the shoulder and in the shin. 
“Way . . . Jesus, you’re okay,” Patterson spoke, out of breath. 
“Fuck, they got you bad, man,” Ellen said, kneeling next to him. 
“Yeah, I got them bad, too. I killed four of them assholes after they shot me!” 
“Right on, man. Gave those assholes Hell and fucked them up. Is Campbell here? Is she still alive?” 
“Campbell? Yeah, she’s alive . . . we got separated as we came into town. Bandits and zombies were fucking everywhere. Campbell went south with McKenzie, Mike, Peter, and the other guys.” 
Ellen looked back at me with a smile and I smiled back. 
“So, she’s alive and they went south?” Ellen asked. 
“Yeah, I think there’s a high school and an old concert place that way. They must be heading for it, but they had zombies chasing after them. They need help. Go, help them or they’re not gonna make it!” Patterson said. 
“What about you?” 
Patterson gave Ellen a look. 
“Ellen . . . please. I told you before.” Patterson grabbed his FN SCAR 16 CQC. “I was born lucky. They can’t kill me!” 
Ellen and Patterson laughed. 
“But Kate doesn’t have my luck, so she needs your help. Go!” Patterson said. 
I got on the radio and said, “Captain Noir, this is Private Way. There are Black Shadows being chased by bandits and zombies to the south towards a high school. We’re going to lend support. Over!” 
“Get to them before the storm hits! Over,” Captain Noir replied. 
“Okay. Stay alive and don’t fuck up!” Ellen said, before running. 
As we ran after her Patterson yelled, “Send those SOBs to Hell!”
 
****
 
We just ran and ran and ran. Running through the forest, past roads, through the brush-- not wasting a moment. The storm was almost on us. The sun was gone, covered with dark clouds and the wind was howling, rustling the trees – soon it would be hard to be outside. The dark grey clouds gave an ominous haunting look to everything. We could still see in the day, but the light was dim and the shadows were very dark. There were zombies wandering around, and as soon as they spotted us, they came at us. We didn’t have time to deal with them, so we only killed those that were in front of us. We didn’t dare waste a bullet, we only used our swords, knives, or hatchets. We sliced the heads or the necks. We all had some adrenaline giving us extra speed and stamina. We knew we were headed in the right direction, there were gunshots and they were getting louder – they weren’t as rapid as the firepower from the previous gunfight. 
“Come on! We have to hurry! Move! Move!” Ellen said, running in front of us. 
“Move your asses! Come on!” Jess said. 
The zombies kept coming at us and slowing us down, we kept cutting them down and I lost count of how many zombies I decapitated or split open – the others tried mimicking my swing, spinning around to build momentum on the swing of the sword.
As we got closer to the gunshots, we came across a horrific sight in a clearing in the woods. There were posts everywhere with zombies chained to the posts. They were snapping and trying to claw at us like guard dogs. Past the posts on the trees were dead people hanging from the tree branches from hanging nooses around their necks, lifeless and rotting. Most of them were half skeleton and half-rotted flesh. Some of the zombies were tied around the trees with their guts hanging out, as if tied there for the zombies to feed on them alive. There were decapitated heads on pikes at chest level high and more heads around tree trunks everywhere – some of the heads were zombie heads as they’re mouths slowly moved. The chained-up zombie posts were almost lined up as if a borderline. The smell was beyond revolting. Some of my friends gagged while trying not to vomit. I felt nauseous just looking at it. I couldn’t find the words. I was speechless and my legs felt weak.
“What the fuck?” Carrie said, shocked. 
“Holy Christ,” Ellen uttered. 
“Oh shit. Oh my God,” Molly said, wide-eyed.
“Oh dulce Jesús María y José
[Oh sweet Jesus Mary and Joseph]” Shaun said, in Spanish. 
“I’m gonna be sick,” Danny said, looking away. 
Scarlet puked along with Helga. 
“What is this? What the hell?” Patch asked. 
“Scarecrows. They want people to stay out,” Warren said. 
“You mean . . . they hang people out here and use their corpses to scare people away?! What kind of sick freaks do that?!” Sarah asked. 
“I don’t know . . . messed up people,” Ashley answered. 
“Kate . . . what the fuck are you doing going in there?” Ellen asked, gazing at the hanging dead.  
I looked over and saw the paved road. 
“She and the others probably took that paved road over there and missed this or they were running for their lives to stop and see this,” I suggested. 
“Come on, we gotta hurry,” Carrie said. 
“Wait, we’re going in there? Are you nuts?” Helga asked, wiping the puke from her mouth.
“We’ve come too far to turn back,” Patch said. 
“She didn’t mean that. Shouldn’t we get back up?” Danny suggested. 
Ellen turned to him, “You see those clouds? You hear those gunshots? Those are our guys fighting those crazy fuckers down there! They don’t have time! We need to help them now!”
“But—”
“No buts! Now come on!” 
We headed for the paved road, but Molly was still standing there, frozen. Her hands were trembling and her face looked pale. 
“Molly!” I called. 
She didn’t respond. 
I walked in front of her and shook her. “Molly!” I called
Molly got startled and looked at me. 
“We’ll get through this, but we need you to stay with us. Stay with me,” I stated, very clearly. 
Molly took several deep breaths and nodded. 
“Okay,” she said. 
“Yeah?” I asked.
“Yeah. Let’s go.”
We took the paved road and there was a chain-link fence gate with barbed wire, but was knocked down and wide open with zombies wandering through. Looks like the zombies charged the gate and knocked it down. Finally, after running and killing zombies we got to the edge of the woods, revealing the high school and outdoor concert stage.
Finally, after running and killing we got to the edge of the woods, revealing the high school and outdoor concert stage.
“Fucking Hell . . . about goddamn time. Now where the fuck are our lost Shadows?” Carrie asked leaning against a tree catching her breath. 
“Yeah Ellen, where’s your girl?” Molly asked, panting. 
“Umm . . . hang on. Let me see,” Ellen said, looking through binoculars. 
“Whatever sickos that live here, they must be new,” Sarah said. 
“How do you know?” Ashley asked. 
Sarah pointed to the side of the school and said, “They tried building some barricades around the school with the cars and what they could use, but the barricade is incomplete. See the zombies just walking in?” 
“Oh, you’re right, but they had time to make those . . . ‘scarecrows’ back there.” 
“Guys, we can’t stay here,” Warren alerted, as zombies were coming our way. 
“Where do we go?!” Sarah asked. 
“Uh, I don’t know! I see fighting both at the concert and at the school!” Ellen said. 
“Nate! What’s the plan?!” Ashley asked. 
“Let’s split up. Half go to the concert and the other half, the high school!” I said. 
“You sure that’s a good idea?” Carrie asked. 
“I’m all ears if you got any better ideas.” 
“Wait hang on,” Carrie thought for a moment and said, “Nope, I got nothing. Let’s go with your plan.”  
Ellen went for the school with Ashley, Sarah, Shaun, Scarlet, and Warren while Carrie, Molly, Patch, Jess, Danny, and Helga went with me to the concert – into the chaos we went with the storm swirling down on us. Both the concert and the school were crawling with zombies and visibility was getting worse. We couldn’t see where the gunfire was coming from, but we heard it loud and clear. Let’s just hope it’s our guys and not more fucking bandits. 
 



Chapter 18
Nathan/Sonny
 
The school had a FEMA shelter built there with many trailers, military trucks, Humvees, and tents, but it looked looted and pillaged. We ran down hill toward the concert that was next to the school’s football field stadium and running track. The noise kept most of the zombies distracted, but many of them were just wandering. We looked over and saw there was shooting coming from the concert stage just behind the broadcast booth of the football field.  
“There’s bandits shooting at zombies and our guys at the stage,” Danny said. 
“That broadcast booth has the best high ground. If we can get to the roof, we’ll be able to pick them off with our rifles,” I said. 
“All that noise will get us boxed in. We won’t be able to get out when the zombies crowd us in,” Helga said.
I looked around and I saw a utility pole next to a semi-truck trailer. I looked back at the broadcast booth, and saw that it was wide with big floodlights on both ends of the booth. There was a supply shed nearby with some paracord ropes. Like Grim said: “Stay one step ahead and always have an exit plan.” 
“You see that utility pole there? We’ll tie some ropes around that pole and around that flood light at the top of the broadcast booth. That way we can zipline our way out,” I stated. 
“I like that,” Carrie said. 
“Where are we gonna get rope?” Molly asked. 
“Over there, that supply shed. It better have some snap hooks,” Patch said, going after it. 
“We’re gonna need a shit load if we want to zipline to that pole,” Jess said, following Patch. 
“Not to the pole, the trailer. We want to land on the trailer, that way we won’t fall on zombies,” I said. 
“How far is that? Eighty yards? A hundred?” Molly asked. 
“At least it’s gonna be a long ride,” Carrie said. 
Patch and Jess came back with the rope. Thankfully, there was a lot of it. 
“Good news, we got rope and we got snap hooks. It’ll make it easier to hold around both poles. Now, who wants to climb the pole there?” Patch asked. 
There was a long pause. 
“Shit, I’ll do it,” Molly volunteered. 
“Are you sure?” Carrie asked. 
“Yeah, I’m good at climbing and I don’t get vertigo. It’s probably easier if you tie your end and then shoot an arrow at that trailer, then I can tie my end.” 
“Sounds like a plan. Carrie, you and Jess cover her. We’ll get up to the roof, pick off our targets, then regroup, and try to get our Shadows up on that stage – see if Campbell’s up there with those other jerkoffs,” I stated, tying the rope around an arrow. 
“Stay put at the top of the trailer. We’ll barricade the doors as soon we’re inside,” Patch declared.
Carrie and Jess went with Molly to the utility pole while we went for the broadcast booth. We cut down any zombies that were in our way. As soon as we got to the booth, we ran inside to take the ladder to the roof after barricading the doors. We got to the roof and Patch tied the rope around the floodlight tight. I looked over and saw all three girls over the trailer. 
“Alright, it’s tied! Send your end!” Patch yelled.
I aimed my bow and shot the arrow at the top of the trailer – I had to time it where the gust of wind died down a little. I shot the arrow and it hit where I wanted – three feet in front of the girls near the front of the trailer on the top. Jess picked up the arrow and gave it to Molly and she went up the utility pole and tied it. We made sure our ends were secure, the snap hooks were holding and that the rope wasn’t loose. Then we lay and looked through our binoculars. 
“I count fifteen bad guys and a shitload of zombies,” Danny said. 
“Alright, I’ll get the guys on the right and you get the left,” I replied, switching to my Marlin rifle. 
“Get some motherfuckers,” Helga mentioned. 
I took aim at my first bandit and shot him in the back and Danny hit his bandit in the lower back. We began picking off the bandits together one at a time, but as soon as they saw us, they were moving fast and I missed three and Danny missed five. Two Black Shadows got out of the concert stage and tried to shoot the bandits with their pistols, but they only got two. Soon, there were only four bandits left and they were using the concert tents and trailers as cover. The zombies were already surrounding the broadcast booth, but I looked over and I saw the trapped Black Shadows making a run for the school while shooting at the zombies. 
“Let’s go!” Helga shouted. 
“Come on!” Danny called. 
We used our rifles to hold on the rope as we zipped lined to the girls. However, I was the last to land on the trailer and as soon as I did, we were getting shot at. The bandits were behind the cover of some cars. We shot back trying to keep them suppressed, without scoring any kills as we jumped down from the trailer. The zombies were everywhere and coming at us. I dropped over twenty zombies as did the others. The bandits were still behind cover of the cars shooting at us. 
“Fuck, I’m out!” Jess shouted, switching to her sidearm. 
“I got two mags left,” I stated, reloading my AR.  
“Same here, Carrie?” Molly asked, reloading. 
“Two left, Patch? Helga?” Carrie asked. 
“This is my last one,” Patch answered. 
“Me too. Last mag,” Helga added while reloading. 
“We gotta flank those assholes somehow. Give us covering fire and we run for that truck there and shoot these assholes,” Danny said. 
“Alright, ready?” I asked.  
“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Helga said. 
“One, two, three, go!” Patch called. 
We laid down some cover fire. Danny and Helga sprinted across the field on the right flank. The bandits were shooting at some zombies trying to attack them, and Danny and Helga gunned down the bandits. After that we ran for the concert stage, Danny and Helga were the first to jump up on the stage and ran to the back where our Black Shadows were – there were only three left alive and one was shot in his leg and his right arm. 
“Friendly! Friendly! Black Shadows!” Danny called out. 
The Black Shadows lowered their pistols, but then one warned, “Look out!” 
He shot at the zombies coming through the backstage, but they just kept on coming. We shot at every zombie that was coming at us. They were running towards us and getting close, boxing us in. 
“Get him up! We’ll run for the school!” Danny said. 
“We’ll cover you! Go!” I stated. 
They got the wounded Shadow up and ran for the gym while we provided cover, but then we ran out of AR ammo and were down to our sidearms. Patch and Jess got the gym doors open and we all rushed inside locking the doors behind us. The gym was full of tables with various different items and accessories from clothing, tools, backpacks, shoes, boots, batteries, etc. The boots and shoes were in a pile along with the clothes while the other stuff was on the tables. Some of the tables next to the doors were guns and crossbows with little ammo along with other various weapons from machetes, hatchets, batons, axes, and knives. There were cots with sleeping bags, bunk beds and some old backpacks here and there. There were windows up high near the ceiling and skylight windows letting light in, but there were still plenty of dark shadows inside. After scanning the gym to make sure it was clear, we caught our breaths, but all this stuff caught our attention.
“Oh geez, that’s a lot of stuff,” Jess said.  
“Fucking hunters. These are the guys that attacked the hotel cabin,” I said. 
“Yep, you’re right. These backpacks are ours,” Patch said, picking up one to show the PA insignia.
“Hunters? You mean they hunt people?” Helga asked. 
“Hunt them, kill them, and take all their stuff,” Jess answered. 
“Do they eat people, too?” 
“Don’t know, don’t want to know, and my advice, don’t get captured by these guys to find out,” Carrie said. 
Danny looked around at everything. 
“These guys aren’t choosy,” Danny stated. 
Molly walked up to the pile of shoes and clothes. 
“Jesus . . . that’s lot of people . . . some of these shoes are for little kids,” Molly uttered. 
“Molly!” Jess called. 
Molly turned to her. 
“Don’t think about that. Just focus on staying alive. Deep breaths.” 
Molly took several deep breaths, but she was still a little spooked by all this. I set my AR rifle to the side, leaned my Marlin rifle against the wall with my Katana as did the others. Carrie went by the table of ammo, but there wasn’t much ammo left.
“There’s a few handfuls of 9mm, but that’s about it. The rest is either 12-gauge buckshot or 308,” Carrie stated.  
I started, “I’m all out on that and I got thirty-two rounds left on the big guy here and—” 
Then we heard a noise coming from the loft above the office on the other side of the gym. 
“For crying out fucking loud! Let’s secure this gym first,” Carrie said, rolling her eyes and pulling out her Glock 19. 
“Right,” Molly said, pulling out her Ruger SR40. 
I pulled out my Ruger SR40 as well and we carefully went to the other side of the gym where the noise had come from. When we got to the loft where all the mini gyms were it was quiet, but then three bandits attacked us – a redheaded male teen with a knife, another teen boy with a mohawk, and a bowie knife, and a black-haired boy with a nail hammer. They tackled us from around the corner and our pistols slid away.  
“I’m gonna fucking kill you, bitch!” the redheaded teen shouted. 
Molly was fighting the redhead teen boy; he swung his knife with a few jabs to try and stab her but she dodged his thrusts. Then she threw a right hook, followed by a left spinning kick at his face and then she spun around to build up momentum for her right roundhouse kick with her heel to his face again bringing him down – she pulled out her knife and stabbed him in the throat before he got up – then in the eye. 
“Stop moving and die you little shit!” the mohawk teen yelled. 
The mohawk teen came at me with his long bowie knife in his right and after dodging some of his swings, he clumsily tried to stab at me, but I grabbed his right arm with my right. Then he tried to punch me with his free hand and I grabbed that arm with my left. I twisted his arms in a Labai takedown causing him to flip-over and land hard on his side. As soon as he was down, I bent his knife hand back causing him to release it, and then stabbed him in the chest with his own bowie knife, then I stabbed again in the temple. I killed him in the light under a skylight window and there was a lot of blood – there’s always so much blood. 
The black-haired teen grunted angrily as he swung his hammer at Carrie, she blocked his hammer arm, kneed his ribs, struck his face with a punch, and then struck his face with a hard roundhouse kick. The teen stumbled into one of the mirrors and shattered it. The broken shards fell and cut him. He was angrier now as he was swinging the hammer again, but Carrie was dodging every swing. Then she blocked and grabbed his backswing, stomped on his kneecap causing him to fall to one knee, screaming in pain. Carrie elbowed his face, grabbed the hammer out of his hands, and swung at his face. I couldn’t see it in the dark, but I could tell Carrie stuck the sharp end of the hammer into the teen’s temple. 
“Are you two okay?” I asked. 
“Still alive,” Molly answered. 
“Same here. Fucking assholes,” Carrie said.
Then we heard gunshots down below in the gym where everyone else was. We went to the balcony and saw twelve more bandit teens attacking our friends as they were fighting back. One had a military M16A4 rifle while two others had Beretta pistols and the rest had either an axe or a machete. 
“For fuck’s sake. Can we just grab a break for once?” Carrie said, rolling her eyes. 
“It’s just one goddamn thing after another,” Molly added. 
Grim’s voice came to me again, “Stealth is your best friend. Stick to the shadows and ghost your enemies.” 
“Come on, they haven’t seen us, yet. So, we can get the jump on them. Use the shadows to hide and ghost these assholes,” I said. 
“Metal Gear Solid motherfuckers. Let’s go,” Molly said, pulling out her knife. 
We went downstairs where everyone else was. We were sweating and we were dirty again with the day’s dirt with sweat, and blood that wasn’t ours. We stuck to the shadows as Patch and Jess were doing what they could to protect the wounded Black Shadow while fighting off the bandits. They used a tipped over table as cover as they were shooting with their sidearms. 
We stuck to the shadows. I snuck up to one bandit from behind, grabbed him and slit his throat. Molly and Carrie did the same thing stabbing their bandits in the throat. Then the rifle bandit saw the girls and turned to start shooting at them. I sprinted toward the rifle bandit and tackled him with a double-leg takedown. When I got up, I almost hit my head on a table and noticed the bandit’s face was under the table. I grabbed him by his upper jacket and lifted up hard making his face hit the bottom of the table. I dropped him to the floor to lift up, and hit his face again with the table – he tried to break free, but was still stunned from the hit to the head. I did this three more times, until his face was bloody and bruised – his nose was broken. I pulled out my Ruger pistol and shot him in the eye, blowing his brains out of the top of his head. Then, I saw two bandits standing next to this big tall metal shelf shooting at Patch and Jess. I jumped up on some tables and ran for the shelf and pushed as hard as I could to make the shelf fall on the teen bandits. It tipped and then it fell right on the bandits. They screamed in pain, before I put a bullet in their heads. 
Molly and Carrie snuck behind two bandits that were using the benches as high ground to get a clear shot at our guys. They snuck underneath the benches and grabbed their ankles and pulled hard so they’d fall on their faces. Then they both put two bullets in their faces. 
Danny and Helga had their machetes out. A bandit with a fire ax was swinging at Danny, but Danny ducked from a swing while slicing the bandit’s belly and then slicing his face and his torso. Helga jumped from the benches to slice at one bandit with a spear. He arched and screamed in pain before Helga stabbed him in the back. He stopped screaming when the blade came out of his chest – the blade was so red with blood. 
Patch ran out of ammo and grabbed his Bolo sword to attack the bandit with the metal baseball bat. Their weapons clashed and they grunted angrily as they fought. With the darkness in the gym and them fighting so close, I couldn’t get a clear shot. However, I didn’t need to, because when the bandit swung overhead, Patch grabbed his wrists with his free hand and sliced the bandit’s gut with his sword. Then Patch spun around to swing at the bandit’s head. His blade sunk half-way through the bandit’s skull and Patch had to use his foot to pull the blade out. The last bandit charged at Patch screaming with his spear, but was shot in the head – even from here I saw the bandit’s blood and brains spray in the air through the light rays. Patch turned to see Jess with her Glock 19 out aimed at the bandit.  
“Is everyone okay?” Jess asked. 
“Yep, still alive . . . for now anyway,” Carrie said, sitting down to relax. 
I sat down catching my breath. It felt like my whole body was beating like a hummingbird. 
“Fucking Hell . . . it’s so goddamn relentless. It’s exhausting . . . all this running around and fighting. It really wears you down,” I panted. 
“No shit . . . climbing is the worst part,” Molly said, drinking water out of her canteen. 
“Patch, how we doing?” Carrie asked.
“Well, Phil has lost a lot of blood and is not doing so good. Hanna and Lewis are running on fumes, but they’ll live. They only got their Glock 19s, their knives and their hatchets. They said the rest of their guys, including Campbell, are somewhere in one of the buildings – they think the cafeteria or the main building,” Patch answered. 
I got my radio and called, “Ellen, this is Nathan. We got three Black Shadows from the fields. Phil, Hanna, and Lewis. No sign of Campbell and any others. Over.” 
“This is Ellen. Campbell’s with me, I found her. We’re on the second floor in the front building with Ashley and the others. Where are you? Over,” Ellen responded. 
“We’re in the gym. We just cleared it of the bandits. Over.” 
“Alright, we’ll work our way to you. Over.” 
“Roger, out.” 
I sat down with Carrie and Molly to catch our breath. We all drank some water and collected whatever bullets these bandits had on them, along with their other weapons. Both Hanna and Lewis took a metal baseball bat. 
“Alright, let’s make this our bunker. We’ll stay in here and wait for the storm to blow itself out,” Danny said wiping the blood off of his machete. 
Helga looked out through a window and said, “I agree, but what about the others? I don’t know which building—wait . . . I see our guys. They’re out in the courtyards and—Oh shit! More bandits!”
“I am so fucking tired of these bandits!” Lewis yelled angrily. 
Carrie rolled her eyes with a sigh. 
“Where the fuck do these guys come from?! Is there a website or something?!” Carrie yelled. 
“Who cares where they come from?! Just kill them!” Hanna shouted, holding her Glock 19 ready. 
 
****
Ellen
 
I was eager to find Kate through that mess down there. I ran down with Ashley, Sarah, Shaun, Scarlet, and Warren. However, the parking lot was teeming with zombies making it almost impossible to even get to the front entrance. The gunfire from the concert stage near the football field wasn’t attracting a lot of zombies. There was so much wind howling most of the zombies couldn’t hear the gunshots. We got to the edge of the parking lot and huddled. 
“Let’s start with the main building,” Ashley said. 
“How do we get past the zombies?” Sarah asked. 
Ashley looked around and saw some FEMA and military tents. 
“There, those big tents. I’ll draw them inside and we’ll set them on fire. That should draw some of the zombies away,” Ashley said. 
“We’re gonna need a big distraction to lure them in,” Scarlet said. 
“Something loud or bright,” Shaun said. 
“I’ll do it,” Warren said. 
We all turned to him. 
“Do what?” Sarah asked. 
Warren started, “I’ll shoot at them and run inside the tents bringing them in and—”
“Uh, no you won’t!” Scarlet said. 
“—and I’ll crawl out through the fences and escape, then you set it on fire,” Warren finished. 
“Still no fucking way,” Scarlet said. 
“Come on, Scarlet. I’m loud, hyperactive, and I don’t blend in with the background. I’m perfect for the job. I’ll lure them just like I lured that pack of dogs that chased us before we got to Fort Gold Rush.” 
Scarlet, Shaun, and Sarah looked at Warren and he gave them this look before nodding. Ashley and I gave a confused look. 
“What pack of dogs? Like wild dogs?” I asked. 
“Yeah, it’s a long story better told another time. So, come on. Let’s do this,” Warren said. 
“Fine, but we’re gonna need some wire cutters to cut through that fence and some fuel or alcohol to burn the tents,” Scarlet said. 
“We’ll look for the fuel and something to light it, you guys look for the wire cutters. Bolt cutters would work fine,” Ashley said. 
I went with Ashley and Sarah while the others went looking for the wire cutters. We snuck our way past the zombies to some trailers with some propane tanks. I found a flare gun with some road flares, so that’ll light up whatever fuel we’re gonna burn. Ashley and Sarah found some grenades and stashed them in their backpacks – some of them were incendiary grenades. We met back with the others and they found the wire cutters and an air horn. As they cut out an exit for Warren, we set up the propane tanks in the tents. The plan was simple, shoot the propane tanks as Warren runs through the tents and then toss an incendiary grenade inside – doing it was the hard part. We got into position. Warren was taking several deep breaths as he was getting ready. 
“Alright, like we said before. Just run through that way, go left, straight, then right and go through the tents to the fence,” Shaun said. 
“Got it,” Warren said. 
“Warren,” Scarlet said. 
Warren didn’t answer. 
“Warren!” 
Warren looked up. 
“Don’t die.” 
“Good tip.” 
Warren ran and blew the air horn drawing the zombies’ attention while yelling. The zombies growled and ran after Warren as he zipped through all the turns. After he’d gotten past the propane tanks, we shot them and the gas was coming out. Ashley threw an incendiary grenade igniting the gas. Zombies bunched up against the fence while the others in the tent were burning. We ran through the parking lot to the front doors, but a group of zombies burst through a fence gate toward us. We were all firing our rifles at them as we headed for the front doors.
“Get those doors open!” Ashley yelled. 
I tried opening them, but they were locked. 
“It’s locked,” I said. 
“What?!” Sarah asked. 
“It’s fucking locked!” 
“What do we do?!” Shaun asked, while firing. 
We were all firing our rifles full auto at the zombies as they were charging. I was shooting at every zombie coming at us and frantically reloading my rifle. Our backs were against the doors and I was scanning everywhere for a way out. 
I started, “Hey! To our right, we can run behind the hedges to that—"
Then, all of a sudden, the doors opened and we fell in. 
“What the hell? Who opened the door?” I asked.
Then I saw the backs of three people as they barricaded the doors before turning around with their weapons ready – it was our people! Michael, McKenzie, and Kate! Kate was standing in the middle with her long brush axe that was almost like a spear and the boys standing on both her right and left – Michael had a machete and McKenzie had a bat. 
“Ellen? What the—?! You guys?! What are you idiots doing here?!” Kate demanded. 
“Kate! You’re alive!” I said with a smile. 
“Uh, duh! Of course, I am!” 
The barricades were moving as the zombies were ramming against the doors. Their aggression and hunger could be seen even through the windows. They were like mad dogs that wanted to feed on their hunt. 
“But maybe not for long. That’s not gonna hold. Come on!” Kate said grabbing my arm and leading us to the second-floor balcony. 
There were ropes tied to the rails. The ropes led to big, heavy-looking bags that looked to be stuffed with bricks. 
“Get into position, boys!” Kate ordered. 
Michael, McKenzie, and Peter ran to the balcony on the other side of the room with their knives out ready to cut the rope. We looked over and saw the floor had duct tape ‘X’ marks at various different areas at the bottom floor directly under the bags – they were traps. The zombies broke through the doors and started walking through the barricades and the old metal detectors. 
“Waaaait . . . waaaait,” Kate said. 
The zombies got closer and closer to the stairs. It didn’t take long for the zombies to cover all the ‘X’ marks. 
“Now!” Kate ordered, while cutting her rope. 
The others did the same and the bags fell. When they did, we saw the bags were filled with everything hard and heavy, things like bricks and metal which absolutely crushed their unfortunate prey. Some of the bags had sharp spikes pointed downward to do more damage on the zombies and it did. The traps helped, but the zombies were still coming. Kate led us to the main hall on the second floor. 
“Light the carts!” Kate ordered. 
The boys lit some laundry carts that were dosed in paint thinner and alcohol. When they were burning, they pushed them to the stairs and they fell on the zombies. The zombies trying to go up the stairs fell down with the burning laundry on top of them – some of the other zombies fell and caught fire. However, as effective as it was, it only slowed them but didn’t stop them. They were still coming. 
“This way!” Kate ordered. 
We ran down the hall and took a left. Kate was keeping me close as the others followed behind.
“Hug the walls!” Kate called out. 
“What?!” I asked. 
Kate pressed me against the wall and I saw why she wanted me to the sides, because the middle of the floor was gone and there were long spikes on the floor below. Ashley slipped and almost fell, but Sarah caught her and pulled her up. The zombies following behind us fell into the middle of the floor and got impaled by the spikes. Some of their heads got impaled killing them, but others were still growling for only their torsos were impaled. 
“Kate, did you do all this?!” I asked, running with her. 
“No, the bandits did! We’re in their den,” Kate answered.  
“You ran into their den?!” Ashley asked. 
“We didn’t run into shit! They kidnapped our guys and we went after them! The zombies heard the gunshots and swarmed in! It’s their fault!” McKenzie stated.
We ran into a classroom and closed the door, while remaining quiet while the zombies ran past us. As soon as they ran past us, we barricaded the door with the desks and chairs. 
McKenzie started, “Normally, at this time, I’d be at home—”
He and Michael grunted as they lifted a table, “—doing my homework—”
They sighed and sat down by the wall, “—playing my Nintendo DS or my PSP, eating some grapes and relaxing. Not running away from zombies and crazy fucking bandits!” 
“Welcome to the real-world McKenzie . . . or as you call it, ‘The Outside World.’ Now you know what it's like to be an Outsider – like us,” Warren said. 
“Oh really? I thought I knew what being an Outsider felt like when your friend Jorgen Von Strangle broke my nose back home two years ago.” 
“To be fair, you had that coming for bullying those boys,” I said. 
“Thanks, Ellen, you’ve always been a fantastic pillar of support.” 
“My pleasure, asshole,” I said, giving him the middle finger.  
Kate went to check the windows. I walked over to look with her. We both saw some bandits running for the gym. 
“So, you came . . . with them. Why are they here Ellen? Where are the others?” Kate asked. 
“Back at the town. As for them, I asked them to help me find you. The Pacific Army isn’t sending anyone, because they want to wait out the storm, there’s a huge storm coming in from the ocean and it’s headed towards us,” I said. 
“Hmph, so much for, ‘Leave no one behind.’ If they’re here, does that mean Nate’s here too?” 
“Yeah, he went looking for you guys in the fields and concert stage.” 
“That’s where Phil, Hanna, and Lewis are at . . . if they’re still alive,” Michael said. 
“Shut that shit up! They’re alive and hopefully her brother is helping them as we speak,” Kate stated clearly. 
Then Nate called me on the radio, “Ellen, this is Nathan. We got three Black Shadows from the fields. Phil, Hanna, and Lewis. No sign of Campbell or any others. Over.” 
“This is Ellen. Campbell’s with me, I found her. We’re on the second floor in the front building with Ashley and the others. Where are you? Over,” I responded. 
“We’re in the gym. We just cleared it of the bandits. Over.” 
“Alright, we’ll work our way to you. Over.” 
“Roger, out.”
“See? Told you they’re alive,” Kate said. 
McKenzie started, “So, what the hell do we do now—” 
Then we heard gunshots outside. We looked out the window and saw other Black Shadows fighting bandits. It was a gunfight, but the Shadows were losing. 
“Run!” a Black Shadow yelled. 
Three of them tried to make a run for it, but they got shot as they ran out in the open. We could see their blood spraying out of their chests and backs in the air from here. 
“Oh fuck!” McKenzie gasped. 
“Shh! Quiet!” Ashley hissed. 
The fourth Black Shadow got shot in both of his legs and cried out in pain as he fell. He tried shooting at the bandits from the ground, but ran out of ammo. He pulled out his sidearm as he tried to crawl away. A bandit in his late teens ran up, kicked the sidearm out his hand, punched the Shadow hard several times in the face, before pulling out his knife and stabbing him and tearing out his throat. He continued stabbing the dead Shadow in the chest. The bandit was big, had brown hair with hazel eyes, and a knife scar across the bridge of his nose. He was wearing military gear, a vest with ammo pouches, a M4A1 carbine hanging from his back, and a sidearm on his hip. 
Another jogged up to him with some others behind him. However, the one talking to the big bandit wasn’t armed like the others. He didn’t have a gun, just a hatchet. 
“Greg . . . I think you got him. Chill out,” the small bandit asked the big one.
“Chill out? Fucking chill out?! There are zombies in our place and we still haven’t killed those army brats!” Greg yelled. 
“Well, maybe if you didn’t kidnap three of their own, they wouldn’t have come here—”
“Shut up, Chase!” Greg yelled. 
Chase didn’t say anything. 
“Now you listen to me. We do things my way and my way is how we’ve always done it. We kill them and take their shit. We’re gonna find them and kill them all!” Greg stated with an angry look. 
One the armed bandits hollered, “Kill them all!” 
“Fuck em up!” another bandit joined in, raising his rifle up. 
“Are you sure you want to keep this up? We lost more than we killed,” Chase said,
Greg grabbed him by the throat, “That sounds like backtalk, Chase. Remember who saved your worthless ass? You still owe us. You still owe me.” 
Greg threw Chase to the ground hard and kicked him in the ribs. Chase coughed several times, before slowly getting back up. 
Greg turned and saw us through the window. We ducked away from the window. 
“Kill those maggot pieces of shits!” Greg ordered. 
They fired at us through the windows. 
“Get down!” Sarah yelled. 
The bullets sprayed all over the windows and the walls until finally, it stopped. 
“We need to get out of here. Get that door open, we’ll cover you,” Ashley said. 
“On three,” I said, as those of us with guns got into position. 
“I want those fuckers dead!” Greg shouted. 
“One, two . . . three!” Scarlet said before shooting. 
As we’re laying down some cover fire, Kate and the others were moving all the shit out of the way so we could get out of the room. The bandits were on the other side of the courtyard behind some pillars or at least ones that we could see. 
“Get that door open!” Shaun yelled. 
“We’re trying!” McKenzie shouted back. 
I was able to shoot one bandit in the chest a few times until he dropped dead. 
“It’s open!” Michael said. 
“Come on!” Kate ordered. 
As we rushed to the doorway, the bandits threw some kind of plastic tube with a lit fuse on the end. At first, I just stared at it until Kate roughly pulled me out of the room before it exploded. Little bits of debris flew everywhere, even out of the doorway into the hall. 
“Pay attention, Ellen! Now let’s move!” Kate said. 
We ran down the hall and took a left, but then the floor collapsed and Kate, McKenzie, Michael, and I fell into a classroom below – Ashley and the others were able to stop to prevent themselves from falling. 
“Are you guys okay?!” Warren called. 
I started, “Nothing broken—”
Bullets flew through the window at us. 
I grunted angrily while switching my rifle to full auto. 
“Motherfucker!” I roared, while firing at the bandits. 
Ashley threw a grenade at the bandits and that got them to scatter into the building on the other side. 
“There’s no way out of this! You shit-eating maggots are gonna die! We’re gonna fucking skin you! You hear me?!” Greg yelled, from behind some cover. 
“Cocky little son of bitch, isn’t he?” Ashley asked. 
“Yeah, that asshole is really getting on my nerves,” Sarah said. 
“You’re fucking dead!” Greg called. 
“Shut the fuck up and die!” I yelled back, before throwing a grenade. 
It was a good throw that killed a bandit behind cover, but not that asshole Greg. Then more zombies showed up. 
Then more zombies showed up. 
“Zombies!” McKenzie called. 
“Go! Go! Go!” Kate ordered. 
We ran and ran while Ashley and the others were shooting at both the bandits and the zombies. We ran through the courtyard and then we got close to the gym. When we did, some bandit teens tackled us from around a corner. We were all wrestling with a bandit trying to get the upper hand while grunting angrily and cursing. The bandit I was dealing with had my rifle pressed to my chest, keeping me pinned to the ground. I looked over and Kate was trying her best to keep her brush ax pressed to her bandit. I pulled out my knife and stabbed the bandit repeatedly in the side – he screamed in pain and I felt a lot of blood on my arm. I was able to flip us over so I was on top. I stabbed his chest a few times before stabbing his throat. Before I could shoot any of the other bandits, Kate kicked her bandit off and swung her brush ax into the bandit’s chest before stabbing him in the gut. Then, one bandit that was about to swing his ax at me was shot in the chest – the bullet went through his chest and blood sprayed from his chest and his back.
The other bandits were getting shot as well by Nathan and his friends. Nathan had his Marlin rifle while the others were shooting their pistols. Nate and the others shot the bandits dead. Kate and the boys were out of breath looking at them – Nate and Kate briefly exchanged looks. Then, we heard a Humvee rolling from the road with a machine gun firing at the zombies – is that the army?! 
 



Chapter 19
Nathan/Sonny
 
“To be a hero, you must be prepared to know that you can save lives, but not everyone.”
– Unknown
 
We were running through the courtyard. The storm was on us as the rain came down in sheets. Hanna and Lewis were able to get Michael, Patch, and Jess inside the gym, but had to close the doors to prevent the zombies from getting in. It was just me, Molly, Carrie, Ellen, Danny, Helga, Kate, and McKenzie. 
“There! That building!” Molly pointed. 
“Get inside!” Carrie yelled. 
The building had a revolving door and four big windows on both sides of the door. Carrie, Molly, and I were the first to get in and the rest followed in after, but there were zombies already waiting inside. They attacked us and we all drew swords to fight them. McKenzie entered in after Ellen, but tried to escape out the door and then immediately went back as Kate tried to get in. They were now stuck on opposite sides of the door space, trapped as both zombies outside and inside were trying to get in and kill them. 
The rain was now a monsoon with thunder and lightning. The flash from the lightning lit up everything each time it struck. The flash of the lightning gave only a brief bright light to illuminate the zombies inside. The girls and I were already cutting heads off and splitting skulls with our Chisa Katanas. Ellen was amazed, because her Wakizashi was cutting through the zombie’s heads like butter. She swung at a zombie’s skull right at its ear and it went through cutting its head in half. We dealt with the zombies in less than two minutes – getting blood all over ourselves and the floor. Ellen was the first to rush over to Kate and McKenzie. They were both scared, and pressed against the glass like wild animals. She tried opening the door just a crack for Kate, but it was opening for the zombies on McKenzie. 
“Stop! Stop! The zombies are getting in!” McKenzie yelled. 
“How the fuck do we get them out?!” Ellen shouted. 
“Out of the way,” Carrie ordered, as she pulled out her sidearm. 
Carrie fired three rounds at the glass of the revolving door, but it barely made a dent, let alone a crack. 
“What the hell?” Carrie asked, surprised. 
“What the fuck?! What the fuck kind of school has bulletproof glass?!” Ellen demanded. 
“Probably one that was willing to pay to protect their kids from a school shooting,” Molly answered. 
“That would explain all the fucking metal detectors,” Carrie added. 
“Well shit! What the fu—you know what? Fine! Just . . . how the fuck do we get them out?!” Ellen asked. 
“Bulletproof revolving door, a shit load of zombies. What to do?” Helga said to herself. 
Carrie turned to me and asked, “Nate, any ideas?” 
I stood there thinking as they all stared at me. 
“Nate! Time is a bit of a factor here!” Kate hollered. 
“You’re not helping!” Danny snapped. 
“Neither are you, pencil dick!” 
“Save her first! Whatever plan you’re developing, save her first!” McKenzie stated. 
“No fucking way McKenzie! We’re all—” 
“There’s no argument Campbell! Just do it!!” 
After ten seconds of thinking, I said, “Girls, go to the edge of those windows. Make as much noise as you can. Draw their attention.” 
Molly, Carrie, and Helga went to the far side and started banging against the windows to make noise. 
“That’s not gonna do much. There’s too many of them,” Ellen said. 
“You got any better ideas, I’m all ears,” I replied. 
Some zombies went to Molly and Carrie, but there were still a lot pressed against the revolving door. McKenzie, Danny, and I carefully moved the door inch by inch to get enough space for Kate to squeeze through. Kate was skinnier than McKenzie and she took off her gear to squeeze through easier. As the door moved, and Kate tried to squeeze through, the zombies were now reaching their arms through, trying to claw at McKenzie. The door handle was wet from the rain and there was water dripping on our hands making us lose friction on the door handle. 
“Guys!” McKenzie alerted. 
“We know! We see them! Just a little more! Hold on!” Danny said. 
The door moved a little more and Kate was halfway through. Ellen was holding onto her arm tightly. Then finally she got through, but the zombies were pressing hard to get through to McKenzie. I was pulling as hard as I could as McKenzie was pushing. Ellen ran up and pulled me from behind – we all grunted angrily as we pulled. However, the zombies pushed through the gap and we lost my grip and we fell backwards to the floor. I fell backwards with my back on top of Ellen. The zombies were all over McKenzie. 
“No!!” McKenzie screamed. 
We watched in horror as the zombies were eating McKenzie alive. He screamed and cried in agony as they violently tore out his flesh to feed on his intestines. McKenzie’s face was pressed against the glass with his mouth fixed in an open state and his eyes open. Some of his blood sprayed on the glass. 
“Oh my God . . . oh my God! No! No! No! NO!!” Kate screamed. 
Seeing this had us trembling and we could smell the blood and hear all the feeding sounds from here. It was the worst sound I’ve ever heard. Ellen’s grip on me tightened and my hands were shaking as a chill went up my spine. We were both panting to catch our breaths.  
“NO!! No . . . McKenzie, no,” Kate wept. 
“Oh shit . . . holy shit,” Molly spoke. 
Helga threw a chair against the wall, breaking it, “Fuck!!” 
“Oh fuck no. Jesus no,” Carrie added.  
“Oh god. Oh shit,” Danny uttered, with his eyes wide open. 
After a long moment of dreadful silence, Kate looked at me. 
“Why didn’t you save him?!” Kate cried. 
We all turned to her. 
“What?” Ellen asked. 
“Why did you let him die?!” Kate screamed. 
Ellen looked at her confused and so did I. 
Danny started, “We didn’t let him die, we tried to save him—”
“You lost your grip!” Kate accused. 
Our eyes widened. 
“What?” Carrie asked, as Ellen and I got up.
“Excuse me?” Danny asked, squinting his eyes.  
“Kate, he didn’t lose his grip on purpose. Nobody did. We tried to save him,” Ellen said as she approached her. 
“Don’t fucking touch me!” Kate screamed, while slapping Ellen’s hand. 
“Okay Campbell, you seriously need to get your shit together, before you go off the fucking rails,” Carrie said. 
“What the fuck did you say?!” 
Then our argument was interrupted by some loud banging. The banging sound was of a crowbar on a metal rail coming from inside the building. We went through the second doors to see five teen bandits at the stairs looking intensely at us – including Greg. Chase was there, too.
The girls and I had our swords ready while Helga had her pistol out. I was inclined to use either my pistol or my rifle, but I only had one mag left for my Ruger and only fifteen rounds left in the rifle. Also, this was too easy. They’re out in the open and they know we have guns. They have a trap waiting for us. I stopped my friends before they walked any further. They looked at me and I shook my head. They knew right away what I was thinking. 
Greg started, “You’ve made a real mess of things. I told you . . . if you didn’t give us your shit, things would get bloody. I gave you a choice, either give us your shit and we let you live and let your guys go free or we kill all of you and we take your shit. Now—”
“I see more of your guys dead than ours . . . so that must mean we’re winning,” Danny stated clearly. 
Greg chuckled, “Can you guys believe the cajones of these pricks?” 
“At least, we’re not sick in the head like you psycho fucks,” Molly stated. 
Greg turned to her as she continued. 
“The chained-up zombies, the hanging bodies, the heads on pikes, what the fuck is wrong with you freaks?” 
“What? Nothing a good scarecrow won’t hurt . . . I mean, except for the people who lost their heads. Besides, those bitches deserved it. They wouldn’t give us their shit,” Greg answered. 
“And the scores? You guys keeping score of everyone you kill? Is it a game to you?” Carrie asked. 
“Actually yeah, it is. It’s all a game and you win it by staying alive,” the scar face teen said. 
“You are seriously fucked up. All of you are,” I said. 
Greg laughed again saying, “Like I said, guys. Cajones.” 
Greg reached into a big plastic bucket and pulled out three decapitated heads. 
“Huh? Where’s that cocky attitude of yours now? I would’ve let them go, but no. You had to be assholes and resist.” 
Kate’s eyes widened and exclaimed, “Josh?! Caleb?! No! Nick!” 
“Now, we’re gonna kill you and take your shit,” a scar-faced bandit stated, as Greg tossed the heads down the stairs and they rolled to the bottom floor.
Kate stared at the heads in shock and disbelief while reaching her hand to the heads. She shut her eyes tight while clenching her hand into a fist. She opened her eyes wide with anger as her gritted teeth showed. 
“You want to kill us?” Kate asked. 
She shoved her way through the group, grabbed Ellen’s Glock 19, and marched up to the bandits. 
“Kate!” Ellen reached out. 
I noticed one of the bandits was holding onto a rope. My eye followed it to a lever on a door to our left. Another bandit had his knife hovering over a rope and I saw that was attached to an old refrigerator in some sort of snare trap. I looked to the ground and saw a loop of rope on the ground. 
“I’m gonna fucking kill you!” Kate yelled, before firing. 
Kate and Ellen were standing in the middle of the loop! I wasn’t the only one that noticed – Carrie and Molly saw it. They both drew their sidearms. Kate fired her gun at the bandits, but the bandits ducked behind cover. 
“Chase! Do it!” Greg ordered. 
“No way! You’re crazy Greg! I’m not doing this!” Chase yelled. 
Chase tried to make a run for it down the hall, and Greg shot at him. His first two shots missed, but his third hit him as he cried out in pain. Greg ran to the side to cut the rope and the refrigerator dropped, causing the snare rope to grab Kate and Ellen. They fell on their sides and were pulled up to the ceiling and the snare held them by their ankle's upside down. The scar face bandit pulled another rope that pulled the lever to open the door to our left, which was a room filled with zombies. 
“Oh shit,” I uttered. 
Danny grunted angrily, “Motherfucker!”   
Carrie and Molly shot at the bandits, but they were already behind cover from around the corner upstairs, so they drew their fire toward the zombies. We ran down the hall to get some distance between us, but these zombies were fast as they chased us. 
“Kill those bastards, Mitch! I’m gonna find Chase,” Greg said, to the scar-faced teen. 
“Get him, Greg! Kill that fucking weasel!” Mitch replied.
I killed five zombies using the last bullets in my Ruger. I burst through a classroom with Carrie and Molly. Danny and Helga went down the hall into another classroom. I took several deep breaths to get my rage on. It’s just like you said Grim – my back is against the wall and we’re outnumbered. Gotta get mean to fight harder. 
Together we fought the zombies, slicing their heads, stabbing their faces, or shooting them. I stabbed a zombie in the face and when my blade was too stuck in the skull, I kicked the knee of another zombie, grabbed it, and smashed its face in with the corner of a table – I pulled back and smashed it even harder with a loud angry grunt. Carrie did the same, only she stomped the zombie’s face in with her boot. Molly chopped off the zombie’s leg and used the door to break the zombie’s skull in – she repeatedly slammed the door against the zombie’s skull until it was completely caved in. We all had a wild look in our eyes. 
A big zombie walked in, had to be six-four, well over two hundred pounds – big boy. Carrie grabbed a fire extinguisher off the wall and I grabbed a desk. I rammed the desk into the zombie and used it to pin the zombie against the wall. Carrie used the extinguisher to bash its face in. Blood and brains splattered all over the wall and a little bit on our hands – I let go of the desk and both the zombie and desk slumped down to the floor leaving a big bloody mess. Carrie turned and swung hard at another zombie coming at us. The zombie fell flat on its back and then Carrie smashed its skull – some of its blood got on her face. 
“School’s out, fuckface,” Carrie said, tossing the fire extinguisher. 
“Is that all of them?” Molly asked. 
I started, “For us, yeah, but we—”
Then we heard Kate and Ellen screaming down the hall. We looked from the side of the hallway to see they had fallen, and the bandits had them pinned down. Two bandits were holding Kate’s arms and legs with the lead bandit standing on top of her with a shotgun. The other two bandits had Ellen pinned down, face down, with her arms locked behind her back next to Kate.  
“This is it. This is how it ends for you, bitch,” Mitch said, pumping his shotgun. 
“Get the fuck off of me!” Kate screamed. 
“What? You said you were gonna kill us. Now the shoe is on the other foot. We’re gonna kill you and then your little friend here and then all your other little friends are gonna die too.” 
“No! Don’t! Please stop,” Ellen pleaded. 
Mitch leaned in close to say, “Oh honey, ‘please’ is for people too nice to survive shit like this.”
They all had their backs turned, and the one holding Kate’s arms couldn’t see past the shotgun bandit. At first, I grabbed my pistol, but then I realized I ran out of bullets. So, I tried to grab my Marlin rifle, but for some reason, the sling got stuck and I couldn’t get it out. I didn’t have time, so I ran up with my sword in my hands quietly. 
Mitch bandit pointed the shotgun at Kate’s face and started, “Smile and wait for the—”
I yelled angrily as I swung my sword. Mitch heard me and turned his head around. I swung with all my might at his head, but I was a little low. The blade went clean through the same as the zombies. However, when I looked up, I saw I didn’t hit his head – I hit his neck. For a few seconds, he stood there devoid of any moment until his head fell off and landed on Kate’s chest with his eyes still open. Blood spurted out of his throat and some out his head on Kate. Everyone’s eyes widened in shock, especially Kate. She screamed and tried to get away from the head. The bandit fell to the side dead and the other bandits were freaked out as well. For a moment I felt light-headed. 
“Mitch! Holy shit!” the blonde bandit cried. 
“You son of bitch!” another bandit yelled. 
He came at me with a machete. He swung at my head, but I ducked and spun around to slice at his gut and then I stabbed him in the neck to his brain. I pulled the blade out hard and some of the blood whipped where I swung my sword. Molly and Carrie caught up and attacked the other teen bandits. Molly downward sliced at his chest and then stabbed upward into his gut before stabbing his eye after he fell. Carrie kicked her bandit in the nuts and then swung into his shoulder. He screamed in pain as he fell when Carrie pulled her sword out and then stabbed his temple. Ellen grabbed her sword and stabbed the last bandit in the back so deep the blade came out of his chest. It was so intense and happened so fast. Everyone was out of breath, panting with our eyes wide open. I just realized some of the bandit’s blood was on my face. I felt light-headed again, my heart was beating, and my hands were shaking a little – I just cut a guy’s head off with a sword. I glanced at Kate and she was looking at me wide-eyed like I was a wild animal out of its cage.
Then Molly's eyes widened with realization and exclaimed, “Oh shit! Danny! Helga!” 
“Oh fuck! That’s right!” Carrie said. 
Molly was the first to sprint down the hall with Carrie and I following behind me. We searched every dark classroom until we found them. They were in what looked like a history classroom surrounded by dead zombies. They were both standing in the middle of the classroom looking extremely pensive. Danny had his hand over his shoulder and Helga had her hand over her side – they were both bleeding. 
“Danny? Helga?” Carrie spoke. 
They looked at us and then back at their wounds. When they moved their hands, it was our worst fears . . . they got bit. 
“No . . . no, no, no, no,” Molly uttered. 
Carrie was so stunned that she dropped her sword. Danny and Helga were taking deep breaths. Helga’s hand was trembling. Then Danny walked up to her and held her hand. They both looked at each other for a long moment, before Helga cried while hugging Danny. Danny held her tight as he silently wept. They fell to their knees while hugging and sat there for the longest time. No one said anything. 
I broke the silence, “Helga . . . Danny.” 
“We know . . . we know,” Danny said. 
Danny pulled out his pistol and pulled out the magazine. 
“One bullet left . . . that’s all we need,” Danny said. 
“Wha? Wait!” Carrie called. 
“It’s okay, Carrie . . . it’s okay. We won’t turn,” Helga said. 
“We’re glad we were able to help,” Danny said. 
“You did more than help. You made the difference. We’re alive because of you two,” Molly said. 
Danny and Helga pulled out their dog tags and tossed them to me. 
“Give them to our parents,” Danny said. 
I nodded, “I will.”
“Tell my mom and dad I’m sorry.” 
“Me, too. Tell my folks I love them,” Helga said. 
“We will,” Carrie said. 
Then they looked at each other one last time and hugged each with their heads close together. 
“You ready?” Danny asked. 
Helga looked scared as she held Danny and he did, too. Helga nodded and Danny pointed his gun at the side of his head. He pulled the trigger and in one moment, they were both gone. As soon as the gun went off, Carrie and Molly looked away and I held them. Seeing this was bringing back memories . . . back in Denver. It was like seeing the mute girl all over again. Molly tried not to cry and Carrie had tears running down her face. I didn’t know what to do other than hold them close. Two tears rolled down my cheek. They were gone. I felt nothing but guilt for questioning their commitment – they were just tired of all the blood and death. It’s just too much . . . all this killing and death.
 
****
River
 
We finally found them. We found our missing kids. They were trapped in a high school surrounded by zombies while fighting armed bandits. There was a shit load of zombies outside and the storm was on top of us. Our window was closing. Captain Noir came along and brought ten men to help us. Clark and Cody both got their assault rifles ready and I got on top to man the M240 Bravo. Captain Noir was taking the lead on a Browning M2 machine gun. We started firing at the zombies that were bunched up together – they were easier to pick off. Cody called out to anyone on the radio to see if anyone would respond. He was able to get a hold of Ashley and she told us they were holed up in the building next to the main building. Corporal Wade had to drive circles every time I had to reload, but after ten minutes of shooting, we were able to thin them out. 
“We’ll deal with the rest of the zombies! Go! Help the others inside!” Captain Noir ordered. 
Corporal Wade drove around to get us close to the building. We got out and started shooting at any zombies that came at us as we made our way to the building. We stacked up by the entrance and entered, scanning the rooms. 
We heard gunshots coming from down the hall. We rushed to get there. When we got in, we found Ashley and the others fighting off bandits in the cafeteria. Ashley was using a Marlin 336 lever-action rifle while the others were down to their pistols. They were hunched down behind cafeteria tables, desks, and other junk that was put together for cover while the bandits were in the kitchen shooting from both the doorway and the open window. 
“Friendly! Friendly!” I called from behind. 
Ashley and Sarah were the first to spin around with their guns ready. 
“River? Holy shit! How did you find us?!” Ashley asked.
I quickly hugged her and Sarah. I got close to the doorway and started firing – I was able to kill two and wound a third. 
“We tracked you down. Where are the others?” I asked. 
“Patch and Jess are at the gym. Sonny, Molly, and my sister are in the main building. There’s a way to get there through that door, but these fuckers are in the way!” Ashley answered. 
“There’s no end to these dicks!” Warren said. 
“Just keep firing!” Scarlet replied, firing her sidearm.
“These goddamn sons of bitches,” Shaun growled, reloading. 
“Captain Noir, this is Corporal Wade. We found some of the recruits. Be advised, there’s some in the gym. I say again, there’s Black Shadows in the gym. Over,” Corporal Wade said on his radio. 
“Roger that,” Captain Noir responded. 
I looked over at the kitchen and saw the door Ashley was talking about – it was literally right next to the kitchen. I pulled out a flash bang and signaled my brothers to get ready to give me some cover fire. When they started firing, I threw the flash bang into the kitchen and when it went off, we charged to the kitchen. Clark threw a frag grenade in there and when it blew, we heard screaming after the explosion. Corporal Wade and I went in to finish off any bandits inside. There were seven inside and three of them were missing limbs while the others were disorientated – we put them all down before making our way to the main building. As we made our way down the hallway, we were ambushed by more bandits. They came at us from both sides of the hallway from classrooms and were trying to get to our rifles. The bandit I was dealing with was a tough asshole about my age and height. He tried to headbutt my face, but missed my face and hit my forehead – hurt like a bitch. I gave an angry look before headbutting his face, grabbing the back of his head and slamming it against the lockers. I hit his face against the lockers before I did a shoulder throw on him and put three bullets in his skull – I shot two other bandits that were on Shaun and Warren. Cody’s bandit had him pressed against the wall until Cody, pulled his sidearm and shot the bandit in the gut three times before shooting him in the face. Clark stabbed his bandit in the stomach, then placed his leg behind the bandit and pulled his other arm to bring the bandit down before stabbing him in the throat. Corporal Wade punched one bandit hard in the face, then grabbed his head and smashed it hard against the lockers several times before snapping his neck. 
Ashley and Sarah were dealing with three bandits. Sarah pulled out her sword, sliced one bandit, and then stabbed another, but the bandit she sliced tackled her, causing her to drop her sword. Ashley’s bandit had her in a headlock, so she pulled out her KA-BAR knife and stabbed him repeatedly in the leg until he let go, she then stabbed him in the side several times before stabbing his throat. She rushed over to Sarah and stabbed the bandit in the back, grabbed him by the back of his hair, and stabbed him deep in the throat. She pulled the knife across the throat; blood was spurting out everywhere before Ashley ripped the blade out of the throat.
Ashley helped Sarah up and said, “Thanks.” 
“No problem,” Ashley replied. 
Scarlet let out an angry cry as she struggled with her bandit. Sarah pulled out her Estwing Camper’s Axe from her back, ran up, and swung it into the bandit’s shoulder. The bandit screamed in pain, with blood already running down his chest and back. Sarah pulled the ax out causing the bandit to fall on his back and then Sarah swung down right in the bandit’s chest. He let out one last cry of pain before dying. I picked up Sarah’s sword and stabbed him in the temple before returning it to Sarah. Scarlet pulled her Filipino Bolo sword and sliced at one bandit’s leg when he tried to strike at her head with a crowbar. When he fell to his knee from that slice, Scarlet swung hard at his throat – his blood whipped against the wall and sprayed out as he fell backwards. By the time it was over, everyone had blood on their hands, chests, and faces. 
“Is everyone alright?” Cody asked.
“Yeah . . . I think I pulled something, but I’m fine,” Clark said. 
“Let’s go!” I said. 
We ran down the hall to the skywalk that led to the other building. As soon as we got through the doors, we smelled blood. We looked down the stairs and saw Ellen with Kate and some dead bandits – one of them was missing his head. 
“Hey! Are you alright?!” Corporal Wade asked. 
Ellen looked up, “Yeah, we’re fine.” 
“Where’s my sister?! Where’s Nathan?!” Ashley asked. 
“They’re down that hall,” Ellen pointed. 
I ran down there first, with the others following behind. Nathan was with Carrie and Molly at a classroom with a lot of dead zombies. Nathan was holding Carrie and Molly close in comfort while they silently sobbed. We looked down and saw two dead Black Shadows.
“Guys? What happened?” I asked. 
Nate looked up at me, “We lost two. Danny and Helga are dead.” 
“Oh God,” Sarah spoke. 
“Oh no,” Ashley uttered.
“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Scarlet said.  
Ashley went over and hugged Nate and the girls. I marched over to the windows and tore down the tarps. Corporal Wade helped me wrap both Danny and Helga in them, and set them in a different classroom away from the undead. 
“We’ll bury them when the storm’s over,” Corporal Wade said. 
“Fuck no. We’re bringing them home,” I said. 
“River,” Cody spoke. 
“We’re not burying here . . . not this horrible place.” 
“Alright River . . . alright.”  
Captain Noir called on the radio, “Corporal Wade, this is Captain Noir. We found Philips and Jones. They’re okay. We got one wounded, but he’ll live. Have you found the others? Over.” 
Corporal Wade responded, “Affirmative. We found all of them. We have no wounded, but we got two KIA. Danny Sutherland and Helga Barnes—”
“Three KIA,” Carrie corrected. 
“McKenzie Fitzgerald,” Sonny added. 
Corporal Wade looked at us then spoke in the radio, “Correction, three KIA. Danny Sutherland, Helga Barnes, and McKenzie Fitzgerald. Over.” 
“I’m coming over. Over.” 
After they left Nate, the others rejoined Ellen by the stairs. 
 



Chapter 20
Nathan/Sonny
 
“No one can own a life, but anyone can own death.”
– Unknown
 
“Have you checked this building?” Corporal Wade asked, from the balcony. 
“No, not yet. We were just gonna do that,” I answered. 
“We gotta find that fucker, Greg,” Carrie said. 
“A bandit?” Clark asked. 
“Yes, he’s armed and dangerous, so be careful,” I answered. 
“Always am. We’ll take the right, you take the left,” Corporal Wade said, before going with Clark and Cody. 
I had my Marlin rifle out and ready, but before I left with my friends, Kate spoke. 
“You’re an animal,” Kate said, in a grim tone. 
I stopped and paused for several long seconds before turning around. This got everyone’s attention. A flash of lightning lit the room and was followed by a loud boom of thunder.
“What?” I asked.
“I said you’re an animal. You’re worse than a bully, or any asshole jerk. You’re a wild fucking animal. You and your kind . . . you belong out here!” Kate yelled at me. 
I was struggling not to get angry. I could feel it starting to boil. The corner of my eye twitched. 
“My ‘kind?’ People like me?” I asked with a glare, as I marched toward her. 
“Yes, that is exactly what I’m saying! You people are fucking animals! You don’t deserve the Fort! You belong out here with the rest of these savages,” Kate stated. 
Carrie looked like she wanted to give Kate a beating as she marched toward her with her fists clenched and a sharp glare in her eyes – Ashley saw it, too, which is why she stopped her. 
Carrie spoke in a tone of pure loathing, “You ungrateful bitch. Do you have any idea what we all went through to find you and your group?! How dare you!” 
“Oh, shut the fuck up!” Kate shouted back. 
“You fucking piece of shit!”
“Carrie, stop!” Ashley said, holding her back. 
River walked up to her giving a steely gaze while standing next to me. 
“Animals huh? And what does that make you sweetheart? Hmm?” River asked. 
“Nothing like you! You people were animals the moment you walked into the city and you’re still a bunch of wild animals!” Kate yelled. 
There was a long pause before I asked, “Does that include her?” I pointed to Ellen. 
Kate turned to Ellen to see she had her arms crossed and an unfriendly look. 
“No, not her! She’s nothing like you!” Kate shouted. 
“Really? I’m not like him or his kind? He’s an animal, but I’m not because . . . you say so?” Ellen asked. 
Kate turned to Ellen, “You’re taking his side?!” 
“Jesus Christ Kate, it’s not a contest! He’s my brother!” 
“No, he’s not! He’s not even related to you!” 
Everyone’s eyes slightly widened with a raised eyebrow. 
“Yeah, I know the whole story, so let’s not pretend!” Kate stated. 
“Wait, she knows? You told her?” Ashley asked Ellen. 
“Why the fuck would you do that?” Carrie asked. 
“She’s my best friend, I needed someone to talk to!” Ellen defended. 
Molly scoffed before speaking, “Well, shit Ellen! Why don’t we just tell everyone back home, huh? Let’s defeat the whole purpose of him helping your family out!”  
“Un-fucking-believable,” River scoffed and rolled her eyes.
“You think I would break my promise to her? You think I’m that kind of person?” Kate asked. 
“I honestly don’t know what kind of person you are, Campbell, and frankly I don’t want to know. What I do know is, I’m putting more trust in his sanity more than yours.” Molly pointed to me.  
“I didn’t ask for your help and especially not his!” Kate shouted. 
“No . . . but she did,” I stated, pointing to Ellen. 
“Why did you bring them here?!” Kate asked. 
“You think I would have made it here by myself?! Of course, I asked for his help!” Ellen defended. 
“I can’t believe this! This is bullshit!” Kate roared. 
“We came all this way for you! Does it really matter that he’s here?!” 
“Yes! Because he’s the worst! You saw what he did to McKenzie and the others that day! He broke his nose and attacked everyone! He cut a dude’s head off with a sword! And now McKenzie’s dead because of him! You can’t tell me that—!” 
Kate stopped talking and tried to take several deep breaths. 
Then she spoke, “No . . . no way. Not like this. You can’t do this. You can’t side with him. It’s him or me!” 
Ellen stared at her with this confused look. 
“Him or you? You’re making me choose?” Ellen asked. 
“Yes! Whose side are you on?!” Kate yelled. 
Ellen’s confused look turned to disgust, then dread. 
“So . . . you can’t be on my side?” Ellen asked.   
Kate’s glare disappeared. 
Ellen squinted her eyes, “It’s all about you? So, I have to be your friend, but . . . you can’t be mine?” 
Kate didn’t say anything. She looked around to see everyone staring at her. 
“Ellen,” I spoke. 
Ellen turned to me. 
“I’m gonna go check out the classrooms on the second floor and give you some privacy. Guys, come on. Let’s go,” I said. 
My friends followed me upstairs and we checked the second-floor room by room, but each one was as empty as the last. It was depressing seeing all these dusty and decaying classrooms like this. These rooms were once filled with students . . . people just being people. Kids learning stuff – some useful, some useless – a time when we had the luxury of things mundane and less relevant. Things that didn’t threaten your life and mistakes that didn’t cost you your life. I wonder how many of them cared about what they were learning? Where are they now? Dead or alive somewhere and struggling like us to survive someplace. Then, we heard some noises coming from a classroom down the hall. River was the first to approach the classroom with her sidearm out and ready, but as she opened the door, it swung open with the door hitting River. It was Greg as he burst through the door, shooting at us while running down the hall. Immediately, when River landed on the floor she shot at Greg, but not scoring any hits. Greg ran around the corner down a hallway. 
“Fuck you, bitch!” Greg shouted. 
“Don’t you fucking run!” Carrie yelled back. 
“Come and get me bitch!” 
“I’ve had it with this asshole!” Sarah yelled. 
We chased after him down the hall. Ashley was running ahead of us, with Carrie right behind her. Then Greg ran into a classroom, closed and locked the door just before we could get to it. River shot the lock several times and kicked it open. 
“You’re gonna pay! All of you! I’ll kill each and every last one of you!” Greg hollered. 
As River and Ashley entered, Greg was throwing chairs and chemical flasks at us. Ashley and River ducked while covering their heads as shit was flying at them. A glass chemical flask hit Ashley in the hand, causing her to drop her Ruger and it slid under a desk. 
“You bunch of no good shit-eating, piss-drinking, bastards!” Greg ranted. 
Sarah tried shooting at Greg, but couldn’t get a clear shot as he was throwing things at her and River. Greg was heading toward a door that led to the classroom next door. I ran down the hall with Carrie, Shaun, and Scarlet to the door to the next classroom to cut him off. By the time we got to the other classroom door, Ashley ran up to Greg and shoved him hard against the whiteboard. She punched him several times in the side hard while keeping him pressed against the whiteboard grunting angrily. Greg grabbed Ashley’s arm, headbutted her face, shoved her against the whiteboard, and tried to choke her. 
“I’ll fucking kill you, bitch!” Greg yelled. 
Sarah was out of ammo, so she ran up to Greg with her KA-BAR knife. Sarah attempted to stab Greg backhanded, but Greg saw her coming and caught her knife arm while still choking Ashley. I ran up, Greg turned to me, and I hit Greg hard in the face with the buttstock of my Marlin rifle. He fell to the floor releasing Ashley – I thought about shooting him, but I was too angry to give this prick a painless death. I could feel the red-hot anger as it pumped me with adrenaline. I grabbed the back of his head and his shoulder firmly, roughly brought him to the teacher’s desk by the windows grunting angrily, slamming his face hard against the desk. I pulled his head back, slamming his face again several times, and then threw him to the side. He tried grabbing a broken wooden chair leg, but Shaun kicked it away and then kicked Greg in the face. I held him face down, used my knee to keep his arm down, grabbed his wrist with both hands, and pulled hard, breaking his arm. Greg screamed in pain. Finally, he stopped struggling. He just laid there writhing in pain with blood coming out of his broken nose and busted teeth. River, Shaun, and Scarlet kept their guns on Greg. I looked over at Ashley to see that she was okay. She was coughing while catching her breath. Sarah rushed over to her.
“Are you okay, Ashley?” Sarah asked holding Ashley’s face.
Ashley spoke with a slightly straight-up hoarse voice, “I’m fine.” 
“You sure?” 
“I’ve been through worse.” 
“Here’s your gun,” Warren said, handing Ashley her Ruger SR40. 
Greg finally sat up and looked at us. He was bleeding badly from his nose and mouth along with several cuts all over and his broken arm was hanging motionless. The room was dark, with the dim light from the storm outside. His eyes and chest were shrouded by shadows. 
He spat some blood out of his mouth, “You hit hard . . . not like these little bitches.”
Scarlet kicked him in the face and he moaned in pain. 
“He’s not the only one that hits hard,” Scarlet said. 
“Why don’t you call us little bitches again and see how hard we hit?” Shaun asked. 
Greg sighed before speaking, “Is that how you’re gonna kill me? You gonna beat my ass to death? You think that makes you so fucking tough? Huh? You think that’s impressive to me?” 
“What makes you think we give a fuck what you think?” River asked. 
Greg turned to her.
“You said it yourself. You were gonna kill us and that is all that matters to us. You had this coming.” 
Greg didn’t say anything for a long while, “Why don’t you fucking fight me fair like a real fighter? No weapons No—?”
“Because we can’t trust you to fight fairly. We can’t trust you to not kill us. We can’t trust you not to add us to your ‘scarecrow’ collection out there,” Carrie stated. 
Greg’s eyes shifted back and forth to everyone.  
There was a long pause and I was the first to speak. 
“It’s done. You’re the last,” I stated. 
Greg chuckled, “Done? Last? There is no last. There’s always more. We humans, we don’t know when to stop, because we can’t. People like us, we’ll be reborn in a million people. I mean, look at history. We’ve been killing each other since the dawn of time . . . long before you and I came, and long after we’re gone.” 
No one spoke. 
“You think it’s over with me?” Greg asked. 
“Probably not, but like you said, no loose ends, right?” I mentioned. 
“Jesus Christ, kid! What’s wrong with you people? Don’t you get it?! We’re fucked! There’s no God! There’s no afterlife! It’s just this crazy shit over and over again! It never ends!” 
Greg raising his voice got Ashley, Sarah, River, Warren, Shaun, and Scarlet pointing their guns at him. 
“You're gonna kill me, then get it over with,” Greg said. 
Ashley and the others looked at me and I looked at them. 
“Go ahead and kill me . . . but killing me is not going to make any difference. It’s not gonna change anything,” Greg stated. 
I stepped forward, “You’re wrong. Killing you will make a difference—”
I raised my Marlin rifle. 
“—With you dead, it’ll mean you won’t hurt or kill anyone ever again—”
I pulled the hammer back and pointed my rifle at Greg’s face. 
“—And that . . . that is worth killing for.” 
For a long moment, it was steady and the silence stretched out in an uncomfortable pause. Then the lightning and thunder struck. With the flash of the lightning, I saw his face, and his eyes looking right at me . . . I pulled the trigger and he was gone. Blood and bits of brains splattered all over the wall. 
“Well . . . okay,” Warren said. 
“Let’s check the rest of this building to make sure there are no more surprises,” River said.
“Agreed,” Ashley said
We searched each classroom, but they were all empty. Then we heard a noise from a room at the end of the hallway. We entered cautiously and found Chase, surprisingly alive, but not well. He was bleeding out a serious bullet wound from his left leg and bleeding from a bullet graze cut on his shoulder. He was sitting in a desk chair trying to bandage his leg with a towel, but he was still losing blood. On the table, was the bullet and some tweezers – he had managed to get it out. He held his hands up in surrender as we walked. 
“Aww, look who it is,” Carrie greeted. 
“Whoa, hey . . . I’m-I’m not gonna do anything crazy,” Chase said. 
“Chaaaase! It’s Chase, right? That’s your name?” Warren asked. 
“Yeah, Chase. Chase Matthews.” 
“You’re not looking so good. That is . . . a lot of your blood.” 
Chase looked down at his leg, then back at us. 
“Look, just hear me out for a minute. I know people will say anything to avoid being shot in these situations, but I really mean it when I say, I wasn’t with those guys,” Chase said. 
“Oh, you weren’t? Is that so?” Scarlet asked. 
“Yes, I’m not like Greg. I was only with him and his guys for about two weeks. They kept me around against my will as their mule – to carry heavy stuff and do what they say. I kept waiting for the right moment, but they . . . I didn’t know how sick and messed up they were. Before I got stuck here, I was with my family trying to find Fort Gold Rush,” Chase explained. 
Our eyes widened when he mentioned the Fort. 
“Fort Gold Rush?” River asked. 
“Yes. Please, I don’t want to hurt anybody. I just wanted to get away from these psychopathic animals, so I can find my family,” Chase said. 
Carrie raised her gun and pointed it at Chase and started, “I’m sorry, but we can’t take any—”
Molly grabbed and lowered her gun while stepping in front of her, “Whoa! Carrie, what are you doing?” 
“You’re not actually buying this sob story, are you?” Carrie asked. 
“He wasn’t trying to kill us. You saw him. Greg ordered him to spring those traps on us, but he refused and ran away!” 
“He didn’t try to kill us back then, but who’s to say he won’t try to kill us in the future as soon as we let our guard down around him?” 
Ashley sided with Molly and stated, “You don’t know that. What if he’s telling the truth about his family?” 
“I’m with Carrie on this,” Scarlet stated, siding with her, “He’s got more than one gun pointed to his head. He’ll say anything to avoid getting a bullet to the skull.” 
“Are we just going to kill anyone that we come across? What if he’s not like Greg and those sick fucks? What if he’s just a survivor like us? What if?!” Molly asked. 
“Do you really want to take that risk?” Carrie asked. 
“Alright! Fine!” Chase said, loudly. 
We all turned to him. 
“If you’re gonna kill me, then please take this.” Chase held out a necklace with a blue stone. 
I reached over and he handed it to me. My friends and I looked at it closely. It was a pendant necklace with a silver chain, a deep blue cut stone. 
“What is this?” I asked. 
“It’s Lapis Lazuli stone. It’s supposed to be a universal symbol of truth and wisdom. My sister gave it to me for good luck,” Chase explained. 
“Why are you giving this to us?” Sarah asked. 
“If you get to Fort Gold Rush and my family, the Matthews, are there, tell them that I love them and that I’m sorry.” 
We still looked at him confused. 
“If I can’t convince you that I’m not like Greg and those crazy people, then there’s no use fighting. So, go ahead and get it over with,” Chase said, sitting up straight. 
I glanced at the others before raising my rifle. Chase didn’t look at me like Greg did. Instead, he looked away. I looked at Molly and Ashley and saw them both shaking their heads no. This doesn’t feel right. Why would he lie about who he is and give this necklace to us for his family? Plus, he refused to fight with Greg and almost got killed for it. This wasn’t an act. What if he is a survivor like us? 
I lowered my rifle and stated firmly, “No.” 
Chase looked up as I holstered my rifle over my shoulder. I pulled my med kit and began bandaging his leg. Ashley and Molly pulled out their med kits and started helping as well. Ashley cleaned his wound with alcohol, and Molly helped stop the bleeding. Carrie and Scarlet’s eyes widened in disbelief.
“What the hell are you doing?” Scarlet asked.
“What’s it look like we’re doing?” Molly answered. 
“You can’t be serious,” Carrie said. 
“Alright, Carrie, look, we’ll bandage his leg, handcuff him to a wall so he doesn’t try anything, wait for the storm to end, and then radio the Fort to see if his family is there. If they are, then he’s telling the truth,” Ashley said.  
“And if they’re not there?” Sarah asked. 
“Then we leave him out here after we head back to the Fort.” 
“Isn’t that the same as killing him?” Warren asked. 
“He’s made it this far, he may survive,” Shaun replied. 
“I agree with that plan. It’s better than just killing him in cold blood, that’s not who we are, is it?” River said.
“You gotta be kidding me,” Carrie scoffed, before walking away.
“Carrie!” I called. 
She stopped.  
“If we just kill anyone we come across, then we’ve already lost our humanity, and if we’ve lost that, then Kate is right about us being animals,” I stated. 
Carrie turned around and looked at me. 
“He’s right . . . and if we’re animals, then what is the point in surviving this?” Molly asked. 
Carrie’s eyes slightly widened by our statements. She didn’t say anything as she walked away. 
As we fixed Chase’s leg, he said to us, “Thank you.” 
“Don’t thank us, yet,” I said. 
“You’re still giving me a chance. That’s a lot these days.”
 
****
Nathan/Sonny
 
The rain was really coming down. We found a classroom where we could sleep for the night. There were some cots taken from the gym and places comfortable to sleep. The bandits made some kind of fireplace in the center of the room with a chimney they constructed to get the smoke out the window. We handcuffed Chase to the railing by the stairs, just outside the classroom. We used the rain to wash the blood off, only now we were wet and cold. Even though the blood was washed clean from my hands and face, I could still smell it and I could see them all . . . the people I killed. I can still see their faces . . . their eyes before I closed them. For some reason, they kept flooding in my mind, giving me this distant, empty, numb feeling.
“Well, I suppose this is as good of a spot as any,” Warren said. 
“We’ve had worse,” Shaun said. 
“Really?” Ashley asked. 
“Yeah, before we got to the city we’ve slept under bridges. One time, there were so many zombies we actually spent the night in a fenced backyard. We couldn’t use the house – just straight up sleeping under the stars. No tent, no nothing,” Scarlet said. 
River chuckled, “Been there, done that.” 
“Thankfully it didn’t rain . . . the cicadas were so loud,” Sarah added. 
“Let’s get this fire started, I’m cold,” Molly said. 
There was a stack of chopped wood in the corner near the whiteboard of the classroom. We threw a bunch in the firepit with a bunch of easily flammable materials like paper, cloth, and other things to help get the fire going. As the fire was going, Warren was chatting with the twins about their swords. 
“Your sword looks a little too fancy for hacking and slashing zombies and bandits,” Scarlet said to Warren. 
“As fancy as it is, it works very well. Although, I don’t get why Cold Steel named it the Hunting Sword, but I do get what you’re saying. It looks more like a sword for fencing, you know? Almost like the old school two European gentlemen in a dual kind of thing. I like yours better,” Warren said. 
“Yeah, the shape of the bolo blade brings more power in the swing. I’m not a big fan of the handle though. I mean seriously, what is this? Is it supposed to make me a Mongolian horseman or something?” Scarlet said. 
“Yeah, looks uncomfortable. The wrapping on mine is alright. Not like that machete before we got to the fort. Man, that thing gave me blisters,” Shaun said. 
“It’s better than using something too big or too heavy,” River said. 
“I can’t believe this is all gonna be over soon,” Ashley said. 
“Don’t jinx us. We’re not out of the woods, yet,” Sarah said, sitting close next to her. 
“God . . . what’s everyone gonna say when we get home?” 
Sarah took a sip from her canteen before handing it, Ashley.
“Well for starters, they’re gonna say that they’re glad we’re safe and alive. Then, after they tell us they love us, they’re probably gonna lock us in a bunker and never let us out again. You know, normal parent/guardian shit,” Sarah said. 
Ashley chuckled, “Yeah, it’s what I’d do if my children went through all this.”  
“Honestly, I’m not even sure if I want to deliver children into this kind of world. Maybe it’ll get better in the future, but somehow, I have a feeling it’ll be a long while. What about you Ashley? You ever think about being a mom?” 
“I don’t know . . . I go back and forth. Sometimes, it sounds cool, but other times it’s like you . . . you don’t know if you can go through with it. To be honest, the whole process of giving birth actually scares me, because some women don’t survive it. Even with modern technology and medicine, women can still die during the delivery . . . and I don’t know if I want to take that risk.”
Sarah nodded and said, “Makes sense. For women that have nine kids, I have no idea how they’re able to do it.” 
“Well, that’s how you feel now, but who knows? You might change your mind in the future,” River stated. 
“Do you want kids in the future?” Ashley asked. 
River shrugged and spoke, “Maybe . . . but I think two is the max that I can have and that’s assuming I can get past having one.” 
They chatted for a while, but I saw Carrie walk into an art classroom with a metal baseball bat. I saw her face only briefly, but I saw the rage in her eyes. I walked over and before I even got to the doorway, Carrie was already breaking things and going into a blind fury. Everyone else was alerted and came over, but I held my hand up to stop them. 
“It’s Carrie, she just needs to hash her shit out,” I stated. 
“FUCK!!” Carrie roared, as she smashed some big glass vases. 
She was swearing as she was breaking everything, mostly just saying ‘fuck.’ Almost each time she wrecked something, the loud noise gave a brief flashback to when either I killed someone or when I watched someone die – the thunder and lightning didn’t help. I felt nauseous and an uncomfortable chill went down my spine. I took several deep breaths. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask her to stop. Her rampage lasted for five minutes until finally, she threw her bat against the whiteboard. She sat down leaning against some cabinets by the sink sobbing. 
“Ashley,” I spoke. 
“I know, I know,” Ashley said. 
We sat down next to her. 
“Carrie,” Ashley started. 
“Who the fuck does that bitch think she is? Where does she have the gall . . . or stupidity to . . . to say that to us? After Nate saved her worthless life, twice in fact!” Carrie said. 
Captain Noir came up the stairs and into the room, “Whoa shit. What the hell happened? Did you do this?” 
We looked up at him, but didn’t say anything. 
“What’s this all about?” 
“Carrie’s pissed off at Campbell, we might have saved her, but she’s freaked out that I cut off a bandit’s head, and she blames me for McKenzie’s death,” I answered. 
Captain Noir’s eyes widened in surprise, “Cut a band—you did that? You cut a man’s head off?” 
“He was gonna blow Campbell’s brains out with a shotgun.” 
Carrie got up and explained, “And Nate tried so hard to save both her and McKenzie at that revolving door. He tried, but there were too many fucking zombies. Not only did he save her from becoming a buffet for a bunch of zombies, but he stopped a bandit from painting the floor with her fucking brains, and yet this ungrateful little shit has the audacity, the fucking temerity, to call him and all of us animals! Animals! We’re the fucking animals?! That is bullshit!” 
“Carrie, honey, I know you’re well past the point of upset, but she’s having her meltdown, and they’re just words. And at the end of the day, who cares what she thinks?” Ashley said. 
“It’s not about the goddamn insult, Ashley! It’s about how she and everyone like her are treating us! Because we’re from outside the walls, that somehow makes us different. It’s almost like a form of fucking discrimination or something. We’re all humans, we’re on the same side, so what difference does it make where we’re from?!” Carrie stated, before sitting back down next to me. 
Captain Noir spoke, “I don’t know. Doesn’t sound like hatred. I think she’s just scared and dealing with her own shit.” 
“Scared of what? Us? What makes us so scary? We’re on the same side!” 
“No, not scared of you – of change. Fear and insecurity go hand-in-hand. When you’ve spent your whole life living a certain lifestyle, you get used to your comfort zone. Then when something big happens and changes everything you know and you don’t know what’s gonna happen next, you’re out of your comfort zone so fast you can’t even get your head around everything you’ve lost and everything is frightening. You and everyone from outside the walls represent that change and insecurity, and sometimes . . . people don’t like changes because they can’t explain what they don’t understand,” Captain Noir explained.
Captain Noir was on to something. He was making a lot of sense, but I was still confused about some of it. 
“Why be scared of change? It happens all the time. Hell, people say that change is natural. Besides, even if people hate change, what can they do about it? It’s not like they can keep things the same,” I stated. 
“Kid, I’ve taken tours in Iraq and Afghanistan more than once. You wanna talk about things that stay the same? Go to a place where people have been fighting over bullshit reasons like God and religion, and hate, and ethnic cleansing for thousands of years.” 
I replied, “That’s not the point. The point is they can’t be scared of us or insecure because of us, not because we’re on the same side, but because of who we are, that kind of person that has made us survive out here . . . sooner or later if they’re lucky, that’s who they’re gonna be.” 
“Well, she is scared, but not of you and us, but of what you’ve had to become in order to survive – I suspect she doesn’t think she can do what you’ve had to do – or perhaps, questions whether she’s strong enough to do what we’ve had to do. You can’t change other people, and you can’t make them change their mind. You can’t change, Campbell, only she can do that,” Ashley said.
“I don’t care if she changes, because I don’t care about her. She and all her scumbag friends can rot in Hell for all I care,” Carrie stated, firmly. 
“Carrie,” I spoke. 
“Next time, I won’t bother saving her and I suggest you do the same.” 
Carrie marched back into the other room where the fire was. 
Ashley sighed and rubbed her eyes. 
“Just let it go. It’s not like we can make her take it back,” Captain Noir said. 
“You’re right. So, when do we go home?” I asked. 
“Tomorrow morning when the storm moves on. Choppers will come pick us up and take us straight back to the Fort. Until then, we’re spending the night here.” 
“Good,” Ashley said. 
“Where’s Ellen and Kate?” I asked. 
“They took the trouble of getting in the Humvee to get to the gym so they can tell their friends personally what happened to McKenzie,” Captain Noir answered. 
We went back to the room where everyone else was warming up by the fire. A bright flash of lightning lit the inside of the room and for a moment I saw Greg . . . the look on his face and in his eyes. He was looking right at me before I killed him. It was like he knew death was coming and he was done fighting it – maybe he was accepting his fate. Another flash lightning with thunder following, but all I heard was Kate yelling at us that we were animals, and that word echoed in my head. Animals.
I sat down next to Molly. Our clothes were drying along with our hair. Carrie decided to keep watch as she sat on top of a desk by the window with Ashley’s rifle at hand. 
Chase called, “Can I have some water, please?” 
Everyone stopped talking. I got up and gave him some water. 
When I got back, Carrie asked, “Are you absolutely sure keeping him alive is a good idea?” 
I gave her a look. 
“I mean, I get it. Keeping our humanity is important, but so is staying alive.” 
“Not everyone out here is bad. We were out there and we met Kayley and Will,” Ashley said. 
“And we were out there, too. There are decent people just trying to survive out here,” Sarah added. 
“Worst case scenario, we leave a kid out in the badlands. Best case scenario, we reunite a family,” I said. 
“Yeah, and who knows? Maybe, we’ll get a Lion and Mouse vibe out of this,” Ashley said. 
Everyone looked at Ashley confused.
“What? You don’t know the story of The Lion and the Mouse? A mouse and a lion become friends after the mouse removes the thorn out of the lion’s paw? I mean, that is how it goes right?” Ashley asked. 
“Well, that’s one version and perhaps the most popular. The original story is about a mouse trying to sneak past a sleeping lion. The lion wakes up and he’s not happy as he catches the mouse. When the mouse apologizes and begs for mercy, the lion takes pity on the mouse and lets him go. Then when the lion gets caught in a net trap set by a hunter, the lion roars as he struggles to get out. The mouse hears the lion and comes to his aid by gnawing at the ropes to set him free. They became friends after that. The moral of the story is that good deeds like showing mercy are rewarded, sometimes,” I explained. 
“Huh, interesting,” Molly said. 
“Wait a minute. I thought the mouse kills the lion with the thorn and the moral of the story is that even little guys can take down big guys,” Scarlet said. 
“Yeah, that it’s not your physical size that matters, it’s the size of your courage,” Shaun added. 
“That’s David and Goliath,” I stated. 
“Ah,” Shaun and Scarlet said, in unison. 
“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m bushed. I’m gonna hit the hay. Goodnight,” Warren said. 
We all said goodnight and everyone went to sleep. I was half surprised that in the midst of our escape from Camp Sledgehammer, Molly was able to grab her iPod Touch. She pulled out one of her earbuds and put one in my ear playing some peaceful instrumental music – some piano with violin songs along with some real calm post-rock music. She laid down on the air mattress and pulled me to lay with her. I rested my head on her arm and shoulder as she held me close – she smelled like rain. It was just like when we rested in the sunset grass before this mess started, only instead of her being in my arms, I’m in hers. Her face and skin glowed with the fire light. With the music playing and the warm fire, I was suddenly so at ease and content for a moment, despite everything that happened, a genuine moment.
 



Chapter 21
Patch
 
The rain was pouring down. There was no way we’d be able to walk to the main building where our friends were. Kate and Ellen got into the gym with Clark, Cody, and Corporal Wade. The soldiers had already bandaged Phil up, but he was drained of his energy and needed rest. 
“How is he?” Kate asked. 
“He’ll live, but he needs uninterrupted rest,” Corporal Wade answered. 
“See? I told ya he was gonna be okay. I told ya!” Hanna said to Lewis. 
“Yeah, I heard you,” Lewis said, crossing his arms. 
“Where’s McKenzie? He wouldn’t want to miss this,” Michael said. 
Kate and Ellen looked at each other before turning to Michael. 
“He’s . . . you’ll see him tomorrow,” Kate answered. 
“He’s at the other building?” Michael asked with a smile. 
“Yeah, he’s at the other building.” 
“Okay, then I guess we’re sleeping here, huh? Last night before we go home.” 
Kate and Ellen didn’t smile back. 
“Come on! Cheer up! We’ll be outta here!” Michael said, with a cheerful tone. 
Kate gave a gentle smile, “Yeah . . . be home before we know it.” 
“Yeah! That’s the spirit.” 
They went over to gather some stuff to make themselves beds. While they were away, Jess and I looked up at Captain Noir and he shook his head. We knew right away. Jess and I walked over to the captain. 
“Are they okay? Our friends?” I asked. 
“They’re alive and fine, but . . . we lost Danny Sutherland and Helga Barnes,” Captain Noir answered. 
“Danny and Helga are dead?” Jess asked. 
“Yeah, they fought hard. They killed every last zombie, but they both got bit and went out on their own terms.” 
I sighed. 
Jess cursed under her breath, “Dammit.” 
“When are the choppers coming to get us the fuck out of this nightmare?” I asked. 
“Tomorrow at first light. The storm will be gone by then,” Captain Noir answered. 
“Good.” 
“In the meantime, let’s get comfortable. Storm’s not over yet and the night is still young.” 
Jess and I gathered what we could to make ourselves comfortable in an office. We had our rifles and swords resting close against the wall – our pistols were even closer. It was quiet for a while as we settled in. Just before I was about to turn off the LED camping lantern, Jess broke the silence. 
“I hope it was all worth it,” Jess said. 
“What?” I asked. 
“Everything we’ve done, everything that’s happened, all the killing, all the death, and pain to find some people we don’t really give two shits about – I hope it was all worth it.” 
“For Nathan on Ellen’s behalf, and us on his, was it worth it? We probably saved their lives, so I guess that counts for something.” 
“Hmph.” 
Before I turned the lantern off, I had to ask. 
“Do you think it wasn’t?” I asked. 
Jess left a long pause before answering, “I would die for you. I’d die for Molly and all the others, but I don’t think risking our lives for people that aren’t really our people is something we should do again in the future. I know Nate and Ashley would say different, but all I’m saying is our people come first. We may be in the same army, but we should risk our lives for the right people.” 
“Are we really in that kind of position to decide who’s worth saving and who’s not? I think what Nate did was morally right, even if we don’t fully agree. I hear what you’re saying Jess, but saving people on our side, regardless whether they’re our people, is the humane thing to do. And you and I both know that’s important – something beyond ourselves,” I stated. 
“Not out here. I’m all for doing the right thing and being human, but I chose you and our people first every time – others come a distant second. The moment I know you guys are safe first, that’s when I’ll go be someone else’s hero,” Jess replied back. 
I sighed, “Alright, Jess, I get it. Alright.” 
“Just promise me you’ll do the same,” Jess said, tugging my arm. 
“Fine, I promise I’ll save you and our people before anyone else,” I assured her. 
Before I turned off the lantern, we heard noises just outside the office. It was Clark and Cody’s voices.   
“Clark, do you seriously have to do this?” Cody asked. 
“Yes, Cody, I do. Here and now seems like a great place to talk and I want to know!” Clark asserted. 
Jess and I got up to see the boys with Corporal Wade. 
“You wanna know what’s going on with me, Clark?” Cody asked. 
“Yes! Tell me what’s going on. This has been on my mind all day!” Clark answered. 
Cody sighed deeply before answering, “Alright, I’ll tell you . . . I’m gay.” 
Clark showed a very surprised expression. Jess and I weren’t too stunned by it while Corporal Wade’s expression didn’t change at all. 
“That’s great, Cody. That’s cool,” I said. 
“Yeah, congrats – happy for you man,” Jess added. 
“Thank you,” Cody said. 
“It’s not easy coming out,” Corporal Wade said. 
Clark started, “Wait a minute, you’re—”
“Gay, yes. I like men romantically. I’m not into girls like you are,” Cody stated, clearly. 
Clark gave somewhat a shocked look as if taking in what he was saying. Then he turned to Corporal Wade. 
“You knew about this?” Clark asked. 
“What do you think?” Corporal Wade responded. 
“Oh . . . oh, yeah . . . yeah-yeah, that’s great. How long have you known?” 
“Since I started dating my boyfriend a year ago.” 
“A year ago? You’ve . . . you’ve kept it a secret this whole time? Why didn’t—why didn’t you just tell me?”
Cody squinted a glare at Clark like he was an idiot. 
“Why didn’t I tell you? You of all people?” Cody started. 
Clark gave a confused look, “Wha?” 
“Why didn’t I tell my overbearing brother, who’s almost exactly the same as my overbearing father, that I was gay? Why didn’t I say anything? Is that what you’re asking me?” 
“Ye-yeah. Why didn’t you say something?” 
“I don’t fucking know, Clark! Maybe I didn’t say anything because I thought you’d do what you always do, which is make a big fucking deal about it, and in the end, you were better off not knowing about it at all.” 
“Better off not knowing? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
Cody shrugged and suggested, “Maybe, it’s because you’re homophobic.”
Clark’s eyes widened in shock, “Homophobic?! I’m not homophobic! What makes you think I’m homophobic?!” 
“Gee, I don’t know. Maybe, it’s because of the kind of friends you hang out with and all the ‘oh man, look at those gay shoes, look at that gay shirt,’ or ‘that’s so gay man,’ this and ‘that’s so gay that.’ You say that for everything that you don’t like or make fun of.” 
“That doesn’t mean I’m homophobic. That’s just guys dicking around being guys!” 
Cody rolled his eyes. 
“Cody, it’s just locker room talk! We’re—”
“No! No! No! Clark . . . just shut up. I’m really, really not in the mood to hear your bullshit,” Cody said, with an angry look.  
“Why are you talking to me like this?” 
“Because sometimes your voice is the worst sound, I’ve ever heard. You know what I can’t stand about you? You can’t accept that I’m no longer the screw up I was when this whole shitstorm outbreak started. You and Dad don’t know how to process that I can actually change into something better, from a loser into a winner!” 
“That’s not true! I never thought you were a loser! I was always proud of you! You’re my brother for Christ’s sake!” Clark replied, raising his voice. 
“You always treated me like a loser. You enjoyed seeing me fail, because it made you feel superior which is why you feel compelled to lecture and try to toughen me up. Even though, deep down inside it is unfathomable to you that I could actually be a man instead of being nothing more than your little brother.” 
“Is that you believe? That I was hard on you, because I enjoy seeing you fail? I was trying to help get hard and tough because of the world we live in! I never intended to hurt you or make you feel bad.”
“You call that help?” Cody asked. 
“Yes! That’s what I’m doing right now. I just want to help,” Clark answered.  
“You wanna help? Just back the fuck up and leave me alone so I can breathe for once. Can you do that for me? Please? Can you just do one fucking thing for me?” 
Clark stared at his brother for a while before turning around and walking away. Jess and I looked at each other thinking we should lighten the mood up. 
“So, Cody, tell us about your boyfriend. What’s his name?” I asked. 
Cody turned to us with only the slightest of a smile before sitting down, “Fred, his name is Fred. Fredrick Anthony Wentworth.” 
Jess nodded and said, “Good name, I like it.” 
 



Chapter 22
Nathan/Sonny
 
“Feelings are something you have, not something you are.”
– Shannon L. Alder
 
I woke up with a bright sun beaming down on me. I sat up to see that I was in some kind of salt flat. The sand was almost as bright as the sky, but the sky was deep blue and cirrus clouds were scattered everywhere. The beaming sunlight made the white ground glisten. I was alone and my friends were nowhere to be seen. A calm and steady breeze blew in my face. 
“Ashley? Carrie? Molly! Guys!” I called. 
I looked around and saw that the flat stretched as far as the eye could see. Where am I? I felt so lost. Then a shadow cast on me from behind. It was the shape of a man. 
The man spoke in a familiar voice, “Hey, kiddo.”
“I know that voice!” I thought. 
I turned around and it was Brad! He was standing there in his casual clothes looking at me with a smile. 
“Brad!” I choked out. 
I got up and hugged him instantly. He gently hugged me back. 
“Whoa, you’ve gotten big. Someone’s growing up,” Brad said. 
“Yeah, couple of years will do that to ya,” I said. 
“Where’s that kid I used to know?” 
“If you see him, give him a holler. What a minute . . . is this Heaven? Am I dead?!” 
“No, Sonny, I’m dead. You’re having a dream.” 
“I am?” 
“Yep.” 
“Oh . . . but wait. How—?”
“Let’s go for a walk. That sound good?” 
“Uh, yeah actually. That does sound good.” 
Brad and I walked on the salt flat. It was awfully bright, but somehow my eyes weren’t too bothered by it. It was kinda nice, but I still felt bad. I could hear Kate’s voice calling me an animal. I could still see McKenzie getting eaten by the zombies.  
“How are my girls doing?” Brad asked, with an arm around my shoulder. 
“They’re alive and . . . doing well under the circumstances. I mean, we’ve been recruited by the Army to fight zombies and we just fought off a big band of armed bandits with more zombies than I can count. So, we’ve been better.” 
“You three making friends? I know it’s not summer camp, but you can never have too many friends.” 
“Yeah, we have. A lot, actually. They’re really cool.” 
“That’s good, Sonny, or should I say, Nathan?” 
I looked up at him and said, “Brad, I didn’t replace my parents. Clara is—”
“Is in shock and needs some time therapy to recover so she doesn’t shut down, especially when she has a daughter to continue living for. I’m proud of you,” Brad said. 
“Thank you . . . and it actually feels nice to be part of a normal family.” 
“But that’s not what’s bothering you, is it?” 
I looked away and my eyes wandered across the salt flat. 
I sighed, “No, it’s not. I’ve . . . I’ve got a lot of blood on my hands. Killing zombies, I have no problem with. Normally, I don’t feel anything when it comes to killing people, but . . .”
“But?” Brad asked. 
“For some reason, I keep seeing them – the people I’ve killed . . . their faces,” I said. 
Brad stopped us, “So what do you feel?” 
“How do I feel?” 
“Yes, how do you feel? You remember that TV show you used to watch with my daughters that had Fred Rogers?” 
“You mean, ‘It’s a Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood.’ ‘Won’t you be my Neighbor?’ That guy? He was really nice. That Fred Rogers?” I asked. 
“Yes, him. You remember how he always talked about real issues like war, death, assassination, life, love, and feelings? He always did in a way, so that both kids and adults can understand. So, let’s try it. Let’s talk about how you feel, Sonny,” Brad prodded. 
“Okay, but can we sit somewhere?” 
“How about those boulders right there?” 
I nodded and answered, “Sure.” 
The boulders were kind of big, so we had to climb to get on top. It was worth the climb, because we got a magnificent view of the salt flats that had some water. It looked like we were in the middle of the ocean and it was perfectly still and calm, with the reflection of the sky on it – like there were two skies. 
“That is really something,” I spoke. 
“It is. It’s good that you stop and recognize there’s still some beauty left around you. Not many people do that,” Brad said. 
“Yeah.” 
After some silence and just taking in the view, Brad spoke, “So, how do you feel?” 
I thought hard before I answered, “I feel a lot of things. I feel . . . sad that the world is not what it used to be anymore, and that such terrible things have happened to so many people. I feel happy that I’m not alone, because I have not only your daughters for family, but we’ve met some people that are genuinely good people who love us – and words can’t express how much I love them all – including Clara. She’s a really great lady.”
Brad nodded with a smile and said, “You’re right, that’s good. That’s really good.” 
“But I also feel confused that the Pacific Army has chosen to recruit children to raise an army for the next generation of soldiers. At the same time, I’m relieved that I’m part of that so that I can protect the only home that my family and friends live in. However, slippery as that slope is, I also feel angry that the world is so hostile and unsafe.”  
The look Brad was giving me was telling me that he knew that there was something else I wasn’t saying. 
I continued, “Recently, my friends and I came a long way to find someone. My adopted sister’s best friend, Kate Campbell. Our camp was attacked by bandits and the army had to evacuate everyone and some got separated. When we found her, the zombies were chasing us and we had to run.” 
“What happened?” Brad asked. 
“We headed for this building to get inside. It was me, Carrie, Molly, Kate, and some others . . . and one more, McKenzie. Everyone got inside, but Kate and McKenzie were stuck in the revolving door. So, what we did was try to squeeze one through and then pull the door so the other can get through without letting the zombies in. We got Kate through, but the zombies were pushing through so hard. Danny and I tried hard to pull the door to get McKenzie in, but . . . the zombies got him. I didn’t save him. I failed to save him.” 
There was a long moment before I spoke again. 
“Then these bandits showed up and set a trap on us. We had to run to kill them off, but Kate and Ellen got caught in a trap so the bandits were on them while we were dealing with the zombies. The bandits were gonna kill Kate and Ellen, but my friends and I managed to get back and stop them. But Kate started screaming at me, she called us . . . animals. She said that we belong out there in the badlands with the other predators and that . . . well, those words are sinking in and I can’t get them out of my head.” 
“Called you animals, huh? Why do you think she’d call you that and say that you belong out there?” Brad asked. 
“I think it’s because she’s just scared, because it is just so surreal,” I answered. 
“Or maybe, she feels responsible because she survived and McKenzie didn’t and wants to push the blame on you. Survivor’s guilt which she finds intolerable to live with. That she can’t face that kind of reality, the same way Clara can’t face that her son is dead?” Brad suggested. 
I nodded in understanding and said, “Maybe . . . but maybe a part of me wonders if she’s right. That we’ve become animals . . . just another form of predator.” 
“Do you really think you and your friends are animals? Predators?” 
“We know how to survive and how to fight, but we’re not animals . . . not like these savages that have been trying to kill us. We’re not them. We’ve only fought and killed to defend ourselves. My friend, who is also a captain – who’s chewed some rough ground – tells me that fear and insecurity go hand-in-hand. That my friends represent part of the changing world that is so terrifying and that’s what Kate’s afraid of. I think she’s scared of how much her world has changed.” 
Brad studied my face. 
“So, even though you know that what she said is not true, a part of you feels that maybe she’s right? It sounds to me that you’re having trouble dealing with conflicting emotions,” Brad stated. 
“How do you deal with conflicting emotions?” I asked. 
“Well, focus on what you know to be true, Sonny. What is true is that you and your friends are trying to survive and protect those you love or those who can’t protect themselves. If you wanted, you could walk up to Kate and tell her that what she said was wrong but unfortunately, that won’t change what she feels or thinks while she’s in pain or sorting things out. You know what’s true and you don’t need to change her mind. I’ve dealt with assholes in my day, but it’s up to you how to process this. Just remember, whatever choices you make, don’t forget who you are and the reasons you are fighting to survive.” 
I thought long about everything he said and how it all made sense. I know why we fight, and slowly I felt a little better. I shed only a single tear. 
I looked at Brad and spoke, “I miss you, Brad . . . I miss you and Rachael so much.” 
Brad gave me a hug and I hugged him back, not wanting to let go. 
“We miss you, too, kid. Tell my girls we love them, okay?” Brad requested. 
“I will, I promise,” I said. 
 



Chapter 23
Nathan/Sonny
 
“Home is where the heart is.”
– Gaius Plinius Secundus
 
The dream ended abruptly and I woke up in Molly’s arms – everyone was still sleeping. It was early morning before the sun was up. Dawn was approaching as it was still dark, but the morning light was coming. I gently got up, trying carefully not to wake Molly. When I stood, I saw Ashley and Carrie down the hall in another classroom. I walked down to them. The early morning revealed some fog and made almost everything look blue. Ashley and Carrie were keeping watch, each armed with a rifle. They saw me coming. 
“Hey,” I spoke lightly. 
“Hey,” they both said back. 
“Did you guys get any sleep?” 
“I did. I woke up twenty minutes ago, but she didn’t. Carrie was up all night,” Ashley answered. 
“Why were you up all night?” I asked Carrie. 
“I was too pissed to sleep. I know you said that what Kate said wasn’t true, but it still stings. Besides, after losing Danny and Helga I didn’t want to take any chances,” Carrie answered. 
I groaned and rubbed my eyes. 
“I’m pissed, too, Carrie. But what Kate said is so fucking stupid. We’re not them. We’re still human. We didn’t let this world destroy our humanity, because if it did, we would have killed each other by now. There are worse things than being treated differently,” Ashley stated. 
“Like what?” Carrie asked. 
Ashley left a long pause before answering, “We could actually be the animals like she said we are . . . living out here, picking off of others, doing horrible things to other people, maybe even eating people.” 
“Gross.” 
“Yeah, like I said, it could be worse. So, let’s do what Nate is telling us we should do. Keep our humanity.” 
“Last night, I couldn’t stop seeing their faces, all the people I’ve killed . . . I still see them, sometimes. I didn’t think that our last days before break would be like this. I’m sorry girls,” I said. 
“Why are you sorry?” Carrie asked. 
We turned to her. 
“None of this is your fault. It’s theirs . . . the undead. They ruined everything. They took away so much . . . so much of what we can’t ever get back.” 
“I know. I just . . . I just wish things were different. That shit wasn’t so wrong out here,” I said. 
“Maybe . . . maybe that’s why we should be out here. To . . . make the world more . . . right or at least less fucked up,” Carrie said. 
“But . . . we’re not them.” 
“Yeah, we’re not them . . . but we should get rid of them. It’s like you said, ‘They’re things that need killing.’ That’s why we should kill the zombies. All of them.” 
“And save people that need saving,” I said. 
There was a long silence before Ashley spoke. 
“Do you ever wonder . . . if we’d been different people if we hadn’t come here? Ever since we got on that plane, we’ve done a lot of things. Sometimes, I wonder what we would be like if we stayed. Do you guys wonder too?” Ashley asked. 
“Sometimes,” Carrie answered. 
After a long silence of watching the sky starting to light up, I spoke. 
“You know . . . I had a dream last night . . . of your father,” I said. 
The girls turned and looked at me. 
“He was there . . . me and him. The dream was so vivid, felt so real. It was like he was actually there. We talked about what was bothering me about Kate calling us animals. I was telling him how a part of me wondered if it was true,” I explained. 
Ashley was the first to speak and asked, “What did he say?” 
“He told me . . . to focus on what you know is true. What I know is true is that we’re not animals, we’re still human, and . . . I love you two. I love our friends and everyone back home. They love us . . . and so does your dad,” I stated. 
Carrie shut her eyes to stop any tears while nodding. She held my hand tight. I reached over and held Ashley’s hand. 
“I love you. I love you both so much,” I said. 
“We love you, too,” Ashley said. 
Carrie kissed my hand, “We love you so much . . . and don’t you forget it.” 
“How could I?” I asked, before hugging them both. 
We hugged each other for a while and River walked in. 
“Can I get some of that lovin’ action?” River asked. 
I held out my hand and River came over with a smile and hugged us.  
“You just can’t get enough of us, can ya?” Carrie asked. 
“Actually, I was gonna say that and when you did – which you most definitely would have – I would have responded by saying there’s plenty of me to go around,” River grinned. 
Everyone chuckled. 
“So, where are the choppers landing?” I asked. 
“Don’t know. It’s supposed to be at first light. Either way, Captain Noir gave us this flare gun, and these signal flares so we’ll be easy to spot. Where they’ll land is the question. Probably, by the track near the football field,” Ashely said. 
“Sounds good to me. Oh, and uh . . . Captain Noir radioed the Fort. Looks like Chase was telling the truth. A family arrived at the Fort a day before the storm hit and they’ve been asking PA to keep an eye out for their missing kid named Chase Matthews. He got separated from them when a herd of zombies got the jump on them,” River explained. 
I felt relieved at that moment. 
“Huh, how about that,” Carrie said. 
“Looks we made the right call. Avoided killing an innocent kid,” Ashley said. 
“Yeah,” I sighed. 
I grabbed an AR-15 rifle and my bow from the wall. 
“What are you doing?” Carrie asked. 
“I’m gonna head over to any areas where they might land and clear it of any zombies,” I answered. 
“Not alone you’re not. Grab your sword. I’m coming with you.” 
“Me, too,” Ashley added. 
“Shit, me three,” River said. 
We walked downstairs to an exit, but then we started to hear screaming. It was coming from the front doors. We ran to the front doors and we saw Kate with her friends with Patch and Jess. Michael was looking at the revolving door where McKenzie’s corpse was laying. 
“What’s going on?” Ashley asked. 
“Michael just found out that McKenzie’s dead,” Patch answered. 
“What? Wasn’t she supposed to tell him last night?” Carrie asked. 
“She was going to, but for some reason, looking at him she felt she couldn’t do it. So, she chose to wait until morning and apparently decided to show him,” Jess explained. 
“How did you guys find out?” I asked. 
“The skipper told us . . . and we felt it wasn’t our place to tell them,” Patch answered. 
“NO!!” Michael screamed. 
Lewis and Hanna tried to control him and then he finally fell to his knees with angry tears streaming down his face. He greeted his teeth trying to stay angry, but the sorrow was overwhelming him. 
“You can’t be dead. You’re supposed to be here . . . for me,” Michael wept through his teeth and clenched fists.  
No one said anything as he sat crying. We could understand that kind of sadness and pain – loss that you don’t know how to process … not being sure you can. Michael shot a glare at us.
“And look at you. You’re all still alive, huh?!” Michael shouted. 
Then he glared at me. 
“And you. You think you’re a hero?! You saved Kate, but you couldn’t save McKenzie?! You think you’re so fucking tough?! You cut a man’s head off with a sword! You crazy fucking animal! You, Outsiders, are nothing but ani—!”
Before Michael could finish that sentence, Kate grabbed Michael, shoved him against the wall, and slapped him hard in the face. 
“Stop it! Right now!” Kate shouted. 
Michael looked at her wide-eyed. We were wide-eyed, too.
“Don’t fucking call them that. They’re not animals Michael. We’re all on the same side,” Kate said. 
“Are you fucking kidding me? Kate, are you fucking serious?” Michael asked. 
“Yes, Michael. I’m fucking serious.” 
“So, you’re okay with them living with us? Yeah right. Like they’re one of us!” 
That struck a nerve with me and my friends, but before any of us could say or do anything. Kate slapped him again. 
“Michael, I’m gonna say some things and you’re going to listen. We’re all just human beings trying to survive this hell. We’re all children of God . . . and now there’s the living, the dead and any scumbag that wants to kill us. The dead are the enemy. You start calling people Outsiders, wetbacks, or any racist names and I swear to God I will whoop your ass so hard you will wish you weren’t born! Do you understand me?!” Kate stated, firmly. 
Michael glanced back at us before nodding, “Yes ma’am.” 
Kate glanced at us before shoving Michael in another room to chew him out. My friends and I walked out feeling rather puzzled, especially me. It was getting easier to see, but the sun wasn’t fully up yet. The storm drove away the zombies, so the school was empty.
“What just happened?” Carrie asked with a baffled face. 
“I think Campbell took back what she said about us being animals,” Ashley said. 
“I didn’t expect that. I also didn’t expect her to slap Michael for being out of line,” River said. 
“Neither did I,” I said. 
Then two zombies started heading for us. They were moving slowly and one of them had a really messed up leg while the other only had one arm. The storm really did a number on them. Their clothes were damp, torn, and filthy – parts of their limbs showed bare bone. Carrie and I drew an arrow from our bows and killed them. 
“I mean, it’s a goddamn mystery. It’s the mystery of the year. One minute she’s saying we’re wild animals that don’t deserve to live back home and the next she’s defending us. What changed?” Carrie asked. 
“Maybe Ellen talked some sense into her or maybe Kate realized she was just flat wrong,” Ashley suggested. 
Carrie turned to her surprised and asked, “Wrong? Kate Campbell realizing, she was wrong?” 
“Yes, why is that so hard to believe?” 
“I believe the British word for bullshit is ‘bollocks,’ and I agree. I say bollocks to that.” 
Ashley rolled her eyes, “There’s no shame in admitting you’re wrong about something. That shit shows some character.” 
“Kate didn’t exactly say she was wrong,” I stated. 
Ashley turned to me and asked, “You don’t think her telling someone that we’re not animals – that wasn’t her openly admitting she was wrong?” 
“It’s not exactly an apology,” River added. 
“It still counts as taking back what she said. Maybe not an apology, but better than nothing.”  
Then another zombie cawed out. It had no legs and its jaw was hanging from one side. Ashley drew her sword and killed it. Then another came by dragging its feet. It was a girl zombie; she was River’s age – her teeth were exposed with no lips and she had an arrow sticking out her back. River killed it. After that, there were no zombies to be found. We found a clearing big enough for the choppers to land. It was in the grass area in the middle of the running track. We stood there waiting for the choppers. 
River broke the silence and stated, “You were right by the way.” 
“What?” I asked. 
“Last night, when you killed that bandit asshole Greg. What you said about why it’s worth killing him and people like him. Certain people like him stand in the way of us trying to survive. They stand in the way of us trying to live. People like Greg can’t be reasoned with or negotiated with. They’ve lost their humanity and are just too far gone. They’re—”
“Things that need killing,” I finished. 
“Yeah, that’s exactly what they are. I think that’s the real main difference between us and them. They’re animals that need killing and people like Chase are people that need saving. If we can keep killing bad people that want to do us harm while saving survivors and good people, then . . . maybe these Dark Days won’t last so long.” 
“So, what do we need? What are we?” Carrie asked. 
River thought for a moment before answering, “We’re people that need to survive, need to live, because we care about what comes after.” 
We looked at River and she smiled. We smiled back. Then, the sun started to come up. There were no clouds. So, we were gonna get an orange sunrise. Then, we started to hear helicopters. Carrie shot the flare gun to get their attention while the rest of us lit the signal flares. Ashley ran back inside to wake everyone and prepare to evacuate. The Pacific Army sent three Huey helicopters to get us. Grim was in the first chopper that landed. My eyes widened when I saw him. I wanted to hug him, but instead I stood at attention and saluted, he casually saluted back. They loaded the wounded first and some of my friends in one chopper with Danny and Helga in another chopper with the rest of my friends. Before Chase got into a chopper, I gave him back his stone necklace and nodded. He smiled and nodded back. I was the last to leave in the Huey with Grim and Captain Noir. 
The Huey took us high into the air. I watched the school as we flew away. So many people died in there. I looked at Grim and he looked at me. He nodded with a look telling me he knew we all had a bloody time out here, but for now, it’s over. Grim and I watched the sunrise. It was beautiful with bright orange sunlight shining everywhere. I saw all the trees and their shadows in the morning mist. It was like looking at a painting. I looked back at Grim and at Captain Noir, giving a hopeful smile. Captain Noir returned the smile, but Grim didn’t. He looked back at the sunrise then back at me again and gave only the slightest hint of a smile . . . I couldn’t be sure. We flew back to Fort Gold Rush. Our home. My home where everyone is waiting for me, for my friends. My family. 
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