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PART ONE
The Uninvited and The Unwelcome





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1
 
The smiling young boy sat at the unfinished pool’s edge, legs crossed beneath him. He gripped the stick tightly, playing tug of war with his decaying friends that roamed the smooth concrete below. He yanked hard and won yet another round. He was beginning to think he was invincible, unbeatable. And he was loving this game he seemed guaranteed to win.
But a growing frustration seeped into him, because not all of his ‘friends’ were getting to play, and that just wasn’t fair. If he was going to declare himself the tug-o-war champion, he had to beat all the players, not just the ones who kept offering to play with him. He did enjoy and appreciate their enthusiasm. They were more than willing to play, and many of them wanted to play at the same time.
“We’ve got to take turns. That’s how the game works,” he told the rotting, writhing mob below.
They answered with snapping jaws, hisses, and snarls. And groping hands. Strong hands. Still strong, even in death.
The boy stood easily, setting the stick down as he pressed to his feet. He brushed his hands together, then wiped them against the dirty denim that adorned his legs. He was eager to get back to his game, to include those who’d been left out.
But he’d been careless, left his stick hanging over the concrete’s tiled edge, and one of his overly eager friends grabbed it. 
“Uh! No fair! No fair!”
The boy’s shoulders slumped in disappointment and defeat, and a frown dug its way deep into his face. How could he have let this happen? He couldn’t be champion this way.
He stomped his foot once. “Okay, give it back.”
Then he waited. But his friends continued to hog the stick, refusing to hand it back. They seemed happy being the champions.
He huffed. “I said give it back.” After another beat, he added, “Please? Please give it back.”
He waited, hoping they’d hear his desperate plea, hoping it would work just as well on his playmates as it had once worked on his parents. But they ignored his demand, instead groping at him as though he were the stick. To play with. To take.
The young child shrugged. “I don’t have one right here. I have to go get another one.” He sighed.
More hisses. More snarls. Growls.
He ignored these as he ignored the stench of death wafting from that putrid pit and focused on finding another stick. He wanted to continue his game, wanted to be a winner, not a loser. Can’t lose a game he made up. This was his game, a game he was supposed to win.
Looking around, he spotted no other sticks. This disappointed him, as he desperately wanted to get back to playing tug of war, not searching for another stick.
He almost said a bad word in front of his new friends. He was glad he didn’t, though, because they might tell on him. Didn’t want to get into trouble. He’d already promised the adults inside he wouldn’t play near the pool.
“I’m going to find another stick, okay?”
The decomposing group growled encouragingly.
Hurry back to us. Hurry back now. We’re not done playing with you, yet.
The boy rather wished one of his new friends would go fetch another stick so that he could continue playing. He actually held off for a moment to see if one of them would crawl out of that slippery hole and help him find another tug of war tool. But no one offered, instead choosing to play without him, using the stolen stick.
Finally giving up on them, the child scanned the area, half expecting a new branch to magically appear so that he could get back to business. He had a game to win, after all. He didn’t have time for such nonsense as replacing his tug of war stick. Not when there was a perfectly good one right in front of him. 
He brought the edge of his small hand to his glistening brow, shielding the rude sun that insisted on making his eyes hurt, making everything too bright and too hot. He had left his plastic Batman sunglasses inside the Alamo, tucked away in his backpack. He didn’t have time to go inside and get them, though. He had a game to get back to. 
But then he stopped looking, turned back to the pool. Why should he have to go and get another stick? Why couldn’t he just reach into the pool and grab his stick back? It was his stick, after all, not theirs. 
The boy started to tell them that they were being impolite, not playing fair. Being disrespectful. He liked that word: disrespectful. It was one of the last words his grandpa had taught him, and it was one of the big words that he understood and enjoyed saying. He especially loved emphasizing the ‘p.’ 
Dis-res-PECT-ful.
“You’re being dis—”
But he didn’t finish saying it, didn’t want to upset his squirming, slithering playmates. What if they told on him? Surely telling them that they were dis-res-PECT-ful would make them mad. Then they’d tell on him for sure. Would say that he was being dis-res-PECT-ful. And he wasn’t done playing. Not yet.
He shuffled to the edge of the pool, which excited his friends like so many dogs ready for a game of fetch. Except the boy was the ball, and they had no intention of letting go once they sunk their teeth into him.
“Don’t you want to play anymore?” He seemed oblivious to the fetor clogging the afternoon air.
He crossed his arms, ballooning his cheeks, pouting. His friends had dropped the stick and were now stepping on it. He leaned over, tipping on the balls of his feet, trying to get a closer look, to find the stick.
Crack.
“No,” he said, except with two syllables, dragging out the word. Like Noah. “Ah, man.”
They’d broken his stick, walked all over it. Now he had no choice. He’d have to find another.
He considered punishing them, stopping the game. Not playing anymore.
You broke it, so no more tug-o-war.
The idea made him feel powerful, in control. Like an adult. He’d heard how David had punished those bad men, taught them a lesson. He liked David, wanted to be just like him. He could punish his playmates, like David would, then he could be like him.
But if he really wanted to punish them, he’d take the stick away. Go in there and snatch it right out from under them. Then they’d have nothing to play with, couldn’t play without him.
Bryan scanned the area, his hand slicing his brow again, blocking the battering-ram rays from above. His shirt was starting to stick to his back, sweat tickling his tummy. But he didn’t care, hardly noticed. He was having too much fun in spite of these swimming pool friends playing a brand new game with him.
Keep away.
“I don’t want to play keep away,” he muttered to himself, still glancing around. “I want to play tug-o-war.”
He eyed the shallow end, but the steps hadn’t been built yet. Anyway, his stick wasn’t at that end of the pool.
Then he spotted the ladder that led down into the pool. His playmates hadn’t tried to climb out. The bottom rung was too high up, and they couldn’t raise their legs high enough. And they didn’t seem strong enough to pull themselves up. Bryan minced around the concrete’s edge, arms out like wings. Hazy, milky eyes below followed him closely.
On the other side, he grasped the two gleaming aluminum rails atop the ladder, then immediately pulled his hands away.
“Ow.” He waved his hands wildly, blowing on them. “Hot, hot, hot.” He hopped on his foot as though he’d burned it, too.
He reached out again, cautiously this time. His playmates had mostly migrated to the end of the pool by the ladder, where he was. Their hands were raised, clawing at the air and catching it. A few of them had hold of the ladder and were desperately trying to pull themselves up.
“I wish you’d just give me my stick,” Bryan told all of them. “It’s not fair that you get to play with it and I don’t. I got it for all of us, now I want it back. Anyways, you already broke it. So why do you want to keep it?” There was a touch of anger churning his tone.
Bryan eyed the ladder, studying, figuring. Planning. He wanted his stick—which had actually become two sticks—and he was going to get it. He was a big kid, after all. His grandpa had told him so, before the old man had gotten sick and before David had helped the old man ‘get better’ with that knife.
David promised that neither Bryan nor Charlie would get sick. Bryan trusted David. The man was his hero, because he was like a policeman, carried a gun like one. Punished bad men. Didn’t let people get sick. He wanted to be just like David.
That’s when Bryan felt the tug on his pants’ leg, felt his foot slip out from underneath him. His playmates weren’t done playing with him, stick or no stick.
Bryan’s poor little heart slammed into his sternum like a bird that had unwittingly flown into a closed window. But he didn’t scream, didn’t yell. His body got very heavy, very quickly. One of his friends in the pool had hold of his pants’ leg and wouldn’t release him.
“Let go!” Bryan ordered in a harsh whisper. He tried pulling his leg up but couldn’t. “I said let go! We’re going to get in trouble!”
He was losing this round of tug-o-war, and he slid, hands squeaking along the ladder rails. He landed hard on his backside, his calf dangling over the side wall. They had more than just his jeans, now.
Before he could chastise his playmates with a scream, sure hands hooked his armpits from behind and yanked him up and away from the groping ghouls. The boy’s shoe soared into the air, clonking a corpse on the head. The group grasped at the sneaker as though it were alive, could still smell life on it.
The man swung Bryan around and away from the pungent death pit, holding him out like a baby with a dirty diaper.
Bryan trembled. But it wasn’t with fear of the dead that had just tried to eat him. It was with fear of the living, of the stranger who had just saved his life. He just knew he was in trouble, didn’t dare twist his head to look over his shoulder at the man who’d just scooped him up. Strong words were in store, and he’d avoid them for as long as possible, if even for only a few more seconds.
The man walked several paces away from the pool before finally setting the terrified child in the burnt-up grass. Bryan did not turn around; he feared a spanking, or worse.
Behind the boy, leather creaked, the sound of someone making himself shorter. Bryan’s heart slammed a ferocious, fearful beat. Punishment was coming. Maybe a belt. He wanted to run, to get away. Far away. Hide under a bed. He shuddered, the memory of the stinging switch his grandpa often used on his backside fresh on his mind. He feared the switch, even more than the belt.
He flinched at the hand on his shoulder.
“You okay, Bryan?” The man’s voice was surprisingly soft, gentle. It didn’t sound mad or upset. And it rode on a heavy drawl, an accent that Bryan remembered from somewhere else. He hadn’t heard this voice in several days. Wasn’t sure at that time if he’d ever hear it again. But he remembered it, had definitely heard it before. 
Chancing a scolding, the boy turned slowly to face the man crouched behind him, to face that familiar voice. The stranger smiled, his wide-brimmed hat casting a shadow across his face. Bryan wondered why this man wore such a big, long coat in the summer. He finally decided it was to hide the two guns he recalled seeing before.
Dropping his eyes, the boy answered the question with small, tight nods.
The man patted the boy’s leg with the lightest touch. “No scratches? No bites?”
 Bryan shook his head, the stubborn little sprig of hair that would never lie down bobbing about.
The stranger’s smile widened, and he smoothed his wispy mustache while giving the boy another once over before standing, satisfied. “That’s good, Bryan. That’s very good.” He glanced around.
Bryan felt the need to explain himself, to make an excuse, but the words were stuck, choking him. He felt water in his eyes, and he blinked, not wanting to cry in front of this man or his friends in the pool.
Still glancing around, the man in the black coat and black hat held a hand to Bryan, silently urging him to take it.
Bryan hesitated.
“It’s okay, Bryan.”
The boy brought this hand to his brow again as he tried to look up at the cowboy man towering above him. He could no longer see the stranger’s face, and his eyes hurt from the stinging sun and unused tears. He wished he had his Batman sunglasses.
“Come with me, Bryan. Take my hand.” The man in the hat seemed to be in a hurry to get going now that he knew Bryan was okay.
Pressing his lips into a thin line, Bryan stood there, unmoving. He thought about what his parents had told him, to not go with strangers. But David said that if he knew someone’s name, then they weren’t a stranger anymore. Bryan had trusted David, and David was a nice man. He remembered this cowboy’s name. The man had told him while Bryan waited in the big truck for David to come back that day, on the side of the road. Doctor Holliday. Bryan still wasn’t sure what the name meant, why this doctor only worked holidays. But maybe this Doctor Holliday was a nice man, too.
The doctor who worked holidays crouched in front of him, and he laid his hands gently on Bryan’s shoulders. He tossed another quick glance behind him, then said, “Do I scare you, son?”
A shallow head shake.
“Do they scare you?” the man asked, dipping his chin toward the pool.
Another shallow shake.
The man’s eyes narrowed, as if thinking hard about something. “How curious.” Another glance around. “Would you like to help me with something?”
A glimmer lit Bryan’s eyes. Or it may have been a left over tear.
Doctor Holliday said, “Something fun?”
Bryan nodded a slow nod, the ghost of a smile tugging his lips. He started to relax a little. He was feeling better about this Doctor Holliday.
“I could really use your help, Bryan. Do you like presents?”
The corners of Bryan’s mouth curved skyward, and he nodded more enthusiastically this time, the stubborn sprig of hair dancing about.
“Do you believe in Santa Claus, Bryan?”
A full smile this time, another emphatic nod.
“I have a present I need to deliver, just like Santa Claus. But Santa doesn’t deliver during the summer. Therein lies my conundrum.” The cowboy scratched his chin, his eyes wandering to the sky, thinking. He snapped his fingers. “I know. Could you help me deliver it? Just like Santa Claus would? I’m sure you’d land on his ‘good boy list’ if you were to help.”
Another energetic nod. He’d forgotten all about being in trouble, his lost shoe, the broken stick. Tug-o-war. Instead, he was excited at the prospect of helping this man who smelled of leather and sweat and looked like a cowboy.
“I’ll help you, Doctor Holliday,” Bryan said, a smile in his voice.
“That’s wonderful, Bryan. Truly wonderful.”
Doc pressed to his feet again, taking Bryan’s hand into his own. And Bryan let him. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
Bryan held the box tightly against his chest, his heart thumping it like a drum. Doctor Holliday had trusted him with it, emphasized how important the box was.
This is extremely important, Bryan. Can you be sure this gets to David?
Yes, sir.
Are you sure? You’ll give it to no one else?
No.
No, you aren’t sure, or no, you’ll give it to no one else? 
Um, I’m sure… and I’ll give it to David. Nobody else.
Good boy, Bryan. Good boy.
It made Bryan happy, this special delivery. He felt important, needed. He liked Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement, sliding up and down the slippery halls in his socks, playing with his puppy, Charlie. Games of tug-o-war. But like any other kid, he got bored, craved something new, different. Exciting.
He wanted to shake the box, to hear the secret inside. But Doctor Holliday had warned him not to, said the contents were too important. Said they were fragile. Bryan wasn’t sure what fragile meant. 
That means breakable, Bryan. What’s inside can break easily. 
Of course, this made Bryan curious. He’d often shook presents at Christmas time or on his birthday, and he’d never broken one; he was sure some of those had been fragile. 
Doctor Holliday had also said something else, but under his breath, like he thought Bryan couldn’t hear. But Bryan did hear. Something about David’s fragile heart breaking when he opened the present. He didn’t know what the doctor was talking about, what he meant. 
He decided not to shake the package.
He continued holding it tight, listening to Doc’s words over and over in his head.
Don’t open the box, okay, Bryan? And don’t shake the box. See that only David gets the present. No one else. Okay? 
Okay, Doctor Holliday.
And you can just call me, ‘Doc.’
Okay… Doc.
Bryan could handle it, would show Doc he could trust him.
Trustworthy.
Bryan would prove himself trustworthy. He’d heard that word before, from his grandpa. That word, he understood.
Maybe if he did good carrying this special present to David, Doc would come back and ask him to deliver another. Bryan was enjoying playing Santa Claus. People smiled when they talked about Santa Claus. He made people happy. Bryan wanted to make people happy, just like Santa. He smiled at the thought.
Like hands tugging the reins on a horse, curiosity yanked him, and his pace slowed. He really wanted to know what was sealed inside the cardboard, what he was carrying.
What was David’s present? I want to know! I want to know!
He was approaching the loading dock, at the back of the building. He’d have to go in this way because the Alamo’s front doors were locked. The man named Roy had told him so. That same man had let him out through the back door beside the dock, said he’d leave it unlocked for Bryan. 
The adults will be busy, Bryan. Council meeting. It’s safe inside the fence. Just don’t go outside the fence.
And Bryan hadn’t gone outside the fence, had stayed behind that barrier that looked like jail bars. He had obeyed Roy, until Doc gave him permission to go into the forbidden field with him. Took the boy to his truck. Doc was an adult, said it was okay. Bryan was sure Roy would be fine with this.
Bug-B-Gone.
That’s what the sign on the pickup truck said. It had made Bryan giggle, the funny cartoon bug running away from the spray can with arms and legs… and a goofy grin.
Then he stopped, looking all along the steel rods that kept them in, others out. And he wondered just how Doc had managed to get inside.
He’s an adult, of course.
Of course. The adults could get in and out through the gate. It was much too heavy for Bryan, no way he could ever slide the massive metal gate to the side so he could go for a walk in the field, where he was forbidden.
Forbidden.
That was the word the Janitor had used. Bryan hadn’t asked yet to go out into the field and play, though he wanted to. It looked fun. Four big mountains of dirt with grass growing out of them like an old man’s hair rose out of the ground. There was a bulldozer and some other machines sitting around like jungle gym toys just waiting, begging to be climbed on. He and Charlie could have lots of fun crawling on and around those.
He was especially interested in the tennis courts, just beyond the mounds of earth. The pool near the building was fun, sure. No doubt about it, as his grandpa used to say. On the tennis courts, he could bounce a ball, climb the chain-link fence, jump the nets—all like he did at school. And he wouldn’t have to worry about Charlie running off, getting lost. He’d keep the gate door closed to be sure, just like the adults. Maybe if he promised to do this, like the big main gate stayed closed, the Janitor would let him play on the tennis courts. He bet Doc would let him.
Before he and Charlie could play on the tennis courts, though, the adults would have to take out all those extra people, first. Put them in the pool with the rest of his tug-o-war friends. Right now, there was no room for him or Charlie in there. An even bigger group of ‘friends’ was busy playing behind the tennis court fences. He wanted to play tug-o-war with them, too. Not leave them out of the fun. But the field—and the tennis courts—were forbidden.
Bryan wondered if he’d have to go back to school when summer was over, wondered if—
“Ow, ow, ow,” he hissed to no one, hopping on one foot.
He didn’t want to, had promised Doc he wouldn’t, but he had to set the important box down for a minute, a slight detour on his Christmas-in-July delivery mission. Something had pinched his shoeless foot. He tried to be tough, just like David, but he couldn’t ignore it. He decided he would leave this part out, about stopping to check his foot. 
Bryan really wanted to get his shoe back from his pool friends, but he’d been too nervous to ask Doc about it. Besides, the man seemed in a hurry to get the box to David, and Bryan’s friends were still playing keep-away with the shoe. They seemed to like them a lot—both the shoe and the game. 
Knowing time was important—‘critical’ was the word Doc used—Bryan sat on the concrete and tweezed at his sock, removing the offending sticker burr in a hurry. He drew in a shallow breath through clenched teeth, and a tiny dot of blood showed up on his dirty sock. It still hurt a little, but at least the sticker was out.
Interest in his foot slowly trumped that of the box. He wondered how bad the hole was, how much it would bleed. Deciding he was just being a baby, he stood, flicking the burr toward the gate. He tested his foot, slowly shifting his weight onto it.
Better.
Satisfied with his handiwork, he snatched the box, climbed the dock stairs to the door that led into the warehouse. Beyond the double-doors would be the hallway, then finally David’s room by the nurses’ station. It was time to hurry, he reckoned. Doctor Holliday had said he’d watch Bryan to be sure he made it through the gate. Once inside, though, it was up to Bryan. He was on his own. 
I know you’re tough. You can do it.
Bryan had smiled at this.
Shifting the package to one arm, he tugged the heavy door open just enough for him and the package to slip through, and entered the warehouse. He couldn’t wait to see David’s face. 
* * *
Even before the massive door clanked shut, shoving Bryan in the back like some playground bully, he heard the hissing whispers. His pupils fought to catch up with his ears in the wan warehouse light, the brightness of day hanging on tight. Robbed him of sight, allowing only ebbing shadows to mix with the fiery outlines of the outside still emblazoned on his vision.
Somewhere, off to his left, a stack of boxes fell, and he flinched. A scuffing sound against the smooth cement floor. More whispers. A cough. And a smell. A strange smell. One he wasn’t familiar with.
His heart on high alert, he strained to see, his ears and nose telling him scary things. Things that his grandpa used to tell him weren’t really there. Things that were just in his imagination.
Imagination.
Another word he liked, enjoyed saying.
It’s in my… imagination.
But his imagination seemed awfully real right then, and he considered pushing back against the door that had pushed him so rudely, and wait outside for a bit. Let the shadows stop talking and go away. Maybe one—or more—of his tug-o-war friends had decided to play in the warehouse. Decided to play another game.
Hide and go seek.
Another cough, from the same area. A figure emerged. A scary silhouette. Then another.
Bryan’s eyes were still telling lies. His throat felt fat, like he hadn’t chewed his food all the way before swallowing. Or evil hands had found his neck.
The two figures moved closer.
“Well, fuck me. It’s just some kid.” The man coughed again, waving his hand around his face. Turning to the other figure, he said, “False alarm, dude.” 
Bryan held the box more tightly against his chest, could feel his heart banging them both like a bongo. With his throat closed, it would have to stay right there inside his chest, beating away. 
These shadows, these figures, were not his pool friends. Or tennis court friends. They were strangers. His parents and his grandpa had told him never talk to strangers. He closed his eyes tight, reopened them, trying to clear away the bright of day still glowing on his vision. Hoping it was just his imagination. Though he knew better than that.
Another figure emerged from behind a stack of boxes off to his left. A shorter one. Three of them now.
“Where the hell he come from?” Another man’s voice.
“Who cares? He ain’t gonna say nothing. Light that bad boy back up. Puff, puff, give, home skillet.”
“Yeah,” the second man said. “Right on. Don’t wanna fuck up the rotation.” The two men giggled.
Bryan’s eyes had started cooperating, focusing. Two men, one woman.
The woman spoke next. “No, hold up.” She glanced at Bryan, eyed him warily. “Not in front of the kid.”
Bryan watched one of the men tug a lighter out of his pocket, and light what appeared to be a small twisted piece of paper. He thought it might be a cigarette, like the kind his grandpa smoked, but he’d not seen one quite like this.
The man puffed smoke, and that funny smell came back. Then, he handed the funny smelling cigarette to the man wearing sunshades. Bryan wondered how the man could see inside the dark warehouse while wearing sunglasses.
“Mallory.” The woman in pigtails slapped Sunglasses Man on his arm. “I said not in front of the kid.”
Blowing a cloud of smoke into her face, he smiled and pointed at Bryan with the twisted paper. “Who’s he gonna tell, huh?” He hinged his torso, hand on one knee, and extended the smoking paper to Bryan. “Wanna hit, kid?”
Bryan could see himself in the man’s glasses. He scrunched his nose.
The woman slapped the man’s arm again. “Mallory, Jesus, man. He’s just a kid.”
“Fucking chill, Laura,” the bearded young man said. “We ain’t doing nothing wrong. Just taking a smoke break, that’s all.” He looked straight at Bryan. “Right, kid? You don’t care if we take us a smoke break, do ya?” His eyes had a mean look to them, like he was still fighting to see in the sun. Maybe he needed sunglasses, too.
Bryan didn’t say anything, didn’t acknowledge them with a nod or a head shake. He simply stood there, his back pressed against the dock door, holding his box tight.
The woman said, “Shit, TJ. The old man thinks we’re outside watching the place. Ain’t supposed to be nobody out there but us.” She narrowed her eyes at Bryan, then crouched in front of him. “So how’d you get out there, huh, cutie pie?”
“Yeah,” the bearded man she called TJ said. “How’d you get by us, squirt?” He took the cigarette back from the man with sunglasses—Mallory—and sucked in smoke, making the end of the paper glow red, and held his breath. He never took his mean eyes off Bryan.
Bryan’s lips thinned. He didn’t want to talk to these people. He wanted to get David’s present to him, prove to Doctor Holliday that he could be trusted with his very important—critical—delivery. And he wanted to make David happy, like Santa made people happy. He decided these people weren’t on Santa’s good list, that they were definitely on the naughty one. Maybe that’s why they were in the warehouse, trying to find their own box.
TJ coughed out a big breath of smoke, waved away the cloud. “He ain’t talking.” Another cough. “Probably a mute. Retarded or some shit. Hell, he’s only got one shoe.”
Laura stood like she’d been crouching on a spring, spun, and slapped TJ hard enough to ruffle the whiskers on his cheek. Finger in his face, she said, “Asshole. Don’t you ever use that word again.”
He shrugged, smile slanted. “What? What’d I say?” He turned to Mallory. “What’d I say?”
“You know she hates that word, dude. Call him ‘special’ or ‘mentally challenged’ or… ‘intellectually disabled’ or, I don’t know, ‘learning impaired.’ Don’t ever say the ‘R’ word, dude. So disrespectful and shit.”
TJ glanced from his buddy, to the woman, and back again. Jabbing a thumb at Mallory, he said, “Coming from the regular short bus rider, over there.” He shook his head. “Fucking sensitive pansy asses. Fucking world’s gone to shit and you two fucks gotta be all politically correct and shit.”
Laura held a palm to him. “Toby Jack, just… please don’t use that word anymore. Okay? For me.”
Toby Jack huffed. “Fine. Whatever the fuck.” He started to plug the funny smelling cigarette back into his lips.
The sunglasses man slapped TJ on the arm. “Hey, puff, puff, give, home skillet. You’re fucking up the rotation.”
After handing off the smoking paper, TJ pointed to Bryan’s box. “So what’s in the box? Your other shoe? Maybe got some homemade brownies in there?” He snorted out a laugh.
After taking in another drag, Mallory said, “Ooo, you got brownies in there, ‘lil dude?” He let the cigarette droop on his lips, clapped his hands together, rubbing.
Toby Jack reached for the box, but Bryan yanked it away before he could lay his hands on it. 
The sunglasses man with the frizzy, curly hair giggled. “You been denied, motherfucker.” Summoning a horrible mock Japanese accent, he said, “No brownie for you,” then cackled like a hyena losing a tickle contest.
TJ scowled. “Fuck you, Mallory.” Then to Bryan, “Hand over the box, kid.”
Bryan’s heart started pounding harder. He didn’t like these people, didn’t find them nice at all. They used bad words, like his grandpa used when he was really, really mad about something. And he wondered why they were so angry. Especially the man with the mean eyes, TJ.
Toby Jack wiggled his fingers at Bryan. “C’mon kid. Hand it over.”
The woman said, “TJ, just leave him alone. He ain’t bothering nobody. We need to get back outside, anyway.” She looked back at Bryan. “You don’t have any friends out there, do ya?”
Bryan thought for a minute, wondered if he should tell them about his friends in the pool. They were still out there, playing with his broken tug-o-war stick. And his shoe. Instead, he shook his head slowly.
“No?” she said, sounding relieved. “Good deal. You oughta get on back inside, before your parents start looking for ya.”
Bryan stared at her.
“Go on,” she said. “Git.” She took the twisted, smoking paper from Mallory.
Bryan pushed off from the door, eager to leave and get to David’s room. 
TJ clamped his hand on the boy’s arm as he tried to push through the group. “Aaa. Hold on, now, squirt. I said hand over the box. You wasn’t supposed to be outside, so I’m sure you ain’t supposed to have this.” Before Bryan could react, TJ tugged the box from the his grip.
“Give it back!” Bryan demanded, his tiny voice a surprise echo through the warehouse.
Mallory said, “Whoa. ‘Lil dude does speak.” He let out another annoying, high-pitched laugh.
Bryan said, “That’s not yours.”
TJ smiled, held the box high—too high for Bryan to reach. That didn’t stop the boy from trying, though.
“Toby Jack,” said the woman. “C’mon. Give it back. We’ve got to get our asses back out there before that old man gets out of that meeting or whatever the hell they’re doing and rips us a new one.”
“Now hold on, Laura. We’ll just take us a little peek inside, then we’ll give it back. Right, squirt?”
Bryan just glared at the man, reached for the box again with a little hop, and TJ lifted it higher, teasing him. Then, TJ did the unthinkable—he shook the box.
“Don’t shake it!” Bryan yelled. “It’s fragile!” If Doc found out TJ shook the box, Bryan just knew he’d get the switch to his backside for sure. And he didn’t want that. Not at all.
Toby Jack let the laugh of a bully roll over his lips. “Fragile, huh?” He put an ear to the cardboard, then shook it harder.
“Don’t!” Bryan said. “Doctor Holliday said not to shake it! You’re going to break it and get me in trouble!”
TJ scrunched his brows at Bryan, and huffed. Mockingly, he said, “Doctor Holliday, huh? What, is he gonna come shoot me, pump me full of lead? Huh, squirt? That what he’s gonna do? Ride up on his horsey and plug me with bullets? Is he my ‘Huckleberry’? Huh?”
The clank of the door leading to the hallway startled the bunch, then a deep, booming voice. “Hey! I hear y’all in here.”
Mallory dropped the smoking, twisted paper to the cement and covered it with his tennis shoe, grinding it frantically. He brought his fist to his lips, coughed.
TJ swiveled on his heel, box still in his hands. 
Laura stepped in front of TJ. “Hey, Lenny. It’s Lenny, right? How’s it—”
“Why ain’t y’all outside on watch?”
The three troublemakers glanced around, expressions groping for answers from the hazy air.
When Lenny spotted Bryan, he said, “What you doing back here, son? You’s supposed to be inside with the rest of the kids.”
Laura said, “Um, yeah, that’s why we’re in here. We saw the kid sneak into the warehouse. Caught him trying to steal one of these boxes.” She snatched the box from a slack-jawed TJ. “But we stopped him. Here ya go.” She extended the box to Lenny, who hesitantly took it. 
Lenny hooked it under his arm, giving it barely a second thought. His gaze never leaving the three adults, he said, “Bryan, go into the hall. Wait for me in there. Okay, son?”
Bryan eyed his box, started to ask for it, then dropped his chin, obeying the towering muscle man. How he hoped he’d get his box back.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
The speaker’s words were mishmash in Jessica Thompson’s ears. With her red-rimmed eyes and thin mouth in a perpetual dive, she appeared in desperate need of seriously strong coffee. Or grief counseling.
The small windowless conference room brimmed with residents. In normal conditions, the space comfortably seated twelve or so. Today, easily double that number crammed into the claustrophobic confines, leaning against walls or stuffed in cozy chairs circling the table. The room had grown stuffy with blustering breath beneath the shallow, sterile fluorescents. 
 Nearly everyone was present, save for a middle-aged woman tasked with babysitting the small children, and three young adult newcomers assigned to perimeter watch duty. David was absent, recovering in a room down the hall. 
Leonard Knight, the Janitor’s right-hand man, had slipped out about five minutes ago at the old man’s urging. The Janitor asked him to check on the trio outside, make sure everything was still kosher since the meeting had been running for quite a while. The request was the last thing said that had registered with Jessica. Until now.
“How many have you killed?”
The room stood silent, the attendees awaiting Jessica’s answer to Dr. Luz Gonzalez’s pointed question. Jessica didn’t respond, her gaze focused on nothing and no one.
“Jessica.” The young, thirty-something Hispanic woman slapped the table, her Spanish accent very pronounced and sharp. It was clear English was her second language, but she’d adopted it well. “I asked you a question.”
Jess blinked her eyes, then looked directly at the doctor sitting across the table from her. “I’m sorry, what?”
Luz sighed deeply, tossing a glance of aggravation at Gabriel Jones, the Janitor. “How are we supposed to come to an agreement when you people won’t pay attention? How long do we have to sit in here, jammed together like sardines in a stinky can, and go over this? When are people going to start taking this seriously, huh? Just how are we—”
The Janitor held a palm to Luz while simultaneously dipping his chin, “Calm down, Luz. She’s been through a lot.”
“She’s been through a lot? Are you kidding me, Gabriel?” Dr. Gonzalez glared at Jessica, crossing her arms. “You poor, poor dear, you. You’ve been through so much. Maybe I could get you something. Would that be nice for you? Maybe a massage and pedicure… some Xanax, maybe perhaps? Fine wine? Would you like that?”
Gabriel’s rich voice dropped an octave, if that were possible. “Luz.” He squinted an eye at her. “Please.”
Luz huffed, rocking back in her chair, cursing in Spanish under her breath. She never cursed in English, only in Spanish, her native tongue. 
A man standing directly behind the doctor spoke. “She still didn’t answer the question.”
“Roy,” Gabriel started, “I don’t see where that question is relevant to—”
“Well?” Roy interrupted. “How many? How many people have you killed?” Accusatory tones leapt from his tongue like throwing knives.
Jessica’s mind was returning, back from its out of body experience.  She just found it so incredibly hard to focus, her rattled emotions still coming to grips with her husband’s untimely death. Thirty-nine and a widow. Sure, she’d planned to leave Mitch. Had actually intended to pull the trigger over a year ago. Leaving him was one thing. Someone murdering him was another. And she was in full-on mourning mode.
“They ain’t people,” Jess whispered.
Randy Phillips, Mitch’s former best friend, stood behind her, and he laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. Squeezed.
“What?” Roy said. He held his bandaged forearm. “We didn’t hear you, young lady.”
Jessica raised her voice, enough so that everyone in the tiny room could easily hear. “I said, they ain’t people.” Then she lowered her voice again. “Not anymore.”
Roy cocked his head, crossed his arms. “Oh, really? You saying my boy Scotty ain’t a real person? That he’s just a confounded figment of my fucking imagination? Huh? Is that what you’re trying to say, missy?”
“Roy,” the Janitor said. “Enough.”
“No, Gabe. This is why we’re here, ain’t it? I mean, we can’t have murderers running rampant through the halls, now can we? Christ almighty.”
“They ain’t sick,” Jessica said. Nodding at Luz, she added, “You of all people should know that.”
Luz pursed her lips. “You still haven’t answered the question, Jessica.” 
The room grew quiet again, the air pushed and batted around by bated breaths.
Fuck these people. This was a bad idea coming here. David was wrong. Lenny was wrong. Randy was wrong. These people are messed up assholes.
“None.”
“None, what?” asked Luz.
“I haven’t… killed… anyone.”
“I don’t believe you,” Roy said.
Gabriel stood. “I said enough. We ain’t here to accuse and condemn. We’re here to figure this shit out. What we’re gonna do with them.” He motioned at the wall with a jerk of his arm, toward the implied direction of the back field.
Roy started again, the conversation winding him up like a lawn mower pull cord. “I’ve already said we should—”
“No,” Gabriel said. “For the hundredth time, ain’t an option.”
Luz said, “And why not?”
“Why not? Ain’t room, for starters. Plus, it’d be pure d’plum crazy. You Infirmary folks may not see it, but those… things… ain’t just sick. They’re dangerous. Deadly. Deadly to us.” Patting his chest, he shook his head with conviction. “Nope. Ain’t gonna happen. I won’t allow it.”
A scowl lit Roy’s ruddy, glistening face. He scratched at his bandage again, mumbled something about you Infirmaries. “Ain’t fair to ‘em, Gabe. Ain’t fair.”
“Fair?” Gabe said.
Roy nodded vehemently. “That’s right. Ain’t fucking fair. My boy’s out there right now, baking away like overdone cornbread in the Texas sun. What about his health? His well-being?”
“He’s dead, Roy.” The words slipped over Jessica’s tight lips before she’d even realized it.
Roy’s chest heaved, blowing him up like a balloon. “Fucking bitch.”
“Roy—”
“Murdering, fucking bitch!”
Jessica stood, her chair launching behind her, catching Randy’s legs. He let out a groan.
The tension in the room crackled and buzzed like an overloaded power line trying to drink from a water puddle. Everyone started talking at once. Hands arced. Fingers pointed. Jaws yapped.
The Janitor held his arms out to his sides, raised his voice to be heard over the blustering roar. “People, people. Calm down.” The small room served only to amplify the clamor. “People! I said cool it!”
Like a wave slipping down the sloping sand and back into the ocean, the din died down to a manageable murmur. 
“Folks,” the Janitor said, “We’ve been at this for almost three days, cooped up in this room, making no headway—”
“And whose fault is that?”
The Janitor ignored the unsolicited comment. “We’ve got to come to a rational decision. Sitting around, fighting about this… things that need doing ain’t getting done. We’re two days overdue for a supply run. Resources ain’t been tallied. Hell, we’re running generators like they ain’t never gonna run outta gas. I love the air conditioning as much as the next fella, but we’ve got to start thinking and acting responsibly if we’re gonna make it to the Fall.”
For several seconds, no one said anything. Not even under their breaths. Eyes darted about the room. A couple of men rolled up on the balls of their feet several times, rocking nervously. A few others pivoted back and forth in their chairs.
“So,” Gabriel said, “we’ve got to come first. Not them. Not the dead or the sick or the in between. Us. The positively living.” 
Roy piped up again, sucking the air out of Gabriel’s pep speech, sending it fluttering to the floor. “So we’re just gonna ignore the sick? Let ‘em just rot on those tennis courts and swimming pool, while we sit in here in the air conditioning?”
Despite wanting to stay out of it, to not get involved, Jessica said, “Are you listening? Do you hear what he’s saying? What he’s implying?” She let her gaze fall on several of the residents, forcing them to make eye contact with her, to drive her point home. “We are going to be just as dead as those things on the tennis courts and swimming pool if we don’t get our shit together. This place will deteriorate in a matter of days if all we do is sit in here and fight and argue about the obvious all day.”
“The obvious?” Luz said. “And what do you mean by that? That we’re wrong?”
“No, that you’re wrong.”
“Bullshit,” Roy said. A few others nodded, uttering agreement in unison.
Jessica glowered at those nodding and siding with Roy and Luz. “Have you people been out there? I mean really been out there?” She pointed at the door. “Have you seen those shufflers in action? What they’re capable of? They are biological killing machines. It’s like they’re… programmed… or something to just… kill. They’re the murderers. Not me. Not us. They are.”
“They aren’t in their right minds,” Luz countered. “That’s why we have to restrain them. Until this whole mess blows over.”
“It’s not gonna just blow over, Luz. Don’t you get it?”
A hint of a smile peeked out from under Gabriel’s push broom mustache.
Jessica continued, “These ‘people’ you think are sick are deader than doornails.”
“Impossible.”
“Impossible? Shit, you’re the doctor. You hold a stethoscope to their chests? You give ‘em a physical yet? What would you prescribe to them to make them well since you think they’re just sick? Huh? What would that be, because I’d really like to know.”
“The last time I checked, dead people didn’t walk around.”
A hush rushed into the room like a vacuum. 
Taking advantage of having the floor, Luz added, “It’s like a cancer. You don’t just cure cancer.”
“Really. That’s your diagnosis? Cancer?”
For the first time that morning, Randy Phillips spoke up. His tone was light, soothing. “I didn’t believe it at first, Dr. Gonzalez, that they were… dead.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve got some EMT training, so I’m no doctor like you, but…” He averted his eyes, as though he didn’t want to sass a superior. “Well, my professional opinion is in line with Jessica’s and the Janitor’s.”
The doctor huffed. “You’re just saying that because she’s your friend. And you’re right, you’re not a doctor.”
Randy twisted his lip through his thick beard, and rubbed at his own bandage covering the gunshot wound he suffered in the gunfight with Sammy and Guillermo.
Jessica’s temper knocked, beating at the door. She was over it. Over the fighting, over the name calling and insinuations and… just all of it. She glanced up at Randy, and could tell Luz had stepped on his feelings, walked all over them, his opinion nullified by a supposed professional. He was retreating within himself, and this upset her.
Jessica muttered, “You’re so full of shit.”
“Excuse me?” The doctor’s eyes went wide, lids flipping like window shades yanked and released.
“You heard me.”
A smug smile crossed the doctor’s face. “I’ll bet you enjoy killing them, don’t you? Wasn’t it your cousin—what’s his name?—ah, David, right? Wasn’t it David who came up with that plan to massacre the masses with that death machine out in the field?”
Jessica’s heart drop-kicked her sternum right out of the ring. Her vision pulsed with every pump. Her eardrums slammed with every thump. And she got more and more pissed with every punch. Her face and neck flushed with fury. She could already feel Luz’s tangled tresses between her clenched fingers, Jess yanking and flinging and pulling and—
“I supported the idea,” the Janitor said. “Hell, still do, truth be told. We know they’re dangerous, folks. I’ve seen it, and I know most of you have, too.” Folding his lanky arms across his thin chest, he shook his head. “Leaving them out there like that… it’s a big gamble. Plus, them being out there’s drawing more of ‘em. I’m not willing to risk any more injuries trying to wrangle ‘em up, stick ‘em in the pool or courts.” He glanced at Roy. “And they ain’t coming inside.”
Roy just tightened his arms across his chest, blood seeping through the bandage on his right forearm.
“What happened, Roy?”
“Hmm?”
“Your arm. What happened?”
“Um…”
Luz said, “He was helping me move a piece of equipment and cut his arm on it. I told him to get another person, but he insisted on doing it himself.” She shot a strange, nervous little glance at Roy.
“Um, yeah. That’s what I get for being a team player.” He laughed a light, uneasy laugh.
Jessica huffed.
Roy visibly bristled. “Least I ain’t a goddamned murderer—”
“Roy! Enough!” The Janitor’s voice boomed virulently, as if he were forty years younger and strong as ever—and ready to kick some ass. Almost everyone in the room flinched.
Gabriel raked back his long, iron-gray hair, exhaled a deep sigh. “Let’s take five, folks. I think we all need some air.” He paused a beat, then added, “I know I sure as hell do.”
“But Gabriel, we need to decide right—”
“Luz.” His voice clapped against the walls, and he gave a look that begged her to push it and see what would happen.
“Fine,” she said, slapping her palms to the table and pressing to her feet. 
* * *
“Jumping Jesus on a pogo stick,” Randy said to Jessica.
They stood outside the tiny conference room, watching folks file out into the hallway, then wander off in a billow of murmurs and whispers.
When she didn’t respond, he said, “In other words, that was intense.”
Her lips curled back on her teeth, making her mouth a mere scar on her face. Her red-rimmed eyes were glassy wet.
Out of habit, he started stammering and apologizing.
Jess waved him off, her words trembling out. “Wasn’t you.” She swiped at her eyes.
“Right.” He sounded unconvinced, and she noticed him chewing at his beard, a nervous habit he’d developed years ago.
Randy, not now. Please don’t make this about you.
“Randy, I’m just really…” She ran her fingers through her short bobbed hair, then sighed. “Mitch’s death just really hit me and I’m worried about David… Then that.” Her hand dropped, slapping her own thigh. 
“I get it. I’m sorry.”
She shot him an uncommitted glare.
“Right, sorry. I’ll quit apologizing.”
“Thank you.”
They stood there a few more moments, the last of the attendees slipping through the doorway. Several gave her disdainful looks, though she didn’t notice. Or care.
Nodding, Randy said, “Sure.” He glanced around, then added, “Well, guess I’ll see if I can locate Lenny. Bring him up to speed.”
He started away, but stopped when Jessica gently touched his wounded arm. He hissed through clenched teeth.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“It’s okay. Just still a bit tender.” He pointed a finger at her. “And no more, ‘I’m sorries.’”
“Right.” And she allowed a ghost of a smile to cross her lips. “Do you think…” She hesitated.
“Do I think what?” 
“Do you think—” Someone passed by, and she lowered her voice to a strong half-whisper. “Do you think we should stay here? I mean, Mitch’s place was like an island paradise compared to this. At least in our own group, there were fewer people to argue with.”
Randy hooked his thickly bearded chin with his hand, mimicking the Janitor’s trademark pose, and thought for a moment. “Are you suggesting we go back to the trailer? Because I don’t think that would be a good idea. I mean, you never know when Sammy and Guillermo could show up again, and I don’t think it would be good for you, especially, because of… well… you know.”
Yes, she knew. It wouldn’t be good for her because Mitch was murdered out there. Buried out there. But at least she could visit his grave. She wanted to do that, eventually. Maybe when things calmed down. She craved closure. Needed it.
But for the sake of conversation, she shook her head. “No, you’re right, Randy. Wouldn’t be smart, and I wasn’t really implying or suggesting we go back there. But I don’t know how smart staying here’d be, either.” She was careful to keep her voice down, out of reach of prying ears. Leaning into him, she said, “These people ain’t right. The Janitor gets it. I think Lenny and Taneesha do, too. But it just seems like…”
Two people walked by, and Jessica stopped talking for a moment, eluding the eavesdroppers. After the men were out of earshot, she said, “It just seems like the majority of people here are messed up in their thinking and beliefs, ya know?”
“We had our doubts at first, remember?”
“At first. But we came around. Quick. Like within days. These people still don’t get it after nearly a month. Seems like their grasp on reality is actually worse now than before, like they’ve gone backward in their thinking.”
“Not good.”
“Nope. Not good at all.”
They hung out for another moment, then Jessica said, “Guess I’ll check on David, see how he’s coming along. Maybe give him an update if he feels up to it. Part of me doesn’t want to worry him with this Infirmary bullshit, but part of me thinks he needs to know.”
“Go with your gut.”
“Yeah, I’ll do that.”
“Alright. See ya in…?”
Jess shrugged. “Janitor didn’t really say when to come back. Just said to take five. I’m guessing more like fifteen or twenty.”
“Cool. I’ll hunt Lenny down, make sure those new people ain’t giving him a rash of shit.”
“Hell, we’re the new people, if ya think about it.”
He smiled. “Yeah, true. But these three…” He shook his head doubtfully. 
“Yeah, they seem like they’re going to be a handful.”
“Good times, right there.”
“Good times indeed.” She forced a return smile, then patted Randy’s arm, being mindful of his injury. 
He turned away, and she watched the moon of a man lumber off down the hall. She believed he’d actually lost some weight, probably the only plus side to living in a post-apocalyptic world.
After he rounded the corner, she started down the hall in the opposite direction, toward David’s room beside the nurses’ station. She really hoped he’d talk to her today. Since returning from their run-in with the two banditos, their chats skewed predominately to one side, and she really didn’t feel like carrying the conversation. She was feeling especially sensitive and grief stricken.
Call me a murderer. The fucking nerve Roy has.
As she neared David’s room, she didn’t slow, but kept going, rounding the corner, instead. Perhaps she just wasn’t in an altruistic mood, or have the strength to deal with two sets of emotions. She and David were so much alike…
She tossed around casual glances, the hall strangely quiet given the mass exodus from the conference room mere minutes ago. It was a rather strange place, the Alamo. Folks kept mostly to themselves, except when working on a project together.
Like herding shufflers into fences and pools.
Appalling. That’s what that was. Downright disgusting. Sick. And utterly dangerous. What if those things got out? Then what? Was someone going to just hop on their horse and spin a lasso above their head, roping the dead like calves at a rodeo? These people—these Infirmaries—they didn’t believe in killing shufflers, so they’d have to get their cattle prods and stun guns or whatever the hell they used, and ‘direct’ the dead back into their pens.
Outside the double warehouse doors, she spotted a peculiar sight.
What are you doing out here?
Putting her threatening tears and aggrieved feelings away, she walked up to the young boy with his ear pressed to the door, his back to her. He was oblivious to anyone around him. 
Laying a hand on the boy’s shoulder, she said,  “Hey there, Bry—”
His poor little body jolted like she’d channeled 110 volts through it, and Jessica stifled a genuine giggle. 
Covering her mouth, she said, “Oh, I’m so sorry, Bryan. I didn’t mean to scare you, sweetie.”
He looked as though he were about ready to cry.
She knelt before him, held him at arms’ length. “You okay, honey? I really didn’t mean to scare you or laugh at you.”
Bryan blinked away a tear, then ran his hand across his cheek. “It’s okay, Miss Jessica.” 
“What are you listening to? We have pests in there?”
He swiped at his cheek again. “David’s present is in there.”
Raising a brow, she said, “Present?”
He nodded, stubborn sprig of hair bouncing.
“What sort of present?”
“It’s a surprise for David.”
“Oh,” she said, her question not really answered. “Well, why don’t we just go in there and get it? I’m sure a present would make David feel much better. Maybe help him get well faster.” She stood, her hand moving to the crown of his head. “I was just about to go check on him, anyway,” she lied.
“Lenny’s in there, talking to the bad people. He told me to wait out here.”
Her brow went high, a twinkle of concern danced in her eye. “The bad people?”
A nod.
Jessica had a pretty good idea of who Bryan was probably referring to. Was pretty positive, actually. The day after David’s near-death beating, a trio of troublemakers—she suspected as much, anyway—showed up at the Alamo. The same ones she and Randy had discussed only moments ago. She guessed they’d just run out of whatever they were smoking or sniffing or injecting, and had come looking for more.
She wasn’t one to judge folks on looks alone, but these people may as well have just tattooed ‘Addicts-R-Us’ on their foreheads. They reeked of alcohol and pot, reminded her of Mitch’s crowd. Jess was surprised when the Janitor allowed them to stay. Lenny didn’t think it was a good idea, outright opposed the invitation, even voiced his opinion right there in front of them. Maybe the Janitor and Lenny were playing good cop/bad cop or something, but Gabe overruled the big guy, laid down some ground rules, while the three vagabonds nodded stupidly like a box of Bobbleheads before the words had left the old man’s mouth.
Bryan referring to them as ‘bad people’ convinced her she was right about them. He’d barely had any interactions with them, that she knew of, and already he saw right through them.
“Three of them?” Jess asked Bryan.
He nodded. 
“The girl with the dark hair and pigtails?”
Another nod.
“Two men, one with short hair and a beard, the other with red curly hair and aviator sunglasses?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Jessica tapped her chin. They were assigned to guarding the grounds. She wondered why they were in the warehouse and not outside where they were supposed to be. Of course, she assumed the worst, guessed that they were rummaging through the warehouse stores, looking for drugs. Stuff to make meth, probably. Even during the end of the world…
Laying a hand on Bryan’s shoulder again, she said, “Well why don’t we go wait somewhere else, okay?” Should things get ugly behind those doors, she really didn’t want Bryan to be around to hear it. Or worse, see it. The end of the world had enough abhorrent and detestable things—and people—in it without having to look.  
His eyes flicked up at her, a panicked look on his face. 
“We’ll come back, sweetie. I promise. You can get David’s present, and we’ll take it in to him together, okay?”
Heavy contemplation settled into his young, fresh features. Then, Bryan seemed to relax a bit, finally accepting the suggestion. 
Jess held her hand to him, and he took it. “Okay. Let’s take a stroll.”
They started down the hall, hand in hand, covering only a few short steps when the door clanked open.
Jess turned. It was Leonard.
Relieved, she said, “Lenny. Everything okay?”
He twisted his lip, shook his head. “I dunno ‘bout them folks. They’s cut from a crooked cloth.”
“Those three new people?”
He nodded.
“Could not agree with you more.”
Lenny glanced at Bryan. “You okay, ‘lil man? They gives you trouble?”
Bryan hesitated, like he didn’t want to tattle, then said, “They tried to take David’s present away from me.”
“The box they says you took?”
The boy nodded.
“Uh-huh. I figured as much. Bunch a lying so-and-so’s. I think we oughta send ‘em packing.” He jabbed his thumb toward the warehouse door. “I smelled that wacky weed the second I walked through that door.”
Bryan giggled when Lenny said, ‘wacky weed.’
Smiling, Lenny said, “You know what the wacky weed is, son?”
Bryan smiled back, but wasn’t sure whether to nod or shake his head. He decided on a head shake.
“Well, it’s bad stuff, ‘lil man. Ain’t no good for ya. Especially when you gots to pay attention, keep your eyes good and peeled. They’s on watch, all high and stuff. They gonna get theyselves killed.”
“I think you’re right about that,” Jessica said.
“I know I am. I told the Janitor when they showed up that they’s gonna be nothing but trouble, and it’s already started.”
“They still in there?”
Lenny shook his head, “Naw, told ‘em they best get back on watch duty and quit picking on little kids, ‘cuz I’s about to start pushing them around and see’s how they like it.”
“Good for you, Lenny. Hope they peed themselves when you got in their faces.” She pulled in a quick breath, covering her lips, eyes wide at Bryan. He giggled.
The muscle man’s shoulders shook, huge grin spreading across his face as his deep laugh echoed through the hall. “I think ‘ole TJ did. Mallory’s too stoned to be scared.”
“May I get David’s present, please?” Bryan asked.
Lenny leaned over to tousle his hair. “You gots it, ‘lil man.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
Closure. David didn’t have it, but he desperately craved it. Needed it. He wasn’t sure how he’d get it, but he was sure that he couldn’t live without it. Tonic for his dehydrated soul.
His self-imposed mission of mercy and redemption had ended, the outcome questionable. He second guessed himself—triple guessed himself—his actions, his motivations. His fears. He’d hesitated when he should have acted, reacted when prudence would have prevailed. More questions, mistakes. Why he didn’t kill those two men, why he let them go. Twice. Freeing them was the right thing to do, of course. That was why. He wasn’t a killer. But they weren’t the ones he’d originally set out to free that second time around. She was.
Natalee.
He missed her terribly, his estranged wife. He didn’t care that she’d left him, had used blue ink and paper to tell him it was over. That they were done. He wasn’t ready to stop loving her, like she’d done so effortlessly. It wasn’t that easy for him, that simple. He had no switch, no button. No love batteries to remove, discard. Only a heart that still felt for her, beat… only for her.
He dismissed her cowardly proclamation, that their union was over, because she would always be his, and she’d proved it. She had come back, returned to him. Of course, he was lying to himself. She didn’t return to him. She had stopped by that day—the day the world died—to pick up something from the house, their home, not intending to stay. But she did stay, with the excuse that she was not feeling well. She didn’t intend to wake up dead, either.
Sick. She was sick, not dead.
It was easy, telling himself lie after lie. The child and the man inside believed every last one. He was gullible like that, because he trusted himself. And why not? He knew himself better than anyone, that’s why. Lie away, El Jefe. Lie like the liar you are, because you believe you and everyone else does, too. Practice makes perfect, and you’re as perfect as they come.
Liar.
He ignored the knock at his door, wasn’t ready to face anyone just yet. He knew it wasn’t the doctor. Doctor Luz Gonzalez would knock, then immediately enter. She didn’t wait for him to answer. But others knocked, waited. When he didn’t answer, didn’t say, come in, he could hear them shuffle away inside a cloud of whispers.
He’s still sleeping. But it’s been almost three days. What did Dr. G. say? Coma? Exhaustion? Concussion? Let’s try again later. Give him time. He needs rest.
He sat there in bed, staring but not seeing anything beyond the bright glass. Nothing registered, his mind shackled by guilt and second chances out of reach. He pined for the past. His emotions, his existence—they were like a vehicle stuck in reverse, unable to move ahead. Force it forward, and the gears would grind away, or worse, snap in two, never to move again. 
Another tear slipped from his eye. Another goddamned tear. He was tired of tears.
They came easily today, even more so than yesterday. His logical side said dehydration had held them back, sparing him. His emotional side said they’d been there all along, locked away, awaiting release. For the right time, if there were such a thing. Regardless, they were free now.
David touched the bandage that wrapped his head, the gauze covering one closed eye. Everything was still tender to the touch. Dr. Gonzalez said that Sammy and Guillermo had done a number on him. Beat his body badly. Given him a concussion. But she said David was strong, a fighter, and that he’d pull through. He guessed she told that to all her patients, her canned pep talk. David had no doubts he’d pull through. He just questioned whether he wanted to.
For Bryan’s sake, he’d asked Dr. Gonzalez to cover as many of his wounds as she could. Didn’t want the boy to see all his cuts, his plum of an eye, his battered and broken nose. The thread in his face. She obliged as best she could, saying she was going to anyway, after she stitched him up, closed his cuts.
The knock at the door persisted, and his lips thinned. He wished whoever it was would go away. He wasn’t done, too busy feeling sorry for himself, inflicting an internal beating Sammy and Gills could never deliver.
The door clicked, opened with a slow swing, dainty fingers curled around the edge.
“Knock, knock,” Jessica said, her voice soft and low.
David thumbed away the errant tear. His voice cracked. “Yeah.”
“Hey.” She smiled, almost apologetically. “Someone wants to see you—”
He turned his head back to the window, and gave a shallow head shake. “I don’t know, Jess.” A light cough. “I’m not really ready…”
Jessica cleared her throat, and Bryan stepped into the room, a sheepish smile on his face as he gripped a small cardboard box tightly against his chest.
“An important visitor,” she said, an urging in her tone and eyes.
David turned back, glanced at the boy and the box, then shot Jessica a look that begged, later, let’s do this later. 
Her brows soared, eyes widened, a mother silently prodding her child.
Feigning enthusiasm, he acquiesced. “Hey there, champ.” It was less than convincing.
The boy looked up at Jessica, unsure, the vibe in the room an unpleasant one.
“Bryan brought you a present.”
A weak smile, a nod, then David turned his eye back to the window.
Jessica twisted her lips, sighed. Patting Bryan on the back, she started to steer him back into the hall, but stopped. “Here.” She reached for the box. “Let me take that. We’ll leave it for him so he can open it when he feels better, okay?”
Bryan hesitated, clutching the present. “It’s for David.”
“I know, sweetie. We’ll give it to him. Those bad people won’t take it again.”
The boy pressed to his tiptoes and whispered, as though he were telling the gods a secret. “I have to.”
She eyed him curiously. “He’ll get it. I promise.”
Reluctantly, his small hands released their grip, allowing Jessica to take the gift.
She crossed the room, set the box on the edge of the bed. She glanced back at Bryan, then told David, “Look, I know you’ve been through a lot. We all have. But, please, for the boy’s sake… he’s been eager to see you. He’s been so patient.”
David simply nodded, lazy gaze still glued to the glass.
She blew another breath, exasperation swirling in it. She crossed her arms, raised her voice. “David.” A moment later, “David.”
He swiveled his head slowly, his empty eye locking on hers.
With an upturned palm, she motioned to Bryan, who stood in the doorway. “He brought you a present. The least you could do is say, ‘thank you.’”
David couldn’t seem to focus his mind or his sight, both shifting, drifting, chasing his wandering thoughts. His gaze landed everywhere and anywhere, but avoided Bryan. Finally, with his chin dipped to the floor, a pained whisper left his lips. “Thank you, Bryan.”
Jessica huffed, tilting her head. 
David glanced up at her, the world in slow motion. He wanted to be alone, just left the fuck alone. He wasn’t done beating himself up, yet. Wasn’t done making himself… hollow.
“David… please.”
He sat there, motionless. Finally, he held his palm to her, but kept his gaze grounded.
Understanding, she pulled her knife from its sheath, handed it to him. Embarrassed, she smiled at Bryan.
The hilt felt wrong, like it didn’t belong there in his grip. He’d lost his own knife—Mitch’s old knife—at his house, where he’d been jumped, beaten. While his dead wife watched.
Another damn tear. He thought of scraping it away with the blade, of plunging the steel into his own eye to end the tears. Then he’d cry blood, a more fitting tribute. Instead, he let it be.
He rested his hand on the box, adjusting his grip on the knife. Then sighed. He just wasn’t up for this. Not now. But the boy had gone through God knows how much trouble, and David owed him that much.
Open your present. Smile. Nod. Thank him again. Don’t be an asshole. He’s just a kid, for Chrissake. Promise to get together with him later. Play catch or something. After you finish beating yourself up.
Another sigh, heavier this time.
At least smile at the kid.
But traitorous muscles left him barely able to blink, breathe, let alone smile.
“David.” Jessica’s voice clapped off the white cinder block walls with a snappy echo, and he flinched. He noticed Bryan flinch, too.
His eye roved again, forced himself to move. Finally, he focused, funneling his attention to the box on his lap. He made short work of the clear tape, opened the flaps. Peered inside. And he was quiet. Still.
“Well?” Jessica stood there, arms still crossed. “David, what is it? What’s inside?” She shot Bryan a smile, then looked at David again.
He couldn’t move. Just stared. Spots pecked at his vision, his throat twisted. His heart kicked wildly against sore ribs. A shivering breath. The tears resumed like they’d never stopped. Deep within him, a different anger, a different sorrow, crashed, exploded.
“David? You’re scaring me…”
He didn’t hear her. All he could hear was the sound of another’s voice. The voice of a woman he had fallen in love with, had asked to marry him. Who had said yes and had bore his only child, Karla. A woman he’d promised to take care of, to love ’til death did them part.
’Til death do us part. Here’s one of my parts… dear.
He couldn’t stop himself. He reached into the box, and held her hand once again, his thumb stroking the blood-caked skin. He recognized her hand, knew it was hers. Doubt did not exist. But if there were any doubt, it was quashed by the ring on the dainty decaying finger. He’d recognize that ring anywhere. He’d found it, picked it out, bought it. Gave it to her—a happy proposal on bended knee—and laid eyes on it everyday thereafter. Touched it when they’d held hands, just like now. He knew her hand well, and the ring was simply his last name attached.
He wasn’t sure how long he sat there like that, holding his dead wife’s hand inside that box. It could have been seconds or minutes or hours. No way to tell. He didn’t hear Jessica scream, didn’t notice her run out of the room, yanking Bryan with her. Didn’t notice her come back into the room, tears streaming down her face, Randy in tow, along with Doctor Gonzalez, others. Didn’t notice them all looking at him, talking to him, at him, coaxing him to let go—to just let go.
He’d found his wife. Or she’d found him.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
With Southern Comfort-fueled patience, Tom Mackey waited. Sip, swallow, wait, repeat. His trigger fingers itched, craved a kill. A very important kill. The kill of his life. 
He’s in there, dahlin’. And he’s alive, so says the boy.
I know he is, Doc. And you will kill him. Soon. For me.
For you. Soon. I will.
Three days ago, he’d returned to Mitch’s place to retrieve his dead—murdered—wife’s body, to lay her to rest. Kate deserved a proper burial. He would not allow her to rot on the side of that shitty driveway like so much roadkill. And she was there, right where he’d left her that horrible night, after finding her viciously run over. Mauled by metal and rubber guided by the carelessness of a soon-to-be dead man.
That goddamned David Morris. 
And like any other faithful husband who loved his wife unconditionally, he broke down all over again, spilling endless tears over her, onto her. For her. He wished he could bring her back. Wished he could see her chest move with life again, her lips smile, her lids flutter. Eyes glow. Smell her lavender bath soap mix with her natural scent. But his grieving tears held no such magical, mystical healing power, and she remained… dead. Ironic, in a world where the dead lived.
He clutched his chest, bowed his head. Southern Comfort could only comfort so much. 
After he had loaded up her body that day, he decided to check out Mitch’s place one last time. He presumed that Sammy and Gills had killed David, finished him off, as it were. Left the body for the biters and vultures and dogs… and maggots. Given the hellish depth of Tom’s rage and need for a very specific spiritual restitution, he had to be sure. His future, his existence—his life—hinged on destroying David. But he found no body—at least not the one he was looking for, and he again thanked the god beneath his heels.
He did find two friends, though. Two friends he thought he’d lost forever. The reunion lit a ring of hope around his hurting heart, his love for them second only to the love for his wife. Gleaming resplendently in the dirt of the drive, among the weeds and the rocks and spilled blood, were Bessie and Bertha—his beloved Ruger Vaquero pistols.
This wasn’t just a fortuitous find; it went beyond chance or luck. Destiny, not serendipity, had brought him and his steel back together. Tools of reckoning, extensions of himself. Fate was giving him the green light, the go ahead, and he had every intention of doing just that.
In Mitch’s yard and in the pasture, under a bright morning sun, he found no Sammy, no Guillermo. No David. Tom had checked each and every corpse in the vicinity, while adding a few others to the collection, and discovered only twice-dead strangers. This delighted him, further proved that his mission of vengeance—his calling—was right and true. He would kill David. He would kill Sammy. He would kill Guillermo. Jessica. Randy. Bryan. He would kill them. All of them.
He stole another sip of Southern Comfort before movement by the building snagged his eye, and he smiled a smug, knowing smile. Four or five men, armed and searching, as though looking for an intruder. An uninvited guest. A living one. Bryan had delivered.
Well done, kiddo.
Tom stepped back, pinching the brim of his hat. He felt invulnerable there, veiled in the tree’s shroud and shadow. He doubted the men could see him. His observation post, roughly two-hundred yards south of the building, was on the edge of the woods, immediately behind the barbed wire fence that divided forest from field. Even if they spotted him and were to light out after him, he’d have a significant head start. Never mind that he had more bullets than there were people to chase him. And he was a good shot. A very good shot.
As he watched the men sweep the grounds inside the wrought iron fence, he tugged back his coat’s edge, rested a palm on Bessie, his six-shooter. His heart fluttered, happy to have the western-style wheel gun holstered on his hip once again. He felt complete, whole. Dangerous.
Immortal.
“Curb your jealousy, Bertha,” he drawled to the eight-shooter hanging low on his other hip. “You’ll both get your chance at the big dance.”
In his mind’s eye, he rehearsed David’s death for the umpteenth time—visualizing, really seeing it happen. He envisaged a gleaming Bessie, her majestic barrel pressed to David’s terrified heart. The scarlet spray of the first kill shot. David’s heart conceding this life, wispy white smoke coiling from the empty hole, a symbolic white flag of surrender.
I… give… up.
Life essence extinguished.
Tom would watch, wait for David to turn. And he would turn. He’d become… a biter. But before he could take that first bite, before David could taste the living, Tom—
Doc
—would press Bertha’s equally magnificent barrel between David’s foggy eyes. He’d revel in that glorious moment, inhale it like his favorite cigarette. Taste it like his favorite whiskey. Feel it like his wife’s electric touch. Love it as he’d loved Kate’s pure and innocent soul. He’d live it as if it were his last moment to live.
Be that moment. Become it.
He’d thumb back the hammer, hear it click splendidly. Another blast of crimson and steaming pale flesh, the barren glow gone from David’s eyes a second time. Forever, never to glimmer again.
A near orgasmic sigh left him as glass met his lips, and Doc took a small pull from the whiskey bottle, savoring the bite. He desired a cigarette with his liquid lunch, but didn’t chance one. Not with Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement residents just across the way, working to ferret him out. He needed to be cunning and smart, not give away his location with smoke signals. Smells.
Over here, ladies and gentlemen. Follow the traces of tobacco smoke crumb trails. 
Stupidity and carelessness got folks killed in a hurry. Was true before the dead roamed, was true now. Be smart. Stupid kills. He thought he’d read that on a bumper sticker once.
Leaving stray drops on parched lips, he squinted, trying to gather clues as to the group’s progress. There was pointing, yelling. The pool full of biters a source of contention. Temporarily, at least. One of the men got in another’s face. Shoving. More pointing, arguing.
A house divided. How delightful.
Tom’s little gift had made waves, created a rift fueled by fear and the unknown. Proposed questions with no answers. 
How did this happen? Where did he come from? Where was he?Inside the fence? How? Why would someone do this? Why, why, WHY?
Ask motherfucking David Morris. Ask him, why?
Doc had stirred serious emotions. Mix those with alarm and terror, along with a dash of the unknown, and things would go his way, by his plan. Not that he had much of a plan…
How he yearned to have been that famous fly on the wall, witnessed David’s face when the cardboard released its secret. He could only imagine for now, but his imagination was vivid, and he smiled. He’d be sure to ask David about it before squeezing the—
The whip-crack of the rifle shot and exploding bark beside his head snatched him from his musing. He lost a breath, dropped to one knee.
Another shot sullied the peace, and he was certain, positive, that lead had found flesh. Had heard the sickening punch of bullet through body and bone. He patted himself, convinced he’d caught it, been that mark. And he’d be partly right.
Tom—his identity—was the mark, the intended target. His physical body, however, did not catch the metal meant for him. Another entity mistakenly thought to be him was sacrificed, unwittingly stood in for him. A divine intervention allowed Tom’s life to continue while freeing the decomposing soul of another, now twice dead.
On the other side of the tree, the ghoul gurgled in its death throes. Knees giving out, it hit the ground with two distinct thuds.
Tom breathed hard, thankful breaths. 
Musing—and slightly tipsy—Tom had been blind to the dead man beside him. Assuming he was alone, he’d been careless, self-absorbed, unobservant… stupid. 
Be smart. Stupid kills. You know what they say about assuming, Doc. Makes an ass of u and—
I know what they say.
Do you, Doc? Do you know what they say? Do you know what they’re saying about you right now?
Who? That bemused and befuddled group of inbreds across the field?
Whom else would I be talking about, Doc?
Perhaps you’d prefer conversing with company that gave a fuck.
Tom tuned out the contentious voice yammering away incessantly inside his head, deciding instead to listen to his gut. And it screamed at him loud and clear: 
Get the hell out of here. While you still can.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
David swung his legs out of the bed, and the box fell to the floor. But the hand—his wife’s precious hand—remained firmly within his own. He would not let go of her again.
The barrage of emotions beating him down ran the gamut, from one heart wrenching extreme to the other. Back and forth, from suicidal sadness to unbridled fury. These feelings propelled him like some spiritual nuclear reactor on the verge of meltdown, both powering and poisoning. They got him moving, thinking past worldly possibilities. Whoever had done this to him—to her—would endure a punishment, a judgement, beyond any this physical existence alone could ever deliver. He would find a way, would call on hell itself if need be.
Voices faded in and out.
“… back down, David. Please. Just lie back down and…”
He felt as though he were being lifted out of bed, but no one touched him. He was standing, but didn’t remember pressing to his feet.
“… hurt yourself if you…”
Gliding. Along the floor, floating toward the door.
“… David… David …”
The room glowed like heaven, or maybe hell. He wasn’t sure which. It had gotten bright, suddenly… brilliant.
He lifted the beautiful hand within his own and gazed at it, the ring glittering and sparkling, just as it had done that day under the lights at the jewelry store. A dazzling purity, untarnished, redolent of the soul he would later give it to.
His cheek stung, his body becoming suddenly heavy.
“David!”
Jessica’s frightened tone shattered his reverie like a mirror, and he brought his own fingertips to his face, rubbing where she’d slapped him.
“You’ve got to snap out of this. Please.”
His uncovered eye darted around the room, finding focus, losing it, then finding it again. There were others watching him, hands pressed together, tented beneath chins. Lips pursed. Looks of sorrow, of deep concern. Of fear.
Doctor Gonzalez moved toward him, reaching for his wife’s hand.
David yanked it back reflexively, a knee-jerk reaction.
The doctor said, “David, it’s not healthy. You could get—”
“Don’t touch me.” His voice boomed despite bruised lungs. Gripping Natalee’s hand harder, he held it in plain sight of the others. With breaths out of rhythm and on the brink of a sob, he said, “Where did… where did Bryan get…?”   
Those in the room answered with only blinks and stares.
His voice more sure, “I said, where did Bryan get this?” He held his wife’s hand higher, a visual punctuation mark.
Jessica braved an answer. “He… he said that… Doc was here. That Doc gave it to him.”
David’s shoulders heaved as he pulled in deep breaths, throbbing, fractured ribs be damned. The physical pain he’d experienced seemed somehow superficial now. A surface aggravation, easily scraped away. He’d shed it like a snake sheds its skin, be done with the shallow suffering so he could focus on the deeper hurt buried and pulsating in his heart.
“Where is he?”
Those in the room traded unknowing glances.
“Where is he?” David yelled. “Where is Doc?”
Jessica’s hands slapped her ears. “I don’t know, I don’t know.” She seemed ready to cry.
David crossed to the door, slung it open. It rattled, vibrating on sure hinges. He stepped into the hall, calling out, “Bryan? Bryan? Come here, Bryan. I need to talk to you.”
Hooking his arm, Jessica tried pulling David back into his room. “Leave him alone, David. You’ll scare him. He’s already upset. He didn’t know what was in the—”
“I need to know, Jess. I have to know.” He shook the dismembered hand at her, his emotions swinging back toward despair. “Doc… he mutilated her. My god, Jess…”
She chanced a tender touch. “I know, David. I know. He’s a monster.”
He felt his knees weaken, and he wanted to let go, collapse in a heap to the floor. Lie there for hours, days, forever. Before he could, Bryan materialized down the hall. He approached David, his pace slow and cautious, steps taken by a mischievous child caught, about to face the belt. Or the switch. His chin quivered, sad eyes glassy. Charlie, his puppy, followed with the same, depressed gait.
David’s nails dug into his own palm as he worked to calm and quiet the erratic noise inside him. Seeing the boy and his dog was like Vicodin for his hurting heart. He kneeled, hiding his wife’s hand behind his back. No matter how distraught David was, he couldn’t subject Bryan to the sight of it. 
But he couldn’t hide the tremble in his voice. “Hey, champ.”
Upon reaching David, Bryan said softly, “Are you mad at me?”
David held him by one shoulder. “Of course not, Bry.”
“I heard you yell. Like you were mad.”
“Not at you, Bryan. I could never be mad at you.”
Brushing away an errant tear, Bryan said, “Who are you mad at?”
David felt his throat closing, choking him. “Where did you get the box, champ?” He coughed lightly. “The present.”
“Doctor Holliday gave it to me. To give to you. He said it was like a Christmas present, and that it was fragile.”
Breathing became shallowed, and David dipped his chin to hide his own tear. Recovering quickly, he said, “Where… where did you see Doc?”
The child pointed back behind him, toward the warehouse double-doors.
“In the warehouse?”
“No, outside.”
“Outside? Past the fence? In the field?”
“By the pool.”
David hesitated, then said, “The pool? How did he get… Why were you by the pool, Bryan? We’ve told you to never go outside without an adult, no matter what. Remember? And to stay far away from the pool.”
Bryan’s lips thinned, chin quivering again. A shallow nod.
“Who gave you permission to go out there?” That familiar choppy anger churned just beneath his tone.
The boy hesitated.
Urging him on, David said, “It’s okay Bryan. You’re not tattling. I need to know.”
“Mister… Mister Roy told me to go outside and play. That the adults were busy inside at a—”
“Roy?”
Bryan nodded.
“He told you to go outside, by yourself?”
Another nod. Trembling.
And immediately, the pendulum of pain swung toward raging anger, smashing through the wall like a wrecking ball and exposing a newfound fury he didn’t know existed.
But he was relieved to find it, that simmering misery of absolute hate that stoked his outrage and ate the pain. It was there, in his blood, seething. Always there, he’d tried his best to ignore it, leave it be, occasionally poking at it, teasing it, like some dangerous caged animal.  But always with his back to that wall, never breaking through. Until now. 
And with rage and hate and hurt, an epiphany. He’d learned a critical life lesson recently, one that he’d failed to acknowledge before, but would certainly abide by forever going forward: finish what you start. Or someone else will.
Had he killed Mitch, like he originally planned, these fallen dominos might still be standing. Instead, they toppled, loosing a hellish series of events that could only end in despair and ultimately death. David’s despair. David’s death. Their despair. Their deaths.
Should have killed him. Should have killed Mitch. Should have killed Sammy. Guillermo. Should have killed them. Shoulda’… woulda’… coulda’… Will.
And maybe had the Janitor executed David’s plan to flatten the shufflers that had surrounded the Alamo’s fence, Roy would still be acting like a normal person instead of sending innocent, defenseless children to their deaths. But the Janitor hadn’t, and Roy had. In a strange way, David welcomed it, because it gave him something to focus his aggrieved soul on since Doc wasn’t readily available to kill. A practice target. Roy had it coming.
He pressed to his feet. He started to turn, then stopped. “Thank you, Bryan. You did nothing wrong. Hear me? You and Charlie… you’re good.” He actually managed a smile, then added, “Hang out with Jess for a few minutes, okay?”
“Is Roy in trouble?”
“You don’t worry about that, okay, champ?” He tousled the boy’s hair.
Bryan glanced nervously at Jessica, who stood just outside the door with the others. “Okay.” 
Jess smiled, waving him over, encouraging the boy to join her. Upon reaching her side, Bryan took her hand, squeezed. Charlie nudged their calves, craving attention. David saw the terror in Jessica’s eyes. She knew what he was about to do, and she knew better than to try and stop him. But that didn’t keep her from trying.
David pressed past the small group, entered his room. He grabbed his gun belt, wrapped his waist. Slipped on his boots. Exited the room.
Her voice low, Jess said, “David, this was Doc’s doing, not Roy’s. Please, what you’re about to do—”
“What I’m about to do has to be done.”
Dr. Gonzalez said, “Whoa, wait, where are you—?” 
But he brushed past the good doctor, ignoring her pleas. Another person started to come after him; Jessica stopped them. 
Someone else had started something, and David intended to finish it.
* * *
On his way to Roy’s room and still holding his wife’s hand, the virtual wrecking ball inside David continued smashing away, exposing more and more glittering rage. He mined it readily, greedily, like so much gold or coal or diamonds. It sustained his essence, helped him… feel. And it was all his for the taking.
As much as it made him feel, this rage, it numbed him just as effectively. It was with the same hate he’d gone after Mitch, that same… feeling… that he was doing the right thing, for the right people—for Jessica, for Bryan, for himself. For the world. Except this time, that feeling had multiplied, was stronger. 
Visions of himself, sitting inside the Dodge dually, parked on that tiny road just after putting down Old Man Bartlett. Him staring, drinking in the sight of his destiny, his identity—the ornate Walther P38 pistol, El Jefe. He’d accepted it, rejected it, and now welcomed it again. He’d have to, if he was going to do what he planned to do.
David believed in mind over matter, his hate-fanned heart and thoughts desensitizing him to physical pain. Sure, he hurt. He was human, after all. His body ached something fierce. Sammy and Guillermo had, as Dr. Gonzalez so eloquently said, done a number on him. He’d done the right thing that night, letting them go. He knew this, was sure of it. Felt… good… about it. But he also knew that if he ever saw them again, the outcome would be much, much different. With the way he was feeling, he almost hoped he’d see them again. Soon.
The hate also soothed his sadness. Hate instilled hope, because hate forced him to act, to actually do something. Sadness was an anchor, dragging, drowning, pulling him beneath his own tears. But hate… hate was buoyancy, a life preserver in sorrow’s vast ocean.
His anger management coach tritely referred to hate as a four-letter word, and therefore ugly and useless, not to be uttered inside the four walls of his office. Of course his coach had a four-step program to curb such tendencies. David left pissed-off more often than not. During his last visit, David told the fucker off, a fitting finish. Told him since he liked the number ‘four’ so much that maybe he should consider accounting. Or maybe a spot on Sesame Street. 
Or better yet, take four of these, shove them up four of your holes—don’t care which—and don’t fucking call me at four in the morning.
Farther down the hall, David detoured, ducking into one of the south-side exterior rooms. Most of these outer rooms remained unoccupied, deemed less safe because of windows. A few folks resided in these rooms, but most stayed to the interior ones. Significantly less chance of being awakened in the middle of the night by a shuffler slapping the glass. Or worse, waking up dead because one broke through.
Prying the blinds, he peered through the window, seeing what he’d hoped to see—men scouring the grounds. The Janitor was out there, along with Randy, Lenny, and several others, all armed and searching. Observing for a minute or so, he noticed Roy was not among them. This bode well for David. Roy was most likely in his room, and with almost everyone outside, David would have Roy all to himself. A very valuable lesson awaited Roy, and David aimed to teach it.
Back in the hallway, David’s boots echoed off buffed floors and brimmed with an experienced killer’s calm composure. Except he wasn’t an experienced killer, had yet to kill a living soul.
A living soul.
But it didn’t matter that he had only dispatched the dead. They were good practice, and besides, he didn’t desire to kill. He didn’t want to kill the man he was on his way to see. To talk to. To teach. But he had to be ready to kill. Be prepared to. Just in case.
Ready or not, here I kill.
His heart beat a solid rhythm of rage, pushing out fear and sadness while powering confident forward motion. Roy’s room should be just up the hall and around the corner. David was sure he’d have plenty of time to enlighten the man.
At Roy’s door, David stood a moment, listening, thinking. Mulling over what he was seriously considering. Justifying it.
Tell him like it is. Be firm. Direct. He’d put Bryan in danger, nearly gotten him killed. Roy is a… problem. Fix the problem.
Despite his rush to discipline this man, David’s sudden overblown confidence collided with conscience. He believed he was doing the right thing for the right person. But was he? He told himself, convinced himself, this was for Bryan. And it was with his thought of the boy that the child’s own words echoed again:
Right, because we should always do the right thing.
“Right,” he whispered to the door, “because I’m doing the right thing.”
He raised his knuckles, poised to knock. Then stared blankly, frozen at the sight of his own fist, his own hand. Cuts. Scratches. Future scars. The ring on his finger. The ring that matched his wife’s. 
Focus on what needs doing. Get your shit together. Cry later. Better yet, no more crying… 
Sound and stink emanated from the room. Roy wasn’t alone. Something was going on behind that door. Not a struggle, but not something of mutual agreement, either. Didn’t matter to David, though. He had a lesson plan prepared, and if he had to ask others to leave, so be it. No one else would get in his way today.
His hand fell to the butt of his pistol as he considered the weapon’s necessity. To pull or not to pull. Before entering, or after. He wanted to make an everlasting impression. Roy answering the door, eyes finding David with a gun in one hand, a soulmate’s decomposing body part in the other? The vision would certainly ingrain a memorable message into the man’s brain. Permanent remembrance, a tattoo of terror. 
David tugged the Walther—El Jefe—from the crossdraw holster on his left hip. Hands full, he kicked the door with the toe of his boot. 
“Roy.” David waited a moment, then kicked the door a second time. Louder, “Roy.”
Shuffling, frantic whispers. A growl?
The door cracked open. A crazed eye peered through it. Heavy breathing.
“Roy, we need to talk.”
The eye disappeared, then reappeared. “David. I’m, uh, kind of… busy in here. At the moment. We’ll talk later. Okay?”
The door closed.
David breathed a deep breath, wincing at the pain in his core, then kicked the door again.
It cracked open. The same eye. “David, I’m—”
“Open up, Roy.”
Hesitation, reluctance. “I… I can’t right now—”
“Yes, you can. And you will.”
“I’m sorry, David, but—”
“Open it. Or I will.” He held the gun for Roy’s eye to see.
Silence. Unwavering stares. Noise from the room. A guttural, chesty growl, like someone gagged, unable to speak. A tang on the air.
“Now, Roy.”
“Please, David, don’t take him.”
“Take him?” David furrowed his brow. “Take who?”
“Just, just please go away.”
David tapped the wood with the butt of his pistol. “Open up, Roy. Now.”
After a trembling sigh, Roy swung open the door, then immediately clasped his own forearm. “David, it’s not what it looks like. The Janitor said I could—”
“What the hell?” Jaw unhinged, David stopped midway through the door. His instinct was to shoot it, stab it. Kill it.
“Gabriel knows. He knows Scotty’s here. He told me I could.”
Rivulets ran from Roy’s eyes, almost indistinguishable from copious sweat. “I couldn’t leave him out there, David. I couldn’t. He’s my boy. I couldn’t leave my poor, sick boy out there with the rest of them. You understand, right? You understand?”
In the room’s corner, tied loosely to a chair, was Roy’s adult son. His undead son. The same son that had wandered up to the fences a week ago. The sole reason David’s plan to run down the shufflers with the soil compactor was postponed. 
Aborted.
The Infirmaries had won that decision. All because of this squirming, writhing, stinking dead man.
We can’t kill them. They’re sick, that’s all. They’re just sick. We’ll find another way.
“Roy, I can’t believe Gabe agreed to this,” he said, pointing his gun at Scotty.
A twinge of anger touched Roy’s tone. “Don’t point your gun at my son.”
“He can’t stay in here.”
“He can, and he will.”
Scotty growled, the duct tape blocking a bilious breath. Didn’t matter. David could smell the zest of death just the same.
“He’s gotta go, Roy,” David said, moving toward Scotty.
Roy moved in front of his boy. “No.” He shook his head. “I can’t let you.” He was sweating profusely, breaths shallow.
David wagged his pistol at Roy. “Why are you holding your arm?”
“It’s nothing.”
“It’s something.”
More anger and impatience in Roy’s voice. “I’m fine, I said. Now go, leave before—”
“Let me see it.”
Roy hesitated. “David, if you don’t leave now, I’m going to have to—”
“Look me in the eye and tell me, Roy.”
“Gabriel said—”
“I don’t give a shit what Gabe said.”
“What do you want from me, David? Huh? Just what the hell are you doing here?”
David crossed the room, stood nose-to-nose with Roy. He held his dead wife’s hand to his face. “This, Roy. This is why I’m here.”
Roy flinched. “What is that?”
“What the fuck do you think it is?”
“Looks like a… a hand…”
“Goddamned right, Roy. Right on the fucking money. Now, for the million-fucking-dollar question, whose hand is this?”
Roy twisted his head away from the hand, eyes closed tight.
“Whose hand, Roy? Clock’s ticking.”
“I don’t know.”
“What?”
“I don’t know.”
“It’s my wife’s hand, Roy. My wife’s. She’s dead, just like your boy over there. And you know something else? You damn near killed another boy.”
Roy opened his eyes, not understanding. “I don’t… I didn’t hurt anyone.” He tried to move away.
“Yes, Roy. Yes you did.” David shoved him, and Roy bumped the wall. “A child, Roy. How’s that feel on your conscience? Huh? That you’d sacrifice a young, living child for your own dead one?”
“I didn’t—”
David fumed. This conversation was going nothing like he’d planned. He was succeeding only in making himself angrier with every word. He’d lost focus, lost direction. He gripped his gun hard.
“It’s your fault, Roy. You told my boy to go outside. Outside.” He pointed the barrel to the window. “To go… play. While your dead boy, dead, Roy… stays inside.”
“The little kid? I told him to stay inside the fence.”
“Oh, you told him to stay inside the fence. Well, not only did you risk his precious young life by subjecting him to that pit full of rotting monsters, another fucking monster found him and found me.”
“I don’t under—”
“Some lunatic murderer, Roy. Thinks he’s Doc Holliday, roaming the countryside. He got inside the fence, where you told Bryan it was safe. Where you told him to go play. He could have been killed. Murdered. And it would have been your fucking fault.” David pressed his forearm to Roy’s throat. “Do you fucking understand me?”
Roy was burning up with fever, sweat diving off his nose, his chin, his eye lids. David pulled back.
“What the fuck is wrong with—?” And David understood what he’d walked into.
Roy’s eyes were losing their life glow, his words harder to come by. He sounded drunk. “David, I didn’t know… I didn’t mean to… please… don’t tell Gabe… I was only trying to…” He slid down the wall and into a heap on the floor, his hand falling away from his arm—his badly bitten arm.
“Shit,” David whispered to the dead and soon-to-be-dead. He glanced at Scotty, noticed the blood framing his mouth, his chin.
“Fuck.”
He knelt beside Roy, checked the wound. It was bad. Deep. Scotty had taken a nice chunk out of Roy’s arm, all the way to the bone. It was only a matter of time.
End it. Finish it now. Gotta finish what you start.
David stood and stepped back. He didn’t have his knife, hadn’t replaced his old one yet. Regardless, he couldn’t just leave Roy there. Or Scotty. He had to handle the situation. The problem.
Too dangerous. It’s too dangerous to leave them here. Inside. Got to keep it safe inside. Roy’s a problem. Scotty’s a problem. Together, a big problem. Fix the fucking problem.
He glanced around the room, saw no one else. His own breaths had shallowed, nerves firing in anticipation of a physical altercation. One that could still happen.
Thanks, Scotty. Thanks for denying me my first real kill. 
He raised the P38, squeezed the trigger. His ears screamed, pissed at the auditory assault inside the tightly closed quarters. Scotty’s skull rocked back as the 9mm bullet found his forehead, the blast painting a messy mural of remembrance on the wall behind him.
David didn’t hear Roy reanimate. Didn’t need to. Roy’s arm twitched first. Then his leg. His torso. A weak hiss. His head, a slow-motion bobble, finding muscle control in death. Roy’s eyes were a dead giveaway.
“Damnit, Roy.” Aiming his pistol, David finished it.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
“Damn, home skillet. I think you nailed his ass to that tree.” Mallory laughed his wild dog laugh, slapped his knee, then slapped TJ on the shoulder.
“Fuck yeah, I did.” TJ lowered the rifle, brought the edge of his hand to his brow. “Motherfucker better recognize.”
“Right on, sharpshooter dude.” Mallory held his palm high, high-fived his buddy, then tried to high-five Laura.
“I’m good,” Laura said, her arms folded.
Pouting, Mallory said, “Aw, c’mon. Don’t leave me hanging. Gotta celebrate our boy’s superior marksmanship, dudette.” He pinched his thumb and forefinger together, saying, “Then we really celebrate with a ‘lil something something, know what I’m saying?” He smiled wide.
Before she could answer, a familiar voice boomed behind the trio. “Yeah, I know what you’s saying.”
Mallory spun on his heal, slapping his hand to his heart. “Damn, big dude. Scared the shit outta us. Again.”
TJ rocked his head back so he could look up at Lenny. “Like a goddamned eclipse walking up on us. What are you, like ten-foot-nine or some shit?”
Mallory nudged TJ. “Yeah, but his voice is so low can smell shit on his breath.”
Lenny said, “Told you three to just keep an eye out. Not shoot nobody.”
“A little late for that,” Mallory said through a giggle.
“What you mean?”
TJ pointed with his rifle toward the tree line. “Downed the motherfucker, right there by that big ass tree. Sumbitch won’t be bothering us no more. You can mail my reward money to Five-five-five, Bad Ass Motherfucker Boulevard, Your-Mother’s-House, Seven-five-seven-fuck-you.”
“Fucking A,” Mallory said. Another of his high-pitched giggles scratched the quickly souring air.
Lenny and Randy exchanged glances.
Randy said, “Janitor ain’t gonna like this.”
The group could see the Janitor coming around the corner, leading another cluster of men.
To Randy, Lenny said, “Better go check.”
“Right.”
“You three,” Lenny said, “Stay.”
TJ said, “Hey, we ain’t no fucking dogs, man. Better show us some—”
Lenny flashed a feint and a growl, and the three misfits flinched. TJ fumbled his rifle. Mallory stumbled into the wrought iron fence.
Randy snickered.
“Asshole,” TJ said. He waved a finger. “Both of you. Assholes.”
Laura said, “This whole place is fucked up. I mean, shit. You people have deadies in the pool, deadies in the tennis courts. You weird fucks probably sleep with those damn things.” Throwing her hands up, she started toward the building. “We’re so outta here. C’mon y’all.”
Mallory started after her, making a show of widely circumventing Lenny.
“Don’t let the rattlers bite ya on the way out,” Lenny said.
TJ didn’t move. “No, we ain’t going nowhere. The old man said we could stay.” His hand grasping the barrel, he thrust his rifle butt-first into the grass, as if planting a flag and staking a claim. “So we stay.”
Lenny shrugged. “Whatever. It’s your funerals.”
The trio looked around at one another. Finally, Laura said, “And just what the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
“When Janitor finds out you killed a man, you gonna be just as dead.”
Laura, TJ, and Mallory traded more nervous glances.
TJ spoke up, pointing to the tree line. “But that dude, I mean… y’all was gonna shoot him, anyway. Wasn’t ya? Shit, man. We did you fuckers a favor. You fucking owe us.”
“Let see what the Janitor has to say about that.” 
* * *
Gabriel Jones had his chin parked in its usual spot—in the ‘U’ of his tan hand. He stood there, staring down at the facedown body TJ had sniped from behind the wrought iron fence. After the third heavy sigh, he asked. “Sure that’s not him?”
Lenny shook his head. “Don’t know, Janitor. Not for sure.”
“Randy?”
Randy stroked his beard, kneeling, pistol clutched at his side. “No, I don’t think so.” With the gun’s barrel, he poked at the downed corpse, just on the other side of the barbed wire. “This one’s been, well, undead for a while. See here? The texture? Color? Probably been wandering around for two or three weeks like this, I’d say.”
The Janitor sighed his fourth sigh. More to himself, he said, “Wish Luz could see. Quit ignoring the facts…” He trailed off.
Randy hesitated a moment, then continued. “Plus, Bryan said he was wearing a long, black leather coat and a cowboy hat, one with a wide brim. And this guy doesn’t have two pistols or a mustache and goatee, either. Bryan said it looked like one the devil would have.” He shuddered. “Creepy sounding guy.”
“He calls hisself Doc Holliday?” Lenny asked, hand resting on his hatchet.
Randy nodded, then twirled his forefinger near his temple.
“Probably lit out a while ago,” the Janitor said, then spit a wad of chew. “Ain’t a stupid fella.”
“Sure ain’t,” Randy echoed.
Leonard started to pry at the barbed wire fence.
“Whoa, hang on there, Lenny.”
Looking back over his shoulder, the muscle man said, “He’s getting away. We gots to catch him. Iron’s hot, baby, and—”
“We can’t risk it, big guy.” The Janitor rubbed his leathery chin. “Them three igits shooting at him, spooking him. If it was him. Ain’t no telling how much of a head start he’s got on us. Anyway, he could be waiting in there, ready to ambush us. Pick us off real easy-like. Could be his plan.”
Lenny seemed to consider this, then looked beyond the fence like a caged dog aching to get out of the yard. He exhaled heavily, then straightened. “We could split up, go around. Catch him on the other side.”
Randy chimed in, “Or we could send said igits after him. They seem gung ho on killing him.”
The Janitor chuckled, then waved his hand dismissively. “I imagine it’d turn out badly for those three. And as much as they probably deserve it, I don’t want it on my conscience when they finally do grab the lion’s tail.” Gabe stared into the underbrush for a moment, then added, “ Anyway, take too long. And we ain’t got the manpower. Don’t see any blood trail, so he’s probably not wounded. Besides, don’t know where he’s headed. Or if he even left. Hell, he could be watching us right now.”
The old man’s observations made Randy’s arms prickle, and he gripped his gun tighter. He had no desire to die any time soon, and knowing a potential killer was stalking one of them—maybe all of them—fanned the embers of that self-preservation fire. Nerves alight, he said, “Maybe we oughta go back inside, get a game plan together.” 
The high-noon sun wasn’t doing any of them any favors, anyway, handicapping their sight with salty sweat. Randy pulled his handkerchief from his back pocket, cleared the blur behind his glasses, then tucked it away.
The Janitor nodded and the three men started back toward the building, their unhurried gaits as varied as their ages and backgrounds.
Randy said, “What about those other three? The, uh…” and he dipped his chin toward the main fence surrounding Alamo Assisted Living.
The Janitor said, “The igits?”
Randy gave a nod. “Right.”
“TJ the one that shot that rattler back there, you say, Lenny?”
“Yes, sir. I told him no shooting. He went and done it, anyway. I knew you wasn’t gonna be happy ‘bout it, and I knows them Infirmary folks gonna be even more mad about it.” Lenny’s hand fell to his hatchet sheathed on his hip, fingers curling nervously, like he had something more to say, but wasn’t sure how to. “Janitor, I know we disagree ‘bout them three new folks.”
“Igits,” Randy said, small smile peeking from his beard.
Gabe glanced at him with a squinty eye, his own smile slipping out from beneath his mustache.
Lenny continued, “But I’m afraid they’s gonna get someone hurt… or worse. Left they post while’s we was in that meeting.” He looked at the Janitor, who was now paying close attention to where he was stepping. “Anyways, I ain’t the kind to go blabbing other folks’ business, but that little boy, Bryan? He done slipped outside during they watch. And I caught ‘em, smoking the wacky weed in the warehouse. I just… well… if we gonna be safe… we gotta count on each other, you know?”
The Janitor stopped, eyes still to the ground, hand hooked to his chin again. “Think we should cut ‘em loose?”
Leonard exhaled another deep breath, scanned the field, eyes stopping on the mass of rattlers behind the chain link. “I know we ain’t never turned nobody away, but ain’t been nobody like them. They’s… not the responsible kind. They’s the dangerous kind.”
“So you think we should cut ‘em loose?” This time, the Janitor made eye contact.
After hesitating a moment, Lenny nodded small, tight nods.
“Alright. Ain’t no need to chew the cud anymore on that one. We send ‘em packing. Even give ‘em a going away gift… some peanut butter and jelly and crackers or something. Ain’t that what stoners do? Smoke and eat? Then they get to hoofing it.”
A look of relief crossed Lenny’s face. “I guess they do.” And the men started toward the building again.
The lightened mood lasted only as long as the conversation. As they approached the Alamo, the sound of shoes scraping incessantly on distant concrete coupled with the moaning and groaning of the caged undead. His gaze uneasy, Randy looked over at the imprisoned mob behind the tennis court fences. He still couldn’t believe it, couldn’t fathom, that he and several other men had wrangled the dead like cattle and sheep and hogs, then herded them into the tennis courts and swimming pool. It had been one hell of a job, an all day event. And a dangerous one. Amazingly, no one had been injured—neither bitten nor scratched. He’d deemed the whole experience worse than just putting the dead down with a bullet or a blade, and he’d never forget that day.
He was just about to ask the Janitor how long they could get away with keeping the rattlers penned up when a scream from up near the building interrupted him.
Lenny’s eyes went wide. “Taneesha!” He practically bowled over the Janitor and Randy, his NFL physique in full form as though he’d never stopped playing, and rushed toward the Alamo’s iron fence, toward his sister.
The two remaining men immediately started toward the source of the screams.
Randy caught only a glimpse of Taneesha before she dashed back inside the building, disappearing from view. She looked as though she was crying, upset. She didn’t appear hurt. He hoped he was right.
But it was what she was screaming about that disturbed him more than her hysterics. 
“Did she say…?” the Janitor asked, but of course, Randy had no definitive answers, hearing as much as the old man had heard.
But younger ears had an advantage over older ones. 
“She said something like, ‘he killed them, he killed them.’”
The Janitor’s eyes widened, and he forced his seventy-year-old legs to go even faster. The men hurried to the gate, still sitting open thanks to Lenny, and rushed in through the back dock door.
* * *
“I’m not coming in there as long as you have a weapon.” Dr. Gonzalez watched David closely, reluctant to enter Roy’s room.
“I’m trying to tell you that he turned. He was bitten. Christ, you can see his arm from all the way over there. Look…” David started toward her, and she moved back farther into the hall.
“Don’t. Stay away from me.” She held her palms to him. “Now… please, put the gun down.”
Jessica said, “Luz, David’s not a killer. He’s never killed anyone in his life. He had to have a good reason—”
“We don’t know that yet,” the doctor snapped.
Jess eyed her curiously, visibly bristling at the insinuation. “What? Don’t know what yet? That David’s not a—?”
“That people ‘turn’ or actually truly die from this. We don’t know that yet.”
“Oh, come on,” David said. “You, of all people, should be able to see it. Scotty was dead. Long dead. Roy started acting strange—fever, sweating really bad, slurred speech. Then he collapsed and died. Then started moving again—”
“Please… the gun.”
David sighed heavily despite the strain on his bruised torso, and holstered El Jefe. He held his hand to her, fingers splayed. 
“How do you know he didn’t just pass out and wake up?” the doctor asked. “People can pass out for a few seconds, David. Just because he passed out doesn’t mean he died.”
“Then come in here and examine him. I’m sure—”
“Well of course he’s going to be dead now. You shot him.” Doctor Gonzalez took another step back, turned to another person in the hall. “Go see if Taneesha found Gabriel. This has to be addressed immediately. Hurry.” Scowling at David, she added, “We can’t have a killer on the loose.”
Jessica said, “Luz, listen to yourself. David’s not a killer. He was defending himself.” She shot a pleading glance at her cousin. “Right, David?”
He looked at her as if he shouldn’t have to even answer. “Of course.”
Luz crossed her arms. “I watched you, David. You were beyond angry when you left your room. You were planning to kill him. You’re not in your right mind.” She pointed to his side. “You’re still holding your dead wife’s hand.”
He looked at it, realizing he hadn’t let it go since he’d gone to get his gun. And even then, it was only long enough to buckle the belt and pull on his boots. He actually considered for a moment that maybe Dr. Gonzalez was right, that he was indeed losing his mind, that the events of the last few days—the last month—had irreparably altered his psyche, his character. The whole of him.
He started to move toward her, to where she stood in the hallway.
Luz held a palm to him again, and took yet another step backward, her own back now against the hallway wall. “No. Stay right there. Gabriel needs to see this. See you for what you are.”
David gave another exasperated sigh, his patience balanced precariously between slim and none.
The pistol remained holstered, but he refused to set down his wife’s hand. “Bring him in. He’ll see that I’m right.”
Dr. Gonzalez turned her gaze down the hall.
David guessed that word had already made it to the Janitor. He heard voices, hurried footsteps. Taneesha’s frantic voice. Then the Janitor’s calming tone, encouraging her to relax. He felt a mix of relief and anxiety. Surely Gabe would see it his way. They’d talked, he and Gabe, the day David had arrived at the Alamo. And Gabe understood, realized what was happening in the world, saw it sooner than most. He had to side with David. He just had to.
Taneesha slid beside Dr. Gonzalez, her hands pressed together and to her lips, prayer-pose, her brother beside her. Moments later, Gabriel  and Randy appeared, the old man’s thick mustache bristling, one squinty eye aimed askance at David.
“Dave.”
“Gabe.”
The Janitor studied the scene a moment. “Looks like you’ve been a might busy.”
“Only taking care of what needed taking care of.”
Gabriel brought his hand to his chin. “That right?”
David nodded.
“Hmm. Why don’t you come on outta there and let’s—”
“He turned.”
Hesitation, then, “Turned?”
David pointed to Scotty, his gaze not leaving Gabriel’s. “Scotty bit him. On the arm. Don’t know when, but when I got here, he—”
Doctor Gonzalez said, “He killed him. That’s what he did when he  got here. Gabe, there’s no proof Roy turned or whatever this man claims to—”
“Hang on. Everyone just calm down a minute.”
“He’s a killer, Gabe. He—”
“Luz, please.” The Janitor held up his hand, signaling quiet and cooperation. “What’s Scotty doing in there?” Gabriel trained his gaze back to the doctor. “Luz? Did you know about this?”
She shook her head. David wasn’t quite convinced; her sincerity seemed lacking.
“Anyone else know about this?” The Janitor asked, glancing around without actually looking at anyone. “No? Y’all sure?” He waited, expecting no one to answer, and got what he expected. “This ain’t what we agreed to, folks.” A father’s disappointment touched his tone.
“Gabriel, Scotty isn’t the issue,” Dr. Gonzalez said, then raised an accusatory finger at David. “He is.”
“I’m eyeing a few issues, Luz.”
She bristled at his comment, folded her arms.
“If y’all wouldn’t mind, I’d like a word with Dave, in private.” 
Eyes darted, feet shifted. Slowly, reluctantly, the group started to scatter. 
“That means you, too, Luz.”
“Gabe, listen to me—”
“Luz.”
She huffed, slapping her thighs, and followed the others.
Gabriel entered the room, closed the door behind him. He walked to the window, peered out, then crossed to the center of the room to scrutinize the entire scene. He slid his hands into the pockets of his jumpsuit, jingled his keyring, and stared for what seemed like minutes on end.
Finally, “We didn’t find him.”
Brows scrunched, David said, “Holliday?”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. One of them three stoners, TJ, I think, downed a rattler. No one alive.”
Another few awkward moments drifted by before the Janitor added, “No clues. No trackers in the group. I figure best we could do is set up more sentries. More eyes, more guns. If he gets close again…”
“He’ll be back,” David said. “Guy’s got a vendetta.” He paused, reluctant to reveal more. “Supposedly I… killed his wife. He’s out for blood. My blood.”
“Killed his wife?”
David dipped his chin. He didn’t like the look on the Janitor’s face, prompting an explanation. “The night we left our old place, the trailer. A shuffler, or at least I thought it was a shuffler, stepped out in front of the truck. I tried to stop. I did, Gabe. I really tried. Stood on the brake.” David rubbed his thumb on his wife’s hand, squeezed, as though she were right there in the room, promising her everything would be okay. “But it wasn’t enough. I… I ran down whoever it was. Whatever it was.”
“Were they alive?”
An unsure head shake. “Not sure. Just… not sure. Couldn’t risk stopping. Dangerous men behind us. I was trying to keep the group safe.”
“Killing another man’s wife… intentional or not… I imagine that’d light quite a fire under a grieving man, fill his heart with hate.” His eyes looked as though he spoke from experience.
David felt that familiar, invaded sensation, like Gabriel was inside his head, his heart, observing from within. Every feeling, every thought—violated. Known. Prying with his crowbar where he wasn’t welcome.
He experienced this during their first meeting, and here it was again. He gazed at the old man, studied his long, silver hair, the push broom mustache, his lanky frame. But the outside revealed very little, other than he’d experienced a full life. It was his eyes—those gray, soulful lakes of reason and understanding and influence—that picked at David’s emotional lock. He swore the man was a spiritual locksmith.
“So what now, Gabe?”
The old man did not answer right away, his eyes no longer poking and prodding at David’s exposed emotional tumblers, instead sadly and wearily rolling over the bodies of a friend and his son. 
Finally, a heavy sigh. “It’s not up to me, Dave.”
“Not up to you?”
Gabriel shook his head. “The council. They’ll decide.”
“Decide? Decide what?”
“What happens next.”
“With me?”
The Janitor nodded.
“But… you run this place—”
“No, Dave. I explained to you before. There’s a council—”
“Come on, Gabriel. You’re the power behind the throne. I haven’t been here long, but I see it. These people look up to you. They listen to you. You even told me yourself, that you didn’t ask to be the leader, that it just happened naturally. You have influence and—”
Gabriel waved him off. “The Infirmaries outnumber us now. Been fighting a losing battle with ‘em these last few days, while you’ve been recovering. Ever since Scotty wandered up to that fence out there a week ago, got Roy riled up, changing folks’ minds.” He shook his head. “Somehow, that dead man gave people a false hope. Like goddamned Jesus Christ himself had strolled up to the gate, walking on water pushing a wheel barrow full of wine and bread and fish.”
“Infirmaries?”
“The folks who believe the dead are just sick. They even got Luz—a medical doctor, mind you—buying their snake oil, believing their bullshit.”
“How can they not see it, Gabe?”
The Janitor motioned to Natalee’s dismembered hand, still clutched tightly at David’s side. “Doesn’t look like you’re quite convinced yourself, Dave.”
And the final tumbler dropped, the Janitor figuring out the combination to David’s psychological lock. More tempestuous feelings flooded him, ravaging his fragile, overworked heart. But he didn’t blame the Janitor. The man seemed to have a bubble of armor around him, impenetrable to anything of evil, ill-intentioned consequence. Even if David had slung his anger at the Janitor, it would have simply bounced off the old man and ricocheted back at David.
I’m rubber, you’re glue, what bounces off of me,
kills you…
No, David fully acknowledged his own hypocritical history, saw it for what it was. Clear as motherfucking day, it was. And this—the fact that he recognized it clear as motherfucking day—actually scared him more than the dead roaming about and trying to take a bite out of him. He’d been bitten, alright. Bitten by the denial bug. He couldn’t claim he didn’t know. Couldn’t claim ignorance. Play dumb. Wouldn’t work here.
Can’t deny it.
And something else dug into his physically and emotionally abused gut. A realization that he never saw coming. He himself had become a liability. The same sort of liability he’d accused Mitch of being, warned Randy not to become—a reckless, unpredictable, deadly liability. A danger to others, to himself. The clouds of culpability gathered within him, prepared to unleash a sadistic shitstorm. He’d become what he’d tried so hard to destroy.
A critical decision stared him in the face, and he knew the answer to the question before it was ever asked.
“I’ll leave,” David said, a bluntness bouncing off the walls in the tiny room.
“Leave?”
A slow, deliberate nod.
After a doubtful, questioning look, the Janitor said, “Wasn’t gonna be my first suggestion.”
“The demons, Gabe. You were right about the demons.”
Gabriel just nodded, saying nothing more.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
“Fuck, a bunch, of this, shit,” Mallory said as Lenny dropped another box on top of the two he was already holding. Now three boxes high, he could barely see over the top of the stack.
“Yeah,” TJ said, “y’all are being total assholes about this. At least hook us up with a box of ganja to go with the rest of the shit.”
Mallory laughed his annoying hyena heckle of a laugh, and Lenny cringed as the cackle seemed to catch in the warehouse walls and rafters, stuck there to forever haunt him.
Laura stood beside TJ, arms crossed, foot tapping. Lenny extended a box to her, and she refused it.
“Janitor’s being generous,” he said. “I’d take it if I’s you.” He pinched his shirt to fan himself as he held the box to her.
Laura huffed. “Do y’all have any idea what it’s like out there? All the deadies roaming around and shit? May as well just point a gun at us and shoot us. Same damn difference.”
“Deadies? That what you call ‘em?”
Toby Jack nodded. “Fucking A. That’s what they are. What do you call ‘em?”
“Rattlers. Eels if they get through the fence bars.” Lenny nudged Laura with the box, and she reluctantly took it.
Mallory peeked over his cardboard tower and said, “Why can’t we just stay, home skillet? We’ll help. Do our watch and shit. Smoke our shit outside.”
Lenny stopped reaching for another box, stood straight and tall, arms akimbo, exhaling a rumbling breath. He resembled a tall oak tree. “You all just don’t get it, do ya?”
“Get what, dude?”
“You three… you all’s dangerous. Just as dangerous as them… them… deadies, as you calls ‘em.”
TJ flashed a pained expression. “What a shitty, hurtful thing to say, man. Comparing us to… to them?”
“Yeah,” Mallory said, “what a hurtful thing to say to us, big dude.”
Twirling one of her pigtails, Laura asked, “Well, can we at least have a car? And some guns? Huh?” She batted her eyelashes at Lenny.
A sigh, then, “Already give you enough food for a week, and then some.”
“Oh, and we need a box of medicine, too,” Mallory said. “Case we, you know, get sick or something. Like some Vicodin, Oxycodin, Ambian… you know, basic cold medicine shit.” He smiled dopily, staring straight at Lenny, pupils barely peeking over the cardboard.
“This is what you getting. Be glad for it.”
“Gee, thanks, Dad,” said TJ.
Laura said, “So… about that car and those guns?”
“What’d you use before?”
“We didn’t,” she answered. “Why do you think we were so happy to find y’all?” She pointed to the door propped open beside the main vertical-rolling dock door that trucks would have used for deliveries, had the world not ended first. “I’m telling you, man. It’s tough going out there. And not just the deadies. People suck, man. Run you off. Curse at you. Shoot at you… and not necessarily in that order.”
Mallory chimed in from behind the stack of supplies in his arms, shades tucked in his wiry hair. “Yeah, big dude. People rude as all get out. Waving guns at us, and shit. Rude ass motherfuckers.”
“Yeah,” TJ added, “I used to think people were good. You know, like watched out for each other.” He shook his head solemnly, eyes to the floor. “Guess I was wrong. Dead wrong.” He lifted his accusatory glower, locking Lenny’s gaze.
Again, Lenny sighed. Uncertainty pricked him. Perhaps he’d been too quick to judge them, punish them by sending them back out to fend for themselves. He believed it was the right thing to do, for the good of the group. The existing group, anyway. His instincts, which were usually dead on, told him as much. Pleaded with him not to change his mind. Now, his finger was toying with the override button.
Lenny said, “You done got three strikes.”
Laura shot a quizzical glance at him. “How so?”
The big man held up one finger. “You left your post.” He held up another finger. “You put a little boy in danger.” Another finger. “You shot someone—killed ‘em—when we said not to. Three strikes. You out.”
“Technically,” Mallory said, “it should only be one strike. The leaving the post thing and the kid thing really go together. And you can’t kill someone who’s dead already. So, subtract two, big dude.” He actually had the audacity to smile, and another stupid giggle slipped over this lips.
“Three,” Lenny reiterated. “You… are… out.” He pointed at one of them with each word uttered.
TJ waved his hand, a flash of anger crossing his face. “You know what, man? Fuck you. Fuck you and fuck the old man and fuck your fat ass friend and fuck all you people and everyone here. Y’all are just a bunch of cold, heartless assholes. We ain’t done nothing to you people. We’ve done exactly whatever the fuck you asked us to do. But do we even get so much as a ‘thanks’? Fuck no. Not a goddamned ‘thank you’ or ‘good job for killing that fucker’ or nothing.” He breathed heavy, deep breaths. “Why the fuck can’t you motherfuckers just be thankful, huh? Quit being judgmental, holier-than-thou, and shit. Christ, man. All we ask for is a safe place to stay, food to eat, water to drink—”
“Pot to smoke,” Lenny interjected.
TJ crossed his arms tightly over his chest. “Judgmental fuck, like I said. It’s all we got left in this fucked up world. Something to make us feel good again, you know? Pot never hurt nobody. How many bar fights you hear about where the people were high, huh? How many traffic accidents? How many domestic violence calls? Huh? Shit, man. Pot smokers’re the tamest bunch around.” He waved his hand dramatically in the air. “Oh, well, we eat more than our share. Eat up all your precious fucking snacks. ‘Oh, no, dude! Hide the fucking Pringle’s, man! Oh, shit! Gonna eat all our Twinkies!’ Well excuse the fuck outta me.” He shook his head. “Give me a motherfucking break.” Then, wagging his finger, “The drunks. The alcoholics… those are the motherfuckers you gotta worry about. Not the potheads.”
Lenny said, “Ain’t just about that, man. I done told you, if you’ve listened. You put folks in danger.” He shook his head. “Can’t have that. Won’t have that. I’m sorry it’s tough out there, but you all’s gots to go.”
Laura shoved Lenny. Or at least attempted to shove him. The big man didn’t budge, not an inch. Like a gnat flying into a concrete pillar. Her insignificant stature couldn’t make a dent in his physical space. “You’re a bastard.” She looked around, pigtails whipping with quick snaps, then said, “Fine, we’ll leave. We’re as good as gone. You fucks don’t want us here? Then don’t worry about us. We’ll make it just fine. And when you assholes”—she practically ran her finger up his nose—“need help, you can go fucking find it somewhere else, ‘cuz we sure as hell ain’t gonna help ya.”
Lenny’s nostrils flared, the normally docile, hard-to-excite man visibly unsettled.
Mallory shifted the load in his arms, then said, “Let us talk to the old dude. Give him our side of the story.”
“Ain’t happening. He got more important things he’s tending to.”
Laura slapped her thigh. “Oh, so now we’re not even important enough to get five minutes of the old man’s time? How fucking swell is that? I think you don’t want us here.”
“Yeah,” TJ chimed. “You, uh, a little prejudiced there, big guy? Maybe a little, oh, I don’t know, hard feelings from back in the—”
“Don’t you even go down that road,” Lenny said. “Ain’t about race, ain’t about religion, ain’t about sex, ain’t about none of that. And you all’s small-minded folks if you thinks it is.”
“Then what’s it about? Huh? Bet you can’t even tell us—”
“It’s about surviving and not surviving,” Lenny said with no hesitation. “Simple as that. None of that other stuff matters. Not at all. You three… you all’s ignorant. Plain ignorant. And being ignorant’ll kill ya.”
“Bet he can’t even spell ‘ignorant,’” Toby Jack quipped.
“Oh, I can spell it, alright. I can also hear it, smell it, and see it—and I’m looking right at it. And it stinks.”
The trio just gawked at Lenny for a moment, without retort. Maybe it was what Lenny said, or perhaps the way he said it. Or, could have been the look he gave them. Whatever the case, their virulent lips fell silent, the fight seemingly emptied out of them in an instant, drained like oil out of a car, their malicious engines seized.
“So that’s it,” Laura said flatly.
Leonard nodded. He almost said he was sorry, but it would have been a lie. Lenny was no liar.
“Wow. Hope we never run into you again, man.”
Toby Jack reached around Lenny, snatching another box. “C’mon, y’all. Let’s get the fuck outta here.” He muttered something else, though it was indiscernible to anyone else.
The trio started toward the door.
“Hold up,” Lenny said.
Tennis shoes squeaked on smooth cement. Mallory almost lost his towering load.
“What?” Laura said, a newfound urgency in her tone. “We’ve got places to go.”
“Just… just hold up another second. I’ll see’s about getting you some weapons. To protect you all’s selves.”
The three stood by the door, trading glances, then Laura nodded hesitantly. “Alright, man.”
TJ said under his breath, “The least you could fucking do.”
Lenny opted to ignore the last comment, instead listening intently to his own gut. Despite a sincere dislike for the three of them, and despite his eagerness to send them on their way, he didn’t feel right about sending them out defenseless. “Be right back. Just wait here. You can do that, right?”
“Yeah, we can do that,” Laura answered.
And they did.
* * *
The Janitor was just exiting Roy’s room when Lenny spotted him. The old man’s eyes looked weary, overburdened. Leonard didn’t study politics, nor did he care much for councils and the like. Thought they sucked the life out of a man, caused folks’ hair to turn gray—or worse, turn loose.
As he approached the old man, he considered not requesting the wanted weapons for the stoner trio. Probably a bad idea, given their careless and blatant lack of attention to assigned instruction. And their attitudes sucked. Most likely end up shooting themselves, anyway. But something scratched at his conscience, bringing beads of guilty blood as he strode down the hall. And he realized he just couldn’t do it, couldn’t send the three of them bare-handed back into a world that played much more unfair than ever before. No, not without a fighting chance. Besides, if they did manage to kill themselves, it’d be of their own volitional stupidity.
“Janitor.”
Gabriel lifted his gray eyes from the gleaming floor, aimed them at the hulking man headed his way. “Lenny. Everything okay?” The exhaustion in his tone mirrored that of his gaze.
“Janitor, listen. I hates to bug you. I know we gots bigger things going on.” He nodded at Roy’s room, acknowledging the most recent crisis. “But them three stoners…”
“They giving you trouble?”
“Nothing I can’t handle, but they’s asking for guns. And a car. I didn’t figure on no car, but… well… I’d feel mighty bad if they couldn’t defend theyselves from rattlers…” Or other people.
Gabriel’s hand found its familiar perch on his chin, and rubbed. With all the chin-rubbing he’d done as of late, he’d make it clear to the bone by evening. He thought for a moment, gaze scouring the hall as the mental cogs spun, their axles loose and wobbly. After a moment, he said, “We can spare a shotgun. Couple boxes of shells, too. They got knives or any sort of hand weapons?”
 “Don’t know about knives. Don’t think so, though.”
Waving his hand dismissively, the Janitor added, “Ah, hell, give ‘em each a knife.”
Lenny nodded, started to turn away to fetch the shotgun and shells.
“Lenny?”
He stopped, turned around to face the Janitor.
“Do you feel… safe… here?”
He looked at the Janitor for a long moment, gathered that the old man was driving at a deeper concern, but decided to dodge his drift. “I believe so. Them fences is strong and the courts seem to be holding—”
The Janitor shook his head while slicing the air with his hand. “No, no, no. I don’t mean from the rattlers.” He tossed a look down the hall, then leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “Do you feel safe here… with ourselves?”
Lenny frowned. He’d certainly feel safer once the druggie trio left, but he strongly suspected—knew—that the Janitor didn’t have them in mind. Nor was he referring to David’s group. “You mean the Infirmaries?”
Gabe’s lip curled to the floor slightly, and he nodded.
“I don’t believe like they do, but I’s being careful ‘bout what I says around them.”
The old man laid a hand on Lenny’s shoulder. “I know it’s tough for you, everyone not getting along. As much as I need the overt support, I think it’s wise and smart, you keeping somewhat in the middle. Playing your poker face like you’re doing. For now, at least. I just… I don’t feel right about things, where they’re headed.”
Lenny placed his hand on top of the Janitor’s. “I know, boss. I know things ain’t going good ‘round here right now.” He thought for a moment, then said, “You think we should leave? Maybe find us a new place?”
“Cutting our losses, moving on… makes the most sense. I’m hanging on to this place like some sinking ship’s captain, damned determined to go down with it. Hell, maybe I never was the captain. Maybe it’s been Luz all along.”
“Where you go, me and Taneesha go. Don’t have to ask us. We know the truth. Don’t gotta be no genius to see it.”
“I appreciate that, Leonard. I really do.”
“What about David? And them demons of his?”
Gabe shook his head, raked his fingers through his silver hair. “He’s on our team.” He hesitated, then added, “I think. And he’s still fighting ‘em.”
“So he…” Lenny nodded toward Roy’s room.
“Oh, yeah. Shot ‘em both. Didn’t deny it one bit.” 
“Was Roy… you know… a rattler?”
Another nod. “Looked like it to me. Nasty bite on his arm, that’s for damn sure. But still hard to tell. If he did turn, Dave shot him as soon as it happened. I get why he did it. Hell, truth be told, I’d’ve probably done it myself. Just wished he’d a let Roy be, at least for a little while. Given Luz a first-hand look-see for herself. Might have helped sway the Infirmaries.” He shook his head. “Now, they just see Dave as a killer and me in denial.”
“You think it’s gonna get dangerous? For us?”
“Could. Probably will. I don’t wanna worry you, Lumberjack, but…”
“So what do we do?”
The Janitor sighed a heavy sigh. “Let Luz have the ship, find ourselves another one. That’d be the smart thing to do. Choose our battles, one that’s worth fighting.”
“You don’t think this one is?”
With a squinty gray eye, he searched Lenny’s face. “Do you?”
Before Leonard could answer, Dr. Gonzalez rounded the corner, zeroed in on the two men.
Gabe patted Lenny on the arm, then spoke loud enough for the approaching doctor to hear. “Go ahead, give ‘em a shotgun, three knives. You already give ‘em food, some supplies?”
Lenny nodded.
“Good. Our conscience is clear, then. What them igits do with what we give ‘em is all on them, now.”
“You gots it.”
“Gabe?” asked Dr. Gonzalez, her hands in the pockets of her lab coat. “Can I talk to you?” She flicked her eyes at Lenny. “In private?”
The Janitor seemed as though he might brush her off, then said, “What is it, Luz?”
She gave a little toss of her head, toward another room. “In private, please?”
“Meeting’ll be reconvening in just a bit. Can’t it wait ’til then?”
She eyed Lenny again, her look begging she and the Janitor be left alone.
Lenny said, “I’ll talk with ya in a few, Janitor.”
“Alright, Lenny.”
The big man started back toward the warehouse.
Gabriel said, “Oh, and Lenny?”
“Yes, boss?”
“Thank you.”
The big man dipped his chin with a slant of a smile. Slowly, he headed for the warehouse again, glancing behind him every few steps. Straining, he could still make out the conversation.
Gabriel turned to face the doctor, giving her his full attention.
Luz said, “It’s something we need to discuss privately, before the meeting.”
“If it has to do with Dave, I’ve already talked to him, and he’s going to leave for a while. Them other three are leaving, too. Was TJ who shot the one by the barbed wire fence. So there ain’t no need in—”
“Gabriel, just come with me. Please.” There was something hiding behind her eyes, something he couldn’t quite make out. 
He furrowed his brows, concern lighting his own eyes. “What’s it about?”
“Just come with me.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
Jessica spotted it on the floor, beneath the box that had contained Natalee’s dismembered hand. The initial shock of that gruesome discovery had distracted her, and she hadn’t noticed the slip of paper until now. 
One teasing corner poked out from under the cardboard. 
Look at me. Come get me. Pick me up. You know you want to. You can’t resist. You need to know.
She swallowed hard, anxious about what she’d find scrawled on it. The last time she stumbled across a blood-stained note, she learned a sad secret. She just wasn’t sure she could handle another so soon.
But curiosity’s an irresistible temptress, and Jessica succumbed to the siren’s song. There was no point in fighting the urge, because she could easily justify reading it. The note could be a clue to Doc’s whereabouts. It could explain the sick rationale behind his mentally disturbed actions. Or perhaps provide some other insight she had yet to think of. Whatever that sheet contained, she would know about it first.
Before picking it up, she glanced into the hall, noticed a few people milling about, like anxious family members awaiting a difficult diagnosis of a loved one. They were undoubtedly waiting on a verdict from the Janitor, who had slipped into Roy’s room to speak with David privately. A closed door meant serious discussion. She prayed the conversation was going well, that Gabriel was the reasonable and insightful man she felt certain he was. 
David, her cousin and only blood relative left, meant everything to her. She believed him, in him, despite his less-than-honest dealings with her as of late. She blamed the current state of the world and what he experienced before society’s collapse, but she knew better. He’d battled with trust and anger issues for most of his life, well before Karla’s death and Natalee’s heartless abandonment afterward. 
He wasn’t a bad guy, just a flawed one. Surely the old man would see that. A flawed man could still function, contribute, be a part of something bigger and better, while bending and shaping himself into something less flawed. A bad man—a truly evil man—often bent himself until he snapped, broke, because he tried to move himself in a wrong, unnatural direction. Even if the damage could be repaired, a nasty, ugly scar remained to remind. And tempt. Always a sign of what was and could possibly be again.
After pulling the door to, Jessica crossed the room, stooped over the box. Like a child hovering over an anthill with a magnifying glass, she crouched there, unmoving, staring at it. She considered leaving the note be, tried to talk herself into doing just that. Wait for David. It was his business to bear, not hers. 
It’s just a left-over invoice that was already in the box.
Doc used it as packaging material.
It was never in the box. The paper just happened to be on the floor when the box landed there.
She didn’t lie well, especially to herself. Not like her cousin. Maybe he could teach her sometime.
Before she realized it, she pinched the paper, snatching it from under the cardboard. She pressed to her feet, then walked to the window. The note was folded in half, decorated with blood—Natalee’s, most likely—and she could still smell death on it. Holding it to the window, she tried to get a sneak-peek.
Definitely a handwritten note.
Jess brought the note down to her hip.
What the hell am I doing? This is his business, not mine. Just wait until he gets through with the Janitor, then we’ll see what this is all about.
But it couldn’t wait. How the hell could it? A deranged individual, who thinks he’s a deceased gunslinger from the old west, lops off a woman’s hand, and stuffs it into a cardboard box? Then, he somehow finds the wife’s husband and delivers the dismembered hand via a sweet, innocent little boy, despite hungry shufflers roaming about? 
No, this could not and would not wait. Jessica easily justified her actions. Nosey or not, she had no choice but to get involved. This cruel and heartless act affected David, Bryan, her… the entire Alamo community. No more delaying. Still standing at the window, she read the note.
* * *
Swiping a tear from her cheek, Jessica said, “Please don’t do this. You need time to think this through, time to… to heal.” She motioned to his gauze-wrapped head and eye, and her voice started to tremble. “Doc’s dangerous. He’ll… he’ll kill you. Is that what you want?”
David stopped stuffing the gym bag and gazed at his cousin. He caught her drift, her implications. He knew that she meant more than just his cracked head. And, as usual, she was right. Dead on. He did need time to heal—his body, his mind, his emotions… his heart.
She wiped away another tear, then broke his stare by looking out the window. She crossed her arms hard over her chest and clutched a wadded note so tightly that fingernails pierced skin, bringing blood. More blood to mix and mingle with another’s on an already blood-stained note.
Damn her. He had his own ebbing emotions to contend with and wasn’t adept at trying to soothe another’s hurt. The whole process was like Spanish to him. He knew enough to understand words here and there, sometimes even an entire sentence. Sure, he got the gist, but he wasn’t fluent enough to fully converse, only enough to get by. He could ask where the library was, but couldn’t ask about the books inside. Nowhere near enough to reciprocate the deeper meanings and nuances. A shame, since a full life wasn’t about just getting by. 
Jessica wasn’t his wife, of course, but a loved one nonetheless, with feelings, just like his wife. Like himself. Same principles applied. Still, this didn’t make it any easier. But he had to try. Couldn’t leave it like this.
“Jess,” he said, crossing the room. He stopped behind her, hesitantly placing his hands on her arms. “I’ve got to do this.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Yes, I do.”
Jessica turned to face him. “No, David, you don’t. Look at you. Look what happened the last time you thought you had to do something. You almost died, David. Died.” She brought her hands over her puffy eyes, and David pulled her into a hug.
“Jess, sweetheart. This is different. Those other guys—Sam and his buddy, Gills—I provoked them. That mess… that was on me. All on me. I smacked the hornet’s nest, and I got stung.” He rubbed her back. “But this Doc guy. With this guy, it’s personal with him. He’s threatening me. You. Bryan. This place.”
“Then let’s leave, go far away from here. Find another place.”
“And leave the Janitor and his crew to fend for themselves? Doc will just keep hounding him, thinking he’s getting to me. And this ‘Infirmaries’ bunch is just as messed up as…”
…as I am…
She pulled away from him, leaving him alone by the window. “They got along just fine without us before. I’m sure they’d be just fine if we left.”
“What about Randy? And Bryan? They both love it here. I thought you loved it here, too. And Randy and Lenny are like two peas in a pod. They’re inseparable.”
“I just get the feeling things are going to get bad here. That Dr. Gonzalez, Luz, or whatever her name is? I don’t like her. I don’t trust her.”
“I think she’s just confused.”
“Confused?”
David crossed the room, started packing more supplies into the bag. “Yes, confused.”
“I think you just have a thing for her.”
He stopped, straightened, arms akimbo. His gaze a near glare, he said, “Are you serious?”
Jess twisted her lip, wiped her cheek. She’d found a button and punched it.
“You’re really reaching with that one, Jess. Christ, I get my wife’s hand delivered to me in a cardboard box, and that’s the shit you come up with? That I have a ‘thing’ for her?” Anger didn’t knock, it kicked in the door. “What a shitty fucking thing to say, Jess. Really fucking classy of you.”
He guessed she’d run out of straws to draw and was grasping at something, anything, to derail him from his intentions to leave. Maybe she was purposefully trying to piss him off, upset him, so that’d he stay and fight with her instead of running off on a suicide mission. But this realization didn’t stop him from launching his verbal lashing. Nor would it stop him from leaving.
“David, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”
“Goddamn right you shouldn’t have.” He brushed his hand across his forehead, his rage a fever from within. “For fuck’s sake, Jessica—”
Jessica’s voice trembled again, her own temper tainting her words. “She left you, okay? Natalee? She left you. She didn’t love you anymore. She didn’t care about you anymore—”
“Enough,” he said. “Enough, already. You weren’t there, you don’t know, okay? Get over yourself, and leave it alone.”
“No,” she volleyed back, her tone growing strong. “I won’t leave it alone. You risked your life to be with a dead woman who didn’t love you.”
He felt as though Sammy and Guillermo had kicked the wind out of him all over again. “And just what the hell do you mean by that?”
“Lying to us about searching for Natalee? Going to your house? Everyday? So you could get shit-faced and spend time with your zombie wife? Was that the only way you could get her to be with you?”
And there it was. Whether intentional or not, Jessica had found it. Stepped right in it. She was standing in the world’s largest pile of shit, kicking it into the world’s largest fan. And that fan blew straight at David. David hated—loathed—the ‘Z’ word. Would not use it, corrected others who did. And referring to Natalee as one? His wife? In the same sentence, the same breath? Then, to insinuate, the only way Natalee would be with him… 
How fucking dare you. Call me a drunk. Call me a liar. Tell me I’ve got problems, issues. Demons, even. But don’t you dare, don’t you ever fucking say—
“Get out,” David said, his tone dull and flat. “Now.” He pointed to the door.
“David, I didn’t mean—”
“Out. Now.”
“Please, I take it—”
“Now!”
She curled her lips over her teeth, bowed her head.
David wouldn’t look at her. 
Jess stopped on the threshold, started to look back. David stood there, unmoving, head bowed, forefinger showing her the way.
* * *
David didn’t know where to start. Despite the bad filling his life— being brutally beaten, losing his wife twice, daily battles with shufflers, the new weirdness at the Alamo—he still believed room existed for happiness. Maybe not the same happiness that prevailed before, but an evolved happiness, a new and possibly improved kind. 
Before the dead walked, that round peg of happiness fit into the round hole of life. Granted, the hole had rough edges, and the peg was a bit warped, wasn’t always a perfect match. But one could eventually get the peg to fit with a little twisting and coaxing. Now, it was a rough round peg trying to find a new hole altogether. So far, he’d found ones that were squares, triangles, rectangles… Hell, he’d even found shapes of holes he didn’t know the names of. Perhaps paying attention in geometry class would have helped. Either way, things change, including perceptions that shifted with new realities, a world redefined. Maybe it wasn’t a new hole he should be looking for, but a new peg.
As was usually the case, he found himself staring at a big fat question mark. Unsure and uncertain of anything. Or anyone. Truth be told, he was terrified, not sure what to do. Where to go. How to handle things. 
Going after this Doc Holliday wannabe wasn’t just a choice, but a requirement. He could not and would not sit idly by while some deranged fruitcake endangered him and his family. Doc was working David’s fried nerves and doing a fan-fucking-tastic job of it. If Doc had set out to scare him, to fuck with his emotions, he’d royally succeeded. Probably better than the lunatic would have imagined.
Then there was Dr. Gonzalez. David dreaded leaving Bryan and Jessica at the Alamo with this woman—doctor—who couldn’t discern the dead from the sick. Then again, maybe she was more like David than he realized… or cared to admit.
One thing was for sure, though. She had an agenda. David was sure of this. But what was it? What was her angle? Hell, maybe she was just a wannabe like ‘ole Doc, a pretender. Not to be trusted. Or perhaps she was just as off track as he himself had been—or still was.
Later. Deal with her later. 
Holliday took precedence over all other threats because he wasn’t just a ghost lurking in the shadows anymore. He was a real man. A proven danger. An immediate and deadly threat. 
David read Doc’s note again, the wrinkled, scarlet-smeared paper shaking in his grip. He had memorized it on the first read, had no need to lay eyes on it again. But seeing it there, in his hand, made it real. Made it a part of him. He’d done the exact same thing with Natalee’s ‘Dear John’ letter.
Dead John Letter.
He consciously worked to calm his breathing, to steady the shaking. It pained him to look at it, knowing his wife’s blood adorned it. At least Doc had used a real pen for writing rather than blood.
David’s insides churned, threatening to expel the small meal he’d forced himself to eat earlier. Closing his eyes, he chanted something calming. But he could still feel the paper and grime between his pinched fingers. 
The roses are dead,
The violets are, too.
Your wife’s on this list,
And soon I’ll add you.
—Doc H.
P.S.—Don’t call me, I’ll call you.
Games. That’s all this guy, this… Doc… was about. A goddamned game player. And a bully to boot. Someone with way too much time on his hands.
You’d do the same goddamned thing, and you know it. Face it. You and Doc—you and Luz—are a lot more alike than—
Shaking the last thought from his head, he folded the note neatly, smoothing out the wrinkles created when Jess crumpled it into a ball, then tucked it away into his chest pocket. The same pocket where Natalee’s ‘Dear John’ letter formerly resided. A new tenant, to be evicted once Doc was handled. He promised himself this.
The ashes still glowed hot from the argument with his cousin. How could she say such hateful things? Especially given recent events? They’d fought before, sure. They were family, after all, and that’s what families did from time to time. But what she’d done was the equivalent of kicking him hard in the nuts. Not that he’d exactly held back himself…
Before their spat, he’d actually considered asking her to go with him, to find Doc. To help him end it. Without her, he strongly believed things might have turned out differently with Sam and Gills that evening. Randy helped. He gave Randy his due credit. But it had been Jessica running the show and no one else, no matter who might have thought they were. 
She had distracted the banditos so Randy could get set. Took one hell of a risk doing so. It was Jess who stayed strong out there in the pasture when David crumpled to the ground, defeated, beaten in every sense of the word, ready—begging—to die. He recalled just how close he’d come to sitting up, putting himself in the line of fire, praying for an errant bullet to punch his skull…
It was Jessica who turned to face the friendly fire, who grabbed Guillermo’s Colt 1911, turned the man’s own gun on him. Inspired  David to action, to help—to not give up and die. They lived that night. And they couldn’t have done so without each other.
He needed her. This wasn’t about shoring up their side unfairly, two against one. There was nothing fair about this game. David suspected Doc wasn’t acting alone. Highly doubted it. And that—the fact Doc was in cahoots with sinister unknowns—made him beyond dangerous.
It was one thing knowing he needed her. It was another admitting it. Admission meant action, asking for her help. And his conceit ran deep these days.
He finished packing the gym bag; the white silk-screened letters on the side proudly proclaimed: Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement—We Remember You! Then he slung it over his shoulder, dug the Dodge keys out of his pocket, and strode into the hall.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
Mallory giggled almost uncontrollably as he, TJ, and Laura crossed the concrete loading area to the back gate. TJ walked with an embellished limp, foot dragging the ground as though one leg were casted or welded at the knee.
Marching behind the group, Lenny said, “I still don’t see why you think it’s so funny your friend limping like that. What happened to him? Wasn’t like that before. Wasn’t bit, was he?”
Mallory was now biting down on both lips to keep his hyena heckle in check. Finally, he managed to say, “He’s well-endowed, dragging the ground and shit. Porn star extraordinaire.” Another fit of laughter, boxes teetering in his arms.
Clearing her throat, Laura said, “No, wasn’t bit. And he sure as hell ain’t well-endowed. I can tell you that from experience.”
“Well what then?”
Laura said, “It’s a, um… old uh, football injury. Yeah, dumbass got hurt playing football.” She slapped TJ’s arm. “Didn’t ya, dumbass?”
With a critical eye, Lenny looked TJ up and down. “When? While’s I was inside those few minutes?”
TJ huffed. “No. From… before.”
“You barely a buck-fifty soaking wet. What’d you play? Towel boy?”
“Hardy-fucking-har,” TJ said, throwing a glance behind him. “I was a catcher. And a fucking fast one.”
“Catcher?”
“Yeah, you know. The motherfucker that catches the damn ball. Man, they grow ‘em big and stupid around here.”
Raising a brow, Lenny’s tone oozed skepticism and blatant doubt. “Uh-huh.”
“What? You don’t believe me?”
“Maybe if you’d’ve said pee-wee league.”
Another crazed laugh from Mallory. He had to walk a tightrope to keep from dropping his boxes.
Reaching the gate, TJ said, “Never mind. Just open the fucking thing and we’re gone.”
Pushing past them, Leonard gripped one of the fence bars, glanced around the field. The only thing moving—or making any sound, or smelling up the place—was the mass of undead inside the tennis court fences across the way. The imprisoned rattlers became a bit more active, interested by the movement inside the palisade fence. 
Lenny said, “Don’t see no stragglers, so you all’s good to go. If I was y’all, I’d head—”
“Well you ain’t us and we know where the fuck we’re going.” TJ flipped the shotgun barrel to his shoulder, nodded at the gate. “Open the fucking thing already.”
Lenny sucked in another deep breath, then opened the gate. He was eager for these people to just… go away.
Metal clanked, and the gate rolled along the track a few feet, enough for the unwelcome guests to exit. Holding an upturned palm to the yellowed, sun-stained field, Lenny said, “Good luck to y’all.”
“Whatever,” Laura replied. “I’m so ready to get out of this fucking place. Oh, and thanks for the car. Jerk.” 
The three of them slipped through the gate opening, and Lenny rolled it shut behind them, the latch catching, ringing the iron like a dull dinner bell. Lenny stood there, watching.
“You gonna watch us go?” Laura said. “You don’t even trust us outside the gate? Huh?”
The former NFL linebacker-turned-pro-wrestler held his hands high, turned on a mighty heel, and crossed back to the loading dock, shaking his head the whole way, his steps heavy.
The three troublemakers watched him until he disappeared into the building, the back dock door slamming shut behind him. They waited almost another minute before setting off toward the tennis courts. 
“They are gonna so fucking regret this shit,” Toby Jack said, livid over their forced egress. He stopped, unbuckled his belt, then reached into his baggy pants, producing a pair of bolt cutters. “Ah, that’s better.”
Mallory laughed again. “They are so gonna regret this shit.”
“I know. That’s what I just said.”
“Let’s celebrate. Light one up, home skillet.”
Laura said, “Can’t you wait two fucking seconds? Let’s take care of business, then the festivities begin.”
As they neared the tennis courts, they scrunched their noses, frowned.
“Jesus,” Laura said. “What’s the fucking point? Why keep deadies penned up like this?” She cocked a thumb toward the south end of the building. “And in the pool, too?”
Toby Jack shrugged. “Bunch of sick fucks. If I had enough shells, I’d blast every last one of these things.”
“Seriously,” she said, “what kind of people do this?” Shaking her head in disgust, she added, “Probably best they kicked us out. I don’t wanna live somewhere people keep these fucking things as pets.”
“Right on,” Mallory said.
The three of them slinked toward the high fences with darting glances. The hissing and growling behind the chain link intensified as they neared the perennially hungry corpses.
“Shit,” Laura said. “They’re gonna give us away if they keep getting all crazy.”
“This’ll only take a sec,” TJ said. 
They made their way around the courts, finally finding the main entrance door. The handle was padlocked.
Kneeling, Toby Jack held out his Mossberg shotgun to Laura, and she took it. Gripping the bolt cutter handles, he lined up the blades with the padlock’s shackle, and started to squeeze.
“Whoa, dudes. Living alert, living alert.” Mallory was trying to dip his chin toward someone walking in the field.
Laura and Mallory dropped to their knees and froze.
Toby Jack stared at the lone soul in the pasture, clippers still gripped tightly. “That a chick standing out there?” he asked in a low voice, but still loud enough to be heard over the undead’s dissonant chorus of moans.
“Think so,” Mallory said. “She see us?”
“Not sure. Maybe she’s a deadie…”
“Don’t think so, homes. Ain’t staggering around all drunk-like, you know?”
The three of them kept still.
After a few more seconds, TJ said, “She’s looking right at us. Just stay still. Don’t fucking move.”
“Yeah,” Mallory said, “her vision is based on movement.” A laugh trickled over his lips.
“Shut the fuck up, man. Jesus.”
Another tension-filled moment went by, the figure in the field staring, then started away, toward the tree line, occasionally glancing behind her.
TJ exhaled deeply. “Holy shit, dude. That was intense. Thought she was gonna come over here and bust us.”
Still holding the shotgun, Laura said, “I’d’ve handled that bitch.”
Mallory giggled.
Nudging TJ, Laura said, “Alright, let’s do this and get the hell out of here and find us a drink.”
Toby Jack spun on his heel, realigned the blades on the lock, and squeezed the handle hard. After a few seconds, there was a crisp snap, the restraining metal rendered impotent. TJ tugged the now worthless lock from the latch, and tossed it aside. 
“Our work here is done,” he said, lifting the latch. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go. Before that bitch decides to come back.” 
The three of them started away, and TJ said, “Be free you deadie motherfuckers.”
And Mallory laughed.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART TWO
Show and Tell





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
David didn’t get far. Didn’t even make it out of the building, let alone the back doors. She’d been waiting for him only paces away, barely beyond the door to his room.
“That’s it,” Luz said, pistol pointed at David, backing him up into the room he’d just exited. “Just leave it on the floor there.” Without glancing behind her, she shut the door with her heel.
He lowered the gym bag to the buffed tile, fingers splayed.
“Good. Now, very slowly, unbuckle your gun belt, and toss it in front of me.”
“Luz, look,” He tried smiling, though it only came off as patronizing and insincere. “You’re upset. I get it. But just listen to me for a second…”
“There’s nothing to talk about.” She swallowed hard.
“Roy, he was—”
“I said there is nothing to talk about. Unbuckle it, toss it over. Do it now.”
He pursed his lips, a flaring sigh through bruised nostrils. This disagreeable bitch was making things very difficult for him. He needed to leave. Now. He had the momentum of emotion, and he had to capitalize on it. 
Doc was out there somewhere, getting away, and David aimed to finish what that coward started. He wondered if Doc’s wife was truly dead, or if running her over had jumpstarted her second life. Her undead one. And he wondered what he’d do to her if it was the latter…
An eye for an eye, Doc. 
“Please, Luz. Doc… he’s out there.” His voice started to shake. “He… he’s chopping up… Natalee… my wife. For Chrissakes, please. I need to do this. I have to stop him—”
“And I have to stop you.” She brought the handgun up eye-level, gripped it with both hands, cocked the hammer. “Now if you ever want to see the other pieces of her, you’ll unbuckle that belt and throw it over here. Or I kill you, like you killed Roy. Comprende?”
David could only stare, his decimated heart and mind—and soul—processing Luz’s hateful, hellish words. An urgent ire for this woman surged inside him. She may as well be partnering with Holliday, have handed the faux gunslinger the hatchet to hack off Natalee’s hand. Handed him the box herself…
The two Docs. Two soon-to-be-dead Docs.
“Doc, listen…” He’d even started calling her, ‘Doc.’
“Goddamnit, David. I won’t ask you again.” She’d started visibly shaking, and David decided to cooperate, preferring to avoid an accidental discharge. If he was going to die, he would die for Natalee, not by an enemy’s unsteady hand.
Crouching, he released the leather to the floor, and said, “Luz, Gabriel won’t be happy about this, what you’re doing. He won’t approve. So, why don’t you just put the gun down and let me—”
“Gabriel’s not in charge anymore.”
He paused to study her face, looking for lies or bluffs. “What do you mean?”
“In our meeting, this afternoon, after you’re little stunt. He abdicated. I run the show, now.”
“You? But why would—”
“Because I know how to keep this place safe and how to put murderous bastards like you in their place. Gabriel doesn’t. We can’t trust our lives to someone who can’t do what needs doing.”
Slowly, David stood. “I did what needed doing, Luz. With Roy. Don’t you get it? You’re a medical doctor for Chrissakes. You know that Roy was dead, that he’d turned. Scotty, too. I’m no doctor and even I could see it. I know you saw it. Why are you so adamantly denying it?”
She moved into the room and behind him. “Open the door. If you try for your gun—”
“Why, Luz? Why are you pretending? Turning a blind eye?” Stepping over his gun rig, he opened the door.
“Move.”
“Answer me. You owe me that much.”
“I owe you nothing. You’re a killer. And you’ve endangered us all by bringing your personal war here. We’ll not have it.” She leaned into his ear. “I won’t have it.”
He started out the door and into the hall at her urging. “So, what now?”
“Now, I handle what Gabriel should have handled.”
* * *
The tense trek down the hall was short, and the south wing was surprisingly devoid of life, barren, not a single soul to be seen. Eerily quiet, save for the jingle of keys Luz had retrieved from her white coat pocket. David guessed that Dr. Gonzalez had made sure no one would be around to witness this unfair march to discipline. She handed him the key ring, and he accepted it.
The Janitor’s key ring.
He’d never really paid attention to it before, when Gabriel carried it, clipped to a loop on his jumpsuit. It was just natural to see a janitor with a fat ring of keys, so much so that David didn’t really even notice it. Like a doctor with a stethoscope or a cop with a gun—as natural as the sky and clouds or the ocean and fish. It wasn’t until you saw them out of their element, in another’s hands, that they even became visible again, overtly noticeable. 
Seeing Luz with the Janitor’s keys disturbed David, the cop’s gun in the bad guy’s hands. It gave credibility to her story. Gabriel was so wise, such a natural leader, that it surprised David that he would essentially give up, especially so easily. To hand off the keys, the baton of power, to someone like the doctor. David suspected there was more to the story than Dr. Gonzalez was revealing in her disingenuous version. He was sure of it. He planned to talk with Gabriel to get the real story.
In a low voice, Dr. Gonzalez said, “311,” and dipped her chin at the shiny plate tacked to the wall next to the door, the identifying number carved into the plastic. “Number’s engraved on the key.” 
David started flipping through the keys like playing cards, searching for number 311. He glimpsed the doctor beside him, and he consciously worked to exude controlled calm, to not allow his anger to act. She still had the handgun trained on him, though she’d stopped shaking, finally. He gathered she was working on her own composure and poise, unused to wielding weapons that killed over implements that cured. 
“Hurry up. They’re in order,” she said, her accent thick and her gaze steady.
He flicked his eyes at her, begging patience as he fumbled with the metal, losing his place. He really wasn’t afraid of Luz, but more apprehensive of an accidental misfire. The doctor didn’t come off as sadistic, like Sammy and Gills. Those two incorrigible bastards had meant harm and broadcasted the fact. Had made it well known to all parties involved that they intended to hurt and maim, death be damned.  And welcomed.
Conversely, Luz didn’t exude those traits. Her bedside manner wasn’t the friendliest he’d ever encountered, but she was initially rather soft spoken, seemingly kind, with a touch of compassion. And she was exceptionally young, early thirties, perhaps, and pretty enough to be in movies. A very beautiful woman. Hell, despite the age gap, he could have envisaged them as a couple down the road, after he’d laid to rest his emotional anguish over Natalee. 
Finally locating key number 311, he plunged the toothy metal into the slot, twisted. It opened with a robust click that vibrated the wood. He looked at her, and she nodded again toward the door, a nonverbal command.
Upon opening the door, a glut of questions arose.
“Move,” Luz ordered.
David crossed the threshold. “Gabriel. Thank god.”
Inside the room, Gabriel was sitting on a cot, his elbows on his knees, head bowed. He lifted his head when David spoke. 
“Dave.”
Stepping into the room, David jabbed his thumb at Luz and said, “Gabriel, what the hell—”
But the door closed. Tumblers clicked, metal meeting the jamb. The ripping of jagged steel from steel. Jingling keys. Footsteps fading.
David tried the door, although he already knew it would obviously be locked. Seeing was believing, though. And seeing ignited a suppressed and seething choler.
He crossed the room, stood before the Janitor. “Gabe, what the hell is going on? Why are we in here?”
With both hands, the old man raked back his long silver hair, and straightened. “Welcome to the pokey, Dave.”
“The pokey?”
“Jail. Prison. The brig. Sing Sing. Call it what you will. Same damn difference.”
 “You mean… we’re being held prisoner?”
“That’s right.”
“Why?”
“Because I won’t play the game, Dave. And if you’re in here, then that means you ain’t, neither.”
“The game?”
“The Denial Game, Dave.”
He shot the Janitor a perplexed look.
Gabriel said, “The Infirmaries. Remember them?”
A slow nod. “Yeah, the folks who think the dead are just sick.”
“Good. You paid attention. Well, seems they don’t take kindly to those of us who don’t see the world as they do.”
“But, I thought there was a chemistry to the group here. A camaraderie. Ain’t that what you said the day we arrived? Good people, a good thing?”
The Janitor nodded, chin hooked in his hand. “That’s what I thought, too, Dave. Call me a fool.”
“Is this… is this my fault? That we’re in here? Because of Roy?”
Gabriel shook his head. “Not entirely. I’d say it was the catalyst they were looking for. Roy was of the persuasive sort. He’d been rallying folks behind my back, turns out. Oh, I had a hunch. Lenny told me for sure, because Roy tried to work his silver tongue magic on him.”
“Lenny bite?”
Tapping his temple, the Janitor said, “Lenny’s a bright one. Ain’t a stupid man, though to hear him talk, you might get that uneducated vibe. He knows the score.”
“Is he locked up somewhere, too?”
“No. He’s pretending to play the game. Making the Infirmaries think he’s still on the fence.”
David breathed a sigh of relief. “So we have an ally.”
“We do. But we gotta play it smart, Dave.”
Rubbing his neck, David thought a moment, then said, “Why don’t the Infirmaries just kick us out of the Alamo? Make us leave? Send us on our merry way? I mean, why bother with us? We’d be out of their hair, and they could live in their fantasy world—”
The Janitor waved him off. “Because they think this is all just temporary. And that you, me, and anyone else they see as guilty need to pay for their crimes when this all finally blows over.”
“Crimes? You mean killing the dead?”
Gabriel simply stared at him with his usual one eye squinted, head at a slight twist. 
David got it. He didn’t need the Janitor to explain it to him, to connect the dots. He meant it as a rhetorical question, but he almost hoped the old man would expound on it some more—with wise words, taming tone and cadence, and his knowing gaze. They all had a surreal, calming effect. And David understood why the Janitor had heeded his calling, to abandon the corporate world to chase a simpler dream of consoling the elderly. The dying.
“They ain’t gonna let us go, Dave.”
Protection mode switched on, and David physically bristled. “What about Jessica? Bryan? Randy? Are the Infirmaries going to lock them up, too?” Already, David could feel clouds of fury swirling inside him, a spinning storm, turning faster and faster, a tornado about to touch down.
These people, these Infirmaries, were dangerous. Dangerous to themselves, dangerous to David’s group. His family. Dangerous to the Janitor, to Lenny. Those who believed the dead to be sick would not last, would get themselves killed. Get others killed. Like he’d nearly done to himself.
A sudden claustrophobia robbed him of reasoning, his breathing swift and shallow. 
The Janitor said, “Dave?”
David looked up. He hadn’t been listening, too busy stirring the emotional pot with a stick of anger.
“There a plan?” David asked.
Gabriel pressed to his feet, his hand finding David’s shoulder. With a squeeze, he said, “Me and you are about to come up with one.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
Jessica forgave David the moment she crossed the threshold of his room. She instigated it, after all. Played a dirty hand, hit below the belt. Unfortunately, it didn’t work, and had only succeeded in pissing him off royally. 
Note to self: Don’t play the ‘dead zombie wife doesn’t love you’ card again. Oh, and don’t play the ‘you have a thing for… fill in the blank,’ one, either.
Jess didn’t mean it, of course. Not sincerely. She’d just tried to upset him, get him focused on her instead of his foolish Kamikaze mission he deemed mandatory. 
This ‘Doc’ guy was dangerous. She had thought so since the day his slick southern drawl had drifted from the two-way radio. How could he not be? Anyone who would hack off a hand, stick it into a box… sneak into the Alamo’s fence…
She shook her head. That note. That creepy fucking child’s poem, mangled and twisted to express his vengeful whim. Threat of death in poetry. 
What a dramatic, sick fuck.
It was after the argument with her cousin that she decided to take matters into her own hands. She would make things right. David was too weak, still too bruised and beat up. Inside and out, mentally and physically. Besides, she owed him her life.
She kept replaying it, David telling her to leave, to get out. Sent her packing, basically. He was seething when she’d left him, when she’d run into Luz Gonzalez, the doctor, in the hallway.
Luz?
Jessica.
I’m sorry to ask, but I need a huge favor.
What is it, Jessica?
It’s David. I’m worried about him.
I’m afraid I am, too, Jessica. We all are. What do you need?
Is there a way you could…
Could what?
Keep him… here?
What do you mean?
Like… restrain him? Lock him up in a room somewhere?
Dr. Gonzalez had given her a sidelong glance, brows cocked and eyes questioning, but then agreed in rather quick order. It was as if Luz had read her mind, or this was a common request. Or… like she’d been planning to lock him up all along.
Sure, Jessica. No problem. I’ll take care of it.
Thanks, Luz.
Glad to help.
Thanks again.
It pained her asking Luz for help, especially after their very public quarrel. Asking meant saving David from himself and Doc, so she choked down her pride, and did it, anyway. But Jess needed more than just the doctor’s help. This she knew, so she set out to find Randy after speaking with Dr. Gonzalez. She wanted to take him with her, for back up. For moral support. To tell her she was doing the right thing.
But he eluded her.
Probably off somewhere with Lenny.
Those two. They were inseparable. Always talking about professional wrestling or football. Lenny was the best of both worlds, simultaneously filling that big brother/best friend role. A presence missing from Randy’s life for so many years. She was happy he’d finally found it, especially since Mitch had always treated him like a second-class citizen. Anyway, someone deserved some semblance of happiness in this shitty world. Maybe she’d find some herself, soon.
Jess searched the halls, first checking the south wing, then the west. On the west wing, she peered out the tinted front doors. A couple of men armed with rifles chitchatted on the sidewalk leading to the front gate. One of them acknowledged her with a dip of his chin. She wondered how he saw her behind the dark doors, then realized the sun was shining straight into the vestibule. It was already late afternoon or early evening, the blazing ball above about to call it another day.
She reciprocated with a limp-wristed wave, turned, and headed for the north wing, where Randy’s room was. She doubted he’d be there, but deemed it worth checking. 
At his door, she knocked lightly. “Randy?” she whispered into the wood. She really wasn’t sure why she was whispering. It was just so quiet inside the Alamo. A library sans books. Better keep quiet unless she wanted her knuckles struck with a ruler.
Where the hell is everybody?
She rapped on the door again. “Randy?”
After waiting in silence for few moments, she walked over to the east wing. She passed a couple of folks on the way, which helped quash the haunted house vibe. With the Doc debacle still relatively fresh, she assumed most everyone was probably outside, searching, guarding, keeping their collective eyes peeled.
She pressed through the warehouse doors, and they slammed shut behind her with a robust clank. The sound evinced memories of her school years, the kids rushing through those worn out double doors at the day’s final bell, the squeaky crash bars barely able to withstand the barrage, the constant day-in/day-out shoving from all those hands and hips. So many years ago…
On the loading dock, she scanned the scene. Nobody in the back lot, no one inside or outside the fence. Looking farther beyond the wrought iron palisade and into the field revealed more of the same. It was empty, lifeless. Not even a shuffler roaming the field. Usually there was at least one ambling about, sniffing them out.
She guessed the men must have eliminated them while searching for Doc. Unless they’d funneled them into the pool on the south side of the building. Jess found this strange. Initially, when her group had arrived at the Alamo, the residents had treated the undead as a legitimate threat, opting to stab or shoot them, just as her own group had done at Mitch’s place. She was still getting used to the idea, of killing the already dead, but had quickly grown to accept it as a necessary evil. Especially if she desired a long life. Or longer life.
But over the last few days, the Janitor had ordered that any shufflers roaming the premises be placed into the empty pool. Carefully placed there, ensuring none of them were ‘hurt’ or ‘injured’ any further. Strange. So very strange, especially for Gabriel. David told her that Gabriel believed as they did, that the shufflers were dead people walking and should be exterminated, humanely. A knife to the brain, preferably, or a bullet. Either worked effectively well, ending the perceived misery. 
But after the meeting that morning, she understood that he was bending to the whims of the Infirmaries, was just attempting to keep the peace until he could convince certain folks—Roy for one—that killing shufflers was the right thing to do. The safe thing. The only thing. With Roy out of the picture now, she wondered how many others he’d have to convince.
Come to think of it, she hadn’t seen Gabriel since David’s run-in with Roy. It was like the old man had disappeared, too. Nowhere to be found. Jess wasn’t worried, necessarily. She assumed he was out and about as well, probably leading an armed group around the grounds out near the tree line somewhere, or maybe they’d pressed deep into the woods. Hunters hunting, hot on the trail. She wondered if they’d shoot Doc on sight, or if they planned to capture him.
Kill the bastard.
She descended the dock stairs, walked through the back parking lot. The Dodge dually was still there, as was the compact car assigned to her group. It was the one with three bullet holes in the trunk, courtesy of Sammy Thompson, her brother-in-law. They’d had to bungee-strap the trunk lid closed to keep it from bobbing open on the highway. White trash gangster stuff right there. Any other time—before shufflers, for example—it might have been hilarious.
She decided to go outside the fence, opting to avoid the pool and its decaying denizens. The whole thing creeped her out, made her sick to her stomach. Reminiscent of a horror movie, she just couldn’t bring herself to go near it—that holding tank for the dead—and her skin prickled at the thought of Bryan being beside it by himself, near that putrid pit of death and despair. She hoped that the Janitor could talk some sense into some people, and do it quick, so that they could drain that pool of the rotten foulness that currently inhabited it.
Jessica wasn’t surprised to find the back gate closed but unlocked. Figured that if people were out hunting Doc, they may need quick entry onto the premises. Still, with no one in sight, they’d left the back door vulnerable…
After slipping through, she rolled the gate closed behind her, wincing at the metal on metal clang, then stared into the open field after glancing around to ensure she hadn’t attracted attention of the dead kind. A strange feeling overcame her, like she was trespassing, not supposed to be there. Reaching behind her, she groped for the Sig Sauer compact pistol riding in her waistband. She knew it was there, remembered tucking it in like a child at bedtime. But she’d grown accustomed to it, and no longer felt the steel on her skin.
Satisfied the sidearm hadn’t abandoned her, she curled her fingers around the hilt of her knife as her eyes roved the field. No movement, from either the living or the dead, besides the tennis courts, of course. It just didn’t make sense. Usually there was one or the other, or both.
The baked earth beneath her feet longed for rain, felt like concrete on her soles. She tried to recall the last time she’d even seen a cloud, felt a raindrop. 
One month? Two?
She thought back to that horrible deluge that had stripped Mitch’s driveway, how it had scraped away the dirt and rock and grass, leaving a winding scar between the highway and the trailer house. That damned driveway where David supposedly ran down Doc’s wife. Supposedly. Jess guessed the woman a shuffler that had wandered down the drive. Wrong place, wrong time. Deal with it, Doc. Should have kept your bitch tied up.
Like David did with Natalee.
The thought almost made her retch.
But seeing how David had reacted to his own wife’s death—keeping her in his home, unable to let her go—lent credence to Doc’s vengeful plight. She didn’t agree with it, thought it unfounded. Sick, even. Yet, she found it oddly chivalrous and romantic, that these two men would kill each other over their dead wives. Nothing left to prove, to live for, other than the honor of those they’d loved more than any other. She couldn’t help but wonder if Mitch would have done the same for her, or if he would have just moved on and fucked the next thing that came along with two legs and still living. 
She guessed ‘B.’
She was already half way to the tree line before she’d realized it. This actually made her happy, as she’d wanted to avoid the sinister sounds and pungent air wafting from the pool area. If she strained to listen, she could hear them hissing and moaning, snarling. With nothing to excite them or tease them, they’d settled down. She had no intentions of riling them up, and thus kept her distance.
But the slowly decomposing dead still roaming within the chain link of the tennis courts seemed a bit more excited than usual, as if they could somehow sense her, lick her essence off the breeze. Even from a hundred yards away.
Jessica forced herself to stop and thoroughly examine the field again, just in case she’d missed something… or someone. A portion of the tennis courts was obscured by a tall mound of earth, but for a moment, she thought she caught movement outside the gate. Walking a few more feet to her right brought almost the whole structure into view. She observed the usual movement, expected it, and stood staring at it for a moment. Then, something stood out that normally would not have—non-movement.
Among the mass of bodies churning inside the chain link, there appeared to be two, or perhaps three, figures that seemed rigid, staring right back at her. Near the ground, redolent of predatory cats in wait. Watching, anticipating, preparing to pounce. She narrowed her eyes, squinted, the late afternoon/early evening sun casting confusing shadows. She swore one of them was holding a shotgun, another boxes—
Bolt cutters?
Surely not. The shadows, the lighting, the distance—her own nerves—just painted a disconcerting and ambiguous picture. Could be some of the Infirmaries standing guard, protecting the dead from… death? Maybe it was feeding time or something.
Yeah, that’s it.
Conscience in conflict—and tired of arguing with the Infirmaries bunch—she decided to dismiss it, blaming her eyes, calling them liars. And she wasn’t about to investigate the foul and vile beasts rotting away on those courts. Not by herself. Especially if those were Infirmaries standing guard. No thanks. She’d had enough of them for several lifetimes, and there was enough on her mind without clogging it with more of the dead. She hoped they’d let her be.
Tossing several more glances behind her, she continued striding through the tall yellowing weeds and grass, and toward the barbed wire fence that fronted the forest. With each step, grasshoppers leapt, like little frightened springs, desperately trying to hop out of the way, to avoid being stepped on and trampled. She aimed for the trail, just on the other side of the fence, that led to the stock pond. It was the only other place she could think of where Randy and Lenny might be, since Randy actually enjoyed fishing. He was probably teaching Leonard a thing or two about the etiquette of hooking a bass.
Upon reaching the tree line, she pried open the barbed wire, being careful not to let it snap shut on her as she squeezed through. Any time she’d opted to go over instead of through in the past, she’d ended up buying a new pair of jeans. Jess couldn’t count the pairs of Levi’s the  hungry barbed wire had eaten over the years. With her favorite jeans inevitably becoming scarce and harder to replace, prudence was in order.
At Mitch’s urging, she usually just cut off the legs, effectively transforming the denim into every man’s fantasy—the iconic Daisy Dukes. And she wore them well. Too well, at times. Mitch had insisted she wear them all the time, often bellowing a hearty yee-haw in true Dukes style every time she walked by. He liked showing her off to his guy friends, too, until one of them slapped her on the ass. At least Mitch had been enough of a gentleman to allow Jessica the first punch. 
Squeezing through the barrier without incident, she proceeded down the narrow path leading to the pond. She stopped about every ten feet or so, listening for voices—and for groans and hissing. She didn’t want to be accidentally shot, or bitten. It unnerved her, being out there by herself in the woods. Shadows bobbed, fooling her into looking at nothing. From above, leaves waved in a susurrant sway, thanking an overdue breeze. 
And it was hot. Damn hot. She wasn’t sure, but she believed August had arrived. Maybe yesterday, or today. The tip of a typical  Texas summer spear, piercing and gouging until she sweated and bled misery. Maybe once this whole Doc thing was over with, they could move to Alaska. Or, they could just skip the whole Doc thing, and move to Alaska, anyway. She doubted she could convince David, though.
She twisted her ear to the sound of a snapping branch. A footstep? An animal? Lenny and Randy? 
Doc?
“Hello?” she eked out. Like some stone effigy, she stood there, unmoving. The breeze still tickled the leaves above, but kept its wiggling fingers off of her, leaving her hair plastered to her forehead. She could feel her heart on her spine, the sudden rush of thumping blood, pounding and assaulting her ears. 
Did I just hear…?
The field, now well out of sight, attracted her like a magnet. She considered turning around, running back up the path, hurdling the fence—barbs be damned, hello Daisy Dukes—and cowering in the Alamo. And immediately, she second guessed herself, her intentions. How the hell was she going to hunt down Doc, and finish this if she couldn’t make it down a simple trail without jumping at every little noise?
She tugged the pistol from the small of her back, forced herself to press forward. Whether smart or not, she was stubborn. Didn’t know when to say, ‘no.’ 
One foot, then the other. She crept along the path, half expecting the bogeyman to pop out of the underbrush. And call her a coward. Then curse her for having Luz lock up David before taking a bite out of her.
Damn tasty bitch, right here. Mmm, mmm! Loves me some leg of Jessica! Be easier to get to if you’d wore your Daisy Dukes, sweetness.
Her vision had gotten spotty, ebbing, then she realized she’d stopped breathing. When she pulled in a breath, she caught whiff of something foul.
Jesus. Where’s that horrible smell—
She couldn’t see the body, but there had to be one nearby. It was close.
Jess froze, listening. She tried willing her feet to move, but they wouldn’t, seemingly welded to the dirt. Within the trees, darkness was sneaking in early, the foliage above acting like window tinting, allowing only scarce light in. The crickets and cicadas were still talking to each other, and the birds still had something to say, despite the day slipping away.
But she also heard something else. Something that got her moving again—someone crying. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
You’re a sick man, Doc. A very sick man. 
Indeed I am—love sick.
That’s not the diagnosis of ‘sick’ I was referring to.
Why, whatever do you mean? 
Seek. Help. Now.
Those who help themselves…
Seriously, Doc. You’re losing it.
I’ve already lost everything. What more is there to lose?
Tom wanted desperately to bitch-slap the boisterous bantering rattling his skull from the inside out. He was sick of it. Over it. Done with the mercurial menace in his head, that unsupportive SOB. Besides, Tom never knew who he was talking to half the time. If only he could shoot it.
If only.
He wanted to converse with his sweet Kate, to hear her angelic voice, to touch her lavender-scented skin, to press his parched lips to hers, drink in the whole of her. All of her—spirit, mind, body… to quench that insatiable thirst for her.
He missed her love. 
Fucking David Morris. 
Tom thumbed away yet another tear. He was tired of tears, just as he was tired of the unwelcome utterances within. Neither of them served a purpose any longer, just got in the way, distracted him. Aggravated him. Angered him.
Come back, Kate. Please… just… come back. I’ll do anything…
She would talk to him, sometimes. Her sweet voice, he’d hear it. So vivid—so… alive, sometimes—that he had to glance around, be sure she wasn’t in the room. Of course, it wasn’t possible. Would never happen again. Not in this life. Not on this earth. His mortal ears, never to hear her voice again. He wished badly that he believed in ghosts.
He slammed his fist against the bar top, took another desperate pull from the bottle. The liquid gold sloshed inside the vessel, dancing like living stained glass. 
“I miss you, dahlin’.” A sniffle.
His original whiskey bottle lost during his retreat through the forest, he detoured, seeking out a replacement, and found one in the most obvious of places. Leeson boasted one bar—The Bearded Bayonet. And in true southern style, the place had been drank dry for the most part. But he lucked out, found a half-full bottle of the cheap stuff along with enough hooch to entertain him for a good part of the afternoon. The generic brand splashing over his tongue straight from the bottle wasn’t Southern Comfort, but it sufficed. Got the job done. Just like he’d get the job done. Soon, it would all be over, a profoundly wicked man dead.
David the deadman.
Honestly, he didn’t need the liquid courage, that fun-tastic firewater, but it sure as hell helped. It calmed him, helped him think. Relax. Plan. An injection of much-needed patience.
And with that liquor-induced patience, he sat, forearms on the bar, shoulders slouched, head down. Fingers clutching glass. Thinking. Wishing. Missing.
Behind him, across the room, neglected hinges announced the presence of another. Perhaps someone else seeking refuge from a heart destroyed by another’s careless actions. Or perhaps it was the dead.
Or perhaps the good folks from Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement were after a bit of their own recreational elixir.
Wouldja looky here, Billy Joe Bob!
Well whudduhya know, Uncle Rufus. He was here all along.
Shore nuff. Shall we shoot ‘im now or have that drank first?
Well, I reckon we oughta have us a cold one, first, don’tcha think?
Well I—
Whispers. Sand and dirt, stuck to the bottoms of soles, like sandpaper scuffing the hardwood. More whispers.
Tom’s breathing stilled, hand clutching the bottle, his solace. He wasn’t in the mood for company, especially unannounced and unknown—alive or dead. He lifted his chin only slightly, catching sight of silhouettes in the mirror behind the bar. 
Had they found him already? Maybe he didn’t give those damnable souls cowering within the walls and halls of Alamo Assisted Living their due credit. Underestimated the enemy, as it were. He thought back to Sammy and Gills, two murderous double-crossing scoundrels he’d sold short. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. Ever. 
A presence. Directly behind him. A barrel in his back. A nudge. The distinct scent of marijuana mixed with that of his own cigarettes and booze.
“Hey.”
Tom fed the silence, gave the glass a squeeze, preparing to smash it across some insolent asshole’s face if need be.
Another nudge, harder this time. “Hey… cowboy. I’m talking to you, man.”
Tom never lifted his head. “I’ll not have you poke me like some feral animal.” Despite his best efforts, the words tripped over his tongue, stumbling, before spilling over his lips.
A light laugh, then the same voice. “You hear that, Mallory? He lives.”
“I dunno, home skillet. Seems like I heard one of them deadies talk before.”
Doc felt the barrel’s lip kiss his leather-clad back again. 
“So which is it, man? You a talking live one, or a talking dead one?”
A woman’s voice. “He’s a talking drunk one. Leave him alone already.”
“Aw, hell, naw. You remember what happened last time, Laura. Ain’t gonna let that happen again. Naw, this one’s gonna prove—”
“TJ,” the woman said, “chill the fuck out already. Quit trying to be all gangster and shit.”
The man Laura called TJ huffed, propped the shotgun stock on his hip, barrel to the ceiling. Another huff, then he took two steps back.
The stool beside Tom creaked, the woman sitting. She laced her fingers on top of the bar, where Tom could easily see them. “Sorry, man. We’re all a bit jumpy. Dealt with some real assholes today.”
The one named Mallory chuckled a most annoying, high-pitched laugh. “Yeah, some major-league assholes, dude.”
Tom sat silently, his gaze glued to the bar before him, an awkward heaviness on the air. He was ruminating on the quickest way to kill these three, until TJ made a curious comment.
“Right on. Whatever the fuck you do, don’t go up the hill looking for the cool crowd. Those fuckers holed up in that old folks home kicked us to the fucking curb, man.”
Tom twisted his head slightly, cutting a sideways glance at Laura. “That so?”
Laura nodded, holding up two fingers. “He speaks the truth. Girl Scouts honor.”
“Why, do tell,” Tom prompted. He loosened his grip on the bottle.
TJ continued. “We were chill, ya know? All willing to help with whatever. But that big dude, Lenny? Total prick, man. Always on our shit, man.”
Mallory chimed in. “Yeah, total hater. No love for the ganja. And that fat-ass dude, Randy, or whatever, following him around like some fat fucking puppy dog.”
Randy. They know Randy.
“Anyhoo,” Laura said, “them people have some serious issues, keeping deadies locked up in the tennis courts and even have some in an empty pool. Fucked up, man. Tee-totally fucked up.”
TJ said, “And we ain’t the only people they got issues with, neither. Some dude cut off some other dude’s wife’s hand, stuck that fucker in a box and gave it to one of the kids—”
Mallory cackled, fist to his lips.
“Shut up, man,” TJ chided. “I’m telling a fucking story, here.”
The cackling slowed, and Mallory held up his hand. “Sorry… sorry, home skillet.” Clearing his throat, he folded his arms over his chest.
TJ said, “You done?”
Mallory nodded tight, little nods. “Mmm, hmm.”
“Anyway, dude chopped off this chick’s hand, delivered it to the kid. Sick shit, right? I heard when the guy got it, he went fucking ballistic. Beyond bat shit crazy, man. Blew a couple guys’ heads off or some shit.” He whistled while twirling a finger near his temple.
Something inside Tom flittered. Butterflies. Happy, sparkling butterflies. David was suffering, heading toward Crazy Town. Mentally collapsing into a pile of emotional rubble. He wanted to hear more, so much more about David’s breakdown. To be absolutely sure it was him. Though who else could these three possibly be speaking of?
“—were outside, and I totally shot that fucker from way out—”
“David?” Tom asked, spinning on his stool to face TJ.  
“Huh?”
“David? Was the man’s name, David? David Morris?”
“I think so. I guess so.”
“Was he about six foot tall? Early to mid-forties, maybe? Brown hair, sideburns going silver?”
TJ glanced at his buddies, then at Tom. Shrugging, he said, “I guess, man. Didn’t get a real good look at the dude. Was high most of the time we were there and he was laid up in bed—”
Mallory laughed again.
“Dude!” Laura said. “Shut the fuck up, already!”
“Sorry, sorry.”
TJ said, “I do remember he was some kind of fucked up, though.  Somebody beat the ever-living shit out of that guy. Head was wrapped up, one eye covered. Face sewed up. Fucker was black and blue and purple and green and…”
Sammy and Gills. They didn’t kill him. Fucked him up real good, but didn’t kill him. Bryan had told the truth. Good boy.
Tom tuned out TJ’s maundering for a moment. He just knew that David was alive and residing inside the facility. He hadn’t found his body at Mitch’s, for one thing. And even though Sam and Gills could have easily killed David and dumped him along the road somewhere, he just didn’t think so. Those two thugs thrived and relied on bluster and threats. Maybe if they actually followed through…
He sat, relishing David’s torment and anguish. He wanted things to get bad for David. Really, really bad. No, worse. And another idea came to mind. One that these three could—and would—assist with. Whether they wanted to, or not.
“—fucking Doc Holliday or some shit—”
Tom snapped back into the one-sided conversation. “Pardon me?”
TJ looked a bit perturbed, like he was tired of having to stop and repeat himself. “You listening to me, man? Your, uh, tank a little too full there?” he asked, pointing to the whiskey bottle still in Tom’s loose grip.
“What was that last part? About… Doc… Holliday?”
Smiling a smug smile, TJ said, “Yeah, so we was helping out, right? Trying to find that dude, the one that cut off the hand, right? You with me?”
Tom nodded.
“Good to hear it. Anyway, me and my home crew, here, we was behind the fence, the main fence up by the building. And the woods are, like, I dunno, two hundred yards away, right? And I see the guy, this Doc Holliday asshole.”
“Mmm, hmm.” Tom made a show of swigging his whiskey while inconspicuously reaching into his coat. Then he unsnapped the thumb break that kept Bessie securely in her holster. And gripped her handle. Hard.
Laura glimpsed the bottle, asking without asking if she could take a swallow herself. Tom nodded, handing it to her.
“So I line up the sights, and… bam! Downed that motherfucker where he stood. Bye-bye, Doc Holliday.”
“Actually,” Mallory interjected, “it was the second shot.”
“Whatever, fool. Fact is, I tagged that asshole from behind the fence at two-hundred-plus yards. You sure as hell couldn’t’ve done it.”
“Well done,” Tom said, releasing his gun, and giving a golf clap.
“That’s right,” TJ said, still boasting. “Motherfucker better recognize. Least you appreciate it, uh… what was your name, man?”
Tom said flatly, “Doc. Doc Holliday.”
TJ’s features tensed, and the group traded uneasy glances. Seconds stretched, a discomfiting quiet seizing the room and all in it. A smile cracked TJ’s lips. Then an uneasy, light laugh. “Doc. Right.” He continued his uncomfortable laugh, wagging a finger at the man purporting to be Doc Holliday. “Right. Doc Holliday. Good one, man. Good one.” His chuckle morphed into an uncontrollable guffaw. 
Like a merry-go-round, Mallory’s giggle started slow, then wound up into a full blown cackle, and he slapped TJ on the back. “Doc Holliday. Good one, cowboy dude! Pound it!” He held his fist to Doc, and Doc simply glanced at it, then stared coldly, a stare broken only by the occasional blink.
Mallory’s laugh trailed off. “Or not. Ya know. Whatever.”
Tom looked from one man to the other, his own smile emerging, which reignited TJ and Mallory’s dueling chuckles.
The corners of Laura’s lips tilted to the ceiling, and her lungs pushed out a stuttering laugh, adding to the chorus of howls and hoots now slapping the walls.
TJ wiped at his eyes.
Mallory was bent over, hands on his knees, shoulders shaking. He waved a hand. “You’re killing me, home skillet. Killing me. Doc Fucking Holliday!”
Finally, after another minute or so, the laughter subsided into intermittent snickers and squawks.
Continuing, TJ said, “Well, Doc,”—he snickered again—“at least you appreciate what I did. Those assholes just chewed our asses for it. Cussed us real good for killing that dude—the real Doc.” He shook his head. “Fucking hypocrites.”
Clearing his throat, Tom said, “So, you fine folks have a rather rocky relationship with those residing at Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement, I gather.”
“Fucking A, Doc Dude Number Two,” Mallory said, finally calming down. “Ass. Holes.”
Laura said, “We got them back pretty good though. Didn’t we, boys?”
“Yeah,” TJ said, “Fuckers gonna rue the goddamn day they fucked with us.”
“And why is that?”
“‘Cuz we turned all them deadies loose on their stupid asses, that’s why.”
Mallory laughed. So did TJ. And Laura.
Reading Tom’s perplexed expression, TJ elaborated. “Before we left, we busted the lock on the tennis courts. Left the door wide open. All them deadies probably surrounding the place now. If we’d had a way to get them outta the pool quick and easy, we’d’ve turned them fuckers loose, too.”
Another round of riotous laughter.
Tom nodded, “Well, sounds like you folks stuck it to them right nicely, I’d say.”
“Fucking A. Like I said, they gonna rue the fucking day, man.” TJ nodded at Tom’s whiskey bottle, held out his hand.
Hesitantly, Tom handed it to him.
After a hearty swig, he ran the back of his hand across his lips and said, “Wish I could see their stupid-ass faces now.”
Tom narrowed his eyes, then said, “How would you three like to do just that?” Taking the bottle back from TJ, he added, “Up close and personal?”
The trio traded unsure glances.
Laura said, “We really hadn’t planned on going back.”
“Yeah,” TJ said, shifting on his feet, “our work there is done, man. Anyway, what’s your beef with them assholes? They kick your ass to the curb, too, Doc?”
Mallory giggled again, muttered, “Doc.”
Tom emptied the remaining whiskey into his mouth, swished, swallowed, slammed the bottle to the bar top. Standing, he dragged the sleeve of his leather coat across his lips. “Got something to show you.”
The trio didn’t know it, but the voices inside Doc’s head were making sense again. And he was listening. Closely.
* * *
“Laura, dahlin’,” Doc said. “Be a sweetheart, and bring me the box that’s in the front seat of my truck, please?”
Sliding off the stool, Laura said, “Um, alright. Sure.”
“You’re a daisy.” He reached into his coat pocket, producing a set of keys. He shook them, and they jingled a happy metallic song. “Bug-B-Gone.”
She looked at him with a quizzical expression. “What?”
“My current mode of transportation. Ford Ranger. The one with ‘Bug-B-Gone’ on the doors.”
“Oh, okay.” She started across the bar.
TJ said, “You an exterminator or something, there, Doc?”
Cracking himself up, Mallory screeched, “Who ya gonna call? Bug-Busters!” 
Unamused, Tom blinked long droopy blinks at Mallory for several uncomfortably long seconds, before turning and answering Toby Jack. “You could say that, TJ.”
About to push through the front door, Laura said, “You lock your truck?”
“Can’t be too careful.” He dipped his chin at the door. “The box, dahlin’. With haste.”
She furrowed her brow at him, then disappeared through the doors.
“So whatcha gonna show us?” asked TJ.
“Patience young sniper, patience.”
TJ fished something from his shirt pocket. “You mind if we…?” He finished his question by nodding at a joint pinched delicately between his fingers.
Doc eyed it a moment, then decided against an anti-drug sermon, despite his vehement detestation of the vice. Besides, it would probably end up being the last joint they ever smoked if things went according to plan. So why not let them leave this world in a happier, albeit artificially altered mood?
He dipped his chin. “By all means.”
“Right on, Doc Dude,” Mallory said, big smile beneath his sunglasses.
TJ set down his shotgun and pulled out a Bic, started to light the marijuana cigarette, then said, “You know, man? You’re alright. That Alamo place would be hella cool if you ran it, ya know?”
The door squeaked open, and Laura slipped back inside, brown cardboard box hooked under one arm.
“That was quick,” TJ said, “We were just about to fire one up.” He held the twisted paper up so she could see. Enunciating clearly, he asked, “Care to partake of the herb, my lady?”
She crossed the room a little more quickly, handed the box to Doc along with his keys, then took the joint from TJ. After tucking it between her lips, Toby Jack lit it for her, and she pulled in a deep breath.
“So,” she said, sounding choked, “what’s in the box, Doc?”
Another giggle from Mallory. “What’s up, Doc?” He was snorting uncontrollably through his nose, like his lips were superglued shut. How Tom wished this were true. Then maybe Mallory wouldn’t scream when Doc pistol-whipped him to death for being an idiot.
Instead, Tom set the box on the bar top, then stood beside it, propping himself on one elbow. “This,” he said, pointing, “is one piece of a glorious puzzle. Metaphorically and literally.”
Laura handed off the joint to Mallory, who took it, drew in a breath, and asked, “Puzzle? What kind of puzzle?”
“Ah.” He held up a forefinger before he squared the box on the bar top, admiring it. “Perhaps a more suitable question would be: who is the puzzle for?”
Shrugging, Laura said, “Okay. I’ll bite. Who’s the puzzle for?”
Doc smiled, stepped away from the bar. “David Morris. And he currently resides at Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement.”
TJ raised a brow. “The beat-up dude?”
Tom nodded. And he could visualize the rusty gears grinding against one another inside the stoner’s head as something clicked. Swore he could actually smell it. Then, dismissed it as the smoke from his joint.
“You mean… the guy that got… the box with…”
Doc wanted the full effect, for them to put the pieces together themselves. It was painfully slow going, as pieces of another puzzle started dropping into place inside TJ’s head. His expression must have clued in the other two, because the same dull bulb of realization slowly lit their eyes through the haze hovering inside the bar.
“Holy motherfucking shit,” TJ said. “You are that Doc Holliday son of a bitch. You wasn’t fucking fooling.”
Mallory still seemed a tad lost, or maybe he was just trying to convince himself otherwise. “But you shot him, home skillet,” he said to TJ. “Blasted him, remember? Brains all against that tree.” He lifted his chin at Doc. “Can’t be the same dude. Ain’t no way.”
Laura took two steps back, a wavering finger aimed unsteadily at the box. “There’s a fucking hand in there, ain’t there? Ain’t there? Or some other… body part… fucking foot or some shit, right? Somebody’s ear? Their head?” Her voice cracked, tears priming themselves.
Doc only stared, neither confirming nor denying their guesses. His hands had moved to his guns.
“You gonna chop us up, too? Huh? That what you get off on, huh? You sick fuck.” TJ looked around, realized he’d laid his shotgun down on a table near the bar, and would never reach it in time.
Finally, Doc spoke. “Now TJ. What an ugly thing to say to me. I’m no butcher. I do not frolic about the countryside, hacking folks into little bitty pieces. Why, I find your accusation disrespectful and simply untrue.”
Finding her voice again, Laura said, “Then… what’s in the box?”
“I’m afraid that’s for David’s eyes only.”
“Are you him?” TJ asked bluntly. “The guy who chopped off that chick’s hand?”
Tom pinched the brim of his hat, dipped his chin. 
“Holy shit. Alright, dude.” He held his palms to Tom. Sweat glistened on his forehead, seemingly all at once. “Well, we enjoyed hanging with you and shit, but we gotta hit the road, ya know?” He tossed his head toward the exit, cuing the other two to start inching their way toward the door.
“Oh, I wish I could reciprocate the sentiment, and it is indeed time to hit the road.” He patted the box. “We have a delivery to make, you see.” He smiled, then smoothed his mustache with his thumb and forefinger.
“Alright, man. Good luck with that.”
The trio started hurriedly toward the door.
The ripping of metal against leather. Then a deafening gunshot.
They stopped abruptly, sneakers squeaking and scuffing against the floor. The trio dropped immediately to a crouch, hands up or on top of their heads. Pieces of ceiling tile rained to the floor.
Raising his voice, Doc said, “Perhaps I did not make myself clear. We are going to make a delivery. Now.”
“Listen… Doc… dude. Whatever you got going on with those assholes at the Alamo place… hey, we feel ya, man. Hate those fuckers just as much as you. But they ain’t gonna wanna see us again.”
With a heavy tremble in her voice, Laura added, “Plus, getting in’ll be a bitch, man. All those deadies around the fence?”
“You three are going to deliver David’s package.”
Mallory, still crouching and holding his hands up as if under arrest, gave it the old college try despite never having attended a day in his life. “Look, dude. Mad props to you and shit. Seriously. You’re obviously Mr. Bad Ass and all that, dude. Total respect. We get it. But we just ain’t mailman material, ya know? Those UPS guys? They’re studs, man. But that ain’t us. And we sure as shit ain’t no good at deadie killing.”
“Oh, I beg to differ, young man. Seems your friend there just told me a hoot of a story about gunning down Doc Holliday from two-hundred-plus yards out with one shot.”
“It… it was two.”
Doc just stared at him, more lazy blinks.
Almost whispering, Mallory said, “Two shots. Downed him with two shots. Dude. Doc. Mr. Holliday. Sir.”
“See?” Doc said sharply, causing all in the room to flinch. “One of you has a talent, after all.” He started pacing, tapping his chin, eyes studying the trio. “You three are going to deliver David’s package. You’re going to walk right up to that fence, and you’re going to wait for him. All three of you. Even if it means you stand there all day and night.”
Wiping the tears from her cheeks, Laura said, “Dude, did you not hear us? Those deadies, they’re surrounding the place. There’s no fucking way we can just waltz up to the goddamned fence and stand there.”
“Oh, there is a way,” Doc said. “There is always a way.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
David was standing in the middle of the small room, hands hooked on his hips, head rocked back. His uncovered eye roved the tiled ceiling. “You know the layout of this place, right, Gabe?”
“I do.”
Pointing up near one corner, David said, “Could go through there, crawl a little ways, then drop into one of the vacant rooms. Come back for you…” He looked at the Janitor for approval.
The old man shook his head, sidled up to David. “Pardon my pessimism, Dave, but can’t see either of us climbing up there, what with your bum wing, and my brittle old bones.” 
David raised his wrapped right wrist, twisting it, then sighed.
“Besides,” the Janitor continued, “I’ve got a much easier way.”
Eyeing the corner tile again, David said dismissively, “And what way would that be?”
The Janitor reached into his jumpsuit pocket, retrieving a key. “I’ll just unlock the door.”
David pulled his gaze from the ceiling, stared at the key pinched between Gabriel’s fingers. A twinge of distrust touched his core, followed by a dusting of hope. “You have a key?”
Smiling, squinting his eye at David, Gabriel nodded.
“It fits the lock? You sure?”
A nod. “Master key. To most of the locks, anyway. Fits this one. I helped install the ones in this hall, so ain’t no doubt it works.”
“Then why…?” Shaking his head and waving off the thought, David started toward the door. “Never mind. Let’s get the hell outta here so we can—”
The Janitor held a palm to David, bowing his head. “Now hold your horses, Dave.”
Fighting an almost instant surge of anxiety and anger, David said, “Hold my horses? For what? Luz has lost it, Gabe. I don’t even think she’s a real doctor, to tell ya the truth. She had a hell of a time stitching up my face, and Randy had to tell her what to do and what to look for when she was treating me. We need to get outta here before she comes back. No telling what she’s liable to do.”
“I agree, Dave. She’s unstable, and confused about things. Ain’t arguing that point. But before we go strolling down the hall with bull’s-eyes on our backs, you and me need to be on the same page about some things. Where we’re headed, what we’re doing. And what we believe.”
David narrowed his eye at Gabriel. “What we… believe?”
The Janitor’s lips thinned, and he gave a deliberate nod.
“I’ll tell ya what I believe, Gabe,” David started. “I believe that Luz is—”
“No, Dave. I ain’t talking about Luz. Or Roy, for that matter. I’m talking about you.”
Huffing, David said, “Gabe, can’t this wait? Sort this out when we get outta here? Get somewhere safe, first? What if Luz comes back and finds us still in here?”
“What if she comes back and finds us gone?”
Crossing his arms, David averted his eyes from the Janitor’s piercing gaze. He sighed heavily again, then said, “Okay, so what do you want to know?”
“Sit down, Dave.”
“I’ll stand.”
Gabriel motioned to the cot. “Please…”
David eyed him curiously, suspiciously, then crossed to the cot. Before sitting, he said, “Gabe, please. I’m begging you here. Can’t we talk about this after?”
“This is important, Dave. If me and you are gonna make a go of this, I have to be sure.”
“Sure of what?”
The Janitor dipped his chin at the cot, urging David to sit. Finally, David acquiesced. 
“Thanks.”
David just stared up at him, feeling like a child about to be punished for an egregious misdeed.
“Dave, you and I jawed a bit the first day you got here. I told you a lot about me, but I don’t know much about you. Just what I’ve been told, and what I’ve discerned for myself. Now, I’m good. I can read people like a billboard with bodacious print. But I want to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth.”
“Hear what? What do you want to know, Gabe?” He started to press to his feet, but the Janitor flashed his palm like a stop sign. “I really feel like we’re wasting—”
“Dave. Please.”
“Okay, Gabe. Fine. Let’s talk. What do you want to talk about, huh?” His impatience brimmed, gushing from deep within like a rotted water main. And right along with it spewed a rising resentment, mixing and mingling into a muddy mess. Gabe was supposed to be an ally, a friend. Self-preservation, that fight-or-flight feeling, was smashing David’s sternum hard. He liked Gabe, trusted him. But he would not let the old man demolish their opportunity—his opportunity—at escape. At his chance to make things right.
And he would not allow anyone—Janitor included—jeopardize Bryan’s life or Jessica’s. 
“I’ll try to make this quick, Dave.”
You’d better, old man. “Shoot,” David said. He hinged forward, elbows on his knees, ready to get the interrogation over and done with. 
“Tell me about your wife, Dave.”
“My wife?”
Gabriel nodded. “Yep. Your wife. Natalee.”
David didn’t recall ever telling Gabriel Natalee’s name, but assumed that Jess or Randy must have mentioned it to him at one time or another. He shrugged, then lied. “Not much to tell.”
“I think there is.”
“Gabe, really, what does my wife have to do with this?”
“Same thing Scotty has to do with this.”
David simply stared at the Janitor for a few precious seconds, trying to jump ahead, figure out what the old man was driving at so he could play the game and they could get the hell out of the bear cave before mother bear came back. Get somewhere safe, or at least safer. How he wished Gabriel would just postpone their little interview. Or skip it altogether. 
He forced the gears to spin. He knew Scotty. Well, knew of him. Never met the guy in real life—only in real death. And only for a very small amount of time, as he ended Scotty’s existence in this world with a well-aimed bullet to the brain.
“Scotty?”
“Scotty, Roy’s son. You met him. Well, met the reanimated body that was him…”
David’s eye darted around the room, his agitation blowing up like a balloon about to reach the popping point. The conversation was becoming cryptic. And he was losing focus. Fast. “Get to it, Gabe. What does he have to do with me or Natalee?”
Gabriel sighed like a father disappointed that his child wasn’t figuring out the solution to a simple math problem. “The world ain’t just sick, Dave. It’s dying a slow and painful death. We talked about it before, you and me. There are folks who get it, and folks who don’t.” He wagged a finger at David. “You claimed you got it, or led me to believe as much. But me and Lenny, we seen the demons, Dave. You yourself even admitted to ‘em earlier today.”
“Fine. I’ve got demons. So what’s your point?”
“The point is, Dave, that deep down, I believe you’re an Infirmary.”
“What? How can you say that? Especially after I shot—”
“I think you can be swayed to their way of thinking. Of believing a dangerous lie.”
David just stared at Gabriel, his brow dropping low. He thought the conversation would revolve around answering a few questions about Natalee, then maybe a couple of others, then figuring out what the hell they were going to do once they slipped out. Done and done. Up next, an Alcatraz moment, a mysterious midnight escape from the Alamo.
Shaking his head, feigning a smile, David said, “Gabe, I’m not one of them. Luz—an Infirmary—pointed a fucking gun at me, for Chrissakes. Locked me in the same room as you. Remember that part? I hardly think they’d welcome me into the fold.”
“When did Natalee die?”
David straightened, the corners of his mouth diving. His breathing shallowed. “What exactly are you accusing me of, Gabriel?”
“I ain’t accusing you of anything. I asked a simple question.” His cadence slowed. “When did your wife… die?”
The Janitor started to blur, along with the rest of the room, and David swiped at his eye, which only made it worse. He wanted to desperately hold back the flood, to be strong, to be a man. But it was pointless. Those damned tears were back for an encore performance, and they brought the whole band on stage with them. He let his head drop, ran his hand under his broken nose while the tears reopened his broken heart.
“When, Dave? It’s a simple question.”
The thought of her, of his wife… Natalee… dying… just destroyed him. The whole idea, the whole concept of ‘dying,’ then becoming an undead monster… He didn’t want to associate his wife with that line of thinking. With that word. Preferred to just let the thought of it—and her—die. She didn’t deserve this. Not in life, not in death, and not in the shit that fell in between it all.
David choked out, “Semantics, Gabe. Sounds like we’re just playing a goddamned game of semantics.”
“It’s a serious question, Dave. One you ain’t answered yet.”
David pressed to his feet in a rush, practically ripped the bandage from his head as he tried to rake shaky fingers through his hair. He almost fell back to the cot. “I don’t know, alright? I don’t know.”
“How can you not know, Dave?”
“Because… Gabe. I… I didn’t get to her in time. Okay? I didn’t make it. He had a gun to her head—”
“Who? Who had a gun to her head?”
David sighed deeply, slapped his thigh. “Doc. He had a gun to her head. She was tied to a chair. Sammy and Guillermo… they left her and Doc…” He swiped at his cheek, wincing when his fingernail snagged one of the damp stitches. “Doc must have—” He fought back a sob, then he turned, faced the door. “So I guess… a few days ago. Okay? Can we go now?”
The Janitor’s lip twisted under his mustache. “No, Dave. We can’t.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
The pond was perhaps a hundred yards into the woods from the edge of the field, a short jaunt relatively speaking, and at the end of a fairly straight path. There were only about three turns, if they could be called turns. They more resembled slight twists. Thankfully, the way was mostly clear of rocks and sticks or other detritus. Recent and fairly constant traffic on the trail had helped keep the grass and weeds mostly at bay, allowing for unobstructed passage. Occasionally, the underbrush grabbed at Jessica’s ankles and shins, though she was never in any real danger of diving chin-first into the dirt. The mosquitos that buzzed her face like little high-pitched Kamikaze warplanes proved more annoying and distracting than the groping foliage. 
As the sobbing became more prevalent, so did the awful smell. She considered slowing down, actually dragged her toe, kicking up a cloud of dust. But she couldn’t halt herself, Nike-clad feet on autopilot, seemingly just as curious—and concerned—as she was.
She started around the pond.
A child?
That’s what the whimpering resembled. A young child. Or perhaps a young woman. Was hard to tell. Whoever it was, they were being hushed by another.
Two people?
Now Jessica stopped. She’d made it halfway around the water. A two-foot wide trail circled the stock pond, bumped up right against it. Thick bushes encroached on the path, reaching into the trail and toward the water. Beyond the near-impenetrable bushes, dense woods. Viewed from the air, Jess imagined the pond would look like a single eyeball in the forest’s green face.
She slapped her own face, sending another buzzing, biting warplane to its bloody death. After a quick glimpse at the carnage on her palm, she wiped it on her jeans. She craned her neck, eyes prying in the direction of the sound.
More shushing. Weak whimpering. The smell of death.
She dreaded what she’d find, especially given the current state of unrest and dissension overtaking the Alamo, wondered if perhaps someone had taken to killing the dead in a location the Infirmaries couldn’t find them as easily. Or quickly.
Her mind then raced to thoughts of a stalking madman.
Doc.
She could still hear his heavy drawl in her ears, proclaiming David and Mitch dead. He’d lied about one, spoke the truth about the other. She hoped it’d stay that way.
Still looking across the peaceful pond, she saw nothing out of the ordinary. Whatever that was. Dragonflies hovered and skittered above the water, cutting minuscule ripples, tempting the fish with a colorful and tasty snack. The usual sounds of the woods were in full swing, and she even heard an owl despite darkness still being a few hours away.
She willed her feet to move again, her eyes darting, ears ultra-sensitive. As she neared the tip of the water, she noticed two narrow strips of trampled grass.
Like a car drove down here. Recently. 
She realized then that she was actually looking at a road, one that never got to see much use thanks to the end of the world. The grass was well on its way to obscuring what was left of it. Soon, probably within a few weeks, it’d be hard to tell a road was ever there, the weeds having erased it completely. If the rain ever came again, of course. Then, only a trained eye, or overly observant one, would be able to see the shallow ruts. She guessed the eroding, vanishing road had been used by vehicles to stock the waterhole. No other reason she could think of for its existence. Had the world not ended when it did, the Alamo would have been one hell of a retirement spot.
But fresh tire tracks in the grass concerned her. Was this where Doc had parked and—
Shifting the pistol from hand to hand, she wiped her palms on her jeans, pressing the blood from smashed mosquitos deeper into the denim. Then she said a small prayer. She really didn’t want to use the Sig, didn’t want to kill anyone dead, or alive.
She was just starting toward the source of the sound when the sad souls revealed themselves in non-dramatic fashion. No bogeyman, no shuffler… no Doc. They pressed slowly to their feet, eyes glassy, and locked on Jessica.
Thank the fucking lord above.
“Bryan? Taneesha? What… why are you two out here?”
“Jessica,” said Taneesha. “Thank God it’s you, girl.”
Jessica’s head swiveled. She expected something more, someone else. An ambush, an attack. Something. The run-in with Sammy and Gills—not to mention Doc’s antics—left her overly paranoid. And she couldn’t help it. 
“Is anyone else out here with you two?”
Taneesha shook her head vehemently, and she laid a hand on Bryan’s shoulder. Bryan had Charlie, his puppy, cradled tight against his chest.
Jess, lowering her voice, asked, “What happened?”
Taneesha looked around, as if she wasn’t quite sure how to explain. “We was inside. I was doing my assigned duty—watching the children. Bryan, Samantha, Kenny, and Julie. They was all there.” She paused, a hand going to her mouth, as though recalling a horrific event.
Jess moved toward them, replacing the gun to her waistband.
“Lenny came in the room we was staying in, said things was getting bad between the Infirmaries and Muertos. Said—”
Jess interrupted her.  “Muertos?”
Taneesha nodded quick, tight nods. “Yeah. They the ones that thinks them…”—she waved a hand through the air—“things locked up in the tennis courts and the pool is…” Her eyes darted down to Bryan. Trying to spare him the truth, she finished by mouthing the word ‘dead.’ 
Jess gave a slow, understanding nod. “So which one are you?”
“Me?” Taneesha asked, her other hand to her chest. “Ain’t gonna lie. I was on the fence, leaning to the Infirmaries’ side. I just couldn’t believe… didn’t wanna believe them folks was, well, you know. I mean, how can folks still be walking around if they’s just…? I’m still having a hard time with it. Me and Lenny, we gone round and round ‘bout it. Some days, he wins. Some days, I win.”
“And today?”
Taneesha sighed, her eyes glassy. Then, she dipped her chin toward the source of the smell.
“Jesus,” Jess managed, her fingers pinching her nose. Somehow, actually seeing the body accentuated the stench ten-fold.
“Anyway, Lenny made us leave the Alamo. I’s supposed to take all the children, but they parents wouldn’t let me take ‘em.” She blinked, trying to clear tears. “Jess, we need to leave this place. Them people… Dr. G? She ain’t right. Something’s done snapped in that girl. Them Infirmaries? Hearing ‘em talk, I think they’d just as quick kill the real living to save them folks they think’s just sick.” She visibly trembled, and it seemed to transfer to Bryan’s shoulder and into the boy himself.
A scary feeling surged in Jess, and she wondered if she hadn’t condemned her cousin to death by asking Luz to lock him up in a room somewhere in the Alamo.
“Is the Janitor kosher? Is he on the up-and-up? Can we trust him?” Her cadence sped up, fear lighting her eyes and tone.
“Lenny says the Janitor’s as kosher as they come. The real deal. He knows what’s up. But Lenny says he’s scared for him. Thinks that if Dr. G. gets enough folks thinking like her…”
“I’m scared they’re already there. That meeting this morning…”
“I was in there. I know.”
“What swayed you, Taneesha? To the… Muertos… side?”
Taneesha pinched her lips together until they looked like a fresh thin scar on her face. Finally, she said, “Ain’t gonna lie. My brother. I trust him with my life. He and the Janitor, they’s tight. He trusts the old geezer. Loves that man.” She swiped at her eye, patted Bryan’s shoulder. “The Janitor, God love him, was at the old building with our pop. Took good care of him. Made him comfortable his last days. I just thank the lord that pop didn’t have to see all this.”
Jess nodded, then touched Taneesha’s arm.
Continuing, Taneesha said, “My mind says people who ain’t alive shouldn’t be walking around. But Lenny says they is, and they do.” She sighed heavily, squeezing Bryan’s shoulders. “I don’t wanna believe it, ‘cuz believing it means…”
Jess simply shook her head, eyes diving to the dirt. She knew what Taneesha was getting at. Accepting that the dead now walked meant a myriad of childhood horrors were now reality. And she felt sorry—no, terrified—for any child that would have to grow up in the world as it now existed. If that child got to grow up at all…
This discussion, the subject… Jess was losing focus. Losing hope. And if she didn’t take a breath, she’d lose consciousness. “What now?”
“Lenny told me to take the children, hide by the waterhole ’til him and Randy come for us.”
Crouching, Jess looked at Bryan. “You okay, Bryan?”
He nodded, shifting Charlie in his arms. She could see the dirt trails on his cheeks where tears once ran.
Taneesha eyed Bryan from above. “He says he feels really bad about that box he gave to that man. Says he didn’t mean it, that he didn’t know Doc was a bad man.”
Now fully kneeling in front of Bryan, Jess said, “Oh, sweetie. Please don’t feel bad, okay? You had know way of knowing Doc wasn’t a nice man. There was no way you could’ve known that.”
Bryan smiled a weak smile, sniffled, then nodded. He rubbed his cheek against his puppy’s head. Charlie squirmed in his arms.
Motioning toward the downed body in the bushes, Jess asked, “Did you have to… you know…?”
Taneesha responded almost exactly as Bryan had, with the exception of rubbing her cheek on Charlie’s head. “We was hiding in the bushes, like Lenny done told us to. Only’d been in there maybe a minute or two, when he wandered up. Was behind a tree and didn’t see him. Smelt him, but didn’t see him. I knifed him good. Thank the lord Lenny made me take that knife. I wasn’t gonna…” She took a deep breath. “Told the boy to turn his head, so he didn’t have to see, but he saw anyway. Asked me after if I was making the man better.”
“Making the man… better?”
“Yeah. Says… David right…?” She looked to Bryan for confirmation. He nodded. “Right. David says when he stabs ‘em, he’s making ‘em better. Says David made his sick Grampa better.”
“Oh.”
This concerned Jessica. Deeply concerned her. She believed it was important to be upfront with Bryan, so that he understood the dangers. The reality of the situation, of life and death. Ignorance was simply a shroud of faux safety that provided no protection, serving only to hinder chances of survival. Chances at life. Ignorance was most definitely not bliss. If the boy thought shufflers were just ‘sick,’ that someone could make them ‘better’ with the stick of a knife… well, he was on the path to even more confused thinking, maybe even more off track than the Infirmaries. And that was dangerous thinking. Very dangerous. What if someone alive was just truly sick with the flu? Would Bryan think it was okay to just stab them? She made a mental note to have a crucial conversation with David regarding his views and teachings when it came to Bryan. She’d talk to the boy if need be. And she’d be glad to do it.
“Did Lenny give you an ETA?”
Taneesha shook her head. “Just said hide back here ’til they could get the others rounded up. Him and Randy’s supposed to be on watch now, said they’d sneak down here when they could. He had to be really worried to have us come out here, where the rattlers wander.”
And it was that last statement that resonated with Jessica, that made her realize just how dire things had very suddenly become at the Alamo.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
Lenny pushed through the back doors of the Alamo, Randy on his heels. “So I told ‘em to go to the—”
They stepped onto the loading dock. And just stared, jaws unhinged. 
“Holy shit,” Randy said finally.
Lenny’s chest heaved a heavy breath, eyes rolling over bodies that once claimed the tennis court cement as home. Now, those same bodies staked another claim—the palisade fence surrounding the Alamo. Pressed up against it, they resembled a writhing second fence of sorts. A fence that comprised slowly decaying flesh and bone and blood.
The bodies blocked the gate. Teeth gnashed. Jaws snapped. Groping hands waved between the bars. The growls. The groans. It was a mesmerizing sight. One neither man hoped that they’d have to lay eyes on again so soon.
“All that work… How’d they get out, ya think?” asked Randy. “The Infirmaries?”
A shallow head shake. “Don’t know. Just… don’t know. But I don’t think them Infirmaries would do this. They’s the ones made us put ‘em in there to start with.”
They just gazed for another disbelieving minute, neither man ready to face such a malicious mob.
“Luz?”
Lenny glimpsed Randy. “Doc G.?”
Nodding, Randy said, “Think she turned them loose? Let ‘em out?”
“To stretch they legs? Go for a stroll?” Another shallow head shake. “I don’t think so, my man. Turning ‘em loose… that’d just put ‘em in more danger, ya know? Risk ‘em wandering off… getting killed. According to her, anyway.”
“Then who…?”
The thought seemed to cross their minds at the same instant, an understanding of three young druggies wronged, their only recourse of revenge to let the dogs out, as it were. Make a mess they’d never have to clean up, because they’d be long gone.
“Damnit,” Randy muttered.
“Uh-huh.”
“It was locked up, wasn’t it?”
“Must’ve picked it or sawed it somehow.”
Randy studied his friend’s face, looking for and finally finding that light bulb of realization. 
Lenny said, “One of ‘em was walking awful funny.”
“Like how?”
“Like… he had something stuffed off in his britches. Like…” Lenny slapped a massive palm to his forehead, rocking his head back.
“What? Like what?”
“Like bolt cutters.”
Eyes darting about, Randy thought on it, finally nodding in understanding. “TJ managed to get a pair of bolt cutters down his pants?”
“Had to. That punk thought he was gangster. Baggy-ass pants. Plenty of room for something like that. Damn.” He made a fist, prepared to pound something, realized there was nothing around to punch. Unable to vent his vexation, he dropped his fist to his side, flexed his fingers and popped his joints instead. “Oughta check up front. See how far these things done wandered.”
With heavy legs, they descended the steps, started slowly around the building while hazy eyes beyond the steel watched. Followed. Anticipated. 
Finally ripping his own gaze from the hungry horde, Randy said, “So Taneesha and the kids are by the stock pond?”
“Mmm, hmm. Waiting for us on the south side by the service road. Infirmaries ain’t gonna look there. Not at first, anyways. Told her we’d take off from there.”
“What about just bailing in one of the cars? Or the Dodge? Could pile everyone in the bed of the truck and it’s full of gas…”
Shaking his head, Lenny said, “Naw, too chancy. Wanna slip out tonight. If they sees all the vehicles still here, take ‘em longer to suspect we’s gone.” He curled his fingers around the hatchet blade holstered on his hip. “Your friend…”
“David?”
“Yeah, David. Ain’t he leaving? Business to take care of?”
“Jess said he was.”
“Change his mind?” Lenny asked, tossing his head back toward the Dodge still parked near the loading dock.
Randy shrugged. “Didn’t think so. I’ve never seen him so… angry. Just so… I don’t know… I don’t think there’s a word to describe how pissed off and upset he was. I’m honestly scared for him. I think he’s seriously willing to die going after this guy.”
“You blame him? I mean, that’s just evil—chopping off his wife’s hand like that…” A visible, massive shiver went through the muscleman.
“Well, yeah, kind of, I do. I mean, his wife left him before this whole mess started. Didn’t even have the decency to tell him to his face. Wrote him a ‘Dear John’ letter.”
“That’s cold, bro.”
“Yeah, that’s what I said. But David loves—loved—Natalee. I’d go as far as to say he’s obsessed with her.”
“Or obsessed with the thought of her. Sometimes, when someone thinks they love someone that deeply, they’s in love with a fantasy, not the actual person, ya know? Someone they made up in they head.” Lenny tapped a finger to his temple. “Ain’t the real person. Never was. And that other person can’t live up to that fantasy. Both of ‘em get frustrated and mad. Then, when one finally leaves, the other tries clinging onto something that was never there to begin with. If they’d just open they eyes, see what’s in front of ‘em. Usually they’s someone else out there for ‘em, but they never know ‘cuz they too obsessed with ideas of people and what they thought they had, and not what they actually had. Ya know?”
Randy nodded deep nods. “Yeah, I think I actually get what you’re driving at.” A grin etched itself into his thick beard. “Were you a counselor at one time?”
Waving off Randy, he said, “Naw. Just big brother advice to Taneesha when she’d drag them losers home. ‘Course, them losers see her big bro, well.” He flexed a bicep and actually smiled a toothy grin. “She used to think they’s the world and I’d let ‘em know…” He trailed off, soles grabbing the grass. And he stopped, eyes hitched to the front fence. “Oh, hell, naw.” He ripped the hand axe from the loop on his hip, and started trotting toward the front gate, toward familiar faces.
* * *
Lenny slowed his gait as he neared the front fence. He gripped his hatchet tightly, preparing for a confrontation that he’d successfully avoided earlier, but now looked as though might happen, after all. 
Randy guessed intimidation and deterrence, not actual dissection and dismemberment, was Lenny’s intent. At least he hoped that’s all Lenny was going for.
Struggling to keep up, Randy called behind him. “What are they doing back here?”
“I’m ‘bout to find out.” He raised his hatchet high for the trio of troublemakers to see, a sharp double-edged stop sign. His deep voice boomed. “You three’s awful brave coming back here. Especially after turning them rattlers loose on us and…”
As the two men had made their way around the building and to the front, several of the shufflers had followed them along the gate, like predatory zoo animals pacing the bars, stalking the spectators, anticipating a break in the barrier. To pounce through. To take a bite. To feed.
Lenny halted, accusing his own eyes of telling lies. He almost started to rub them, to clear away an image that was surely not there. Something was wrong. Bad wrong. A scared look crossed his face like passing clouds, replacing the scowl he wore only seconds ago. “You… y’all’s gonna get bit if… You all’s gotta death wish?”
A new urgency mobilized him, launching his massive frame at the gate.
Randy had just caught up to him. And he now saw and understood the desperation in Lenny’s actions.
“What the hell…?” Randy pushed himself forward despite fatigue and fear. He finally caught up to Lenny, who was fumbling with his keys.
“Wait,” Randy said, laying a hand on Lenny’s arm.
“We gots to get ‘em inside.” He looked up from his keys. “Why ain’t y’all fighting? Why’s you just…” And then Lenny accepted what Randy figured out only seconds before.
“It’s not… it’s not them… Lenny. Not anymore.”
Lenny just stared through the steel bars, his mind rejecting what his eyes were screaming at him.
Randy was right. Laura, TJ, and Mallory were all outside the fence, shuffling right along with the rattlers. And the rattlers were treating them like one of their own. Because the trio now was.
“Jesus,” Randy said.
Lenny’s finger trembled as he pointed to the fresh corpses standing and swaying before them. “They… they gots… signs… on ‘em.”
Randy squinted through thick lenses, a surreal sickness starting through him. What were the chances of all three losing out to a group of shufflers? They were young, healthy, and fast. And armed. Maybe they were too high or messed up on whatever they were snorting, smoking, or injecting to defend themselves adequately. He just couldn’t believe it.
But Lenny was right. All three had what looked like sheets of paper  duct taped to their chests. And on each sheet, a word, in black marker.
“David,” said Lenny, pointing at Laura. “That one says, ‘David.’” She also had a box taped to her torso.
Lenny swiped at his brow. He looked shaken, upset.
“TJ’s says, ‘Deliver,’” Randy said, though he was sure Lenny had already read it. “Mallory’s says, ‘To.’”
Repeating the words, Lenny said, “Deliver… to… David. Oh, God. Not again. Surely not again. And not now.”
Randy glanced around, his substantial stomach frothing with fear. “What if he’s out here? Doc? What if Doc’s out here, aiming a rifle at us?” He curled his hand around the bandaged gunshot wound on his left arm, remembering the feel of hot steel in his skin.
Lenny shook his head. “Don’t think so. His beef’s with David. He wants to be sure he gets that box.” He sounded as though he were trying desperately to convince himself. 
Again, Lenny pointed at Laura, who was now reaching through the fence, grasping at his extended finger. Her mouth was wide, jaws snapping, her eyes dull, but skin still surprisingly radiant for the recently deceased. She hadn’t been dead long. Not at all. Death had found her only a short time ago.
“Ya think Doc killed them?” asked Randy.
Lenny just shook his head, shock sticking to him, smothering him like soaking wet clothes. “I don’t want to believe it, but…”
“Seeing is believing,” Randy finished for him, answering his own question.
More rattlers were making their way to the front, following the fresher scent of the living and the commotion caused by them being there. They’d begun to engulf the newly dead trio, like water surging, swallowing anything and everything indiscriminately. Drowning in the dead. Eventually, everything would erode away, including the water itself.
“Should we…?” Randy asked, adjusting his glasses.
Slowly, Lenny slid his hand axe back into the loop on his belt, then stared down at the keys in his other hand. For the first time since Randy had met ‘The Lumberjack,’ the former pro-wrestler looked like he simply didn’t know what to do or say. Or think. Didn’t know how to proceed, like he was stuck in time, waiting for someone to punch a button or wind up the clock again. He stood there, deliberating, eyes flicking from keys, to fence, and back. Over and over.
As the seconds ticked by, more of the undead arrived. More of them pressed against the bars, their collective weight challenging the integrity of the fence. The steel emitted creepy creaks and metallic squeaks, cries for help.
I can’t hold them back forever. Do something!
“Lenny?”
The Lumberjack now had his tense gaze focused on the mob before him. Randy noticed his jaws clenching, his breathing deepening, shoulders heaving.
“Lenny,” Randy said again, “are you okay, brother?”
Something was happening inside the towering man. Something more than just clicked inside of him, it actually clanged. Randy swore he could hear it. A shift of sorts. The normally docile, easygoing giant of a man about to do something very much out of character.
“Lenny, don’t. Don’t do it. Let’s get some help and—”
It was as though Randy knew he wouldn’t be able to stop Lenny, so he didn’t try. Well, didn’t try very hard. Better the dead suffer than him. And it looked as though they were about to. He actually backed away in anticipation.
Lenny’s massive shoulders rose and fell, his lungs pumping the essence of the moment into every corner of his being. He squeezed his hand until it trembled, then he opened it. In the next second, he’d yanked his hatchet from his hip.
Randy thought his friend sounded just like a snorting bull, and he stepped back again, farther, determined to avoid becoming collateral damage in the inevitable rampage. If the Infirmaries were pissed about what David had done to Roy and Scotty, they sure as hell weren’t going to be happy with Lenny in about ten seconds.
And then it happened, as if on cue, just as Randy’s mind had predicted. The Lumberjack’s heavy frame, now lubed and charged with resolute emotion, moved with the grace and balance of a wrecking machine. He raised his hatchet high, as though he’d hooked the sky itself, then pulled the cerulean expanse above down on top of everyone and everything. After mere seconds, rattler arms that once groped for them through the bars littered the ground inside the fence, so freshly cut that the fingers still flexed.
Without a word, without a scream—but plenty of grunts—Lenny hacked at the encroaching arms until no more protruded through the gaps in the steel, and he was tripping over them. Then he started in on the undead still trying to push through the palisade, his flashing blade finding skulls and necks and chests and then more skulls. Almost as often, the axe found metal bars instead of flesh, clanking and ringing, sparks showering as though he were trying to light the dead on fire. But he was quick to correct his aim, find his true target. 
Randy stood mesmerized by the mayhem machine unwinding in front of him. It was unlike anything he’d ever witnessed. Ever. Maybe in a movie he could witness such carnage, but movie magic simply couldn’t capture the real-life rawness unfolding before him. And he just couldn’t turn away.
The Lumberjack was gasping, near wheezing. He’d barely breathed since unleashing his pent-up resentment and frustration over the end of the world.
Finally, he stopped. Stumbling several steps backward and away from the fence, he dropped his oozing hatchet to the grass, and hinged his torso, planting his hands on his thighs. He fought for air.
Randy stepped over to him, a hand on his back. “Are you… you okay, man?”
Lenny’s mouth was wide open, pulling in pungent air, and he nodded tight, quick nods. Sweat dripped from his body, diving off his brow, his bald head, his nose, feeding the thirsty grass. And he shivered.
Randy looked toward the fence again. Lenny didn’t kill all of them. Far from it. But he’d made one hell of a dent in the mob. Several lifeless rattlers now lined the outside of the bars, like sandbags, creating another barrier and making access to the iron harder for those still trying to get at them. Plenty of moaning and growling still vitiated the air, but it didn’t seem quite as prominent now that Lenny the Lumberjack had cut several rattlers down.
“Jesus,” Randy said, that sour taste returning to his mouth. He wanted to retch, and tried telling himself he was looking at the aftermath of a props department explosion rather than the real deal. Blood was everywhere. The steel was slick with it. The grass, the brick pillars, Lenny… If it weren’t for the bodies, he’d have guessed someone had terrible aim with a paint gun. And paint grenades. And buckets of paint.
From behind the two men, a woman’s voice. “What the hell have you done?” A terrible tremble shook in her tone.
Randy turned to see Luz Gonzalez approaching with four other men. And she had a pistol in her hand, aimed right at Randy and Lenny.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
“I can’t stay in here, Gabe. If this means we part ways, then so be it. But I cannot and will not simply hand my fate—or the fates of others—over to someone else.” David took an imposing step toward the old man. “I won’t do it Gabe.” With one eye, he stared him down.
The Janitor wagged a bony finger at David. “You’re lying again, Dave. Lying to yourself, lying to me. And the worst part is, I think you’re starting to believe yourself.”
“Goddamnit, Gabe. Enough of the games. Now, either hand over the key, or…”
“Or you’re gonna take it?” The Janitor reached into his jumpsuit pocket, fished out the key. He held it in front of him, twisted it in the sterile fluorescent light, daring David to take it.
David took the dare. And the key.
Immediately, David spun on his heel, plunged the metal into the lock. Then stopped.
He sighed, then, without turning to face Gabriel, said, “Come with me, Gabe.”
“I can’t, Dave.”
David whirled back around, deep frustration welling like molten magma, pressing up and up through the earth. “Why the hell not?”
“There’s people here, Dave. Good people that are being misled. Like you, I cannot and will not let something happen to them because of the irresponsible and ill-informed actions of another.”
“There’s no convincing Luz or her monkeys.”
“I have to try.”
“No, Gabe, you don’t. It’s something she’s going to have to figure out for herself.”
The Janitor squinted his eye at David. “Just like you.” 
In his mind, David threw his hands into the air. Precious time wasted. More precious lives endangered. That’s how he felt. What he believed. And that was no lie.
The Janitor’s agenda was all out of whack. Why couldn’t he see that the Alamo and the people in it were a lost cause? That these people wouldn’t change their way of thinking? Their way of believing?
Just like me.
David didn’t care about making a point. Nor did he care about those that clearly meant him harm. People like this Doc Holliday wannabe and Luz, they had stability and reality issues. Permanent residents of Crazy Town, those two. Well, David was tired of his stay here and for his own sake needed to get far away. There were bad people here, no matter what the Janitor professed. And his demons were here. He needed to just leave them all behind…
He twisted the key, and the deadbolt clacked. Gabe spoke the truth. The key worked. This actually upset him even more, why the old man would let himself be a prisoner. Where was his sense of self-preservation? Did he have a death wish?
“C’mon, Gabe. We can discuss this—”
“I’ve already told you, Dave. I’ve got to stay and make things right.”
“Gabriel, things here are so wrong that they’ll never be right again, okay? Never again. This ain’t the old folks home you used to work at across town and these ain’t some sweet grandmas and grandpas on their death beds in need of companionship and comfort. These are men and women who believe walking corpses are just ‘under the weather.’”
“Was Natalee just under the weather?”
David rolled his eye, huffing. “Christ, Gabe. Can you let it go, already?”
At that moment, David heard running footsteps down the hall. He pressed his ear to the door, listened.
“What is it, Dave?”
He held up a finger. “Sounds like… people running.” He swiveled his head, a pleading expression on his face. “We’ve got a chance. Sounds like something is going down. Let’s go now, while they’re distracted.”
The Janitor waved him off. “You go on. I’ll nab anyone that may come along.”
“Gabe, please.”
“You have your purpose. I have mine.”
David ground his teeth, angry and frustrated with the old man. A perfect opportunity to save themselves, and he was brushing it off like he had some Sunday picnic planned that he just couldn’t miss.
“I’ll come back for you, Gabe.” But he wasn’t sure he meant it.
“Worry about yourself, Dave.”
David didn’t even waste a sigh. He barely opened the door, leaned slightly into the hall, catching the reflections of the runners on the floor as they rounded the corner. He looked both ways like he was about to cross the busiest, most dangerous highway in the world, then slunk out of the room.
Behind him, the familiar clack of the lock. And here he sighed. If Gabriel was determined to die, there was nothing more he could do about it. Staying close to the wall, he headed off toward his room.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
David crept along the hall, his neck and arms a prickly mess, his hackles raised. He almost preferred dashing from the dead in the black of night through the middle of the woods than being closed up in the bright hallway, his options severely limited. At least in the forest, he could dive into the underbrush or slip around a tree. Here, within the sterile halls of Alamo Assisted Living, he could go forward or backward. Or chance a door.
Pick a door. Any door.
As he passed one, his ears tricked him into thinking the room brimmed with shufflers. He could hear the incessant, mucus-filled moaning, the worn and weathered shoes scuffing the buffed tile. Bloody drool dripping to the floor. The fungus-painted fingernails against the wood…
And tell us, Bob, what’s behind Door Number One?
Well, hold onto your seats, folks, because behind Door Number One is a room full of Roys and Scottys! And they’re hungry for you! That’s right! They’re deader than dead and to stay that way, they need to eat vibrant living flesh!
Whose flesh, Bob?
Why, your flesh, of course! So what are you waiting for? Open up that door and feed ‘em a thigh ‘cause they are hungry tonight!
A shiver racked David’s body, and he stopped, bringing his hand to his mouth. He pressed hard, squeezed his eyes tight. Hunching slightly, he just knew he was going to throw up right then and there. He managed a sidelong glance down the hall and saw no one, despite feeling a presence behind him. Above him, the fluorescents continued their barely there buzzing, an unescapable scattered spotlight. 
Psst. Hey. He’s over here. 
Nerves. Frayed, tattered, and torn, flying like flags, whipping and popping. He wasn’t a pill-popper, but god how he needed one. Several. Something to help get him through this. He tilted his head, squinted, as if doing so would help him hear. And somehow, it did. Yelling, on the west side of the building, near the front doors. Then he heard the unmistakable clank of a commercial door’s crash bar, someone pressing wildly through it, the shouts from outside amplified for only a brief moment, then muted when the door swept shut. The halls stood silent again.
He wondered what was happening outside, what had riled up the residents, gotten them scurrying and scattering about like freaked-out rats. Maybe another herd of shufflers had shown up, surrounded the place. That would be bad news for him. There’d be no way to escape quietly or without notice if the dead were again surrounding the facility. Not to mention the elevated danger of doing so.
And as usual, he immediately second-guessed himself, his timing, his motivations. Perhaps he should have listened to the Janitor. Taken the time to talk through things. Maybe it would have actually… helped.
But he felt sure the old man was wrong. About him, about the Infirmaries. David would try to save everyone he could. It was the right thing to do, though he had to be reasonable about it. He couldn’t help everyone, especially not from themselves. He’d already written Luz off as a lost cause. She was too far gone in her little fantasy world where the dead were just sick.
Natalee.
Yes, he admitted to himself that he initially believed Natalee had just been sick. Desperately ill. But he finally came around, didn’t he? Eventually…
Too late. You came around much too late. You caused her even more suffering. More hurt. Pain beyond any you could fathom. And now Doc’s—
He stifled another wrong-way flow, choking back the burning bile that scratched with hot fingers at his throat. His feet shuffled along the floor as he inched toward his room, constantly on the lookout for an Infirmary. He wasn’t sure if Randy was on watch duty or not. He actually hoped he was. Then, if he bumped into David, he could create a diversion, give David a fighting chance to jump the fence. But chances were he was outside amongst the clamor and commotion. Still, maybe…
He prayed Jessica was with Bryan, hanging out with the boy, reassuring him. Comforting him. It would certainly make things easier, having two extra sets of eyes. Especially since his own eye was still mostly swollen shut, courtesy of Guillermo’s hammer fist. 
Or, maybe she was with Randy, bending the big guy’s ear, crying on his shoulder about the fight she and David had earlier. That would be ideal, finding them together. Grabbing Bryan and Charlie, they could all get out of there together. Strength in numbers. If Randy wanted to stay with Leonard, that was okay, too. He felt Lenny could protect Randy, believed Lenny to be the most sane of the Alamo bunch.
More hurried footsteps snapped off the walls and floors, and David froze, pressing himself against the brick, trying futilely to blend in like some zany wallpaper. Wasn’t happening. Instead, he tried the nearest door. The knob jiggled, locked. A swallow stuck in his throat, and he couldn’t even curse under his breath. 
He minced to the next doorway. Same thing. Locked. The footsteps at the end of the hall disappeared after another moment, followed by the now familiar clank of the front doors.
He trembled again, this time in temporary relief. He needed to hurry, to get to his room. Luz had marched him straight to his makeshift jail cell, and had left his gun rig on the floor. He hoped it was still there and that she hadn’t gone back for it or ordered someone else to snatch it up.
Sensing the time was right, his gut screamed at him. Go, go, go!
He started and stopped, lurching and jerking like the dead, then pushed from the brick and launched into an awkward trot down the hall, toward the nurses’ area and his room. His heart flipped in his chest, like a chancy gymnast without regard for his own safety, willing to take a risk to land that perfect ten, paralyzation be damned. All or nothing. Everything on the line.
David careened shoulder-first into the far wall, and he winced at the sparks of pain firing through his battered torso. Doctor Gonzalez had told him he’d suffered bruised and possibly fractured ribs, but he swore he could feel bone grind on bone. Adrenaline masked most of the physical hurt, but it could never touch the banged-up emotions rolling inside him like loose billiard balls after a snappy break.
Within seconds, he reached the nurses’ station, pushed frantically through the doorway to his room, and damn near tripped over his gun belt.
Thank you, thank you, thank you.
Hand shaking, he gripped the edge of the door, heaving it shut with such force it rattled on its hinges. He recoiled at the racket, as if a jet had buzzed his tower, positive he’d just alerted everyone—living and dead—of his whereabouts. 
Sound the fucking siren, why don’t you. Light the neon sign, for shit’s sake. Now, make it quick. Like your life depends on it. Because it sort of does.
A cursory glance confirmed all was exactly how he’d left it: gym bag in a heap on the buffed tile, gun belt coiled and twisted like a snake ready to strike. He could even feel the heavy vibe haunting the room, the arguments with Jessica and Luz curdling the caustic air. Or maybe it was the aroma of death seeping through the foundation… more likely his wife’s dismembered hand spoiling away like lunch long forgotten in the box inside his bag.
Lungs pumping furiously, he scooped his gun belt from the floor, wrapped his waist. It felt good and right, the tooled leather holding him together again, keeping him from unraveling and falling in ropey loops to the floor. Leather creaked when he hinged his torso to snatch his gym bag.
He glanced around, a final check to be sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, or if there was anything else of use. Satisfied, he slid to the door, twisted the knob. Peered out. The halls were eerie still and quiet, devoid of any activity. But in the front vestibule, he could see the long, early evening shadows of bodies playing on the west wing floor, the front doors’ glass acting like a film projector. He felt certain that these weren’t the dark umbrages of the dead. The way they moved and bobbed across the screen of the floor, like oversized shadow puppets, suggested the smooth sureness and mobility of the living.
Ducking his head farther through the doorway, he gave one last darting glance around, then stepped with an ungainly lurch into the hall. Based on the flurry of activity near the entrance, he suspected most everyone was outside, up near the front of the building. And he couldn’t help but wonder what all the hubbub was about. 
He found himself at a peculiar crossroad, where every second teased and tinkered with freedom and escape. The walls seemed to close in, grinding toward him as though he’d triggered some ancient tomb’s booby trap. Caught stealing some age-old treasure, now sentenced to die, clutching a prize useless in death. Or at least useless in the true afterlife. 
Go left? Go right? Better hurry! Ain’t just the walls ya gotta worry about. Here there be snakes and scorpions and spiders and skeletons! Oh, and I think a few zombies are headed your way, too.
Left or right. Fatal confrontation or fleeting escape.  
Right, because we always want to do the right thing.
Bryan’s words were on an eternal, internal loop that David couldn’t shut off to save his life. He barely knew the kid, but the young boy had made such a lasting impression on him. If anything were to happen to him…
Find Bryan. Find Jessica. Get the fuck out. Now.
Left was the west wing, and toward the front doors. Right was the east wing, toward Bryan’s room, the warehouse and loading dock. The Dodge dually. And potential escape.
David gritted his teeth. And chose left. He had to know. He just had to see the source of the ruckus out front, why everyone was rushing around, freaking out. Besides, he reasoned, the furor just might aid him with his vanishing act. It behooved him to know, if he wanted to secure any sort of advantage.
Two seconds. Just a quick peek, then back down the hall to Bryan’s room, find Jess, and off you go. You need to know what’s going on, see how it affects your plan. What plan?
No need for a low-key exit with everyone distracted. The three of them could easily pile into the Dodge dually pickup, smash through the back gate, and be gone. Randy would be fine. The Janitor? He’d be fine, too. The old man seemed confident enough in his own abilities. So let him argue with Luz about the etiquette of living, dying, and living again. They’re all so smart. Fuck ‘em. They deserve each other. David had loved ones to evacuate and psycho killers to tend to. Anyway, the Alamo sure as hell wasn’t what it was cracked up to be. Gabriel had made it sound like such a sanctuary, such a utopia.
He could hear muffled voices through the glass, despite the double set of doors. Something had folks excited, alright. As a precaution, he worked his way along the wall, his P38 pistol drawn. He didn’t anticipate having to shoot anyone, but he had to be prepared to. At least make a show of it. Prove he meant business.
Just ask Roy and Scott how serious I am about my business.
Finally, he reached the entrance, but kept to the side of it, doing his best to stay out of sight. Low in the west, the still-potent sun permeated the glass, rendering the dark tint powerless as cover. Anyone outside could glance through the panes and glimpse him there.
The gym bag slung over his shoulder, he gripped his pistol tightly while he brought the edge of his other hand to his brow, blocking the penetrating rays. The light warmed him despite the encroaching evening.
When his eye finally focused on the source of the ruckus, his jaw unhinged, his conscious mind struggling to process what his ocular nerve reported.
Oh my god.
Lenny was out there. A man of herculean stature, he was hard to miss. Beside the jolly gentle giant, another man of significant build, Randy.
And Luz was out there, leading the lynch mob.
What have those two done?
Being eye-to-eye with the sun, David struggled to see past the fence, but he could make out enough to understand what was happening. His inkling about the shufflers was right on the money. A new pack had found their way to the Alamo, it appeared, and now pressed against the fences again. But there was something else. Something odd. Most of the undead mob groped and swayed, actively working to make a meal of the living platter just out of arms’ reach. Others, though, appeared as if they’d wondered up to the gate and simply collapsed. Some were missing arms, hands…
Squinting, David looked closer at the scene. Then began to piece together a quite plausible scenario. Luz was obviously very unhappy with Lenny and Randy. Several of the dead were now… dead-er. By the looks of things, if the doctor had her way, Gabriel would no longer have a private room.
And now David’s mind anxiously churned, a new uncertainty clawing at him from within. Does he sneak Bryan and Jess out, leaving Lenny and Randy to the Infirmaries? Does he save the two men, and hope it goes spectacularly well, so well that he can still save Bryan and Jessica? What about Gabe? He didn’t want to leave the old man. Something inside him just wouldn’t let him do that, despite that being his intent mere moments ago. And finally, what about Natalee and her killer? Sure, she was dead and spread across the countryside in bite-size pieces, but he planned to make Doc suffer. Horribly. That’s where he was headed when Dr. Gonzalez so rudely and prematurely cut his mission short.
His breaths became shallow again, little spots and speckles pricking his already compromised vision. This wasn’t the decision he had expected to make. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. None of this was, actually. 
He watched the group outside. Luz pointed toward the building, a scowl on her face, her lips a furious blur. She sounded like she was cursing them in Spanish.
David tapped El Jefe’s barrel to his forehead repeatedly, driving the nails of thought, of ideas. Possible plans. He had changed so much in such a short period of time, his thought processes rewired and traversing new paths, ones he’d never in a million years dreamed he’d walk.
All in, or all out. Be devoted to your decision. No pussyfooting around, this time. Commit to it, stick to it. You didn’t do that before, and it almost cost you everything.
He sighed a heavy, burdened sigh. He knew what he had to do. What needed to be done. A way to kill three birds with one mighty stone. It wouldn’t be easy, but it would be dangerous. And he dreaded putting the plan into action. Still emotionally and physically distraught, he wasn’t sure he had the energy, the will, or even the ability to pull it all off. He’d need help. Damnit, he couldn’t do it alone.
Spinning on his heel, he took off straight down the middle of the hall, undaunted by his demons.
Demons be damned. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
David rapped the wood with a loose fist while firing quick glances behind him. “Gabe,” he hissed in a harsh whisper. A moment went by. Another knock, harder this time. “Gabriel.”
He glimpsed over his shoulder, thinking he heard someone approaching. False alarm.
A tighter knock, enough to echo. His whisper graduated to a low growl. “Janitor. It’s me, David. Open up.”
Tapping his foot nervously, he waited for the old man to open up the door. He reached into his pocket, thinking he might have inadvertently pocketed the master key. Without finding it, he gave another guilty glance around the bright hall, expecting someone to walk up on him at any second.
C’mon, Gabe. Open the goddamned door, already. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.
He pressed his ear to the wood, listening for life. He was sure Gabe was still in there. Hadn’t seen him leave or walk by. The old man just had to be in there. Why the hell wasn’t he answering?
David wiped the palm of his free hand against his pants. He’d started to sweat, nerves alight and approaching a blaze. He wanted to be gone five minutes ago. Gabriel wasn’t making things any easier for him. 
He couldn’t wait any longer. Though he needed Gabe’s help, he’d have to proceed without him.
Whispering to himself, he said, “Damnit, Gabriel.”
He made it about ten paces down the hall when he heard the distinctive click of toothy metal sawing into the deadbolt. A second later, the clack of the latch bolt retracting, freeing the door from its frame. The well-lubed hinges made no sound.
“Gabe.”
The Janitor stood silently in the doorway, eyeing David with his now famous, single squinted-eye gaze. “What is it, Dave?”
David hurriedly walked back to the room, peering down the hall. He cast one more sidelong glance toward the front before focusing on Gabriel. “Listen to me closely. We have to get out of here. Now.”
The Janitor was already shaking his head before the last words had crossed David’s lips. Dipping his chin, he held up a hand, waving off rescue. “Dave, you know where I stand on this—”
“Lenny and Randy. They’re in trouble.”
The Janitor paused, then said, “What do you mean, ‘trouble’?”
“I mean something big is going down out front. Lots of shufflers surrounding the fence, several of ‘em dead. And I don’t mean still-walking dead, I mean lying on the ground dead. Dead dead.”
Gabe’s brows climbed his forehead as his features tightened below them, a waterfall of concern cascading and filling his wrinkles of age with worry.
Reading the man’s face, David added, “I think Lenny and Randy killed several of them. And now Luz is out there with her lynch mob. Gabe, we’ve got to do something. Luz ain’t right. Something is bad wrong with her. I’m afraid she’s going to do something terrible.”
The Janitor looked around the room, then past David and into the hall. His mouth moved, like he wanted to say something, but he couldn’t push out the words. Finally, he said, “I just wanted to reason with her. With them. The Infirmaries. They’ve got it all wrong, but they just can’t see that.” He lifted his guilt-filled eyes from the floor, focused on David. “How do I know, Dave?”
“How do you know what?”
“How do I know that if you and me slip out of here that you’re not gonna just fall into the same trap? Or an even worse one? You’re confused, Dave. I don’t think you’re as far gone as Luz and her crew, but you’re teetering on the barbed wire, Dave. And the wire is wobbly. Could go to hell in a hand basket in a hurry.”
David forced the corners of his mouth toward the ceiling, then laid his hand on the Janitor’s shoulder. “Don’t just take my word for it, Gabe. I’ll prove it to you. Let me show you.”
* * *
It took about fifteen seconds to reach Bryan and Jessica’s room and for David to explain the high-level version of his plan to Gabriel.
At Jessica’s door, David said in a low voice, “Jess? Jess, open up. Please.” He glanced at Gabe. Lowering his voice to a strong whisper, he said, “We had a fight earlier. Got a little ugly. She might be ignoring me…”
Understanding, the Janitor slid closer to the door and said, “Jessica? It’s Gabriel. Please open your door.” He waited a moment. “Jessica? It’s important. Open the door, please.”
They waited another moment, traded glances, then David palmed the knob, and twisted. The door was unlocked.
The two men entered the room with haste, but found it empty. No Bryan. No Jessica. 
David said, “Don’t look like she left.” He pointed to a duffle bag he recognized as Mitch’s. “There’s her stuff. Brought that from the trailer.”
“She could be out front, mixed up in the mess.”
“I don’t remember seeing her out there, but it was hard to see with the sun in my eyes.”
Gabriel brushed at his mustache with his fingers, then said, “The boy?”
“Bryan.”
“Right. Bryan out there?”
David shook his head. “Didn’t see him. But as I said…”
“Right. The sun.”
They stood there for what seemed like several minutes, though only seconds sped by.
The Janitor said, “I say do it now.”
“Without knowing where they are?”
Gabe nodded. “We wait too long, chance’ll slip by. May not get another.”
“But what if Luz decides to hurt—”
“Luz ain’t gonna hurt Jess or the boy. Especially the boy.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Just trust me on that one.”
After a few more darting glances around the room, David said, “Well, okay then. Let’s unleash some hell.”
“After you,” Gabe said, his hand upturned toward the doorway.
They made their way swiftly down the hall toward the east wing. Twice they thought they heard someone coming, and twice they were wrong. 
A nervous energy propelled David, like he was about to play in a big game. He was walking through the grand tunnel, toward the field. The undead crowd cheering him on. He was the big-shot quarterback, calling the plays, the outcome of the contest riding squarely on his shoulders. Except in this game, winning or losing meant living or dying. And he hoped death would only find the already dead.
They pushed through the double doors to the warehouse, not allowing the doors to slam back into their jambs. They were about to make more racket than the place had heard in a long while, but there was no point in announcing it. 
On the back loading dock, they stopped, surveyed the scene. Along the fence, several shufflers roamed aimlessly. They seemed to know they needed to get through the fence to feed, but had no cognitive reasoning skills to accomplish that feat. David continued looking the area over. When his eye found the tennis courts, he uttered one word.
“Shit.”
The Janitor latched his hand to his chin. “Well, I’ll be goddamned.”
Empty. Almost no shufflers remained inside the tennis courts. There were a few stragglers, but not enough to even be noteworthy. Most had made their way out, and now either roamed the field near the fence, or had attached themselves to the iron bars surrounding the Alamo. 
“Think Luz set them loose?” David asked.
Gabriel thought for a moment. “Don’t think so. Those things were… safe, for lack of a better word, locked up.”
“Who, then?”
Shaking his head, the Janitor said, “Don’t know. Lenny was playing it low key, so I doubt it was him. Your guy?”
“Doubt it. Randy helped wrangle ‘em. I seriously doubt he’d go through all that trouble risking life and limb just to let them all go again.”
“Jessica? She is missing.”
David turned his eye to the old man, the words penetrating, cutting. Actually, Jessica freeing the captive horde made sense. She was upset, livid, probably thinking irrationally. He’d known her to be spontaneous, to act impulsively. Just like himself. Perhaps after their very vocal and heated disagreement earlier that afternoon, she’d taken it upon herself to do what she viewed was the right thing. He hadn’t attended any of the council meetings, but he believed that Jess and Luz bumped heads pretty regularly.
The last part of Gabe’s statement seriously bothered him, though. 
Missing. She is missing.
Jessica was missing. Nowhere to be found. Maybe she’d been caught turning out the shufflers, and Luz had ordered her locked up, too. Just like the good doctor had locked up him and Gabe. But they simply didn’t have the time, the resources, to go from door to door. Besides, eventually, they’d find someone—or something—they didn’t want to find. He thought of Roy and his undead son.
“Now or never,” Gabe said.
David nodded. “Just like we talked about the other day, with an added twist. And no duct tape jumpsuit, this time.”
“No time for that. Just watch yourself. Don’t get bit, okay?”
“Sure,” David said. He tugged his pistol from his hip, held it out to the Janitor. “Here. You may need this.”
Gabriel showed his palm to the younger man. Smiling, he reached down to his ankle, lifting the jumpsuit leg. When he straightened again, he held a small snub-nose revolver in his hand.
“I didn’t know you were armed. Hell, you were carrying the whole time Luz was locking you up?”
He winked at David. “Choose your battles.”
David nodded. “Alright then. Let’s do this.”
* * *
The two men descended the stairs, stepped onto the shady concrete lot behind Alamo Assisted Living. They stood in the building’s massive shadow, which extended well past the fence and into the field. Shufflers by the gate took immediate notice of their presence. Rotten tongues licked at the breeze, teased with the taste of life.
It was a strange time to ponder, what with getting ready to flatten the lot of them, but David wondered how much of their drive was by smell, sight, and sound. Hell, maybe the shufflers could truly taste the living on the wind, the sense heightened by the demise of the others. With their puss-filled eyes and slowly decaying eardrums—rotting sinuses—he suspected the undead were pushed and punished by pure, unabated evil. What else could explain it? Well, he was about to unleash a bit of his own evil. Fight a little fire with fire… sort of.
Reaching into his pocket, David wrestled out the keys to the Dodge, jingled them in front of Gabriel. The Janitor held out his palm, and David let them drop into his hand. It was symbolic, fitting, seeing a keyring in the Janitor’s grasp again. What’s a custodian without keys?
“Need me to give you a boost?” asked David.
The Janitor shook his head, a smile peeking from beneath his push broom mustache. “Used to ride horses. I can haul my lanky ass up into the cab.”
Of course you did and of course you can.
Gabriel reciprocated. “You need me to hoist you into the bed?”
David actually returned the smile. “Think I’m good.”
Dipping his chin at David’s still-wrapped hand, he said, “You sure?  I know you had a couple few days to heal up some, but you still look pretty banged up.”
“I’m better. I can manage.”
I have to.
The old man pulled the driver side door open, tossed in the keys and his pistol, then reached into his back pocket, producing a plastic green tin. He pinched a brown wad, then tucked it between this cheek and gums. He held the snuff to David, who politely declined. Sliding the container back into his pocket, he said, “Gotta do this right, ya know?”
“Of course.” David eyed the rolling gate, noting the absence of a padlock. “Think it’s locked?” He tossed his gym bag into the truck’s towering cab.
“Don’t matter. Too many of them damn things congregating already. Don’t wanna risk getting bit trying to get the truck out.”
David licked his lips, hooked his hands on his hips. “You understand, Gabe, once we do this…”
“It’s a done deal. I get it, Dave.”
“No going back. Once those bars come down… the integrity of this place…” He crisscrossed his hands back and forth, over and under each other several times. “It’s over. Folks here will most likely have to find another place. You’re okay with that?”
“Dave, I have no emotional attachment to this building. Or the people in it, save for Leonard and Taneesha.” He launched a glistening brown wad over his lips, and it spattered the cement. “My loyalties died with my friends—my people—at Anderson Retirement across town. Lenny’s pop died there. So did his mom. And everyone else I cared about. I tried to make a go of it here, to make this a place of safety. And Luz and Roy shit all over it, not to put too fine a point on it. Turning people against me.” He shook his head, silver tresses swinging around his face. He seemed to have aged ten years in two days.
David simply nodded, listening.
“Don’t you worry about your cousin or that young boy,” Gabriel added. “They’ll be fine. Luz’ll be pissed. Ain’t no getting ‘round that. But she ain’t a killer. She’s just a confused young woman, trying to do what she thinks is right, even if it ain’t. Can’t fault her for making a stand.” He stared at David hard. “That’s why I’m out here with you right now, Dave. You’re making a stand. And I think it’s the right one.”
David held his hand to Gabe, and the old gentleman took it. Shook it. 
“You’ll be okay, Dave. Things’ll work out fine, ‘cuz they have to.”
“If they start shooting at us?”
“They won’t.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I am.”
Pulling in a deep breath, David gave a nod, acknowledging that he was as ready as he was ever going to be. 
Gabriel stepped up onto the Dodge’s running board, heaved himself into the cab, while David walked around to the rear of the truck, and let down the tailgate. It was still daunting, the height of the towering truck, and David reconsidered how he was going to get into the back.
The driver side door slammed shut, and a moment later, the window dropped. Gabe eyed David in the mirror on the door. “Need a hand?”
David just shook his head, making eye contact with Gabe’s reflection. Then, he turned his attention back to the building, spotting a trashcan. He held a finger to the Janitor, telling him to wait a second.
He flipped the heavy-duty plastic trashcan over, spilling its contents, then crawled on top of it. From there, he easily hauled himself onto the tailgate, rolling into the truck. He made his way to just behind the cab, slapped the top twice, and said, “Ready when you are.”
Beneath him, the burly beast of a vehicle shuddered to life, the grinding diesel engine spitting its inky hot breath through twin chrome smokestacks that protruded out of the bed. As much life experience as Gabriel had, David assumed the man had driven a stick shift automobile a time or two. No need to worry about the truck dying on the old man.
David kneeled, one hand on the bed railing. The Dodge lurched forward, rubber clawing concrete, as it aimed for the rolling door. As high as the truck stood, he didn’t expect any debris to fly at him. Might get splashed with a decomposing body part or two. Still, better safe than sorry. He ducked into the bed. He just hoped they had enough room to get a good running start.
He needn’t have worried. The iron gate wasn’t built to withstand such a brute-force collision, nor were the undead bodies just on the other side of it. Unencumbered, the brawny metal beast plowed it down as easily as a fist through tissue paper. It did make one hell of a clangor, though.
David winced, biting his lip at the pain shrieking through his body. This was the most activity his fragile frame had seen in days. He’d barely moved since the beating he’d suffered at the hands of Sammy and Gills, and he didn’t realize just how deep his bruises had burrowed. He wished he’d swallowed some pain killers or something to dull the throbbing aches and stabs that suddenly made themselves known. The adrenaline coursing through him helped, but it didn’t kill all the suffering sensations.
His fingers gripped the rail tightly, trying to anchor his body, keep it from bouncing madly about the bed. 
Thankfully, they didn’t have far to go. Maybe eighty, ninety yards. But he’d have to act quick. The din of the Dodge surely drew some unwanted attention from the front of the Alamo, and he could just feel the Infirmaries’ breath on his sweat-slicked neck.
The truck bounced and rattled all the way to the collection of construction vehicles, which were parked near the tennis courts. Without warning, tires locked, tilling dirt and grass and weeds. A dusty cloud mingled with puffing black fumes. Momentum carried David forward, and he smacked the cab, shoulder first. 
“Fuck,” he muttered.
“You alright back there, Dave?”
Pressing to his feet, David nodded, flipped a weak wave. Gabriel had stopped right in front of the heavy soil compactor. This was the closest David had been to the machine since he’d first laid eyes on it three days ago, when he’d arrived at the Alamo. 
It was an imposing contraption, construction yellow with a large knobby drum for a front wheel. It reminded him of an off-road version of Fred Flintstone’s car. He guessed the cylinder probably towered five or six feet. He could just imagine making the world’s largest waffles with one of those things. The two rear wheels were more like traditional tractor tires. Two bars wrapped the open cab. Already, weeds and vegetation were creeping up the vehicle after only a month of neglect. 
He glanced at the other heavy construction vehicles parked near the compactor, and wondered if one of the others wouldn’t be a more suitable choice. But they appeared more complicated in their operation. The drum compactor seemed much simpler, with no blades or buckets to contend with. Besides, he’d never piloted a bulldozer or a road grader or a back hoe before. And he certainly had no desire to do so now. He could handle forward and backward, left or right. Already, he could envisage the blood-covered drum, brutally rolling out a dough of bone and blood and flesh and—
“Dave?”
“Yeah.”
“We gonna do this?”
“Yeah.”
He studied the safest way to dismount the pickup, eschewing injury and the very few dead ambling about. He preferred not having to jump to the ground, then turn around and conquer the drum compactor like some metal Mount Everest.
“Dave?”
David huffed. 
Give me a fucking second, will ya?
“Yeah, Gabe?”
“Better get some pep in your step. Looks like company’s coming.”
David pivoted on his heel. Gabe was right, as usual. The frenzy from the dually demolishing the gate—not to mention the heavy metal song of the engine itself—had definitely drawn attention, just as he’d expected it would. And it was attention of both the living and the dead.
Damn. 
Gabe had managed to sidle up close to the compactor, so David chanced it. Hiking a leg over the bed, he balanced himself as best he could and set himself up for a tricky transferal. He glimpsed the building again, noting that there were at least four men heading his way in a hell of a hurry. They appeared armed, but no shots had been fired. Yet.
He eased the rest of his body over the side of the truck, like a retreating child who had just stolen a cookie from the jar on the counter, and let himself down, feet dangling, feeling for the drum. They found it, and he pushed off from the truck, his arms pinwheeling for balance. He was in the zone. 
I’m in the fucking zone.
A gunshot whip-cracked the air, and he reflexively tried to duck, almost tumbling from the machine.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
No shooting. That’s what Gabe said. They wouldn’t dare shoot. Well, Gabe, they’re sure as hell shooting. Calm the fuck down. Just a warning shot. Only a warning shot.
Time was grinding now, slowing, things around him becoming surreal. He just knew at any second he was going to awake from some cruel, messed up dream. Maybe he’d eaten a bad brisket. Spoiled potato salad. That was it. He’d just been sick. Slept all night, except for the times he had to get up and puke his ever-loving guts out. He’d wake up in the morning, kiss Natalee, have her help him tie his tie, while they both sipped their gourmet dark roast coffee. He’d sit at the kitchen table with his iPad and see what was newsworthy on Yahoo! and MSN and CNN. Then, his teenage daughter Karla would interrupt his healthy but shitty breakfast, begging for a new smartphone because all the other kids have one and it’s just not fair that they all get one when I have this antiquated POS… 
Antiquated. She’d actually used that word with him. POS—piece of shit—he expected. But antiquated… Two weeks before she’d died in that unfair, shitty automobile accident, she’d used the word antiquated. Such a smart girl, if not a spoiled one. 
Thanks, Nat. Thanks for spoiling our daughter rotten. She’d’ve made a man proud and happy, had she lived long enough. Spoiled rotten, I tell ya. She’s surely rotten by now, innocuously tucked away inside that goddamned ten-thousand dollar box we bought to stick in the ground and cover up with dirt—
A stupid tear slipped down his cheek. He couldn’t fucking believe it. Of all the inappropriate times to lament her untimely death. 
Now ain’t the time for an emotional meltdown, El Jefe.
Another gunshot rang, spanking the tree line across the way, the echo mimicking the sound of two shots. The jogging man had the rifle’s barrel pointed at God, and not David.
Warning shots. Gabe was right, after all. They won’t shoot us. Only trying to scare us. Subdue us with faux firepower muscle.
But the snap of gunfire on the air caused something just as dangerous to snap inside of David. He fought the sudden, overwhelming desire to pull his own pistol, and blow the man’s face off.
Fire that fucking gun again. I dare you.
With precarious precision, David stepped to the apex of the wheel drum. His arms no longer pinwheeled, his footing sure. He almost chuckled to himself, positive that he looked like some lithe circus performer balancing atop a treacherous rolling prop. Should have been an elephant up there, not him.
Look at me, folks! The amazing Death-defying David! Will he get squashed? Will he live to see tomorrow? Watch him balance atop the world’s largest rolling waffle iron while he blows the face off some fuck that thinks it’s hilarious to shoot at him.
He reached out, fingers of his injured hand wrapping the railing that surrounded the driver’s seat. Pain streaked through his wrist, his arm. Could feel it zip through him. Immediately, he grabbed the same steel with his left hand, then pulled himself against the chipped yellow bars. 
The Infirmaries were closing in. If he and Gabe were going to make their stand, it had to be right then. No more time for bullshit reminiscing. No more casual strolls down memory lane. He had to get his motherfucking head in the game. There was still tons of work to do. He had to find Jess. Find Bryan. Save Randy. Lenny. Figure out just what the fuck they were going to do once he flattened out every dead fucker roaming the field and fence line. And God help the living that got in his way.
David tossed his leg over the railing. Then the other. He stood upright in the cab, then let his body fall into the weathered vinyl seat. His eyes darted around the controls, figuring things out on the fly. 
The key… the key. Where’s the goddamned key? Gabe said the other day it was in the ignition…
It was Highway 204 all over again, commandeering the Dodge dually. Tossing dead-but-not-dead Jimmy to the pavement. The man’s bones cracking, tangled in the seatbelt. Leaving the shuffler to die again in the middle of the highway by another’s hand. An undead speed bump.
My truck now, motherfucker.
A sudden malign anger surged through him, more powerful—and welcome—than even the superpower-bestowing adrenaline his heart so graciously pumped through his swollen, thirsty veins. Someone else had started this, and he damn sure wanted to finish it. Goddamnit, needed to. Only three days had passed since he’d killed his first shuffler. And now, he was about to commit a mass slaughter of historic proportions. He was ready. Able. And way more than willing. 
And fucking looking forward to it.
Fuck ‘em. Fuck ‘em all. Even the living. Fuck. Them. Too.
And right then, something else happened. Something pricked his conscience, his very being, like a ship that had mistakenly run into the shallows. He felt the bump, realized he’d nearly run aground, but had managed to keep the vessel at sea, averting a major disaster. But not before the damage was done. Not before cracking the hull, ruining it. No longer would it be whole again. Pure. The water would get in. Eventually, the ship would sink.
And so it was with David. Something, in that moment, happened to him. His hull breached. A poisonous saltwater, a mere oozing drip now, that over time would eventually scuttle his ship. He welcomed it, unsure exactly what he was letting in, just knowing that it felt and tasted good.
The Dodge started pulling away, alerting David to the then and there. As if by divine guidance, his fingers found the key, and he twisted it.
The universe smiled on him. At him. Patted him on the back and encouraged him for a change, because the engine turned over on the first try. The massive machine spewed a sick, thick cloud through a heavy cough. But it was alive, started with barely a stumble. And then it roared like some pissed-off dragon when his hand found the gas. And David smiled as he clutched the wheel.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
The single-drum compactor chirped its telltale backup beep, the metallic beast’s muscular frame vibrating like mad, buzzing David’s bones and teeth and the ground beneath. Across the way, a flock of birds erupted from the tree tops like a fireworks display. Game on.
David was already feeling an acute numbness in his hands as he gripped the wheel hard. Given the pain in his right wrist, he welcomed the desensitizing effect. Actually dreaded when he’d be able to fully feel it again.
The four men jogging toward him stopped, and they tossed around unknowing and unsure glances, obviously confused about what to do. How to stop him, if they even wanted to. They’d never faced such a strange threat, and it showed in their hesitation and expressions. These four were the only barrier between the rumbling soil squasher and the shufflers.
After lining up the massive machine with the Alamo, David revved up the rpms, jerked another lever, and the vehicle lunged forward, the knobby drum grabbing and groping the ground. It moved faster than he would have guessed, but that was okay with him. Time was his enemy, and the less of it on the Infirmaries’ side, the better.
Already, his mind played ahead, envisioning a tamped field paved with the bodies of the dead. The Infirmaries were helpless to stop him, or so David believed, a cocky, brazen hubris filling him. Making him heavy and impenetrable. Such a dangerous thing. He’d been a cocky asshole to Sammy and Gills. And it got him hurt. Badly hurt. A lesson quickly learned, just as quickly forgotten.
But he just couldn’t help feeling like he’d already won this battle, like he was reliving something again rather than engaging in it for the first time. The highlight reel spun in his mind. Saw himself on the winners’ podium, hoisting a gleaming trophy into the air—a severed, silver head, shining resplendently. The confetti falling, fluttering, a colorful snow. Pats on the back. Congratulations abound. Champagne for all.
So just what was going through your mind, El Jefe?
Well, Bill, I’ll tell ya. I was in the zone. 
In the zone?
Yes, Bill. In the motherfucking zone.
And just how does one get into the ‘motherfucking zone,’ El Jefe?
You gotta be born in the zone, Bill.
Born in the zone?
That’s right. You’re either in the zone, or you ain’t.
Another lie.
Backing up, nearly stumbling, one of the four Infirmaries lowered a rifle at him.
David kept one hand on the wheel, his other gripping a control lever. He considered for a moment drawing his Walther. And using it. His anger wanted him to.
But he trusted the Janitor, that these four were just scared and harmless, brainwashed by Luz Gonzalez. He could just imagine them pissing themselves the closer the compactor got, preparing to dive out of the way at the last possible moment like stuntmen in a big-budget action movie. Surely they wouldn’t shoot. Surely.
These men stood their ground. And even though they’d probably not try to kill him, he had no plans of promising them the same. If they weren’t smart enough or have the presence of mind to move, then they weren’t smart enough to live.
To live. Natalee was once alive. She once… lived. Karla once… lived.
And immediately, his mind betrayed him. Took him out of the now, painted reality with a deceitful color dipped in and dripping hatred and regret. 
All at once, he was back in his living room, Sammy Thompson and Guillermo Torres flanking his sides. But this time, in this altered memory, they didn’t get the jump on him. That sledgehammer fist didn’t connect with David’s jaw. Guillermo’s alligator boot didn’t plunge into David’s stomach. And Doc Holliday didn’t escape like the slippery coward he was. No, none of that… happened.
What is wrong with you, man? You’re fucking losing it…
Vicious, virulent passion guided his hands as he aimed the monster of a machine straight for the living barricade now only yards away. And in David’s eyes, that barrier looked like four identical Doc Hollidays, all clad in long leather dusters and wide-brimmed cowboy hats, mustaches and soul patches twitching in anticipation of a dirt nap. David didn’t flinch. But they did.
As he closed the gap, the four men relented, sidestepping the rumbling, shaking beast. David swore he saw non-existent coats flare. No one tripped. No one slipped. Nothing as dramatic as someone getting a foot caught in a gopher hole, trapped and doomed to death by drum compactor.
David rolled right by them, and the four men just stared, guns no longer pointed at him. They twisted their heads, gauging and predicting where the machine would end up, if anyone else alive was in danger.
Pivoting his head, David saw the Janitor stop the pickup beside the men, yell something to them, pointing. They looked bemused again, not sure who was in charge, who they should be listening to. What they should actually be doing. This was good. This was very good.
But then they realized what Gabe was telling them.
Get in. Get in, now.
So focused on David and avoiding the knobby drum, they’d become oblivious to the obvious undead dangers stumbling around them. And that, for David, summed up everything that was wrong with Luz’s and Roy’s way of thinking—complacency toward the dead resulted in even more dead.
One of the men narrowly escaped a shuffler, yanking his elbow out of its grasp. Still under the sick spell of the Infirmaries, he didn’t shoot it or even fight it, just pulled away, an innocent game of chase on the schoolyard playground.
Gabe patted the Dodge’s door, urging the men to hop inside or jump into the bed, to get out of danger. And the men obliged, climbed aboard as another couple of shufflers closed in on them.
With the living barrier removed, David tried to shake away untrue images and refocus on his morbid mission. He aimed for the plodding dead in the field, lining the palisade fence. Even some of the cadavers appeared befuddled and distracted, not sure whether to retreat to within the confines of the gated area, or to charge headlong into this heaving, rumbling menace bearing down on them.
Again, David’s brain duped him, the ambling undead figures transforming into the faux gunslinger that haunted and hunted him. There were Docs everywhere. And David was determined to run over every last goddamned one of them.
From around the corner of the building, another group appeared. A living group, led by Luz Gonzalez. David didn’t recognize all the faces, though he did spot Randy and Lenny. They seemed safe, unharmed, but concerned. David and Gabe’s army of two had just doubled.
He gazed at the group, his hands spinning the steering wheel as if on automatic pilot, one that knew exactly where to go. As if he’d driven these machines all his life. 
Behind the bars, people cupped their hands to their mouths. Wide eyes screamed at him not to do it, to stop. Hands latched onto shoulders. Fingers pointed. Jaws unhinged.
And as he rode the beast of blight into the swarming Doc Holliday corpses, David was thankful. Thankful he couldn’t feel the bones cracking and splintering beneath the metal. Thankful he couldn’t hear the gurgled groans as their bodies were squeezed like tubes of toothpaste. Thankful he could not see their skulls and bodies pop from the pressure. And he was thankful he could not hear the terrified yells of onlookers who had rounded the building just in time to witness the first mass-crushing of the ‘sick.’
Get well soon, fuckers.
David worked the machine like a giant riding lawn mower, steering it south and parallel against the fence, aiming to tame those hard-to-reach, stubborn weeds. Weeds that just happened to feed on the living. Bodies fell like bloody blades of grass, sucked under the rotating drum. The rusting metal morphed into a slick dark crimson. Along the rotating cylinder, severed and squashed body parts were pinched randomly between the knobs, like the massive mordacious monster had food stuck in its teeth as it chewed away. And still, it kept rolling, mangling and roaring. And eating.
He’d swear on Natalee’s grave—if she had one—that a cowboy hat was glued to the drum with blood, being crushed over and over with every rotation.
Those men and women that had circled the building to investigate the raucousness stood rapt, unable to turn away from the live horror movie playing right in front of them.
Inside David, a cathartic geyser sprang, like Old Faithful. Despite his eyes tricking him into seeing a mob of Doc Hollidays, his mind knew better. But still, with every cadaver crushed, feelings of requital surged. 
At the southern end of the east fence line awaited a turn too sharp to make. David jerked to a stop, backed up, straightened a couple of times. He still cut it too close, clipping a corner pillar of brick and mortar. Two sections of iron bars buckled, collapsed to the ground. The horrified flock of temporary tenants following along the inside of the fence jumped back to avoid being smashed themselves. 
David chanced a glance behind him, surveying the carnage. It was like a huge, out-of-control boulder had rolled over everything along the fence line, leaving a noxious, nasty mess.  
Stifling his sour stomach, he churned his way along the south fence, working toward the front, to the west. More shufflers succumbed, body parts sticking and clinging, a human tomato paste clogging the wheel. Didn’t matter. It rolled onward, forward, the tough alloy too resilient—too hungry—for mere flesh to render it immobile. It was insatiable.
David glanced over the fence at the swimming pool. The strident engine stirred those trapped in the manmade hole, their arms raised, swaying. It was as though they were moshing to the heavy metal racket. His captive audience. He considered plunging the soil compactor into the pool for an encore performance when he finished his business along the fence and in the field. His lips slanted into a malicious smile at the thought. He’d like that. He’d like that very much.
At the next corner, he didn’t bother hugging the turn or going wide. Didn’t even try to spare the steel keeping the living in and the dead out. He cut the corner early, plowing down another section of fence, another crucial pillar. More brick burst into fine dust. Iron bars groaned. The small crowd of Alamo dwellers following along still gaped in silent awe. But David could barely hear any of it over the god awful din, only taste it on the air, the famished machine on a binge, devouring anything in front of it. He didn’t bother to look behind him this time.
The clustered bodies on the front gate didn’t surprise him at all. They had dispersed some, but not much. He’d caught a glimpse of them while slinking around inside the Alamo earlier. He expected to find the bulk of the rotting horde there, surging the steel, desperate for sustenance. But he couldn’t mow them down in one pass as he’d done on the east and south sides. The mass of burgeoning bodies was too thick and too wide, similar to that stubborn section of overgrown grass that required two or three passes to cut down. Attack it all at once, the mower’d die. Got to ease into it…
His eyes and mind fucked with him again, and the mob morphed into cowboy hats and trench coats. He thought he actually saw one of them pull a pistol, aim at him. Of course this wasn’t possible. The dead didn’t have the capacity for such cognitive skills. Or hell, maybe they did. There was still so much he didn’t know about them.
He shook his head with quick snaps, trying to fling the visions of an ocean of Doc Hollidays from his mind. But seeing Doc’s face on all those corpses made grinding them into the ground so much easier. So much more… cathartic. Tolerable. Palatable.
Fun?
From his perch on the high driver’s seat, he lifted his eyes above the herd, away from the throng of Docs. Across the way, on the north fence, the dually—driven by the Janitor—was waging its own war on the dead. Judging by the copious minced meat jammed in the brush guard like bugs in an automobile grill, Gabe had been plenty busy—and successful—on the north side, saving David the trip. 
David turned his gaze back to the fence, spotted Lenny and Randy just inside, still attached to the shocked bunch that accompanied the compactor along its destructive path around the building.
He didn’t see Jess or Bryan, but he was actually okay with it. Better they not witness the gluttonous, grotesque extermination underway. David was lucky that the big drum blocked his view of the dead being chewed up and spit out.
Ready to finish it, David gave the lever a slap, and the engine whined and cried as it continued its ravenous chomping, cutting a gruesome swath through the mass of meat choking the front drive. 
Now completely absorbed in his malignant mission, he didn’t notice three faces recently banished that carried a message for him. One he’d be very interested in getting. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
Jessica, Taneesha, and Bryan crouched quietly in a thicket several yards from the pond, hiding right where Lenny instructed them to. Though not entirely safe from shufflers or the occasional creepy crawlie, the trio was at least out of sight, even if they weren’t entirely out of mind. 
Charlie proved restless, though, whining and squirming. Imprisoned in Bryan’s protective arms, the poor thing wanted to do puppy things, like run and chase, not hide out in a bush. Bushes were reserved for other things, along with fire hydrants and the sides of buildings. The child did his best to calm the canine. There was obviously a bond between the two, and the animal would mind for a few moments, but soon grew restive again.
Jessica eyed Charlie, then whispered, “Bryan, do you want me to hold Charlie?” She desperately wanted to mollify the mongrel. With enemies both alive and dead roaming about, they all stood a better chance if Charlie would chill out.
Bryan shook his head. “No, Miss Jessica. I’ll hold him.”
“Well, try to keep him quiet and still, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll try.”
After a labored smile, she patted him on his shoulder.
On tenterhooks herself, Jessica shifted constantly, crouching for a minute, then kneeling and sitting on her heels, her thighs tired and achy. But she felt a strange vulnerability in that position, like she couldn’t spring into action fast enough should the need arise, and would return to a crouch until her thighs screamed, no more. This cycle seemed to go on indefinitely. Like Charlie’s whining.
The two women kept mostly silent, communicating primarily with their eyes. If they needed to say something, they spoke in strong whispers to override the chorus of cicadas and crickets and chirping birds—and Charlie’s whimpering—while the leaves high above rustled in applause.
Sensing Jessica’s unease, Taneesha said, “I don’t think you gotta worry none ‘bout your cousin. Lenny says he’s gonna bring the Janitor and Randy, and Randy ain’t gonna leave David. He got a lot of respect for that man.”
Jess simply nodded as she shifted positions yet again. She appreciated Taneesha’s kind and comforting words. And she was concerned for David and Randy. But she was also tired of being out there, in the woods, waiting. And her fretfulness over Charlie’s constant crying only served to gnaw at her from inside out. They may as well broadcast their location to every living and dead being around.
Laying a hand on Jessica’s forearm, Taneesha added, “I’m sorry… ‘bout earlier today. I didn’t know what all went down. All I seen was your cousin with that gun, and Roy and Scotty with they heads blowed off.” She winced, her teeth together as her eyes darted to Bryan, suddenly remembering part of her audience was ‘G’ rated. “Sorry. Anyways, I just, well, I’m sorry for getting all wound up about it and getting other folks wound up.”
A genuine smile touched Jessica’s lips, a glow brushing her cheeks. “Thanks, Taneesha. Truly, thanks for that.”
They traded smiles again, then turned their gazes back to the wall of brush. 
Several moments passed before Jessica said, “I’m just worried that they’ll waste time looking for me. They don’t know I’m out here.” She pinched a stick, drawing in a tiny patch of dirt. She glanced around, started to push to her feet, pinwheeling her arms to keep from rolling onto her back. “Maybe I should—”
Taneesha snatched her wrist, her tone graduating to a healthy hiss. “You can’t go back there. Uh-uh, no ma’am. You’s probably lucky to get out when you did.”
Jessica sighed, unconvinced. 
Charlie jumped from Bryan’s arms and onto Jessica’s dirt artwork. “No, Charlie,” Bryan scolded. He snatched the puppy back into his arms, the animal’s small legs kicking and pushing. “Sorry, Miss Jessica.”
“It’s okay, Bryan.”
Taneesha said, “Don’t you worry. Lenny ain’t gonna leave David behind and they’ll figure out you’s with me.”
“Is there anyone else he plans on bringing with him?”
Taneesha shook her head. “Ain’t nobody else, ‘cept them kids.” Her gaze fell to the ground, and Jessica could see the waves of self-condemnation rolling through her.
Pangs of guilt started through Jessica. Leaving the Infirmaries to their own devices was one thing. Allowing innocent children to them was something else entirely. “We’re gonna have to go back for those children. We can’t just leave them—”
“One thing at a time, girl. Can only do so much, you know? Like they tell you on airplanes, gotta put your own mask on ‘fore you put on your kid’s mask. You ain’t no help to nobody if you’s all passed out on the floor.”
Jess nodded. She didn’t know Taneesha all that well, but like her brother Lenny, she was an affable, likable woman. And smart. They were about the same age, she and Taneesha—late thirties—and she really hoped to get to know her better. And it probably helped that Taneesha no longer viewed David as a killer.
In the distance, a grating, manmade sound injected a discordant note into Nature’s choir.
Jessica glanced at Taneesha. “Do you…?”
Taneesha’s eyes narrowed, her features tensing as she nodded slowly. “Uh-huh. I hear it, too.”
Jessica’s new friend started to rise, and this time, Jessica grabbed her wrist, pulled. “Wait. Do you think it’s time?”
“Don’t know who else it’d be, ya know? Be dark soon and Lenny said be ready.”
“But didn’t you tell me that he and Randy’d planned to sneak down here and meet us later? That they’d leave the vehicles, so they wouldn’t draw attention, make the Infirmaries think we hadn’t gone anywhere?”
“That’s what he said. Maybe plans changed. Maybe something come up.”
Suddenly not as eager to go, Jess said, “Let’s just… let’s just hang out a minute. Something feels… off.”
“Off?”
“I can’t explain it.”
The three of them remained hidden in the underbrush, staying quiet—except for Charlie—and listening to the far off growls of a diesel engine. Jess was sure—positive, even—that they were hearing the Dodge dually. Would bet her life on it. But she just couldn’t shake the negative vibe pressing its way into her.
Seconds passed, and the two women volleyed glimpses and curious expressions, straining to envision just what exactly was happening beyond their very limited scope of observation.
It was the gunshot ringing through the trees that got them moving almost instantly again.
Jessica sprang to her feet first. “Oh, shit.” Like a woman chased, she started pushing through the dense foliage.
“Wait…” 
“No, I’ve gotta—”
“No, I mean wait for me,” Taneesha said, stumbling to her feet.
Finally breaking through to the path, Jess said, “Stay here with Bryan. I’ll go check it out.”
Still behind the barricade of greenery, Taneesha said, “I don’t think we should split up, you know? Don’t think it’s a good idea.”
Jessica’s feet were already tugging her toward the noise. She didn’t want to argue, not now. Not about this. And she didn’t want to put Bryan in danger. But she couldn’t stay there. Not with guns going off. Who knew what the hell was happening. Who was shooting. And being shot at.
She started at the distant pop of more gunfire, then smacked her own chest with her hand. “Shit.” Her head spun, inside and on her neck, scanning, looking. She’d been shot at before. Recently. Remembered just how it felt, the terror of lead chunks kicking up grass and dirt, whizzing through the air. The sound they made when they punched metal and wood—and bodies. 
Her hand went to the small of her back, to the small sidearm riding there.
Hurriedly, Taneesha said, “C’mon, kiddo.” They began pushing through the brush. To Jessica, “Them shots coming from up yonder, by the Alamo.”
Jessica instinctively knew this, but couldn’t help feeling that the shooter was right there with them. She half expected the gunman to spring out of the trees like some sideways jack-in-the-box.
Boo! 
Ah! 
Bang!
Taneesha said, “You don’t think they’re shooting at…?”
With a wide-eyed gaze, Jessica shook her head with shallow snaps. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath as she pulled her Sig Sauer P238 pistol, then glanced at Bryan. She had to compose herself. For him.
Chill the fuck out, Jess. Be strong for Bryan. Don’t upset him. Kid’s been through enough today. Don’t show him you’re scared. Be strong for him. Be strong for you. You’ve done it before, now do it again.
Already, Bryan’s glassy eyes were darting wildly about, wide with concern. Then they found her handgun, and they got even bigger. Charlie yelped when Bryan gave him an inadvertent squeeze that went beyond a hug of love.
Jess could only imagine the fear in his heart, what he was going through. Hell, she was beyond scared, and she was a grown woman. It was easy for an adult who’d learned to shun the bogeyman to forget how fear could light a child on fire inside. 
Kneeling in front of him, Jess said, “Bryan. Bryan, look at me, sweetie. Okay? Look at me.”
Bryan dragged his gaze from her pistol, finally settled on Jessica’s face. 
“Good boy,” Jess said. “Now listen. We’re going to go for a walk, okay? Just gonna go to the end of the trail, okay? Wanna take Charlie for a walk? Huh? Think he’d like that?”
He nodded quick, tight nods, then touched Charlie’s flailing head with his chin.
“I want you to stay right behind me. Taneesha will be right behind you. Stay in between us, okay?”
Another set of rapid nods.
“Okay. If something happens, I want you to take off into the bushes, okay?”
His face flashed fear and worry. “What’s gonna happen? Will Charlie get hurt?”
“I’m not saying anything will happen, sweetie. I just want you to be ready in case something does. If I say run, I want you to run into the trees and keep running. Got it?”
“Yes, Miss Jessica.”
“Good boy.” She smiled, brushed her hand across his face and hair, then gave Charlie’s head a quick rub. “We’ll come find you if that happens. Just hide in the woods, but stay near the pond, and don’t come out for anyone unless it’s me or Taneesha or someone else you trust, okay? David, Lenny, the Janitor—you can come out for them, too.”
The boy nodded once more. Jess glanced at Taneesha, a nonverbal cue that they were ready.
Another, bigger sound broke through the brush, a brand new band edging out Nature’s choir.
“That a… bulldozer?” asked Taneesha.
“Sure as hell sounds like one.”
Standing, Jess turned, the lead locomotive of their three-person train. 
She struggled to be strong, her pessimist mind telling her all sorts of bad things. Evil things. Things that only a month ago seemed the stuff of movies and TV and books. Not real, not possible. Not even likely. Not in their lifetime, anyway.
But here she was, leading the way toward what sounded like a party in hell. She figured God was getting tired of hearing from her, that He was too busy, inundated with every last living soul on earth begging and pleading for restoration of life as it was once known. For a do-over button.
Her eyes and mind ahead of her, she stumbled, her toe catching something, sending it skittering across the path with a hollow, glassy thunk.
“Damnit,” Jess whispered under her breath.
She glanced at what she’d kicked.
Southern Comfort. How I could definitely go for some of that right about now.
The bottle quickly forgotten, she pressed forward, her big toe tingling from the impact against the thick bottom of the whiskey bottle.
The roaring sound grew louder as they made their way along the path and toward the field. Jessica didn’t doubt that they were hearing the thunder of heavy construction equipment. Her concern wasn’t what it was, but rather who. And why.
“Jessica. Jessica! Slow down, girl.”
Jessica tossed a glance behind her. She’d outpaced Bryan and Taneesha, anxiously pushing forward. The boy’s shorter legs were having a heck of a time keeping up. Halting, she waited.
The other two caught up in a matter of seconds.
Then, Taneesha looked over her shoulder. “You hear that?”
“Hear what?”
Good God, now what?
Taneesha stood unmoving for a moment, listening, the din of engines drowning out almost all other sounds. “Never mind, I guess.”
“No, what is it?”
“Sounded like… someone…”
“Behind us?”
Taneesha nodded sharply.
Jess craned her neck, peering into the gloom they’d just come through, seeing nothing and no one. She shrugged. Still, she held her compact pistol tightly at her side.
After another glimpse behind her, Taneesha shook her head. “Guess I’m hearing things.”
Satisfied with this admission, Jess pivoted on her heel, and started forward again. They were close to the edge of the woods. Maybe another minute.
It didn’t take long. Finally, the trio came upon the prickly barrier that boasted a bad reputation for ruining clothes and biting skin.
“Holy… shit,” was all Jessica could manage to say. She didn’t even bother trying to keep it ‘G’ rated for the boy.
“Damn,” Taneesha added, drawing out the word so it went on for several seconds.
Bryan squeezed between the women, trying to see what would make them both say such bad words.
Beyond the barbed wire and across the field, the Dodge dually and steam roller were on the move, black smoke billowing from both. The large yellow machine hugged the Alamo’s fence, the six-wheeled pickup just beyond. But it wasn’t the vehicles that pricked Jessica’s skin.
Inside her. She sensed it, churning. Burning. She swallowed, hoping she had enough saliva to douse the magma flow forcing itself up into her throat. The sight before her was sickening. It wasn’t just the grotesque gathering of ghouls, though unsightly in its own right. It was what was happening to them that stirred her stomach.
Hand covering her mouth, she swore she could feel the lava flow of bile radiating through her parted lips.
The horrific pictures tattooing themselves onto Jessica’s memory and psyche would be there for the rest of her life. A permanent, unwelcome reminder. Haunting her. There was no way she could ever erase those visions, those sounds—those feelings—not without pharmaceutical help. And maybe not even then.
It was as though the machine was actually eating the bodies, the knobs on the drum its teeth, biting and chomping and chewing. Masticating the dead. 
Her eyes flicked to Bryan, the boy staring in awe. He’d seen it, already taking it in. No point in covering his eyes. Too late for parental censorship.
Taneesha said, “Your cousin’s driving that thing.”
It was true. David was piloting the beast of a machine. Even from this distance, she could tell. She knew before Taneesha had confirmed what her own eyes had just reported. The bandages wrapping his head, that’s what clued her in first. And he seemed to be enjoying himself.
“It’s what they’d planned to do the other day, before Luz herded them up like a bunch of cows.”
“I wonder how they all got out? David turn ‘em loose?”
“Maybe so. I thought they were being guarded, though.” She pulled her gaze from the unfolding carnage, focused on Taneesha for a moment, giving her eyes a break from the grisly scene. “When I came out here, I thought I saw three people by the door. I hope David didn’t  hurt anyone.”
Obviously, Luz hadn’t locked up David tight enough, if she’d even done so at all. 
The sounds of mangled steel and exploding brick yanked their gazes back to the scary spectacle. David demolished part of the iron fence surrounding the Alamo.
“That ain’t good,” Taneesha commented flatly.
They continued watching, riveted. Now it looked like he was mowing a stretch of wildly overgrown grass on the south side, corpses disappearing swiftly and easily beneath the rotating drum. It looked fake from a distance and they couldn’t quite hear the dead dying, their throes lost in the cacophony.
“There’s Lenny and Randy,” Jessica said, a sudden sliver of brightness flickering in her. She glimpsed Taneesha, who sported the ghost of a smile.
“They’s okay. Thank the lord above,” Taneesha said, hand over her heart. Her eyes flicked skyward, her lips reiterating the sentiment silently.
“Luz and several of her Infirmary buddies are with them, too. They’re all outside to see the show.”
David was turning another corner, only this time he didn’t bother trying to clear it. He bulldozed the metallic monster right through more brick and iron, taking more of the dead with it.
At a reasonably safe distance, the living group just outside the building shuffled right alongside David, circumventing the pool so they could keep their front row seats. In another few seconds, they’d disappear around to the front of the Alamo.
Taneesha pried at the barbed wire.
“What are you doing?” Jessica asked.
“Lenny’s out there. I’d say with what’s going down, we don’t have to hide out here no more.”
“But it’s still dangerous.”
“I’d say it’s just as dangerous out here. You see the way he’s running ‘em down with that thing? I say we take our chances up there.”
Jess considered this for a moment, still processing the controlled carnage underway, just across the field. What about the gunshots? Would the group jump David the minute he dismounted the machine? Hell, would he even stop when he’d crushed every last shuffler? She decided Taneesha was right. They needed to be there, to have David’s back. She didn’t like the idea of Bryan being in the mix, but it simply couldn’t be helped.
“Wait,” Jess said, tucking her gun back into her belt. “Here.” She stepped on the middle strand of wire while pulling up on the top one. “After you,” she said.
“How ‘bout you go first, ‘lil guy,” Taneesha said to Bryan.
He rocked his head back, looking up at her, Charlie still wriggling wildly in his arms.
“It’s okay,” Jess prompted.
“Should we cover his eyes or something?” Taneesha said, her voice low. “It’s gonna be gnarly when we get up there.” 
Jess gazed at the group as it disappeared around the Alamo, and out of sight. She was already wondering herself how she was going to keep what little she had in her stomach down, let alone how it would affect Bryan.
“What do you think?”
“The way I sees it,” Taneesha said, “ya can’t keep it from him. Ain’t no hiding it, not with the world the way it is now. Ain’t got that luxury no more. He’s gonna have to grow up fast if he’s gonna make it. We talked about setting him straight. Ain’t no time like the present.”
Jessica nodded. Taneesha made some good points. Damn good points. Life was confusing enough when it just involved living and dying. Throw in another level, especially such an unnatural one, and even the most brilliant minds would spin. 
Bryan’s current line of thinking—that people got better with a blade puncturing their skulls—would only lead to a short, confused existence. They’d explain the new world to him, and with Taneesha and Lenny and the Janitor there to help, Jessica felt Bryan would get to grow up. And actually live.
“Go ahead, sweetie. We’re coming, too.”
Bryan glanced up at Jessica once more. After hesitating a moment, he bent his small frame and straddled the wire, carefully avoiding the sharp barbs, keeping Charlie clutched tightly against his chest. But Charlie had other plans.
The puppy finally freed himself, thumping to the ground on the other side of the fence. With the boy hunched over, the animal didn’t fall far, and quickly righted itself. In an instant, Charlie was up on all fours, sprinting toward the Alamo, tongue lolling. A month ago, it would have been a heart-touching moment. Today, a terror-filled one.
“Charlie!” Bryan called.
The boy slipped through the wire and chased after the dog.
“No, Bryan! Wait!” Jess yelled, still spreading the strands wide.
“I got ‘em.” Taneesha said, deftly maneuvering through the prickly maw, even with the wire wobbling. She popped out on the other side, eyes locked and focused on the fleeing duo. “They won’t get far,” and she took off like a track runner out of the blocks.
“I’m right behind you,” Jessica said.
“And I’m right behind you.”
Jessica honestly thought she was hearing things, the fracas in the field meddling with her ears, until warm steel nuzzled the base of her skull. Her neck and shoulders clenched, like someone had dropped an ice cube down the back of her shirt. She sucked in a tiny squeal, and it caught in her throat. She started to twist.
“Ah-ah. You scream,”—she felt the snappy click of a revolver cocking—“and Bertha screams.”
She froze. That voice. That drawl.
“Do we have an understanding, dahlin’?”
Dahlin’. Oh god. It’s him. 
Just as she entertained the thought of reaching for her own pistol, she felt it being lifted from her waistband. 
“Allow me to relieve you of this. Can’t have you armed and dangerous now, can we? Could be hazardous to my health.”
She could only stand there, still prying the wire, watching Taneesha dash after Bryan and Charlie.
Her eyes flicked to her hip, where his hand tugged the knife from the sheath, then let it drop, the blade spearing the earth.
Fingers hooked her collar, dragging her backward. She struggled to keep her balance. She wanted badly to scream, but she couldn’t manage one, the fabric tight against her throat like a garrote. A terror unlike any she’d ever felt racked her body and mind, shaking and ripping at her like a dog on a chew toy.
This cannot be happening. I’m dreaming. I’ve got to be.
The Alamo disappeared from view. So did Taneesha. And Bryan. The field, then finally the fence. She felt like she’d fallen into a murky lake, slipping underwater, a heavy weight around her neck, dragging her deeper and deeper. Unable to breathe, to scream for help. Death waiting for her at the bottom.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
It was something in David’s peripheral vision. Arms waving wildly. A man’s arms. Lenny’s arms.
The herculean mountain of a man lunged awkwardly toward the front gate, as if he intended to fling it open and dive into the fray of meat and bone and blood. 
David’s foot pumped at a brake that wasn’t there, realizing and remembering he needed to throw a lever, not stomp a pedal. The grinding machine lurched to an abrupt stop, the knobby drum catching the ground like a football player’s cleats. He slid slightly forward in his seat.
All around him, shufflers continued their incessant ambling, some even bumping into the machine that meant to grind them into mincemeat. David eyed Lenny with petulance, eager to get back to his mission before he lost his stomach and nerve. He was so close to finishing the gruesome task. So very close.
The soil compactor’s powerful engine continued to rumble away, deafening David to Lenny’s yells, as though to say, pay attention to me, not them. David thought Lenny was hollering something about a box. Or was he saying back up? Look out? A cursory glance from his perch revealed no immediate threats, nor anyone alive in his kill zone.
He sat atop the yellow beast, hesitant to kill the engine, fearing it would stay that way. And besides, he needed to finish this. Be done with it. Once he stopped, momentum would be lost, power currently wielded shifting suddenly and speedily to the nefarious and ignorant. He’d not let that happen. Not again.
Still, Lenny urgently and repeatedly stabbed a thick finger toward what remained of the writhing mob. And now Randy had joined him, also wagging a finger, mouthing something. Their eyes pleaded and begged.
Shit, shit, shit.
Whatever troubled them, it was enough to get them both wound up and moving. 
He considered ignoring them. He couldn’t pretend he hadn’t seen them, though. But he couldn’t figure out what was so goddamned important. Important enough to interrupt such a climactic moment. David didn’t want to inadvertently harm anyone, of course. But he saw no obvious reason to stop, either.
He stood, and his head pivoted like a lighthouse beacon, scanning, searching. He saw only shufflers outside the fence, swarming the compactor. Across the way, still near the north fence line, the Dodge idled, Gabe behind the wheel, two men in the bed, another two gawking through cab windows. No one alive was on the ground or in the way.
No, this distraction would not keep him from completing this critical undertaking. He had to continue, to finish what he’d started.
Back to the grind.
Sitting, he slapped the lever, and the engine roared and shuddered, the vertical exhaust pipe puffing grimy black smoke. The carnage commenced.
David shot another quick glance at Lenny and Randy as he passed by them. They now stood defeated, not nearly as animated. Their faces hung as limply as their arms. Whatever had drawn such enthusiastic attention no longer seemed worthy of mention.
The moments that followed were a blur of bodies folding and collapsing. David worked the wheel like a pro, as if he’d been born to pilot the big drum. At the end of the drive, he swung wide, opting to hit the stragglers head on rather than risk clogging the rear tires and motor by attacking in reverse. It was almost over, the finish line in sight.
Two more passes. That’s all it took to finish the job. There were still five or six shufflers that had managed to avoid the massive roller. They were spread out, keeping their distance as if an inkling of self-preservation pervaded the rot that had conquered their brains. David had no intentions of allowing them to escape his wrath, but he wasn’t going to chase them all night with the machine, either. No point in using a shotgun when a flyswatter sufficed. 
He’d made a promise to himself earlier that day—finish what you start. His new mantra going forward. He wasn’t about to renege on that commitment now. 
David twisted the key, and the massive engine shuddered to a stop. His ears still beat with the sound, a constant ocean wave of ringing, sparing him from the curses of those still clumped together in horror behind the wounded fence.
Dismounting the machine was much easier now that the dead were disposed of. Feet firmly on the ground, he could still sense the vibrations radiating throughout his body. He felt electric, and very much alive. Quickly, he surveyed the gruesome scene, taking note of the undead threats still lumbering about.
He counted seven. Only seven left of the two-hundred plus that had escaped the confines of the tennis courts. There were still those holed up in the pool to contend with, but he’d tend to them shortly. First, these seven. And damn anyone who tried to stop him.
David tugged his Walther P38 from his hip, racked the slide, walked up to the closest roamer. The mashed-up mess beneath his heels teased his balance as he skated across bits of bone and muscle and blood, sickening stowaways hitching a ride on his boots. 
He raised El Jefe, his hand sure and steady, and squeezed the trigger. The shuffler’s head rocked back, and it crumpled into the minced-up goo. David turned to the next closest one, squeezed off another round. The 9mm projectile punched the being’s cranium, and the beast dropped in a heap.
Yelling. From behind the fence. David turned to face the frantic voice.
“Stop it! Dear God, stop it already!”
Luz. Her voice buzzed like a mosquito in his ears. She was pressed up against the gate, bloody bars be damned, her white lab coat a crimson-striped mess.
Lenny managed to get the gate swung open at the same time the Janitor rumbled up in the Dodge dually.
David ignored all of them, focused on his single-minded task of eliminating each and every last shuffler. He dared anyone to try and stop him, tossing sidelong glances at those behind the fence. Sauntering up to another ambling corpse, he raised his gun, the pop ringing loud and long in his ears. He could barely hear the thump of the body as it met the gut-churned earth.
“David,” Lenny called, carefully stepping through the carnage, trying hard not to slip and impale himself on a protruding bone. “Bro.”
“In a second,” David said, turning on his heel and walking up to another groaning shuffler. No one else—and nothing else—mattered at that moment. He was making a statement. A damn memorable one. A statement that all present were certainly never, ever going to forget as long as they remained alive. David knew he’d never forget it.
He popped off another round, falling another of the supposed ‘sick.’
“Please, bro, listen.”
“Not now, Leonard.”
“It’s important.”
“So’s this.” David started toward another shuffler farther away.
Lenny sidled up to David, towering over him. Their boots squished on the gore-choked ground.
Lowering his voice, Leonard said, “That Doc fellow?”
Immediately, David halted his march, tilted his head back so he could look the big man in the eyes. “What did you say?”
Lenny’s eyes darted around, as if he’d just been reprimanded for some serious violation. “Doc.”
“Doc Holliday?”
“I think so.”
“You think so?”
Leonard nodded a hesitant nod. “Yeah.”
David exhaled a snappy breath. “Do you think so or do you know so?”
This time, Leonard held the other man’s gaze. “Don’t know who else it could be.”
A shuffler in denim overall’s approached. Nonchalantly, David lifted his arm, and fired a shot straight into its skull. The beast teetered backward, finally landing with a splattering thump. It quivered, twitched, then lay still.
“Did you see him?” asked David.
Lenny shook his head, eyes darting at Randy, who was still inside the fence. “Them three we sent away?”
David looked at him, his expression unknowing.
“Right,” Lenny said, “you wasn’t part of that. They was three drug-heads we sent packing earlier today. When they left, they was alive. Next time we seen ‘em, they was moaning and groaning with the rest of them rattlers outside the fence.”
“Okay. So what does that have to do with Doc?”
Gabriel and the four other men now joined David and Leonard, listening in on the conversation.
Lenny continued. “Well, them three had notes attached to ‘em.”
“Notes? What kind of notes? What did they say?”
A gunshot blast rang out, and all flinched. Except for the Janitor, who held a snub-nosed pistol and was now lowering the weapon. About fifteen feet away, another shuffler crumpled to the concrete drive in gurgling death throes.
“Go ahead,” the Janitor prompted, gun now dangling at his side.
David almost smiled.
Lenny said, “They all had paper taped to they chests. One word on each: Deliver to David.”
David glanced around, expecting the notes to be right in his hands. “Deliver what?”
Pursing his lips, Lenny shook his head deliberately. “Don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” David could feel the surge pushing through him, the impatient irritability beleaguering his brittle emotions.
“Got a hunch, though. There was a box.”
“A box?” All at once, David’s body trembled uncontrollably, his mind already filling the box with body parts. Natalee’s parts. He just knew it. What else could it possibly be? Doc was playing a cruel, hurtful game. One that could drive a man to do terrible, horrid things.
Like run down tens of hundreds of walking corpses with heavy construction machinery.
His prized weapon was slipping from his sweaty grip. He choked down a swallow, the next and most obvious question hiding behind reluctant lips, desperately wanting out. Wanting to know—
“What… where’s the box?”
The large man’s eyes gleamed sympathetically, then landed on a spot about thirty feet away, smack in the middle of the decomposing muck. 
David could barely make it out, but it was there. The flap of cardboard, poking up through the fresh gore, slicked with scarlet. Before he’d fully processed what he was seeing, his feet were moving.
Lenny laid a hulking hand on David’s shoulder. “I tried to stop you, before you run ‘em down, but—”
“Don’t,” Gabriel said, laying his own hand on Lenny’s arm. “Let him be.” He squinted his eye at Lenny, lowered his voice. “The demons…” he added with a dip of his chin.
The Lumberjack nodded knowingly.
David was on another single-minded mission, hearing nothing, seeing only the flap of cardboard. A blood-spattered road sign on the gruesome highway he’d just paved.
He’d almost reached it when someone stepped in his path, shoved his chest. “You son of a bitch.”
Luz’s voice was a low growl, angry with sparks, belying her svelte stature. Her brows dipped low on her lids, her lips pressed to a pale scar that threatened to cut off her breath. In her right hand, a gun.
“You had no right—no right—to kill all those people.”
David didn’t have time for this, not now. Doc had been here. Again. And he needed to find out what he’d brought. Right now.
“Move, Luz.”
“I will not.”
“I said move.”
“Are you threatening me?” Her pistol hand twitched.
Still clutching his own weapon, David said, “Luz, you either move it… or I’ll move it for you.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“You’re right, Luz. I wouldn’t dare.”
A smug arrogance replaced the intense glare that had twisted her features. But his next statement would have her reeling.
“I’m a doer, not a darer,” and he simply stepped around her, his shoulder brushing her, and started toward the mangled box.
“Hey!”
He ignored her, his back to his enemy. A potentially deadly mistake. A mistake taught only once.
“Stop, right now!”
“Fight with someone else, Luz. I don’t have time for your bullshit.”
The click of a revolver’s hammer forced him to pause.
Don’t you fucking do it, Luz. Don’t you do it. I don’t want to hurt you. I really, really don’t.
“You move and I blow your head off.”
David forced heavy breaths through his still broken, still tender nose, his teeth clenched to the breaking point. His body vibrated with the residual tremors of the compactor machine and anger once thought resolved. 
He performed a slow turn, El Jefe grasped in a gnarly death grip.  
“Luz,” the Janitor told her, “ain’t a good idea.”
As David pivoted slowly on his heel, he spied those still inside the fence, terror washing over tear-streaked faces. He wasn’t sure how much of it stemmed from his human mashed potato experiment, and how much of it was derived from the potentially deadly drama now unfolding before their very eyes. Either way, they were getting their money’s worth.
“Doc G., these is confusing times,” Lenny said, playing peacemaker. “So much we don’t know yet. David, well, he was just trying to do what he thinks is right. Can’t fault a man for that. Least he’s doing something about it. Helping keep folks safe.”
Luz faced Lenny. “At least he’s doing something about it? Keeping folks ‘safe’? That’s what you call the mass slaughter we just witnessed?” The pistol trembled in her hand, drawing Lenny’s wary gaze. She turned to the residents huddled behind what remained of the fence, and said, “Do you all feel safe now? Huh? Did this killer make you feel better?”
She turned to David again. Glowering at him, sparks of rage streaking from her dark eyes, she measured her words, delivering them like spoon-fed cough syrup. “You’re… a… killer. A murderer. And you’ll reap exactly what you sow. In Hell.” She said something else, incomprehensible to David, followed it by crossing herself. 
David assumed it was a Catholic prayer in Spanish. Didn’t recognize any curse words. Gills had taught him a few of those, and David knew them when he heard them.
“You done?” David said, a biting sarcasm oozing like the crushed corpses underfoot. “I’ve got shit to do.”
“I will shoot you.”
Gabriel interjected. “No, Luz, you won’t.” The old man gripped his own pistol hard, the metal still warm and dangling at his side. His gaze grabbed the doctor’s, then he flicked his eyes to his own weapon, and back. A silent—and serious—warning.
David noticed, too, and the alarm firing up his fight-or-flight response wound down like an old-school police siren. Gabe had his back. Literally. For this, he was thankful.
Movement in his peripheral vision prompted him to look away from Luz. A straggling shuffler. One of the very last to survive his twisted roller derby. David chewed on this a moment. One of the last to… survive. To survive.
Survive. 
In the next instant, Lenny yanked his hatchet, prepared to dispatch the shuffler about to stumble into the fray. He hoisted the blade high.
“No, Lenny. Wait.” David holstered his sidearm.
Lenny shot David a dubious glance, his axe hanging in the air. His gaze shifted back and forth from the shuffler to David.
David said, “Just keep it from biting anyone for a minute, okay?”
The Janitor sidled up to Lenny. “I think I know what he’s up to.”
In the next moment, Lenny and Gabriel flanked the shuffler, each man snatching one of the being’s wrists and pulling him like a Stretch Armstrong doll. The restrained dead man snapped at them with grimy, mustard-colored teeth. 
Though addressing Luz directly, David spoke plenty loud so all the Infirmaries could hear. “You keep preaching to everyone that these… things… are simply ‘sick.’ You insist, in front of all these people, that I’m a murderer. A killer. That I killed Roy. That I killed Scotty. That I ‘killed’ all these ‘people.’” He paused a beat. “Well I can assure you, Dr. Gonzalez, that I’ve never killed anyone in my life. At least not anyone living. Not yesterday, not today, and not now. Not ever.”
“You are a liar.”
David actually smiled. “You know what, doc? You’re right. I am a liar. I’ve lied. To myself, to others. And I’m working on it. But this? I’m telling the truth about this.”
“I don’t believe you. You just admitted to everyone here that you’re a liar.”
“Then believe this.” He unsheathed his knife, whirled around and drove the blade straight into the shuffler’s chest—and into its non-beating heart. The ghoul flinched, even took a step back. But it did not drop to the ground, nor did it stop trying to advance. It only hissed angrily, unfazed, wearing the knife’s protruding hilt like a badge of honor.
David studied the doctor’s reaction of silent surprise and horror. “Still don’t believe it?” He grasped the handle, yanking out the blade, and immediately impaled the beast again. Still, it stood, growling, legs churning.
He looked at Luz. The corners of her mouth dragged the ground in a furious frown.
“C’mon, Luz. Are you blind? Are you not seeing this?” he said, his palm upturned toward the agitated dead man.
David let his hand drop to his side, slapping his thigh. “I can do this all night, Luz.” He tugged out the knife, speared the ghoul’s torso again—and again and again, puncturing every vital organ the blade could reach. 
Luz just stood there, arms crossed and eyes darting, desperately trying to disbelieve.
The gored shuffler slowed, its mobility hindered, but it did not go down. Did not stop. Even mortally wounded and with two men detaining it, the staunch creature struggled against the living clutches that bound it.
With both hands, David dragged the blade across the angry corpse’s belly, eviscerating the ghoul and exposing its rotting insides for all to see. In the next instant, he circled the beast, coming up behind it. Grabbing its hair like a handle, David sliced its throat from ear to ear, the smiling cut leaking an inky crimson.
He slid out from behind the beast to face the doctor and her followers.
“What’s it gonna take, Luz? Christ, I’ve gutted it and cut its throat and stabbed it in the goddamned heart.” He held his hand near the shuffler’s face. On cue, the undead being snapped its teeth, teased with a taste of living flesh.
But still, the doctor stood stoically, unwilling to believe her eyes. 
“Gabe? May I?” David asked, holding out his hand. “Just in case she suspects my gun’s firing blanks.” 
The Janitor handed over his revolver, and David fired round after round into the seemingly superhuman being. The aroma of gunpowder and burnt flesh wove itself into the polluted breeze. His ears rang madly, but he didn’t care. He could see it on their faces. His point was hitting home.
“Want to examine him now, doc? Drag your ass and your stethoscope over here and see why he’s still trying to fucking eat me?”
The doctor and Infirmaries were quiet and still. 
“Not sure where you come from, but I’ve never seen a sick person keep trying to kill me after being stabbed and sliced and shot. Hell, the only thing I haven’t done is—”
He stopped abruptly, and just stood there for a moment, silently, while his eyes crept over the ghastly scene.
Lenny and Gabriel volleyed curious glances, the shuffler still wriggling in their grips and growling at David’s back.
“Dave,” the Janitor said, dipping his chin at the mutilated mess of a dead man.
Resurfacing from his reverie, David placed a palm on his pistol, prepared to finish what he’d started. He paused, his brows in a deep ‘V,’ then changed course, drawing the hatchet from Lenny’s hip, instead. Facing the resilient corpse, he grabbed it by the hair of its head, stared into its hazy eyes. The two men restraining it stepped back as far as possible, stretching the thing’s arms to the limit.
He wasn’t sure if what he was about to do would work. But he believed he’d made one hell of a convincing argument already. If this succeeded, it’d be the exclamation mark on the day. Perhaps of the entire experience thus far.
He yanked the dead man’s head to the side, exposing his neck, then chanced a glance at Luz. Her hands were pressed to her lips, eyes glassy, pleading and begging, don’t do it.
Her green-light expression was all he needed. With everything he had, he brought the blade down on the shuffler’s neck, almost decapitating it with one blow.
The thing dropped to its knees, David’s fingers still entwined in its greasy locks. One more whack of the axe was all it took to separate head from body.  
The shuffler’s headless frame crumpled to the ground. It quivered, then went completely still. Burgundy blood spilled from its neck like wine from a tipped-over glass, the already saturated ground taking a slow drink.
David held the head to his audience like some arrogant conquering tyrant. Blood dripped and oozed from his trophy. And then something happened. Something that David had counted on happening. Its lids fluttered open. Its eyes rolled in their sockets, scanning. And its mouth opened and closed, teeth clacking, David still on the menu despite no body to nourish.  
A small gasp floated over the doctor’s lips, and over the lips of every witness present.
Right at that moment, David could sense it. Could actually see it—the power and influence sliding away from Luz in hulking sheets of ice, shattering on the ground. He observed the faces behind the fence. Folks were coming around, an instant awareness. A realization that they were wrong to follow this woman, after all. That despite her credentials, and know-it-all bluster, she was… wrong.
And something happened within him, too: his own guilt-riddled realization, pummeling him, forcing an understanding of something he’d denied but knew all along. Natalee had suffered beyond death because of him. He’d prolonged undeserved misery. Her body—and possibly very soul—imprisoned in a decaying hell. He needed badly to find her. To free her.
Horrified gazes remained glued to the head in his hand.
His point made and nothing left to say or prove, David handed off the hatchet to Lenny. 
Then, David pulled El Jefe from the holster on his hip. He cocked the hammer, pressed the barrel to the decapitated head he now held high, and fired, his own eyes closed tight against the blast. The head’s eyes stilled, its jaw froze. A grotesque horror that had fueled many a campfire story. David opened his fingers, dropping the head on top of its former body, where it landed with a sickening thud, like an overripe melon, before rolling onto the tainted ground.
More gasps. 
A meek voice broke the silence. “She ain’t no doctor.”
Onlookers turned, heads swiveled.
A couple of men stepped away from a young Hispanic woman, who appeared to be in her early twenties. David hadn’t noticed her before. But being so engrossed in his life lesson, he wasn’t surprised.
“Go back inside, Maria. Now.” Luz pointed toward the building, thankfully with her empty hand.
“She… she’s no doctor.” The normally timid woman’s glare focused on Luz as accusatory tones leapt from her tongue.
The spectators, already reeling from David’s demonstration, tossed confused glances, unsure of this young lady’s intentions.
“I said go back inside. Now. You need to get back to the children.” A sudden unease exploded through Luz, like she had some deep, dark secret to hide. A politician being called out, found with the dead hooker. 
“Maria—”
“These people, they need to know.” 
The crowd parted like the fabled Red Sea, leaving Maria standing alone, bodies to either side. All eyes were on her.
Gabriel stepped forward, eyeing the woman, then turned his squinty-eyed gaze on the doctor. “This true, Luz?”
Her voice was a messy tremble. “Maria, I said—”
“Luz!” An uncharacteristic ire lit Gabe’s tone, his patience as thin as his old skin.
Luz volleyed his gaze, her eyes welling. She blinked away tears, swiping with her fingers what she couldn’t blink away.
“I asked you a question, Luz. Is Maria telling the truth?”
Luz started speaking Spanish, hurling her words at Maria. The younger woman behind the bars shrank, taking several steps back.
“Goddamnit, Luz! Answer me!”
Even David was surprised by the Janitor.
Defeated, she bowed her head, and sobbed.
Gabriel hooked a hand on his hip, shook his head. “Well I’ll be goddamned. We’ve been hornswoglled.” He paused a moment, allowing the revelation to sink in. “Why, Luz? Why’d you lie about being a doctor?”
She didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. She was too busy bawling.
“Son of a bitch,” David muttered. Evidently, he wasn’t the only liar on the premises. At least he lied mainly to himself.
No one stepped forward to comfort Luz. Just cold, confused stares. Whispers. 
David seized his opportunity. Dr. Gonzalez had wronged him, sure. And he could gawk and point fingers and accuse with the rest of the crowd, but his own private war with a faux Doc Holliday was well underway. The wannabe gunslinger had struck a healthy blow earlier that day. And already, the next blow awaited him, only feet away.
Before he could investigate, Gabriel laid a hand on his shoulder, then patted his back. “Thank you, David. You showed some serious cojones.”
“I made quite a mess of the place.”
“It’s not about the place, it’s about the people. We could have the strongest walls in Texas, but if we’re weak and divided behind those walls… well, we may as well not have any walls at all.”
David nodded. “Truer words, Gabe. Truer words.”
“I see you’re anxious to check out Doc’s latest doing. Be careful, Dave. Keep your emotions in check. That’s where he’s winning right now, getting you all riled up.”
David nodded.
“And remember, it don’t have to be just you against him. Alright?”
“Sure, Gabe. Thanks.” He handed the Janitor’s pistol back to him.
The old man patted him on the back again, allowing him a moment to himself. 
Being mindful of the mire now coating the drive and grass, David made his way to the butchered box, an unholy dread clutching his chest. 
Upon reaching it, he tried to look away but couldn’t, the world suddenly a washing machine on a frantic spin cycle, his arms and legs and torso heavy against the tub. Even his head fell forward, impossible to move, to look away. With an involuntary wince, he let his gaze lock on the mutilated cardboard. It was as though he knew exactly what he’d find. 
And unfortunately for him, he was right.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART THREE
Head to Head





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
With a stiff arm still guiding her by the scruff, Tom swung his captive around and forced her forward, plunging them back into the darkening woods, toward the pond and beyond. 
He kept her in front of him as they traversed the narrow trail, gripping and twisting the fabric in his fist, the tee-shirt’s collar a tightening noose. She gasped through the garrote, every breath a struggle. And Tom would make her earn every one.
He would not be easy on her. Not at all. He knew who she was, her voice familiar, her name spoken aloud by another. 
Jessica.
Without remorse, he twisted tighter, and a sick joy surged inside him. The same sick joy he felt when he killed that obnoxious trio at the bar. And he smiled.
Jesus Christ, Doc. What the hell is getting into you?
Why… whatever do you mean?
You’re out to avenge Kate’s death, not just kill for the thrill. Those three morons had nothing to do with her death.
But this one did.
You’re losing your goddamned mind, Doc.
On the contrary, I’ve finally found it.
Tom unwittingly wrung the fabric, distracted and lost in his mercurial musing. “Keep your hands where I can see them, dahlin’.”
Through a husky breath, she managed, “I… I can’t…” She groped at her throat, coughed. 
“You can and you will.”
The compactor had ceased its roar and rumble, returning a certain peace and calm to the wilderness. But the disappearance of the din also meant his aural cover was gone. They’d have to move quietly—and swiftly—to avoid detection. But perhaps… he wanted to be detected. Then he’d have another reason, another excuse to kill.
Jessica pawed at her collar again, and Tom stabbed her nape with Bertha’s barrel.
His voice harsh and low, he said, “Next time you do that, you’ll be eating bullets through the back of your pretty little head.”
Fear tangled her ankles. Tom gritted his teeth and yanked hard, saving her from a nasty spill. There would be no accidental pain inflicted, only intentional and by his hand. She pinwheeled her arms as he dragged her up, then held them out as if under arrest. She coughed violently again.
The distant crack of a gunshot caused them both to recoil.
His prisoner’s knees buckled and crashed into the dirt. But she didn’t fall completely forward; Tom’s fingers still clutched her collar from behind, halting her impetus, sparing her a mouthful of dirt yet again. But the fabric dug deeper into her neck, and she choked out a desperate bark. Her hands sprang reflexively to her throat again.
“Up.”
She rocked on her knees, caught between breathing and standing.
“I said, ‘up,’ dahlin’.” He jerked her neckband, hauling her to her feet.
Leaning in close to her ear, he said, “Next time you have to be told, Bertha does the talking. Understand?”
The revolver’s barrel kissed her neck. She was becoming well acquainted with his persuasive steel.
The tension against her throat eased a bit, and she took advantage of it, greedily gulping wheezy breaths. She hacked, making a noticeable racket.
With a wad of clenched fabric, he unceremoniously shoved her forward, a dog on a very short leash, and they were moving along the trail again. She was finding difficulty falling into rhythm, their strides significantly off. She yo-yoed as he aggressively yanked and pushed, the garment adorning her torso stretching to the point of ripping, challenging every thread. Another gunshot in the distance. Seconds later, another. And Tom wondered if perhaps he wasn’t missing out, moving the wrong way. Maybe he could end it all tonight.
 But while he endeavored to distance himself from the shooting, others were drawn to it—and to his prisoner’s hacking. Ahead, a biter staggered out from behind a tree and onto the path, only feet away. 
A sinister grin lit Tom’s lips.
You think you’re scared now—
He thrust Jessica straight at it.
An unwilling participant in a deranged and deadly game of ‘chicken,’ his captive flailed wildly. Still choked and unable to scream, Jessica tried digging in her heels, dragging her feet, but Tom was too strong, capitalizing on their forward momentum. Instead, she attempted a mid-air crunch, to get her knees up. To twist, to turn. Kick. Get away. The scene was oddly reminiscent of a cat being carried by the scruff toward a bathtub with the faucet on full blast.
Don’t fight it, dahlin’.
Just… let it.
He uncocked and holstered Bertha in a hurry so he could draw his knife from his boot. 
“You scared, dahlin’? You scared? ‘Cuz you should be! You should be fucking terrified, little lady!”
Tom shoved her into the growling beast’s chest, then yanked her back before it could wrap its arms around her, the biter stumbling forward stupidly.
“Scared yet? Huh?”
Again, he pushed her forward, a teasing treat for the dead, and the ghoul lunged forward, groped. Denied once more, its arms came together against its own torso, snapping like an empty trap. 
“Where you going, dahlin’?”
She’d found sure footing, scrambling in an attempt to flee his clutches. But her effort to break free was severely short lived. Doc’s grip still tight on her collar, he simply flung her around, mimicking the hammer throw at a track and field event, until she came full circle and again faced the vile beast.
Doc wanted her scared shitless. No, beyond shitless. He wanted her life passing before her eyes so brightly and so quickly that it scorched her retinas. 
Burn, baby, burn.
That’s when he felt the sharp pain in his shoulder, the snappy thud against the leather that adorned his back, like a baseball hitting a catcher’s glove. And he heard something thump to the ground.
What the…? Was that a—
He’d only turned his head halfway around when he heard (more than felt) the next blow. Just below his temple, near his orbit. Stars exploded against a sudden black canvas. His skull rang like a thick, dampened bell, vibrating his teeth, his sinuses, his awareness. The strike was so sudden, so unexpected, that the pain had yet to register.
Doc felt the warmth of his own blood racing down the side of his head, his neck, into his collar. He swayed in his boots, and he blinked, desperately searching for focus. For sight. Already, his face was swelling.
Footsteps. Racing footsteps. Approaching quickly. Not a biter. Was too fast to be a biter. But someone alive. Someone who could throw rocks and throw them with precision. 
He shuffled around to face his attacker, dropping the knife, his hands sliding against his coat as he tried to draw his guns. But Bessie and Bertha resided just beneath the long leather coat, on the inside. He finally managed to get his hands on their grips but it was simply too little, too late.
The last thing he saw before blacking out was the flash of an empty glass bottle racing toward his head. A familiar bottle that once consoled him as he cradled it, tipped it against his lips. Now in the hands of another, it dealt a crippling blow. Southern Comfort no more.
* * *
Jessica sat in the middle of the cramped path, her legs drawn up into her chest, arms wrapping them. She stared blankly at the dusty black heap only feet away. She couldn’t pull her gaze from it, her water-logged eyes locked on the blur of a body. Doc’s body. Her lip quivered, those last few horrible minutes playing over and over like some cruel gif, never to be forgotten.
She struggled to swallow, her saliva like sand. Never mind the smoldering in her neck and throat from an earlier fire, now doused.
The light was diminishing quickly beneath the thick umbrage above. The world had gone quiet, save for the noises that truly belonged in the woods during the late evening hours.      
Taneesha kneeled on the ground beside her, rubbed her back. “It’s okay, girl. You okay. He ain’t gonna hurt ya.”
Taneesha’s words should have been comforting, calming. But Jessica found her vision blurring all over again. Her body shivered.
“You probably in shock,” Taneesha told her. “I ain’t no nurse, but we oughta get you back, quick-like. Get you checked out.”
On trembling legs, Jessica pressed to her feet, her gaze still on Doc’s leather-clad body. Her voice a scratchy mess, she said, “Is he… dead? Did you kill him?” She cleared her throat, brushing the bruises with her fingertips.
Please say yes. Please say you killed him.
Taneesha shook her head. “Naw. Knocked him the fuck out, though. Shitbag didn’t know what the hell hit him.” She chuckled, but a residual tremble remained. “Sure as hell gonna let him know when he finally wakes up.”
Jessica peered at the man who’d nearly choked the life out of her, barely noticed the rise and fall of working lungs. She wished Taneesha had killed him. Ended it. Wishful thinking.
Glancing around, she spotted another body several feet away, just off the path. She recognized it as the shuffler that Doc had tried to feed her to. Unlike her attacker, it was face down, its body completely still. No rise. No fall. She didn’t have to ask what happened to him. Despite burgeoning tears, she could make out the multiple knife wounds from a short distance.
“Bryan?” Jessica asked. “Is he okay?”
Taneesha nodded. “He’s fine. Had him head on up to the Alamo.”
“By himself? What if a shuffler—”
“Relax girl. Give the boy some credit.”
“I’m just…”
Taneesha patted Jessica’s shoulder again. “It’s okay to feel that way, girl. I don’t take no offense. I’d done chased him and that pup halfway to the Alamo when I noticed you wasn’t behind us no more. When I caught him, I told him to be super careful and go get help. Thought a rattler may have snuck up on ya. You had me scared, girl.”
“I had me scared.” Jessica managed a small smile. “Thank you, Taneesha, for coming back for me.”
Taneesha waved her off. “Aw, girl. Ain’t no worries. I know you’d’ve come back for me.” 
Brushing her palms together, Jess said, “How’d you get the jump on him?”
“Throwed a couple of rocks at his sorry ass.”
“That knocked him out?”
“Naw. Got his attention, though. Knocked his ass out with that.” She pointed to the empty whiskey bottle on the side of the trail, then made a popping sound with her mouth. 
Jess leaned over, getting a better look. The glass was slick, fresh blood obscuring the label. “Jesus,” she said. 
“Never thought softball’d be a viable skill in real life, ya know?”
“You played softball?”
“Hells yeah, girl. Pitcher.” Taneesha mimed throwing an underhanded pitch.
“You hit him with an underhanded throw?” Jess didn’t know much about softball, but she did know softball and baseball pitchers threw differently.
Taneesha nodded again. “Yessum.” Gauging the skepticism crossing Jessica’s face, she added, “You ever seen any of them badass softball pitchers chuck a ball?”
Jessica shook her head, then winced, rubbing her neck. Her legs were starting to betray her, and she swayed slightly.
“Well,” Taneesha explained, guiding Jessica back to the ground, “I was one of them badass softball pitchers.” Then she smiled wide. “Pretty badass with a bat, too.”
Taneesha sat beside Jessica on the path.
Jessica’s gaze fell to an unconscious Doc. “I won’t argue that.” Dipping her chin at him, she asked, “So what do we do with him?”
“Tie his ass up, I guess. Torture him. Cut his nuts off and feed ‘em to him. Something.”
Jessica actually managed a grating laugh, her throat raw from Doc using her shirt collar as an impromptu garrote.
Jessica laughing actually got Taneesha giggling, which made Jessica laugh harder to the point of coughing out hoarse barks. That got Taneesha almost howling. They laughed so hard that they didn’t hear the voices. At least not at first.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
The roses ain’t blue,
The violets ain’t red.
Inside the next box,
Will be your wife’s head.
—Your enemy in life and in death,
Doc
 
Enough of the box was still intact to identify its contents. Or rather… remains.
Her heart. He was sure of it. David was no doctor or nurse or medical examiner. He was no pathologist or surgeon. Hell, he didn’t even do that well in biology, scraping by with a low ‘C.’ But he didn’t need to be any of those things. He’d seen enough pictures of the human heart to identify one. He’d watched the Discovery Channel a time or two and a few medical dramas. Even though he’d crushed the package with the soil compactor, he could still tell.
I’m so, so sorry. I broke your heart. Again.
He let the tips of his fingers brush it, and it was cold. In some sick, deep-seated desire, he wished it would beat again. Right there in his hands. At least it would give him… hope. Give him… something.
Beneath her heart, her other hand. Had to be. Except Doc had gotten creative, maliciously clever. Another message, no words written or spoken required. He’d folded down all her fingers except for one—her middle finger. A vicarious insult. David’s dead wife, shooting him the bird from beyond the grave, one last time. How fucking fitting. 
Fuck you with all my heart.
David honestly didn’t know how much more he could endure. Life skirted the limits of existence. He wasn’t used to this, couldn’t imagine anyone having to go through this. Forfeiting his future crossed his mind more than once as he kneeled there in the curdling, pulpy death mire he’d created. Maybe he should have jumped off the machine while it was still rolling, and dived right into the gnashing drum. At least it would have been all over then.
He tried to think about something else. Anything else. Even someone else. That’s when he got help from somewhere else. 
One by one, those still outside turned their attention toward the field, just beyond the fence he’d recently destroyed.
A boy. They’re saying something about a boy. 
Still on his knees in the bloody morass, he turned to find Bryan in the distance, just outside the swath of destruction. He was calling out something, waving, all the while prodding his puppy along. Something seemed off.
David pressed to his feet, bits and chunks of flesh and organs dropping to the ground, his pants soaked through. Those stains would never come out, tattooed in the fabric, an everlasting reminder.
Lenny started toward the boy, slipping several times as he navigated the slick sections.
David hesitated. He didn’t want to leave Natalee. But he didn’t feel right scooping up her heart and hand, then talking to Bryan. 
What’s that, kiddo? Well, sure, I’ll introduce you. Bryan, this is Natalee, my wife. Natalee, Bryan. Care to shake hands?
He couldn’t shield Bryan from the horrors of this world forever, but now was not the time to introduce the boy to his estranged and mutilated wife. 
Scraping up the saturated cardboard and its contents, he dashed toward the Alamo’s front wall, high-stepping through the gore. He dropped off Doc’s package, then set off toward Bryan, wiping his bloody palms against his ruined pants. Catching up to Lenny, they stepped through the mauled section of steel, then crossed the mashed bodies, meeting the boy just on the other side. 
Bryan’s eyes were wide, scouring the muddled mess, trying to process what he was looking at while Charlie sniffed and nuzzled it. David immediately tried to distract him. No telling what kind of impression such a scene could leave on a young child, if he could even fathom what he was actually witnessing.
David snatched up the puppy, handing off Charlie like a football to the boy. Then, David placed his hand on Bryan’s shoulder, turning the boy’s gaze away from the grotesque aftermath and back to the more serene setting of the field and forest.
Lenny rested his hand on his hatchet, head pivoting, watching for more of the undead while David queried Bryan.
“Bryan, what were you doing in the field? It’s dangerous. You know you’re not supposed to go out there.” He pointed to where the child had just come from.
Bryan gave David a perplexed look. “I wasn’t out there by myself. I was with Miss Taneesha and Miss Jessica.” Charlie squirmed in his arms, whimpering again, unhappy that David had scooped him up, playtime cut short.
David and Lenny traded glances.
Lenny said, “I told Taneesha to hide out ‘round the waterhole ’til we came and got ‘em. Wasn’t sure how all this was gonna play out.”
David nodded. “So… where are Taneesha and Jessica now?”
“Miss Taneesha told me to come find you. She said Miss Jessica might be in trouble.”
“Trouble?” David kneeled before the boy, Charlie trying to lick his face. “Bryan, what kind ”—another lick from Charlie—“what kind of trouble is Jessica in?”
The boy frowned, obviously disappointed in himself for not being able to answer his hero’s question. “She didn’t tell me. She just said to come and get help. Then she went back into the woods to help Miss Jessica.”
David and Lenny again exchanged worried glances. And he could tell Lenny was thinking the same thing he was.
Was it a shuffler? Did she get bit? Did it finally happen?
It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t. David could never live with himself if the last words spoken between him and his cousin were slathered in anger.
Get out.
It simply couldn’t end that way. With Natalee, their last conversation had been an argument. And that was putting it tamely. His last interaction with his daughter Karla had been less than pleasant as well. It couldn’t be that way with Jessica, too.
The Janitor walked up on the trio. “Everything alright?” He locked his gaze on David.
David stood, laying a blood-crusted hand on Gabriel’s arm. Urgency roiled his tone when he spoke. “You got this up here?” He was already moving his feet toward the tree line.
Gabe nodded. “Infirmaries already fighting and bickering among themselves. That little demonstration did it, Dave. Got ‘em thinking ‘bout things.”
“Good.” David was glad to hear it, but was anxious to get moving. “Listen, Jess and Taneesha might be in trouble—”
“Go, go,” the Janitor said, shooing them like flies. “I’ll watch Bryan.”
“Thanks,” David said. “And don’t let anyone touch that box against the front wall. I’ll get it later.”
A nod and another wave.
David called across the front courtyard. “Randy!” Then to Lenny, “You don’t happen to have a flashlight on you, do you?”
Lenny shook his head.
Turning his gaze to the darkening dusk, David added, “Still got a little daylight left. Ten, fifteen minutes tops, maybe. Hopefully won’t need one.”
“Right.”
David had already started heading into the field and into the high grass. “Randy! C’mon!”
“Coming.”
Since Luz was proven a phony, that left Randy as the highest ranking, most knowledgable medical professional on site. He wasn’t great with a rifle, and he was even worse with a pistol. But he was good with his healing hands, and depending on what they found in the woods, it’d be best to have him there. His skills could mean the difference between life and death for Jessica or Taneesha. Or both.
Within seconds, Randy had sidled up to Lenny and David. “What’s up?”
“Jess and Taneesha may be in trouble,” David said, now power-walking in the direction of the tree line.
“What kind of trouble?” Randy tried to wipe off the blood and bits of flesh from his shoes by dragging them through the grass, all the while trying to keep up.
Pointing, David told Lenny, “Ten o’clock.”
“Got it,” Lenny replied, striding up to the perambulating menace that once delivered mail, come rain or shine. When it was alive. He yanked his hatchet, hitching the blade deep into the former postman’s forehead. The sloppy, wet thud still made David’s stomach turn, despite just having ground up a couple hundred of the beasts himself. He shook his head, tossing the thought and vision from his mind, and refocusing on finding Jessica. 
He increased his pace to a springy trot, just slow enough for Randy and his bulk to keep up.
Having been interrupted by the dead, Randy reiterated his question.
David replied, “Could be a run-in with shufflers.”
Lenny chimed in. “They was supposed to wait down near the stock pond, but with what just went down—all the ruckus and all—I’m sure they come out of hiding. Probably scared up some rattlers, too.”
Almost to the fence, David said, “Eleven o’clock.”
“On it,” Lenny said, his hatchet already cocked high. He brought the blade down hard, splitting the beast’s skull like a ripe cantaloupe, minus the pleasant smell. He yanked out the blade, flinging blood to the ground. The body crumpled, it’s ghastly eyes rolling toward the first star of the evening.
“Trail’s there,” Lenny said, pointing with his scarlet-streaked axe.
David pulled a magazine from a pouch on his gun belt, reloaded El Jefe. After chambering a round, he pried open the barbed wire fence for the other two men.  
Randy went through first, ripping his shirt on the barbs, then stumbling out the other side. “Damn.”
Lenny then helped pry the wire, and said, “Go on. I’m going over the top.”
No time for niceties, David slipped through the strands. 
Lenny hiked his leg over the fence, clearing it without issue.
In another second, the three men were moving again, single-file down the path, David leading the way.
“Jess?” Randy called. “Jess? You out here?”
“‘Neesha? Where you at, girl?” Lenny hollered.
They continued pressing into the gloom, their footsteps heavy on the dry, compressed dirt, the light now dimmed thanks to the natural roof above. 
David’s nerves were winding up again. He couldn’t help it. Jess was it, his only blood family left. That he knew of, anyway. Both his parents had passed years ago, and he had no siblings. He considered Jess more than just a cousin. She was his sister. His inspiration. His conscience. She had saved him, physically and emotionally. He needed her. And now she needed him. 
The prospect of having to navigate the world without her only served to heighten his anxiety. And that sudden surge of guilt racked his mind and body. Would the last words spoken between them be ones full of anger and insult? He would apologize to her, take everything he said back the moment he saw her.
“You hear that?” Lenny said.
David and Randy halted. Listened. 
Laughing. Someone was actually laughing.
Despite the dropping darkness now challenging his vision, David started to run. It was a dangerous thing to do, running through the woods. Very recently, he’d experienced first-hand the dangers of trying to negotiate the forest in the dark. Like in many a child’s nightmare, things jumped out and screamed boo! and tried to sink their teeth into you. A most unpleasant experience, to say the least.
Laughter?
“Jess!” David called.
Women laughing?
“‘Neesha! That you, girl? ‘Neesha?”
Randy said, “Are they laughing?”
Lenny cupped his hands around his mouth, his voice booming like a megaphone. “‘Neesha!”
“Over here!” It was Taneesha’s voice.
David started toward her voice right away.
Thank the heavens and universe and Karma and any other force responsible for what little good was left. I owe you big time.
He sped up, almost tripping over his own feet. “Is Jess okay?” he called.
“She’s alright.”
Thank you, thank you, thank you. Finally, something good.
After another twenty seconds, the three men found the women. And an unexpected surprise.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
A picnic. They’re having a goddamned picnic out here.
Of course, David knew better, but he couldn’t help thinking it when he spotted the women. He rushed up to them, his gun drawn, clutched in both hands, ready to fire on any threats—living or not. Bryan had implied they were in serious trouble. Or David had just surmised as much from the boy’s words. Bryan never said they were definitely in trouble, just that they might be. And according to Bryan, it had actually been Taneesha who said Jess might be in trouble. But in this world, one had to just assume the worst…
The two women sat blocking the path, legs crossed beneath them. Taneesha was holding Jessica’s hand in a consoling manner, her other hand rubbing her back. And, strangely, they were both smiling.
David lowered his pistol, glancing around. “Are y’all okay?”
“We alright,” Taneesha said, head rocked back so she could look up at David. “We handled it.”
“That’s my girl,” Lenny said, as if the women had just won a Saturday afternoon baseball game.
Two bodies nearby snagged David’s eye, though in the deceptive, wan light, he assumed they were dispatched shufflers, no longer a threat. Normally, the pungency would register, a full assault on the olfactory nerves. But after getting a whiff of two-hundred-plus dead shufflers, his sinuses were saturated with stink.
Relaxing slightly, David holstered his pistol. “So neither of you are hurt? You’re okay?”
The girls swapped quick glances. “Well,” Taneesha said, “we had a run-in with somebody.”
“Who?” Lenny asked. He stood behind David, the path too narrow for them both.
Taneesha dipped her chin toward one of the bodies. “Him.”
“Who’s ‘him’?” David asked. “Was he alive?”
The girls both nodded. Then Taneesha said, “Still is.”
David stared hard at the women, his eyes questioning and brimming concern. Who living would attack them? And why? The only person he could think of—
“Doc,” Jessica said through a hoarse croak. She rubbed her neck. “He attacked me.”
David’s eyes fluttered. “Wait, Doc? Attacked you? He’s here?”
“Right there,” Taneesha said, this time pointing him out. “I done coldcocked his wannabe cowboy ass.” She huffed. “Laying hands on a woman. From behind, no less. Ain’t no kind of man. Pitiful.” She turned to Jessica. “Ain’t too late to cut his nuts off and feed ‘em to him.”
The comment ignited another round of giggling until Jessica’s laugh morphed into a violent coughing fit.
David’s jaw locked in disbelief. Could it be? Could it truly be that the man causing him so much pain and grief was lying unconscious right in front of him? Could it really be this easy? A slew of bad thoughts spiraled through David’s mind. Torturous thoughts. Evil thoughts. Desires that made killing hundreds of shufflers seem like a day at the deli.
“Need to tie him up or something, though,” Taneesha said when her laughing subsided. “I knocked his ass out good, but ain’t sure how long he’ll stay that way.”
Randy piped up. “What are we gonna do with him?”
Jessica said, “I say we—” She broke off into another hacking fit, groping at her throat.
Taneesha finished Jessica’s thought for her. “We think we oughta tie his ass up to a tree and leave him for the rattlers. Aint’ that what you did to some bad dudes, David?”
He didn’t hear them, their voices sliding away in an echoey mush. Completely within himself, David mulled over all the things he planned to do to Doc. Not simply bad things, but deserved things. How he’d make the man suffer, how he’d make him hurt, inflicting hellish pain little by little. He’d erase the man from this earth—one fingernail, one knuckle, one toe at a time.
He felt weightless again, floating above the path. Gravity no longer applied to him, the only thing anchoring him to the trail were the heavy thoughts burgeoning within his vengeful mind.
All eyes were on David.
Finally, Randy said, “Um, we didn’t go through with it. We let them go.”
“Oh. Well, seemed like a good idea, anyways,” Taneesha said, a tinge of disappointment in her tone.
“So we gonna carry him outta here?” Lenny asked. “Or we gonna leave him for the rattlers?” The second question landed with an eerie thump on the ears of the group. Lenny simply wasn’t the type to even consider such an option—let alone recommend it—given his kind and caring disposition. 
Without warning, David reached across his body, ripped his 9mm pistol from its holster, and strode over to Doc’s supine body. He stood above the man, straddling him, glowering down at him. His chest heaved with heavy breaths as he white-knuckled the gun dangling at his side.
Anxious, tension-filled eyes darted around.
Lenny sidled up to David, his voice low. “You okay, bro?”
David simply continued to glare down at Doc, lost in himself, oblivious to anything and anyone around him. A shuffler could have had at him, and he wouldn’t have noticed. He was too busy dreaming. He dreamed of horrible things, excruciating things. Things that would leave Doc begging for a swift death. But David would not grant such a merciful reprieve. He wanted Doc to suffer forever. If that meant keeping him ‘alive’ in this purgatory they now found themselves in, so be it.
With a cold and steady hand, David slowly aimed his pistol at Doc’s face. 
But instead of seeing a killer’s face, beautiful images of Natalee glowed on his vision. Once again, he was on that awkward date with her. Meeting her parents. On one knee. At the altar. In the hospital, holding Karla for the first time. Celebrating their five-year anniversary. Their ten-year anniversary. Mourning Karla’s death together. Then he saw her tied to a chair in their home, Sammy brushing his fingers against her cheek. Her dismembered hand in a cardboard box. Her heart…
“Whoa, bro…” Lenny said. He laid a hulking hand on David’s shoulder. Leaning in close, he said, “I ain’t gonna tell ya how to handle your business. He’s a bad dude who’s done some bad stuff. I’m sure he deserves whatever dish you gonna serve him.” He glanced over his shoulder at the women. “But at least wait ’til we get the ladies—”
David dropped to his knees, straddling Doc’s midsection, completely ignoring Lenny. Well, not intentionally ignoring him. His emotions were now piloting his plane, and he simply no longer heard the former pro-wrestler. Nor did David hear the gasps when he leaned forward, stabbing El Jefe’s barrel under Doc’s jaw. And he didn’t hear his own cruel words as he cursed the killer beneath him.
He couldn’t feel the ground against his knees or the body beneath him breathing shallow breaths. He couldn’t feel the coat’s leather lapel in his tightly clenched fist. He didn’t feel the earth vibrate as Lenny stepped away. He couldn’t feel the tears tracking his cheeks. He felt no pain, no fear. Nothing. He could only feel the gun gripped tightly in his hand, and the hurt in his heart. He was distant and far away from those around him—on a magic carpet ride high in the sky.
No one moved toward him, only away. There were whispers, low tones. Then silence. No one tried to stop him, only waited for the inevitable.
And then, seemingly in an instant, everything came rushing back, like the earth to a free-falling skydiver. Things started becoming clear, visible. He heard the cicadas and crickets. The mosquito buzzing his ear. He saw the dirt path again, trees, and Doc below him. 
David’s head swiveled, and he glimpsed four silhouettes in the deep gray stillness, looming and unmoving. Leaves whispered and gossiped above, and somewhere, a twig snapped. 
“We’re taking him with us,” David said coldly. Something sinister swirled in his tone.
“Alright,” Lenny said, “whatever you say.”
David bristled, and a dangerous temerity surged within him, fueled by finding his wife’s killer unconscious in the middle of the woods. Fueled by standing up to Luz, knocking her off her self-proclaimed throne. Fueled by eliminating two-hundred-plus undead threats in one fell swoop. Despite all the bad, despite everything that had happened, he suddenly felt very much on top of a shitty world.
* * *
It seemed fitting, to David at least, that the same room used to imprison him and Gabriel now interned Doc. The modest space comprised four walls, a single door, and a cot. No windows, no closet, no other permanent furniture. Not even a clock on the wall. It worked well for solitary confinement, and David suspected that the architects designed the space as a storage room. Whatever the original purpose, it now served an important role. For David’s intentions, anyway.
Randy being Randy suggested keeping Doc in the infirmary, near the nurses’ station. Specifically, in the room next door to David’s. Said that all the necessary tools and equipment to monitor the prisoner’s health were right there at his disposal, should the need arise.
David reminded Randy that Doc was just that—a prisoner. As such, Doc had no needs and no rights, other than confinement until further notice, which meant until David carried out Doc’s sentence. Those in the group assumed that meant death. Evidently, he made his point quite convincingly, because he got zero pushback from Randy.
“He gonna live?” David asked. He stood behind Randy, who was again checking Doc’s vital signs. Above the men, a fluorescent light hummed steadily while washing the room in a sterile glow. Only one switch was on to conserve power. 
“Taneesha whacked him pretty hard.”
“Is he gonna live?” David asked again, resting his hand on the butt of his holstered pistol. He respected Randy immensely, but sometimes the big man could frustrate him with his around-the-world answers.
Apparently, Randy sensed David’s impatient agitation. “Yeah. He’ll live.”
Randy scooted the stool back, pressed to his feet with a grunt, peeled off a latex glove. Adjusting his thick framed glasses, he said, “I’m honestly surprised you didn’t shoot him in the woods.”
“I’ve got some questions he’s gonna answer first.”
“Like?”
David shot Randy a frigid look. “Like where the rest of Natalee is, for starters,” he said, his tongue a sharp blade of sarcasm.
Randy twisted his lip, feeling the cut. He should have known better than to ask such a question. Speaking before thinking was something he needed to work on, even during the end of the world. “Right. Of course.”
The knock at the door saved Randy further embarrassment, and they both turned to acknowledge the visitor. Randy seemed relieved.
“Hey, Janitor,” Randy said.
“Randy. Dave.” He dipped his chin at both men.
“Gabe.”
“So how’s he look?”
Randy said, “Still out cold, but stable.”
Gabriel took a step into the room, a wary eye on Doc. “Tell you what. Forget Texas. The bumper sticker should say, ‘Don’t mess with Taneesha.’”
“You got that right,” Randy replied. “Lenny said she pitched a rock at him, then whacked him with a whiskey bottle. He really needs stitches, but David won’t—”
“I won’t let him stitch him up.” David folded his arms across his chest, glared at Doc. His tone was cold and uncaring. Even hateful.
“Infection?” Gabriel asked.
“Well, I cleaned him up pretty good, but without stitches, there’s a greater possibility of infection.”
Gabriel nodded. “So what’s the plan, Dave? You gonna kill him as soon as he wakes up or wait ’til you’ve tortured him a bit?”
He assumed that the Janitor meant it semi-jokingly, but David didn’t answer, only intensified his unblinking glower at the man who had dissected his wife like a high school biology project and practically hung his cousin with her own shirt.
After several moments of uncomfortable silence, Randy said, “I’m gonna go check on Jessica. Doc did a number on her neck, and I want to be sure she’s doing okay.” He left the room, rolling the stool with him.
David could feel the Janitor’s eyes on him, figured the old man would probably say something about him getting cleaned up, changing his blood-soaked clothes. He hadn’t looked in a mirror, but he figured he looked pretty scary. Especially with the grungy bandages still wrapping his head and eye, and frayed stitches hanging out of his cheek. Probably resembled something out of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre or one of the living dead himself. Frankenstein, even. He didn’t care, though. Since finding Doc, David hadn’t taken his eye off the outlaw, and had no plans to.
“Why don’t you get cleaned up, Dave? Maybe get some rest. I’ll watch Doc and—”
“No, thanks.”
“You really should change clothes at least—”
More firmly, “No… I’m fine.”
Gabriel studied Doc for a moment. “Ya think those boot laces’ll hold him?”
“I’m watching him.”
“You can’t watch him all night and day. Eventually you’re gonna have to get some shut-eye and if he’s as ornery as—”
“I’ll sleep when he’s dead.”
The Janitor sighed.
More dead air passed before Gabriel spoke again. “I know you’ve got a lot going on inside you right now, Dave. Hell, I would, too, given what this fella’s done to you and your kin. Surprised he made it up here alive, to be honest.” He rubbed his chin. “All I ask is that you think through whatever it is you’re planning to do.”
David remained motionless, arms still crossed, unwavering glare aimed at an unconscious Doc. 
 “Ain’t gonna tell you what to do,” Gabriel continued. “Ain’t my place. I ain’t your pop. Just keep in mind that we all answer for what we’ve done, sooner or later.”
David’s cheeks flashed red, the words grazing his hardened conscience like ill-aimed bullets, uncertain if the Janitor meant the comment more for him or for Doc. But he was damn sure going to make his feelings on the matter crystal clear. He slowly turned to face Gabriel. “What we’ve done? What we’ve done? Gabe, do you have any idea what this guy’s done? What he’s capable of doing?”
Gabe’s peppered mustache bristled, his squinty eye focused on David.
After pulling in and releasing a huge breath, David said, “And just who the hell do you think we’ll be answering to? Huh? Because I can tell you one thing, this motherfucker’s going to be answering to me when he wakes up. Me. No one else. Not God, not Satan, not Buddha or Allah or Karma or Jesus or fucking Santa Claus.” He jabbed his thumb into his own chest. “Me, Gabe. He’s gonna answer to me.” He shot a quick glance at the cot. “I don’t trust any of those incompetent fuckers to handle it, anyway.”
“Guess that ‘naughty or nice’ list was a might overrated.” 
When his lighthearted remark fell flat, the Janitor dropped his gaze to the floor, obviously wishing to avoid a philosophical or religious debate, and David resumed his seething scowl at the man on the cot.
Changing the subject, Gabriel said, “Gonna meet in the morning and decide the future of the Alamo. Well, those of us left, anyway. Had a bit of a mass exodus after… well, you know.”
David stood unmoving, disinterested in anything other than Doc.
Continuing, Gabriel said, “Would like for you to be there, since your actions today were pivotal in swinging popular belief around.”
A shallow nod.
“Gonna start early, ass-crack of dawn. With that festering mess out yonder surrounding the place, we wanna wrap up early. That way, whatever we decide to do, we can get to it.”
David acknowledged him with another shallow nod, his eyes never letting go of Doc.
“Anyway…” Gabe patted him on the arm. “Try to get some rest, okay? It’s pert’ near midnight, and it’s been a dog of a day.”
“Sure.”
“Oh…” The Janitor dug into his pocket, retrieving a key. “Here. For when you’re ready to hit the hay.”
David unhooked his gaze from Doc long enough to acknowledge the old man and take the key. He twisted the metal pinched in his fingers, then recognized what he was holding. “The master key?”
“You’ve earned it.”
For a brief moment, David was actually touched. Felt the tug in his throat. The Janitor entrusting him with the master key was something his own father would never have done. Looking Gabriel in the eye, he said, “Thank you, Gabriel.”
The Janitor smiled, patted him on the arm, then left the room. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
“Lift your chin… a little higher…”
Jessica did as Randy instructed. 
He rubbed gently at her neck with his pudgy thumb. “You’ll be okay. Swelling’ll go down in the next day or so. You’ll look like your head was glued on, what with all the bruising and abrasions, but you shouldn’t have any scars or anything.”
“Randy?” Her lids were heavy, and her voice still hoarse.
He looked down at his hands. “Yeah?”
Speaking just above a whisper to save her throat, she said, “You didn’t come in here at”—she squinted at the clock high on the wall—“midnight and wake me up just to tell me what you already told me three hours ago, did you?”
He slumped on the stool, his head falling forward.
“What is it?” She picked up a cup from her bedside table and sipped some water.
Randy sighed, then said, “It’s just… I don’t know.”
“Randy.” Jessica narrowed her eyes at him. “We’ve known each other a long time. I know when something’s bugging you.”
Rubbing his palms on his pants, he looked around the room.
“Spill it, already.”
“Okay, okay. I’m worried about what’s going to happen to us.”
A bit of déjà vu touched her, the conversation reminiscent of one they had on Mitch’s porch several days ago. Right before Sammy and Gills showed up. She shivered at the memory. “What do you mean? Seems to me that things are finally leveling out. The Infirmaries have backed down and the Janitor’s basically in charge again. Most of the shufflers were taken care of, except for those in the pool but”—she cleared her throat—“I understand the Janitor’s gonna decide what to do with them tomorrow. And, most importantly, we caught Doc.” She shrugged. “Sounds like we can finally start focusing on living instead of just surviving.”
Randy chewed his beard, never a good sign. A nervous habit, it signaled his nerves were all lit up like the lighting aisle at a home improvement store. She’d need to tread lightly while still working to surgically extract what was really on his mind. Of course, she really wished she could just sleep…
If wishes were fishes…
“I’m really worried about David.”
“You think he’s gonna do something he’s gonna regret, don’t you?”
Randy nodded.
“Think he’ll kill Doc?”
“I know he will.”
“So what if he does?”
Randy looked shocked. “Because he’ll officially be a killer then.”
Jess slapped her thigh, “Well, he didn’t end up killing Sammy or Guillermo, and they were pretty bad dudes.”
“Yeah, but Sammy and Guillermo didn’t chop his wife into bite-sized pieces and send them to him first-class, either.”
Jessica winced. 
“Sorry. I didn’t mean it so… harsh…”
“I know,” Jessica said, sipping more water, “we just have to trust he’ll do the right thing.”
“But what is the right thing in this situation, Jess?”
“I don’t know, Randy, but letting Doc just waltz right outta here certainly ain’t an option.”
“So, we’re just going to keep him locked up forever? Hope he behaves until the cavalry comes? I mean, we’ve talked about this end-of-the-world thing being a temporary situation but what if it ain’t? Then what? I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I’d fare too well in the Thunderdome.”
All Jessica could do was shake her head. “I don’t know, Randy. I just don’t know.”
Randy glanced around the room again, like he had a deep, dark secret to spill, and it was obvious to Jessica that something else was pressing against his conscience. But unlike his concerns for David, she was going to have to drag out of him whatever else was on his mind. And the sooner she did, the sooner she could go back to sleep.
“What is it? Something else bothering you?”
He hesitated, munching his beard some more. She swore she could see missing whiskers, casualties of chewing. 
Finally, he said, “I was going to wait until tomorrow to show you this.” Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved a billfold. “I found this on Doc.”
“His wallet?”
Shaking his head, Randy said, “No, not Doc’s.”
“Then whose?”
He handed it to her without a word.
She shot him a curious look, then pried open the leather. Jessica’s eyes suddenly went wide. There, beneath the clear plastic retainer, was Mitch’s license, his picture staring right back at her. She sucked in a small, surprised gasp. “What… what is he doing with Mitch’s wallet?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe he got it from Sammy or Gills. Or maybe he went out there and took it off of Mitch. But I… I thought you should have it.”
Jessica swallowed hard, ignoring the simmering in her throat, and just stared at Mitch’s picture. Despite her intentions to divorce him and leave him, she never wished for his life to end, especially so violently. He’d been an asshole, sure. He’d been difficult to live with, treated her badly, and he and David bumped heads non-stop. But he’d done nothing to deserve death. She felt the sudden urge—need—to say goodbye to her husband. Maybe tomorrow.
Still staring at Mitch’s wallet, Jess said, “Taneesha and I pulled Doc’s guns and his knife. Got my pistol back. But we didn’t search him. We were honestly scared that he’d wake up at any second and find us rummaging around in his pockets and grab one of us.” She coughed, then snapped the wallet shut. Shaking it, she said, “I want to know how he got this.”
She could feel her face flushing, her anger rising. She wanted an explanation, and she wanted one right then. She just hoped that David would keep Doc alive long enough to get one. 
Jessica swung her legs out of bed, and slid into her tennis shoes. 
“What are you doing?” Randy asked.
“I’m going to see if Doc’s awake.”
“What? Why?”
She shook the billfold at him. “This. I need to know how he got this.”
“Can’t it wait ’til tomorrow? You really need the rest and—”
“Bullshit, Randy. If I needed rest that badly, you wouldn’t have woke me up.” Her voice started to crack and grate again.
He stood, backpedaling from her bedside as she pushed to her feet. Stammering, he said, “Doc’s still unconscious.”
“He ain’t in a coma, is he?”
Randy stroked his beard. “Well… no. I don’t think so… but—”
“Then let’s go wake him up.”
“Jessica, wait. Please. Can’t we do this in the morning? We’ve been through so much today.”
From beneath her pillow, she pulled her compact pistol. She ejected the magazine, verified it was loaded, then jammed it back into the grip. “Ready?”
“Me? You want me to go with?”
She cocked her head at him. “Well, of course. You found the wallet. And if he gets squirrely—”
“Seriously, Jess. I think this is a really, really bad idea. David’s in there and—”
Her brows climbed her forehead. “David’s in there? Right now?”
“Well, him and the Janitor.” He scratched at the bandage on his arm. “I think David planned to guard him all night.”
“Then let’s go say, ‘hi.’”
And then it came: the big sigh that signaled Randy’s surrender. All she had to do was keep pressing him until she heard it, then pop the cork on the champagne, because it meant she’d gotten her way. If only her husband had been that easy.
She crossed the room to the door, then almost as an afterthought, said, “Oh, and you may wanna grab your pistol.”
“Great.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 27
 
Patience. David lacked it. If Natalee or Karla were still alive, they would attest with gusto to his severe deficiency in it. Similar to a diabetic who requires daily shots of insulin, David needed the occasional prodding to practice it. But neither his wife nor his daughter were there to inject his daily shot of patience. And now, he was sick. 
Five minutes. That’s how long Gabe had been gone when Doc first moved. The cot creaking beneath him, the injured outlaw twisted his head and groaned, perhaps dreaming something mildly unpleasant. Or outright awful—flying rocks and bottles and zombies, maybe. If he was smart, he would stay right there in dreamland and bar the door. Even the worst of nightmares could not prepare him for what David was planning.
Doc’s captor crossed the room, palm on his pistol, and stopped a few feet short of the cot. He leaned, like that famous tower, and watched his prisoner breathe for a moment. Observing the rise and fall of Doc’s chest, a curious thought crossed his mind: how it felt to know one’s breaths were numbered. Without exception, everyone’s lungs quit eventually. No secret there. That was just how the universe worked. Life, then death, a single breath bridging the two. 
But David just couldn’t shake the thought of that inescapable finite number that existed in everyone. His own lungs would process the air only so many times. At birth, his breaths were already numbered and accounted for. Predetermined in hindsight. He could spend his life counting them until the very last one, or he could live them, as they were intended. But the fact remained: everyone’s counter hit zero eventually. Everyone reached the bottom of the bucket. Even the living dead. It was only when a man neared the end of the countdown that he could peer off the ledge, spying the jagged rocks below.
It was time to move, not muse. He had no intentions of letting Doc wake up completely before setting his plan in motion. He’d waited with a rare thread of patience for Randy and Gabriel to leave. For the Alamo to go to sleep. He didn’t want anyone trying to stop him or talk him out of what needed doing. His style of retribution would be very unpopular with those close to him. He felt sure of this. Gabe had already hinted as much with his ‘answer for what we do’ comment.
And Randy. Jesus. The man questioned him constantly. He was that guy who sat on David’s right shoulder, dressed in white, yammering away in his ear. Always suggesting David think things through, do the right thing. Think about this and what about that. Well, David didn’t need Randy telling him anything, prodding him toward the ethically correct choice. It wasn’t about right and wrong. Not anymore. It was just about doing.
All his life, David allowed those above him to map out his course. His boss. His boss’s boss. His boss’s boss’s boss. His in-laws. His father. His mother. Even his wife and kid. And circumstances.
Well, no more. He was his own man, and he’d do with his remaining breaths as he damn well saw fit. If that meant limiting another’s, so be it. He only regretted that he couldn’t take those breaths and add them to his own. But wasn’t he, in a way, doing just that by eliminating Doc?
The faux gunslinger was again quiet, his breathing steady, his body still. David minced to the door and peered into the dim hall. Not a soul stirred. In order to save on generator fuel, the building switched over to a nighttime lighting circuit, which limited the amount of fluorescent tubes burning throughout the halls, which was typically about every fifth socket. He decided it’d be enough cover to transport his prisoner.
When I drag him down death row. 
Fortunately for David, the holding room was near the east wing and the warehouse. The Janitor had done him the favor of returning the Dodge dually to its spot beside the back loading dock, and the vehicle was already loaded up with his bag, as well as the gun belts stripped from Doc’s waist. David made it clear he was taking those guns as trophies, but didn’t broadcast just where he was taking them to. While Randy had tended to Holliday, David asked Lenny to stash the cowboy guns in the pickup, along with Natalee’s heart and hand. Done and done. 
He’d also spotted a few odd and end tools in the warehouse when he and Gabriel passed through earlier in the day en route to the construction machinery. Some that might come in handy during Doc’s ‘interrogation.’ David also hoped to grab a few days’ worth of food. He didn’t plan on returning right away, as he intended to be present for every second of Doc’s miserable suffering. 
David crossed the room again, standing over Natalee’s killer. Staring. His teeth ground together so hard he was giving himself a headache while his hands clenched over and over. Despite the limited air conditioning, he was sweating slightly. His old friends impatience and impulsivity wanted to hang out. Have a beer. Get into trouble. Just like old times.
Why wait? Let’s do this! Now!
Was he really going to go through with this? Was he really going to torture and kill another man, a fellow human being? Men were dying faster than they were being born, and one could argue that David was simply hastening the downfall of mankind.
Fuck yeah, I’m gonna kill him. This motherfucker is not a benefit to mankind. His absence, his death, will be a positive mark on the world, not a negative one. I’m saving the future of mankind by killing this dirtbag.
His heart thumped his sternum, an intense game of racquetball underway in his chest. Doc was not just any random man. This ‘man’ butchered David’s wife. Sliced and diced her. Then heckled him. Mocked him. Hurt him. Tortured him. David was only reciprocating, dressed in Karma’s garb.
But as David Morris stood there, convincing himself he was a martyr, he couldn’t help but wonder about the man he planned to execute. Why did this stranger assume the persona of a long-dead gunslinger? Why call himself, ‘Doc Holliday’? What was his real name? Obviously, this ‘Doc’ truly believed that David had killed Mrs. Holliday. 
And David could only figure that the wannabe outlaw had expended his supply of whatever psychotropic drug kept him stable and sane pre-apocalypse. No one in their right mind would chop up a human being, pack her pieces into cardboard boxes, and terrorize another by delivering them like Christmas presents. Nobody of sound mind did that. No one with a human soul, anyway.
Now David wondered if he wasn’t losing his own mind and soul, preparing to do unto Doc as Doc had done unto David’s wife.
Time to stop thinking. Time to act. Get this freak show on the road.
Now or never.
He stood at the end of the cot, behind Doc’s head, and reached under Doc’s arms. Unfortunately, the end of the world occurred before wheelchairs could be delivered to Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement. So, David would have to drag his captive down the hall. Oh, he supposed he could swipe a rolling office chair out of one of the conference rooms. But why provide his enemy such a luxury? Besides, should Doc begin to stir again, David could simply drop him to the floor, which would most likely render him unconscious. And even if the blow didn’t knock him out, he’d have a hard time defending himself on the ground, blinded by the stars that would be exploding across his vision.
David had just started to lift when the doorknob twisted.
Fuck. Who the hell—
The door swung in slowly, and Jess peeked in.
“Jessica!” David hissed in a harsh whisper. He eased Doc back down, then quickly crossed the room as though walking across hot coals. He practically shoved her back into the hallway, where she collided with someone behind her.
Jesus Christ. Randy, too? Should have locked the fucking door.
He tossed a quick glance into the room, then pulled the door to behind him. In the same coarse whisper, “What the hell are you two doing?” He hooked his hands on his hips, angry eyes flicking back and forth between the two.
Jess said, “What the hell are we doing?” She jabbed her finger in his chest. “What the hell are you doing?”
“I’m guarding the goddamned prisoner. What the fuck does it look like?”
“Looks to me like you were about to take him somewhere.”
Guilt and anger splashed his face red. “I was just shifting him. Sounded like he was having trouble breathing.”
She sneered at him. “Oh, bullshit. You were about to take him somewhere. Where were you gonna take him, David? Huh? Where?”
He drew his lips into a thin line, averting his gaze from hers.
“Well?”
“Randy,” David hissed fiercely, his brows drawn into a vicious ‘V,’ “take her back to her room. She’s obviously still out of it.”
Her eyes went wide. “Out of it? Out of it?” Her head seemed to spin three-hundred and sixty degrees, then she latched her angry gaze on him. “Just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”
The conversation was quickly going to shit, picking up right where they’d left off earlier that day. Unresolved feelings fueled hurtful, retaliatory jabs. He honestly didn’t want to fight with her, didn’t have time to fight with her, especially not now. Doc consumed his mind, but his fury was shifting to his pseudo-sibling.
“Now’s not the time, Jess.”
“Then when?”
Randy, ever the peacemaker, tried chiming in. “Hey, y’all. Look—”
Jess snapped at him to shut up, and he backpedaled, his palms to the quarreling duo.
“Don’t talk to him like that,” David told her.
“Like you’ve treated him any better. At least I treat him like a human being.”
David dropped his face into his palms. “Jess… can we do this later, please?”
“Later? When is ‘later,’ David? Why not now?”
“Because. I’ve got to keep an eye on Doc.”
“You gonna run off in the middle of the night with him? Take him somewhere and kill him?”
The accusation stung unexpectedly. It was like she could read his mind, though he knew that wasn’t possible, just a lucky guess. But still, hearing it aloud punched a hole in the dam that held back his surging guilt.
More calmly, he said, “Go back to bed, Jess.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Randy, take her back to her room, okay? Give her something to relax her and help her sleep.”
The order only succeeded in winding Jessica up tighter. She rolled her shoulder, knocking his hand off of her. “Relax me? Relax me? Wanna see me excited?” Her voice started cracking despite conversing in a loud whisper.
Randy remained quiet and neutral, tossing embarrassed glances down the hall.
“We’re going to start drawing attention out here,” David said.
“So what if we do? Who cares?” She coughed, her throat going dry. “Maybe it’d give these people something else to gawk at other than the dead walking around.”
“You’re tired, Jess. You’ve had a long day. Go to bed.” He turned on his heel, dismissing her, and reached for the doorknob, twisting the cool steel. 
Another cough. “I’m not going until I see Doc.”
David stopped, releasing the knob, then turned back around to face his cousin. “And why do you need to see Doc?”
She glimpsed Randy, then reached into her pocket, pulled out a billfold. Practically shoving it up David’s nose, she said, “I want to know where he got this.”
David eyed it dismissively. “A wallet?”
“Not just a wallet. Mitch’s wallet.”
The realization was immediate, the brown leather pinched in her fingers an admission, proof. Doc killed Mitch. Why else would he have the man’s billfold? The scary scene played out a few different ways in his head, but each one ended with Doc blowing Mitch away. That night, while hiding in the pond, David heard Doc conversing with the two banditos. So he knew he’d been there. But now, puzzle pieces seemed to fit.
To Randy, David said, “You found Mitch’s wallet on him?”
A nod.
“You think he did it?”
Hesitation, then another nod.
David snatched the billfold from Jessica’s hand, flipped it open. There was Mitch, staring right back at him, the man’s head whole again. The sight pricked his skin, seeing Mitch’s face. He didn’t miss the guy, but the last time he laid eyes on him, half his face was gone… It was almost like Mitch was still razzing him from the grave.
Bull’s-eye, bitches! Now where’s my beer. And my joint.
“You think Doc killed Mitch?” David asked Jessica, knowing that she believed so, too.
“Who else could have done it?” Jess said. “I doubt that Sammy or Gills would have shot him.” 
David stared at the wallet for a long moment, the pad of his thumb massaging the worn leather, then said, “Well, what does it matter, anyway? Mitch is dead, and—”
“What does it matter? That… murderer… in there killed my husband, that’s why it matters. Jesus Christ, David. You of all people… How can you even say—”
“You were going to leave him, anyway, Jess. Or did you forget that minor detail?”
“Yeah? Well, Natalee actually left you. Or did you forget that minor detail?”
David couldn’t dodge it, Jessica’s aim too accurate, too close to home. She hurled a huge stone of hurt that landed right on his chest, crushing his heart. 
Randy stepped in between them. “Y’all, please. Can’t we just…”   
Hard stares impaled him. 
Finally, Jessica broke the boiling silence. “Whatever.” She plucked the billfold from David’s hand, started to push through the two men. “I’m going in there, and I’m not leaving until I get answers.”
David grabbed her by the arm and started towing her back down the hall. “No you’re not, Jess. Not tonight.”
“Let go of me.”
She yanked free, and marched toward Doc’s room. David hooked her arm again, spinning her to face him. “Jess, the guy’s out cold.”
“Then I’ll wait in there with you.”
David sighed deeply, his limited patience draining. “There’s no telling when he’ll wake up. I’m keeping an eye on him. When he finally does come to, I’ll come get you, okay?” He was prepared to say anything to get her to go back to bed and leave him to his business.
She glared at him. Obviously, she didn’t believe him and was dissatisfied with the dictated compromise. “If he’s even still here when he wakes up.”
David didn’t reply, just stared at her.
“Where are you taking him?” she asked.
“I’m… nowhere.”
She rolled her eyes, slapped her thigh. “I’m not an idiot, David.” Her voice was giving out, and she rubbed her throat. “I just… I need to know about Mitch, alright? I need… I need closure, David. Will you at least give me that much?”
Jessica’s emotional closure was not high on his agenda. Nowhere near the top, actually. But he’d let her believe it was, and ask for forgiveness later.
“Sure,” he lied. Again.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
Thomas Theodore Mackey thought David Morris would never leave. He was beginning to suspect he would have to lie there on that wretched cot all night, feigning unconsciousness until the morning. Or however long it took. David couldn’t stand over him, hovering indefinitely. Then again, maybe he could.
Tom cracked open one curious eye first. He deduced he was alone, but extreme caution promised a longer life. Seeing no one, he slowly opened both eyes fully, allowing his sight to adjust to the dim light while he strained to hear. His head throbbed madly.
Whispers. In the hallway, just on the other side of the door. Though ghosts of gunfire haunted his hearing, he was sure of it. They were vicious, breathy whispers, propelled by anger and emotion. Dissension in the ranks, perhaps. Or a disagreement of proposed actions. He recalled the arguing men he observed during his earlier stakeout. A house divided was a house easily conquered.
He smiled. 
After pausing another few moments, he shifted slightly on the rickety cot. The creaking of the flimsy metal beneath him thundered on his ears, and he froze, grimacing. He glued his gaze back onto the door, expecting it to blow open. He held still for several seconds, observing the animated shadows in the sliver of space between the door and floor. When no one barged in or checked on him, he again tried to sit up. The cheap cot groaned, trying to tell on him. He just knew David would burst through the doorway, a mighty Ah-ha! launching from his lips at catching Doc wide awake and attempting to escape.
His stiff joints popped, and he swallowed hard, a powerful thirst now awakened. Feigning unconsciousness convincingly while imprisoned by the enemy demanded a disciplined, practiced exertion over his mind and body. The fight-or-flight response was not something easily suppressed. For the majority of his short captivity, Tom had remained genuinely unconscious, having been awake for maybe the last ten minutes. Thankfully, this required ‘faking it’ for a very short time. 
Time to get moving, Doc. No telling how long Kate’s killer will be MIA.
I’m moving, I’m moving.
Well, fucking move faster.
No time to argue with inner voices. And why bother? They spoke the truth, for once. 
Tom scanned the room, searching for a weapon, any weapon. Nothing. The space was as empty as David’s heartless soul. He didn’t expect to find Bertha and Bessie, but he thought maybe, just maybe…
His wrists were bound by boot laces, and a sudden shiver racked him. His long coat was gone, as was his wide-brimmed hat. These assholes stripped him of his identity, who he was. And what kept him alive. His coat—his armor—had spared him from many an overzealous biter’s rotting teeth. Now he’d have to practice extreme caution.
No time now. Find them later.
He didn’t count to three or anything before pressing to his feet. The cot scooted beneath him, scratching noisily across the floor before bumping the wall. He winced, stood completely still. 
Then the doorknob spun.
Shit fire.
He launched himself, rocketing toward the door, hoping to get the jump on whomever passed over the threshold.
But the door remained closed.
The knob spun back into place, and he slid to a stop, knees bent and hands clasped together in one super-sized fist. He froze, waiting.
Still, no one entered.
More harsh whispers permeated the wood. Now nearer the door, he could better hear the heated discussion underway.
Mitch. They’re discussing Mitch.
The voices in the hall were conversing about Mitch, alright. And blaming Doc for his murder. Good for them. They’d figured it out. Finally.
Have a goddamned cookie.
They’d discovered the dead man’s wallet. Old news. They’d be adding their own wallets to the collection soon enough. And besides, maybe the newfound knowledge would anger them further, rile up emotions, make them sloppy, careless. Easier to kill. 
Now the voices were moving away, down the hall.
Now’s your chance! Get the fuck outta here!
Wait…
Wait? For what, Doc? Them to come back and kill you?
They think I’m out cold.
Do you wanna be? Again?
A sparkling opportunity just presented itself.
Stars sparkle, Doc. You ain’t no star. And you ain’t no Doc Holliday, Thomas Theodore Mackey.
In a sense, his inner critic was right on the money, as usual. He didn’t have his long leather duster. He didn’t have his wide-brimmed hat. And most importantly, his Ruger Vaqueros—Bertha and Bessie—were MIA. But it wasn’t about the clothes and accessories making the man, it was about the man inside making the man. He was the man. And he’d continue to be the man. Dead or alive, he was the man, and would always be the man.
Heavy steps emanated from the other side of the door. The knob twisted. It was time to show David Morris just who Thomas Theodore Mackey—the man—really was.
* * *
To ensure Jessica returned promptly to her room, David accompanied her and Randy to the nurses’ station. She wouldn’t stay put, of course. Tenacity was a trait buried deep in the Morris family line. It was the mantle of their world. Their tempers, the core.
David tried covertly signaling Randy. But he wasn’t positive that Randy had gotten the gist of the nonverbal request. Rather than outright tell him in front of Jessica, chancing yet another escalating argument, he decided on a different course of action.
“Randy.”
“Yeah.”
“Do me a favor?”
“Um, sure.”
“Watch Doc for a few while I try and talk some sense into Jess.”
His comment was met with another round of eye-rolling, huffy breaths, and pursed lips—his cousin not hiding any feelings.
“I’m right here, ya know,” she said.
Ignoring Jessica, David dipped his chin at Randy, urging him on.
“Um, sure. Yeah,” Randy said.
“I appreciate it.”
“No problem.”
Randy left, headed back to Doc’s makeshift cell.
With a gentle hand, David guided Jessica back into her room, closing the door quietly behind them. Now, he forced himself to focus on her. He planned to make his points quickly, intent upon getting back to his prisoner. Crossing to the nightstand, he twisted the lantern’s knob, bringing more light to the faintly lit room.
“What, David? What more is there to say? You made it perfectly clear that—”
“Jess, look, I didn’t come in here to fight.”
“Then why in the hell are you here, David? You’ve already made it clear you don’t want me talking to Doc.”
“I’m trying to make you understand.”
“You can’t make me do anything. And I don’t appreciate you trying to.” She crossed the room, collapsed onto the bed. Her hand went to her throat, and she coughed.
David exhaled an exhausted breath. “It’s been a long day, Jess. A long fucking day.”
“Well, that’s one thing we actually agree on.” Her natural voice eluded her, lost in the rasp and rawness. She swigged water in an effort to soothe the scratchiness and stay in the conversation. 
Jessica didn’t know it, but David made a vow on the short jaunt back to her room. He intended to start shooting straight with her. No more lies, no more secrets. No more cryptic explanations or elusive answers. If he was going to nurture and grow a meaningful relationship in their garden of trust, then he had to quit dousing it in a deadly pesticide of deception.
“I was going to kill him.”
Jessica stared at David blankly. “I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to him. Before I couldn’t—”
“No… I was going to… kill Mitch.”
Her gaze simmered, processing what he’d just confessed. “What did you just say?”
David brushed his hands across his lips, then rubbed his razor-neglected cheek. “I… I was going to kill Mitch. The morning I took off after him on the Harley.”
Her eyes darted around the room, landing on everything and nothing. Finally, “Did you?”
“Jess—”
“Did you, David? Did you kill him? Were you the one?”
“No.”
“Are you lying to me? Again?”
“What’s that supposed to—”
“Oh, cut the crap.” She coughed, then said, “You and I both know you’re a chronic liar. And you hated him.” A tear zipped down her cheek. “Just answer the goddamned question already.” She sipped more water, wiping away stray drops with the back of her hand. “Truthfully. No more lies, no more bullshit.”
“No, I didn’t. I didn’t kill Mitch.”
“Why don’t I believe you? Oh, I know why. You’re a liar, David. You lied about Natalee. You lied about Mitch. Who knows what else you lied about.” She shook her head. “I can’t trust my own blood. How fucking sad is that?”
“But… that’s why I’m telling you this now. I want to come clean, Jess. I don’t want any more secrets between us. I get why you’re hesitant to believe me. Hell, I would be, too. But I’m telling you, I didn’t kill Mitch. I thought about it, I wanted to. God knows I wanted to. But things just kind of… worked themselves out.”
Fluttering, her eyes went wide again. “Worked themselves out? What kind of shit is that, David? I wanted to leave him, not kill him. Christ almighty.” She swiped at another tear. “I… I just don’t know if I can make it in this fucked up world. A month ago”—she coughed, cleared her throat—“I was standing in line at the mini-mart, buying M&M’s and Twinkies for my abusive pothead husband, bitching about the price of gas and how my friends looked like sluts in their stupid selfies. And now we’re talking about killing people.” She tossed her hands up, letting them fall, slapping her thighs. “Oh, and dead people are walking around trying to eat us. Can’t leave out that minor detail.” Her face fell into her palms, and she began to sob.
He sat on the bed beside her and rubbed her back. “We’ll make it, Jess. We’re survivors.”
“Are we, David? Are we really? I hated my job as an insurance agent. Hated it with a passion. Couldn’t wait to quit. Now, I’d give anything—anything—to be back behind that stupid desk, processing stupid claims, arguing with stupid people. Anything. Hell, I’d even take Mitch back with no divorce option if it meant the world would just… go back to normal.” She exploded into another coughing/sobbing fit.
“I know, Jess. I know.” 
David released a heavy sigh. Should have known better than to attempt such a critical confession at that moment. Especially after such an emotionally and physically demanding day. But as usual, his timing sucked ass, and his secret supplication for a sympathetic reaction proved unheard and unanswered. No surprise there. Frankly, it was unrealistic to expect as much. He certainly wasn’t looking for hugs and kisses and kudos for his voluntary avowal. Just the love and support and understanding anyone attempting to conquer a disease would expect. 
Several moments passed. Waving her hand, she said, “Go. Go kill your precious prisoner.”
He stopped rubbing her back. “My precious prisoner? Jess—”
“I get it,” she said. “He only tried to choke me to death. Feed me to a shuffler. And he only killed my husband. I don’t deserve any restitution in this deal. Go on. Go ahead. Kill him, since you’re such a killer now.”
He exhaled another weighty sigh. “Jess, look. I want the guy to suffer. I mean, I’m no killer. I’ve never killed anyone before. The thought of it’s just… hell, I’m not even sure I can go through with it. But every time I think I can’t, I think about what he did to Natalee. I think about her hand in that box. I think about her heart in that box. I think about those stupid, mocking poems. And when I think about it, I get so fired up and so… goddamn furious, I can’t even think straight. My emotions take over.”
Jessica dragged her forearm under her nose, sniffled. “But that’s exactly what he wants. Don’t you see that? He wants you fired up. He wants you pissed beyond belief. He wants your emotions ruling you, because then he controls you. You’re his. He owns you.”
“He doesn’t own me.”
“Yes, he does. You’re his bitch.”
David flinched. “His bitch?”
“Yes, his bitch.”
“How do you figure?”
This time, Jessica sighed deeply. “Weren’t you listening to me?” She arced a dismissive hand through the air. “Whatever. When’re you gonna do it?”
“Kill him?”
“What’ve we been talking about?”
Come clean. Remember your promise to her, and yourself.
“I… I was going to take him tonight.”
“Where?”
The question caught him off guard. “I’m not sure. Was gonna make him take me to—” He stopped abruptly, his gaze dropping to the floor.
“To where, David?”
He hesitated a moment, gathering the strength to answer the question. “To where… he was keeping Natalee.”
Jessica’s gaze followed his to the floor, suddenly understanding the reluctance in his response. 
Continuing, he said, “I’m assuming it’d be his home, wherever that might be. Then… then I…”
“Then what?” She was rubbing his back, now.
“I wanted to say goodbye to Natalee, in my own way. Get the rest of her. Then, I was going to… torture… Doc.” He cringed when he heard the words out loud. They sounded so… evil.
Jessica didn’t respond, only moved her hand up and down his back.
“I’m going to do bad things to him, Jess. Never in a million years would I have thought I’d say those words and actually mean them literally. I mean, I’m going to kill him, Jess. Kill him. End a man’s life. What the fuck’s wrong with me?”
“Nothing’s wrong with you. It’s him or you. Simple as that.”
“Do you think the world will ever go back? To the way it was?”
Their eyes met, both holding the same answer.
That’s when the unexpected knock at the door came.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 29
 
Randy’s enormous form filled the doorway, eclipsing the hall behind him.
David glimpsed his hulking silhouette. Holding Jessica’s hand, he said, “Randy, give us just another minute or two, would ya?”
“Um, David…” His speech slurred, like he was speaking around a fresh root canal.
Impatience pricking him, David snapped, “What, Randy?” He turned his gaze to the overweight man, and that’s when he noticed the glinting metal mashed into Randy’s beard from behind. He spotted the blood running from his nose next, followed by the glistening crimson on his whiskers and lips. 
“Oh, shit,” David whispered. He shot to his feet.
Doc stepped out from behind Randy while shoving him through the doorway, pistol pressed firmly to his cheek. He closed the door using his heel. His southern gentleman drawl calmly caressed the air, a contradiction to the soaring tension. “Well, well. David Morris. El Jefe to some. Wife killer to me. All the same, a murderer by any name. A rose is a rose and smells and such. Speaking of roses, did you enjoy my poetry in a box? I admit it was rather rudimentary, but sometimes less is simply more.”
David’s hand crossed to his pistol.
“Ah-ah,” Doc said, sliding behind his human shield, “now, that would be awfully unwise given your current predicament. And his.”
“Let him go.”
“Pardon me? Let him go? Are you reading from a script?”
Randy mumbled, “I’m sorry, David. He jumped me when—”
“Please speak only when spoken to, sir.” Doc said, gouging Randy’s cheek with the man’s own pistol. “Now, where were we? Oh, yes. Letting him go.” He paused a beat. “No.”
David swallowed hard, a tremble in his tone. “Your fight’s not with him. It’s with me.”
“Oh, I beg to differ. My fight’s with every single one of you in this room.”
Jessica stood, prompting Doc to point the pistol at her. “You killed my husband—”
 Doc dipped his chin at David. “And he killed my wife.”
“And you killed mine,” David countered, his features hard and rigid. Anger and alarm coursed through every crease on his face.
Doc’s lips bent into a sinister grin. “Ah, yes, well… I suppose that does put me ahead by one, since we’re keeping score. But, Mr. Morris… you started it.”
The crass comments struck David like a baseball bat wrapped in barbed wire and nails and wasps. His hearing went mushy, and a traitorous fist of helplessness punched his throat from the inside and lodged itself there, cursing his carelessness. All at once, he couldn’t swallow, could barely breathe or speak. Or think. He blinked, the simple act of standing taking every bit of effort, his muscles and tendons telling him to fuck off. 
And he found himself in that hellish pasture all over again, swinging on a single hair of hope. Letting go, begging for sizzling stray lead to pierce his skull, saving him the effort of offing himself and giving him a lazy pass out of this life. Oh well, you tried. Better luck next life.
Get your fucking head in the goddamned game, already. This is exactly what you wanted. You’re face to face with the motherfucker. Be careful what you wish for, or you just… might… get it.
Doc’s voice faded back in. “… I will not ask you again.”
The metallic clatter of a compact handgun hitting the floor snapped off the cool cinderblock walls, yanking David back into the unfolding nightmare.
Randy whimpered, eyes closed tight, lips moving. David didn’t peg him as the praying type, but with death whispering in his ear and kissing his cheek… 
Jessica hissed, “David! Do what he says!” She nodded at the Sig Sauer pistol she’d tossed to the tile per Doc’s instruction.
A tar pit of faint and fear anchored him in its unrelenting undertow. He desperately craved that coursing aplomb he exhibited at the trailer house—Mitch’s home—where he handily put Sammy and Gills to rout. But those two clowns were just the warm-up act, the main event now excruciatingly underway. He was out of his league. He’d gotten lucky before. And he knew it.
Again, Jessica prodded him. “Your gun.” She cocked her head and eyes at Doc. “Do what he says.”
David’s gaze fell on his cousin, and she stared back, her words telling him one thing, but her eyes begged another. 
“You should listen to her, David Morris.” Doc continued stabbing the gun’s barrel into Randy’s thick beard. His stare was vicious and relentless—the look of a man not afraid to die because he simply had nothing left to lose.
Options were nonexistent. Doc was large and in charge. 
You’re his bitch.
Jessica’s words resounded like a town church bell in his head, vibrating his very skull. The truth infuriated and frustrated David. He did not want to cooperate with this sociopath. He was not ‘his bitch.’ But yet, here he was. Helpless, and being told exactly what to do. Just like someone’s—
bitch.
David held his palms to Doc, fingers splayed, then deliberately unsnapped the thumb break on his holster. But he stopped, hand hovering. Seriously considering—
To Randy, Doc said, “Say, ‘ah.’”
Randy opened his mouth, and Doc rammed the gun’s barrel into his mouth. The metal clacked painfully against his teeth, and the big man gagged like he was in the rough hands of an incompetent dentist.
“Now,” Doc said to David, “I know what you’re contemplating, and it would behoove you to reconsider. Lives literally depend on you not being foolish.”
As much as it pained David, he reluctantly complied, fingers pinching and lifting El Jefe from its hand-tooled home. He crouched, setting the prized piece on the floor. He stayed there for a moment, his gaze cradling the weapon, before standing again. But those rusty, iron-willed cogs of intrepid resolve jolted free, Doc’s words a potent shot of WD-40.
Lives literally depend on you…
Lives… literally… depend… on…
Me.
On me. What I think, what I do. How I act. It’s too late for Natalee. For Karla. Maybe even for me. But it’s not too late for Jessica and Randy. For Bryan. It’s not too late for them—
“Kick it over.” Doc twisted the barrel in Randy’s mouth, and the big man squeaked like a mouse whose tail had been stepped on.
David glared at him, reluctance again taking hold.
“Mr. Morris,” Doc said, “no matter what scenario you have playing in that rebellious mind of yours, I can assure you, it ends badly. For you, these two, and anyone else who comes running to your rescue.”
David obeyed, kicking his sidearm across the floor.
Uneasy breaths steamed the room as Doc crouched and picked up the pistol. He then ordered David to drop his knife to the floor, and David obeyed. 
But the last cog spun free before Doc could say anything else, and David blurted, “I lost my daughter. And my wife. My girl before. My wife… after.”
Doc stared at David for a long moment, the air heavy with muddled emotion.
“Were you driving?” Doc asked, his gaze and lips dropping to the floor. “When you ran over my Kate? Were you behind the wheel?”
David breathed deep. All eyes darted to him. “Yes.”
“Were these two with you?”
“No.”
Doc’s eyes flicked to David, twinkling disbelief.
“Who was with you?”
“No one.”
“You were by yourself?”
“Yes.”
“So you, and you alone, killed my Kate?”
David pursed his lips, nodded. Through a whisper, “Yes.”
Doc shoved the gleaming sidearm into Randy’s face again, and the man mewled in pain. “I didn’t hear you.”
A deep frown carved David’s face as he growled the word. “Yes.”
“Yes, what?”
A deep exhale. “Yes. I killed Kate.”
Doc seemed to consider this for a moment. Seriously consider it. 
David said, “I was alone. It was just me.” His eyes darted to Jessica. “And no one else.”
“Well. This certainly poses quite the conundrum.”
David’s brows dropped. “How so? I just confessed. I’m your man. Case closed.”
“Well, yes, you see, I have it on moderately good authority that you were indeed not alone the night you murdered my Kate. That these two, along with the young boy, were along for the ride. Witnesses—and accomplices—as it were.”
David swallowed hard. “It was just me. Only me. I’ve already told you. They left in another vehicle before me. I drove the truck by myself.”
“So you say.” Doc tapped his lips with the pistol’s barrel, giving Randy’s cheek a respite. “If I were to question the child, Bryan… would he corroborate your little tale?”
David licked his lips before plunking down another lie. A lie he hoped was wisely spent. “He’d say he didn’t know what you were talking about.” David upped the ante. “We can bring him in and ask—”
“You’re playing a game you can’t possibly win, David Morris. I had the opportunity to visit with young Bryan earlier today.”
This time, David tried swallowing, but couldn’t. He knew Doc was telling the truth.
“Don’t you want to know what he said?”
David simply stared.
Almost begrudgingly, Doc said, “You’re a hero to that young boy.”
A minuscule smile cracked David’s lips.
“Which sickens me,” Doc continued, “that you’re what he looks up to. That if he manages to mature into a man, he’ll most likely turn out just like you.”
“You know I’m telling the truth,” David lied. “So let’s take our fight elsewhere, leave the innocent out of it.”
“Then a compromise is in order.”
David actually released a sigh of stilted relief. “Compromise?”
“Yes, you see, we’ve reached the proverbial impasse. You say one thing, I believe another. He said, she said, they said, we said, and so on and so forth. No proof. No credible, non-biased witnesses. The only witnesses are those involved, all with a dog in the race. Now, I consider myself the equitable type, giving the benefit of the doubt and whatnot when warranted.”
“Then what’s your proposition?”
“For you, death’s a given. For everyone else, a fighting chance.”
David eyed him curiously. “What does that mean?”
“That means that I don’t kill them directly.”
“You kill them indirectly? That’s no fighting chance.”
“Oh, but it is.”
“I thought we agreed to leave them out of it? That the fight’s between you and me?”
“You and I. The fight’s between you… and I. And we’re going to settle our differences, you and I, which means you will die for certain. They will most likely die, but with the slim chance of living.”
“That ain’t what we agreed to—”
“We didn’t agree to anything. Now, if you’re dissatisfied with those terms, then I’d be more than happy to reinstate the original plan, which was to execute all of you on the spot, including young Bryan. In other words, zero fighting chance.” Doc glared at David for several seconds, then added, “So what’ll it be, Mr. Morris?”
David stood silent, jaws clenched, his harsh stare penetrating the madman flanking Randy. Finally, tight nods of acquiescence.
“Now, where are my coat, my hat, and my guns?”
“What’re you going to do to—” 
“One more outburst from you, Mr. Morris, and their slim chance becomes none. Got it?”
David’s gaze dove to the floor.
“Now, if you’ll kindly point me to my things, we’ll get this show on the road.”
* * *
In spite of a day trumped by terror, the Alamo slept soundly, entombed in a dead slumber. At almost one o’clock in the morning, the halls resembled some secret underground labyrinth—sparsely lit, claustrophobic, and little used. The moat of freshly ground corpses contributed a new rancidity that permeated the building, creeping on the air, oozing like black ink through calm water. 
In the south hall, a speck of activity as one man was preparing to kill another, the taste of revenge on his tongue. 
The two men stood just outside Jessica Thompson’s door. Dipping his chin at the dull deadbolt, Doc spoke quiet, succinct orders. “Lock it.”
David stared at him for a second, then slotted the master key given to him by the Janitor. He hesitated, then twisted his wrist. Tumblers tripped, securely locking Jessica and Randy inside the room. David exhaled deeply, righting the key, then tugging the metal out of the keyhole. 
“Good boy.”
Silence.
“Now, my effects.”
David started toward the nurses’ station, defeat in his gait.
“David.”
He turned.
“No funny business,” Doc said.
David stared an impatient stare, ready to get it over with. All of it. 
“Chop, chop, Mr. Morris. Time’s a wasting.”
Shuffling to the nurses’ station, David slipped behind the tall counter, retrieved Doc’s things. Emerging from behind the desk, he held out Doc’s coat and hat.
Doc arched a brow as he pointed a pistol at David with one hand, while reaching for his coat with the other.
“My guns?”
“Outside.” 
The outlaw wannabe finished shrugging into his duster, then placed his hat gingerly on his head. After pulling in a sharp breath through clenched teeth, he said, “I dare say that young lady did quite the number on my noggin.” He pressed his fingers against the gauze glued to his head, winced, then pulled them away, expecting to see blood. Dried crimson stained the white bandage, but did not come off on his skin. Glancing at his hand, he shrugged. “Tylenol?”
Teeth grinding, David returned to the nurses’ station, pilfered the pain reliever, then tossed the bottle to Doc.
Doc immediately tossed it back, the noise like a baby rattle. “Open it.”
“It’s not childproof.”
Doc arched his brow, the pistol’s barrel rising slightly.
David popped the cap with little effort, then held the bottle to his captor.
His upturned palm to David, he said, “Four.”
David raised his brow this time.
“I have a headache.”
You are a headache. And a pain in my ass. 
Again, David obliged. Doc swallowed them with no water, then cast curious glances down the hallway. “Back door?”
David motioned with his head toward the east wing. No point in lying, no matter how practiced he was at it.
“After you,” Doc prompted.
They proceeded down the hall, and an eerie, desperate feeling shivered through David. One he’d never experienced before. One he was sure others had encountered, but never lived to share.
I’m fucking walking death row right now. Deadman walking, here. I can estimate how many breaths I have left. How many heartbeats. How many blinks. How many steps. Maybe even how many tears.
A new hopelessness filled him, weighed him down. His cinderblock feet were having a hell of a time dragging his anchor of an ass. He felt like he was freezing up, suddenly unsure how to walk, how to put one foot in front of the other. How to balance, stay upright. 
A steaming pot boiled in his gut, the sick surging, the fumes tickling his throat. Preparing it for the inevitable. He didn’t want to retch. Didn’t want to go out like that. He wasn’t sure he had enough inside him to throw up, anyway.
Within seconds, they’d traversed the south wing, and were turning left onto the east wing. Maybe thirty feet to go. They’d already passed the Janitor’s quarters, as well as Taneesha’s, where Bryan was sleeping. So caught up in feeling sorry for himself, he hadn’t even realized it. Ahead, the double doors to the warehouse. These, he noticed immediately.
“How much farther?” Doc’s whispers seemed to rattle the walls. 
David could barely lift his arm to point. When he slowed, Doc prodded him with the pistol’s barrel.
The doors floated in front of him, then rushed him like football defensive ends. David flinched.
Standing before the double doors, Doc said, “They locked?”
The doors weren’t, but David’s lungs were. Swiveling his head back and forth, he mouthed, no.
“Proceed.”
His eyes fluttered, mimicking his heart that now played a drumroll on his ears. He suddenly wanted to turn, to run back to Jess and Randy. Promise them he’d do better, be better. Tell them he was sorry for failing them. He didn’t even want to think about Bryan, how they’d tell him.
The metal handle was numb in David’s clumsy grip. On silent hinges, the heavy door swung partly open. He pressed awkwardly through, the edge catching his shoulder before closing on him like a giant lazy sideways mousetrap. Pain streaked through his torso and arm, fizzling in his fingertips. The pressure disappeared as Doc pulled the handle, freeing him.
“Move.”
David did as he was told, rubbing his shoulder as they stepped into the warehouse. The anemic lights high above barely lit the large space, boxes and supplies mere silhouettes surrounding the two men. It would take a moment for his eyes to adjust. He licked his lips, the taste of decay stronger. Their footsteps echoed, got louder as they neared the dock door.
Anticipating the command, David reached for the crash bar, holding his breath in anticipation of the olfactory assault.
“Stop,” Doc said. His voice sounded small inside the huge space.
David didn’t turn to face him, stayed nose-to-nose with the door, his breath bouncing back at him. He half expected Doc to clock him with the pistol, and drag him the rest of the way. But that would mean more work, something that Doc was surely averse to.
“Smoke?”
David furrowed his brow, the curious offer compelling him to turn around, after all. Despite standing right in front of him, Doc was just another shadow among shadows. Especially with the wide-brimmed hat denying his face the light.
He watched the gunslinger tug a pack of cigarettes from inside his coat. Maybe smoking would provide some relief, a mask, something to taste and smell other than the awful stink and decay clawing at the door. Perhaps it’d be wise to partake.
He nodded.
Doc shook the pack until a filter popped through the foil, then held it to his prisoner. 
David eyed him warily, suspecting a trick, was surprised when none came. It didn’t matter, though. Doc was going to do what Doc was going to do, whether he did it then or later. 
After tucking tobacco into his own lips, Doc flicked his thumbnail against a match head, lit their cigarettes.
The hit on David’s lungs was amazing, and he understood now why a simple cigarette was often a walking dead man’s last request. It loosened his lungs and calmed his stomach. Forced him to slow down, to relax. Well, relax in a relative sense, given his current predicament. And as he anticipated, it was effectively killing the acrid air.
“It’s funny,” Doc said, gazing at the coiling smoke. “Can’t even quit when the world’s ending.”
David said nothing. Had no idea this was one of the last lines Doc had spoken to Mitch, just before shooting him in the face. David wasn’t in the mood for small talk, had no words for the murderous, psycho bastard. None that wouldn’t expedite his execution.
If you can’t say anything nice…
Besides, he was busy savoring the temporary reprieve from his death march. But Doc would not allow him to enjoy it for long.
“Gasoline?” Doc asked.
David wondered which vehicle Doc planned on absconding with, or if his own was nearby. He wasn’t looking forward to lugging a gas can if the latter was the case.
“Outside, on the dock.” David wasn’t one-hundred percent sure, but he recalled seeing the red cans on the loading dock, near the door.
“Be a daisy and grab one.”
David hadn’t even smoked half his cigarette yet, but he didn’t want to chance a fire or explosion. Dropping it to the floor, he snuffed it out with his boot.
Doc clucked his tongue. “Waste not, want not,” he said, taking another drag off of his own. The cherry glowed bright red, lighting his face beneath the brim of his hat. With his wispy, handle-bar mustache and pointy soul-patch, David swore he was staring straight at the devil himself, right there in downtown Hell.
The vision disconcerted David so much, he stammered through his question. “Which… vehicle…? The Dodge is… is diesel…”
“It’s not for the Dodge.”
David paused, then said, “Then… for which vehicle?”
Doc sucked in more flame, his face again alight in the fiery glow. “None.”
“None,” David repeated. “Then…”
Despite the warm glow lighting Doc’s face, David saw the ice in his eyes. And he immediately understood what Doc intended to do.
A fighting chance. I won’t kill them directly. Because the fire and smoke will…





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 30
 
“Oh god…” David whispered.
Doc’s sinister smile spread as he tapped ash to the floor. 
No begging. No pleading. That’s what David vowed. He’d die like a man, with as much honor as he could muster. But didn’t real honor lie in saving others?
“Look… please… don’t do this.”
“Are you reneging on our agreement? Shall I stroll back in there and shove the barrel of your weapon into their mouths and feed them the bullets? Or perhaps line them up and run them down, as you did to my wife?”
The tremble practically took David’s legs. “You said they’d have a fighting chance. They’re locked in there. There’s… there’s no fighting chance in that…”
Doc stole another drag off his cigarette, relishing the hit on his lungs, and the hit on David’s heart. He exhaled deeply, blowing the heated cloud in David’s face. “Says the wife killer.”
“Please, just—it’s me you want, and you got me, so just—”
“The terms are not open for discussion, Mr. Morris. Now… the gasoline. I will not ask again.”
David now wished he’d not extinguished his cigarette on the floor so he could mash it into Doc’s eye instead.
Spilled milk and all that.
His mind and emotions raced. He tried to recall the layout, who resided in the interior rooms, who resided in the exterior ones. Doc had locked Jess and Randy in the infirmary, an outer room with a window, albeit a smaller one. Jess could squeeze through rather easily. Randy, on the other hand…
David swayed on his feet, hesitating.
“Mr. Morris, you continue to try my patience…”
A thought occurred to David as he started to press through the door to the dock. He could pull the fire alarm. Just reach right out and yank the damn thing. Chances were very good—guaranteed, in fact—that Doc would shoot him, but at least the others would have that fighting chance. 
Unless of course, the alarm wasn’t yet operational. Gabriel had alluded to as much during David’s initial tour of the Alamo. Something about labor disagreements, contract disputes, or the like.
Already halfway out the door, he had to make a split-second decision.
What do I do? What do I do? What do I—
His fingers hooked the red pull-lever, and jerked.
Fuck.
May as well have just yelled fire. The only racket the goddamned thing made came from the wimpy click of the plastic handle dislodging.
Instantly, between his shoulder blades, a fresh flame of pain flared, Doc having brought the butt of David’s own handgun down directly on his spine. The blow was so fierce, it lodged in his throat, as if something caught there, and he crashed to his hands and knees.
“Oh, David. David, David, David,” Doc said, stepping onto the loading dock. “What am I going to do with you? Oh, I know. I’m going to kill you.”
David rubbed at his back and neck, coughed.
“Now, grab that gas can, and go back inside. Another foolish stunt, and I will personally go to every room and execute every person while you watch.”
David glared at him.
A fighting chance. They deserve a fighting chance, no matter how slim.
“This is a timed event, David. And said time is not on your side.”
He elected to obey, reasoned that torching Alamo Assisted Living and Retirement did, indeed, provide residents more of a fighting chance than a psychotic Doc striding through the halls, blasting bullets through their skulls.
* * *
Inside, Doc leaned casually against the warehouse wall beside the dock door, Camel drooping on his lips, pistol aimed from the hip at David. “You know what to do.”
David’s back was to him, the gasoline can in his hands. An acidic pain coursed through his back where Doc had struck him with the handgun. He was desperately trying to convince himself it was over, that Doc had won. 
Resistance is futile.
Perhaps the guilt of this wicked deed would be short-lived, since Doc intended to kill him. Or maybe he’d keel over of a heart attack from the emotional strain of it all. Either way, David Morris laid out a welcome mat for death.
Doc snapped back the handgun’s hammer, his impatience and annoyance clear. David abandoned his musing and went to work, dousing boxes in gasoline.
“Drench them nice and good.”
As luck would have it, the gas can was almost completely full with plenty of fluid to go around. The overpowering fumes quickly conquered the fetor of decay that had let itself in. 
The strong, distinctive redolence reminded David of his daughter’s first driving lesson. She was fifteen, and had bugged him for weeks to take her. Driver’s education was just around the corner, and she wanted to be ready. More than ready. She intended to go in like a pro, pass with flying colors. And of course there was that small matter of a new car if she got all ‘A’s.
Her first lesson that afternoon: how to fill the car with gas. She’d done it numerous times before, so it should have been a no-brainer. A gimmee. She did everything right, but the pump lever was faulty, and failed to shut off automatically. When gas started overflowing out of the tank, she yanked out the hose, and ended up spraying herself and David and everything within a ten-foot radius. They smelled like gasoline for days. As did the car. And the house. 
“Over there,” Doc ordered, pointing. “Give the walls a good dousing, too. And the hallway doors.”
Fucking Doc. Was leaving nothing to chance.
Within just a couple of minutes, the can was empty, and the warehouse reeked.
“Care to do the honors?” Doc asked.
David launched a glare that could have ignited the place.
“I thought not.” Doc’s Camel was smoked almost to the filter. Had maybe one last good puff left in it. Plucking it from his mouth, he flicked it into a large stack of boxes. Almost immediately, the stack flared like a struck match. “I’d make for the door if I were you.”
David considered for a moment just standing there, letting the flames consume him. Or saving them the trouble and jumping right in. Why not? He was going to die, anyway. And with his track record, he was surely headed someplace hot. Why delay the inevitable?
The blaze was spreading in a hurry, the heat becoming uncomfortable. David glanced at the ceiling, spying the silver sprinklers hanging at attention. But they were on strike, and released no water.
Contract dispute. Not that they’d work anyway…
Perhaps he could make a break for the hallway doors, scream up and down the halls. But he guessed Doc would gun him down or knock him out before he could even cross the warehouse, let alone warn anyone. Though the gunshot would surely wake some folks up…
Instead, he played the puppet, moved toward the dock door, the heat on his heels. Waiting for him next to the exit, alight in the blooming inferno, was Doc. The man’s devilish features were even more pronounced in the fire’s radiance.
The two men pressed through the doorway and onto the loading dock, the door slamming shut behind them. The sky was wide open, the stars bright, the moon brighter. But the incredible stench of over two-hundred mashed up, decaying corpses raped his sinuses and clawed his throat. Shuffling shadows hinted at more trouble to contend with.
Doc shoved him toward the steps, still barking orders. “Grab that can.”
David swiped another gas can off the dock, then descended the steps and awaited further instruction while anxiously scanning the back lot and the field. Just beyond, more swaying shadows. Shufflers were on the move.
The jab of the pistol came next, and they started toward the Dodge dually. 
“I told you, it takes diesel fuel,” David said, attempting to keep his voice low as not to draw attention from the ambling cadavers.
“Open it,” Doc ordered, ignoring him.
David stood there for a moment, trying to predict Doc’s next move, deciding the fuel was for another vehicle. One in another location.
“I said open it.”
Through a heavy exhale, David opened the rear passenger door, started to set the can on the floorboard.
“Uh-uh. Driver door, too.”
David arched a brow.
“You know what to do.”
Narrowing his eyes, David studied him a moment. “The truck? You’re gonna torch the truck?”
Doc nodded once—down, up, center.
“But why the—”
“Do not play coy with me. You know goddamned well why.”
A new bravery bubbled up inside David. “She was dead, Doc. When I hit her. Accidentally hit her. She was already dead.”
Of course, David didn’t know that for sure. But why the hell would Mrs. Holliday be wandering down a remote country driveway in the middle of the night? Sleepwalking? He didn’t think so.
“I could have helped her,” Doc explained, “but you took that chance away from me. And her.”
Swallowing hard, David said, “I thought the same thing, too. About Natalee. My wife. But I ignored the truth. Lied to myself. Thought I could… thought I could win her back, somehow.”
Thought I could bring her back. To life.
Then, David added, “I know how you feel.”
Doc actually let the pistol drop to his side. “How dare you. How fucking dare you say that to me. You do not know how I feel. You cannot possibly know how I feel.” His lungs forced out angry breaths, and his eyes still had the flames from the warehouse in them. He shook his head with a quick snap, lowered his voice. “The time for talk is over.”
“Okay… just… let me get—”
“No.”
“But Natalee’s… in there. I mean, her hand… heart… they’re in there.”
A villainous smile tugged Doc’s lips. “And they’ll stay there. That truck is going up in flames, David. It’s going straight to hell with you.”
A tear. A fucking tear slipped from David’s eye and tripped in the frayed stitches lacing his cheek. “Goddamnit, man.” Ignoring the pain shrieking between his shoulder blades, he splashed gas into the truck cab as more tears joined the first. He stepped away, gas can gripped hard at his side.
“Toss it in,” Doc said, his tone flat.
David slung the half-full container into the cab.
From his coat, Doc retrieved another match, flicked it with his thumbnail. The match flared.
After swiping another tear from his cheek, David folded his arms, stepped back. He heard something crash inside the warehouse, and glanced at the dock. Smoke was escaping in sheets from the door frame. And outside, the smell of smoke was already heavy on the air, chasing away the stink of death. 
Flames erupted inside the Dodge dually, and David held up his hand, shielding his face from the sudden heat and brilliance of the blaze.
And in that moment, he’d never felt more helpless in his entire life.  He’d managed to save no one, not even himself.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 31
 
“Why won’t it break?” Jessica’s raspy voice was frantic, eyes wild, fingers raking her hair.
“Storm windows,” Randy said, picking up the rolling stool for the fifth time. He cocked it, preparing to hurl it at the glass again. “Move back. I don’t want you to get cut if it shatters this time.”
“Why storm windows? There ain’t been a drop of rain in over two months.” Of course she knew better. East Texas’ notorious reputation for severe weather was widely recognized.
“Jess…” His head dropped, then a heavy sigh. “Tornado Alley. Ring a bell?”
“You don’t have to be an asshole about it.”
“Jessica, I’m not. Look, I’m trying here.”
“Try harder.” She chewed at her thumbnail as she bounced on the balls of her feet. “The smell’s getting stronger. Oh god, Randy. Why ain’t the fire alarm going off? Or the sprinklers?”
“Probably not”—he heaved the stool at the window—“wired up or whatever. The place wasn’t quite finished, remember?” The small metal seat clanged to the floor. “Damnit.” He ran his forearm across his glistening forehead.
“Shit,” she muttered. Her eyes flicked to the ceiling. “I’d rather get shot than die in a fire.”
Randy scooped up the stool again. “Make some noise. Yell, beat the door, whatever you gotta do.”
“I can’t yell, Randy,” she said, pointing at her throat.
“Then you beat the door and I’ll yell. We can’t be the only ones who smell the smoke.”
“Maybe they don’t know we’re in here. Or maybe Doc—”
“Don’t think like that.”
After a deep breath, Jessica faced the door, then started kicking it, her tennis shoes making barely a sound.
He aimed at the window again, then turned and glanced at Jessica. “Find something to beat the door with.”
“I’m trying, Randy.” 
Jessica was clearly in full-on freak-out mode, very unusual for her. Normally, she was the calm and collected one, and Randy the panicky one.
Instead of tossing the metal stool at the window again, Randy joined her by the door, and smashed at the wood repeatedly with it while yelling. The door was too thick to break down, but he managed to make an awful lot of noise.
“I’ve got this,” Jess said, endeavoring to quiet down her roaring fear. “Keep at the window.”
Randy returned to his previous task, prepared to launch the stool.
“Beat at it,” Jess said.
“What?”
“Like you just did with the door. Don’t throw it. Use it like a battering ram.”
Randy nodded, acknowledging he understood, then repeatedly walloped the window.
Battering ram… Battering ram… Something we can both…
“The bed frame,” she said. “Randy, the bed frame.”
But he didn’t hear her, the constant metal against glass trumping her feeble voice.
She grabbed a pillow, threw it at him.
“A pillow? Really, Jess? That’s not gonna—”
Jessica stabbed a finger at the bed. “What about using the bed frame? It’s heavier, and we could both put our weight into it.”
Above them, wisps of smoke scratched at the tiles. He studied the bed, followed by tight nods. “Could work.”
He dropped the stool, then yanked the mattress and box spring from the bed. He frowned.
“What?” she asked.
“It’s bolted together.”
“What about this part?”
He wiggled the footboard, and they heard a cracking.
“Keep doing that.”
He kept at it, frenetically moving the metal and wood piece back and forth. More cracking, steel squealing, until finally, the footboard popped off the frame, tumbled to the floor.
“Help me,” he said.
Her eyes darted to the ceiling again. “We gotta hurry, Randy.” 
He glanced up, noticed the cloud above them gathering like thunderheads. “Shit, shit, shit.”
Together, they slid the weighty piece over to the window.
Randy glimpsed her, said, “On three. One, two, three.”
They hoisted, Jessica struggling to lift her side. It slipped from her sweaty grip and back to the floor. “Shit.”
“C’mon,” Randy said. “We can do this. We’ve got to.”
“Right.”
Again, they lifted. She could tell he was fighting serious pain in his left arm, where he’d been shot several days before. She guessed the adrenaline coursing through him was masking the hurt.
“On two this time,” he said.
They charged the window. The distinct snap of glass whipped the air as they recoiled, a single line streaking through the window.
“Again,” he said.
They rammed the glass again, and it webbed instantly.
“Randy! It’s working!”
He nodded tightly, sweat practically spraying from his whiskers. “Again.”
Her confidence soared.
Again, they thrust the footboard into the storm window, and this time, the corner of their makeshift battering ram pierced the barrier, the tinkle of glass rewarding their efforts.
“We’re through!”
“Two more times oughta do it,” Randy said. “Put everything you’ve got into it.”
He was right on the money. Two more times, and they were through, more shards sprinkling the sill and floor.
“C’mon, Randy.”
He was breathing hard. “Jess, you know I can’t fit through there.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“You have to.”
He coughed, the smoke now bearing down on them.
“Randy, I—”
“Go,” he said. “I’ll beat at the door. Maybe Lenny or the Janitor will hear. You’ve got to figure out a way to get to Bryan and get him out.”
She could only stare, the salty surge behind her eyes threatening her vision and composure. If only tears could put out the fire. Already, the room was growing hazy. Blurry.
Randy grabbed the stool and cleared the window frame of flinders so Jessica would not cut herself on the way out. Afterward, he placed the stool beneath the window. Patting the seat, he said, “Now go.”
“Randy.” Her voice quivered.
“Go.” 
She squeezed her eyes tight, pushing back the emotional flood.
“Now,” he said, placing his hand on her back.
She stepped up onto the stool as he held it steady for her. She started to climb through, then stopped. 
“Jessica… why are you stopping?” he asked, a new shake in his own voice. “This ain’t up for debate.”
“Randy, I can’t.”
“Yes, you can, and you will.”
“No, I can’t”
She stepped down off the stool, dipped her chin toward the gaping hole. Then swiped away a tear.
Randy looked out the window. Just outside, the hungry dead eagerly waited, perhaps drawn by the banging. A sigh of defeat left his lungs as Jessica erupted into tears. 
They embraced, sinking to the floor as smoke and sobs engulfed the room.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 32
 
David would probably have just stood there and let the explosion kill him had Doc not dragged him away. The blast reduced the pickup truck to a blazing carcass. He didn’t care so much about the truck. He was sure that Jimmy and Angela would have been much more upset about it, though.  
No, he cared more about his own wife’s remains that he’d stowed inside the cab for safe keeping. His original plan to reunite her dismembered parts with the rest of her had literally gone up in flames. If it were possible for Doc to instill any more hatred and sadness in David, he’d just succeeded.
From the ground several yards away and still shaken by the punch of the shock wave, the two men gazed at the roaring blaze. David’s ears rang madly, his body throbbed, his head pounded. He’d absorbed so much physical abuse over the last week that he just didn’t know how much more he could possibly endure.  
Doc smiled smugly, obviously pleased that he’d pierced David’s weak emotional armor with yet another sentimental spear. He pressed to his feet, brushed himself off. Looking around, he said, “Now, where are my guns? You said they were outside.”
Still on the concrete, David glanced up at Doc, his own numb smile emerging.
Unamused, Doc said, “I will not ask you again,” and aimed the purloined pistol at David.
David’s smile grew wider, until finally a light laugh pressed through his lips. Staring at the burning truck, he lifted his arm, pointed. His head swiveled again, his gaze locking with Doc’s. 
He wasn’t in the know, didn’t grasp the full significance of what he’d just told Doc without a word. There may as well have been pieces of Doc’s wife in there right along with David’s. If only David had known. He could have reveled in the revelation.
“You had better be wrong about that.”
David shook his head.
“You’re a liar.”
“Go see for yourself.”
David wasn’t sure what Doc mumbled under his breath, but he thought he heard Bessie and Bertha. Whatever that meant.
“Do you realize what you’ve just done?” A new anger seethed in his tone, his words forced through grinding teeth.
Pressing to his feet with a pained grunt, David shook his head again.
Something was happening inside David, his emotional tank empty, the needle on ‘E.’  He just couldn’t feel anymore. Didn’t care anymore. Maybe it was adrenaline. Maybe it wasn’t. He didn’t know, didn’t care. He just knew he didn’t give a fuck anymore. He couldn’t do it all. He couldn’t save his wife, or Jessica, or Randy. Bryan. Sure, he wanted to, but a man has to eventually accept his limitations. He could only do so much. Gauging the amount of smoke now billowing from the building, he guessed they were already dead, anyway.
Doc lifted his arm, aiming David’s own weapon at him, and said, “I am going to shoot you right where—”
David cut him off. “Just shut the fuck up and do it, already. I’m tired of your threats, your melodramatic bullshit. If you’re gonna kill me, fucking kill me. Quit pussyfooting around.” He took three steps toward Doc, then leaned in until El Jefe’s barrel bolted itself to his forehead. Glaring at Doc, he said, “Point blank. Go ahead. Pull it. Drill a hole right through my fucking skull.”
Several tense moments passed.
“What are you fucking waiting for, huh? I need to change your diaper? You got a fucking vagina down there?”
Steel trembled against his forehead, and he prayed for Doc to squeeze the trigger. He almost reached up and pulled it himself. His lids lowered, palms open at his sides, as though ascending to the heavens above.
Do it. I’m ready to see Natalee. Karla. The way they used to be. I’m ready to be a family again. Please, pull it. I want to go home.
David no longer felt the kiss of metal against his forehead.
Did he do it? Was that it? Was it that painless? That quick?
“No.”
David opened his eyes. Doc was still standing in front of him; El Jefe dangled at his side.
“What?” David asked.
“No.”
“No?”
“You’re not getting off that easily.”
“I don’t know how much more easy I can make it for you.”
“I’ve got one more present for you. One I’m sure you’ll love.”
David’s mouth went dry, his throat clogged with sand.
A smile returned to Doc’s face. “I know you read my last note. You know there’s one more box.”
Doc was determined to make David’s last minutes on this earth as miserable as he possibly could.
“Santa Claus is coming… to town…” Doc sang.
David dropped to his knees, and retched.
* * *
Like June bugs to a light bulb. It was a common saying in the South, to be sure. At least in the Morris household it was. David’s father used the expression often. But that was the only way David knew to describe what he was seeing as he watched the shufflers move toward the fire.
Doc didn’t even take the time to dispatch them, in too much of a hurry to get to where they were going. Simply weaved around them like a skier through slalom cones. 
David and Doc negotiated the field within two or three minutes, pressing toward the tree line and the barbed wire fence. Only God, the devil, and Doc knew for sure what was waiting there for David. Based on the last little rhyme, he suspected Natalee’s head in a box. How he wished Doc had pulled the trigger and sent him somewhere else. 
Behind them, the Alamo’s roof spit flames and black smoke at the night sky. It wouldn’t be long until the facility—and everything in it—succumbed. David thought it would be appropriate to cry, but he just didn’t have it in him.
In almost no time, and with some fancy footwork, he and Doc reached the barbed wire fence separating the field from the forest.
“You first,” Doc said.
David just stood there, eyeing the toothy wire gleaming in the moon’s rays and growing glow of the distant inferno. He could almost feel the fire’s breath on his neck.
“You took Kate from me,” Doc said, a quiet quake in his voice. “You took Bertha. You took Bessie. You can take no more from me.”
“You’re right,” David said. “Because you have no soul to take.”
The explosion across David’s vision nauseated him, and he dropped to his knees, his hands clutching the wobbly fence wire and holding on for dear life. Doc had again used the butt of David’s own gun against him, cracking the back of his skull. He glimpsed the sky, cursing unwanted tears streaming down his face. But he quickly realized they weren’t tears he was cursing, but the blood from the fresh gash in his forehead, courtesy of the barbed wire he’d snagged on his way to his knees.
“Move.”
David coughed, heaved.
“I said move, goddamnit.” Doc kicked his back again, and David gritted his teeth in pain as he hit the wire like a pro-wrestler thrown into the ropes. His body was shutting down, wanting no more.
“You ain’t getting off that easy,” Doc said. 
With everything he had, David pressed to his feet, and slipped through the fence, barbs catching his clothing, ripping his shirt and jeans. And skin. Tripping over the bottom wire, he rolled onto the path, ended up on his back. High above him, the susurrus of the gossiping leaves could barely be heard over the roaring blaze across the way.
Doc followed, his long coat catching in the wire’s teeth.
Now’s your chance. Jump him. Attack him. Kill him.
But Doc was too quick, freeing himself before David could even sit up. Again, David found himself on the wrong end of his own Walther P38 pistol.
“Up.”
Before plunging into the inky blackness, David glanced one last time at the Alamo. The flames licked heaven’s pearly gates, the vast grassland alight in the orange glow. An inordinate number of shufflers were emerging and pressing toward the inferno. But strangely, most were originating from the east, and heading west.
Just like that night out on Highway 204… the pasture at Mitch’s place… going west… why west? The fire, of course. But there are almost none coming from the west, only toward the west…
He’d picked a poor time to deliberate such trivial things, as substantial or significant as they may actually be. He wouldn’t live long enough to care.
Hell, maybe I’ll be joining them by the morning’s end… Time for a stroll. I hear it’s gorgeous out west. Let’s head west!
Doc shoved David’s shoulder, and he stumbled toward the gaping darkness. David couldn’t see very far down the trail, the foliage and blackness swallowing the parts of the path not glowing orange.
But Doc remedied that right quick. Over David’s shoulder, a brilliant white light kicked on like some superhero sky signal, a light so bright, the edges glowed blue. His own shadow walked before him, leading him. Betraying him.
Death this way, just follow me. If you dare.
He was walking death row again, heading down that final stretch. Not that he’d ever been given a reprieve…
Ahead, two shufflers ambled toward them, effectively blocking the way. David didn’t stop or hesitate. He kept right on walking, feeling no fear, inviting their bites.
But Doc would not let that happen.
David jerked at the concussion from the gun’s blast and the bullet’s breath as it screamed by his ear. Ten feet away, the lead shuffler crumpled in a heap to the trail. A second later, another blast, another downed shuffler.
Stepping over the bodies, David tripped, the light and shadow lying to his eyes. He plowed into the path like a baseball player sliding into home plate, the dirt and rocks biting his palms, his chin, his chest. That was it. He was done. Doc could just shoot him right where he lay.
“Up.”
David didn’t move. Doc kicked his heel.
“Up.”
David exhaled heavily, the dirt and dust blowing back onto his bloody face, where it stuck like dull glitter in glue.
Doc kicked him harder.
“I said get up. Right fucking now.”
A weak pushup, and David was on his hands and knees.
Another kick from Doc sent him face-first into the dirt again.
Doc didn’t realize it, but he’d just lit a new fire. An arsonist of the soul. Anger like David had never felt in all his forty-five years of living was sparking to life, every kick from Doc’s boot fanning the flame.
David pressed to his hands and knees, then hovered there, daring Doc to kick him again. He spit grit back to the ground. 
Right at that moment, he made a decision. He was going to kill this impersonator. Hand him true death. This he vowed to every god in existence and yet to be created. Maybe it would be the last thing he ever did, but by the gods, he would do it, even if it cost him his own life, his own soul. Living was overrated. And he was questioning the existence of Heaven, anyway.
He sat back on his heels, hands on his thighs as he caught his breath. Maybe Doc could smell the furious fire smoldering in David, because instead of delivering another vicious kick, he grabbed David by the collar, and hauled him to his feet.
“Move.” 
A shove.
David stumbled a couple of steps, then stopped.
Doc launched a heavy sigh. “If you want to say goodbye to your wife before I kill you and her, you’ll commence to move your ass.”
It took David’s mind a moment to process what Doc had just said. But he was sure he’d heard it. “What did you say?”
“Ah. He comes alive.”
David turned on his heel, faced the blinding light. “What… did you… just say?”
“You… fucking… heard me.”
“Natalee’s… alive?”
“Or some reasonable facsimile thereof.”
“What the fuck does that mean?” Though in his heart of hearts, he knew exactly what that meant. He had to get to her. Now.
“As the mystical Magic 8-Ball says, ‘Better not tell you now.’”
David lunged at the light, only to be met with the fist of a man intent on killing him. Knees buckling, his ass met the ground, his teeth clacking together hard. He spit out a piece of one, the coppery taste of blood tickling his tongue.
Doc crouched beside him. “I’m going to grant you something you denied me. The chance to say, ‘goodbye.’”
In some sick, twisted way, this appealed to David. Actually… excited him.
A chance to say goodbye. Farewell. I love you… see you soon.
“Take me to her.”
“After you.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 33
 
Barking? Is that a… dog?
Despite the shattered storm window, smoke filled the room like an unemployed pothead’s lungs. Jessica coughed uncontrollably. She felt like a steak beneath a broiler, the heat from above bearing down on her. Or like some screwed up Bizzaro world, Hell roaring above instead of below. Any second, flames would engulf the ceiling. The room. Her. The bite of the dead would be preferable to burning to death. But she just couldn’t bring herself to leave Randy. She’d never live down his demise. She’d rather die right there with him. Besides, she realized in that very moment—that very instant—that she loved him. Wanted to be with him. And she would not leave him. Death be damned.
Jess had just resigned herself to death when she heard the barking, the yipping.
Charlie?
Then, a woman’s voice.
Luz?
The door reverberated like a drum.
“—in there?”
More coughing. Jessica managed a single, raspy, “Yes!” Her eyes stung and the roaring above grew louder.
The robust clack of a retracting deadbolt. The door swung open, whipping the wall behind it. Then shuddered to a stop. 
“Hello?”
The room was a hazy, swirling soup of creamy smoke. Jessica couldn’t see her hand in front of her face.
“Hello? Are you in here?” The same woman’s voice.
A male’s voice this time. Randy’s. “Yes! Help!”
“Over here!” the woman’s voice called again. A palm slapping wood.
Another bark. Coughs.
“Randy!” Jessica said, her hand in his. “C’mon!”
“Go! Go!” he encouraged.
“Where are you?” Jessica called to the woman.
“Over here!”
“Keep yelling! I can’t see you!”
More slapping on wood. More yipping, barking. “Over here! Here! I’m over here!”
Jessica and Randy crawled blindly toward the noise, their lungs working desperately to expel the poison forcing its way inside them.
“Where are you?” Randy yelled through coughs, hacks. 
“Here! We’re over here!”
“Miss Jessica!” A boy’s voice.
Bryan!
Jessica’s maternal instinct kicked in. “Bryan! Get out—” A coughing fit claimed her lungs.
“Go!” Randy said, dragging her with.
Shins. A person’s shins.
“Is that—?”
“Yes!” A hand on her head, then her shoulder. 
Jessica reached up, another hand finding hers. She pressed to her feet. 
“This way!” the female voice ordered.
“What about—” Jessica couldn’t finish her question, her lungs fighting for breath and air that wasn’t there.
“Lenny?” Randy called into the thick haze.
“He’s getting the Janitor,” the woman yelled through coughs. It was Luz. Jessica would recognize her voice anywhere.
Tugging. Towing. Jessica had no idea which direction they were going. Didn’t care. They were going somewhere, anywhere but here. Away from smoke and flame and guaranteed death.
“Wait!”
Randy’s voice.
“Randy!” Jessica managed. 
A hand grabbed her ankle. She reached down, found his wrist. Pulled. “C’mon.” More coughing. Barking. Roaring. Eyes burning.
Screams.
“The Janitor?”
“Lenny’s getting him!” Luz screamed.
A roar above them. Getting closer. Scary close. Down the hall, behind them, the ceiling caved. A bright flash.
“Go! Go! Go!” Luz shouted.
“What about—” Randy started.
Glass. Jessica’s palms slapping glass. The vestibule. Her hands slid down, found the door’s crash bar. Pushed through.
On her knees now. Pain. Fingers around her wrist. Pulling. More tugging.
“C’mon!” 
Randy’s voice.
More glass, her forehead hitting it. 
Blood? Tears? Don’t matter.
She pressed to her feet. Someone pressing into her from behind. Trapped against glass. Stuck. “Back”—cough—“up!” Jess couldn’t breathe. She drove her elbow backward. “Back! Up!”
A door opening. Smoke following. Billowing. She grabbed Randy’s belt, following. The clank of a door. They spilled out onto the concrete walkway. Violent coughs. Searing pain in her elbow. Knee.
Doesn’t fucking matter. We’re out! We’re fucking out! Outside!
“Keep moving!” yelled Luz.
Another hand? A strange hand? A cold hand.
Again, Jess jumped to her feet. Adrenaline high. A scream.
“No! God no!”
“Run!”
Eyes watering. More coughing. Running. Smoke thinning. A crash. 
Explosion?
Jessica crabbed on all fours, eyes shut tight. Her palms wet and sticky with the crushed dead.
Go! Go! Go!
“God no!” Luz’s voice from behind.
Barking. Yipping.
“Don’t stop!” Randy yelled.
“I can’t”—coughing—“see!” Jess said. Sliding. On her stomach. The stench. Slickness beneath her. Bones. Flesh. Organs. The bodies of the minced dead.
A Slip-N-Slide of corpses.
Nausea. Coughing. She threw up, retched hard, like a fist in her stomach, another reaching down her throat.
“Luz is bit!” Randy’s voice. “Luz! She’s bit!”
“Help me! God help me!”
The sickening thud of fists on flesh.
“No!” Randy yelled. More punches. Kicks.
Jessica’s vision coming back, blinking away tears and smoke and blood and sweat. “Where are—?” She twisted, looking behind her. Bright orange and yellow. Billowing smoke. Shufflers. Six or seven of them. Two of them on Luz. “No!” she rasped.
Randy punching the dead. Kicking. 
Barking. Beside Jessica.
“Miss Jessica!”
Bryan beside her.
Thank God.
Pressing to her feet, Jessica swiped at her eyes. The horror of the night stared right back at her. Massive flames grabbed at the sky, threatening to pull the heavens down on top of them. Or singe the stars and moon.
“Luz!” Jessica yelled, though only a whisper escaped her lips.
The doors pressed open, the Janitor, Lenny, and Taneesha spilling onto the sidewalk. The Janitor’s jumpsuit in flames.
“No!” Jessica mouthed, her voice gone.
Lenny grabbed Gabriel’s collar, dragged him through grass and smashed flesh, rolled him in decaying blood and bone and skin. Extinguishing him. Burned flesh and hair on the air.
Jessica collapsed, crying, sobbing.
Barking. Then licking. Charlie. A boy kneeling beside her. A small hand on her back.
The sound of flesh punching flesh. Randy trying to save the doctor. Trying to save Luz. Trying.
More crying. Taneesha.
More crackling. Crashing. A ferocious thunder. 
Got to get away from the building. Get ahold of yourself. Be strong. Get up. Get your fucking ass in gear. Now! Goddamnit, now!
The heat. The incredible heat. Jess pressed to her feet. “Bryan!” Her voice a whispery, raspy mess.
The boy was crying. “Charlie!”
She pulled him close, her lips to his ear. “It’s okay, Bryan! We’ll be okay! But”—coughs—“you’ve got to get Charlie away from here!”
Fierce nods, his hair bobbing madly. “Okay, okay, okay. Where?”
“Over there,” she ordered, pointing at the soil compactor beyond the fence, on the far side of the drive. “Climb it! You’ve climbed a jungle gym before?”
“Yes, Miss Jessica! I have!”
“Climb it!”—more coughs—“Stay there!”
“Okay! Okay!”
“Take Charlie!”
“Yes, ma’am!”
“Go”—cough—“now!”
“C’mon, Charlie!”
Barking. Yipping. The boy scooped the puppy, made for the machine.
Jess started toward Luz. Too little, too late. Three shufflers fed on her broken, crumpled body. Lenny yanked his hatchet, headed for the beasts.
Randy approached. “We’ve got to get out of here, Jess. Now.”
The God awful heat. They were roasting.
Taneesha tended to the Janitor, who was now sitting up in the muck, his jumpsuit smoldering. 
“Is Gabriel…?”
Randy tossed a glance at the Janitor. “Yeah, I think so.”
Jessica slapped her hand to her chest. “Thank God.”
But several yards away, the inferno raged, growing hotter and more hellish by the second. 
“We’ve got to go, Jess. Now.”
“David?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know, Jess. I don’t know.”
Randy pulled her to her feet, and they jogged over to the Janitor, the extreme heat clawing at their backs.
“You okay?” asked Randy, dropping to his knee.
Against unbridled coughs, the old man nodded frantically, silver tresses swinging wildly about his face.
Randy said, “Can you walk?”
More nodding.
“Help me,” he said to Jessica. They hooked his arms, hauled him to his feet.
The Janitor pointed a shaking bony finger, mouthing something though his hacking.
“Shuffler!” Randy screamed.
Against a swaying screen of flames, a massive silhouette rose behind the ambling dead creature, hand axe held high. The blade sliced through smoke and stink, lopping off the cadaver’s head. Its body collapsed, head thudding to the ground. Lenny hurdled both easily. 
“We gots to get, pronto!” he hollered.
“Anyone else?” Randy said.
Another crash. An explosion inside the building. Glass shattered.
“Ain’t no time!” Lenny said, Taneesha now at his side. “Rattlers! Move it, move it, move it!”
The group limped toward the compactor machine. Bryan awaited them atop the contraption. Lenny broke away from the group, dispatching two more shufflers. Two chops. Two decapitations. Too easy.
The heat was near unbearable, even from a distance.
“We gotta keep going. Can’t stop here,” Lenny said, reattaching himself to the band of survivors. He dropped his hatchet into the leather loop on his belt, reached for Bryan. “C’mon, kiddo!”
Bryan and Charlie now rode the muscle man’s shoulders.
“Where do we go?” Randy said, pressing his voice above the roar of the inferno. 
“The pond was the plan,” Taneesha said, shaking off shock. “If anything happened, we was supposed to meet there.”
Lenny nodded, “Right. The rendezvous spot.”
“Then let’s go,” Randy prodded.
The crippled group circumvented the burning building, keeping to the extreme periphery until the south pasture came into view. But what they witnessed would change their minds, and course.
“Holy shit,” Randy muttered.
“Lord Jesus,” Taneesha said.
Coughs.
“Quiet,” Lenny said.
In the south meadow, night had become day in the glow of the blaze, the field and tree line awash in lambency. And in the pasture, at least a hundred shufflers—and maybe even a hundred more—shambling, swaying. Searching.
Jessica tossed glances all around, expecting to see just as many behind them, but there were only a few. In her broken voice, she said, “Why are they all coming from that direction?”
Lenny shook his head. “Don’t know.”
“Look at all of ‘em.” Taneesha stared in awe. “Just like that night me and Lenny broke down on 204. The tsunami. All coming from the east.”
“Right,” Lenny said. “You right.” 
“We can’t stay here,” Randy said. “We can’t take on that many of them.”
Lenny nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, you right. We gotta—”
Jessica slapped his arm. “You hear that…?”
“Gunshots?” Randy said.
The group stood quiet for a brief moment, trying to discern the distant pops of gunfire from the pops within the blaze.
“I heard another one!” Jessica croaked. She pointed toward the tree line. “We’ve got to go that way—”
Lenny gazed at her, his eyes solemn. “Look, Jess. I know you think David’s—”
“We’ve got to try. Please.”
Another crack of gunfire from the woods. The group traded glances.
Taneesha spoke up. “We gotta do something, and quick. Them things gonna start noticing us.”
“Alright,” Lenny said. “Stay close together. Stay tight.” He flicked his eyes upward. “Hold on, ‘lil man.”
“Yes, Mr. Lumberjack.”
“Good job.” Lenny yanked his hatchet from his hip, made eye contact with everyone, then nodded. 
Moving as one, the group started toward the tree line. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 34
 
It was a beautiful sight, the pond in the moonlight. Stars sparkled on the water’s glassy surface, dancing around the moon. Celebrating. Or mourning. Or both. It was a sliver of sky, handed down from heaven, right there close enough to touch.   
But as tempting as it was to stop and gaze at the celestial splendor nestled away secretly in the woods, David craved only one thing: to say goodbye to his equally heavenly wife. After that, he didn’t care what happened to him. He’d gladly hand his own existence over to the man now forcing him down a trail, destined for death.
The two men had pressed far enough into the trees that the fire raging the Alamo no longer roared in their ears nor heated their backs. They’d wandered into a new peace, one certainly short lived if Doc had his way. But perhaps it was that very peace in death that David sought. The malicious, ill-intentioned outlaw doing him the most humane favor of his life. Everyone else was dead. David was sure of this. Surviving such a blaze—no, holocaust—was unfathomable. Just couldn’t be done. No way. No how. 
Impossible. Jess. Randy. Bryan. Gabriel. Lenny and Taneesha. Luz… All dead. They’ve gotta be. No way to survive that. I only wished I’d been there…
He didn’t realize he’d halted, his pondering gaze glued on the water’s glorious luster.
“Your blushing bride awaits,” Doc quipped.
David blinked, snapped from his musing.
Natalee.
“How much farther?”
“We’re close.”
El Jefe’s barrel in his back, prodding. Encouraging. The bright light again playing over the path and encroaching foliage.
They were moving again, the Milky Way water disappearing in his peripheral vision. 
Just let me say goodbye. Tell her I love her. Then you can kill me as dead as you want me.
They rounded the pond, reaching the far south side. The path split suddenly, morphing into two distinct tire tracks of flattened Bahia grass and weeds. Grasshoppers sprung as their boots clomped.
“Where are we going?”
“Does it matter?”
“As long as she’s there… no.”
Their heavy steps trumped the distant, constant thunder of a dying Alamo. There was no point in looking back, the thick vegetation above and behind obscuring even the tiniest of glimpses of a glowing night.   
David said nothing more, planned to save his last breaths—his last words—for his wife. He was done with Doc, nothing left to say to the bastard.
After another few moments, David caught the glint of chrome ahead as Doc played the light over the path before them. This had to be it. The end of the line. The execution chamber, as it were. The last place on earth David would ever see. Hear. Smell. Touch. Taste. From here, he’d ascend… or descend. Or just… be.
Seconds later, he approached a small pickup truck. A Ford Ranger. White. Nineties model. Not that it mattered. Or that he cared. He held his tongue, waiting for Doc.
“Stop,” Doc simply said, shining his flashlight on the truck. The vehicle was bright in the light, despite not having seen a carwash in months.
David already broke his promise to himself. “She in there? My Natalee?” His voice cracked.
“Yes.”
“Can I… see her?”
“You will.”
A tear slipped down his cheek. Then another. A flood. His throat clogged with emotion. His chest thumped, hammered. He was home. It would all be over soon.
“You try anything,” Doc warned, “I’ll kill you.”
David dropped to his knees. “You’re going to anyway.”
A slanted smile from Doc. “Quite astute of you.”
“Show her to me.”
“In time.”
“Now.”
“Patience.”
Doc plugged the mini-flashlight between his teeth, then approached the driver’s side door. He slipped his newly freed hand under the handle, pulled the door open. He disappeared into the cab for barely a moment, then reappeared, cardboard box in hand.
Natalee!
David started to press to his feet.
“Ah-ah,” Doc cautioned, transferring the light to the same hand carrying the box. “Stay.”
“Please…”
“I’m doing you a favor. I don’t have to do this.”
“Just… please.”
David couldn’t see Doc’s face, the flashlight’s blinding beam aimed straight at him. He swallowed hard, his throat dry.
“This wasn’t the way this was supposed to happen,” Doc said.
Questioning blinks.
“That day… in your house… I planned to kill your wife… and your friends… while you watched. Then, your turn. Not once, but twice.”
David stared into the light in complete silence. He didn’t want to risk not seeing Natalee. He’d listen. Not say a word.
Doc continued, “Sammy and Guillermo altered those plans.” He chuckled. “Quite the double-crossing bastards, those two. Though they made one hell of a mess of you, I’d venture to say.”
David said nothing.
A sigh, then, “You understand why I have to kill you?”
“I just want to see—”
“No!” Doc snapped. “You have to understand why.”
David didn’t care. Just didn’t… fucking… care. “I understand.”
“Do you? Do you really, truly understand why I have to kill you? Why I have to be the one?”
“I ran over your wife.” The cold admission landed on his own ears in a weird, surreal way. 
I ran over your wife.
“It goes beyond that. You took everything I had away from me. Everything I loved. Cared for. Kate was my everything. And you”—Doc’s voice cracked—“took her… away.” 
David lifted his arms slowly, reaching for the box.
Doc twisted his torso, taking the box with it. “Why should I let you say goodbye, when you took that privilege away from me?”
“I didn’t do it on purpose. You have to believe me. It wasn’t my fault.”
“Not your fault? Then whose fault was it, if not yours? You ran over her, David Morris. Ran her down like a dog. You killed my wife. My Kate. She’s dead because of you.”
David held his hands to Doc, ready to take the package, knowing what was nestled inside. “Please. You can kill me—”
“Maybe I don’t want to kill you,” Doc suddenly interjected. “Maybe you should live. Maybe… maybe that would teach you the error of your murderous ways. Perhaps killing you so soon is letting you off the hook too easily.”
He actually sounded somewhat… confused. Conflicted. As if he was second guessing himself. Questioning his mission in life. Maybe even questioning… life.
“What’s your name?” David asked bluntly. It was so out of the blue, he surprised even himself with the question.
Doc pointed the blaring light at the ground, sparing David’s pupils the brilliant onslaught. “Doc Holliday—”
“No. Your real name. The name your mother gave you.”
“My… real name?”
David nodded. “Yes. Your full name. What is it?”
The man in the long leather duster appeared flummoxed, and his tongue stumbled. “My… my name?”
Again, David nodded, slower this time.
Hesitation, then, “Why?”
“I’m about to die. To meet my maker. If you were about to take that same trip, wouldn’t you want to know?”
Doc stared at the inquisitive man kneeling before him for a long, long moment. He set the box on the hood of the pickup, then leaned against the vehicle, pistol still pointed at his prisoner, flashlight at the ground. More seconds dragged by, then, hesitantly, “Tom. Thomas Theodore Mackey.” He sounded almost ashamed.
“Tom,” David repeated. He pressed to his feet. “Nice to meet you, Tom Mackey. I’m sorry that I killed Mrs. Mackey. I hope that you’ll accept my apology and find it in your heart to forgive me. I understand your reluctance if you don’t.” He held his hand to Tom.
Doc eyed him with warranted suspicion. “I will not shake your hand.”
Stepping back, David said, “Understood. Given that you killed my wife, I’d say we’re even. Now, please, may I just say goodbye—”
“I don’t think so. I’ve changed my mind.”
“What?”
“I’ve changed my mind. You don’t deserve the gift of a goodbye.”
“But—you can’t—you said—”
“I can and I will.”
“You promised—”
“I promised you nothing but death. Death to you. Death to her.”
David swallowed hard again, fists clenched at his sides. “I’m going to say goodbye to her.”
“No, you’re not.” Doc pushed from the pickup, straightened and stiffened, standing tall. “You’re on the naughty list, David Morris. You don’t get your last present.”
David would never remember the next several moments. At least not exactly as they happened. Snippets here and there, perhaps. Out of order, reality a discombobulated, clusterfuck of a mess. Whether his subconscious deemed the events too traumatic, or he just chose to suppress the hellish memory, he’d never know. Those seconds and minutes that followed would be forever buried in his mind, and right there at the pond’s edge. Perhaps in his sleep, his dreams, he’d toss and turn, the flashbacks chiseling their way through to his waking consciousness.
He launched himself—his body and spirit—at Tom. At Doc. Every bit of fury he could muster, propelling him toward both entities. He’d kill them both. Deader than dead. The true death.
There was a gunshot, El Jefe’s brilliant flash, barking at his master. If the bullet hit David, he didn’t feel it. And if it did hit him, it only served to strengthen him. Because he suddenly felt very much alive. Powerful. Immortal. Nothing could stop him. The entire energy of the world pressing through every inch of his being. He simply couldn’t die. Wouldn’t die. Didn’t have time to die. Not yet.
With both hands, he found Tom’s neck, and squeezed. And squeezed some more. Another gunshot, another blinding muzzle flash. The flashlight tumbled away, retreating from the violence, leaving the two men to grapple in the dark. Another gun blast. 
Tom on his back. David on top of him. They were right next to the truck. David grabbed Tom’s gun-hand, smashed it repeatedly against the fender until El Jefe broke away, flying free, following the flashlight into the tall grass, landing with a thump. No guns now. Only bare hands and determined spirits.
Doc gurgling, choking. David squeezed harder than he’d ever squeezed anything in his life. He swore he could feel his hands come completely together, the man’s neck collapsing between them. 
The box perched on the front fender fell on top of the tussling men, slapping David’s back.
Natalee!
David drew back a fist, cocked his arm, fired repeatedly at Tom’s face. He punched him. Then punched him again. And again. Again. David’s hand slick with blood. Doc’s blood. His own blood. Didn’t matter. He punched him again. Gurgling groans. Coughs.
Pressing to his feet, David glanced around for the box. The present. His gift. 
Tom rolled, his own hands now massaging his neck. More coughing, hacking. Spitting. Wheezing. Lungs groping for denied air.
David kicked him. Then kicked him again.
The box! Natalee!
In the peripheral glow of the fallen flashlight, David spied the cardboard containing his wife’s remains. He stumbled over to it, scooped it, then staggered to his knees. Standing, he pressed himself against the truck, propping his vibrating body. He hooked the taped cardboard flap, and ripped it open. And stared into the abyss.
In the brilliant moonlight… her eyes… her lips… they moved.
He reached into the box with the gentlest of touches, brushed away blonde tresses from her forehead and out of her eyes. She blinked.
A smile? 
A tear zipped down his cheek. “Natalee.”
Her lips… her mouth… she was talking to him. Talking.
He leaned in, an ear pointed to her. Through a shaky voice and blurry vision, “What, dear? What is it?”
Teeth clacked. A choking sound, like she was swallowing her tongue. Skin moving against cardboard…
“What is it, baby?” David dropped to his knees. He set the box gently in the grass, reached in with both hands, gingerly extracted Natalee’s head.
“I’m here, baby. I’m here. I’ll never leave you again. I promise.”
Her moonlit eyes twisted, unfocused. Lost. A tear.
His own tears spilled onto her face, mixing with hers. “Tell me baby. What is it?” He leaned in, his face close to hers. His nose brushed hers. He leaned in closer, his lashes tangling with hers. Butterfly kisses. His lips puckered, ready for a long-missed kiss… A kiss that would fix everything. Make everything alright…
A flash of lightning across his vision. Tom’s fist finding its mark. David fell over onto his side, dropping her head to the ground.
“No!”
Another punch. Another. A boot in his back. A boot to Natalee’s temple.
No! No! NO!
David pressed to his feet, immune to the strikes and blows. Death didn’t matter. Pain irrelevant, nonexistent. 
From the ground, the flashlight lit Doc’s face perfectly, his wispy mustache and soul patch a bull’s-eye in the glow. David heaved his tightly clenched fist straight toward the target, scored a direct hit. Tom’s lids fluttered, knees buckled, and he crashed to the ground.
David’s eyes searched frantically for his wife. He could escape. They could escape. He and Natalee. They could run. Far away. Tom—or Doc—would never find them again. David would take good care of her, just like he’d promised on their wedding day. Another chance. A second chance. Vows renewed.
David found her. Held her again.
Fingers clutched David’s ankle. Tom’s fingers. A hard yank, and David was on his back. His head hit the ground hard. Fireworks across his vision. 
Fuck!
More punches. David coughed, his breath gone.
Blood? Are my lungs… bleeding?
Didn’t matter. He expected to die tonight. As long as he got to say goodbye, it didn’t matter. But before he could say goodbye the way he wanted to say it, he’d have to kill Doc. Tom. Whatever. No way around it. David wasn’t a killer. But tonight, he’d have to kill.
David’s fingers found Tom’s face. Doc’s mouth. Tom bit down hard.
“Fuck!” screamed David. “Goddamnit!”
David bucked, throwing the cowboy off of him.
Curling his fingers into a fist, David unleashed a barrage of blows, Tom’s face swelling before his eyes. He punched and punched and punched until his hand went numb and slick with blood.
“Leave!”
Punch!
“Her!”
Punch!
“Alone!”
PUNCH!
David struck him again and again and again.
Winded, exhausted, David fell backward onto his ass. 
Tom or Doc—or whatever the fuck his name was—retched. Blood and bile and spit spilled to the grass. Poison on the earth. He was almost unrecognizable. His face was swollen. His hat was gone. His face and head slippery with blood. But still, he lived. Stumbled to his knees, but kept coming. Then did the unthinkable.
Tom’s fingers found Natalee’s hair, he pressed up on wobbly legs, held her head high like a trophy. Her lids fluttered, mouth opened. Then Tom kissed her cheek, then licked it. Turned to face David. Swayed. Smiled wide. The ultimate fuck you.
David swore she spoke.
Save me. Please. Save me.
It was everything that David had left inside of him. If this didn’t work, then it was over. 
The end. Tom wins. You lose. Fuck you. Now just… die already.
David’s legs and lungs burned as he hurled himself at Tom like a lion downing its prey on the African plains, tackling the madman. They rolled. David ended up on his back, Tom mounting him, Natalee’s head still in his cruel clutches.
No!
A growling laugh left Tom’s fist-plumped lips. “I told you, David Morris! I told you!”
David coughed, “Please, don’t.”
“Not only did I kill your wife,” Tom bragged, “the last lips she’ll ever taste will be mine.”
“No! No! No!” David screamed. 
David’s body gave in. Nothing left. It was time to admit that he’d failed. Failed Natalee. Failed Karla. Failed Jessica and Randy, Bryan, the Janitor, Lenny, Taneesha. Failed himself. Failed everyone. He didn’t deserve death. Death would be too kind. If Tom still had the gun in his hand, David would take it from him, and put it in his own mouth, and pull the trigger.
“Watch close, David Morris. Watch close.” He turned his head to face hers. Through a sinister smile, he said, “C’mere, dahlin’.”
And with that, Tom planted his lips on Natalee’s. 
The insane jealousy coursing through David practically stopped his heart. He had to be the one to kiss Natalee goodbye. He had to be the one who tasted her lips for the last time. 
But something happened. Tom’s eyes went wide, Natalee’s growing angry. A muffled scream. Tom tried pulling away, but he couldn’t, their lips locked. More screaming. A sudden gush of crimson spilling between them. His lips in her teeth…
Oh my god… she… she’s… biting his lips… his tongue… she’s biting them…
David could only watch in stunned silence. Horror. 
Tom rolled off of David as he ripped himself from Natalee’s kiss of death. He tossed her head to the ground like a ball, then felt the grass for the handgun.
David sat up. Watching. Natalee’s head lay on its side, blinking. Her lips still moved, fresh blood adorning them like glossy lipstick.
“You’re both gonna die! Tonight! Right fucking now! Both of you!” He drawled through a speech impediment. 
Tom slapped the ground furiously with his palms, searching for the pistol, obviously intent on shooting both David and Natalee. 
It was the best chance of the night. Despite his dwindling strength, David had to act, had to move. Tom’s back to him. The enemy. His enemy.
David pressed to his feet. Swayed. 
“David?”
Lenny?
David turned, searching for the familiar timbre. He brought the edge of his hand to his brow out of habit. “Lenny?”
“David!”
It was Lenny. And others.
“David! Bro! We heard shots and—” Leonard halted, his huge branch of an arm extended, holding back those following him.
“Lenny,” David rasped. 
“Bro, you alright?”
David turned back to Tom, who was still on his hands and knees, patting the ground, the grass, the dirt, frantically searching.
“You’re alive… all alive.”
Lenny, Taneesha, Jessica, the Janitor, Randy, and Bryan all gazed at the remnants of the toughest fight David had ever experienced. That he had yet to finish.
But they were alive. Goddamnit, they were alive. It was as though he’d been reborn.
“Do you need…?” Lenny asked.
Quickly approaching Leonard, David lowered his voice. “Take them away. Hurry. It’s still dangerous, and”—he glanced back over his shoulder—“I’ve… I’ve gotta finish this.”
Finish what you start… or someone else will.
Unbridled fear and understanding lit Lenny’s eyes. “Sure, bro. Whatever you need.” He started to turn.
David reached for Lenny’s hip, pulled his hatchet. “Just need this for a sec.”
“Uh… yeah. You gots it.”
David motioned toward the path. “Hurry, please. Go. I don’t want them to see this.” Lowering his voice, he said, “He’s already dead.”
Lenny dipped his chin in understanding, then turned, his arms out like barricades, rounding up the survivors and corralling them back a short way down the trail.
Hatchet in hand, David approached Tom, who was still on his hands and knees, desperately groping at the ground and tall grass.
David straddled the man like a horse, grabbing a tuft of hair, and yanking it backward and to the side, exposing Tom’s neck. “Thomas Theodore Mackey… tell your wife, ‘I’m sorry.’” A tear slipped from David’s eye.
This is merciful. He’s dead, anyway. Finish what you start… gotta finish it.
Tom stilled beneath David. “Tell her yourself.”
“I will one day… but not tonight.”
David cocked the hand axe high, aiming straight for Tom’s exposed neck, and brought the blade down with everything he had left. The fleshy thud was sickening. David couldn’t stifle it, the burning bile that claimed his throat. But there was nothing left inside of him. He pulled the blade up high again, and dropped it like a guillotine, the second blow decapitating Tom.
Doc’s body collapsed like a lifeless bag of bones beneath David, and David fell on top of it. Retched again. And he cried.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 35
 
David Morris sat in the tall, thirsty Bahia grass, his legs crossed beneath him. In his lap, Natalee’s head. He stared into her eyes, his thumbs brushing her cheeks. She blinked at him. Smiled. Or at least seemed to.
He had no idea how long he sat there, talking to her, reminiscing—even laughing—until he decided to tell her goodbye. Let her go. Two hours? Three, maybe? Above, the stars started to give way to a lighter blue.
It was time. He knew this. Time to say goodbye, their time together over. The last two or three hours had been some of the most magical of his life. As he sat there, cradling her head, he relived their lives together. The good, the bad. The in between. He loved all of it. Appreciated all of it. Without the bad, how would he know what was good?
He deliberated on how to do it. To end it. To put her to rest. The blade? The bullet? He did know he couldn’t leave her like this. As badly as he wanted to, he just… couldn’t. She wasn’t the same. She needed freedom. He’d expect her to do the same for him.
David groped the ground for El Jefe, finding the Walther P38 custom pistol that had thankfully eluded Tom. The bullet was quicker, more precise. More humane. Besides, he just didn’t have the strength—nor the anger—to heave the hatchet even one more time.
Tears streamed down his face. He’d never done anything harder in his life.
Picking up the 9mm pistol, he ejected the magazine, hoping against hope that it was empty. But shiny bullets stood at attention, ready. Willing. Able. He gently inserted the mag back into the hilt, then gazed at Natalee’s animated head. She seemed to plead with her eyes. 
Please. Do it. Get it over with. I’m ready to go home. I want to see our Karla. See you there someday. We’ll be a family. Again.
David swiped at the rivulets running down his dirty, blood-stained cheeks. He took Nat’s head to the edge of the beautiful pond, and set her on the ground, her eyes facing the calm and peaceful water. Dropping to his knees, he pressed the barrel against the back of her skull, closed his own eyes, and squeezed the trigger.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 36
 
At the south end of the stock pond, David stared out over the water. Morning was in full swing, the already blaring sun having muscled the moon and stars away. Birds sang happy songs. Dragonflies skittered across the water, teasing the fish. The woods reverberated with the conversation of gossiping insects, no doubt abuzz over the events of the previous evening.
Deep in his own musing, he’d barely noticed Jessica sidle up to him. She put her hand on his back, gave it a quick rub. Despite the well-meaning gesture, he winced in pain. 
“Sorry.” A residual rasp persisted in her voice. 
When David didn’t answer, she said, “You alright?”
His eyes dove, and he barely nodded.
Jessica stood there with him for a moment, appreciating the beauty of the place. The smell of smoke still hung heavy, but their saturated sinuses no longer registered it.
“Lenny and Taneesha are up by the tree line, scouting out the Alamo.” She coughed. “There were a few other survivors… Maria made it.” She was quiet for a moment, then, “Lenny doesn’t expect to find anything left. Just wants to be sure that everyone regroups.”
Another nod. An awkward silence.
“Anyway, I just wanted to check on you.” She pulled away, crossed her arms, then glanced down the service road.
He followed her gaze. She was curious. Curious about Doc. Wanted to know if he was really dead. If David really did it.
“He’s dead,” David confirmed flatly.
“What?” Jessica asked. “I mean—”
“Tom. He’s dead.”
“Tom?”
“Yeah.”
“That was his name?”
David nodded. “Yeah. Tom.” 
She held out her hand, and he took it. Squeezed.
David said, “Thomas Theodore Mackey.”
“Why did he call himself Doc Holliday?”
He shrugged, even though it hurt to. “Don’t know. Not even sure if Tom was his real name.”
Rubbing at her neck, she sighed a wispy, relieved sigh. “So he’s dead. Whatever his name was.”
“He’ll never bother us again.”
She seemed to relax. “What are you going to do with…?” Jess asked with a single nod toward the box by the water’s edge.
“I want to take her to Karla. Bury her beside our daughter.”
“She’d like that.”
David nodded.
Another uncomfortable silence ensued, then Jess said, “I think they want to get moving soon. Find a place to get cleaned up. Maybe stay for a couple of nights. Then start figuring out what to do from here.”
“Okay.”
She started back toward the trail. “You coming?”
“Give me just a few.”
“Sure.”
He watched her disappear down the path.
After he was sure she was gone, he started in the opposite direction, back down the service road, to the truck. To Doc’s body.
For a long moment, he stood over the decapitated corpse of the man who’d vowed to kill him. Already, the flies had taken an interest. David shooed several of them, stirring the stench of death. The smell—and sight—was making him queasy, and he craved the taste and aroma of something else.
He hinged his torso, grabbed the scruff of Doc’s coat, and peeled the leather duster off of his body. David coughed, a fist to his mouth to stave off the sick. When his stomach calmed, he shrugged into the leather, then patted the pockets. Reaching inside, he retrieved a pack of Camel cigarettes. Two left.
David shook one out, tugging it with his teeth. Then, he slid out the last one, tucked it beside the first, and lit them both, breathing a healthy fire into them. He crouched beside Doc’s head, plugged one of the cigarettes into his mangled lips.
“Don’t mention it,” David mumbled around the cigarette drooping from his own mouth.
Doc blinked at him.
David stole a heavy drag off the Camel, his nose and tongue thankful for something to smell and taste other than death and destruction.
“Let’s see what we got here.” He leaned over the truck bed railing, peeked into the back. Doc’s hat. Somehow during the previous night’s scuffle, his hat ended up in the pickup bed. David plucked it from the back, eyed it a second, brushed it off. He admired it at arms’ length for another moment, then placed it on his own head. 
Next, he opened the truck door, peered in. “Ah.” He reached in, lifted out a container sloshing with whiskey.
David held the bottle in front of him, scanning it, then read aloud, “Southern Comfort.” He gave it a shake, then stepped back over to Doc’s head.
Tom’s eyes seemed to plead, to beg, though David was sure it was all in his mind. Tom was dead, right? He had no way of knowing…
With a quick twist, David spun the cap off, then recoiled at the smell. “Jesus.” He coughed. “Strong stuff.”
Glancing down at Doc’s head, he said, “Smoke getting in your eyes?”
Blink. Blink.
“Well, I hope you’re enjoying your last cigarette, Doc.” David started to take a pull from the bottle, then stopped. “Thirsty?”
Blink. Blink.
David swore Doc’s eyes went wide when he dumped whiskey all over Doc’s decapitated head. 
“Cheers.” He took a long pull off the bottle. 
Within just a few seconds, the alcohol flared with flame, Doc’s head engulfed.
Chills racked David’s body.
Did he just… scream?
He’d definitely heard a high-pitched sound. Maybe it was a scream. Maybe it was just the sound a fire normally makes when consuming something, like a knot in a log. Either way, David was sure he heard it. And he’d hear it forever and ever and ever. An aural tattoo on his memory.
David chugged more whiskey.
He was grateful for the cigarette, though. And the whiskey. The odor of burning hair and skin and bone nauseated him. But he had to wait there, be sure the flames did their job. He’d promised Jess that Doc was dead. And this he would not lie about.
Finish what you start.
The fire weakened, started to subside, and David poured more whiskey onto Doc’s burning head. It flared. 
And David knew for sure this time. Heard it. Was listening for it. Doc’s last word:
Dahlin’.
 
 
 
www.seanrobertlang.com



My heartfelt thanks to…
 
My one-of-a-kind, patient, and wonderful wife, Cass. Thank you for allowing me to pursue my passion. And for listening to me go on and on and on about it…
My just-as-wonderful and supportive family and friends.
Those brave enough to read my raw manuscript and give me feedback without worrying about my feelings. Thanks for helping make it a better book.
And to those readers who took a chance on me. My humble thanks to you.
	
Sean



Be the first to hear about upcoming releases as well as exclusive offers available only to subscribers. I will not clog your inbox with crap, nor will I share your email with anyone... no matter how much they torture me.
 
Many thanks for signing up, and thanks for trusting me!
 
Sign up here!
 
Also available:
 
 

 
Welcome to the South, where the dead are dangerous, and the living are deadly. 
 
David didn't know he killed another man's wife. He was only trying to save his own family. His friends. Himself. 
 
And now he's being hunted. By the dead. And by the living. He thinks he can handle the dead. But can he handle the living? 
 
Contains strong language and violence. 
 
Book 1 of the Dead South series, a suspense/thriller set in the Zombie Apocalypse. 
 
Website:
www.seanrobertlang.com
 
Email:
sean@seanrobertlang.com
 
On Facebook:
www.facebook.com/seanrobertlang
 
On Twitter:
www.twitter.com/seanrobertlang1
 
Coming Fall of 2014:
 
Dead South Rising (Book 3)



Dear Reader, 
 
I want to express my thanks to you again for reading Dead South Rising. With the amazing amount of choices out there, it truly humbles me that you would give me the chance. 
Please consider leaving a review. Reviews are a great way to help other readers decide if the book may be right for them. I thank you, and they’ll thank you, too.
 
Sean



Table of Contents
Contents
What it's About
Copyright
Dedication
Part One - The Uninvited and The Unwelcome
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Part Two - Show and Tell
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Part Three - Head to Head
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Thanks
Also Available
A Final Note from the Author


cover.jpeg
o SfAMRﬂBfRfLANE ‘

DEADSOUTH
- RISING

DEATH naw .





images/00003.jpg
DEAD SOUTH
RISIHE





