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 Ultimate Undead Collection



 

Foreword by bestselling author, Mark Tufo.

 

Quarantined by Joe McKinney. Two-time Bram Stoker® award-winning and national bestselling author. Within the quarantined walls of San Antonio, Texas, a detective discovers a murder victim amongst the mass graveyard of the plague dead.

 

The Last Survivors by Bobby Adair and T.W. Piperbrook. National bestselling authors. Three hundred years after the fall of society, the last fragments of civilization are clinging to life, while twisted creatures hunt.

 

The Colony: Genesis (Book 1) by Michaelbrent Collings. International bestselling author. Forget everything you think you know about zombies… Conversion is instant. Headshots just make them angry. And they’re getting smarter. 

 

Autumn: The Human Condition by David Moody. International bestselling author. Part-companion, part-guidebook and part-sequel, this novel follows the individual stories of these desperate survivors through their final dark days. 

 

Trudge: Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse by Shawn Chesser. National bestselling author. A former Delta Force operator must make an impossible 3,000 mile journey across a United States filled with millions of infected to find his family—or die trying. 

 

Until the End of the World by Sarah Lyons Fleming. National bestselling author. A story of survival, humor, and true love. And zombies.

 

Zombie Wilson Diaries by Timothy W. Long. National bestselling author. A castaway on a tropical island, his only companion is a creature who hungers for human flesh.

 

100 Days in Deadland by Rachel Aukes. Award-winning and national bestselling author. A journey through Dante’s Inferno, the classic tale on the horrors of hell… zombie apocalypse style.

 

Dead Hunger: The Flex Chronicle by Eric A. Shelman. National bestselling author. Four unlikely heroes battle hordes of the walking dead in the first installment of an epic saga encompassing two decades.

 

Dying Days by Armand Rosamilia. National bestselling author. Sunny Florida, beautiful beaches... and zombies roaming the dunes in search of the living.


Foreword



 

Hello Dear Reader; my name is Mark Tufo. I’m the author of the best selling Zombie Fallout series along with another dozen or so books. Rachel kindly invited me to write a foreword for this most amazing accumulation of terror, grotesquery, and most of all, incredible talent. I could easily launch into a full blown praise-rant about these authors and their work, but I guess I’ll let you discover the awesomeness for yourself. Every selection is a choice cut; this isn’t like some lame pop-album with two or three hits peppered with a bunch of fillers. All of these authors are extremely gifted, and each has brought you a special slice of their craft to enjoy, I would, however, not recommend indulging in their work after dark, especially if you’re home alone.

Speaking of being alone in the dark, don’t let anyone tell you writing is all fun and games. Writing a book can be a lonely and desolate landscape fraught with hidden dangers, and without the help, advice, and lessons learned from these authors and those like them, no one would emerge alive, including myself. Worse yet, we’d be doomed to make the same mistakes repeatedly. Everybody needs a support group at their back -- it’s like having a sawed off double barrel crowbar with a machete attached.  I am honored to consider many of these authors friends, and one, at least, as a mentor. Yeah, I’m talking about you Armand. (Note: don’t let his crankiness fool you -- he’s only like that most of the time.) Then there’s Joe McKinney, who has won multiple awards for his work, and even though he’s in demand, this is a guy that has always offered advice and guidance whenever I have asked him. For that, I am most appreciative. Shawn Chesser, Tim Long, Eric Shelman, and Bobby Adair … just a few of the authors that I consider friends, each and every one of them willing to help in any way they can.

Let me tell you, having a group of people like this watching your back -- well, that’s priceless. There are some that think of writing as a competition, but it’s really more of a solitary surviving type of endeavor. It’s never been about me versus them. There’s plenty of readers to go around, and the more readers we can bring to our own pages, the more readers we can share with our friends.  Because it’s never been about us as writers; it’s about You, and it always has been. Let’s face it, without an audience, we’re just those weird people tapping away at keyboards, telling tales in the shadows of obscurity.

 

 I could go off on a dissertation about what zombies mean to us, and why they have remained so popular; refuse to die, you might say. Or maybe describe my stance on world politics, because that would be fun (for me, anyway). But, I digress. I finally came to the decision (okay, my wife did)  to just do what I do best drink beer umm I mean-- tell a dark little tale to wet your whistle and get you in the mood for what’s to come … enjoy!

 

“Don’t ever look under the bed, Joey.” Sarah said to her younger brother. The flashlight she held under her chin gave her eyes a grim look, even at twelve tender years of age. Joey, scared half to death, had tears brimming the rims of his eyes, the covers nearly pulled over the top of his head. During the daytime, Sarah Hansen was all blond hair, pigtails, blue eyes, and all that was good in the world. Come sundown she was her younger brother’s personal hell. He was small for ten; most of this might be attributed to the relentless soul crushing administered nightly by his big sister.

***

“Oh Mommy, I’ll read him a story so he’ll fall asleep.”

“Thank you sweetie,” their mother, Debi, said, kissing the top of the girl’s head. Those double shifts at the local Denny’s gave her little time to do much else except pay bills and catch up on sleep. Her no-good, two-timing, cheat of an asshole husband had left them almost six months ago, taking with him what pennies they’d been able to save.

“No … no stories tonight pleeeeeeeeeeeese.” Joey begged. He’d just turned ten and he could not remember a time when his sister had not told him something that would haunt his dreams and darken his days. 

“Oh you’ll like this one.” Her mouth took on a downward sneer and her eyebrows furrowed, giving Joey a true glimpse of the disturbed child that Sarah hid from the rest of the world.          “Have you looked under your bed?”

He shook his head back and forth vigorously.

“You remember what I told you?”

His head bobbed up and down; this was a practiced ritual between them.

“Good. Because if you ever do, I’ll stab mommy in the throat while you watch. Believe me?”

Joey’s head nodded in affirmation. That was a variation on her threats. While most revolved around killing their mother in some horrendous way, more than a few involved some form of torture or disfigurement to him as well. And he believed her, heart and soul. Sarah finished up a particularly gruesome tale; a young boy was being beaten to death with baseball bats like a piñata while savage vampires drank the blood as it flowed from his body. When she was thoroughly convinced her brother would spend another night in the company of terror, she smiled, rose from his bed, and tenderly touched his cheek. Then, she yanked the nightlight from its socket, told him goodnight, and slammed his bedroom door tight, encasing him in crypt-like blackness.

He knew better than to call out for his mother; first because she wasn’t home and second this would only bring on the wrath of Sarah the following evening had she been. Sarah would tell him another horrific story, all the while pinching him so hard he would want to cry, and he could never do that, he could never cry out loud, not again. She’d once held his privates in a pair of kid-friendly safety scissors hard enough that she’d drawn blood. Sarah had also shown him the knife she would shove in their mommy if she had to come and see to her little baby again.

Slowly, too slowly, his eyes began to adjust to the absence of light. He could just make out his desk, the shelf of toy cars, and beakers for projects from Doctor Neutron’s Nifty Chemistry and Experimental Laboratory Set (Made for the Scientist in All of Us!) which was on the far side of his room. He focused on those, those familiar models and kid experiments, like how to grow crystals or make volcanoes, that he and his father had spent so much time working on. Those scattered memories were the only good things left in his life. Just as he began to relax, a scratching sound pierced through the night, nearly freezing his heart in its place. Something was in the closet. If only he could keep himself together for one more night. “Please ... no,” he begged, pulling the covers up higher. He knew the scratching would not stop no matter how long he kept his head buried. The room got quiet but by then the early birds were getting their worms by the time Joey fell asleep. The  next day was much like all the others. Joey walked around like a zombie, half-dead, while Sarah squealed with delight at all the world had to offer. But by nine that night, her claws and fangs came back out -- at least that was how Joey saw it.

“Sarah,” Debi said, “you’re in charge tonight. I can’t afford a babysitter right now. I have to work the midnight shift and deal with a bunch of groping perverts and shitfaced teenagers.” She turned to her children as she opened the door. “You two be good.”

“We will mommy,” Sarah beamed, her fingers crossed behind her back.

“Mommy, can I come with?” Joey begged.

“How sweet.” She stroked the back of his head. “I’ll see you both in the morning. Lock up Honey, when I leave.” She closed the door, and Sarah threw the bolt in place. She turned back to her brother.

“Bedtime,” She said malevolently.

“Sa...Sarah, there’s something in my closet. I don’t want to go back to my room!”

“You are such a pasty faced baby. I should just kill you tonight while I have the chance. Me and mommy would be so much better off without you, and she wouldn’t have to work as many hours.”

Joey covered his ears, attempting to shut out all she said.

“Let’s go.” She dragged him by the arm, nearly pulling the thin limb from its socket. “Is this the closet you’re so afraid of scaredy cat?!”

 Joey tried to pull away from his sister’s iron grip. He nodded desperately.

“Open it!” She barked.

Joey shook from head to toe, so violently he finally broke free and fell to the floor. The cruel laughter of his sister followed him all the way down.

“I’m going to open it and the evil clown that’s hiding in here is going to run out and grab you! He’s going to rip you apart like you were an old doll!”

“No, Sarah!” Joey pleaded.

“I hate you Joey! I hope whatever is in here finally gets rid of you.” Her hand slowly twisted the knob. She stopped when she heard the scratching sound Joey had heard the night before.

“Are you trying to scare me?” She turned her wrathful question on her brother. He shook his head slowly, his eyes widening in anticipation. “I’m not scared of anything -- especially from some little bastard runt like you!” She pulled the door open quickly; the bottom of a serial killer’s soul could not have been pitched a deeper black than the darkness at the back of that closet. Sarah smirked. “There’s nothing in here.” She leaned in to get a closer look … her high-pitched scream was quickly stifled as a bone white hand shot out from the darkness and wrapped itself tightly around her throat. A strangled “...erg…” sound came from her frothing mouth.

Joey stood up. “Hi dad!” he said as what was left of his father’s face appeared from a mound of laundry effectively piled over him in a bid to keep his presence a secret. Shriveled, cracked lips pulled back to show blackened, chipped teeth. Skin hung in long ribbons where his filthy fingernails had torn into his cheeks. Sunken, watery eyes the color of old milk shone dully back at his son and then turned towards his daughter. A ghostly moan emanated from his ruined mouth, the smell of death and decay washed over her.

Sarah was kicking and pulling away from her father; she had freed her throat enough to gulp down some air. “Joeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeey! Help me!”

“Help you? I’ve been trying to kill you ever since I realized what you were. Thank God dad got me that chemistry set last year for Christmas. I was trying to make a poison for you to drink one night, but some of the chemicals fell into Petey’s cage.” Petey was Joey’s hamster who had met an untimely demise. “He died almost immediately. I was going to flush him down the toilet the next morning. Weird thing, though. When I woke up he was alive again. Well, sort of. His eyes were white like dad’s and he wouldn’t eat his food anymore. I went to the pet store and got another hamster to see if he could teach Petey how to eat again. But Petey ate that other hamster, every bit of him. Even the tail. It was kind of gross, but kind of fascinating, too.

I used up all I had to make another batch. How could I know dad was going to eat the bowl of cereal mom put out for you? While she was taking you to school, I got dad into the closet. Wasn’t easy; luckily he was stumbling to his bed before he died, so I didn’t have to drag him too far. Then I just tied him up so he couldn’t escape. Screw looking under the bed Sarah! You shouldn’t have opened the closet.” Joey laughed a twisted maniacal cackle as his father bit into the side of Sarah’s face, neatly bisecting her eyeball. Her screams mixed with her brother’s triumphant giggle as he shut the door. He thought he might ask his mother do his laundry tomorrow on her day off.

 

 

I truly hoped you enjoyed my short story and it has got you in the mood for some seriously devilish tales! And when you’re done here feel free to swing on by and say HI to me at marktufo.com.

 

~Mark Tufo, January 2015
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The policy questions for a president in dealing with an avian flu outbreak are difficult.  One example: If we had an outbreak somewhere in the United States, do we not then quarantine that part of the country? And how do you, then, enforce a quarantine?  And who best to be able to affect a quarantine?

 

One option is the use of a military that's able to plan and move. So that's why I put it on the table. I think it's an important debate for Congress to have.

 

-President George W. Bush

October 4, 2005


Chapter 1



 



By Christmas of last year, the San Antonio Flu had reached such a crisis that we needed a mass burial site for the dead.  We were interring as many as eight thousand bodies a month, and so homicide detectives like myself were taken off our normal duties, stuffed into Stage IV MOPP suits, and assigned to work burial statistics duty, cataloguing the dead for loved ones and future historians.

But by the summer, the grim chore no longer seemed like hell, but felt like it too.  San Antonio in August is brutally hot.  Inside my MOPP suit my skin was pruned from sweat and my eyes burned because I couldn’t touch my face to wipe it away.  My fellow detectives made dark jokes that we were in greater danger of drowning in our sweat than from catching the flu from the diseased corpses with which we worked.  But it wasn’t just the heat that made the job suck so badly.  All those bodies, some already two weeks dead, stank horribly.  And when they started baking under the heat of the South Texas sun, the smell was bad enough that even veteran detectives sometimes vomited inside their spacesuits without warning.  We were given fresh filters for our gas masks at the start of every shift, but they did little to block out the smell.

And that was my day-to-day reality, sixteen hours a day, six days a week, right up to the moment Isaac Hernandez drove his death wagon into my stall.

I walked around the flatbed trailer, looking at the shoeless feet of the dead he’d brought in, clipboard in my hand, while Chunk, my partner, went over the manifest with Hernandez.  That was when I saw the caked on dirt on the bottom of the dead girl’s feet.  She was one of the bodies up near the front of the trailer, her feet just barely poking out from beneath the tarpaulin.  Nothing unusual about dirty feet, except that the gray toe tag she was wearing meant the Medical Examiner’s Office had done an autopsy on her, and they rinse the bodies down after they do an autopsy.

Strange, I thought.

I pulled back the blue tarp, and then the white sheet from the dead girl’s nude body.

No hastily stitched Y across her chest and belly, no trace of an autopsy.

Very strange, I thought.

I looked a little closer, at her face.  There was no sign of heliotrope cyanosis, the blueberry stain around the mouth that is the tell tale indication of death from the San Antonio Flu.

I examined the rest of her.  There was a bullet hole on the left side of her chest, near her armpit, hidden by the well-toned muscle of her arm.

Definitely not right, I thought.

“Let me see your paperwork,” I said to Hernandez, interrupting his conversation with Chunk.

Chunk gave me a look.  What’s wrong, Lily?

“Grab that paperwork and step on out,” I said.  “There’s one I need you to take down for me.”

Chunk gave me another look.  You’re kidding?  He glanced toward the line of trucks just like Hernandez’s waiting for our inspection and gave me a what the hell shrug.  We were already behind schedule.

Chunk couldn’t see my face through my spacesuit, but we’d been partners for a long time, and he recognized the tone of my voice, and the way I was standing.

“You heard the lady,” he said to Hernandez.  “Come on out.”

# # #

The girl was a Jane Doe.

Nothing unusual in that. By that August, H2N2, the San Antonio Flu, was killing about twenty-five thousand people a month, and a lot of bodies showed up at the Scar without a name. The trouble was, most of the Does we got were homeless, or poor, so poor that they hadn’t been far from homeless when they died, and the girl we had didn’t look like she was either of those.

She was young, white, attractive. She looked to be maybe thirty-two or thirty-three. Dynamite figure. Height about five-six, weight one fifteen. Hair was milk chocolate brown, cute cut. Nice manicure. Bikini wax.

Definitely not homeless.

“Somebody’s probably missing that,” Chunk said.

“Yeah,” I said. “I was thinking the same thing.”

# # #

We started with Isaac Hernandez, the death wagon driver. He was fifty-eight. He had a dark complexion and pocked cheeks and a big gut and powerful arms. He told us he’d lost his wife, all four of his kids, and two of his granddaughters to the flu. “They’re buried out there somewhere,” he said, and pointed at the mass graveyard we’d come to call the Scar.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “But this girl didn’t die of the flu.”

“Uh huh,” he said, and stood there, like he was waiting for me to come to the point.

“She was murdered,” I said.

He looked at Chunk, then at me. “I don’t know,” he said.

“You don’t know what?”

“I don’t...I don’t know what you mean.”

“You’re kidding me? The girl’s on the back of your truck. She’s got a bullet in her. You don’t know why this is your problem? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

He blinked at me.

“Well?” I said.

“I didn’t kill her,” he said.

I asked him to retrace his route that morning.

“All these bodies came from the Arsenal,” he said, meaning the Bexar County Medical Examiner’s temporary morgue facility on Arsenal Street in the city’s Tenth District. The shallow west side.

“The Arsenal’s mostly poor, mostly Hispanic,” Chunk said. “This girl ain’t either one of those.”

Hernandez shrugged inside the one-size-fits-all plastic biohazard suit the Metropolitan Health District provided for their death wagon drivers. It fit tightly around his meaty shoulders and round, protruding belly.

“I don’t know nothing about that. I was in the truck the whole time they were loading it.”

“You didn’t see anybody suspicious near your truck?” I asked. “Somebody that looked like they didn’t belong?”

“Lady, when I’m waiting at the morgue, I ain’t watching who goes near the truck. That ain’t my job. They got cops out there.”

That much sounded believable enough. Most of the morgue facilities inside the wall are run pretty much like a zoo where the animals are told they’re on the honor system when it comes to staying in their cages.

“Well, what are you doing if you’re not watching the truck?”

“Sleeping.”

“You were sleeping?”

“That’s right. Look lady, they got me working sixteen hour days. Sometimes more than that. I’m dead on my feet most times. I sleep in the truck whenever I can.”

“Anybody approach you today?” Chunk asked, meaning did anybody offer him a bribe to put something on the truck. It’s pretty much common knowledge that the death wagon drivers can be bought. It’s pretty much common knowledge most people can be bought, actually, inside the wall or out. But here, inside the wall, the black market is everywhere. It’s a way of life.

Hernandez didn’t answer Chunk’s question right away. He had a worried look on his face, probably because it was just starting to dawn on him that he might very well lose his job over this. Jobs inside the wall are a lot like a goose that lays golden eggs.  They’re about that rare, anyway. If you’ve got one, you want to hold on to it.

“Off the record,” Chunk said.

“I’ve taken bribes,” he said, looking at the dead girl. “But not for something like that. No way. Never for that.”

“Take any bribes today?”

“No.” Stated emphatically, no hesitation.

A long silence followed and Chunk and I let it sit with him, just to see if it would prompt him into saying something else.

It did.

“Sometimes people come to me,” he said. “People who’ve got family on my truck. Maybe a wife or a kid. They want their husband to have his wedding ring, or their kid her favorite teddy bear. They give me a couple of bucks, or cigarettes, or whatever they’ve got, and I let it happen. It may be against the rules, but it ain’t wrong. It’s the decent thing to do.”

“And that’s it?” I said. “No wedding rings?  No teddy bears today?”

“No.” He gave the word a note of finality and shot me a hard glare to go with it.

“So, you do take bribes,” Chunk said. “But only when it’s the decent thing to do?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Just then.”

# # #

After we took custody of the dead girl and had her packaged up for a real autopsy, we sent Hernandez on his way to finish his route.

Chunk and I walked along the perimeter of the Scar, toward the decontamination showers, passing under a big white sign with bold-faced red letters that read:

SAN ANTONIO POLICE DEPARTMENT PERSONNEL ONLY

ALL OTHERS EXIT GENERAL DECON AT FRONT GATE.

On the way, Chunk said, “We’ve still got some daylight left. You want to follow our girl out to the Arsenal Morgue and see if anybody there knows her?”

“Might as well.”

Off to our right, the Scar dappled like a river delta in the sunset. Back before the outbreak, before anybody in San Antonio had ever heard of H2N2, and when we believed the news when they said the next killer flu would come out of rural China, or the chicken markets of Vietnam, the Scar was slated to be a fancy hillside community called Scarborough Terrace. It was seven hundred acres of high dollar property nestled into the bowl formed by three low hills, one of the jewels of the Texas Hill Country.

When it became obvious we were going to have more bodies than graveyard space, the city councilman who owned this land got the bright idea to sell it to FEMA for an extravagant profit, blocking bids from cheaper sites in the process. It was a classic example of the San Antonio Shuffle, local graft at its finest, corruption elevated to an art form.

Now, instead of high dollar homes, the Scar has been stripped of every single scrap of vegetation and terraced up the hillsides in giant stair steps. Big, reticulated earth movers and trenching equipment and death wagons crisscross it continuously, and the caramel-colored ground is always wet from the disinfectant trucks that spray jets of foamy blue liquid onto the fresh grave troughs.

At night, the process continues under the glare of truck-mounted floodlights. If you’re of such a mind, you can lean against the sheds where the locker rooms are and listen to the sound of heavy, diesel-powered machinery coughing and belching and ripping into the earth to make room for the dead and almost convince yourself that you’re used to it.

I’ve done that.

“You okay?” Chunk asked as we waited our turn to be sprayed down with disinfectant.

“Fine,” I said.  “Just feeling a little worn thin.”


Chapter 2



 



Chunk’s real name is Reginald Dempsey.

He was my partner on Homicide for a little over three years, but we had been friends for a lot longer than that. We were classmates back in the Academy, and we both worked deep nights, the dogwatch shift, on North Patrol back when we were patrol officers. He was the first officer out with me the night I had to shoot a schizophrenic man who tried to slice his mother’s belly open with a ten-inch butcher’s knife, even though he had to come from four districts away to do it, and he stood as one of my husband’s groomsmen on my wedding day.

I loved Chunk.

At six-four and about two hundred and eighty pounds, he was my jolly black giant, my overprotective big brother.

When I came out of the women’s locker room and went outside to the front of the Scar’s administrative building, Chunk was waiting for me. He was dressed in a shiny gray shirt that made his shoulders look like the front end of a Buick. A white gauze mask covered his face below the eyes, but I could still tell he was wearing a cat-with-the-canary grin. When he smiles like that, his whole face lights up. 

He was reading one of my Vogue magazines.

When I got close enough to him, I could smell cigarette smoke.

“You’ve been smoking,” I said.

He gave me an innocent look. Who, me?

Cigarettes are one of those things you can’t get anymore unless you trade for them on the black market, and I’d made my opinions about the black market clear to him many times before that.

He started to tell me about it, but I stopped him. “Don’t bother,” I said. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“Don’t ask, don’t tell, eh?”

“Something like that.”

He smiled.

“That’s my magazine,” I said.

He showed me the page he was looking at. It was an article called “How to Feel Good About Yourself Naked.” The girl in the picture was wearing a low-rise black thong and a smile. She’d obviously never had a baby.

“This thing’s better than Playboy,” he said. “Got more pictures of naked women in it anyway.”

“Give me that.” I snatched it from him. He laughed as I stuck it back in my purse.

“I can’t believe a woman’s really got to worry about stuff like that. I mean, look at that gal in the picture. She ain’t got as much of a trunk as a brother likes to see, but she ain’t got nothing to be ashamed of neither.”

“It’s a confidence thing,” I told him. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“You mean, on account of me being such a suave devil?”

My laugh sounded a little like a derisive snort, which was intentional.

“I’ll tell you what I don’t understand,” he said. “I don’t understand why women got to torture themselves with articles that are supposed to make them feel good, but show pictures of some skinny lingerie model who obviously doesn’t look like any of the women who are gonna be reading the damn magazine. It shouldn’t be that hard, you know? I guarantee you, you give me some candlelight and a little Luther Vandross on the CD player and I can make any woman feel good about herself naked.”

“Sure, Chunk,” I said, turning and walking for my car. “I’m sure you can.”

“Hey,” he said, suddenly concerned. The protective big brother bit he’d given me since we were cadets at the Academy colored his voice. “Are you okay? You been acting a little off all day.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m fine.”

He stopped me, a hand the size of a dinner plate on my shoulder. “Really,” he said. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said, and tried to make my smile reassuring, though I’m sure it didn’t counter the agitation in my voice. “Really. It’s just...I got a lot on my mind. Connie, mostly.”

Connie’s my little girl, five years old going on thirty. She was going to turn six in less than a week, but her life wasn’t that of a regular six year old. She was growing up in a city under quarantine, the specter of the most dangerous influenza virus ever recorded looming over her life like the very shadow of Death himself. She used to have friends, playmates, but some of them died, and the ones that were still alive she was prohibited from playing with. She wore a brave face to the world, but she was always scared, just old enough to understand that things were bad, but not old enough to understand why. And her mother, the person who should have been there to protect her, to chase away the fears, spent nearly sixteen hours a day burying corpses in the Scar, counting their toe tags for posterity.

Chunk didn’t bother with the predictable garbage about how one day Connie would understand, about how one day all of this death would be a bad dream. He had more substance than that.

“Come on,” he said gently, putting his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get this done.”

# # #

We drove from the Scar to the Arsenal Street Morgue on empty roads. Fuel shortages had made it so that you could only get around if you had access to city gas or the limited amount that found its way onto the black market. In the first few months of the quarantine, seeing the streets lined with car after car that had been abandoned wherever they ran out of gas was surreal.  Now, they were just part of the scenery.

We left the wealthy neighborhoods that surrounded the Scar, palatial homes built into the sides of low-domed, heavily-wooded hills, and entered a land of run down streets, vacant businesses, and hollowed out warehouses. Maintenance was one of those things that had fallen by the wayside inside the quarantine walls.  Even in the nicer parts of the city, the streets were cracking and blistering from the summer heat, potholes turning into craters because there were no resources to fix them.

But in the poorer parts of town, the view was far worse. There were crowds of frustrated people everywhere, sick of waiting in lines for food, for second hand clothes, for medical care. The Metropolitan Health District had put out orders against public gatherings and large crowds, but the angry faces we passed didn’t look like they cared about that. They seemed to feel that the powers that be had turned their backs on them. You could see it in their eyes. They had been abandoned, and they resented it. They resented us as symbols of the government that had failed them, and as we drove by, they watched us the way animals in a zoo watch their keepers. It made me sad.

I saw a group of men staring at me. Behind them, a dog was eating from a trashcan.

“God, they really hate us, don’t they?” I said.

Chunk stared out the windshield at a man who was fixing the burglar bars on the windows of his house and said, “It’s not us they hate. It’s the feeling of being helpless.”

“I heard they rioted at the District Three food distribution center last week.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I heard that too. I wouldn’t worry about these folks though. Long as there’s beer, they won’t do nothing but complain.”

# # #

I was relieved when we entered the gates that surround the Arsenal Street Morgue. It was a huge complex, what used to be a cold storage facility for the Merchant Brothers Trucking Line. The main building was a blockish, three story red brick building that took up most of the fourteen hundred block of Arsenal Street. The whole east side was dedicated to truck bays, where the Metropolitan Health District guys brought the bodies to be catalogued by doctors from the Bexar County Medical Examiner’s Office, the Center for Infectious Diseases, and the World Health Organization.

Later, after the doctors finished with the bodies, the same death wagons that dropped the bodies off picked them up again and took them to the Scar, where they were pitched into mass graves with all the ceremony of flushing a goldfish down the toilet.

The process was every bit as confusing as it sounds, and mix-ups were common. Everybody involved worked unbelievably long hours, and most of the mistakes went unnoticed because people were either too tired, or too lazy, or both, to care anymore.

We parked in the sally port and changed into our MOPP suits. Then we went to the loading docks.

A lot of guys in the cheap, one size fits all bio suits of the Metropolitan Health District were milling around without talking to each other. They worked helter skelter, in teams of twos and threes, moving bodies wrapped in white sheets from the building to the waiting death wagon trailers. A voice over the loud speaker reminded them constantly to be careful when handling the dead, as they might still be infectious.

Everywhere we turned we saw the familiar orange warning posters of the Metropolitan Health District. Always wear your facemask. Practice good hygiene. Avoid crowds. Cover your mouth when coughing or sneezing. Avoid suspicious smelling objects or places.

The stenciling on the backs of our white MOPP suits identified us as SAPD Homicide. We showed the Jane Doe’s picture around and got a few grunts and shrugs and a lot of glazed, uninterested expressions.

We went inside, onto the main floor of the morgue. It was filled with row after endless row of bodies under sheets, their belongings in small brown paper bags at their feet.

A few of the bodies were uncovered, and on those we saw the obvious signs of death from H2N2, that sleeper strain of the flu that had returned to haunt and hunt the streets of San Antonio more than sixty years after it caused the 1957 pandemic.

Some of the faces were streaked with dark rivulets of dried blood. The hemorrhaging was bad to look at, and it never got easier to look at, despite being so common. When the quarantine was still something new, and there was still room for the sick in the hospitals, you’d walk down the halls, pushing your way through crowds, stepping over the sick who dying on their backs in the hallway because there weren’t enough beds, and all you heard was hacking coughs. You’d hear people bringing stuff up, but it wasn’t phlegm. It was blood. By the time they were brought to the morgues, their clothes would be spattered with it. Blood would be coming out their noses, out their mouths. Sometimes even their ears.

You’d also see the cyanosis. That was the worst. Blue splotching all over their faces because their lungs couldn’t put any oxygen into their blood. Most of the time, the blue was just around their mouths and ears, like they’d just stuck their faces into a blueberry pie. But other times it was everywhere and they’d turn so dark blue you couldn’t tell who was white, or black, or Hispanic. They were all just blue, and dead.

We went around asking for Dr. Manuel Herrera, the guy whose signature was stamped on the autopsy tag. We found him out on the floor, a team of two assistants following him down the rows of corpses.

He’d stop at a body, pull the sheet back, if there was one, glance at the body for a few seconds, then say something over his shoulder to the assistants, who jotted it down on their clipboards. Then he’d put the sheet back and go on to the next one.

Their MOPP suits were just like ours, only theirs had Bexar County Medical Examiner stenciled on the back and not SAPD Homicide.

“Did you do an autopsy on this woman?” I said, holding up Jane Doe’s picture so he could see it.

Through the faceplate of his suit I saw him squint at the picture. His eyes blinked in recognition.  Then they flew open wide.

“What - ” he said, stammering, words failing him.

“You know her?” I asked.

“That’s Dr. Emma Bradley,” he said. He blinked at me, then looked at Chunk. His face was an open-ended question mark. What the hell is going on here? “She’s one of the doctors with the World Health Organization.”

A doctor, I thought. Perfect.

“She showed up on a truck at the Scar a few hours ago,” I explained. “She was wearing a gray toe tag with your stamp on it.”

“Me?” He cocked his head to one side inside the suit, like a dog that’s just been asked to do an algebra equation. Then he caught on. “Oh.”

“I take it you didn’t do an autopsy on her?”

“No.”

“Any idea how your stamp got on her tag?”

“Detective,” he said, and I could see his shoulders slump inside his suit, “I’ve got three or four thousand of those things lying around.”

“You just leave them lying around?” Chunk asked. “Isn’t there some kind of document control policy around here?”

Chunk’s voice is like a deep bass drum, and it startled Herrera a little. Chunk had that effect on a lot of men.

“They’re in my office,” Herrera said.

“And you don’t keep track of them?”

“My staff needs access to them. They handle my paperwork for me. Supply requisitions, memos, that kind of thing.”

“So how many people on your staff?” I asked.

“Six.”

“We’ll need their names.”

“Sure,” he said.

I changed tack on him. “So how did you know Dr. Bradley?”

Some air seemed to go out of the man, like he was immensely tired but only just realizing it. “She was well-liked around here,” he said. “A bright young woman.”

Chunk and I traded glances. She worked out of here and was well-liked. Why was it, I wondered, that well-liked people always seemed to end up dead?

“That’s all you can tell us?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You’ve kind of blindsided me with this.”

“Anything would help, Doctor.”

He shook his head inside his suit. “How did she die? Can you tell me that?” His tone wasn’t demanding. It was gentle, respectful.

“She was murdered.”

“Murdered?”

I nodded.

“But that doesn’t make any sense. I mean, who would want to hurt Emma. She was the friendliest person in this hellhole. Everybody liked her.”

“Apparently not everybody,” I said.

“What about boyfriends?” Chunk asked. “She date anybody around here?”

He shook his head again.  “I wouldn’t know. I mean, I’ve seen her around at the lounge of course, drinking with the others, but...No, I’ve never seen her with anybody. She had an effervescent personality, you know? The kind of woman who makes everybody in the room smile when she walks in.” He paused for a moment, still trying to take it all.  Then he said, “My God, I can’t believe somebody would want to kill her. That just doesn’t make sense.”

“You said she was with the World Health Organization? Is that who you mean when you say the others?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Their office is through that door over there,” he said, and pointed to a green metal door on the opposite side of the morgue. “You’ll have to go out the south exit and then you’ll see their trailers right up against the building.”

“We’ll come back for that list of your staff,” I said.

“I’ll be here,” he said, and shrugged his shoulders at the bodies out on the floor.

“We’ll probably have some more questions too.”

“Like I said, Detective, I’ll be here.”


Chapter 3



 



The World Health Organization’s office was a mobile home they’d parked about fifty feet from the rear of the morgue’s main building. A couple of used U-haul vans were parked next to it. They’d been painted white and decorated with the WHO logo on the side panels, but you could still tell they were just old battered moving vans under the paint.

After we went through the decon showers, we stripped out of our MOPP suits and donned regular gauze facemasks.

Inside the trailer, the first thing I noticed was how packed-in everything was. They’d stuffed computers, laboratory glassware, office supplies, field gear, laptops, cameras, radios, TV screens, and machines doing God knows what into every available cubby hole and overhead bin in the place. The staff moved through the clutter like bees in a hive.

We stood there for half a minute before anybody noticed us. But finally, a skinny, dopey-looking guy about my age, maybe thirty, thirty-one, came over with a questioning, but friendly enough expression on his face. He walked like a duck, feet pointing outwards, and he had a black eye. The left one. It looked like somebody had hit him pretty hard, and recently.

His eyes were smiling at first. Then he saw our SAPD badges, and he stopped smiling.

“Yes?” he said, a noticeable chill entering his voice.

“Who’s in charge?” I asked.

“Dr. Madeline Laurent. Back there.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder.

It looked like he didn’t want to get out of the way though, like maybe he wanted to challenge why we were there, or maybe just tell us to go spend some quality time with our thumbs up our butts. But it also looked like he didn’t want to get into it with Chunk.

What the hell’s wrong with this guy? I thought.

Then, suddenly, he said, “Is there something I can help you with?”

“We’ll want to speak to the entire staff,” I told him. “Later. But now we want to talk to Dr. Laurent. Do you mind?”

I looked him square in the eye, and he looked away almost immediately.

He stepped aside.

Chunk and I followed a short hallway back to Dr. Madeline Laurent’s office. She was there, her back to us, hunched over a laptop computer that was running some kind of bar graph program. The bars flickered up and down busily, and she watched them intently, like they were telling her something in plain English.

I was shocked at how fat she was. And short, too. She couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, but she probably weighed more than Chunk. She was practically ball-shaped.

Chunk whistled quietly.

“You still got that magazine?” he asked. “How to feel good about yourself naked?”

I gave him a shut up elbow to the ribs.

Dr. Laurent didn’t notice us, though we were standing right behind her. She was lost in thought.  I watched her make a few keystrokes. Watched the bars flicker. Watched her shake her head. She typed some more, waited, watched, then shook her head again.

“Dr. Laurent?” I said to her back.

Her fat hand slapped onto the desk angrily. Even though her back was to us, and a mask covered her face, I could tell the kind of look she was wearing. Why the hell are you bothering me?

She turned around. Looked at both of us in turn. She saw our badges, and her eyes narrowed.

What is it with these people? I thought. What’d we do to piss them off?

“What do you want?”

Right away I heard the French accent. Very thick.

“I’m Detective Lily Harris,” I said. “This is my partner, Reginald Dempsey. We’re with the San Antonio Police Department’s Homicide Unit.”

Her eyes remained fierce little slits. She said nothing. Crossed her arms impatiently.

“Do you know this woman, doctor?” I handed her Emma Bradley’s picture, a three by five, taken postmortem. The eight by ten we’d had earlier we had to trash when we went through decon.

She snatched the picture from me. Looked at it. Her eyes went wide.

“What is going on here?” she asked. “Yes, I know this woman. Of course I know her.”

I told her about finding the body at the Scar. I saw shock, and then denial, cloud her face. Then anger.

“I suppose you have not yet caught the man who hurt her?”

“No ma’am,” I said. “We’ve only just now found out who she is.”

“Will you look for him?” The tone in her voice made it sound like she didn’t believe we would.

“Now that we know who she is, yes we will look for the person responsible,” I said to her, nice and polite. Getting into a pissing contest with her wasn’t going to solve anything. “You asked if we had caught the man who did this to her. Do you have any idea who might have wanted to hurt her?”

She gave us an indignant laugh. More of a snort. “I have an idea, yes.”

“Can you give us a name?”

“Of course I can. He’s one of your officers.”

“One of ours?” Chunk and I traded looks. No way.

She snorted again, evidently looking at a picture of the man in her mind. “His name is Kenneth Wade. He is assigned to our so called Protection Detail.”

She smirked at us both. “What is the expression you Americans use? He is like the fox watching the chicken house?”

“The hen house,” I said under my breath. I knew Kenneth Wade. He was a patrolman, a member of the VIP and Executive Protection Detail before the outbreak changed everything. The name still surprised me though.

“What makes you think Officer Wade’s got something to do with this?” Chunk asked.

Laurent glared at him. Her contempt was plain to see. Chunk used to intimidate just about everyone he met when he was on-duty, but Laurent wasn’t impressed at all.

“That’s a serious accusation, Dr. Laurent,” I said. “Can you tell me why you think he has something to do with Dr. Bradley’s murder?”

She uncrossed her arms and put her palms flat down on the desk. It was a tired gesture, the movements of a woman who has worked for far too long on a knot that just gets more intricately tied for all her efforts to untangle it.

But for all her tiredness, I couldn’t help but notice the anger. It was still there, like the molten rock under the thin black skin that hardens on lava flows.

“There was an incident last night.”

“What kind of incident?”

“There was a fight. Here in the staff lounge. Officer Wade and several members of my staff were at a party last night. There was much drinking. Your Officer Wade, he became very intoxicated.”

“Did Officer Wade and Dr. Bradley see each other off-duty?” I asked.

“I do not understand your question.”

“Were they an item? Romantically involved?”

“I should say not,” Laurent said. “I do not make it a point to intrude upon the personal affairs of my staff, but I do not believe that Dr. Emma Bradley would become romantically involved with a man such as Officer Wade. The idea is, well...” She waved her hand in the air like she meant to chase the image out of her head, like it was a fly buzzing her food.

“What started the fight?” Chunk asked.

Again the glare. Okay, I thought, rude to me, but hateful to him. Maybe she just doesn’t like men.  Or maybe it’s just male police officers. Or maybe it’s giant male black police officers.

Chunk picked up on it at the same time I did and backed off. I had always respected him for the professional detachment that allowed him to do that. As a woman trying to do what most people considered to be a man’s job, I had some idea how he felt, how hard it was to hold one’s tongue when somebody bad mouthed you for how you looked before they even bothered to decide if you knew what you were talking about.

“Your Officer Wade apparently thinks himself quite the lady’s man,” Laurent said derisively. “I was not present last night, but I have heard that he has what my mother used to refer to as Roman hands. I can only imagine that he tried to impose himself upon her and Dr. Bradley objected to the behavior.  Another doctor stepped in and asked Officer Wade to leave and Officer Wade brutalized him.”

Dopey guy, I thought. The one with the black eye.

“This doctor,” I asked her, “he’s up front?”

She nodded. “Dr. John Myers. A fine researcher.”

“The one with the black eye?”

She nodded again.

“We’d like to speak with him, too.”

“Of course.”

“Did you tell Officer Wade’s supervisor about the incident?” I asked. “About the fight?”

Her eyes looked like polished obsidian, hard and black and intense. There was a hatred there that went beyond the bad news we’d brought her and the resentment she clearly felt for Officer Wade.

She fixed her hard gaze on me and said, “I called Lt. Treanor and voiced my displeasure. He promised to address the situation.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I am not. He sent the man to us again this morning. When Officer Wade arrived here, he offered no apologies. He simply marched in here, helped Dr. Bradley carry her field gear to one of the vans, and then drove her out to collect specimens. That was the last I saw of either of them. Now you come, telling me this, and you ask me who I think would want to hurt her.”

Chunk and I traded glances. Doesn’t sound like Dr. Bradley was too pissed about his Roman hands if she went out alone with him.

“She went out with Officer Wade this morning? After the fight last night?”

Laurent leaned back in her chair and it creaked painfully under her weight. She regarded me for a moment before she answered.

“As I say, detective. I do not intrude upon the personal affairs of my staff. I look only at their abilities in the field and in the laboratory. Dr. Bradley has been on my staff since she graduated from Johns Hopkins Medical School. She has helped me research the influenza virus in Rwanda and Thailand and China, and I have come to rely upon her as a competent professional in the field and a careful researcher. I have voiced to her in the past my concerns about her extracurricular activities, but she is young and pretty.  Men like her, and I think she likes the attention. But as I say, it never interferes with her work.”

The present tense, I noticed. It still doesn’t seem real for her that Bradley’s dead.

“When did you see them last?” I asked. “What time this morning?”

“Perhaps six o’clock. Sometime around dawn. Perhaps a few minutes after that.”

“Where were they going?”

“She did not say exactly. Though she has been doing much research around the Produce Terminal area east of here.”

Not good, I thought. The five square miles that made up the Produce Terminal area were considered a no-fly zone by both the SAPD and the Metropolitan Health District. The outbreak started there, and from what I knew at the time, they still hadn’t removed all the corpses from the street. In the language of the plague city, the Produce Terminal area was ground zero, or the GZ.

“What was she doing in the GZ?” I asked.

“Our work is on genetic typing. We are trying to identify the most virulent genes in the H2N2 virus, modify them, and hopefully develop a live virus vaccine. Dr. Bradley’s work is part of that effort.”

“You said she took one of your vans this morning?”

“That’s right.”

“Do you have any idea where that van is now? Are they equipped with GPS trackers maybe?”

Laurent shook her head no. “It is not here. That’s all I know.”

Okay, I told myself, dead girl, missing van, and a cop is my best suspect. What a miserable day this is turning out to be.

“I think we ought to speak to Dr. Myers next,” I said.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll call him back.”
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Dr. John Myers was so shocked at the news of Emma Bradley’s death that I was worried he was going to have an asthma attack.

We had taken him into a little office just barely big enough for the three of us to sit down. It was hot, and the little window-mounted AC unit made a lot of noise without giving off much in the way of cool air.

He had demanded to know what we wanted and refused to sit down, but after we told him about Emma Bradley, he started to sway on his feet, like the heat was already too much for him.

“Would you please sit down, Dr. Myers,” I said.

I put my hand on his shoulder and tried to guide him to a chair, but he wouldn’t let me.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Thank you.”

After a moment he sat down and took a few deep breaths until the color started to come back to his face.  

He was thirty-three, English, effeminate to the point of being prissy, with a black mop of curly hair that spilled over the top of his collar. His uninjured eye was wide open all the time. His other eye was a slit between two bruised and puffy lids, the skin around them the color of damaged fruit. The lab coat and surgical mask he was wearing didn’t hide his weak build, and I tried to imagine him standing up to Kenneth Wade, who was about as SWAT team tough as they get. It figured it probably wasn’t much of a fight.

“We understand there was some trouble last night,” I said. “You mind telling me about it?”

“Trouble,” he said, and made a disgusted noise. “Do you see this?” He pointed at his eye.

“Yes,” I said.

“Yes, I’d call this trouble. This is Officer Wade’s handiwork.”

“I’ve heard that,” I said. “Why?”

“Because he’s a psychopath.”

I waited.

He looked at me, then at Chunk, and made a harumph sound. “Your Officer Wade has been trying to get into Emma’s knickers from the very first day he was assigned here. Fortunately, Emma’s a smart woman and she recognized what kind of man he was from the very beginning. When he tried to get her to leave our little party with him last night, she told him no. There was an argument, and she appealed to me for help. Luckily, I was there to tell him to stop behaving like an ass. You see, Emma and I have always been rather close. Officer Wade knew that of course. Everyone around here does. My only guess is he felt threatened. He did this, and then he left.”

As I listened to the lilt of his English accent--upper class English by the sound of it--I thought to myself that this was the kind of man my husband Billy referred to as Nancy boy, meaning a wimp. Me personally, I could never be attracted to a pansy man like Myers, and I couldn’t imagine Emma Bradley finding anything in him either.

“Was this the first time Wade ever tried to horn in on your friendship with Dr. Bradley?” I asked.

“Horn in?” he said, chin in the air. I could tell he was thinking about all the ways he hated that phrase, how low class he thought it was. “Yes, if I understand your meaning correctly, last night was the first occasion. She told me he has made several inappropriate overtures to her in the past few weeks, but each time she told him she was not interested and the matter was dropped.”

“She told you that? That the matter was dropped?”

“Those are my words, detective. Not hers. Emma Bradley, for all her many wonderful qualities, was still an American woman. Born and raised in Seattle, Washington. Her words for it were a bit rangier.  She told him to”--there was a pause while he savored the bittersweet humor of the memory--“to keep it in his pants.”

I tried not to smile.

“Do you know why she chose to go with him this morning?”

“I don’t pretend to know her mind completely, Detective. I can only tell you that Emma was very self-assured. I am sure that she felt Mr. Kenneth Wade was someone she could handle easily enough.” He looked away for a second, and I thought, Oh Jesus, wimp boy is gonna cry. The tears didn’t come, but when he went on, there was a hitch in his voice. “My God, but if I had only known he would prove to be a killer.”

“We don’t know that he is Dr. Bradley’s killer yet,” I pointed out.

His face wrinkled into an expression somewhere between indignation and surprise. “Not her killer?” he said. “You must be joking. I would have thought that was patently obvious. Or is this going to be yet another example of the San Antonio corruption we’ve already seen so much of?”

I ignored that. “We haven’t spoken to Officer Wade yet,” I said. “We’ll know more when we do, but for now, we’re gonna concern ourselves with the twenty-four hours prior to her death. The most critical points for our investigation will have happened during that time.”

Myers rolled his eyes, passive-aggressive style. He didn’t believe a word I was saying.

A printer in a little cubby on the wall to my left started spitting out papers and a lab tech came into the door without knocking. She looked at Dr. Myers, then at Chunk and me and her eyes got very big.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’s fine, Angie,” he said. He rose from his chair and took her document off the printer and handed it to her. “Give us a moment, love,” he said.

She nodded and he closed the door behind her.

“We have small quarters here,” he said by way of apology, and went back to his chair.

“We could use some help generating that timeline, Dr. Myers.”

He nodded.

I said, “We know about the fight. What time did that happen?”

“You mean when I was assaulted by one of your officers?”

“Yes sir. What time was that?”

“Two o’clock. Maybe two-thirty.”

“And what time did this party get started?” I asked.

“Ten-thirty. We left from here at perhaps ten-fifteen, after we shut down the lab.”

“The lounge is in the main building, correct?”

“Yes,” he said, and crossed his arms over his chest. In the interviewing schools they sent us to when Chunk and I became detectives we learned little things like crossing your arms across your chest or where you point your eyes are indications of defensiveness or lying, but with Myers I got the feeling he was simply holding himself, trying to keep his composure. “Second floor, east side of the building.”

“Was Officer Wade with you when you left here for the party?”

“He showed up later. Maybe twenty till eleven.”

“And afterwards? After Officer Wade hit you? What happened then?”

“After he mauled me he stood in the middle of the room, yelling obscenities at everyone there. He was a beast. He dared us to fight him. When no one did, he stormed out. We didn’t see him again until this morning.”

“We didn’t?”

“I didn’t.”

“And after the fight?” I asked. “Where did you go?”

“I walked Dr. Bradley back to her trailer. When she was safely inside, I returned to my trailer.”

“Do you know if maybe Officer Wade tried to contact her again last night?”

“I don’t know if he did or not. Her lights went out at three-fifty or so. As did my own.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Chunk rocking back and forth in his chair and I could tell we were thinking the same thing. Little Mr. Lonelyhearts sure keeps close tabs on his girlfriend. Little things to make you go hmmm.

“How about this morning?” I asked. “Where did you go after Dr. Bradley and Officer Wade left here?”

He cocked his head at an odd angle, like I’d just started speaking Hebrew or something. And then he said, “Oh.  Detective, are you suggesting that I...”

“I’m asking a question, Dr. Myers. Nothing more. I’m going to ask the same question to every member of the staff.”

“Oh. Well, I was here. Till around ten-thirty. From here I went down to the loading docks, where I collected lung tissue specimens for our experiments.”

“Okay,” I told him. “And there are others who can vouch for you?”

“For someone who is just asking questions, Detective, you are doing a very good job of making me feel like a suspect.”

“Yes or no, doctor. Did anybody else see you on the loading docks, collecting lung tissue specimens?”

I had insulted him, and it flustered him. His one good eye took on a pouty look and he turned slightly toward a row of files along one wall. Outside I could hear a truck backing up, and a man yelling orders at somebody.

“Almost certainly,” he said. “I met Dr. Herrera on the floor of the main building. We had a conversation with Dr. Laurent, and Dr. Walter Cole from the Metropolitan Health District, and probably four or five members of Dr. Herrera’s staff. One of his nurses, in fact, a Ms. Susan Hinton, helped us take tissue specimens.”

“Okay. How about other members of the WHO staff? Were any of them out in the field today?”

“I’m sure they were,” he said, and then waved his hand in the air like he wanted to put me back on the right track. “Listen, Detective, if you want to know Emma Bradley’s mind, you should really read her research journal.”

“Her journal?”

“Yes. A red hardcover book. She wrote in it constantly. Emma always took exacting notes on her field research. It would contain a minute by minute diary of her work.”

“That might be very helpful, Dr. Myers. Do you happen to know where she kept her journal?”

“She would have had it with her,” he said. “She always had it with her.”
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Chunk and I spent another hour interviewing members of the WHO staff, then, after getting a list of Dr. Herrera’s staff, finally made it back to our car. We left Arsenal and drove to the Research Protection Unit’s office, hoping to contact Officer Wade.

I was driving. Chunk was on the phone with Tom Treanor, the lieutenant in charge of the Research Protection Unit and Officer Wade’s direct supervisor. I heard Chunk say, “Yes, sir. Okay. Ten minutes maybe. Okay, sir. See you then.”

He hung up.

“Well?”

“Treanor said he hasn’t heard from Wade since this morning. Said he hasn’t checked in all day.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“Treanor didn’t seem concerned about it. He sounded more upset that the folks at WHO were bad-mouthing one of his boys than anything else.”

Outside, on the curb, I saw small groups of men standing around, talking, looking angry. They watched us drive by.

“What do you think?” I asked Chunk.

“About Wade?”

“Yeah.”

“It doesn’t look good for him, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah, but how likely is that?” I said. “I mean, really. The guy’s a cop. Why feed the body back into the system, knowing how easy it would be to trace back to him?”

“He might’ve just lost his mind,” Chunk said. “It happens. Even to cops. And I’d believe it of Wade before most.”

“Really? Why?”

“Because I’ve seen him lose it before.”

“When?” I asked.

“When he was a cadet. Back when I was helping out the PT staff with baton training at the Academy.”

Back before we got promoted, Chunk used to teach tactics to the cadets. They used him on account of his size and reputation. What they did, they put him in this red padded suit of armor and let him attack the cadets while they fought him off with their batons, only the batons they were given were padded too, so they were practically useless.

“When it was Wade’s turn,” Chunk said, “I went after him. He stroked my legs a couple of times, like he’s supposed to, but I could tell he had something the others didn’t, and I want to see what that was. You know how some people are. You can tell just by looking in their eyes that they’re fighters. So I slapped him in the ear a couple of times.”

“You provoked him.”

“Sure. Anyway, he got pissed. He threw the baton down and charged me. Laid me out with the best damn tackle I’ve ever seen.”

“He laid you out?”

“It gets better,” Chunk said. “I’ve got all that padding on, so when he knocked me on my back, I couldn’t get up. He got on top of me and started throwing punches. Landed a couple of good shots to my jaw before the PT staff managed to pull him off me. I was wearing one of those catcher’s mask things, too. He was bare-fisted, and he still did more damage to my face than my mask did to his hand.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, he’s a nut.”

“Still, I can’t believe he laid you out.”

“Well, it ain’t the size of the dog in the fight.”

“It’s the size of the fight in the dog,” I said. “Yeah, I know.  But still...”

It was getting dark out beyond our headlights. We took Bandera Road south to Culebra, then Culebra over to 24 Street, where we entered some rough neighborhoods. Most of the houses and businesses we passed looked deserted, though I could see candlelight in a few of the windows. Power shortages had made it necessary to black out the power grid to most parts of the city after dark.

All through that August, when Chunk and I drove through town, we saw more and more people in the streets. There was a mood you could see in their faces that was unsettling. It was desperation, and frustration, and the terrible, aimless need to smash something all rolled into one.

It made me afraid, even with my Glock on my hip.

“Is that smoke?” Chunk said.

He was looking off to our right, past of a stand of pecan trees, and I could see wisps of curling smoke reeking through the trees and between the houses.

I could smell it, too. It smelled like burning rubber, foul and noxious.

“Can you tell where it’s coming from?” I asked.

“No,” he said.

But we didn’t have far to go before we found the source. We turned the corner onto Dartmouth and I skidded the car to a stop.

There, in front of us, blocking the street, was a wall of burning tires.

“What the...”

I looked where Chunk was looking and saw a group of men in their early twenties dancing like Indians on the far side of the bonfire.

“What are they doing?” he asked.

“Beats me.  Looks like--”

There was an explosion of breaking glass in my left ear as a rock hit my window. The window shattered, but the tint kept it from exploding all over me. I was stunned for a moment, the explosion echoing in my head. I looked at the busted window, but couldn’t see anything. It was an opaque spider web of cracks.

I glanced out the windshield and saw a huge group of men running at us. They were shouting, waving their fists in the air. Some carried sticks, others rocks.

More rocks beat against the car.

“Go!” Chunk shouted. “Go, go, go!”

I put the car in reverse and mashed down on the gas. The tires barked against the pavement, stuttering as they tried to grab the road.

We glanced off a parked car with a sickening grind of warping metal but didn’t slow down.  Chunk wouldn’t let me stop. He was hollering the whole time, “Go, go, go!” and somewhere in the confusion of it all my training kicked in.

Without letting up on the gas I spun the wheel hard one half turn with my left hand while with my right I dropped the gear selector into Drive. No brakes, all gas.

The car spun one hundred and eighty degrees, rocking violently over to the passenger side as it landed facing back the way we’d come. The back tires fishtailed, but held the road under constant acceleration, and then we were speeding down the road.

I looked over at Chunk. He was breathing hard. He turned and looked over his shoulder at a group of at least fifty men chasing after us on foot, some of them still launching rocks.

“Don’t slow down,” he said.

I didn’t.

A moment later Chunk slid down into the seat and let out a long breath. “That was some good driving, Lily.”

“Thanks,” I said, but I was still holding the wheel so tightly my knuckles had turned bone white.


Chapter 6



 



“Okay,” I said to Chunk. “How about this? A hang glider. It’s quiet, and it can travel a long distance. You could get over the wall and well beyond it without drawing any attention from the ground troops.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But you’d still have to deal with the helicopters. They’ve got heat sensing equipment on those things. They’d pick you off in the air before you ever got anywhere near the wall.”

I thought about that for a second. I imagined getting shot out of the sky by a U.S. Army attack helicopter.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Besides, where are you gonna find a hang glider?”

“True,” I said. “Okay, how about this? We dig a tunnel under the wall...”

# # #

Lieutenant Tom Treanor had short blond hair that was going gray at the temples, but he still looked young for a lieutenant. He was thirty-six years old, and at five-eight, not a tall man, but he was built solidly. There was a picture on the wall behind his desk of him as a younger man, wearing a Marine officer’s uniform, and I got the feeling not much had changed since those days. Not much except the uniform. He still had the same hard look in his eyes.

And he didn’t waste time on small talk, either. He hadn’t even finished shaking our hands before he started firing off questions. We filled him in on where we were at, the dead girl, the doctors on the WHO staff, the fight in the doctor’s lounge.

“And you’re buying that shit?” Treanor said. “You really think Ken Wade has gone off and done something as stupid as kill the person he was assigned to protect?”

Chunk handled it with Treanor. “We’re following down the leads as we get them, Lieutenant.  We’re not saying nothing against Wade. All we want to do is talk to him about it.”

“Yeah, well, he hasn’t come back yet.”

“Don’t you think that’s a pretty good indicator something’s wrong?” I said. “We already know Dr. Bradley’s dead. If Wade didn’t kill her, then it’s probably pretty likely that something’s happened to him too. Wouldn’t you agree with that?”

He just stared at me. Even before H2N2 started dropping people like flies, the Department was small enough you got to know just about everybody after being on the job a few years. I first met Treanor back when he was a junior Homicide detective. I’d gotten a call for a man barricaded in his room with his father’s vintage World War I rifle. When I got there, the front door was open and the father was crying against his son’s locked door, slapping it over and over again with the flat of his palm, begging his boy to open it.

“I heard a shot,” the man said to me, his cheeks shining with tears.

“Stand back,” I said, and hit the door with my shoulder. When it didn’t give I hit it again, and that time it flew open.

There, sitting on the floor, his back against the side of the bed, the antique rifle across his thighs, was the man’s twenty-two year old son, his lifelong battle with psychosis and suicidal tendencies ending in defeat.

The father wasn’t all that sane himself, and he flew into a screaming, hair-pulling fit that rattled me badly enough that all my training went right out the window. Rather than pull the man out of the room and secure the scene, like I should have done, I reached down, took the rifle from under the dead man’s hand, and walked out to the front porch with it, where I proceeded to work the action back and forth until I’d jacked all the rounds out of the magazine and spread them all over the chinaberry shrubs growing along the front of the house.

When Treanor got there and saw what I had done to his crime scene, he went into a rage that rattled me worse than the father’s had. He grabbed me by the shoulder and pushed me out the front door and down into the front yard. Neighbors had come down to the street to see what all the police cars were there for, and they all watched in slack-jawed disbelief as Treanor screamed at me, telling me what a fucking idiot I was.

I was mortified, but we both formed opinions of each other that day that stuck with us over the years.

Chunk asked, “Is it normal for the guys not to check in after their shift?”

Treanor gave Chunk a patronizing stare. “It’s the way things are done around here,” he said. “These research teams start out early in the day and come back at unpredictable hours. My guys are with them the whole time. Sometimes they’re back early. Sometimes late. When they come in late, they don’t check in. I trust them.”

“You said you couldn’t raise him on the radio?”

“That’s right.”

“And that didn’t raise any red flags with you?” Chunk asked.

“It’s the way things are. These radios they give us aren’t worth shit. Sometimes they work. Sometimes they don’t. And we don’t have any spare batteries, either. The chargers in our cars are all busted, too. About the only place my guys can charge them up is in the office, and so, when their radios run out juice, well, you know.”

“Yes sir,” Chunk said. “I know.” We had the same problem in Homicide. Everybody had the same problem.

Treanor rocked back in his chair and regarded the two of us like we were amateurs. “Look,” he said, “I got to tell you. You guys are barking up the wrong tree here. Ken Wade didn’t kill that girl.”

“You’re probably right, sir,” Chunk said. “All we want to do is talk with him.”

“I’d tell you where to find him if I knew where he was,” Treanor said.

“I know that, sir,” Chunk said. “But I think it’s pretty obvious we’ve got something to worry about here. You don’t have any idea where he and Dr. Bradley were doing their research?”

Treanor shrugged. “Somewhere in the GZ, last I heard.”

“Do you think any of the other guys would know?”

“I doubt it. We cover all the research teams in the city, and Wade was the only one working out at Arsenal.”

“He didn’t mention anything over the past week or so?”

“Have you been listening to me, Reggie?”

“Yes sir,” Chunk said.

“Why don’t you go ask those people over in the WHO? They should know where she was working.”

“We did, sir.”

“And they said they didn’t know?”

“They said in the GZ, but they didn’t know where exactly.”

He swiveled in his chair a little and looked out the window of his second story office. From his desk, he had a view of the front of the Bandera Food Distribution Center, where long lines of ragged looking people had already started to gather for the next morning’s delivery. It was a pathetic sight, but Treanor’s face remained as impassive as a Latin American dictator’s.

Chunk said, “Thank you for your time, sir.”

Treanor regarded us icily. “There’s one more thing. About that fight. I’m pretty sure you’re not getting the full story.”

Chunk and I waited for more.

“That girl. Dr. Bradley? She’s the one who called here this morning, wanting to get Ken Wade for her escort.”

“She did?” Chunk said, and he looked at me. “We didn’t know that.”

“Yeah. If you ask me, I think that Dr. Bradley saw the kind of man she likes in Ken Wade. Probably tired of hanging around with that Brit faggot. What’s his name, Myers? I bet she wanted a man she could really wrap her legs around, if you know what I mean.”

He gave me a quick glance. “No offense, Lily.”

I smiled, and thought to myself, You bastard. “None taken,” I said.

“You think there was really something going on between them?” Chunk said.

“I’d bet two week’s pay on it,” Treanor said.

Chunk adjusted himself in his seat, like he had hemorrhoids or something. Treanor had that kind of effect on people.  “Well, you know sir, if there was something going on between them, that’s not gonna look real good.”

I couldn’t see the part of Treanor’s face that was covered by his surgical mask, but I could tell the smile had run off of it.

“Ken Wade did not kill that girl, Reggie. I’m telling you that now. For the last time.”

There was an or else tone to it that I didn’t like, like it was an order. But Chunk didn’t whither under Treanor’s pressure. He held his ground. “Sir,” he said, “you were a detective once yourself.”

“That’s right,” Treanor said, and he gave me a look I thought best not to return in kind.

“Okay. Then you know we got to play this lead. We got a dead girl with a known relationship with Wade, Wade’s missing, and he’s got a known pattern of violent behavior. Put that together, and it starts to look like a damn good suspect profile.”

“The dead girl and her relationship with Wade are circumstantial,” Treanor countered, rather weakly I thought. “And as for the violent behavior, I don’t hire pussies on this shift.”  He looked to me.  “No offense, Lily.”

Asshole. “None taken, sir.”

“Look,” Treanor said, “the whole reason this unit is necessary is because those research teams go out to some pretty fucked up places. I’m talking fighting in the streets, robbers, you name it. They need protection. That’s why they call guys like Ken Wade. Guys they know can take care of business.”

I couldn’t resist. “Of course, that doesn’t explain why Dr. Bradley ended up dead. Doesn’t seem Wade was taking care of business there.” I waited a beat. “No offense, sir.”

Treanor was not amused. He gave me a hard look and said, “He’ll explain himself to me tomorrow morning. After that, I’ll order him to contact you. Now if you don’t mind?”

He pointed to the door.


Chapter 7



 



We went back to the Scar.

There were endless reports to write. There was the initial offense report on Emma Bradley’s murder, the chain of custody reports for the body, and a whole slew of forms that would follow Emma Bradley’s body to the autopsy. Then we had to transcribe the witness statements we’d taken with our audio recorders. After that, we had to create a file on the Department’s Case Management system, where we summarized all the initial leads we’d worked. Finally, we had to write a report explaining the damage to the car we’d been driving. 

“Where do you want to pick up tomorrow?” Chunk asked me, after the last of the paperwork was done and we were walking out to the parking lot. It was almost nine o’clock, and night had settled over the Texas Hill Country. A hot breeze rustled the crowns of the nearby oaks and cedars, and the freeway that ran next to the Scar was silent, a dark ribbon stretching off into the hills.

“First thing we need to do is talk to Ken Wade. We’ll call the office. Maybe go by his house if he doesn’t show. If we can’t find him...” I shrugged. I didn’t need to say the rest.

“Yeah,” Chunk agreed. “I don’t want to think about where that would lead us.”

We reached my car, a five-year-old Chevy Malibu with a ding on the driver’s side door that creaked when I opened it. A short ways off, at the edge of the parking lot, a cactus wren shook its head and hopped along the top wire of a barbed wire fence. They don’t usually come out at night.

“I don’t care what Treanor says, Chunk. I got a bad feeling about Wade.”

He rubbed a massive palm across the back of his neck. He was as tired as I was.

I said, “Maybe after we check on Wade, we can try to find that van they were in.”

“You mean go into the GZ?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re just full of great ideas, aren’t you?”

“Chunk, don’t you think it’s the only way to follow up on the leads we’ve got. We might even get lucky and find that journal Myers was telling us about.”

“I gave up on luck a long time ago, Lily.”

# # #

I made it home, finally.

My husband Billy and my daughter Connie and I lived on two acres north of town, about a mile from the containment wall that circled San Antonio and insured that we obeyed the quarantine.

It was good land, quiet, densely wooded with oaks and pecans. In the mornings we’d see white tail deer running across the lawn and fog rising up from Vespers Creek, which ran deep and slow along the eastern edge of our property. As I pulled into our driveway, I could just see the dark outline of the cypress trees along its banks.

Inside, the house was dark and quiet. Connie’s toys were all over the living room floor, and Billy had left a sweaty shirt and dirty socks on the arm of the couch again.

“Billy? Connie?” I called out, picking up the shirt and socks and throwing them in the hamper.

“Billy?”

I went to the back door and looked out towards Billy’s work shed, trying hard not to notice the coffins, most of which were only half-finished and unpainted. Billy had been a contractor before H2N2 hit San Antonio, but like everybody else, he’d been forced to adjust to the new circumstances. He started bringing in a pretty good chunk of change making coffins for those who could afford to bury their dead in private graveyards. It disturbed me when he first started doing it, and it still did as I looked out over the backyard, calling out their names.

The light in Billy’s shed was on. Battery-powered. The batteries were a costly item down at the distribution center, but necessary to run his woodworking tools.

I opened the screen door and stepped out to the porch. I could hear Connie laughing and it hitched me up inside. It had become a rare sound by the end of that summer.

“Connie?” I yelled out. “Billy?”

The laughing stopped. A moment went by.

“Mommy!” Connie yelled from inside the wood shed, and then she was sprinting out of it, bounding over the coffins, her delighted shrieks of “Mommy!  Mommy!” the most wonderful sound I’d ever heard.

She was running for me. Her soft brown hair billowed out behind her. It was getting long now that we’d finally relented and let her grow it out like her best friend Emily. Her complexion was light, her facial features delicate, a girly girl. I loved her eyes, wide open and intelligent. Seeing her run and laugh filled me with a profound sadness that things couldn’t be this way all the time.

Only then did I realize that she wasn’t wearing her surgical mask. My face went hard. I could feel it set. A switch turned on in my head and the next minute I was yelling, screaming at her to put her mask back on. “God damn it! Put it back on now!” I couldn’t stop myself from yelling. It wasn’t anger. It was a black cloud of frustration and fear and sadness building behind my eyes.

She stopped in the yard. She looked up at me from the foot of the steps that led up to the porch.

She didn’t answer me.

Her face melted into sadness, and her eyes clouded over with disappointment--not anger, or defiance, or even dismissive nonchalance, but simple, gut-wrenching disappointment that tore my heart in two.

I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, my heart was beating fast, and I felt sick.

“Connie, please. Put on your mask.”

She sighed, hung her head. She mounted the stairs and walked past me without a word.

“Connie?” I said, my voice shaking. I watched her as she opened the screen door and went inside.

She let the door slam behind her.

“Honey?” I said, but she couldn’t, wouldn’t, hear me.

When I turned back to the yard Billy was standing there. Billy, six-three, a big man. His shoulders were wide, though his powerful arms hung limply at his sides. His brown hair was short, but full and shiny, the same as Connie’s. His face was round and sad.

He wasn’t wearing his mask either.

“What was that all about?” he asked.

“She’s not wearing her mask, Billy. And neither are you.”

“Yeah,” he said defensively. “So what’s the big deal? We’re not in public. It’s just us.”

My mouth fell open into an O. “How can you ask me that? How can you stand there and tell me it’s no big deal when you know what I look at all damn day? How can you be that thick-headed, Billy?”

He started to argue, but evidently thought better of it. Instead he said nothing at all.

“Please, Billy. I count on you. I wish things weren’t the way they are, but I need you to promise me you’ll make her wear her mask when I’m not around. I need that reassurance. Please.”

He nodded. Our eyes met. I loved those eyes. My whole world was in those eyes.

“Okay,” he said.

I felt like my life was a ship running aground, like I was unconsciously destroying the relationships that I needed to sustain me.

“Thank you,” I told him, and went back inside.

 

Connie was wearing her favorite pair of pajamas, a purple, silken shirt and pants with little birds all over them. Thanks to Connie, I knew the birds were starlings. Connie knows the name of every bird she sees.

From the hallway, I watched her climb into bed and pull the covers up to her chin. I couldn’t believe how much she’d grown. My baby.

Her favorite book was a collection of Frog and Toad stories.  It was on the table next to her bed.  I went into her room and picked up the book.

“Would you like Mommy to read you a story?” I asked her, getting down on my knees next to her bed.

“No,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“Are you sure?”

“I want Daddy to do it,” she said.

“Connie, honey, Daddy’s cleaning the kitchen.”

She raised her voice, each word a stab in my heart. “I want Daddy to do it!”

“Connie,” I said, an edge creeping into my voice.

But she wasn’t listening. She turned her face to the wall and at that moment I ceased to exist.

# # #

The living room was lit by candlelight.

I’d got my yoga mat out. The copy of Vogue that Chunk was making fun of earlier and an issue of In Shape magazine were both open on the floor in front of me. Every night I did a mix of the yoga routines in those two magazines to clear my head, but after the mess I made of putting Connie to bed, I could tell it wasn’t going to work for me that night.

I tried anyway. I spread my legs and bent forward at the waist, putting my hands on the floor as far out in front of me as I could. Then I slowly moved my hands towards my feet in a sweeping arc motion.

Between my legs, upside down, I could see Billy in the kitchen, scrounging for something to eat.  I noticed he was getting a little pudgy. From the MREs, I figured, the Meals Ready to Eat that he always bought at the food distribution center. Those things have got like three thousand calories per package, and he’d eat two, sometimes three a day. His favorite was the chicken alfredo. He said it tasted good hot or cold, but I couldn’t eat it. Too salty for my tastes.

He came out to the living room, eating a granola bar.

“Looking good from here,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said, but without enthusiasm.

I got down on my back, right knee bent, left leg pointed out straight, about six inches off the carpet. I raised and lowered my left leg for twenty-five reps, then switched to my right leg.

The magazine said it would make my thighs and abs look the girl in the picture.

When I was finished, breathing hard, Billy asked, “Have you given any more thought to her party?”

He meant Connie’s party. Her sixth birthday was coming up in five days, and it was scaring the ever loving crap out of me.

Little girls should have birthday parties. It’s only fair. I wanted Connie to have one. I really did. But everyday I went back to that damn mud pit, the Scar, and when I saw the bodies tumbling in on top of each other, and the horrible smell hovering over the grave pits like some beast out of the Book of Revelations, I felt like I had to tell her no.

“I’m scared, Billy. I’m so damned scared of what could happen.”

He smiled. “I know you are, babe. I know. But I honestly think it’ll be okay. We can do this.”

“Are you sure? Billy, are you really? I need you to tell me you believe that.”

“I do,” he said. His eyes were filled with light. “I do.”

“Okay,” I said. “Okay.”

Then a thought shamed me. We didn’t have any gifts to give her. Even though we were doing better than most, we had very little. Just enough to buy staple groceries and run the air conditioner during the one hundred and five degree days. And I was spending so much time away from home during those days that I didn’t even know what my daughter was into anymore. She used to be all about birds, every kind of bird, and even though she still wore the pajamas, I didn’t know if birds were still cool.

“Is it still birds?” I asked.

Billy smiled. Nodded.

“I wish we could get her something bird-related. I don’t know. A book maybe.”

“I’ve got something to show you,” Billy said, and crossed the room to the bookshelf, where he took down a few books and carefully removed what looked like a cigar box he’d hidden back there.

“What is it?” I whispered.

“Something I’ve been working on,” he said. “Out in the shed while Connie’s in here reading.”

He pulled out a bird and handed it to me. It was hand carved from oak wood, polished smooth, painted with exacting and loving detail. It was a blue jay, a perfect likeness, right down to the wrinkles on its claws.

I took it in my hands delicately, like it was made of glass.

I could feel a tear threatening to break loose.

“Her favorite right now is the gray barn owl. I’ve already got one of those made too, but it’s too big to put in the box. I have it out in the shed. I’m gonna start on a nest for it tomorrow.”

I looked up at him, and the tear fell.

“Hey,” he said, kneeling next to me, taking my face in his hands. “Hey, it’s all right. We’re all right.”

I closed my eyes and lost myself in his hands. Such wonderful hands.

“I love you so much, Billy. God, so much.”

“I love you too, Lily. Always.”


Chapter 8



 



I kept a journal of the flu. It wasn’t anything as organized as a diary, more a collection of random thoughts and feelings, and sometimes news clippings. But peppered throughout the entries were little flashes of inspiration, things I thought were as powerful as a wildfire, and just as temporary. I felt I had to put them down on paper, else they’d become ashes, flavorless and without meaning, only the echo of something that had once burned hot within me.

In looking over it now, I see a lot of those flashes, all of them written in an urgent, slashing hand, like I was trying to carve them into the paper. Yet it pains me to realize that nothing of the desperate need that prompted me to write them down survives.

One passage reads:

This morning, through the fog and the clean, brisk smell of Vespers Creek, two deer. A mother and her baby. Must tell Connie about this. When she’s older. Nature can be kind and beautiful, too. Death is not all there is.

I can only guess at the emotions that prompted me to write that, for I no longer have them readily on tap. Like the memory of the scene, the words are no longer vivid and vibrant in my mind. Only gray survives.

# # #

H2N2.

My journal is filled with my thoughts and observations about this killer version of the influenza virus. I realize, as I read the journal over again, that I’ve studied it, taken in details of its killing spree, in the same way that a condemned man might read about the mechanical operation of the gallows. It is both good and horrible to talk with Death when you know he’s sitting at your table.

The bird flu is not something that just happened one day in rural China. Every version of the influenza virus, and there are literally millions, regardless of its particular arrangement of hemagglutin and neuraminidase, finds its natural home in the intestinal track of wild aquatic birds. Very rarely does a mutated strain make the jump to the human respiratory system.

Several years back, it was the H5N1 version of the flu that the news told us to fear. We were told rural China, with its millions of chickens interacting with wild migratory birds in abominable conditions, would be ground zero for the worst influenza plague the world had ever seen. Bigger even than the pandemic that wrote the year 1918 on fifty million tombstones the world over.

Few thought of H2N2, for it had already had its time on the world stage back in 1957, and had been eradicated, or so, to our folly, we believed, by the 1968 influenza bug.

Few thought that H2N2, with only the smallest change in its genetic material, could open the door to hell.

We were wrong. My God, we were so very wrong.

# # #

A man from the Center for Disease Control had the unfortunate task of addressing my unit at roll call, and anybody who has ever had the misfortune to address a room full of cops on any topic knows what a miserable time of it that poor man had. The containment walls had already been put up around the city, and many of us had lost friends and family to H2N2.  It was that poor man’s unenviable job to explain to us why, and how, it all happened.

He told us that, like many things that seem to happen overnight, the epidemic decimating our lives was actually a long time in the making.

H2N2 never completely went away when the 1968 version of influenza took over. It survived for nearly seventy years in the colons of a common San Antonio pest, the Mexican grackle. Every November, millions of the birds descend on San Antonio, blanketing the city in bird shit so white and plentiful that you might actually believe it was snow--that is, if it weren’t still ninety degrees outside.

But the November before the plague epidemic actually hit, that snow was loaded with a virus bomb.

A few people got sick that winter. There were, maybe, five hundred cases. All of them minor. None of them even a blip on the radar of those who track coming plagues.

And then, six months later, ground zero exploded. A woman named Reina Villarreal owned a large, weather-beaten home near the Produce Terminal on San Antonio’s shallow west side. Ms. Villarreal rented out her spare rooms to ten illegal immigrants from Coahuila, Mexico. These men worked hard, and made little. They spent their days in the Produce Terminal, where almost all of the commercial farms in South Texas sent their harvest for national distribution. They spent their nights at Cattleman’s Square, the Tejano music capitol of the world.

These men also ate freely of the chickens Ms. Villarreal kept in her backyard. These chickens ate their feed off the ground, the same ground that the winter before had been blanketed with grackle snow.

Beginning in May, things started happening quickly. On May 3, Southwest Baptist Hospital reported twenty-three cases of SARS-like symptoms, including scorched lungs, rampant secondary pneumonia, and even, horribly, the blue footprints of cyanosis.

On May 4, there were five hundred and thirty-three cases reported to the CDC.

On May 7, a state of emergency was declared in San Antonio and the surrounding regions.

On May 13, every one of San Antonio’s forty-three hospitals had exceeded their maximum capacity and started turning people away at the door.

On the night of May 17, the military put up the containment walls around the city.

Death was everywhere, and we were locked in with it.

# # #

All schools, public and private, were closed by order of the Metropolitan Health District, as were most businesses. FEMA promised to keep the flow of supplies coming into San Antonio, even though most everyone was out of work by that point and couldn’t afford to buy anything.

The closing of the schools wasn’t a bad thing for Connie. For weeks before the start of her first year, Billy and I had been trying to ease her fears of the big change.

“It’ll be just like going to daycare,” I told her, though that didn’t convince her. She grabbed me around the waist and told me she wouldn’t go.

Then, three weeks after that messy scene, I told her she wouldn’t be going to school after all.  “Mommy and Daddy will be teaching you,” I told her. “How do you feel about that?”

“That’s fine,” she said, and shrugged, like it was no big deal and why was I making such a fuss about it anyway.

But as she was walking away, I saw her reflection in the glass door of the oven, and she was smiling.

The little devil.

# # #

It was Thursday, May 18, around eleven o’clock at night, less than a day after the military had begun installing walls around the city, effectively locking us into a prison.

Officers of every rank, from every unit on the Department, had been mobilized to help maintain order. I had been teamed up with two Traffic officers. The three of us were working a road block on Highway 90 West, turning back cars that were packed with scared and angry people.

Military helicopters, like giant angry hornets, sprinted up and down the length of the wall, still under construction in some places.

A man’s voice, recorded, for the same words were repeated over and over again in the same threatening monotone, warned the scattered crowds not to approach the holes in the wall. The voice warned that deadly force would be used. The message played in both English and Spanish.

The two Traffic officers argued back and forth with each other as to whether or not the military would actually do such a thing. One of them was in the Reserves and he said no way.  You’d never get a U.S. soldier to fire on Americans. It would never happen.

In the bluish glow of the floodlights mounted on top of the wall, I could see four young men, teenagers really, ignorantly defiant the way teenagers feel they have to be, sprinting across an open field to my right. They ducked behind cactus and stands of cedar, but they were constantly making their way toward a gap in the wall.

A nearby helicopter dipped its nose to the ground and raced to the patch of sky above the boys.

A spotlight hit the ground, lighting them up.

The boys kept running.

An amplified voice from the helicopter ordered them to turn around. They didn’t.

They were almost to the wall, not stopping, and everyone in the assembled crowds held their breaths.

The helicopter rotated, turning its flank to the boys. The scene was frozen for the thinnest of moments, and then four quick bursts from the helicopter’s guns dropped the boys.

The assembled crowds drew in a collective breath. They were quietly horrified. Then, like a wave, a tumultuous roar of protest erupted from their ranks. Angry shouting filled the night. Volleys of rocks were thrown at the helicopter.

I realized then that I was still holding my breath.

 

A few words about the wall.

If you’ve ever wondered just how badly the Government can fuck with you if it wants to, look at the wall around San Antonio.

The wall is made up of interlocking plastic blocks, most of which are red, though some are white for no particular reason that I can figure out, and a few, bleached of their color by the ferocious South Texas sun, have faded to a pink the same color as a mountain laurel blossom. In the first few days of the quarantine, the wall was nothing more than hurricane fencing laced with razor wire. In some places, there wasn’t even that.  But then, and it was done with shocking speed and efficiency, they brought in the interlocking plastic blocks.

Now that it’s complete, the wall forms a giant circle around San Antonio. This circle is one hundred and ninety miles in circumference. The total area inside the wall is two thousand eight hundred and thirty miles.

Each block is twenty feet high. They are twelve feet wide at the base, seven feet at the top. Each block weighs seven thousand five hundred and twenty-five pounds.

Each block is forty feet long.

There are, on average, one hundred and thirty-two blocks per mile. The total number of blocks is twenty-five thousand and eighty.

Reportedly, each block cost three thousand dollars to make. The total cost of the wall was therefore seventy-five million two hundred and forty thousand dollars and change.

Rumor has it that the government started building the pieces to the wall years before the epidemic in San Antonio--not as a means to quarantine a city, but to keep the Mexicans from jumping the border.

# # #

“Mommy, what’s Mr. Wilkerson doing?”

Connie was on her belly, face pressed against the living room window, looking at the house across the street.

I got down on my belly next to her and nudged her playfully in the ribs. Even in late June, I’d still been able to manage a smile.

Looking through the window, I saw Bob Wilkerson hanging black bunting on his front door.  Further down the street, two other doors had bunting on them, but Connie hadn’t seen them yet.

I watched Bob Wilkerson. His shoulders were stooped, his walk slow. Even from across the street I could tell his eyes looked swollen and dead.

I wondered if it was his wife Susan or one of his two sons.

“What’s he doing, Mommy?”

How could I explain that to her? My God, how?

“Honey, that black ribbon means he’s lost somebody he loves very much.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Mrs. Wilkerson. Or maybe Bobby or Anthony.”

“How did they get lost?”

I drew in a breath through clenched teeth. “They died, honey. That’s what the ribbon means.”

She thought about that. Turned it over in her mind the way bright children do when they discover something strange about the world. I wanted her to be free of that knowledge. I wanted her to be five years old, untouched by the horrors of the world. But at the same time I knew that was both unpractical and unwise.

“He looks sad, Mommy,” she said.

“He is, honey. Very sad.”

“Does the ribbon make him feel better, Mommy?”

“I don’t know, honey.”

Connie watched Mr. Wilkerson. Watched him watching the bunting.

She turned to me suddenly, and in a conspiratorially quiet voice, she said, “Mommy, I don’t think it does.”

# # #

Somebody sent me a forwarded email a few months after the wall went up. It showed a picture of one of those bumper sticker ribbons, like the ones that say SUPPORT OUR TROOPS, only this one said REMEMBER SAN ANTONIO.

I thought about my job at the Scar, thought about all those bodies crammed into unmarked mass graves, and I thought, Ain’t that a great notion. Remember San Antonio. How quaint.

# # #

Chunk was raised by his maternal grandmother, a woman about one-third his size, but twice as tough. She took a big black boy who was destined to become yet another east side gangsta thug and whooped his ass daily until he’d finally had enough and joined the police department.

On a brutally hot morning in early June, we were called away from the Scar to the Medina Health Clinic on the east side. Chunk’s grandmother was there, dying by slow strangulation. The inside of her lungs had been scorched by acute respiratory distress syndrome, and her body was being eaten alive by its own immune system. Her skin was covered in blisters, and as she moved, feebly, upon the floor of the hallway, for every inch of that small clinic had been packed with the dead and the dying and the grieving, the blisters popped. She made a crackling, popping sound as she rolled over to say goodbye, and the sound reminded me of a child playing with bubble wrap.

That woman, that great, good soul, had become yet another canvas upon which H2N2 had painted death.

# # #

Later, we stood on the white brick steps of the clinic, not speaking, for there were no words up to the task.

Chunk couldn’t afford a grave site, or even a coffin. He dreaded taking that beautiful woman to a mass grave at the Scar.

Billy made a coffin, his first.

That evening, as a warm breeze blew through the oaks near the back of our property, Billy and Chunk hacked into the ground with picks and shovels.

Chunk’s voice faltered during the prayer. Billy finished it for him.

At that moment I thought of the deer I wrote about in my journal, and the rather cryptic message that death is not all there is, and I remembered what it was that I had to tell Connie.

It is not so horrible that we die. The horror is when we allow the fact that we must die to rob our lives of meaning, for they do mean something.

Even in the quietest moments, they mean something. 


Chapter 9



 



I got to the Scar early the next morning, but Chunk was already there. He was on the phone, muttering and grunting.

When he hung up, he wasn’t happy.

“What’s wrong?”

“I spoke with the sergeant in charge of security at Arsenal Station. Kenneth Wade’s truck hasn’t moved since yesterday when he arrived to escort Dr. Bradley.”

“Oh.” That is bad news. “What about Treanor?”

“That was him on the phone.”

“And?”

“Nothing. He hasn’t heard from Wade either.”

That really was bad news. Chunk had the same sinking feeling in his gut that I had in mine, I could tell. We’d investigated a cop once before, a twenty year veteran who got drunk and ran over his neighbor with his truck, then dumped the truck and tried to call it in stolen. Making that arrest had been one the worst assignments of our careers, almost as bad as the Scar.

“So what do you want to do now?” I asked him.

“Let’s go to Arsenal first. Then we can go into the GZ and try to find that van.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “But today, you drive.”

# # #

On the way to Arsenal Station, Chunk had to steer with one hand and wrestle with his surgical mask with the other. They never made the tie straps long enough for big guys like Chunk, and the thing was always threatening to pop off his face.

Finally, when he got it to where it was comfortable, he said, “Okay, Kenneth Wade.”

It was the opening move in an old game between us, but one that we hadn’t gotten to play much since we started working at the Scar.

“Kenneth Wade and Emma Bradley are lovers,” I said. “But they have to keep it under wraps.”

“Why?”

“Maybe it’s bad for her at work if their relationship gets out. Them being lovers would explain why Bradley called and requested him yesterday morning. Even after the fight.”

“Maybe.  But why the fight?”

“Wade doesn’t care if the others know. He’s drunk. He’s horny. He wants to go back to her place for some fun.”

“Why wouldn’t she go? Because she’s not happy with the way she looks naked?”

“Ha ha. She doesn’t go because she thinks that’s going to give them away.”

“So after the fight, what, Wade storms out?”

“Yeah. When she’s had some time to think it over, Bradley calls him. Says, let’s make up.”

“So they have sex?”

“Chunk, you’ve got a one track mind, you know that?”

He laughed. “I’m being serious, Lily. They’ve got to have sex. Or at least be headed in that general direction.”

“Why?”

“The dirt on the bottom of her feet, remember? How else is she gonna get dirt on the bottom of her feet unless she’s naked?”

I frowned. That was a hard one.

“Maybe,” I conceded. “But what’s she doing naked in the middle of ground zero? She would know better than that.”

It was Chunk’s turn to frown. “Danger sex?” he offered.

“Yeah, right.”

“Okay, so they had sex in the WHO van they took out.”

“How? There’s no room in those things.”

“Oh come on,” he said. “You’re a married woman. You ought to know there’s more than one way to have sex.”

I punched him in the shoulder, hard. “That still doesn’t explain the dirt. Somehow, she’s got to be naked outside the van.”

“Hmmm.” Chunk wrapped his fingers around the steering wheel, deep in thought. It looked like a toy in his huge hands.

“Okay,” I said, sensing we’d stalled out. “Doctor John Myers.”

“Mr. Lonelyhearts?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” Chunk said. “Same set up. Wade and Bradley are getting it on. Only, they don’t want the rest of the WHO staff to know.”

“Why?”

“Because if hippo woman finds out, she’ll throw her off the team. Or, if she doesn’t throw her off the team, she’ll demand that Wade be sent to another station for his duty assignment. Either way, she’ll bust them up for the good of her whole staff.”

“Wait a minute, Hippo woman?”

“Yeah, you know. Dr. Laurent.”

“I know who you mean. I just can’t believe you called her hippo woman. Now I’m not going to be able to get that out of my head.” It was a spot on description of her.

He laughed, but it didn’t last long. We were entering the hardscrabble parts of town. We passed a long line of people waiting in line for their weekly rations of groceries. Two women started to fight. No one jumped in to break it up, and when one of the women got thrown out of line, no one bothered to listen to her pleas for help.

Chunk let out a heavy sigh, more out of frustration than tiredness, even though he was feeling the strain of the long hours same as me.

“Myers,” he said, “has some small idea that maybe something’s going on between Wade and Bradley. He wants Bradley for himself though, so he provokes Wade into a fight.”

“Why?”

“Maybe he’s drunk enough he thinks he can win,” Chunk said.

“I doubt it.”

“Maybe he thinks it will earn him sympathy from Bradley when he gets his ass kicked.”

“Pathetic, but maybe. They did walk back to their trailers together.”

“Yeah,” he said. “So they get back to the trailers. He makes a move. Gets turned down.”

“Okay, that works. So the next morning he sees Wade coming to pick up Bradley?”

“And he gets pissed. He follows them out to the GZ.”

“Doesn’t work,” I said. “He’s got an alibi till ten thirty, eleven o’clock.”

“He does it before they leave,” Chunk counters.

“To do that, he has to go past the security desk, get rid of the van, and then come back, on foot, to put Bradley’s body onto Hernandez’ truck. And we haven’t accounted for Wade’s body. Did he dump it somewhere? Did he put it on another truck that somehow slipped through at the Scar? And you’ve still got to put dirt on Bradley’s feet.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, and sighed again. “So what about Isaac Hernandez?”

“Opportunity, but no motive,” I pointed out.

“What about revenge?”

“For what?”

“His family. He’s lost most of them to H2N2. Maybe he’s out in the GZ, sees the WHO van, and loses it. He overpowers Wade and kills Bradley.”

I looked at Chunk seriously for a moment. It occurred to me that only someone who has actually lost a family member in this damn quarantine can understand the frustration that would drive somebody to commit a completely illogical crime like the one he’s describing.

“What’s wrong?” he said, looking at me curiously. It seemed to me a very long time since I’d seen his face, that bent-toothed grin of his. By that August, all you ever saw of anybody were their eyes above that damn white surgical mask.

“Nothing,” I said after an uncomfortably long pause. “Just thinking.”

I watched more angry faces staring at us from the curbs and the porches we passed, and said, “So he blames the WHO? Why?”

“A convenient scapegoat maybe. Or maybe he sees them as a symbol of the medical establishment that failed his family.”

“Maybe.”

“You like that one?”

I looked at him and smiled. My head started to clear a little, at least after I’d stopped thinking about his grandmother.

“Two problems,” I told him.

“Okay,” he said. “Shoot.”

“He kills Wade and Bradley. Why only take Bradley’s body back?”

“Hmmm,” he said, thumping his thumbs on the steering wheel. “What’s the second problem?”

“He kills Wade. Bradley, maybe. But Wade? I don’t think so. If Wade managed to knock you on your butt, I doubt seriously an over the hill, beer-bellied slouch like Hernandez could have gotten the better of him.”

“Maybe,” Chunk said, except there was a serious, strained edge in his voice when he said it.  “Still, don’t ever sell a man short who’s got that kind of anger in him. After all, it’s not the size of the dog in the fight--”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I know. It’s the size of the fight in the dog.”

# # #

When we got to the Arsenal Station Morgue we started filling in some holes.

We checked with the security detail and found that Kenneth Wade entered the lot at five-fifteen. Under the ‘reason for access’ section of the log the gate officer had written ‘escort research personnel.’ Dr. Bradley checked out a WHO van at five-twenty. She didn’t list a destination, which according to the security guys wasn’t all that uncommon. The security detail checked them out of the gates at five-forty. Their destination was listed only as ‘field research.’

“Twenty minutes between the time they check out a van and the time they leave,” Chunk observed. “Not enough time to have sex.”

“That depends on who you ask?” I said.

Chunk chose to ignore that one.

“Well,” he said, “at least we know that whatever happened, happened while they were out.”

“That’s true,” I agreed. “But we still have to explain how Emma Bradley got naked in the GZ and then made her way back here.”

Chunk flipped the security log forward to the next page.

“Well, it doesn’t look like she came in on Hernandez’ truck. The gate officer shows him coming in with an empty truck at ten after ten. Leaving with a full truck at eleven-twenty.”

“What about his first run of the day? We had at the Scar the first time at ten after eight.”

He flipped through the log, stopped on a page towards the front, and nodded. “In at six fifty-eight, out at seven forty. That fits.”

“Okay,” I said. “So whatever happened to her happened between five-forty at the earliest, and eleven-twenty at the latest?”

“Right.”

“And Myers has an alibi for that time?”

“Right.”

“And it doesn’t look like Hernandez could have done it?”

“Right.”

“So that leaves Wade?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn.”

“Yeah.”

I shook my head sadly. “While we’re here, you want to check on the autopsy?”

“Sure,” he said.

# # #

“That’s not exactly what we were expecting to hear,” I told Dr. Herrera.

He looked at us curiously. He’d thrown us a curve and he didn’t understand why. A bullet hole in the chest must have seemed perfectly obvious to him.

“You said you found pieces of fabric inside the wound?” I asked.

“That’s right.”

Chunk grumbled under his breath. Herrera looked confused.

“We had sort of assumed that she was naked when she was killed,” I explained.

His eyebrows arched expressively. “Why in the world would you think that?”

I rubbed a hand across the back of my neck. I was beginning to feel just as much the amateur as Lt. Treanor believed me to be.

“We thought there was a possible sexual relationship between Dr. Bradley and Officer Wade of the SAPD Research Protection Detail.”

He shrugged. “Well, that’s possible, I guess. It’s also possible that she was shot with his gun.”

“How’s that?”

“The bullet passed cleanly between the ribs. No real deformation upon entry. I was able to identify it pretty easily as a Speer Gold Dot .40 S&W, one hundred and fifty-five grain hollow point. That’s an expensive bullet. SAPD and the Bexar County Sheriff’s Office are the only ones inside the wall who still have access to them.”

“Great,” said Chunk. “Thanks, Doc.”

“Sure,” said Herrera, but without a trace of irony. “No problem.”

# # #

“So somebody shot her while she was wearing her spacesuit, and then stripped her?”

“Looks that way,” Chunk said.

“Why?”

“Who knows,” he said. “Doc didn’t find any bruising around the vagina. And there was no semen in her, so I guess we can rule out any freaky postmortem stuff.”

“Thank God.”

“Yeah.”

Chunk drove us across the Arsenal Station parking lot and through the security desk. Two baby-faced patrolmen with machine guns waved us through.

“But why strip her? Why bring her back here? Why not just dispose of the body out in the field somewhere?”

“I don’t know,” Chunk said. “Maybe it’s somebody who works out of Arsenal and can’t be away too long, somebody whose absence would be noticed. They stripped her so that she could blend in with all the other bodies coming out of there.”

“That would make sense,” I agreed. “After all, the killer would have to have access to toe tags, and only authorized people are allowed on the floor.”

“True,” he said. “It narrows the field at least.” 


Chapter 10



 



Ground zero, the GZ.

All the homes in the GZ were vacant and scrawled with graffiti. The yards were overgrown with barnyard grass and sunflowers. Hardly a window anywhere was left unbroken. Morning sunlight lanced through the oak trees. Startled pigeons erupted from a hole in a nearby roof.

Those streets felt haunted. Death seemed to leer out at us from the shadows.

Chunk and I felt like infidels, drifting through the quiet streets where some terrible, flesh-consuming religion was born.

# # #

The Metropolitan Health District required all personnel entering the GZ to wear protective clothing. Chunk and I were dressed in gray hooded plastic jumpsuits that crinkled when we walked and trapped heat close to our bodies.  Even before we stepped out of the car we were sweating profusely, our gas masks making our breathing sound labored and difficult, even though it really wasn’t. I learned to get used to the gas mask early on.

Outside the car I saw orange warning handbills the MHD had posted on every light pole and abandoned car in sight, though many of the bills were so sun-bleached they appeared almost white.

We had no plan other than to systematically explore every street in the five square miles around the Produce Terminal.

It turned out to be a more difficult task than we thought it would be. Long ago, perhaps in the twenties or thirties, judging by some of the houses we saw, the area around the Produce Terminal had been quite nice. We saw quite a few large, two story Queen Anne-style homes that had fallen into tragic disrepair and had since been carved up into multiple apartments, and an equal number of one story bungalow and Craftsman-style homes. And in between those--stuffed in, really--were an unbelievably large number of leaning shacks and add on sheds that made the place look like a hive. Overgrown alleys crisscrossed every street, and in some places the vegetation was so thick you could barely tell there were homes hiding behind it.

We went slow, and wound through street after street, looking for anything unusual.

“Look at that,” Chunk said, and pointed at a street sign swaying gently in the breeze from an overhead stop light cable.

The fifteen hundred block of Matamoras Street, I read, and a knot formed in my throat.

That was the real GZ, the very street upon which H2N2 found its first victims. Somewhere down that street was the home of Mrs. Villarreal, whose chickens were San Antonio’s equivalent of Mrs. O’Leary’s cow.

Chunk slowed the car to a crawl and we turned down Matamoras, both of us tense, alert, and more than a little frightened.

Suddenly Chunk stopped the car--harder than he needed to. I almost went into the windshield.

I lurched forward, my hand on the dashboard to stop my momentum.

“You see that?” he asked.

Ahead of us, parked in the grass in the shade of two large oak trees, was an old EMS wagon. The Fire Department’s decals had been peeled off, though their outline remained. Converted, by the looks of it, I thought.

“Do you think it might have been left here?” I asked him. It wouldn’t be the only costly piece of City equipment abandoned by the roadside in the early days of the war against H2N2.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Let’s go take a look.”

We parked and approached the ambulance on foot. Chunk checked the cab while I checked the side and back doors.

“Locked,” he said.

“Yeah.  Back here too.”

“Can you see in the windows?”

I tried to look through the vent windows in the back door, but my gas mask made it hard for me to get a good angle.

Chunk was trying to look through the side windows. I turned around to tell him I couldn’t see anything, when I saw a man walking towards us from between two houses. He was dressed in the same kind of suit and mask we were wearing, though his fit better. He was carrying two dead chickens in his left hand, holding the dead birds by the feet. There was a pistol in a clamshell holster on his right hip.

“Chunk.”

Chunk turned to me, saw me looking somewhere else, and followed my gaze to the man.

A thought went through my mind. Neither of us had our weapons. They were secured in the trunk.

The man saw us and stopped. We looked at each other for a moment before he held up the chickens and motioned for us to step away from the ambulance.

We both stepped back toward our car.

When we were far enough back, the man went to the ambulance, removed two red biohazard bags from a side compartment, and dropped a dead chicken into each bag. Once they were secured, he unlocked the side door, stepped inside, and disappeared for a moment.

Chunk and I glanced at each other. What in the hell’s he doing?

Chunk shrugged.

The man was inside the ambulance for almost a minute. When he finally came out, he rinsed his gloved hands in blue disinfectant liquid he poured from a cooler on the side of the ambulance, shook off the excess, and then approached us.

He didn’t even give us a chance to speak. “This is a restricted area,” he said, his voice bristling, like he’d just caught us watching TV on his couch in the middle of the night. “What are you doing here?”

I could see the top half of his face through the goggles of his gas mask. He was an older man, late sixties, maybe, with liver spots on his forehead and deep rutted crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, which even through the mask I can tell were intensely focused.

He stepped right up to Chunk and stood chest to chest with him, not two feet between them. There was almost a foot of difference in their height, and maybe a hundred pounds, both in Chunk’s favor, but the smaller man didn’t seem to notice the disadvantage. He just stood there, gloved hands on his hips, waiting for a reply.

“Well?”

Chunk was taken aback by the old man showing him attitude, but he recovered quickly.

“I was about to ask you the same question,” he said. “I’m Detective Reginald Dempsey with the SAPD’s Homicide Unit. This is my partner, Lily Harris.”

“Homicide?” The man looked at both of us in turn.

“Homicide,” Chunk said. “Who are you?”

“I’m Dr. Walter Cole,” the man said, regaining a little of his superior edge. “I’m with the Metropolitan Health District.”

That explains the ambulance, I thought. He’s using it as a rolling laboratory.

The man stared at Chunk. “What in the world is SAPD Homicide doing in the GZ, Detective?”

“How about you telling me what you’re doing with a gun, Doc,” Chunk countered.

Cole glanced at the weapon on his hip. He reached for it, but stopped with his hand on the grip when Chunk raised a fist to knock him out if he drew it. He continued to pull it out, but more slowly, and made an obvious show of handing it to Chunk, butt first.

Chunk took it from him.

“I use it on the chickens,” Cole said. “I have to collect a lot of specimens, and this way is quicker than the traps.”

Chunk looked the weapon over, holding it so that I could see it. “Browning Hi Power,” Chunk said. “Twenty-two caliber bull-nosed target pistol. Walnut grips. Blued barrel. That’s an expensive weapon, Doc.”

Chunk ejected the magazine and cleared the chamber, then handed it back to Cole. Cole took the weapon back and slid it into the clamshell. He put the magazine and the ejected round into his pocket. “It pays to use the best,” he said.

“Why are you killing chickens, Doc?” The way it sounded, Chunk was teasing him, though I know him well enough to know that that’s just Chunk’s way. It was an honest question.

Cole didn’t seem to realize that. To him, Chunk was a big dumb cop insulting him.

“It’s complicated,” he said, with obvious sarcasm.

“Try me.”

Cole sighed, like we were a big waste of his precious time.

“I am mapping the antigenic shift of the original strain of H2N2 in order to prove that not one, but three, highly virulent strains of the virus are at work here. First I find and kill chickens from various parts of the GZ. Then I perform a test on them to determine whether or not they are infected with the influenza virus. If I detect the virus, then I compare my new sample with the genetic fingerprint of archived samples and attempt to extrapolate the direction of the antigenic shift.”

All of that was said in a matter of fact tone, but it was obvious that he was trying to talk over our heads, just to prove the point, I guess.

Chunk cocked his head to one side doubtfully. “I see,” he said.

“Yes,” Cole said, sneering. “Of course you do.”

I stepped in at that point so that Chunk wouldn’t squash the poor man.

“Dr. Cole, we’re here investigating the murder of Dr. Emma Bradley. What we’re looking for--”

“Who did you say?”

“Dr. Emma Bradley. Do you know her? She was with the World Health--”

“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently. “Yes, I know. The World Health Organization. She works with Dr. Myers and that fat, disgusting French woman at the Arsenal Morgue.”

“That’s right. How well did you know her, Dr. Cole?”

“Well, I,” he began, but faltered. “Not well, I guess. By reputation, mostly. Whenever I go to Arsenal, it’s Myers I prefer to deal with. He’s a bit of an eager pup, but at least he’s not as full of himself as the rest of those people.”

“You said you know her by reputation, doctor. What exactly does that mean?”

“Excuse me?”

“What was her reputation? Do you mean her professional reputation, or was there something else?”

“She’s Laurent’s trained pit bull,” he said. “From what I hear, she was supposed to be the bright light of the bunch.”

“You don’t sound impressed,” I pointed out.

He shrugged. “Dr. Laurent and I have fundamentally different views on the nature of this epidemic. She believes that her people need to focus on developing a live virus vaccine for the primary strain of H2N2. And there’s a chance--a chance, mind you--that in six months they’ll have a vaccine that will minimize the impact of the disease among the local population. But I believe they’re ignoring the real danger.”

“Really? What’s the real danger?”

I could hear him breathing through his gas mask, sudden, deep inhalations, like he was hunting for the right words. Finally, he said, “Did you know we lose thirty-six thousand Americans a year to influenza?”

I shook my head.

“We do. It’s a staggering number. And the really scary thing is most of those deaths are to mildly virulent strains of the flu. Pedestrian stuff, at least compared to H2N2. What we’ve experienced here in San Antonio over the last few months is the most virulent strain of the flu ever seen. That’s the strain Dr. Laurent and her staff are trying to produce a vaccine for. But I have found evidence here, in the chickens wandering these yards, of two newly reassorted strains of H2N2 that make what we’ve seen so far look like the common cold.”

“You reported your findings?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’ve reported my findings.”

“And?”

“And the problem is simple prejudice.”

He said it like it explained everything, which of course it didn’t.

“I don’t understand, Dr. Cole,” I said.

He let a frustrated sigh. This was an old argument for him, something he’d explained and complained about more times than he cared to remember. He pointed over our shoulders. “You see that orange warning notice on that light pole over there?”

“Yeah,” I said. The MHD warnings were everywhere. You couldn’t turn around without seeing one.

“If you read the last warning, it says ‘Stay away from strange and foul smelling areas.’ That was added at the insistence of our fearless leader, Mr. Martin Klauser. The man’s not even a doctor, for Christ’s sake. He heads up the public health agency of the seventh largest city in America, and the man has no medical knowledge whatsoever. He’s a homeopathic adviser, if you can believe that. He got his job because some city councilman owed him a favor. And now that idiot is overseeing this crisis. He put that warning on that notice because he still believes that diseases are caused by miasmatic vapors and not viruses. He’s made the MHD a laughingstock in the medical community. Dr. Laurent and her staff see that kind of corruption and stupidity, and they think it must automatically extend to me as well. They don’t even listen to what I have to say.”

“But if you have proof?”

“Yes, I have proof. But they won’t even look at it. And meanwhile, the chickens in the GZ are shitting out little virus bombs all over the place. When the grackles come back to San Antonio in November, they’re going to eat that shit from the ground and absorb one or even both new strains of the H2N2 virus. When that happens, the walls around this city won’t do a bit of good. The grackles will take those new strains into rural northern Mexico, where there are no doctors, no hospitals, no resources to implement a quarantine.

“There’s nobody but about ten million poor as dirt Mexicans down there and they won’t even have the resources to report the pandemic until it spreads so far out of control we’ll never be able to deal with it. We’re not going to be talking deaths in the thousands either. Not even in the tens of thousands. When those grackles hit northern Mexico, we’re going to see deaths in the millions.

“And that vaccine that Dr. Laurent and her staff have worked so hard on? It won’t do a damn bit of good against those new strains. I’m trying to stop a global pandemic here, and all that disgusting fat woman can do is sit in her trailer and ignore me.”

One of the first things they teach you about interviewing people is to let them talk. Let the thread spool itself out. The challenge is to keep them on focus. Keep them talking about what you need.

I was about to redirect our conversation when Dr. Cole did it for me.

“Detective,” he said, “if you don’t mind me asking, what exactly are you doing out here? You never told me that.”

“We’re looking for the van Dr. Bradley and her police escort were driving the morning she was killed.”

“Yeah? Why are you looking out here?”

I noticed the tone of his voice changing. First confused, then suspicious.

“We were told that Dr. Bradley had been doing work here in the GZ for the last few days.”

I couldn’t see Cole’s mouth, but from what I could see of his expression I figured it must have been hanging open in the shape of an O.

“That surprises you?” I asked.

“Yes.  Very much actually.”

“Why?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Dr. Laurent and her staff are lab technicians. That’s what they do. That’s all they do. I’ve been trying to get them to come out here for weeks, and now you tell me they’ve been coming out here secretly.”

I heard him let out a hot, frustrated sigh. “That figures. It’s prejudice. Stinking prejudice.”

I thought about telling him we were talking about somebody’s life, and not his pride, but I didn’t.  Instead, I said, “You have no idea where Dr. Bradley was working while she was out here?”

“None.”

I looked at Chunk, who had more or less disconnected himself from the conversation, for some sign of what he wanted to do.

He nodded towards the car.

“Okay, Dr. Cole, thanks for your time. Would you mind if we called on you again? Familiar as you are with the GZ, you might be a big help.”

He bowed his head, a strange looking gesture with his gas mask.

“Listen,” I said, “if you do happen to see that van, could you give us a call? SAPD Homicide in the City directory.”

“Sure,” he said.  And then he turned and walked back to his ambulance without another word. 


Chapter 11



 



There is an ugly truth about wearing personal protective equipment, or PPE, as we call it in the business:  What is difficult to put on is also difficult to take off. The biohazard space suits we’d been issued were gray, one-piece outfits with built-in booties and a hood. That went on first. Next you had to slip on the gloves, and those had to be sealed to the suit at the seam with duct tape. The last item you had to put on was the gas mask, which had to be properly seated and sealed so that no skin or hair was exposed.

The first rule of wearing PPE is:  DO NOT LET ANY SKIN SHOW.

When all three parts--body suit, gloves, and gas mask--were properly worn, the wearer would theoretically be encased in a plastic cocoon that no germ or gas or liquid could penetrate. Inside, you were insulated, an island.

Of course that also meant that anything that happened inside the suit, stayed inside the suit.

At the end of the day, after going through decontamination, the whole outfit had to come off. When doing that, the rule was last on, first off, and the process was every bit as involved as getting into the stuff. You very quickly learned that once the entire outfit was on, you didn’t take it off until you knew you wouldn’t need it again that day.

That was why there was a giant sign above the entrance to the locker rooms at the Scar that read:

PLEASE PEE BEFORE YOU PPE

LET’S KEEP THE GEAR CLEAN

Unfortunately, very few people can make it through a fourteen-hour day without relieving themselves, and, well, sometimes...

# # #

I sat in the passenger seat next to Chunk and crossed my legs. Uncrossed them. Shifted around a little. Thought to myself, Master it, master it. You don’t have to pee. You don’t have to pee.

I had to pee.

Finally I couldn’t take it anymore and tried to look casual, like I wasn’t really doing what I was really doing.

I thought to myself, I’m glad I obeyed the second rule of PPE:  NEVER WEAR NICE CLOTHES UNDER PPE.

# # #

Chunk and I were playing a hunch. We figured that anybody going into the GZ was going to focus on the area around Mrs. Villarreal’s house for the simple reason that it was such a significant landmark.

We idled through those streets at five miles per hour or so, looking carefully at everything we passed. The streets were lined with oak trees, large and unmanaged, and beautiful in their own way. But the homes behind them were also old and in disrepair. They looked shabby. We saw a few rickety two stories, but most of the homes were small gray shacks with yards littered with old cars and busted furniture and every kind of accumulated garbage.

“Looks like a good place to dump a vehicle,” Chunk said.

“Yeah.  I was thinking the same thing.”

We drove on, still looking, and I was surprised at how many of the houses didn’t have doors. Strange, I thought. Why take the front doors? What could you possibly want with somebody’s front door?

“I think your friend back there was kind of an asshole,” Chunk said.

“He certainly was a man with a mission.”

“Why do suppose hippo woman didn’t tell us about Dr. Strangelove back there when we asked her what Bradley was doing out here.”

“I wish you would stop calling her that.”

“What?”

“You know what.  Hippo woman.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m gonna end up calling her that by mistake the next time we see here.”

Chunk laughed. It sounded like a cough behind the mask.

“Seriously, though. What do you think the deal is there?”

I thought about that for a second, wondering if it was me, or if there really was someone watching us from the houses out there.

“Maybe Cole’s right about the prejudice part. I mean, I don’t hang around with doctors or anything, but I’ve seen the way they treat people from the MHD. It’s like they’re second class citizens.”

“So you think maybe Cole’s on to something and Laurent thinks there’s a chance he may be right?”

“Maybe.”

“So what? She sends her star player out to check it out?”

“Possible,” he said. “But it sounds like a bunch of unnecessary politics to me.”

I didn’t answer him right away. One of the houses on my side of the street was missing a door, and I was pretty sure I saw a guy standing inside, watching us from the shadows.

But when I looked again, the doorway was empty.

“Yeah, well,” I said, “things are the same all over I guess. Tribes within tribes. That kind of nonsense. Remember when the lieutenant had us take the Resendez case away from the Stranger Rapes guys over at Sex Crimes? It’s the same thing here. It’s a high profile deal and everybody wants to be able to put it on their resume.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

I saw a flash of movement. A man ran between two houses off to my right.

“Chunk,” I said.

He heard the tone in my voice and slammed on the brakes. “What?”

“Look there,” I said.

The man was gone.

“What?”

“Somebody just ran between those houses over there.”

Chunk leaned over me, trying to see. “Where?”

“Chunk!”

Ahead of us, a young Hispanic guy in his early twenties, dressed in a blue t-shirt and jeans and no protective gear of any kind was running into the street, coming at the front of our car, waving his hands over his head like he was trying to flag us down.

He was shouting something.

“Chunk?”

“Not good,” he said, and glanced into the rearview mirror. We both felt it. Like it was a trap.

Chunk put the car in reverse.

The man was still coming at us, still waving, when we heard the pop of gunfire. A moment later, we heard the zing of a shot glancing off metal. Off the hood of our car. More pops came from off to our right. The windows shattered. Chunk stomped on the gas and we lurched backwards down the street.

Suddenly gunfire erupted all over my side of the street. I could feel the bullets thudding into the side panels, rocking it with the force of all those impacts. As I ducked my head down, I saw the white spurts from the muzzle flashes.

I screamed.

The car rocked to Chunk’s side of the street, both of the tires on my side shot out. The man who had tried to wave us down was firing at us then, and bullets slapped into the hood of the car.

Over the rolling bark of the guns, I heard something snap and then slap the inside of the engine compartment, and the car rolled uselessly to a stop.

Chunk opened his door and spilled out, keeping his head low.

“Come on,” he yelled at me, his hands ready to grasp mine and pull me out of his side of the car if necessary.

I didn’t need them. I scrambled across the seats and poured out of the car on my hands and knees. We both crawled to the grass, got to a crouch, and ran for the cover of some oak trees and the corner of a nearby house.

Bullets whistled all around us, slicing through the limbs of trees and leaves and smacking into the sides of the house. Behind us I heard angry shouting, crazy voices, like madmen on the war path.

Chunk and I ducked behind a small flight of concrete stairs and listened to the shouting, trying to figure a way out.

“Who are those guys?” I asked Chunk, my breathing so fast I felt like my lungs were on fire.

“Looters,” he said. He looked me over. “You’re not hurt?”

“No. You?”

“No.” He glanced over the top of the stairs and quickly dropped back down. “Damn!” he said. “I wish we had our guns.” The guns were back in our car, in the trunk. Pistols don’t do well in the decontamination chambers.

We heard more voices. Not just the ones behind us, but more from the back of the house, coming closer.

“Chunk?”

“We can’t stay here.”

In front of us was a busted chain link fence. On the other side of that, a low line of tanglehead grass. Not high enough or thick enough to hide behind, but high enough to wrap around our feet and tie us down if we tried to run for it. Beyond that was the side of a weather-beaten house, a busted window midway down its length.  In the backyard, I saw a small metal tool shed and a few trees.

The shooting stopped. Then, laughing. They cackled like witches, taunting us, calling us out. I saw movement in the backyard and a man shouted. “Over here! Over here! They’re over here.”

He fired at us. The bullet hit the concrete next to my head, powdering me with dust. Chunk jumped up and cleared the chain link fence in a single stride. I was right behind him. I grabbed the top of the fence and swung my legs over. Another shot rang out. It hit something beneath my hand. The fence collapsed, and I hit the ground face first. I saw a flash of purple as my mask smashed into my nose.

When I looked up, men with rifles were running from the street into the front yard and Chunk was disappearing into the cover of the trees along the front of the house, running away from them.

I heard more shouting from behind me, and in an instant I realized I was cut off. I couldn’t go forward after Chunk, and I couldn’t go to the backyard. I jumped into the broken window of the house in front of me and tumbled to the floor. The wood was rotten, spongy beneath my weight. The house was dark, musty. No furniture that I could see. Dust was everywhere.

“Go that way,” the voices shouted from outside. “Get that one!”

“The other’s in the house.”

“Which one?”

“That one. You get that one.”

Heavy footsteps pounded on the front porch. Men yelled at each other. They were kicking debris out of the doorway, forcing their way inside. I got to my feet and ran out of the room, towards the back of the house. The men coming in from the front of the house saw me as I slipped around the corner. They fired a shot. Through a window, I saw more men in the backyard. They turned to the shot. Charged the house.

The yelling erupted again. The clapboard house felt like it was going to rattle to pieces in the stampede of so many intruders. I ran through shadows and hallways to the far side of the house, the sound of heavy boots running on the rotten floor coming from all around me.

I ducked into an empty room and spied a window on the opposite wall. I heard voices in the hallway where I’d just come from, and I knew I had to make a move then or die in that house.

Running at the window, I dove through it without bothering to look at what was on the other side. I landed hard on a wood pile, shot through and overgrown with weeds, my ribs on my left side hitting the pile before the rest of me.

My vision blurred from a piercing bright light of pain, and moaning sickly, I rolled off the wood pile, onto my uninjured right side. It took a second before I could make myself move. There was a thick stand of bushes ahead of me, and I pulled myself along on my belly towards it.

Just as I got behind cover I heard the voices behind me.

“Anything?”

“Not back here.”

I heard them trashing the house, and I used the noise to cover my movements as I crawled along the bushes to the back of the house. Somewhere in the back of my mind I thought that Chunk must be around the next corner. That he’d realize we got separated and was waiting for me. But when I rounded the corner to the backyard, I didn’t see him.

But what I did see stunned me.

It was the top of a U-Haul-style moving van, dented and worn-looking, but the right size and shape as what Chunk and I were looking for. A fence and some chest-high bushes separated the van from me, hiding the bottom half of it, but my hopes were up, and I ran for it.

“There!” one of the men shouted from inside. “There! In the yard.”

I jumped the fence as a shot rang out and I hit the ground. As I landed, through the panic, I saw the lower half of the van, and my heart sank. It wasn’t the van we were looking for. The back axle was up on cinder blocks and the van was ringed on all sides by scraggly hackberry bushes.

A bullet whizzed past my ear.

I hit the ground and crawled for the van and squeezed under it, inching my way forward, where the hackberry was thickest. I was even with the front tires when I stopped crawling, for a new, but much older fear had gripped me. On the ground in front of me, slowly uncoiling, was a dusty, caramel-colored rattlesnake. Its head looked as big as a slice of pumpkin pie, its body as big around as my thigh. The muscles along its flank rippled as it glided through the dirt, its tongue licking the air, sensing a living presence, but smelling only rubber and plastic.

I was on my belly, eyes wide open, every muscle in my body frozen with fear. The snake inched closer to me. Its head rose off the ground slightly, and then we were so close we were almost touching, nose to nose. I could see every speck of color in its slitted eyes.

We were motionless, eyes locked together for what seemed like forever, though it couldn’t have been more than four or five seconds at the most. And then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the snake broke eye contact and glided forward. It crawled right past my ear, over my shoulder and onto my back, its body impossibly long and heavy, disappearing with exaggerated and terrible slowness into the shadows at my feet.

I didn’t even breathe.

“Check there,” somebody shouted. “Yeah, there! Under that van.”

A fresh wave of panic took me. I heard the men running across the yard, coming closer. I turned and looked at the back axle over my shoulder. The snake was there, moving towards the daylight.

Voices at the hackberry. Hands pushing the greenery apart.

The snake reared back, its tail alive with the fury of its rattle. A shadow fell over the snake, and a man’s face and body appeared above it. The snake lunged for the man’s face and he pulled back just in time.

I heard him yell, “Whoa!” and then, a moment later, “Fucking rattlesnake man!”

The others laughed.

“Shut the fuck up,” the man yelled back.

They kept teasing him, but to my amazement, their voices retreated. They were going off to hunt for me in other places.

I watched, thunderstruck, as the snake slithered out into the hackberry, out into the sunlight, leaving me alone. I closed my eyes and let my face mask drop to the ground. 


Chapter 12



 



I stayed as still as possible, listening for more voices. The only sound was the muffled whistling of my breath as it exited through the filters of my gas mask. The looters were gone, I was pretty sure of it. I hadn’t heard anything for over a minute, and the cave-like hollow beneath the van where I was hiding was becoming more and more oppressive.

I decided to chance a run for better cover.

I crawled out from under the van, but stayed in a low crouch. As quietly as I could I made my way back to the houses where Chunk and I had been hiding when we separated. I crossed between the houses to the front, where I stayed low behind some bushes, hoping to get a view of our car. Our weapons were still in the trunk, and I figured if I could get to them I could level the playing field a little.

But my heart sank when I saw the car. It had been shot to pieces. There were huge, gaping holes all over it. All the windows were broken, glass everywhere. A thin column of steam rose up from the radiator. Worse, the trunk was wide open, jimmied open sloppily, with a crowbar from the looks of it.

Moving through the bushes once again I headed along the front of the houses in the same direction Chunk and I were going when I lost him. I made it to the end of the block before I heard more voices.  Men’s voices. They were shouting at each other, slapping their way through an overgrown alley behind the house I was using for cover.

I ran across the street quickly and ducked into a small white house without a front door.  Immediately the world around me was thrown into darkness. There was very little furniture to clutter the wood floors, a few chairs, a ragged sofa, a cabinet. Dusty sunlight pierced through the holes in the wall and the roof and the broken windows, making bright white patches on the floor.

I was painfully aware of my own breathing. How loud it was. How much it hurt my chest where I had fallen onto the wood pile. The voices were gone, lost somewhere behind me. I desperately wanted to find Chunk, but I didn’t want to go back outside. I couldn’t risk another encounter with those looters.  Not alone, anyway.

I wandered through the entryway, the kitchen, with its piles of unwashed pots and pans and spider webs in the sink, and then into the living room.

There I stopped. In front of me, so still that at first I believed she must have been a mummified corpse, was an old Mexican woman in a rocking chair.

# # #

She beckoned to me. “Come closer. You’re safe here. Those men won’t bother you here.”

“Who are you?”

“You come into my home and you ask me that? Who are you?”

I crossed the room and stood before her. My space suit and face mask didn’t seem to scare her at all.

She looked amused. Her thin, wasted smile had only a few yellowed teeth left in it, and though she looked so frail she seemed ready to blow away with the dust, her voice was strong and didn’t shake.

“My name is Lily Harris. I’m a police detective. Do you live here?”

“I do.”

“I thought all the homes in this area were evacuated back in May.”

“I’m still here.”

“What’s your name?”

“Carmenita Jaramillo.”

“Ms. Jaramillo, you--”

“Carmenita. Please.”

“Carmenita. Okay. You said those men won’t come in here? How do you know they won’t.”

The rocking chair moved so slightly I thought maybe it was my imagination. Great stillness surrounded her, and even the tiniest twitch rippled through her like an earthquake.

“They need to be healed sometimes, the men. I heal them when I can.”

Heal them? How, I wondered. I took a quick glance around the room and saw odd things. Dried herbs hanging above the back door. Dried chicken bones laid out deliberately on the window sill. A basket of brown eggs on the floor next to her chair. I looked at all those things, and a thought came to me.

“You’re a curandera,” I said. A Mexican faith-healer, a tradition brought to South Texas from the Indian mountains of Northern Mexico.

She smiled.

“I didn’t think there were any more curanderos left,” I said.

My dad was a cop on the south side of San Antonio for thirty-six years, and I remembered him telling me stories of curanderos. Stories of their strange rituals and their followers so fanatically devoted to them that in some parts of South Texas and Mexico, local Catholic priests were forced to acknowledge their gifts, their don de Dios, in order to appease their congregations.

“Not many,” she said, but not sadly. Her eyes were bright, happy.

I remembered a story my Dad told me. He was driving through his district on the south side one afternoon when an old woman ran out into the street ahead of him, waving her arms wildly and speaking very fast in Spanish.

Dad realized the woman wanted him to follow her inside her house, and he did.  Inside, on the couch, on her back, was the woman’s very pregnant daughter-in-law, covered in sweat, deep in labor. Dad was calm, because he’d already delivered three babies during his career. He washed his hands, sat on the couch between the girl’s legs, and got ready to deliver the baby. Dad’s Spanish was okay, but not great. He spoke it with a slow, East Texas drawl. The women were telling the girl to wait, don’t let the baby come yet, but Dad didn’t understand why.

Then another woman came in through the back door, and everybody seemed relieved. The woman knelt next to the pregnant girl, took a chicken egg from a pocket of her apron, and with the flat of her palm rolled the egg across the girl’s belly, all the while muttering a prayer in Spanish.

When she was finished, Dad delivered the baby. He went to the sink and washed the blood and amniotic fluid from his hands, dried them, and then as calmly as if he were ordering a cheeseburger, got on his police radio and requested a case for Assist the Public, checked on the status of the ambulance, and got a time check for the birth of the baby. Dad was a veteran street cop at that point in his career, and very little rattled him.

He returned to the living room just as the woman, the curandera, he soon learned, was cracking the egg into a bowl.

She looked up at my Dad and said, “For protection against the mal de ojo. The evil eye.”

She emptied the egg into the bowl. The yolk was the burning copper yellow of the sunset, and it was streaked through with blood.

“That rattled me,” Dad said. “It’s hard to explain, but looking at that egg, I knew something had happened, something strange. There was a sort of charge in the air.”

I remember him shaking his head, unable to explain further.

I asked Carmenita Jaramillo, “Do you do that thing with the egg?”

She smiled.

“The people who come to me are simple people. For them, I offer the pouches of barley and crushed sage. I roll the chicken egg over their skin and crack it open for them to see the mal puesto, the bad magic. But it is no magic that I do. It is peace of mind I give them. Nothing but that.”

Her smile shifted to one corner of her mouth and I could tell she was studying me.

When she spoke again, it was like her voice had joined her thoughts mid stream.

“But not that for you,” she said. “You I can tell, you need something else.”

I was fascinated with her, and even though I thought her folk cures were, well, silly, the woman herself still intrigued me.

She put a gnarled finger up to her nose and said, “You are looking for the shiny people.”

“The shiny people?”

“Yes. A man and a woman. Dressed like you. Their clothes shine in the sun. And their troca too, yes?”

“Troca?” I said. Unlike my dad, I was never able to pick up Spanish. At one point, I got good enough at it I could ask for somebody’s driver’s license and their insurance, but when I promoted to detective, I lost even that. But then I clicked. I remembered the word, and I got excited. “You mean a van?  Yes. I am. Have you seen it?”

“Yes, I see them. Yesterday morning. I hear the man yelling. The woman screaming. There was a fight in the street.”

“You saw them fighting? The man and the woman?”

“I hear them fighting. Voices. Like today, when they were chasing you.”

“You mean it wasn’t the man and woman fighting with each other? They were fighting someone else?”

“The man was fighting with another man, yes. There was much yelling. Four or maybe five gunshots.”

“Could you see who the other man was?”

“No.” She shook her head. “But after the shooting, I see their troca going into that garage over there.” She pointed out the window to a battered gray wooden garage across the alley from her backyard. “Inside there.”

Beyond the garage was a two-story house with a rickety, unpainted wooden staircase and balcony along the length of the second floor. It looked quiet. No one else around.

“Carmenita, this is important. I have to go there. Are there any more of those men around here?”

“They wander everywhere. You must be careful. Do not let them find a pretty young woman alone. I can not protect you from what they would do.”

“Understood.”

“Detective, may I--”

“Call me Lily. Please.”

She smiled. “Lily. You do not believe in the curandero, do you?”

“They’re not really part of the culture I grew up in,” I said, conscious of the thin evasion.

“The only magic we do is to know what the people who come to us need. We are listeners only.”

“And what is it that I need?”

“You are sick.” She touched her chest. “Here.”

At first I thought she meant with H2N2, and I said, “No, I’m fine. I get check ups every other day.”

“No. In here.” She pointed to her chest again, the heart. “Susto.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Susto?”

“Loss of spirit.”

I could have laughed it off, I told myself. I could have smiled and said that’s nice and thank you and left. But I didn’t. I stayed. Like my Dad on the day he stood in that woman’s living room, staring at that bloody egg yolk, I had a feeling I couldn’t explain, but at the same time one that I couldn’t deny.

“We live in a bad time,” she said. “This is a bad place. The living and the dead are not so different.”

I frowned at her. She couldn’t see that behind my gas mask. I wondered how she could see anything at all about me behind my mask.

“What do you suggest I do?” I asked.

“Chocolate,” she said, her voice suddenly and strangely like that of a little girl, happy.

“Excuse me?” I wondered if she was teasing me. She must have known there was no chocolate to be had anywhere in San Antonio, at least none that didn’t come out of the black market.

“Don’t ever pass up the chance for chocolate,” she said. “It is a simple cure, but good for a woman. A woman needs chocolate to make her soul glad.”

“Uh, thanks,” I said. I wondered if she could tell I was between a smile and a frown, my mouth twitching in indecision.

“I’m going to...” I trailed off. I hooked my thumb and pointed out the back door.

She smiled. Nodded.

“Thank you,” I said, and slipped out the back.

# # #

The van was inside the garage, just like she said.

I opened the garage door and a wave of dust poured out onto the gravel driveway. A murder of crows took noisily to the air from the roof. The van looked undamaged. I walked around it, nodding to myself as I headed for the cab.

There, I stopped.

Inside the cab, in the passenger seat, was Kenneth Wade, face bloody and bruised, as dead as dead can be.


Chapter 13



 



I looked down at the dead cop.  His gas mask had been ripped off his face and his head was leaning back against the seat, mouth open slightly, eyes milked over.  He had a day or two worth of blond stubble on his chin.  He’d been beaten badly.  There were dark, livid bruises on his face, around his eyes, and at the corners of his mouth, where a thin stream of blood had dried and turned to black crust.  His gun was missing.

Wade’s radio was as dead as he was.  It had been left in the ON position, the battery drained.

His cell phone was on the floorboard, next to his left bootie, and I tried that.  It worked.  With a lot of difficulty, I manipulated the tiny phone around the contours of my gas mask so I could talk with the dispatcher’s office and tell them where I was and what I needed.

As I put the phone back as closely as I could to where I picked it up from, it occurred to me how many of the cardinal rules of crime scene management I had just violated.  I probably shouldn’t have opened the garage door.  I definitely shouldn’t have opened the van’s door.  And any respectable defense attorney would have a field day with me using the dead man’s cell phone.  I saw myself, several hours in the future, writing a very long report in which I would use the phrase “necessary due to exigent circumstances” over and over again.

Shaking my head, I closed everything up the way I’d found it and walked around to the other side of the garage, where I figured I could wait for the cavalry to show up.

# # #

It seemed to be my day for corpses.

Just around the corner, thrown with apparent haste and swarming with black, iridescent flies, were two more bodies.  Looters from the looks of them.  I got close enough to see the bullet holes in their chests.  “Lovely,” I said, dreading the extra work their misfortune was going to cause me.

I was staring at the corpses, thinking about the how the scene got to look the way it looked, when I heard a twig snap.  My gaze darted into the alley behind the garage, into the overgrown tangle of tall grass and weeds and shrubs there.  Through the green and brown mess of vegetation I saw a man, a looter, with a shotgun, inching his way towards the garage.

I jumped back behind the corner of the garage, silently, and looked around for a way out.  I couldn’t risk going back into the street, and I couldn’t cross the alley again without giving away my position.

You’re screwed, I thought.

The man was getting closer.  He was trying to be quiet about it, but he wasn’t doing a very good job of it.  I slipped around to the other side of the garage and picked up a long, skinny piece of metal pipe that was leaning against the garage.  I gripped it, holding it straight up, like a walking stick.  The pole was about the size of a broom handle, awkward to swing, but it was all I had to work with.

I pressed my back against the corner of the garage nearest the alley, listened to the crunching vegetation, and got my mind ready for what I was about to do.

# # #

Instead of swinging it, I jabbed the pole into the man’s shocked face as he came around the corner.  I heard his nose crack.  Blood went everywhere.  He went down to his knees, losing his grip on the shotgun at the same time, and held his face with both hands.

“Shit,” he said.  It sounded muffled through the broken bones and web of his fingers.

I took a step back, grabbed one end of the pole with both hands and swung it down over my head, onto the back of his.

It laid him out.  He collapsed to the ground, not dead, but not moving either.

I tossed the pole away and grabbed the shotgun.  As I was looking around, trying to figure out what direction to go, I heard shouting.  Looters.  They were in the street, pointing and yelling in my direction.  They ran at me, still shouting.  One took a wild shot at me with a pistol and I heard the bullet whiz by me, striking the vegetation in the alleyway with the crack of breaking wood.

I ran along the fence line, parallel to the alley.  The suit was light, but bulky, and it sounded like I was crumpling up wax paper as my legs scissored back and forth.  By the time I reached the far back corner of the yard, they were already coming around the corner of the house.  Another shot went by my head and I jumped the fence, ducking into the cover of the overgrown alley.  The shrubs pulled on my suit, but I pushed through to the other side.  I came out right on top of a group of chickens that squawked in protest as I ran through them.  I didn’t stop.  Kept on running.  This time for the house next door to Carmenita Jaramillo’s.

I turned and saw three of them entering the yard.  Before they could get a shot off I fired the shotgun at them.  They were far enough away that there was little danger of the shot doing anything but peppering their skin, but the noise was enough to cause them to duck for cover.  I used the opportunity to duck into the gap between the house and the garage.  My plan was to run around the front and try to double back on them, maybe come at them from the opposite corner of the house.  But as soon as I entered the gap, I realized that wasn’t going to happen.  There was twelve foot high brick wall in front of me, sealing me into a dead end.

I was frantic.  I went down on one knee, hugging the wall of the house, shotgun up and ready, waiting for the end.  I heard the looters laughing in the backyard, calling out to me.  They’d figured out I was a woman.  I got the sense of what they were saying, and it didn’t sound like they wanted to kill me.  At least that wasn’t the first thing they were going to do.

But then, suddenly, their laughing turned to surprised, angry shouts, and one of them even let out a girlish squeak of a scream before the sound was cut off by a sickening crunch.

I held my position for at least a minute, waiting to see who came around the corner.  When no one did, I started to inch forward.

I stopped at the corner and took a deep breath, then edged around the corner with the shotgun ready to go.

My mouth fell open inside my gas mask.  I lowered the shotgun.

There, standing in the middle of three kneeling looters, their hands clasped over their heads, was Chunk, a rather serious looking shotgun in his hands.  One of the looters was down.  He looked dead.

“How you doing?” he asked.

# # #

The cavalry was a SWAT team divided up into four two-man units, all of them in full biohazard gear.  A police helicopter hovered overhead.  Once the scene was locked down, the evidence technicians, the SAPD’s version of CSI, was brought in.  Things happened smoothly after that, more or less by the book.

By the time Chunk and I made it back to the Scar and started writing our reports, the afternoon sky had begun to color with an approaching storm.  Towering purple and black thunderheads loomed on the horizon, shouldering up against the low, rounded hills of the Hill Country.  The air had a charged, ozone smell.

It was drizzling by the time the sun went down.

Later, from the report writing room, I could hear rain pounding on the building’s metal roof.


Chapter 14



 



A hard rain.  Silver sheets of water danced in the air across the parking lot.  The rain was so loud Chunk and I had to nearly yell to hear each other over it.  We were standing under the awning of the Scar’s administrative building, waiting to make the mad dash to our cars.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“You sure?  You had a hard one today.”

“We both did.”

He shrugged.  “Yeah.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “I mean it.  Thanks.”

“Any time,” he said.  “You take care now.”

And then we were off, running for our cars.  By the time I reached mine I was soaked to the bone.  Ordinarily, it took me fifteen minutes to drive home from the Scar, but that night it took me almost two hours the rain was so bad.

# # #

Billy was asleep on the couch, so I went to check on Connie.  I opened her door quietly and poked my head in. She looked like she was sleeping, face mashed into her pillow, arm thrown heavily over her stuffed animals, but almost as soon as I looked in on her, she poked her head up, wide awake.

“Mommy?”

“Hey baby.  What are you doing awake?”

She rubbed her eyes as she sat up on the edge of the bed.  I knelt down in front of her.

“I heard your car.”

All I heard was the rain pounding on the roof.  “You did?”

She nodded.

“What’s wrong?  Can’t sleep?”

She shook her head.  Poor thing was so exhausted she could barely hold her head up, and I knew that she’d been waiting up for me.

“Are you okay, Connie?”

“I wore my mask all day today, Mommy.”

“Oh baby.”  I brushed the hair out of her face.  “I’m sorry I yelled at you yesterday.”

Connie yawned.  “I miss you, Mommy.”

“I miss you too, baby.  I miss you very much.”

“Are you going to be here for my birthday?”

“You bet I am.  We’re going to have a party for you and everything.”

“Is June going to come?”

June was her friend, one of the only ones left.  “You betcha,” I said.  “Her mommy said it was okay, so she’s coming.”

“Who else?”

“Well, it’s going to be kind of small.  Mr. and Mrs. Avery from next door will be there, and June and her mommy, and me and Daddy, and your Uncle Chunk, too.”

“Uncle Chunk’s funny,” she said.

“Yeah, he’s a character.  Is there anything you want for your birthday?”

The words were out of me before I could stop them.  I was talking like everything was normal, like if she wanted something I could actually go out and buy it.

She looked at me with sudden seriousness and nodded.

“What is it, baby?”

“I want a chocolate cake, Mommy.  Can you make me one?  Please.”

I didn’t answer for a long moment because I was too stunned, thinking about what Carmenita Jaramillo had told me, that smiling mummy in her rocking chair.  Finally, weakly, distantly, I mumbled, “Chocolate cake?”

She climbed up to her knees, hands churched together in front of her like she was praying, only her face was one huge hopeful smile.

I couldn’t say no.  I wasn’t that strong.

She threw her arm around me and squeezed me, right on the bruise on my ribs.  I winced in pain, but I didn’t try to peel her off.  I wouldn’t have done that for the world because it felt so good.  My baby felt so good in my arms.

# # #

Billy was awake, leaning against the wall in the dark hallway, arms over his chest.

“Hey,” I whispered.

He kissed me.  “Welcome home.”

“Good to be home.”

We walked out to the living room.  I went to the kitchen for a glass of water, and when I came back, we both went out to the back porch, sat in a pair of green lawn chairs, a wedding gift from Billy’s mom and his step dad, and watched the storm thrash the tops of the trees down by the creek.

“We needed this rain,” he said.  There was a long pause before he said, “Connie and I went down by the creek today.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.  It’s down a couple of feet.  Grass is looking dry, too.”

“Mmm.”

I closed my eyes and listened to the wind, to the pounding rush of the rain.  I smelled the air around me.  It had come alive with the storm.  When I opened them, lightning flashed.  In the sudden burst of light I saw the whole of our lower property sloping down from the house.

“It’s beautiful, Billy.”

“Yeah.”

We hadn’t had a quiet moment like that in a long while.  A moment where we both knew how lucky we were, all things considered.

He brushed his hand against mine.  I took it, and we held hands.

“Are you gonna do your yoga tonight?”

“No.  Too tired.  I think I bruised my side pretty bad today.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He asked me how, and I told him.  “Let me see,” he asked.

I leaned forward and pulled up the left side of my t-shirt, past my bra.  “Can you see it?”

He frowned.  Reached out and touched it with a finger.  “It looks bad.”

“Feels bad, too.”  I tried to make it a joke, but he didn’t laugh.  He got up and went to the back door.  “Where are you going?” I asked.

“Back in a sec.”

When he returned, he had some ice cubes wrapped in a towel.

“We had ice cubes?  Where did you get ice cubes?”

“This may sting a little,” he said, and put the ice pack up to my ribs.  I flinched.  The fingertips of his freehand glided slowly up and down my arm, making me shiver.  “I heard you talking to Connie.”

I flinched again as he touched another tender spot.

“Sorry.”  Then, a moment later, he said, “You promised her a chocolate cake.”  There was no judgment in his voice.  “That’s gonna be kind of hard to put together, don’t you think?”

“Maybe.”  I pulled away from the ice and pulled my shirt down.

He looked at me.

“Sorry.  That’s starting to sting.”

“You need to keep ice on it.”

“I will.  Later.”

He put the ice pack down on the floor between us.  “So how are you gonna get the stuff for a chocolate cake?”

“I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

“Yeah, but Lily...”

“I know.  But it’ll be all right.”

Billy turned his chair so that he was facing me.  Then he put his hands on my shoulders and began to massage them.  Slowly.  Gently.  I closed my eyes, and my head began to rock with the rhythm of his hands.  God, those hands.

“You know it’s probably gonna be expensive.”

“I know.”  Actually, I had no idea how much it would cost.  The black market was unpredictable, but I didn’t care about that.  I was so tired.

“Is that helping?” he asked, his hands spreading warmth against my skin.

Lightning lit up the property again.

“Yes,” I whispered.  “Oh yes.”


Chapter 15



 



The next morning, Chunk and I went over the inventory of property found in the van.  Most of it was routine stuff, like you’d see in a doctor’s office or college chem lab.  Other items were unique to field work, but still routine considering the circumstances, like one hundred and thirty seven glass vials, two laptop computers, a centrifuge machine, a gas chromatograph, extra fillers for a gas mask, extra biohazard gear, an unopened box of surgical face masks, goggles, and on and on for two typed pages.

The only item that really interested me was Emma Bradley’s handwritten journal, which was found under the passenger seat.

“Anything on that list gonna help us?” Chunk asked.  He meant other than the journal.

“Probably not.  I want to show it to Myers though.  See what he says.  Plus I’d like to see what he knows about Bradley being out in the GZ before we talk to hippo woman again.”

“Why wouldn’t he know she was working out there?”

“No, that’s not what I mean.  I mean he’s probably gonna tell us more than hippo woman will.”

“Okay.”  He went and checked out a car for us.  I was betting that Wessler, the retired sergeant who ran the fleet division at the Scar, was cussing us for losing two of his cars in as many days, but I knew he wouldn’t give Chunk a hard time about it.  He was scared to death of Chunk.

When he came back Chunk jangled the keys in front of me.  “Wessler’s not happy,” he said, and laughed.

“You didn’t scare him again, did you?”

“No, of course not.”

He winked, and within ten minutes, we were on the way to see Myers again.

 

Chunk drove.  I sat in the passenger seat and read Bradley’s journal for about the twentieth time.  Most of it was just a desert of math and chemical equations.  But there other parts, little notes to herself and longer sections where she recorded her observations, that gave me a sense for what a contradictory person Emma Bradley must have been.  Turning through page after page of numbers and tables showing the numbers of dead from the various districts all across the city, I was struck not by the gut-wrenching loss of life her journal described, but by the girly-girl handwriting in which that carnage had been recorded.  She wrote in a big, loopy script, the same kind I expect to find on notes about boys in Connie’s pockets when she gets to the seventh grade.  I half expected to see little hearts instead of dots over her lower case letters.  Maybe an “I love Kenneth Wade” in the margin.

I also found a small bundle of ten photographs, secured with a green rubber band and sandwiched between the pages.  There were a few of her with other members of the WHO staff.  There was one of the inside of her trailer, which was a mess in the photograph, but hadn’t been when we searched it after we found out who she was.  I found a picture of her sitting in Kenneth Wade’s lap.  She had her hands together, between her thighs, a big, drunken smile on her face.  Wade had his arms around her waist.

The last picture showed her in her bra--a cute pink, lacy pushup--and a long black gypsy skirt.  She was drunk in that one too, and it kind of looked like she was belly-dancing.  I wondered who took the picture.

“Work hard, play hard,” Chunk said.

“I guess.”

I put the pictures up and flipped through the journal again.

“What do you think about a timeline?” he asked.

“We might be able to use some of this.”  We’d been trying to map out the time up to her death from what Bradley described in her journal, and there was enough English between the numbers to get a fairly good breakdown of her last week.  “Wish there was more on the last day, though.”

The standard procedure when investigating a homicide is to start with the twenty-four hour rule.  You want as much information as possible about the victim’s movements during the twenty-four hours prior to her death.  This is your best chance to identify the killer.  When you turn your attention to prosecuting the killer, you focus on the twenty-four hours after the victim’s death.  This shows you state of mind.

Ordinarily, we would have had to piece together that timeline through any number of interviews with family and friends.  Rarely--actually, never--does a victim leave behind as detailed a picture of her last hours alive as Emma Bradley left for us in her journal.  Girly-girl as she may have been, party girl as she certainly was, she was also a scientist, and her journal entries carefully laid out dates and times and locations, as well as what was done and by whom.  The only trouble was her shorthand.  She seemed to have had her own language when she wrote in her journal, and it made it difficult to understand what she was talking about some times.

The last day, the most important day, was loaded with shorthand.  She recorded checking out the van at five-twenty, which we knew already, and entering the GZ at six o’clock.  Next to the time of arrival at the GZ she wrote, “400 Iowa.”  That was obviously the four hundred block of Iowa Street, which crosses at Piedmont Street, where I found the van.  In the same entry she wrote, “Coll spec cages 440 Iowa.  6 li specs.”  Below that, “All pos.  Addt’l test for typing.”

The next time entry was eight forty-five, and what I read there gave me chills.  Bradley wrote, “Unbelievable.  Must get them all.”  Below that, in huge letters that took up the whole bottom third of the page, she wrote, “WE ARE ALL GONERS!!!”

From that Chunk and I came up with what we thought was a reasonable enough translation.  Bradley and Wade arrived in the GZ at about dawn and stopped at the four hundred block of Iowa.  They collected six live specimens, most likely chickens, from cages at 440 Iowa, and tested them.  Evidently, the results of those tests scared Bradley to death, and I couldn’t help but think of Dr. Cole’s theory that there may be two other strains of the flu infecting the chickens in the GZ that are even more dangerous than H2N2.

I said, “If she did confirm Cole’s theory, you think she radioed back to the WHO office about it?”

“Maybe,” Chunk said.

“Something else to ask Myers about, don’t you think?”

“And Hippo woman.”

“Yeah.  And Hippo woman.”

 

We drove on in silence after that.  I stared out the window, at the ragged gray sky, at the debris blown all over the street from the previous night’s storm.  We passed yet another long line of desperate looking people waiting their turn to cash in their coupons for meager rations, which seemed to be getting fewer, and of lower quality, everyday.  The people we passed all looked so sad, so angry, like they’d been beat with a stick and not even told why.

A kid, no more than twelve or thirteen, threw a rock at our car and missed.  His mother was standing next to him.  She watched the rock fly, then looked back to her feet without bothering to scold the boy.

The city seemed to be pulling itself apart.  It had only been a few months since the military sealed us up behind the containment walls, but already our institutions had started to collapse.  There was a crazy something in the air, like an electrical charge, like everything was primed to explode in our faces, and it occurred to me then just how many things are held up by human will alone.  Buildings, streets, the economy, the government, even our families, stay together simply because we want them to.  Without that will, that desire to maintain, things fall apart. 

I closed Bradley’s journal with a sigh.

“You okay?”

“Mmm hmm.”

“You sure?”

“I got a lot on my mind,” I said.

“More than Bradley, you mean?”

“Yeah.  More than that.”

“Like what?”

“Connie mostly.”

“How’s she doing?”

“She’s fine,” I said.  “It’s me, actually.  I made her a promise last night and I’m wondering how I’m going to keep it.”

“What kind of promise?”

“The chocolate cake kind.”

He gave me a sideways glance that said, You know what that’s gonna take, don’t you?

But he didn’t have to ask the question out loud.  “I know what it means.”

He turned left and drifted down Hamilton.  Massive oak trees hung over the street, making it look like a green tunnel.  Patches of white sunlight danced over the hood.

“What do you need?” he asked.  Just like that.  No preamble, no judgment.

“Billy and I have scraped together two hundred dollars.  We’ve also got about sixty ration coupons.  Do you think that’ll be enough?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.  “You guys keep the money.”

“No, Chunk.  I don’t want that.”

“It’s all right.  Besides, I owe you and Billy a debt I can’t ever pay back.”

I turned and looked him.  It was the first time in weeks we’d talked about his grandmother.  “You don’t owe us a thing for that, Chunk.  You know that.”

“I know you believe that, Lily.  That’s why it matters to me.”  He said, “Now what do you need?”

I pressed my lips together, hard.

“You’re a good man, Chunk.  A real good man.”

He smiled.  “And I feel good about myself naked, too.”  


Chapter 16



 



A large, angry crowd had clustered around the front gate of the Arsenal Station Morgue.  Two young patrolmen, neither of them more than twenty-five, watched the crowd apprehensively from inside the gate.

The crowd surrounded our car and banged on the windows and the hood with their fists.  I could feel the car rocking.  A woman with spit clinging to her lips pressed her face against the passenger side window and screamed something at me that I couldn’t understand, though the hate-filled expression in her eyes was plain enough.

One of the patrolmen swung the gate open, while the other stood to one side, clutching an AR-15 in his hands and looking green around the gills.  As we drove by him, he glanced at me, and I could see the fear in his eyes.

I didn’t envy him for his job.

 

We found Myers on the main floor of the morgue, cutting a tissue specimen from the lungs of a man about my age.  We waited off to one side while he worked.  When he was done, we followed him to a hallway where we could talk in private.

He’d already heard the news about Ken Wade, and I could tell he was glad Wade was dead, but also a little upset that he was wrong about him.

“You got that inventory I faxed over to you?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he said, very stiffly, very British.  “I received it this morning.”

“Have you gone over it?”

“Yes.”

“Did you notice anything unusual about it?  Anything that didn’t look right?”

“Unusual?  You mean the very fact that we are standing here at all isn’t unusual enough for you?”

“Doctor,” I said.  “Please.”

He smirked at me from behind his goggles.  “Not as such, no.  One or two of the items did seem to me a bit curious, but nothing I would call suspicious.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t have the list in front of me at the moment,” he said.  The way he said it made it sound like I was a dumbass for asking.

I handed him an extra copy I’d brought along.  He took it, and gave me another look.  This one hard to read, but still unpleasant.

He had to hold the list up at eye level to read it in his space suit.

“Here you list one hundred and thirty-seven glass vials, assuming you were able to count them correctly.  That is a smaller number than I would expect.  Our field vans normally carry about two hundred vials.”

“What would she have stored in those vials, doc?”

“They would have been used and reused several times.  Of course, some of the tubes break, and some develop a film on the inside that the sterilizers can’t clean.  In that case, the vial would be destroyed.  That’s why I said it was curious.  Not unusual.”

“Anything else?”

That look again.  He held the paper up and ran his finger down the list.

“You don’t have any specimen cages listed here.  There should have been at least six on board.”

Chunk and I traded a glance, both of us thinking about Bradley’s journal.  They should have been in the vehicle.

“What do these cages look like, doc?” Chunk asked.

“They are simple, white plastic boxes with a perforated clear plastic gate on the front that slides up and down as needed.”

There was nothing like that in the inventory.

“What’s the standard procedure for storing the cages after they’ve been used,” I asked.

“They are stacked in a vertical steam sterilizer near the back door of the van.”

Then they definitely weren’t in the van, I thought.  Somebody had to have removed them.

I said, “Dr. Myers, why don’t you tell me a little more about what Dr. Bradley was doing out in the GZ.”

The way he looked at me, I thought of this homosexual accountant who I had once questioned about his relationship with the man he just shot in the face nine times.  I kept asking the man the same question over and over, but in subtly different ways, and he’d finally blurted out, “We were lovers, all right!  God damn it, is that what to hear?”  I told him “No, I already know you’re a queer.  I want to know why in the world that guy would sleep around behind your back.  I mean, look at you, you have a good job, you dress nice, you even smell nice.  Why would somebody blow it with a good catch like you?”  The man blinked at me, and then out came his confession.

It went the same way with Myers.  He said, “Detective, I have already gone over this with you several times.  She was doing field work on genetic mutations within the virus.”

“No, no,” I said.  “I know that.  What I want to know is why she didn’t have you with her.  I mean, everybody I’ve talked to says you’re sharp as a tack in the laboratory.  Why go out there with Wade and not you?”

He blinked at me, same as the queer accountant.  Then I heard him sniffle.  “I was told to remain here,” he said.  “At Arsenal.”

“Told?  You mean by Dr. Laurent?”

“Yes.”

“What for?”

“I was told Emma was working on a special project for Dr. Laurent.”

Chunk glanced over at me and I could tell he was smiling, a way-to-go-little-sister look.

“I see,” I said.  I talked to him gently, like I could really appreciate how hurt he was, like I understood.  “But you are a smart fellow, Dr. Myers.  Surely you had some idea what she was working on?”

He nodded, a barely perceptible gesture inside his space suit.

“She was gathering specimens for part of the genetic typing study.  The influenza virus is RNA based, and so it reproduces very fast and with a high degree of mutation.  The longer the virus is in a given environment, the more opportunity it has to mutate.  Her working hypothesis was that the specimens in the GZ would show the most mutation, because the GZ is where the virus was first identified.  Origin gene populations generally show greater differentiation than cast off populations.”

“And so what advantage would those specimens be to you guys?”

“It might indicate that this outbreak is nearing the end,” he said.  “You see, as the virus mutates, so does its virulence.  A virus may start out as merely a nuisance, like H2N2 was last year here in San Antonio, and then suddenly mutate into a highly dangerous form.  But the process is just as likely to work in reverse.  More likely to work in reverse, in fact.  That’s what ended the 1918 influenza pandemic, and that’s what we’re hoping will end this outbreak.”

“So what you’re saying is that virus mutation is basically a crap shoot.”

I saw a flash of disdain in his eyes.  “Yes.  You Americans have such lovely ways of phrasing things, but I suppose that describes the process accurately enough.”

“So, if it’s just a crap shoot, isn’t it possible that one, or even two, additional strains of the virus could form that are just as deadly, if not more so, than the original strain?”

It took him a second to jump through the mental hoops, but once he did, he saw plainly enough that I’d boxed him in to a discussion of Dr. Cole and his theory.

But his answer surprised me.

“I see you’ve been talking with John the Baptist.”

“Excuse me?”

“John the Baptist?  The madman in the wilderness talking about what’s to come?  That’s our nickname for Dr. Cole around here.”

Chunk and I trade another glance.  “You know his theory then?”

“Of course I know it.  He tells everybody he meets his theory.”

“And you what, you think he’s nuts?”

“I didn’t say that.  Some of his ideas are rather far out there.  Did you know he actually wants there to be a law making it a felony not to get a flu shot each year?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“He does.  He told me about his theory of multiple influenza strains two weeks ago.”

“And what do you think of that theory, doc?”

“I thought it was intriguing enough that I went to Dr. Laurent with it.”

“And what did--”  I stopped myself before the words ‘Hippo woman’ came out.  “What did Dr. Laurent say?”

His eyes smiled.  “She thinks, to borrow one of your colorful American phrases, that he is full of shit.”

I nodded, but didn’t answer him.  Let him think he wasn’t finished explaining it to me.

He looked away and sighed.  Then he said, “Dr. Laurent believes that Dr. Cole’s theory is unnecessarily inflammatory.  There are two objectives here.  The first is to develop a vaccine to mitigate the damage of H2N2.  The other is to reduce the level of fear among the populace.  Dr. Cole’s theory, if not properly refuted with the highest caliber of research and testing, could start a chain reaction of fear that will be unstoppable.”

I thought back to Dr. Bradley’s journal, and the final entry.  WE ARE ALL GONERS!!!

“But what if he’s right, Dr. Myers?”

Myers scoffed at that.  “He isn’t.”

“But you will be looking through Dr. Bradley’s research, won’t you?”

“Of course,” he said.  “Sometime later this morning either myself or another member of the staff will transfer the information from the van’s computers to the computers in our lab.  I assure you, it will be analyzed in exhaustive detail.”

“Will there be some kind of preliminary analysis done of that material?”

“Of course.  Right after we download it.”

“Okay,” I said.  “Doctor, I wonder if you would do me a favor and call me when that’s done?  I’d like to know what those results are.”

“Fine,” he said.  Then he cocked his head inside his space suit, like a strange thought had just occurred to him.  “Are those results important to your investigation?”

“Maybe,” I said, though a strong personal interest would have been a better description of my motives.

He said, “I’ll call you this afternoon.”


Chapter 17



 



We went through decontamination and changed into street clothes.  Chunk was in a blue t-shirt and jeans.  The t-shirt, skin tight, looked like it was about to split open across his biceps and at the huge wads of muscle packed onto his shoulders.  I was in jeans, a ratty old red blouse, and white tennis shoes.  By the end of that summer, Homicide detectives had stopped dressing for success.

We were waiting around for Dr. Laurent.  Myers told us she was in a meeting with her counterpart at the Lockhill Station Morgue and wouldn’t be back till at least eleven thirty.

That was still an hour away.

“Okay,” Chunk said while we waited, “what about Cole?”

“Cole, eh?”  I thought about him for a second.  He had a lot of easy fits in our equation.  “Okay,” I said, trying to get myself started, “Cole is upset because the WHO people won’t take him seriously.”

“Right.”

“And then he comes across Bradley in the GZ, working on the same thing he’s working on.”

“But that by itself wouldn’t make him mad enough to kill her,” Chunk pointed out.  “Wouldn’t he feel vindicated they were looking into his theory?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“And wouldn’t Bradley have mentioned him in her journal if she saw him?”

“Yeah.”

Chunk drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, thinking.  “Okay, Cole comes across Bradley the morning she’s killed, which we know is some time around eight forty-five.  From that bit she wrote, we know she felt like she was on to something bad.  Maybe she tells Cole about it, and he gets upset because he thinks she’s going to steal his big discovery.”

I paused before I answered, adding it up in my head.  “Okay.”

“And then he kills her.”

“No,” I said.  “That doesn’t work.  She was shot with Wade’s gun, remember?  Cole carries that twenty-two.”

“So he kills Wade first, then Bradley.”

“That’s the trouble, though.  Wade was beat to death.  How’s a seventy year old man going to beat a thirty year old cop to death?  A cop who nearly tore you up.  And on top of that, why would Bradley talk to Cole about what she’d found in the first place?  From everything Myers told us, it doesn’t sound like anybody at WHO thinks very highly of him.”

Chunk’s mouth worked under his mask.  He looked like he was chewing on a big wad of gum, though I knew he was thinking about that fight with Wade all those years ago.  Chunk doesn’t let stuff like that go easily.

“I don’t know,” Chunk said.  “But let’s say he does somehow.  The rest of it fits, doesn’t it?”

Most of it does fit, I thought.  Though it doesn’t make sense.

I said, “Let me see.  There’s a fight between Cole and Bradley.  Wade jumps in.  Cole kills Wade.  Then Cole takes Wade’s gun and shoots Bradley.”

“Right.”

“And then Cole does what?”

“He hides the van, strips Bradley naked, and dumps her onto Isaac Hernandez’ truck at the morgue while he’s there to pick up more specimen samples from Myers.”

I mulled that over, not liking it.

“Why not?” Chunk asked.

“Why does he only strip Bradley?  Why take only her back to the morgue?  If he wanted to dispose of the bodies, why risk bringing even one of them onto the loading docks at Arsenal where any number of people could have seen him?  An old man carrying a naked pretty girl is going to cause some eyebrows to go up, even in this place.”

Chunk frowned under his mask.  “I don’t know.”

“And how does he get her onto Isaac Hernandez’ truck without Hernandez knowing it?”

“Well, Hernandez is sleeping, right?  So he doesn’t notice.”

“Maybe.”

Chunk checked his watch.  Still forty minutes till Laurent’s due back.

“What about this one?” I asked.  “Wade and Bradley are jumped by those looters in the GZ.”

“Maybe,” he said.  I could tell he liked that one.  A light switch turned on behind his eyes.

“A small group of them surprise Wade, and he shoots them,” I said.  “Or at least two of them.”

“The two you found next to the garage?”

“Right.”

“And then there are more of them?  Enough to beat up Wade and take his gun?”

“Right,” I said.

“Then they kill Bradley?”

“That would explain why she’s naked.”

He frowned, doesn’t get it.  He looked at me.  What are you talking about?

I said, “When they were chasing me they knew I was a woman.  They said things.  What they wanted to do when they caught me.”

“Oh,” he said.  And then, as it hit him, “Oh.  Lily, I’m sorry.”

“It didn’t happen, Chunk.  Thanks to you.”

“Yeah, but...”

“Of course the ME told us there was no sign of forced sexual activity, post-mortem or otherwise.  And remember, she was shot while she was wearing her space suit.  I think that kind of clouds up the looter theory.”

“True,” he said.

“And that still doesn’t explain how Bradley’s body ended up at the morgue.  Those looters wouldn’t have brought her here.”

“True.”  Chunk leaned back in the seat and crossed his arms.  I could see the muscles shifting beneath his shirt.  “So where does that leave us?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Stuck, I guess.”

 

A few minutes later, Chunk’s cell phone rang.  He flipped it open, looked at the caller ID, and frowned.

“Treanor,” he said to me, and accepted the call.

Chunk didn’t get to do a lot of talking.  Most of what he said was “Yes, sir.  Twenty minutes, maybe.  Ten?  Okay, well we’re...  Yes, sir.  Ten minutes.  Yes, sir.”

He hung up and dropped the car in gear.

“What’s up?” I asked as he wheeled us toward the gates, mashing down on the gas hard enough to throw me back in the seat.

“The shit’s hit the fan,” he said.


Chapter 18



 



News of the shortage spread fast.

By the time Chunk and I made it to the Bandera Road Food Distribution Center, a large, anxious crowd had already gathered in the parking lot outside the center, and more were pouring in every minute.  I saw a thousand desperate faces, maybe more, and I imagined rumors and misinformation spreading through the crowd like a lit torch dragged over dry grass.

Treanor was there.  He ordered us into riot gear.

“What happened?” I asked him.  “Is it true the drop didn’t come?”

“It came,” he growled.  “It’s just short.  That’s all.  There’s not enough for these people.”

I said, “What are we supposed to tell them?  Is there another drop coming?”

“Get in your riot gear, Harris.  They ask you anything, you tell them to get back to their homes.  They don’t like it, give them the stick if you have to.”

“Nice,” I said, the sarcasm in my voice obvious.

“You have a problem with that, Harris?”

“No, sir.”

He stared at me.  “You need to watch your tone with me, Harris.  You’re pretty damn close to being insubordinate.”

“I’m not being insubordinate, Lieutenant.  I just don’t think you have anything to say worth listening to.”

His eyes went wide inside his black riot helmet, then narrowed to little slits.

“Get into your riot gear right now.”  His voice was amazingly subdued considering he probably would have liked nothing better than to rip the windpipe out of my throat with his bare hands.  “Do it now and report to me in five minutes.”

With that he stormed off, barking orders at anybody unlucky enough to cross his path.

There goes a major asshole, I thought.

“Why you gotta do that?” Chunk said.

“The man’s an asshole.”

“I know that.  But why do you have to throw it back in his face like that?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, though only for making things hard on Chunk and not for what I said to Treanor.

“Yeah, well, if he gives us a crappy post because you can’t keep your smart assed remarks to--”

“Yeah, yeah.”

 

Riot gear.

We changed into black BDUs with reinforced knees and elbows, black jackboots, black padded gloves, and a black riot helmet made to fit over a gas mask, plus a clear plastic shield that the manufacturer guaranteed was bulletproof and a thirty-six inch black riot baton made of hickory wood.

With practice, it takes about three minutes to get dressed.

While I was putting myself together, I heard Sergeant Jennifer Langley talking to a patrol officer I didn’t recognize.  Langley’s duty assignment was the food distribution network, so I figured she knew what she was talking about.

“We only got six boxes on the last drop,” Langley said, referring to the intermodal containers that the city’s food stocks came in.

The containers are basically railroad boxcars flown in by helicopters that never land inside the walls, and once they’re unloaded, they’re placed on the backs of trucks or on trains and hauled off to someplace.

Six boxes was a pretty light shipment.  My own food distribution center, which served a much smaller area than the Bandera Road Center, got thirty-five boxes each week.  The usual drop for a station Bandera’s size should have been something like sixty boxes per week.

I was lacing up my boots when the other officer asked, “What are they going to do?  Are they bringing in more?”

“I don’t know,” Langley said.  “We’ve been emailing them all morning and haven’t gotten a response yet.”

“Jesus,” the officer said, and I was thinking the same thing.

Langley said, “We can’t even bring in stuff from other centers.  Everybody got shorted.”

That sent a chill through me.  I went outside and made my way to the front of the center.  There I saw the mass confusion of an angry crowd of at least fifteen hundred people.  Streams of people were coming into the lot from the street.  Chants were starting up here and there.  They were feeding off each other’s anger, bearing down on our position at the gates to the Food Distribution Center.  The noise was deafening.

 

The Bandera Road Center was in the shell of an abandoned HEB, San Antonio’s dominate grocery store chain before the quarantine.  Most of the HEBs were gutted by looters in the first few weeks of the quarantine, and this one, with its boarded up windows and ring of concrete barriers around the front doors, looked nothing like the proud red and white store it had once been.

The parking lot was huge, though it didn’t seem so right then with all those people crowding it.  And more were coming in from every side even as I stood there.  I shook my head in disbelief.

Earlier, when Chunk and I drove into the lot, most of those people were still in line, though that system quickly broke down, the crowd pressing inward on the half circle of concrete barriers that separated us from them.

“Chunk,” I said.

“Stay close,” he said.

A dozen SWAT officers stepped up to the concrete barriers, the rest of us in a line behind them, shoulder to shoulder with our batons in both hands.  The SWAT guys were armed with a tommy gun-looking contraption called a pepper ball gun, the pepper balls like gumballs, only each one was loaded with oleocapsicum resin--pepper spray.  Mean stuff.  Police departments all over the world use it to disperse large crowds like this one.  But the only time I had ever seen it used first hand was on gang fights.  I couldn’t believe they were about to use it on regular civilians.

A man in khaki slacks and a gray polo shirt carried a bull horn up to a platform in front of the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, though even with the bullhorn’s amplification it was hard to hear him over the noise of the crowd.  “Ladies and gentlemen please,” he said, losing them now, everybody realizing it at once.  “My name is Bob Prentice with the Metropolitan Health District.”

Maybe he thought telling them he was with the MHD would buy him some credibility with the crowd, but he was wrong.  Rather than quiet down, the people in the front started shouting questions up at him, and the urgency of their demands seemed to completely derail him.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please,” he said.  “More food is on the way.”

A sea of voices shouted him down.  “When?  How much?”

“You all need to return to your homes,” he said.  “Another drop will come later this evening.  Please return to your homes and wait there.”

That didn’t even come close to mollifying the crowd, and as I remembered what I’d overheard Jennifer Langley saying in the women’s locker room, I couldn’t say I blamed them for being so upset.  They were being lied to, and they knew it.

A panic erupted somewhere in the crowd and spread.  It was like somebody had dropped a stone into a pool of water and I was watching the ripples spread from that.  The energy of that panic shot outwards and I saw people pushing each other, some running for the edges of the crowd and the exits, others violent out of desperation.  They all pushed toward the concrete barriers.

I drew a breath in between my teeth.

“Easy,” Chunk said.

The crowd broke on the barriers like a wave.

Prentice yelled into his bullhorn for calm, but no one listened.

Only Treanor seemed to keep his composure.  He marched down the line, barking orders at the SWAT officers, all of them raising their pepper ball guns to their hips.

“Fire.”

The SWAT guys started firing, the thump thump thump of the pepper ball guns reminding me of those deposit capsules being sucked through the overhead tubes at the drive-thru of a bank.

Orange splotches the size of dinner plates appeared on the chests and shoulders and backs of the people closest to the barriers, and then people started falling.  Smoke filled the air, and even with the protection of my gas mask I could feel a slight burn in my sinuses from the pepper spray.

Earlier, there had been anger and desperation, but now there was fear and panic and pain.  People ran every which way trying to escape the burning in their lungs, and I’m sure a few of them were trampled in the exodus.

Treanor ordered the SWAT officers over the wall, and they immediately jumped the barrier, directing their fire into wide arcs over the crowd.

At first it didn’t look to me like they were aiming their shots, but then I realized what they were doing.  They were directing their fire at areas away from the exits, and when the people ran from the smoking corners of the lot where the shots landed, they found themselves at the exits, where they could flee to the streets and the neighborhoods beyond.

Treanor stood on top of the wall and yelled for the rest of us to come over.

We did.  We formed a skirmish line, and with our shields and our sticks we forced the few remaining stragglers to run for the gates.

 

My eyes were watering, as much from the pepper spray smoke in the air as from pure, blinding fear.  My head was soaked in sweat.  I could feel it running down my face and the back of my neck.  My stomach had turned into knots.

Treanor was still yelling--hadn’t stopped yelling since all this began--and I wondered if the man wasn’t secretly enjoying this.  He was like some little brass general, sending the troops in to beat some ass.

“This is us,” Chunk said as Treanor’s shouts drew closer to us.

Treanor read off a list of ten names that included mine and Chunk’s.  “Those names I just called will secure the west entrance to the lot,” he said, the west entrance being the main one off Bandera Road.  “Establish your perimeter and lock it down tight.”

We advanced on the west entrance and set up a defensive line across the driveway.  I looked down the row, but I couldn’t tell who anybody was behind their riot gear.  I did get the sense that most of them were as scared as I was, which didn’t make me feel any better about the situation.

A long white wall stretched along the roadway to my right, and I could see Chunk eyeing it suspiciously, like it might prove to be a problem later on.  Across the street was an abandoned building that had once been a pawn shop, now without any front windows, its cinder block walls pocked with old bullet holes, and beyond that was a long row of store fronts, a strip mall, all the shops closed now and damaged by looters.

Behind the store fronts was a tall stand of oaks, and through the occasional gap in the foliage I could see the roof of a house or two.

People were walking everywhere through the scene, though they gave us a wide berth, for which I was grateful.  I could still feel the tension in the air.  Those people, all of them, were on the edge of something, their patience stretched too far.

Not for the first time I wondered what the outside world must think of us.  Did we still seem like Americans to them, fighting in the streets, eating the nation’s charity, our buildings crumbling, our streets still littered with corpses in places?  It didn’t look like America to me.

We stood there in the glare of the midday sun, the temperature mounting beyond the ninety degree mark and everyone’s nerves becoming more and more frayed as the day marched on.  People yelled at us, raised their fists and shook them in defiance.  A few threw stones.  I was soaked through with sweat, every part of me sticky, my underarms and my crotch feeling like a swamp, and I was continually shutting my eyes, hard, to clear them of runoff sweat.

I was wondering how long I’d have to stand there when an explosion nearly knocked me off my feet.

The building across the street had been hit with some kind of homemade bomb.  It was a sloppy job, but powerful.  Dust and bits of rock crowded the air, and soon flames and smoke went roiling upwards.

The crowd, which had never really stabilized after we ejected them from the parking lot, went into a panic.  Everyone was shouting at once, running without any idea in their heads except to move.

I watched a terrified mass of people running right at our line like they were refugees fleeing some African war on TV.  The very ground beneath my feet shook, and the smoke in the air turned my world to a blur.  Some of the people running at us were turned around, looking back over their shoulders, others blind with terror, but all of them coming down on us at once.

When the first few members of the crowd reached us we hit them with our shields and pushed them back.  A rock glanced off my shield, and then a fist.  Through the clear plastic I saw the face of a man, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, teeth barred in an expression too primal for me to name.

I punched his face with the shield.  He grabbed the top of it and pulled it down.  I stroked him in the leg with my baton, but he was too far gone for the pain to register.  A weird stuttering growl came out of him, and then he was clutching at my knees, trying to pull me down, his hands grasping at my gas mask.

I screamed for Chunk, still trying to smack the guy in the legs with my riot baton.

Chunk was on him in a second.  He grabbed the guy with one hand and threw him back into the crowd.  Then, with the same hand, he grabbed me and shoved me behind his massive bulk.

The crowd started to break apart under a hail of rocks thrown by young men across the street.  The rocks hit our shields with enough force that my whole body shook under it.

Over the screams of the people caught in the crossfire, and through the clouds of smoke drifting across the street, I heard the echoing crackle of gunfire.

A bullet struck the white wall to our right.  Our line at that end fell back automatically, shields up to provide as much cover as possible.  Somebody shouted for all of us to fall back, and the line moved quickly after that, breaking apart and reforming in the parking lot behind the relative protection of the white stone wall at the edge of the pavement.

Everybody moved but me.  Through the crowd I saw a child, a girl, Connie’s age by the looks of her, five or six maybe, standing next to a crumpled body in the grass.  The girl was screaming for help.

I ran to her.  Chunk, who only just then realized I wasn’t part of the reformed skirmish line, yelled at my back.  I kept running.  When I reached her I put my shield up to ward off the barrage of rocks raining down on top of us.  The girl said something in Spanish, and I was pretty sure she was telling me her mama was hurt.  Her face was smudged black with dirt and grime, warped by fear.

I looked down at the woman in the grass.  Her forehead had been busted open by a rock or a fist, and she was groaning painfully.  I tried to lift her, but I couldn’t get a grip under her shoulders and still keep the shield up to protect us.

“What the hell are you doing?” Chunk said.  He was standing beside me, his chest heaving.

“Help me,” I said.

More rifle fire, this time kicking up dirt and bits of grass next to us.

Chunk put his shield toward the gunfire while I got on the radio and called for cover.  I heard a bullet whistle over my head, and I pulled the little girl against my chest.

Another shot rang out and a little patch of ground next to Chunk’s feet exploded.  Chunk dropped his baton and picked up my shield, holding both of them side by side in front of us.

“The shooter’s on the roof,” he said, pointing at the line of shops across the street with the chin of his gas mask.

“I can’t move her,” I said.

The little girl squirmed in my arms, trying to touch her mother.

The shooter’s aim was better on the next shot.  It struck one of the shields Chunk was holding and shattered it.  The blow knocked him backwards, and he almost landed on top of me.  At the same time I heard the screeching wail of a police car’s tires sliding on the pavement as a SWAT unit pulled up on us.  The driver slid the car to a stop between us and the shooter.

Two SWAT officers belly crawled out the driver’s door and knelt down beside us, the intention to hustle us into the car.

Chunk said, “Shooter’s on the roof, over there,” just as a bullet zinged off the hood of the police car.

One of the SWAT guys turned to the other one and said, “Light that mother fucker up!”

He ran in a crouch to the police car and pulled a fully automatic AR-15 from between the front seats.  He set up over the trunk of the car, rifle pointed at the roofline.  I watched him work his gas mask into position against the stock of the gun, and then he fired a quick burst of seven or eight shots into the shooter’s position.  I watched the roofline, and saw dust settling onto the sidewalk from the roof.  I couldn’t see the shooter.

And then time dilated on me as hands pulled the girl from my arms and lead us to the police car.  All of us were huddled inside, the injured woman still groaning, the little girl crying.  Chunk had pressed a towel onto the woman’s bleeding forehead and he was saying something to me.  I could see his lips moving, but I couldn’t hear the words.

Movement, the car racing across the parking lot, back to the command post.  I felt everything, saw every detail, but it was like it was happening to somebody else.

 

Treanor, that little brass general, had his hands on his hips, his feet spread in a go-ahead-and-try-to-fuck-with-me stance.

Somebody opened the door and pulled me out.  I heard Treanor say, “Harris, what the fuck is wrong with your head?”

But he went quiet when he saw the little girl and the injured woman.

“Get them to the infirmary,” he said to somebody behind me.  And then to Chunk he said, “Dempsey, you and your partner get back on the line.”  


Chapter 19



 



A SWAT officer drove us back to the west entrance where the rest of the skirmish line was waiting.  In the short time we were gone, most of the crowd that had so frantically swarmed our position had dispersed.  I could see them melting back into the neighborhoods on either side of the store fronts across the street.

For the next hour or so, only a few stragglers came near our position.  None of them looked at us, and they left the area as soon as they could, heads bent down, eyes fixed on their shoes.

Soon, there weren’t even any stragglers.  An eerie calm settled over the street, and it seemed like I was looking at a ghost town.  It had become oppressively hot, and clouds of dust drifted sluggishly down the street.  Signs dangling over the sidewalk to my left creaked and moaned in the hot breeze.  Crumpled sheets of newspaper took the place of tumbleweeds, completing the illusion of a ghost town.

 

We stood there in the eye of that terrible calm for most of the afternoon.  Sometime around dusk, Treanor started touring the various entrances and quietly ordered us to return to our normal assignments.

“No,” I overheard him say to a nearby sergeant.  “We don’t know if they’re gonna do another drop or not.  Nobody’s picking up the damn phone.”

I imagined the same thing I’d just experienced going on at the Springvale Station where Billy went to get our family’s food.  I hurried back to the command post after we were dismissed and asked Jennifer Langley if there had been a riot there.

Thankfully, there hadn’t.

Chunk hadn’t been so lucky.  He lived on the east side of town and the MLK Station where he went to get his rations had apparently been completely overrun.

“Not enough SWAT to go around is what they told me,” he said.  “Looters broke into the Station, took what they could carry, and tried to burn the place down.”

“Why burn it?  I mean, you always see that, don’t you?  There’s a riot, and people start trying to burn the place down.”

“That’s true.”

“It just seems like such a waste, you know?  You’d think the people doing the burning would realize they’ve got to live there after the riot, so why burn your own neighborhood?”

“Why break into somebody’s house and take a crap on the rug?” he countered.  “Why strap a bomb to yourself and blow up a bunch of Israeli teenagers in a disco?  Why hijack a plane and fly it into the World Trade Centers?  Who knows why people do the stupid shit they do.”

We drove back to the Scar and parked our fleet car, undamaged this time, and went into our respective locker rooms to change.  I was ready before Chunk, and I was waiting for him at the exit to the parking lot.

“What’s up?” he asked.  He didn’t say it casually, like a greeting.  There was genuine concern in his tone.

“You see right through me, don’t you?”

“Nah girl.  You just wear your troubles where they’re easy to see.”

I nodded.

“So what is it?”

“What we talked about earlier.  I don’t really know how this is supposed to work.  I’ve never, you know...”

“Just call a spade a spade, girl.  You’re having second thoughts about buying off the black market, aren’t you?”

“I made a promise, Chunk.  I feel bad about doing that.”

“Well, first off, you ain’t got to whisper about it.  Ain’t nobody around here gonna hear us.  Or care.  Ain’t like it’s illegal or nothing.”

“Yeah, but...”

“Look, here’s the deal.  The way they got the system set up, you can’t win.  Look what happened today if you don’t believe it.  You play their way, you’ll never be able to provide for your family.  And I ain’t talking about chocolate cake neither.  I’m talking about the basics.  Springvale ain’t been shorted too bad yet, but it’ll happen.  I promise you that.  If you don’t start buying off the black market, there may come a day when you can’t feed your family.”

He was right, of course.  There wasn’t a law against the black market.  The Metropolitan Health District had come out and openly condemned the practice, citing unsanitary conditions and the need for fair distribution of resources, but nothing had been formally done to close it down.

The black market was everywhere anyway, which was probably why nobody bothered to try to shut it down.  There was no one location where things were bought and sold, no one person who controlled it.  It was like a giant underground river of goods and services that you accessed through friends and family.  One person might know where to get gasoline.  Another might know a guy whose cousin was married to a woman who could get you booze, or soap, or aspirin, toys for your kid, whatever.

“So what do I do?”

“You mean, how do I get the stuff to you?”

“Yeah.”

“Let me take care of it,” he said.  “I’ll come by your place tomorrow.”

 

Connie was in her bed, sleeping soundly.  I listened to the slow, gentle sounds of her breathing in the dark and tried to remember what things were like before this damn quarantine.

I went back to the living room, turned out the lights, got a glass of water from the sink, and then went back to the bedroom, where Billy was waiting, head propped up on a stack of pillows, no shirt, an old pair of boxers, and a goofy, but very cute, smile on his face.

“I finished the white-breasted nuthatch today,” he said.

I smiled.  “You’re a good man, Billy.  The best.”

His smile wavered a little.  “That doesn’t make you happy?”

“It does,” I said.  “It’s just...today was really hard.”

I had already told him all about it when I came home, and he had told me how he and Connie had spent the entire day waiting in a line that never seemed to move.

“You guys were lucky you didn’t run into a riot.”

“Sounds like it.”

He sat there, smiling at me, and it made me do a double take.

“What?”

His smile grew wider.

“What?” I said.  A bit of a chuckle had crept into my voice.  I couldn’t help it, looking at the goofy grin on his face.

“Got a couple of surprises for you.”

“Mmm hmmm,” I said.  “What kind of surprise?”

“Three of them actually.”

“Three surprises?  Wow, I’m a lucky girl.”

“You are,” he said.  “And you don’t even know it.”

He got out of bed and walked past me to the bathroom, pulled the shower curtain back, and waved his hand toward it like a magician revealing a trick.

All I saw was the empty bathtub.

“What is it?”

“This,” he said, and pointed at the tub.  “Not only did I save a little extra fuel to run the hot water heater, but Connie and I didn’t get a chance to use any water today.  So...”

“You mean?”  I looked from the tub to Billy, but didn’t dare say the words.

“That’s right,” he said.  “There’s enough for you to take a long, hot bath.”

I ran to him and hugged him.  He hugged me back, which made me wince and break contact.

“Ow,” I said.  “Ribs.”

“Sorry.”

“Oh, Billy.  How did I get you?  What could I have possibly done to deserve you?”

“You deserve the moon,” he said, and bent down over me to kiss me once more.  “You’re a fantastic woman, Lily Harris.”

I undressed quickly, down to my bra and panties.  I grabbed a towel from the closet and then made a beeline for the tub, stopping at the entrance to the bathroom to glance at myself in the mirror.

My whole left flank was discolored from the bruise, but I looked past that.  All the yoga I had been doing seemed to be paying off.  I’d had a little poochy roll right beneath my belly button ever since Connie was born, and I didn’t think it would ever go away, but by God if my belly wasn’t finally starting to look flat again.  I turned a little to the left, then to the right, and smiled.

Damn, I haven’t had a tummy like this since Billy and I were dating, I thought.  Nice.

“Lily.”

I turned back to the bedroom and saw Billy bringing me my city-issued cell phone.

“It’s some guy named Myers.”

I frowned at the phone, took it.

“Hello?”

“Detective Harris,” said Myers, his icy British reserve stretched thin to cover something that was evidently pretty serious, “I apologize for calling at such a late hour.  I didn’t realize you were already at home.”

“It’s okay, doc.  Whatcha got?”

“I’ve just spent the last few hours going over the mobile laboratory you recovered in the GZ this morning.”

“Yes?  Something wrong?”

“Yes, Detective, something is most certainly wrong.  Several important items are missing.”

“Missing?”  I didn’t like his tone, like there was an accusation behind it.  “Like what?”

“The hard drives to all three of the on-board laptop computers are gone.  All of Dr. Bradley’s research was on those drives, Detective Harris.  Without them, we have no way of knowing the results of her research.”

Billy was watching me.  He gave me a what’s wrong look and I nodded back at him.  “I see,” I said.  “Did you call the SAPD Evidence Unit?   Maybe they confiscated the drives for further testing.”

“They did not.  I was told by a rather curt sergeant that the vehicle was returned to us in exactly the same condition as it was when it was delivered to them yesterday morning.”

Billy put his hand out and I took it.  He folded his massive palm over the back of my hand and I closed my eyes, letting his warmth move into me.

“Okay.  Anything else missing?”

“I should think that was enough, don’t you?”

“Doc, spare me the drama.  Was anything else missing, yes or no?”

“Only the traps.  But I’ve already made you aware of that.”

“Okay,” I said.  “When I get back to the office I’ll start looking into that first thing.”

“Detective, I don’t have to remind you that this is very serious.  The fate of a great many people might rely upon the information contained in those drives.”

“I know what’s at stake, doc.”

“Very well, then.  I’ll ring off.”

“Okay, Dr. Myers.  Goodbye.”

I hung up the phone and handed it back to Billy.

“Problems?” he asked.

“That,” I said, sighing heavily, “is one strange little man.”

“He sounded British.”

“He is.  He’s one of the WHO doctors over at the Arsenal Morgue.”

“Ah,” he said, then, “Oh, I almost forgot.  Your other two presents.”

He handed me a small, badly rumpled brown paper bag, which I took with a what-have-you-done-now smile.

“Go on,” he said.  “Open it.”

I did, and squealed.  I couldn’t stop it from coming out.  Inside was a replacement blade for my Venus Divine razor and a small container of sensitive skin shaving cream.  Not my brand, but...

I took it, threw my arms around him, and kissed him as hard as I could.

“Billy, how?”

“They had them today.  I couldn’t believe it either.  I figured you were tired of using those cheap plastic ones.”

The ones that cut my legs to shreds?  You bet, you sexy, beautiful man.

“Thank you, Billy.  Thank you.”

“You earned it, Lily.  Go have a good bath.”

“Okay,” I said, bouncing and turning on my toes for the bathtub.  He gave me a playful pat on the butt and I gave him an impish flick of my eyebrows.

Then I turned the water to as hot as it could get, turned on the 10,000 Maniacs CD that I had played down to the nub my junior year in college and let Natalie Merchant’s voice, the sound of the gurgling water, and the steam filling the air clear my head.

When the tub was full, I slipped out of my bra and panties and inched into the tub.  I got settled, closed my eyes, and let the thoughts and thousand little worries that had crowded my last few days melt away.

One of my guilty pleasures is a long, hot soak, followed by shaving my legs.  Once I had taken in the hot water, let it warm me all the way through to the bone, I loaded in the Venus Divine razor blade that Billy had stood in line all day to get for me, and proceeded to shave my legs till they were smoother than any baby’s butt ever was.  It was absolutely heavenly.

Later, I got out of the tub, steam still clinging to my breasts, and wrapped myself in a big blue plushy towel.  I walked from the bathroom to the bedroom, where I stood in front of the mirror over our dresser and dried my hair.

Billy came up behind me and stroked my shoulders lightly with the tips of his fingers.

“Good bath?”

“Mmm hmm,” I said, leaning my face toward his hand and caressing his fingers with my cheek.  “Very nice.”

Billy wrapped his arm around me and bent to kiss my shoulder.  I almost balked.  It was always so nice to feel his hands on my skin--God, the miracle of those hands--and yet I didn’t feel like I wanted to be close at that moment.  The day had been so hard, and though the bath had cleared a lot of the raw edge off of it, my subconscious was still throwing horrific images across my mind.

I longed for Billy’s touch, and yet at the same time I wanted to retreat inwards, to pull the covers over my head and let sleep take me.

Billy’s lips grazed my skin, and I started to say no, but couldn’t quite bring myself to stop him.  I did want him.  I wanted him badly.

“Are you okay?”

“Mmm hmm.”  I took his hand and guided it up the seam of the towel.  He opened it slowly, pulling it back from my body with mouth-watering slowness, and then let it fall to the floor.

I turned, naked in his arms, and let him lead me by the hand to the bed.

I climbed into bed and reclined across the sheets, watching him as he slid out of his boxers and climbed onto the bed next to me.  We kissed, slowly and deeply, his tongue pushing at mine, his hands on my breasts, on my thighs, my hips moving up to meet his fingers.

My breath quickened with his touch, and I could feel my heart beating hard.  I dug my fingers into his shoulders, wanting to pull him close to me, but wanting also to linger there, at the edge, savoring the leap ahead of us.

He swung his body on top of mine, his hands on the bed on either side of me, the two of us chest to chest.

I winced, and he saw it.

“Something wrong?”

“Ribs,” I said.

He moved his arms apart, but it still wasn’t enough.  I like to move with him, and I could still feel the awful pressure against my ribs, cutting off my air.

I guided him over to his back and climbed on top of him, cowgirl fashion.  His chest and shoulders were beautifully powerful, and I put my hands there, stroking my palms against his skin.

I could feel his breaths coming faster, and when he closed his eyes I knew we were moving together, ready to fall in on one another.

I moved my hips against his and he groaned.

“Like that,” he said.

“Yes,” I answered, the word leaving my lips like steam escaping a valve.  “Yes.  Like this.”

# # #

Later, as we lay on our backs, Billy running his fingertips lightly over my thighs, he said, “I took Connie down to the creek today.”

“Oh yeah?” I said.

He turned on his side and put an arm over my stomach.  “Yeah,” he said, “and there’s something I want to ask you.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. See, we found something down there.”


Chapter 20



 



While Billy worked on his coffins, I sat in a lawn chair nearby, drinking an iced tea and watching Connie play beneath the oaks at the edge of our backyard.  Beyond her, our property stretched down to Vespers Creek, which was still running high from the fierce rain storm of two nights ago.

A blue jay, Connie’s favorite, was dive-bombing a squirrel not far from Connie.  The bird would swoop down on the squirrel and nip it just above the tail, making it jump and spin in midair in a useless attempt to defend itself.  Finally, it was forced to scamper off, leaving the blue jay to whatever it was protecting.  A pecan, probably.

Connie watched the whole show, laughing every time the squirrel jumped, and she turned a few times to make sure I was watching too.  I waved to her and smiled.

Lord, what a kid.

Billy stopped hammering and checked the fit of the boards, making sure they were flush.

“You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” he asked.

“About the party?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s a little late if I was, don’t you think?”

“It’s never too late,” he said.  “If you’re not sure about it, then it’s probably something we need to talk about.”

“I’m okay, Billy.  Really, I’m fine.”

He looked me in the eye, then nodded.  He went back to work.

I sat there with my eyes closed, letting the sun warm my face and my arms, until I heard a car pull up.

“Looks like Chunk’s here,” Billy said.

“Yeah.”  To Connie, I said, “Honey, Uncle Reggie’s here.”

She jumped to her feet and sprinted across the spread of purple horsemint flowers that had grown up in the yard.

Chunk came around the side of the house just as Connie ran up to me.

“Hi, Uncle Reggie,” she said.

Chunk was carrying a medium-sized white cardboard box, and Connie went for it immediately.

“Did you bring me something for my birthday?” she asked.

“No,” he said, smiling down at her.  “This is for your Mom.  I’m bringing you something special tomorrow, though.”

Chunk handed me the box, shook hands with Billy.  I glanced into the box and saw everything I needed for Connie’s cake.

I nodded a thank you to him.  He just smiled.

I took the box into the kitchen, put up the stuff that had to be refrigerated, and then went back out to the yard with glasses for everyone and the pitcher of iced tea.

Billy said, “You want a slice of lime with that?”

“With my tea?”

“Yeah, last time I was at the center, they had these huge five pound bags of them for sale.  I bought two.”

“Yeah, but in my tea?”

“Okay,” said Billy.  “Suit yourself.  It’s good though.”

He cut up a lime with his pocket knife and handed me a wedge.  Billy and I both took our tea with lime.

Next came the awkward ritual of drinking while wearing a surgical mask.  The way we all kind of learned to do it was by turning our heads a little to one side while we lifted our masks and took quick sips.  It was all kind of silly when you stopped to think about it, though none of us did.  It was just one of those things that had become part of the invisible constructs of our lives in the plague city.

“I got a call from Myers last night,” I said.

“Oh yeah?  What’d he want?”

“To tell me that someone had taken the hard drives from Bradley’s three laptops.  The way he sounded, I think he thinks we did it.”

“Us?”

I shrugged.  “Who knows?  Paranoia seems to be going around though.”

“I guess.”  He sipped at his tea.  We all did.

“Still,” I said, “it’s strange about the hard drives.  Why would somebody take them?  If whoever did it knew enough to take the hard drives out, why not take the whole computer?”

“Are you talking about looters?” Billy asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said.  “It doesn’t sound like something they’d do, you know?  Their style would be to steal everything.”

“Or maybe just trash it,” Chunk said.  “Smash it just to hear it shatter.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“You said some specimen traps were taken too?” Billy asked.

“All of them.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “Maybe they weren’t stolen.  Maybe Bradley put them back out after she took the first batch of specimens out for testing.”

“She’d have mentioned that in her journal,” Chunk said.

He was right about that, of course.  Despite the enigmatic “WE ARE ALL GONERS!!!” Bradley was very organized in her journal.  She would have included something as basic as putting out fresh traps.

“So who would want to steal the hard drives to three laptop computers and six specimen cages?” Billy asked.  “Why those things and nothing else?”

“It has to be because of what she was working on,” Chunk said.  “That has to be it.”

“So where does that leave us?” I asked.

“It’s either somebody she was working with or against.”

“Against?  You mean like Cole?”

“I like him for this,” Chunk said.

I liked him too, only I was still troubled by the idea of a seventy year old man beating Kenneth Wade to death with his bare hands.  That part just didn’t make sense, and I said so.

Chunk didn’t have an answer for me.

“But speaking of Wade,” he said after a moment, “on the way over here I got a call from Treanor.  He wants us in his office on Monday morning.”

“Great.  There isn’t any way that’s gonna be good.”

“Treanor’s that lieutenant you told me about?” Billy asked.

“That’s him.”  To Chunk, I said, “Did he say what he wanted?”

“I doubt it’s to play canasta,” Chunk said.  “I think you really pissed him off this time.”  Chunk turned to Billy and said, “You really ought to tell your wife to stop pissing off the brass.”

“I wish I could,” Billy said.  “But you know how women are.  They’re not happy unless they’re complaining about something.”

I threw my wedge of lime at him.

# # #

Connie got bored fast listening to the adults talk and started to fidget.

“Honey,” I said, “why don’t you take your binoculars and try to find me an oriole.”

She liked that, I could tell, but then got a real serious look on her face and said, “Mommy, the orioles like to nest in the cypress down by the river, and Daddy told me not to go down there alone.”

Billy smiled at me.

“That’s right, hon,” I said.  “How about that blue jay from earlier?  Can you find him again?”

“Okay,” she said, brightening.  The next instant she was off, running through the backyard, leaping over Billy’s coffins.  Billy and I both watched her go, then gave each other a glance.  Go ahead, my look said to him.  Now’s as good a time as any.

Billy nodded, wet his lips with his iced tea.  He said, “Connie and I went down to the creek yesterday with her binoculars.”

I looked into my tea.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Chunk look at Billy, then at me.  This was leading into something, he just couldn’t tell what.

Chunk said, “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Billy said.  “You know, once you get down to the creek, it’s only about a third of a mile to the wall.”

“Really?” Chunk said.  “I didn’t know it was that close.”

“Oh yeah.  With a pair of good binoculars you can see just about every little detail in the wall.  Of course, you can’t go much closer than that or the motion sensors will activate and the helicopters will blast your ass to a mud puddle, but you can see the wall plain as day.”

Chunk shifted in his chair a little.  He glanced at me, but I was still watching my tea swirl around in my glass.

“We went down there yesterday to try to see the orioles,” Billy said.  “The kid’s crazy about those birds.”

“I knew that,” Chunk said.

“Yeah.  So you know it rained pretty hard on us the night before, and we wanted to see if their nests were okay.  The water had run over the banks pretty good.”

Chunk nodded.  Patient, letting the conversation develop.

“I took Connie’s binoculars, and while I was looking through them I happened to turn towards the wall.  Where the creek goes under.  The Army put a heavy grill there when they set the thing up, you know?  No way to cut it or anything like that.”

Chunk said, “The grill’s still there?”

“Yeah, it’s still there.  Only I was kind of surprised to see that a small section of the bank next to it had been washed out, gone.”

Chunk shifted around in his chair again.  Nobody said anything for a long time after that.  We sat there, sipping our iced teas, the air so thick between us I could barely breathe.

Finally, Chunk said, “It must have been some storm.”

“A lot of rain,” Billy said.  “And you want to know something else funny about it?”

“What’s that?”

“While I was looking at that hole under the wall, I couldn’t help thinking that somebody could make a boat--a long one that might look like a brush-covered log from the air--and float right underneath the wall.”

I sucked in a breath and held it.  There it was.  Out in the open.

“The hole’s big enough,” Billy said, “that if somebody wanted to do that they could probably make a raft big enough for three adults and a child.  They could just float on the current all the way out to the Guadalupe River.  From there...”  Billy shrugged.

Chunk put his tea between his legs and stared out at the yard, looking over the coffins there.

“The trouble with doing that,” Chunk said, and the way he said it was still that we’re-just-having-a-hypothetical-conversation-here tone, “is that the helicopters are equipped with thermal imaging cameras.  If three adults and a child were to slip under the wall, they’d be shot on the spot.”

“They might,” I said.  “Of course, if they were to borrow one of those SWAT sniper blankets, that would make them invisible to thermal cameras.  Stick some shrubs on top of the blanket, and if anybody saw them they’d just look like debris floating down the river.”

Chunk took a long sip of his iced tea.  “You know, if Cole is right about there being three killer strains of H2N2 out there, three adults and a child could hardly be blamed for wanting to get out.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” I said.

Billy said, “It is something to think about.”


Chapter 21



 



The party started around five-thirty.  We set it up in the dining room because that room opened up directly onto the back patio, where most of our parties ended up anyway.  The dining room faced to the northeast, so it avoided the direct heat of the evening sun, yet still had plenty of natural light, which, as it turned out, we needed, because the power went out about an hour before anybody got there.

Chunk showed up first, bearing a beautifully wrapped yellow box that Connie promptly took from him and put on the table in the kitchen.

“You did a good job wrapping that,” I said.

“I think she’s really gonna like that one.”

Connie was busy looking the box over, bouncing on her toes, barely able to contain herself.

“Looks like she’s having a good time with it already.”

Chunk smiled at her.  “Yeah, this was a good idea, Lily.  I can tell Connie needed it.  I bet you did too.”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “I’m a nervous wreck.”

“It’s not gonna be that big of a crowd,” he said.  “Just a few friends.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Just then Connie turned around and said, “Mommy, can I open it please?  Pleeeease?”

“No, honey.  You’ll have to wait till the party starts.”

“Mommy, please?”

“No, Connie.  Put it down.”

“You could let her open it now,” Chunk said.  “It might actually be better if she did.”

I gave him a crossways look.  Why?  What did you get her?

“It’s okay,” he said, reading the look, but ignoring it.  “Really, it’s okay.”

I turned back to Connie, who seemed to know what was going on, for she was poised over the yellow wrapping paper like a hawk about to fall on a dove.  She looked at me expectantly.

“Go ahead,” I said.

She started ripping paper before the words had completely left my mouth.  She got down to the box inside, popped that open, and looked inside, her face glowing with the light of childish wonder.

Her mouth turned to the shape of an O, and a long “Ahhh” sound came out.

“What did you get her?” I asked Chunk.  But all he would do was smile.

Connie reached into the box and pulled out three yellow porcelain combs--fancy ones, very old, very expensive looking.  Each one had a finely etched bird pattern on the edge.  I recognized them from Chunk’s grandmother’s collection.  They could be used as a regular comb, or folded over and used as a clip.  Perfect for Connie now that her hair was getting so much longer.

“Mommy, they’re so pretty,” Connie said.  Then she ran over and hugged Chunk.  “Thank you, Uncle Reggie.  I love them.”

She was bubbling over with excitement, trying to figure out how the set worked.

Chunk mussed her hair.  “You’re welcome, squirt.  You’ll have to get your Mom to teach you how to use them, okay?”

“Okay,” Connie said, never taking her eyes off the combs.

My mouth was hanging open the whole time.  As soon as Connie was out of ear shot, I turned to Chunk.

“That’s too much.”

“Nah,” he said.

“Yes,” I said, “it is.  Those things are priceless antiques.  And you already did more than enough getting me the stuff for the cake.”

“Please,” he said, waving me off.  “It’s nothing.  Besides, it’s not like I’m ever gonna use them.  Gram would have wanted them to go to a little girl anyway.”

Before I could argue with him though, there was a knock on the door and Billy let in our next-door neighbors, Avery and Lynn Cameron.  Billy brought them inside and introduced them to Chunk.

Avery Cameron was a sickly thin cadaverous man with absolutely no chin.  He wore obscenely huge eyeglasses, had a pale and waxy complexion, and when he shook your hand made you feel like you were squeezing an almost frozen fish.

Avery was a photographer by trade and a staunch liberal in politics.  He also affected a flamboyant style in his clothes that I guess he thought made him look more artsy, but in my opinion only made him look silly.  For the party he wore vibrantly green pants and a matching jacket, a white, silk shirt, and a bright green cravat with gold flecks worked into the fabric.  The cravat matched his face mask.

His clothes were so bright that I didn’t notice until a moment later that he had a dollop of shaving cream on his cheek, like it had dried in the process of dripping off his face.  The entire party I had to force myself not to reach out and flick it off.

Avery’s wife Lynn was just as flamboyant, and the poor thing was blind as a bat.  She wore a canary yellow pantsuit with a matching surgical mask and Elton John-style oversized glasses and white shoes.  She had a beautiful head of flame red hair, and her complexion, though very light, was free of the freckles that red heads usually have.

They were quite a pair, but for all the jokes that Billy and I told at their expense, you’d never catch me saying anything bad about them.  Or at least anything that I intended seriously.  When we first met them, they were both in their late fifties.  They had never had children of their own, but it was obvious from the first time they saw Connie that a great injustice had been done there.  The two of them loved children, and would have made wonderful parents.  In all the time we’d known them, argued with them about politics, laughed about their ridiculous clothes, they had never been anything less than guardian angels to our daughter, and for Billy and me, that qualified them for sainthood.

Of course, Chunk lacked that point of view.  He stared at the two of them during the introductions like they had just stepped off a space ship and asked him if he were interested in an anal probe.

Avery shook Chunk’s hand so delicately he almost looked like he expected Chunk to kiss the back of it.

Lynn, however, grabbed Chunk’s hand and pumped it fiercely.  She did everything that way, in an urgent, overly friendly kind of way.

“My but you are a big one, aren’t you?” she said to Chunk.  “Have you ever modeled for a photographer?  My Avery is a photographer you know.  He does landscapes mostly, but I think you would make a lovely subject for his camera.  So many muscles.”  Lynn turned to Avery and said, “What do you think, dear?  Would Mr. Dempsey here do well as a model?”

Avery considered Chunk head to toe.  “Maybe so,” he said.  “He’s very dark.  I’d like to use some hard lighting to bring out the texture of his skin, but all in all a very impressively built man.”

Lynn put a confidential hand on Chunk’s massive bicep.  “Avery is actually very good with live models.  We’ve been married for forty years, and in that time he’s photographed me exactly three hundred and eight-one times.”  Then she flashed her mischievous eyes at Chunk and said, without lowering her voice a bit, “Eight of those times were in the nude.”

Poor Chunk.  It looked like his face was about to crack.  He gave me a look.  For God’s sake, save me from this crazy lady.

But I didn’t have to, for just then, there was another knock on the door and Connie exploded through the room to answer it.

“That’s her friend June,” I said.  “She hasn’t gotten a chance to play with anybody her own age since, well, you know...”

Everybody nodded, suddenly a little sad as they remembered that children weren’t supposed to play together in the plague city.

I followed Connie to the door, my hands instinctively close to her as she opened the door.  “Not too close, honey,” I said.

“Mommy.”  She gave me a look of her own.  God, Mom.  Would you relax, please?

Six years old, going on thirty, I thought.

Connie opened the door and let in Gloria Webb and her daughter June.  June was holding a used soccer ball with a red ribbon tied around it.  June handed it to Connie.

“Cool,” Connie said.  “Come on.”

Before either Gloria or I could stop them, the two girls ran for the living room.  June was a year older than Connie and a true tomboy.  She wore jeans and a red t-shirt with a standard white face mask.  She ran naturally, her short, bobbed hair cut barely moving.

She made quite a contrast to Connie, who in her white and pink party dress and long, curly brown hair, was the very image of a girly girl.  Still, it was good to hear her laugh, and June did that for her, made her laugh.

Gloria and I followed them into the living room, each of us gently guiding our girls away from the other just a little.  It was pathetically transparent, and there was an uncomfortable moment between Gloria and me, neither wanting to give the impression we thought the other’s daughter was dirty somehow, contaminated, but neither of us willing to take the chance either.

I tried to cover my embarrassment with a compliment.  Gloria had highlighted her hair, a purely amateur home job that made her look like a can of blonde paint had dripped onto her chestnut hair, but I told her I liked it.

“Thanks,” she said, trying to look like she wasn’t clamping her hands down on her squirming daughter.  “Do you like it?  Really?  It’s gotten so hard to find enough to do the job in one shopping trip.  I usually have to buy a little each week until I have enough.”

“It looks great,” I said.

Connie was slipping out of my grip.  “Honey,” I said, “why don’t you and June go out back and kick the soccer ball back and forth?”

“That’s a good idea, June,” said Gloria.  “You two could stand on opposite sides of the yard there and really kick it hard.”

June gave Gloria a look and I realized that they must teach all six through eight year olds that look.

Gloria and I let go of our daughters at the same time, and it was like watching two greyhounds bolt out of the lists.  I never knew Connie could run that fast.  We watched them go nervously, both of us making furtive little grabbing motions at the window that looked out over the backyard every time the girls got too close.

“Hey,” said Billy, “you guys coming in with the rest of us or not?”

“Coming,” I said.  Then, to Gloria, “Shall we?”

“Okay.  I can’t wait to tell you about the tomatoes I’m growing.  You know I’ve killed so many since all this dreariness started, but I think I’ve finally found the knack.  I have three great big green ones.  I can’t wait to bring you some.”

“Fantastic,” I said, and led her into the kitchen.

Back when I first met Gloria, she had been a product marketing specialist for one of the big department stores in the Rivercenter Mall downtown.  She was an impressively driven and well-organized woman, the kind who excelled as team mother for a girl’s soccer team or Girl Scout den mother and still managed to look fabulously put together.

Then, in late May, shortly after the first cases of H2N2 were reported, she lost her husband Steve to the flu.  She managed to keep her youthful face and figure, and her smile that makes every man in the room focus on her, but the rest of her fell apart.  It was like the driven, purposeful part of her mind just stopped working.  She lost all trace of seriousness, and became hopelessly flighty, vain, and distracted.  She was, in a way, a living train wreck, the saddest kind of memorial to the way things used to be.

I introduced her to Chunk, who was eager to have someone to talk to who didn’t want him to pose nude with a white bear skin run draped over his manly parts.

Gloria giggled as she shook Chunk’s hand.  “Wow,” she said.  “Oh wow.”

“Hi,” Chunk said, smiling uncomfortably, probably thinking, Christ, out of the frying pan and into the fire.

“You’re a police detective, aren’t you?” Gloria asked him.  “Lily, this is your partner, right?”

“That’s right,” I said.

Gloria’s eyes walked all over Chunk’s biceps and shoulders.  “Wow.”

Chunk was trying to get his hand back from Gloria, but not succeeding.

“So tell me,” Gloria said, “do you really investigate murders?  That sounds so dangerous to me.”

“Well,” Chunk said, but didn’t get a chance to say anything more about it.

“I just couldn’t do that.  And I bet you see so many frightening things, don’t you?”

“Well, most of the time--”

“Look,” Gloria said, suddenly breaking contact with Chunk’s hand and sticking her hand into the middle of our little huddle, “I broke a nail today.”

We all looked at her broken nail.

“I couldn’t believe it.  There’s so much to do around the house, you know?  And you just can’t call somebody like you used to.”  She put her hands on Chunk’s bicep.  “And with no man around the house...well, you know how it is.”

She batted her overly done eyelashes at Chunk.  Chunk smiled awkwardly, then gave me a look.  For God’s sake, Lily, save me from your friends.

# # #

We moved from the kitchen to the living room and set Connie up at the head of the table, the chocolate cake in front of her.  I lit all six candles and everybody else gathered around to sing “Happy Birthday.”

I tried to ignore the fact that we were all wearing surgical masks, but I couldn’t quite shake the idea that we looked like doctors about to operate.

With sheer will I pushed the image out of my head, because that was the only way to keep from crying.  Little girls’ birthday parties shouldn’t feel like a scene out of a horror movie.

When the song was over, Connie leaned forward to blow out the candles.  Out of the corner of my eye I could see the others taking an unconscious step back.  I couldn’t really blame them.  Paranoia was, after all, the order of the day.  Still, my heart broke a little more.

Connie didn’t notice, or if she did she didn’t make a big deal of it.  She was too focused on the candles.  She blew four of them out on the first huff before she ran out of breath and went after the other two.  I wondered if she would remember this as the birthday she couldn’t blow out all her candles because her face mask got in the way.

# # #

After the cake, Connie and June went out on the patio to play.  Connie was showing June her binoculars, and the two of them were scanning the line of oak trees between our house and the creek.  Looking for birds, I guessed.

I didn’t like how close they were standing.  While Avery and Lynn were hounding Chunk with all things liberal I slipped away to separate them.  Gloria had the same idea, for we reached our daughters at the same time and gently nudged them apart so that there was a few feet of space between them.

Gloria’s eyes met mine and we both flushed with embarrassment.

“Mommy,” Connie said.  “Stop it.”

“Oh, look honey,” I said, pointing over the tree line.  “Is that a hawk?”

“No, Mommy.  That’s a buzzard.”

“Oh,” I said.

Gloria and I tried not to look at each other.

# # #

The power came back on just before it got dark and the party really started to pick up.  Coke had been plentiful the last time Billy went shopping and he had bought two cases.  When the lights came back on, Billy and Chunk went into the kitchen to cut limes.  I went to the closet and pulled out two bottles of sugar cane rum we’d had left over from our Superbowl party earlier in the year.  We brought the Cokes, the limes, and the Bacardi together in the dining room and made Cuba Libres.

Midway through our third round of drinks, the party drifted out to the patio where we could enjoy the evening breezes carrying the scent of cedar down from the hills.  It was turning into a beautiful night, not too hot, no clouds, and lots of bright stars over the uneven line of dark hills to the west.

The dollop of shaving cream was still hanging from Avery Cameron’s nonexistent chin when he got up on his soapbox.

“It’s Republican sponsored racism, if you ask me,” he said, his voice slurred.  The rest of us groaned.

He waved his drink around negligently as he spoke.  “Seriously, remember when all this started?  Remember then?  The President on the TV saying how boxing us in here was for the good of the nation?  How he’d do everything he could to preserve our dignity?”

Avery stared around the room, looking for someone to challenge him.  No one did.  Only Lynn spoke, and that was just a grunt of support.

“Dignity,” he said, nearly spitting the word out.  “Crap is what we got, not dignity.  Just crap.  And you know why?”  He leered at us, swaying badly, the dollop of shaving cream holding on tight.  “I’ll tell you why.  It’s because San Antonio has got so many Hispanics.  You think if this happened someplace else where the population was all white the Republicans would be sitting on their butts like they are?  No, of course they wouldn’t.  It’s racism, that’s what it is.  Republican sponsored racism.”

Billy laughed at that.  “That’s bullshit, Avery,” he said.

“Billy,” I said, and pointed at the girls with my chin.  “Little pitchers, remember?  You put bad stuff in, you get bad stuff out.”

“Sorry, Lily.”  Then, to Avery, he said, “There’s no such thing as Republican sponsored racism.  You do know that, right?”

“You’re blind, Billy.  You’ve bought the crap they sold you.  It’s like New Orleans all over again.  Nobody gives a crap so long as the people getting the mean end of the stick are poor and brown.”

“Oh come on, Avery.  You can’t possibly compare what’s going on here to New Orleans.  That’s the biggest load of--”

“Can one of you nice fellas get a girl a refill?” Gloria said, cutting right between Avery and Billy and handing her glass out to Chunk.  I saw her eyelashes beat up and down shamelessly.

Chunk groaned, but took the glass and got up.

# # #

The party ran late.  Connie and June fell asleep on the living room floor, and Billy and Avery went on arguing politics.  They began to make less and less sense the more they drank, and finally I couldn’t listen to them anymore.  I went in to the kitchen to save Chunk from Gloria and Lynn.  Both women seemed determined to get him to take off his clothes.  Chunk had hated it when he was sober, but now that he had plenty of rum in him, I think he was starting to enjoy the attention.  My new mission became saving Chunk from himself.

When I went into the kitchen, Gloria was running a finger down Chunk’s chest and staring up at him with doe eyes that were supposed to make him melt.  It looked like they were doing their job fairly well.

“So do they really call you Chunk?” Gloria said, and giggled.  Neither of them had their masks on.

“They sure do.”

“Why is that?”

“Well...” Chunk said.

Gloria bit her bottom lip coyly.

Chunk said something to her that I didn’t hear and she giggled again.  She put a hand over her lips when she laughed, the way some women do.

“Don’t cover you mouth like that,” Chunk said.  “You’re pretty when you laugh.”

Gloria beamed.  “I like you,” she said.  “You’re so interesting.  We never meet interesting people around here anymore.  Everybody’s so damned worried all the time.  I just hate to worry, don’t you?”

That, I thought, from the woman who spent all night chasing her daughter around the yard.

“I sure do.  You know, I read just a couple of days ago that sixty percent of all women worry about the way they look naked.  Can you believe that?”

Gloria batted her eyes and summoned up a believable school girl blush.  “Sixty percent, really?  Well, it is a hard world to be a woman in, you know.”

“I believe it,” Chunk said.

I could swear his voice was getting deeper by the minute, Chunk trying to sound like Barry White.

Chunk said, “Seems to me it’s got to be a confidence thing.  Like a woman needs to feel right with herself, but also with her man.  You know what I’m saying?  She’s got to be shown she’s beautiful, and not just because she put her hair up fancy or put on makeup.  The man’s got to step up there and validate her.”

Gloria was nodding her head with every word.  “You are so right,” she said, and I imagined her as a fish with the hook firmly caught in her mouth.  “You know women so well, Mr. Dempsey.”

“Call me Chunk.”

He put a hand on her hip and she giggled again.

I had heard enough.  I cleared my throat and the two of them straightened up like a pair of kids whose parents had just walked in on them.  They both slipped their masks back into place.

“What did you guys do with Lynn?” I said.

“She went to the ladies’ room,” Gloria said.  “Mr. Dempsey and I were just having the sweetest conversation.  Did you know, Lily, what a charmer your partner is?”

“Oh yeah, he’s a charmer all right.”

I looked around the kitchen.  There were about a hundred wrecked limes all over the place and the linoleum floor was sticky.

I said, “Are you guys going to be okay in here?  I’m going to check on Lynn.”

“We’ll be fine,” Gloria said, then bit her lip and moved her shoulders back and forth as she looked up into Chunk’s face.

“Great,” I said, and left them to it.

# # #

I found Lynn in the hall bathroom, passed out in the corner between the bathtub and the toilet.  I helped her to her feet.

“You feeling okay, sweetie?” I said.

“Oh yes,” she said.

“Why don’t we go check on your husband?”

“Good idea,” she said, then hiccupped.  “Let’s go see the boys.”

# # #

With Lynn’s left arm around my shoulder and my right arm around her waist, I carried her down the hall, through the living room, through the kitchen, and into the dining room.

Billy was there, a bleary-eyed look of victory in his eyes.

Avery sat in the chair next to him, passed out.  His hands were in his lap and his head was tilted all the way back so that the little dollop of shaving cream pointed out at us like some kind of bony finger.

“Billy,” I said, “I think it’s time we helped the Camerons home.  What do you think?”

Billy slapped his thighs with his palms and smiled.  “Yep, I reckon so.”

“Fantastic, cowboy.”

He winked at me, then stood up to help Avery to his feet.

“Wait,” said Chunk.  He was behind me, coming into the room.  “One second.  This has been bugging me all night.”

He went over to Avery and flicked the hardened shaving cream off of Avery’s chin with a snap of his fingers.

Gloria slapped Chunk’s bicep when he went back to stand by her.  “Bad boy,” she said.  “So bad.”

We got the Camerons to their feet, out the door, and pointed them toward their house.  Meanwhile, Gloria picked up June and carried her outside.

“I should be getting home too,” she said.

“Are you sure?”  Chunk asked.

“Yes,” she said.  “Unfortunately, yes.”  She shrugged with June in her hands.  “Got to get her to bed.  You got my number though, right?”

“I could walk you home,” he said.

“Another night,” she said, and worked her eyelashes up and down to let him know she meant it.  “Call me, okay?”

“Okay.  I’ll call you.”

“Cool.”

And then, just like that, the party was over.

# # #

I put Connie to bed while Chunk and Billy cleaned up the piles of limes in the kitchen.

“She get to bed okay?” Billy asked.

“Yeah,” I said, and kissed him.

“It was a good party,” Chunk said.  “Lots of interesting people.”

I threw a wad of paper towel’s into the bag he was holding and said, “Mmm hmmm.”

After most of the mess was cleaned up, Chunk said, “So when do you think it’ll be ready?”

Billy said, “Soon.  Tomorrow, maybe the day after.  It’ll have to be soon.  Before the patrols discover the hole.”

“So, day after tomorrow then?  Around sunset?”

We all looked at each other, the air around us thick with the mood of conspiracy.

“Sounds good,” Billy said.

He looked at me.  I nodded.

“Okay then,” Billy said.  “Day after tomorrow.  We meet here right after nightfall.”


Chapter 22



 



The next morning, shortly after dawn, Chunk and I checked out a light green Chevy Malibu with a banged up front right fender from the Scar’s fleet yard and headed to the shallow west side to see Treanor.  We were both hung over and glassy-eyed, neither of us prepared for the lingering chaos that still shrouded the area where the riot had been at its worst.

At the corner of Bandera and Woodlawn, a pair of baby-faced patrolmen waved us down and checked our IDs.

“We’re only passing people who live in the area or who are part of emergency agencies,” one of the patrolmen said.  It sounded like he was apologizing.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“Yes ma’am,” he said, and waved us through.

We passed the checkpoint and were greeted by the sounds of still crackling fires, the slapping of high-pressure hoses spraying water onto smoldering buildings, and shouting policemen and fire fighters.

Behind us the morning was breaking over downtown, backlighting the skyline with a vague glowing line of pink and green and gold.  It was beautiful, not anything like the streets ahead of us.  My first thought was it looked like a hurricane had rolled through.

Demolished police cars had been abandoned in the street, and everywhere we saw rising columns of gray and black smoke.  Not a single window anywhere had been left intact.  Broken glass glinted like coins on the sidewalks and in the street.  The weapons of choice of most of the rioters had been stones and bricks, and great heaps of both were everywhere.  As we crept down the street, never getting faster than ten or fifteen miles per hour because of all the obstructions, glass crunched beneath our tires.

In the end it had taken a little more than three hundred officers to contain the riot, and now an eerie calm had prevailed over a roughly twenty block area.  Every street, every alley, was blocked by orange and white-striped saw horse barricades and watched by officers still wearing parts of their riot gear.

Strangely, the only thing that remained untouched were the hundreds of orange warning notices that the Metropolitan Health District people had posted on walls and poles and fences.  Here and there they rustled in the warm, sluggish morning breeze.

Many of the officers we passed looked tired and bored.  They leaned against their cars, most of which were damaged by rocks, while others leaned against barricades.  They eyed our Malibu closely as we drove through the debris.

The line of stores in the one-story building in front of Treanor’s office was a gutted and charred mess.  Fire from gas cocktails and pipe bombs had torn it open from the inside out, like a body on the autopsy table.  Still smoldering pieces of the frame poked up from the debris like blackened ribs.  Already, at the end of the block, Public Works was off-loading bobcats and earth movers to begin clearing away the mess.  Chunk gave the building a sideways glance and said, “Your friend was nice.”

“Which one?  The one that wanted to take naked pictures of you or the one who just wanted to take you naked?”

Chunk grunted.  “Your next door neighbors are nuts, you know that?”

“They’re good to Connie.  And they’re sweet in their own way.”

He grunted again.

Treanor’s office, nestled behind the row of burned stores, had managed to escape being damaged.  I figured that was probably because it didn’t look like what it really was.  If you didn’t know any better, you’d think it was an abandoned adult bookstore.  There were no windows on the bottom floor, no signs saying what was inside.  Just a single faded green metal door in a pinkish-white granite-walled building.

We parked along the north side of the building.

“You know he’s gonna chew our asses off, don’t you?” Chunk said.

“Probably.”  But I didn’t really care.  In my mind, I was already gone, floating down the river, out of plague town.

“Okay, just so as you know.”

I patted his shoulder and we went inside.

# # #

Little Hitler was at his desk, writing up duty rosters for all the posts that had to be manned on a twenty-four hour basis until further notice.

He barely glanced up at us when we came in.

“Sit down,” he said, motioning to the empty chairs across from his desk.

He went on writing names down on his rosters, occasionally consulting a map, then quickly wrote down more names.  After about two minutes of that he put his pen down, cracked his knuckles, and leaned back in his chair so he could look down his nose at us.

I got ready for the yelling, but to my surprise, he didn’t yell.  When he spoke, his voice was calm and even cheery.

“I thought you might want to know that the woman and the little girl you two saved are both doing fine.  They were, anyway, as of yesterday.  They were released after being treated for minor scrapes and bruises.  The woman took a good sap on the head, but she should be fine.”

Chunk and I tried to avoid looking at each other in shock.  I was wondering if I was in the right office.

“That’s good to know, sir,” I said.

If you can imagine what a cat must feel like walking through a yard full of sleeping pit bulls, that’s what I felt like just then, waiting for all hell to break loose.

“Look,” he said, and he was looking straight at me, “I know we got off to a rough start.  Things were said.  Tempers flared.  I just want you to know I’m willing to forget about that.”

Had I not been so bowled over by surprise, I would have told him to sit on his thumb.  I wasn’t the one, after all, who had made me look like an idiot in front of the whole damn neighborhood in that suicide’s front yard so many years ago.

As it was, I just sat there with my mouth hanging open a little.  I said, “Um, that would be, um, okay.”

“Good,” he said.

He leaned back a little more in his chair and folded his hands together over his chest.

“So, tell me, how’s the case going?”

“We’re closing in on it, sir,” Chunk said.

“That’s not an answer.  Tell me where you’re at now that your number one suspect is off the hook.”

I almost said, “I thought we were going to forget about that,” but didn’t.  There was something about knowing that I wouldn’t have to listen to his shit much longer that made me more tolerant.

Instead, I told him about our trip into the GZ, about meeting Dr. Cole and fighting with the looters and about the missing equipment from Bradley’s van.  I also ran down the short list of suspects, Cole, Hernandez, and the looters.

The only thing I didn’t tell him about was the old woman.  I hadn’t even told Chunk about her.  As far as I was concerned, that was a private thing, for me only.

“You’ve stopped looking at Myers and Laurent?” he asked.

“No sir,” I said.  “They’re still on the list.”

“You haven’t figured out why they lied to you about not knowing where Bradley was working?”

“No sir,” I said.  “That’s why they’re still on the list.”

“And Bradley’s journal wasn’t any help?”

“Not really.  It actually confused things more than it helped.”

“What do you think she meant by that bit about us all being goners?”

“You want to know what I think?  I think she found proof to support Dr. Cole’s theory.”

He turned in his chair and watching an orange cat run along a burned out section of fence below his window and then climb into a trashcan.

“You’re suggesting a conspiracy,” he said.

“If that’s what she meant by that bit about us being goners, then yeah, I think a conspiracy pretty well covers it.”

“I don’t buy that.  Why would Laurent send her star player out into the GZ to spy on Cole, then try to cover it up when something happens to her?  Seems to me that would be the perfect opportunity to turn the situation against Cole.  Discredit him by making him seem crazy.  That woman is a noisy, annoying bitch, but she’s not stupid.  She wouldn’t miss an opportunity like that.  And for that matter, why go to all the trouble to spy on him anyway?  Why not just bring Cole into the mix, share the research?”

“Pride, I guess.  I don’t think Laurent and her people think very highly of the MHD.”

“No, probably not.”

He drummed his fingers on his chest and thought.

He said, “Well, it definitely sounds like Cole is the front runner.”

“Yes sir.  Trouble is, we can’t put him and Bradley together, and we can’t get around the fact that Wade’s killer beat him to death.  Cole wouldn’t have been able to do that, not at his age.”

Treanor frowned.  “How do you figure?”

“Cole is seventy-two.  And Wade was, well, in pretty good condition.  Plus he knew how to fight.  There’s no way Cole could have--”

Treanor waved his hand impatiently.  “Not that,” he said.  “I know all that.  What do you mean you can’t put Cole and Bradley together?  They were working on the same theory, in the same little corner of the GZ, and Wade himself even called in a meeting with Cole.”

Chunk and I glanced at each other.  “He did what now, sir?”

Treanor looked at both of us and said, “Ah shit, tell me this isn’t news to you guys.”

He looked at both of us again and shook his head.

“When did this happen, sir?”

“About a week ago.  He got me on the radio and said they’d just run into Cole in the GZ.  He wanted to know if Cole had authorization from the MHD to be out in the GZ.  I told him he was on the level.  His clearance checked out.”

I took a second to absorb that.

“How in the hell did you guys miss that?” he said.

“We interviewed Cole,” I said, “and he told us he didn’t know Bradley was working in the GZ.  He said he hadn’t seen her outside of Arsenal.”

Treanor said, “That sounds like a man who needs to be looked at again.”

“Yes sir,” I said.  “I think you’re right.”


Chapter 23



 



Security around the Arsenal Morgue had been beefed up after the riot, but inside it was still business as usual.  The bodies came in, the bodies went out, a relentless tide of death that never stopped, day or night.

We found Myers and Laurent inside the WHO office and went into Laurent’s office to talk, closing the door behind us.

Chunk and I sat in the chairs across the desk from Laurent.  Myers stood at Laurent’s elbow.  The two of them looked at us over their face masks with narrow, angry eyes.  They disliked us being there, but tolerated us, I think, as some kind of necessary evil.

“I don’t suppose you found the hard drives from Dr. Bradley’s computers?” Myers said, his English accent haughty and sarcastic.

“Not yet,” I said.  “We’re still working on that.”

“I see.”

Laurent, a.k.a. Hippo Woman, wheezed as she said, “What about Dr. Bradley’s killer?  Are you any closer to finding out who is responsible for her death?”

“We’re closing in on that, actually.  In fact, that’s why we came to speak with you?”

“Oh?”  Laurent’s eyes narrowed further.

“Yeah.  We’re going to be conducting an interview this afternoon with our top suspect.  But before we do that, we need some information.”

Laurent put both hands on the desk, all ten fat little sausage fingers splayed out like she was steadying herself.

“May I ask who your top suspect is?”

“You may ask,” I said.  “But I can’t tell you right now.  It wouldn’t be helpful for us to share that information before an arrest is made, and right now that’s my most important consideration.”

Laurent said, “What information do you need?”

“I want to know what you and Dr. Myers here think about the last entry in Dr. Bradley’s journal.  Is there anything in the data she recorded to indicate that she found proof of there being multiple strains of H2N2 in the local bird population?”

Laurent didn’t even hesitate.  “You’ve been talking with Dr. Cole.”

“True,” I said.

“The man’s theory is fundamentally flawed.  His theory is baseless.”

“So,” I said, holding up Bradley’s journal, “there’s nothing in here to support the multiple strain theory?”

“No,” she said.  “Nothing of the kind.”

I opened the journal to the last page.  “What about this last line, where she says ‘We are all goners?’  What do you think she was referring to there?”

“I’m sure I do not know.  It is troubling, certainly.  I can only say that she perhaps was frustrated with her lack of progress.  Gifted researchers such as Dr. Bradley can often take failure personally.”

“Perhaps,” I said.

“I don’t think that’s very likely, Dr. Laurent,” said Chunk.  My man Chunk, all the grace of a two ton bull in a very expensive china shop.  “What I think is that you either believe this multiple strain theory, or you are so afraid that it might be true, that you sent Dr. Bradley out to confirm it.”

Laurent’s expression gave away nothing.

“You’re mistaken, Detective.”

“No, I don’t think so.  I think you’re playing games with us, Dr. Laurent, and I got to ask myself why.  Why don’t you want to help us find Dr. Bradley’s killer?  I think you’re hoping to make the discovery first so that you get all the credit.  Now, ordinarily I wouldn’t have a problem with that kind of thing, except that while you guys are arguing over bragging rights, a lot of innocent people are dying.”

Laurent remained motionless, practically a stone stature, but not Myers.

“How dare you accuse her of that?” Myers said.  His voice quivered with suppressed rage.  “Every member of this organization has voluntarily put themselves in harm’s way to help the people of this city.  I for one do not think you are at all--”

Laurent said, “Dr. Myers, please.  That will not help the situation.  Detectives, I think you have overstayed your welcome here.  We have answered you questions, and cooperated in every way.  Now please, find Dr. Bradley’s killer, and if possible, return our property to us.  Good day to you both.”

Chunk and I traded a look.  Time to go the GZ.
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It was a little after ten o’clock in the morning when we entered the GZ and started patrolling the streets where we’d found Dr. Cole, and then Dr. Bradley’s van.  The morning was cloudless, warm and bright.  The rain from two nights earlier had brought out the pink blossoms of the crepe myrtle trees and the overgrown lawns were a deep, emerald green.

Chunk said, “You know, there’s a question we forgot to ask.”

“What’s that?”

“How come every time we’ve been in the GZ, we’ve been attacked by looters, but Dr. Cole and Dr. Bradley haven’t?”

“That’s a good point,” I said.  I didn’t have a good answer to it either.  Dr. Bradley, of course, had had Kenneth Wade to protect her, but Dr. Cole worked alone.  How had he managed to escape them for so long?

“We’ll have to ask him when we find him,” Chunk said.

“Yeah.”

I watched the houses, so many of them without doors, their windows all broken or boarded over, and thought how calm everything was.  It wasn’t the same sensation at all as the calm that hung over the Bandera Road food distribution center.  That was the eye of the storm, a momentary lull in the dying spasms of a population driven mad by fear and paranoia.  But here in the GZ, the calm was different.  Here sunlight lanced through the canopies of oak trees, birds flew out of second story windows, and everything seemed soft-edged, dulled by a sunny haze.  It was the calm of graveyards, the promise of a long sleep.

I was thinking about that, lost in my own little world, imagining the GZ as some kind of romantic, almost living landscape, when we turned onto Iowa Street and saw Dr. Cole’s converted EMS wagon parked under an ancient oak tree.

I pointed it out.

“See it,” Chunk said.  He accelerated down to the end of the block and parked along the curb.

We got out of the car, our plastic spacesuits awkward now that we each wore a gun belt around our waists, and looked around.

“What do you think?” Chunk said.

“Try the van first.  If we don’t find him there, go door to door.”

Chunk and I both headed toward the EMS wagon, then stopped.  We heard coughing, violent, painful coughing.  The calling card of H2N2.  Chunk pulled his gun.  I did too.

“Don’t shoot, detectives,” said Cole.  He came around the passenger side of the wagon, walked toward us, through the grass, and stopped at the curb.  “Don’t shoot,” he said again, and coughed violently.  It nearly put him on the ground he coughed so hard.  When he was done he said, “I’m not armed.”

I could see that.  In fact, he wasn’t even wearing a spacesuit.  He was dressed in a collared white shirt tucked into a faded, loose-fitting pair of blue jeans, no belt, no tie.

He wasn’t wearing a face mask either, and for the first time I saw his face clearly.  He was much thinner in street clothes than he had appeared in his spacesuit.  His thinness gave his face an angry, impatient set that wasn’t totally erased by the weak smile at the corners of his mouth.

Chunk and I inched forward, weapons still at the ready.  As we got closer to Cole I could see little blackish specks all over the front of his shirt.  Cole began to cough again, and the skin around his mouth actually began to pale to a sickly blue.  Cyanosis, I realized.  He was close to the end.

“How did you get sick?” I said.

“Intentionally,” he said, coughing and laughing at the same time.

I glanced at Chunk, then back at Cole.  “You did that to yourself?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

He laughed again, and I got the feeling that only part of the conversation was between us.  Most of it, the iceberg beneath the tip, was happening in his head.

“Because of you,” he said.

“Us?”  I looked at Chunk and he shrugged.  “What do you mean, Dr. Cole?  Why because of us?”

“There’s not much time,” he said.  “I injected myself with Strain Two late last night.  I’ll be dead very soon.”

“Doc,” I said, “why don’t you let us take you downtown.  We can talk and you can get some help.”

He shook his head violently because he could not talk through the coughing.

“Can’t,” he finally said.  “Muscles aching, raspy, unproductive cough.  Chills.  Nausea.  God, even diarrhea.  So cold.  I can’t believe how fast this strain works through the body.  My lungs are burning.”

“Why, Dr. Cole?”

“I knew you’d come back.  I knew I didn’t have much time.  I need you to contact Dr. Herrera at Arsenal.  Tell him to make sure he does an autopsy on my body.  Give him my research in the van.  Make sure he knows about Strains Two and Three.  Make sure--”

The rest trailed off in a string of coughing.

“How did you know we’d come back?” Chunk said.

Cole smiled at him.  “Dr. Bradley and her policeman bodyguard.  I knew you’d figure that out sooner or later, though I confess I thought it would be sooner than this.”

I holstered my weapon.  “Dr. Cole, you know you’re not under arrest.  We didn’t come here to arrest you.  You don’t have to talk to us if you don’t want to.”

The words came out of me automatically, a force of habit.  Tell the suspect they’re free to leave at any time, that you have no intention of arresting them, whatever they might say.  It’s the legal way to bypass the Miranda Rights and still get a suspect to confess.

“Please,” he said.  “I’m dying here.  I don’t care about being arrested.”

Chunk said, “Dr. Cole, did you kill Dr. Bradley?”

“Of course I did.”

“And Kenneth Wade?  The policeman?”

“Him too.”

“And the looters near the garage?” I said.

He smiled, coughed into his hands, then nodded.  “You must think me a regular serial killer.”

“I don’t understand why, Dr. Cole,” I said.  “Explain that to me.”

He coughed so hard that it rocked him off balance.  He swayed drunkenly, teetered at the edge of the curb, and fell back onto his butt.

Chunk and I both ran forward, but he held up a hand to stop us.

“I’m okay,” he said.  “It’ll pass.”

“Tell us what happened, Dr. Cole.”

He put his face in his hands, then dragged his fingers through his cap of uncombed white hair.

“I told those fools at WHO about Strains Two and Three, and they laughed me out of their office.  Then I’m out here, and I find that Bradley woman doing the same tests I’m doing.”

“Did you speak to her about it?”

He nodded.  “I wanted to know what she was doing.  That policeman told me to beat it.”

“But you didn’t?” I said.

“How could I?” Cole said.  “There are millions of lives at stake.”

“So you saw her again?  You argued?”

“Yes.”

“She’d found evidence to support your claim of the two additional strains?” I said.

“Yes.”

“So what happened then?”

“She was an idiot.”

“Who?” I said.  “Bradley?”

“Yes, Bradley.  She wanted to exterminate every bird in the area.  Can you imagine that?  She wanted to poison everything, kill all the chickens and the Mexican doves and the blue jays.  All of them.”

“That wouldn’t work?” I said.

“Of course not.  You might be able to kill a lot of birds, but there’s no way to get them all.  And doing that also ignores the real threat.  When the grackles come back in November...when that happens, all the poison in the world won’t stop the spread of the disease to the world outside of San Antonio.”

“But why kill her, Dr. Cole?  I don’t understand.  Why not just report what she was doing?”

Cole didn’t even bother to laugh at that.

“No good,” he said.  “WHO intended to suppress the evidence in order to keep the public from going mad.  And the local organizations are too corrupt or mismanaged by fools to make good on my research.”

“But you think Dr. Herrera will be able to do something with the information?”

“I hope so.  He’s the only one I trust.  And now he’ll have a human victim to report.  That should give him the ammunition he needs.”

Cole suddenly seemed very frightening to me, talking about his own death like it was just a means to a higher end.

“Tell me about killing Dr. Bradley,” Chunk said, putting him back on track.

Cole just shook his head.  “A small matter.  Not like this,” he said, coughing and pointing at his chest.

“Humor me,” Chunk said.

“We argued,” Cole said.  “Bradley and I.  It got ugly.  I was frustrated, so I went back to my van and got behind the wheel.  That’s when that policeman started yelling at me.”  Cole nodded his head, in his mind back at that morning, seeing it all over again.  “That smug bastard.  He was yelling at me to leave.  Saying he would arrest me if I didn’t go.  I got angry.  He was maybe fifteen feet in front of the van.  I put it in gear and stepped on the gas.  I hit him with the front of the van and knocked him down.  I think he hit his head on the curb.”

“What happened then?” I said.

“I was still so angry.  I got out, took his hood and gas mask off, and started punching him in the face.  I don’t know how many times I hit him, but when I stopped he was dead.”

“Bradley was there?” I said.

He nodded.  “I took that policeman’s gun.  Bradley was standing a little ways off, watching the whole thing, screaming like some bimbo in a horror movie.  I walked over to her and shot her once.”

“Where?” I said, meaning where on her body.

“Here,” he said, and pointed to the correct part of his chest.  “She knew I was going to shoot her at that point.  She turned away from me, trying to run away.”

“What about the two looters?  How do they come into it?”

Cole was still looking inward and back in time.  He chuckled.

“I thought of taking Bradley and the policeman to the morgue.  From there, I thought there was a good chance they’d get lost in the system.  I started with Bradley.  I took off her clothes and dragged her back to my van.”

“Let me guess,” I said.  “You were behind her, your arms under her arms, her feet dragging through the dirt?”

“That’s right,” he said.  He looked genuinely surprised that I knew that.

“The bottoms of her feet were dirty,” I said.  “She had a gray toe tag.  An autopsy tag.  They rinse down the bodies after an autopsy.”

“Ah,” he said.  He coughed, tried to smile.  “That’s good,” he said.  “It’s like Jimmy Stewart said in that movie Rope.  There’s no such thing as a perfect crime.”

“That’s right,” I said.  I remembered the picture.  Billy and I had watched it years earlier, the two of us on the couch, popcorn and beer while Jimmy Stewart outsmarted two faggish literati types.  “All crime is by definition flawed.”

He chuckled again.  “I put her in the back of my van,” he said.  “Then I went back for the policeman.  But before I could strip him, those looters showed up.  Usually they’re scared of the van, because they have a vague idea of the work I do, but these two gave me trouble.  They wanted the cop’s gun.  I gave them each a bullet instead.”

“Why didn’t you take them all to the morgue?” I said.

“Too much time,” he said.  “And besides, those looters are like fleas.  There’s never just one or two.”

“So you put Wade in the passenger seat of the van, hid it in the garage, and stashed the bodies of the looters in the weeds?”

He nodded.

“And you took the hard drives from the computers inside the van?”

“And the traps too.  I didn’t want WHO to have partial information.  I wanted it to all go public at once.  The equipment is in my van.”

I nodded to Chunk, who got on the radio and called in the Crime Scene Unit to process the van and an EMS unit for Cole.

“There’s one part I don’t understand, Dr. Cole,” I said.

He looked at me with pained, yellow eyes.

“How did you get Dr. Bradley’s body onto the death wagon without anybody noticing?”

He looked away.  “I won’t tell you that.”

“Why not?”

“I had help.  Someone who’s not involved otherwise.”

I thought about that.  I thought, I’m out of here tonight.  What does it matter other than to sooth my own curiosity?

“What if I told you that part was off the record?  Just between you and me.”

He turned those yellow eyes on me again, and it was like he saw right through me, like he knew why I wanted to know, and why he could believe me.

“A man named Isaac Hernandez,” he said, and I drew a sharp breath through my teeth.  I could taste the rubber smell of the inside of the gas mask I was wearing.

“He lost his entire family to H2N2,” Cole said.  “I told him, if I found a cure for the other two strains, I would make sure his two remaining grandchildren got the first dose.”

“You lied to him,” I said.  “You’re not working on the cure.  Just proving the strains exist.”

“True,” he said.  “One more crime among many.”

“Is that remorse I hear, Dr. Cole?”

“If I were to feel remorse for anything I’ve done,” he said, “it would be for that, lying to him like that.”

He let his head fall between his knees and the coughing overtook him once more.

I stood up and looked around, at the trees swaying in the breeze and the birds flying overhead and the motes of light lancing down to the grass, and I felt sick to my stomach.  So many lives wasted, and the living all gone mad.


Chapter 25



 



We left Cole where he was, sitting on the curb, neither of us wanting to go near him, even in our spacesuits.

His symptoms were that terrifying.

It took an hour for EMS to arrive.  All that time we stood there, a short ways off, listening to him cough, watching him turn blue from the cyanosis, watching blood leak out from his nose, his eyes, even his ears.  We stood there and watched that, a slow motion train wreck unfolding before our eyes.

I had seen thousands of people die from the mother strain of H2N2.  In the early days of the outbreak, when the hospitals were still trying to care for everybody who knocked on their door, the horror was still fresh.  My nerves were still raw then.  But that had been a long time ago.  Or at least it felt like a long time ago.  I hadn’t felt that way since Chunk’s grandmother died.  After her, I turned off a switch somewhere in my soul.

I believed that without really articulating it.  I believed that until I saw Cole dying from Strain 2.  He was going through the ravages of the disease so much faster than the folks who died of Strain 1.  They took twenty-four hours or more to die, but Cole was being torn apart right in front of my eyes.  All I could think of was that he was a single serving horror show, the best reason yet for wanting to leave San Antonio.

At one point he looked up at me, eyes yellow as egg yolks, and said, “What do you see?”

“What do you mean?” I said, trying to be cool, but still thinking he was terrifying, so willing to die such a horrible death.  Put a turban on his head and I’d have believed him capable of blowing himself up in a nightclub in Tel Aviv, or driving a horseshit bomb of fertilizer and ammonia into a Federal building.

“Me,” he said.  “What do you see?  Other than a pathetic old man.”

“Are you asking me to say I understand why you did this?  Why you killed four people?”

The corners of his mouth slumped, like he was disappointed, like I hadn’t measured up to the image he had of me in his mind.

“No,” he said, “I don’t care what you think about what I did.  Even if you could understand my reasons.  I’m asking you what you see.  What does this look like to you?”

Cole ran his hands down his flanks, like he was modeling some kind of new fashion.

I looked into his eyes and shook my head.

“This is what’s coming,” he said.  “What you’re looking at.  Just a taste.  Imagine this getting outside the walls.”

He hung his head between his knees and stayed that way for a long time.

“H2N2 scared the crap out of everybody because its numbers were off the charts.  Sixty-five percent of the population infected.  Eighteen percent mortality rates.  That scared people.  Eighteen percent.  That’s nothing compared to what’s coming.  Strain 2, we’re looking at forty percent mortality rates.  Add in Strain Three in the same population group, we’re all goners.”

“Is that a medical term?”

“What?  Goners?”

“Yeah.”

“Fits, doesn’t it?”  He smiled at something, a memory maybe, and said, “I told Bradley that same thing the first time I saw her out here.  She told me I was a doomsayer.  That’s when I told her we are all goners.”

I studied him, looked deep into his yellow, sick eyes.  He studied me back.

“You’re thinking about leaving, aren’t you?”

“I can’t leave here,” I said.  “You’re under arrest.  I’m required to maintain custody of you until you’re brought before a magistrate.”

He smiled a creepy, knowing smile.  “I don’t mean that.  I mean you’re thinking about leaving this.”  He opened his arms wide to include everything around us.  “I mean all of this.”

“You mean, leave the city?” I said.

He nodded.

“Can’t be done.”

“Of course not,” he said.  “Can’t be done.”

# # #

Cole rattled me.  Not much rattles me, but Cole was something else.  He had my number.

When Chunk came back from the car I asked him to watch Cole for a while.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said.  “I just need a moment.”

I went back to the car, leaned against it, and listened to the silence.  It amazed me the difference a few hours made.  When we’d driven into the GZ earlier that morning, I was feeling like those streets were a retreat from the rage that kept the threat of riot right there in front of me, like a spring ready to explode.  But now, after seeing Cole and the effects of Strain Two, I realized that there could never be any peace in this place, not in this city.

I heard the beating of wings.  A flock of birds had set down on a fence across the street, one house to the left of the house where I’d found Bradley’s van.

I watched that flock, and their black eyes stared back at me.

A feeling came over me, a need to see Carmenita Jaramillo again.  There was something I needed to ask her.

I motioned to Chunk.  He came over to me and said, “What’s up?”

“There’s someone I need to talk to.”  I motioned towards Carmenita’s house.  “Over there.  You mind babysitting him for a few minutes?”

Chunk looked at where I pointed, then back at me.  He thought it was a bad idea.  I could see it in his eyes.

“I’ll be okay,” I said.

“You got your radio with you?”

I nodded.

“You holler first hint of trouble, you hear?”

“Thanks, Chunk.”

“For what?”

“For knowing me well enough not to ask any questions.”

I could tell he was frowning behind his gas mask.  “Five minutes,” he said.  “You’re not back by then, I come looking for you.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said.

# # #

I crossed the alley with its scrub brush growing wild and came up in Carmenita’s backyard.  A haze of dust hung about the yard.

As I stepped onto the porch I heard a cooing sound.  The plank boards of the sagging porch creaked beneath my feet and it must have echoed through the house, for there was a fierce, panicked rustling and then a wall of Mexican doves took to the wing and rushed out of the doorway and windows in front of me.  For a moment, my world was a terror of flapping gray wings and yellow, glassy eyes and angry squawks.  I threw my arms over my face and turned away, and when the last of the birds had gone, I stood there on the porch, breathing hard and in a state of shock.

I didn’t know what to do, and so I did nothing.  I stood there, letting the silence wash back over me, until a weak, far away sounding voice called out my name.

“Carmenita?” I said.

“Yes,” she said, her voice coming from somewhere back in the shadows of the empty house.  “Yes, yes.  Come in, sweetie.”

I put my hand on the doorjamb and peered inside, past the patches of sunlight on the warped, wooden floor and the hanging bouquets of dried herbs, to the ancient, mummy-skinned woman in the rocking chair in the far corner.

“Come in, Lily.  You’re letting the air-conditioning out.”

I felt like a penitent, and I didn’t know why.  I walked across the room, stood before her, her in her gray rags and tattered shawl draped over her shoulders and me in full biohazard containment gear, sounding like Darth Vader as I breathed, and then dropped to my knees.

We were eye level now, but I sensed she saw much more than I did.  Or at least saw what was there much more clearly.

“You found something,” she said.

“Yes.  Thanks to you.  We found the man responsible.”

Her gentle smile never wavered.

“How did you know?” I said, meaning the chocolate cake, not the crime we’d just solved.  “How did you know what I needed?”

“It’s not magic.  Far from it.  What I do, it’s read the things you tell me in your eyes.”

“I don’t understand that,” I said.

“Some people are easy to read,” she said.  “Especially honest people.  You, you are easy to read.”

I shook my head, still not understanding.

“Sometimes you won’t get an answer.  Not one you like.”

“Carmenita, I...”  I didn’t know how to finish what I’d started to say.  The words stuck in my throat thick and hard as a walnut and wouldn’t come loose.

“You are still looking for something?”

“Yes.”

“Something bigger than over there.”  She waved a gnarled, yellowed hand in the direction of her backyard.

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t you made your mind up yet?” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“You know what I’m asking you.  That, over there, there was a time when that was all you wanted.  When that was enough.  But now finding answers to questions like that doesn’t satisfy you.  Now there’s something bigger in front of you, and you can’t make up your mind about it.”

I coughed a little, choking back a tear that came without my knowing it.  Hadn’t I made up my mind?  I knew what was really important.  My family.  They mattered more to me than my career, my reputation, even my oath.  Why then the confusion?  Why the nagging self-doubt?

“You ask hard questions of yourself,” Carmenita said.  “The questions are harder than they need to be.”

“What questions do I ask?”  I was trying to be tough now, defensive for no reason.  Hadn’t I come to her for a reading?

“You are leaving.”

The words came out of her quietly, but they rolled over me like a sand storm.

“How did you know?” I asked.  “Is it written over my head or something?”

“Hard decisions are like shouts into a canyon,” Carmenita said.  “They leave echoes behind.  What troubles you is not how hard the choice is, but how easy it is.  You wonder if you are right when the decision to do something so big is so easy to make.”

I hung my head a little.  “Yes,” I said.

“You wonder why you’re conscience isn’t at ease.”

“Yes.”

She was silent for so long that I raised my eyes to hers.  Her black eyes sparkled like obsidian in the sunlight.

“This is a wasteland,” she said.  “This is no place for a child.  Leave here, and if you ever doubt that you have done the right thing, look into your child’s eyes and be at peace.”

My mouth opened, but I didn’t speak.  I couldn’t.

“Go,” she said.  “They are calling you.”

I rose to my feet, still looking into her eyes, and from somewhere out in the backyard, heard Chunk yelling my name.


Chapter 26



 



Cole died in the ambulance.

We had his body taken to Arsenal, with a hold placed on it for Dr. Herrera.  Chunk and I then went looking for Dr. Herrera himself, the idea being that we would tell him personally what to expect.  But that never happened.  We were met on the main floor of the morgue by Lt. Treanor and Dr. Laurent.  Both, it seemed, already knew about Cole.

“You did good work,” said Treanor, shaking our hands.  All of us wore gloves.  “I understand you got a full confession?”

“That’s right,” I said.

There were two SWAT officers standing a short distance away, both of them armed with MP5s, nasty little machine guns.  There was something about the way they were watching our conversation with Treanor that made me think something was very wrong.

“You’ll send me a copy of the Prosecution Guide, I trust?” Treanor said.

“Yes sir.”

Laurent stood a short distance behind Treanor, her eyes little green pinpoints of hate in her fat, round face.

“Lieutenant,” she said.  The impatience in her voice was palpable.

He glanced over his shoulder at her without turning all the way around, looked back at us, and sighed.

“Do you have the property from the crime scene?” he said.  “The hard drives and Dr. Bradley’s journal?”

“Yes sir,” I said.  “They’re out in the trunk of our car.”

He nodded.  Then he turned to one of the SWAT officers and waved him over.

I watched the officer approach.

“What’s going on, sir?”

The officer stood next to Treanor.  “I need the keys to your car,” he said.

“Sir?”

“Your keys,” he said, his voice icing over.  His expression made it look like he’d just tasted something unexpectedly bitter.

I looked at Chunk, but his face was unreadable behind his surgical mask.  Only his eyes flashed, and those only for the briefest moment.

“Detective Harris,” said Treanor, his hand open, palm up in front of me.

I reached into the pockets of my sweatpants and pulled out the car keys and dropped them in his open palm.

He handed the keys to the SWAT officer, who left without a word.

“Lieutenant,” said Laurent, only this time her voice was softer, a note of satisfaction in it that made my blood boil.

Treanor stared at me, then at Chunk, then back at me.

“I’ve already been in contact with the District Attorney’s Office,” he said.  “The two of you are under a gag order as of right now.  You are to go back to your office, write your Prosecution Guide and your Charge and Disposition Report, and submit them directly to Assistant DA Carnahan.  She’ll be standing by.

“Once you’ve turned in your report, you are prohibited from discussing the matter with anyone.  Is that clear?”

He kept looking right at me, waiting for me to open my big mouth.  Ordinarily, that would have been a sure bet, but this time it didn’t pay off.  I could read the writing on the wall, as plain as I could see the contempt in Laurent’s face.  I knew right then that Herrera would never perform an autopsy on Walter Cole’s body.  I knew that his sacrifice, as insane as it was, had been for nothing.  All of it was for nothing.  Three people were dead--five if you counted the looters--and not one of their deaths would matter.

I imagined turning over my report to the DA, who would promptly take it to the deepest well she could find and dump it in.  It would be like that scene from the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, where the ark is unceremoniously stuffed in a plain wooden box and filed among thousands and thousands of other unknown secrets.  My report would be like that, a secret kept by fools, too proud to realize that’s what they were.

Treanor was still looking at me, waiting to shut me down when I objected.

“I understand, sir,” was all I said.

He frowned with his eyes.  “Well, okay then.  Carry on.”


Chapter 27



 



When everything was reduced to paper and turned over to Assistant DA Carnahan, Chunk and I walked across the Scar’s parking lot in silence to our cars.  We could have said something about what was obviously going on, but we didn’t.  We could have talked about the injustice of it all, of the thousands, even millions of lives that Laurent’s pride was putting under the hatchet’s blade, but we didn’t.

As I drove home, my fingers wrapped so tight around the steering wheel you’d have thought I was hanging from it, Chunk’s headlights bobbing like corks in a stream in my rearview mirror, I thought about that quote by Edmund Burke, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”

I read it in one of my back issues of Vogue, though in Vogue they’d added and women after good men.

I left the crowded buildings of the city and entered the rolling, unlit blackness of the foothills north of town, all the while asking myself if I was doing the right thing.  I had knowledge, after all, knowledge of evil things in the making, and isn’t knowledge supposed to be power?  Was I doing the right thing by turning my back on millions of lives, just so my family and I could go free?

I thought about that hard enough and long enough to give myself a migraine.  It worried me that maybe I was on some kind of slippery slope.  I used to pride myself on staying away from the black market, and then I bought from it.  I had never lied, either expressly or by omission, on any police report I’d ever written, yet I intentionally neglected to mention Isaac Hernandez’ involvement in Dr. Bradley’s murder.  And now I was planning the ultimate betrayal of my official trust.  I was about to turn my back on my oath to maintain the peace and dignity of the City of San Antonio in much the same way as I would snub an ex-boyfriend I’d caught cheating on me.  There were good reasons to back me up on all those little sins I’d committed, but I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t stop to really beat the issue to death.

I had to ask: Was I really doing the right thing?

# # #

When I pulled into the driveway of my house and turned off my car, I was still torturing myself, wondering about right and wrong.

Chunk pulled in behind me.  He got out of his car and popped his trunk.  He took out a small black duffle bag and two heavy, stiff blankets that he’d lifted from the SWAT office.

I was still gripping the steering wheel when he walked by my door.

“You okay?”

I nodded, but didn’t let go of the wheel.

A sharp square of buttery light appeared at the front door, and then Chunk and Billy were shaking hands.

“Lily?” Billy said.

The car door was open, though I don’t remember opening it, or if maybe Billy had opened it.

He held out his hand to me.

“Lily?”

I took it and stepped out of the car.

“Connie?”

“She’s asleep,” he said.  “She doesn’t know anything yet.”

“Good,” I said.  That was as we’d planned it.  We didn’t want her to get any more scared than she needed to be.

At least I could save her from that.

# # #

Billy and I already had our bags packed.  Connie’s too.  We’d kept them under our bed since the day Billy’d found out about the hole under the wall.  Now, as I looked at the three small duffle bags and realized that they contained everything with which we were to start a new life, I balked.

Carmenita’s words came back to me.  I had made a huge decision with unprecedented ease, and the smallness of the bags, and the scope of the job they were to perform, made me question the sense of what we were about to do.

And then it hit me.  It wasn’t the moral quagmire of oaths and betrayals and black markets that was bothering me.  It was the prospect of starting all over again that scared me.  When I looked deep inside, that was the skeletal fear that stared back up at me.

I went to the kitchen and met up with Billy and Chunk.  The three of us spoke in hushed tones, like burglars in the night.

“We need to go soon,” Billy said.  “We need to use as much of the night as we can.”

“We’re ready, aren’t we?” I said.  I looked from Billy to Chunk and back to Billy, my eyes questioning theirs.

“Everything’s set,” Billy said.

“But?”

“But I was telling Billy I need to do something first,” Chunk said.

“What?”

I looked back and forth between them again.  Billy looked at his feet.  Chunk stammered.

“What is it?” I said.

“Gram,” Chunk said, suddenly looking much smaller than his six-four, two hundred and sixty pounds.  “I want to see her again.”

“Oh,” I said.  “Hmmm.  Okay.  Okay.  We’ve got time for that.”

“Thanks,” Chunk said, unnecessarily, and then went out the backdoor and out across the lower end of the property where his grandmother was buried.  It was a clear night with a thick sliver of yellow moon high in the sky, and I could see his large form in silhouette clearly until he entered the shadows of the trees.

When he disappeared into the shadows, Billy took my hand and squeezed it gently.  His hand felt so warm, so comfortable.

“What are you thinking?” he said.

“I’m scared,” I said.  “Really terrified.”

He nodded.

“And you know, it’s not even the getting out of the city part that scares me.  Not the helicopters or the troops on the ground.  It’s the starting over part that scares me.  We’re going to have to make a whole new life.”

He was quiet for a while, quiet enough I could hear him breathing.

“No,” he said finally.  “It’s not a whole new life.”

I turned to look him in the eye, a question hanging there between us.

He reached up with one hand and pulled my mask down.  I started to protest, to hold it in place, but then stopped and let him do it.

He pulled the mask down under my chin and stared at my face.

I reached up and pulled down his mask.  The two of us stood there, lost in each other’s faces, seen whole for the first time in a long time.  A very long time.

“It’s not a whole new life,” he said.  “It’s new circumstances, a new place. But you and I are still here together, and we still have Connie.  We’re whole.  Only the place names change.”

He touched his fingertips to my cheek and brushed away a tear.

“I love you,” he said.  “I’m with you every step of the way, and that won’t ever change.”

# # #

Billy and I stood on the back porch, watching Chunk trudge back to us, head bent down, heart heavy.  I knew something was wrong even before he stopped on the bottom step and looked up at us.

“What is it?” I said.

He had been crying, his face still wet.  It was something I hadn’t seen since his grandmother died.

“I’m not going,” he said.

I felt Billy’s body stiffen against my arm.

“No,” I said.

But he wouldn’t let me finish.  He held up his hands and stared at us with eyes so full of sorrow that everything I would have said just evaporated away.

“Please don’t,” he said.  “You need to go.  You have a reason.  I don’t.  Everything I’ve ever had is here.  Everything I’m ever going to have is here.  Let’s not talk it to death.  You guys need to go.  Just you guys.”

I swallowed hard, then nodded.

Billy squeezed me close.  He said, “Go wake up Connie.  It’s time.”


Chapter 28



 



I held Connie in my arms.  Billy carried our bags.  Together we ran down to the creek and cleared the brush away from the raft Billy had made of coffin pine.  It looked like a surfboard to me.  I sucked in a breath, realizing how slim our chances really were.  Billy pushed it into the water and waded in so that he was waist deep in the inky, muddy water of the creek.  He stood next to the raft, steadying it, so that Connie and I could climb on board.  Once we were in place, Billy pushed himself onto the raft and we all settled into our places.  I spooned Connie and Billy spooned me.  Chunk, on the shore, spread the SWAT sniper blankets over us and covered the blankets with brush.  The idea was that we were a piece of scrub brush that had broken off a nearby tree during the last storm and was now floating harmlessly down the water.  That was what we hoped the helicopter patrols would see, anyway.

I lifted a flap of the blanket so that a little sliver of the shore showed.  Chunk was there, our house behind him in the distance.  He raised his right hand and showed his palm.  Not a wave, just an open hand, a forever goodbye.  We floated down the creek, the world around us graveyard quiet, and I watched Chunk.  His hand was raised the whole time, and he was going, going, and finally gone.  We were alone, the three of us, lulled into the quiet by the gentle lapping of the water against the raft.  I felt Connie breathing in my arms, and I reached over the back of her head and kissed her cheek.  In the dark, I imagined her smiling bravely.

“Mommy?” she said.

“Yes, honey.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“We’re going to leave here, honey.  We’re going someplace safe.”

“Why?”

Not where, why.  The hard question.

“Something bad is coming, Connie.  We can’t be here when it gets here.”

“What about Uncle Reggie?”

I cupped her hands in mine.  She was holding the blue jay Billy’d made her tightly in her fist.  I thought about how a single blue jay will attack a pack of wild dogs to protect its nest before I answered her.

“Uncle Reggie will be okay,” I said, and prayed that wasn’t a lie.  “Quiet now.  Shhh.”

# # #

We’d planned it out without really getting too specific.  There hadn’t been time, and we hadn’t really known how.  Neither of us had ever escaped from hell before.  Billy had gone down to the creek the morning before with Connie’s binoculars and a can of orange paint.  He’d poured some of the paint into the water and watched the cloud as it drifted down stream with the intention of timing it--to see how long it would take us to drift the third of a mile from our house to the wall.

The only trouble was, the cloud of paint either sank, or became so diluted it became invisible.  He tried the same thing with a Coke can, but it kept getting caught up in the brush along the banks of the creek.  In the end, he had to give up the experiment and settle for a big unknown.  And so we drifted for the better part of an hour, coming closer all the while to the horror of freedom.

It was a warm, clear night, not unusual for late August in San Antonio, and we had been in short sleeves before we got in the water.  But afterward, after we’d spent all that time curled up together, feeling scared and claustrophobic and blind and wet from the water that constantly lapped over the sides of the raft, we began to shiver.  Connie especially was feeling the cold, and she shook in my arms like an epileptic.

I spoke to her in hushed, easy tones, telling her it was going to be okay, that it was almost over, but still she shivered.

She said she wanted to go home.

When we heard the first helicopter pass overhead, she began to mew like a kitten and my quiet reassurances changed to harsher “Shhhs” and “Stop that.”

I was scared too, and I tend to bark when I’m scared.

It didn’t help.

The helicopter past overhead, then backtracked.  Their routine patrols were never the same, or, if they followed a pattern, it wasn’t one that I could ever figure out.  The pilot’s whim seemed to be the only deciding factor, and the pilot of the helicopter above us seemed happy to spend his night flying over the same patch of ground time and time again.  Just our luck.

The blankets over us made us invisible to the helicopter’s night vision equipment, just as it kept us from seeing the world beyond the banks of the creek.  But I could see enough to know what the crew of the gunship was doing.  They were in random patrol mode, not actively searching for anything, their spotlights groping the ground like a blind man’s fingers.  Several times they flew low over us, so low that the wash from the rotors beat on the blanket as if it were a cleaning woman beating the dust out of an old rug on a wash line.

Connie began to scream and writhe in my arms.  Billy and I both pleaded with her to be quiet, but she couldn’t, the poor thing.  She was way too scared.  The sound of the helicopter drowned out her screams.  The ground on either side of the creek flickered in the spotlight.

I grabbed Connie and pulled her tight.  “Stop it,” I said.  “Look at me.”

She screamed again, her eyes closed tightly.

“Look at me,” I said.  “Look at me.”

She opened her eyes, her face still twisted by the scream.

“Connie,” I said, my voice quiet.  “It’s Mommy, honey.  Look at me.  We are going to make it.  We are going to get out of here.  Stop moving.”

Suddenly she went limp in my arms.  Her legs stopped kicking mine.

“I’m scared, Mommy.”

“Me too, honey.”

I squeezed her tightly.

# # #

Everybody reacts to extreme fear and stress in different ways, and most of those ways are bad, counterproductive.  But children Connie’s age seem to have the gift of being able to shut down.  That’s what Connie did.  After fighting in my arms like a feral tomcat about to get its first bath, she went to sleep.  She just went limp, groaned, and fell asleep.  I envied her.  We drifted the rest of the way to the wall in relative quiet.  Connie slept, and the gunship meandered off farther down the length of the wall.

The front of our raft bounced off the heavy, weed-choked grating that allowed Vespers Creek to pass through the containment wall.  Billy slid into the water and held the boat steady while I woke Connie.  This part of our escape was going to be tricky.  The storm had washed out enough of the bank just to the left of the grate that we could slip through, but we would have to get out of the water and push the boat through the hole.  It wasn’t as easy as floating to safety.

Once I had Connie safely on the bank, on her belly and covered by a sniper blanket, I examined the hole.  It looked like it was going to be a tight fit to get the raft through it.  Billy hadn’t been able to get close enough to measure it, after all, and he had been forced to guess how wide the hole was.

I put my hand on the wall and was shocked at how cold it was against my palm.  Only then did it occur to me that I was actually touching the walls that for so many months had dominated my life.  I was touching the outer limits of my prison.

“Help me push it up there,” Billy said.

I grabbed the front and pulled.  Together we got it right up to the hole and pushed.

# # #

It was too big.  By less than an inch.  We tried it every which way, but it wouldn’t go through.  We tried to dig the hole wider, but the soft dirt was just a thin skin over solid rock.  We tried to bend the grate and gave that up almost immediately.  Under the sniper blanket, Billy and I looked at each other, not knowing what to do.

“Should we leave it here?” I said.

“Somebody may spot it.”

“What about putting some brush over it?”

He looked at the hole again, at the baggage and the food and the supplies we’d stowed on the raft and said, “Damn it.”

“We’ll carry it,” I said.

“Yeah, we’re gonna have to.”

We off-loaded our stuff, then stashed the boat in the weeds next to the bank.  As Billy was covering the raft and I was helping Connie stash our bags into the hole, I heard the sound of the helicopter again.  Our pilot friend was coming by for another pass.

“Billy,” I said.  “The helicopter.”

“Shit,” he said, and frantically piled twigs and grass and anything else he could find on top of the raft.

“Hurry,” I said.  I know from experience that the equipment on those helicopters can pick you up long before they’re close enough for you to see or even hear them, and Billy was standing in the open, without the protection of the sniper blanket.

“Hurry,” I said.

“Got it.”  He hit the ground and rolled toward the hole where I tossed half the blanket over him just as the spotlight legs of the helicopter walked over us.

From under the wall, under the blankets, we listened as the helicopter continued on with its patrol.  The sound retreated into the distance until it was only a bad memory.

“That was close,” I said.

Billy’s face was covered with mud.  When he smiled at me, his teeth looked white as clean cotton.

“We’re still going,” he said, and kissed me on the mouth with his muddy lips.

We slid through the hole, crawling on our bellies, and slipped into the water on the other side of the wall.  Once we were through, I had a moment when I felt like Lot’s wife.  I just had to look back.

# # #

I don’t know.  Maybe I expected my first breath of air on the other side to taste sweeter.  Maybe I expected the containment walls to look different from the other side.  But none of that happened.  The air still smelled like water and hummus, and the walls looked just as ominous, a tall, dark sheet against the sky.

“Mommy,” Connie said, tugging on my t-shirt.  “What are we gonna do now?”

A good question, I thought.

“We’re gonna wade through the creek till we get to the Guadalupe River,” I said.  “From there, we’ll drift down to Culver Falls.  We can get on a bus there in the morning and it’ll take us far away from here.”

“Where, Mommy?”

“Someplace safe, honey.”

We put our arms around each other, squared the blankets over our heads, and together, as a family, made our solitary way out of hell.


Chapter 29



 



On October 1, less than two months after we escaped San Antonio, Billy pulled the beat up 1984 Chevy pickup we’d bought from a used car lot in Billings for seven hundred dollars to the curb on the main street of a small town called Morgan’s Creek, Montana.

A slushy, wet snow was falling as I got out and ran to a mailbox that stood in front of a tiny drugstore.

I smiled at the gray sky, at the brisk, cold wind on my cheeks, turning them apple red.  I hadn’t seen snow since I was a little girl, since the same year our beat up Chevy was made, in fact, when San Antonio got buried beneath a freak desert snow snowstorm of fourteen inches and the whole city ground to a halt for three days.

Even in the grayness of it all, I could look down the street and see the snow-covered mountains rising up into the sky.  It felt good, and I felt good, stronger.

Morgan’s Creek had a population of twenty-eight hundred people, fewer than the number of cops in San Antonio, and they were good people.  They welcomed us, the young couple and their daughter who told everyone they were from Houston and were looking to escape the grind of the big city, and as I looked to the truck and saw Billy and Connie smiling back at me, I prayed that things might really be getting better for us.  Maybe here, in the mountains, we could escape the coming storm.

It was with that hope in mind that I dropped my package into the mailbox.  The package contained a one hundred and seventy page manuscript, describing everything that had happened to me and my family during our stay under quarantine.  I asked only that my family’s new location be kept a secret.

I told about Bradley’s murder, about Cole’s theory, and about Laurent’s reckless pride.  I told about the cover up, and the truth about the anarchy that constantly threatened to boil over in San Antonio’s streets.

My prosecution guide was included.  So was a pirated copy of all the evidence Laurent had prevented me from giving to Dr. Herrera, the copy I had made on the equipment in Cole’s van while we waited for EMS and the others to arrive.  I even tossed in a copy of Bradley’s journal.

I sealed it all up and addressed it to Samuel Clayton Walder, a science writer whose work I’d first read in National Geographic, but who was now working for the New York Times.

I ended my one hundred and seventy page manuscript with an urgent plea for him not to ignore the importance of the information in his hands.

“Millions of lives are at risk,” I wrote.  “Don’t drag your feet on this.  Tell the world.  Make sure they’re ready.  In less than a month, the first wave of grackles will pass through San Antonio on their way to Northern Mexico.  If the world isn’t ready by then, WE ARE ALL GONERS.”

 

 

THE END
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Preface



 



Things would have been a lot simpler if I hadn’t listened to Bobby Adair.

When I first approached him mid-Summer 2014, I told him I had an idea: we’d get together a few authors, and each of us would contribute a short story. When we were finished, we’d compile them in a small anthology and publish it around September or October, in between working on our other projects.

Before I knew it, Bobby had signed the two of us up for a full-scale novel. Which grew to a series. Which ended up being published sooner than either of us planned.

But hey, that’s the fun of this whole writing thing, right?

Going into a collaboration is a scary endeavor. Unlike writing solo, where you have yourself to rely on (and blame), you’re suddenly faced with the writing habits, imagination, and whims of your co-conspirator. For some, this might be a difficult task; for others, it might not work at all.

That wasn’t the case at all with THE LAST SURVIVORS. From beginning to end, the ideas flowed, and they never stopped. And that is the reason you’re holding this book several months earlier than we’d expected.

THE LAST SURVIVORS is different than anything I (or we) have ever written. It takes place in a post-apocalyptic setting where almost all of the technology of the modern world has been lost. The three townships, or last fragments of society, are plagued not only by internal dissent but also by monsters that roam the ruins and the forest. The science of the monsters is loosely based on the Cordyceps fungus, which exists today in tropical environments, primarily affecting insects such as ants. For those unfamiliar with the fungus, it simultaneously takes over and deforms the bodies of its hosts, taking control of their minds and afflicting them until death.

Because of the threat of wind-borne fungal spores and the loss of technology, the survivors in our story have devolved to a medieval, agrarian, almost-Puritanical culture. While they live in the ruins of modern cities, much of the past has been reduced to legend, and you are more likely to encounter a horse or a sword than any piece of modern “Tech Magic”.

As you can tell, we took lots of liberties in our story. The world of THE LAST SURVIVORS is as much full of Fantasy as it is of science. We hope you have as much fun reading the book as we did writing it. Enjoy!

-Tyler Piperbrook

September 2014


Prologue



 



They were ugly.

They stank.

The disorganized horde of them was almost a mile down the slope, reeking a putrescence the boy could smell despite the direction of the breeze. Rot got into the misshapen, boney masses on their skulls and spines, making the creatures smell like decaying animals. They weren’t dead, though. They were more than alive enough to chase a man down, eviscerate him, and feast on his entrails.

From atop his horse, the boy looked at the cloudless blue sky, then down the slope, and across the grassy, rolling hills, beautiful except for the thousands of dirty bare feet stomping them to dirt. “I’m frightened,” he said.

General Blackthorn looked at his son and frowned. “Any boy of your age—most men in fact—would fear the sight of so many monsters afoot. But to admit that fear is a shameful thing.” Blackthorn looked around, scanning the horizon. “Hearts harden under the hammer of fear, and yours will be no exception.”

The boy scooted around in his saddle and looked behind the hilltop, where a dark forest brooded in shadows. “Are there more beasts hiding in the trees?”

Blackthorn pointed out across the thousands of running men, twisted by spore into rabid things, demonic things, hungry for the flesh of clean men. “No man has seen this many swarm out of the ancient city since the days when my grandfather was a boy. Do you truly imagine there could be more?”

The boy shook his head. It was a hope as much as a response.

Tales recounted by his father’s soldiers around the hearths at night, stories he thought had been exaggerated to frighten a small boy, had proven true. Men were no longer men, but beasts. Beasts whose shoulders, spines and elbows grew bony, fungal warts, and whose skulls grew disfigured crests. Twice a year the crests plumed red, shedding spores into the wind, infecting humans, worming their way into the bones, sinking fungal roots and slowly deforming anyone unfortunate enough to be tainted.

Even a single wind-borne speck could fall on a tongue and mutate a person into a hideous monster. But the worst was that the spore twisted men’s minds, transforming them into creatures who wallowed in their own feces, ate the flesh of other men, and stole away women to who knew what end.

Before the boy had seen the monsters, it’d been easy for him to show a brave face and beg his father to allow him to ride out with the cavalry. The boy was only fourteen, a year into his training. Normally riding in the cavalry was a privilege reserved for those of sixteen years of age at least.

But the boy was the son of General Blackthorn.

Now he’d give anything to be back behind the false safety of Brighton’s walls.

Demon stench—a scent the boy had learned these past few days to fear—was growing around them, putrefying the wind, dripping over the scent of the wild summer flowers. Down the long grassy slope in front of the remains of the cavalry, the mass of the demon horde moved like some giant gelatinous slug, devouring the earth, fetid, with bulbous skulls and ten thousand hungry maws. Rotted teeth snapped on their wails while hands grasped air, reaching for the riders.

Blood was their lust.

General Blackthorn sat tall in his saddle, sneering as he looked down at the oncoming swarm, making the boy wonder if his father might have in him the strength to kill every last one of the monsters himself. The other riders waited stolidly for orders, men whose hard faces showed no fear. The boy ached to be as brave as his father—to be as brave as any of the cavalrymen—but it took all of his strength to hold himself steady on his horse. It took all of his courage to keep from wetting his pants.

He waited, anticipating what was to come. But that was no mental feat. The cavalry did only one thing—it charged as though the men knew no fear, as though their comrades hadn’t been mauled and killed by the dozen, by the tens of dozens. Of the six hundred cavalrymen that rode out of Brighton three days prior and had valiantly fought mobs and bands of spore-infected men across the countryside, only seventy-five were left.

The boy knew, just as the surviving men knew, that they wouldn’t live to see their homes again. It was a realization that had come to each of them as each bloody day passed. But not one of the soldiers had complained, nor had they admitted their fear.

As the boy looked back and forth across the cavalry aligned beside him, he saw their hard hands gripping their reins and hefting their swords. Individually and together, they projected indomitable strength.

And through his growing panic, the boy understood something new that he’d been clueless about through all the previous days’ slaughter. Fear itself was not a shameful thing. Admitting one’s fear for the ears of other men dampened their courage. That was the shame. Understanding that, the boy gritted his teeth, sat up straight in his saddle and looked down at the stinking swarm. In his strongest voice, he said, “Father, I’m ready to fight.”

Blackthorn looked at the boy, and for the first time since they’d ridden out of Brighton, his face softened. “I’m proud of you, my son.”

“I’m proud of you, too, father.” The boy’s voice cracked, and he dared say no more.

Blackthorn waved his arm and gave the order. The horsemen formed up in a chevron of fifty riders with Blackthorn at the point. The other twenty-five riders fell in behind.

The cavalry charged.

Every bulbous-headed monster in the swarm screamed defiance at the horses thundering down on them.

Bone broke under hoof.

Blood gushed under blade.

Demons shrieked, and men fell.

The horses lost momentum, stuck in the solid mob of beasts. Without the charging mass of twelve hundred-pound horses trampling twisted men, the cavalrymen were left with only the strength of their swords. The attack fell apart.

Men and horses succumbed to clawing hands and jagged teeth. General Blackthorn tried in vain to rally the soldiers, but fear had a grip on too many hearts. Amidst the reeking bodies, desperation came easily.

The boy swung at a nearby monster, catching it across the neck. Blood gushed. The beast fell. Off to his left, the General was swinging his sword. Demons were yanking at his tunic, tugging on his arms, grasping at his horse’s bridle.

Then something occurred that the boy had never thought possible. General Blackthorn fell. He was instantly buried in a scrum of a dozen beasts.

The brave, iron hearts of the cavalrymen crumbled.

The boy’s own fear won out, and he kicked his horse in the haunches, spurring it into a panicked gallop back toward the hill. Monsters fell to the side as the horse picked up speed through the melee. The boy swung his sword—not to kill, but simply to fend off the monsters and escape.

While the boy was still swinging wildly, the horse broke out of the horde, and flew through the knee-high grass toward the hill they’d charged down earlier. He wiped at his tear-streaked face, feeling shame for leaving his comrades behind. When he looked back though, he saw several dozen bloodied horsemen racing after him. And his father’s great black horse among them, riderless.

At the top of the hill the boy slowed, stopped, and turned his horse around to look back on some wispy false hope that he might see his father on his feet, slaying the beasts. Of course he wasn’t. General Blackthorn was dead.

The other fleeing horsemen came to a stop and wheeled their horses up alongside the boy. With his cheeks still wet with blood and tears he looked over the men. His father’s second in command was gone. No officer was among them. Even the sergeants had all fallen. The horsemen were leaderless and they were all staring at him. The boy had seen those looks before, while he’d been mounted at his father’s side. Now the cavalrymen were looking for his direction, for his leadership. The mantle of the general had passed a weight onto his shoulders that threatened to splinter his fearful bones.

The man on the horse next to the boy stood up in his saddle and looked back and forth across the thin, ragged formation. “The men are prepared to charge, sir.”

They were ready to fight, ready to resume a battle they’d already lost, ready to die.

But the cavalrymen couldn’t fail. If they did, there’d be no one to stop the horde from reaching Brighton, no one to stop the beasts from pouring over the walls and slaughtering everyone the boy ever knew.

Rather than despair, though that choice begged him to spur his horse into a gallop far away from here, the boy asked himself what his father would do? Form a chevron and bravely charge into the teeth of the deformed brutes.

The words ran through the boy’s head as if they were his own. General Blackthorn had always sworn by one tactic, and according to General Blackthorn, that tactic was all they needed. A wall of charging horses invariably put fear in the hearts of demons, and fear made the beasts turn and run. That made them easy to slay.

But the horde down in the prairie was large enough to absorb any quantity of fear the boy’s few charging horses could engender.

“Sir?” the man next to the boy asked, waiting for an answer.

The boy’s mind raced. He formed an idea. He stood in his saddle and trotted a few steps ahead of the cavalry lined along the crest. Swallowing his fear, he looked at the men. “The chevron will be useless with so few riders against so many monsters.”

The man who’d been next to him was unable to hide his unease. “But we know only one way to fight the beasts.”

“Quiet. Hear what he has to say,” said another man.

“I have an idea. But you’ll need to follow me with faith and courage.” The men quietly listened. “My father is dead. Our brothers are dead. We are exhausted, and our horses are tired. But if we give up now, all of your wives and children will die. Is that what we want?”

The men stared at him in silence.

The boy yelled, “Is that what we want?”

In unison, the men cried, “No!”

The boy continued, his confidence rising. “We will not win this battle. We all know that. But we will fight until the last of us falls. And in dying, we will kill so many demons that by the time they reach the walls of Brighton, there will be so few that the women and children will finish them with their kitchen tools. Will you follow me? Will you ride behind me?”

The men cheered.

“Form a single line! Do as I do!”

The boy wheeled his horse around. He looked down the hill at an advancing mass of grunting beasts. His heart thudded in his chest, but he fought to harden it, doing as his father would’ve done. He gritted his teeth, he held up his sword. Then he gave the command. His horse whinnied as he raced down the slope. The wind caressed his face, drying the blood that stained his cheeks. He kept his stare straight ahead. He didn’t look to see if the men had followed. They were good cavalrymen, his father’s men.

The horde drew closer.

When the boy reached the bottom of the hill, he didn’t charge the center like his father would have. Instead, he led the line of horsemen along the flank, slicing his sword at every outstretched monster hand, every shoulder, every neck. When the monsters moved into his path, he skirted around them. He didn’t engage them in combat. He didn’t even slow his horse. The horsemen followed his lead, slashing at demon limbs as they rode.

When he’d ridden well past the swarm, the boy brought his horse to a stop. He looked left and right, assessing the scene. He asked the man next to him, “How many did we lose?”

“Not a one, sir.”

He felt a surge of hope. The horde was shrieking and changing direction to give chase.

“Which way to Brighton?” the boy asked.

The soldier pointed to the left, back in the direction of the hillock.

The boy stood in his saddle, addressing his troops. “We’ll attack them on the opposite flank and draw them away from our homes. These stinking things are slower than our horses and dumber than our pigs. We don’t need to battle them for our honor. We need to slaughter them like hogs.”

The men hollered, and without hesitation, the boy led another harassing charge.

The men whooped into the air, battling behind him until their swords were stained and their muscles weak. For two days, they fought, repeating the maneuver until the horde had thinned.

At the end of the second day, half the demons in the great horde were dead on the prairie.

By that time, the remaining men in the boy’s command were weary and out of strength. Their heads hung; their swords were heavy in their hands. But something was approaching on the horizon. A troop of a hundred farmers had arrived on horseback, offering reinforcement. Without question, the men fell in line with the soldiers, rallying behind the boy.

Rallying behind the new leader. The new General Blackthorn.


Chapter 1

Ella

 



“William, where are you?”

Ella scanned the trees in a panic. A few minutes earlier, she’d been talking with her eleven-year-old son about the town gathering, discussing the things they’d do after The Cleansing. William had been watching her, wide-eyed and intent, barely interested in the mint leaves and roots they’d been collecting.

And now he was gone.

She’d preached the necessity of staying close, had warned him of the dangers. The forest wasn’t safe. How many times could she have said it?

You’d think he would’ve learned, after what happened to his father…

But there was no time to think about that now. She dropped her bag, grabbed the folds of her skirt, and lifted them so she could run. Then she drew her knife.

As she ran, her boots grappled with rocks and fallen branches, the trees seemed to surround her. A few moments ago, the forest had seemed tranquil and inviting, but not anymore.

The panic was taking over.

“William!” she shouted again, louder this time. 

They’d been out since early in the morning and already the sun was spreading its heat through the foliage, the light dappling with shadows.

Was William hiding, playing one of his silly games?

If so, he’d be in deep trouble. He knew better. She’d taught him better.

She flew past several mulberry trees, her breath coming in short bursts. Tree limbs scratched painfully at her arms. Brambles tore at her skirt. Where was William?

It was her fault. They shouldn’t have gone so far into the forest. Even though they were inside the circle wall, that didn’t mean they were safe. The wall, ancient and long, was crumbling in places and was only guarded at the gates.

A shape appeared in the distance. Even through the glare and shadow, she recognized her son’s form. His long arms whisked back and forth; his pants billowed behind him.

“William! Stop!”

She ran faster, pushing her legs to the point of cramping. Her heart pounded. Her stomach turned end over end.

Why was William running? Why wouldn’t he stop? She scanned the forest—left, right, and behind—but saw nothing. What had spooked him?

Had he seen something she hadn’t?

Whatever it was, she’d protect him from it. She’d do whatever it took to keep him safe. William was all she had left.

She kept on, ignoring the stitches in her side. Her lungs heaved for air. Her legs begged for respite. Run. Faster.

A sound rose from the forest.

A child’s voice.

It was William, and he was calling out to someone. Who was he talking to?

She looked around as she ran, trying to keep pace with William’s wild strides. He darted between trees, leaping over brush. She shouted again, with as much volume as she could muster.

William ground to a halt, as if her voice had snapped him from some animal trance. His shoulders rose and fell as he turned and faced her.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

William stared at her, but didn’t answer. She continued toward him. With each footstep, her anxiety faded. In its place grew a swell of anger.

“Don’t ever do that to me again! You hear me?”

She opened her mouth to scold him further, but stopped when she saw the guilty look on his face. His curly brown hair clung to his forehead; his eyes roamed the forest floor. She took him by the shoulders, softening her tone.

“Why’d you take off like that, William? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

William didn’t answer. He kept his eyes on the ground.

“Look at me when I speak to you!” Ella demanded.

The boy refused, and she felt her anger return. Her son had disobeyed her. On top of that, he wouldn’t even dignify his behavior with an explanation. If he didn’t answer her soon, she’d—

“I saw Dad.”

Ella’s face went slack. In the second between question and response, the boy met her eyes. She stared at her son’s face, hoping to rekindle her anger, but all she felt was sorrow. Ethan—the boy’s father—had died almost a year ago.

Her eyes welled up as she studied William.

Her husband was gone, but reminders of him were alive in her son—his nose, his mouth, his jaw line.

“Daddy’s gone, honey.” She tried to control the waver in her voice. “You know that. We both know that.”

“But I saw him. He was waving at me through the trees.”

Ella stared past him. The forest was quiet and still.

Of course Ethan wasn’t out there. She’d watched him burn.

“It wasn’t him, William.”

“But I—”

“Remember what Daddy said? Remember how he told us to be strong, like the others?”

William nodded. She could see the memory pass through his face. It was the same memory she’d clung to since Ethan had died—the one that had helped her through many sleepless nights. The one that had helped assuage her guilt, pulling her out of the dark depression that had threatened to consume her.

It was better to remember Ethan’s final words than to think of his last moments: the torches, the fire, the crackle of his burnt skin. The chanting of the townsfolk as they drowned out his screams, sending him off to whatever god they believed in.

She’d stopped believing in anything that day.

Sure, she still said the words when everyone else said the words. She listened to Father Winthrop. She nodded. She knelt. She mimicked the motions of hands. But she’d disconnected the meanings from the sounds, the faith from reality, and she’d given up on her old beliefs.

The only thing keeping her alive now was William.

She looked back at her son. His eyes drifted across the landscape, as if hoping the forest would reveal his father. His face was stained with tears, and she realized her face was wet, too. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said.

He opened his mouth to speak, but his lips quivered and closed. She pulled him against her, letting him bury his head in her shoulder, trying to fill the gap his father had left behind. If only Ethan had been more careful.

If only he hadn’t been infected...

She brushed her hands through her son’s hair, doing her best to console him. His muffled sobs drifted between the trees, and his thin gasps stabbed at her heart. She rubbed his back.

Then she felt it.

Ella’s hands stopped moving, and her breath lodged in her throat. Was she imagining things now? She moved her eyes from his back to the forest, as if it would reveal some clue, some proof that she was in a new nightmare.

But she wasn’t. At least, she didn’t think she was. She could feel her son breathing in her embrace, and she could feel the thud of two heartbeats between them.

She moved her fingers again on his back, slowly this time, hoping she’d been mistaken. But the lump was still there, at the base of his neck. Calcified, knotted, and ugly. Just like Ethan’s had been.

Her heart seized in her chest. 

The boy hadn’t been imagining things, after all.

He’d been delusional, but for a reason.

“No,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Not my son.”


Chapter 2

Father Winthrop

 



“Why do we Cleanse only the women and children?”

Father Winthrop looked at the boy, reconsidering his decision not to beat him. He turned to his elder novice. “Franklin, the boy is tiring me. Tell him the words.”

“Yes, Father.”

“You and the boy dress yourselves,” said Father Winthrop, “The Cleansing awaits.”

Franklin bent down, picking up Oliver’s pants and pressing them into the boy’s hands. “Put them on.”

Oliver looked down at his naked body, turned his elbow up for a better view, and rotated his wrists slowly in front of his face. “I’m clean, right?”

“Yes,” Franklin answered.

That was one of the things that continually impressed Father Winthrop about Franklin. He was always patient with the boy. Indeed, he was patient with all of the ignorant townsfolk. That patience extended into a talent for planting knowledge and cultivating thought in the barren soil of their minds. He’d even shown a special aptitude for turning their pointless questions back on them in an effort to make them understand how all things good stemmed from the virtues of The Word.

On the other hand, Oliver, as dim-witted as he was, was only half as ignorant as the dirt scratchers and pig chasers who put their butts on the benches morning after morning, moon after moon. There was still hope he could be trained.

After finishing with his clothes, Franklin began his recital of the words Father Winthrop had taught him. “The hearts of men are hard as stone. The man has no need of the tear. The man has no need of the lie. The man has no weakness. The man kills. The man dies. That is the boon and the burden of the man.”

Leaving the two at the top undone, Oliver fastened the remaining buttons on his shirt.  He swung his hands down to his sides.

“Come here, Oliver.” Franklin smiled and reached over to button the last two.

Oliver looked up at him.  “But I like them unbuttoned.”

Franklin shook his head.

Ignoring the issue of Oliver’s buttons, Father Winthrop put the boys back on track.  “Where were we, Franklin? The subject of women next, I believe.”

“Women are weak,” Franklin droned.  “Women must be weak to love a baby enough to hold it to their breast. Women’s hearts must be weak to sacrifice for their children. Women must be weak to take the seed of the man. Because women are weak, a woman cannot keep the truth. Love triumphs over truth. So a woman’s words are lies.” 

“Wait a minute,” Oliver interrupted again. “Women lie and men do not?”

“Yes,” Franklin replied.

Already distracted from what they’d been talking about, Oliver turned to look through the window at the nervous crowd outside.

“Listen, Oliver,” Franklin said.  “You need to know this. Okay?”

Oliver refocused and smiled.

Maybe Oliver really IS simple, Father Winthrop thought, reconsidering his earlier position. If I hadn’t promised the boy’s father just before the man died, I’d probably turn him out to the field.

With the boys finished dressing, Father Winthrop walked to the door and the boys followed.

“I don’t understand,” Oliver said to Franklin, as they approached the door. “We’re men. Why do we have to be Cleansed?”

“When boys age seventeen years, their hearts become hard like stone. Until then, boys are not men. They are not women either. But they cannot be trusted. They must be Cleansed. Father Winthrop Cleanses us. The only people excused from the ceremony are men who are of age and too busy with their work. You know this, Oliver.”

Oliver stopped and put his hands on his hips. “But that’s what I don’t understand.”

Father Winthrop swung the heavy wooden door open. His patience was at an end.  In a voice harsher than usual, he asked, “What is it, Oliver? What don’t you understand?”

“Why can’t a husband Cleanse his wife and children the way you have Cleansed us?”

Father Winthrop looked at Franklin, redirecting the question.

“Um—”

Father Winthrop shook his head. “You should know this, Franklin.”

“I don’t remember the words.”

“As long as you know the meaning, the exact phrasing isn’t necessary. Not yet.”

Father Winthrop looked at Oliver.  “The weakness of a woman can soften the stone of a man’s heart. In soft stone, lies can live.”

“You mean men can lie?” Oliver asked.

Father Winthrop shook his head. “Outside with you.”

The boys proceeded through the door.

Walking on, Father Winthrop added, “Best not to let the temptations of a woman soften the stone of a man’s heart. Not all men can resist a woman who urges him to lie.”

“Why?” Oliver asked again.

“You’ll see when you get older,” Franklin told him, as though it were a secret.

The pair ascended the stairs on their elder’s heels. Once on the dais, Father Winthrop crossed a dozen steps and greeted the two men already seated there. “General Blackthorn. Minister Beck.”

“Good of you to finally arrive, Father.” Minister Beck smirked when he said it.

Ignoring the jab, Father Winthrop ensconced himself in his chair to the left of General Blackthorn. He looked out over the thousands of women. Some had children’s hands clutching at their skirts; a few were too old to have children young enough for Cleansing. The men of the township were not in the crowd around the Cleansing stone that stood at the center of the square. A few lingered along the edges, standing near their wives. Most were perched on rooftops or hung out of windows, silently watching, judging. But, Father Winthrop suspected, mostly lusting.

Murmurs ran through the crowd. They shuffled more than usual. They were nervous.

Along with Minister Beck and General Blackthorn, Father Winthrop had presided over the ritual twice annually for thirteen years. In that time, he’d learned to read the mood. Either they could sense the unclean or smudged among them, or they’d seen for themselves when a shameless one of them had exposed her soiled skin. When that happened, the chasers and scratchers never came forward. But the rumors would spread. They’d hide in the crowd, hoping to mask their secret in their numbers.

They didn’t know their nervousness told their secret to anyone who was paying attention.

Didn’t they know they were endangering everyone in the township? Maybe the selfish dullards didn’t care.

Franklin took up his position behind Father Winthrop. Oliver stood next to him.

An armed man walked across the platform and stopped in front of General Blackthorn. “Shall we begin, General?”

“Yes.  Please,” answered Blackthorn.

The armed man turned to face the thousands in the square. “Begin The Cleansing.”

The women and children fell silent.

A white stone platform stood just a few dozen feet in front of the dais—ten feet long, with stone steps leading up on one side and down on the other. At the foot of the stairs three tables had been erected. Behind those were the takers of the Cleansing census, whose job it was to ensure all the women and children in the township came forward and were counted.

A woman approached the bottom of the stairs.  She’d already disrobed, and she handed her clothes to a young girl next to her.  One of the census takers scribbled something in a book.

The woman stared straight ahead, her eyes wide and vacant. She climbed the steps to the top of the platform.  She crossed to the center and raised her arms, then spun slowly, no expression on her face.

The crowd looked on in silence. Each knew their turn was coming.

After a full rotation, the woman proceeded toward the stairs at the other side of the platform, where several men in white waited to inspect her more closely.  They went to work with practiced hands, examining her body not just for color, not just for warts that protruded, but also for the unnatural hardness of the unclean bumps before they made themselves visible.

Another naked woman—a young, shapely girl of no more than sixteen—walked up the steps on the other side of the platform and the process proceeded.

Father Winthrop heard Franklin’s breath quicken behind him. He turned and whispered over his shoulder. “Don’t let your lust blind you to the gravity of our duty here, my son. For the preservation of all, we must ensure that these weak women are clean.”


Chapter 3

Ella

 



“Where are we going, Mom?” William asked, his eyes wide.

Ella didn’t answer. She continued stuffing the belongings from their house into two bags, her mind spitting thoughts faster than she could process them.

“William, get me the water flasks from the storeroom.”

“Why?”

“Do it now, William.”

“But—”

“I mean it. No more questions.”

William opened his mouth to protest, but snapped it shut when he saw the look on her face. She watched him dart across the room and to a smaller room on the other side. Ella returned to the bag. She tried to envision what was going on at the town center, but the image only frightened her further.

Relax. They’re probably just starting the line. You have plenty of time to pack, plenty of time to leave. No one will notice until you’re gone—

“Mom? I can’t find the flasks.”

“They’re over by the drying board.”

The line will take most of the afternoon. The women will climb the steps when the sun hits its apex—

“I don’t see them.”

“They’re there, William!”

—and then they’ll spin in a circle and move to the inspectors. And then—

“I still can’t find them.”

“William! Dammit!”

Ella stood up and flung the bag against one of the stone walls. The contents spilled to the floor, blankets falling into heaps and herbs into misshapen piles. She buried her head in her hands and started to sob.

William fled the storeroom and knelt by her side, his hands tight on her arm. “What’s wrong, Mom?”

“I’m sorry, honey. It’s not your fault,” she managed, between the tears. She lifted her head and blotted her face with the sleeves of her dress. “We just need to hurry.”

“Why? Where are we going?”

“I told you. We’re taking a trip.”

“Won’t they miss us at The Cleansing?”

She looked into his face, wishing she could will away the years of ritual and lies that had been implanted in his brain. But they were already ingrained in him, hidden behind innocent eyes, adhered to his memory. The Cleansing was as much a part of him as it was of her.

I don’t care what they think! I don’t care what they do! Ella wanted to scream.

Instead, she replied calmly. “I’ve cleared it with Father Winthrop. We’ll be fine.”

If they were caught, she’d take the blame. She’d even jump into the fire first, if she needed to. Anything to protect her son.

She collected both her belongings and her thoughts, tucking them away for later. Then she walked William over to the storeroom, locating the flasks. They were right where she’d put them, placed between the drying board and a sack of grain.

She tucked the flasks and some food into the two bags, tested the weights of each, and handed him the lighter one.

“Here you go, William.”

He slipped the bag over his shoulder. It hung from his back like a second body, and she found herself thinking how small he was for his age. Eleven years old and barely as tall as his peers, too skinny for chickenball and too short for the gridiron.

And now he’ll never live to play those games.

STOP IT, ELLA.

She stared at the boy, envisioning the lumps underneath his clothes. How many were there? She still hadn’t had time to do a full inspection.

Even one lump was enough to convict him.

She’d been tight-lipped since she’d discovered it. There was no need to alarm him. She wasn’t even sure if the boy knew what was happening.

“Come on, sweetie,” she said, tugging his hand.

When they reached the door, she took a last look behind her. The room was virtually empty. Two bedrolls sat on the floor, stripped of their sheets. The storeroom door hung open in the corner.

The place looked vacant already. They hadn’t had much to begin with.

She wondered how long it would take for her house to be auctioned. When the officials discovered her gone, they’d seize the rest of her belongings and sell them to the highest-bidding merchant. Perhaps some street dweller would scrape up enough silver to purchase her small home. Her eyes welled up at the prospect of losing it. She’d built it with Ethan.

In just a year, she’d lost everything—her husband, her home, and her faith.

They won’t get my son.

William squeezed her hand, as if sensing the urgency of their mission, and she turned to face the door. Before opening it, she glanced at the four-foot tapestry on the wall. A gift from Ethan. A wedding present. She wanted to take it, but it was too large to carry. They’d need to travel light, if they were to have any chance at reaching Davenport.

She glanced at it one last time, remembering the last words Ethan had spoken to her after he’d instructed them to be strong.

“Whatever you do, Ella, protect our son.”

That was before they’d lit the torch, before they’d set his body afire. She swallowed another round of tears and reached for the door handle.

I’ll protect him, Ethan. I swear. 

**

The dirt-covered streets—normally filled with men’s pushcarts—were now empty. The vegetable and merchant stands had been packed up and secured, the doors to the buildings had been locked, the children collected. She pulled William along, casting nervous glances at back alleys and doorways, as if the townsfolk had already deciphered their plan and were ready to ambush them.

She knew how vicious people could be, especially around the time of The Cleansing.

Over the years, she’d seen brothers turn against sisters, men turn against wives, and mothers turn against sons. That was the code, and that was what was expected of them.

Loyalty was cast aside for the greater good.

At least, that’s what the townsfolk always said, after the fires had died down and the scent of burnt flesh had dissipated.

“There was nothing we could’ve done. We did what we had to do,” they always reasoned.

Bullshit, Ella thought.

If she could rewind time back to Ethan’s death, she’d have done it all differently. She’d have forced her husband to flee. She’d have started over. The infection wouldn’t have turned him right away—in fact, if the whispers of the old women were to be believed, it might never have turned him at all. Surely they could’ve had more time together.

In some ways, she would’ve preferred that Ethan had become one of the demons than be burned on the pyre. As bloodthirsty as the beasts were, at least they weren’t hypocrites. They didn’t preach one thing and do another. They didn’t force people to betray their spouses, or force mothers to Cleanse in front of their sons.

Even if she were caught, at least Ella would be spared the humiliation of standing on the dais one last time, spinning and turning, wishing she could disappear, while William watched.

She’d rather be condemned than do it again.

Beside her, William faltered, and she caught his arm in time to prevent a fall. In her haste, she’d been pulling him faster than his legs could run. She slowed.

“Sorry, honey,” she whispered. “But you have to keep up with Mommy.”

They dashed through the empty streets, their footsteps reverberating off of buildings and doorways. Normally, the townsfolk would fill them up, laughing, drinking, fighting and cajoling. But not today.

Ella took a circuitous route to the town’s edge, hoping to stay as far away from the town center as possible.

The guards would be watching. Especially today.

It would make sense that the infected would flee beforehand, but that wasn’t always the case. Many of the unclean stayed until the last minute, unable to pry themselves from relatives and friends. It was a mistake that always cost them their lives.

If only Ella had discovered William’s lump sooner.

Keep moving.

There was no way to change the past. There was only time to react to it. She pulled William along, her feet already sore. She’d been meaning to procure new boots from the cobbler, but she hadn’t gotten the chance.

Now she’d be forced to deal with the pain.

As they ran, the gleam of washed stone gave way to the growth of untended weeds. The sight gave her a tinge of relief. The overgrowth meant she was leaving the town center. She’d need to keep an eye out for the guards.

She cut across several alleyways, leaving behind the northern section and entering the town’s outer limits. She glanced at the buildings as she ran by them, soaking them in for the last time, absorbing the memories of years gone by.

A shout shook her back to the present. William’s hand had tightened in hers, and she pulled him into a nearby alley for cover. She flattened her back against the building, beckoning him to do the same.

She maintained the position for several seconds, her chest heaving. Tall weeds poked through the cracks in the masonry and tickled her neck. Beside her, she could hear the thin rasps of her son, and when she looked at him, she saw his eyes darting left and right down the narrow alley.

How long did he have? Would it be days? Months? Weeks?

When would the hallucinations take over?

Stop it.

She swallowed and focused on the footsteps, trying to pinpoint their location. Shouts rang out again. This time they were closer, and she fought the urge to peek around the corner.

She held fast to her hiding place, praying they hadn’t been seen. The guards were fast and well trained—once they were spotted, there’d be no outrunning them. They’d be dragged to the town center and thrown to the head of the line.

There was a special place for people who betrayed The Word.

She glanced down the alley. The wall stretched fifty more feet. No doors or windows in sight.

The voices were almost upon them…

Please don’t let this be the end…

“Marigold!” someone shouted. “Hurry!’

Ella glanced to the left in time to see a young boy and girl flying past them, heading in the direction of the town center. Their faces were red and winded; their feet pummeled the pavement.

“We’re going to be late! I told you we didn’t have time!”

“I’m sorry, David! It’s my fault!”

The girl spoke in a nervous, high-pitched tone, as if she were on the verge of tears. Within seconds the pair was gone, and all at once, it was just Ella and William again, alone in their mission.

“Come on!” she urged William, without pausing to think.

They darted back to the main road, sticking close to doorways and alleys, avoiding the center of the thoroughfare. Before long, the buildings grew sparse, and she saw a line of trees in the distance nearly a mile across a wide field. Out there, she knew, was a part of the circle wall covered in overgrowth, a spot where they could get up it and over.

All the kids knew about it. Did the guards?

There was no time to speculate.

They dashed into the sunlight, feet plowing through knee-high grass, and fixed their eyes on the wall. The stones were mossed and worn, as if the wall had long ago ceased being a barrier and become a part of nature.

She fixed her eyes on a large oak. It’d been years since she’d been there, but the knots and gnarls had barely changed. There’d be an arrangement of loose stones in the side of the wall just beneath its branches, not enough to draw the naked eye, but enough to provide support for hands and feet.

She had no idea if the stones would hold. She’d never seen anyone climb them all the way up to the top.

She reached the wall and slid her hands over it, her fingernails catching on ratty weeds. Where was the first handhold? It used to be four feet from the ground.

Now it was gone.

This can’t be.

Was she looking in the right place? Was it possible the stone had been removed? She hadn’t been here in years. Anything could’ve happened in that time.

She continued groping the wall, moving left and right, glancing up at the oak every so often to keep her bearings. Nothing. No handholds. No footholds. No stone.

She looked at the top of the wall, which was about twenty-five feet high. She tried jumping and snagging hold of it, but slid uselessly back down. Even if she could find purchase and make it over, William would be stuck on this side.

The guards would find them soon.

Her whole plan had been useless. Insane.

Even if they tried to get back in time for the ceremony, there was no way they’d make it. Things were already underway, and a late entrance would draw even more suspicion. The townsfolk would find out William’s secret—her secret—and then they’d both burn.

She choked back a sob and sank to her knees, the reality of the situation threatening to bowl her over. She’d done her best. She’d tried what she could.

I’m sorry, Ethan. 

When the ceremony was over, they’d send search parties to look for her. There’d be no avoiding what was coming next. Ella cried softly into her hands, feeling defeated, guilty, and hopeless all at the same time. Through her tears, she heard the thin scrape of William’s boots next to her, and she did her best to compose herself. He was probably scuffing the ground with his shoes, as he did when he got nervous. She needed to be a mother to him. No matter what came next, William was here now.

She opened her eyes and blotted her face, ready to provide comfort to the anxious boy. Only William wasn’t anxious at all. The sound she’d heard wasn’t the scratch of boots on turf, but the scrape of his body against the stone.

William was climbing the wall.

“Look, Mom!” he called. “I found a way up!”

She glanced up in shock, watching him place one unsteady foot above the other. The bag still hung from his shoulder.

“Be careful, honey!” she warned, her desperation turning to hope. “I’m coming up behind you!”

She adjusted her own bag and followed the path of his feet, locating the first handhold, then a place to wedge her boot. He’d found it! She tried to contain her excitement, focusing on pulling herself up the wall’s slippery face.

Little by little, they gained distance from the ground, leaving the grass and the ruins behind. The next time they planted their feet, they’d be outside the town limits.

They’d be one step closer to escape, one step closer to a new life. 

William was several feet ahead of her, approaching the top. She hissed at him to be careful. His bag swung back and forth on his shoulder, as if the contents themselves were aching for freedom.

She was so focused on the climb that she almost didn’t hear the footsteps on the dirt below them. When she processed the sound, her blood froze. She looked up at William, but he kept climbing, oblivious to the disturbance.

A voice rang out. 

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Get off of there, now!”

In mere moments, her hope had been destroyed.

The guards had found them.


Chapter 4

Minister Beck

 



Minister Beck watched a young blonde girl step up onto the Cleansing platform.

After seeing so many women that day, he thought he was past the initial physical stimulation of nudity. But her beauty sparkled beyond the usual standards by which such things were measured.

Crossing his legs to hide his embarrassment—after all, men were supposed to be above temptation—he admired the curve of her back and the way it widened so perfectly down to her buttocks. Her long corn silk hair hadn’t even darkened in her private place. Beck smiled. Even in his thoughts, he was unwittingly bound by Father Winthrop’s admonition against using the vulgar word to describe it. Realizing he was smiling, he faked a cough to cover that. A smile wasn’t an appropriate facial expression while sitting in front of so many whose lives might be called to an end.

The utter perfection of the girl caused Beck to wonder if beauty weren’t intangible, as many a song had insisted, but merely a natural proportion—a figure pleasing to the eye, like the petals of a flower. And of course, proportion itself was just a physical expression of mathematics. Beck wondered if he could task Scholar Evan, his mathematician, to initiate that study. He discarded that thought with a sigh. The Council of Elders would never approve. It never did.

Every suggestion Beck made for the sake of learning something new or rediscovering an ancient secret was derided. Practicality. That was the wish and the order of the Elders. A hotter fire to smelt old metals into their constituents. An arrow to fly more true. A means to seal the bucket on a water wheel to make it leak less. Those were things a simple mind could understand.

But exploring a way to save a crop from the grasshopper plague? That was simply against the will of God, according to Father Winthrop. Never to be explored.

Even worse was to suggest the possibility that The Cleansing could be avoided by protecting the townsfolk from the spore. The spore came twice a year. Everybody knew that. But covering one’s face with a cloth for those days when the tiny red specks floated in the sunshine was never enough. People had tried that for centuries, only to see their hopes dashed. In the end, they accepted that it was the will of God, and did nothing except listen to Father Winthrop beg for mercies from above.

Beck watched the Cleansing Inspectors on the platform pet their hands across the blonde beauty’s skin, conducting the final test for smudges and warts. He wondered what lusty fantasies engorged their thoughts when their fingers were on the naked skin of pretty young virgins. He envied them their task. Sure, they had hard hearts, but they had other parts as well.

Behind the young beauty, at the center of the platform, a wrinkled crone displayed rolls and dimples earned through years of gluttony. As she slowly spun for all to see, Beck’s envy evaporated. He especially didn’t envy the two children climbing the platform stairs, waiting their turn to be inspected.

“Beg your pardon, Ministers, General.”

Beck startled and sat up in his chair.

A man, one of the rabbit hunters, came up onto the dais and approached the chairs where the three Elders sat, presiding. The rabbit hunter came to a stop and looked from the general to the ministers as though seeking some direction. Two armed guards, one on either side of the Elders, watched the rabbit hunter, but neither appeared to be concerned. The rabbit hunter’s purpose was known to all. Men came to the dais on Cleansing day for only one reason. They had good hearts of stone. Or at least, that’s what Winthrop would have them think.

Beck didn’t believe any of Winthrop’s mindless hokum. Superstitions were for peasants, not educated men. The rabbit hunter was on the dais because he didn’t want the fire to lick his skin while he burned in the pyre. He didn’t want his friends and children to think him a coward. He didn’t want them to hear his screams. He wanted the easy way out.

General Blackthorn was always terse. “Speak.”

“General—” The man’s voice caught in his throat. He looked down at his feet and fidgeted with his belt buckle.

“My son.” Father Winthrop leaned forward in his chair. “The fact that you are here proves your bravery. You need not be nervous.”

The man’s name was Muldoon. Beck recognized him, though grief seemed to have aged him by a decade in the past half year. His wife had been taken at the last Cleansing with a line of warts on her spine. The old men who sat in the square and played their board games said it was the fastest they’d seen the warts grow in years. Beck speculated that, in truth, she’d found a way to hide her uncleanliness from the town, from the inspectors, on previous days of Cleansing. But the warts had become too ugly and bulbous. They always did. Always. On the day of the last Cleansing, when she dropped her dress, the warts were clear, red, ugly, and hard on her back, some the size of a toddler’s fist. Even an old woman with clouded eyes could see them.

And now, here was her widower husband, ready to pay the price for his collusion. Surely he had known about his wife’s warts. But that only underscored the need for The Cleansing. People rarely came forth on their own to admit their disease. They needed to be compelled.

“I’m smudged,” Muldoon said, without looking up.

“Where?” Father Winthrop asked.

The man pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “My back.”

General Blackthorn leaned forward. “Smudged? How do you know that, if it’s on your back? Did your son tell you?”

The man was stuck between words. He looked like he was hiding something.

“Out with it, man!” demanded General Blackthorn.

Muldoon looked left and right, then over his shoulder. “I was working.”

In a softer tone, Father Winthrop said, “Go on.”

“I had my shirt off. I was helping my cousin put hay in his barn. It was hot.”

“And?”

“My cousin’s neighbor, Earl Friend saw it.”

“Earl Friend, the poultry man?”

“Yes.”

Nodding knowingly, Father Winthrop said, “A man with a heart of stone. A good man to tell another such a sad thing. We’re lucky to have such men.”

Muldoon looked around again and checked over his shoulder.

“Is there more?” General Blackthorn asked, suspicion in his tone.

Muldoon nodded.

“Speak.” Father Winthrop curled his fingers, trying to lure the words from the man’s mouth.

“Earl Friend offered me comfort.”

“How so?” Blackthorn asked.

Beck was getting curious. On a day of drudgery and tears, this minor mystery was a welcome distraction.

Muldoon looked at his feet when he spoke. He was ashamed. “He said he was smudged, too.”

Blackthorn sat up straight, looking around, ready to put a spike in someone’s head.

Had a snail been crawling on Father Winthrop’s tongue his face could not have shown more disgust.

Beck asked, “And he was hiding it?”

Muldoon nodded.

“How long has he been hiding it?”

“Three Cleansings. Earl told me that if I said nothing, nothing would come of it. He said silence was a more powerful Cleanser than the pain of the pyre. He said a true man of The Word keeps his secret and disappears into the forest when the warts come. He said that’s why so few men burn.”

Beck shook his head. It was not going to go well for Earl Friend.

Father Winthrop turned to Blackthorn. “This Earl Friend is a heretic. He’s a danger to the whole town.”

“A danger, he is.” Blackthorn gave Father Winthrop a condescending nod and looked at one of the armed men. “Find this Earl Friend. We’ll see how soft he is.”

“A soft-hearted woman,” Winthrop added as the guard walked toward the steps. He turned to Muldoon. “You are a true citizen. I bow to your strength and courage.”

Beck rolled his eyes. He hated the religious blather.

Blackthorn asked, “Fire or sword?”

“I’ll burn, either way,” Muldoon mumbled.

Father Winthrop crept to the edge of his seat. “Fire Cleanses the body and the soul only if the soul has not already fled the body.”

Oh, please, thought Beck.

Muldoon shuffled nervously. Thick, glassy tears were in his eyes, though none rolled down his cheeks. “I…I don’t think I can. I’ve heard the screams.”

“Ecstasy,” Winthrop said. He nodded several times to reinforce his argument. “That is simply the soul touching God.”

Muldoon winced. “But it sounds like it hurts so much.”

Beck felt sympathy for the man. “Take the sword. It’ll end before you feel it. The fire will Cleanse you either way.”

A flash of hope crossed Muldoon’s face.

There was a shout and a scuffle from the back edge of the plaza. When Beck looked up, a dozen of Blackthorn’s blue-shirted strongmen were wrangling a feisty Earl Friend toward the dais. Earl began to scream. He knew the fire was coming to lick his flesh. And like any sane man, he wanted no part of it.


Chapter 5

Ella

 



Ella stared down at the guards, then back up at her son. William had reached the top of the wall, and he swung his boot over the ledge, struggling to find footing.

“Keep going!” she screamed.

Hands tugged her from the wall, and a man’s sweaty palm clamped her mouth. Her bag was ripped from her shoulder, and the contents spilled out over the grass. She attempted to fight, but the guard had a firm hold on her, and before she knew it, a knife poked against her abdomen.

She screamed uselessly into the hand on her mouth.

Her eyes flitted to William. He’d paused on the top of the ledge—just long enough to look back—and in that moment, she knew it was over.

“I got him!” the second guard yelled.

The guard leapt onto the wall; within seconds he’d made the climb. William swung his second leg over, but he was too late—the delay had cost him. The guard snagged onto his arm, and the boy cried out, pawing at the moss-covered stone.

“Do you want to fall, boy?”

As if to prove his point, the guard gave him a tug. William stopped squirming and looked down. He shook his head at the guard, tears welling in his eyes.

“Climb back down then. Slowly.”

The boy complied, and the guard ushered him to the bottom. Ella tried to run to him, but the blade dug deeper into her side—a second warning. She replayed the last few minutes in her mind, trying to pinpoint the moment everything had dissolved. 

She’d scouted the area before running to the wall. There’d been no sign of the guards. Had the men been hiding? Had they been waiting?

The second guard stared at her with a smug expression. She turned her head, catching a glimpse of the guard behind her.

Of course they’d known they were coming—maybe not Ella and William, perhaps, but someone. Although she didn’t recognize the men, they looked about Ella’s age. If she’d known about this section of the wall, then it was a safe bet they did, too.

She’d been stupid to come here.

Although she’d never been told the details of another’s capture, she could assume they’d fallen into the same trap. No one had ever gotten away from town. At least that’s what everybody said.

Why did she think she’d be any different?

She closed her eyes, trying to eliminate the false steps she’d taken. If she could do it over, she’d go toward the creek, or the river, or the mountains. There had to be places where the wall had crumbled.

Any border would’ve been better than here.

She was snapped to attention by rough hands on her dress. The first guard threw her to the ground, and the impact stung her knees. For the first time, she got a good look at the man that’d been holding her—gaunt cheeks, several day’s stubble, and stained, smiling teeth.

“What’re you fleeing for? You don’t look infected.”

Ella said nothing.

“She looks fine to me,” the second guard said. “Better than fine, actually.”

Ella glared at them, trying to regain her footing, but the second guard poked William with his knife. “Don’t even try it,” he said.

Ella dug her fingers into the ground, trying to control her emotions. First the Cleansings, then Ethan, and now this. How much could she take? How much could William?

“Mom?” William whimpered.

“It’s okay, honey.”

“No, it’s not,” the second guard said.

She gritted her teeth, trying to make her heart harden. Of all the bullshit and lies the Elders spread, maybe that was the one lesson worth learning.

How could someone hurt her, if she couldn’t feel pain?

The first guard crouched next to her, spinning his knife in his hands. His eyes wandered from her face to her dress, and she could read his thoughts as if she’d had them herself.

These men had rules to follow, but what was stopping them from breaking those rules?

Who would believe a traitor’s accusations?

Ella inched away from the men, trying to keep the attention on her. Trying to keep them away from William. The boy watched, and she could see the panic in his eyes.

“We’re not infected,” Ella pleaded.

“Then why are you running?” the first guard asked.

“We owe a debt to one of the merchants in town. He said he’d collect it after The Cleansing, and we don’t have the money to pay him.”

The guards were silent for a second. They exchanged glances.

It was a story that happened often, and one that rarely ended well. Usually the merchants would take out their debts in other ways—often by violence or sexual servitude, if the debtor were a woman of age—and the law allowed it.

“I’m telling the truth,” Ella said. “You can Cleanse me, if you want—both of you. But afterward, you have to promise to let us go.”

The guards looked at each other, as if they’d never heard the offer before. Ella couldn’t imagine no one had ever attempted to bribe them. She’d heard the unclean ones say almost everything, when the pyre was lit and the guards were shuffling them toward the flames.

She moved her hand from the ground to her knee, purposely knocking away the ripped fold of her skirt, swallowing the sick feeling inside her.

The guard on the ground smirked, and his cheeks puffed in and out with excitement. “Okay,” he said. He looked at the other guard, but the man had no objections.

The first guard moved toward her, relaxing his grip on the knife. William stared at them, his eyes wide.

“Wait,” she said, holding up a finger.

“What is it?”

She pointed to a distant building, across the field. Then she let her eyes wander back to William. The guard nodded that he understood.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

The guard helped Ella to her feet, this time with a little more care, and she walked in front of him, still cognizant of the blade pressed against her back. The wind ruffled her skirt, and she held it in place, trying to preserve her last moments of dignity.

As they walked, she tried to envision a scenario that would interrupt the one she’d created. Maybe an unclean resident would run for the wall. Maybe another guard would take pity on them. Something. Anything.

The field before them was wide and vacant, and the buildings in the distance seemed as uninhabited as before. There was no sign of help. Anyone they ran into would probably make things worse—insisting they be taken to The Cleansing.

They’d probably be taken there anyway, once the guards were through.

All Ella had bought was time. Nothing more.

The knowledge hit her like a fist to the stomach, and suddenly she was crying, unable to hold back the tears.

“Keep moving,” the guard behind her grunted, his courtesy waning.

She stifled her sobs, peering over her shoulder at William. The boy was following along, watching his feet. He was mumbling. She wondered if he knew what was coming.

Or was he having delusions again?

In some small way, she hoped that his head was somewhere else; that he’d be spared the memory of what was going to happen.

They left the shelter of the trees and entered the sunlit field. Ella tried to take in the moment, knowing the minutes to follow would be much worse. There were a lot of things that could be survived and forgotten, but this wouldn’t be one of them. They reached the nearest building, and the knife receded from her back.

“Stay here, or we’ll kill the boy,” the guard said.

The guard walked out in front of her, peering into the decrepit building. The walls were filled with gaping holes, but the rooms were dark, and she could see little of the interior. A fitting place for such a vile act.

When he was satisfied the building was vacant, the guard looked at his friend.

“I’ll go first,” he said simply, as if they were setting up for a pig-pull, rather than stripping a woman of her decency.

The other guard nodded, and the first man pulled her into the building. She fought the urge to look back at her son. She couldn’t meet William’s eyes. Not now.

She stepped into the darkness, taking in the shapes and outlines of things she didn’t recognize. Before she could make them out, the man grabbed hold of her arms. The stink of alcohol filled the air. She hadn’t realized the guard was drunk before. Perhaps that was why he’d agreed to the proposal.

“Wait a second,” she whispered, her pulse beating so fast she could barely think.

“What is it?”

He paused, his hands already pawing at her dress, his breath so bad she thought she’d vomit.

“Let me undo it. I don’t want to rip the dress; it’s the only one I have.”

“Okay.”

He let go of her, and suddenly she was free—mercifully free—if only for a few seconds. She searched for the buttons on her back, groping in the dark, feeling sick and nervous and angry. Her fingers trembled. She’d undressed a million times before, and now she could barely get her hands to cooperate.

It’d been over a year since she’d been with a man.

Of course, that was with Ethan.

But the guard in front of her wasn’t a man, she reminded herself. He was a monster, as vile and corrupt as the others in town. The ones who’d burned her husband, and who’d burn her son, too, if she’d let them.

This was the last thing they’d take from her. She’d see to it.

She undid the top button, feeling the fabric loosen around her neck and shoulders. The man breathed harder. She reached up to shed the garment, crying as she smoothed out the ruffles. It was then that she heard the commotion from outside.

William shrieked.

She retracted her hands, starting for the door. Before she could proceed, the guard clamped his hand around her wrist and wrenched her backward.

“I don’t think so.” His voice was harsh and foul.

She tried pushing him away, but he stuck the knife back under her chin. A scream lodged in her throat, and her son’s cries tore at her soul.

“You promised,” she whispered.

“I promised nothing.”

“You said that you’d let us go, once I was Cleansed.”

Her eyes had adjusted, and she could make out the sneer on the man’s face. She did her best to stay calm.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Please,” she added. “Undress me, if you want. Just don’t hurt my son.”

She reached out for his arm, gently, pulling the man toward her. The man lowered his knife. He put his hands on her shoulders, resuming what he’d started. He slipped the top of the dress from her shoulders, and she felt it drop past her arms. She shuddered at the oily touch of his fingers.

Before he could get any further, Ella thrust her knee into the man’s crotch.

The guard doubled over in pain, the breath hissing out of him. She heard a small thud in the dirt—the knife—and she dropped to the ground, searching for the handle. The guard was still bent over, trying to catch his breath. She patted the ground until her hands closed around the blade. Suddenly, the knife was in her hand, the man was grabbing her, and she was thrusting it into him.

The man let out a muted cry and fell back to the ground. Ella could feel his warm blood on her hand, but she didn’t wait around to see what she’d done. Instead, she raced through the dark room and to the entrance, darting frantically for her son.

The daylight hit her—fast and sudden, blinding. She wiped her eyes. William was on the ground, partially disrobed. The second guard was standing over him, his blade held high in the air.

“He’s infected!” he cried, as if the news would be a revelation to Ella.

Ella screamed and charged.

Before the guard could react, she barged into him with all the momentum of a mother’s rage, knocking him backward to the ground. And then she was on top of him, heaving the knife into his chest, plunging it again and again, until the blade struck bone and the man was still.

She rolled off of him.

“Come on!” she screamed. Without looking back, Ella grabbed William’s arm and ran for the nearby field, clutching her opened dress to her shoulders.


Chapter 6

Minister Beck

 



Beck stared across the dais at the condemned man, watching Muldoon’s final moments. Muldoon stood naked from the waist up. Father Winthrop was inspecting him.

Careful not to touch Muldoon’ skin, Winthrop’s finger circled the smudge at the base of Muldoon’s spine. “Come closer Franklin. Get a good look at this. This is classic smudge.”

Franklin stepped forward. Before he could get a good look, Oliver poked out from behind him. “It looks like a bruise to me.”

“Quiet, ignorant boy,” Winthrop said, allowing his impatience with the boy to pull his temper to the surface.

Returning to his place at the back of the dais, Oliver muttered, “Looks like he got kicked by a horse.”

Franklin turned to Oliver and shook his head. “Don’t.”

Muldoon remained tense, oblivious to the conversations going on around him.

Winthrop turned in his chair. “You must learn, boy. Tormenting this strong man with your childish speculations does him no favors. You watched your own father endure the flame. You should know.”

“Yes, Father.”

 “You see, Franklin, the smudge is the size of a man’s palm, and it usually appears here first. It has this bluish hue, sometimes with yellowed edges. Often, it appears on the elbows or knees, but occasionally it appears on the wrists or ankles.”

“Why?” Franklin asked.

“The spore seeks the stony heart to bury its roots. But the spore is not wise. Any place where a man’s bones are near the surface of the skin, the spore may settle.”

“And the skull, too?” Franklin asked.

“Yes, especially the skull.”

“Why not check there first?”

“Discolorations on the scalp are covered by the hair and near impossible to discern. We only find evidence on the skull after the spore has grown a wart.”

“I understand.”

“Muldoon,” Father Winthrop waved his hand as if shooing a fly. “Show your smudge to General Blackthorn.”

Muldoon shuffled to over in front of Blackthorn’s chair, stopped and turned so that Blackthorn had a good view of his back.

“Indeed, a smudge,” said General Blackthorn. “Show Minister Beck.”

Muldoon shuffled.

Beck waited for Muldoon to stop and position himself.

The smudge looked like a bruise, indeed. Beck leaned close enough to smell the man’s unwashed skin and whispered, “Take the sword, Muldoon.”

Muldoon hesitated. “But I have a son.”

“He will understand.”

“He’ll think that I am weak.”

“Are you?” Beck sat back in his chair. “Turn and face me.”

Muldoon obeyed. He held out his arms, palms up. “I have the strength of several men, when I am doing my work.”

“Then your son will see that strength in you. You’ve already proven your bravery by standing in front of your fellows and showing your bru— smudge. Your son will know you are brave.”

“May I ask a favor before I go to the pyre?”

Beck slumped in his chair. More than anything, he hated when they asked for favors. And it was always him they asked, never the others. On the rare days when a man came to the dais, pissing himself as he imagined the lick of flame on his skin, it was Winthrop who’d examine them first, always Winthrop, with his dim knowledge of anything beyond superstitions and stories. But he was the accepted expert in the ways the spore corrupted human flesh.

Expert my ass, Beck thought. That man wouldn’t know a wart from a booger he’d dug out of his own nose.

After Winthrop, the unclean passed to Blackthorn who never dithered. He’d glance. He’d speak four or five syllables and wave them past. So it was inevitably Beck who got asked the favors—Beck, who had the misfortune of being the last kind face they’d each see before getting escorted to the pyre.

“My son has no one,” Muldoon pleaded.

“You have no one at home?” Beck asked.

“No one. My wife was taken at The last Cleansing,” Muldoon explained, pointing at the line of pyres. “She was the first of eighteen that day.”

“I remember well,” Beck said. “Your wife had the long raven hair.”

Muldoon nodded. He squeezed his eyes shut, attempting to corral his tears.

Beck gave him a moment while he thought of the man’s wife. She had been a gorgeous woman, just like the blonde girl who’d caught Beck’s attention on the Cleansing platform earlier that day. Beck had been aroused by Muldoon’s wife when she’d dropped her dress and walked up on the platform, looking down on the plaza with regal defiance. He’d often thought back to her naked body and perfect face when he was alone in his room at night.

But that had been a terrible day. They burned a dozen bodies and had to rebuild the pyres to burn six more. There were always stories from the past in which dozens, or even hundreds had been taken to the pyre. But the largest number any of the old men could remember seeing was the eighteen burned that day.

 “She didn’t scream,” Muldoon finally said, breaking Beck’s concentration.

“I remember.” Beck nodded.

“If I cry out, when his mother did not, what will my son think of me?”

A commotion at the other end of the dais caught Beck’s attention.

The armed men had stripped the heretic Earl Friend naked, and despite his frantic struggles, were dragging him onto the dais. If he’d been smudged before, it was impossible to tell: his body was speckled with welts and scrapes.

Seeing that his time had run out, Muldoon asked, “Will you take my son as an apprentice?”

Back to this, Beck thought with annoyance. It was hard for him to hide his disinterest. Still, he had to say something to the man. “The orphanage takes excellent care of our parentless children. It assists them in an apprenticeship when they are of the age.”

Muldoon looked at the ground. “He’s too old for the orphanage.”

“Then he is too old to apprentice for me. Scholars must be taught from a young age.”

“Yes. I understand that. I just—”

“Why is he not a rabbit hunter? Why did you not teach him your trade?”

“He hunts. But he’s different.”

Beck was losing his patience. “Children, even ones who would prefer not to be taught the joy of hard labor, must be taught by their parents. Perhaps you have been too indulgent with the boy.”

Muldoon fell to his knees. “Please, please. I beg of you. Speak to him. You’ll see.”

“What will I see? An insolent boy? A lazy boy who disrespects his father?” Beck’s voice was as harsh as the insult. He had to remind himself that it was wrong to be cruel to a man on his way to the pyre. With an effort, he softened the angry scowl on his face and gave Muldoon a look that let him know he could speak again, if he wished.

“He reads.”

Beck was taken aback. That couldn’t be possible. “How did that come to pass?”

Muldoon hesitated as though hiding something. “I’ve seen him.”

“Seen him read?”

“Yes.”

“And who taught him? Do you read, Muldoon?”

“No, Minister Beck. I do not.”

“Yet you believe that your son reads?”

“I’ve seen him with books.”

“Books? You have books? Are you rich?”

Muldoon shook his head and stared at the ground. Two armed men had come to stand beside him. One said, “It’s time, Minister Beck.”

“Stand,” the other one barked at Muldoon.

Beck raised a hand to delay them. “And where did you get books?”

Muldoon looked around, as though preparing to share a secret. In a soft voice he said, “He found them.”

“Found them?” Beck furrowed his brow. “A book hasn’t been found in nearly two hundred years. Did this boy steal these books?”

“No, no. I swear he did not steal them.”

“Are you sure? If you are sending me off to chase a lie, nothing more can be done to you, of course, but I assure you, Muldoon, your lie will not go easy on this boy. Does he have these books?”

“He really has them.”

A guard spoke. “Minister Beck.” It was time for Muldoon to go.

“Please,” Muldoon begged.

Just to satisfy the man, Beck said. “I will visit your son. I will see if he has these books. And I’ll consider him for scholarship.” It all felt like lies. But then, it was. Sure, if the kid had books, if he could read, then yes, he could be considered for scholarship, but that was unlikely. If the boy had happened upon an ancient cache of books—or even a few—mysteriously preserved by time, he might open the pages and pretend to read. That might be the truth of it. The second truth was that the boy could not appreciate the great value of old books, not like Beck could. The books should be taken from the boy, lest he ruin them.

Of course, that lie Beck told himself didn’t mention the great value of the old books.

“Thank you, Minister Beck. Thank you. His name is Ivory. You’ll find him at the first house past the big barn at the end of the Hay Road, where the fields begin. Thank you so much.”

Beck smiled weakly as the armed men took Muldoon away.


Chapter 7

Muldoon

 



Muldoon’s heart hammered as he steeled himself for the end.

The women sang the Fire Dirge, while the men swayed slowly with the rhythm. Clouds blew across the sky, collecting for a storm, stiffening the wind.

Muldoon stood atop a pile of logs, branches, and kindling twigs stacked five feet deep. His hands were bound behind him, around the pyre pole. On the pole to Muldoon’s left, Earl Friend spat curses at Muldoon. Earl was going to God as a coward, shaming his wife and kids in front of every solemn face in the plaza.

To Earl’s left, three women were bound atop their own pyres, waiting for the fire to Cleanse their smudged and warty skin. Two of those women sobbed, but everyone expected that of women. A gravelly voiced woman called Margaret the Wench strained against her pole pleading to the people, pleading to the three silent Elders on the dais, pleading to the clouds and the heavens.

“Mercy. Save me. Give me the sword. I beg you.” Unfortunately Margaret was wasting her words on the ears of people who mostly despised her. She would soon be touched by fire. She would not get the mercy of the blade. Everybody knew that.

Women always hid their shameful uncleanliness until it was revealed on the Cleansing platform, in front of all. In choosing to hide, women lost their right to the sword, just as Earl Friend had lost his. The sword could only be chosen by someone brave enough to come forward of his own accord, as Muldoon had done. Absent that choice, fire was the only other passage to God.

Muldoon had chosen the fire over the blade.

The dirge drew to its end. The women started it again, anticipating the first fire, the one to be lit under Muldoon’s feet. When that happened, the women would sing louder to cover his screams. They would sing louder to wail their pain and fright. They would sing until blackened bones hung from the pyre poles and only smoking ash remained below.

After, they would go to their houses, thank the gods for their cleanliness, and prepare a simple meal for the men, who had to bear the shame of the day on their faces. The men always had shame on their faces, a shame that was never vocalized, nor explained. Those meals were silent. And silence followed the townsfolk to bed, where husbands would hold their wives close, thanking their god for their luck.


Chapter 8

Oliver

 



Oliver was tired of standing. He was tired of looking at the faces of so many sad women. He hated the fire dirge and he hated Cleansing Day. It was a Cleansing Day that took both his parents and left him apprenticed to Father Winthrop; Winthrop was a buffoon at best, a simple-minded bully at worst.

At first, Oliver was thankful. An apprenticeship in the clergy left him regularly fed, and at least standing on the fringes of luxury, such at it was. The alternative was the orphanage, home of empty stomachs and cold nights that only served to funnel ignorant boys into a life of hard labor in the fields. Even as young as Oliver was, he knew he didn’t want that.

What Oliver wanted was anything that would take him outside the walls. He wanted to see the ancient ruined cities and explore the ancients’ ways. He wanted to learn their secrets. He dreamt about life as one of Beck’s Scholars and hated memorizing Father Winthrop’s endless litany of contradictory parables.

Or a soldier. Oliver flexed his spindly arms and imagined himself on a horse, sword in hand, charging a horde of reeking demons, hacking off their bulbous, deformed heads, saving weak villagers and their children.

Yes, Oliver could be a hero.

That would be a life.

The sound of the dirge got louder, interrupting Oliver’s daydreams, drawing his gaze back to the row of pyres. The torch had just touched the kindling below Muldoon’s feet.

The screams were coming.

Oliver wanted to cover his ears, as he used to do when hiding among the skirts of the women in the plaza. But he was just a little kid then. Up on the dais, Father Winthrop forbade such behavior explicitly. To show anything but a brave face in front of the women was to invite the switch or the belt. Such was the price of life in the clergy.

Father Winthrop told him that the chosen were stronger, wiser, and kinder then regular men.

Kinder?

Oliver nearly laughed at the irony of it. Could anyone as unkind as Winthrop, as unable to see it in himself, still be wise? No.

The crackle of burning logs cut through the baleful dirge.

Oliver looked at his feet and started to hum quietly along, hoping the sound in his head might keep the screams out of his ears.

Franklin elbowed Oliver and turned on him with furrowed brows.

Oliver understood the look, stopped humming, and turned his face toward Muldoon. He tried vainly to focus on the gray clouds out on the horizon.

The orange flames touched Muldoon’s pants and they started to smoke.

That would only last for a few seconds. Oliver had seen it too many times before. Men’s silence rarely lasted past the time when the pants started to blaze. The fire wasn’t yet hot enough to kill, but was hot enough to crisp their skin.

And the pants blazed.

Muldoon’s face stretched a silent grimace, split open at the mouth, wider and wider in a pantomime of a writhing scream.

Then his voice, unable to dam agony, pierced air.

In a voice probably meant to be heard only in his head, Father Winthrop said, “The ecstasy.”

Oliver hated him for that.


Chapter 9

Ella

 



Ella and William kept running long after the wall had disappeared and the trees had grown thick around them. Even though they’d fled the town, she could still hear the gurgle of the first guard’s cries, and she could envision the knife sticking from the second guard’s stomach like a misplaced limb.

Her hands were wet with crimson, but she didn’t dare stop to wipe them off. Instead, she let the blood dry in the wind as she ran. Her dress was equally stained.

She’d wash the blood later, in a brook or a stream or the Davenport River, whatever body of water she came across first. One step at a time, Ella. Right now her main goal was to distance herself from a place she no longer wanted to call home.

“Are you all right, William?”

In her haste to get over the wall, she’d barely had a chance to check on him. The boy nodded, his eyes still wide with fear, his clothes disheveled and hanging off him. They’d both been degraded. But it could’ve been worse.

Far, far, worse.

There was a chance it would get worse, if she didn’t get them away from the wall as quickly as possible. The guards would be looking for them soon. Two of them were dead, but there’d be others. And the disrespect she’d felt at their hands would be nothing compared to what was coming.

The pyre. The spike. A hanging. She didn’t know which she’d receive, or which was worse.

In her weakest moments, she’d often longed for one of those fates, back in the days when Ethan had first passed. But those days seemed so long ago. Her duty now was to protect William, and she had an obligation to get him away from the town and away from the slaughter. Free from the downturned glances of unhappy women and the lustful eyes of men.

They needed to forge a new life.

They’d been running for ten minutes when William’s hand slipped from hers. He bent over, clutching his side, breathing fast and erratic.

“Are you okay?”

“I need to rest, Mom,” he managed, between breaths.

She felt a sting of mother’s guilt, and she bent down and put her hands on the boy’s shoulders, subconsciously wondering if she’d find something other than thin bones.

“It’ll be all right, William. We’ll rest for a moment, but then we have to keep going.”

She put her ear to the wind, sure she’d hear the distant cries of men, but all she heard for certain was the rustle of the trees and the occasional chatter of an animal. She realized she had no idea what was lurking in these woods.

It’d been twelve years since she’d been outside of the town’s dilapidated wall.

The last time she’d been in the wild was when she’d traveled from Davenport to Brighton, preparing to become Ethan’s wife.

And now she was going to make that return journey with her own son, hoping to reunite with her aunt and uncle—the relatives who’d raised her—and take refuge. Her aunt and uncle had visited her several times in Brighton, but she’d never returned to visit them. It was a risky proposition, but one at which she knew she couldn’t fail. To stop would be to surrender herself and her son to the hands of the townspeople.

She couldn’t do that.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

The boy nodded. She grabbed William’s hand again, her hands still slippery with the guard’s blood. She noticed his shirt was stretched and sagging, and she pulled it over his neck, covering the lump that had exposed itself to the sun.

His sin had become hers.

She’d get them out of this, even if it was the last thing she did.

**

They ran until Ella was stiff and sore and having trouble breathing. The stitches in her side threatened to keel her over. She imagined her son felt even worse. Although he was younger and more used to the exercise, his legs were shorter.

They’d been alternating speeds since they left—changing from a sprint to a jog and back again. Every time she heard a noise in the forest, Ella would panic and pull her son faster. When they’d gotten clear of the disturbance, they’d slow down again. It was an exhausting game of nerves versus energy, one from which she needed a break.

For several minutes, they’d heard the sound of water, and Ella had been trying to track down the source. Now she could see it in the distance—a clear, bubbling river that was almost the width of her house.

She recognized it immediately. Davenport River. She’d been by it with Ethan and the guide twelve years ago. The road to Davenport couldn’t be far.

William stared, his eyes tracing the swift current. They’d both been to the River of Brighton plenty of times, but he’d never been to this one. Ella was always amazed at the power of flowing water, the way it twisted and furled over the stones and sunken trees beneath it, finding its way through.

She allowed her gaze to wander for a few seconds before she bent down and crept to the edge. The river foamed and spat.

“Stay back,” she warned. 

She dipped her hands in the water, letting the cold soak her skin, and then scrubbed her hands together. She could still smell the odor of the guard’s blood, and she held her breath as it washed away. Her dress was red and blemished. In her efforts to hold it up, she’d stained both the collar and the shoulders. She’d have to clean it before they ran into someone.

When she looked back, William was staring at his own grime-covered hands.

“Come here,” she urged.

The boy obeyed and scooted next to her. She helped him rinse off. Thankfully, his shirt was unscathed, although it’d been stretched out from where the guard had yanked it. She fixed him as best she could and then sent him back a few feet.

She scanned the banks of the river on either side, searching for danger, but saw nothing. As much as she hated to slow down, she knew that she’d need to clean her clothing to avoid suspicion.

“Can you look away for a moment, honey?” she asked William.

The boy obliged. Ella glanced around the forest, unbuttoned her dress, and slipped it over her head. The breeze was cool against her skin. It caressed her shoulders and tickled the inside of her arms. Being exposed in the woods felt strange and uncomfortable, but it was still better than being exposed on the Cleansing platform.

Anything was better than that.

She knelt down on the riverbed and began scrubbing at the top of her dress. To her relief, she was able to get off some of the blood, but some of it remained, and she did her best to dilute it. If someone inquired as to its origin, she’d blame it on a food spill, or perhaps a wound from a sewing needle.

When she’d cleaned the garment, she shook it out to dry it a bit, and slipped it back over her head.

It was the best she could do.

When she glanced back at William, he was still staring at the river. She walked up the bank to meet him.

“’I’m all set, sweetie. We can go now.”

The boy was holding their bags. She took one of them from his grasp and hefted it over her shoulder.

“Put yours on,” she said.

She was about to slip hers on when she noticed the boy wasn’t moving.

“Are they dead?” he asked. “The guards?”

“I think so.” She set her bag down and leaned next to him. “They were going to hurt us, William.”

“I know that.”

She studied his eyes, trying to see what was lurking behind them. As much as she’d tried to protect him, he’d seen as much bloodshed as she. The pyres. The spikes. Ethan burning. It’d been six months since he’d had a nightmare, but she still worried about him. How could any boy be expected to forget all that?

The children were exposed to the same things the adults were. There was a time when Father Winthrop enforced protection for the younger ones, but those days were long gone. Ella didn’t believe that was fair, or just. But what could she do?

The worst part of her job as a parent was the explanations. As much as it pained her, sometimes there just weren’t any good answers. 

William still wasn’t moving. She stroked his hair and stared at the river with him.

She’d been ready to go for almost a minute, but she could sense that he needed another. After a few seconds, he looked at her.

“Am I going to die, Mom?”

Ella choked on her answer before she said it. “Of course not.”

William’s hands moved to his neck, and she fought the urge to pull them off. Not here, not now, she wanted to scream. Instead she kept quiet. The boy rubbed the back of his neck, as if a gnat had bitten him, and then placed his hands back at his sides.

“Will I feel it when it happens? Will I feel it when I turn?”

Ella shook her head. In truth, she had no idea. Didn’t want to think about it. They had plenty of time left, plenty of time to build a new life…She wasn’t ready to handle this…not now…not yet.

“No,” she forced herself to say. “I don’t think so.”

William nodded, his face grim and composed, looking much too mature for a boy his age. She stroked his hair one last time and then got to her feet, slinging her bag on her shoulder.

“We have to leave.”

“I know,” he said. “We’re going to Davenport, right? To see Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick?”

“Yes.”

 “Is it nice there?”

“It’s beautiful. Probably the most beautiful village I’ve ever seen,” Ella said.

A smile flitted across William’s face as he tugged his pack onto his shoulder. He reached out and took her hand, breaking his trance from the river.


Chapter 10

General Blackthorn

 



Blackthorn listened to the fire dirge and thought about all the places he’d rather be than sitting in his chair, watching the lucky thousands wail their fright, as though death had come to them personally. Fear was an insidious, contagious thing.

First, those nearest the flames reacted, as though they held some hope that the ritual would not be carried through to its ashen end, that the flame would not burn, that the torch would not be laid at the foot of the pyre. But of course it would; a tiny fiery star, a pinprick of horror.

He watched that dread ripple through the crowd faster than the flames surged through the dry wood. Women swooned and children trembled, each catching the emotion from the person in front of him or her, fear manifesting itself in a visible wave that rolled over the mass of the weak-hearted.

Maybe that’s what Blackthorn disliked most about Cleansing Day. Fear became real. He saw it. He smelled it. He tasted it in the air. It reminded him of cloying, urine soaked britches, and the wet bed sheets of a boy too afraid to go to the outhouse in the dark of night. It brought back memories of the worst days of his life, when panic ruled him as a boy, leading up to that moment when his father, the great man, fell from his horse and was swarmed by the beasts.

Emotion welled up in his hard heart. He gritted his teeth, sucked in his breath, and recalled how the fear had transformed him from weak boy into the stone-hard man that he now was, Supreme Leader of all in the three towns and every village in between. Sure, there were Beck and Winthrop, the other two in the Council of Elders, but they were weak. They were figureheads pretending to be leaders.

Movement to his right distracted Blackthorn from his thoughts.

Three of Beck’s census men were in front of Beck, showing him their lists, reviewing their calculations with anxious gestures and quivering voices. Blackthorn didn’t need to hear their words to know that the numbers didn’t add up. For the census takers, men who sat in the night squinting at papers on candlelit tables—men who would never raise a sword in anger, or have the blood of a brother on their hands—this was the pinnacle of fear.

Blackthorn hated them, necessary though they were.

The weak, hunchbacked writers of numbers performed an important duty. In taking the Cleansing census, they also wrote down the names of any missing women, the ones too afraid to face the pyre.

The fact that there were still runners sickened Blackthorn. Unfortunately, the Muldoons of the world were becoming a rarer and rarer occurrence. With each Cleansing that passed, fear had taken root and was growing.  Deceitful behavior was becoming the norm. Frightened people were too weak of heart to walk the road to courage without a little helpful prodding.

The census men finished their presentation, and Beck made some disappointed sounds. He motioned for the men to present the results to Blackthorn. Blackthorn didn’t need to be told. Nevertheless, he let them approach.  The ritual was a necessary one. Structure helped simple-minded men manage the anxieties in their lives. Brighton had more than its share of simple-minded men.

Beck’s three census men lined up, shoulder to shoulder in front of Blackthorn. The one in the middle, a chinless man with darting eyes, said, “General Blackthorn, we have the results of the Cleansing census.”

“Speak.”

It was the chinless man’s first time to present the numbers, and he was troubled. Blackthorn half expected to see a puddle form at the man’s feet. He even wagered to himself on which would come first—the urine or the man’s words.

To his surprise, the words won. The census man said, “There are two missing from the count.”

Blackthorn nodded sternly. There was no need to feign surprise. No need for anger. Solutions were necessary.

Looking around again, the chinless man’s eyes fell to Beck, searching for direction.

Beck waved his hand in small circles. “Speak, man.”

The chinless man looked back at Blackthorn. His eyes slowly sank from Blackthorn’s face to his feet. “Ella Barrow and her son William are not present, General.”

Blackthorn nodded to his left, gesturing a direction for the three census men to take. “Go,” he told them.

Two soldiers came to fill the space in front of Blackthorn, and all on the dais waited while Blackthorn contemplated his words. He let the tension build, even though there was no decision to be made. Ella and William would be found. They would be brought to the square, flailed for their cowardice, and placed atop particularly slow smoldering pyres that would lick their flesh clean for many long, agonizing minutes.

Then their souls would be taken to God.

“Captain Swan,” Blackthorn said.

Captain Swan, one of the two standing in front of Blackthorn said, “Yes, General.”

“Send troops to find this woman Ella and her son. Bring her back to the square.”

“Yes, General.” Captain Swan and the captain beside him turned crisply, stepping toward the stairs.

“Captain Townshend.”

The second captain came to a halt. Captain Swan stopped alongside him.

“Captain Swan, you have your task. Go.” Blackthorn stood, surprising everyone on the dais with the divergence from protocol. Normally the two captains would go off together. “Captain Townshend, you have another task.”

“Yes, General.”

General Blackthorn walked to the front edge of the dais.

Just as the fear had rippled across the women when the pyres were lit, a new ripple spread out from the crowd, emanating from Blackthorn himself as though he were the hottest flame they’d seen, hot enough to burn them all. No word could be heard, not a cough or a sneeze.

Blackthorn said, “Two of the unclean have chosen weakness over strength, fear over courage.” He paused, letting the gravity the betrayal sink in. It wasn’t a betrayal of Blackthorn, or the Council of Elders—it was a betrayal of Brighton.

“Fear is growing among us. Dread makes our hearts soft. It destroys our unity, and weakens the three towns. Fear is infectious. Left unchecked, it will destroy the efforts of the strong. It will destroy what our fathers have built. It will destroy us all.”

He paused again, for effect.

“All who support weakness and fear must meet the pyre.” Blackthorn cast his glare slowly across the women. “These two runners did not act alone. Nobody turns unclean and runs without those around him knowing. And when we, the people of Brighton, do nothing to Cleanse this fear, the spore takes root and we are all guilty. In this case, the family, the neighbors, and the close friends of Ella Barrow and her boy William are complicit.”

Gasps rippled through the crowd.

“Captain Townshend, bring before us this woman’s family. Bring her neighbors. Bring her friends. We will sort this out, and the pyre will mete our town’s justice and Cleanse them.”

Stifled cries emanated from the crowd, and heads drooped. Hands covered mouths to whisper protests.

Minister Beck stepped up out of his chair. “General Blackthorn, this is not a decision to be taken by one Elder alone.”

Without turning, Blackthorn asked, “Father Winthrop, do you concur?”

Put on the spot, Father Winthrop gasped. He rubbed a shaking hand over his chin and glanced at Minister Beck, but turned away before he caught Beck’s eye. Weakly, Winthrop murmured, “Ah…um… Yes. I… concur.”

Beck flushed red with rage.

Keeping a repressive eye on the women in the square and the men on the fringe, Blackthorn said, “Captain Townshend, bring us all of Ella Barrow’s accomplices.”


Chapter 11

Ella

 



Ella recognized the road to Davenport immediately.

Davenport Road was little more than a ten-foot wide trail, worn down by years of foot and hoof.  At one point, the road crossed a great field and branched off to Coventry, but mostly it ran close to the river.

Everyone knew if you followed the river, you’d eventually get to Davenport. But the river snaked a circuitous path. If followed exactly, it would lead a traveler through the forests for days and days. There were many paths that branched to smaller villages, and without the services of a guide, a traveller from Brighton might end up in any of a dozen places.

Getting lost was the least of Ella’s worries. Getting caught was her major concern. If the Elders sent the guards to look for her and William, they’d follow the roads out of Brighton. Her and William needed to avoid the roads.

The river was their best bet.

As simple as the idea was, following the river was more of a challenge than Ella had hoped. In several places, the ground was too rough or steep, or the forest was too dense to navigate. Creeks ran into the river and cut right across their path, sometimes flowing through ravines so deep they couldn’t be crossed. There were the spots where Ella and William would come to a hard curve in the river, watching it flow off to their right. Rather than follow it, they’d tromp through the woods, following the sound of the strong current somewhere off in the trees, trying to shave a mile or two off their journey.

It was on one such tromp that they lost sight of the river and ran across a long, perfectly straight wall, made from what appeared to be a single piece of waist-high stone.

“Ancient Stone,” Ella said as she laid a hand on the wall, showing it to William. He was already preoccupied with another wall, running parallel to the first but five feet above, across a gap. Above that was another, and another, alternating bands of ancient stone and gaps that grew thick with shrubs and vines. The layers stacked up into the air on thick square posts until they stopped just above the tallest trees.

“What is it?” asked William.

Shaking her head, Ella said, “I don’t know.”

“Did the Ancients live here?”

It didn’t look like a house or anything she’d seen back in Brighton. And it didn’t look like anything she’d seen in Davenport, either. At least, not that she remembered. All the ancient buildings there looked like they’d once served a purpose. Some had rooms that looked like they could have been sleeping quarters, or possible merchants stores. Some could have been storehouses.

But the function of this giant, cubed-shaped thing was lost on her.

Between the bushes that jutted out between the layers, she could see murky, empty shadows and far through the other side she saw the outlines of tree trunks in the sunshine. The inside appeared to be a quarter the size of the square in Brighton. Why would the Ancients have constructed such thing?

“I’ll bet we’re the first people in a thousand years to be here,” William said in awe.

“Maybe,” Ella responded. She looked around, as if the guards might’ve already caught up to them. Despite her concern, she knew it was getting late; they’d been traveling for the greater part of a day, and soon they’d need to take shelter for the night. The boy’s words finally hit her. “A thousand years?” She looked down at William and smiled. “You don’t even know what a thousand years is, you silly boy.”

“I do,” William said confidently. “You don’t, but I do.”

Shaking her head, Ella motioned William to follow her. She started walking the length of the wall, looking inside between the shrubs and admiring the towering layers of Ancient Stone. “You’re right. I don’t know what a thousand is. My uncle Frederick taught me to count to a hundred when I was your age. A hundred was all I ever needed. I seldom need to count anything more than a dozen.”

William brushed his fingers along the ancient wall as they walked. “A thousand is easy. It’s just like counting to a hundred ten times. That’s all.”

“And how would you know that?” Ella asked, not believing a word of it, but happy for a moment to forget their troubles and have a normal conversation.

“When we’re at the market, I heard merchants talking about numbers, some big, some small, adding them up and subtracting them even.”

“Adding and subtracting?” Ella laughed. “You’re going to tell me now that you can add and subtract and you learned it listening to merchants talk?”

“Yes,” William’s tone was completely serious.

Ella stopped, turned and knelt down in front of William. It wasn’t until she’d assumed the position that she realized he was too tall. On her knees, she had to look up at him. “You’re growing up too fast, William. You’re going to be as big as your father.”

“I know.”

Ella stood. “You know, merchants hire tutors to teach their kids numbers and how to add and subtract.”

William shrugged. “Why do they need tutors? It’s not that hard.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Ella turned and started back along the wall. “I can add a few numbers, but I can’t subtract them.”

“It’s just like adding, only backwards.”

“If you say so.”

William stopped. “We can climb over if you want.”

Ella looked around at the forest and back up at the layered walls. “I know.”

“What are we waiting for, then?” asked William.

“I’m not sure.” She sniffed the air.

William copied her and sniffed the air too.

Ella pushed her head between some shrubs, trying to get a whiff inside the ancient structure.

“What are we trying to smell?” William asked.

Ella pulled her head out of the bushes and looked down at her son, not wanting to scare him further.

“Demons?” William guessed.

“How could you know that?”

“My friend Mickey said they stink. He said they smell worse than pigs.”

Ella nodded. She’d heard the same.

William jumped up, leaning over the wall and through the vegetation, sniffing inside. “I don’t smell anything bad in here.” He slid back off. “Do you think its safe?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you think the demons will catch us if we go inside?”

“Don’t speak of such things,” Ella said, though the same fear lurked inside her.

Unfazed, William continued, “Everybody knows they’re out here, mom. I’m not a little kid anymore.”

“Yes you are,” Ella said. “You just think because you know what a thousand is that you’re suddenly a grown-up?”

William made a show of looking up and down the length of the building and up to its tallest wall. “I think we should stay here tonight. It’ll be dark before you think.”

The boy was right.

“Okay,” Ella conceded. “We’ll go inside and see. But stay quiet and stay close. Do you hear me?”

**

The structure was a strange, strange place indeed.

Once inside the layered building, Ella and William found themselves on a gently sloping floor that spiraled up and up. They realized very quickly that they were on the second, then the third floor. When they came out on the top, the structure opened up to sunshine and a perfectly square meadow with a few small trees, wild flowers, and clumps of blueberry bushes surrounded by a waist-high wall of ancient stone.

The first thing William did was run to the edge and look out across the tops of trees, which surrounded the old building. Ella followed at a walking pace, scanning the meadow for any hazards. When she reached the edge, she took up next to William and placed her hands on the wall.

Far out toward the direction of the mountains, she saw a trail of black smoke drifting up into the wind. It didn’t take a lot of imagination to guess what that was. The pyres of Brighton. She gulped as she scanned the horizon. Way off to the south, she thought she could make out another smudge of black on the late afternoon blue sky. Could those be the Coventry pyres? All three towns and the major villages Cleansed on the same day. That was an unbreakable tradition.

William’s voice distracted her. “I like it up here.”

“Me too, honey.”

“You can see forever.”

“A thousand miles.” Ella smiled and nudged William. She didn’t even know for sure what a mile looked like, just that it was a long way.

“Maybe a thousand miles.” William shrugged. He pointed at the mountains far in the east. “How far are away are they?”

“I don’t know,” Ella said. “I’ve never been, and I don’t know anyone who has.”

“I’d like to climb them some day. I’ll bet if you climbed up one of those mountains you could see the whole world.”

“Maybe.”

Ella and William watched the distant mountains. After a while, he asked, in a serious voice, “Did we run away from Brighton?”

“Yes.”

“Are we going back?”

“No.” Ella kept her eyes on the horizon.

William said, “We could stay here and live. I like this place. I could be king of the ancient box building.” He smiled and turned, taking off at a serpentine run. “King William. King William.”

Ella turned and followed. She veered close to one of the clumps of blueberry bushes and was pleased to see they were covered with berries. She called to William, “Remember what I told you.”

William spun around in circles. “I remember everything,” he called.

“Look for big tracks and look for scat. Bears like berries as much as we do.”

“I looked already.” William took off at a sprint to another side of the meadow. “Nothing’s up here but us.”

Ella looked out across the meadow again. Any animal big enough to hurt her or William would be visible, unless it crouched in the blueberry bushes. She hoped. She walked slowly, looking for signs of animals, but all she found were tiny round pellets of rabbit dung.

If only she knew how to hunt those quick little tasty rodents.

**

With William’s help, Ella found enough long branches to lean against one of the walls in a corner of the meadow. Beneath that crude shelter they laid their blankets. When the last of the sun’s light faded from the evening sky, they’d have a place to cover themselves. Their bellies were full of blueberries. Their flasks were getting low on water, but they’d find their way back to the river in the morning.

Despite how the day had started, Ella felt good about their situation. They’d escaped The Cleansing. William was acting precocious and energetic, as always. And they hadn’t seen a single pursuer.

Perhaps they’d already escaped.

“Mom, what do you think happened to the Ancients?”

“I don’t know, honey. Nobody does.”

“There are stories, right?”

Ella leaned up on an elbow to look at William. “People say the twisted men killed them. Some legends say the Ancients turned into the twisted men.”

“The demons are the Ancients? Do you think that’s so?”

“That isn’t the kind of question that little boys should spend their time thinking about.”

“I’m curious, though, Mom. Tell me what you think.”

“I’m not sure, William. I heard Father Winthrop talk about it once at the devotional service.”

“What did he say?”

Ella laughed and thought about it. “I honestly don’t know. He’s full of more meaningless words than any man I’ve ever met.”

They both laughed. After a moment, William’s face turned serious. “Dad used to tell me that I’d understand when I got older. He told me that in time, The Word would become clear.”

Ella leaned in close and whispered. “I’ve got a secret to tell you.”

“What’s that?”

“That’s just something parents tell their kids when they don’t have the answer. Don’t tell any of the other kids, okay?”

William laughed, and so did Ella. Soon they were asleep. 


Chapter 12

Oliver

 



Oliver stood beside Franklin, watching the morning bustle. The people on Market Street went about their business as they always did, but the energy had drained out of them. There were few jokes and few smiles. Conversation was hushed. It wasn’t unusual for the mood in the market to be a little off the day after The Cleansing, but this morning’s gloom made Oliver stay close to Franklin’s side. The mood frightened him in a way he couldn’t define.

Pointing at a stall of vegetables, Franklin said, “Usually at this time of morning there’s plenty to choose from. I wonder if all the women shopped early today.”

Oliver looked around, afraid his voice might carry. “I think people are afraid of what General Blackthorn is going to do with Ella Barrow’s friends.”

Franklin rolled his eyes. “That’s got nothing to do with a food shortage in the market.”

Oliver punched Franklin in the arm, hard enough to show his displeasure. “Father Winthrop treats me like I’m stupid all day long. Don’t you start.”

Franklin turned to Oliver, started to say something and stopped. He took a deep breath and said, “Father Winthrop talks to you like you’re stupid because you won’t stop playing that game with him.”

Oliver looked innocently at Franklin. “What game?”

Franklin pushed Oliver, turned, and started up the street. “That game. You act like you’re a naïve, ignorant peasant and everybody believes it because you’re just a little kid. But every time you do it, you start asking Father Winthrop questions and at the end of it, he starts to feel stupid and loses his temper. That’s why he talks to you like your stupid. Because you make him feel stupid.”

Oliver shrugged. “He beats me with a switch. He deserves it.”

“Because you make him feel stupid. Just—” Franklin gave up on what he was going to say. “Don’t worry about it. Do what you want to do. Maybe you like getting beaten.”

Oliver shook his head. He didn’t like it one bit. Under his breath he said, “I hate him.”

Franklin spun on Oliver and leaned over. “Don’t ever say that out loud again. You hear me?”

Oliver nodded.

“He’ll beat you and put you in the orphanage or he’ll see a smudge on you—”

“I don’t have a smudge,” Oliver said, suddenly frantic.

“That’s what you don’t understand, Oliver. It doesn’t have to be there. Men with angry eyes see what they want to see. If you make him angry enough, he’ll see a smudge and he’ll put you on the pyre.”

“The pyre?” Oliver’s mouth hung open.

Franklin’s face softened and he straightened up. “Don’t you start crying. Not here. Not in the market.” Franklin looked around.

Oliver cleared his throat and stood as straight as he could. “Sorry.”

“Men don’t cry. You know that.”

Oliver nodded. Everybody knew that.

Franklin put an arm over Oliver’s shoulder and pulled him along. “Come on. We need a rabbit. Father Nelson is on his way from Coventry. He’ll be here for lunch and Father Winthrop wants Rabbit Stew.”

Oliver sniffled and rubbed his eyes. “How did Father Nelson get here from Coventry so fast? What about The Cleansing there?”

“They moved Novice Willard up to Father Willard,” Franklin said.

“Willard is an imbecile.” Oliver spat on the ground.

Franklin shook his head. “Father Willard took Father Nelson’s place in presiding over The Cleansing in Coventry.”

Oliver asked, “What’s Father Nelson doing here?”

“I don’t know.” Franklin said, “I want to help you, Oliver. You know that right?”

“I know. You’re my only friend, Franklin.”

Franklin nodded, gave Oliver a squeeze and let him go. “If you have questions, ask me, okay? Just do what Father Winthrop says, smile, and get good at keeping your mouth shut.”

“But there are so many things I don’t understand.” Oliver planted his feet. He pointed back in the direction of the church building where Father Winthrop was probably still lying lazily in his giant bed, scratching himself and farting. “He knows The Word. He says The Word has all the answers but he never answers me.”

Franklin shushed Oliver. “That’s what I mean. You need to learn not to say those things.”

“I can’t ask questions?”

Franklin leaned in close and in a whisper said, “Don’t ever question The Word. Ever. I don’t care if you believe it or not. You learn it when Father Winthrop teaches you. But you don’t ever, ever question it. If you think Father Winthrop’s beatings are bad now, wait until he hears you say something like that.”

Oliver looked at his feet. “Sorry.”

Franklin straightened and pointed to an empty place on the street. “Muldoon used to set up his stall there.”

Oliver looked over. “He won’t be bringing anymore rabbits, I guess.”

“I guess not.” Franklin started up the street again. “As I was saying, you can ask me anything. I might not have the answers, but Scholar Evan is a friend of mine, and he knows things most people don’t. Beck’s scholars have a collection of ancient books—nearly twenty of them.”

Oliver’s eyes went wide. “They’re rich?”

Franklin nodded. “But they don’t see it that way. They study the books trying to learn about the past.”

“What do they learn?” Oliver asked.

“I don’t know. I’ll ask Evan about it next time I see him.”

Oliver walked along beside Franklin for a moment, trying to think of all the questions that nagged him, but his mind was suddenly blank.

Franklin walked up to a stall where a vendor had five rabbits hanging by their feet. “I need a fat one,” he told the vendor. “A fresh one. It’s for Father Winthrop.”

Oliver looked at the vendor’s face as Franklin said it. The vendor’s face flashed resentment, then stretched into a fawning, artificial smile.

The vendor looked at the rabbits he had hanging by their hind feet. Then he glanced down at a covered basket by his own feet.

“The rabbit?” Franklin said with a frown.

The vendor seemed to deflate. “Of course.” He knelt down, flipped back the cloth that had been covering a basket, and exposed a rabbit that hadn’t yet been hung. “I killed this fat one before dawn. Father Winthrop will like it more than these others.” He pointed at the hanging rabbits. “These aren’t as fresh.”

He extended the rabbit, and Oliver reached up and accepted it. As the younger novice, it was his duty to carry it for Franklin.

“My compliments,” said the Vendor.

Of course, thought Oliver. That’s what they all said. The clergy ate for free. It was the duty of any farmer or hunter to provide food upon request.

Franklin said, “Father Winthrop thanks you for strengthening The Word through your efforts.”

With that, the transaction ended and the two walked on to find some vegetables.

Oliver said, “I thought of a question for Scholar Evan. I don’t understand where the circle wall came from.”

Franklin laughed. “Of all the complicated things you ask Father Winthrop, that’s the question you want me to ask Scholar Evan?”

Oliver smiled. “No. But that was all I could think of.”

Franklin laughed some more. “Nobody really knows where it came from.”

“How is that possible?”

“I asked the same question when I was your age.”

Oliver asked, “What did you find out?”

“Keep in mind, nothing is certain. These are just old stories passed down through the generations.”

“Like The—” Oliver stopped himself before he finished saying The Word.

Franklin gave him a stern look and raised his eyebrows.

“I didn’t say it.” Oliver smiled. “The circle wall. Tell me what you know about that.”

“They say the circle wall was here when Lady and Bruce founded Brighton.”

“Why would there be a wall here?” Oliver asked. “There’s no ancient city, just a few ancient buildings.”

“When the Ancients were dying, it is told that some of them fled here to get away from the twisted men that were conquering the ancient cities. They built the circle wall a full mile in every direction from the center of town.”

“The square?” Oliver asked.

“Of course.” Franklin frowned, as though the question were stupid.

Oliver said, “That explains why there’s so much ancient stone in the circle wall.”

“Exactly.”

“And in the places where the stones are stacked,” Oliver asked, “those are the places where The People repaired it?”

“Yes. That’s what I understood,” said Franklin.

Oliver said, “There’s another thing I don’t understand. Why is it so big? Why not just build it around the town?”

“Because they needed room for fields. They had to grow crops and they had to have places for the sheep to graze. Without the wall, the demons would have destroyed everything.”

“But…” Oliver thought for a moment how to ask the next question. “If the Ancients built the wall and if it really worked to keep the demons out, what happened to the Ancients that used to live in Brighton? Lady and Bruce founded Brighton with the first fifty-seven people.”

“The spore,” answered Franklin. “The spore took the Ancients who built the circle wall. That’s why we have The Cleansing twice each year. The circle wall protects us from the demons outside, but the only way we can protect ourselves internally is to get rid of the unclean before they harm anyone.”

“Couldn’t we just turn them out to the forest?” Oliver asked.

Just then, a group of merchants walked by, staring at Oliver and Franklin. They spoke in hushed tones.

Franklin eyed them and then looked away.  “No. We need to burn the unclean to keep safe. That is the only way.”


Chapter 13

Bray

 



Bray peered across the campsite at the man he intended to rob. Jeremiah was snoring. Next to him, thin smoke trickled from an extinguished fire, and the skinned remains of a squirrel hung on a stick. It was well past dawn, and they were up on one of the cliffs just outside Brighton. Bray had been following the other Warden since the previous evening. Jeremiah had set up camp next to a crumbled wall of stone, probably thinking he’d be protected from demons and thieves. The man’s bag was slung loosely over his shoulder, heaving up and down with each inebriated breath he took.

Jeremiah wasn’t the smartest man in the wild.

Unlike Bray, Jeremiah spent his silver almost as fast as he earned it, blowing it on as much snowberry as his stomach would hold. Any money he had left over was spent at The House of Barren Women. Jeremiah wasn’t even a skilled Warden. In the time Bray had known him, the man had brought in about eighty-five demon scalps—a pittance compared to the others.

And yet Brighton continued to employ him.

It was a shame, really, but the township was in no position to deny assistance. As long as demons roamed the countryside, the township would need the help of the Wardens to slay them. Each scalp netted a Warden five bits of silver—enough to fund a few decent meals.

Or in Jeremiah’s case, a few more jugs of snowberry. 

Goddamn louse.

Bray’s anger simmered as he stared at the sleeping man. Jeremiah was a waste, really. No one would miss him if he were gone. But killing him wasn’t Bray’s style. He’d rather let the man live and quietly leech off his earnings.

Killing the man would be a poor investment.

Bray crept across the campsite, stepping over several loose twigs and leaves, doing his best to mask his presence. He held his knife at the ready, even though he was confident he wouldn’t need it. He kept his sword in his scabbard.

In the event the man awakened, Bray had a backup plan. He’d tell Jeremiah that he’d been chasing a demon, and that he’d stumbled on the campsite. In all likelihood, Jeremiah would be too drunk and disoriented to care.

He’d probably even fall back asleep.

Bray circled the doused fire, watching the sleeping man through the thin veil of smoke. He stopped to examine the smoldering squirrel. There was still some unclaimed meat on its bones. He reached out and poked the animal. Still warm. Smiling, he plucked the leftover meat and stuffed it into his mouth, pausing for a second to chew. He’d been so busy stalking Jeremiah that he hadn’t had a chance to eat.

Free food and a demon scalp. What a take.

After he scavenged the rest of the man’s meal, he continued over to Jeremiah. The drunken man was still snoring, with his pack looped over one shoulder. He was clutching the strap to his chest, as if it were the pale arm of a woman instead of a dirt-stained piece of fabric. The pack was tied shut.

Damn.

That would make things more difficult.

He’d do what he had to do, and then he’d flee the area. When Jeremiah woke up, he probably wouldn’t even remember he’d had a fresh scalp in his pack. Bray smirked at the thought.

He knelt down, paying close attention to the man’s breathing. Up close, the snoring was even louder than he’d anticipated, which gave him ample cover to do his business. He set his knife in the dirt and reached for the strings on the pack. As he’d expected, the knot was loosely tied. After a few pulls, he tugged the pack open.

Jeremiah snorted.

He released the pack and went still. Nerves crawled through his body; his pulse raced. Jeremiah readjusted, pulling the bag over his side and out of Bray’s reach. After a few seconds, he resumed snoring.

Bastard. Bray shook his head.

He’d wait another minute, just to make sure the man was asleep, and then he’d try again. His plan was to take the scalp to Davenport, where he’d hopefully trade it in for more silver than he’d get in Brighton. He already had a pack full, but another scalp would mean at least another five silver. He’d add it to his stockpile in the ruins once he got paid.

Bray shimmied closer. The pack was resting on Jeremiah’s side, and it moved up and down with each alcohol-tainted breath. Bray could smell the man’s body odor—a mixture of dried demon blood and unwashed sweat—and he fought the urge to vomit.

Rather than spending all his money on snowberry, the man should’ve bought himself a bath.

Bray reached inside the pack again, weaving his way through the fabric, grazing a few items of clothing. A shirt. Pants. He searched for anything else of value. Maybe he’d find a few bits of silver. Eventually his hand closed around the scalp. Got it. He smiled and withdrew his hand.

Before he could get it out of the pack, a large, calloused hand enveloped his wrist.

“You son of a bitch!”

Jeremiah was awake, and he wasn’t happy. Bray tried to leap back, but the hand had a firm grip, and Bray lost his balance. He grabbed for his knife, but it was just out of reach.

“Jeremiah! I was just—”

“I know exactly what you were just trying to do, you goddamn thief!”

Before Bray could retort, Jeremiah punched him. The blow was sloppy, but it was powerful enough to send Bray sprawling to the ground.

Jeremiah was on his feet, advancing, eyes blazing. Bray scooted backward, crawling on hands and knees. His sword was still in his scabbard. If he could get clear of the angered man, he might be able to pull it.

Before he could make a move, Jeremiah charged him. The large man knocked into his shoulders, heaving him back to the dirt, and Bray landed hard on his tailbone. His body stung from the impact.

Jeremiah unsheathed his sword.

The last thing Bray had expected was a fight. At the same time, he’d never backed away from one, either. Before Jeremiah could descend on him, Bray lashed out with his leg, hitting the man in the ankle. Jeremiah grunted, lost his balance and tumbled.

Bray leapt to his feet.  

As Jeremiah tried to recover, Bray delivered a right hook to his jaw. The man cried out in pain. Bray scooted backward. He realized he was still clutching the scalp. That was what he had come for, not a fight with a bear-sized man.

It was time to leave.

He plucked his knife from the ground and skirted toward the woods.

He dashed through the trees, listening to the intoxicated man roar behind him. Jeremiah was on his feet and was lumbering through the woods. Bray continued fleeing until Jeremiah’s shouts were nothing more than complaints to an empty forest. When the man was out of earshot, Bray stopped to inspect the scalp he’d stolen.

Judging by the size and contour, the demon had been a middle-aged male. The cut was uneven, suggesting that Jeremiah had still been shaky from the fight with it. Either that or he’d already been inebriated.

Bray shrugged. A scalp is a scalp.

He opened his bag and stuffed the demon skin inside, then continued through the forest. Unlike Jeremiah, he’d been navigating the woods for most of his life, and he knew paths and shortcuts that others rarely traveled. He’d be out of harm’s way before the man found him. He’d have to deal with the angered Warden later.

In front of Bray was a legion of small pines, and he weaved among them, trying to blend with the forest. He traveled softly, as usual. He varied his path slightly each time he took it, preventing a trail from forming. From the north, he could hear the faint hiss of rushing water. From the south he could hear the chatter of woodland animals. He glided in the direction of the river, intent on following it all the way to Davenport.

It was then that he heard a woman’s scream.

Bray perked his ears, certain that he was hearing things. There weren’t many unguided travelers in the forest, and there certainly weren’t many women. Was he mistaken?

He stopped short, trying to block out the faint rush of water. After a few seconds, another scream followed. It was coming from the direction of the river. Perhaps a man was laying into his wife, or a traveler had been separated from her guide.

But something about the scream seemed different.

Although he usually didn’t get involved in local disputes, the scream piqued his curiosity. He’d get close enough to see what was going on before continuing to Davenport.

Bray broke from the pines, heading toward the source of the noise.


Chapter 14

Ella

 



With a night’s rest behind them, Ella and William took to the river with renewed strength. Although Ella’s body was sore, her stomach was full, and her night in the wild had given her confidence. She’d been able to provide for William without the safety and amenities of Brighton, and that gave her hope that they’d make it a while longer. Each passing minute was a triumph in itself, and each step brought them closer to Davenport.

After walking awhile, she motioned for William to stop at the river so they could refill their flasks. He bent beside her and they untied their bags. Ella dipped her hands in the river and washed her face, letting the cool water soak her skin. Aside from the rush of the water, the forest around them was quiet.

For as long as she could remember, she’d lived among the commotion of villages and towns. Even at night, when she lay in bed, she could hear the hushed chatter of merchants or the squeak of a pushcart. This silence felt unnatural.  

It took her a minute to determine the reason.

Ella smelled the creature before she saw it. If it wasn’t for the breeze gusting through the trees, masking its scent with moss and mildew, she would’ve smelled it sooner. The sound of feet trampling brush came next. Though she was poised to flee, she feared attack was inevitable.

The monsters were fast.

She withdrew her knife.

“William, stay with me!” She grabbed the boy’s arm.

William scrambled behind her, and together they crept along the riverbank, Ella clutching the blade so tightly that her hand became numb. Movement flashed through the nearby trees. A misshapen head. A wart-covered arm. It was as if the thing had decided to reveal itself in pieces, hoping to distill their fear until it could pounce.

They’d made it twenty feet further when the thing peered around a tree.

William stifled a cry when he caught sight of the monster. Ella stopped and clamped a hand over his mouth. Even though the thing was looking right at them, she had the panic-inspired thought that if they kept quiet, maybe it would move past.

Emotionless red eyes looked right at them.

The beast advanced. It tilted its head, sizing them up. Was this one of the smarter ones? Were others waiting in the trees?

Ella let go of William’s mouth and tugged him along, side-stepping down the bank of the river, praying they didn’t fall in the mud. To fall was to die.

She locked eyes with the beast. She could feel William shaking. She’d heard so many stories of the monsters over the years—how they moved, how they tracked, how they killed—but now that she was face-to-face with one, the stories all blurred together. Fighting it was dangerous, even if she did have a knife. She worked on gaining distance from it, stepping her way over slippery moss-covered stones to get away.

The creature stalked closer, pushing them toward the water. Each step it took revealed more of the beast’s frightening appearance. Its body was covered in bloodstains and battle-wounds, its skin, filthy and bruised from years in the wild. Its joints were covered in fungal warts; its skull was swollen with the weight of infection. Its legs were long and thin; its feet, bare.

Soon she’d be forced to battle it. She’d heard what the demons could do to a man, and even worse, she’d heard what they did to women. She’d listened to stories of ravaging and disembowelment and torture—stories that were as unreal as the thing before her.

The knife suddenly felt insignificant in her hand, like a child’s plaything. She wished she had a sword. She didn’t know how to use one, of course, but she’d damn well try. Anything would be better than fighting the beast up close.

The thing narrowed the gap, feinting with its hands. Ella pushed William further along, trying to give him a few more steps’ advantage, a few more seconds to live.

The demon was ready to lunge.

Unexpectedly, it stopped and tipped its bulbous head to the side, studying the two of them. Ella froze. The demon’s eyes were unreadable, a pair of recessed orbs without feeling or compassion.

“Mom?” William whispered.

She put her finger to her lips to quiet him.

The thing stared at them, as if daring them to move. Ella swallowed and raised the knife higher, but the beast ignored it. It had no fear of weapons. The scars and gouges on its body were proof of that.

It moved its gaze to William. The boy raised his arms, as if an act of defiance might be enough to drive it back. This time Ella saw something in the beast’s eyes—a glimmer of recognition, perhaps. It snarled and took a step back. It refocused on Ella.

It leapt.

Ella pushed William away. She swung the knife, slashing the creature’s skin as it knocked her backward. Woman and beast pitched to the ground. Ella screamed. The creature tore at her clothes. She struggled to push it off. She felt the thing’s knees digging into her, the knots of its joints jabbing her skin. It writhed and kicked, trying to subdue her. Frantic, Ella gave it a heave, and it slipped down the mossy bank and into the water. It flailed and screeched, trying to get back to shore.

“Let’s go!” Ella screamed.

The boy raced down the bank. Ella jumped to her feet and ran after him. The demon splashed in the water behind them, but she dared not look back.

Something moved in the trees.

Two more beasts burst out of the underbrush. They’d been lying in wait all along. Ella and William kept running, but the demons dashed to cut them off.

Ella raised the knife, wet with the first creature’s blood. Her body coursed with adrenaline, and she let out a feral cry. She pushed William behind her and slashed the air as the two approached.

“Stay back!” she shrieked, as if the things might listen.

The demons sprung. Their wart-covered arms pushed and pawed. She lost the knife as she fell to the ground. The cloying, moldering stink of their bodies threatened to suffocate her. They tore at her clothes with the same defiling hands as the guards who caught her back at the town wall. The beasts were bent on destroying her in ways she couldn’t imagine. 

William yelled at the beasts and stomped the ground to draw their attention.

“Run!” she screamed. “Get—”

One of the creatures inserted a bony finger in her mouth, cutting her off. She choked and gagged, then bit down. Bitter fluid spurted onto her tongue. 

The beast drew back, and she got another glimpse of William, flailing at the backs of the creatures. The knife was nowhere in sight. She lifted her head and tried to get her arms free, but the demons pushed her back down. All around her were hands and limbs, and for a split second, she wondered if she’d fallen into the river and was drowning in the swift current. All she could feel was pressure and weight, and all she could do was struggle until they ripped her open.

The beasts went slack—first one, then the other.

Ella screamed as their heads toppled from their bodies. She looked up. She saw a blade, and a man with dark hair and sharp blue eyes standing behind it.

He held out his hand.

She blinked, as if she were imagining things. Had she fallen unconscious? Was she dreaming as she was dying?

“Are you okay?” the man asked.

She nodded, though she wasn’t sure. Ignoring the offered hand, she struggled to right herself. Her body felt stiff and weak, but the adrenaline of battle still coursed through her.

As she rose, she got a better look at him. His clothes were ragged, his face was dirt-stained, and it looked like he hadn’t had a bath in weeks. His cheeks were flecked with stubble.

William was standing behind him.

“What are you two doing out here?” the man asked.

“We were just—” she fumbled for the right words.

“Did you lose your guide?”

She nodded, too rattled to think of a story.

William flew to her side, putting a hand to her belly. “Mom.”

Ella saw the distress on his face. She wasn’t hurt. At least she didn’t think so. She looked down. She was covered in so much blood that she couldn’t help but check for wounds.

There were none.

The blood belonged to the demons whose heads lay sightless and still on the ground at her feet.

“I’m okay,” she said as she crept away from the monsters’ decapitated bodies. Remembering the third beast, the one that attacked her first, Ella looked back down the bank.

“They’re dead,” the man assured her. “All three of them.”

He sheathed his sword, knelt down, and grabbed hold of one of the heads. He pulled out his knife and began separating the scalp.

“I’ve heard stories about them…” Ella said. “That they come back…”

The man stopped and looked up at her, furrowing his brow. “Back from the dead?” He laughed loudly and went back to his gory business. “Not everything you hear is true. A girl your age should know that.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but the man had stolen her thoughts and put them into words, as if she were little more than a child caught in the ruins. She kept silent, watching him separate skin from bone, cleaning his knife on the grass between cuts.

“I’m Bray,” he said, without looking up.

William let go of his mother. “Are you a Warden?” he asked.

“Yes.” He went to work on the second head.

“I want to be a Warden. But Mom says—”

Ella shushed him and pulled him back to her. The kneeling man stopped what he was doing and grinned.

“What does she say?”

William looked at his mother, then back at the hunter. “She says being a Skin-Seller isn’t a noble profession.”

Bray laughed. He wiped his face and returned to the scalp. When he finished cutting it free, he scraped off the excess skin with his blade. Ella watched with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion. In death, the creatures were just as grotesque as before, but less menacing, at least. She glanced over at the bodies. The severed necks still pumped fluid onto the riverbank, and the stench permeated the air, as if the soil had ingested the creatures’ blood.

That same blood was all over her hands and clothing. A jab of fear coursed through her as she looked down at herself.

“Don’t worry, you won’t get infected,” Bray said, as if reading her mind. “Lucky for you, it’s not flowering season. A couple of weeks from now—” Bray looked at the bodies. “I wouldn’t have bothered with you.”

He opened his pack, stuffed the scalps inside, and then resealed it. He slung it over his back. “Where are you two headed?”

“Davenport,” Ella answered.

“Is your guide still alive?”

“I-I think so.”

“If you’d like, I’ll help you find him. I know the area. He can’t be far. ”

“We’ll be fine,” Ella said.

“Where did you lose him?”

“That way.” She pointed vaguely up the riverbank. “We should have no problem finding him. We’ll just get moving and I’m sure he’ll catch up.” 

William was still watching the Warden intently. She tugged his arm, snapping him from his trance, pulling him along. The last thing she needed was further interrogation. They’d take their chances on their own. She waited until she’d gone about twenty paces before she glanced over her shoulder.

“Thank you, Bray,” she called back to the man.

As nice as he seemed, she was hesitant to trust anybody right now. She’d heard stories about Wardens—stories almost as frightening as the stories about the beasts. Even in town, she did her best to stay away from them. Bray was sliding his knife back into his sheath. She eyed him warily, but he made no moves to come after them.

She turned back around and continued walking, keeping her eyes on the trees. The forest seemed darker than before, as if conspiring to hide beasts within. 

She’d only gone a few more steps when Bray called after them.

“You might want to get your story straight in case you run into someone else out here.” He paused and added: “Guides don’t come out of the towns this close to flowering season.”

Ella kept walking without responding. She shuffled William along, her heart pattering at a frantic rhythm. She should’ve thought her story through as she and William were hiking through the forest. She needed something more plausible.

What if the man turned them in?

She picked up her pace. Footsteps squished through the soft ground behind them. She swallowed. Was the man following them?

The footsteps grew louder. The man was jogging to catch up. Why wouldn’t he leave them alone? All she wanted was to get to Davenport and—

“You forgot something!”

When she looked back, Bray was standing there, her blade in his hand. He passed it to her. She’d left it at the riverbank. Dammit. What a fool I am.

“Thanks,” she said.

His face was calm and even, and she read no ill intent.

“Listen, I’m heading to Davenport myself. It’d be silly for us to travel separately,” he said. “Especially with the two of you by yourselves.”

She struggled to think of an argument, but couldn’t.

Bray continued. “You’ll never last a night out here,” he added. “I know the wild better than anyone you’re likely to meet. I promise I won’t hurt you or the boy.”

She studied his face, as if she’d somehow be able to peer into his thoughts and determine his motives. What if he behaved like the guards back at the wall? What if he was lying? At the same time, she knew he was right. They couldn’t go it alone. Their encounter with the demons was proof. She rolled the knife in her hands.

Both William and Bray were watching her, waiting for a response.

“Okay,” she said finally.

A thin smile flitted across William’s face. She patted the boy’s head and joined the Warden.


Chapter 15

Oliver

 



Oliver placed the pot of rabbit stew next to the loaf of bread in the center of the table for the midday meal. He took the empty chair next to Father Nelson. Trying not to be rude and stare hungrily at the food—it seemed to be one of Father Winthrop’s favorite peeves—he focused his attention across the table at Franklin, who seemed to be excessively concerned about maintaining at least a small gap between himself and Winthrop’s great belly, which had a tendency to spread out and crowd whomever had the misfortune to sit next to him.

Each of the four placed their hands on the table astride their empty bowls. Father Winthrop looked at each place setting, took a deep breath, and in a pompous tone Oliver had heard too often, started his chant. “Let no man hunger while other men eat. A man alone cannot survive unless all men survive. For no man can stand against the demon beasts alone. In the tradition of the first fifty-seven, we share this meal with whomever is within these walls.”

“Well said,” each of the other three mumbled, as tradition required.

Father Winthrop ladled two helpings in his bowl, and then gave the same to Father Nelson. He reached for the bread while Franklin scooted his and Oliver’s much smaller bowls over beside the stew pot. Father Winthrop gave them each a single serving.

When the soup was poured, Winthrop tore a shred of crust off the loaf and set it next to Franklin.

“Thank you, Father,” Franklin said softly, lowering his eyes.

Winthrop tore a great chunk out of the loaf’s center and passed the remainder to Father Nelson.

Nelson nodded and tore off a similar crusted end for Oliver. “It is good to see the traditions respected here,” Nelson said.

Father Winthrop nodded smugly, but then his facial expression changed, as though he might be offended. He asked, “How do you mean, Father Nelson?”

Nelson leaned over his bowl, and in a conspiratorial voice said, “Many in Coventry no longer share their meals. They hoard their food for themselves and their families. I fear this tradition is dying.”

Father Winthrop slurped a big spoonful of the lumpy brown soup. “Tradition and faith are the stones and mortar upon which our society is built. Without those—” Winthrop shrugged, letting his sentence hang in the air to finish itself. He bit a chunk of bread.

Nelson nodded pensively. Franklin copied the gesture. Oliver took a bite of his dry piece of bread crust.

Winthrop waggled his spoon across the table at Nelson and added, “When tradition falls by the wayside, it is the fault of the clergy, is it not, Father Nelson?”

Nelson froze mid bite, clearly not having expected his gossipy bit of news to be turned back on him. “I—”

Winthrop shook his head and looked down at his stew, took a bite, looked back up and caught each eye at the table before focusing on Nelson. “The Word is the source of all the powerful truths by which we live, Father Nelson. I should not have to tell you this.”

“No, Father Winthrop,” Nelson replied.

“Respect for tradition must be taught with The Word. In Brighton, we all know the responsibility for teaching The Word to the peasants falls to one man.” Winthrop drilled Nelson with his eyes.

“Yes, Father Winthrop. I understand that the failings of my flock are my failings as a guide and teacher of The Word.”

“Indeed,” Winthrop agreed. “Sometimes grave actions must be taken, like the spiking General Blackthorn intends for this afternoon.”

After that, everyone ate silently for a bit, until Oliver looked innocently across the table at Father Winthrop and asked, “Was it the original fifty-seven survivors that started the tradition of equally sharing their food?”

Winthrop scooped another load of broth into his mouth.

Oliver looked down at his tiny bowl, letting his gaze linger before looking back up for an answer.

Franklin kicked Oliver under the table.

Winthrop harrumphed and put down his spoon. “Of course, Oliver, my boy. We don’t chant our dinner prayer to whet our appetites; we do it to remind ourselves of our traditions. In this case we must remember that in the old days food was scarce. The first fifty-seven—”

“Or,” Father Nelson interrupted, “you might say, the last fifty-seven?”

“The last?” Franklin asked.

“Yes,” Father Nelson answered, “the last of the Ancients to survive. The fifty-seven were the last survivors of the ancient race of men and the forefathers of all of us in the three townships.”

“I’ve never thought of it that way,” Franklin said.

“Yes, the last, the first, the same,” Winthrop confirmed for everyone. “The fifty-seven—the only men left on the great flat earth—knew that if men were once again to have dominion over all, they needed to endeavor together. Judging by the count of men in the three townships, I dare say the tradition has served us well.”

“Well said,” Father Nelson nodded.

“Well said,” Franklin and Oliver parroted.

After eating several bites of his flavorless stew—cooked that way to meet Father Winthrop’s tastes— Oliver asked Father Nelson, “Was there really a Lady and Bruce? Were they real people?”

Father Nelson swallowed, looked at Father Winthrop who shook his head slightly and rolled his eyes. Father Nelson said, “The story of Lady and Bruce is my favorite of all the tales. Yes, they were real.”

Oliver laid his spoon beside his half-full bowl. He shuffled around in his seat to more comfortably face Father Nelson.

Franklin scowled and kicked Oliver again.

Oliver bit his tongue on the verbal skewering he was plotting for Father Nelson and thought about the orphanage.

And no matter how many times everyone said the orphanage was a good place for children whose parents had been Cleansed or died naturally, Oliver knew it wasn’t. He’d visited that squalid building with Franklin and Father Winthrop, had seen the sunken cheeks, smelled the stink of the unwashed, felt the hopelessness of the empty-eyed children there. No, the orphanage was a rancid, evil place where the traditions about sharing never ventured.

Father Nelson put a hand on Oliver’s shoulder. It was that comforting hand that the Fathers put on the ignorant, a gesture that said, “Listen to me, my simple brother, and I’ll shed the light of faith on you.”

Like most people in Brighton, Oliver didn’t like it when others touched him. It made him imagine little red demon spores crawling over his skin. But the condescension in that touch was just as disgusting.

Father Nelson asked, “Why do you question the stories of Lady and Bruce?”

In a childish, sing-song voice, the kind that always worked to lure Father Winthrop into a trap of his own contradictions, Oliver asked, “I don’t doubt the stories are true. I simply envy your certainty. That’s all. I don’t know if I can ever possess such faith.”

Father Nelson chuckled.

Father Winthrop sat his bowl on the table after drinking the last of the broth and pointed at Father Nelson. “This one knows the truth, young Oliver.”

“Knows? Not believes but knows?” Oliver asked.

“Yes, my boy.” Father Nelson leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers and looked smugly down his nose at each of those around the table. “You know the story of the emergence, do you not?”

“Of course, every child knows that story.” Oliver had a gift for conveying confidence and innocence in the same breath.

“Tell me what you know.”

Oliver looked down at his bowl. He fidgeted for a second with his bread. Oliver said, “My mother told me the story when I was a child and afraid of monsters in the dark. But my mother was just a peasant. Her version of the story was a peasant’s incomplete version.” Oliver looked across the table. “Father Winthrop has not had time in my teachings to bless me with that story. Perhaps now would be a good time.”

“Yes,” Father Nelson agreed immediately.

Franklin jumped in on the consensus. “I would like that as well.”

Feigning modesty, Father Winthrop said, “Well, if you insist.”

They did, and Father Winthrop began his tale.


Chapter 16

Ella

 



Ella, Bray, and William followed the riverbank.  On Bray’s suggestion, they kept to the woods, using the water as a guide. According to the Warden, the demons often drank from its waters. The thick trunks of trees provided a natural barrier, but every so often Ella glimpsed the water through the foliage, and the rush of the current was never far from her ears.

She surveyed the tops of the trees, expecting to see movement in the branches. She’d heard stories about the creatures of the wild—not just demons, but other predators, as well.

The travelers remained quiet as they walked. For a long while the only sounds keeping them company were the swaying wind rifling through the tree branches, the occasional splash of a river turtle, and the snaps of twigs underfoot.

They were startled by a crack in the underbrush. Bray held up his hand, warning them to be still. Something brown was lingering in a patch of scrub brush about fifty yards away. A nervous tremor shot through Ella’s body, and her hand blanched on the knife. Was it another demon? It didn’t look like one. She could only see pieces of the animal through the green leaves ahead—an elongated neck and nose, patches of smooth brown fur. The animal had gone as still as them. She stared until she could make out a single round eye. The animal was standing sideways.

Both the travelers and the animal remained quiet, as if neither were willing to admit the other’s presence. After a tense moment, the animal lifted its head and sniffed the air. Then it bounded off in the opposite direction.

Ella listened to the crinkle of underbrush as it made its departure. “What was that?” she whispered to Bray.

“A deer.”

She stared after it in wonder. “A deer? I thought they were extinct.”

Bray shook his head. “There are some, but not many. The demons killed nearly all of them. To see one is rare, indeed.”

“Have you ever hunted one?” William asked.

“No. The meat and hide would fetch a hefty price at the butcher’s, but I’ve never killed one. Wardens believe killing one is bad luck.”

The boy nodded. William’s brow was pursed with curiosity, and for a moment, Ella was able to forget he was infected and pretend he was as normal as any other boy.

She peered through the wild to catch another glimpse of the deer, but there was no longer any sign of it. Ella tried to recreate the image in her head. Her hope was to hold onto it, so that she might recount the tale later.

With the encounter over, Bray led them through a thick section of pines, one hand on his knife, the other on his sheathed sword. With each step, Ella grew more grateful that she’d chosen to follow him. Although she still didn’t trust him fully, the Warden’s protection was worth the risk, at least for now.

The swell of the river had died down, and while they walked, Bray began to narrate some of his encounters with the beasts.  The enraptured William hung on every word.

“So it isn’t true the demons can come back to life?” William asked.

“That’s just a tale,” answered Bray.

“So all of them can be killed?”

“Yes. The same as you or me.”

Bray pointed to the pack on his shoulders.  “Do you know how many scalps this pack has seen?”

The boy shook his head.

“One thousand, two hundred and eighty-one.”

Wide-eyed, William asked, “You counted all of them?”

“Yep.  Every one.”

“What about the ones you took today?”

“Of course. They’re included.”

William looked amazed. “What happens when the demons go extinct? What will you do then?”

Bray paused, as if he’d never been asked the question before. “Their numbers are thin, that’s for sure. But I’ve heard rumors of many more coming in from the south.”

“Do you believe the rumors?” William asked.

Bray patted his stomach. “I have to, if I want to eat.” 

He grinned and continued through the trees.

Ella watched the man. She’d seen several of Bray’s kind come to Brighton, visiting the brothel, loitering on the sidewalks and streets, spending silver on whatever distractions they could find.  But she’d rarely talked to them. 

The only run-ins she’d had with them were the occasional men who purchased her wares directly. Normally she sold her roots and berries to the merchants. In those few instances when she’d spoken with a Warden, her conversations had been brief, focused on the transaction at hand. She seldom looked at the men’s faces, and rarely made eye contact.

She wondered if Bray had been one of them. Did he recognize her? Would it make a difference if he did? He already knew they were on the run.

If he were going to turn them in, he’d have done it by now.

She hoped to God he didn’t discover William’s secret. She’d do anything to prevent that from happening. If Bray found out, there was no telling what he’d do. What would William be worth to him? Another five bits of silver?

Stop it, Ella.

The thought was so vile that she swallowed it back. Bray was several steps ahead of them, scouting the path before they walked it.

He doesn’t know anything, and he won’t find out, she tried to convince herself.

She reached for William’s hand and pulled him close, just in case. 


Chapter 17

Oliver

 



Oliver waited for Father Winthrop to begin his story. Father Winthrop sat back in his chair and scooted away from the table. He apparently needed room for gestures and such.

All eyes rested on him, waiting patiently for him to speak. Father Winthrop bathed his ego in the silent attention before he finally began. “The world of old was a magical, terrible place. Men constructed buildings of stone and steel that touched the clouds.”

“Steel?” Oliver asked. He’d never heard that part. “Were they rich?”

“Men had so much steel in those days that they could make things you can’t even imagine.”

Father Nelson put the hand back on Oliver’s shoulder. “Let Father Winthrop tell his story.”

“No, no,” Father Winthrop said, “It’s okay. The questions do not bother me. They are part of the boys’ education.” And, Oliver knew, they left Father Winthrop at the center of attention longer. “Men had devices that flew them through the air like birds. They had wheeled carriages that propelled them from city to city at speeds faster than any horse could dream of running, faster than any bird could hope to fly.”

Stories of the time before God gave the world to the demons always left Oliver dubiously awed.

“Men had weapons that blazed fire and steel and could kill a thousand demons in a moment. Men owned the lightning and the thunder.”

“But it escaped,” Oliver blurted, unable to contain his excitement. “That’s what my mother said, before she went to the pyre.”

“Yes, it did escape,” Winthrop confirmed. “It lives in the clouds now, tormenting farmers, sometimes blowing down houses, sometimes burning barns.” Father Winthrop took a long drink from his cup. “The Ancients had the power to kill by the thousands, nay, the millions. But God was unhappy with man for creating such wickedness.”

“Millions?” Oliver asked. There was much to the story that his mother and father hadn’t known. “Why would they need to be so powerful?”

“In those days, the number of men on the great flat world was beyond imagination. The people of different cities fought and killed one another and grew so powerful that they believed they were equal to God. The Ancients believed that they were gods themselves. They told themselves that they no longer needed The Word, and as forgiving and loving as God was, he could not forgive that sin. So God opened Hell and spilled the demons free.”

“All of the twisted men came from Hell?” Oliver asked.

“Most of them, yes.” Father Winthrop nodded. “Many men were turned to demons, themselves. The demons killed nearly all the rest. The only way for men to survive in those days was to escape the demons, and the only place left to go where there were no demons was Hell. You see, they’d all left to come live on the earth.”

“I don’t understand that part,” Oliver said, having lost any thoughts about teasing Winthrop into a fluster.

“If I may, Father Winthrop.” Father Nelson sat up in his seat and leaned on the table.

Father Winthrop frowned, showing his reluctance to give up the spotlight. Nevertheless, he granted the floor to Father Nelson.

Nelson looked at each of the boys, “They say some stories contain metaphors to simplify the concepts, to make things easier to understand in these less magical times.”

Oliver’s brow crinkled. “I don’t understand. Are you saying the Ancients didn’t hide in Hell?”

“Hell can be many things,” Father Nelson said.

“Yes,” Father Winthrop confirmed, as if the words needed his blessing to be true. “In those dark times when the demons overran the great cities, there were one man and one woman in all of the great flat world who were not arrogant, were not drunk on the power of their magic.”

“Lady and Bruce,” Oliver blurted.

“Of course,” Father Winthrop nodded. “Lady and Bruce, among all people, were not enamored with the magic of their world, though they did know how to use it. They descended to Hell. Some say it was the real Hell. Others, as Father Nelson have suggested, believe that Hell is a metaphor. He can tell you more about that when I finish. Either way, Lady and Bruce stayed in Hell for seven years.”

“Seven years?” Oliver asked. His mother had said seven seasons. His grandfather had told him seven days. All those numbers seemed ridiculous to Oliver. How could anyone live underground in Hell for so long? “Was the old magic that powerful?”

“Yes,” Father Winthrop said, “Perhaps another metaphor, perhaps not. When Lady and Bruce left Hell, choosing once again to walk in the world of demons, they believed they were alone and they despaired. They believed they would be the last two humans ever to live.”

“I never understood that part.” Oliver interrupted, “Why didn’t they just have children?”

“Lady was barren,” said Winthrop.

That made Oliver a little sad. Barren women were of little use, except as prostitutes.

“Though Lady was barren,” said Winthrop, “she was strong. Together with Bruce, they built a safe place back in the world where they could defend themselves and grow crops. That place was called Brighton. Over time, other people found Lady and Bruce and settled here to live with them, seventy-seven in all.”

“But I always thought it was fifty-seven?” Oliver said, on the hunt for a contradiction.

Fathers Nelson and Winthrop smiled.

Oliver looked back and forth between them, sensing their arrogance.

Father Winthrop broke the silence. “There were many in the original seventy-seven who were jealous of Lady. It is said that it was their fault that Lady’s name was lost to history. Lady was an unusual woman. She was stronger than any man. Men with soft, weak hearts hated her for that.”

 “I never knew any of this,” Oliver muttered.

Father Winthrop shared a knowing look with Father Nelson and said, “If only she could have had children, what a strong race of men we would be now.”

“What happened to the soft-hearted men?” Oliver asked.

“Arguments, hatred, and fights. The soft-hearted men hated Lady and Bruce.”

“Fights?” Oliver asked. “The soft-hearted men fought with a woman? Fist fights?”

“Yes.” Winthrop glanced at Nelson before answering, paused, and said, “No man could beat Lady in a fist fight.”

Oliver gulped. “Wow. I don’t know what to say about that.”

“It is difficult for most men to accept,” said Winthrop. “That is why we don’t tell those parts of the story in our devotional service. Most men cannot accept it.”

Oliver understood. “So the soft-hearted men got tired of being shamed by a woman and they left?”

“Lady and Bruce exiled them. After that, there were fifty-seven, the first of the clean ones. We are all descended from them.” Father Winthrop picked up a hunk of bread and bit off a large piece, as if needing to replenish his energy.

Father Nelson took over the conversation, as if he and Father Winthrop had practiced the handoff several times before. “Many years ago, when I was not much older than Franklin here, I went with Father Winthrop’s predecessor and a half dozen other faithful men on a pilgrimage to find Hell.”

Oliver shuddered. Franklin grimaced.

“You see,” said Nelson, “Father Winthrop’s predecessor believed in the metaphorical Hell. He believed that the place where Lady and Bruce spent their seven years below the earth was a real place, and he believed that it was a place not far from here. That makes sense, right? If they were going to build the first town after the fall of the Ancients, why travel far from their refuge to do so?”

Shaking his head, unable to hide his disbelief, Oliver asked, “Even if this place was real, how could Father Bristol hope to find it? The earth is, well…big, I guess, and demons are everywhere.”

Father Nelson put his condescending hand back on Oliver’s shoulder. “Father Bristol said he possessed a secret knowledge. He never told me or anyone else what that was, or where he got it. He said he’d tell me after the pilgrimage.”

“But he didn’t?” Oliver asked.

“You’re jumping ahead,” said Nelson.

“Sorry.”

“We journeyed into the mountains in the east. Of the six of us, two died from demon bite on the way.”

Oliver interrupted, “They turned to demons?”

Nelson shook his head. “They were murdered and eaten.” Nelson looked distantly at the bowl in front of him, but shook off the memory and picked the story back up. “We searched the mountain all through the summer and into the winter. We were up on the mountain in the deep snow, thinking we’d perish, when we stumbled upon something strange.”

“What was it? What did you stumble upon?” asked Oliver.

Nelson leaned over the table and let the suspense build as he looked around at them. “A steel door.”

“A door made of steel?” Franklin’s tone made it clear that he didn’t believe it.

Nelson nodded cockily.

“A whole door, the whole thing made of steel?” asked Oliver.

“Yes,” said Nelson.

“Was it a small door?” Oliver shook his head. Surely a door made of such precious metal couldn’t be large.

Nelson leaned back and spread his hands. “No, a large door, as wide as a man can reach with outstretched arms.”

“No,” Oliver whispered.

“I saw it myself. Touched it myself.” Nelson looked at Franklin and then back at Oliver.

Oliver said, “With that much steel, you could be rich.”

“Yes, I could. But it was not riches that we sought; at least, not riches of this earth. We sought spiritual riches on our pilgrimage.”

“Did you open the door?” Oliver asked.

Father Winthrop said, “Let the man finish his story, boy.”

“Yes, Father.”

“We didn’t need to open the door,” said Nelson.” It was made of heavy, thick steel, but time had rusted it through in places, and we were each able to squeeze inside through the holes.”

“What did you find?”

“At first we thought it was a cave.”

“A cave with a door?” Oliver grinned.

Nelson shrugged and continued. “We realized that the walls were made by man, both of old, rusted steel, and Ancient Stone. There were artifacts, made by the hand of man, some for no purpose that we could discern, others that we could. We found jars and bottles with strange markings.”

Oliver was rapt.

“But the strangest, most wonderful thing of all, was a room that we discovered through a door in the corner of this strange place.”

“And what was in it?” Oliver asked.

“The door into that room was in better condition than the one that led into the shelter, being out of the weather, I suspect. When we let ourselves inside, we saw ancient and rotted artifacts on the floor, as we saw in the other room, but the most amazing thing was that the walls were painted in faded, flaking paint.” Father Nelson paused. “And everyone knows that in the legend of Lady and Bruce, Lady was a painter.”

Father Nelson looked around at his small audience, ensuring that he had everyone’s full attention. “The murals on the wall showed two people wearing strange clothing. The garments looked to have been made of leaves, and were of multiple colors of the forest. In some places the coloring on the clothes looked so similar to the background trees and bushes, it was hard to see if the figures were people or not. Their arms and faces were the only parts not covered with the cloth. In one mural, they were fighting the monsters and killing many. There were parts of the painting that showed the two living in the magical city, and showed them hunting the animals of the forest.”

“How did you know it was Lady and Bruce?” Oliver asked.

“At first, we didn’t. The pictures of the two people appeared to match the descriptions of the two from the legend. But in each picture, they both appeared to be men. At least that’s what we all thought. That is, until we came across a section of one of the murals where they were both naked and holding hands in a field of beautiful flowers. Well, I guess the flowers were beautiful before they were faded by time. But that confirmed it for us. The two naked people were definitely a man and a woman, Lady and Bruce.”


Chapter 18

Ella

 



After conversation with the Warden had died down, Ella focused on her surroundings. Other than the faint rush of the river’s current, she could hear the chirps and chatter of birds, and the sound was soothing. Despite her circumstances, she felt freer than she had in a while—perhaps freer than she’d ever been.

Gone were the confines of the guard, the commanding presence of the Elders, and the threat of Blackthorn’s men. All rules had been stripped away, leaving her alone with her decisions.

How nice it would be to build a house in the wild, to make one’s own way.

If it weren’t for the monsters lurking in the woods, the feeling of freedom might’ve overwhelmed her with joy. But another thought kept lingering in her mind.

Soon William would be one of them.

She squeezed her son’s hand tighter, savoring the minutes. She’d protect him to the end. Whatever that took, however long he had, she’d be there for him.

The guards would be after them soon. Ella and William needed to hurry. If they were caught, all the freedom they’d gained would be stripped away.

They followed the Warden for half of a day, until the sun transformed from yellow to orange and the tree branches started to blend with the forest. Bray broke the silence. 

“We’ll need to take shelter soon. Are you hungry?” he asked.

“A little,” Ella admitted.

“Do you have food?”

She thought of the berries in her bag.  Although she had enough food for three people, she was hesitant to share. Who knew how long it would need to last?

“Not much.”

“Don’t worry about me—I’ve already eaten.”

At the prospect of stopping, Ella instinctively glanced behind them, half-expecting a troop of men on their heels, or a pack of demons, but the forest was empty.

“Don’t worry. We’ll be concealed,” Bray said. “Nightfall is coming, and we won’t want to stay out past sunset. Follow me. I know a place where we can stay.”

Bray took a turn through the trees. He wound through brush and bramble and up an incline, navigating a bed of loose stone.

“Be quiet,” Bray warned, as William tumbled a few rocks noisily underfoot.

Ella and William followed his lead, stepping lightly, gaining elevation with each step. Before long, they were on top of a grass-covered hill. Several ancient stones marked the perimeter, lined up in a rectangular formation. In the center of the stones was a recessed hole, about ten feet deep. The bottom was covered in tall weeds and ivy. 

“Was there a building here?” she asked.

Bray nodded.  “Yes. A long time ago.”

Bray walked the perimeter, peering off the small hill and into the surrounding forest.  After a few minutes surveillance, he proclaimed that they were safe.  He pointed to a half-crumbled wall and directed them to crouch behind it.

“Rest here and eat. Then we’ll hole up before dark.”

He scratched his chin, and then stationed himself nearby. Ella and William followed his instruction and dipped behind the wall. She unslung her pack and dug into it, keeping a close eye on the Warden, but he wasn’t showing any interest in them. He was busy glancing over the hill.

“I’m not hungry,” William told Ella, almost immediately.

“You have to eat,” she stated.

She opened the flaps and began digging for a pouch of dried berries. She found one in the bottom of the pack. Among the food pouches was another containing her silver. She buried it underneath some clothes, then scooped out a handful of fruit and reached out to William. He kept his hands at his sides.

“William!” she snapped, giving him a stern look. It was the look she reserved for the rare occasions when he wouldn’t tidy the house, or when she had trouble rousing him in the morning.

“It doesn’t matter anymore, Mom.”

“Of course it matters. You need to eat.”

“But pretty soon I’ll be—”

Her eyes widened and she made a grab for him, and William silenced himself immediately. She snuck a peek at Bray. He was still standing ten feet away, looking out over the trees and hills. It didn’t appear he’d heard anything.  Still, there was no way to be sure.

“We’ll talk later,” she said quietly. 

She retrieved a handful of berries and popped them in her mouth, chewing out of habit rather than hunger.  After a few moments of silence, Bray wandered from his post and back over to them.

“How’re you feeling?” he asked.

“Fine,” Ella said, keeping her eyes on her bag. 

“I was just checking. A lot of townsfolk aren’t used to the exercise.”

She snuck a look at him, and saw that he was smirking. 

“We get plenty of it,” she retorted.

Ella felt a tinge of annoyance. Between her time spent gathering and her daily rounds to the merchants, she was in better shape than most. Maybe even better than when she’d tended the farm with Ethan. Rather than explaining herself, she kept quiet. 

Right now, it was better to be annoyed than afraid.

When William finished his food, he stood, dusting the dirt from his pants, and surveyed the horizon. Ella noticed he’d lost his look of resignation. She packed the remaining berries back in her bag and stood.

Bray was pointing at a mountain in the distance.

“Do you see that?” he asked.

Ella and William nodded.

“That’s what we call Wanderer’s Peak.”

“Is that where we’re going?” William asked.

“Not now. We’d never make it before nightfall. Tomorrow evening we’ll stay there.”

“Why is it called Wanderer’s Peak?”

“It’s the highest point between Brighton and Davenport. A lot of the Wardens use it for safety. It gives us a better view of the demons. Better than here.”

“Will other Wardens be there?” Ella asked, trying to mask her concern.

Bray shrugged. “We’ll see. I have a spot of my own up there that nobody knows about. So either way, we don’t have to worry about finding a place to sleep tomorrow.” He looked up at the sun, which was starting to descend. 

“Where are we staying tonight?”

“Right here,” he said.

Bray pointed down into the square hole beside where they’d eaten.

Ella followed the line of his finger down. “What am I looking at?”

“You can barely see it,” he said, “But down there, behind that debris is an ancient door that leads to a room.”

Ella asked, “Do you mean a room built by the Ancients?”

Bray looked at Ella like she had just asked him the stupidest of questions. “Of course.”

“The demons.” Ella looked around nervously. “They live in ruins like these.”

Bray laughed heartily. “Is that what you’ve heard? That they have their own houses?”

Ella glared at him. This Warden was going to be hard to like.

“Not all ruins,” said Bray. “Just in the ancient city.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“I’m sure.” Bray turned and pointed at Wanderer’s peak. “If we try to make it to the peak we won’t get there until well after midnight. Travelling through the forest at night is not wise. If we spend the night here, we’ll be safe.”

Ella stared into the debris. “Or you’ll murder us and leave our bodies inside the room.”

Bray laughed loudly again. “Why would I need to murder you down there and foul a perfectly good hideout with your corpses? Wouldn’t I have been better off to let the monsters kill you by the river?”

Ella looked down into the hole and gasped. While her and Bray were talking, William had climbed down and cracked the door. He was peeking behind the debris into a dark hole in the side of the rectangle. “William. Get back here. Now!”

William looked back up, smiled, and slipped out of sight.

“No.” Ella looked left and right at the walls of the big square hole, looking for an obvious way down.

Bray jumped into the hole, rolled to the ground and bounced back up to his feet. He pointed at the thick wall of vines. “Climb down there.”

Looking at the depth of the hole, Ella knew she’d break an ankle if she jumped. She ran around to the other side of the hole and scrambled down the wall, scratching herself and tearing her dress on the way.

Once her feet hit solid ground, she turned to see Bray squeezing through the opened door, which was hidden behind some kind of fallen support beam. It seemed to be going into the earth. “Bray?”

He didn’t turn around.

She bounded across the small space and squeezed behind the support beam and through the door. “William? William?”

Inside the dark room, she smelled smoke and ashes. Once her eyes adjusted, she saw Bray’s silhouette.

“William’s here,” Bray said. “He’s fine.”

She shuffled forward though she could barely make out the floor. When she reached William, she grasped his shoulder and turned him around. “What were you thinking?”

He looked up at her with a question on his shadowed face. “What?”

“What are you doing running off without me?”

He shook his head. “I was exploring.”

Calming her frantic breathing she said, “Don’t do that. You can’t explore when you’re outside the circle wall. Demons could’ve been in here. You could’ve—”

“What?” William asked. “There are no demons in here.”

Bray was looking around in the semi-darkness. “He’s right. They don’t come down here.”

“You can’t know that,” Ella told William.

“I know,” William replied.

Ella shook her head and drew an exasperated breath as she took in the darkened room. Through the faint light from the doorway, she could make out the cracks in the walls. The room was larger then her house back in Brighton and full of debris. “How could you know demons weren’t down here?”

William pointed out through the door they’d come through. “Nothing on the ground outside was disturbed. No tracks, no broken twigs. Even the autumn leaves weren’t crunched like they’d been stepped on.”

“He’s right about that,” said Bray.

Ella laughed and ran her hand through William’s hair. “A day and a half in the wild and now you’re a tracker.”

William’s face turned serious as he shook his head. “I notice things, Mom. I’m a kid, but I notice things.”

“You don’t even know what demon footprints look like.” Ella bent over to bring her face level with William’s. “How would you know the difference between a demon foot print and a person’s footprint? How could you know that the demons hadn’t been careful when they snuck in so they could ambush the next person who came through the door?”

William pushed his mom’s hand off his head. “I saw their tracks in the forest yesterday and today. You didn’t notice them, but I did.”

Ella looked worriedly up at Bray, as though he might say something to prove William’s words untrue. She said, “William, how come you didn’t say anything to me?”

“You were already frightened,” he answered. “I didn’t want to scare you anymore. I wanted to protect you.”

Ella engulfed the boy in a hug and sniffled. “It’s my job to protect you, honey.”

Bray moved away from them. “I’ll start a fire. It may get cold tonight.” He shuffled through the scraps of wood and other things on the floor, collecting what looked like it might burn.

Ella let go of William.

William said, “I learned about the tracks as we were walking through the forest.”

“Just by walking through the forest?” Ella wasn’t sure whether to believe William or not.

He shrugged. “There wasn’t anything else to do so I paid attention. I learned that the twisted men don’t wear shoes. Not like us.”

“That’s true,” Bray added.

“Okay,” Ella conceded. She recalled the demons they’d encountered at the river. They’d all been barefoot.

“And,” William said, “They don’t try to hide. They move like predators through the forest. They don’t need to disguise their tracks.”

“True again,” Bray said. “They don’t fear anything in the forest.”

Shaking her head, Ella asked William, “And you learned this all by yourself? Just from looking at their tracks?”

“Yes, Mom,” William answered. “It’s easy. All you have to do is pay attention.”

“Why don’t we get some sleep,” Bray interrupted them. “The demons are more active at night. Whether they come down here or not, we don’t want to alert them.”

Ella nodded. She stared back into the darkness for William, but he had already crouched down and begun opening his pack.


Chapter 19

Minister Beck

 



The soft pale stones of Brighton’s plaza seemed to drink in the stench of ash and burned flesh. For weeks after a Cleansing, the air leached the smells back out of the rocks and tormented passersby with the memories of that day. For that reason, Beck made a habit of avoiding the square for a fortnight after a Cleansing. He didn’t even enter the square on market days, when the farmers brought their produce in from the fields to sell.

Unfortunately, circumstances required Beck to now pass through the plaza just two days after the Cleansing. In the middle of the day with the sun heating its flat stones, it reeked of death, both burned and rotting. The smell brought to mind too many acrid, clingy memories—images and sounds Beck tried hard to forget.

So much unnecessary suffering.

Such dogmatic adherence to stories passed by word of mouth, stories passed from one generation of illiterate holy men to the next generation of novices. And so it went.

Beck never understood the faith that Father Winthrop’s imbecilic lot put in a collection of unwritten stories. Perhaps they’d been true when they’d first been whispered into a zealot’s ear so many generations ago, but they’d likely morphed, whether through faded memory, translation, or malicious choice.

Any child burned by gossip the first time knew that to be true.

When Beck had raised the point to Winthrop, the Bishop had indignantly explained that the Holy Words of God were meant to be fluid. Winthrop said that God revealed to men only as much of his plan as men needed to hear, and that changes in the Words from one generation to the next were part of God’s mechanism for parsing out the light of his wisdom in portions that men were able to consume. How dare Beck imply that anything else might be occurring?

The best part of it all was that Father Winthrop seemed to have been inventing the explanation on the fly, as if his mere assertion of the theory made it part of the holy verbal canon.

How ironically imperfect religion was. The holy men were never wrong.

Beck rolled his eyes and glanced to his right. Scholar Evan, his apprentice, had fallen behind. Evan was paying too much attention to the long the row of spikes that lined the plaza. Each spike was a sharpened pole that stood several feet taller than a man. The spikes were topped with the heads of Ella Barrow’s friends and acquaintances.

And Blackthorn wasn’t finished yet.

According to the census, the last of Ella’s relations, her aunt and uncle, lived in Davenport, a small frontier village on the banks of a wide river. 

“Are you well, Evan?” Beck asked.

“Yes, Minister. I am troubled. My troubles slow my feet.”

“Fresh heads on spikes trouble you?” Beck chastised himself silently. He hadn’t meant to say it harshly. Not that Evan would notice. Evan had a blind spot for social nuance. His mind was narrowly tuned to his intellectual interests, focused on his numbers.

Evan stopped and turned to look at the head of a spiked boy they were passing.

Beck halted to wait.

Evan took a step closer to the pole, entranced by the agony-twisted face, the evidence of an unclean neck cut. Cords of flesh and tendon dangled out of the throat and swayed with the breeze, and several chunks of flesh stuck to the spike.

For a moment, Beck wondered if Evan was going to reach up and touch the boy’s face.

Instead, Evan said, “I’m not troubled, except to think that the number of dead is unnecessarily large. Do you know how many villages lie outside the three towns?”

“Twenty-seven,” Beck answered.

“Yes, twenty-seven named villages.”

“Named?” Beck asked.

“Small, unsanctioned settlements exist on the frontier,” said Evan. “Some even exist between the villages closer in to Brighton. Sometimes they are but a single brave family living for themselves. Others are several families, a dozen or two people.” Evan gestured at the long row of heads on the spikes. It looked like he was counting them. After a pause, he said, “Fifty-three.”

Beck didn’t need to be reminded of the number. He’d been required to be there to count the condemned. He’d watched as Blackthorn’s men severed the necks of the screaming men, women, and children. He watched as the soldiers jammed the bleeding heads on spikes, while he bit back his anger over the pointless brutality.

It was another in a long line of episodes that reinforced Beck’s belief that the wrong men were ruling the three towns. Governance, he believed should be in the hands of learned, thinking men, not hypocritical zealots and generals.

Evan asked, “Do you know what the average birth rate is in the three towns and the villages?”

“Three.” Beck answered, raising a hand. “We’ve talked through the complexities of this before so spare me another walk through the details. Can we simply skip to the point you want to get at?”

Evan waved at the line of heads. “Instead of spiking these people, they should have been banished to build a new frontier village. If they survived, in two generations, there’d be two hundred of them, and in four generations, a hundred years from now, it would be larger than any of today’s villages.”

“If you are trying to construct an argument that would sway General Blackthorn away from spiking people, then you need to understand something. Just as babbling hokum is Father Winthrop’s faith, brute force is General Blackthorn’s. Neither will be swayed by logic garnered through mathematical methods they do not understand.”

Evan’s frustration was written on his face. “Could it be explained to Minister Blackthorn that there will come a time when the demon horde returns?”

Beck laughed out loud. “Every child in the three towns knows the stories of the demon hordes that used to sweep out of the ancient city. Those hordes used to come once or twice a generation. We’ve been lucky to have peace for the last forty years and our people have prospered.”

“But Minister Beck, we have no reason to believe that the demons have gone forever.”

“No, of course not.” Beck furrowed his brow. “Spasksy’s Blue Shirts hunt them down in the forests. I venture to guess that they kill several hundred per year.”

Evan shook his head. “One thousand, eight hundred and thirty six, on average.”

Surprised, Beck searched Evan for some sign of deception. “You collect counts of the number of demons killed each year?”

Evan nodded.

“Why?” Beck asked.

“In death, their numbers have value.”

“How so?” Beck asked.

“The number of demons killed goes up nearly every year. Ten years ago, when I started the census, the number was only a few hundred. Now—” Evan raised his eyebrows.

Beck shook his head. “I’ve seen Blackthorn’s men train. He is a tyrant, but he is a superb general. Perhaps his men excel at exterminating them, and are improving each year.”

“I subscribe to an alternative explanation.”

“Which is?” Beck asked.

Evan paused. “I believe the population of demons increases each year, even though we see relatively few.”

“And where are these demons hiding?” Beck asked.

“Perhaps the forest.” Evan said, “Until they mass and fall on us like the grasshopper plague. The phenomena are not altogether different. Grasshoppers are always here, and we pay them little mind. But once a decade, they mass into black clouds, rolling over our fields and eating every crop to the nub.”

“You think the demons are like grasshoppers?” Beck wondered why he tolerated Evan sometimes. He could be as irritating as he was brilliant.

“Yes,” Evan answered. “I think a horde of demons is growing out there in the forests and in the ancient city. One day it will return and destroy our frontier villages or more.”

Beck shrugged. It didn’t matter that Evan bolstered his demon fear with his census numbers. There were few people in the townships that didn’t nurture that same fear. “What is the point of this discussion?”

“A little more patience, please.” Evan said. “Do you know how many people died when the last great demon army swept across the villages?”

Beck shook his head. “I doubt anyone does.”

“I’ve studied the question.”

Beck laughed. “How could you study something that happened before our census even existed?”

“I have talked to the old men and women who lived back then. I have asked them about the villages that were razed, and about how large those villages were. I asked about the attacks. I asked about the army. I spent a great deal of time on this analysis, Minister Beck, and I believe my numbers are correct.”

Beck frowned. Evan was meticulous, even though his methods were unconventional.

Evan said, “I believe that nearly eight thousand people died.”

“That number seems high,” said Beck.

“I am confident in the number. What I found more disturbing was the death toll in proportion to the population at the time.”

“How could you know the population?” Beck asked. Surely, there were limits to what a man could deduce with numbers and questions.

“But from the census, I have learned the birth rate,” said Evan. “Using our current population and the current birth rate, which has been stable since I started the census, I was able to work backwards through the math to calculate the population forty years ago.”

Beck was taken aback. It made perfect sense. Perhaps Evan was a genius. “I didn’t know that could be done.”

“I assure you, it can,” said Evan.

“How many people were there at the time?”

“Twenty-five thousand.”

“One in three died?” Beck’s doubts started to rise. “On the last census, you told me there were nearly fifty thousand people in the townships and villages.”

“I did. The math predicts the number except for a discrepancy.”

Beck smirked. “Your math was wrong?”

“I thought so at first.” Evan smiled.

“Please, get to the point.”

Evan gestured at the heads on the spike. “If you count all of the people that General Blackthorn spiked for their offenses, calculate the number of their children, and now their children, you will find the discrepancy.”

Beck sighed. “How large of a discrepancy are we talking about?”

“Thirteen thousand.”

That number surprised Beck. “He put thirteen thousand people to the spike?”

Evan shook his head. “Not directly, but that’s how many fewer humans are alive today because of Blackthorn and his spike. Spiked people can’t reproduce, and non-existent children can’t have children.”

Beck frowned at the cost of Blackthorn’s brutality.

“My fear is that when the horde comes again there may not be enough of us to survive the attacks and we will go the way of the Ancients.”

Beck started to walk. They crossed half the plaza in silence when Beck said, “Perhaps General Blackthorn is worse for Brighton than even I suspected.”

Evan stopped and slowly shook his head. “This long-term effect of spiking is bad, but—”

Beck waited for the rest of the sentence. “Speak.”

With reluctance, Evan said, “I have been tracking other numbers.”

“Yes?” Beck asked.

“The spiking is not the worst problem we face. There is another. If my data is correct, demons or not, we are all going to die.”


Chapter 20

Ella

 



The sky was a tangle of crimsons and oranges when Ella, William, and Bray reached the base of Wanderer’s peak. After a full day of hiking, the three travelers had fallen into a rhythm—Bray in the lead, Ella and William tight behind him, as if they’d practiced the formation for weeks. It’d been half an afternoon since their last stop and Ella’s legs were sore, but she knew they needed to press on.

The dying light was like a fourth companion, keeping them on track and pushing them along.

For most of the afternoon, they’d been unable to see the mountain through the thick forest, but now that Ella had a clear view, the sight was breathtaking. She stared up the steep slope. The side was flecked with trees, but about halfway up, the landscape gave way to stone and shrubs. The mountain’s peak seemed miles away, and she was reminded of some of the stories the townspeople told of the ruins—buildings whose tops seemed to extend into the heavens.

It was then that she realized something.

She’d seen this mountain before, on her way from Davenport to Brighton to become Ethan’s bride. The sight hit her with a wave of nostalgia, and her eyes watered. She looked over at William. His mouth hung open, and his eyes danced around the steep slope.

Bray stopped them with an upturned hand, and she was wrenched from her memory. “If we run into anyone, I’ll do the talking,” he said.

Ella and William nodded.

Bray resumed hiking, navigating the slope with practiced ease. Ella and William struggled to keep up. As they made their ascent, Ella listened for noises from other travelers—some sign that they weren’t alone—but heard only the gleeful chirps of birds. Aside from the three demons and the deer they’d encountered the day before, their journey had been quiet, and Ella was grateful. More human contact would lead to more questions, and questions would lead to getting caught.

Bray remained quiet. The setting sun seemed to have dampened his mood, and Ella understood his sentiment. Out in the wild, there were no barriers to separate men from monster, and loss of visibility often meant loss of life. They’d been lucky to pass the previous night safely in the Ancient room. She hoped they’d have similar luck at Wanderer’s Peak.

They passed out of the trees as green vegetation gave way to roots and rocks. Ella mimicked the moves of the experienced man ahead of them. She saw several paths worn into the side of the mountain, but she noticed Bray was skirting around them, as if he was trying to elude some unseen enemy. The rapid ascension had her breathless, and she fought the urge to stop and rest. She could still hear Bray’s words in her head.

A lot of townsfolk aren’t used to the exercise.

Even a day later, the comment still bothered her, and Ella felt the need to prove her worth. She pushed harder. She glanced behind her, peering at the wall of trees that they’d left behind, thinking she’d hear shouts in the distance. But the landscape remained quiet and still.

She’d just taken another step when William stumbled on a pile of loose gravel, and his hand slipped from hers.

“Wait!” she hissed to Bray.

The Warden paused and turned. His eyes were dark and piercing, and he scoured the trees behind them, his hand on his scabbard. William was breathing fiercely. Ella rubbed his back. Evidently, he was as winded as she. For a second, she had the nervous feeling that his condition was a result of his sickness.

But that couldn’t be possible.

She’d seen the unclean in town, and their limbs had been strong. Even when they were brought to the pyre, their muscles stretched and shook as they fought against the ropes.

“I’m okay,” William said, as if reading her mind.

He wriggled from her grasp and resumed the climb, as if he had something to prove to himself. Bray nodded and turned back to the mountain. Ella picked up the rear.

As their altitude increased, Bray’s path continued to wind, and soon they were traveling sideways, battling against the rocky ground. The sun sank lower, obscuring their view, and Ella strained to see. Although she’d passed by the mountain in her journey twelve years ago, she’d never climbed it. They’d stayed in the settlement villages.

If her trip had been planned, Ella would’ve arranged similar accommodations.

But there was no way she could’ve known William was infected, no way she could’ve known about the guards. No way she could’ve predicted any of this, least of all planned for it.

She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice that Bray had stopped in front of them. He halted them with a gesture, his body tense. She clung to her knife.

What is it? She didn’t dare speak the question out loud.

Two large outcroppings had sprung up in front of them, jutting out from the side of the slope. Bray was staring at the larger of the two. It took Ella a second to determine what he was looking at.

There was someone underneath it.

She caught a glimpse of clothing, then the outline of a face. A person was sitting upright, resting against one of the rocks. The three of them remained still. Waiting. After a few seconds, she heard the rhythmic sound of the person breathing. She felt Bray’s hand on her arm. He put his finger to his lips, urging silence, and the three of them continued up the slope.

When they’d gained some distance, he leaned over and whispered in her ear.

“That was a Warden. There’ll probably be more resting up ahead, so stay quiet.”

She nodded, hoping that the fading light masked the fear in her eyes. 


Chapter 21

Ella

 



They passed several more Wardens on the way. Each time, Bray led Ella and William silently past them, keeping a buffer zone from the Wardens makeshift camps. At one point, a Warden sat upright and called out to them, but Bray quietly announced himself, defusing a confrontation.

They were more than halfway up the mountain when Bray stopped again. The sun had disappeared, and the world was grainy and unclear. Bray was little more than an outline, his features indiscernible. He raised his hand and pointed at a jagged rock that protruded from the side of the mountain.

“We’ll rest here,” he said.

“Why here?” Ella asked

Bray didn’t answer. She furrowed her brow as Bray scurried toward the rock. She watched as he traced the side with his hands, feeling his way around the edges, and suddenly he was gone, as if the darkness had swallowed him up.

Was it some sort of cave?

A minute passed. Ella’s panic grew as she glanced around the mountainside.  What if Bray chose to leave them? For almost an entire day, she and William had been at the Warden’s side, trusting his guidance, and he was gone. She grabbed William’s arm, keeping him close while she waited for Bray to reappear.

Ella and William remained still. The sounds of daytime had been replaced by newer, foreign sounds—sounds Ella couldn’t identify, and she found herself glancing every which direction, trying to pinpoint the sources.

After another minute, Ella took a step toward the rock. William followed. She reached out and touched the outcropping, running her hands along the edge, trying to decipher where Bray had gone. She followed the contour of the stone until she’d found a small opening. She quickly retracted her hand.

“Bray?” she hissed.

No answer.

Had something happened to him?

“Bray?” she repeated.

Her words echoed and died, as if she were nothing more than a specter, and the words she whispered were those of a ghost. There was no response from the dark hole. She envisioned Bray crawling through the cave, making his way toward some hidden exit, laughing as he left them behind. Was this some sort of trick? Had he ushered them up the mountain just to abandon them? Why wouldn’t he have abandoned them at the Ancient room?

The longer she waited, the more Ella was certain that he’d left, and her fear turned to anger. She should’ve known better than to trust him. He was just a Skin-Seller, after all. She’d been warned about his ilk. And yet she’d followed him like a child.

What a fool she’d been.

Ella turned around, and was ready to collect her son and find safety, when a voice sprang from the darkness.

“Ella? It’s safe. Come on in.”

She hesitated, still in the throes of anger. When she looked back at William, she could hardly see his face.

“Let’s go,” she whispered.

She and William dropped to hands and knees, their elbows and knees scraping against the floor of the cave. Ella couldn’t see anything in front of her, but every once in a while she heard Bray’s hushed voice guiding her onward. The first ten feet were narrow, but suddenly the cave opened up, and she was able to straighten her back and lift her head.

“That’s far enough,” Bray said.

She felt around in the black and found William’s arm. He startled as she took hold of it. She glanced back in the direction from which they’d come, but could see only a pinprick of light in the distance. The cave reeked of animal urine.

“I can’t see, Mom.”

“It’ll be okay.”

Ella settled into place. She grabbed hold of her son and held him tight against her. The cave was cold. Her arms goose bumped, and she felt drafts coming from unseen places. Even though it was early autumn, it felt like the cave had preserved the last remains of the dead winter before.

“Why didn’t you answer us?” Ella asked.

“I’m sorry. I was checking the other side. There’s another opening letting out about ten feet further along the mountain. I had to make sure no one else had gotten in. Don’t worry—we should be safe.”

“It’s cold in here.”

“There’s not much I can do,” Bray explained. “It’s too confined an area to risk a fire tonight. Besides, someone might see the light shining from the cave entrance.”

“Do the other Wardens know about this cave?” Ella asked.

“I don’t think so. I’ve never seen anyone else here, and I’ve been careful not to share the location.”

“How’d you find it?”

“My father showed me.” Bray went quiet. He rubbed his hands together, and she heard him adjust his pack. A minute later, he stretched out on the floor. “We’re going to be here a while,” he said into the darkness. “So you might want to close your eyes and pretend you’re back at home.”

Ella remained in a sitting position, her mind aflutter. Ever since she’d left Brighton, she’d been unable to relax, and she doubted she’d be able to relax now. Even her night in the ancient room had been restless. But at least there they’d had a fire. She heard the scuff of boots and hands next to her. William removed his pack, but he didn’t lay it down. It sounded like he was waiting for permission. Either that, or his mind was as preoccupied as hers.

“Why don’t you get some rest, honey?” she urged.

“Okay.”

William took off his pack and dropped it to the floor. He adjusted and laid down. Ella remained upright, listening to the din of insects and animals outside the cave. Although she didn’t like their situation, it was better than being out there. She held her breath for seconds at a time, trying to convince herself that nothing was crawling in after them, that no one had seen them enter. After several minutes of silence, she finally laid down.

Ella held her hands up in front of her eyes, but could see nothing—not a shape, not an outline. The walls and the ceiling were black. Even in her darkest dreams, there’d always been some measure of illumination. If it weren’t for the nervous breath of her son beside her, she’d have been certain she was in Hell.

She didn’t know what Hell was like, exactly. She’d heard Father Winthrop’s stories and rhetoric, but she’d never been able to get a clear vision. Could anything be worse than a town that burned its citizens alive? A town where even the thickest of blood was betrayed? Even on her happiest days, Ella had always lived under a cloud of fear, a sobering knowledge that everything she had could be taken away in an instant.

Losing Ethan had proven that. And now they’d want William.

But all that is behind you now. You’ve made it out.

She tried hard to convince herself, but found little comfort.

Still cold, she held her arms to her chest and did her best to keep warm. She’d packed a few blankets, but she hadn’t thought she’d need them. Not this soon. Winter was still months away. She could hear the thin breathing of William beside her.

“Do you need a blanket, William?”

The boy paused. “Yes.”

Ella shifted in the darkness, locating the drawstring on her bag. She loosened it by memory, untangling the knot she’d tied. She dug through her belongings and pulled out a thin blanket. The fabric felt strange in her hands. It’d been her aunt’s. She’d never envisioned using it in a place like this. She handed it to William. Bray shifted from somewhere beside them.

“Bray?” William asked, after a pause. 

“Yeah?”

“How’d your father find this place?”

“My father was a wise man. He knew lots of things others didn’t.”

“Was he a Warden?”

“Yes. He was like me, only stronger. I have no doubt he sold two thousand scalps in his lifetime.”

“Really?”

“Yes. He was well revered in the wild.”

“What was his name?”

“Edward Atkins. But everyone called him Fuller. He was the toughest man I’ve ever known. If he hadn’t taught me the way he did, I would’ve died a long time ago.”

“Why’d they call him Fuller and not Edward?”

Bray cleared his throat. “According to legend, he was fighting a band of demons by himself, close to the mountains, when his sword snapped. Most men would’ve run. But not my father. Rather than flee, he fought the entire swarm with a broken blade, and he didn’t stop until he’d defeated them.”

“How many did he kill?”

“Eight of them.”

“With only half a weapon?”

“Yes.”

“So why do they call him Fuller?”

“The Fuller is the middle of the blade, between the point and the shoulder. That’s where his sword snapped, according to the tale.”

“How’d he do it? How’d he defeat them?”

“My father never spoke of it. The only way we knew was because of the blacksmith. He told the town after my father brought the sword in to be melted down. Word quickly spread. For years, my father wouldn’t respond to the nickname, but he finally gave in. Fuller was a tough man, but he was also humble.”

“Is he still alive?”

Bray went silent for a second. “Not anymore.”

“Did the demons get him?”

“William!” Ella warned. “That’s not polite.”

“It’s okay,” Bray said, clearing his throat. “He died in combat. He was part of Blackthorn’s army during the Great War.”

Ella’s heart thumped.

“Blackthorn? General Blackthorn from Brighton?”

“Yes, but not the Blackthorn you know. Blackthorn’s father. Fuller was promised a small fortune to join the man’s army, and he agreed so that he could provide a better life for us. Unfortunately, he never came home.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” William said, regret in his voice.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. My father died with honor. That’s more than I can say for a lot of people nowadays.”

The cave went silent, filled only with the subtle chatter of insects outside. Ella heard the scuff of a boot, then the sound of her son turning over. She could tell William was getting tired.

“My father was brave, too,” he said, after a pause. 

“Was he a soldier?” Bray asked.

“No. He was a farmer. But he was a great man, and everyone respected him. They were all upset when he was taken to the pyre.”

“He was infected?”

“Yes, but he turned himself in. He was a courageous man. The only thing he cared about was that we were safe.”

“He certainly sounds brave,” Bray agreed.

“He was.”

William stifled a yawn, and Ella reached over and fixed his blankets. “Why don’t you get some rest, honey?” she coaxed.

“Okay, I’ll try,” he said.

Within a few seconds, she heard the soft sounds of William sleeping. Ella lay awake for a while longer, contemplating the things her son had said about Ethan. William was right. Ethan had been brave, and up until the end, all he’d thought of was his family.

She held onto that thought as she drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 22

Minister Beck

 



Beck sat at the ancient table, alone. According to Blackthorn family legend, it was salvaged from some ancient building when The People numbered less than five hundred. The table was intricately constructed with various wood grains and colors, and the edges were cut in beautifully pleasing curves. The feet were carved into animals’ ornate legs that curved up to support the massive table, and each side seated a dozen. Beck knew of no such piece of furniture ever having been made in Brighton. The legend had to be true.

At the moment, it was just Beck and Evan.

The door to the kitchen opened, and through it came a woman with a single glass of water on a tray. It was an actual glass, not a carved, wooden cup that stank of all the soaked-in soup grease and wines it had once held. Beck knew from dinners and celebrations in Blackthorn’s dining room that Blackthorn had enough glasses to set one in front of every man at a full table. Such was the opulence of Blackthorn’s home.

Beck knew that many merchants were wealthy enough to own glass cups, and even porcelain plates, but few had matched sets, and fewer still could feed two dozen with matching pieces.

The girl sat the glass in front of Beck. “I can bring you a snack while you wait on the others, if you’d like.”

Beck smiled. “No. That won’t be necessary.”

With a nod, she pointed to a little silver bell halfway across the table. “If you need anything, just ring.”

“Of course.” Beck had been here enough times that he didn’t need that instruction. The girl must be new. He smiled at her again and she walked back to the kitchen.

A moment later, Father Winthrop arrived with his novice, Franklin, in tow. “Good evening, Minister Beck.”

“Hello.” Beck smirked. It was an immature game that angered Winthrop and amused Beck. Every man needed his simple indulgences.

Franklin scooted the chair out for Winthrop, waited until Winthrop got comfortable at the table, and took his place against the wall behind him.

Winthrop treated his novices like women, in Beck’s opinion. That was a shame.

Another girl came out of the kitchen with a plate of berries and sliced apples. She sat the plate on the table between Winthrop and Beck. “General Blackthorn will be here in a moment.”

“Thank you, girl,” said Winthrop.

Beck smiled and imagined what she might look like under that dress.

Once the girl had gone back into the kitchen, Winthrop said, “If you’d marry, you wouldn’t have to ogle every pleasant-faced woman you see, and spend your evenings touching yourself.”

Well, it was certainly starting early this evening. “If only I had the practiced hands of a novice to touch it for me,” Beck answered with a wry smile.

Winthrop turned red and Franklin stifled a giggle.

Blackthorn entered the room, with two armed men following close behind. Franklin’s giggle stopped. The men took up positions against the wall behind the head of the table. Blackthorn crossed the room in silence, gave Beck and Winthrop a curt nod, and sat at the head of the table. He reached over and selected a slice of apple. “Eat, gentlemen.”

Beck and Winthrop each took a piece of fruit.

“Beck, you said you had urgent matters to talk about at this meeting. Why don’t you start?” Blackthorn crunched the green apple slice.

Beck swallowed a strawberry and said, “All of you are aware of the work that Scholar Evan has been doing with the census.”

“A waste of time,” Winthrop muttered.

“So you say.” Beck reached out and scooted the plate of fruit closer to Winthrop. “Please, Father, have more berries.”

Winthrop glared at Beck, but didn’t take any.

Beck turned to Blackthorn. “What we hoped to learn from the counting, as you might recall, is how to manage our food supply. Since the times of the Fifty-Seven, ration management has been critical to the survival of The People.”

“The farmers have always provided,” Winthrop said, with a dismissive wave of his hand.

“In our lifetimes, yes,” Beck said, “but not always. We’ve heard stories about the famines of old.”

The table remained silent.

Having captured their attention, Beck continued. “Through a variety of analytical processes—”

“Spare us your meaningless words.” Winthrop smiled wickedly. “We all know you’re smart, Beck. That’s why you’re the minister of learning.”

Beck was unfazed. “Our population is growing faster than at any time in the past.”

“How can you know?” Winthrop asked.

Beck looked at Winthrop innocently, thanking the stars Evan had provided him with the fodder he could use to humiliate Winthrop. “Analytical processes.”

Behind Winthrop, Franklin failed to completely suppress a smile. Beck would have to talk with Evan about that boy. The boy didn’t appear to be completely enthralled by Winthrop, despite the years he’d spent as the man’s novice. Maybe he could be of use to Beck.

“Continue, please.” Blackthorn was irritated early. Usually it wasn’t until the main course arrived that he lost his patience.

“As you all know, the winters have been longer these past few years,” said Beck.

Winthrop huffed and leaned back in his chair with a handful of berries. “I thought we were talking about how many people your odd Scholar Evan had counted.”

“Enough.” Blackthorn pounded the table. That was exceptionally early. Beck wondered what else might be going on that he wasn’t aware of. Perhaps Beck would have to snoop around and find out.

Beck looked at Winthrop. “Father, seven of the last ten winters have been longer than usual. The day of the first freeze arrives sooner each year. The date of the last snow comes later. What’s more, the springs and summers have been drier in six of those years. This has been particularly pronounced in the past five years.”

Blackthorn crunched another apple slice.

“The People do gorge themselves when the weather is good,” Beck conceded. “But The People also preserve food. They dry fruits, vegetables, and meats. They store grains and nuts. When times are good, their stores grow. When times are bad, their stores shrink, as do the stocks in the townships’ storehouses. When winters are long, the farmers cannot feed their pigs, goats, and sheep because they don’t have enough grain. They don’t have enough to feed themselves. So they kill some of the animals to feed their families and stretch their hay, so that the remaining animals will live through the winter. But when they kill too many animals, they have fewer baby animals in the spring. Fewer baby animals means less meat and less goat’s milk during the summer and the next winter.”

Trying his best to seem bored, Winthrop said, “When the weather is better, the farm animals do well and have more offspring. Natural cycles. That is what we’re talking about here, right?”

“No, it is more than that,” Beck said. “Weather variations are natural, of course. The history that my weathermen keep shows that we have cycles of five to ten years in which the winters are colder and the summers are dryer. Those harsh cycles are offset by periods of five or ten years when the winters and summers are mild.”

“Then these cold winters are past us.” Winthrop dusted his hands together to dramatize his point. “Good riddance.”

“It may not matter,” said Beck.

“How so?” asked Blackthorn.

“Our people live on a diet of grains, vegetables, meats, and dairy. They need to eat all four to get enough food to stay alive. If there are no meats and no dairy, the grains and vegetables alone will not be enough to keep them fed through the summer, let alone the winter.”

“Not a problem. We have plenty of goats, pigs, and sheep. I stepped in at least two piles of sheep dung on the way here.” Winthrop looked around, as if hoping to solicit a laugh.

Beck shook his head at Winthrop. The loquacious dullard. “By consuming so many of the animals over the past few winters, we don’t have enough left to produce offspring.”

“Then we grow more grains and vegetables,” Blackthorn concluded.

“It would seem that easy,” Beck answered, “But it takes work to prepare a field, whether it be for grain or for vegetables. The farmers can only prepare after they have tended their regular crops. Under the best of conditions, it is unlikely we could prepare enough land for planting in time to avert a famine.”

“What are you trying to say?” Blackthorn asked.

“If we have unfavorable weather conditions, the famine will come this winter or next.”

The door to the kitchen opened, revealing a woman with a tray of meat large enough to feed a dozen men. She was followed by two more carrying roasted potatoes and vegetables.


Chapter 23

Bray

 



Bray waited until Ella and William were asleep, then crept to his feet. He’d kept his bag packed and his sword within reach, and he collected both of them, placing them on the ground near the back entrance.

He paused, taking in the silence.

Outside, he heard the chirps and chatter of night animals. For years they’d been his only companions. Bray wasn’t used to sleeping with others nearby. He much preferred the company of his sword and his knife. At the same time, he knew a good opportunity when he saw one, and Ella and her boy were easy targets. He could’ve robbed them last night in the ancient room, but the firelight had swayed him. At least here it was dark.

He crept over to Ella first. Of the two bags, he was pretty sure hers contained silver. He’d seen her hiding something when they’d stopped to rest the day before. The clink of metal might as well have been the cry of a wounded animal, and it drew him like a hungered beast. He hovered above the woman for several seconds, listening to the soft sounds of her inhaling and exhaling, then hunkered down next to her head. He grazed the side of the bag until his fingers located the drawstring. It’d be difficult getting into it—especially with Ella using it as a headrest—but he’d give it a shot.

He loosened the knots with nimble fingers, encountering no snags, and then parted the folds. He waited. Ella was still entrenched in sleep. He doubted he’d wake her. The panic and unease of the day were better than a stomach full of snowberry. Given what the woman had been through, she’d probably sleep until morning.

By that time, Bray would be gone.

He snuck a breath and dug into her bag. His fingers snagged on a piece of clothing, and Ella groaned, shifting her head. To his delight, Ella’s movement had exposed more of the bag. He crept past several layers of clothing, feeling around the bottom, and found the small pouch he’d seen her hide earlier. He pulled it out and pocketed the silver.

He searched for anything else of value. Other than garments and berries, there wasn’t much. He pulled out the food and laid it on the ground next to him. He’d take the berries. There was a chance he could sell the clothes and blankets, but he wouldn’t bother with them.

Her knife, on the other hand—now that would sell for a few bits to a Davenport merchant.

He reached over her sleeping body. She’d tucked the blade beneath her, and he snaked it out from under her arm. Once he’d secured his take, he retied the bag.

That would confuse her—just for fun.

He brought the stolen goods over to his bag and slipped them inside. Once he’d packed, he returned to the boy. William was out cold—his breath was slow and even. Bray had low expectations for the contents of the boy’s bag. Chances were he’d find only clothing. But he’d check all the same.

He hated to leave easy pickings.

He crouched next to the boy, tracing the ground until he’d discovered the edge of the bag. Even in the darkness, Bray knew his way around. He practically lived in this cave in the winter. He regretted showing it to the pair, but he wasn’t worried. Without him guiding them the rest of the way to Davenport, they’d probably die in the forest.

Bray untied the boy’s bag and wormed his hand inside. The boy took a deep breath, and he waited for him to exhale.

Clothes. Clothes. More clothes.

Finally he hit on a few pouches of berries, and he carefully slid them out. He was about to conclude when he felt something metal. He removed the object and rolled it in his hands, furrowing his brow. It was some sort of figurine. Whatever it was, he could probably sell it to the merchants. Even if it weren’t valuable, they’d melt it down. He tucked it in his pocket.

He was just retying the bag when a whimper escaped into the darkness. William’s head rolled to the side, knocking into Bray’s hand. He felt a hard knot against his fingertips, and he darted backward.

Was that—?

Bray froze. He stared into the darkness, wondering if he’d been imagining things, but the sleeping boy provided no answers. He considered creeping back over, double-checking the boy’s neck, but he knew what he’d felt.

The mark of the monster. Evidence of the unclean.

In an instant, everything became clear. He’d known Ella and William were fleeing from something, but he’d been certain they were debt-runners. He hadn’t suspected this. Did the woman have a lump of her own? He scampered away from the sleeping duo, bringing the boy’s belongings with him. He could turn the pair in, but there wouldn’t be any money in that. He’d be thanked for his service and sent on his way.

He crept to his bag, packed it up with his newfound goods, and slung it on his shoulder. He snuck out into the night.

**

Bray was halfway down the mountain when he saw torches in the distance. He ducked down and surveyed the bobbing lights. Despite the apparent activity, the forest was quiet. It’d been a while since he’d seen a hunting party in these woods, and rarely did he see one at night.

Had Brighton sent a search party for Ella and the boy?

Although it was clear that the pair were on the run, he didn’t think the town would send out several of its troops at night—especially not for an infected mother and her son. The wild was hardly a place for humans in the darkness. Besides, torches were a bad idea; the light would just as easily draw the demons as it would flush out the people they were trying to catch. Idiots. Bray shrugged, resolved to continue. A minute later he stopped.

There was a chance he could score something from the troops. At the very least, he could eavesdrop on their conversation.

He scooted down the mountain. The light of the moon was hardly enough to illuminate the landscape, trees or not, but it was better than nothing.

Going downhill was much easier than going up, and before long, he was creeping through the trees, his knife drawn. As he scouted forward, he strained his ears for sounds of the men. He heard voices, subtle murmurs in the distance. He kept moving toward them, doing his best to avoid detection. The relationship between soldiers and Wardens was tenuous. Neither liked each other, but each was protected by the same law. Although they often argued, they rarely got violent. Any bloodshed would come before Blackthorn.

That was a consequence no one wanted to face.

Bray cast aside bushes and bramble, closing the gap. In the event the soldiers heard him, he’d announce his presence to avoid being attacked, but he’d rather it not come to that. It looked like the lights in the distance had stopped.

He drew within a hundred yards and paused next to the trunk of a large tree. He peered around, catching sight of the group. As he’d suspected, the lights belonged to soldiers. There were four of them. They loitered in a circle, conversing. They looked young and inexperienced—they’d probably volunteered for the night hunt to curry favor with Blackthorn. One of them, a man with a chiseled face, had captured the attention of the others. He was on a rant, his eyes darting from forest to fire as he spoke.

“I swear I’m going to gut her myself,” the soldier spat.

“Easy, Rodrigo,” said one of his companions.

“If we weren’t bound by the laws, I’d cut off her arms and feed them to the demons while she watched.”

“You know you can’t do that.”

“She killed my cousins!” Rodrigo began pacing back and forth. Rather than being calmed by his comrade, he grew more irate. “When I find her and that boy, I’m going to—”

Was he talking about Ella?

Another soldier grabbed Rodrigo’s arm. “You’ll do nothing!” His face was bearded, and he looked slightly older than the rest. “Do you want to answer to Blackthorn? Because I don’t. If you touch her, Goddammit, I’ll have your head on a spike myself. She’s to be brought back as an example. You know that. We all know that.”

“Did you see the goddamn bodies? Did you see what she did to them?” Rodrigo asked.

“She’ll answer for that, rest assured.”

Rodrigo’s eyes blazed, but he fell silent.

“Two days and no luck,” said the third soldier. “Where do you think they went? Do you think the demons got them?”

“I don’t know,” the bearded man said. “Even if she knew where she was going, we’d probably have run into her by now.”

“I bet she’s holed up in one of the caves on the peak. Maybe she found her way into some Skin-Seller’s filthy den,” the fourth soldier chimed in.

Everyone laughed, except Rodrigo.

“Did the other group already go out?”

“They probably passed us. They were crossing the river.”

The soldiers fell silent. Bray waited patiently. They were eating and drinking, taking a break from the chase. After the last man had finished, they wiped their faces and picked up their torches.

“Let’s split up,” the bearded man said. “Two of us will tackle the base of the mountain, the other two will climb the peak.”

“I’ll take the peak,” Rodrigo growled. “Maybe I can get something out of one of those filthy Skin-Sellers.”

Brandishing torches and swords, the soldiers forged back into the woods.

**

Bray skirted back into the underbrush, trying to stay ahead of the group. Branches whipped against his face and trees seemed to appear in front of him, but he held up his knife to try and ward off nature’s attack. He thought about what he’d heard.

Although the soldiers hadn’t used Ella’s or William’s names, it was obvious who they were looking for. The possibility that there were more than one woman and child on the run was remote. By the sounds of it, Ella had killed several Brighton soldiers.

They’d probably forced themselves on her.

The story was a familiar one. Although the soldiers had rules to follow, they often used their power to their own ends. Rodrigo was one of the worst ones. Bray could see it in the man’s body language.

The man would torture Ella, if he found her.

Not my problem, Bray thought. He had wares to sell. 

His bag bounced on his shoulders as he ran, and he envisioned the items inside. He’d had a productive day. An extra skin, some silver, and some belongings he could sell. It wasn’t enough to retire into one of the finer houses in Davenport or Coventry, but it was more than what he’d woken up with.

He skirted around the base of the mountain, intending to avoid the woman and child he’d left behind. Bray was ready to head toward Davenport. He wasn’t keen on traveling at night, but he was anxious to get his silver.

If all went well, he’d never run into the soldiers he’d seen.

He didn’t need the complication.

As he ran, he counted in his mind the money he’d receive in Davenport: five each for the skins, and five for the knife. That’d be enough to survive for at least a week, if he were frugal. And if he didn’t encounter any other monsters on the way. If so, that would mean even more coin.

Bray smiled.

He felt a surge of excitement in his bones—the thrill of a man in the wild, providing for his own needs. It was a sensation he’d grown addicted to over the course of his life; the moment he lived for.

His father had instilled that feeling in him, back when he’d first taken him into the wild. Bray had been only six years old then. He still remembered the first monster he killed. His father had wounded it, and he’d allowed his son to finish it off. That was how his father had taught him how to skin. It was a memory that Bray had held onto ever since, and one he looked back on when things seemed bleak, or when silver was scarce.

The memory warmed him now. He darted between the dark outlines of trees, smiling. Out of nowhere, he remembered the figurine in his pocket.

He’d almost forgotten about it.

He patted his pants, ensuring it was still there. He wondered what had possessed the boy to bring it. It must’ve had sentimental value.

Whatever it was, the boy wouldn’t need it much longer, anyway. The boy was infected. His life was a walking death sentence. Soon, his body would fill with sickness and delusion, and eventually, he’d become one of them.

Another scalp for Bray to skin.

But Bray would wait until the boy had turned.

He pictured the boy’s body, littered with knots and warts, and then he pictured the boy holding the figurine. Out of nowhere, he felt a pang of guilt.

Stop it. Bray tried to dismiss the image, but it persisted.

He recalled the words the child had spoken before he’d gone to sleep. The fond memories he had of his father, the genuine curiosity he’d had for Bray’s endeavors. Did the boy know the end was near?

If so, why did he go on?

Then he thought about what Rodrigo had said about Ella.

I’m going to gut her myself.

The soldier would probably do the same to the boy. Bray felt a sick feeling in his stomach. Before he realized his actions, he was turning around and heading back to the cave. He shouldn’t have left them behind. Infected or not, no one deserved to die like that.

He leapt up the base of the mountain, dashing as fast as his legs would carry him. He needed to make sure Ella and William stayed hidden.

He just hoped he’d make it in time.


Chapter 24

Minister Beck

 



After the meeting ended, Beck sat in his room staring into the fire, dwelling on his foul mood as the night passed. It had been another in a long series of wasted meetings. The Council of Elders was a misnomer at best, a joke at worst. There was no council of three. There was only Blackthorn and his servile fool, Winthrop. Beck was an intelligent observer whose efforts were continually thwarted on anything but the most trivial of matters.

Some day in the future—maybe soon, maybe some years from now—the price for Brighton’s dysfunctional government would need to be paid. The empty-bellied people and the dying children would blame the Elders. That was how the peasants always reacted when hunger set in and snow covered the ground.

They’d beg. They’d point accusing fingers at one another. They’d rob. Eventually, they’d look at one another’s gaunt faces and realize the merchants were not thin. They’d see that the soldiers had been well fed. They’d see no sallow cheeks among the Elders. And they’d point their bony fingers away from one another and at those with full bellies, those in positions of authority.

Once the fingers started their pointing, there’d be no way to avoid the rioting. The merchants’ houses would be looted first. The soldiers would try to stop it, to preserve order. That would pit the soldiers against the peasants and solidify the two sides in the coming anarchy. On one side would be the starving, powerless nobodies, the ones who did what they were told, who lived in hovels, farmed the fields, and burned on the pyres. The other side would be the well-fed, with horses, swords, and spears, who lived in warm barracks or opulent houses and did the telling at the point of a sword.

But peasants would lose their fear of swords when their children were starving. Though most farmers couldn’t count the toes on their feet, it wouldn’t take much mathematical aptitude to figure out that their mob would greatly outnumber the men with swords and the fat merchants and town Elders they were protecting.

It would start in one town and spread to the others. Riot would turn to revolution. The soldiers who didn’t flee in the chaos would die, clubbed to death with farm tools. Beck would burn on the pyre, with Blackthorn and Winthrop at his side, not for having a wart or a smudge, but for the sin of having too much meat on his bones.

When it was done, the people would eat what the wealthy had hoarded. When that food was gone, the peasants would continue starving. The children would be the first to die. And a starving man would eat anything he could get his hands on, even his neighbor’s children.

It wouldn’t be the end of humanity, just a reset. There’d be many fewer people in the townships when spring finally arrived. The survivors would forage in the forests and grow food in the gardens and fields. There’d be no livestock by then. The slow process of domestication would have to start over.

In the last famine revolt—an event only whispered about among the old people—it was estimated that only one in ten people lived. That had been two hundred years ago.

One in ten. What a disaster that would be.

The bestial demons were the wild card, though. More than a generation had passed since the last of the great hordes fell on the villages and towns. If they came back again in the numbers and frequencies told in stories, man’s reign on the great flat earth would come to its end.

And that’s what brought Beck to contemplate the most drastic action of all. Should he take enough of his scholars and women—fifty-seven, ideally—and preemptively flee? Should he go somewhere far away from the ruined, demon-infested cities, and start a new civilization, a civilization where knowledge was placed above superstition and sword?

Could that be done?

Or was the solution more obvious? Was the better solution to supplant superstition and the sword right here in Brighton?

A coup?

A heavy knock on the door startled Beck out of his thoughts. Dread slithered through his seditious bones. Nobody pounded with such impunity on the door of a minister so late at night. Nobody but Blackthorn or his soldiers. Dread faded into despair as Beck sensed what the knocking represented. Just as he was coming to the conclusion that action needed to be taken, all choice was to be taken away from him. Beck slumped in his chair.

The pounding came again. Louder this time.

Weakly, he said, “Enter.”

The door swung wide and a soldier strode in as if he were coming into his own apartment. “Minister Beck?”

“Yes.”

“Minister Blackthorn requires your presence.”

Requires? “I dined with him earlier this evening. Is it possible that you are late in following your orders? Be gone and let me have my sleep.”

“I left Minister Blackthorn’s presence and walked directly here. I am not late.” The soldier looked down at Beck and waited.

Beck glanced at the door, spotting the outlines of several other soldiers there. Perhaps he’d argued vehemently for his view one too many times. He only hoped he’d have the choice to take the sword.

On joints and bones that suddenly felt old and creaky, Beck stood. He looked around the room for an excuse to take him out of the soldier’s hard gaze, to buy him some time to think of a way out. But there was none. There was only the pyre.

Beck motioned to the door, a silent request for the soldier to lead the way.

“After you.” The words were those of courtesy, but the tone made it clear that Beck had no choice in the matter. On the way through the door, Beck took his overcoat and wrapped it over his shoulders.

Three other soldiers were in the hall. They arranged themselves around Beck, two in front, two in back, and clomped their way down the stairs. At the bottom were a half dozen of Beck’s scholars, standing silently in the great room, watching the soldiers take their master into the night. Beck saw the fear on their faces. It was the same fear he had in his own heart.

He shouldn’t have let his passions run away with him during dinner. He shouldn’t have berated Winthrop for his superstitions with such a vitriolic tongue. More importantly, he shouldn’t have shamed Blackthorn for his inability to grasp the obviousness of the coming crisis. Powerful men don’t accept such slights without plotting revenge.

As the soldiers led Beck through the town, he remembered his father, his predecessor on the council. He had disappeared in the night when Beck was a young man. The next day, he’d found his father’s bones tied to a burned pole above the ashes of a smoking pyre.

When Beck went to Blackthorn for answers, Blackthorn explained that Beck’s father had come to him in the night, distressed over a growth of wart he’d found on his head. Blackthorn begged Beck’s father to wait until the next Cleansing to come forward, but Beck’s father had insisted in dealing with the problem straight away, lest he infect some innocent farmer or barren woman.

And so Beck’s father insisted on mounting the pyre that very evening.

Beck still remembered Blackthorn’s telling of the story. Blackthorn looked at the ground while he spoke. He seemed genuinely sad to have lost a long-time colleague and friend. And Beck, apprehensive though he was, believed Blackthorn, because believing was so much easier than not. Not believing brought with it all kinds of moral imperatives that Beck was not willing to face. Because facing them meant prevailing or dying.

Beck was not a fan of dying.

The five walked across the square. Beck was sure that he’d soon be adding his burning smell to the stench of pyre ash and rotten spiked heads.

Behind and to the left of the dais stood Blackthorn’s massive home. It was the de facto seat of government in the townships, the place where every decision was made. The guards stopped at the door and knocked. It opened immediately. Of course, they were expected.

Beck had been sent for.

The soldiers walked Beck through the wide door, two abreast. Beck appraised the door and decided it would be impossible to defend when the famine came. Blackthorn’s burnt stench would waft over the plaza soon enough.

Once inside, Beck was guided back to the place at the table where he’d sat arguing through the course of most of the evening. A few minutes later, Blackthorn came in with three of his captains. “Beck,” he said as they all sat down, “explain to my officers what you explained to us earlier this evening.”

Beck looked at the intricate designs on the table. “I understood from our conversation earlier this evening that a decision had been made.”

“Don’t be a fool, Beck.” Blackthorn’s voice was harsh. “Winthrop needs to be humored to keep his simple ego intact. No decision was made. Tell us what you and your scholars understand about the coming famine.”

Beck looked up suddenly. Maybe he’d live.

Maybe there was hope for the townships, after all.


Chapter 25

Ella

 



When Ella awoke, the world was dark. Her heart was thudding from the remnants of a nightmare, but even the world of her nightmares had light and color. This place was pitch black.

It took her a few seconds to realize she was still in the cave. She drew a breath and stared around, hoping for a glimmer of light. The details leading up to this minute came spilling back to her. She recalled the escape from Brighton, the altercation at the river, and their journeys with the Warden. Then she remembered William’s fond words about Ethan as he’d drifted to sleep.

She must’ve joined him in sleep shortly afterward.

She explored the ground beside her, reaching out to her son. But there was no one there. Frantic, she snapped awake and crept to her haunches, exploring the damp ground. All she found were pebbles and dirt and his blanket and bag. She kept searching, her heart beating at a nervous gallop, until she finally stumbled on a person.

William was still there. He was asleep. He must’ve rolled out of his blanket. She sat up and expelled the thick, anxious breath she’d been holding. Her muscles ached, as if she’d spent an afternoon pulling grain in a cart race. Her head throbbed. She crouched and reached above her. She still had a foot of clearance from the ceiling. Something stirred in the darkness, and she heard the flap of wings. Ella stifled a scream as something flitted past her and out of the cave’s opening.

Bats.

That explained the smell of urine. She waited a moment, then stretched as far as she was able, wiggling her arms and legs to restore the circulation. Although the cave had saved them from danger, it was starting to make her feel claustrophobic, and at the moment, she felt the overwhelming urge to get out. She crept forward, feeling her way with her hands. She saw a pinprick of light at the entrance—a small cluster of stars deep in the night sky. She wanted so badly to go outside and breathe the air, if only for a minute.

But that’d be unwise. Other Wardens might hear her, and she might give away Bray’s hiding place. Besides, she couldn’t leave William behind.

Instead, she stopped moving and fell silent, listening to the sound of William breathing. Despite everything they’d been through, he was still alive—alive and with her. The fact that they’d made it this far was encouraging.

Maybe there’s hope.

She took in the stars for a few moments, then worked her way backward, retracing her steps to her bag. Her stomach was growling. For the past days, they’d hardly eaten, other than the few berries they’d consumed. She knelt to the floor and located her pack, then untied the knot, searching for food.

But when she reached inside, past her clothing, she found nothing. What the hell? She kept searching, thinking that any second she’d feel the rough texture of a skin, or the soft leather of her silver pouch. But all she felt was fabric.

Something wasn’t right.

The food pouches were gone. And so was her silver.

She must have missed them; they had to be here. She tore through her bag, removing the items and casting them aside in the dark, her panic mounting. Soon the bag was empty and her belongings were piled up next to her. But there was no sign of any food or silver. Her belongings had been stolen. And the only person who could’ve taken them was…

“Bray?” she hissed into the dark.

She waited for a response, already knowing she wouldn’t receive one. She felt dread creeping up her spine like a slithering snake. Receiving no answer, she called out for her son. She heard him beginning to rouse.

She should’ve trusted her instincts. She shouldn’t have fallen asleep. Instead, she’d made the mistake of letting this man lead them up here, only to rob and abandon them.

“Mom?”

Her son sounded groggy—the same way she’d felt when she’d awoken several minutes earlier.

“I’m here, honey,” she said.

She caressed his arm, feeling vulnerable and stupid and angry. This shouldn’t have happened. Not only had Bray stripped them of their food and silver, but he’d also taken the knife. They had no way to eat. No way to protect themselves. No way to buy anything when they got to Davenport.

She felt the rage building up inside her like water behind a dam, begging for release. Not only had Bray stolen from, stranded, and condemned her, but he’d done it to William as well. She silently vowed revenge. She gritted her teeth, wanting nothing more than to scream obscenities into the dark, to beat on the walls and hunt him down. The only thing stopping her was the threat of compromising their hideaway.

They were trapped until morning. And even then, Ella didn’t know how they’d survive the journey to Davenport. As she’d learned at the river, legs alone wouldn’t save them from the monsters. The creatures were quick and vile. Encounters with them were inevitable. And if they weren’t prepared, Ella and William would draw their last breaths in the wild.

Powerless and ashamed, Ella buried her head in her hands and cried quietly, doing her best to hide the sobs from William. Soon he’d ask questions, and soon she’d have to answer them. He’d want to know why Bray had betrayed them. William would want to know how someone posing as a friend could do such a thing.

And she’d have no idea what to say.

“Is it morning?” William asked.

She heard him shifting on the ground, searching for a hint of light.

“No, it’s nighttime, honey. I’m sorry I woke you. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Go back to sleep.”

“Is Bray still here?”

Ella fell silent. She didn’t want to do this. Not now.

“No, honey.”

“Where’d he go?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Is he coming back?”

Ella swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t think so.”

The boy fell silent. This time she was unable to hide her tears. Although William was young, he was perceptive, and he’d discover the truth anyway. She heard him sit upright, and a moment later, she heard him digging through his bag.

“What are you doing?”

“Looking for something,” he said simply.

“What are you looking for?”

“Zander.”

She frowned in the dark, unsure of what he was talking about. “Who’s Zander?”

The boy stopped digging. She could sense that he was embarrassed, though she couldn’t see his face.

“My figurine,” he replied, after a hesitation.

“The one from Dad?”

“Yes. I brought him with me. He’s not here. Did Bray take him?”

She heard him digging again, growing more frantic by the second, each nervous breath like a needle to her heart.

“Yes. He took some of our things, honey. He took our things and then he left.” The tears were flowing now, and Ella could barely get the words out. “He’s not an honest man, William.”

“But I thought he had a good man’s heart of stone. I thought he was like Dad.”

William cried out and flung the bag to a distant corner of the cave. His voice cracked and quivered. She grabbed onto him and held him tight.

“I’m sorry, honey,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry this happened.”


Chapter 26

Bray

 



Bray raced back up the steep slope. Torches moved along a trail in the darkness below. He’d put some distance between himself and the men—they weren’t as familiar with the area, so they’d be moving more cautiously. 

That would give him time to get to the cave.

He scrambled among the rocks and stone, setting a few of them rolling, and winced at the noise. The last thing he needed was to draw the men’s attention. It’d be enough trouble hiding the woman and the boy as it was. 

Before long he’d approached the jagged outcropping that marked the entrance. He saw the outline by the dim light of the sky. He ducked behind the rock, wedging himself through the entrance. All at once, he was inside, breathing hard and heavy. He heard noises from deeper in the cave, and he crawled toward them. Were Ella and William awake? Had he disturbed them?

“It’s me,” he whispered. “It’s Bray.”

The sounds ceased.

All at once his cheek erupted in pain. Bray threw up his hands to defend himself, readying his knife. Ella’s voice raged through the darkness.

“You son of a bitch!” she yelled.

He scooted backward, trying to avoid the woman’s blows. He had to restrain himself from lunging with the knife.

“Quiet!” he hissed.

“You took everything we had. Why are you back? Did you forget to take our blankets?” she cried. “My food and my silver weren’t enough for you?”

“I wasn’t—”

Another blow stung his face, and this time he whipped his hand forward and caught Ella by the wrist. He pulled her close, until her hot breath was against his skin. She writhed against his grasp.

“There’re soldiers out there! They’re coming for you!”

“You son of a bitch! I hate you!”

“Ella! Stop!”

This time he raised his volume, imparting his concern. Ella stopped struggling, suddenly grasping the meaning of his words, and they both went silent and still. In the distance, he heard the commotion of men. It sounded like the soldiers had run into another of the Wardens, and were interrogating him somewhere down the mountainside.

“Listen,” Bray whispered. “Do you hear those voices? Those are soldiers from Brighton. They’ve come to take you back for your crimes.”

“My crimes?” Ella spat. “My crimes? What about yours? What about robbing us and leaving us to die?”

The woman was nearly hysterical, and it took all Bray’s efforts to calm her down.

“Let’s discuss this later, Ella. Right now, we need to stay quiet. I know you hate me, but if you both want to live, you need to listen.”

He let go of the woman, hoping the gesture itself would win back her trust. There was no time to argue. He spun back to the entrance, focused on the men outside. He heard the sound of raised voices, then the clank of swords. It sounded like the other Warden had been drinking, and in his inebriated state, the man had started an argument with them. That might work to their benefit.

Perhaps the other Warden would distract the soldiers. Maybe he’d even kill them.

If Bray were alone, he would’ve used the cover of the commotion to leave, but with Ella and the boy at his side, he didn’t think it’d be wise. Not in the dark.

Ella crept up next to him. Her arm brushed his, and he could feel her still shaking.

“You have no conscience,” she hissed in his ear. “I should’ve killed you in your sleep. I should’ve done it when you came through that entrance.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” he whispered back.

“You’re no kind of man.”

Bray shook off the insult. He’d heard worse.

“I could’ve turned you in,” he said. “Do you know that? I still might. Maybe I’ll get a reward.”

“But I’ve done nothing wrong,” she whispered.

“Do you think that matters?”

“The soldiers in Brighton tried to rape me. They were going to hurt William—”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“I’m not like you, Bray. I haven’t killed for pleasure; I’ve killed because I had to.”

“I know.” He grabbed her and put his mouth to her ear. “I know why you did what you did. I know about William.”

That was enough to stifle Ella. They hung in silence for several minutes, listening to the clash of men down the mountainside. Finally, Ella spoke.

“What do we do?” she whispered.

“We stay put.”

“What if they find us?”

“They won’t.”

“But—” 

“If they do, we’ll use the other entrance. We’ll figure it out.”

Ella sat back on her haunches, and William crawled over to join her. The fear in the cave was thick and tangible, and all of a sudden, Bray felt the weight of three lives on his shoulders. For years, he’d wandered the wild alone, beholden to no one. And now, things felt different.

He hadn’t created the situation, but for some reason, he felt responsible for fixing it.

“Why don’t you two wait further back?” he whispered.

“But—”

“I mean it. Stay behind me.”

“Am I going to get Zander back?” William asked.

Bray felt a pang of remorse, and he reached into his pocket and passed back the figurine. He heard the soft scuttle of boots and dirt, and all at once he was alone, staring through the cave’s opening.

He kept his knife in front of him, ready to make a move. The fighting from down the mountain had stopped. He heard the tramp of boots on gravel, then silence. Had the other Warden been killed?

He listened intently, hoping for a clue as to what had happened, but heard only the background noise of animals in the forest. It was as if the night had swallowed up the men, relegating them to his memory.

He released the breath he’d been holding.

Ella and William remained silent. Even if the soldiers were gone, the forest wasn’t safe. They’d wait until morning, and then all three of them would head to Davenport. Bray would just need to avoid the common road.

His eyes flitted across the stars, as if he were plotting a trip of the heavens rather than planning a trip to Davenport. If all went well, they’d reach town by midday. He’d give Ella and William their belongings back, and then they’d part ways.

More minutes passed.

He’d wait a little longer. If he heard nothing in that time, he’d get some sleep.

The opening of the cave went dark.

Bray’s pulse spiked.

He tightened his grip on the knife. Someone was breathing heavily outside of the cave’s entrance, but he could make out nothing of the person’s appearance. A voice echoed across the walls of the cave.

“Throw your weapons and come out of there. Don’t make us come in after you.”

He recognized the speaker.

It was Rodrigo.


Chapter 27

Father Winthrop

 



Father Winthrop sat in his favorite evening chair, watching the light from the fire reach across the large room and play along the wrinkles in his bed sheets.

He was angry and he was sad.

The image of young Jenny’s head on the spike would not leave him alone. Between the Cleansing yesterday, and Blackthorn’s putting all of Ella Barrow’s friends’ heads on spikes today, it was hard to bear so much death. The Cleansing was necessary, of course. But the spiking?

Jenny, eyes glued to Winthrop, had begged him to spare her life in front of half the town, right in the middle of the square. She’d looked at him with those engaging brown eyes, as wisps of her wild, sandy hair blew across her face and clung to the tears on her cheeks. Her wrenching pleas seemed to have been birthed rather than cried, thrust into a ghost realm where they could haunt him over and over. And the ghost of her familiar voice keened above the crackle of the fire in his bedchamber. Imagination? He didn’t know. He couldn’t tell.

What he did know, what he felt, as solidly real as he felt the hard wood of the chair beneath him, was hate. Not hate for simple-minded Jenny, but for Blackthorn. It was on Blackthorn’s whim that the sword came down on the back of her neck, crunching bone and tearing ligaments, squeezing one last attenuated scream from the condemned woman. Those sounds haunted Winthrop, too. They turned his grief into nausea that rose in his chest and burned his throat when he swallowed it back down. Together, it mixed with the guilt in his gut and turned his bowels to water.

Father Winthrop grunted audibly at the cramps in his belly.

If he’d known that cowardly Ella’s Barrow’s best friend had been a sandy-haired girl from The House of Barren Women, he would’ve prearranged for Jenny to be elsewhere before Blackthorn’s men pulled her to the platform. But Winthrop didn’t have that foresight, and for that reason he felt guilt.

Unfortunately, once Jenny had been rounded up and corralled in the square with the rest of Ella’s friends and acquaintances, Winthrop had no choice but to ignore her. To brush away the brutal hand of Blackthorn’s justice in front of all the town’s men and women would be to sow the seeds of anarchy in the minds of the simple peasants. It would give them the false hope that they too could sidestep deserved justice. Anarchy would grow and that would be the death of them all.

Or would it?

That made Father Winthrop wonder. Was it the thick sword arm of a brutal dunce terrorizing the townsfolk that coerced them into obedience, or was it something else? Certainly Blackthorn was the leader of the Council of Elders—though no such position formally existed—so his brand of rigid rules and harsh justice was most visible. But no, Father Winthrop suspected that the foundation of society was not fear, but love of The Word and devotion to it.

Our beliefs. Our god. Those are the threads that hold the fabric of our society together.

Winthrop sat up straight and repeated that epiphany in his head.

Surely that had to be true. Winthrop nodded, letting this conviction sink down to his core.

That epiphany almost made Jenny’s death meaningful.

The Council of Elders should not be a military dictator with two impotent figureheads alongside. In fact, it shouldn’t be a council at all. As the Bishop of Brighton and head of the church, Father Winthrop was the natural choice for leading the government. Who else would know what was best for the people? Who else knew the divine Word as intimately as he?

Something needed to change. The government needed to change. And as a pillar of the government, Father Winthrop needed to change it. He let those thoughts germinate for a bit while he tried to repress the fear he felt for Blackthorn. In the meantime, he went back to staring at the bed sheets, watching Jenny’s head topple from her neck and reliving her haunting scream.

The knock on his door came later than expected, but it was a welcome one, chasing away the memories of the day’s brutality. “Enter, boy.”

The door latch scraped and Franklin pushed the door open. He squeezed through the small gap he’d made for himself and closed it behind him.

“Tell me about her,” Father Winthrop asked.

“She is from The House of Barren Women.”

“I should hope so.” Father’s Winthrop’s emotional distress turned to vitriol. “That is where I sent you, is it not?”

Franklin flinched back a step. “I’m sorry, Father.”

Winthrop turned to look at the fire. In a tone that belied his words, he said, “You are forgiven. What is her age?”

“Twenty-six at most.”

“Did you ask her?”

“Yes Father, but most of those women either don’t know or they lie.”

Father Winthrop nodded slowly. That was true enough.

“But she looks to be of that age,” Franklin added.

“Good.” Winthrop turned on the boy. “Two years ago, when Jenny was down with the fever, you brought me a wrinkled crone to take her place. I wonder sometimes if you can tell a young woman from an old one.”

Franklin looked at the floor, futilely hiding a smile. “I may not recall correctly, Father, but I understood that you enjoyed your morning with Beverly very much.”

“Beverly. Was that her name?”

“Yes, Father.”

“I did enjoy my time with her.” Winthrop smiled weakly. “That is true.”

“If you enjoyed her, why did you not ask me to bring her again?”

“She was not pleasing to my eye. Still, one wonders, with her skill and imagination at bringing a man to pleasure, how she could have remained barren for all the years of her long life.”

Franklin meekly said, “Some say the fault may lie with the man.”

“I assure you, young Franklin, that no fault lies with me. I spent my seed just as any true man should. I do my duty every time you fetch a barren woman for me.”

“My apologies, Father. I didn’t mean that.”

“Of course.” Winthrop’s voice softened. “Speak no more of such heresies. Tell me about the girl you brought. If she is a girl of sandy hair and brown eyes, I’ll flog you. I have no desire to be reminded of yesterday’s atrocity. I wish to forget all my times with Jenny by drowning those memories in the arms of another.”

“Her hair is raven black. Her eyes are blue ice. Her skin is milk white.”

“And her breasts?”

“Large.”

Winthrop nodded approval as he mumbled. “Jenny had small breasts.” This woman didn’t sound like she looked anything like her. “How long has she been in The House of Barren Women?”

“Two years.”

“Good. I have no desire to work through a woman’s fear of men. And the woman who runs the place, Mary, what did she say of this girl?”

“Mary assured me that Fitzgerald—”

“Fitzgerald?” Father Winthrop didn’t like that name at all. “An odd name for a girl, don’t you think?”

“It is the name of one of the first fifty-seven.”

“Do you think I do not know that, Franklin?”

“My apologies, Father. I…I don’t know why I said that. Would you like me to bring her in?”

“In a moment.” Father Winthrop’s face turned thoughtful. He appraised Franklin as he recalled his vindictive hate for Blackthorn. A dim hope was brimming in his head, a hope that he might have the strength and cunning in him to make the change in the government that he yearned for. Winthrop asked, “You are good with numbers, is that true?”

“Yes, Father.”

“What is the highest number you can count?”

Franklin giggled. “There is no theoretical limit to the numbers that can be counted. Thank you for testing my knowledge with that question, Father.”

Father Winthrop snorted. He’d have to ask someone else to find out whether that was true. It couldn’t be true though, could it? No limit? That made no sense at all. “You spend too much time in the company of that strange bird, Scholar Evan.”

“He has taught me much, Father.”

“Good.” Winthrop scratched his head and thought about his nascent plans. “I have questions that I want you to find answers for.”

“Questions with numbers?” Franklin asked.

“Yes.”

“What answers would you like me to find, Father?”

“How many men take their devotion to The Word to heart?”

“All men do, of course,” Franklin answered.

“I don’t ask how many men sleep through the recital of The Word, young Franklin. Nearly all of the men attend our devotional service. I ask how many men sit in the pew and passionately assimilate every word, longing for the next word in the way a soft-hearted man longs to touch a woman under her skirts.”

Franklin said, “Pardon my ignorance in these matters, Father, but may I ask why this number is important?”

“I need to know how many men’s devotion to The Word is absolute,” said Winthrop.

“This may not be an easy answer to find,” said Franklin. “It may not be a matter of simply counting. How soon will you need this number?”

“I know that it may be hard to find this answer. Consult with Scholar Evan. Perhaps he has knowledge of these things through the census that he runs each year. We’ll talk more about this in a fortnight. Tell me at that time what you know.”

“I will.” Franklin gestured to the closed door behind him. “Would you like me to let her in now?”

“Yes. I’m tired of talking and thinking.”


Chapter 28

Bray

 



Bray sat silent in the cave, listening to the demands of the men outside. Someone must’ve heard him. Someone must’ve seen him enter. He gritted his teeth. He sensed Ella and William behind him, huddled in a corner.

“Get the hell out here, now!” Rodrigo yelled.

It sounded like the man’s rage was increasing by the second. Bray could probably spring from the cave and slash the man’s throat, but there was at least another soldier with him. As confident as Bray could be, he wasn’t careless, and he wasn’t stupid.

He crept backward on hands and knees, keeping his eye on the darkened entrance. Soon, he was crouched next to Ella and William. He felt for Ella’s arm, drew her close, and hissed in her ear.

“I’ll check the other exit. Hold still.”

He gave one last look at the dark entrance, then turned and made his way to the other side of the cave. As he crawled, he held onto his scabbarded sword, trying to distill any noise it might make. It didn’t take long to determine that the other exit was compromised.

The soldiers had them walled in on both ends. It looked like there were three—two at the main entrance and one at the other. He wasn’t sure where the fourth had gone. He returned to Ella and William and gave them strict, whispered instructions to hug the wall, then took out Ella’s knife and pressed it back into her hand. He made for the original entrance.

The soldiers conversed loudly. One of them talked about coming in. Another insisted tossing in a torch and burning them out.

“Wait a moment!” Bray yelled. “I’m coming. Can’t a man get some sleep?”

“Throw your sword and come out slowly!” Rodrigo yelled. By the sounds of it, he was in no mood for jesting.

Rodrigo stepped away from the entrance, revealing the glow of several torches outside. The light permeated the cave, bouncing off the walls, and Bray had the sudden, panicked thought that Ella and William were about to be exposed. He continued crawling, trying to block the light and capture the men’s focus. When he’d reached the entrance, he unsheathed his sword—a difficult task, considering he was in the cave’s mouth—and tossed it in front of him.

There were three soldiers at the main entrance. The one from the back had already joined the others. Bray’s eyes darted from Rodrigo to his two companions, taking them in. The fourth—the one with the beard—was missing. Bray glanced instinctively down the mountainside, as if he’d catch a glimpse of him, but saw only the dim outlines of stones and mountain shrubs. It was possible the inebriated Warden had killed him. Either that or Rodrigo had.

Rodrigo’s face was yellow and hardened. He bent down and retrieved Bray’s sword, grinning. A second later, one of the others walked over and held a blade under Bray’s chin.

“Is that any way to treat a protector of the settlements?” Bray asked.

“Shut up, Skin-Seller. Come out the rest of the way. If you make any sudden movements, I’ll slit your throat,” the soldier warned.

“Relax. I was just trying to sleep.”

Bray climbed out of the cavern. He attempted to stand, but the soldier kept the blade at his throat and prompted him to stay on his knees. Bray’s anger rose. He envisioned thrusting a knife into the man’s neck, watching him spill blood onto the side of the mountain.

But not yet. Not while he was outnumbered.

Rodrigo bent down, coming to within inches of Bray’s face. His cheeks were flecked with wet blood. His breath stank of woodland squirrel.

“Hopefully, you’ll be as uncooperative as the last one.” Rodrigo grinned wickedly.

His eyes effused the same madness Bray had seen before, but this time the madness was amplified, fueled by confrontation and violence.

“Aren’t you breaking the pact between Wardens and Soldiers?” Bray reminded him. “Unless you have proof of some wrongdoing, I haven’t done anything to warrant this treatment.”

“To hell with the code,” Rodrigo spat.

“Even out in the wild, there are rules. You know that. Aren’t you from Brighton? Blackthorn must’ve taught you that.”

At the sound of the General’s name, Rodrigo backed up a step and lowered his sword. The soldier next to him followed his lead. The one with the knife to Bray’s neck remained in place.

“I’ll answer your questions,” Bray said. “But I’ll do it on my feet.”

Rodrigo gave a reluctant nod, and the third soldier lifted the blade from Bray’s neck. All at once, Bray was free. He bent down, making a show of getting to his feet.

“Now, how can I help you?”

“We’re looking for a woman and a boy,” Rodrigo said.

“A woman and a boy? In the wild?”

“Yes. They’re infected, and they killed two soldiers back in Brighton while fleeing The Cleansing.”

“A woman and a boy wouldn’t last long out here,” Bray said, making it so obvious that even the dim-witted, angry Rodrigo might conclude the same. “Did you search for remains?”

Rodrigo didn’t bite. “There’re no remains. We know they had help.”

“It’s possible, but I haven’t come across them.”

Rodrigo glared at him, and Bray noticed the two other soldiers eyeing the cave’s entrance. He held his position, doing his best to appear cooperative, but blocking their view.

“If they passed through this area, I probably would’ve seen them. I’ve been out hunting all day.”

“They’re infected,” Rodrigo reiterated, giving him a sideways glance. “They’re dangerous.”

“Like I said, I haven’t laid eyes on them.”

The other two soldiers scowled in silence.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” one of the other ones asked.

“Sleeping. What’s it look like? I’m on my way to Davenport.”

“What do you have in the cave?”

“My bag and belongings.”

“We’ll need to check. Then we’ll be on our way.”

Before he could protest, the soldiers moved to push him away from the entrance, torches held high. Rodrigo remained in place, locking eyes with him. He was still holding Bray’s sword. It felt like Rodrigo was daring him to make a move.

The man’s eyes were like coals.

Bray kept his eyes locked with Rodrigo, reaching for the knife he had tucked in the back of his pants.

Bray sprang at Rodrigo.


Chapter 29

Ella

 



Ella listened to Bray and the soldiers talking outside the cave, her pulse climbing. She held William in her arms, waiting for the inevitable to occur—for the soldiers to find them—to be forced to fight.

On Bray’s instructions, they’d crawled as far from the entrances as possible, doing their best to stay concealed in the cave’s darkness. Even then, she knew hiding was no guarantee of safety. If the men were to come inside, surely they’d find her and William.

She listened to the soldiers outside speak about the escapees from Brighton. The words sounded strange, as if the events had transpired to people she’d never known, in some place far away. It was hard to believe what her life had become. In just two days, her living space, her profession, and her safety had been stripped from her, all because of a society that would rather kill than listen.

She couldn’t go back there. Wouldn’t go back there. And neither would William.

The soldier’s harsh young voice came to an unexpected stop. Bray had made his case, apparently hoping to convince the soldiers the cave was empty, but they’d insisted on seeing for themselves. The torches grew brighter in the cave entrance, and Ella closed her eyes, as if she could make herself invisible. They’d almost made it undetected. They’d come so far…

Someone cried out from beyond the cave’s entrance, and all at once the torches withdrew. She heard the bustle of commotion, cries of pain, and shouts of men.

“Come on!” she hissed to William.

The cocoon of shadows would protect them no more. She flexed her elbows and knees as she stood, gripping her knife and clenching her jaw. The time for cowering was over. The time for bravery had arrived. She pulled at her son’s arm. Then she grabbed their bags and slung them on. Before she knew it, they were panting and crawling, heading for the second entrance. They’d have to run and evade the men, but at least they’d be moving.

Her dress bunched up beneath her, and her knees stung from the scraping of skin on stone, but soon, they were at the opening, peering out into a star-filled night. The men had dropped their torches, and light blazed from the ground. Several illuminated figures clashed with swords. She recognized Bray’s form in the fire glow, his face hard and determined. He swung at one of the soldiers, sending the man screaming to the ground. Ella tumbled out into the open, pulled her son from the cave, and started off down the rock-covered slope.

Gravel spit from beneath them, threatening their footing, as if the mountain itself were bent on impeding their escape. Ella held tight to William with one hand. She gripped the knife in the other, dinging it against the rocks and dirt as she rushed down the slope.

“Over here!” one of the soldiers cried.

She and William were out of the pool of light thrown by the torches, and she could barely make out the terrain in the darkness, but she pressed on. She dug her heels into the ground, praying she’d stay on her feet, praying the mountain wouldn’t topple her. But the loose rocks kept shifting.

The rocks beneath her had become a mini-landslide, rolling and tumbling, the roar of stone and gravel drowning out the other sounds around her. Ella tried to find purchase, but she twisted her ankle on a stone. Suddenly, Ella was falling, pitching headfirst down the mountain. She let go of William’s hand so she wouldn’t drag him down with her. She flung her elbows in front of her face as she landed. The impact was hard and sudden, knocking the wind from her stomach and rattling her insides. The bags flew off her shoulders. She continued sliding for several feet, and all of the sudden she was at rest, loose rocks rolling around her. William skidded to a stop nearby.

“Mom! Are you all right?”

“I’m okay,” she managed, through a mouthful of dirt.

“Someone’s coming!” His voice was frantic.

She struggled to get to her feet, but she was lying headfirst on a slope. It was difficult to get traction. William grabbed her arm to help her. She could barely see him in the dark.

“Mom! Hurry!”

She was on one knee, still getting her balance, when a body collided with hers. William’s fingers ripped free. Ella sprawled back to the ground. A man had tackled her. She tried to scream, but her lungs were stripped of air and she could barely breathe.

“Stay still, or I’ll cut you open! I’ll do it in front of the boy!”

She recognized the voice as the man she’d heard outside the cave, the one who’d been interrogating Bray. She writhed and squirmed. It wasn’t until she felt the cold steel of a blade on the back of her neck that she stopped moving.

“That’s better,” he hissed.

She couldn’t see the man’s features, but she sensed an aura of venom around him. It was the same malice she’d felt at the hands of the soldiers in Brighton, the same hateful expectation that bled from a crowd of spectators right before someone got burned. She might’ve escaped Brighton, but she was in less of a position to do so now, in the dirt and on her stomach, weaponless and in the dark.

“Let the boy go,” she tried, but her plea died in the dusty rocks.

A hand grabbed her by the hair. Rather than pulling her to her feet, the soldier dug the blade deeper into her throat. She felt a sting, the wet sensation of blood trickling down her neck.

The soldier turned to William. “Sit on the ground.”

Ella couldn’t see her son, but she heard the crunch of boots on gravel, and assumed he’d complied. No, she wanted to scream, but the knife at her neck had paralyzed her tongue. The soldier let go of her hair, swooped it to the side, and groped with abrasively calloused hands along the back of her neck.

“You’re not infected?” he asked, surprised.

She remained silent. He pushed her face into the dirt, demanding an answer.

“No,” she managed.

“That’s a shame, then. But it won’t change what you’ve done.” His voice was hollow, soulless. He pressed the knife into her again.

This man wasn’t taking her back to Brighton. She could feel it. She would die here on the mountainside. She needed to do something. Anything. She needed more time.

“Do you have children?” she asked, surprised she could still speak. Her body felt useless and tired, as if she’d experienced a dozen deaths already. 

“A boy and a girl,” he answered, without hesitation.

“What are their names?”

“Shut up, wench! That is no business of yours!”

“But what if they were threatened? Wouldn’t you do anything to protect them?”

The soldier remained silent.

 “Wouldn’t you—?”

“Enough!” the soldier shouted. “You’re a murderess! You killed my cousins!”

The man’s words were like a punch to the stomach. Ella swallowed, certain she was on her last breath. If this was the end, she needed to warn William. She needed to make sure he ran. Before she could speak, she heard William stand up.

“Sit!” the soldier screamed to him.

The boy remained in place.

“Do you hear me? Sit down, you smudged piece of shit!”

“William, run!” Ella screamed.

All at once, she heard the sound of footfalls on the stone, and the heavy pant of her son as he fled down the mountainside. The soldier kept the knife at her neck, but she could feel his hands shaking with rage.

“Go ahead and run, boy! I’ll flay your mother, and then I’ll hunt you down and do the same!”

The footsteps waned into the night. Ella swallowed, picturing her son alone and in the wild. There was no way he’d last out there. But at the moment, anything was preferable to what this man would do to him.

The soldier released his knife and grabbed her clothes to spin her over. Ella complied, if for no other reason than to buy her son time. His hot breath dripped in her face, making her repress a gag. 

“Are you taking me to town?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“What do you think?”

“They’ll want me to burn for what I’ve done.”

“They’ll never know you were found.”

Underneath Rodrigo, she squirmed, testing his weight, but he’d pinned her with his knees. He parted her dress, exposing her chest. Ella screamed.

At least I can’t see his face, she told herself. At least I can’t see what’s coming.

“They’ll have your head on a spike,” she whispered.

“The demons will pick your bones clean, and no one will ever find you.”

Ella bucked with everything she had, slipping her hand free, but the man was ready for her, and he grabbed hold of it, squashing her hope before it had a chance to blossom.

With no other option, Ella began to scream. The noise was high-pitched and piercing, and she hated every second of sound that came out of her mouth. Her scream was cut short by the soldier’s hand. He pressed his dirty palm against her lips, stifling her.

Then he keeled over, gasping for air.

What the—?

Ella pushed again. This time she was able to wriggle free. She heard the clank of the man’s knife as he dropped it on the rocks, and she squirmed out from beneath him, confused. She scrambled clear of his fallen body, listening to the gurgle of his death throes.

A few seconds later, the man was still.

A shadow emerged in the moonlight. She stared at the shaking form.

“William?” she whispered, her lips trembling.

“Is he dead, Mom?”


Chapter 30

Father Winthrop

 



Father Winthrop looked the girl up and down as she entered his bedchamber. She closed the door behind her and walked a few paces inside. She did indeed have raven hair, milky skin, icy blue eyes, and large breasts that stirred his interest. And that threadbare dress—immodest even for a girl from The House of Barren Women—pushed her breasts up as though they might spill out.

“You are Fitzgerald?” Winthrop asked.   

The girl nodded.

As much as Winthrop wanted to see that dress fall away, he had specific preferences in these matters. He liked when they talked for a while before they shed their clothes. “Feel free to speak, girl.”

“Yes, Father.”

“In these chambers, and nowhere else, you may call me Winthrop. Or if it pleases you, you can come up with some pet name.”

Fitzgerald asked, “Do you have just the one name?”

Winthrop snorted. “I don’t subscribe to this fashion of labeling oneself with two names. If one name is not memorable enough than what good will two do?”

“Yes, Winthrop.”

“Tell me about this name of yours. It is unusual for a girl.”

With her hands clasped lazily in front of her, the girl said, “It was my father’s. He is able to trace his line all the way back to the fifty-seven.”

“I am aware Fitzgerald was one of the first fifty-seven.” Winthrop chastised himself for the harsh way he said it. It always irritated him when it was implied—however slightly—that there was something of The People’s history that he did not know.

“Please forgive me, Father Winthrop.”

“It is nothing. Have you any brothers or sisters?” asked Winthrop.

“I am the only child. I had two older brothers, but they both died during infancy.”

Winthrop watched the fire light dance across Fitzgerald’s pale skin, glimmering in her glossy hair. She was a beauty. “And your father, presumably also Fitzgerald, had the foresight to save the family name for his third child?”

The girl shook her head. “He named each of the boys Fitzgerald, expecting that each would live. When I was born, my mother died of birthing. Knowing he’d have no more children, he passed his name to me.”

“And what does your father do?”

“He cuts wood.”

“Did he remarry?”

“No.” The girl smiled as though she were putting on a mask. “His heart was broken—or so he told me when I was a young girl.”

“Demon, devotion, and seed.” Winthrop shook his head as he said it, thinking of his own grief over Jenny’s death. “The three duties.”

“Slaughter the demons. Be true to The Word. Bring children into the world.” The chant was ingrained into every child and the girl spoke it as automatically as if she’d been sitting in the pew. But her smile passed behind a cloud of thought.

Winthrop guessed what had taken away her smile. “Worry not over your father. He sired three children. He did his duty. Luck is not always with a man, though he’d try to make it so.”

Fitzgerald nodded and the light of her smile shone again.

“Come closer into the light where I can see you better.”

“Yes.” The girl crossed the room and stood in front of Winthrop, close enough that he could reach and touch her with the tips of his fingers, close enough that he could smell her. She smelled clean. He preferred women who bathed.

Winthrop looked at the girl’s skirt, reached out and ran a few fingers down a pleat. “That dress is in a sad state.”

“I don’t often have it on long enough that men notice, Father.”

Winthrop ignored her use of the word Father. “How long have you been in The House of Barren Women?”

“Two years,” she answered.

“Surely your dress is older than that. How could it have become so threadbare in such a short time?”

“Neither my father, nor my husband could afford the cloth for a new dress. This was handed down to me by another.” The girl’s face turned from seductive to hopeful. “Men sometimes show their gratitude with a coin. In time, I’ll be able to buy the cloth for a dress of my own.”

Winthrop’s eyes showed his anger over the veiled request for money and his voice rose to match. “It is the duty and privilege of the barren women to serve the unwed men of the town. The Word says it must be so. Women who cannot have children will be fed and housed. They do not work the field nor do they tend the flocks. They certainly have no children to look after.” Winthrop felt he’d been a little too sharp on that last point. Women’s primary purpose in life was to bear children.

But he didn’t want the girl frightened of him. That would take all the pleasure out of what was going to occur. Dispassionately, he said, “Barren women contribute to social stability by putting their legs in the air. It is an easy life and it is a sin for a barren woman to ask for payment. She should keep in mind that the town has generously provided for all of her needs already.”

Despite Winthrop’s attempt to soften the harshness of his rant, half way through, the girl was nearly in tears. “I beg your forgiveness, Father. I…I was not asking for a gift. I…”

“Speak no more of payments or gifts.” Winthrop turned and watched the fire for a short while, ignoring the girl while his anger faded.

The red embers and sparse yellow flames of last nights fire radiated comfortable warmth onto Winthrop’s face. The warmth reminded him of Jenny. And thoughts of Jenny hurt. He’d let himself get so attached to her through the years. There were so many good memories, but they were all tarnished with the sound of Jenny’s screams, the crunch of her bone, and the vision of her head on a spike.

Damn that Blackthorn and his sadistic fetish for spikes. Could the man’s simple mind imagine no other punishment?

Winthrop’s heart turned soft and it ached. He was afraid he might shame himself by shedding his tears over Jenny while Fitzgerald looked on. Winthrop closed his eyes and tried to make all the hurt go away.

Eventually, the sound of Fitzgerald’s breathing reminded him that she still stood a pace in front of his chair, waiting to do whatever he bade, in order to cleanse Jenny and her haunting scream from his heart.

Winthrop turned to the girl and said, “Remove your dress.”

With a hint of hesitation, Fitzgerald reached around to her back and loosed the lace that held her garment closed. The cloth that stretched tautly over her chest loosened and her breasts fell, but not by much. And that was one of the many reasons Winthrop liked the young girls.

Winthrop watched the girl’s chest rise and fall with each slow breath. The dress didn’t fall away, though. It seemed to drop just a little with each exhalation, letting just enough of the girl’s breasts to show that Winthrop thought he could see the edge of an areola. The girl did have a tantalizing way about her.

He said, “You are beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“How many men have you been with?”

The girl’s face showed a moment of shame before she recaptured her hypnotic smile.

Her shame made Winthrop feel guilty for having asked the question. “I don’t inquire in order to shame you, girl. I merely wish to know that you…ah…have sufficient experience in these matters.”

Fitzgerald looked at the floor. “Please forgive me, Father, I don’t have my numbers.”

“You can’t count?” Winthrop asked, watching her grow more embarrassed.

She held up her fingers. “I can count as high as my fingers but no more. My father is a woodcutter. He has no such knowledge to teach me. I assure you, I will please you.” Feigning a loosening of her dress, the girl put a hand on her breast to keep it from falling further.

Looking at those breasts, Winthrop’s doubts disappeared. “I am sure of it.”


Chapter 31

Ella

 



Ella stared at the dead soldier William had slain. Through the moonlight, she could see the handle of her knife protruding from the back of the man’s neck. She pulled herself to her feet. Several hundred yards upslope, the faint glow of torches lit the mountain, splashing light on the fallen bodies of the others.

Nothing up there moved.

She approached the soldier her son had killed and grabbed the hilt of her knife. The smell of blood was overbearing, and she covered her mouth to reduce the stench. She steadied herself, then tugged, listening to the sickening sound of metal separating from flesh.

She retrieved the dead soldier’s knife and handed it to William. He took it in silence. Since killing the soldier, he’d hardly spoken a word.

“It’s okay, honey,” she whispered.

William didn’t answer. She grabbed hold of him, squeezing him tight.

“Did I really…? Is he…?”

“It’s over now, William. It wasn’t your fault.”

She stared back up at the flickering torches on the mountainside, trying to determine their next move. The soldiers were dead. And by the looks of it, so was Bray. For a moment, she convinced herself that she didn’t care about the Warden. He’d betrayed their trust. He’d robbed them and left them to die.

But he’d also come back to save them. She felt a shimmer of sorrow.

She started back up the hill, bringing William at her side. After some searching, they were able to locate the bags they’d dropped. Thankfully, the flaps were still closed and the possessions were still inside. But Bray still had her food and her silver.

She walked up the remainder of the hill, approaching the torch-lit scene. With each step, she made out more details of the slain soldiers in the dark. Their mouths hung agape, their eyes stared into the night. Bray lay beside them on his stomach, a blood-soaked sword at his side. His pack still hung on his shoulders.

She crept over to him. Dead or not, he had her possessions. She reached for his bag. His head was turned in the opposite direction; his hair was caked with blood. Without him, they wouldn’t have gotten this far.

They would’ve died at the river.

William stood several feet away, watching her. She caught a glimpse of his eyes in the torch’s glow. She could still see the fright in them, but there was something else, too. It looked like he was in shock.

There was no time to worry over it. She turned her attention back to the bag and eased it off Bray’s shoulders, then slung it onto her arm. She’d take the whole thing. He wouldn’t need it now, anyway.

When she’d finished, she scavenged the dead soldiers. None of them had any silver, but they had some food and water. She laid claim to all of it and stuck it in her bag. Then she picked up one of the soldier’s swords.

She’d never used one before. She hefted it in the air, examining the sword by the firelight. If she wanted to survive, she’d better learn how. She pried a sheath from one of the dead soldiers and put it on.

The torches flickered. After a few seconds, one of them went out, pitching the hillside into semi-darkness.

“Where are we going to go, Mom?” William asked, breaking the silence.

“I’m not sure.”

Ella hadn’t thought that far ahead. With her adrenaline flowing, all she’d thought to do was to reclaim her possessions. She glanced down the mountainside. The forest was thick and menacing, as if it hosted a single mass of living things. They couldn’t go out there. Not tonight.

“Let’s go back to the cave,” she said.

“Okay,” William said, but she could sense his fear.

She wasn’t keen on the idea, but at the moment, she couldn’t think of a better plan. It was still dark, after all, and the forest wasn’t safe. They walked back up the incline. They’d only taken a few steps when a groan whispered out over the rocks from behind them. Ella paused, her heart skipping a beat.

She swiveled. The three bodies near them remained motionless. Rodrigo was out of sight, but she was sure he was dead. Her eyes flitted between the soldiers and Bray. She waited for what felt like an eternity, thinking she was imagining things, but she couldn’t be: William had heard it, too. He was stock-still, listening as intently as she was.

Somewhere in the distance, an animal cried, but the moan didn’t repeat. She’d been certain the men were dead. She contemplated pulling the sword, but clutched her knife instead. After a minute of silence, she took a step toward the nearest dead soldier. In the absence of one of the torches, his face hung in shadow, but she could see the outline of his features. Nothing seemed to have changed.

The groan came again. This time she pinpointed the source.

It was coming from Bray.

“Wait here,” she hissed at William.

She stepped closer to the fallen man, maneuvering until she could see his face. The Warden’s eyes had opened.

“Bray?”

He parted his lips, letting out another moan. A stripe of blood ran from his temple to his chin. Ella remained in place for a moment, unsure of what to do, when she heard a crackle from down the mountainside.

“What was that?” William asked, his eyes darting down the slope.

Ella followed his gaze. Something was making its way through the forest. Not just one thing, but multiple things. The forest came alive with crunches—sticks and brush being trampled by footsteps. Demons. Ella backed up a step, glancing back at the cave.

“Are we going to leave him?” William asked, incredulous.

 “No,” she answered. “We can’t do that. We need to move him. Help me!”

Ella grabbed Bray under the armpit, then directed William to take his other arm. The man seemed semi-conscious. They were fifteen feet from the opening of the cave—a short distance, without a body to pull. Ella tugged and strained, but could barely move him.

“Pull harder!” she urged William.

William strained. The noises from down the mountain were getting closer. It sounded like they’d transitioned from the forest to the rocky part of the slope. The Warden slid a few inches, moving toward the cave, but they were fighting against the incline and the weight of his body. Bray groaned softly. Ella wasn’t sure how injured he was, but one thing was clear: if they didn’t get to the cave soon, they’d all be eaten alive.

“Hold on,” she whispered. Ella gritted her teeth, bracing herself on the mountain, and instructed William to pull again.

This time they were able to move the man, and they began dragging him over rocks and stone.

The footsteps hastened. The demons were gaining ground.

Ella tugged with all her might, ignoring the aches and pains of her battered body, sliding the Warden up the slope. Before she knew it, they’d reached the mouth of the cave. She heard inhuman grunts wafting up the mountain, the rattle of loose stones.

Bray moaned louder, as if to spur them on. Ella and William slid him into the cave. There was barely enough room for Ella and William to fit next to each other, but somehow they managed. When they’d gotten inside, Ella stared nervously at the entrance.

The remaining torch outside was still lit. What if the light exposed the cave’s opening? What if the demons looked inside? She had the sudden, frantic thought that she needed to douse it.

“Wait here!” she whispered.

She crawled on hands and knees to the entrance and burst into the open. Her dress blew behind her. When she reached the torch, she began rolling it on the rocks and stone, but the flames continued to burn. The noises on the mountainside were closer—a march of the damned coming to take her. She changed tactics, stamping the torch with her boots. If she couldn’t put the damn thing out, she’d have to leave it burning.

The things were getting closer.

Finally the torch went out, releasing a cloud of smoke, and Ella darted back to the cave. She scampered through the opening and toward William, positioning herself next to Bray’s motionless figure. She could hear the boy’s unsteady breath.

She peered at the entrance. With the torch extinguished, the opening revealed little of the world outside. But she could hear noises—grunts and growls that were no more than thirty feet away. The demons had reached the dead soldiers. She clutched onto William, fear ramming her chest like a stake. Although she couldn’t see the demons, she could envision them feeling their way around, exploring the scene outside. She held her breath, as if the mere exhalation of air would alert them. After a few moments, she heard the rabid tearing of flesh, then the sounds of slurping and gorging, sounds that were worse than any nightmare she’d had.

She covered her son’s ears and prayed. Though she wasn’t sure what God she believed in, anything was better than listening to this. No higher power could condone this savagery.

The feasting lasted for a nearly unbearable amount of time. Each crunch of teeth against bone made her skin prickle. It was as if the soldiers’ entrails were her own, their flesh, her flesh.

 It was hard to fathom that the demons had once been human, too.

Bray let out a quiet moan, and Ella clamped her hand over his mouth, dampening the sound. The creatures paused in their feeding. After a few seconds of listening, they resumed.

When the last limb had been cracked and the final bones had been licked clean, the demons continued up the mountainside. She listened to their footsteps recede, her breaths still violent and uneven. Soon, the wind blew across the landscape again, as if the world itself had deemed it safe to exhale.

**

Ella didn’t remember falling asleep. When she awoke, there was a triangle of light on the cave floor and William was cradled in her arms. The boy was still clutching the knife she’d given him.

She studied her surroundings. Having arrived in the dark, she’d barely noticed the color of the walls and ceiling. The cave was comprised of a deep, dark stone, and she found herself thinking it was beautiful, unlike anything she’d ever seen. Her eyes wandered. She almost jumped when she found Bray staring at her. The Warden was leaning against the far wall, his face caked with blood. His features were barely recognizable. He was sipping a flask of water, and he greeted her when she made eye contact.

“Good morning.”

He smiled nonchalantly, as if they’d awakened in a Brighton house instead of a dank hole in the earth. It looked like he’d been waiting for her to arise.

“How’re you feeling?” she asked, momentarily forgetting the anger of the night before.

“One of them did a number on my head.” He tilted his skull to prove it, displaying the gash in the side of his temple. “So I’ve been better.”

“I thought you were dead.”

“So did I. Considering I was up against three soldiers, I did pretty damn well,” he mused.

She scanned the rest of his body, expecting to find him wounded, but he was surprisingly intact. “Well, I’m glad you’re alive.”

“Are you sure? That’s not what you said last night.”

Ella ignored the statement and looked down at William, who was starting to stir. The boy’s eyes fluttered open. After a brief pause, he sat upright, his eyes roving the room.

“It’s all right, honey. The demons are gone,” Ella assured him.

The boy continued looking, as if he didn’t believe her, then sat up on his haunches and stared at the entrance.

“I wouldn’t go out there, if I were you,” Bray said. “It’s a mess. The demons are good at feeding, but they aren’t so good at cleaning up after themselves.”

Ella grabbed William’s shoulder, as if to reinforce the Warden’s words. “Stay here, William.”

William settled down.

“You must’ve had a hell of a time dragging me in here,” Bray said.

“We managed.”

“I owe you one.”

His eyes wandered to his bag, which was lying next to Ella. Ella recalled taking it from him the night before, and felt a surge of panic. Bray was staring at her intently. Before she could explain, he cut her off.

“It’s okay. You can keep what’s inside,” he said. “You saved my life. You deserve it.”

“Even the demon skins?” William asked.

“Even the demon skins.”

Ella unpacked Bray’s bag, taking the silver, skins and berries, and tossed the bag back to him. She started to collect her things. “Well, we’d better be on our way. I’m glad you survived.”

She slung her bag over her shoulder. With the knowledge that Bray had lived, some of the anger of the previous night returned, and she dismissed her guilt at accepting his things. She started making for the exit, retrieving her sword.

“Do you even know how to use that thing?” Bray asked, frowning.

“I’ll figure it out.”

“It’ll be heavy at first. You might want to take a few practice swings.”

Ella ignored him and kept crawling.

“I assume you know the way to Davenport?”

“We’ll follow the river.”

“That wouldn’t be wise, remember?” Bray called. “The river is the worst place to linger.”

“We’ll stick to the woods.”

“I know a safer way.”

Ella sighed. “Why don’t you just tell us where it is, then?”

Bray took a long sip from his flask. He smiled, relishing the knowledge he held over them. Ella’s anger mounted.

“Tell us which way to go, then,” she demanded.

“Why don’t I just take you there? I can get you there in half the time it’ll take you to find your way without me.”

“I’d rather go alone.”

“I have a few things to take care of in Davenport,” Bray said. “Besides, you won’t know any of the merchants, and they’ll cheat you on the scalps. Then they’ll turn a nice profit when they trade them in.”

Ella paused, torn between the man who’d helped them and the man who’d betrayed them. If they went with Bray, how could they trust him again? At the same time, heading off alone would be a huge gamble. Besides, they could use his connections with the merchants.

“You’ll take us to the fairest one?”

“The fairest, and the best looking.” Bray smirked.

Ella rolled her eyes. “Okay. Deal.”


Chapter 32

Ivory

 



At first light, Ivory came to a windswept lip of rock at the top edge of a near-vertical stone face. Somewhere in the past, half the mountain had splintered and fallen away, forming a thousand-foot cliff down to the ground that sloped gently for five or ten miles, to the edge of an endless blue ocean. Breathtakingly tall towers of the old city slowly rusted and rotted on that ground, on both sides of a river, on the small islands offshore, and stretching into the distant gray haze up and down the coast. Brighton was just a speck of a bumpkin village compared to that dead metropolis.

But just as the Ancients who used to live in the old city had disappeared, he knew eventually the remaining towers and smaller buildings would crumble into the forest until nothing remained. Whether it took months or years, decay was inevitable.

At one time, one of the towers had stood taller than the cliff on which Ivory now stood—a vertical living forest, home to a million birds and who could guess what else. Ivory had laid eyes on that building only once, on his first visit to the ancient city. His uncle had taken him there. Some time prior to their next visit, four months later, the tower had collapsed into a mound of debris, burying many of the nearby structures in the vague grid pattern around it.

From atop the cliff, the pile of that giant tower’s rubble seemed small, but in fact, it was enormous. Even after its inevitable destruction under the weight of its stones and steel, it stood taller than any building in any of the three towns, and its debris spread wide enough to cover a quarter of Brighton in broken stone. And that was just one of the ancient towers.

On Ivory’s previous trip, he’d asked his friend Jingo how many buildings the Ancients had abandoned when they left the old city. Jingo had laughed and asked Ivory to guess. And so Ivory had guessed. But Jingo never answered.

Ivory stood at the top of the cliff in the cold, clear air. It was always the cold days that gave the longest views. He sat on a big rock, close enough to the edge of the cliff that he was able to see most of the ancient city filling the land between the mountains and the shore, and started counting. He’d expected to find the task time-consuming and tedious. He’d also expected it to have an end.

As he counted his way across the grids and odd patterns, the task grew difficult. Some square patterns in the grid contained single structures, some contained multiples, and some seemed to have no pattern at all. There were whole swaths of the city he couldn’t see, blocked from view by the ancient towers. Peculiar mounds and hills dotted the old city’s patterns—whether crumbled buildings or overgrown forest hills, he couldn’t tell. The process of counting, it turned out, wasn’t a matter of ticking off units, but a matter of making judgments at each tick.

After several hours, he’d managed to count only a small portion of the buildings in the old city. It’d seemed like such a simple thing when he’d started. As he sat on his rock, staring into the distance, he felt defeated by the task and understood Jingo’s laughter. It was impossible to count all of the buildings and houses.

The city had to have been magnificent in those days before the fall, alive with more people that Ivory could imagine, full of inscrutable far-talking devices, flying machines, and terrible weapons of flame, like small bits of the sun brought down from heaven to incinerate the enemy.

Stories of Tech Magic, the secret of the Ancients. Could it have truly been that powerful? Every time Ivory looked at the old city and imagined what it had once been, he believed the old stories. But to believe those old stories was to accept despair. The Ancients had been eradicated by a brutish race of beasts and none of the Ancients’ wondrous devices and terrible weapons had saved them.

What did that say for Brighton, with its hovels of wood and stone, its bows and swords, its horses? When would the twisted men finally come to kill them all?


Chapter 33

Ella

 



Ella, William, and Bray spilled back onto the mountain.

“Don’t look, William,” Ella warned.

She did her best to shield the boy from the dead soldiers, but she could sense him peering through her fingers. Even in the daylight, the bodies on the mountainside were barely recognizable—carcasses of bone and gnawed skin. Half-eaten limbs were strewn across the landscape, heads separated from spines. Ella shuddered at the knowledge that it’d almost been they who were the dismembered corpses.

Before leaving the cave, Bray warned them to keep quiet. The demons often returned to places where they’d found humans. Not just for days, he’d said, but often for weeks. With that knowledge, they navigated the slope with knives drawn and an eye on their swords. Traveling in the daylight gave Ella some measure of comfort, but it wasn’t enough to quell her fear. The demons weren’t limited to any particular time of the sun, as she’d learned.

They’d attack anytime.

Soon they’d left the gruesome scene behind. The sun had crested the mountain, and its fervent rays spat upon the landscape, serving as both a guide and hindrance. Ella walked at a brisk pace, trying to keep the sound of her footsteps subdued. William scampered beside her. She noticed Bray was leading them sideways, simultaneously descending the mountain and changing course.

William was scratching his neck. Ever since leaving the cave, he’d seemed distracted and withdrawn, and Ella had done her best to keep him on task. She could only imagine what he was thinking. They’d seen plenty of violence and bloodshed in town, but he’d never killed anyone himself. That must have had some effect on him.

In addition, he was probably afraid of what he was turning into.

The fact that the spores were taking hold of him must be terrifying. As a mother, it terrified her, and it shredded her heartstrings that she couldn’t help him. All Ella could do was to buy them some time. Sooner or later, William’s delusions would catch up to him, and from then on, his brain would deteriorate.

The knots on his skin would swell and spread.

To be fair, Ella didn’t know much about the infection. The stories the townspeople told were often vague and conflicting. Most of the infected people she’d encountered had been on their way to the pyre, ready to burn for sins they hadn’t yet committed. She knew what the beginning stages of the infection looked like, and she knew the result, but much of what happened in between was a mystery.

She remembered how Ethan had looked at her before he’d gone to the pyre. His eyes—normally deep and blue—had been shallow and unfocused. It wasn’t the look of a man infected, but the look of a man who knew what was coming.

Most days, she did her best to forget her husband’s final day, choosing to remember her husband as he’d lived, rather than as he’d died.

Ethan would’ve wanted it that way.

**

She’d met Ethan when she was fifteen. He’d come to Davenport on a farming mission, intent on trading tips with the locals. Or so she’d been told.

She’d been living with her aunt and uncle at the time. Several years earlier, Ella’s parents had died from Winter’s Death, a severe outbreak of the flu that had claimed fifty lives in Davenport. In addition to thinning the population, the illness had stripped the town of knowledge. Many of the deceased had been farmers or tradesman, and their absence left a gap in the economy, leading to a long season of famine.

And so Ella struggled. In addition to mourning her parents, she had to move out of her childhood home. Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick were kind enough, but it was an adjustment, and one that didn’t come easy.

With the arrival of Ethan, everything changed once again.

On that particular day, her aunt and uncle called her in early from the field. Ethan was waiting in the house. Ella immediately scanned the table, certain she’d find a display of crops, but there was nothing but the boy, smiling nervously. Ella looked at him, confused. It wasn’t until she saw the expression on her uncle’s face that she understood.

“This is Ethan,” Uncle Frederick said.

His eyes watered, and he cleared his throat. Although Uncle Frederick was normally stoic, he was unable to contain his emotion. When she finally digested what was happening, Ella darted out of the house without a word, running into the field as fast as her legs would carry her.

Tears sprung to her eyes as she plowed through the grass. She kept her gaze on the harvest fields, intent on gaining as much distance from the scene as possible. Although she suspected this day would arrive, she hadn’t thought it would come so soon. There were things she had to take care of here—one obligation in particular that it broke her heart to leave with her aunt and uncle.

After several minutes of running, she collapsed into a ball in the field, crying quietly into her hands next to a row of leafy squash plants.

Several minutes later, she heard footsteps.

Ella hugged her knees, praying she could make herself disappear. With the exception of one happy miracle, the past few years had been some of the worst of her life, and she was still getting adjusted. When she looked up, she expected to find the stern face of her uncle, but was surprised to find Ethan. He knelt down on the dirt.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

The boy kept his distance, watching her from several feet away. She noticed his eyes darting around the landscape rather than looking at her, and after a while, she relaxed.

“I think so,” she answered.

As she looked over at him, she realized she’d barely taken him in. Ethan’s hair was brown and shaggy, his eyes a penetrating blue. He was handsome. Although he looked several years older than her, he had the appearance of someone who was just as confused as she was.

“My parents sent me here,” he confessed. “They’re waiting for me at the market.”

Ella nodded, drying her eyes. “I guess I won’t be picking the rest of my crops.”

Ethan went silent for a moment, the guilt apparent on his face.

“You can, if you want to.”

“But they’ll need me to—”

“Never mind. I’ll help you finish.”

With that, Ethan got to his feet and walked down the row, locating a half-filled basket of squash she’d left behind. He brought it back to her and helped her to her feet, then gave her a smile.

“You’ll have to show me which ones are ready,” he said.

“You don’t already know?” Ella wrinkled her brow in disbelief.

“Sure, but you might do things differently in Davenport. I’m from Brighton.”

With a coy smile, he bent over the nearest plant and made a show of tugging at the green leaves. Ella watched him for a minute, and then, unable to contain her amusement, walked over and showed him. Soon they were pulling squash together, filling the basket.

“The soil in Davenport is difficult for planting,” Ella said.

“How so?”

“My aunt and uncle had to work around the rocks. It’s hard to find dirt that is deep enough.”

“That makes sense. The villages built too close to the ruins are often that way,” Ethan said.

“What’s it like in Brighton?” she asked.

“Mostly the same. My parents have a farm, sort of like this one. The soil is rich for vegetables. I’m getting ready to purchase my own plot. I’ve been saving for it since I was a boy.”

“How old are you?”

“Almost sixteen. My birthday is just after the harvest.”

They chatted more, speaking of the yearly festival and the annual Riverwash, as well as the merchants they knew in town. Before long, they were laughing and getting along, and Ella forgot that her aunt and uncle were waiting for her. When they finished filling up the basket, Ella stopped in the field, glancing back at the house she’d called home for the past few years.

“I guess we’ll have to head back in.”

Ethan’s smile faded, and she saw that he was just as nervous. “Yeah. I told your aunt and uncle I’d bring you back inside.”

“How long will you be in town?” Ella swallowed.

“Just long enough to plan the ceremony.” Ethan paused, his eyes darting back to the field. “That is, if you agree.”

Ella’s heart swelled with emotion, and she nodded, forcing back the tears. Although she didn’t have a choice, she was grateful he’d asked. Unlike the older men in town—the ones who whistled and catcalled while she delivered vegetables, she sensed that Ethan was different. And even though they’d just met, she was able to envision a life with him.

The illusion of choice was better than having no choice at all.
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As promised, Ethan secured his own plot in Brighton, and a year later, William was conceived.

Although she was homesick at first, Ella thrust herself into her new routine, tending to the newborn baby and assisting with the crops. Ethan’s parents helped in raising William, filling in the gaps left by Ella’s aunt and uncle. Soon the memories of her past life in Davenport faded—except for one that haunted her and another she treasured—and her life transitioned into something she could describe as happiness.

Ethan proved himself a hard worker, producing more food than was necessary to survive. Although a surplus of silver in Brighton was a rare thing, especially among The People, it was a goal Ella and Ethan both shared. As they tended the fields and delivered crops to the merchants, they dreamt of a day when they could lighten their workload.

Because travel was dangerous and expensive, Ella lost touch with her aunt and uncle, seeing them only a handful of times over the years. She did her best to fill William’s head with tales of her uncle’s firm but pleasant face, her aunt’s talent for cooking and sewing.

Despite the threat of demons and the periodic anxiety of The Cleansing, much of the last decade had been a pleasant one. Up until Ethan’s parents got sick.

The plague was vicious, and by the time it ended, it claimed the lives of her in-laws. Although Ella, Ethan, and William managed to escape the illness themselves, they spent the majority of their earnings on roots and medicines, hoping to assist Ethan’s parents.

And the worst was yet to come.

Right before the harvest, Ethan was called into battle. The soldiers had detected a horde of demons close to the border, and they enlisted the help of the townsfolk. Many of the farmers protested, citing concerns about lost crops and unprotected families, but General Blackthorn ignored them. The General had only one priority—eradicating the demons.

Ethan left for almost a week. During his absence, Ella and William did their best to tend to the crops, confident they could get through it.

Ella could still remember the joy she’d felt when her husband had returned from battle. But instead of returning her affection, Ethan kept them at a distance, sharing little about what he’d been through. It wasn’t until a day later that she found out the reason.

Ethan was infected.

Were it not for Ethan’s confession, she wouldn’t have known. Although it was rumored that many of the unclean were overtaken by delusion, Ethan was coherent, and she begged and pleaded with him not to turn himself in. But Ethan was resolved. He’d sworn to abide by the town’s rules; he wouldn’t see his wife and son killed for his mistakes. Before she could stop him, Ethan departed to see the town officials.

A day later, he burned.

Even now, Ella still bore guilt from his decision. Every time she looked at her son, she saw a fatherless boy, a boy as lost and alone as she’d felt in Davenport when her own parents had died. If she could’ve done things differently, she would’ve fought harder for Ethan to stay. She should’ve broken the town’s rules; she would’ve found refuge from the unyielding brutality.

If she had, Ethan might’ve still been alive.

But even that wouldn’t have protected her son.
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William was still scratching his neck when they reached the base of the mountain. A few seconds later, he turned his attention to the forest. Bray was slinking along, keeping cover between the trees, and he motioned for Ella and William to do the same. They followed his instructions.

Ella eyed the sheathed sword at her waist. She was still petrified to use it. What if she swung and missed? What if she lost her balance? She found herself wishing she’d paid more attention to the swordfights at the harvest festivals. If she had, she might’ve gained some insight on how to maneuver. For now, she was more comfortable with her knife.

She maintained a close eye on the forest around them.

Although they’d escaped the soldiers, there were bound to be others. Especially when the first batch didn’t return to Brighton. She could only hope that the guards would relax their search. How long would they look for a lowly woman and child? Hopefully Ella and William would be able to hide until they were forgotten. It wasn’t the greatest plan, but at the moment, she didn’t have any others.

Although it’d been years since Ella had seen her relatives, she could still picture her aunt’s and uncle’s faces. The last time she’d seen Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick had been when William was six years old. They’d come to visit Brighton. At the time, she and Ethan had been going through a difficult harvest, and her aunt and uncle had helped them. Uncle Frederick had lent her a hundred silver. Ella envisioned the coins in her bag and felt a twinge of guilt. She didn’t have much, but when she got to Davenport, she’d find a way to pay him back.

Ella was hit with nostalgia, and she dabbed her eyes with the back of her hand. Her sleeve was covered in blood. She looked down at her dress. The entire garment was ripped, bloodied, and dirt-stained. Ever since leaving Brighton, it’d only gotten worse. Each encounter had left a mark on her, battle scars made of filth and fluid. She needed to clean herself off before reaching Davenport. She needed to clean William. Bloodstains would lead to questions, and questions would lead to capture.

Bray, on the other hand, could get away with his appearance. He was a Warden, after all, and they were expected to be road-weary. She’d have to make sure he knew to stop. Ella drew up alongside him.

“Will we be traveling near the river?”

“Not really,” he said. “Unless you want to get caught.”

“I don’t think we should go into town looking like this.”

He looked her up and down, as if assessing her condition for the first time. “I’ll get you new clothes when we get there. But you’ll need to pay me for them.”

“Won’t they have already seen us by then?”

 “You can wait by the outskirts, and I’ll bring them to you.”

Ella pursed her lips, not quite satisfied with the answer. In her flurry to leave Brighton, she realized she hardly given enough thought to what they’d do when they got there. What if the soldiers arrived first? Surely the guard knew of her relatives in Davenport. Her hope had been to get a head start, seek out her relatives, and beg them to keep her hidden.

What other choice did she have?

Her mind strayed to worst-case scenarios. Davenport had the same rules about the unclean. What if her aunt and uncle turned her in?

She pictured the way her aunt and uncle had looked at William when they’d first seen him. He’d only been a few years old, then—barely old enough to toddle, and not yet old enough to talk, but they’d had taken an immediate liking to him. They’d even mentioned how nice it would be to live closer together. Ella had entertained the possibility for some time, thinking up plans to move to Davenport. But that had been before Ethan had gone to battle, and before he’d been burned.

Neither had come to bid Ethan farewell. It wouldn’t have been proper.

It’d been five years since they’d visited Brighton. She swallowed her misgivings. Her first priority was getting to Davenport. She fell back from Bray and rejoined William. The boy was walking a few steps behind, and his eyes roamed from one side of the forest to the next.

“Are you all right, William?” she whispered.

He nodded, but she could see fear in his stare. She stopped walking and grabbed hold of him, suddenly fearful that he was losing his coherence. He stopped to look at her.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again, more insistently.

“I’m fine.”

“You look pale.”

“I’m fine. Nothing’s the matter.”

She noticed he was avoiding her gaze. She gave him a motherly stare. A few seconds later, he let her in on his thoughts.

“Am I going to eat people, Mom?”

Ella bit back tears. She pulled him close and held him against her, listening to the steady throb of his heartbeat. How long would she be able to get this close to him? Would it be a day, a week, or a year? She opened her mouth to comfort him, but found herself choking back a sob instead.
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After spending most of the morning on top of the mountain, Ivory backtracked for half a mile to a broad prairie. He spent the first part of the morning hunting for rabbits. Jingo would appreciate the gift. There’d be no rabbits in the ruined city. Ivory bagged several before he headed back for the cliff and found the trail that led down the mountain.

He zigged and zagged his way along the narrow path, careful to tread lightly and stay alert. At the slightest misplaced noise, he’d hide under a bush or behind a thick tree, far from the trail. The realm of the twisted men was not safe for anyone uninfected by the spore.

To be discovered was to risk death.

The trip down the mountainside was slow. But it always was. When in the demon’s realm, one often had to choose between speed and caution. Ivory’s uncle had taught him caution was always best. Keeping a cool head, thinking, and hiding were so much easier than running, and those skills had saved him countless times when he’d been unfortunate enough to come to the attention of a demon.

Working his way through the ruins was slow. Slow time passed while he hid, watching his surroundings, listening, and dashing to the next hiding spot—always in the shadows, always in underbrush. To walk the trails worn clear by demon feet invited disaster. 

The fallen megalith was his goal. When his uncle was still alive, they worked together scavenging the enormous pile of rubble on every trip. As his uncle had explained, the most recently fallen towers had an abundance of accessible metals. The other crumbled structures had either been picked clean by past generations of scavengers, or the exposed metals were more rust than usable steel.

It was almost midday when Ivory made his way up on the northern side of the giant mound. In the years since the building fell, he’d never scavenged this side. For whatever reason, he and his uncle had started scavenging on the southern side, and had eventually worked their way West. With all of the easily accessible metals gone from those two sides, Ivory decided to continue the pattern on the northern side.

Up on the rubble pile, he didn’t worry too much about being spotted by demons. There were plenty of places to hide. He kept the same rules he held when working through the city—while scanning the area, he stayed out of view, and when he was sure that no eyes were on him, he stepped out and gathered the metals he’d spotted.

He was following that procedure when he stepped quickly across a long flat piece of old wood, assuming—badly—that the wood was simply lying across other rubble. Halfway across, he realized the wood felt soft underfoot. His first thought was that it might give way. He pulled his arms close to him in preparation for a fall. Better to land on a shoulder and get a bruise rather than stick out a hand to brace himself and snap a wrist.

Ivory’s foot continued to sink. His leg was through a hole and up to his knee. He stomped his other foot down on the wood to catch his balance, hit rot, and the whole slab fell away beneath him. He reached out to grab something… Anything. But everything in his reach was falling too.

Ivory’s feet hit something solid and uneven. He was off balance and not coming to a stop. Wood, rocks, and other bits of debris fell with him. He tumbled over big chunks of stone and down a slope, rolling and bouncing.

He collided with a floor of flat stone. Bruised, scraped and trying to catch his breath, he realized he’d stopped. Around him was darkness. High above him, sunlight poured in through the hole he’d created. He cursed himself for his carelessness. Stepping on that piece of wood was a mistake that could’ve killed him. It still might.

Ivory listened for the sounds of demons in the darkness around him. He heard nothing.

He waited and didn’t move.

Not even small animals hid in the permanent shadows down here. Or they did and they were frightened into silence by the intruder.

Birds twittered in the air outside.

Ivory was sure he was alone.

He sat up and wiggled his fingers and toes. He bent his elbows and knees. Then he took a deep breath. He touched his hand to his head. He’d gotten a good bump while tumbling. Only a tiny bit of blood came back on his fingers. He’d gotten lucky. Nothing seemed broken, and nothing was bleeding—at least not bleeding enough to worry over.

Peering into the darkness, Ivory got to his hands and knees, then to his feet. Despite years of ancient dirt and fallen debris, the floor was well preserved, patterned in an array of colors and designs—all finer than anything he’d seen in Brighton and covering the entire space around him. When the building above had collapsed all those years ago, it must have left a cavity, a great banquet hall a hundred feet across, with sloping walls of rubble and a ceiling supported by nothing that Ivory could make out in the gloomy shadows high above.

With his eyes following the pattern on the floor to where it disappeared beneath the rubble, he tried to make out what the pattern represented. Did the plants, animals, and curving lines represent anything? Probably not. Few things the Ancients constructed made any sense.

If the building above hadn’t collapsed, creating barriers of debris, Ivory wondered how far he could have walked in this subterranean realm. Could he have traveled all the way through the Ancient city and to the borders of the town? Ivory laughed at himself for such a silly idea. Still, he liked to imagine what life had been like in the time of the Ancients, before the ruins, before the demons.

He sighed as he noticed a glint of metal in the rubble that surrounded the floor.

It was time to turn his tumble into good fortune. Confident that he could quickly make the climb back up to the surface should he come across anything dangerous, he chanced a walk lightly along the edges of the floor, perusing the wall of crushed old stone, broken glass, and pieces of metal. Some of the pieces were so large they’d be impossible for him to remove, even with the help of a dozen men.

Along with the giant beams of steel and rusted ropes—ropes that seemed to grow right out of the broken stone—pieces of rare metal were mixed all throughout the debris mounds. Ivory saw hard steel, the kind for swords, broken into pieces small enough to load into his bag. He also found steel that didn’t hold an edge for long, but never rusted. He found pieces of aluminum, light and permanent. It was no good for making cutting weapons, but it was a prized material for making spear shafts, and it was highly prized for arrow shafts like the ones in his quiver. Those arrows flew far and true. Much better than wood.

The blacksmiths back in Brighton eagerly bought those metals, turning them into all manner of tools and weapons. Although the metals were contraband—going to the Ancient city was forbidden, after all—the blacksmiths didn’t acknowledge their origin, and Ivory didn’t speak of it.

Ivory contemplated exploring further, but put the thoughts out of his mind. He needed to get moving if he was to get to Jingo’s. Without delay, he collected as many pieces of metal as he could easily carry in his bag.

Ivory took one final glance at the trove of metals in the rubble all around and made his way carefully up the pile of debris to the hole through which he’d fallen. When he climbed out, the sun was higher in the sky. Ivory took his time scanning the ruins around him, making sure he was alone. He covered the hole with pieces of large debris, ensuring they were strong enough to be walked across. He didn’t want some wandering demon discovering the cavern by accidentally falling in just as Ivory had. If that happened, his discovery would get turned into a warren full of stinking monsters. His trove would be lost.

When his stash was hidden, Ivory worked his way back down through the rubble, heading in the direction of the tower where Jingo had made his home.
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“How far?” Ella asked.

Bray was several steps ahead of her. They’d been trekking all morning, and it felt like they were getting close to Davenport. In spite of that, Ella’s memory was far from trustworthy; it’d been years since she’d made the journey, and distances seemed much different now than they’d seemed in her childhood.

“Not far,” Bray affirmed. “When we get close, you’ll see the tops of the buildings over the trees. We should be there by midday.”

Ella felt a swell of relief. Since leaving Wanderer’s Peak, she’d been expecting the worst—bands of soldiers lurking behind every cluster of trees, packs of demons springing from all directions. So far, the journey had been quiet. Ella had spent much of the time ruminating on the events that had occurred over the past few days, reliving the choices she’d made. She assumed there’d be many days like that to come. She was surprised she’d even been able to sleep in the cave.

Her brain flashed to images of the soldiers she’d stabbed in Brighton—blood spraying from wounds she’d inflicted, groans emanating from opened mouths. She tried to recall the rousing speeches she’d heard given to soldiers before they marched off to battle. She’d never been a part of them, but she’d eavesdropped. The soldiers trained on a field several streets removed from town, and she’d passed by while making her way to the merchants. The leaders spoke of courage in battle—about giving up one’s life for the protection of the townsfolk, about making decisions fearlessly.

Wasn’t that what she’d done?

She didn’t believe the town’s teachings—that women were weak, and that only the hardest hearts could prevail. The noblest people she’d encountered were those that were not only able to fight, but also to feel. People like Ethan. People like her uncle. Those were the people she aspired to be like, and those were the people she wanted William to admire. For as long as he lived, she’d impress those values upon him.

She was so caught up in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice the forest deaden. The transformation was subtle. At first, the birds stopped chirping, then the insects ceased their chatter. The wind died. Ahead of her, Bray stopped, as well, and was holding his blade at the ready. Ella scanned the forest.

Something was close by. She could feel it.

The air had taken on a fetid odor—a stench that permeated her surroundings and almost made her gag. She pressed a hand to her mouth, holding her breath to avoid taking it in. Beside her, William did the same. She knew the smell.

Demons.

Around Ella were trees and underbrush, but in the distance, she could see the light of a clearing. Bray gazed through the trees. After surveying the forest for several seconds, he put a finger to his lips and beckoned them onward.

They snuck to his side. With each step, the smell thickened, as if the scent were a ghost and they’d walked into its embrace. As they approached the clearing, Bray sank to a crouch. Ella and William mimicked his posture.

Several hundred feet across the clearing, shapes, hunched and lump-covered, crept through the grass. If Ella didn’t know better, she might’ve mistaken them for primitive animals grazing in an open field.

“Stay still,” Bray said.

Ella wanted desperately to run, but she obeyed the Warden. As much as she distrusted the man, he knew the ways of the demon. And out in the wild, that knowledge was greater than currency.

The infected were moving in the opposite direction, surveying the knee-high grass. Although their movements were erratic, the longer Ella stared at them, the more she could pick out a pattern. Several creatures were leading the group, as if they were generals of some infected band of troops, directing their men through the terrain.

Ella looked over at Bray, trying to swallow her fear. “What are they looking for?”

“Us, most likely.”

“They know we’re here?”

“Possibly. Either that, or someone else is passing through.”

“Can they smell us?” William asked.

“I don’t think so. Their senses are the same as ours. They’re probably surrounded by the same stench.” Bray wrinkled his nose. “The only difference is, they probably like it.”

The creatures swayed back and forth. Every once in a while, one of them cranked its head and stared back at the forest, and Ella ducked low and held her breath.

“We should be fine,” Bray assured her. “We’ll just wait them out, and then we’ll adjust our path. It looks like they’re heading west.”

Ella peered over at William, who was taking in the scene intently. It was as if he were watching his future unfold. She wondered if he envisioned himself out in the open field. She’d protect him from that. She’d rather die than let him roam the wilderness like an animal. If it came down to it, she’d even…

She couldn’t think about that.

Ella swallowed the lump in her throat. William had turned to Bray, and she could see the curiosity on his face. It seemed like his fear had abated.

“How many skins do you think are out there?” He smiled.

“Forty-two,” Bray said.

William held up his finger and quietly counted the air. “You’re right. How’d you know that?”

“Lucky guess.”

Bray smiled at Ella, but she scowled and looked away. William was recounting, as if the Warden might’ve played a trick on him.

“Have you ever fought that many at once?” William asked.

“Not that many,” Bray said. “But close.”

“Did you defeat all of them?”

“Yep. I got thirty-five skins that day.”

“How’d you manage to do it?”

Bray smirked, unable to disguise his pride. “Do you want to know how?”

William nodded anxiously. Ella kept her eyes on the field, but found herself listening intently. Despite her mixed feelings toward the Warden, any knowledge he could impart would be worth having. Their survival might depend on it.

Bray gave one last look over the field, and then continued. “It happened about a year ago, right after the Brighton soldiers defeated a horde outside the walls. The demons had grown scarce, and many of the Wardens decided to head out past the frontier into the deep forests. I figured I’d head south. Most of the other Wardens were heading west, so I figured I’d have better luck in another direction. As you probably know, not many people have ventured that far away from the three towns, and I wasn’t familiar with the area. One morning, as I was coming down from my camp on a mountain, I stumbled on a pack of infected. They were trolling a field at the mountain’s base, scavenging among the trees. Because of the direction of the wind, I hadn’t smelled them, and by the time I saw them, they’d already spotted me.”

Bray paused for breath. William stared at him, eagerness in his expression.

“I turned, ready to flee, but I was butted up against an incline, and I knew that if I tried to run, I’d be overtaken. There was nothing I could do but fight them off. It took me a good part of the afternoon to slay all of them.”

“How’d you do it? How’d you kill them?” William asked.

Bray scratched his chin. “There are certain things you learn along the way—strategies that become instinct. Things you don’t know until you’re faced with a situation like that,” he said evasively.

“But don’t you have certain methods? Like the soldiers do?”

“I have my ways.”

Bray stopped and reached for his pack, watching Ella and William. He pulled out a flask of water and drank from it, letting his cheeks billow with the liquid. Ella felt a swell of annoyance. Rather than say anything, she held her tongue. When Bray was finished, he inspected the field and then resumed speaking.

“You want to know my secrets?” he asked.

Ella and William nodded.

“For one, never stop moving. The minute you stop moving is the minute you die. The demons have a difficult time catching a moving target. If there are a number of them, they tend to trip each other up, so you can use that to your advantage. Chase them from side to side, and attack the fiercest ones first. Never let yourselves get surrounded. In this particular instance, I had the mountain at my back, which limited the number of ways they could approach. If you get surrounded, you’re as dead as the soldiers we left on the mountain.”

Ella nodded her head, processing the information. William’s eyes were big and round, staring at Bray in amazement.

“You said it took an afternoon to slay them?” he asked.

“Almost,” Bray said. “When I’d thinned their numbers, I was able to lead several of them away and dispatch them individually. By that time, I’d decided I wasn’t going to flee. The prospect of silver was too good.”

“What happened when you defeated them all?”

Bray wiped his lips and returned his water to his pack. “Afterwards? I headed to The House of Barren Women and took a nice, hot bath.” He grinned.
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When the demons had disappeared from the field, Bray led Ella and William in another direction, avoiding the open grass and heading deeper into the woods. Rerouting would lengthen their journey, but it’d give them a buffer zone from the creatures.

After a few minutes of traveling, the smell started to dissipate, but Ella could still detect the odor in her mouth and nose. It was a stench she’d always equate with death. As persistent as it was, she was glad it existed—it warned them of danger, and it probably saved their lives.

They hiked for a while longer without speaking, and she could tell William was searching for the creatures. He held his knife in hand. Several times, when he thought no one was looking, she caught him taking a practice jab. She recalled his ambitions as a child. At different points in his young life, he’d wanted to be a soldier, a merchant, and a farmer. Although she wasn’t fond of some of his phases, she’d never squashed his dreams. As Ella knew from her own childhood, one’s aspirations would change over time, and there was no use dwelling on the fleeting whims of a child. It was best to let him explore the world around him, finding his own passions and his own path.

The realities of life would dissuade any child soon enough.

She pretended not to see William swinging his blade, letting him have his moment. Bray wove through the trees at a rapid pace, and Ella and William fought to keep up. It was evident he knew the forest as well as anyone, and she was once again grateful to have him as a guide. Most of the journey guides she knew, though knowledgeable about the wild, weren’t skilled in battle.

Bray possessed both attributes.

At one point, she heard the distant roar of the river, and she envisioned the demons drinking from its banks. In just a day, she’d learned more about the wild than a year of listening to stories in taverns could’ve taught her.

Most of the people in Brighton were isolated and removed, dependent on the teachings of the ministers. The only knowledge they had was from stories, and many of those stories were full of embellishments and mistruths. She’d always suspected this, but she’d never dared give voice to her theories.

Now that she was seeing things firsthand, many of her suspicions had been validated. The only way to learn about the wild was to immerse oneself in it, as dangerous as it was.

As the sun climbed higher in the sky, William began to stumble. Ella reached out for his arm to steady him.

“Are you okay, William?”

He stared at her with guilt in his eyes. “I’m hungry,” he confessed.

Ella felt a shimmer in her heart—the feeling of a mother who’d been neglecting her child. They hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Regardless of their hurry, they could afford to take a moment. “Let’s stop.”

At the sound of their conversation, Bray turned back and walked to join them. Ella shrugged the pack from her shoulders and opened it, pulling out an apple she’d taken from the soldiers. She handed it to William, watching him devour it hungrily. Then she withdrew some berries for herself. She was tired of the taste, but happy to be fed, at least.

“If we weren’t in a hurry, I’d catch us some game,” Bray offered. “But we need to get moving.”

Ella agreed. She finished her meal and washed it down with water. It was getting towards mid-day, and the sun bore down from overhead, splashing light through the trees. The birds and insects were as vocal as ever. It was as if the animals had forgotten the disruption of the demons, and were reclaiming the forest.

William stared at Bray as he chewed.

“What are the buildings like in Davenport?” he asked. “Do they look the same as the outskirts of Brighton?”

“Some are taller. But you can’t climb inside them. They aren’t safe, and they’re covered in weeds,” Bray answered.

“Most are forbidden,” Ella agreed.

“Do the kids go inside them anyway? Like they do in Brighton?”

“William!” Ella scolded. “You know better than that.”

“I haven’t gone in, myself,” he said, turning his head to disguise the lie.

“You better not have,” she warned. “And you won’t be exploring the ones in Davenport, either.”

“I can’t wait to see them, that’s all.”

“Who says you have to wait?” Bray asked.

Ella and William turned to ask for clarification. Before they could speak, they saw what Bray was referring to. Deep in the distance, over the tops of a few trees, were the tips of several majestic buildings.

“Welcome to Davenport,” he said with a smile.


Chapter 39

Ivory

 



The sky was bright and yellow when Ivory arrived at the base of a tower that stood twenty layers tall. Each layer was the size of a prairie, and he could walk through most of them without bumping his head on the layer above. Each was lush with plants around the edges and filled with small animals. Birds perched and nested. In the center of each layer, where the suns rays never fell, they were barren caves.

Vertical columns cut through the layers. Some were empty shafts that fell away to the ground. Others held the rusted remains of stairs, in places sturdy, in some covered in plants and shrubs, and in still others, fallen away over time, to leave gaps that couldn’t be crossed.

No stairs allowed for climbing from bottom to top. The tower was a maze. Ivory made his way up through a few layers on stairs that were intact. In one of the empty shafts, he climbed the rusted rungs of an old ladder. That was only good to get him past another three layers. Eventually, he had to climb on the roots and branches that grew between several floors, putting him outside the tower and in danger of falling a hundred feet to his death.

As he navigated the building, his mind wandered. He thought about The Cleansing. He was glad he’d missed it again. He’d seen enough bloodshed during his days to scar his nights forever. His uncle had been taken from him years ago; to this day he could still hear the man screaming. If it weren’t for Ivory’s father, Ivory would consider leaving the town and its walls behind. The wonderment of the ruins and the quest for knowledge beckoned with far more vigor.

He switched focus to the loot he’d taken, and the coins he’d make when he traded his metals in Brighton. For the millionth time, Ivory considered the possibility that he might one day come across a treasure trove of coins—ancient coins. If that happened, he’d have no need to collect metals for selling to the smiths. He’d only need to pretend to be a hunter of limited talent. He was surprised nobody had figured it out already. Anybody paying attention would know that his trips into the forest ran for way too many days and that he always returned with too little game. Anyone paying attention would know that the house where he and his father lived—where they used to live with Ivory’s mother and Ivory’s uncle—was more house than could be afforded on the income from Ivory’s and his father’s hunting.

Eventually, Ivory reached the highest layer, which had a roof overhead. He worked his way across the building. His thoughts of Brighton faded. His focus was on the coming few days, and the knowledge he’d gain while in the ruined city. Ever since his uncle had started taking him here, he’d found purpose far greater than anything in the township could have offered. He stepped over the familiar juts and holes in the ground, working his way to a more stable area on the far side, one that would serve as his home for the next few days. He could already make out the far outer wall of the building. There, at the edge, watching over the ruined city, sat Ivory’s friend and teacher.

Jingo turned. His silhouette against the gleaming sun showed the calcified warts on one side of his head as he said, “Hello, Ivory.”


Chapter 40

Ella

 



At the sight of Davenport, Ella and William hastily finished their meal. As she closed her pack, Ella kept her eyes glued to the treetops, as if the tips of the buildings might disappear. A part of her was convinced that the town was an illusion, and that she’d wake up again in the cave, listening to the sounds of demons feasting on human remains.

But the buildings were real.

Her eyes watered as she took them in. She recognized several already—ancient and looming, their tops crumbled, but holding. Although time had dimmed the details, the buildings looked familiar, as if she’d never left.

“Come on, William!” she said.

She tugged William along, keeping after Bray. Now that she’d seen Davenport, the forest seemed less menacing. It was as if the town itself was a repellent against the demons, and its mere presence would protect them. She had to remind herself that they were still in danger. The men in Davenport were just as apt to condemn them as those in Brighton, whether she reached her relatives or not. Though death would be less imminent, it would be no less severe. Their best bet was to immerse themselves in the town and find her aunt and uncle.

The last thing they needed was to arouse suspicion.

Ella reviewed her plan in her head. Her goal was for Bray to get them clothes, then sell her wares and seek out her relatives. If something went afoul, she’d have the silver and could seek refuge in another town.

The plan was far from foolproof, but right now, it was the only plan she had.

As she hiked after Bray, she prayed he’d be able to get them inside undetected. Showing up through the gates so soon after a Cleansing would arouse suspicion. Her memory of the town was almost twelve years old, and many things had likely changed since then, so she’d need to depend on him.

As she strode through the forest, she pictured the town vividly: the streets colorful and vibrant, the sound of merchants, traders, and children punctuating the air. She remembered walking those streets with her parents, holding their hands as they strolled past the vegetable stands and parked wagons. That was before the plague, and before the troubles she’d had at her aunt’s and uncle’s. Everything seemed more prosperous then. Whether it was the innocent gloss of childhood or her own naiveté, she didn’t know, but the memory was comforting.

William deserved to have memories like that. She’d make sure he had them.

As the buildings in the distance loomed closer, Ella noticed Bray had sheathed his sword, and she followed suit. It was always wise to stand down while in the vicinity of a settlement. Entering town with a weapon drawn was an easy way to get oneself killed. From what she recalled, there was a wall on the east side of Davenport, but she wasn’t sure if that was where they were headed. Bray had changed course several times; her bearings were lost.

“Which way are we going in?” she asked.

“Normally I’d take you through the east wall, but there’ll be too many guards there. I know another way—a path between buildings that’ll bring us closer to the merchants.”

“Won’t they see us?”

“Not if we’re careful.”

She refrained from further questions, content to follow Bray. William scurried closer to her. He’d never been to another of the towns before. Although she’d meant to take him, he’d been too young to travel. It was a shame they’d come under these circumstances.

Ahead of them, Ella could see the light of a clearing. In just a few feet, the thick underbrush had relented, and the outlines of buildings sprung into view a few hundred yards away. The sight of Davenport proper made her heart gallop.

Ella listened intently, expecting to hear voices. She could already read evidence of civilization on the ground—broken underbrush, the beginnings of paths, and boot prints in the dirt.

Bray stuck to the outskirts of the forest, keeping them out of plain view. As they crept through the trees, she tried to separate the buildings from the groping hands of nature, discerning what had once been the ruins of the Ancients. The walls of old buildings had long outgrown their function, and served as barriers to keep the town contained.

And somewhere inside those walls were the people she’d come to see. Somewhere inside were Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick.

She bounced between excitement and fear. How would her aunt and uncle react when they arrived? Would they agree to help? What if they cast her away? She couldn’t imagine them betraying William. Ethan had been one matter, but a child? She swallowed. Every possibility needed to be considered.

There was a chance they’d be forced to flee. There was a chance the Brighton soldiers would catch up to them. Hell, there was even a chance her relatives would try to have her burned. If that happened, she’d fight her way out of Davenport, she’d get William to safety.

They were approaching the back wall of a building. Bray pushed aside the overgrowth, exposing the dirt-worn exterior. The building was covered in clumps of ivy, but he cast them aside until he’d revealed a hole in the wall. Through it, she could see the crumbled interior. Beyond the building, through another hole in the far wall, she saw a dirt road.

Bray put his finger to his lips. “Stay here,” he said.

“Where are you going?”

“To see one of the merchants. He should be able to help us.”

“What’s his name?” Ella asked, as if she might remember him.

“Elmore,” Bray said.

She didn’t recognize the name. “He’ll pay us for the scalps?”

“Yes, and he’ll have clothing for you, too.”

Ella paused. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

“No. But I won’t tell him any more than he needs. When I crawl through this hole, follow me, but stay inside the building. When I’m finished, I’ll come get you.” Bray held out his hands for her pack.

“I don’t think so,” Ella said. “The pack stays with me.”

“How will I sell your things?”

“We’ll accompany you.”

“In that condition? Not a good idea.”

Ella looked down at her clothing, still stained in blood. She gave Bray a hard stare. Although she’d trusted him to take them this far, the memory of what he’d done to them in the cave was still fresh. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow him to take her things.

Bray chortled. He gave Ella a long look, then turned his attention back to the hole. “How about this? Give me three bits of silver to get your clothes. When I have them, I’ll come back and get you, and we can return to the merchants together. But you’ll need to wait in the alley.”

Ella reluctantly agreed. She tugged off her pack and removed three bits of silver, handed them to him, and watched him disappear through the hole.

Then she sucked in a breath and followed him through. William stayed close behind.

The building was dark, damp, and unoccupied. What was left of the floor was covered in rubble and weeds. Ivy clung to the walls and ceiling, as if the forest had slowly been working its way inside. She scanned the dark walls and the corners, ensuring no one was lurking within. Then she stared out of the hole in the far wall at the dirt road.

She recognized the area. Although time had made subtle changes, she was able to pick out several landmarks—a short building with a cracked door, a taller one with a misshapen roof. A row of wagons waited outside the latter, probably awaiting vegetables from the harvest.

The road was quiet. There was no one in sight. She’d expected to hear the bustle of the townsfolk, but the street was oddly empty.

She looked over at Bray, who was standing next to them in the darkened room. In the time she’d been distracted, he’d quietly drawn his sword.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer.

The Warden crept through the building for a better look at the street. Ella felt a sudden sense of foreboding, one that slid through her body and wormed its way through her joints. A minute earlier, her primary concern had been encountering the guard or being apprehended by the Brighton soldiers, but now her thoughts had taken a new direction. Where was everybody?

William grabbed hold of her arm. “Mom? What’s that smell?” he hissed.

“I’m not sure,” she whispered.

She knew what it was. It was the odor of death, and it clung to the air like a cool breeze, wafting over the town.

Bray crept through an opening in the building and onto the street, beckoning for them to follow. With each step, Ella expected to hear the din of voices, the cries of children at play, but there was nothing. The town was silent. It was as if all of the townspeople had packed their belongings and left.

She held her sword in her hand and kept William close by.

They traveled the narrow road, expecting to be stopped at any moment by the guard, or a merchant, but the only greeting they received was the occasional caw of a bird. The buildings were their only companions, and the moss-covered walls seemed as ancient as they ever had. Ella’s legs felt tingly and numb, as if something had crawled inside her and taken control. She recognized more and more buildings as they walked, but each one only fueled her unease. All of them were empty. All of them were lifeless. They were approaching the center of town.

They took a turn, entering one of the main roads that led to the square.

Ella immediately covered her mouth, bile threatening to spill from her stomach. The mangled remains of the townsfolk were everywhere. Women, children, and soldiers had all been torn apart with equal abandon, mouths hanging open, limbs mangled. Merchant stands—once filled with fruits and vegetables—were toppled, the hay carts overturned and shattered. The carcasses of pigs were strewn about the street, as if their entrails were the last touch in some perverted parade.

The blood in the road was sticky and wet, and Ella sidestepped to avoid it, as if interacting with it would make the scene real. But it was real, and no amount of avoidance would make it go away.

The entire town had been massacred.

The dirt-covered roads, once filled with life, were now carpeted with the blood and bones of the people who’d once walked them. Ella clutched her son with a shaky hand, as much to hold herself up as him.

“Wh-what happened, Mom?” William whispered.

She shook her head. There were no words for the scene. The carnage on the mountain had been a mere taste of what was to come, a foreshadowing of the violence they saw now. Who could’ve done this? Was it the demons? A rogue band of soldiers? No one else would be able to reap so much suffering. She surveyed the scene for some evidence, but found herself more confused. Some of the townsfolk had been stabbed, but others appeared to have been torn apart and eaten.

There was no reason to the madness.

She took a step forward, almost tripping over the gutted body of a merchant, his entrails coiled around his neck, his tongue lolling from his mouth. A strangled woman lay next to him, her neck purple and bruised. Each spectacle was worse than that last, and each scene was something out of a nightmare.

They needed to get out of here. They needed to leave.

But she was unable to move. It was as if the spectacle had rooted her in place, preventing her from doing anything but taking it in.

Bray walked several steps ahead of them, swiveling from one building to the next, as if whoever—or whatever—had attacked the town would leap out and grab them. But the town was deathly silent.

There was no evidence of the perpetrators.

She pictured her aunt’s and uncle’s faces, smiling as they played with William, bouncing him on their knee. They were gone. Even without seeing them, she knew. She choked on her tears. She’d check for them, of course, but she knew…

Bray walked back to join them.

“What happened?” she whispered, hoping he’d have an answer.

“I’m not sure,” he said simply.

“Who could’ve done this?”

Her face stung with tears. The Warden didn’t answer. For the first time since she’d met him, she could tell Bray was afraid.
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The Last Survivors - Book 2 - Chapter 1

Ella

 



They were dead. All of them.

Ella didn’t need to count the bodies to know that all three hundred of Davenport’s residents had been slaughtered. She reached out for William, but her son had already broken away, and he stepped among the gutted and the strangled, his mouth stuck open in disbelief.

“We need to get out of here,” Bray urged.

But Ella’s feet were frozen in place. She scanned the faces of the dead townsfolk, thinking she might recognize someone. A few were familiar, but it was impossible to tell for sure—their expressions were twisted in the throes of death, their features marred with blood and gore.

“Ella!” Bray hissed, louder. His sword was out, and he spun in a slow circle, as though the perpetrators might reappear. But nothing moved. The village was empty. The smell of blood was thick and fresh enough that even scavenging birds and rodents hadn’t dared venture out yet.

Ella imagined the cries that had filled the air, the panic that must’ve ensued before the massacre. How could this have happened?

“We can’t leave,” Ella whispered, still in shock.

“But we have to—”

“I need to find my aunt and uncle. I need to find…”

She broke from her trance and darted down the street, collecting William. She leapt over toppled pushcarts and spilled vegetables, holding onto his hand, pushing the images of gore from her mind almost as soon as she saw them. Her feet had taken over for her mind, leading her from one turn to the next, operating on muscle memory and adrenaline. William heaved thick breaths beside her. He didn’t speak, not even to question her.

Anywhere they ran was better than here.

She heard Bray’s footsteps behind them as he chased, but he’d ceased calling for them. The village was silent save the clap of their boots, the world as small as the butchered streets before them.

Ella flew by building after building, barely taking in the sights. Doors hung open with no one behind them. Houses stood vacant. She’d never seen the village this quiet. Except for The Cleansing, of course. Had The Cleansing already happened? It must have. It was an unbreakable tradition.

This must’ve happened after.

But none of that mattered. All that mattered to Ella was following her feet and her memory, making her way to the place she’d once called home. With each street they passed, the carnage thickened. Bodies were sprawled in every direction. Not just the remains of the townsfolk, but the remains of animals, as well, butchered and half-eaten. They’d have to run through the square to get to her aunt and uncle’s.

Things would get worse before they got better.

Her stomach heaved and churned. But she wouldn’t stop until she’d reached her aunt and uncle’s. In the distance, about a hundred feet away, she saw the steeple of the worship building, the place where she’d spent many days in her childhood. The peak rose a hundred feet in the air, the walls built from the smooth gray material of the Ancients. The structure was as majestic as she remembered it.

Davenport had been built around its remains.

We’re almost there, she thought, as though reaching the village center would somehow erase the chaos. But her body gave away her fear. Her heart slammed against her ribs; heavy gasps burned her throat. She dodged the body of a slain merchant, catching a glimpse of his gouged eyes and the hilt of a knife protruding from his forehead. So it hadn’t been demons. Not all of it.

Men had done this.

She barely had time to register the thought when she’d rounded the next corner. She flew past the worship building, giving way to an open, dirt square about several hundred feet across. Bodies lined the edges, many with spears in their backs. Women and children and the elderly had been killed with equal abandon.

Two heads were in the center on spikes.

The ministers, she thought. As she ran, her mind conjured the images of Father Towson and Father Decker, who’d come to Brighton for visits and guest sermons. She hadn’t particularly liked them, but they didn’t deserve to die. Not like this. None of this made any sense.

Tears spilled down her face.

With William running behind her, she dashed across the square, approaching the slain ministers. The sticks were propped several feet above the ground, displaying the severed, ruined faces for all to see. The alley to her aunt and uncle’s was in view, just past the village center; she’d have to pass the spiked heads to get to it. As she approached, she felt William’s hand go slack in hers, and saw that he was staring at the ministers. Unwittingly, she followed his gaze.

Only the heads didn’t belong to the ministers.

Ella stopped running, an icy numbness working its way through her body. She hadn’t recognized any of the bodies so far. Not through the blood and gore. But she recognized these.

She clasped her hand over her mouth, unable to contain her sickness. Staring at her from the tops of the spikes, their eyes sightless, their faces splashed with blood, were the severed heads of Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick.

“No!” Ella wailed, collapsing to her knees. She turned her head and heaved into the street. William fell to the ground next to her, grasping her arm. He was crying, too. He would’ve remembered them. They hadn’t visited in five years, but there was no mistaking their relatives.

She closed her eyes and reopened them, hoping to find proof that this was all a dream, but it was real. The death and the destruction of Davenport was total and irrevocable.

Bray drew near, his face sympathetic. His eyes wandered from the spikes and then back to Ella. “Blackthorn,” he said.

“What?” Ella dried her face and looked up at him. She furrowed her brow, as much in disbelief as in mourning.

“Blackthorn did this to get to you. To send a message.”

The words hit her like a punch to the stomach, and the tears were flowing again, and she was powerless to stop them. This was all her fault. She’d avoided The Cleansing; she’d skirted the will of The Word. And now others had paid.

 “No,” she managed.

“This wasn’t because of you,” William said next to her. “It was because of me.” He dried his face and got to his feet. She watched him through a veil of tears. His face was contorted in both anguish and anger. How could she comfort him? There was no way to mend what had happened.

To her surprise, he raised his fist in the air and began to shout. “I’ll kill you! Do you hear me?”

“Quiet!” Bray said, grabbing the boy’s arm.

William ignored him. “I’ll kill you, Blackthorn!”

The boy had lost control, and he writhed in Bray’s arms. Ella leapt to her feet. She grabbed hold of William’s other arm, doing her best to hush him. His face was flush and streaked with tears. After a few seconds they were able to settle him down. She looked across the bloodied square, certain she’d find a band of soldiers, but the square was empty. Even still, they needed to get out of here. But not yet.

“I need to check on something else,” Ella said.

“This isn’t wise. We have to—” Bray began.

“Please.” She gave him an insistent stare and then started for the other side of the plaza. Bray and William followed. She scoured the ground as she ran, tracing the faces of the fallen townsfolk again. Soon she’d reached the alley past the square. The buildings were small and close together, and her mind jumped to memories of her youth. She’d played chickenball and rattles in the streets, just like William. She’d had friends. She’d had dreams. The scenery was so familiar, and yet so wrong.

She stepped around the bodies of several women lying facedown in the dirt, their dresses hitched above their waists, made to look indecent even in death. She glanced inside several open doorways, hoping she’d see someone inside, a survivor of the massacre, someone who could explain what had happened. She needed hope now more than ever. But the small houses were dark and empty.

Four doorways further was the entrance to her aunt and uncle’s. She recognized the door even before she was upon it, and she picked up her pace until she’d reached it. Stomach hitching, she crossed the threshold.

The house had been ransacked. Her aunt and uncle’s bedrolls were slashed, their storeroom raided. A sack of grain lay empty in the corner, the contents dumped across the room. The floor was wet and it reeked of urine. If there was any resemblance to the place where Ella had grown up, it was lost in the disorder.

Her eyes flitted across the ruined room. She walked inside and picked up the blankets and bedrolls. Then she went to the storeroom and peered inside. The shelves were barren, the contents either stolen or destroyed.

“What are you looking for?” Bray asked from the doorway, his sword at the ready.

Ella didn’t answer. Her heart was pumping furiously.

“Take some supplies, if you must,” Bray added. “But be quick about it. They’ll be back looking for you. We can’t stay.”

Ella ignored him, growing nauseous again. She walked to the entrance, pushing by Bray, and scanned up and down the alley. But there was no sign of what she was looking for. She turned around to find both Bray and William watching her.

“What are you doing?” Bray asked.

“I was hoping she was still here,” Ella said, tears in her eyes.

“Who?”

“I was hoping I’d find my daughter.”
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Chapter 1



 



“Mr. Strickland?”

“Shhh.”

A pause.  Then:

“Mr. Strickland?”

“Shhhh!”

A shorter pause.

“Mr. –“

Ken Strickland tried very hard not to roll his eyes.  He almost succeeded.

“What is it, Becca?”

Becca Lee was famous for this.  Bright enough to be in the college prep courses, but she somehow always found herself on the upper end of the grading curve in the lower level classes.  Like she didn’t want to run the risk of finding herself in the middle of the pack.  Better to win at an easier game than actually push herself to excel.  Still, that didn’t stop her from raising her hand and asking some question every time she finished a test. An obvious-to-everyone-but-her attempt for recognition, if not outright validation.  She might as well have just said, “I’m done, I’m smart, and I just wanted you all to know.”

Ken liked Becca.  He liked all his students, even the ones who seemed determined to squeak through their high school career on the way to promising futures as fry cooks, senators, and other high school teachers.  But some of them really tried his patience.

“Becca,” he said.  His voice was a stage whisper, one he knew from experience would carry through the room.  She was in the first row – a seat she had picked for herself, of course – so he could have been quieter.  But sometimes a little public embarrassment was the best medicine.  “Please be quiet unless you need to go pee-pee so bad you’re going to explode.”

Titters from the class.  Most of them seemed to understand what he was doing, too, glancing surreptitiously at Becca and rolling their eyes before returning their gazes to the tests he had handed out only….  Ken’s eyes flicked to the digital wall-clock.

Crap, it’s only been ten minutes?  No way she finished already.

As if mirroring his thoughts, Becca shook her head at that moment.  Her face scrunched up and there were wrinkles on her forehead that he’d never seen on her before.  She looked worried.  Freaked out.

Scared.

“It’s not that.  It’s just….”  She looked like she was searching for the right words, then just shrugged and pointed.

Ken followed the line of her gesture.  He wondered absently if this was some new way to get attention.  Wondered if there was any chance he would be able to steal away during his lunch break and meet up with Maggie and the kids.

Wondered if he was going to live and die in that lowest of all stations: a high school teacher.

Then all that fell out of his head, fell from his mind like water through a sieve as he saw what Becca was pointing at.  What she had been the first to see.

Others in the class saw it, too.  The titters of a moment before disappeared, replaced by several gasps and one small screech that probably came from Janeane Carpenter in the last row.

Or maybe it came from Ken himself.  He couldn’t be sure.  But a moment later he realized he’d stopped breathing.

“What the hell is that?” he said.


Chapter 2



 



Bugs.

Lots of them.

The high school was all indoors.  It had to be; Boise, Idaho, didn’t get cold on the same level of, say, Missoula, Montana, but the idea of walking between different buildings during a winter snowstorm would have been supremely unpleasant.

Ken’s class was on the third floor of the high school, the east side.  One side of the classroom was mostly glass, just a wall of windows that allowed a view of the city.  It was a nice view, but Ken hated it.  It was just one more thing to distract the kids, especially with all the construction going on downtown: huge cranes moving steel girders into place were far too interesting for a mere teacher to compete with.

Now, however, the cranes were the furthest thing from his mind.  Instead, he was staring at the windows themselves.  Or at least, at one of them.  The second pane from his desk.

At first glance, the window appeared to be covered by some sort of corrugated cardboard, dark and rough.  But then Ken saw that the ripples in the “material” were moving.

Feet.

Legs.

Carapaces.

The bodies and body parts of thousands – tens of thousands – of insects that for some reason now clung to the single pane of glass.

One of the students cursed.  Normally the word would have gotten the kid a trip to Principal Connors’ office, but Ken barely registered the sound.

He stood up and walked to the window.

“Mr. Strickland….”

He glanced at Becca.  She had half-risen from her seat, one hand reaching toward him.  She looked like a damsel in a Saturday morning serial, reaching for her beau as he embarked on a dangerous mission.

A chill ran up Ken’s spine.  He turned back to the bugs.  He didn’t want to go.  But he had to know.

He moved to the window.

The insects crawled over, under, across one another.  A teeming mass of life.  But they did not leave the confines of the single pane of glass.

Something buzzed and hit the pulpy mound of insect bodies.  It hit hard enough that the window beneath clicked.  Ken’s face was within inches of the glass when it happened, and he jerked back.  Someone behind him screamed.

“Just another bug,” he said, realizing what had happened as he said it.  Just another bug.  Another bug.

But why?

Another buzz as something flew to join the coagulating pile of insects.  He could actually hear them through the glass, their feet clambering over the window and each other, tic-ti-ti-tic-tic-tic-tic.

His guts roiled.

He grabbed his stomach with one hand.  With the other, he reached up –

(Don’t do this, Ken, it’s a bad idea….)

– and tapped on the glass.

Nothing happened.  The bugs didn’t seem to notice.  He tapped again, harder this time.  They continued buzzing over and around each other, but none took flight, none were startled away by the intrusive vibrations he must surely be sending among them.

Ken slammed the flat of his fist against the window.  A sharp crack punched through the otherwise still air.  The window split.

The bugs kept crawling.  None flew away.  They remained on the single square of glass.

And then one of the students screamed.
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Ken didn’t turn around, because he saw the reason for the scream in almost the same second.  So did most of the kids.  They emptied out of their chairs and stampeded to the windows.  Normally the kind of thing Ken frowned on.

Not this time.

This time he was too busy looking at the plane.

He wasn’t an aviation expert.  He could discuss airplanes from a historical perspective, but he didn’t know much beyond that.  He could tell, however, that the plane he was looking at was a big one.  Maybe a 747 – he didn’t think the Boise Airport handled anything bigger than that.

Whatever it was, though, it was falling.  Not coming in for a landing at the airport, not doing a dangerously low flyover.  It didn’t even look like it was crashing in the sense that Ken thought of it: a dive that was just a bit too low, or listing to one side as though it might have an engine out.

It was simply plummeting, spinning on three axes, flipping tail over wing, nose over belly.  Smoke was coming from its sides, as though someone had smashed out the windows before setting off a smoke bomb.

One of the wings exploded.  It happened fast, and more violently than Ken could have imagined.  No apparent smoke, no flames.  Just one moment there was a wing and the next the plane was raining fiery shrapnel from a jagged stump where the wing used to be.  The explosion sounded like a muffled pop at this distance.

A few of the students screamed.  Ken did, too.  He thought about telling them to get back, not to look.  But there was a disconnect between his thoughts and his mouth.  He kept looking.  Kept staring as the plane fell.

A second later, two more jets entered his field of vision.  These were military, he could tell.  Probably from the Air Force Base in Mountain Home.  They looked like some kind of stealth fighters, flying in a tight formation like black insects carrying the world’s deadliest stings.

Then, an instant before the 747 completed its topsy-turvy fall to earth, one of the stealth fighters abruptly jerked into the flight path of the other.  The move was so sudden that Ken jumped in place.  The two fighters impacted.

These two jets were close enough that when they hit it wasn’t a muffled pop, but a thundering boom that rattled the windows in the classroom.

It was enough to shake some of the fuzz from Ken’s mind.  He turned and said, “Move away, guys.  Move away from the glass!”

He was trying not to scream.

The two stealth fighters fell in a tangled mass of light and dark, black metal burning bright.

Before they fell to earth, before any of the students turned away, the falling 747 finished its collision course with the world.  Another huge, window-shaking thud.  A bright ball of fire exploded somewhere downtown.  Smoke surged like a living thing, reaching up to swat at the sky.

“Get away from the glass!”

Now he was screaming.  He needed them away from the windows.

Mostly because he didn’t want the kids to notice that the bugs – the things that had called him to the glass in the first place – hadn’t taken flight, even when the explosion from the two doomed fighters rattled the glass.

He also hoped none of them had noticed the other things.


Chapter 4



 



Six.

Six.

SIX, GOOD GOD, SIX!

That was how many other aircraft he had seen in the sky.  All falling.

Boise Airport was not Los Angeles International.  Six had to be pretty much every single commuter jet on approach in the area.

All falling.  All looking like they’d been knocked from the sky by the hand of God.

“Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland….”

The voice burrowed into his consciousness, someone speaking his name over and over again like a weird chant.  He wondered how long the sound had been going on.

How long did it take for someone to lose their mind?

The students were all crying, whimpering.  Some of the kids were holding one another, faces resting in boyfriends’ chests or on girlfriends’ shoulders.  Their expressions seemed decades older than they had only moments before.

“Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland Mr. Strickland….”

He finally managed to penetrate the fog of shock long enough to recognize the voice.  It was Becca again.  She was pointing at something else.  Not falling planes or bugs gone mad.  Something new.  Something on the floor.  Something….

This time it was Ken who cursed.  No one called him on it.  Everyone was too focused on the windows, on grief.

A few of them, like Becca, even noticed Matt Anders.

Matt was a small kid.  Quiet.  The kind of boy who went with the flow, who did what was asked.  A teacher’s wet dream from the perspective of being no trouble at all about anything.  But Ken always worried about Matt.  Wondered what kind of life the kid was going to have if he could never find his own opinions, his own point of view.

Now, though, all of that might be moot.  Matt was laying on the floor of the classroom, splayed out full-length in front of his desk, his feet twitching spastically against the cheap tile, his head rolling back and forth as white froth oozed from his mouth.

“He having a seizure?”  That was Ricky Briscoe, looking over the tops of his huge glasses, staring at Matt like he was a cool new trading card at the comic book store.

“I don’t know!” snapped Ken.  He knelt down next to Matt and tried to remember what to do in case of seizures.  The school made the teachers take CPR and first aid classes, but most of that was geared toward broken bones and the like, not grand mal episodes that occurred in the middle of some major terrorist event.

“Get up, move!” he shouted, waving for a few students nearby to give him space.  The students stepped back and Ken swept all the closest chairs away as well, giving Matt a clear area where he wouldn’t collide with anything.

“Shouldn’t you get him, like, a spoon or something?”

Ken didn’t look at the speaker.  Didn’t have to.  Becca.

“I don’t – I don’t think so, I –“

Then the screaming began.  The real screaming.
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Matt Anders was on the floor.  Rolling around, having a seizure.  Ken had his hands on the boy’s shoulders, trying to keep him from rolling into the chairs, trying to keep the scrawny kid from braining himself on the metal legs only inches from his face.  He wouldn’t have thought he had enough mental space left to look at something else.

But he did.  The screams forced him to look.

He glanced over his left shoulder.  Just a quick peek.  Just a glimpse.  Just a tiny look that was more than enough to afford him a full view of the hell that had opened up around him.

The first thing he saw was Becca.  Of course, it was always Becca.  Becca, who was so careful to be the center of attention.  Becca, who wanted to succeed at everything, even if the thing she succeeded at carried no value at all.

Becca, who was now shrieking as she tried to hold Ricky Briscoe away from her.

And as Ken watched, Ricky leaned in close, snarling, and clamped his teeth on Becca’s throat.  Becca had time for one more agonized scream before Ricky’s jaws ground down.  The girl’s scream turned to a loud gurgle, then to a horrible wet murmur as Ricky yanked his head back, and pulled her throat out with his teeth.

Blood geysered, arterial spray painting surrealistic designs on the mint-green walls of the history classroom.

Becca’s fingers clawed at the raw gap where her throat had been.  Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.  Blood continued to jet out of her throat, coating Ricky’s face.

He grinned and turned his face skyward, like he was standing under a summer rain.  Ken noticed that the boy’s glasses had come off, and his eyes were empty of anything but joy at the blood coursing over his skin.

Becca fell.

But the screams continued.  Impossible.  Becca was dead.  She had to be dead.  Her blood was no longer jetting across the room in a high-pressure stream, just trickling out of her with the weak force of gravity as she lay face down on the floor.  No, she was dead.

So where were the screams coming from?

It took a moment for Ken to realize what was happening.  Like his brain was operating on a slightly different time stream, something a few seconds delayed from the rest of the world.  He knew he should be reeling from what had just happened, knew he must be in shock.  But all he could think to do was look around for the source of the sound he heard.  The source of the shrieks.  The screams.

They were coming from the other students.

He looked at his class.  Realized that he had been wrong before.  What he had seen previously had not been Hell; it hadn’t even been Hell’s doorway.

But this….

The students were killing each other.

Ken gazed at what was happening in dumb horror for perhaps as long as two seconds.  Two seconds in which he saw half the class – students he knew and loved – grappling with and trying to kill the other half of the class.

The aggressors all looked like Ricky Briscoe had looked: eyes empty of anything but unadulterated rage.  Nothing left of what they had been.  Like they had been… erased.

Shirley DeMarco, a girl who never caused any trouble, who sat at the back of the class and who Ken had to coax into participation, was straddling another student.  Ken couldn’t tell who the other student was because Shirley was gnawing the other student’s face with her teeth, chewing and smacking like she was tearing into a filet done extremely rare.  The student below her was writhing and screaming, but even as Ken watched the unfortunate student’s form went still.  Ken didn’t know if the kid was dead or just unconscious, but a moment later he knew as Shirley – nice, mousy Shirley – buried her face in the student’s neck and started chewing away.  Blood spouted, obscuring Shirley’s visage, her dead eyes.

Ken moved his gaze to another pair of students.  A girl –

(Who is that?  What’s her name, oh, God, why can’t I remember her name?)

– who was attacking a much larger boy with a letterman jacket.  She clamped her teeth on his shoulder and bit down and the boy – Stu Clancy – howled and shoved her with an explosion of his thick muscles.  The girl flew back through the confused melee that the classroom had become.  She tripped over a pair of bodies that were locked in a deathroll on the now blood-slicked tile floor, slipped on a patch of what might have been brains forcibly expelled from a student’s skull, and fell.

Her head smashed into the sharp corner of a desk.

Ken saw the girl’s –

(Laura Briscoe!  It’s Laura Briscoe!  What the hell is happening, Laura?)

– head seem to implode.  Pink and gray ooze exploded out of the wound.  Her head went convex.

She didn’t die.  Didn’t even pass out.

No, Laura stood up.  She tilted her head skyward and screamed, a sound so awful and wrenching that Ken wanted to cover his ears.  It seemed like every bad thing that had ever happened in a universe not famous for mercy was packed into that scream.

Then Laura’s head tilted back to its usual plane.  Not staring straight ahead – impossible since one of her eyes was gone, exploded right out of her face with the force of impact into the desk – but rather seeming to peer into an abyss of madness that only she could see.

She howled again, and dove back into the free-for-all.  But whereas the other students seemed to be involved in one-on-one struggles, she tore indiscriminately into anyone who came within her reach.  Punching, tearing, clawing, biting.

And all the while, a hideous pink/gray, bilious goo leaked from the massive rifts in her skull and her skin.

Ken felt like he should call someone.  The principal?  911?

Who do you call when something like this happens?  When your tiny corner of the universe casts off all vestiges of reason and runs rampant on a field of madness?

Who do you call?

For a moment he thought, Ghostbusters! and he knew his own brain was misfiring; madness creeping in at the edges of a mind seeking desperately to find reason and coming up empty.

He heard two booms and figured it must be a pair of the falling planes coming down.  But he couldn’t be sure.

He didn’t know.

Didn’t know who to call.

Didn’t know what to do.

And then he didn’t have time to think about it.  Because in the next moment things got much worse.


Chapter 6



 



If you had asked Ken Strickland even ten minutes ago a question like, “Could you forget about a student having a seizure in your class?” he would have answered in the negative.  He would also have laughed and possibly asked if you needed a medication increase.

But that was before insanity pushed into his class.  Before the bugs, before planes bombing downtown, and before students started killing each other.

Now, he had forgotten about the boy suffering a grand mal seizure under his hands.  Had forgotten about Matt Anders.

But the growling reminded him.

That and the fact that Matt went suddenly and completely still.

Ken’s eyes were dragged to the silent form under his hands, like he was looking for a single bright spot of sanity in the black pit of madness that had swallowed his once-orderly classroom.  Like he was looking for some reason he could give himself that life still made sense – even if that reason was that at least normal things like seizures were still a possibility.

But even that was denied him.

He looked down and saw Matt, still drooling but no longer thrashing around.  The boy’s eyes were rolled back in his skull, his head oriented upward, like he was trying desperately to see something beyond the cheap acoustic ceiling tiles.

He was growling.  A low, abrasive noise that sounded like he was probably damaging his vocal cords.  It sent another round of shivers up and down Ken’s spine.

Then Matt’s eyes snapped back into place.  They didn’t roll, they actually snapped, like they had been jerked back into their moorings by some electromagnetic force.  The pupils were hugely dilated.

Matt’s gaze focused on Ken.  The growl turned even darker.

The boy launched himself upward.  His teeth gnashing.  His hands clenching.

Only the fact that Ken’s hands had already been on Matt’s shoulders saved him.  Only the fact that he had half-pinned the boy’s shoulders to the floor kept him from finding out what it felt like to have his jugular ripped out; to see his lifeblood spew across the slick killing floor that had once been a place of learning.

Even so, it was close.  Matt’s teeth came together with an audible clack inches from Ken’s neck, and Ken could hear the boy’s jaws grinding together with a terrible rasping noise as the kid strained to reach his neck, his face, his flesh.

“No!”

Ken didn’t know if he was screaming at Matt, or at the other kids in the class who had suddenly and unaccountably gone insane.  Most likely he was screaming at everything and everyone – at a world that would permit such madness.  Regardless, the word seemed to come with a burst of strength.  He pushed Matt away, and pushed himself back at the same time.

Matt felt like long cords of firewood under his fingers, muscles bunched so tightly they no longer felt human.  The boy was impossibly strong, impossibly fast.  Ken fell back, thinking he would have a moment to get some clearance between himself and the still mostly prone kid, but he hadn’t taken two steps before Matt was on his feet and rocketing straight at him.

The boy’s fingers were curled into hooks, and Matt knew without a doubt that if the kid got those hooks into him, it would be hard – impossible – for him to escape.

Time slowed down.  Ken had been operating in a different time zone than the rest of the class.  Now he seemed to be rejoining them, but in a way that slowed down the flow of their movements.

He heard a scream.  Had an impossible chance to look over.

It was Stu Clancy.  The big jock was gripping his shoulder where Laura Briscoe had bitten him.  His face was white and sweat was bursting from his pores.  But not normal sweat.  It looked like he was sweating blood, like his capillaries had burst under the pressure of some unimaginable distress.

Stu screamed again.  Then his eyes rolled back in his head.  His face tilted to the ceiling.

And then Ken had to look away from the terrible vision of the star football player.  Because Matt Anders was about to kill him.
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A moment ago – less than a moment, a mere instant ago – Ken had been worried about Matt’s hands.  Now all he saw was the boy’s teeth.  Because what if he got bit?  What if being bit was some kind of death sentence?  What if being bit meant he would end up like the rest of them?  Like Stu?

All this went through Ken’s head in a flash.  Too quickly to come up with a plan.  He just reacted.

When Ken was fourteen he went to a week-long church camp.  He got there early, and was able to score a prime bunk by the door.  He put his stuff – mostly books he’d brought to pass the time – on the bed and went to check out the camp snack shack.

When he came back a half hour later, a kid named Adam was sitting on his bed.  Ken’s books and clothes were in a messy heap on the floor.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened.  Ken, then a full head shorter than most of the kids his age, had started trembling with rage.

“That’s my stuff,” he finally managed.  “That’s my bed.”

Adam barely deigned to glance at him.  Just laced his fingers behind his head and studiously looked heavenward.  “What’re you going to do about it?”

Adam was a full six inches taller than Ken.  Probably outweighed him by fifty pounds.

The answer was obvious.  Ken gathered his stuff and went to another cabin.  He didn’t know anyone there.  He had a terrible time.

And as soon as he got home he withdrew every penny from his bank account – he’d been saving for a car when he turned sixteen – and paid in advance for a year’s worth of lessons at the first martial arts studio he found.  He didn’t kid himself.  It wasn’t about self-defense.  It wasn’t about “never letting it happen again.”

It was about a goal.

He wanted to go back to camp in one year’s time, and kick Adam’s ass.

In the next year he absorbed hapkido.  And while he only grew four inches – still short for his age – he did add fifty pounds of muscle to his frame.

Oddly, at the end of the year Adam’s attitude had done a complete one-eighty.  Maybe it was the fact that he’d heard Ken wanted to teach him new and exciting ways to die.  Maybe it was just that Ken had a lot more confidence and so wasn’t as easy a target. Maybe it was just that both of them grew up enough to get over their insecurities.

Whatever it was, there was no end-of-the-year ass-kicking.  He and Adam ended up being best friends.

But Ken never quit martial arts.  It slowed down a bit when he got married.  A lot when the kids started coming.  But he still made time at least once a week to get out and do some forms, or some weapons practice or sparring.

So when Matt came at him and all he saw was teeth and all he thought about was turning into something less than himself, he just reacted.

He grabbed Matt’s hands, crushing them in his own fingers.  Matt kept barreling at him.  Teeth gnashing.  Spittle flying from his mouth.  That growl, that low, terrible growl.

Ken knew he couldn’t stop the kid.  Whatever had happened to his students had somehow made them stronger than they should be.  Had turned them from normal-level kids to high-level ‘roid freaks.

So he didn’t try to stop Matt.  Just let him come.  Let him come.  Actually pulled him.

Matt stumbled forward a bit.  And in the second that he was off-balance, in the instant that the kid’s feet left the floor and he was completely weightless, Ken fell back himself.  He rolled to his back, still holding onto Matt’s fingers, and used their joint momentum to yank the boy onto him.

This was the dangerous moment.  The time where if he screwed up, Ken knew he was dead.

He didn’t screw up.  His foot popped up perfectly, jamming into Matt’s gut hard enough that the boy’s breath exploded out of him.  Inertia transferred from downward motion to upward and backward motion as Ken’s foot kicked up like a piston, shooting Matt up and over him.

Ken let go of Matt’s hands.  The boy didn’t stop growling, and his claw-fingers grabbed for Ken’s face, nails dragging bleeding lines across Ken’s cheeks and temples.  He just missed gouging out Ken’s eyes.

There was a crash.

The growling stopped.

Ken followed through with the roll, so he ended up on his hands and knees, facing the direction he had started.  He spun around, positive that Matt would be rushing him from behind.

But Matt was gone.

Ken’s stomach felt at once tight and loose, a strange dichotomy that he didn’t understand.

He rushed to the broken window.  Looked down.

Matt’s body was there, three stories below.

Motionless.

Ken had just killed one of his students.

But he didn’t have time to think about it, to care about it.  Because the window let him see the city.

“Maggie,” he whispered.
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Boise was a lovely city.  Ken had always thought it was the perfect mix of big-city life – movie theaters, malls, a few nightclubs – and small-town community.

But now he could not remember why he had ever thought anything positive about the place.  He could only see the black smoke rising in dozens of locations.  Could only see fire skittering over the surfaces of several of the buildings.

The Banner Bank building… was just gone.  Disappeared from Boise’s skyline.  Smoke and fire reached greedy fingers into the sky at the spot where it had once stood, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out where at least one of the crashing planes had gone down.

Then, as he watched, one of the huge industrial cranes that stood in the city center tilted drunkenly.

It was the one by the Wells Fargo Center.

“Maggie,” Ken said again.

The world had gone mad a moment ago.  Now it felt like it was ending.  The great crane, tall enough to loom over the eleven-story building, seemed to hang at an impossible angle for far too long.  A fireball bloomed from somewhere near its base, a great ball of orange and red that ballooned upward before disappearing into an ashy black and gray outline.

The crane fell.  It hit the Wells Fargo Center hard enough that Ken could hear it even miles away.  A sickening, lurching crunch of metal and glass and concrete shearing off.

Things fell from the side of the building.  He couldn’t tell if they were huge pieces of concrete or human beings.

The crane slid along the side of the skyscraper, gouging great furrows in the side of one of the largest landmarks in the city.  Then it slowed, stopped.  Still hung up on the side of the bank building.

The building where Maggie was.

Where the kids were.

He pulled away from the window.  Intending to turn and run.  To get to his car, to race to the bank where Maggie had been dealing with a re-fi of their house, and find her and the kids.

It saved his life.

One of the students – could they even be called students anymore? – had apparently taken advantage of his distraction.  Had run at him from behind.  When Ken pulled away from the window, the kid –

(Kari Harper.)

– missed jumping on his back by stupid, dumb luck.  Instead she impaled her throat on one of the jagged shards of glass left behind when Matt went through the window.  Blood ran over the piece of glass, staining it crimson in a way that was almost beautiful.  Kari twitched like a trout caught on a lure, yanking back and forth and only succeeding in shredding her throat further.

She grabbed the shard of glass and tried to pull herself off, but only succeeded in slashing her palms open.  She must have severed the tendons or nerves, because her fingers stopped working and she just batted at the glass ineffectually until she finally sagged, still pinned to the windowpane like the world’s largest and most grotesque insect on a science board.

Ken looked around.  The class was still a battleground.  But it seemed like the tide was turning.  Most of the kids still alive had that dead look in their eyes.

Only a matter of time before one of them took him down.  And it didn’t matter how much sparring he’d done, how many thousands of times he’d punched a heavy bag.  One bite and… what?

Didn’t matter.  He couldn’t let that happen.  He had to survive.  Had to get to Maggie and the kids.

As if to contradict him, a now-familiar growl drew his attention.

Stu.

Blood drizzled through the mangled bite on the jock’s shoulder, and his blood-crusted skin looked like it was scabbing over.

His eyes were dead.  Dead, but still focused on Ken.

The big kid rushed at him.
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Ken was dead.  There was nothing he could do.

Where before several decades of martial arts training had come to his rescue, now they seemed to have abandoned him.  He didn’t know what to do.  He didn’t know where to go.

He just watched as Stu – a tackle on the high school varsity football team – barreled at him.  Growling.  Teeth clicking together in obvious anticipation of ripping the flesh from Ken’s body.

And Ken stood there.  Just stood.

Goodbye, Mags.

A high-pitched shriek ripped Ken’s attention to the right.  He turned just in time to see a blur of motion pounce on Stu.  Stu roared, screeching in pain as something tore into him, ripping his ear off.

It was Laura.  The girl that had bitten Stu, the girl he had tossed into a desk.  She was still oozing that pink pulp from the side of a horribly misshapen head, and now Ken could actually see bone fragments dropping out of her skull.  She couldn’t be moving, couldn’t be alive.

But she was.  She was, and she had just saved Ken’s life, buying him time with her frenzied attack against the thing that had once been Stu.

Laura – the once-Laura – pushed her thumbs into Stu’s eyes.  He shrieked again as her thumbs went deep into his eye sockets.  The eyes seemed to both pop and wilt, almost disappearing under the pressure of her attack.  Gray matter dripped down his face.  He roared and threw Laura away from him.

Ken watched her body fly into a pile of other students who were rolling around in a mass of gore.  He thought she would return to finish Stu off, but she didn’t.  Just started fighting with whatever was in reach.

Ken turned back to Stu.  The teen’s face was a mass of blood and he was spinning back and forth, trying to orient on some unknown location.

Me.  He’s trying to find me.

Ken didn’t wait to see if he was right.  He ran for the door.

Threw it open.

And was nearly engulfed.
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Ken knew it must have happened everywhere in the city –the fireballs, the tilting crane, the explosions had made that painfully obvious.  But knowing that hadn’t prepared him for the scene in the school hallway.

What had happened in his class must have happened in all of them.  And hundreds of kids must have run, fleeing for their lives and making it as far as the hallway before being taken down by the things that used to be their friends and classmates.

The walls were green and white.  Or they had been.  Now they were green and white and spattered with impressionistic splotches of red and black.  Ken’s first step into the hall almost ended in disaster as his foot came down in an inch-deep puddle of blood and he nearly skidded into three students locked into a life and death struggle near a bank of lockers.

The sound.  The screams rolled over him like a sonic tidal wave, nearly knocking him off his feet.  The growls and high-pitched whines of the students that had succumbed to whatever maddening impulses were even worse, a pulsing, pounding current that seemed to whisper madness into the deepest shadows of Ken’s own mind.

Just give up.  Just give in.

No.  Mags.  The kids.

They won’t notice.  They’re gone.

I don’t know that.

You do.  They’re gone.

No.

They’re dead.

NO!

And worst of all was the smell.  The smell of any indoor high school was a peculiar beast, a confluence of b.o. and aftershave applied by incompetent hands; of perfume put on in amounts that would embarrass a medieval French prostitute, mixed with the overriding smell of hormones on the brink of breaking free.  But this….

The desperate scent of terror, the tangy copper-smell of freshly spilled blood.  The pungent odor of bowels that had been purged in fear and death.

The smell brought Ken back from the edge of an abyss, reminded him that he was still alive.  Alive, and separated from the only things that made his life worth living.

He looked down the hall to his right, to his left.  Saw the same thing in either direction: teeming masses of students intent on killing or being killed.

And not just students.  Ken saw Joe Picarelli, the gym coach, kneeling over a young girl, yanking loops of entrails out of her stomach while making that same horrific growl.

Ken backed into a corner between the nearby bank of lockers and the doorway to his classroom.  He snaked out a hand and yanked the door closed, not sure if that would stop anyone from coming out but equally unsure what else to do.

He felt like curling up in a ball at the base of the lockers.  Felt like giving up.  That damn screaming pounded at him.

Give up.  Give in.  Give up.  Give in.

He turned and climbed.

He hoisted himself onto the top of the lockers.  There was no way to get out of the school via the hallway, not unless he was suddenly going to channel the ability of an Australian sheepdog to walk across the backs of the students roiling and rolling about on the floor like hyper-violent rioters.

So he went up on the lockers.

Ken didn’t have a plan.  Just knew that to stay still would be to die.  To remain would be to succumb to the pounding voice within him that counseled defeat.

He pulled himself onto the lockers.  There was about two feet of space between the tops of the lockers and the ceiling.  Not much room, just enough for him to crouch and observe the screaming chaos, the death everywhere.

One of the doors opened nearby and Emily Sumter, the English teacher, made a break for it.  Joe Picarelli jumped away from the now-still form of the girl whose innards he’d been yanking out and leapt on the older woman’s back.  Emily went down, screamed once, and then was silent as Joe grabbed her head in both hands and slammed her face repeatedly into the floor.

She was going to retire this year, Ken thought.  He had an insane moment where he realized he wouldn’t have to chip in the usual ten bucks for cake and a retirement gift.  Another insane moment where he was actually grateful, because Emily had always treated him like something you’d find underneath an abandoned refrigerator.

Then Joe Picarelli stopped slamming Emily’s face into the floor.  He looked up.

He saw Ken.

He howled.

And ran for the lockers.
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Ken just reacted.  An all-but-buried part of him wondered how long that would keep him alive, how long instinct and dumb luck would suffice for survival.  But sitting back and drawing up plans was out of the question when you had a two-hundred-pound man with gobbets of flesh hanging from his outstretched hands rushing at you.

He had been crouched atop the bank of lockers, perched like the world’s strangest squirrel in the space between lockers and the ceiling.  Now he scrabbled to his feet and rammed his forearm through the ceiling tiles above him.  He stood, following his arm through the drop ceiling acoustical tiles, ramming his way into the plenum between the tiles and the structure of the building itself.

He felt a hand grab his ankle.  Felt fear shoot lightning bolts up and down his body.

He’s going to bite me.  I’m gonna get bitten.

Ken froze, unable to move for a critical second, as though hoping on some level for the bite to come.  For this to end.

It didn’t happen.

A moment later he realized why.

“Too high,” he muttered, and with the words he kept punching his way into the space above the drop ceiling.

The lockers were almost six feet tall.  No way Joe Picarelli could bite him at that height.  He was safe.  For now.

The hand on his ankle clenched.  Ken had an instant to remember the superhuman strength of the kids he had battled in the past few minutes before Joe yanked his leg out from under him.  He almost tumbled down into the maelstrom of teeth and nails and flailing limbs and death and madness below.  Barely managed to grab onto some kind of ductwork in the ceiling plenum.

Ken felt himself pulled taut, like one of those Gumby dolls he had played with as a kid.

He remembered that he inevitably ended up pulling the legs off those toys.  The thought was not a comforting one.

He looked down, but couldn’t see anything.  His belly was pressed into the edges of one of the metal grids that held the acoustical ceiling tiles.  He couldn’t tell how close he was to having his feet or legs bitten by Joe or some other person.

He pulled, trying to muscle himself up and out of harm’s way.  Joe wouldn’t let go, though, and Ken felt himself tiring.  He was in good shape, for a teacher, but he was no match for whatever unnatural power was flooding the muscles of the gym coach.

Pain lanced through his calves.  He thought he’d been bitten; waited to change into whatever those things were.

The change didn’t happen.  Nothing came but more pain.  He felt his pants leg soak with blood.  Joe must be pulling his skin and muscle away from his leg with his fingers, yanking at him like Ken might work at a difficult chicken leg during a family barbecue.

Then he felt something else, a strange, mushy sensation that pushed its way through the pain.  Something moving around the soles of his shoes.  Pulling and pushing at once.

Ken realized that Joe had pulled him close enough that the gym coach was biting his feet.  Only the fact that Ken favored thick-soled Doc Martens shoes had kept him from being wounded.

Ken cried out, an inarticulate scream of pure terror as he realized that the span of his life and sanity could now be measured in centimeters.  He kicked out, felt the heavy soles of his shoes smash into Joe’s face.  He kicked again.  Again.  Crunches, strangely delicate, like wishbones popping.

Joe’s hands kept raking at Ken’s legs.  Ken kept kicking.  The crunches started to sound muffled, wrapped deeper and deeper in soft tissue.

The hands fell away abruptly.  Ken’s body went from taut to slack, and his lower half slammed painfully against the lockers as a shriek scraped against his eardrums.  He knew it was Joe.  Just like what had happened to Laura when she had tripped into the desk.

Ken yanked himself up until he was standing on the lockers again.  Then pulled himself into the formless black above the ceiling tiles.

It was dark.  The only sense of reality was provided by the hole he had come through and the rolling waves of sound from below, a pounding tsunami of rage and terror that threatened to drown him.

He moved forward.  Didn’t know where he was going, only that he had to keep moving.

Had to get to Maggie.  Had to get to the kids.

If they’re even alive.

What were the chances of a woman, with a nine-year old, a seven-year old, and a two-year old in tow, making it through what was happening?

He didn’t know.  And didn’t care.  He had to find them.  No matter what.

Light punched into the darkness.  A hand burst through the tiles in front of him.  A black outline pushed its way into the slightly greater darkness around them both.

Ken didn’t move.  He held his breath.  He couldn’t tell if the thing nearby was male or female, student or teacher.  And he certainly couldn’t tell if it was a normal person… or one of the crazy things that had somehow supplanted normality.

The dark form remained as still as Ken.  He could see its outline, lit by the flickering fluorescents in the hall below.  But no features.  Just a hunched, silent form.

Then it growled.
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The thing lurched at him, jumping over the hole it had just opened in the ceiling.  Ken turned away, still hunched in the tiny space in which he had taken momentary refuge, but not before he saw the face of the thing following him.

Not a person.  Not a girl or boy.  Just a thing.  Just an it.

Its forehead and eyes were unscathed.  High cheekbones that could once have belonged to a beautiful girl or to a fine-featured boy.

Ken couldn’t tell.  Because everything below that was a travesty.  The nose was gone, chewed to oblivion, just bits of flesh with sharp white shards of bone poking through.  No upper lip.

The lower jaw was completely gone.  Ripped away by some impossible force.  The lower face sagged as though saddened by the loss of itself.  Ken thought for a fraction of an instant that the student’s throat was cut, but then he realized that what he had taken for a congealing trail of blood was in fact a limp, loose tongue hanging against the neck of the once-teen’s shirt.

Then he couldn’t see it any more.  His back was to the abomination, he was crawling along the metal framework of the drop ceiling.  Trying to move as fast as he could while at the same time knowing if he put his hand down on a tile instead of on the ceiling grid he would plummet through into the hall below and death – or worse – would be swift and inevitable.

He tried to think as he spider-crawled from support to support, bunching his body up and over bundled A/C vents that squirmed over the drop ceiling like silvery caterpillars.  Tried to think what to do, where to go.

And kept coming up empty.

The thing behind him snarled, the sound coming out strange and wet, saturated by blood and unmuffled by the enclosure of a lower palate.

Ken realized he was screaming, too, and wondered how long that had been going on.  Wondered if it would ever stop.

He tried to think of Maggie.  Of Derek and Hope and little Liz.  He tried, but all he could hear was the pound of hands and feet behind him; all he could feel was blood dripping off his calves and his cheeks; all he could see was darkness.

He felt a hand at his foot.  Just a brush.  It didn’t grab him, it wasn’t close enough to get a grip.

But it was close enough to make him forget what he was doing.  To make him panic.

Ken’s ongoing scream notched up an octave and he threw himself forward.  His hand came down, not on the sharp edge of the ceiling grid but on the hard-sponge feel of the ceiling tile.  He came to his senses in that moment, tried to stop himself from moving forward, but it was too late.  Even in this screwed up version of reality, even in the madness that had replaced his universe, apparently physics still mattered.  

He couldn’t arrest his forward momentum.  

Couldn’t stop himself from pitching over the edge of the grid…

… hitting the ceiling….

Falling through.
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Ken swung down into the hall, his hand reaching out as though to break his fall.  One of the things below saw it and grabbed for him, blood-stained teeth gritted around chunks of something.  He snatched his arm back and the thing missed him by a hair’s breadth.

Then he felt something at his feet, which were still laid out full-length in the ceiling space.  He knew it was the thing that had followed him up there.  And knew there was no way he could fight it off.

He swung his body up, arching his back and reaching blindly behind him, trying to find a grip on the ceiling grid that he had just fallen through.

It didn’t matter.  He didn’t know why he bothered.  He was going to be bitten.  He could feel the thing on his legs.  He didn’t have time.

Still, his body kept moving.  Kept clawing for purchase.  Giving up wasn’t an option, it seemed; survival as much a matter of motor memory as it was of will.  He felt like he had no say in his own soul in that moment; like a creature greater than himself had briefly taken control and forced him to endure, to strive, to continue.

He grabbed the grid and started to haul himself backwards into the ceiling space.  Like being born in reverse, going from blood and light into the darkness again.

He felt teeth on his leg.

And the thing didn’t bite.

Why?

He flipped himself into the plenum, and realized what had happened: the thing wasn’t biting him because it couldn’t.  It only had an upper jaw.  No lower jaw to grind against, no lever it could use to exert enough pressure to puncture his flesh.

Still, he was bleeding from where Picarelli had clawed at his legs.  What if the thing bled into him?  What if its saliva got into his wounds?

The thought sent Ken into a paroxysm of motion.  His legs kicked out, catching the mewling thing in the loose sacks of flesh and fluid that were all that remained of its lower face.  The thing screamed its wet cry, its hands raking toward Ken’s eyes.

He rolled away.  The thing hit the ceiling tiles where Ken had been a moment before and went right through.  A crescendo of screams sounded, the noise of feeding beasts interrupted in the midst of their frenzy.

Ken rolled back and looked through the hole in the tiles.  He couldn’t see the thing that had attacked him.  Just a carpet of moving monsters standing atop another carpet of blood and body parts and gore.

He felt his stomach lurch.  Forced himself not to vomit.

Maggie.  Derek.  Hope.  Liz.

He focused on them.  On their faces.  He pushed back to hands and knees and kept crawling across the grid.  Vowing not to fall.  Hoping he could keep his promise.

Outside, something exploded.  He couldn’t tell exactly what.  Whatever it was, it sounded huge.  It shook the foundations of the school.  He almost fell through the ceiling, almost pitched over with the violence of the invisible blast that felt both impossibly far and right next to him.

Something big.  Something big just went up.

And Ken knew that whatever it was, it signaled the end of everything he knew.

His world disappearing.
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Darkness rapidly became both armor and enemy.

In the empty space between the ceiling grid and the building superstructure, Ken felt safer than he had since first seeing Becca’s throat torn apart.  But he also had a moment to think, a moment to wonder what was happening.  The blackness all around him writhed like serpents, and all he could see was students pulling each other apart.

He vomited.

He tried to stop it, but it came anyway.  Like he was trying to physically purge himself of the memory of what had just happened to his world.

He heard the wet splat of his lunch hitting the ceiling tiles.  Waited for the sounds below to change; for one of the monsters to figure out he was up here.

Nothing happened.

He felt weak.  He wanted to lay down.  Just sleep, right there in the ceiling like a rat.

The thought of Maggie and the kids kept him going.

Slivers of illumination occasionally forced their way between warped ceiling tiles, shadow-traces of the brightness that had once been a way of life but was now merely something to be remembered.  His reality now was darkness and pain.  Pain in his legs, where Joe Picarelli had yanked gobbets of flesh away from his calves; pain in his face, where the newly-transformed Matt Anders had raked bleeding furrows in his cheeks and temples on his way to a three-story drop out the window.

He kept crawling.  His hands and knees were on fire as well, the entirety of his body weight resting on the thin metal ridges of the drop ceiling grid as he hid from the nightmare below.

How am I going to get to Maggie and the kids?

Forget that, how am I going to get out of the school?

Something hit his head.

Ken’s heart felt like it was trying to pummel its way out through his face, slamming hard against his ribcage and then his throat.  He dropped backward in the darkness and his teeth gritted as though in weak parody of the viciousness of the children he could still hear killing one another below him.  But it wasn’t mindless savagery that made him clench his jaw, it was raw terror.  The knowledge that something else had found him.

That he was going to die.

He held still in the dark, trying to ignore the terrible screams and somehow-worse growls below him.  Trying to ignore the pain in his body, the pain in his soul.  Trying to forget the fact that he had only minutes before killed one of his students.

Who was here?

Nothing else moved.  Nothing else breathed.

Nothing growled.

He was alone.

After a moment he reached out.  Felt for what had touched him.

His bruised and abraded palm sung on harp strings of pain as it brushed against something cool and unyielding and he realized that nothing had touched him.  He wasn’t in danger – at least, no more than he had been a moment ago.

No, he was simply at the end of the line.  He had run out of crawlspace.  The plenum ended with a wall, and he had no way of knowing where he was in relation to the school’s layout.  He could still hear growling, so he suspected he was over the hall, but he couldn’t be sure.

He waved his hands.  Felt nothing.  He began to move laterally, inching in the direction he hoped was the outer wall of the school.  Nothing concrete in his mind, other than the idea that he didn’t want to descend in the hallway.  That would be suicide, and he hadn’t stayed alive this long just to throw it all away in a painful splash of red.

He kept Maggie in the front of his mind.  Kept her smile before his eyes.  It was hard.  The dark kept crowding out the image, kept replacing it with thoughts of what might have happened – what must have happened –

(she had three kids with her, do you think she could have survived this?  could she possibly have survived this?)

– kept replacing the sight of her grin with a sickening view of her face ripped to pieces, her jaw gone like the student that had trapped him up in the ceiling.

He kept moving.

He lost track of time, moving inch by painful inch through the darkness.  It could have been minutes or hours.  All he had was memory and pain, a mixture of pleasure and distress.

Thoughts of asking Maggie to marry him.  He hadn’t had the money for a diamond ring, so he’d bought a simple gold circle, but she cried like it was ten carats of perfect clarity.

Thoughts of Matt going through the window, a sullen growl the last thing the world would have to remember him by.

Thoughts of little Liz, taking her first steps and slapping her naked baby belly in pleasure, her mouth open wide in a grin that seemed to light up the whole world.

But could it light up the world now?

Ken stopped moving suddenly.  He held himself motionless.

Everything was still the same.  Darkness all around.  Pain biting at his face, his legs, his hands.

Everything was still the same.

But somehow, it was all terribly different.
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It took a moment for Ken to figure out what had changed.  Longer than it should have, in fact.  The darkness had become an audible force, a seething surf that pounded against his ears and deafened him to everything else.  So he very nearly missed what was happening.

And what was happening was silence.

Or no, not silence.  There were still screams and cries and whimpers.  Sounds of pain and misery.

But the howling, growling cries of predatory rage were gone.  Like the kids and teachers who had been afflicted by the hideous transformation had simply disappeared.

Was that possible?  Ken tried to reach through a dark-sodden memory, tried to pinpoint the moment when the snarling sounds had ceased.  Was it gradual?  Sudden?  Did it sound like they’d run out of the building?

He couldn’t be sure.  Couldn’t remember.

Memory was a funny thing.  It could make you remember your first kiss with fondness, even though it was a travesty of bumped noses.  It could make you remember your baby’s birth with love, even though it resembled a charnel house.  And now, when Ken needed his memory to function with sharpness and clarity, it was apparently playing hard to get.

Not cool.

He debated only a moment about what to do next.  Because in that moment, even the cries and whimpers disappeared.  He had no idea what that could mean – surely the wounded couldn’t have run out of the place, could they? – but knew it was probably bad.  If for no other reason than because anything good happening at this point seemed highly unlikely.

He couldn’t stay here.  Couldn’t remain in the comforting cocoon of darkness.

Ken didn’t let himself think about his decision.  Just reached below his face and felt for the edges of the nearest tile.  He intended to pull the edges up a few centimeters, enough to peek around and get an idea what was happening without being spotted.

Adrenaline betrayed him.  His jittery fingers ripped the corners of the tile upward so hard he banged himself in the face with the tight square of recycled mineral fibers.  He tasted salt and copper in his mouth.  Almost grinned at the irony of giving himself a bloody lip in the middle of a city-wide apocalyptic event.

But didn’t.  Because he looked down.
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Faces.  Lots of them.

Ken almost screamed, but managed to bite back the sound.

Kids, teachers.

Standing, sitting, some splayed out full-length in pools of blood.  Others sat on top of what looked to be their own internal organs, as though they were playing the world’s strangest game of King of the Hill.

As Ken watched, several of those with the worst wounds closed their eyes and slumped.  Their chests stopped moving.  They were dead.  They must be dead.

The rest, though….

They were staring straight at him.

A moment later – an eternally long moment in which he was certain he had at least three separate heart attacks – Ken realized that they weren’t staring at him.  They were just staring up.  Staring at the ceiling.  And he just happened to be in the ceiling.

Their eyes were rolled back, the way Matt Anders’ eyes had been right before he went bugnuts crazy and attacked Ken.  Only the whites showed, not even the tiniest traces of iris visible.

Their mouths were open wide, like they were straining to catch invisible rain.

They were all panting, and Ken realized that they were breathing in sync.

In-out-in-out-in-out-

(Two students slumped, blood loss too great to live….)

-in-out-in-out-in-out….

For some reason, the synchronized respiration made Ken feel like this was a nightmare.  People going crazy en masse was one thing.  That could actually happen, right?  Mass hypnosis, too much MSG, everyone holding their cell phones too close to their heads while Googling porn on the internet… there could be an explanation.

But breathing in harmony?

Then he remembered the way Matt’s eyes had snapped back into place.  How the boy had gone from normal to killing rage in the space of seconds.

Don’t do this, Ken.

There’s no other way.

There’s gotta be something.

But there wasn’t any other way.  He could stay up in the ceiling and die like a rat, cowering and waiting for larger predators to hunt him down, or take his chances now.

He dropped down to the hallway.

Into the midst of the quiet monsters.

Quiet.  But for how long?
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When Ken dropped down, he found himself between a girl who looked remarkably unscathed, and one of the school’s security guards – only distinguishable by his yellow jacket with “SECURITY” written across it in bold black letters.  The guard’s face was mostly gone, nothing but a single unmarred eye in the midst of raw red meat that looked like it was already suppurating.  The man’s cheekbones poked through the mangled tissue of his face.  The air he breathed whistled in and out not only through his nostrils but also through flapping holes in what was left of his cheeks, through broken bones that allowed free access to his sinus cavities.

Ken didn’t move for a moment, frozen not by the awesome damage that had been done to the man, but rather by the single unharmed eye.  It seemed almost profane, to have a part of him so perfect in the midst of such destruction.

He suddenly remembered a scripture from his childhood: If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it from thee.

Then he realized that shock was sinking in again.  That his brain was making connections that weren’t necessary, that weren’t even there.

Move.

Move.

MOVE.

He turned.  Took a step.

And knocked into another student.

He knew this one.  It was a freshman he had in one of his classes, a kid named Ethan Miller.  A good kid.  He looked like he’d been bitten, staring up with white eyes at the nothing above him.

Ethan snapped at Ken, teeth clicking together a few inches in front of Ken’s nose.  Ken had to swallow a scream, and was sure he was going to die; sure that everyone must be coming out of whatever creepy trance/fugue had bought him this little time.

But no.  The kid went back to his upward stare, mouth open and panting, and Ken realized that the boy probably hadn’t been trying to actually bite his teacher.  At least, not purposefully.  It looked like this was more of an instinctive reaction, an animalistic response to unwelcome stimulus.

So don’t touch anyone.

He looked down the hall.  Fifty feet to the nearest stairwell.  Then down two flights of stairs and at least another hundred feet before he got to an exit of any kind.

And there were kids and staff everywhere.  All of them face up, panting, mouths open.  Some wounded, some whole.  All ready to pounce and bite if he touched them, and God only knew when they could return to their rampages.

Maybe they won’t.  Maybe they’ll just fall down.  Go unconscious.  Die.

But he knew that was wishful thinking.

And he knew that Maggie and the kids weren’t going to get any closer to him if he stayed here and waited for the things around him to start moving again.

He took a breath, and started his slow movement through the hall.
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Once, when Ken was a teenager, he played a game of Jenga at a party.  The first person who lost – a girl who had had a bit too much to drink – removed her t-shirt.  Strip Jenga was born.

The rest of the kids in the circle thought it was a great idea.  Particularly since the inebriated girl seemed hell-bent on getting naked.

Ken, however, hated it.  Hated the idea of a game that was supposed to be just plain-ol’ fun turning into something where he might end up baring himself in front of peers.  Any titillation he might have felt at the idea of ogling partially naked girls nearby was completely lost in the embarrassment he was already feeling, both for the wasted girl beside him and for his future self.

Now, pulling himself through spaces far too small for his frame, he found himself desperately wishing for those days.  Strip Jenga was eminently preferable to Death Pick-Up Stix.

Every time he got too close to one of them, the student- or teacher-thing he was near would snuffle.  Its breathing would momentarily fall out of lockstep with the unified panting of everyone else in the hall.  Its mouth would close, its teeth would grind.  Ken would freeze, unsure whether it was better to remain motionless or inch slowly away.

As soon as the person – or the thing that used to be a person – looked back to the ceiling, he would keep on going.  Inch by painful inch.  Trying not to smell the coppery scent of blood, the musky odor of urine and feces that seemed to be everywhere; that pounded at his nose and made him want to vomit again.

He slipped.  His hands went out, heading straight for a girl who stood ramrod still in the middle of the hall.  For a moment he had the crazy thought that if he fell on her, if an adult male teacher fell hands-first against a barely post-pubescent girl the way he was going to, a lawsuit was a certainty.  Then reality asserted itself.  Lawsuits weren’t an issue.  His survival was at stake.

He had the barest instant to force his body to one side.  His back twisted unnaturally, and he felt something twinge in his spine.  Pain ran up and down the length of his left leg.

He wanted to scream.  Instead he just grunted, and even that sound was mostly swallowed.

He didn’t understand anything that was happening.  Didn’t know what would make the things around him go crazy again.  Sound?  Smell?  Psychic emanations?

He just didn’t know.

He didn’t know anything.  Other than that he had to get to his family.

He half-slumped against another bank of lockers.  Tried to convince himself that the sticky wetness he felt against his hands and cheeks where they pressed into the metal were nothing more than wet paint.

He focused on the pain in his leg.  He had hurt himself lunging out of the way of the student.  Whether it was a bad injury, something that would fatally slow him down or not, he couldn’t say.  All he knew was that his left leg throbbed, then alternately sent spike-shocks of pain rippling from his pinky toe up to his hip.

He pushed himself away from the lockers.  He knew he had to keep moving.  Knew that if he let himself stop to “rest,” there was every likelihood he wouldn’t be able to start moving again.

He took stock of his position.  Still in the midst of a frozen explosion of mayhem, still surrounded by people he had once known but whose humanity had mysteriously disappeared.

He was ten feet from the stairs.  More importantly, maybe twenty kids and two adults clustered between him and the top of the steps.

Snap.

Like they were all part of some twisted remote system, every single mouth of every single person slammed shut.  Their teeth clicked together audibly, and Ken didn’t think he’d ever heard anything so terrifying.  Not even the sounds of the wounded, the dying, the transforming students and faculty competed with that single massive crack of thousands of teeth coming together in a single instant.

And one by one, the things started dropping their chins, looking down from whatever invisible sight had held them fast.  Their eyes swung back into view.

They shook their heads as though confused.

Ken ran.
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He made it to the top of the steps.  Barreling through anyone who was in his way, doing his best impression of Stu Clancy at a home game.

Only no, that was wrong.  Stu was crazy, he was gone, he was one of them now.  So Ken wasn’t pretending to be a star tackle in a clutch situation, he was just himself, just a single normal person in a world that had tossed sanity out the window.

He hoped that would be enough.

He hit the first person in his way hard, lowering his shoulder and plowing into soft tissue that had begun falling from a deep gash in the student’s guts.  The kid snarled and snapped, but didn’t seem to fully engage.  Not yet.

But it was going to happen soon.

The kid fell back, knocked over two more of the creatures.  They all tumbled to the floor in a tangle of limbs, snarling and nipping at one another like rabid animals.

Ken was already past them.

He sidestepped two more things.

Not students.  Not kids.  You didn’t kill a kid, didn’t kill Matt Anders, you killed something but not him….

Juked around a clot of four or five of them.

They all dropped their chins.

One focused its eyes on him.  A hand reached for him.  The thing – a thing that had once been a student, had once been someone’s daughter – growled.

The sound moved through the hall like a ripple in a once-calm pool.  It bounced over the lockers, up and down the walls, growing louder and louder as it did.

Ken felt warmth on his legs.  He didn’t know if it was blood from his wounds, or if he had just pissed himself.  He didn’t know if it mattered, either.

The things were around him.

And they were, once more, awake.

He was at the top of the stairs.  He threw himself over the lip of the steps, tossing himself bodily down and trusting to gravity to get him to the bottom faster than he could do if running.  It was a good way to break a bone, he knew, but he also knew that broken bones would be irrelevant in the next moments.  Speed was all that counted.

The growling behind him took on a heightened, fever tone.  He knew somehow that every eye – or at the very least, every eye that hadn’t been gouged or bitten or otherwise mangled into oblivion – was swiveling in his direction.  Orienting on a threat.  On prey.

Then he realized that the bigger problem was in front of him.  Two students, arms wide to catch him, stood on the steps at the landing a few feet below.  He was pitching straight at them, no way to halt his fall.  Their hands opened and closed spastically, their faces ran red with blood.

Their teeth chittered and snapped, eager for his flesh.


Chapter 20



 



Ken didn’t try to stop.  For one thing, he was sure it wouldn’t work.  He had already fully committed to his headlong flight down the stairs, and the treads themselves were miniature waterfalls of blood that allowed next to no purchase for his feet.  For another, even if stopping were technically possible, he felt his left leg cry out in anger as he twisted away for a moment.  His knee buckled and he almost went down.  The only thing more dangerous right now than falling into the arms of the things on the landing would be rolling into their arms, he reasoned.

So he didn’t attempt to halt his downward trajectory.  Didn’t try to grab the blood-slicked banister with his own blood-slicked palms.

Instead he put his head down, his arms out.  He felt like he must look foolish, like if his kids could see him they would think he was doing a funny dance of some kind.  Some weird imitation of a crab with hip dysplasia meant to amuse them.

But there was nothing amusing about his intent.  He didn’t want to stop, he could only speed up.  Could only drop his head between the two students, grabbing onto both of them with his arms, lurching forward as they grabbed at him, screaming as their nails drew red furrows in his back, screaming again as he felt them leaning down to bite him to tear him to turn him, then….

The tinkle of plate glass, double panes heavy enough to deal with winter storms but not prepared for the weight of three bodies hurled at them…

… shearing, screaming pain as glass fell all around him…

… growls, something tugging at him…

… falling…

… he hit something hard.

And then all was dark.
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Something was tugging at him.  Pulling his arm.

Ken opened his eyes.  Or thought he did.  He couldn’t see anything.  What was wrong with his eyes?

He smelled smoke.  Wondered what was burning.  What was happening, where he was.

Where are the kids?

Is it my birthday?

His thoughts spun around in his mind like the lights on a police car, all atwirl and making no sense at all.

Have to go to the zoo.

The thing that was pulling at his arm yanked harder.  Ken felt himself blink.  Light started to make its way to his brain, started getting parsed and evaluated.  Nothing concrete yet, but he thought it was only a matter of time.

The pulling at his arm was getting somehow more… serious?  Severe?  Like whoever was doing it was really wanting him to pay attention.

Probably Hope.  She’s never been very patient.

He knew that wasn’t right.  Knew that he was hurt, that his thinking was askew, but knowing it didn’t stop the flurry of nonsense that seemed determined to captain his mind for a bit.

The light he was seeing started to resolve into colors.  Orange.  Red.

Fire?

That was the first thought he had that he knew made sense.  Something was on fire.  Something close.  It explained the smoke he smelled, the colors, the heat he suddenly realized was washing across his face and making his skin feel like dried parchment.

Then more detail.  He swiveled his head.

Looked at his arm.

Screamed.

There was something there.  It used to be someone, perhaps, but no longer.  Not now.  You couldn’t call it someone when it was only there from the waist up.

Another student, Ken realized.  And with the realization came the return of memory, the recollection of what had happened.

How long was I out?

The thing next to him had been torn asunder somehow, and now lay in a blackened, curdled heap of its own innards.  Ken looked around and saw that the student’s lower trunk and legs – still clad in a mini-skirt that was definitely not dress code-approved – were laying in the grass a good ten feet away.  They were half-pinned under an SUV that was burning brightly, sending black puffs of smoke into the air like an old West smoke signal, like it was humanity’s last chance to ask for help.

Maybe it was.

Ken’s gaze went back to the girl.  She was still alive.  She couldn’t possibly be alive, couldn’t be moving.  But she was.  She was pulling at his arm, using him as an anchor to draw herself closer to him.

Her teeth were only inches from his fingers.

He screamed and rolled away.  The motion made the world spin into darkness for a moment, made nausea and pain roll through him in competing surges.

He opened his eyes again.  The girl was still there, a few feet away.  She looked enraged, like he had broken some basic rule of the universe by refusing to be bitten.

“Screw you,” he said.  He meant it as a personal buck-up.  It came out as a whisper, as something that scared him.

How did I get here?

Then he remembered: the stairs.  The window.

He must have gone right through.  Not his intention, but whatever worked.

What had happened to the other two?  To the ones he took with him?

He cast his eyes around, looking for them and seeing nothing.  That was bad.  Not knowing where the monsters were, he sensed, was a good way to a quick death.

Or worse.

He tried to keep looking, but sudden exhaustion gripped him and he went limp.  He was on his back, and his eyes went skyward of their own accord.

He looked up, realizing he was still directly below the window – two and a half stories high – that he had come out of.  Only the fact that the ground below was new-sodded grass, and a very lucky landing, had kept him from being killed.

He also saw the reason the two students he’d taken with him hadn’t followed him down and killed him.

They were hung up on the outside of the building.  One had been pierced through the middle by a shaft of glass, hanging just outside the window itself.  The other kid had somehow gotten tangled on a flagpole that bore the school’s banner.  The teen-thing was snarling and growling like an oversized fly caught in a spider’s web, but at least it wasn’t paying attention to Ken.

For now.

He looked around.  Didn’t see any more of the things nearby.  But he didn’t think that was likely to last.  Not that he had any basis for that assumption.  For all he knew they would sit down and start composing beautiful haiku in the next few minutes.  But it seemed to him that the safest course was to assume the worst.  And the worst assumption included the things in the school making their way outside.  And soon.

As if to congratulate him on his sound thinking, he heard a door open nearby.  It was one of the emergency exits, the sound of the door slamming open against the brick façade of the school accompanied by a harsh electronic alarm.

Maybe it’s someone normal.

Whoever it was screamed.  Not in pain, but in rage.  The shriek of an animal hearing a hated sound.

Ken rolled to his hands and knees.  The world kept sliding out from under him and he suspected he was probably seriously concussed.  Maybe worse.  He needed medical attention.  A hospital.

The angry growl nearby suddenly changed.  Now it sounded distinctly like a beast that had just caught sight of a meal.
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Ken tried to stand.  Made it to his knees before pitching forward face-first into the lawn.  The grass was soft enough to save him from serious injury, but still felt bone-shatteringly hard as it ground his lips into his teeth.

He pushed himself up again.  Blood and spit oozed out of his mouth.  He saw a tooth, bright white in the sunlight, sitting naked on the grass.

Whose tooth is that?

The growling behind him was louder.  Much louder.  Like more than one voice, too.

Ken forced himself up.  He felt sick to his stomach, felt like dying might not just be inevitable but welcome.  The only thing that kept him going was a sense that he had to be somewhere.  Was supposed to meet someone.

Where am I supposed to be?

He took several lurching steps.  Vomited on himself but managed to remain upright.  He seemed to recall that puking was a sign that a concussion wasn’t too bad.  Or was it the opposite?  Was he dying?

Focus.

One foot ahead of another.

He stayed vertical, but knew he was moving too slow.  The things were out here.  He could hear them.

He risked a glance over his shoulder, even though it made his already-spinning world start to whirl that much faster, like a carnival ride that hadn’t had a government safety check in decades.

There were three of them.  Four.  Now five.  Coming out of the school’s side door.  They looked confused, like they weren’t sure how they had gone from indoors to outside; like doors taxed their suddenly-altered mental states.

They wandered in tight circles just past the still-burning vehicle that had plowed into the school.  Their movements were jittery, but somehow familiar.  They looked like something Ken had seen before.  He sensed it might be important, but didn’t have a chance to dissect the thought.

Because that was when they stopped being awed by the outside world; stopped being amazed by the magic portal that had brought them beyond the walls of the high school.

They saw Ken.

They might have seen him before, but forgotten him in the strangeness of the outside world.  He didn’t know.  But now he saw them clearly zeroing in on him.  He heard that strange, animalistic growl coming from all of them, that ratcheting cry that screamed of hunger, of rage, of need.

They ran for him.

He turned away and did his best to run as well.  Not easy when the world felt like a Slip ‘n Slide coated in motor oil.  His legs kept lurching in opposite directions, like his brain wasn’t sure which side should be dominant.

There was no way this was going to work.

He looked over his shoulder.

Four things that looked like they had once been students, and one that was vaguely recognizable as one of the front office staff.  They had already halved the distance between him and them.  They traveled in a tight group, coordinated as any group of special ops soldiers, within inches of each other yet never getting in one another’s way.

They were at the burning SUV.  Maybe fifteen feet from him.

Fshhh-woosh.

It sounded at first like a giant inhaling.  Then breathing out.  Then….

Boom.

The SUV exploded.

The fireball went up twenty feet in the air.  It hit the bodies of the two things tangled on the outside of the building and Ken heard them shriek in pain as their skin curled and sloughed away from their bones.

More important, the explosion also rocketed outward, completely engulfing the five monsters chasing him.  They didn’t shriek.  They didn’t make a single sound.  Just disappeared in the high-intensity explosion.

Ken had an instant to smile, then the heat reached him.  It felt like it seared all the hair off the back of his head, felt like it burned the shirt off his back.  Instant sunburn.

The shockwave came next, knocking him off his feet again, back down to his hands and knees.  He heard a voice in the dark hollows of his mind – a voice that sounded suspiciously like his own – complaining petulantly about that fact.

Hey!  I just managed to get up!

Then Ken heard something new.  His mind, shocked, bruised, tossed, concussed, had trouble figuring out what it was.

Thwap.

He looked over and realized that a half-melted SUV door had just landed a few inches from his head.

He was in the debris field.

He started to lurch to his feet.  Only one thought in his mind: to get away from the fallout of the explosion.  What had just saved his life might still kill him.

He got as far as a half-squat before something hit him in the back of the head.

Ken’s head tilted forward instantly.  He felt sticky wetness running down the back of his burned neck.

Darkness wrapped a shroud around his sight, and his last thought was, No fair, I just got up!
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“Stay with me.  Stay with me.”

Ken heard the words, but they made no sense to him.  Not where he was, floating in the blue-green water of Kauai.  It was his honeymoon.  He and Maggie were floating, drifting.  Everything was perfect.  Perfect….

Except for the damn sunburn.

He must have been laying on his stomach too long.  His back felt positively blistered.

He turned over on the raft, flipping over so that he could give his chest an equal chance to bake.  He’d never been one to tan – he wore sunscreen with the same SPF level as lead paint and still ended up looking like a lobster – but at least he could embrace the burn.

He looked over at Maggie.  Floating there in a two-piece bathing suit on her own inflatable raft.  A local kid had let them borrow the rafts when Ken told him they were newlyweds.  “Just float, man,” said the kid, with the mellow tones of an island-born.  “Just float, feel the ocean.  Let it carry you a while.”  Then his deeply tanned face seemed to split in two, cleaved by a smile so bright it rivaled the perfect sand underfoot.  “Just don’t do the nasty on my rafts, man.  My sister uses these things.”

Then he was gone, apparently trusting in two strangers to find him and return his property when they were done.

So Ken and Maggie floated.  Drifted.  And he stole glances at his new wife and wondered how serious the kid had been about his injunction against nasty-doin’ on his rafts.

Maggie didn’t look at him.  But apparently she had some special sense that women had when in the presence of overblown hormones.  “Cool down, Don Juan.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“We’ve had sex, like, sixteen times today.”

“Not more than twelve.”

“You’re going to have to find an entire rhino horn and grind it up in a gallon of Gatorade.”

“Totally worth it.”

“You sure?  You could just dry up and blow away.”

“I’ll chance it.”

He paddled over to her.  She still had her eyes closed, but her smile rivaled that of the kid who gave them the raft.

He reached for her.

Whoomp.

Something exploded in the distance.  He looked over his shoulder, but all he saw was surf and shore, leaves and the too-green-seeming plants that he was still trying to convince himself weren’t some kind of Hollywood special effect.

He shrugged and looked back at Maggie.  She was still smiling, but now her face was wrong.  It took him a moment to realize what it was about her, but then put his finger on it: her lower face was missing.  The bottom half of her jaw was gone.  Her tongue wagged freely against her chest.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said, though suddenly he didn’t feel so okay.

“C’mere.”

He leaned in to kiss her.

Another muffled explosion sounded.  He looked at the beach again.  The boy who had loaned them the rafts was there.  He was on fire, waving at them and shouting.

“Go with the flow, man!”  Then he turned to ash and glowing embers, a solid outline of what had once been flesh.  “Just give up!”

Ken turned back to Maggie.  She shook her head.  “Stay with me,” she said.  But now she didn’t sound like his wife.  She sounded old, used up.  Spent.

He blinked.  And where Maggie had been, now there was someone else.  A woman he’d never seen before, looking down at him –

(Down at me?  I was on top of the raft, on top of her.  How can she be looking down at me?)

– through eyes that peered at him with concern.  The eyes seemed to shine, and it took Ken a second to realize that it wasn’t so much that they were bright as that the rest of the woman’s skin was so dark.  Dirty.

No.  Not dirt.

Blood.

His lips moved.

“What’s… what’s happening?” he said.

“Shh,” she hissed.  She looked up and away as though waiting for something to pass.  Then she looked back at him.  “End of the world, sonny.”
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End of the world.

End of the world.

End of the world.  Apocalypse.  Go directly to jail, and definitely do not collect two hundred dollars.

Ken blinked slowly as the words danced an electrified jitterbug through his mind.

It felt like his eyelids had gained weight.  He didn’t remember blinking being this hard before.

Before what?

And then it snapped back.  Images of Becca clawing at her torn throat, of Stu with his blank stare, of Matt flipping out the window.  Joe Picarelli pulling looping coils of guts out of a student.

Falling.

The SUV exploding.

He looked at the woman above him.  She was crouching, her palm parallel to the floor in the universal sign for “shut-the-hell-up-bad-shit-is-happening.”  Ken didn’t say anything, just studied her.

She looked like she was in her late fifties, maybe early sixties.  It was hard to tell through the blood and dirt that coated her skin and clothing.  The only real clues were the hints of gray that peeked through her matted hair, and the wrinkles on her face that had caught thick streaks of gore.

Ken’s gaze moved from her body to her hands.  One was still outstretched, still signaling quiet.  The other held what looked like an L-shaped lug wrench, though it was much longer than any other such tool Ken had ever seen: nearly four feet of solid metal.  The socket end looked clotted with blood and hair, and the other end terminated in a flat, blade-like apparatus that was probably supposed to be used for wedging tires off of rims.  It was bloody as well.

The woman looked down at him.  “They’re gone.”

“Where are we?” said Ken.  He tried to sit up.  Pain sprinted from the base of his spine through the top of his head.  He winced.

The woman squatted beside him.  “Easy,” she said.  “We’re in some tax office.  H&R Block or something.”

“Tax office?”  Ken couldn’t quite make sense of the words.  He looked around.  All he saw was beige ceilings, a beige wall, and some sort of desk/reception setup that hid everything else from view.

His benefactress seemed to think he was challenging her choice of refuge.  “It was open and it was empty,” she said.  “Not like I had a lot of choices, draggin’ your ass.”

“No, I….”  Ken shut his mouth.  Tried to order his thoughts.  “Thank you.  For whatever you did.  I just don’t understand what exactly that was.”

She smiled then, as though he had said something tremendously funny.  “Understanding went out the window about an hour ago, kiddo.”

He smiled back.  “I’m Ken,” he said.  It felt weird to say it.  He was laying on his back, possibly badly hurt, looking up at a woman who looked like she followed the Countess Bathory bathing regimen, and he felt compelled by some sense of good manners to introduce himself.  He laughed.

She laughed, too.

“I’m Dorcas,” she answered.  She shook the lug wrench at him at the same time.  “And if you make fun of my name, I will brain you.”  She was smiling as she said it.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”  He held up a hand.  “You mind helping me up?”

She nodded, and her free hand clasped his.  She had a very strong grip.  A lot of the women in the area worked farms, and Ken guessed Dorcas was one of them.  She certainly had the attitude of a woman accustomed not just to rowing her own boat, but chopping down the tree and making the damn thing in the first place.

He got halfway up, proud of himself for not vomiting all over the desk, and then was stopped by Dorcas’ hand on his shoulder.  “Slow up,” she said.  “It’s not smart to be in full view.”

Ken straightened a few more inches.  Just enough to see over the reception desk.  He wanted to see where in the world he was.

What his world had become.
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At first he didn’t see anything.  Just a wall of windows with “Brooke Gale, CPA,” and “Got Taxes?” and “Se habla español” written across them in large white letters.

He recognized the signs.  He’d never been in the office – never had a need to, since the kind of money he made as a teacher generally insured that his taxes could be figured out on the side of a cereal box and squared by sending Uncle Sam a roll of shiny nickels – but he drove past it every day.

It was a quarter-mile from the school.

A quarter-mile closer to the Wells Fargo Center.

A quarter-mile closer to Maggie and the kids.

“How did we get here?” he said.

Dorcas favored him with a look that made it clear she thought the question an exquisitely stupid one.  “I brought you,” she said.

“How?”

She grimaced.  “I was fixing a flat on the side of the road when everything started to fall apart.  Couple cars crashed, couple more stopped and the people in ‘em came after me.”

“How’d you…?”  Ken’s voice drifted away.  He didn’t need to ask.  “That’s quite some tire iron you’ve got.”

“Yeah,” she hefted it in both hands for a moment like a star hitter about to go on deck.  “My ex-husband made this for me.  He was a walking penis, but good with tools.  I think it was his way of letting me know he didn’t actually want to have to be around to help me with anything ever.”

Ken was saved from having to figure out how to respond to that by the fact that several figures ran by the windows.  Dorcas grabbed him and hauled him a bit lower, so they could barely see over the top of the reception desk.

The figures ran lithely, with a grace and speed that Ken normally associated with professional athletes.  But one of them looked like a soccer mom and the other two were dressed in fast food uniforms.  All three were spattered with blood.  The soccer mom was holding onto something that looked like a human spine.

They were gone as fast as they came.  Just a few streaks of red across the glass.

“How did you get me here?” asked Ken.  He was speaking to speak, he knew.  Talking to keep his mind off what had just happened, off the pain that was still roaring through his body.

“I found you by the high school.  You looked pretty bad, but alive.”  Her eyes never wavered from the front of the office.  She looked like a hunter, eyes ready for any sign that would lead her to what she sought.  Ken had been invited to go hunting several times over the years, but had never gone.  He was regretting that fact now.  Something told him it might have offered him a few useful skills.

“Anyway,” Dorcas continued a moment later, “there had been some kind of explosion, looked like –”

“An SUV blew up.”

Dorcas nodded.  “Yeah, but it looked like maybe more than that.  Maybe hit a gas main or something as well.  Wasn’t a whole lot left of that side of the school.”

“What?”  He was dumbfounded.  Somehow the idea that the school had fallen prey to whatever sickness – attack? infestation? – that had altered everyone was easier for him to deal with than the concept of the building suffering a gas explosion.

All those kids dead, he thought.

Then he thought: they were already dead.

Of course, he didn’t know that.  He didn’t know anything.  He was just guessing.  And guessing was a terrible way to go about making life and death decisions.

Dorcas was nodding slowly.  “Yuh,” she said.  “Good thing for you, too, ‘cause I don’t think these whatever-they-ares would have left you alone if you’d fallen over in the middle of anywhere else.  You being in the middle of a big ol’ kaboom is what saved you.”

Another one of the things ran by.  Dorcas waited until it was gone, her hands tightening on the lug wrench to the point that Ken worried the thing beyond the windows would see her knuckles glowing.

It didn’t, though it stayed at the windows for a very long time, smelling along the glass like a two-legged bloodhound.  Ken looked around for something to use as a weapon.  The receptionist’s desk was clean to the point of being irritating.  The only things on it were a few post-it notes, a pencil, and some letters.  Ken thought about opening the drawers, but he didn’t know how well-developed the things’ hearing might be.

After another few breathless moments, the thing ran off.  Ken noted that it looked less sure on its feet than had the first three, though he didn’t know why.  It hadn’t appeared injured.  He filed away the information.

“So anyways,” Dorcas continued, as though they had been interrupted by nothing more than a minor annoyance, a glitch in the day’s proceedings, “even though you hadn’t been torn to itty-bitty bits, I didn’t think it’d be a good idea to leave you there, so I grabbed you and brought you here.”

“But how?  No offense, but I’m a bit too big for you to pick up.”

A cloud of smoke drifted by the window, as though to underline his question.

Dorcas grimaced.  “Yeah, I had to drag ya.  You’ll probably find a fair amount of gravel in the back of your head, legs, and ass tonight.  Sorry.”

Ken tried not to gawk at her.  She had dragged him for a quarter-mile?  She had to have done it one-handed, too, or she wouldn’t have been able to retain her XXL lug wrench.  And she was apologizing?

“Why?” he said.  And even as the word escaped him, he wasn’t sure what he meant by it.  Why had she cared to stop for him in the first place?  Why would she apologize when she’d done nothing to warrant an apology?  Why had he survived when so many had not?

Why was any of this happening?

Dorcas lavished another one of her “my, aren’t we the idiot?” looks on him.  “It was the right thing to do,” she said.  “Jesus said ‘Do unto others.’”  Her eyes flashed to the side.  “You’re head’s bleeding again.”

Ken touched his temple.  His fingers came away red.  The sight of his blood made him woozy.  Or maybe it wasn’t the sight, but the fact that he’d probably lost so much of it.  Either way, he once again found himself riding a Tilt-a-Whirl that nobody had bothered to ask him if he wanted a turn on.

Dorcas put a hand on his shoulder.  “You should lay back down.”

“Can’t.”  He closed his eyes, willing the vertigo to stop.  It didn’t.  He opened his eyes and concentrated on seeing through his dizziness.  He seemed to have better luck with that, if only marginally.  “My family’s out there.”

Dorcas’ face tightened.  “Where?”

“Wells Fargo Center.”

She nodded.  “Well, we best get to it, then.”

“To what?”

“To them.”

She started moving toward the front doors.  Ken moved after her, pausing only a fraction of a second.  He didn’t have to ask her why.  He knew what she would answer.

“It’s the right thing to do.”
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The Wells Fargo Center was less than two miles away.  Less than a half hour’s hard walk under normal circumstances.

But then, these were hardly normal circumstances.  Now, with the world spiraling into a maelstrom of chaos and violence, two miles could take a day.  Longer.  There was no way to know.

Ken took a moment to search the receptionist’s desk.  It yielded little more helpful than the pencil he had already seen.  Just a ruler too flimsy to use as a weapon, and a plastic stapler that would probably fall apart if he tried to use it for anything more strenuous than attaching one sheet of paper to another.

Welcome to the world of disposable living.

Looked like he would be leaving the office as empty-handed as he came in.  At least he was still alive.

Dorcas led the way out, creeping on cat-feet to the front of the drab room.  She unlatched the door, and Ken was amazed anew at the woman.  Not only had she rescued him, not only had she dragged him a quarter-mile through decidedly hostile territory, she had had the presence of mind to lock the front door when she came inside.

The tax preparation office was in the middle of a small line of businesses.  One of the little groupings of buildings that would grow a few stories every block or so until they became the dozen or so high rises at the center of downtown Boise.

Ken looked around.  Smoke clouded the air, turning day into a half-lit twilight.  It was hard not to cough.  Pits of brightness peeked through the air in every direction as dozens of fires burned unchecked, as though Hell itself was forcing its way through to a higher plane – or dragging this plane lower.  Cars lay askew in the streets, some crumpled into each other, some crumpled into buildings, others simply abandoned.  There would be no driving anywhere within city limits, not in the permanent gridlock that had fallen upon Boise.

Ken could also hear the sounds of chaos.  The crackle of flames.  Glass tinkling.  Sounds of concrete and shearing off in the distance, and steel bending under some unimaginable forces.

Car alarms chirped all around him, a cacophony of noise that mixed and mingled and could almost hide the other sounds.

Almost.

But the electronic screams of the car alarms could not quite mask the flesh and blood shrieks of people being maimed and dismembered and killed.

And turned.

“Have you seen anyone get bitten and not turn?” he whispered.

“Turn?  What’re you talking about?”  she looked up and down the walkway.  Ken followed her gaze.  There were four cars in the small parking lot.  Two of them had their doors hanging open, their own alarms blaring and adding to the bedlam.  But no one could be seen.

There was some blood on the sidewalk below his feet.  Nothing like it had been at the school, but more than you could write off as a passing nosebleed.

“Turn.  Into one of… one of them.”

Dorcas swiveled to stare at him with wide eyes.  “You mean if you get bit you turn into one of these crazies?”

Ken nodded.  “It happened to one of my studen – I saw it happen,” he amended, trying not to think about Stu, screaming as blood streamed through the bite on his shoulder, staining his letterman jacket even as his eyes drained of their humanity.  It was an impossible thing to try.  Ken suspected that moment would be present in every moment he experienced for the rest of his life, like a horrible stained glass window through which he viewed the world.

“So they’re zombies,” said Dorcas.

“What?”

But she was already moving away, almost dancing down the sidewalk, hugging the walls of the building as long as she could.  She looked like she’d trained for this.  Maybe she had.  Ken again regretted not going hunting.

He also wondered at what she’d said.  Zombies?

He was a history teacher.  He believed in facts and events, in what actually happened.

But he also knew that much of history was a lot closer to fiction than to fact.  Often “history” was simply what the winners of major conflicts got to call their propaganda.

So… zombies.

Zombies – at least in the movies and stories he knew of – were mindless.  That certainly matched up with the things that had taken over Boise.  The trouble they obviously had with doors seemed to bear that out, as did their lack of speech and their incapacity for fear – the ones that had come out the window with him hadn’t been afraid, just angry.

Zombies were hard to kill.  Ditto the things here.  They had been bashed, blown up, pulled to pieces.  And still they kept coming.

So how did you kill a zombie?  Ken tried to remember the few zombie movies he’d watched.  He preferred light comedies or straight action to horror films.  But he thought it was shooting them in the head.  Major brain trauma.

And that didn’t jibe.  When Becca hit her head she went berserk.  When Ken kicked Joe Picarelli’s skull bones back into his brain, the gym coach rampaged throughout the hall of the school.  Neither died.  They just went even crazier.

So no.  Not zombies.  Or if they were zombies, then the stories had gotten some things very wrong.

He realized that Dorcas was holding up her hand, motioning for him to stop.  He skidded to a halt, instinctively drawing as close to the nearest wall as he could.  It was an ice cream shop.  Baskin Robbins.  The neon sign that usually bragged about its “Thirty-OneDerful Flavors” was dark.

Come to think of it, Ken realized that the lights had been off in the accounting office where Dorcas had taken refuge.

Were lights on anywhere in Boise?

In Idaho?

How far did this go?

Dorcas spun around.  “Go!” she whisper-shouted.  “Go, go, go gogogogogo!”

She looked terrified.  Ken would have bet she could play a game of high-stakes poker against a room full of Bond villains.  He had no wish to see what had scared her.

So he ran.
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Ken thought they were going to end up back in the office of Brooke Gale, CPA, but before he’d taken more than a few steps Dorcas grabbed him and propelled him sideways.  He thought she had gone crazy; was going to ram him into one of the cars whose alarms was screeching away.  But at the last second she swung him and instead he found himself shoved through the open door of the passenger side.

A moment later, Dorcas was slinging herself in after him, jabbing at him with her elbows and screaming, “Get over, get over!”

He heard something clang.  Her monster-sized lug wrench.  He wondered why she had dropped it, then realized she’d done so to make room, to make it easier to close the car door.

As soon as Dorcas had clearance, she slammed the door shut.  Ken heard a meaty thud as it closed and Dorcas grunted.  She must have closed it against her foot or hip.  She didn’t seem to care, though.  Nor did she appear to mind the loss of her formidable weapon.

She just hunkered down in her seat and motioned for Ken to do the same.

Ken was still half-straddling the gear selector, so he lurched over until he was fully in the driver’s seat, then he slunk down as well.

The car alarm was deafening inside the vehicle.  Even so, he thought he could hear a strange sound.  A low, vibrating drone.

“What is that?” he whispered.

Dorcas looked like she was about to respond, but instead of answering she said, “The vents!” in that whisper/shout that Ken was starting to associate with the new normality of his existence.  She batted out her hands, seeming to punch at the dashboard.  A moment later Ken realized she was slamming the air conditioning vents into their closed positions.  He did the same for the ones on the driver’s side, still unsure what was going on but trusting in Dorcas’ sense of what should be done.

The sound grew louder.  And with it, screams.

A moment later, Ken saw.  He understood why Dorcas had done what she had done.

And hoped it would be enough.
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Ken thought at first that he was seeing a sentient cloud.  That a piece of the smoke that had engulfed much of Boise must have broken away, gained intelligence – at least on a rudimentary level – and begun prowling the streets.

It was an insane thought.  But the world had very recently gone insane, so he didn’t think he was too out of line having things like that in his mind.

Then he realized that what came into view – what he glimpsed over the edge of the car door and the dashboard – wasn’t a cloud of smoke.  It was black and constantly shifting.  Composed of millions of bits of what looked like particulate matter.

But it wasn’t smoke.

It was a swarm.

The low humming he had heard when Dorcas pushed him into the car: the buzz of millions of wings.

And the screams were coming from deep within the cloud.  Shrieks that sounded like someone being burned alive.  Worse.

The swarm paused in the middle of the street, as though having a committee meeting about which direction to move next.  Ken realized he was holding his breath.

The bees hovered an eternal moment.  Then headed right at the car.  Right for them.

Dorcas started muttering under her breath.  Ken couldn’t tell if she was cursing or praying.

He started tearing off his shirt.  Buttons popped.

Mags gave me this shirt.  She’s gonna be pissed.

“What are you doing?” hissed Dorcas.

“The vents!”

“We closed ‘em.”

“You wanna trust that?”

She hissed.  Started to take off her own blood-spattered flannel shirt, leaving her in a once-white tank top that had already turned cataract gray.

Ken shoved the fabric of his shirt against the air conditioning vents on his side of the dashboard, trusting Dorcas to do the same.  In almost the same instant, it sounded like a hailstorm had engulfed the car.  Sharp raps and taps against the windows, lower thunks against the roof and side panels.

The swarm had engulfed them.
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He felt like screaming.  The only reason he didn’t was that Dorcas was perfectly silent beside him.  Providing a sense of calm that he could not have maintained on his own.

No, that wasn’t true, he realized.  He wasn’t screaming because he was sure if he started, that would be it.  He would just keep on screaming until whatever madness had infected the world made its way fully into his mind as well.  He would scream until the world ended.

And then what would become of Maggie?  Of the kids?

He knew he was deluding himself.  Knew they were probably dead already.  But he also knew that he had to cling to something.  Sanity hung by the slim thread of hope.  He wouldn’t be the one to snip it.

The bees were so thick outside the windows that he could see nothing else.  Just masses of black and flashes of orange-yellow in the dark cloud.  Just millions of stingers punching ineffectually at the windows.

He felt something under his fingers.

Please, dear God, please don’t let that be –

Another movement.

“They’re getting in,” he said.  He practically had to scream to be heard over the din.

Dorcas nodded.  “I feel ‘em.”

Ken looked around the car, trying to spot something else that would provide a better seal than their shirts.

Something buzzed.  Not outside the car.  Inside.

And he realized that they hadn’t covered the lower vents.

A moment later he felt the first insect buzz by his ear.

A moment after that Dorcas shouted in pain.

And a moment after that the first face appeared at the window.
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It was one of the things.  One of the zombies.  Dressed in the outfit of a motorcycle cop, the rounded helmet making him appear almost as insectile as the bees that surrounded him.  His mouth was open, and Ken could see bees crawling around the thing’s gaping maw.

They didn’t seem to be stinging him.  Or rather, it.

The thing’s mad eyes oriented on Ken.  It growled that horrific growl, and started to pound a gloved hand against Ken’s window.

Ken felt a searing pain at the nape of his neck.  Bee sting.

He wondered how long it would take for either him or Dorcas to just lose it and drop their shirts from the vents, allowing more bees to flood in and hastening their deaths.

He wondered why it mattered.  Maybe it would be best to just let it happen.

Another thump, another face.  This time at Dorcas’ window.  It was a little girl, barely tall enough to look into the car.  She had blond hair that had been braided into pigtails.  Ken was sure before all this happened she had probably been beautiful, a shoo-in for the next Swiss Miss ad campaign.  But now her pigtails had been dyed red, and her lower face was caked in gore.

Her teeth started clicking together, chittering, a sound that penetrated the thick hum of the bees and made Ken feel like someone was stabbing his soul with a psychic icepick.  Like the cop, she started pounding on the window.  She had to reach up to do it.

Bees crawled over her skin.  Her open eyes.  She paid them no heed.  Only scrabbled at the glass, trying to get inside the car.

Liquid heat poured over the skin on Ken’s knee.  Another bee sting.  A groan escaped his lips.  He glanced at Dorcas.  She was still holding her shirt against the vents, but she was white-faced and shaking.  She had blood running down her chin, and Ken thought she might have bit clean through her lip.

Whump.

Ken looked back at his window.  The cop wasn’t hitting the glass with his gloved hands anymore.  He had switched to headbutting the window with his helmet.

Whump.

He rebounded off the window.  Growled and hit it again.

A crack appeared in the safety glass.

One more hit and the window would shatter.  The bees could come in and Ken didn’t know if he’d die in a flood of stings, or if he’d survive long enough to turn into one of the things outside.

The once-cop reared back.
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The final hit didn’t come.  The cop leaned back, but didn’t punch through the glass with his helmet.  He just kept leaning and leaning, until he was almost bent over backward.  A glance out the other window showed the child doing the same.

Their mouths opened.  They were breathing in unison.

“What the hell – Ow!” said Dorcas.

“I’ve seen this before,” said Ken.  “I don’t know what it means, but we have a couple minutes before they start pounding us.”

“Fat lotta good that does us with the bees.”

A noise that sounded half solid, half gaseous, drew their attention.  The windows cleared of the millions of bees.  They hadn’t flown away.  They just fell to the ground in a carpet of bodies that was inches thick for fifty feet in every direction.

“What the hell…?” Dorcas said again.

“Come on,” shouted Ken.  “We don’t have much time.”

He threw his door open.  It knocked into the cop, who fell to the ground.  Ken jumped out of the car.  His feet came down on the bees and crunched through them to solid ground.  He felt sick to his stomach at the sound.

The nausea increased when he saw the cop, flat on his back in a sea of insect bodies, panting that strange pant, his mouth wide open and his eyes rolled back to white.

Ken couldn’t tell for sure if the bees were dead, or just stunned like the zombies.  He thought dead, but he didn’t plan to stick around and check for tiny pulses.

A thud sounded behind him as Dorcas got out of her side.  He looked over and didn’t see her, then she rose into view, shaking motionless bees off her super lug wrench with a grimace of disgust.

She looked at the little girl.  “What’s this?” she said.  It was a question to herself, Ken was sure.  Just a whispered bit of reflection that he had overheard.  But it made him ask as well.

What is going on?

He still didn’t know.  Didn’t even know if this was the same thing he had seen before, or something totally different.

It didn’t matter.  He was alive.  That mattered.

Dorcas was alive.  Another thing that mattered.

He hadn’t found his family.

That mattered most of all.

“Time to go,” he said.

Dorcas nodded.  “Hell, yes.”
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They ran to the street first, heading in the same direction they had before Dorcas spotted the bees.  Ken led the way this time.  He suspected they only had a few minutes of peace before the zombies came out of their trances and resumed attacking anything that moved.  So he ran as fast as he could, given his injuries and the exhaustion that was starting to creep in like a dark smudge at the edges of his vision.

But as fast as he wanted to move, he was compelled to slow down when they came to the three lumps in the middle of the street.

“Bees,” was all Dorcas said.  Then she was past, gesturing for him to come on.

Ken nodded, sparing one more glance at the three things in the road.  They were only recognizable as people because of the clothing that wrapped their bodies like too-tight sausage skins.  The rest was a bloated, swollen mass.  Thousands of stings covering every inch of exposed skin.  He shuddered to think how close he had come to looking like this.

Day’s still young.

He ran.  Caught up to Dorcas.  He didn’t know if she was slowing down due to age or exhaustion, if she was simply letting him keep up, or if he was getting some extra charge from the fear for his family that kept nipping at his heels.  No matter which it was, he was soon in the lead.

He didn’t know how long they had to run.  He had been in the high school ceiling last time this happened.  Had it been seconds?  Minutes?  Time and panic had bled any sense of time from his mind.

They ran toward the Wells Fargo Center.  Bearing east.

One block.  It took forever, moving around the shattered remnants of cars and debris fields that looked like they belonged in warzones and not in middle America.

Two blocks.  Ken tried not to count the bodies he saw.  It was a lot.

They passed a clot of about fifty zombies in the street.  Some of them held pieces of a recently torn-apart person in their hands.  All stared at the sky.  Breathing in unison.

Three blocks.

Two more zombies in the street.

Ken ran past.

And Dorcas screamed.
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They were awake.  The zombies were awake.

One looked like it had reached out for Dorcas as she passed and now it had a tight grip on her arm.  She couldn’t swing her lug wrench, either, because the zombie – a fat, middle-aged man wearing board shorts and no shirt – had grabbed her on the side where she held her weapon.  She couldn’t get a swing.

The other zombie was another man.  Younger, with tattoos running up and down thickly muscled arms.  He was reaching for her from behind as Dorcas struggled to keep away from the fat man in front of her.

Ken moved without thinking.  He ran to Dorcas, grabbing her wrench.  She resisted for a fraction of an instant before realizing that it was him grabbing, then let it loose and used her now free hand to keep the fat man at bay.

Ken didn’t have time to swing the wrench at the younger of the monsters.  He just flipped it sharp end up and jabbed.  The flat end of the lug wrench slammed right through the zombie’s head, going up through the base of its nose and then out the back of its skull.

Pink ooze flowed down the length of the lug wrench.  Ken wanted to drop the thing, but forced himself to keep hold.  Even when the goo ran down onto his fingers and arms, feeling like a thick, warm, melted milkshake.  He had to hang on.  Because the zombie – or whatever it was – didn’t die.

The wound was mortal.  There was no way for something to survive a hit like that.  But the strong young man didn’t fall.  Didn’t die.  He started shrieking, screaming, snarling, and gnashing his teeth.

He grabbed Ken’s hands, effectively pinning them to the lug wrench.  And started pulling himself down along the length of the iron haft.  The flat end of the wrench seemed to grow like an iron plant out of the back of his head.  His jittering teeth came closer and closer to Ken’s hands.

And Dorcas was still screaming.  A good thing, he supposed.  It meant she was alive; that she hadn’t been bitten.  Hadn’t turned.

The tattoed zombie was still sliding itself down the lug wrench.  More and more of that pink goo welled from the zombie’s wound, and the more that dripped across Ken’s hands and arms, the more the thing seemed to go completely insane.  Its body spasmed, its head tried to whip back and forth even though pinned in place by the bar.

Ken grunted.  Inches from a bite.

He threw a quick look over his shoulder.  Dorcas was on the ground, the fat man on top of her.  One arm was twisted strangely at her side.  The other was pressed flat against the fat man’s forehead, trying to push his teeth away from her face and throat.  And failing, an inch at a time.

Ken grunted.  Stepped back and tried to play the world’s deadliest game of Crack The Whip as he spun the zombie around in a tight arc.  At the same time, he fell to his side.

The move jerked the lug wrench free with a snap and a spray of blood and sludge.  It also tore the zombie’s head sideways, pulling off a good amount of skin.

There was no way Ken was going to get his feet under him in time to counter any further attack.

But that was the risk he had taken.  Hoping that this zombie, like the others he had seen who had suffered major head trauma, would lose whatever sense guided it to attack only humans.

And it worked.  The thing’s face swiveled as the wrench pulled out of it.  Its gaze fell on the fat zombie that was only an inch from chewing through Dorcas’ cheek.

The younger monster, still oozing puddles of viscous pink slime, fell on the back of the fat man with a scream.  Began beating at it with fists, biting the back of its neck.

Ken got to his feet and ran at them both.  He body checked the fat man, pushing the squirming mass of madness partway off Dorcas.  Then he yanked her the rest of the way out.  She screamed when he pulled her by her broken arm.  He ignored it.  No time to be gentle.

The young zombie and the fat one were biting at one another.  Screaming.  Blood and flesh started to flow as they pulled each other apart, one piece at a time.

“Come on,” said Ken to Dorcas.  He pulled her to her feet.  She almost fell, her knees wobbly from fear or shock or pain.  “Come on,” he said again, giving her a quick shake.

He leaned down and scooped the lug wrench off the ground, then stood and put Dorcas’ good arm over his shoulder.  He didn’t know if she needed it or not, but he wasn’t going to chance his only friend in the Apocalypse falling over and dying of shock.

Not when there are so many more exciting ways to die.

“Ken,” she said.

“If you’re about to say, ‘Just leave me,’ forget it.”

She snorted.  “I was going to say, don’t you dare leave me.  Not after I saved your ass.”

He almost laughed.

But didn’t.  He had to save his breath.  Because he heard something that sounded like thunder.  Only there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.
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They were on South Americana Boulevard, crossing West River Street.  A few blocks ahead of them, the massive footings of the I-84 freeway dropped to earth.  The freeway curved and dropped down a ramp and converted gradually to city streets.

The thunder sound was coming from in front of them.  From the rear.  From all sides.

“What is that?” Dorcas panted.

Ken just shook his head.  He had no idea.  But knew it couldn’t be anything good.

Ahead, the darkness where South Americana crossed under the freeway ramp seemed to roil.  It billowed in on itself, then exploded.

Dorcas cursed, the word spitting out of her like a bullet.

It was like the bees again.  Only this time it was a mass of things that had once been human.  He couldn’t make out any details, couldn’t see the eyes or the madly gaping mouths.  But he didn’t have to.  There was something tremendously unnatural in the way they were running.  Pounding along the blacktop at bullet speeds, but not in any way he associated with a panic riot.

They were running as a unit.  Coordinated.  No unnecessary bumping or shoving.  Together in a way that was almost as disconcerting as the mayhem he felt rolling off them in waves.

He skidded to a stop.  Turned.

Saw another dark mass of death speeding at them from the other end of the street.

He broke right, running to the closest building with windows: a homeless shelter.  He hadn’t even known the place existed, and felt a strange pang of shame at that.  Boise was one of those places where no one seemed to be homeless.  People had money problems – he was one of them – but they always seemed to be in the “pain in the ass but manageable” category.

The place looked like a warehouse, mostly brick and concrete.  But the front was a series of windows.  Which made Ken very uncomfortable.  He remembered the cop, beating against the windows of the car.

How long will those windows hold up if the zombies try to get in?

Beggars can’t be choosers, Ken.

He pulled Dorcas toward the place.  She resisted long enough to pull her arm from around his shoulders, then she was running under her own steam.

The thunder was deafening.  A thousand, maybe ten thousand, pairs of feet hitting the pavement in a cadence that was somehow both chaotic and unified.  Each running at his or her own pace, but all with one purpose: to rend and kill and change.

They got to the front door of the shelter.  Glass, just like the ten-foot windows that fronted the place.  Most of the windows had smears of blood across them, inside and out.

Ken hit the door with his shoulder.  A sign across it said, “We are open for YOU!”

The door shuddered in its frame, but didn’t open.

Locked.

Ken looked inside the shelter.  He didn’t think he and Dorcas had time to go somewhere else.  But he also didn’t want to just break the glass – what would be the point of hiding somewhere with a wide open door?

He saw what looked like a soup kitchen setup: long tables, benches.  Hot food setup in the back.

Everything was in disarray.  Tables upended, benches overturned.  A folding metal chair hung from a sparking bank of fluorescent tubes.

Lots of bodies.  Lots of blood.

Nothing moving, though.  Whatever happened here had remained here.  Had stayed contained.

Not like the now-deafening thunder.

“We gotta get inside,” said Dorcas.

Ken nodded.  He rattled the door once more, as though hoping it might have magically unlocked in the last second.  Then he raised the lug wrench to smash through.

And a man appeared in the wreckage beyond the door.

He looked terrified, worry and grime and blood caking his face and making it difficult to see how old or young he was.  But he had dark hair and a bristly-looking goatee.

“Let us in!” shouted Ken.

He could hear individual footsteps in the thunder, now.  The shelter was slightly recessed from the street, but he had no doubt that the mass of monsters was only maybe a hundred feet away.  Less.

The man in the shelter just shook his head.

“Let us in!” Ken screamed, fear cracking his voice into sharp jags.

Dorcas pounded her good fist against the window beside the door.  “Please, we’ll die!” she screamed.

The man pointed beside him.

There was a little boy there.  Holding the man’s hand.

Ken cursed.  “We can help you!” he screamed.  “We don’t have to do this alone!”

The man shook his head.

Ken raised his lug wrench to smash through the window.

“What about the boy?” said Dorcas.

“I have a family, too,” said Ken.  He looked at Dorcas.  She seemed to be considering his words.  “We’re better off together,” he said.  He brought the lug wrench down.

And stopped it in mid-air.

The man in the shelter had drawn a black, snub-nosed revolver and was pointing it right at Ken’s chest.

Ken looked at the man’s eyes.  Had no doubt the man would shoot him if he continued his swing.

He nodded.

“Come on.”

They would have to outrun the thunder.

He turned.

And saw the first creature come into view past the corner of the building closest to them.
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It was a man in blue jeans.  He was wearing a Boise State U. baseball cap and matching blue and orange t-shirt.  No blood on him, other than a single spot on his hand where he must have been bitten.

He saw Ken and Dorcas and snarled.  Swerved to run at them.

Ken ran.  He knew Dorcas was right behind.

They ran in the only direction open to them: the thin bit of asphalt between the homeless shelter and the building beside it.  The slap/crash of ten thousand feet pounded into the area after them.

Ahead was a chain-link fence that enclosed the back of the shelter as well as some other structure that looked like a supply building or maybe a large disconnected garage.  Either way, it looked like it was closed up tight, and was certainly too tall to get on top of.

Beyond the chain-link fence – almost irrelevant information for Ken’s brain to process since there was no way they could climb over the twenty foot fence before they were overwhelmed by the horde behind them – there was just a blank wall of concrete.  A huge footing of the I-84, an unbroken length of concrete where the freeway lowered to within thirty feet of the ground.

Dorcas started to slow.  Ken could tell she had seen the same things he had.  The fact that they were running into a dead end.

“Come on,” he barked, grabbing her arm and yanking it.

“Why?” she muttered, but ran on.

He felt like she was right.  But felt like he couldn’t just stop.  He owed it to his family to try.

All the way to the end.

Then he saw something.  Tossed the lug wrench away.  Dorcas veered as though to grab it.

“Leave it!” he shouted.  And grabbed what he had seen.

Dorcas gasped as though realizing what he was going to do.  She grabbed it as well.

The zombies were only fifty feet behind them.

And now he realized that they were in front of him, too: filtering into the space on the other side of the fence, between the shelter property and the freeway footing.

“We can’t go over,” panted Dorcas.

“I know.”  He veered to the sturdy structure on their right.  “Change of plans.”

As he turned, he saw the zombies that had followed them into the funnel between the shelter and the other building, a concrete block of a place with a sign proclaiming, “Get fit for the rest of your life!  Free introductory YOGA classes!”

The things were thirty feet away.

He ran the last feet to the disconnected concrete building behind the homeless shelter.  Threw what he was holding against the side.  Dorcas helped him, adjusting the tall ladder that had been laying against the side of the shelter until it cleared the roof of the storage building.

Twenty feet.  The growling hit him hard, worse even than it had in the school.  It felt like he was being punched by someone who had a roll of nickels wrapped in his fist.

He shoved Dorcas up the ladder ahead of him.  She started moving, faster than he would have thought someone could climb one-handed.

He was up an instant later.

The zombies were ten feet away.

Dorcas cleared the ladder.  On the roof.

Five feet.

Ken jumped up the last few rungs.  Onto the roof.

Two feet.

The zombies, led by the blue-jeaned BSU fan, reached for the ladder.

Ken grabbed the ladder and pulled it up after him.  He felt it shudder in his hands as some of the zombies’ fingers brushed it, but none managed to grasp it or pull it down.  He didn’t know if they could use it, but he didn’t want to find out.

He flipped the ladder up over the edge of the building.

It hit the roof with a clank.

Safe.

Then he felt Dorcas’ hand on his shoulder, tight and slick against his still-bare skin.  She squeezed convulsively.

Ken looked down.  His breath caught painfully in his throat.

The zombies didn’t need a ladder.
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The zombie in blue jeans was gone.  Probably still there, but gone just the same.  The press of zombies had filled in the space between the homeless shelter and the ten-foot-by-twenty-foot structure Ken and Dorcas were crouched on top of.  There were so many of the things in the space that it was impossible to see where one left off and another began.  It was like the mass was a single amorphous organism, squeezing every possible cell it could into the area in search of food.

Over the booming growl of the zombies – or maybe between it, since Ken couldn’t imagine anything being heard over it – came the sound of tinkling glass from the front of the shelter.  A few gunshots.

Then just the zombies.  The throng that was so thick it was almost a jellied version of humanity.  Pressing.  Pressing.  Pressing into the space behind the homeless shelter.  Pressing up to the base of the building.

Pressing over and on top of one another.

It was like watching ants swarm up an anthill.  The zombie in blue jeans was probably at the bottom, supporting others who came after, who in turn supported still others.

“Dorcas…,” said Ken, staring transfixed at the boiling mass of bodies that was rising ever closer to the top of their momentary safe haven.

“Already on it,” she shouted.  She ran quickly around the perimeter of the roof, clutching her injured arm but betraying no sign of pain.

Adrenaline is a wonderful thing, Ken thought.  He suspected he would drop dead at any moment.  If he got far enough to enjoy that luxury.

“They’re everywhere,” said Dorcas.  “Not as close as here, but moving up.”

The zombies at the base of the storage building were ten feet away from reaching the roof.  Now nine feet.

Ken looked around.  The roof was unbroken.  No way to get inside and take cover.  No weapons.

He looked over the side.  The things were seven feet away.  Bubbling ever closer to their goal.

What the hell is happening?  Why?

No answers.  Never any answers.

Ken thought for a moment about trying to hit a few heads with the ladder; maybe that would start a chain reaction of crazy that would stop the threat.  But he discarded the idea as soon as it came.  There was no way that dropping a less stable zombie into that mix would even be noticed, any more than the ocean would notice someone pissing in it.

Five feet away.  The ones at the top reached for the roof before being buried under the next wave of zombies.  Their fingers missed the lip of the roof, but not by much.

Ken ran back to the ladder.  It was an extension ladder, opened up to a length of probably twenty feet, but it looked like it could be opened out another four or five feet.  He hoped it would be enough.

He pushed the ladder out.  Over the edge of the roof opposite the one they had climbed up on.

Fingers reached for it.  Came up empty.

He kept reeling the ladder out.  It touched the top of the chain-link fence surrounding the shelter property.  He kept pushing it, using the fence for stability as he shoved the ladder up and over.

It ended about five feet short.

Five feet before touching the lip of the freeway just above and to the side of them.  Ken pushed the leading edge of the ladder forward another inch, but any farther and he knew it would just fall off the building, teeter on the fence for a moment, then plummet into the horde below.

Just like they would fall if they tried to get out on the ladder.  It would tip over into the zombies as soon as they crossed the fulcrum point of the top of the chain-link fence.

“So much for emergency bridging out of here,” he said.

He looked at Dorcas.  Out of ideas and not knowing what to say.  Goodbye seemed trite, seemed ridiculous in fact.

The look in her eyes stole his thoughts.  Not just strong.  If he had to pick a word at that moment he would only have come up with holy.  This, he realized, was what he had always pictured avenging angels looking like right before they started kicking celestial ass.

Dorcas stepped onto the first rung of the ladder, the only rung that still rested on the roof of their all-too temporary sanctuary.

“I’ll anchor it,” she said.

He shook his head.

“You’ve got family.  All I’ve got is an ex-husband who was probably banging some girl half his age when this all went down.”  She grimaced.  “I hope she bit his wiener off.”

Ken still didn’t move.

Dorcas grabbed him with her good hand.

“Go!  Get your family.”

Behind them, he heard the fleshy slap of a dozen palms on the roof.  The growling all around them grew more focused, as though they knew that this was it.

The first zombies pulled themselves onto the roof.
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Ken moved past Dorcas, stepping onto the ladder.  But he didn’t up it, didn’t run over the point where it crossed the chain-link fence, didn’t attempt to jump from the end of the ladder to the edge of the freeway five feet away.  He just moved a single rung past Dorcas, then spun around, one foot planted unsteadily on the rails on either side of the ladder.

Below him, the zombies reached for the ladder, reached for him.  They hissed and growled like boiling tar in a moat.

“What are you doing?” Dorcas shouted.  “Go!”

He ignored her.  Waited.  Watched.

The first zombies pulled themselves fully erect on the roof.  Looked around as though taking stock.  Spotted Dorcas.  Spotted Ken.

“Come on!” he screamed.  He grabbed her good arm and yanked her toward him.

“We’ll fall!”

He didn’t answer, just pulled her onto the ladder.  It held up, supported by the roof on one side and the chain-link fence on the other.

“As soon as we get past the fence, we’ll tilt it,” she said, not adding the words, “and we’ll fall!”

Ken heard them anyway.

He kept moving forward.  Crabwalking up the incline, hearing the clank-clank-clank of Dorcas doing the same right at his heels.  Hearing even more the zombies growling and shrieking only a few feet below, boiling ever higher as they piled on top of one another to get to their prey.

The fence.  Almost there.

Now Dorcas did say it.  Screamed it.  “We’ll fall!”

“Keep going, trust me!” shouted Ken.  No time for explanations.

They reached the fence.  He put his hand over the invisible line that would quickly turn the ladder from bridge into unbalanced teeter totter.  He kept going.

Passed onto the other side of the fence.

Teeth and madness below.

Dorcas put her hand over the fence.

The ladder started to shift.

Clank.

Ken looked back as the ladder slammed back to the rooftop, borne down by the weight of the two zombies fighting to crawl out after them.

“Keep moving!” he screamed to Dorcas.

One of the zombies fell off the ladder with a scream of rage.  Two more took its place.  Then another three.  The horde-organism had extended itself to the roof, and now pushed its living pseudopodia out onto the ladder, each with its own face and mouth and gut.

The ladder clanked.  Groaned as more and more of the mindless things pushed their way onto it.  Ken didn’t know what the ladder’s weight rating was, but doubted it was designed for lateral use by ten – eleven, twelve – full-grown people.

He pushed forward.  The gap was ahead.  Five feet.  A longish jump on solid ground.

But when you were running up an incline that was mostly made of holes, one of you concussed at least twice over and the other one nursing a badly broken arm… impossible.


Chapter 38



 



“I can’t make it,” shouted Dorcas.

“You’ll make it.”

“I can’t hang on.”

“You won’t have to.”

He was at the end of the ladder.  It crackled as though nervous.  Something pinged and one of the beasts clambering up its length behind them toppled off, still holding one of the ladder rungs, and was swallowed up by the swelling host below.

Ken stood up, balanced precariously on the last rung of the ladder.  He thought a stiff breeze might blow him off.  He tried not to think of what was below.

He turned to face Dorcas.  Saw her.  Saw the ten man-beasts only a few feet behind.  Seven on the other side of the fence.  Three on this side.

The ladder started to buckle.

Ken nudged himself up onto his toes.

Tipped himself back like a diver doing a reverse swan…

“NO!” Dorcas screamed

… and fell.
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Two things happened almost at the same moment.

Ken felt his blindly reaching hands slap against the rough concrete lip of the freeway behind him.

And the ladder gave out a shuddering scream and started to bend, folding over the top of the fence like it had grown suddenly exhausted by its efforts and just needed to relax.

Dorcas screamed.  Hitched up on her knees and reached with her good arm.

Ken flipped his toes from their position atop the last rung, jamming them under the rung, then knifing his toes up over the top of the ladder’s support columns.  The full weight of the ladder and the occupants on this side of the fence came down on his shins, his feet, his hands.

Ken screamed.  Felt the skin peel off his shins as the ladder pulled on him.

But the ladder didn’t fall.

“Climb!” he shouted through gritted teeth.

Dorcas got to her feet, leaping across the last few feet to the end of the ladder.

The three zombies on this side of the fence started growling louder, as though sensing that they were in danger of losing their meal.  They skittered on hands and feet across the final yards of the ladder.

Dorcas pulled herself one-handed up Ken’s body.  Planted a foot on his leg, another fell right into his crotch.  He shouted in pain.  A memory flashed through his mind: Derek’s first year, when he had started crawling and then walking.  His favorite thing to do was crawl or walk from one end of the couch to another, clearly enjoying the bounce of the cushions.

If Ken was sitting on the couch, it was an even bigger treat.  Like a small mountain to be climbed.  A fun obstacle for the infant.

And every time – every single time – the kid crossed over, he managed to put a surprisingly hard baby foot in Ken’s crotch.

When Hope came, Ken joked with his wife that he was surprised his sperm count had survived the continuing assault of Derek’s climbing trips.

He wondered if this was going to be his last memory.  His little boy slamming him in the nuts on at least a daily basis.

There are worse ways to go.

And he would have paid Dorcas back.

The back end of the ladder, the part beyond the fence, cracked in two with a sound like a rifle shot.  The seven monsters crawling its length fell with a scream.

The three on this side were still coming, held up by the fence and by Ken’s rapidly tearing tendons and muscles.

Dorcas’ weight left him.

Her voice came from above.  She sounded like an angel.

“Let go,” she said.  “I’m here, let go!”

Ken almost let his hands relax.  A move that would have been suicide since Dorcas wasn’t holding onto him; and even if she had been, it wasn’t likely she could haul his body weight up and over the edge of the freeway shoulder.  Then he realized what she meant.  

 The closest of the three zombies still on the ladder leaped at him.
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Ken relaxed his feet.

The ladder fell with a clang and a wet thud as the weight of two full-grown men drove it into the pile of bodies below.

The thing that had jumped for Ken was still in the air.  Snarling.  Mouth open.

Its fingers brushed Ken’s chest.

Ken swung back in a short arc as his feet – which had been anchoring him as much as the ladder – let go.  Just out of reach of the monster, which fell close enough that Ken could smell its breath, dark and damp and rotten, as it fell past him and was swallowed up in the monstrous swirl thirty feet below.

Ken swung backward into the concrete freeway footing.  His feet and legs hit hard, further abrading the torn and lacerated flesh there.

He felt himself slipping.

He had originally intended to flip himself into a pull-up position, but now realized that was going to be impossible.  He didn’t have the leverage for it, since he was essentially reaching behind himself at this point.

“Hold on!” he heard Dorcas screaming.

Sure.  No problem.

He felt numb.  Everywhere but his head, which throbbed.

Something smacked him on the nose.

“Sorry,” said a gruff voice.  He didn’t recognize it, only realized that it certainly did not belong to Dorcas.

He realized that he had been hit by a belt buckle.  One of the kind that were almost the size of a salad plate and could only be worn by ironic hipsters or deadly-serious cowboys.

A hand grabbed his arm, arresting his slow downward slide.  The voice spoke again, sounding very much the opposite of an ironic hipster.  “Grab it, boy.”

For a moment Ken couldn’t peel the fingers of his free hand away from the concrete.  Now that he was supposed to let go, he couldn’t.

Then his fingers came away.  He swore he heard a wet ripping, like the sound of Saran Wrap pulling off itself.  He swung into space for a dizzy second, his body only anchored at one point, before managing to grab the belt.

The things below screamed.  Piled up, piled up, piled up, still looking like some huge version of rabid ants.

Ken couldn’t climb.  He was done.  All he could do was clench his hand around the well-worn strip of leather.  He couldn’t pull himself up.

He didn’t have to.

He heard a grunt, then started to rise, pulled at a slow but steady pace.  He heard Dorcas say, “You got him?”

“Yup,” said the unseen gruff non-hipster.

The hand that had been holding Ken’s other hand trapped to the side of the freeway footing let go.  And another hand – larger, matching the roughness of the voice it belonged to – wrapped itself around that hand a second later.

A third hand – Dorcas’, he figured – grabbed him under the armpit.

And together they hauled him up.

Ken’s bare back scraped something metal.  A moment later he could see that it was the small fence beside the freeway.  Just strips of sheet metal with reflective stickers to warn motorists not to drive off the side of the freeway.  They were sharp as knives.

And the pain as they bit into Ken’s back was probably the greatest feeling he had ever experienced.

It meant he was still alive.

They pulled him over.  Dorcas and another someone Ken still hadn’t seen.  He fell full-length to the ground, the hot pavement biting at his raw back.  Smiling.

“We safe?” said Ken.

Dorcas grinned back.  “For the moment.”

“Good.”

He meant to thank the mysterious benefactor who had saved them, but passed out instead.
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Music.  Boisterous and bright.

Click.  Bzzzzz.

Click.  Silence.

Click.  Micky Mouse talking.

Click.  Two kids arguing.  One of them said something snarky and a crowd of people laughed.

Click.  Silence again.  Then… the growl.

Ken’s eyes fluttered.  He jerked into semi-wakefulness.  His body slammed upright, registering only peripherally that he was laying on something cold and very hard.

It was dark.  Everything was dark.  He felt like he’d been blinded.  The only illumination came from one of the things.  Not three feet away.

He screamed.

The thing looked at him.  Its face was creased and blood-stained.  Its eyes glinted like those of a wolf.

It opened its mouth.

“Easy, partner,” it said.

And it turned its gaze from Ken.

Ken felt his mouth slam shut, the scream cutting off abruptly.

A hand touched his forehead, and he almost screamed again before he realized it was Dorcas.  “You’re hot,” she said.  “We’ll have to find you some meds.”

“I’m fine,” he mumbled.  He looked at the thing again.  The glowing figure.  Only now it seemed his eyes were working better, because he could see that it wasn’t a thing, and it wasn’t glowing.  It was a man, hunched over a box that seemed at once familiar and alien, a relic of a world already ten times removed from Ken’s reality.

A television.

The man was sturdy and squat, with relaxed features and a weathered face that spoke of a life spent outdoors.  He looked, Ken thought, like one of those men you ran into who “wrassled” things – things like bears, gators, and small countries – for a living.  Men who had an ageless quality about them.  Beards flecked with gray, as this man’s beard was, but whose hands and arms were the hands and arms of a man in his prime.

He looked like – and probably was – a cowboy.  The real kind.  Not a poser, the kind who bought hundred-dollar blue jeans and rode horses on weekends, but the kind of man who was as much at home on a horse as off, and whose jeans were designed for one purpose only: to take as much punishment as possible and keep on going.

“That’s Aaron,” said Dorcas.  “He’s the one who rescued us.”

“Lucky us,” said Ken.

“Luck nothing,” said Dorcas.  “He said he’d been watching from the freeway, trying to figure out a way to help us.”

“You obliged by coming to me, so thanks for that,” said Aaron.  His gaze didn’t waver from the television.  The TV was turned away from Ken, so he couldn’t tell what the other man was watching.  But he still heard the growl that had awakened him.  The sound of at least one of those things.

“What are you watching?” he said.  “Where are we?”

He tried to stand up.  “Maybe you should –” Dorcas began, but he waved her off.  She sighed and put an arm under one of his.  Helped him stand.

He realized Dorcas’ arm was bunched under fabric, not just slapping against his bare skin.  In the strange, flickering light he could see he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt said, “I went to BOISE and all I got was this STUPID SHIRT (and a raging case of the CLAP).”

He looked at Dorcas.  She grimaced.  “We didn’t think you should just go around nekkid for the rest of your life.  Don’t ask where we got it.”

The back of Ken’s head felt strange.  Taut, like a drum that had been tightened too zealously.  He touched it and felt something hard and knotted there.

“You were banged up pretty bad,” said Dorcas.  “Aaron found some superglue and just glued you back together.”  She glanced at the cowboy.  “He’s handy.”

Ken noticed that Dorcas’ broken arm had been set, her forearm duct-taped to a ruler and then hung from a sling made from an oversized handkerchief.

“Looks like he is handy,” said Ken.  He took a few steps toward the older man, who still hadn’t looked away from the television.

The sound of Ken’s shoes echoed strangely and he looked around for the first time.  The flickering light of the TV bounced off four walls that seemed to be made of burnished metal with tiny knobs set every few inches along their surfaces.  The ceiling had the same reflective quality, a long expanse with a small vent set into the middle.

“Bank vault,” said Dorcas.

Ken thought of Maggie and the kids.  The Wells Fargo Center.  Could it be possible he’d made it there in his sleep – or unconsciousness?

Even in the dim light of the television set, Dorcas must have seen the hope on his face.  She shook her head.  “We got as far as 11th Street when we saw another one of those… hordes… coming at us.  We were carrying you so we had to get away as fast as we could.”  She nodded toward Aaron, who was still glued to the TV set like it was final seconds of an epic Superbowl.  “He was the one who thought of getting to the bank.”

“What bank?” asked Ken.  He tried to stand on his own.  His head started throbbing again, but he didn’t want to throw up.  Progress.

“Bank of the Falls,” said Aaron.

Ken’s stomach plunged.  They had actually gone backward.  The Bank of the Falls was several blocks north and west of where they had been, nowhere near where Ken wanted to be.

Dorcas touched his shoulder.  “We’re doing our best,” she whispered.

Ken realized his face must be an extremely open book.  “Sorry,” he mumbled.  “Just worried.”

The sounds coming from the television got louder.  The growl.  Ken felt like he should have been elated at the fact that there was still power in at least some parts of the city: the world couldn’t have ended yet if you could still watch a show; could still microwave a burrito, right?  But instead he just felt dread at the sound of that enraged snarl.

He moved toward the TV.  He remembered the feeling he had had when he first saw the bugs on his classroom window: that feeling of not wanting to see, but needing to know.

He worried that kind of thing would kill him.

But he worried more that not knowing would kill him faster.

He joined Aaron in front of the television.
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At first Ken didn’t know what he was looking at.  The camera kept tilting and moving.  Then he recognized the bits and pieces of the background as the studio for one of the local news affiliates: all greens and blues and expensive-looking graphics.

And in the background, like the world’s most macabre laugh track, the continuing noise of the growl.

“Where’s it coming from?” said Dorcas.

A moment later, the answer presented itself.  A woman came into view.  She was close to the camera, her hands on either side of the frame as though she was embracing the equipment.  Her hair and makeup had clearly been beautiful at one point, but were now a nest of snarls and streaks.

She stared into the camera.

“That’s Marie Wells,” said Dorcas.

“Who?” said Ken.

“She’s one of the anchors for Channel Seven News.”

Marie didn’t look like she’d be anchoring anything anytime soon.  She growled louder, as though knowing that the people she desperately wanted to attack were on the other side of the camera.  Her lips pulled back, baring teeth that were stained and clotted with the remains of something Ken preferred not to think about.

She headbutted the camera.

The movement came without any kind of telegraphing.  One moment she was growling and snarling, the next her forehead slammed into the lens.  There was a splash of red as some part of the equipment sliced her forehead wide open, and when she drew back the image was blurred – whether because of blood or because of makeup Ken couldn’t tell.

Marie could be made out, a crimson curtain running down her face.  She stumbled around, still growling.  No longer interested in the camera, but still clearly searching for something – someone – to kill.

“Change it,” whispered Dorcas.

Aaron reached out and touched a button on the television.  It flipped over to at Tom & Jerry cartoon.

“That’s good news, right?” said Ken.  The others looked at him.  “Things can’t be too bad if the televisions are still going.  Maybe this is only happening in Boise.”

Aaron and Dorcas shared a glance.  Dorcas nodded.

Aaron flipped to a new channel.
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Ken didn’t watch much news.  His interest in news stopped right around the end of the Korean War.  After that, things got too muddy for him.  In fifty years, maybe the dust would have settled enough for him to look back and understand just who had done what to whom, but for now he mostly avoided contemporary information.

But he still knew what the CNN logo looked like.

Usually, however, the logo hung next to a ticker that highlighted breaking news items, and behind it would be an anchorperson and a studio.  Now the logo was beside a ticker that sprouted nonsense, as though someone had fallen face first onto the teletype.

There was no anchor.

There was a studio.  Clusters of computer towers and monitors.  Most of them splattered with blood.  Bodies laying across several tables.

And more than a dozen of the things, the zombies, walking around between the dead.

Ken was reminded of the zombies that had followed him out of the school.  Like those few, these moved in a strangely coordinated way.  Not as though they were telling one another what to do, more like….  He frowned, trying to conceptualize what he was seeing.

It was like they were tied to one another.  As though an invisible rope that permitted only a few feet of slack tied every zombie in the room to every other zombie.  They almost orbited each other.  Moving over and around the debris-strewn warzone that the studio had become, but never straying far from the other monsters.

As Ken watched, one of the bodies that he had thought was dead stood up on legs that were clearly broken and began shuffling around as well, growling and snarling.  Blood spurted out of its legs with every step.

It fell eventually.  But didn’t stop growling as it crawled on the floor, pulling itself along on hands that soon bled.  Trying to stay with its brothers and sisters.

“That ain’t Boise,” said Aaron.

“No,” said Ken.  The word came out as a whisper, sounding almost like a prayer.

Dorcas reached out and changed the channel back to Tom & Jerry.  The mouse had enlisted the aid of a bulldog to destroy the larger cat.

Ken looked at the TV.  It was on the vault floor, the electrical and cable inputs trailing out of the barely-cracked door.  Aaron or Dorcas must have grabbed it and brought it in here.

“What about computers?” he said.  “The internet?”

“Checked it already,” said Aaron.  “A lot of the ‘net’s still active, and the power’s still on – in this building, at least, and who knows how long that’s even going to last – but there’s nothing about whatever all this is.”  He heaved a sigh, and now he did look old.  Tired.  He drew a hand over his face.  “Whatever happened, it happened so fast no one was ready.”

“What was it?” said Dorcas.  “What did this?”

Before anyone could answer, a new sound forced its way into their world.  One Ken had heard before.  One they all had.  And one that was both comforting and terrifying at the same time.
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The tone reminded Ken of old modem connections: a grating computer modulation, followed by a high-pitched tone designed to demand attention.

“EAS,” said Aaron.

“What?” asked Dorcas.

“Emergency Alert System,” said Ken.

“I thought they got rid of that,” said Dorcas.

“They got rid of the Emergency Broadcast System.  In favor of the EAS, which is more localized,” said Aaron.  He flipped channels.  The tones were on every one.

“I thought you said they were local,” said Dorcas.

“They are,” said Aaron.  “Only one person has access to nationwide EAS.”

At that moment, the tones cut off, replaced by a voice from the television, playing over the cooking show that Aaron had stopped at.  The voice was male, but somewhat androgynous.  Computerized, Ken guessed.

“The President of the United States is dead,” said the voice.  “So is the entire Cabinet, and their Secret Service details.  Washington, D.C., has fallen.”

Ken looked at Dorcas.  She looked more afraid than she had at any time before, even when they were stranded atop a roof and surrounded by thousands of zombies.

“I’m the only one left to do this, so… Jesus.  I don’t even know why I’m doing it.  So you can know.  So you can take whatever measures you deem necessary.”  Even computerized, the voice sounded drawn and weary.

“Get off the air, you stupid ass,” muttered Aaron.  “You’re just scaring people.”

“Who do you think it is?” asked Dorcas.

Aaron shook his head, whether because he didn’t know or didn’t want to say, Ken couldn’t tell.

The strangely asexual voice continued.  “We barely had enough time to read the first reports before it hit us, too.  It’s worldwide.  Moscow sent us half a flash over the emergency channels, then nothing.  A minute later we got garbled reports of zombies from Germany, maybe thirty seconds later we heard a few sentences from London before they went dark, too.  A minute and a half later it hit us.”

The voice went dead for a long time.  Long enough that Ken thought maybe it was done speaking.

“I can’t tell you what to do.  I can see swarms of them in the streets – the whole city, what people are left alive.  There are dozens of the things outside the door here, and I only have a few seconds.  Don’t wait for help from the government.  If you’re alive, you’re alone.  You’re on your own.”  Another pause, then the voice said, “Near as we can tell, over fifty percent of the world’s population was susceptible to the initial effect.  That fifty percent attacked the rest of us, and now we –”

The tones returned.  The beeps and the modem sounds that reminded Ken of someone taking a Brillo pad to a disk drive.

“He’s gone,” whispered Dorcas.  She sounded like she was holding back tears.

“He was gone before he started that broadcast, the dumb kid,” said Aaron.  The short man reached up and put an arm around Dorcas’ shoulders.  She wilted into him.

Ken looked at Aaron.  The other man stared as though to say, “What now?”

Ken twisted his back, feeling his joints.  Everything hurt.  But everything seemed to be working, if only just barely.

The television flickered, then went out.  Ken heard snaps and relays as the power grid failed.  He didn’t know if it was just here, in this block, or if this time it was city wide or state wide or everywhere.

And it didn’t matter.

He could still feel Aaron staring at him in the darkness.

“I’ve got to get going,” he said.  “My family’s out there.”
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If he had been a movie hero, Ken would have accompanied that statement with a dramatic turn toward the vault door.  He would have swaggered over to the thin line of light that was the only demarcation between their dark bunker and the greater darkness outside, and left to save his loved ones without a second thought.

But he wasn’t that guy.  He was a history teacher.  Granted, he thought of himself as fairly resourceful, okay in a fight.  But he was still just a normal guy.  Still scared witless at the idea of going out there alone.

So he waited a moment.

The moment stretched out.  He could hear Dorcas sniffing, sounding like she was trying to suffocate her sobs before they could be born.

Aaron made no sound at all.  The epitome of the strong silent type.

Ken realized he was waiting too long.  He turned.

Aaron spoke.  “They’re probably dead.”

Ken didn’t turn to face the other man.  If he turned away from the vault door, he thought it likely he wouldn’t have the strength to leave.  He would just cower in the darkness until the hordes found him, or until hunger and thirst claimed him.  Either way, he was dead.  And he preferred to die looking for his family.

“I know,” he said.  “But I have to look.”

Aaron exhaled, a long, steady breath of air that sounded like a man getting ready to do something deeply unpleasant.  “All right, then, let’s go.”

Ken felt his legs trembling.  “Dorcas?” he asked.

Dorcas, still sniffling, said, “Don’t be stupid.  You think I rescued you and dragged you all over creation – twice – just so you could go off and die without me being there to save you again?”

Ken felt something move past him in the dark.  A moment later, a deep grunt signaled that it was Aaron.  The crack of light at the vault’s entrance widened slightly, and Ken could make out the squat man pushing the thick steel door open.

As soon as it was wide enough, Aaron slipped through the gap.  “Come on,” he said.  “I don’t plan to be out at night.”

Ken nodded.  He reached behind him in the darkness.  Dorcas’ hand clasped his.

They stepped out of the safety of the vault.  Into brightness.  Into danger.

Into hopeless hope.
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Ken hadn’t seen the bank coming in, of course.  So he wasn’t prepared for what waited outside the vault.

Like a lot of banks in Boise, this one was fairly small.  Just a vault that led into a small anteroom, then directly into the bank proper.

It was filled with the dead.  People who must have been here right before or during lunch breaks.  Ken realized that Becca had noticed the first bugs at around 11:30.  And now it was… he glanced at a wall clock.  Analog, and it must be running on batteries, because the second hand was still sweeping along like everything was normal.  2:25 in the afternoon.

It had only been three hours.  Three hours, and according to the faceless person on the television, almost everyone on the planet was either dead or converted to one of the things, one of the zombies.

None of the zombies were in here, only the aftermath.  Limp forms laying across desks, tables, the floor.  A pair of men lay atop one another nearby, frozen in a final tableau that made it all too easy to determine how each had died.  A few feet from them, a woman slumped across one of the teller stations, her arm reaching under the bulletproof acrylic as though to take a deposit from a customer.  Only the woman didn’t have a hand at the end of her arm.  She must have bled out and died like that.

Bodies and blood everywhere.  Made even more gruesome in the half-light that illuminated everything: the sunlight filtering in through polarized windows at the front of the bank.

The street outside appeared deserted.

Ken realized he hadn’t tried to call Maggie.  He hadn’t had a single moment to do so, not more than ten seconds where he wasn’t concentrating on the pressing question of his own survival.  Now he took his cell phone out of his pocket.  It turned on as though everything were normal, and he saw three bars at the corner of the display: enough to indicate plenty of coverage.

He dialed Maggie’s cell number.  Held the phone to his ear.

Ken saw Aaron turn and spot him.  The other man’s eyes widened.  “Don’t –” began the man.

Ken ignored him.  Turned away.

The phone rang once.

Ken felt Aaron pulling on his shoulder.

The phone rang again.

The line picked up.
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Ken was grinning, even though Aaron was pulling on him.  Expecting to hear Maggie’s voice.  Maybe one of the kids.

What came out of his phone, though, was the background noise of a nightmare.

His first thought was that it was the EAS; that the President was still alive, and was somehow broadcasting aid instructions to cell phones in the area.  Certainly the noise that came out of the phone possessed the same grainy, rasping quality that the computer tone at the beginning of the televised alert had.

A moment later, though, the sound seemed to be drilling holes in Ken’s brain.  It was like he had found a way to access every horrific memory of his life, and have every one of them come tumbling forward into the forefront of his mind.

The time Derek swallowed a marble and almost choked to death.

Hope’s pneumonia.

The months after Ken graduated college and found that the job market had dried up and he was about to bring a child into a world without any idea of how to take care of it.

His parents’ deaths.

The pain when he had surgery as a child, the doctor digging in his shoulder with a scalpel without using anesthesia because doing so would have made it harder to find the source of the infection.

On and on and on.

And under it all, a current of something worse than the pain and terror and rage and fear.

It was something Ken didn’t have a word for.  Something beyond hopelessness.  A sense that all was not merely lost but worthless.  That any value he might once have felt in his life, his loved ones, was overblown and ridiculous.  Muted by the reality of a universe that would not notice at all if the world were swept clean of all human life.

He wanted to lay down and die.

A hand closed over his.  He barely felt it.  But when the hand tore the phone away from his ear… that he noticed.  It was the most exquisite pain, the most divine of agonies.  The horrific memories that had bubbled to the surface of his mind became stronger for an instant – an instant that seemed an eternity – and then sank back to the depths of his consciousness.

“No phones,” said Aaron.  He pointed at something.

Ken felt fuzzy, like he was waking up after a night of heavy drinking.  But he managed to look in the direction Aaron was pointing at.  It was a man in a nice suit, laying in the corner of the bank.  He had a phone to his ear, and his eyes stared sideways at nothing.

He wasn’t breathing.  Ken suspected he had listened to the sounds in the phone until he had simply shut down, until his mind somehow managed to tell his heart to stop beating.  Until oblivion became not merely a respite, but the only way to escape the mental rapine of the tone.

“How’d you know?” said Ken.

“I tried to call my brother,” said Aaron.  “Dorcas saved me.”

The look in Aaron’s eyes told Ken that the admiration Dorcas had for the cowboy was mutual.  That made him feel good for some reason.  Like even though the world was ending, there was still a chance as long as people were making connections.

He glanced at Dorcas.  She was actually blushing.  And that made Ken feel better still.

Then the pounding started.  And that made him feel much, much worse.
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Ken looked around and saw every single one of the zombies pounding on a car parked at the curb outside the bank.  

Just one.  But by now Ken’s brain automatically figured that it was like seeing a single ant at a picnic.  “Just one” really meant “more to come.”

He dropped to his knees, moving behind one of the freestanding counters that the bank provided for people to fill out deposit and withdrawal slips.  Dorcas and Aaron were already hunched behind another one.

“Is it locked?” Ken whispered, signaling at the door.

Aaron shook his head.

Ken sighed, but figured it didn’t matter much.  The things would get in if there were more than a few of them.

A scream.  Raw and thin, as though the person screaming had exactly enough energy left for that single sound.  Ken couldn’t tell if the noise came from a man, woman, or child.  And he didn’t want to know.

But he poked his head over the top of the counter.  Because Dorcas had saved him.  Aaron had saved both of them.  So if he could help someone else, he would have to do it.

The scream was coming from the car outside the bank.  The one the zombie was pounding on.  Only now the zombie had been joined by three others.  They were all large men, brawny in a way that Ken associated with bouncers or bikers: thick through the chest and gut, wearing cut-off sleeves that showed tan and muscled arms.

Another scream from inside the car.  And Ken didn’t know what to do.

He heard a whirring, clicking sound beside him.  Looked over.  It was Aaron.  He was holding a pistol, what looked like a .357 Magnum, black and bug-like and deadly.  The clicking came as he spun the cylinder, which was hanging to the side.  Then he looked at Ken and shook his head, holding up two fingers.

Ken didn’t ask where the other bullets had gone.  Probably expended before Aaron had found him and Dorcas.  Regardless, two was not enough to help whoever was in the car.

He wondered if he should try to help anyway.  If there was any way to take on the four zombies that seemed intent on beating their way into the vehicle.

Then the question became moot with a sound of thunder.

A horde had arrived.
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He had no way of knowing how many there were.  Hundreds or thousands or tens of thousands – however many it was, one moment there were only the four brawny zombies pummeling at the car outside the bank, and the next moment the car was gone, drowned in a sea of once-humanity.  The growling, snarling mass of monsters were all focused on the car, and even over the noise of their shouts Ken could hear the louder sounds of the car being hammered by hundreds of fists.

Ken dropped back behind the deposit slip station.  He looked over at Dorcas and Aaron.  Only ten feet away, but they seemed to be in another world.

Dorcas was staring at him.  Her eyes alight with terror.  Aaron cocked the hammer on his gun, readying one of his remaining two rounds.

Glass crashed.  Ken winced, expecting to hear the growling invade the bank.  But it was the sound of the car’s windows smashing in.

Another scream – all-too human.  And all-too short.

Then, silence.

Even the growling that was the zombies’ apparent trademark ceased.

Ken peeked over the top of the counter, suspecting what he would see.

Faces.  Bloody and broken.  Whole and unblemished.  A strange mix of the perfect and the profane.

Every one of them tilted upward, every one of their mouths open wide.

Every single person breathing in unison.

He dropped back down.  Looked at Aaron and Dorcas.  “We should go.  Now.”

Dorcas didn’t move.  Aaron shook his head.

“Trust me,” he said to Aaron.  “I’ve seen this before.”

“So’ve I,” said Aaron.

“When you were out it happened again,” whispered Dorcas.

“Twice,” added Aaron.

“So you know, now’s the time to go,” said Ken.  “What happens if they wake up and we’re still here?”

“The times they spend doing… that…,” said Dorcas, motioning vaguely at the mass of zombies only a dozen feet away.  “It’s….”  She searched for words.

“It’s getting shorter,” said Aaron.  “Each time, it gets shorter, like there’s some internal countdown happening.”

A shudder ran through Ken’s frame.  His head thudded in time with his speeding heartbeat.  “What happens when the countdown reaches zero?” he asked.

No one answered.

Outside, the horde could still be heard breathing: in-out-in-out-in-out….

Then snap.

The growling began again.

And Ken knew if he’d gone out there, he would have just been stepping into their midst when they came back to reality – or whatever passed for reality in their minds.

A few of the zombies began knocking on the bank windows.  Tapping gently, almost tenderly.

Tap, tap, tap….

Fingernails coated with gore, hands slick with blood.

Tap, tap, tap….

Ken felt like he was in a children’s fairy tale.  Like he, Aaron, and Dorcas were the three little pigs.  He remembered very clearly that things ended badly for two of those pigs.

And that was with only one Big Bad Wolf.  Outside this particular house of straw, there were thousands of them.

Tap, tap, tappppp….

The tapping grew louder as more hands slapped the glass.

“Little pig, little pig, let me in,” he whispered to himself.
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Ken saw Dorcas shift slightly, saw her getting ready to run, to make a break for the back of the bank and the safety of the vault.  Aaron put his free hand on her shoulder, and Ken saw the cowboy’s knuckles whiten as he silently urged Dorcas to stay put.

He also noticed that Aaron had his gun pointed at Dorcas’ back.  He wondered if that was accidental, or if the man planned to use one of his two remaining bullets on her before letting her be turned.

And who gets the other bullet?  The last bullet?

The tapping at the glass grew louder, hands and fists battering at the heavy windows.  The growling was a rippling, surging undertow, dragging Ken into a place where despair and death were the only possible outcomes – and became, in their way, the only welcome options.

He felt himself start to rise.  The power of the sound, of so many of the things made it impossible to do anything else.  His knees popped, and his left leg twinged, the pain from when he had twisted his back to avoid falling into a student in a hall only a few hours and a million years ago yanking him suddenly back into reality.

Had he really been about to stand up?  To give up?

Yes.

He fell back to the floor.  Almost to his belly.  Looked at Dorcas and Aaron.  Dorcas was gripping her broken arm, her face white and her jaw clenched.  Under other circumstances Ken would have guessed she was in pain, holding herself to abate the agony.  But now he suspected that she was causing the discomfort.  Using it to keep her grounded, to counteract the strangely hypnotic effect of the zombies’ shrieks.

And Aaron….  Aaron had his eyes closed.  Showing no outer signs of turmoil or stress.  He almost seemed to be napping.

The noises of a thousand hands slamming the windows ceased.  It didn’t peter off, didn’t dissipate, just suddenly stopped as the zombies moved away as one.  Off to the next target.  To the next victim.

Ken started to peek over the counter.  But a motion caught his eye.  Aaron, gesturing for him to wait.  He did.  A moment later, Aaron nodded, and Ken looked over the countertop.  Just in time to see a last zombie ambling away.

He glanced at Aaron.

How had the cowboy known?
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No one moved for a full five minutes after the things were gone.  Then Dorcas stopped pressing her broken arm, and exhaled explosively.  She wiped at tears that were streaming down her cheeks.

“We should go,” she said.

“You still want to?” asked Aaron.  Ken got the feeling the cowboy wasn’t asking him – just Dorcas.  Like the other man had decided that Ken was skirting the edges of Crazytown.

Aaron’s sticking around for Dorcas.  Not for me.

He wondered what would happen if Dorcas said she didn’t want to go.  If he’d have the strength to keep going toward his family.

Toward the center of town.

Wouldn’t it be better – smarter – to run?  To get out of the urban center?  To go somewhere with fewer people… fewer zombies?

Dorcas nodded, “Let’s go find his family.”

And that answered that.  She was still a virtual stranger.  Ken knew almost nothing about her.  But she had rescued him, and was willing to risk herself to rescue his loved ones.

For a moment, standing on the brink of the end of the world, on the edge of a doom greater than any he had ever imagined possible, Ken felt like things would work out.

Then he stood.  Got a good look at the windows.  Red handprints smeared across them from top to bottom.  Light filtering through them in splashes of scarlet that made it seem as though the interior of the bank was awash in blood.

“You guys ready?” he asked.  His voice came out husky, the tone of a man struggling to hang on to hope.

Sounds beside him, the gentle whispers of a man and woman standing.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They stepped outside.


Chapter 52



 



Ken led the way.  The entry to the bank, like the entry to most places of business in this part of the world, consisted of an interior set of doors and an exterior set.  The typical setup for extreme cold weather, allowing for an “airlock” of sorts where people could shuffle off their winter snow, snap their wet umbrellas, and shift into the warmer interior.

Ken felt fine going through the interior doors.  He pushed them open and stepped into the small anteroom.  Aaron and Dorcas stepped in with him.  The interior doors shut behind them.

He felt trapped.

Claustrophobia gripped him in a way that he had never before experienced.  He was in a huge glass bowl, one that allowed a floor to ceiling view of him on two sides.  Nowhere to hide.  If one of the hordes came by, or even a few individual zombies….

He wanted to run back into the bank.  Wanted to hide in the vault until this all ended.  Even if the end that came was his death.

He remembered the feeling of despair that came when he called on the cell phone.  The need to give up that he felt when the zombies screamed.  Was this part of that?  A residual effect that would eventually fade?

He hoped so.

He doubted it.

Ken realized he was standing still.  Frozen by panic, an easy target.

Move, dammit.

He couldn’t.

He thought of Maggie’s face.  Of Derek’s lopsided grin.  Of the silly faces Hope made whenever she posed for a camera.  Of Liz’s burbling baby laugh.

Will I find them alive?

He grabbed the outer door.  Swung it open.

He didn’t step out.  Just listened.

No screaming.  No cries of pain.  No growling.

No sound of thunder.

He nodded over his shoulder at Dorcas and Aaron.  They joined him on the street.  Aaron still had one hand on Dorcas’ shoulder, still had the other curled around his silver Magnum.  The hammer was cocked.

The street was empty.

Smoke filled the space between the buildings.  Car alarms could be heard pealing their shrill cries up and down the city.  None on this street.

Ken spared a quick glance at the car next to the bank.  The one the zombies had swarmed around.  It was a blue Nissan sedan.  The windows had been knocked out, and dents dipped sharply into the car’s frame every few inches.

Ken wondered what the hands that had done this looked like.  He hoped they were mangled and useless; that they weren’t possessed of some strange healing faculties.

The interior of the car was empty.  Shards of glass littered the seats, a parking permit for one of the local neighborhoods hung from the rearview mirror.

A single thumbprint of blood on the beige dashboard.

Ken moved away from it.

The bank they had hid in was on the corner of 12th and Idaho.  The Wells Fargo Center was on 9th and Main.  Only about four blocks away.

A lifetime.

He began to walk.  Staying in the shadows as much as he could.  Not easy to do.  Much of this part of the city block was devoted to parking lots for the local business.  The lots were choked with cars, many of them on fire, and Ken had to keep crossing and re-crossing the street, Aaron and Dorcas close behind, to find buildings to walk beside.

Plus, it was almost three o’clock and the sun was high overhead.  What shadows were cast by buildings and the few trees that had not been plowed under by runaway vehicles were thin and held close to the objects that cast them.  And all were rendered weak by the ever-present gloom of the smoke that hung a pall over everything.

Besides, he didn’t know if the zombies saw the same way he did.  Maybe they saw better in shadows.  Maybe they saw heat waves, or pheromones.

Still, it made him feel better to hug the buildings.  Dorcas and Aaron did the same.

One of the problems with any city is the feeling of disconnection.  It’s a fact of life: you can’t see more than a block in any direction when you’re standing among buildings that reach into the sky.  Boise was smaller than most big cities – only about two hundred thousand people, about a dozen real high rise buildings – but it was big enough to provide that same feeling of disorientation.  That strange sensation of being right next to something that could be anything.

That was why it was such a surprise when Ken came across the rubble.  Huge pieces of concrete, some of it so white it seemed to gleam in the sunlight, other pieces gray and ashen.  He couldn’t figure out where they had come from.

Dorcas figured it out first.  She sobbed, a cry of anguish that exploded out of her.  “It’s the One Capital Center,” she managed.

Ken gaped.  That was impossible.  The One Capital Center was still a block and a half away.

He began picking his way between the pieces of rubble.  Some of it had sheared through other buildings on either side of the street.

He saw a shoe.  Didn’t look closer.  Didn’t want to see.

He walked around a huge piece of glass and steel and concrete, a chunk the size of an elevator.

And stopped dead in his tracks.
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The street was blocked.

No, not blocked.  Gone.

And Dorcas was right.  The rubble they had been walking through was definitely the remains of the One Capital Center.  Ken could tell, because he was looking at what appeared to be the top three floors of that building.

It was as though someone had sliced off the top of the One Capital Center, an almost perfect cross-section, and carefully positioned it a full block away from where it should be.  The floors were laid across Idaho Street, sagging across the middle of the road, hanging on the buildings on either side.  The bottom level – what Ken guessed had once been the twelfth floor – sagged low enough almost to touch the road.  Every window had burst, and he could see right into the offices that had once been an everyday part of life a block over and some two hundred feet higher.

Almost as incredible, the buildings to either side of the displaced building had been crushed into rubble.  Not a single door or window could be made out, not a single storefront could be discerned.  Just two uniform mountains of debris, one on each side of Idaho Street, which glittered eerily as minute bits of glass caught what light penetrated the smoke and other particulates in the air.

“What could have –”  Aaron’s voice almost echoed in the space created between the buildings on three sides.  Even the ever-present bleating of car alarms was quieter here, as though reverencing the dark miracle of this event.

“Must’ve been one of the jets,” said Ken.

“An airliner wouldn’t do this,” said Aaron.  “Maybe make a building fall down, but not blow its top like this.”

“Maybe one of the stealth fighters,” said Ken.  He was whispering.  They all were.  Praying in a chapel of the damned and the dead.

“Stealth fighters?”  Aaron sounded surprised.  “There aren’t any stealth fighters stationed near here.  Not even at the Mountain Home base.”

Ken shrugged.  “Maybe not, but I saw two flying over the city when this…” he waved a hand, encapsulating the nightmare they had found themselves living, “… all started.  One crashed into the other.”

Aaron pursed his lips, thinking, and Ken wondered again about this cowboy.  “Maybe,” said Aaron.  “Depends on the payload, but maybe.”  Then he looked around.  Shrugged as if deciding the question was academic.  “We should get moving,” he said quietly.  He stepped toward the sagging rubble before them.

Dorcas pulled back.  “Shouldn’t we go around?” she said.

Aaron shook his head.  “Can’t,” he said, as calmly as though discussing which route to take to the movies, which kind of cereal to buy at the store.  “We’re trapped here.  No exit.  Gotta go forward.”

“Why can’t we go back?” said Ken.

And then he heard the thunder.
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Two hundred thousand people in Boise.  Maybe twenty or thirty thousand more during the day, when people came in for work.

Half of them turned instantly.

Odds were that of the remaining half, most were killed in the first few minutes.  And the great majority of those that remained were turned.

So how many zombies roaming the streets?  A hundred fifty thousand?  A hundred eighty?

Ken did all these calculations in the instant it took to turn toward the tired-looking, decapitated chunk of the One Capital Center.

In the time it took to take Dorcas’ hand and get to where Aaron was waiting for them, the cowboy’s hand resting casually on one of the broken window frames of the building’s displaced twelfth floor, Ken did another calculation.

Maggie and the kids were dead.  Out of two hundred thousand people – and change – there was no chance they had survived.  The world had ended.  Skyscrapers had literally been cut to pieces.  A mother and her children alone had no chance.

“Come on,” said Aaron.  His voice was brisk, and Ken realized he had stopped in mid-step, halfway into the building that lay in the middle of the street.  As though pausing between one world and another, deciding which Hell he would prefer.

The thunder was joined by screams and growls.  He didn’t have to look to know the first zombies had caught sight of them.

How many thousands?  How long before they catch us?

The growls made him want to give up.  He realized it was some kind of psychic effect, just one more way they attacked.  But knowing it didn’t change its effectiveness.

Just give up.

He looked at Aaron.  The cowboy nodded quietly, as though to say, “If you want to stay, I won’t stop you.  Man’s gotta choose his own path.”

Ken stepped into the building.

Aaron clapped him on the back, half encouragement, half propulsion.  Ken stumbled forward.

Into the darkness of a world destroyed.
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Part of the reason Ken chose history as a profession was the outright strangeness of it.  He delighted in the twists and turns, the odd and unpredictable moments.  As a kind of testament to the strange, each year he told his senior students the tale of Royal Air Force Flight Sergeant Nicholas Alkemade.  

Alkemade was a rear gunner in a bomber during World War II.  When his plane was attacked by German fighters, he discovered his parachute had malfunctioned.  Faced with the choice of staying in his plane and burning alive, or jumping and dying on impact, he chose the latter.

He fell eighteen thousand feet.  Slammed into pine trees and the snowy ground of the Third Reich.

And found he had not only survived the fall, but done so with nothing more than a sprained leg.  He was captured by the Gestapo, who, upon verifying his claims of falling almost four miles out of a plane with no chute, made him a prisoner of war… and treated him more or less like royalty.

Now, moving swiftly into the remains of the top of the One Capital Center, Ken wondered how those Germans would have reacted to an entire building plopping down apparently untouched in their midst.

The interior of the building was surprisingly intact.  Chairs had rolled around, papers were everywhere.  But a lot of the desks and filing cabinets appeared to be close to where they should be.

Some of the desks still had people sitting at them.

Bloody, broken.  But still there.  As though even death could not stop some of the more dedicated workers from running the rat race to the bitterest of ends.

The survivors moved through the outer office, which was mostly cubicles and secretary stations.  Through a door.

The screams behind them sounded muffled for a moment.  Ken remembered that the things at the high school seemed to have trouble with doors.  He hoped that was a problem shared by all of the zombies.

Aaron took the lead, breaking to the left in the hallway the door opened into.  The floor slanted subtly upward, creaking underfoot.  Ken wondered how much stress this piece of the building could take before just folding into itself like a hundred thousand ton house of cards.

The building shuddered.

“They’re inside,” whispered Dorcas.

“Yup,” said Aaron.

“Doors,” said Ken.

“What?” said Aaron.

“They have trouble with doors.”

Then he heard the noise of a door swinging open.  The growl bounced its way into the hall.

“Apparently not anymore,” said Aaron.

“Run!” Dorcas screamed.
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His feet pounded through the near-dark of the corridor, a place that had no business being here.  And Ken couldn’t help but feel that he didn’t belong, either.  That he had overstayed his welcome in a world that had changed so radically that he no longer understood it.

Not that he ever had.  Not really.  All he had ever been one hundred percent sure of was that Maggie loved him.  And that he loved her and the kids.  So if they were gone… what use sticking around?

He turned a corner.  Felt his depression lessen.  Realized it was that damn screaming.  That growling, that psychic attack.

They’re getting stronger.

That had to explain why they were barreling through the doors, too.  Ken had led the way, pushing through several fire doors in the halls of the dismembered structure, slamming each shut behind them.  It made no difference.  The zombies opened the doors just fine.

They’re getting smarter.

He looked behind him.  Couldn’t see their pursuers.  But he could hear them.  Slavering, growling, too many bodies crammed into too small a space.  But he knew that they wouldn’t be falling over one another like a human mob would do.  They would all know exactly where the others were, would move and adjust to make way when necessary.  Only when there was a need to climb atop their unnatural brothers and sisters – like when they had climbed to reach for Ken and Dorcas on top of the garage outside the homeless shelter – would they step in one another’s path.

Ken pushed himself to run faster.

The hall grew brighter.  Shattered windows ahead.  A way out.

He could see Idaho Street, littered by more refuse.  Something that looked like a plane fuselage.

And another screaming horde of zombies coming right at them.
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“Ken,” said Aaron.  The cowboy still sounded so matter-of-fact it was creepy.

“I see them,” said Ken.  He did not sound matter-of-fact.

“Where do we go?” said Dorcas.  She was panting, and sounded as panicked as Ken did.  For some reason that made him feel a bit better.

Small consolation not to be the only terrified person when you get torn to pieces.

“Up,” said Aaron.  He jerked his head to the side.

There was a small side branch to the corridor.  A dark sign that said “Exit” in what had probably once been brightly-lit green.  Now, in the darkness, it looked like it was written in frozen ichor.

They ran down the side hall.  Ken hoped they weren’t just running to an elevator – one that was probably still lodged somewhere in the rest of the One Capital Center, a block away.  Or that if they were heading toward a stairwell, that that stairwell was going to be usable: no guarantees the rest of the building’s upper levels would be in as good a shape as the part they had already passed through.

So many things to go wrong.

Just run, Ken.  Worry later.

He ran.

The corridor ended in a bank of elevators.  One of the sets of steel doors was shut, the other featured doors that had been twisted and bent by the massive forces that had sent the building here.

“Shit,” said Dorcas.

“Here,” said Aaron at almost the same moment.  A small door they had already passed.  They had missed it in the near-darkness of this part of the building.

The zombies were behind them.  Ken could hear them in the darkness.  Moving slower, as though searching more carefully in the depths of the structure.

Something creaked.  The building lurched under their feet.  Ken shouted.

The zombies screamed as though in answer.

Lights in the darkness.  Ken realized he was seeing the zombies’ eyes.  They glinted like those of hyenas around a tribal fire.  Hungry.  Lapping up the light and holding it inside.

“Go!” Aaron cried.  He sounded nervous.  Ken did not feel at all happy about that fact.

The three survivors ran through the stairwell door.
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The hall had been dark.

The stairwell was black.

Ken froze automatically.  As though the lack of visual input was a wall that he had walked into face first.  An immovable object met by a very stoppable force.

Then he heard the noises.  The things.

He reached out.  One hand feeling for a banister, the other for Dorcas.  He found both at the same moment.  “You guys with me?” he asked.

Dorcas said, “Gotcha.”

Aaron grunted.  Ken took that for a yes.

He started up.  He had no way of knowing what lay before him.  He could be marching them straight at a sheer drop-off.  And worse than the sense of physical disorientation was the emotional vertigo.  A few hours ago he was part of the human race; a member of the top link on the food chain.

Now he was a blind grub, running through the torn remnants of humanity’s iron trees, blindly burrowing for shelter from the new apex predators.

He drew Dorcas and Aaron up, up, up.  Climbing – slipping, tripping – up unseen stairs toward an equally dark future.

Below them, the fire door opened.

Snarls.  Growls.  The unspoken imperative to give up, give in, give up, GIVE IN.

Ken kept pulling, kept climbing.

The banister twisted under his hands.  He thought it must have warped in its strange flight through the air.  Then realized it was just the turn at the landing.

The things below began climbing.  He could hear them, but it seemed like they were quieter.  His own labored breathing almost overpowered the noise of the throng pressing into the stairwell behind him and his new friends.

The near silence of the zombies scared him.  Badly.  Things were changing in the world.  And the changes were all for the worse.

One of the zombies coughed.  The sound seemed to be swallowed up by the stairwell.  But not before the others began making the same sound.  It wasn’t a normal cough, not the kind of thing Ken associated with a cold or a bit of dust gone down the windpipe.  It was hacking.  Painful.  It sounded like the things behind them were in the throes of some horrific ordeal.

Dorcas’ hand crushed his knuckles.  He guessed she was trying to keep from screaming.  He knew he was.

He kept moving up.  Step after dark step, the blind literally leading the blind.

The coughing, chewing hack-sound remained below them.  Whatever was happening was keeping the zombies locked in their place.

Then the coughing stopped.

The growling started again.  And maybe it was just Ken’s imagination, but to him the sound was deeper now.  Stronger.

“Faster,” whispered Aaron.

Ken rounded another landing.  Stepped forward.  His foot slammed into something hard and unyielding.  It was his left foot, of course, the pain of the hit mixing with the pain he was already feeling in his left leg.  He almost yelped.  Bit his lip and swallowed the sound.

Dorcas, moving quickly behind him, slammed into his back.  The momentum drove him forward, and then another, softer hit as Aaron hit her and pushed them both into whatever Ken had knocked into.

Ken pushed himself away from the thing.  Felt it with his free hand.  It felt like a file cabinet.  A big one, made of heavy sheet metal or maybe even steel.  Ken pushed it.  It didn’t budge.

“Back,” he whispered.

The growling below was closer.

He hoped that there was a door at the landing they had just passed.

He hoped that they could get to it before the zombies got to them.
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Ken did not like to race.  It was one of the reasons he enjoyed the martial arts: there was no running.  At least, not to see who could get to the finish line first.  His body type was just a bit on the thick side to be effective as a sprinter.  Not that he was fat, but he didn’t have that long, lithe form that enabled people to knife through a hundred-yard dash in record time.

Now he was running the most important ten feet of his life.  Down stairs, in pitch black, to a finish line that might or might not hold the hoped-for door.  And even if there was a door, what if it was warped in its frame, like the elevator doors had been?  Or what if something was blocking it from the other side?

He ran like Maggie was on the other side of the door – the door that he hoped was there.

He heard the growling, the tramping of more feet than he could count.  His pulse thundered in his ears, but did not take away the sounds of the things coming straight at him.

Forget about them.  Think of Maggie.

She’s dead, you know.

Maggie.  In her bathing suit, like she was in Kauai.

Like she was in your dream.  Dead and pulled to pieces.

He slammed into the wall.  His whole body hit at once, nose and groin and knees and toes.  He groaned.

The growls seemed to orient on the sound.  He felt a hot hand on his arm, a hand slick and wet and lacerated.

A gust of warm air as something moved past him.  He heard a grunt – a reassuringly human sound.  The thud of flesh on flesh.  Then Aaron bellowed, “Get the door open!” from just to Ken’s side.

Down the stairs, in the midst of them.

Ken tried to yank his wits back into place, one hand reaching out to fumble around on cool concrete, the other moving around his face of its own accord, as though he was worried he might find that parts of him had fallen off with the impact.

There was another thud.  A screech that disappeared into nothing.  One of the zombies must have fallen – or been thrown – over the stairwell.  Not that there could be far to fall – the decapitated building only went down to the street level thirty feet below.  But the screech cut off with a wet smack as the thing hit whatever rubble and wreckage served as the non-building’s foundation.

Not that it mattered.  There were probably a hundred – a thousand, ten thousand – more of the things.  A single one falling wouldn’t make a difference to the survivors’ chances.

Ken’s fingers found a seam.  A steal plate that probably covered a locking mechanism.

A doorknob.  His hand closed around it at the same time Dorcas’ did.  They both twisted.  The doorknob rattled…

… but didn’t turn.

“No, no, no!” screamed Dorcas.

Another zombie shrieked and fell.  Aaron was silent, and Ken wondered how he was functioning in the darkness.  How he was fighting.  How long the man could survive.

The cowboy screamed.
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Dorcas screamed, too, and pulled away from the door.  Her hand got tangled in Ken’s, and that’s how they found out that the door was locked, but not locked shut.  The knob wouldn’t turn, but when she pulled away and her hand knocked into his arm, he pulled back automatically without letting go of the doorknob… and the door just swung open.

He grabbed Dorcas, who was lunging toward Aaron, by the back of her tank top.  Yanked her backward.  She screamed, reaching for the cowboy.

Aaron had his right hand clutched to his chest.  His left circled the neck of a zombie.  The cowboy slammed the beast’s neck into the stairway railing, hard enough that the crunch of the thing’s windpipe collapsing was audible over the roar of the hundred-plus other zombies that were pushing up the stairs.

“Aaron!” Ken called, backpedaling frantically through the open door.

Aaron followed, kicking and punching so fast that Ken almost couldn’t see the movements.  Ken was a decent fighter.  But he wouldn’t have wanted to face off against the old cowboy.

Aaron threw another flurry of punches with his good hand, then turned and threw himself through the fire door.  Ken slammed the door shut, looking around for some way to barricade it.

Something battered at the door from the other side.  Hard enough that Ken bounced a foot off the door before pushing back.  But he couldn’t get the door to meet the jam.  It was a full four inches away from meeting that safety point.

Hands – big and small, light and dark, whole and mangled – curled around the door.  Reaching for him.  He shrank from them, but couldn’t move too far or he would give up the frail leverage that was letting him hold the door this close.

“Help!” he screamed.  The scream came from somewhere deep within, from a place in his soul so dark and profound that it had never before been given to light.  More than panic, more than terror.  It was a lust to hang on, a need to live, to continue.  “Help me, dammit, someone help me!”

Aaron launched himself at the door.  The cowboy’s strength stopped it from opening any further, but didn’t get it closed.  And even if it had, Ken didn’t know what they’d do to keep it closed: the thing was unlocked, and he didn’t see a locking mechanism on this side.

Dorcas was nowhere to be seen.  Ken wondered if “the right thing to do” had finally been to run away.

Aaron’s face was pale.  The old cowboy still held his right hand against his chest.  The fingers of that hand were curled and twisted, broken in too many places to count.  The thumb hung loose, sprung free from its socket and wagging grotesquely with every movement Aaron made.

One of the zombies’ hands snaked out from behind the door and grabbed a hank of Ken’s hair.  He screamed as the thing pulled him toward the edge of the door.  Toward the darkness beyond.

He gritted his teeth and pulled back.  Felt wads of hair separating from his already bruised and bloodied scalp.  But the thing’s hand was too strong, and had too good of a grip on his hair.  It pulled Ken closer.  He couldn’t get away.

He heard the moaning growl of the zombies, only inches away.

The chittering click of teeth, snapping toward him.

Felt hot breath on his skin.

Closed his eyes.
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“MOVE!”

Ken’s eyes snapped open.  He reacted instinctively, a final surge of adrenaline enabling him to yank his head a few inches to one side.

“Close your eyes!”

Again he acted instantly, conscious thought an interloper that would only have gotten in the way.  His eyes shut again, even as he registered that the shouting voice did not belong to Aaron or to Dorcas.  It sounded young, the voice of a teen or a man in his early twenties.

The world caught fire.

Even through closed eyes, pink blooms of flame burst across Ken’s vision, burnt his retinas and made him feel like he’d just stepped face-first into a laser show at a rock concert.

There was an explosion, then a scream.  Another sparkling fireball, another explosion.

The wet hand that had been pulling at his hair shook suddenly, then let go.  The door fell shut behind him.  Something that sounded like a stampede was happening beyond the steel fire door.

Ken opened his eyes.

It was a kid.  Ken guessed he was eighteen.  Good looking in the way that only the rich can be: well-scrubbed, well-coifed, well-dressed.  A visual triple threat and a danger to any woman within ten years of his age.  Unlike Ken, Dorcas, and Aaron, the kid had somehow avoided getting his clothes trashed.  He looked like he had just happened along in between college classes.  Or during a break at his fashion photo shoot.  As though the impending end of the world was something that probably inconvenienced him, but not to the point that he would leave without doing his hair.

The kid held up three colorful cardboard tubes, each over a foot long and several inches wide.  Blue-gray smoke curled out of their blackened edges.  The pungent smell of gunpowder – almost a perfume compared to the ever-present scent of death that had so consumed the world – pricked Ken’s nostrils.

“My dad always buys too many fireworks on the Fourth of July,” the kid said with a lopsided smile.

The growling beyond the door started again.  So did the horrible, hacking coughing.

The kid’s smile dissipated but didn’t disappear.  “I think we should vamoose,” he said.
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The kid spun around, revealing a backpack crammed full of lumps that Ken assumed were more fireworks.  The kid ran down the hall, toward a shattered window where Dorcas was waiting.  The older woman looked on the verge of a heart attack.  She must have gone to look for some way to block the door… and found a strange, pyrotechnic guardian angel instead.

Ken pushed away from the door.  He helped Aaron stand as well.  The cowboy nodded thanks, then the two of them ran after the kid.

They joined Dorcas at the window.  It was a hard run: unlike the lower floor, this one had not escaped the destruction of being flung a block over and two hundred feet down.  The floor was uneven, gutted.  It creaked and groaned under Ken’s feet, and at one point Aaron’s right leg fell through completely.  His leg just disappeared up to the knee.

He didn’t make a sound.  But his white face grew several shades paler.

Ken helped him pull himself free.  Hard because he didn’t even dare touch the walls on either side of the corridor.  They looked on the verge of collapsing, and he suddenly felt like he was in some strange above-ground mineshaft that might simply disintegrate around them at any moment.

He helped Aaron up.  The cowboy’s leg came out of the floor, and as it did the entire structure shuddered.  As though Aaron had loosened some hidden keystone that the architects had put just under this particular spot with instructions never never ever to touch it or the entire thing would come down.

He and Aaron both froze.  The rational part of him realized that if three entire stories of a skyscraper were about to come down around you, the last thing you wanted to do was freeze.  But rationality wasn’t always the commanding impetus.  Sometimes instinct ruled.  Sometimes we stood still in the face of danger.  We played dead in the hopes that the destroying angel would pass us by.

The building stopped shifting.

But now Ken thought he heard the rattle of something reaching for the doorknob of the stairway door they had just left behind.  He and Aaron looked at one another.

They ran again.

They reached Dorcas, who was still waiting at the end of the corridor.  The hall turned into an L-intersection, branching to the left, a solid wall hiding a bank of what Ken assumed were offices to the right.

The kid was gone from view, but Ken heard him scrabbling around the side of the broken floor-to-ceiling window.  Ken leaned out and felt his jaw fall open.

Each window of the One Capital Center was taller than a man, and several of them hung together in floor-to-ceiling sheets.  Every six windows, a thick concrete mullion separated the next set of windows.  Most of the windows were gone, or at most holding a few razor shards like angry teeth grimacing at the unfairness of what had happened to this once impervious-seeming structure.

The kid had moved out of the window the hall faced, shimmied onto the outer sill, and then moved right across the outer face of the building, clinging to the muntins that remained – many little more than jagged bits of metal and weatherstripping – and then slipping past the concrete mullion to the next bank of windows.

He showed no inclination to go inside the building.  When he saw Ken gawking at him, he grinned.  He still looked like a cover model for a teen magazine, and Ken suddenly hated him just a little bit.

Irrational, but then, so was the fact that the young guy looked so nice in the middle of disaster.

“Come on,” shouted the kid.  “Safer out here.”

Ken didn’t like it.  But then, he liked the idea of staying in the hall even less.  Especially since he heard the sound of growling behind them.  The things in the stairwell sounded like they had regained their composure.  They were coming.

He looked at Dorcas.  Arm still in a sling.  At Aaron, his good right hand looking like a spider that had been squashed by a steel-toed boot.

“Can you guys make it?” he said.

“We’ll have to,” said Aaron.  His face was still white, but he looked less like he was going to fall over than he had a moment before.

“We stay in here and they get us for sure,” agreed Dorcas.  “Nowhere to go.”

“You first,” said Ken, gesturing for Dorcas to go ahead of him.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said.

He didn’t have time to argue the finer points of chivalry.  He climbed out the broken window frame.  Glass crunched as he stepped onto the outer sill.  His body seized up automatically as his eyes tried to convince his mind that he was walking out the thirteenth floor of a high rise.

“I’m not that high up,” he said to himself.  Trying to persuade himself that a fall wouldn’t kill him.  The fall out of the school earlier hadn’t killed him, had it?

He looked down.  Searching for a way to convince his recalcitrant body that stepping outside the building was the right thing to do.

He looked down.

And that was a huge mistake.
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In his flight up the dark stairs, through a disembodied structure that had no right to be there, Ken had forgotten that the zombies following them weren’t the only ones they had to worry about.

There were also the ones that had been coming in through the other side of the building.

Those zombies had come in, had joined with the ones following the survivors.  And Ken had assumed for some reason that that was it.  Done deal.

But he was wrong.  The ones that had joined up with their pursuers were just a small portion of the horde that had come at them from ahead.

This horde numbered at least in the tens of thousands.  And they were all crammed into the street right below Ken’s feet.  Growling and howling in a macabre imitation of a New Year’s celebration at Times Square.  Only instead of waiting for a glowing ball to drop, they were reaching up in the obvious hope that flesh and bone would plummet to their grasp.

And as they had done when he and Dorcas were on the garage, they were swarming on top of one another.  A dark wave of unlife: burying itself, rising a bit, burying itself again, rising still further.

They were easily thirty feet below him.

Only now it was twenty-nine.

Twenty-eight.

And the growl….

Give up.  Give in.  Give up.  Give in.

“Now would be a good time to move,” said the kid.

Ken almost jumped off the side of the building.  The kid had come back, sidling silently to Ken’s side and standing within a few feet of him.  He was holding one-handed to a piece of weatherstripping that looked almost strong enough to hold up a malnourished infant.  Still grinning.  

“Just follow me, bud,” said the kid.

And Ken hated him not at all.  Just followed him.

He heard crunches and crackles and knew that either Dorcas or Aaron was close behind.  But he didn’t look back, afraid that if he did he would also see the surging things below.

How close are they, Ken?  Give up….

Just climb.

Twenty feet?  Eighteen?  Give in….

CLIMB!

The kid moved quickly but carefully, and Ken realized his motions were slightly exaggerated: he was showing the others where to grip, where to place their feet.

“What’s your name?” said Ken.  Not an appropriate moment, perhaps, but he didn’t want to think about what he was doing, didn’t want to think about what was below, didn’t want to ponder what might lay ahead.

“Christopher.  Watch out for that glass.”

Ken shifted his hands in time to avoid gashing his palms.

The end of the building was coming up.  He didn’t know what they would do then.

The growls below were close.  Getting closer.

Worse, he heard growls inside the structure.  The zombies inside seemed to have been thrown off by the fact that their prey had disappeared from the building, but how long before one of them spotted the survivors at a window frame?

Aaron grunted.  “I think we got trouble.”

Ken looked at Christopher.  The kid was grinning again.  Or still.  Maybe he hadn’t stopped.  And now Ken was unsure whether he hated the kid or not.  He suspected the teen might be a bit crazy.

Crazy or not, Christopher didn’t seem perturbed by the sound of zombies closing in on them from inside the building, or by the zombies surging toward their feet.  He swung his pack around and unzipped it.

“You trust me?” he said to Ken.
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Ken felt suddenly ill.  “Do you trust me?” was the kind of question designed to make someone uncomfortable.  Like saying, “I love you” to someone, there were only two possible outcomes: bliss or Titanic-scale wreckage.  And the possibilities for bliss were limited when zombies were coming at you from all sides and from below.

A new set of noises chipped in at the edges of Ken’s already severely fragmented thoughts.  He looked up, unsure if he was trying to zero in on possible new threats or just avoiding the kid’s question.

And saw that the zombies were above them as well.  On the roof.  Leaning over.  Leaning out of the windows of the floor above them.

Some of them leaned too far.  They fell.  Not afraid, still reaching as they fell.  Dorcas screamed as one of the plummeting beasts almost grabbed her tank top on its way past.  Another of the falling creatures actually got a hand on the sill that Aaron stood on, but the cowboy kicked the beast in the face and it, too, fell.

Not far.  The rising, turbulent mass of the creatures on the street was now only about fifteen feet below them.

Give up.  Give in.  Give up.  Give in….

“Do you trust me?” the kid said.

Ken looked at him.  The words, “Hell, no,” sprung to his lips.

And died there.

The kid wasn’t grinning.

Ken nodded.

The grin came back.  “Good.  Then I need you guys to stay right where you are.”

“WHAT?” Ken shrieked.  Then he had to flatten himself against a shard of glass, trying not to impale himself as another zombie threw itself at him from above.  He felt it pass by, felt the small hairs on his neck – the few that hadn’t been burnt, bludgeoned, or beaten into oblivion – blown by the wind of the thing’s passing.

When he pulled back again, the kid was gone.

“Where is he?  Where’s Christopher?”

Neither Aaron nor Dorcas answered.  They were busy dodging the things tossing themselves down at them like grasping, bloody spears.

Ken looked to his left.  The building ended in a corner about twenty feet away.  No idea what was beyond that.

But he couldn’t stay.  He knew that was what the kid – Christopher – wanted.  But staying was suicide.

Zombies below.

Zombies above, throwing themselves down.

Ken thought about going back in the building.  He looked through the shattered glass of the window he stood before.

It looked like it had once been an office.  Maybe an insurance company or a brokerage firm.  Something that used a lot of cubicles, a lot of phones.  Everything was a wreckage of wires and computer pieces and modular foam walls that had been tossed around like the building blocks of an angry child.

The wreckage was the only reason the zombies in the office hadn’t grabbed Ken, Dorcas, and Aaron yet.  As it was, they were only a few feet away.

The zombies growled.

Ken felt something grab him from behind.  Felt something clinging to him, felt a heavy weight hit him like a bludgeon.

His foot slipped.
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Ken felt something breathing in his ear.

Then he heard Dorcas scream and saw her kick out.  The thing on his back chuffed, not in pain but in something like irritation.  She kicked again.  It fell.

Ken almost fell, too, his body fairly leaping upward as the extra weight left his body.  He lurched forward, not caring that he almost skewered himself on a shard of glass.  Just wanting not to fall to the things below.

Ten feet below.

But not as close as the zombies within the building.  They were only a few feet away.

Reaching for him.  For Dorcas.  For Aaron.

And where was the kid?  Where the hell had Christopher gone?  Had he abandoned them?

It was a tough world – and it had certainly grown tougher in the last hours.  Even in a place as neighborly as Idaho, people didn’t leave their doors unlocked anymore.  People worried.  They didn’t just trust.

But Christopher had asked Ken to trust him.

So did Ken trust him?

Yeah.

The things inside were five feet away.

Ken knew he should run.  Not that there were many places to run.  But he could have edged toward the corner of the building.  Tried to get away.  Tried to flee.

He didn’t.  He stood firm.

He trusted.
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There was a moment of peace.  A single second - the fraction of an instant between seconds – where the world seemed to pause.  There was no fear, there was no blood and violence.  The zombies throwing themselves from above seemed to pause in midflight, the things cascading over each other in an effort to reach up seemed to stop piling higher.

The monsters that were now only inches away from reaching Ken and his friends seemed to cease all motion.  He could see their teeth bared, the blood caked on so many of their faces, the skin pulled from bare bones on others.

But he felt no fear.  He felt only regret.  Sadness that he wasn’t going to see Maggie, wasn’t going to kiss her one last time.  That he wouldn’t hold Derek, Hope, or Liz.

And then even that was gone.  There was only a strange something that was at once familiar and unknown.

Resignation?

No.

Then, before he could figure out exactly what the feeling was, he heard four words.

“Hold on to something!”

Ken’s hands clenched.  He didn’t even know what they were holding.  But they held on tight.  In the next instant there was a flash so bright it felt like a new sun had been born right in front of him.

The world snapped back into motion.

The feeling that he had been on the verge of understanding was gone.  Disappeared in the brightness.

Boom.

The zombies in the building, the monsters that had a moment before been only inches from grabbing him, screamed in what sounded like rage, loss, anger.

Ken opened his eyes.  Stars and neon Rorschach inkblots swam past his face.  But even through them he could see the zombies.  No longer inches away.  No, they had been decimated.  Incinerated, blasted to pieces.  Some of them – the ones closest to Ken and the others – were still in one piece.  But they were dazed.  Confused.  Skin shredded from bones in awful wounds that would have killed a human and should have killed these things.

They stood.  Probably a dozen of the zombies left within range.  Still more than enough to kill Ken and Dorcas and Aaron ten times over.  Especially since a single bite would finish any of them.

The closest one to Dorcas – a man with a mangled face who wore a bright shirt that said, “ASK ME ABOUT OUR DAILY SANDWICH SPECIALS” under swaths of blood – reached for her.  Dorcas leaned back, but couldn’t get far because the things above were still flying over the edges of the roof and the fourteenth floor, only the arc of their momentum keeping the creatures out of range.  And Dorcas only had one good hand.  No way for her to hold on, lean away, and fight off the things outside and inside the building.

Sandwich Special grabbed at Dorcas.  Put a bloody hand on her arm.

Ken moved toward her.

And again the voice: “Don’t move!  Just hold on!”

Sandwich Special yanked Dorcas forward, drawing her through the empty hole of the window by her broken arm.  She screamed.  Cried.

Something cracked.

The entire floor of the office beyond the windows turned from a chaotic shambles of blood and equipment into a shifting quicksand of concrete and steel.  The zombie let go of Dorcas, sliding into the hole that had opened up ten feet away.  It slid through and disappeared, followed by the other zombies in the room and covered by equipment and bodies.

Dust puffed out of the rooms, as though Sandwich Special were an overzealous illusionist seeking to obscure his his exit.

The entire building shook.  Not like it had when Aaron went through the floor.  That had been a shudder, a twitch.  This was a determined tremor, a seismic event.

“Come on,” said the voice, the same voice that had warned Ken and the other survivors to hang on.

Ken looked over.  And there was the kid.  There was Christopher.  Grinning again.

His backpack was gone.

The building lurched, and Christopher’s feet came off the sill he stood on.  His smile wavered, but didn’t disappear.  He got his feet back under him and started moving toward the corner of the building again, as though none of what had just happened had been at all unnerving or unusual.

Ken looked over at Dorcas.  She was gaping past him, so at least he wasn’t the only one stunned by what was going on.

Aaron just looked on.  Waiting to start moving.

Another zombie fell from above.  Fell to the horde that was now only about eight feet below them.  Ken felt his lips curl as he saw them, crushing one another to get to the few people above.  Destroying themselves in their single-minded need to kill.

He turned his head to the left.  Started moving.

Time to go.
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They all stayed as close to the building as they could, trying to be at one with it, even as it shimmied and fractured within.  Ken would have gone inside again if there had been an inside to go to.  But the entirety of the office they faced was gone, slanting away to an anemone-like pile of rebar, wiring, and building materials.

In the darkness of the hole beyond the windows, Ken thought he saw some of the pieces of the pile moving.  Buried bodies, crushed forms that could not be alive but were somehow still animate.

He looked away.  Concentrated on sliding a foot at a time toward the corner.  On ignoring the bodies casting themselves from on high like angels determined to fall to Hell as fast and as hard as possible.

Dorcas shouted.

“You okay?” called Christopher.  He didn’t look back, though.  He was almost at the corner.

“I will be if you move faster,” she snapped.

Christopher made a noise that sounded strangely like a chuckle.  Ken couldn’t be sure – it was such an out of place sound that cognitive dissonance set in and insisted that it couldn’t be laughter or any of its subsets.

The growling below was so close.  Calling them.  Insisting without words that Ken just let go and drop down.  Each handhold became harder to maintain, each time he slid a foot it got a bit tougher to care if the spot he chose was a good one.

Christopher slipped.  Almost went down into the massive tumor below them.  Ken wondered if the kid was still smiling.

He didn’t think so.

The kid pulled himself back up.  And then he was gone, disappeared around the corner of the building.  A moment later, Ken began to move around the corner as well.  It would have been an impossible move under normal circumstances – there were no real hand- or footholds, and the windows on either side were too far apart to simply reach around and grab hold.  But the building was shifting every second now, and the quoin stones on the corner had pulled apart enough to allow easy movement around the edge of the building.

Ken took a step, moving blind.  The corner was actually inverted, jutting into the building and then out again before becoming the adjoining face of the structure.  He couldn’t see Christopher, and had no idea what the kid had planned – if anything.  He hoped there was something good, though, because the things below were close enough to smell.  Blood, sweat.  Voided bowels.  Desperate madness and a hunger that was beyond alien.

He shimmed across the first angle of the corner.  Reached across to the next face of the corner.  Put his left hand in a crack between the huge stones of the building.  Put his left foot between another.

Dorcas started coming into the recess as well.

The building heaved suddenly.  Metal sheared off inside the structure.  Another pitch and roll.  Aaron shouted.

Then pain.  Agonizing, white-hot.

Ken screamed.  He looked at his left hand.

The crack he had wedged his hand into had fallen shut.  The stones had rejoined, lonely lovers too long apart.

He was stuck fast.

And he felt a hand caress his foot.
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“What is it?  What happened?”

Ken heard the words, but couldn’t answer.  Everything he had, everything he was, was focused on the nova of pain at the end of his left arm.

“What happened?”  Same words, different tone.  The first time it was Dorcas, asking him.  This time it was Aaron, leaning around and asking her.

“He’s caught,” she said.  She kicked down.  Something snarled.

Ken felt something touching the ragged bottom hem of his pant leg.  Didn’t care.

He was whispering.  Holding fast to the stones of the building with his right hand, stuck via his left.  Whispering.

“Give up, give up, give up, fall down, we all fall down.”

Dorcas smacked him.  A quick, almost light slap across the back of the head.  It reminded Ken of all his other aches and pains, made him aware that he hurt all over.

And it was perfect.

He stopped whispering.  Kicked at the thing below him.  Aaron and Dorcas were talking in low tones.  Aaron handed her something.  She passed it to Ken.

A knife.

Ken stared at it.  He didn’t realize what he was supposed to do with it for a moment.

“You’re not gonna die here,” said Dorcas.  “You have a family waiting for you.”

“I can’t,” said Ken.  He looked at the knife; knew that it must have come from the cowboy.  About four inches long, one side a curved razor-edge, the other a serrated saw blade.

“I can’t,” he whispered again.

The hands grabbed his legs.

“You have to,” she said.  “We can’t get by you, so you have to or we’ll all die.”

He took the knife.
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Ken realized that he wasn’t completely trapped.  He realized the crack hadn’t completely sealed around his hand.  He realized only his left pinky and ring fingers were pinned.    He realized that he couldn’t even feel them.

He realized none of that mattered.  Cutting off a part of your body – any part – was not something the human race was equipped for.

Something scraped at his lacerated legs.

“Move it, boy,” said Aaron.  The cowboy sounded composed as always, but Ken heard terror seeping in around the edges of the calm tones.

He leaned into the wall.  He wiggled the knife blade between the two stones that had clamped him in place.  He couldn’t just take a swing at himself – the angle was bad, there was no way he’d do it right.  He’d end up bleeding to death and still be pinned there on the side of the wall.

Instead, he pushed the knife blade under his fingers.  Using the knife hilt as a fulcrum and the blade as a bar, he levered the knife upward just behind the point where the fingers disappeared.

The pain bit him hard and deep.  He screamed.  Leaned down harder on the knife.  He couldn’t even saw.  Just had to use his body weight to drive the knife upward, parting flesh and tendon and bone a millimeter at a time.

Warmth trickled out of the gap between the stones.  The things below seemed to delight in the life raining on them.  They raked at his legs.  He had to stop, his fingers half-severed, and step to higher footholds.

Three shadows fell from above.  Dorcas screamed.  She fell back but Aaron grabbed her and managed somehow to yank her back to safety.  They both climbed a bit higher.

Ken leaned on the knife again.

The last bits of tissue separated.  The knife blade flew upward as resistance disappeared, and the knuckles of Ken’s right hand scraped against the stone below as the hilt went down.

He realized at that instant that his wedding ring was still attached to his dismembered finger.  The gold circle crushed between stones.  He would never see it again.  That fact hurt almost as badly as the physical pain.

Then he felt himself falling.  He let go of the knife so he could grab onto the wall.  His entire soul ached at the idea of putting his right hand – his remaining good hand – in another gap, but he had no choice.

He pushed his bleeding left hand against his chest.  He felt the pain, but it was cloaked, like a fire under a blanket.  It was there, it would consume the blanket and be all the brighter for it in a moment.  But for now it was only a hint of itself.

Ken moved quickly.  He didn’t know how long he would be able to keep climbing.

He moved across the rest of the span of the inverted corner.  He reached around to the adjoining face of the building.  He could hear Dorcas and Aaron, grunting and shouting almost nonstop now as they fought off the waxing tide of zombies that were reaching for them.

Ken pulled himself around the corner.
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The growling fell away the second Ken turned the corner.

It was still there, but so much less.  The weight of the sound, of the call to lay down and die or become one with the horde, fell off Ken’s shoulders and suddenly he felt like he could get through this.  The fact that he was in a very real sense less than he had been a moment ago was something to be considered and dealt with… but it could be dealt with.

He also realized that the scrabbling, grabbing hands that had been reaching for him an instant before were no longer doing so.  His legs hurt, and it seemed likely they always would, but the pain was less an immediate thing.  More a memory than a now.  Something that had receded into the background wall of noise, not a tidal wave but merely storm surf crashing nearby.

Ken looked down.  This face of the One Capital Center building rested on the rubble that had once been the northeast side of this portion of Idaho Street.  The mountain of debris was covered in jagged forests of rebar and concrete, glittering glasswork shrubberies.  The zombies crowded behind Ken, but they clearly couldn’t climb it.  At least, not as fast as they had climbed each other and the smoother sides of the decapitated skyscraper.

Nor could the zombies above reach them: the ones that threw themselves off the roof or the floor above were impaled on rebar, or shattered on concrete pieces, or simply fell brokenly down the mountain that had once been a monument to human industry.  A few stayed close, but they seemed hurt badly enough that they couldn’t move quickly, couldn’t grab at their prey or bite them.

A reprieve.

“Come on!”

Ken looked over and saw Christopher, waiting about twenty feet down the side of the building.  He was holding tight to a mullion, pulled in close so as not to be grabbed by any of the falling creatures.  But he was still grinning.  Just a walk in the park.

Ken pulled himself toward the kid.  The building kept shaking, and he wondered what came next.  They couldn’t keep going around the skyscraper indefinitely – even if there hadn’t been zombies on the front and back, he didn’t think the thing was going to last much longer.  Especially not if more and more zombies were climbing into the stressed structure, which seemed likely given their single-minded pursuit of anything human.

It struck him that he had started to think of himself as human, and them as something else.  Not simply human and once-human, but human and other.  Human and alien.  Human and less.

He slid over the last few feet to Christopher.  The numbness in his left hand was starting to recede, that blanket starting to be consumed by the underlying pain.

“What now?” he asked.  He heard the muffled sounds of Dorcas and Aaron behind him.  Realized with macabre amusement that all three of them were operating one-handed.  Only Christopher looked fine, like he had rolled out of bed, gotten ready for the day, and then decided to hang on the side of a beheaded skyscraper rather than go to the mall or become a movie star.

Christopher looked up.  Another zombie fell, shrieking, and just missed pulling the kid over the slope of the rubble and glass mountain.

“You kinda gotta time this right,” he said.  “And I can’t really come back to show you twice, so be careful, okay?”

A zombie flew past them.  Rolled over the piles of glass and steel.  Impaled itself on a long spike of rebar, the metal going through its face and out the back of its skull.  It didn’t die, just as the other zombies that Ken had seen suffer major head trauma had failed to expire.  That viscous pink fluid spurted, and the zombie began screaming and dancing a strange dance on the side of the mountain, madness on chaos.

Then the zombie did something new.  The rebar spike entered its face through its cheek, emerging just above the thing’s hairline in back.  It couldn’t get off, but it stopped shrieking and twitching.  Its jaw opened, dropping down while its upper head remained pinned in place by the rebar.

It coughed, the same coughing that Ken had heard in the dark stairwell minutes before.  A strange noise, one that sounded like pieces of gravel were grinding together in the zombie’s throat.

The thing vomited, expelling ropy strands of bile.  Some of the fluid splashed against the concrete that held the rebar in place, and on the rebar itself.  Black smoke poured upward from the concrete and steel, and even from this distance Ken could hear the acid hiss of materials being broken down.

“Good God,” said Dorcas.

They were all transfixed by the sight for a moment.  But only a moment.  Another zombie pitched itself off the top of the building, sliding away to oblivion – but only after nearly grabbing Aaron on the way down.

“Time to skedaddle,” said Christopher, tearing his eyes away from the zombie.  Its flesh was now smoking, whatever acid it had expelled eating away at its own skin and bone as it screamed.

“Watch close,” said the kid.  “Remember: no second chances.”  

And he jumped off the side of the building.
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At first Ken thought Christopher had just chosen an outrageously extravagant way to commit suicide: rather than face the end of the world, he’d find a few struggling survivors, con them by pretending he could save them from a conveniently placed pair of zombie hordes, blow up half a building to do so, then convince them to throw themselves into the equivalent of a thirty foot tall pile of knives and broken glass.

In the next moment Ken changed his mind.  The kid wasn’t a suicide, he was a magician.  Christopher slid down the mountain about seven feet, narrowly missing hitting the same jutting rebar that had skewered the still-jittering, still-melting zombie… and then he disappeared.

“What the…?” said Dorcas.

Christopher’s head popped into view.  It seemed like it just appeared out of nowhere, the world’s largest groundhog taking stock of the apocalyptic winter the world had spun itself into.  “Come on!” he shouted.

Ken shimmied over a few feet.  Moved quickly.  He didn’t give himself a lot of time to think about what he was doing.

When he was a senior, he and some high school friends had found a pair of thick pads that the wrestling team left out.  They dared each other to greater and greater gymnastic attempts.  One of Ken’s buddies bet him a crisp ten-dollar bill that he couldn’t do a backflip.

Ken stood on the pad.  Flipped.  Earned himself ten bucks.

Another friend asked him to do it again.  Awestruck and disbelieving at Ken’s athletic prowess.

Ken, more than a little surprised himself, stood on the mat.  But he wasn’t worried – he’d just done it five seconds before, so no big deal, right?

And not only did he fail to land the backflip, this time he was completely incapable of even moving.  The other guys jeered him about it, riding him mercilessly about his complete lack of balls for most of the year, apparently forgetting that he had knocked their socks off moments before.

Ken couldn’t figure it out for the longest time.  Couldn’t figure out why he could do it the first time, the time he didn’t know what he was doing, but not the second time, when he did.

It wasn’t until reading about World War II landing invasions in college that he realized what had happened.  Reading about them, reading how the first wave guys weren’t the bravest: it was the second wave soldiers.  The soldiers who knew what was going to happen.  What waited.  The enemy, the bullets, the death.

His body and mind had realized what could happen.  That he didn’t know what the hell he was doing, and could have broken his neck.  He got lucky once, but they weren’t about to let him risk it again.

Sometimes reckless action was the best way to proceed.  Sometimes it was the only way things could possibly work out.

Ken jumped.

He realized he hadn’t bothered looking up, and hoped none of the rooftop zombies had chosen that moment to come lurching down after him.

Reckless action saved him.  He hit the concrete mountain untouched.  His feet slipped in dust and pulverized concrete.  They went out from under him and he slid headfirst toward Christopher’s still-waiting head.

He passed the spiked zombie.  It seemed to be wilting.  The black acid it had vomited had melted most of its front, and Ken’s nose twitched as something that smelled like vinegar seared his nostrils.

He looked back at Christopher.  At the kid’s grinning, disembodied-looking head.

The head disappeared.

A moment later, Ken did, too.
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Ken fell into strong arms, and immediately lashed out.  He knew it was zombies.  Because what else could it be?  What other thing would there be in this place, in this new earth, that would hold him?

“Easy, man.”

The arms righted him.  Held him until his feet found purchase on solid ground.  Then shoved him away.  Ken wheeled his arms as something dark slid between him and the silhouette he recognized as belonging to Christopher.  He heard Dorcas hiss as the kid caught her as well, probably knocking her broken arm painfully.

Aaron fell down into their hidey-space a moment later, not needing Christopher to steady him but landing gracefully as a cat with the barest of sounds as his cowboy boots hit the dusty material underfoot.

“Where are we?” Ken said.

Christopher didn’t answer right away.  He reached into a pocket and pulled out a handkerchief that he handed to Ken, gesturing to him to wrap his hand.  Ken did, grimacing as the pain of his missing fingers – both of which were still spitting blood out of stubs that ended just past his knuckles – hit him anew.

He also thought it strange that a kid this age should have a pocket handkerchief.  Even before the world came tumbling down, that would have been weird.

Aaron reached over and tied a quick and efficient field bandage around Ken’s hand, knotting the handkerchief so tightly it ached.  Ken tried not to groan.  Mostly because Aaron didn’t make a sound about his own mangled fingers, using his one good hand and his teeth to tie the handkerchief and moving so quickly it seemed he had been born doing so.

“We’ll have to deal with this soon,” said Aaron, looking at the already-reddening fabric on Ken’s hand.

“Sure, we’ll just stop at St. Luke’s on the way downtown,” said Ken.  He meant it as a joke.  It came out thin and pallid, almost hopeless-sounding.

Aaron nodded as though taking Ken’s statement seriously.  And Ken suspected that if anyone could find a working hospital in this mess of a world, it might be the cowboy.

“Come on,” said Christopher.  He pulled a small flashlight out of his back pocket and started leading Ken and the others into a narrow passageway.  On all sides were bits of cement, metal, glass, wood.  Everyday life reduced to formless nothing.  Reality crushed by forces it had been neither designed nor prepared to meet.

“I saw some people come out of this hole a few hours ago, so I explored it,” said Christopher.  For a moment Ken didn’t understand what the kid was saying, then he realized he was responding to Ken’s earlier question regarding where they were.

“Why would you do that?” said Dorcas.  She sounded winded, but Ken was amazed at the woman’s stamina.

“Why not?”  Ken didn’t have to see Christopher’s face to know the kid was smiling.  “Not much else to do, other than stay alive.”

Ken didn’t know whether he was hearing sublime wisdom or utter stupidity.  On the one hand, it sounded like Christopher was handling the collapse of humanity better than anyone here.  On the other hand, Ken thought he would have found something better to do than just go exploring.  Hell, he was doing something better.

“What happened to the people?” asked Dorcas.

“Some of the creeps got ‘em.”

“The what?”

“The things.”

“So you went in to explore?”  Incredulity spiked Dorcas’ voice.

Christopher didn’t sound offended when he replied.  “Sure.  Lucky for you I was doing it, too.  Otherwise I wouldn’t have spotted you guys getting into trouble and wouldn’t have been able to do my Knight in Shining Armor act.”

“You were all alone?  Where’s your family?” said Ken.  He wanted to slap himself as soon as he said it.  It was the kind of thing you asked about before.  Not now.

Christopher sighed.  “Lucky us, we were all together when it happened.  Dad killed Mom, she took him down as she died.”

“I’m sorry,” said Dorcas.

Christopher’s shoulders bounced up and down.  “I think they’d been wanting to do it for a while.  The only reason we were together was for a photo op.  The marriage was mostly for electoral purposes, you know?”

Behind Ken, Aaron chuckled.  “Thought I recognized you.  Your Elgin’s kid.”

“Guilty as charged.”

Ken kept following the kid – the young man, he corrected; he now knew that “the kid” was in fact twenty-two years old – but his footsteps stuttered a bit.

“You’re Bud Elgin’s son?  Governor Elgin?”

Christopher didn’t answer.  He clicked off his light, but Ken could still see enough to make his way through the fissure in the ruined building.  Light clawed at them from somewhere ahead.

There was a huge rumble, then a thud that shook Ken’s teeth in his jaw.  He fell into the side of the narrow passage, leaning against what looked like a desktop that had been thrown sideways and embedded in a wall of gravel.  He kept his wounded hand buried against his chest, but even the vibrations of the collapse that made it through to his absent fingers wrung a cry from him.

He looked back at Dorcas and Aaron.  Aaron had his feet planted wide, his mangled hand clutched to his chest but otherwise looking fine.  Dorcas had fallen down.

“I think we left that building just in time,” said Aaron as he helped Dorcas to her feet.  Her face tautened, but Aaron just looked like he was providing basic information: it’s eighty degrees out, today’s a Tuesday, and… oh, yes, the world’s ending and the building we were in just collapsed.

Ken turned back to Christopher.  The young man was making his way toward the light.  “I’m not the Governor’s son,” he said.  “There is no governor.  In case you hadn’t noticed, the United States disappeared a few hours ago.”
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“Sorry about leaving you guys on the side up there, but I saw the floor looked like it was collapsing, and figured if you were hanging out there as bait none of the creeps would notice me sneaking in and dropping off a care package.”

Ken focused on Christopher.  The young man walked effortlessly, as though pulling himself through a wrecked passage in the middle of a collapsed building was something he did every day.  Ken kept slipping and sliding in dust and wreckage.  He could hear Dorcas doing the same behind him, and even Aaron cursed under his breath every once in a while.

“You meant for that to happen?” said Dorcas, breath huffing out between the words.  “How’d you learn to blow up buildings?”

Christopher laughed sheepishly.  “I didn’t mean that to happen.  I figured I’d knock a hole in the floor, knock back the creeps –”

“Zombies,” said Ken without thinking.

“Huh?” said Christopher, then nodded almost immediately.  “Yeah, they are kind of zombie-esque, I guess.  Anyway, the building coming down was definitely outside the scope of my plans.”  He chuckled.  “Still, dream big, right?”

Ken could see what he assumed to be their exit ahead: a crack that seemed like it was hanging in gray space.  A moment later he followed Christopher out a rift in the side of the ruined, sagging building.  His fingers throbbed – strange, because they weren’t there.  Stranger still, he could feel his wedding ring, even though it was clamped around his dismembered finger and wedged between stones in a destroyed building far behind him.  The ring wasn’t touching him, but it felt too tight.  It hurt.  A lot.

His wedding ring had never bothered him before.  Not since the first moment that Maggie slipped it on his finger.  He always loved wearing it.  But now it hurt.

He hoped that wasn’t an omen.

The passageway exited at a rickety metal stairwell midway up the slumped over pile of rubble and junk that had been a fully functioning building only a few hours before.  Ken couldn’t tell if it the stairwell was a fire escape or simply metal stairs to the second level businesses.  It was bent and twisted, a blasted mockery of itself.  Black metal peeked out from a heavy layer of gray dust and dark soot that coated this side of the structure.

Ken recognized this area.  They were facing south on 9th Street.  He didn’t know how that was possible, since he was sure they had been a block north of here.  Either the rubble they had climbed through had covered several blocks, or the top part of the One Capital Center building through which they had escaped had lain at a strange angle, so when they jumped off of it they were on a different block than he had calculated.

Either way… he looked to his right.  And there it was.  The Wells Fargo Center.

“So,” said Christopher, reaching out a hand to help Dorcas onto the stairwell landing, “do you guys have a plan or – hey!”

Ken barely heard the last.  Barely heard the others shouting for him to stop.  All he could see was the building where his family had been when this happened.  All he could hear was his wife calling him in his mind, his children crying out, screaming for Daddy.

He forgot everything but his family.  Forgot the zombies, forgot the pain in his phantom fingers and in the rest of his body.  He forgot his new friends.

He ran down the stairs and was on the street in the dust and smoke in seconds.  The others were racing after him, and he heard Christopher saying, “What’s going on?  What’d I miss?” over and over.

The street was covered in debris and blood and bodies.  But the bodies were of the normally horrific variety.  None of them were moving, they were dead and dead to stay – at least, until the universe flipped on its axis again and once more rewrote the rules of mortality.

No zombies.  There had been tens of thousands crowding up against the head of the One Capital Center building.  Where were they now?

It didn’t matter.  Maybe the shattering of the building had scared them off, maybe they had found new prey, maybe they were late for a mass hairdresser’s appointment.  Ken didn’t care.  All that he cared about was the clear sightline between him and the Wells Fargo Center.

It was a little more than a block away.  It took him less than a minute to run it.  The smoke grew thicker as he approached, and he remembered what seemed a lifetime ago, seeing something explode at the base of the huge crane next to the Wells Fargo building, seeing the crane tilt sideways against the structure.  He looked up and saw the massive crane, almost at the corner of the building, leaning at an angle against the northeast face.

He ran below it.  He could hear the metal creaking far above him.

Below him, he heard something like dead leaves.  He looked down and saw a thick blanket of insects.  All dead.  Not bees, not what had attacked him and Dorcas before.  These looked like millions upon millions of ants.

He ran over the dead bugs.  He did not slip.  Nor did he much care what had killed them.  He was too close to the end of his search to care.

The Wells Fargo Center was shaped like a right triangle, and at the square of it there was an entrance, a bank of glass doors.  The middle two were revolving doors, and both of them were grotesquely jammed shut, dead bodies tangled within them like clots in the building’s ventricles.

On either side of the revolving doors were simple hinged doors.  One of them was whole, the other had been knocked out and was only a metal frame holding nothing but air.

Ken ran for the empty door.  He didn’t care at that moment what dangers might lay beyond that dark hole.  Only that his family could be there.  Must be there.

Sometimes, reckless action was the only available substitute for hope.
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The Wells Fargo Center was one of Boise’s largest buildings.  Wedge-shaped, eleven stories tall, hundreds of offices.  Ken had no thought of what to do beyond going to the Wells Fargo branch office that he knew was in the far corner of the first floor.

He ran into the lobby, trying hard to convince himself that he was running this fast because he was about to find his family.  Trying hard to believe they had a chance at life.  Trying hard to believe it was excitement and not pure panic that was driving his heart against his ribs in machine-gun bursts.

Failing in all of those attempts.

Something buzzed.  The sound reminded him of the bees that had died as one while he and Dorcas cowered in the car outside the CPA’s office.  He dropped down, almost going to hands and knees as though his body were determined to burrow right through the floor if necessary to get away from another cloud of the things.

It was not bees.  It was an elevator.  The doors slid halfway shut with a tired whirr before stopping against the body of a man laying facedown half in and half out of the elevator.

It registered on Ken that there was still power in the building.  How much longer that would last, he had no way of knowing.  The grid was failing in huge swathes, that much was clear.  And equally clear was that Idaho Power was not going to be sending out teams to deal with power failures anytime soon.  Perhaps ever.  Power fled from an area was power likely gone forever.

He heard feet behind him.  The others.  They caught up to him now, easy enough since he was no longer moving.  Just standing.  Just staring.

Not at the man.

Not at the elevator, opening and closing and opening and closing with the restless action of an ocean tide.

Not at the other bodies that lay every few feet throughout the lobby and hall.  Not even at the ones who had been pulled viciously apart and whose innards painted the walls like a grotesque mockery of Christmas garlanding.

“Ken?”  Dorcas’ voice was soft.  She sounded worried.  “What is it?”

Ken didn’t answer.  He just walked to the elevator.  Stopped in front of it.

Knelt down.
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Ken was very much of the opinion that mommies and daddies served very different purposes, and nowhere was that more evident than when he and Maggie went to Babies “R” Us looking for something for one of the kids.  It didn’t matter if it was a pacifier or a crib: Ken looked for the cheapest one.  Maggie looked for the one that had the highest safety ratings, preferably achieved while the product was submerged in lit napalm in the middle of a nuclear reactor that was suffering a core meltdown.

They usually came down somewhere in the middle.  Ken would remind Maggie that he didn’t have the money to purchase the blanket that could also be used as a parachute in case of forced landings during supersonic flight, and Maggie would remind Ken that children were more important than things like having a nice TV or what the neighbors thought of their car.  Ken would shift his budget priorities, and Maggie would eventually admit that having exceptionally-protected children wouldn’t matter much if they didn’t have money for food while sitting in the middle of a crib equipped with changing table attachment and capable of warding off evil curses.

The stroller Ken was kneeling beside, the one only inches from the bloody hands of the dead man wedged half in the elevator, had been the subject of a particularly lengthy compromise session.  The school district had just informed Ken and the other teachers that budget freezes would keep any raises “at current levels” (meaning nonexistent) for the next two years, and he thought that baby Liz might just have to make do with being Velcroed to a skateboard or something equally cost-effective.

Maggie did not care for that concept.  

They argued.  Divorce was out of the question – it was never an option, not ever – but he thought a few nights on the couch loomed large in his future.

Eventually, Ken caved in.  Because he loved Maggie.  Because he recognized that, yes, the stroller was going to be used for years and should be a good one.  Because he hated sleeping on their second-hand couch.

The stroller became the newest, nicest thing they owned.

Of course, that didn’t last long.  Babies had a way of casually destroying things.  They had a lot in common with earthquakes and rabid dogs that way.  It wasn’t long before the once-pristine light-green body and plaid seat became blotchy and stained.  Grimy beyond recovery, no matter how much Maggie washed and wiped.

Ken knew every spot and stain.  He knew where many had come from, and thought that was an indicator he was a good dad.  He cared enough to be there for the spills, to try to help with the cleanup.  Even when he wasn’t there, he noticed.  He asked about the stories, he found out what had happened.  He wanted to know.

But now… he didn’t know if knowing would be good for him.  The old stains were still there, were still familiar.  But there was one more: a large, bloody handprint across the back of the stroller’s chair.

Right where two-year-old Liz’s head would have rested.


Chapter 76



 



Keep it together.

Liz was the first baby he was able to enjoy.  With Derek he was too terrified about screwing it all up to properly revel in the experience of being a new father.  With Hope he was terrified anew – already projecting forward to her teen years and wondering if he was equipped to deal with the contradictions inherent in protecting a Princess and teaching a girl to be her own strong woman.

He finally settled in and learned to have fun with Liz.  With the little girl who smiled so wide.  Who growled and jumped on his back every chance she got.  Who sat and watched cartoons in a little chair he made her for her first birthday.  Who fell asleep in his arms the way none of the others had ever done.

And there was a bloody print where her head had been.

Keep it together, Ken.

Blood.

Keep it together.

That’s a lot of blood.

Keep it –

They’re dead.

No.

Dead.

Not yet.

The baby, the kids.

You don’t know –

Maggie.

NOT UNTIL YOU SEE THEIR BODIES.

He realized he was rocking back and forth, his arms clasped tight around each other.  Dorcas’ hand was on his shoulder.

“We should go,” she said.  Her voice was soft.

Ken nodded.  He looked at the tray that snapped into place across Liz’s lap.  There were some Goldfish crackers in the cup holder.  Liz always tossed her sippy cups over when Maggie put them in the cup holder, so that nook had become an impromptu Goldfish sanctuary.

The orange crackers were flecked with blood as well.

Ken stood.

Dorcas’ hand was still on his shoulder.  Aaron and Christopher waited a few paces away.  They both looked at their feet, like there might be comfort somewhere on the blood-streaked floor, if only they could find it.

The elevator whirred.  Closing on the dead man.  Opening again.

Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.

Ken looked at the corpse.

Dorcas moved away, as though giving him space to commune with the dead – both the ones whose bodies were present and the ones whose bodies were not.

Ken stood still and silent for a long moment.  Then his face knotted, becoming a tight mass of confusion.

He took a step.

“Where you going?” said Christopher.

A moment later, Dorcas said, “Ken?”

Ken didn’t answer either of them.  He didn’t dare.  He just kept walking.
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Ken felt like if he spoke, if he did anything other than breathe, then it would fall apart.  It would disappear and be gone.  Just a vivid dream dashed upon waking into the nightmare of his new reality.

So he ignored the others.  Just kept his eyes locked on what he had seen, kept his heart locked on hope, and kept his mind locked away from the impossibility of what he was hoping for.

Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.  Whirrrr.  Whump.

If the elevator doors had been closed, he wouldn’t have seen it.

If the elevator light had been extinguished, the interior dark, he wouldn’t have seen it.

If he hadn’t been kneeling next to the stroller, he wouldn’t have seen it.

If, if, if….

But he did.  He did see it.

Just beyond the dead man’s legs, trailing limply into the elevator, there was a small pile of color on the brown floor.

Goldfish crackers.

That might not have been enough.  Might not have been enough to spur Ken to movement.  They could have come from anywhere, after all.  Or they could have been flung there after the zombies… did what they would have done to his baby.

But next to the goldfish was another item.  A sippy cup.  Purple and pink.

And above both, on the mirrored back of the elevator, someone had written something.  The lettering was tan, a color he recognized as well: Maggie’s lipstick.

“Ken: 9th Fl.”
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Ken ran the last two feet, leaping over the dead man.

“Ken!”  Dorcas joined him in the elevator.  “What are you doing?”

“They’re alive.”  Ken leaned over, barely noticing how badly his back hurt, not even registering his missing fingers, and grabbed the dead man’s legs.  He shoved them out of the elevator.  Not far enough.  He began muscling the dead weight out of the cab.

Aaron stood just outside the elevator.  He looked at the mirror in the back of the cab and it seemed to Ken like the man’s face slackened.  Not in hope, but in sympathy.

“Going up is a bad idea,” he said.  “Nowhere to retreat to if the things come again.”

“Seriously,” said Christopher, taking up a position behind the older man.  “We should get outta here.”

Ken didn’t stop moving.  “I can’t ask you to come with me.  You’ve all saved me, and I can never repay you.”  He kicked the dead man’s trailing foot out of the track of the elevator’s doors.  “But I have to go.”

“Bad idea,” said Aaron.

“Yeah,” said Christopher.

They both stepped in.

Dorcas pressed the round circle with a “9” in the center.

The doors shut.

The elevator started to rise.

With it, questions rose in Ken’s mind.  What was happening?  What were these things, that had destroyed almost everyone and everything humanity held dear in less than a day?  Why did they stop moving and breathe in time, why were the times they did so decreasing, and what would happen when that “countdown” reached zero?  What had killed all the insects?  How come one had vomited acid?

What would he find when he reached the ninth floor?

Ken looked at the other survivors.  At Christopher, to whom he had said less than a hundred words.  At Aaron, who had saved Ken’s life but who remained a complete enigma.  At Dorcas.

She caught his gaze.  Raised her shoulders as though unsure of why they were coming, and said, “It’s still the right thing to do.”

Ken didn’t know if he would find his family when the doors opened.

But he knew he had family here with him.

 

 

 

 

END OF BOOK ONE

THE SAGA CONTINUES IN BOOK TWO 
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I like zombie books.  But almost all of them move from a place of despair – not merely that zombies exist (as if that weren’t bad enough), but that humans are so rotten that the zombies are probably the least terrible thing to deal with anyway.

I wanted to do something different.  Something that had never been done before.  One thing I wanted was to show a real collapse – a lot of books about apocalyptic events seem to have a few bad things happen, then give their characters a few days or weeks off to recuperate.  I am a mean person.  I wanted my characters to twist in the wind, to bang and batter and bruise them to the point of physical, mental, and emotional destruction.

More than that, though, I wanted to write a hopeful zombie story.  A story about humanity running into something terrible… and banding together.  Rising above the terror and becoming something more than they once had been.

Horror is at its best when it shows us not just the monsters among us, but the angels as well.

This meant that the bad guys – the zombies – would have to be truly terrible, beyond anything ever seen in a zombie story before.  So I started putting together my own zombie mythology.  Then, when I had an evil threatening enough to prove my thesis – that humanity is not only able to save itself against nearly infinite evil, but noble and good enough to actually merit salvation – I began writing.

I outline most of my books.  I do so often enough that I can usually tell how long it will get to take from point A to point B, and from there through to Z.

In the case of The Colony, I was in for a surprise: getting from point A almost to point B took over 200 pages.  We’ve met some of our main characters – some of the people whose stories I would like to tell, who have survived partly by luck (you have to be lucky to survive any war), but partly by the fact that they are smart and tough and good – but not all.  We’ve met some of the bad guys, but not all.  We haven’t scratched the surface of the story.

I soon realized that the story I wanted to tell might end up hitting half a million words.  This meant I could either release it all at once, or do a series of shorter books.  Many of my fans wanted the longer version, but a few things mitigated against this:

 

1)  A lot of my other fans email me regularly, asking when my next book will be out.  Responding “a few years… maybe?” seemed like a bad answer.

2)  At a half million words, I was worried that the weight – even the weight of electrons on a Kindle or a tablet device – might crush unwary readers who fell asleep while reading.

3)  I am a fairly successful novelist, but my name is not King, Koontz, or Rowling.  So waiting a caboodle of time between books meant an increased likelihood of explaining to my children that we would be cutting back on certain things, like Armani toilet paper and unicorn rides and food.

4)  Most important, my wife told me to do it this way.  My wife is very smart.  She’s also nice and takes care of me and the kids and is scorching hot.  Not a woman I care to go against if I can avoid it.

 

So you’re getting this.  If you don’t like cliffhangers, blame my wife.

But I do want to reassure you about a few things:

First of all, if you’re new to my books, I do know how to finish a story (ha!).  So if you love the tone, but hunger for a more complete story, pick up a copy of Strangers or The Haunted or Apparition or… well, any of my other books.

Second, the day this comes out, I will already be hard at work on Vol. II of The Colony: Renegades.  There are a lot of nifty things in store.  In addition to finding out whether Ken’s family is waiting for him on the ninth floor, we’re also going to find out what happens when you have a bunch of severely injured people with no medical care.  Who Aaron is and how he survived in that stairwell is going to be explained (a bit).  The issue of where Christopher learned how to blow up buildings is going to be discussed.  We’ll get to know Dorcas better, and find out some of her secrets.  

And, of course, the zombies.  There is a reason for their existence, and eventually we’ll find out what it is.

But that’s all assuming the series sells well.  ‘Cause there’s that whole “food for the kids” thing.

So if you want to find out how this all ends, please spread the word about The Colony.  Click that “Give as Gift” button on Amazon and send a copy to your zombie-loving friends… and your zombie-hating enemies.  If you like it, leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads.  The more you buy, the faster I can finish.  Promise.

So enjoy.  Tell everyone.  Start a cult about it and hand out literature and flowers at the airport.

And keep on reading….
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Michaelbrent Collings is a full-time screenwriter and novelist. He has written numerous bestselling horror, thriller, sci-fi, and fantasy novels, including The Colony Saga, Strangers, Darkbound, Apparition, The Haunted, Hooked: A True Faerie Tale, and the bestselling YA series The Billy Saga.

Follow him through Twitter @mbcollings or on Facebook at facebook.com/MichaelbrentCollings.

 

If you would like to be notified of new releases, sales, and other special deals on books by Michaelbrent Collings, please sign up for his mailing list at http://eepurl.com/VHuvX.

 

And if you liked this book, please leave a review on your favorite book review site… and tell your friends!
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INTRODUCTION



 



I originally envisaged Autumn as a standalone novel, but when I’d finished writing the first book back in 2001, it occurred to me that as I’d destroyed pretty much the entire population by the end of the first page, there would no doubt be many more stories left in my dead world to tell, if anyone wanted to read them. Fortunately, they did. Through the four subsequent novels I’ve been able to take my survivors way beyond the early days of the infection, right into the post-post-apocalypse. The problem was, the more I thought about the end of the world, the more I found to write about. That’s the reason for this book – it’s the very end of the Autumn series.

Back in 2005, when I first thought I’d wrapped the series up, I released the first edition of this book, describing it at the time as ‘part companion, part guide book and part sequel’. But things change, and the acquisition of the series by Thomas Dunne Books meant the story continued after Purification. More than a year has now passed since the release of the final novel, Aftermath, and it seems the perfect time to revisit and update this collection and bring the series as a whole to a close.

The stories you’ll find here fall broadly into three categories. Briefest are what I originally called Autumn: Echoes – snapshots of the lives of people caught up in the throes of the apocalypse (where were you when the world ended?). Some are recognisable characters from the novels, others are minor bit-players who had interesting back stories to tell. You’ll find a ‘who’s who’ at the end of the book.

The second batch of stories focus largely on what happened before or after events described in the novels. For example, in Breaking Point, you’ll read what happened to Michael and Emma between Autumn and The City. In Beginning to Disintegrate, you’ll discover how the group of survivors we meet in Disintegration came to be stuck with each other.

Finally, there are numerous other shorts here which are self-contained and take place well outside the main story arc. I came up with a number of scenarios which were too interesting to forget about, but which didn’t fit naturally into the novels. For example, in The Garden Shed, a proud man refuses to leave the home he’s worked so hard to own, and in Office Politics, we meet a man whose coping strategy is enviably simple: complete denial.

I hope you enjoy this collection, and that you’ve enjoyed the rest of the Autumn series. In closing, I wish to record my enormous thanks to everyone who has been involved in the series in one way or another over the last decade: to the editors, artists, and publishers who’ve worked behind the scenes, but most importantly, to the readers who’ve supported the books from the beginning. I’m indebted to all of you.

 

David Moody

June 2013
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JAKE WILSON



 



Eight months ago, Jake Wilson packed up his family and emigrated to Canada from the United Kingdom. A regional manager for a global finance house, Jake agreed to move overseas for a well paid, two year posting. He, his wife Lucy and their two children settled quickly into their new surroundings. The people who found it hardest to adjust were those they’d left behind. Even after more than half a year, Polly Wilson – Jake’s well-meaning but highly strung and over-sensitive mother – still finds the distance between her and her son difficult to deal with. Mrs Wilson and her husband made their first visit to Canada several weeks ago, but it did little to reassure her. If anything it’s made her even more neurotic. Jake has grown to dread the weekly telephone calls from home. It’s now the early hours of Tuesday morning.

#

‘Jake? Jake, is that you?’

‘Mom? Bloody hell, do you know what time it is?’

‘Are you okay, love?’

‘Apart from being woken up in the middle of the night I’m fine. Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘Haven’t you heard?’

‘Heard what? Bloody hell, Mom…’

‘There’s no need for the language, Jake, we were just worried about you, that’s all.’

‘Why?’

‘Are you far from Vancouver?’

‘It’s on the other side of the country. It’s thousands of miles away, why?’

‘Because something’s happening there. I don’t know what exactly. I don’t think anyone knows. Your dad and I saw it on the news and—’

‘You’re not making any sense. Look, Mom, I’m really tired.’

‘I’m sorry, love. It’s just that you’re all so far away and we worry about you.’

‘I know, I know… What are you doing up so early, anyway? It’s before seven there, isn’t it?’

‘Your dad couldn’t sleep. You know what he’s like once he’s awake. And once he’s up and about I can’t relax. He woke me up with his shuffling and his moaning so we both got up and came downstairs. We were watching the news, and when we saw they were talking about Canada we thought we should call…’

‘So what exactly is supposed to have happened in Vancouver?’

‘They’re not sure. No one’s saying much. No one seems to know.’

‘So you’ve woken me up to tell me that no one knows very much about what’s happening in Vancouver? Come on, Mom, I’ve got an important meeting first thing tomorrow and I can’t afford to—’

‘No. Listen, son, something’s definitely happened there but they don’t—’

‘Well was it an accident or a bomb or…?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Mom, you’ve got to stop this. I know you mean well, but this isn’t little old England. This place is huge. Just because something’s happening in the same country, it doesn’t always mean           it’s going to affect us.’

‘But this sounds serious, love. They say the city’s gone silent.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean? Vancouver is a massive city for Christ’s sake. There are thousands and thousands of people there, millions even. You don’t lose contact with millions of people just like that.’

‘I know, but—’

‘You can’t lose contact with a whole bloody city, Mom.’

‘I know, but they have.’

‘What channel are you watching? Are you sure it’s genuine? It’s not just a film or one of those drama-documentaries, is it?’

‘Jake, your father and I are not stupid. I know what I’m watching. It’s the news and it’s real. We’re sitting in front of the television right now. I’m only telling you because we’re concerned about you, Lucy and the boys.’

‘So tell me again, what exactly is it they’re saying?’

‘Your dad says to put your TV on, son. You’re bound to have some news where you are. You’re much closer than we are.’

‘Okay, give me a second.’

‘What can you see?’

‘Hold on, that’s strange.’

‘What is?’

‘I can’t get a picture on some of the channels. Cable must be down. Sometimes this happens when…’

‘What about the radio? Try your computer, son. Try the Internet.’

‘Hang on, here’s something.’

‘What are they saying?’

‘Christ, Mom, it’s just like you said, they’ve lost contact with the area around… Hold on, you said Vancouver, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘Because the station I’m watching here is talking about Winnipeg. That’s miles away. And Seattle, and Portland. They’re talking about a massive part of the country. Bloody hell…’

‘Are they saying anything about what’s happened, Jake? Do they know why—’

‘Christ, Mom, they’ve put a map up. It looks like it’s spreading out from the west.’

‘What is?’

‘I don’t know. Nothing… Just nothing… They’re not explaining anything, they’re just…’

‘Where are Lucy and the boys, Jake?’

‘Lucy’s here in bed with me, the boys are asleep.’

‘You should lock your doors. Don’t answer the door if anyone comes.’

‘What’s the point of locking the door? This isn’t anything to do with…’

‘Jake… Jake, are you still there? What’s the matter, son?’

‘Nothing. Thought I heard something.’

‘What?’

‘Thought I could hear…’

‘Jake? What’s happening?’

‘Mom, I’m going to put the phone down. Listen, I’ll call you back as soon as I—’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Something’s happening on the other side of the river. There’s a fire. It looks like something’s gone into the front of one of the buildings on the waterfront. I can’t see much from here… Hang on a second and I’ll try and… Shit, that’s all I need, the kids are awake now. Bloody hell. Lucy, could you go and…? Lucy? Honey, what’s wrong?’

‘What’s the matter, son?’

‘Lucy? Don’t struggle, honey, lie back and I’ll get you a—’

‘Jake…? Jake, love, are you still there?’

#

Over five thousand miles away and completely helpless, Mrs Wilson listened to the muffled sounds of her son, her daughter-in-law and her two grandsons choking to death.

Their heartbreak was short lived. Within hours both Mrs Wilson and her husband were dead too.


DAY ONE



 



 

AMY STEADMAN

Part i

 



Amy Steadman is a twenty-four year old graduate. After joining the company on an accelerated training programme, she now manages the lingerie department in an exclusive women’s fashion boutique located in a busy out-of-town shopping outlet. She lives on her own in the town of Rowley in a small one bedroom flat above an antiques shop on a narrow road just off the main high street.

It’s five-thirty in the morning. Amy’s alarm has gone off, and she’s just dragged herself out of bed after a miserable night’s sleep. This morning Amy has to make her quarterly sales presentation to the company’s senior management team. She dreads these meetings. She doesn’t have a problem with standing up and justifying her performance to these self-important, grey-suited people, but she detests the way they stare back at her. They are smarmy, lecherous men and she can feel them undressing her with their eyes. She hates the way they don’t listen to anything she says, the way they joke and taunt her and make lewd, inappropriate comments. She finds their cheap, double-entendre-laden conversation offensive but she puts up with it. It’s all part of the job, others have told her.

In Amy’s line of business appearance is everything. She walks the shop floor as a representative of the store and the numerous designer labels it stocks. She knows that she must be perfectly coiffured and immaculately presented at all times. Customers directly associate her with the products she sells. The better she looks, the more chance she has of making a sale.

After a quick breakfast (she doesn’t feel like eating much this morning) and a lukewarm shower (she needs to get her landlord to sort out the plumbing), Amy dries her hair and sits down in front of the mirror to apply her make-up. An exercise in precision application, this is crucially important to her. Far more than just another part of her perfect appearance, it is a mask. She is painting on her work personality and her customer-facing smile. In fifteen minutes she creates a character far removed from the real Amy Steadman: the girl who sits in front of the television on her own most nights, eating chocolate and relaxing in her pyjamas and baggy jumpers. She hides behind the mask. The senior managers who stare and leer at her see only the fixed smile, the perfect white teeth and the flawless complexion. They are unaware of the contempt she feels for them.

Less than an hour after getting out of bed, Amy is dressed, psyched-up and ready to go. She leaves her flat and crawls through the early morning traffic in her wreck of a car, arriving at work in just under fifty minutes. It is almost eight o’clock, and the store will shortly open its doors to the first customers of the day.

#

‘These shoes are killing me,’ Lorraine moans.

‘Well what do you expect?’ I tell her. Do we have to go through this every morning? Lorraine (who’s had more nips, tucks, false tans and hairstyles than the rest of us put together) is a total slave to fashion. ‘Bloody hell, girl, those heels would be enough to cripple anyone. You’re almost on tiptoe!’

‘You’re all right, you’ve got the height you lucky cow,’ she says. ‘Short buggers like me need all the help we can get.’ She stops talking and looks over my shoulder. ‘Oh, hang on, here they come.’

I turn around and see that the first of our overpaid visitors from Head Office has arrived. My heart sinks. I smile through gritted teeth as the area manager makes his entrance with his entourage. What a vile and odious little shit Jeff Brent is. ‘Morning, Mr Brent.’

‘Morning, Andrea,’ he grins, getting my name wrong as he always does. ‘Looking more beautiful than ever!’

‘And you’re more of a fucking creep than ever,’ is what I want to say back to him but, of course, I don’t. Instead I just smile politely, force out a little laugh and then relax when Maurice Green appears at my side to take Brent through to the back offices.

‘Excuse me, Miss,’ a quiet little voice says from somewhere behind me. I turn around and see an elderly man clutching a negligee, looking more than a little bit uncomfortable. It’s an odd choice of nightwear. He’s either married to a gold-digger or he’s a transvestite.

‘What can I do for you, Sir?’ I say, looking around for one of the others. Lorraine has disappeared the way she always does when customers need serving. This isn’t fair. I have to get to my meeting. I haven’t got time to be dealing with customers today.

‘I bought this for my wife’s birthday last week and she doesn’t like it,’ he says. Judging by the age of the customer in front of me, if she isn’t a gold-digger then his wife could be anywhere between sixty and eighty years old. Can’t imagine I’ll be wearing underwear like this at that age.

‘I see,’ I say, taking the negligee from him and holding it up. There isn’t much of it. Definitely not to be worn in winter. ‘Didn’t she like it? Do you want a refund?’

He shakes his head.

‘No. Actually I was wondering whether you had it in any other colours,’ he says, taking me by surprise. His face turns lobster pink with embarrassment. ‘She doesn’t like black,’ he explains, ‘says she’d rather have red. Says it makes her feel more… you know.’

I’m going to be late for the meeting. I’ll have to hand this old gent over to a colleague, but there’s never anyone about when you need them. I start leading him over to the customer services desk when something catches my eye over by the main doors. I can see Gary Bright, the area finance director, down on all fours. He looks like he’s being sick. Is he choking? His laptop’s on the floor and there are confidential papers blowing all over the place. I look for Jenny Clarke who’s the duty first aid officer but Christ, someone else is down now. A woman just to the left of me has collapsed against the customer service desk. Bloody hell, she looks like she’s suffocating. She’s clawing at her neck and her face is bright red, eyes bulging.

Shit, Shirley Peters from sportswear is on the floor at the bottom of the escalator now. Her skirt’s caught in the mechanism. She looks as if she’s just—

Oh God, what’s that?

I can feel something at the back of my throat, like I’ve got something trapped. I try to clear it but I can hardly swallow and the more I cough, the worse it gets. Something’s scratching the back and sides of my throat and I can’t clear it. I need to get some water. It’s still there. It won’t go. Stronger now, getting worse. Christ, it feels like someone’s got their hand around my neck.

Need to get help. Jesus it hurts.

It’s stinging and burning. Bloody hell, I can’t swallow. I can’t breathe.

Calm down. Calm down. Calm down.

Oh fuck, I can taste blood in my mouth.       

Just don’t panic. Slow down. Try and breathe. Try and—

#

Starved of oxygen, Amy fell back into a rail of designer dresses, pulling half the display down on top of her. She gagged and retched as blood dribbled down the inside of her inflamed throat. Unable to focus, she was momentarily aware of frantic, terrified movement all around her.

She clawed at her neck and began to thrash about as the remaining oxygen in her blood stream rapidly disappeared. Already numb, she felt no pain when the back of her head thumped against the hard marble floor.

Her mouth and chin now covered with blood, Amy tried to stand but couldn’t. The world became dark and the screams around her became muffled, then fell silent.

Less than a minute after infection, Amy Steadman was dead.


JIM HARPER



 



I’m in big fucking trouble. I can’t believe what I’ve just done. Christ knows how I’m going to get myself out of this one.

There are mistakes and there are mistakes. There are minor indiscretions you can brush under the carpet, and there are fucking huge mistakes that you know are going to cost you big time and haunt you for the rest of your life. This is the biggest of all the fucking huge mistakes I’ve ever made. This is the worst thing I could have done.

I’m in a hotel room. It only took me a couple of seconds to get my bearings after I woke up. I’m here on a course from work. This is only day two of five but the way things are going it could well be my last day in the job. It’s a quarter to eight and the first session of the morning starts in less than an hour. I’ve missed breakfast but that doesn’t matter. I couldn’t eat anything. I feel sick to my stomach. Problem is, this isn’t my hotel room.

I’m keeping as still as I can, lying on my side and looking out of a crack in the curtains at a dull and rainy morning outside. I’m trying to work my way back through the events of last night, trying to remember everything that happened. We’re here for the week – Monday through to lunchtime Friday. There are seventeen of us from different outlets up and down the country. We had a formal meal last night to break the ice and get to know everyone, then we moved into the bar. And that was where we stayed. I got talking to a couple of lads from up north, then I ended up with two girls who work in my area. I’d met one of them before, but I didn’t recognise her friend. Turns out she was Helen Hunter – the daughter of Bill Hunter, my area director and one of the nastiest bastards you could have the misfortune to come across. My missus, Chloe, works in his office.

And here’s where things get really, really fucked-up. I haven’t plucked up the courage to look yet, but I’m ninety-nine per cent sure this is Helen Hunter’s bed, and I’m equally certain that Helen Hunter is in it with me. Whoever it is lying next to me, she’s just wrapped her arm around me and she’s kissing my neck.

Don’t react. Keep calm. Just keep calm and get things in perspective. Am I completely sure it’s Helen? I’m having trouble remembering last night clearly. I remember sitting in the bar with the two girls, drinking hard. I was starting to get to the stage where you know you’ve had a few and your body’s trying to tell you to stop. Sometimes the beer plays tricks on you: the alcohol sort of waits for a while, then creeps up and rushes you all of a sudden. I’d been fine all night but I knew having another drink would have been a mistake. Thing is, I know I stayed for at least two more pints after that. One of the girls went to bed and I remember being left there with the other. It was definitely Helen. The rest of our group were long gone and we were the only two left in the bar.

We were having one of those conversations where you start discussing things you know you shouldn’t be talking about, but you can’t stop. She started telling me about her relationships and sex, then moved on to her likes and dislikes in bed (concentrating more on the likes). I started to get more and more uncomfortable and, at the same time, more and more turned on. She was flirting with me (okay, I was flirting with her too) and I remember thinking I was going to have to try and be a bit more distant in the morning because we’ve got a whole week to get through together and I didn’t want to give her the wrong impression. Problem was, by then I’d already done more than enough, and what happened next was inevitable.

I remember us finishing our drinks and leaving the bar. We walked through the lobby together and went up to our rooms. We walked down the same corridor and I started to get jumpy because I thought she was following me. I stopped outside my room and took out my key and she did the same with the room next door. She made some cheap comment about fate and coincidence and destiny or something and I just mumbled because my brain had stopped functioning properly. I remember thinking that I should just go into my room, shut the door and go to bed but I was having one of those moments where my brain was trying to stay in control but the booze and my dick had long since taken over.

Helen Hunter is a cheap (but fucking gorgeous) tart with a reputation for being a marriage-breaker and sleeping around. I kept telling myself to turn and run but instead of walking away from her I walked towards her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered something filthy in my ear, can’t remember what. I remember smelling her perfume and the booze on her breath, then feeling myself getting hard. We kissed. One kiss, then another, then another and another until we were practically eating each other’s faces. My hands started to wander. I grabbed her backside and pulled her closer. One thing led to another and… and that’s why I’m in trouble now.

It has to be said though, what I remember of last night was damn good. She lived up to her reputation. She was half-undressed by the time we’d made it onto the bed and I was completely undressed seconds later. The lights were full on and the curtains were open but neither of us cared. All I could think about was fucking her senseless. There was no hint of passion, just sheer lust. It felt like minutes, but I remember looking at the clock on the bedside table at one o’clock, then again at two and then three. At some point one of us had turned the lights off and we’d finally fallen asleep.

Despite the fact what I’ve done is wrong whichever way you look at it, it was bloody good. Just lying here thinking about what she did last night is making me feel horny again…

‘It’s ages yet until the course starts, Jim,’ she says from behind me, her breath tickling the nape of my neck. She starts dragging her nails over my skin, just enough to hurt. Christ, she’s barely done anything but she’s really turning me on. I should try to be strong and tell her no, but what’s the point? The damage has already been done. Might as well lie back and enjoy it ’cause the shit’s going to hit the fan later…

Helen rolls me over and I look up into her face. She’s fucking beautiful – an absolute gem. For a second it’s easy to forget that I’m married and that the woman I’m in bed with is my boss’ precious daughter, because I can’t think straight. All I can do is react to what she’s doing to me. Now she’s sliding down underneath the covers, biting my chest and licking me and she’s not stopping there. She’s going lower. I put my hands behind my head and lie back. Might as well make the most of it.

#

Quarter past eight. It’s over. The sudden frenzied excitement and lust has gone and all I feel now is panic and regret. What have I done, and why have I just done it again? Helen’s grinning at me like an idiot but then, compared to me, she’s got nothing to lose. Chances are I’ve already lost everything. How the hell am I going to be able to look Chloe in the face now? After the last time I promised her this would never happen again. I mean nothing to Helen. This has just been a bit of fun for her. I’m another one of her victims, another conquest, another notch on the bedpost, and some other poor bastard will probably be taking my place in this bed tonight. I should have known better. I knew what she was like. She’ll walk away from this without a bad word being said, and I’ll take all the flack. If Bill Hunter finds out then I’ve fucking had it. I’ve probably just thrown away my marriage, my house and my career for one night of sex. What a fucking idiot.

What do I do now? She’s out of bed and I’m left lying here on my own, looking up at the ceiling and trying to work out how I’m going to blag my way out of trouble. Easiest thing would be to grab my stuff from the room next door and do a runner, but I know I can’t do that. I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid again. This is definitely the worst yet.

She’s in the shower. Despite the fact that we’ve just spent the night together and I’ve already explored every available inch of her naked body, I feel embarrassed now because she’s undressed. I try not to look but I can’t help myself and she knows it. She’s flirting again. She knows I’m watching, and she probably knows what I’m about to say. She’s doing everything she can to put me off.

‘Look,’ I say, clearing my throat, ‘we need to talk.’

She doesn’t answer. I don’t know if she can hear me over the noise of the shower. Most of the course delegates’ rooms are on this floor so I don’t want to shout but I don’t have any choice. This won’t wait.

‘Listen, I’m going back to my room now. I had a great time last night, Helen, but what we did was wrong…’

She peers around the side of the shower curtain, making sure she shows more than enough bare flesh to make me lose my train of thought.

‘I’ll see you later,’ she says. ‘Play your cards right and your whole week will be as good as last night.’

I try to protest. ‘You were great last night, but I made a mistake. I’m sorry. We should just pretend it never happened and…’

She’s shaking her head. ‘Too late for that,’ she says, grinning. ‘You’re going to learn more in this little room than you will on the course. I’m going to do things to you that are barely legal. You’re mine for the rest of the…’

She stops talking.

The expression on her face changes.

‘What’s the matter?’ I ask. Bitch is just playing with me again.

She’s rubbing at her neck, ‘I… I can’t…’

She massages her throat with one hand and grips the shower curtain with the other to keep herself steady. Christ, she’s suffocating. She’s trying to breathe in, but it’s like she can’t get any air. She’s looking at me with wide, frightened eyes and I don’t know what to do. I just stand there. I can’t move. I want to help but I don’t know what to do.

Her legs buckle and she falls, pulling the shower curtain down with her. Her head hits the faucet with a soft thud that makes me feel sick. Now she’s lying in the bath, shaking and choking, and there’s blood pouring out of a deep gash on the side of her head. It’s washing down the plughole, mixing with the foam and running water like something out of Psycho. I turn off the shower. Christ, there’s blood everywhere. I need to get help.

I run to the bed to get my trousers. My legs are wet from the shower and I can’t get them on. I trip over, then crawl around the room. I grab the phone and ring Reception to get them to call an ambulance but there’s no answer. No one’s picking up.

I’m standing in the bathroom door again now, half-dressed, and Helen’s not moving. I can’t bring myself to touch her. I have to do something, but Christ, I think she might be dead.

‘Helen?’

I must be a real spineless bastard. For a split second I actually feel relieved because I realise now I might have a chance of salvaging something from this mess. I can tell them I was in the room next door and I heard her fall down so I came into help and I found her like this… But hold on, isn’t that going to make things worse? My clothes are in this room. And it’s not just my clothes, there will be hairs and fingerprints and God knows what else all over the bed and probably all over and inside her too. Fuck, what if they say I did it? What if they think I pushed her over in the shower to keep her quiet about what we’d done together?

Got to get out of here.

I grab my things and run to the door. I try to leave the room but then I see her body again and I stop. I have to help her, but I’m too fucking scared. I run out into the corridor, then stop because there’s another body. Jesus Christ, it’s a porter. I don’t want to get any closer to him. I can see his face and it’s all twisted and contorted with pain and there’s blood on the carpet around his mouth.

There’s another body further down, just outside one of the rooms. It’s Steve Jenkins from the Southampton branch. I sat opposite him at dinner last night. And there’s another on the stairs… one of the course tutors, I think.

I can’t handle this. I go back into my room and pace around the bed, trying to make sense of everything that’s happening.

I can’t hear anyone outside.

I try the phone again but no one answers. Same with my mobile. I’m really fucking scared now. I’ll wait for a couple more minutes, then I’ll go and find help.

#

James Harper hid in his hotel room like a frightened child for hours before finally plucking up courage to go out and look for help. The smell of burning forced him to move. The hotel kitchens were on fire and the fire was spreading down the building.

He searched the rest of the hotel but he was the only one left alive.


SHERI NEWTON



 



Of all the shift patterns I work, this is the one I hate most. I can handle starting early in the morning and working through the day, I don’t even mind starting in the afternoon and working through the evening, but this shift I just can’t stand: sat here from midnight until nine in the morning. It’s not too bad at weekends because there’s usually plenty going on, but mid-week like today the time drags.

The graveyard shift has been worse than usual today. There should always be two of us in on late-lates but Stefan called in sick last night so I’ve been sat here on my own for almost eight hours. There’s been nothing to do and hardly anything to see. Between two and three o’clock the pubs and clubs were clearing out so there was some activity on the streets for a while, but after that everything went quiet until around seven-thirty. That’s when the office-workers started to arrive in dribs and drabs.

This job is arse-backwards: I want to be busy when I first come on duty, not when it’s close to clocking-off and I’m too tired to concentrate. By this time my eyes are starting to get heavy. Okay, so this job’s not physically tiring, but sitting in front of seventeen screens watching CCTV footage of a shopping centre, an office block and the surrounding streets is enough to put anyone to sleep. Still, as I keep reminding myself, it just about pays the bills. It’s easy money really. I don’t have to do anything much. Even if I see something suspicious all I have to do is call the police or security and let them do all the dirty work. I just stay here and watch.

This has been the slowest shift I can remember. Hardly anyone’s out and about on Monday night, fewer still during the early hours of Tuesday morning. I’ve seen absolutely nothing tonight. I watched a drunk get arrested in the high street about two hours ago but bugger-all since then. The only screen I’ve watched with any interest is my phone. I can’t even text anyone, though, ’cause they’re all asleep.

It’s just after eight now, and here we go. At last. First sign of trouble for the day.

The cameras cover all the public parts of the shopping centre, as well as the access roads, main delivery entrances, and the reception area in the office block. There’s a driver unloading around the back of one of the electrical superstores. He’s just fallen out of the cab of his truck, clumsy sod. Bloody hell, what’s the matter with him? He must be drunk. The bloody idiot can’t even get up. Christ, how can these people let themselves get in such a state and then get behind the wheel? Don’t they have a conscience?

Hold on, he’s moving again now. He’s trying to pick himself up, but he’s grabbing at his throat like he’s choking on something. Is this for real? I can’t see anyone else around to help. I’ve got a direct line to the loading bay. I’ll try and get someone to go see to him…

No one’s answering. Come on, someone pick up.

The line’s ringing out but no one’s answering.

Wait, there’s someone else out there with him now. Another man walks out of the shadows, but before he gets anywhere near the guy on the ground, he collapses too. He’s crawling along the ground on his hands and knees, spitting up.

Will someone answer the bloody phone?

Shit, on screen seven one of the cleaners working outside the main department store has just collapsed. What the hell is happening here? The two screens I’m watching are showing feeds from cameras at opposite ends of the complex. I was starting to think it might have been exhaust fumes or something like that causing the problems in the loading bay, but how could the same thing affect three people so far apart, all at the same time?

Wait, there are more…

Camera twelve is fixed on the public walkway between Alldays and Brothers Furniture. Oh Jesus, what’s going on? I think that’s Jim Runton, the assistant manager of Alldays. He’s throwing up in the middle of the walkway. That’s too dark to be vomit. Is that blood?

No one’s answering this damn phone. I hang up and try one of the emergency lines linked direct to the police.

There’s Mark Prentiss, the head of mall security. He’s running back towards the offices. He’ll know what’s happening.

Oh no. Christ, now Mark’s slowing down. He’s not going to make it back here. Bloody hell, his legs just went from under him and he’s gone down like all the others.

No one’s answering the emergency phone either. That’s not right: the emergency phone should always be answered. There has to be someone there… I’ll try and get one of the security team on their radio. One of them will answer me…

The truck driver around the back of the superstore isn’t moving now. He’s just lying there, facedown on the tarmac next to his truck. It looks like he’s dead but he can’t be, can he? The other man near him isn’t moving either. The cleaner outside the department store has stopped moving too.

All I can hear is static on the radios.

Jim Runton’s body has been shaking since I first saw him go down, constantly convulsing, but now he’s still. Mark Prentiss isn’t moving either. There’s a pool of blood spreading out around his face. It looks black on the CCTV screen.

I can move camera fifteen. That’s the camera covering the main entrance and the pedestrian approach. I use the joystick to turn it almost a full circle. There should be crowds of people moving towards the mall from the station now, but bloody hell… all I can see are bodies. Dead bodies everywhere. The streets outside are filled with them. Hundreds and hundreds of them… It’s like they’ve all just fallen where they were standing…

Nothing’s moving on any of the screens now.

#

Sheri Newton got up from her seat behind the control desk and ran out into the small security office. There she found the body of Jason Reynolds, her colleague who’d been due to relieve her, sprawled across the floor in front of her, his wild, frightened eyes staring hopelessly into space. Further down the corridor, Adam, a security guard, was slumped dead in a half-open doorway. She stepped over him, tripping over his outstretched leg, then ran through the ghostly quiet building until she was out on the street.

Sheri walked another few metres before fear and shock overwhelmed her. She fell back against the wall of the nearest building, then slid to the ground. For more than an hour she remained sitting on the pavement, as still as the huge crowds of dead bodies which surrounded her.


SONYA FARLEY



 



Her pregnant belly wedged tight behind the steering wheel of her car, Sonya Farley stared at the never-ending queue of barely-moving traffic stretching out in front of her and yawned. This was the third time in two weeks that she’d driven this nightmare journey for Christian. Generally she didn’t mind; he worked damn hard and he was doing all he could to get everything ready for the imminent birth of their baby. It wasn’t his fault he’d been needed at the firm’s Scottish office, and she didn’t blame him for any of this. He’d finally finished the last design at the weekend and she’d agreed to deliver them to the central branch to save him the inconvenience. Each design had taken many, many hours to complete and she fully understood why he wasn’t prepared to leave it to some two-bit courier firm to deliver them. But regardless of the reasons why and the logical explanations for her being stuck out on the road for hours on end, she was struggling. At this stage of their pregnancies, all of Sonya’s friends were at home with their feet up, being pampered and getting ready for the birth. And where was she? Going nowhere fast in the middle lane of one of the busiest motorways in the country during the peak of the morning rush hour. And where did she want to be? Just about anywhere else.

Focus on tomorrow night, she told herself. Tomorrow night Chris will be home and we can finally spend some time together. No more work. No more Scotland. It would probably be their last chance to relax together before the baby came. They’d planned to go out for a meal then catch a movie, making the most of their freedom, well aware of the massive upheaval they were about to experience. The last few weeks had been hard. Sonya just wanted a few calm days before the birth. A nice warm bath and an early night tonight is what I need, she thought. She’d really missed Chris. She hated it when he wasn’t there, especially now. She couldn’t wait to see him again.

Something was happening up ahead.

Struggling to move her cumbersome bulk and still keep control of the car, Sonya peered into the near distance where she could see the relatively uniform movement of the traffic becoming suddenly more random. Brake lights flashed bright red up ahead and her heart sank. An accident. Shit, that was all she needed. She was miles from the nearest exit and if the traffic backed-up she’d be stuck. She couldn’t face sitting her for hours on end, with her swollen belly and swollen ankles. She’d been joking with Chris on the phone last night that if he kept making her do this drive, she’d end up giving birth in the back of the car on the hard shoulder. That didn’t seem so funny now…

More brake lights, burning bright against the grey gloom of early morning. Noises too now. Even over the sound of her own car’s engine she could hear strained mechanical whines and squeals as drivers struggled to avoid sudden collisions. Shit, she thought, this is serious. Almost immediately the screaming brakes and straining engines were replaced with grinding thuds, violent smashes and heavy groans as vehicle after vehicle after vehicle slammed and crashed into the one in front, literally hundreds of them forming a vast, motionless, tangled carpet of twisted metal in just a few bewildering seconds.

Sonya had no time to react. Forced to slam on her own brakes as the vehicles immediately ahead of her ploughed into those ahead of them, she braced herself for the inevitable impact. She didn’t know what she was going to hit, what was going to hit her or even from which direction the first impact would come. All around her every vehicle seemed to be going out of control as if their drivers had simply disappeared. Just ahead, in the rapidly disappearing void between her car and the mayhem filling the road, countless cars, vans and lorries were swerving and crisscrossing the carriageway. The first collision came from the right as a solid, four-wheel drive vehicle smashed into the rear wing of her car, its buffalo bars caving in the metalwork and shattering glass, the force of the violent impact sending her car spinning round through almost one hundred and eighty degrees so that she now found herself facing the rest of the traffic. Shock immediately gave way to terror.

An expensive-looking executive’s car was heading straight for her. Unable to do anything, Sonya watched the driver of the car thrashing about wildly. He was clawing at his neck with one hand, scratching and scraping at it desperately as he struggled unsuccessfully to hold onto the steering wheel with the other. His face was red and his eyes wide with pain. He looked like he was being asphyxiated.

Thrown to the side as her car was rocked by another collision from the left, she shielded her face from flying glass then looked through what was left of her passenger window. A tanker had smashed into a van which had, in turn, smashed into her. The driver of the van had been hurled through his windscreen and was sprawled facedown over the crumpled bonnet of his vehicle, stopping just a short distance from her. She looked away in disgust, inadvertently staring straight into the tanker driver’s face, which bore an expression of absolute agony. Dark red blood dribbled down his chin.

The executive’s car ploughed into Sonya’s at speed, sending her flying back in her seat and then lurching forward with equal force. Consumed by a sudden wave of nauseating pain as her distended belly and her baby were momentarily crushed again, she lost consciousness.

#

In the brief time Sonya was unconscious, the world around her changed almost beyond all recognition. She cautiously half-opened her eyes. Slumped forward with her face pressed hard against the steering wheel, she pushed herself back and struggled for a moment with the weight of her unborn child. Her own safety was of no concern. She remained still and closed her eyes again, running her hands over her bruised and tender belly, concentrating hard until she was sure she felt the reassuring movements of the baby inside. Her split-second feelings of relief were immediately forgotten when she lifted her head again and looked around.

Apart from the occasional hissing jet of steam and the smoke and flames coming from several vehicles which were burning, the world was completely silent and still. Nothing moved. Where she had expected to hear the cries and moans of the injured, or the approaching sirens of the emergency services rushing to the scene along the hard shoulder, there was nothing.

Sonya tried to open the door to get out but it was wedged shut and she was unable to open it more than a couple of centimetres. Every exit was similarly blocked, the sunroof her only safe escape route. Shivering with shock and feeling ice-cold, she lifted a hand and opened the sunroof. Every noise she made sounded disproportionately loud in the oppressively silent vacuum that the morning had become. The tinted window above her slid open then stopped with a heavy thud. Slowly lifting herself up, she guided her head and shoulders out through the restrictive rectangular opening. She cautiously stood up, one foot on either of the front seats, then wriggled her toes, water retention having swollen her feet and ankles. She lifted her arms up out of the car and then eased and squeezed her pregnant stomach through the rubber-lined gap. Her arms weak with nerves, she put the palms of her hands flat on the roof of the car and slowly pushed herself up and out. A few seconds more grunting and straining and she was sitting on the roof of her wrecked vehicle. For a while she just sat there in silence and surveyed the devastation. The carnage appeared endless, the motorway completely dead in both directions. Sonya shuffled around so that she was looking back towards the city she had driven through less than an hour earlier. For as far as she could see the traffic on the motorway was motionless. She deliberately tried not to look too closely at any of the wrecked vehicles although it was hard not to stare. Their drivers were dead. Some remained in their seats like blood-streaked shop window dummies. Some were burning. Many other corpses were on the road, lying in the gaps between the wrecks of their cars, tankers, lorries, bikes and vans.

A cold autumnal wind blew along the length of the road, prompting Sonya to get down from her exposed position. Overcome by the incomprehensible scale and speed of what had happened, and unable to think about anything but the safety of her unborn child, she carefully pulled her feet out of the car then slid down the windscreen and onto the crumpled bonnet. Using the wrecks of other vehicles as stepping stones, she crossed to the hard shoulder. It was a little clearer at the very edge of the road, and she began to walk back towards the city. Dark thoughts filled her mind: How far has this spread? Is Christian okay? I need to call him. Need to let him know I’m all right and the baby’s safe. Don’t want him worrying if he hears about this on TV.

The city, more than four miles away, was dying too. She could clearly see it beginning, even from this distance. Random explosions ripped through buildings. Fires began to spread and quickly take hold. She could see smoke pouring into the early morning air in thick, steady palls; a dirty, grey smog.

With her swollen feet already sore, and the birth of her baby ominously close, Sonya dragged herself back towards the city in search of someone – anyone – who could help her.


HARRY STAYT



 



Given the choice, if they didn’t need to get up and go to work, school or whatever each day, most people would probably prefer to spend their mornings in bed. Harry Stayt is not like most people. Harry is up, washed, dressed and ready to run by eight o’clock at the very latest, usually much earlier. Harry does not enjoy being cooped up inside. He is an outbound activities instructor, qualified to teach (amongst other things) rock climbing, abseiling, caving, rafting, canoeing, kayaking, mountain biking and hill walking. The summer holiday season has just ended and he has no lessons booked for the best part of the next three weeks. For the first time since early summer he now has some time to himself. Harry being Harry, he intends to spend much of this time doing most of the things he’s usually paid to teach.

Harry loves to run. He rents a small cottage in a village which is nestled on the banks of a large, man-made lake. A single, continuous road of some eight miles in length encircles the lake, and this road is his daily running route.

#

Harry sat on the front step of the cottage and tied his laces. He looked out over the stunning view which greeted him. There could be no better way to start each day, he decided. The world was silent save for bird song, the rippling of the water on the surface of the lake and the occasional distant rumble of farm machinery. And if this was his favourite time of day, he thought, then early autumn was his favourite time of year; a brief, quiet interlude between the busy summer holidays and winter snow and ice.

This morning was picture perfect. The sky above him was clear, uninterrupted blue, and the lush greenery all around was just showing the first signs of beginning to turn. The shades of green which had been present all summer were about to disappear and be replaced by yellows, oranges and brittle browns. And the air… Christ, even the air tasted good this morning. Cool but not too cold, dry but not parched, and with a very gentle breeze which blew at him from across the surface of the water.

All around Harry, the population of the small village were beginning their morning rituals and daily routines. As he locked the door of the cottage and zipped the key into his pocket, he looked around at the few houses and shops nearby and smiled inwardly. What was it about human nature that made people so desperate to restrict themselves with routines like this? He didn’t understand it. He’d moved as far away as he could from the city to escape the relentless boredom and monotonous familiarity of the rat-race, but even here, out in the middle of nowhere, people still seemed to crave these ritual-like patterns of life. All around him the same people did the same things they always did: Gill Rogers was opening the village store, putting the same goods out on display in exactly the same place as yesterday. Her husband was taking the usual delivery of bread, milk and papers. The school gates were open and children were beginning to arrive. It was happening everywhere he looked. In some ways he was no better, he had to admit. He often ran the same route at the same time of day and he always performed a well-rehearsed stretching and loosening exercise routine before going out. Although he wanted to believe otherwise, maybe he was as regimented as the rest of them.

Warm-up complete, Harry checked the door was locked, then started his stopwatch and then began to run. He moved slowly at first, knowing that the first few footsteps were crucial. He’d had more than his fair share of avoidable injuries over the last couple of years. It suited his body to start slow and gradually build up to something resembling a decent pace. This was just a simple training run. He didn’t intend overdoing it.

He jogged out through the village, acknowledging a couple of bemused folk as he passed them, then ran across the dam and began his usual clockwise circuit of the lake. He’d done this many times and knew it was more sensible to run clockwise because the majority of the children who attended the school lived on farms and in other villages to the east. The timing of his run today had been carefully considered so that he wouldn’t reach the busiest stretch of road until the school traffic had been and gone. The rest of his route would be quiet. Harry didn’t expect to see more than a handful of people while he was out, and that was how he liked it.

#

Three miles in, and the village had long been lost in the distance. A heavy canopy of trees bowed over the road, giving Harry shade from the cool but relentless sunlight. The branches changed the sounds around him, muffling the very distant rumble of village noise and traffic, making every birdsong and animal noise seem directionless, and amplifying the constant thud of his feet pounding the ground. Even his breathing seemed inordinately loud now.

The peace and tranquillity was disturbed momentarily. The sound of a car’s engine (which could have been anywhere between half a mile and a couple of miles away) was abruptly and unexpectedly silenced. Harry then thought he heard the crack and spit of splitting wood. It could have been anything, he quickly decided, but it was probably nothing. One of the local farmers working their land on the steep banks of the lake perhaps? An off-season sightseer? He ran on regardless.

The lake was roughly quadrilateral in shape. He had already run along its longest side and had just followed a sharp bend in the road around to the right. He was now running along the lake’s shortest edge and the dense forest of trees to his left, the grey tarmac ahead and the glare of the sun bouncing off the water’s calm surface to his right were all he could see. His foot scuffed against something unexpectedly and he looked down and saw that the ground here was covered with debris. Slowing down but not stopping, he kicked his way through the tangled branches of a sapling that had been felled and dragged across the road. Hit by a car? A few metres further still and he saw long, dark, arc-shaped scars which stretched ominously across the tarmac, then more debris where something had churned up the mud and gravel at the side of the road. To Harry’s right now was a steep bank which dropped down towards the water. The tyre marks ended there. He knew what had happened before he’d seen it.

Slowing down to walking pace, he neared the edge of the bank and cautiously peered over. Some five metres or so ahead and below him, wedged tightly between two sturdy trees as if it had been caught, was the wreck of a small red car. Panting with the effort of his run but still in full control, Harry carefully clambered down the bank, knowing that he had to help. He hadn’t seen anyone else in the last half hour and chances were it would probably be at least as long again before anyone else passed by. It was down to him alone to try and help whoever it was who had crashed. As he made his rapid descent, it occurred to him that there didn’t seem any obvious reason why the accident had happened. There were no other vehicles around. Had it been a mechanical failure? Swerving to avoid an animal wandering across the road? Had something happened to the driver? A heart attack perhaps? Whatever the reason, it wasn’t important. Dealing with the aftermath was all that was mattered.

The driver’s door had been wedged shut by the awkward angle at which the car had come to rest. The windscreen was shattered (it had been pierced by a thick, low-growing branch) and he pushed the remaining glass out of the way and peered inside. The driver was dead. The same branch which had smashed through the window had impaled the chest of the stocky, grey-haired man. The appalling injuries suffered by the driver were so extreme that, for a few seconds, Harry didn’t even notice he had a passenger alongside him. A woman of similar age, she was dead too. Harry looked into her lifeless face and tried to work out why. She was still anchored into her seat by her safety belt, and had no obvious wounds other than traces of blood around her mouth. Perhaps her injuries were internal? He leant across and checked for a pulse. Nothing.

Harry’s options were limited. Did he stay with the bodies and wait for another motorist to pass (which would likely be some time) or did he try and get back to the village to get help? Although harder, the second option was clearly the most sensible. The people in the car were dead; there was nothing to be gained from stopping with them. Harry quickly scrambled back up to the road, brushed himself down, then started running again, continuing his clockwise circuit of the lake.

What started as a gentle training run had become something far more difficult. As well as having to contend with the shock of what he’d seen, Harry also now needed to get his body working again. He’d only stopped running for a couple of minutes, but that had been more than long enough for his muscles to begin to tighten. He forced himself to try and maintain a steady pace, but his head kept telling him to run faster.

Finally another sound disturbed the overwhelming silence. Harry could hear a plane in the distance. He rounded a gentle corner at the bottom of the lake and began to run the relatively straight two and a half mile stretch of road back up into the village. The sunlight flickered through the trees, blinding him intermittently. The run was getting harder. He was beginning to feel cold and the ends of his fingers and toes had begun to tingle. Had the temperature dropped, or was it shock? He’d run this route many times before and he knew he was more than capable of completing the distance, but now he was beginning to doubt himself. And the plane’s engines seemed to be getting louder and louder.

At the side of the road a twisting mountain stream tumbled down the hillside, disappearing under the road and trickling into the lake. That was Harry’s two mile mark. If he pushed hard he knew that he could be home in around fifteen minutes now, but it would take every scrap of energy he still had to do it. His legs were hurting, and Christ, that plane sounded low…

When the noise from the plane’s engine became so loud that he could feel it in his belly like an earthquake, Harry stopped running again. It didn’t sound like one of the military jets that often flew down the valley or even one of the smaller civilian aircraft that frequently passed over. The aircraft was moving in the same direction as he was, coming from behind and flying along the length of the lake towards the village. He could see it above the trees now, and he saw that it was far lower than any plane he’d seen here before. At this point the slope of the bank down to the lake was relatively gentle and he jogged down to the water’s edge to get a better view.

The plane passed overhead, dropping fast. It was no more than fifty metres from the surface of the lake and it was falling rapidly. As Harry watched, its nose and starboard wing drooped down as if it was simply too tired to keep flying. The inevitable seemed to take an eternity to happen. The rapid descent continued until the tip of the plane’s wing clipped the water, then the aircraft somersaulted forwards, flipping over and over and breaking into several huge pieces which landed in the lake with a series of massive splashes, vast plumes of water shooting high into the air.

Harry didn’t connect the two crashes he’d seen until he found a third. Kenneth Hitchcock, the local postman, was dead in the middle of the road next to his motor-scooter. Letters were blowing casually like leaves on the breeze. Harry picked several of them up before realising there was probably no point.

By the time he arrived back at the village, he knew that something terrible had happened.

By the time he made it home, the wreck of the plane had sunk beneath the surface of the lake and the water appeared deceptively calm.

By the time he arrived back at the village, everyone else was dead.


JACOB FLYNN

Part i

 



Jacob Flynn is serving a prison sentence for manslaughter. Like pretty much every other inmate being held here, he’ll protest his innocence relentlessly to anyone who’ll listen. The fact of the matter is, however, that Flynn caused the death of a seventy-three year old pedestrian through his reckless driving. He’ll tell you the old man was at fault as much as he was. He’ll give you any number of entirely plausible reasons why he feels his case was handled badly, and why the judge had something against him, and why his solicitor let him down, and how, if it hadn’t been for the fact he’d caught his lying bitch of a girlfriend in bed with his best friend, he wouldn’t have been driving at almost twice the speed limit down a narrow residential road at just after two-thirty on a quiet Thursday afternoon in late November last year.

Whatever Flynn might tell you, the fact remains he was travelling too fast when he lost control of his car around a tight bend. He mounted the pavement and mowed down Eddie McDermott as he walked back to his house after a lunchtime drink with friends. The fact remains that Flynn’s driving was the sole cause of Mr McDermott’s untimely death, and in the eyes of the law he is being punished accordingly.

Flynn shares his small, rectangular cell with two other men; Suli Salman (minor drug trafficking offences and assault) and Roger Bewsey (corporate fraud). According to his mental records, he has now been locked up for five months, three weeks and a day.

It is just after eight o’clock in the morning and he has been awake for hours.

#

I hate this place more with every second I spend here. I don’t know how the rest of them handle it. There’s some that’ve been banged-up longer than I’ve been alive, but I don’t know how I’m going to last another week. Every morning I wake up and wish I hadn’t got into the car that day. Every morning I wish I’d never found Elaine with that bastard Peters or that I’d never even met the bitch in the first place. We’d only been together for just over a year, and look how much it’s cost me. I’ll spend more time in here alone than we spent together. I know there’s no point thinking like this but I can’t help it. The hours are long inside, and there’s nothing else to do.

It’s the stench that always gets to me first. Even before I’ve opened my eyes I can smell the disinfected emptiness of this fucking hellhole. Then I hear it – the relentless noise from the scum in the cells around me. No matter what time it is, it’s never quiet in here. There’s no escape. It never bloody stops. I keep my eyes closed for as long as I can but eventually I have to sit up and look around this concrete and metal hell.

I shouldn’t be here.

Maybe if I’d gone a different way that day or if I hadn’t gone around to see her then I wouldn’t be here now. I’d be out there where I should be. Because of that fucking slag I’ve lost everything, and I bet she’s bloody loving it. She’s out there with him, sleeping in the bed that I paid for, wearing the clothes and the jewellery and the perfume I bought her. Bitch.

Bewsey’s snoring again. He amazes me. I don’t know how he does it. There’s a man you’d have put money on cracking up by now. He’s in his late fifties, he’s overweight, has a stutter, constantly gets picked on by the mentally-challenged thugs in here and, as far as I’m aware, he’d never been in any trouble before he got himself wrapped up in the mess that eventually wound him up inside. Salman, on the other hand, the guy in the bunk above mine, is a cocky little bastard. He’s only here for another couple of weeks. He’s in and out of these places all the time and has been for years. He’ll be out and back in again before either Bewsey or I are released.

The mornings here are hard. Some days there’s work to do, but most of the time there’s nothing. Most days we spend virtually all of the time sitting in here, locked up. That’s when it really gets to me. I’ve got nothing in common with the rest of the foul shite in here. I’ve got nothing in common with Salman or Bewsey except the fact we share this cell. I don’t have anything to talk to them about. I don’t even like them. They both irritate me. Sometimes I wake up and I can’t imagine I’ll last ’til the end of the day. I feel like that now. Tonight seems forever away. Next week feels like it’ll never come. And I’ve got years of this to get through…

Here we go, first fight of the day. I can hear trouble a few cells down. Someone’s screaming. Sounds like they’re being strangled. This kind of thing used to shock me, scare me, even, but you get used to it quick and now it doesn’t bother me. You can’t go longer than a couple of hours in here without someone trying to—

Jesus Christ!

Bewsey just scared the hell out of me. I thought he was asleep. Shit, he just sat bolt upright looking like he’s seen a ghost or had his parole turned down again or something. Bloody hell, his face is ashen white. Something’s not right with him.

‘What’s up, Bewsey?’

He doesn’t answer. He just sits there, looking at me with this dumb, vacant look on his face. Now he’s starting to rub at the side of his neck, like he’s hurt or something.

‘You okay?’ I ask again. Being in this place has made me suspicious of everyone, no matter how harmless they might make themselves out to be. I don’t trust him. He’s either trying to trick me into getting closer or he’s gonna have a full blown panic attack. Either way I’m stopping over here, right out of the way.

‘I can’t…’ he starts, still rubbing the side of his neck. He’s looking into space, but his eyes dart up to look above me. Salman’s trying to get down from his bunk. He’s half-tripping, half-falling down. Now he’s doubled-up with pain on the floor and he’s coughing and wheezing like he can’t catch his breath. He’s dragged himself over to the toilet. Christ, he’s puking up blood. What the hell is going on here? Now Bewsey’s on his feet, still grabbing and scratching at his neck.

‘What is it?’ I ask but he can’t even hear me, never mind answer. He’s not faking. This is for real. The cell is suddenly filled with noise, both of them coughing their guts up, trying to scream for help.

Bewsey can’t breathe. Bloody hell, the poor bastard can’t get any oxygen. He’s up on his feet and he’s trying to take in air but his throat is blocked. I have to do something. I jump up and push him back down onto his bed. He tries to get up, then collapses onto the mattress. His body starts to shake and he tries to fight but all his strength has gone. I can hear Salman moaning and coughing behind me and there are similar noises coming from other cells around this one. I look back over my shoulder just as Salman falls to the ground. He smacks his head against the wall, knocking himself out cold.

Bewsey’s convulsing now and it takes all my strength to keep him down on the bed. His eyes are full of panic – as wide as fucking saucers and staring straight at me like whatever’s happening is my fault. There’s blood on his lips. Shit, there’s a dribble of blood trickling down his cheek from the corner of his mouth.

He’s stopped shaking now. Bad sign.

Fuck! He grabs my arm and he’s squeezing it so bloody hard I think he’s going to break it. Another silent scream. More spitting blood. He arches his back, then crashes down onto the bed. And now he’s not moving at all.

I just look at him for a second, then touch his neck and check for a pulse.

Can’t feel anything.

He’s dead. Jesus Christ, he’s dead.

I stare at Bewsey’s body for so long I almost forget about Salman. I turn around and I can tell by the way he’s lying that he’s dead too. Like Bewsey, there’s blood trickling from his mouth and there’s more pouring out of a deep gash on his forehead.

And now I realise I can’t hear anyone else.

The whole bloody prison is silent. I’ve never known it like this before. I’m scared. Jesus Christ, I’m scared.

 ‘Help!’ I scream, pushing my face hard against the bars and trying to see across the landing. No one there. ‘There are men dead in here. Help! Please, someone, help!’

Shit, I’m crying like a bloody baby now. I don’t know what to do. This cell is on the middle floor. I can see the bottom of the staircase which leads up to the top landing. One of the officers is sprawled out over the bottom steps. I don’t know whether he fell or whether what killed Salman and Bewsey got to him too. Even from a distance I know he’s dead.

#

For more than an hour, Jacob Flynn stood in the corner of the cell in shock. He pushed himself back hard against the wall, trying to get as far as possible from the bodies of his cell mates. It was a while before the initial panic began to subside and his brain was able to function with enough clarity to start trying to make sense of the situation. What had happened to the men who shared his cell? Why was the rest of the prison silent? Why did it feel like he was the only one left alive?

A few minutes later and Flynn’s logical thought progression helped him arrive at the cruellest realisation of all. If everyone else really was dead, then he was trapped. He dropped to the ground and began to sob uncontrollably, knowing there would be no exercise or work sessions today. There would be no meals, showers, or classes or counselling sessions. If he really was the only one left, then this was it. The cell door would stay locked forever.

As the day wore on and no one else came and nothing changed, Flynn realised that, without warning, the term of his comparatively short prison term had been dramatically extended to life. No parole, no early release… life. Paradoxically, he also knew that without food or water, that sentence would only last for days, not years.

All he could do was sit and wait.


BRIGID CULTHORPE



 



Brigid Culthorpe yawned, rubbed her eyes and squinted at the spray-paint-covered sign at the end of the street, trying to make out the name of the road they were in.

‘It’s like a bloody maze round here,’ she grumbled to her partner, PC Marco Glover. ‘Don’t know how you can tell one road from another.’

Glover grunted and nodded as he slowed the patrol car down and coaxed it gently over a speed bump. ‘You get used to it. Believe me, Brig, you’ll spend plenty of time down here.’

‘Get much trouble here then?’

‘Virtually all the trouble we get starts here,’ the more experienced, grey-haired policeman sighed. ‘Every town has an estate like this. It’s a dumping ground. It’s where the scum and the unfortunate end up, and they don’t think twice about preying on those folks who can’t look after themselves. And even if the trouble doesn’t start here, wherever it kicks off it’s usually people from round here who start it.’

‘Great,’ Brigid said as the car clattered over another bump. Glover turned left.

‘Right, here we are, Acacia Road. Sounds quite nice, but believe me, it ain’t.’

He stopped the car. Brigid got out and looked up and down the length of the street. Ten or twenty years ago this might have been a fairly decent area, she thought, but not anymore. It was desolate. Weeds sprouted through cracks in the pavements and overgrown front lawns had spilled out over collapsed walls and broken fences. The battered wrecks of old, half-stripped down cars sat useless outside equally dilapidated houses. Uncollected black sacks of rubbish had been dumped in piles waiting for an overdue council collection. Acacia Road was a grey and depressing scene.

Brigid’s throat was dry. She wasn’t long out of training. Her stomach churned with an uneasy mix of nerves, adrenalin and anticipation.

‘Which number was it?’ Glover asked.

‘Forty-six.’

‘Come on then. Let’s get it done.’

Glover began walking down the road and Brigid followed. They started at number four (which, as it sat between house numbers twenty-two and twenty-six, was most likely actually twenty-four) then increased their speed. Thirty-eight, forty, forty-two, forty-four, and then they were there. Number forty-six. The number had been daubed on the wall in off-white emulsion paint next to a boarded-up window. Even from the end of the path they could already hear the argument inside. She saw the remains of a large piece of furniture and a liberal sprinkling of broken glass in the middle of the overgrown lawn. The front bedroom window had been smashed and a pair of thin, mustard-yellow curtains blew in and out in the early morning breeze like dirty flags. It didn’t take a genius to work out what had happened.

‘What gets me,’ Glover moaned as he forced the garden gate open (the bottom hinge was broken and it scraped noisily along the ground) then walked up the path, ‘is the fact that these people are even awake at this time. You know, most of them are usually off their faces on booze or drugs and they don’t open their eyes before mid-afternoon. Bloody hell, these people shouldn’t even be conscious yet, never mind up having a domestic.’

‘Probably still awake from last night,’ Brigid suggested.

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Glover agreed. ‘Dirty bastards. More bloody trouble than they’re worth. Don’t know why we waste so much time here. Should just build a bloody brick wall around the estate and seal the lot of them in, let them fight it out amongst themselves…’

Brigid smiled to herself. Glover was a far more experienced officer than she was, but even after just a couple of days working with him she’d learnt to read him like a book. The closer he got to an incident, she’d noticed, the more he seemed to chatter and swear. She, on the other hand, became more controlled and focused as they approached potentially dangerous situations like this. It was the idea of conflict that she didn’t like. Once she was in the middle of the trouble, actually doing something about it, she could handle herself as well as the next man. In fact, she could usually handle herself better than the next man.

‘What’s this bastard’s name again?’ asked Glover, nodding towards the grim building they now stood outside.

‘Shaun Jenkins,’ Brigid replied. ‘The call came in from his partner, Faye Smith. Said he was threatening her and the kids.’

‘And how many kids was it?’

‘Three,’ she replied as she reached up and banged on the door. ‘Open up please, Shaun. It’s the police.’

No answer. Brigid hammered her fist on the door again. She could hear something happening inside now. A child crying, then several sets of heavy footsteps, racing each other to the door. Then a collision and a muffled scream. Jenkins, it seemed, was having a last ditch attempt to sort out this domestic without police involvement.

Glover leant forward and shouted through the letterbox. ‘Open up, Shaun. I’ll kick the door down if I have to.’

‘Fuck off,’ an angry voice spat back at him from inside. Glover glanced at Brigid, then stepped back and kicked the lock. They could hear more struggling inside the house now. Something slammed against the door – Faye Smith, presumably – then it opened inwards. Brigid barged through and grabbed Jenkins who had his partner in a neck lock, trying to drag her up onto her feet so he could kick her down again. Brigid grabbed the junkie by the scruff of his scrawny neck and hauled him into the nearest room, then threw him onto a grubby-looking sofa. A large, solid woman, she had a weight advantage over most people, and this scarred, drug-addled excuse for a man didn’t have a hope. Even if he’d been lucid enough to fight back, he still wouldn’t have had a chance.

Brigid glanced over her shoulder at Faye Smith who lay on the threadbare hall carpet in a sobbing heap. ‘I’ve got this one,’ she shouted to Glover, ‘you get the rest of them sorted out.’

Faye Smith limped towards the room at the far end of the hallway. The policeman could just make out the shape of a child hiding in the shadows of the kitchen door. He saw two more – both boys, both half-dressed – standing at the top of the staircase, peering down through a hole in the broken wooden bannister.

‘It’s all right, lads,’ he said, ‘your mom’s okay. You stay up there and get yourselves dressed and we’ll be up to see you in a couple of minutes.’

Glover glanced over to his right and saw that Brigid was in complete control in the living room. He had to admit, she was turning out to be bloody good in situations like this. He was happy for her to take the lead, despite her relative inexperience. She towered over Jenkins, and the wiry little man squirmed on the sofa.

‘Are you going to tell me what’s been going on here, Shaun,’ she asked him, ‘or should I—’

A sudden spit of crackling static from her radio interrupted her. Distracted she grabbed at it, keeping one hand tight around Jenkins’ neck. She couldn’t make out what was being said through the white noise and interference. It sounded like whoever it was was struggling to speak…

A sudden movement from Jenkins immediately refocused her. ‘Look, Shaun,’ she said, ‘we can do this here or we can…’

The drugged-up expression on Jenkins’ face began to rapidly change. He became more alert, and Brigid tensed and reached for her baton, sensing he was about to kick-off. Jenkins tried to push himself up, but then stopped and fell back down. The expression on his face changed again. His features began to twist and contort with pain.

‘What’s the matter, Shaun?’ she asked, still cautious. Jenkins grabbed at his throat and she relaxed her grip slightly. His breathing changed, becoming shallow and irregular. She could hear his lungs rasp and rattle. Was he for real? Christ, what should she do? She hadn’t covered this in training. Did she risk trying to help him or should she call Glover and… and the colour in his face was beginning to drain. Bloody hell, there was no way he was faking this. Was this a seizure or some kind of fit brought on by whatever he’d taken, or was it something she’d done? Had she used too much force? Jenkins’ eyes, already wild and dilated, began to bulge as he fought for breath. He threw himself back in agony and began to claw at his inflamed throat.

‘Glover!’ Brigid shouted. ‘I need help! Get yourself in here!’

She had to take a chance. She grabbed Jenkins’ flailing legs and tried to lay him out flat on the sofa. He arched his back in pain, his willowy frame beginning to convulse furiously. Pressing down on his bare chest with one hand, she tried to hold his thrashing head still with the other and clear his airway. Suddenly motionless for the briefest of moments, the odious addict then let out a tearing, agonising scream of pain which splattered the police officer with blood and spittle. Repulsed, she staggered back and wiped her face clean.

‘Shit. Glover, I’ve got a real problem. Where are you?’

Still no response from her partner. Jenkins began to convulse again. It was her duty to try and save his life, much as she knew it was barely worth saving. She leant over him, but by the time she’d decided what she needed to do, he’d already lost consciousness. Now he wasn’t moving at all.

‘Glover!’ she yelled again. Now that Jenkins was quiet she could hear more noises echoing around this squalid house. Her heart thumping, she stood up and walked towards the door. From the kitchen came a sudden crashing noise as a stack of plates and dishes fell to the ground and smashed. Brigid found Glover, Faye Smith and one of her three children lying motionless on the sticky linoleum, surrounded by broken crockery. The three of them were dead. By the time she returned to Jenkins, he was dead too. Upstairs, she found two more corpses. One of the boys was in the bathroom, wedged between the base of the sink and the toilet pan as if he’d died hiding, the other was lying on the carpet next to his bed. Both of the distressingly thin children were white-faced but with traces of dark crimson, almost black blood dribbling from their open mouths.

Brigid reached for her radio again and called for assistance. The familiar sound of hissing static cut through the silence, reassuring her momentarily.

But no one answered.


PETER GUEST



 



I keep going over the conversation in my head again and again, and every time I see Joe’s face it hurts me more. I’ve come close to screwing things up before but I know I’ve really done it this time. I’ve made a huge mistake.

What happened at home this morning had been brewing for weeks, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do about it. Sometimes I feel like I’m trapped and I don’t have any control. I’m trying to do my best for everyone but no one can see it, and at the same time everyone blames me whenever anything goes wrong. I’m starting to think that whichever way I turn and whatever I do I’ll end up pissing someone off. It’s always me that pays the price.

I can’t stop looking at the clock. It’s almost eight. Jenny will have Joe ready for school now. He kept telling me it didn’t matter but I know it did. He kept telling me it was all right and that there’d be another time but there’s no escaping the fact that I’ve let my son down again. The trouble is, how can I justify sitting in a school hall watching a class assembly when I should be at the office, closing a deal that’s taken months of effort to bring to the table? I know that in financial terms there’s no competition and the office has to take precedence, but I also know that on just about every other level I should be putting work at the bottom of the pile. But it’s hard. The directors are putting me under unbearable pressure, but that pales into insignificance in comparison to this gnawing, nagging emptiness I’m feeling in the pit of my stomach right now. I think I might have just paid a price that can’t be measured in pounds and pence.         

It wouldn’t be so bad if this was the first time. It wouldn’t even be that bad if it was only the second or third time either. Truth is, because of work I seem to have missed just about every notable event in Joe’s short life so far. I missed his first day at playgroup because of an off-site meeting and I missed his first morning at nursery because I was in Hong Kong on a business trip. I missed his first day at school. I missed his first nativity play and his first proper birthday party with his friends. And why did I miss all of those things? I did it all for Jenny and Joe. I just want the best for them, and if that means I have to work long hours and be dedicated to my job, then so be it.

Jenny doesn’t see it that way.

She really laid into me last night when I took the call and told her I was going to need to be at the office early. She started hurling all kinds of threats around, telling me we were getting close to the point where I was going to have to make a choice between my career and my family. She’s said things like that before, but it felt different last night. I could tell that she meant every word. I tried to explain I’m only doing this for her and Joe but she wasn’t listening. She asked me if I could imagine a time when I didn’t work for the company and I told her I could. It might be a long way off, but I know I won’t be there forever. Then she asked if I could imagine being without her and Joe. I said I couldn’t and that I didn’t even want to think about it. She said that was the choice I was going to have to make. She said if my family was more important to me than work, why did I keep choosing work over them?

Bloody hell, I know she’s right and I know I should be stronger, but the company’s got me by the balls.

#

Traffic’s really bad this morning. God, that’d be ironic, missing the meeting because of traffic delays after all this grief. It’s been bumper to bumper since I left home. It’s not unusual: this is the main route into town. A lot of commuters will turn off for the motorway soon, leaving the last mile or so to the office relatively clear.

I’m finally at the last major intersection. I might be sitting at these lights for the next ten minutes but, once I’m through, I’ll be at the office in no time. I’ll get this meeting done and I’ll see if I can’t get away a little earlier tonight. I’ll find a way of making it up to Joe and Jen. If we get the deal closed this morning we all stand to pocket a decent pay-out next month. I’ll take them out for dinner tonight and put it on the credit card. I’ll take them for a pizza or a burger, Joe’ll love that. Maybe we could go to the cinema if he’s not too tired? Perhaps I’ll wait until the weekend. Maybe I’ll just get them both something from town at lunchtime. But I don’t want it to seem like I’m just trying to pay for—

Bloody hell, what was that? As I pulled away from the lights just then I saw a car going out of control on its way down the bypass. There’s no way I can turn back. There are plenty of other people about and there’s probably nothing I could do anyway. The police watch all these roads on CCTV and they’ll be on the scene before anyone—

—Jesus Christ! I’ve just seen two cars plough into each other at the top of the slip road I’m heading down to get into the Heapford tunnel. It happened so fast I didn’t see what happened. There was a blue-grey estate and it veered off and smacked into the side of another car. They both went spinning across the carriageway. Thank God I missed it. I hope everyone involved is okay and I don’t want to sound completely uncaring, but I can’t afford to be delayed today. A minute or so later and I would have been stuck in the tailback and chaos that rush-hour crashes always leave in their wake.

The light becomes electric and the sounds change as I drive deeper into the tunnel. The signal on the radio disappears and the sounds of the city get muffled, snuffed out by the noise of car engines echoing off the close walls. The road ahead bends away to the left and I can see the bright red glow of brake lights up ahead. Drivers are always having to brake hard at the end of this tunnel. They don’t anticipate the filter system. Everyone drives too fast down here without thinking and… and there are a stack of cars backing up now. Christ, I hope it is just the filter and nothing more serious. I’m cutting it fine as it is. To be stuck this close to the office would be unbelievable.

The noises around me are starting to change again. Brakes squealing. Engines straining. Hang on, the traffic’s stopping, grinding to a halt. There must have been another accident up ahead. Christ, three in one morning, and all in the space of less than a mile… what are the chances of that?

Shit, what the hell is going on here? It’s a bloody pileup. A load of cars have smashed into each other at the mouth of the tunnel. They’re wedged together and… and I’ve got to stop before I hit them. I slam on my brakes but I’m going too fast to stop in time. The car behind me isn’t slowing down, and neither is the one to my right. The guy on my right hasn’t even got his hands on the wheel. What the hell’s wrong with him…? I’m going to hit something or something’s going to hit me. I try to keep hold of the steering wheel and find a path through the chaos but I’m just—

#

Less than a minute later, Peter Guest woke up. The world around him was completely silent. Disorientated, he gently pushed himself upright in his seat and gagged as blood trickled down the back of this throat from his broken nose. The first thing he thought was that he was going to be late for his vital meeting, and he struggled to get out of his seat, unbuckling his belt and disentangling himself from the now deflated airbag. He had to get out of here and get to the office. He had to let them know what had happened. Surely they’d understand if they knew he’d been in an accident…

Peter slowly focused on his dull surroundings. The end of the tunnel up ahead allowed a certain degree of grey morning light to seep across the scene. The yellow-orange strip lights in the ceiling above provided a little more illumination, enough to see that his car was wedged between the tunnel wall on his left and the wreck of a black taxi cab to his right. He tried to open his door but could move it no more than an inch or two. He lifted up his aching body, clambered over the dash, and crawled out through what was left of the shattered windscreen. He rolled over onto his back on his car’s crumpled bonnet and just lay there, looking up. The effort required to move just that short distance had been immense and he had to psych himself up before moving again. He waited a moment or two longer to let a sudden debilitating wave of nausea subside, then stood upright on his car and leant against the grubby tunnel wall for support.

For as far as Peter could see both ahead and behind, the tunnel was filled with an unprecedented tangle of crashed traffic. Some vehicles had been forced up into the air by violent impacts. A few cars behind where Peter was standing, a once pristine bright red, two-seater sports car lay on its roof, straddled widthways across two other vehicles, its driver and her passenger crushed.

Apart from him, he realised that nothing and no one else was moving.

Peter began to edge forwards, clambering over wreck after wreck, using them like stepping stones to get him out of the tunnel. He was in pain but he had to keep moving. He needed daylight and fresh air. He needed help.

After dragging himself over the boot, the roof and then the bonnet of another car, Peter was faced with a short jump onto the boot of another. Pausing to compose himself and bracing for impact, he jumped onto the second vehicle and lost his footing, slipping down onto a small triangular patch of clear road. He fell awkwardly against another car door, causing the body of a woman to slump over to one side. Her head thumped the window with a heavy, sickening noise, and he realised he hadn’t thought about the other drivers. Struggling with his own situation, he’d only been concerned with his safety and trying to get out of the tunnel as quickly as possible. But now he’d stopped to think about the others, they were suddenly all he could see. He scrambled to try and help the nearest person but it was no use, the poor bastard was already dead. The woman in the van beside him was the same, as was the next one he found, and the next, and the next. He kept looking, refusing to accept the illogical truth that he was the only one left alive.

Everywhere Peter looked now he saw bodies: battered and bloodied faces smashed against windows, limp corpses hanging out of half-open doors. And the longer he stared, the more he saw. In the low gloom he saw broken bones, pools of dripping, crimson-black blood, ruptured skin, gouged eyes, twisted limbs and smashed faces. Shock numbed his pain and he began to move again, adrenalin driving him forward until he was finally out in the open air.

But the carnage and devastation wasn’t limited to inside the tunnel. All around him now it continued, endless and inexplicable.

Peter walked along silent streets, finally reaching his office almost an hour later. There, amongst the corpses of the colleagues and business associates with whom he should have been meeting and negotiating, he sat and tried to make sense of the nightmare his world had suddenly become.

#

It was late afternoon before I made it back home. I walked most of the way, and took a bike the rest. The roads were impassable. When I got there the house was empty, just as I’d expected it to be.

I ran the half-mile to Joe’s school. Once or twice I nearly stopped and turned back, almost too afraid to keep going. By then I’d already seen hundreds of bodies, possibly even thousands, but they were faceless and nameless without exception. As I neared the school I began to see people I recognised. I walked amongst the bodies of people I had known: Joe’s teachers, the parents of his classmates, Jen’s friends… I knew that somewhere in the school building I’d find them.

Joe was in his classroom. I found him underneath his desk, curled up in a ball like he was trying to hide. Jen was in the assembly hall, lying next to an upturned chair, buried under the bodies of other dead parents. I carried my wife and my son into another room where the three of us sat together for a while longer.

If I’d listened to Jen I would have been there when it happened. I might not have been able to do anything to help them, but if I’d listened to her I would have been there when they needed me most. My wife and child died frightened and alone.

I don’t know what to do now. I don’t even know if there’s any point trying. I lost everything today.


WEBB



 



‘I ain’t interested, mate,’ Webb says, even though he knows it’s a mistake to piss Crawford off. Crawford throws the car around the corner.

‘Don’t remember sayin’ you had a choice.’

‘I don’t do stuff like that anymore. I told you, I ain’t getting involved.’

‘You’re fucking useless, Webb,’ Crawford yells at him, flicking his cigarette butt through the half-open window. ‘It’s safe as houses, this is. You ain’t going to get no grief, and you ain’t giving me no grief either.’

‘You said that last time. Look what happened then.’

‘Wasn’t my fault. That was Kenny. Nothing to do with me.’

‘Kenny was stitched-up. It was everything to do with you I heard.’

‘Then you heard wrong.’

Crawford cranks up the volume of the stereo to drown out Webb’s noise. It also drowns out the sound of the car’s knackered exhaust that makes it sound more like a bike. The windows are rattling with all the noise, vibrating in time to the relentless thumping bass. They stop at a red light. Some old woman looks at Crawford and shakes her head despairingly. He gives her the finger and yells at her to fuck off.

‘Thing is,’ he shouts at Webb as they start moving again, ‘if you don’t do this then Al’s gonna get really fucking mad, and you know what Al’s like when he’s mad. It ain’t gonna be my fault if he comes knocking at your door asking why you let him down…’

‘Al’s got better things to do. He ain’t gonna knock at my door.’

‘You’re right about that, mate. He won’t knock, he’ll kick the fucking thing down. You heard about what happened to Marky when he pissed Al off after that fight at The Gallery last week? I seen his brother down the precinct. He said Smith still can’t feed himself. They don’t know if he’s gonna… Shit!’

‘What’s up?’ Webb asks, nervous. Crawford’s looking in the rear view. Webb turns around and sees a police car hanging on their back bumper. ‘Just take it easy,’ he says, ‘you ain’t done nothing wrong, have you?’

Crawford’s sweating. ‘This is one of Al’s cars.’

‘And?’

‘Well Al don’t buy his fucking cars, know what I’m saying?’

Webb looks around again as the blue lights on the roof of the police car start flashing. ‘What you gonna do?’ he says. Crawford looks scared. Big man’s not so brave now. ‘What you gonna do?’ Webb shouts at him again. There are sirens now.

At the last second, Crawford crosses from the inside to the outside lane, squeezing through a gap between two cars moving at different speeds. He turns right, then does a U-turn across the other carriageway, doubling-back on himself and leaving the police car stuck in traffic. All they can do is watch Crawford disappear.

‘Nice one,’ he says under his breath, feeling smug. He puts his foot down again and really starts to move. The streets are busy. He weaves around parked cars and pedestrians and almost knocks a cyclist off his bike. The cyclist shouts something at him but he’s long gone.

‘They’re still following,’ Webb says. He can see the blue lights behind them. They’re not giving up. They’re way back but they’re getting closer, fast. Crawford’s fighting his way through the traffic but it’s moving out of the way for the law and the gap between them is getting smaller by the second. ‘What you gonna do?’ he asks for a third time.

‘Back to Al’s.’

‘Fuck off,’ Webb says, sounding scared. ‘I’m not going to Al’s.’

‘Looks like you are.’

‘He’s gonna be pissed if you turn up there with the law behind you.’

‘I’ll lose them.’

‘You won’t. Fuck off, Crawford. Let me out!’

‘What, you want me to pull over and drop you off? Prick.’

‘Yes! Fucking let me out.’

‘With the fucking police right behind me?’

‘Yes!’

‘Fuck off!’ he says again.

The police car is close behind, blue lights filling their mirrors. Crawford’s trying not to panic. He can’t think straight. Does he head back to Al’s or keep going into town and try losing them? Does he just dump the car and run? There’s another gap in the traffic. He swerves left and takes a fork in the road and drives up and over a fly-over which leads right into the heart of the city…

. . . and the backed-up, rush-hour grind.

‘You fucking idiot,’ yells Webb. ‘You’ll never get away from them now. Traffic’s too heavy. They’re gonna have your bollocks, mate…’

‘Our bollocks, mate,’ he says as they begin their descent. Down through a short tunnel, under a busy interchange, then back out into daylight. They hit the centre of town and the snarling queues. Halfway down Temple Street and the already crawling traffic has slowed to a stop. Crawford slams on his brakes, over-revving the engine and nudging forward as he looks for a way through.

Webb panics.

He gets out of the car and starts to run along the pavement, crashing into people. Everyone else seems to be walking the other way and he has to fight his way against the tide. Crawford goes to follow him but stops. There’s a sudden pain in his throat. A sharp, searing pain like someone’s slicing him with a knife. He starts to cough. He can’t breathe… and now the police officer hammering on his window isn’t his biggest problem. He’s choking now. He can taste blood in his mouth…

The policeman turns around and looks back at his colleague who’s just fallen out of the patrol car. He’s lying in the middle of the road, writhing around in agony. A couple of passer-bys start to move towards him but, before they can do anything, they’re both suddenly grabbing at their own throats, feeling intense, inexplicable pain. Both police officers are down now. The first has rolled into the gutter, his body convulsing, oxygen-starved.

Webb keeps running until the people around him start dropping to the ground. He slows down but keeps going, weaving through the ever-increasing carnage, side-stepping the bodies as they fall, not knowing what else to do. He looks back over his shoulder and sees that everyone else is down. Crawford’s not moving and neither are the police. Neither is anyone else. He’s the only one still standing.

Webb stops running and his bottom lip starts to tremble like a kid that’s just been shouted at by the hardest teacher in school. All around him people are dead or dying. Cars are crashing. The world is falling apart, and none of it makes any sense.

He smells food and his belly starts to rumble. He’s standing next to a burger bar. Everyone’s dead inside and the food in the kitchen is starting to burn. He’s fucking terrified but his mouth is watering and he needs a drink. Maybe it’ll help calm his nerves, he thinks. Maybe it’ll help him think straight. He goes into the burger bar, picks up a tray and helps himself to everything he can find behind the counter that’s cooked. He steps over dead and dying staff as he grabs a load of burgers, fries and drinks. He leaves the restaurant, shaking with nerves but still trying to look cool as a fucking cucumber, then walks back to Crawford’s car, looking up at the buildings on either side of the street so he doesn’t have to look down at the bodies. He puts the tray of food on the passenger seat then shoves Crawford’s body out and gets behind the wheel. He can’t drive but it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t know where he’d go if he could. He shuts the doors and locks them then winds up the windows and turns the music up so fucking loud it hurts. For now, the food and the noise stop him thinking about anything else.


JACKIE SOAMES



 



Jackie Soames opened one eye, then closed it again. It was late. Too late. She should have been up hours ago. More to the point, George should have woken her up. Bloody man, he was absolutely useless. She didn’t ask much of him; she ran the business and looked after the punters, all he had to do was keep the home running and keep her happy. It was an unusual arrangement but it had worked well for more than twenty years now.

Jackie opened one eye again and double-checked the clock. Quarter-to-eleven! Christ, how could she have slept in for so long? She needed to get ready to open up. She’d never missed opening time before – not even on the day her father died – and she knew she’d get some stick from the regulars if she was late unlocking the doors today. More importantly, she couldn’t afford to waste time like this. Time was money. The pub was only just breaking even as it was.

In this trade, Jackie often told anyone who’d listen, you live and breathe the job. You’re never off duty. She worked from the crack of dawn until the very end of each day, and she couldn’t believe that George had let her sleep in for so long. Where was he? She remembered him getting up when the alarm went off just after six o’clock, but she didn’t remember him coming back. Strange, she thought, he usually brought her up a coffee before eight and left it on the bedside table. There was no cup there today.

Last night had been hard going. Monday nights were usually difficult, but Jackie always tried to put on something special to pull in a decent sized crowd. She’d tried quiz nights and theme nights and cheap drinks promotions but her traditional, dyed-in-the-wool punters were hard to please. Last night they’d had a band on, and bloody awful they’d been too. Nice enough lads, but they were all noise and no talent. She’d come across plenty of similar acts trying to make a name for themselves over the years. Crank the sound up loud enough, they seemed to think, and no one will know we can’t play.

They should have been here to pick up their stuff a couple of hours ago but she hadn’t heard them. The bedroom was right over the bar, and anything happening down there would surely have woken her up. Christ, she must have been in a deep sleep. Maybe she was coming down with something? She couldn’t afford to get ill. She couldn’t risk leaving George in charge.

The band hadn’t gone down well last night. The Lion and Lamb was a traditional British spit-and-sawdust pub with traditional spit-and-sawdust locals, and halfway through their set, the heckles from the crowd had all but drowned out the noise of the band. The drummer had given up straight away, sitting behind his kit and drinking, no longer playing. The others kept going for another song and a half before admitting defeat. Trying to make the most of a disappointing night without leaving the boys in the band out of pocket, Jackie had locked the doors after closing time and kept everyone drinking through the early hours of Tuesday morning.

Christ she was really paying for it now.

Finally managing to prise open both eyes, she picked herself up out of bed, stumbled to the bathroom and threw up. That was better. Once the acidic taste of vomit and the booze-induced disorientation had passed she began to feel herself again. As a regular drinker of admirable capacity and many years standing, Jackie was hardened to the effect alcohol had on her system. It was a well rehearsed routine now: she got drunk, she fell asleep, she woke up, she threw up, she felt better. And the next day she did it again. It was all part of the job. The first cigarette of the day helped settle her stomach.

Where the hell was George?

‘George?’ she yelled. ‘George, are you down there? Do you know what time it is?’

When he didn’t answer she quickly got dressed (no one ever saw her in her nightwear except her husband) and went out onto the landing. Nothing. No sign. Cursing her husband under her breath, she stormed back to the bedroom. He must have gone out. That bloody man had gone out and left her fast asleep. And the lads from last night wouldn’t have been able to get back in and get their stuff, either. With just over half an hour to go before opening time, Jackie was close to losing her temper on a massive scale. God help George when she got hold of him. He was probably down the betting shop, he decided, flittering away the money she’d earned on horses and dogs. She’d have sacked him by now if she hadn’t been married to him.

The bedroom was still dark and she kept it that way as she got herself ready. Regardless of what had happened to George, she still had a business to run and an image to maintain. When it came to the crunch it was down to her and her alone to keep the pub running. It was her name on the licence and on the contract with the brewery and the buck stopped with her, not George, and not anyone else.

In the semi-darkness Jackie began to assemble her public image. No one saw her without make-up but George. She was never seen in public looking anything less than perfect. Once dressed (squeezing into something that might have suited her and fitted better a few years ago) she sat in front of the mirror where she brushed her hair and painted on her smile. Copious squirts of her favourite fragrance to hide the smell of drink and cigarettes and she was ready to face the rest of the world.

The landing was as dark as her bedroom. Beyond that, her living room was as dark as the landing, and the first floor function room was as dark as everywhere else. Jackie popped her head around each door before going down. Strange, she thought, it was Tuesday. Paula Hipkiss, the girl who worked at the bakers opposite the pub, hired the function room every Tuesday morning to run her weekly keep-fit class. Where were they? There was no way she’d have slept through that; if the thumping music hadn’t woken her up, then the elephantine crashing of upwards of twenty sweaty, overweight housewives surely would’ve.

‘George,’ she yelled again, her smoker’s voice hoarse. She coughed as she stumbled down the stairs. Bloody hell, it was as dark down there as the rest of the building. Where were they all? The cleaners, aerobics instructors, crowds of chubby women, her useless husband… all missing. And she was right, the band hadn’t been able to get their gear. She could see it piled up at the far end of the bar.

‘George!’ she screamed at a volume that she knew he’d never dare ignore. ‘For Christ’s sake, where are you, you useless sod?’

Jackie opened the curtains and stumbled around the back of the bar. It was there she found her husband of twenty-three years, dead in the beer cellar. Poor bugger, he looked like he’d lost his footing and fallen headfirst down the steep steps, smashing his face into the concrete cellar floor. Shaking with sudden shock and emotion she went down to him, one precarious step at a time, stepping over his sprawled out limbs. When she got to the bottom she sat down next to him and began to sob.

Oh, George, Jackie thought, and there I was thinking you’d let me down. Overcome with guilt and a deep, raw sadness, she stroked her husband’s unruly mop of grey-black hair and gently shook his shoulder.

‘Come on, love,’ she whispered hopefully, even though she knew it was pointless. ‘Wake up.’

#

A short while later, Jackie managed to tear herself away from George and climb back up from the cellar. It was almost opening time now, but that didn’t matter. She poured herself a large gin, knocked it back in one, poured another, then picked up the phone to call the doctor. The shadow-filled pub was still dark and empty, and the quiet felt alien to her. She knew nothing was ever going to be the same again. She’d always been the brains of the operation and the one who made all the decisions, but Jackie didn’t know how she’d cope without George.

No one was answering the phone at the surgery. Strange. She finished her drink, hung up and tried again. Still nothing.

Not the kind of people to waste their time with gadgets and modern fads, neither George nor Jackie had ever owned a mobile phone. Jackie decided to try and telephone from the bank next door. If the worst came to the worst, she thought, she’d walk up to the doctor’s surgery. It was only a little way along the high street. She decided she’d go out through the back door of the pub to avoid any of the regulars who might be loitering around the front, waiting to get in.

When Jackie stepped out into the cobbled courtyard behind the pub she immediately noticed how quiet it was outside. She buttoned up her coat, locked the door, then walked through the gate, down the narrow alleyway and out onto the high street.

The devastation she saw there was incredible. Too much for her to take in.

A bus was on its side a short way up the road. In the distance she could see that Westwood Garage was on fire. There were crashed cars all over the place and, for as far as she could see in every direction, hundreds of people lay dead.

This looked like it had happened hours ago. For a moment she was too busy wondering how she’d slept through it than to wonder what had happened and why hadn’t it affected her.

What do I do? Where do I start? Where do I go?

Too sober to think straight, Jackie turned around and disappeared back into the Lion and Lamb where she poured herself another gin.


GARY KEELE



 



‘All right, Tuggie,’ Keith Meade shouts across the carpark. The sun’s bright this morning. I have to cover my eyes with my hand to see him.

‘Morning, Keith. Good day for it?’

He looks up and around. ‘Just about perfect, I’d say,’ he says as he walks towards the office.

He’s right, it’s a perfect day for flying. It’s days like this that make me glad everything worked out the way it did between me and Sarah. If we were still together then I wouldn’t be here now. I’d still be living in our cramped terraced house in the middle of the city, spending long hours stuck in traffic and even longer hours stuck at the office. Most of the people I used to work with are probably still there, too scared to leave. And while they sit at their desks and follow orders and struggle to hit targets, I’m out here in the fresh air, sitting on my backside and occasionally flying. I’m making it sound like I don’t do anything around here, but I do – I work damn hard when I have to – but the thing is I enjoy it. It doesn’t feel like a job.

Shame we had to part on such bad terms, though. Everything happened within the space of six months. I had no idea. She went off with our financial adviser (who advised her he was worth a lot more than I was) and then, just as I was getting back on my feet, the bastards made me redundant. I had nothing to stay in the city for. We sold the house and I took my share and what was left of my redundancy payment and packed my bags and moved to the other side of the country. I got my pilot’s licence (it was something I’d always wanted to do) and then managed to get myself a job here at the Clifton Gliding Centre, towing gliders two thousand feet up into the air, then letting them go so they can drift back down to the ground. Easy. Life is good now. Simple, but good.

Three cars, identical in all but colour, pull into the car park. The sound of their wheels crunching the gravel shatters the quiet of the morning. This must be today’s visitors. There’s supposed to be eight or nine of them I think, sales reps from a company in town, sent here on a team building exercise. Noisy buggers. It’s only just turned eight and all I can hear now is them laughing and shouting. Why can’t they talk quietly? It’s probably just nerves. It’s good sport watching blokes like this – blokes like I used to be. They act all cool and relaxed on the ground, but I know they’re nervous as hell inside. As soon as they’re strapped into the gliders and they’re ready to go up, they change. All that bravado and macho bullshit disappears. When there’s just the fuselage of a flimsy little plane and two thousand feet of air between their backsides and the ground they shut up and drop the act. I hate all the corporate bullshit and pretence. To think, I used to be a part of that.

As the group disappears into the office to sign in and be briefed on the rules for the day, I get the plane ready. I can still hear the voices of the seven men and two women from the hangar. I climb into the plane, shut the cockpit and fire up the engine, drowning out their noise. I taxi out onto the airfield (which literally is a field here – no concrete runways for us) and move into position. Once we’re ready I stop the engine, get out, and walk over to where some of the other staff are standing in front of the hangar.

‘Do me a favour,’ I say to Willy who’s one of the regular glider pilots.

‘What’s that?’

‘Give them a fright, will you? Scare the shit out of these buggers.’

He smiles knowingly. We have a mutual dislike of overpaid businessmen. ‘No problem. Anyway, Tuggie, five minutes of being dragged up behind you with your flying is enough to scare anyone! I’ll be shitting myself, never mind them!’

‘Cheeky sod!’ I laugh and Willy walks away, cackling at his own pathetic joke.

Willy and Jones (one of the ground staff) stand and wait for Ed (Willy’s lad) who’s towing the gliders out of the hangar and out onto the airfield. The tractor he’s driving fills the air with its chugging and clattering and clouds of thick black fumes. I head back to my caravan to make a cup of coffee and wake up properly before the flying starts.

#

We move quickly while the weather’s good. It’s not even nine o’clock and three gliders are already up.

This is a simple job. The glider’s attached to the back of the plane by a cable. I take off and drag it up until we’ve reached around two thousand feet, then the glider pilot releases the cable. If conditions are right they go up, and I go back down. They usually stay up for anything between twenty minutes and half an hour. The flights might last a little longer today. The clouds are good and the sun is bright. There should be plenty of thermals to keep them up in the air.

We try to have four or five gliders up in the air at the same time. Ed’s just attaching number four to the back of the tug plane. I watch the lads getting the glider ready in my mirrors. Ellis (the pilot) nods to Jones who gives me a hand signal and I start to move slowly forward until the cable becomes taut. Another hand signal and I stop. Behind me, two ground hands steady the wings of the glider. A final signal from one of them tells me they’re ready to fly.

And we’re off again. The plane bumps along the uneven grass for a couple of hundred yards before I give it a little more throttle, pull back the stick, and start to climb. The rumbling beneath me is silenced as the wheels leave the ground. Now the glider’s up too and we’re on our way. I can see the faces of the two men in the plane behind me. Ellis is talking ten to the dozen but his passenger isn’t listening. He’s bloody terrified! Idiot’s got his eyes shut! Bloody wimp.

Christ, the sun’s bright up here. It’s blinding, and there’s no escaping it when you’re in flight. It’s hot too, and it’s not like you can pull down a blind or open a window – you just have to put up with it. You know it’s not going to last for that long. A few minutes flying and then you can—

—Shit, what was that? Turbulence? Not at this altitude. No, I didn’t like that, something’s not right. I’m looking at the controls in front of me, but there’s nothing wrong with my plane. Everything looks normal. Shit, it’s the glider. Something’s happening behind me, but I can’t see what.

Oh, Christ.

Jesus Christ, Ellis is losing control. We’re not even a thousand feet up yet and he’s lost it. I can’t see what’s happening and I don’t know if he’s—

—Oh, God, the glider’s rolling to the side. He has to release. If he doesn’t he’ll drag me back with him and… and I can’t see Ellis now. Bloody hell, I can see the passenger though. He looks like he’s trying to get out. He’s banging against the sides of the cockpit. Is he having some kind of panic attack?

The glider’s tipping again. We have to separate. I don’t have any choice, I have to pull the emergency release. If I don’t we’ll all be going down…

There, done it.

Had to do it.

I’m free again and I’ve got back control. I bank and climb and look down below me as the glider rolls and dips and begins to spin towards the ground.

I can’t watch. I don’t know what happened in there, but I know those two men don’t have long. It’ll be over in a couple of seconds. The difference between a plane crash and a car crash, my instructor used to tell me, is you’ve at least got a chance of walking away from a car crash. I just hope Ellis can try and get control and level out before he—

—Jesus Christ, what was that? What’s happening now? Fuck, another glider just dived right across the front of me. It could only have been a hundred yards ahead. Shit, another couple of seconds later and it would have hit me and I’d be heading down there with Ellis and… and what the hell is going on here?

For the love of God, no.

The planes are dropping out of the sky all around me. The four gliders we put up this morning are all either down or out of control. Keith Meade – a man who’s been flying these things longer than I’ve been alive – has lost control of his glider too. The plane is spiralling towards the hangar. I don’t want to look but I can’t turn away and I see the flimsy aircraft smash through the roof, its wings and body crumpling on impact.

My heart’s thumping. Sweat’s pouring down my face. I can’t think straight. God knows how I’m managing to keep flying. My legs are shaking with nerves and I can hardly keep my wings level. I’ve got to keep going. I’m approaching the airfield from the wrong direction but it doesn’t matter. There’s no one else left up in the sky. I can’t see anyone moving down there. Surely someone should have been out to help by now?

I have to leave my landing later than I’d like – what’s left of Ellis’ glider is strewn across the middle of the landing strip – and it’s a struggle to bring the plane to a stop in time. There are pieces of plane and God knows what else scattered all over the place. I can’t risk hitting any of the debris. I hit the deck hard and bounce back up but I manage to put the plane down in half the distance it usually takes. I kill the engine and sit and wait for the propeller to stop. I don’t want to get out.

But I know I can’t sit here all day. I climb out of the cockpit of the tug and just stand there for a moment, listening to the most terrifying silence I’ve ever heard.

What the hell has happened here?

There are bodies at the side of the airfield. I find myself walking towards them. These aren’t people who were flying. There are a couple of faces I recognise – Meade’s daughter, young Ed – and the rest, I think, are the visitors who weren’t flying. They’re dead. They’re all dead.

Inside the office I find Chantelle Prentiss, our admin girl, slumped dead across the front desk. The phone is off the hook next to her upturned hand. It looks like she was in the middle of a call when it (whatever it was) got her. I pick up the phone and dial out but there’s no answer on any number.

#

The world is dead.

I’m up in the plane again now, flying around and trying to find someone else who’s left alive. There’s no one. No signs of life below me… The whole damn world is gone, and I’m all there is left.


CARON



 



‘So what’s wrong with her?’

Caron shuffled awkwardly, doing everything she could to avoid answering her son’s question. She straightened the tablecloth, then rotated the whiskey decanter on the sideboard until the engraving faced dead-centre. ‘I didn’t say there was anything wrong with her, Matthew, it’s just that…’

‘Just what?’

‘Well she’s older than you for a start.’

‘So? You’re older than dad.’

‘By less than a year.’

‘And Ronnie’s only just over a year older than me.’

‘Yes, but the gap’s larger when you’re younger.’

‘Now you’re just talking rubbish. Dad put you up to this, didn’t he?’

She took a deep breath. ‘Veronica’s just not the kind of girl we expected you to bring home, that’s all.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well, she’s got…’

‘She’s got what?’ Matthew demanded, tired of waiting for his mother to get to the point. ‘Tattoos? Piercings? Stretchings?’

‘Stretchings? What in heaven’s name are stretchings?’

‘Her ear lobes.’

‘Oh, they were just horrible. Does she not realise those holes won’t close up?’

‘I think that’s the point. Anyway, she likes them. I like them. You should stop being such a prude and try to get to know her. She’s really smart, Mom. She’s going to Oxford to study English next year. She has grade seven cello.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘—but she doesn’t look like the kind of girl you want your little boy to be seen with, is that it? More to the point, Dad doesn’t think she’s appropriate, so he’s got you doing his dirty work again. Or is it more about what you think people will say? Are you worried about the ladies in your art group?’

‘That’s nonsense.’

‘Is it? Face it, Mom, you’re a snob. Hey, look on the bright side, at least you know I’m not gay now. I know that’s been playing on your mind.’

‘Utter rubbish.’

‘Really? I used to think about pretending to come out just to see your reaction. How would that have gone down with the neighbours? Be honest, Mom, as long as Pat Palmer’s net curtains aren’t twitching, you couldn’t give a damn about me.’

‘That’s not true. And mind your language.’

‘Bloody hell, Mom, will you wake up and smell the roses? You’re living in a fantasy world. You rattle around this bloody house all day, knocking back the sherry, pretending everything’s all right when we both know it’s not.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Matthew hadn’t intended having this conversation with his mother now, but it was as good a time as any. ‘You know exactly what I mean. Christ, everybody else can see what’s going on, so I’m sure as hell you must.’

‘If you’re talking about your father then—’

‘Of course I’m talking about Dad. He’s been cheating on you for as long as I can remember, and you do nothing about it. You sit there, all prim and proper, and you pretend like it’s not happening. Do you think that’s going to make it go away?’

Caron started to sob. Matthew hated it when he made his mom cry, but it was happening with increasing regularity and he was beginning to see it as a necessity. How else was he going to get through to her? He hated even more how she changed the subject whenever the conversation strayed too close to the truth for her liking.

‘Ever since you’ve been seeing her you’ve been different,’ she said, taking a tissue from inside her sleeve and dabbing the corner of her eyes. She walked across to the mirror and checked her make-up hadn’t run.

‘What do you mean by different? You mean happy?’

‘You know exactly what I mean. We’ve hardly seen you these last few weeks. I never know where you are or what you’re doing…’

‘So? I’m seventeen.’

‘You’re still my responsibility. Our responsibility. It’s me the police will come looking for when things go wrong.’

‘That’s a bit over the top, isn’t it? Nothing’s going to go wrong.’

‘It might. Your father said you—’

‘Mom, please, just stop. I don’t want to hear it. I definitely don’t need to take any relationship advice from Dad. Or you, for that matter.’

‘Have some respect.’

‘What, like he has for you? Give me a break. Fuck’s sake.’

‘Matthew!’ Caron leant against the corner of the table for support. ‘Please stop swearing. It’s come to something when you and I can’t have a proper conversation without resorting to gutter language like that.’

‘You’ve heard worse. I’ve heard Dad call you all kind of things before now.’

‘You never used to swear, son…’

‘Oh, so that’s it, is it? Something else for you to blame on Ronnie? She’s the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time, Mom. None of this is her fault. It’s not her fault you’re miserable. It’s not her fault Dad’s been sleeping around again, is it?’

‘Matthew, shut up!’

Caron slumped heavily into the nearest chair, bursting into floods of tears, her make-up now beyond repair. Her son looked down at her, feeling awkward. He couldn’t stand seeing her like this, but the alternative was far worse. They’d both spent too long covering for Dad’s loutish behaviour, prolonging the illusion of the perfect happy family for the sake of the neighbours. Truth was, the three people who lived behind the door of number thirty-two Wilmington Road hadn’t been happy together for a long time.

‘You need to stop this, Mom. You need to accept Dad for what he is and do something about it.’

‘I can’t change him.’

‘No, but you can change you.’ He took a deep breath. Time to lay it on the line. ‘I’m sorry, Mom, but things can’t go on like this. Spending time with Ronnie and her family has really opened my eyes.’

‘I’m sure it has.’

‘Mom, stop. I’m serious. I was round her house yesterday and her parents were there and it felt normal. They talked to me, made me feel welcome…  Her dad showed me his music collection and we had a laugh and we watched TV and… and being there made me realise how screwed up things have got here recently.’

‘Things aren’t screwed up. Your dad and I just—’

‘Mom, please. The only person you’re fooling is yourself. Dad’s been using and abusing you for years. You’re scared of him, that’s all. Scared you’re going to lose face.’

‘That’s not true.’

Matthew knelt down in front of his mom. ‘It is true. I was talking to Ronnie’s mom and—’

‘Not about me. Please tell me you weren’t talking about me to a complete stranger…’

‘Marie isn’t a stranger. I’ve been talking to her a lot, actually. She told me she was married before. Her first husband was a total shit. He did all the kind of things Dad does. You should talk to her, Mom, you’d like her.’

‘I’m sure she’s very pleasant, but—’

‘She said you need to do something about the situation now before it’s too late, before it gets any worse.’

Caron floundered, winded by the honesty and accuracy of her son’s words. ‘But you don’t know what it’s like,’ she said. ‘No one does.’

Matthew put his hand on his mother’s. ‘I know more than you think.’ He stood up and watched his mother as she finally opened up and began to cry properly, at long last beginning to acknowledge the reality she’d worked so hard to ignore. Matthew felt awkward and helpless in equal measure, not knowing what, if anything, he could do to help. His stomach churned with nerves, but he wouldn’t let her see. ‘I’ll put the kettle on. Make you a cup of tea.’

Caron remained exactly where she was, not even looking up as he walked out to the kitchen. He was absolutely right, of course, but her problems weren’t that easy to fix. It sounded simple – confront Bob when – if – he got home from the office tonight, then kick the bastard out. But could she really do it? Without him, she was nothing. Christ, he’d told her that enough times. And all those years of marriage couldn’t be undone in one day. Neither did she want them to be. There had been some good times in the very early days, back before he’d grown bored of her company and started sleeping around. She’d put up with it for a long time – what happened at the office, stayed at the office – but things had changed when he’d started working his way through her friends. That fling he’d had with the woman from the doctor’s surgery had been the last straw. Everyone had known about it but her. Except it hadn’t been the last straw, because she hadn’t done anything about it. She’d just pretended it hadn’t been happening and looked the other way. And no one said a damn thing. Yet again, everyone was talking about her, no one talking to her.

But Matthew was right. Veronica’s mother was right too. Caron had run out of options. Bob had threatened her recently, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before those threats were realised. She feared for her safety. She feared for Matthew’s safety. But she couldn’t see a way out.

Go upstairs right now. Pack his stuff in a suitcase and leave it outside. Dead-bolt the door tonight and don’t let him back in. To hell with what the neighbours think.

#

Caron didn’t confront her husband. She didn’t bolt the door or change the locks or scatter his smalls around the front garden as she’d planned. Her sudden elation ended as quickly as it had begun because, when she went back downstairs to tell Matthew he was right and that she was finally going to do something about it, she found her son dead on the kitchen floor. His skin was white, his lips blue-tinged. Blood dribbled down his chin. She called for an ambulance, but no one answered. No one answered… how could that be? She went outside and screamed for help but no one came. She did everything she could to try and resuscitate her son, but he didn’t respond. She banged on next door’s window, even lowered herself to hammer on the door of Jeremy Phelps, the peeping tom from across the way, but no one helped. She found the lady from five doors down – the one with all the kids by different dads – dead behind the wheel of her car. Her kids were in the seat behind her, their lives abruptly ended before the school run had begun, all tangled-up with each other like they’d died trying to escape.

For the longest time she just sat there on the floor next to Matthew, holding his cold hand, her brain unable to process what had happened. None of it made any sense. Foolishly she began to try and convince herself that this was somehow her fault, that this was the price she’d had to pay for thinking those thoughts, for even daring to consider confronting Bob. It sounded ridiculous, but she couldn’t think of any alternative, and no matter how bizarre her thoughts, they couldn’t match the nightmare of this terrible reality. She switched on the TV for the news, but every channel was silent.

Eventually, Caron forced herself to leave the house again and look for help. She changed her clothes, fixed her make-up and hair, found a pair of sensible shoes, and walked into town. Everywhere was the same as Wilmington Avenue: everything silent, everything still.

She’d been walking for the best part of two hours when she finally heard something which gave her the faintest glimmer of hope. It wasn’t much – just the muffled thump – thump – thump of music playing in a confined space, somewhere nearby. She kept walking, getting closer. And then she saw movement in a car up ahead: the only car with lights on and windows steamed up with condensation. The car rattled with the deafening volume of the music playing inside.

Caron yanked the door open and recoiled at the strong smell of sweat and stale fast food. There was a scrawny-looking kid in a tracksuit and baseball cap behind the wheel and he sat up fast, a guilty expression on his face like she’d caught him doing something he shouldn’t. He wafted away smoke from a spliff.

‘Fuck me, lady, you scared the shit out of me.’

Caron didn’t wait to be invited. She sat down next to him and closed the door behind her. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Do you know what happened, missus?’

‘My son’s dead.’

‘I’m thinkin’ they’re all dead.’

She just stared at him, a thousand questions on the tip of her tongue. There was no point asking anything. He obviously knew as little as she did. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Dunno. I’m scared.’

‘Me too. Can I stay with you?’

‘If you want.’

‘I’m Caron.’

‘They just call me Webb.’


JULIET APPLEBY



 



‘So what time will you be home tonight?’ asked Mrs Appleby, frustrated. She stared at her daughter across the breakfast table. Sometimes trying to get information out of Juliet was like trying to get blood out of a stone. She’d always been the same.

‘I don’t know,’ she answered in a quiet, mumbling voice that her mother had to strain to hear.

‘You know how your father gets if you’re not back when he’s expecting you.’

‘I know, but I can’t help it if I have to stop back after school…’

‘He has to have his meal before half-six otherwise it keeps him awake all night. And you know how he likes us all to eat together. It’s an important part of family life.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Dad says so. He likes his routine, that’s all. And he likes to know where you are. He likes to know you’re safe.’

‘I know that, Mom, but…’

‘But what, love?’

‘I’m thirty-nine, for crying out loud.’

#

Juliet closed the front door and walked to her car. She could feel them both watching her, though they always pretended not to. She brushed her long, wind-swept hair out of her eyes and looked back. There they were, both of them hiding behind the net curtains, Mom in front and Dad standing just behind. He spent most of his life hiding behind Mom. Inside the house, he was king, and he’d make sure they both understood that in no uncertain terms. Stick him outside and force him to face the rest of the world, though, and he crumbled. The accident twelve years ago (which was still a taboo subject) had devastated his confidence and unbalanced his temperament. He struggled to interact properly with anyone outside the immediate family. Outside the house, Dad would always get angry or confrontational with some poor unsuspecting soul and it would inevitably be left to Mom or Juliet to smooth things over and sort things out.

Juliet sat down in the car and started the engine. Poor Mom, she thought, looking back at her again. She’d dedicated her life to Dad. She’d put up with years of his moaning and mood swings and tempers. In some ways, though, she was just as bad as him; as Dad relied on Mom, so Mom relied on Juliet. And who was there for her? No one. On the few occasions she’d been brave enough to start talking about leaving home and setting up on her own, it was usually Mom who came up with a list of reasons why she couldn’t leave and why she had to stay, why they needed her around. It was emotional blackmail, and more fool Juliet for believing it. Her friends at the nursery told her she should just pack her bags and leave, but it was easy for them. She’d left it too late and now she was trapped in a career looking after other people’s children when she should have been raising her own. Fat chance of that happening now. She hadn’t ever had a ‘proper’ relationship. She often thought about the cruel irony of her life: there she was, a thirty-nine year old virgin, surrounded by the fruits of other people’s sexual encounters.

A quick wave to Mom and Dad (even though they thought she couldn’t see them) and she was off. A ten minute drive into the centre of Rowley and she’d be there.

#

Juliet was always the first to get to work. She arrived ages before anyone else. At this time there were only ever a couple of people around, usually just Jackson the caretaker and Ken Andrews, the head of the school to which the nursery was attached.

‘Morning, Joanne,’ Andrews shouted, waving to her across the playground. Bloody man, she thought. All the years she’d been working at the school and he’d never once got her name right. Occasionally she thought he did it on purpose to wind her up, other times she decided he was just plain ignorant. But the fact was he continually got her name wrong because he rarely had reason to speak to her about anything of importance, and because she’d left it too long to correct him without embarrassment. To say that Juliet melted into the background was an understatement. She preferred it when no one noticed her.

The prefabricated hut used for the nursery class had been opened up as usual. It was always cold first thing, even in summer, and this September morning was no exception. She glanced up at the clock on the wall: half an hour until the children were due. Probably twenty-five minutes before any of the other staff would grace her with their presence. As low, depressed and dejected as she could ever remember feeling, she prepared the room for the morning’s activities.

#

Bloody hell, what was that?

Juliet stopped what she was doing and looked up. Fifteen minutes now to the start of class and she’d just heard an almighty crash outside. It sounded like kids messing around on the concrete steps which led up to the classroom door. Juliet didn’t like confrontation, even with the children, so she kept her head down and hoped that whoever it was would go away as quickly as they’d arrived. Maybe they’d just miss-kicked a football?

Suddenly another sound, this one very different to the first. It sounded like someone coughing. Juliet crept towards the window and peered outside. The playground was empty, the birds flying between the roof of the school building and the rubbish bins the only movement she could see. She was about to go back to what she’d been doing when she noticed a foot hanging over the edge of the steps. So there were kids messing around after all… She pressed her ear against the classroom door. When she couldn’t hear anything outside, she very slowly pushed the it open and there, lying on the steps in front of her, was the lifeless body of Sam Peters, one of the boys who’d been in the nursery class last year. Panicking, Juliet slammed the door shut again and leant against it.

What do I do?

Shall I just pretend I didn’t hear anything and let someone else find him? Will they believe me? Will they think it’s got something to do with me?

Overcome with nerves, she slid down to the floor and held her head in her hands. She screwed her eyes tightly shut but she could still see Sam. She’d only been looking at him for a second or two, but there was no question he was dead. His face was contorted with pain and there were glistening dribbles of dark blood down the front of his yellow school sweatshirt.

#

No one’s coming. Christ, no one’s coming.

Twenty minutes later and still no one else had arrived. Where were the other children and the rest of the staff? Juliet remained where she was, frozen in position with fear. If she waited long enough, surely someone else would come and find the body? She’d just plead ignorance; pretend she hadn’t heard anything.

The longer she waited, the more her conscience competed with her fear. She stood up and crept towards the window again and peered outside, immediately hiding again when she saw Sam’s foot.

But she had to do something. She couldn’t just sit here all day knowing that poor boy was out on the step.

The main school office was directly across the playground from the nursery hut. Juliet decided she’d make a run for it. She’d open the door, run down the steps, sprint to the other building then find the head or anyone else, and tell them what had happened, despite the fact she didn’t know herself.

She had to do it right now.

Juliet put on her coat and, taking a deep breath, opened the classroom door and burst out into the open. Forcing herself to look anywhere but down at the body on the steps, she half-jumped, half-tripped over the boy’s corpse, landing awkwardly, twisting her ankle and almost falling over. Managing to just about keep her balance she ran across the playground with the all-consuming silence ringing loud in her ears.

Ken Andrews was dead. She found him in the corner of his office, buried under a pile of papers he’d knocked off his desk in his death throes. She also found the school secretary’s corpse in the short corridor which ran between the office and the staff room, and in the staff room she found three more dead teachers.

In a vacant, disorientated daze, Juliet roamed the school, struggling to function, barely even aware what she was doing. She then walked the surrounding streets for more than an hour, knocking on doors, looking for someone who could explain what had happened. But all she found were more bodies. Children and parents that she recognised, others she didn’t, all of them dead.

#

A quarter past five.

After what had happened at school, Juliet returned home before midday and found both of her elderly parents dead. Mom was in the bathroom, sprawled across the floor with her knickers around her ankles, neck twisted, and Dad, as always, was in his armchair. She’d wept for them both of course (especially Mom), and had felt a real sense of devastation and loss, but after a while the hurt had, unexpectedly, begun to fade. In a strange, perverse kind of way, she began to enjoy the freedom that this dark day had given her. She’d never had the house to herself for any length of time like this before. She hadn’t had to eat at any particular time of day (not that she felt like eating anything anyway) and she hadn’t had to sit through Dad’s choice of television programmes (not that the television was working). She hadn’t had to explain her movements every time she got up out of her chair, or tell her parents about her day at work in excruciating detail, or listen to Mom telling her what all her friends were doing and how their kids had all flown the nest and made their own lives…

For the first time in a very long time, Juliet felt free.

#

Her quiet, insignificant world had been turned upside down. She’d seen hundreds of bodies and hadn’t known why any of them had died. As day turned into night she tried to make contact with her few friends, her neighbours, the local police and pretty much everyone else she could think of in the local vicinity, but she hadn’t reached anyone. Her telephone went unanswered. No one came to any of the doors she knocked on.

Frightened and bewildered, but also feeling strangely empowered, Juliet sat alone in her bedroom on her teddy-bear strewn single bed. She gave up trying to make sense of what had happened, and so buried herself in another trashy chick-lit novel instead.

At the end of the first day she moved Mom and Dad into the back room. When she woke up on the second day she dug two deep holes in the garden and buried them both. Dad had always said he wanted them to be buried in the same plot, but she knew Mom wouldn’t have liked that. She’d loved Dad right ’til their unexpected end, but like Juliet, Mom had had enough of him too.


KAREN CHASE



 



‘What the hell do you call that?’

I looked at him for a second. Was that a trick question? ‘I call it what you ordered,’ I answered. ‘Full English breakfast: bacon, sausage, scrambled egg, mushrooms, hash browns and baked beans.’

‘Doesn’t look like the picture in the menu.’

He opened the menu up, laid it out flat on the table in front of him and jabbed his finger angrily at the photograph at the top of the breakfast section.

‘I know, but that’s only a representation,’ I tried to explain.

‘Not good enough,’ he interrupted. ‘I appreciate there will inevitably be differences between a photograph and the actual meal, but what you’ve served up here bears very little resemblance to the food I ordered. The bacon’s undercooked, the sausage overcooked. The mushrooms are cold, the scrambled egg is lumpy. Do I need to go on?’

‘So do you want me to—?’

‘That was what I ordered,’ he sighed, cutting across me and tapping the photograph with his finger again, ‘and that is what I expect to be served. Now you be a good girl and run along to your kitchen and try again.’

A genuine complaint I can deal with, but I have a real problem with being patronised. I was so angry I couldn’t move. It was one of those second-long moments which felt like it dragged on forever. Did I try and argue with this pathetic little man, did I tell him what he could do with his bloody breakfast, or did I just swallow my pride, pick up the plate and take it back to the kitchen? Much as I wanted to take either of the first two options, common-sense and nerves got the better of me. I picked up the plate and stormed back to the kitchen.

‘Bloody man,’ I shouted as I pushed through the swinging door and threw the plate onto the work surface. Jamie and Keith, the so-called chefs, were playing football with a lettuce. They both just looked at me.

‘Who’s rattled your cage?’ Jamie asked.

‘Fucking idiot outside. Wants his breakfast to look exactly the same as the picture in the menu.’

‘Tell him to fuck off and get a life,’ Keith said as he kicked the lettuce out the back door. I stared at the pair of them, waiting for either one of them to move.

‘What do you expect me to do about it?’ said Jamie.

‘Make another bloody breakfast,’ I told him. ‘You’re the cook, aren’t you?’

It was as if I’d asked him to prepare forty meals in four minutes. All I wanted was for him to do his job, what he was being paid for. If he’d done it right first time he wouldn’t have had to do it again.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he said. He studied the faded photograph on a copy of the menu stuck to the wall, then took the food from the original plate, rearranged it on a clean one, added another sausage and another rasher of bacon, warmed it up in the microwave, then slid it across the work surface towards me.

‘And you expect me to take this out to him?’

‘Yes,’ he grunted. ‘Looks more like it does on the menu now, doesn’t it?’

Keith started to snigger from behind a newspaper. There was no point arguing with either of the chimps I was working with, so I picked up the plate. I stood behind the doors for a couple of seconds to compose myself and looked into the restaurant through the small porthole window. I could see my nightmare customer looking at his watch and tapping his fingers on the table impatiently, and I knew that whatever I did wasn’t going to be good enough. If I went back too quickly he’d accuse me of not having had time to prepare his food properly. If I kept him waiting he’d be even more annoyed… I gave it a few seconds longer, took a deep breath, then went back out.

They might have paid my wages, but customers were the bane of my life. We got all sorts of passing trade at the restaurant, and I tended to get a couple of customers like this one each week. They were usually travelling sales reps stopping in the motel just up the bypass. As a rule they were all badly dressed, loud, rude and ignorant. Maybe that was why they did the job? Perhaps their wives (if anyone was stupid enough to marry them) had kicked them out? Maybe their relationships only survived because they spent so much time apart?

I put down the plate, then waited next to his table, cringing. ‘That’s better,’ he said, taking me by surprise. I quickly walked away.

‘You’re welcome, wanker,’ I said under my breath.

‘Just a minute, girl,’ he shouted at me before I’d even reached the kitchen door. The other customers all looked up and watched me walk back to his table.

‘Yes?’ I answered through gritted teeth, doing my damnedest to stay calm and not empty his coffee into his lap.

‘This is virtually raw,’ he said, skewering his extra sausage. He sniffed it, then dropped it back onto his plate in disgust, sending little balls of dried-up scrambled egg shooting across the table.

‘Is it really?’ I said, and the sarcasm and mock concern in my voice was obvious.

‘Yes, it is,’ he shouted. ‘Now you listen to me, dear. You scuttle back to your little kitchen right now and fetch me a fresh and properly cooked breakfast. And while you’re there, send the manager out to see me. This really isn’t good enough.’

His complaint may well have been justified, but the way he spoke to me was completely out of order. I wasn’t paid enough to be patronised and belittled. It wasn’t my fault.

‘Are you going to stand there looking stupid all day,’ he sneered, ‘or are you going to go somewhere else and look stupid instead?’

That was it. The customer is always right, they say, but there are limits. Here at the Monkton View Eater, it seemed, the customer was always an asshole.

‘Look, I’m sorry if the food isn’t up to the standard you were expecting,’ I began, somehow managing to still sound calm, even if I didn’t feel it, ‘I’ll get that sorted out. But there’s no need to be rude. I’ll go and get you the—’

‘Listen,’ he said, his tired tone making it clear it was a real effort to have to lower himself to speak to me, ‘I’m really not interested in anything more you have to say. Be a good girl and fetch me my food and the manager. You are a waitress. You are here to serve me. And if I want to be rude to you then I’ll be as rude as I fucking well please. You’re paid to take it.’

‘No, you listen,’ I pointlessly protested. ‘I’m not—’

‘Get the manager,’ he interrupted with a tone of infuriating superiority and a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘I don’t need to speak to you any longer.’

It was another one of those moments which seemed to last forever. I was so full of anger that, again, I was too wound up to move. Compounding my awkwardness was the fact that all the other customers had also stopped eating and were waiting to see what I’d do next. I looked back over my shoulder and saw the Neanderthals in the kitchen peering out through the portholes, grinning like idiots.

‘Well?’ my shit of a customer sighed. I turned and walked, pushing through the swinging doors, knocking Jamie flying.

‘Where’s Trevor?’

‘Fag break,’ Keith replied.

I stormed out through the back door. Trevor was leaning up the rubbish bins, smoking a cigarette and reading Keith’s newspaper.

‘What?’ he grunted, annoyed that he’d been interrupted.

‘I’ve got a problem with a customer. He says he wants to speak to the manager.’

‘Tell him you’re the manager.’

‘Why should I?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Tell him I’ve gone to a meeting.’

‘No.’

‘Tell him I’ve got Health and Safety coming to check the place over.’

‘No.’

‘For Christ’s sake,’ he groaned, finally looking up from the paper, ‘just deal with it will you. What the hell do I pay you for? Dealing with customers is your responsibility.’

‘And looking after staff is yours.’

‘Oh give it a rest.’

‘He swore at me! I’m not prepared to speak to a customer who’s going to swear at me. Do you know how bloody insulting he was when—’

‘Now you’re swearing at me. You can’t have it both ways, love!’

That was it. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I ripped off the bloody stupid pinafore they made me wear and threw it at Trevor, along with my order pad and pen.

‘I’ve had enough! Stick your bloody job!’

I couldn’t afford to do what I was doing, but I couldn’t take anymore abuse. It wasn’t the first time something like that had happened, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last. I grabbed my coat from the kitchen, then marched out through the restaurant.

‘Is the manager on his way?’ the odious customer shouted at the top of his voice as I stormed past. I couldn’t help myself. I turned back and walked towards him. His food couldn’t have been too bad because he’d managed to eat half of it.

‘No, he isn’t on his way,’ I told him. ‘The manager can’t be bothered to come and speak to you, and I can’t be bothered to waste my time dealing with pathetic little fuckers like you either. You can stick your meal and your attitude and your complaint up your arse, and I hope you fucking choke on your food!’

And he did.

Still chewing a mouthful of breakfast, the smug grin of superiority which had been plastered across his face slowly disappeared. He stopped eating. His eyes became wide and the veins in his neck began to bulge. He spat out his food.

‘Water,’ he croaked, clawing at his neck, ‘get me some water…’

A noise from behind made me turn around. Two other customers in the far corner of the restaurant were choking too. A middle-aged couple were both in as bad a state as the little shit who’d caused me so much trouble. I turned back to look at him again. He looked like he was suffocating. As much as I’d wished all kinds of suffering on him a couple of minutes earlier, now I just wanted it to stop. I ran back to the kitchen to get his water.

‘Call an ambulance,’ I yelled to anyone listening. ‘There’s a customer who…’

I stopped when I saw Jamie on his knees in the corner of the kitchen, coughing up blood. Keith was on his back in the storeroom, rolling around in agony like all the others. Outside, Trevor had already lost consciousness, his fat body wedged half-in and half-out of the back door.

By the time I’d picked up the phone to call for an ambulance, everyone in the restaurant was dead.


PHILIP EVANS

Part i

 



Mom’s not well.

She’s suffered with her health for years and she’s been practically bed-ridden since last December, but she’s really taken a turn for the worst this morning. I’ll have to get the doctor out to see her if she doesn’t pick up soon.

I don’t know what I’d do without my mom. I know I should think about it, mind, ’cause I know she’s not going to be around forever. We’re very close, Mom and me. Dad died when I was little and there’s just been the two of us since then. I don’t work ’cause I look after her, so we don’t get out much. We pretty much live out on our own here. There’s our cottage and one other on either side and that’s about all. The village is five minutes down the road by bike. We’ve never bothered with a car. Never seen the point. We can get a bus into town if we really need to, but there ain’t much we need that we can’t find in the village.

She’s calling again. I’ll make some tea and take it up with her tablets. I don’t like this. This isn’t like her. She always says she doesn’t like making a fuss. She tells the doctor that, and the health visitor, and the District Nurse, and the priest.

It’s just her way.

#

I need to go and get help but I can’t leave the house. I can’t leave Mom on her own.

Oh, God, I don’t know what to do. I was up there with her when it happened. I was trying to get her onto the toilet when it started. Usually when she has one of her turns she’ll let me know it’s coming, but she didn’t just now. This came out of the blue. It took her by surprise as much as me.

She started to choke. Mom’s chest has been bad for a long time and it’s been getting worse, but nothing like this. It was like she’d got something stuck in her throat, but she turned her nose up at breakfast this morning and she hadn’t eaten anything else, so that was impossible. Anyway, before I knew what was happening she was coughing and retching and her whole body was shaking. I got her on the bed and tried to get her to calm down and breathe slow and not panic, but she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t swallow, couldn’t talk. I didn’t even know if she could hear me. Her eyes were bulging wide and I knew she wasn’t getting any air but there wasn’t anything I could do. I tried to tip her head back to open up her windpipe like the nurse showed me once but she wouldn’t lie still. She kept fighting. She was thrashing her arms around and coughing and spluttering, making these horrible noises. She didn’t sound like Mom anymore. It was like something out of one of them horror films. She was making this croaking, gargling noise and I thought there was phlegm or something stuck or she was choking on her tongue (the nurse told me about that once too) so I put my fingers in her mouth to make sure it was clear. When I pulled them out again they were covered in blood. Then she stopped moving. As suddenly as the fit had started, it stopped.

I knew there was nothing I could do. I sat down on the carpet next to her and held her hand until I was certain she’d gone.

I could still hear that horrible choking sound she was making in my head, long after Mom stopped fighting. I could hear it ringing in my ears when everything else went quiet.

It’s been quiet like this for hours now.

#

Mom’s dead.

I can’t just sit here and do nothing. I know I can’t help her, but I can’t just leave her lying here either. The doctor will have to come around and check her, then someone else will come to take her away and then… and then I don’t know what I’ll do. I’ve always had my mom.

About half an hour ago I moved her. I couldn’t leave her lying on the floor in the middle of the landing like that, that just wouldn’t have been right. She was twice as heavy as when she was alive. I put my hands under her arms and dragged her into the bedroom, then lifted her onto the bed. I wiped the blood off her face and tried to close her eyes to make it look like she was just sleeping like they do in the films. I got one eye shut but the other one stayed open, staring at me. It was like she was still watching me, like one of those paintings of faces where the eyes follow you around the room. It was freaky, but in a way it made me feel a little better. Even though she’s gone it’s like she hasn’t stopped looking out for me.

I tried phoning the doctor but I couldn’t get an answer. Someone should have been at the surgery (it’s open until late on Tuesdays) so I guessed it was our telephone that wasn’t working. The lines often go down in winter because we’re so isolated out here. But it isn’t winter. It’s early September and the weather’s been fine for weeks.

I didn’t want to leave her but I didn’t have any choice. I shut the bedroom door, locked up the house and got my bike out of the shed. It didn’t take long to get into the village. Mom never liked me riding on the road (she said it was the other people she didn’t trust, not me) but it didn’t matter this morning because there wasn’t any traffic about. The village ain’t the busiest of places, but there’s usually always something happening. This morning it was so quiet that all I could hear was the sound of my bike. And as I went further into the village, it got much worse. So much worse that I nearly turned around and came back home, but thinking about Mom made me keep going forward.

I was cycling down past Jack Halshaw’s house when I saw his front door was open. That was odd because Jack’s always been careful about things like that. He used to be a friend of my dad’s and I’ve known him all my life, so I stopped the bike because I thought I should tell him about Mom and I thought he might help me get things sorted out. I went down the path and leant into the house and shouted to him but he didn’t answer. I checked to see if he was in his back garden, and that was where I found him. He was lying flat on his back and I could tell just by looking at him he was dead. There was a pool of blood all round his mouth and it looked like he’d died the same way Mom had, even though that didn’t make no sense.

I didn’t know what to do. I kept going until I got to the middle of the village. When I got there I just stopped the bike and stared. Whatever had happened to Mom and Jack Halshaw had happened to other people too. All the other people. The longer I stayed there, the more obvious it was that I was the only one it hadn’t got. Inside the doctor’s, Mrs Cribbins from the chip shop and Dr Grainger were both lying dead in the middle of the waiting room. Their faces were horrible – splattered with blood and all screwed up like they’d been in terrible pain when they’d died. The doctor looked like he’d been trying to scream when it had happened.

I kept going, but I wished that I hadn’t. Even though it had happened early in the morning, there had been lots of people out and about. They’d all died wherever they’d been, whatever they’d been doing. And because our village is a small place I knew them all. Bill Linturn from the hardware shop was dead in his car outside the store. Vera Price, the lady who’s on the till at the grocer’s on Tuesday, Thursday and Fridays was lying dead on the pavement just outside the shop. She’d fallen into the middle of the fruit and veg displays they always have outside. There were potatoes, carrots and apples all over the place.

I kept looking, but there was no one left to help me. It sounds silly, but I didn’t want to leave Mom alone for too long, so I got back on my bike and cycled home.

#

It’s been almost half a day now since it happened. I can’t get a picture on the telly and I still can’t get anyone on the phone. I’ve tried listening to the radio to find out what’s happening but all I can hear is silence or hissing and crackling like it’s out of tune. I’ve been into the cottages next door on either side but both Ed and Mrs Chester are dead as well. I found Ed in his bath (the water was all pink because of the blood he’d been dribbling) and Mrs Chester was at the bottom of her stairs with her neck all twisted. I tried to move her into her living room but her legs and arms had gone all stiff and hard. She was wedged behind the door and I couldn’t move her.

I think I’m just going to sit here and wait for a bit longer. Someone will come sooner or later, I’m sure they will. And anyway, I can’t leave Mom here on her own. We did our weekly shop yesterday morning so I’ve got enough food in. Everything will be all right again in a couple of days time when the police and the government start sorting out what’s happened. I’ll have to phone around the rest of the family and let them know about Mom.


DAY TWO



 



 

BEGINNING TO DISINTEGRATE

Part i

 



Lorna watched the whole thing unfold from the bedroom window of her small rented house. Her gut reaction had been to go down and help, but she’d straightaway known there wasn’t any point. One person she might have been able to save, but hundreds? Thousands? Instead she bolted the door and shut the curtains and focused on keeping herself safe. Living here had given her plenty of practice. The area itself was okay, the people definitely weren’t. The estate had been built on the edge of the city in the early eighties, just that little bit too far out of town. It had become a ghetto, cut off and forgotten. Trouble was never far from her front door, but what had happened this week surpassed anything she’d seen before.

The street outside her house was quiet for once, and the silence was somehow more ominous than the usual noise. There were no kids loitering by the bus shelter today, no police officers cruising, no community support officers trying to straddle the line between the two sides, taking abuse from both directions… There was no one.

Yesterday morning, everything had just stopped, like someone had flicked a switch. The few people she could see had simply dropped where they’d been standing, and she hadn’t needed to check each one of them individually to know they were all dead. The fact the Internet and TV had also become silent was all the proof she needed.

Lorna was smart. Switched on. She’d had to be. Her mom had rarely been around, and a string of waster boy and girlfriends had taught her not to rely on anyone else because the bastards always let her down. There was always an ulterior motive. They always wanted something from her, never the other way around. Fuck the lot of them. The only one who’d genuinely given a damn was her dad, but she’d hardly known him. He got sent off to fight in some dirty desert war when she was little and never came home.

She sat in the corner of the room, knees drawn up to her chest, and revelled in the silence. Is there something wrong with me, she wondered? Am I sick in the head? The entire world dropped dead yesterday, and all I feel is relieved…

She’d been putting it off, but she knew she was going to have to go out there, and the sooner the better. The end of the world had crept up silently and taken everyone by surprise. There hadn’t been time for panic-buying (or panic-anything, come to that). She didn’t have much in the way of food or alcohol and she needed both. She decided to go out and recce the situation this morning, to try and assess the risks. Weirdly, she hoped she didn’t find anyone else alive. She was enjoying the silence.

#

The morning after the night before, and she was still screaming. Anita had found Ellie by following the noise yesterday. The only other survivor she’d so far come across, she was beginning to wish she hadn’t. She understood why she was screaming, of course. She’d have probably been the same in the circumstances. Ellie lost her baby girl when everyone else had died yesterday, and since then she’d only stopped crying long enough to draw breath or snatch a few second’s sleep. No matter how bad she felt for her, though, the noise was doing Anita’s head in. She’d have got up and left if she hadn’t been so bloody terrified herself. And where would she have gone? As far as she could tell, this miserable, wailing bitch was the only other person left alive.

‘Give it a fucking rest,’ she shouted across the room, but Ellie was making too much noise to hear. She just sat there on the edge of the bed, staring at the ice-cold kid in the cot. Sometimes she’d go to touch it, then pull her hand away at the last second.

Ellie hadn’t wanted to be a mom. She hadn’t planned it. The dad hadn’t been any help. She still wasn’t completely sure which one of them it was; they’d both pissed off as soon as they heard she was pregnant. Fuck, she’d cried herself to sleep for night after night when she found out she was expecting. She’d been to a clinic for an abortion, only to back out at the last minute. Thing was, she’d realised on the way there, when she was pregnant, people noticed her… talked to her… The baby gave her something to focus on, a reason to keep going. Sitting here now, looking at the little girl’s tiny body which hadn’t moved for over twenty-four hours, she couldn’t begin to make sense of the turmoil she was feeling inside. It had hurt so much when she’d pissed on a stick from the chemist and found out she was pregnant, so how come it hurt so much more now she’d lost her?

Anita needed a break, but she couldn’t go out. She went to the kitchen, lit a fag and hung her head out of the window, the next best thing. The view from the third floor up was too clear, stretching out over miles of stuff she didn’t particularly want to see. And the silence… the never-ending quiet out there was harder to handle than the noise coming from the other room. Cold, pissed off and frightened, she checked the cupboards for something to eat then took some crisps and a bottle of Coke through to Ellie. Ellie didn’t even look up. Anita sat down and watched her. Fuck, what she’d have given for some interaction. Someone to talk to. Something to look at on her phone. Someone to text. Something on TV. Anything…

#

Lorna decided against taking a car. She’d spent a long time thinking about it – several sleepless hours during the night just passed. It was the noise that put her off. With everything else so deathly quiet, did she really want to advertise the fact she was still alive? Everything on the estate was in walking distance, so the risks seemed to outweigh the potential benefits. And anyway, there was so much shit littering the roads – so many dead people and driverless vehicles – that she didn’t think she’d be able to go much faster than walking speed.

A couple of hours out there maximum, she decided, then back home. Maybe try and get a little more of the local area covered every day until she’d made a full assessment of the situation. Did she even need to make an assessment of anything? She thought about all the films she’d seen before that had started like this. People in the movies were always making the mistake of trying to work out what had happened. Idiots. What did it matter? What difference would it make? Even if she found something somewhere which explained everything, how was that going to help her? All that mattered now was staying safe and staying alive. Fuck everything else.

There were a few false alarms. A cat jumping out of an open window scared the crap out of her, and The Jockey – that shit-hole of a pub you never went into unless you were already pissed and had absolutely no other option – was burning. She’d seen the smoke and heard the crackle and pop of the flames and had been transfixed. She’d stood there for a while, just staring, hypnotised by the constant light and movement and soaking up the heat. The fire was a welcome interruption in the otherwise never-ending sea of motionless grey. And then there were the birds. Picking at scraps. Squawking. Fighting. Crows and seagulls acting like vultures.

She’d lived here for years, but she still sometimes managed to get lost. All the roads looked the same, all the houses just variations on the same few red-brick themes. They were arranged in nests of roughly semi-circular crescents, branching off a few main roads. Here the side-roads were named after royalty, which always made Lorna laugh because if a fucking royal ever ended up here by mistake, they wouldn’t have dared get out of their bloody car. She went the wrong way when she emerged from a convenience store where she’d been looking for food, and now she was halfway along Princess Margaret Crescent when she wanted to be on Prince Albert Way. She could double-back, or she could just keep going. Changing direction took too much effort.

When Lorna reached the junction where Prince Albert Way met the main Wildboar Road, she heard the screams. Distant. Carried on the wind. She wasn’t sure if they were real or a figment of her imagination, or even if it was just the wind itself. She kept walking and then, a minute or two later, she heard them again. It was a woman, howling in pain like she was being tortured. Christ, the noise was fucking terrifying. So bad, in fact, that Lorna turned around and started walking home. I’ve got enough to deal with, she kept telling herself. I don’t need anyone else giving me more grief.

And yet, a part of her desperately wanted to find the woman who was crying. She wanted to see her, maybe even talk to her… she just wanted to know for sure that, perhaps, she wasn’t the only person left alive. Just a few minutes with her, that’d be enough. If she could get an idea how many others might be left, she’d be better placed to come up with a survival strategy. I’m not going to help her, Lorna tried to convince herself, I’m going to help me. I’m just going to check things out… find out where she is, who she is. Forewarned is forearmed. And on the subject of being armed, she thought, I need to take precautions. She stopped walking and swung the bag she’d been carrying off her shoulders. She took out a large kitchen knife she’d brought with her from home.

In the event, Lorna was the one who was found. Evidently, the screaming woman wasn’t alone. Another girl who’d been with her came pelting down the stairs as soon as she saw Lorna approaching. Kitchen knife or no kitchen knife, she ran straight up and grabbed hold of her. ‘You gotta help me,’ she said. ‘I can’t fucking shut her up. She’s doing my brain in.’

Lorna cautiously followed Anita up to Ellie’s flat, exchanging names on the staircase and getting the obviously unanswerable questions out of the way quickly. ‘No, I don’t know what happened,’ she told Anita. ‘And yes, you’re the only other person I’ve seen.’

Lorna’s arrival distracted Ellie momentarily. The silence was bliss. ‘Thank fuck…’ Anita said under her breath.

‘What’s the matter with her?’ Lorna asked.

‘Dead kid.’

‘You a doctor?’ Ellie asked, the first coherent words she’d spoken in almost a day.

‘Do I look like a doctor?’

Lorna took a few hesitant steps forward and peered into Ellie’s baby’s cot. She couldn’t bear to look for anything more than a couple of seconds. The child was curled up tight, its knees drawn up to its chest, hands in tiny fists in front of its face. Its skin was mottled blue-green. Its bedding was soaked with blood and other leakage. Ellie, not listening, tried to explain.

‘She just started choking. She was asleep, and she just started coughing. Hadn’t fed her or nothing… I tried to help her but I couldn’t get her to breathe. Didn’t know what to do. And she was crying and I…’

Her words dried up. She started to sob, but not yet to scream. Lorna crouched down beside her and rested a hand on her shoulder, making eye contact and keeping it. ‘You did your best. There was nothing you could do. It wasn’t your fault.’

Ellie nodded and sniffed, then wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. ‘I did my best.’

‘It’s not just your baby, you know. It’s everybody. They’re all like this outside.’

She nodded again.

‘What are we gonna do?’ Anita asked, standing a short distance back.

‘I don’t know what you’re going to do,’ Lorna replied, standing up, ‘but I’m going home.’

‘You can’t leave us here.’

‘You’ll be okay.’

‘Can’t you stay with us?’ Ellie asked, still sobbing.

‘I want to get back before it gets dark.’

‘Ellie’s right,’ Anita said, ‘we should stick together, shouldn’t we?’

‘Maybe, but I—’

‘It’ll make it easier when help comes, won’t it?’

‘I don’t reckon there’s much help coming. Christ, people used to avoid coming to this estate at the best of times, and this definitely ain’t the best of times.’

She started towards the door. Anita blocked her. ‘Don’t go,’ she said, voice low. ‘Don’t leave me on my own with her.’

Lorna looked back at Ellie who was now stroking her dead baby’s cheek with her finger, whispering to her.

‘I don’t want to stay here.’

‘Let us come with you then. Please. I don’t know what you did, but she’s calmed right down. Please… I can’t take it if she starts screaming again.’

Lorna considered her options. Every possibility felt like the wrong choice. Even though she tried to deny it, the thought of going back to her empty home alone now felt less appealing than it had when she’d first set out. Maybe they should stick together? Even if it was just for a day or two… by then they’d have found more survivors, wouldn’t they? Then she could just palm this pair off on someone else and not feel bad about it.

‘Get your stuff together,’ she told them both. ‘You can come with me. Just until we work out what’s going on.’

#

Ellie refused to leave her baby.

‘For fuck’s sake, she’s dead,’ Lorna yelled at her, all tact, decorum and sympathy out the window. ‘We’re not taking a dead baby.’

‘I can’t… leave her…’ she sobbed, struggling to breathe and form sentences.

‘Well stay here then. You can’t bring her.’

Lorna and Anita were standing by the door, ready to go. Ellie hesitated by the crib, loyalties divided. This pointless stand-off was dragging unnecessarily. Lorna glanced outside at the increasing darkness. The street lamps had come on as usual, but every other flat and house remained dark and unlit. Fuck me, she thought, is this really all that’s left?

Anita returned to her friend’s side and tried to drag her away, but all that did was make matters worse. Ellie began to scream again, louder than before. The hideous sound cut right through Lorna, piercing her skull. Then Anita started shouting, more through frustration than fear.

‘Wait here,’ Lorna said. She didn’t know if either of them heard her, but she was past caring. She slipped out of the front door and ran downstairs.

#

Lorna returned to the convenience store she’d visited earlier. She stepped over the body of an old guy she thought she vaguely recognised, and crossed to a narrow display unit next to the magazines and greetings cards. She found what she was looking for, grabbed it, and ran back to the flat.

‘Right, we’re going,’ she announced when she arrived back at the flat. Ellie was still wailing, but she quietened slightly when she saw what Lorna was carrying. Lorna bit into the polythene packaging of a cheap plastic, shrink-wrapped doll and tore it open. The doll was light and hollow – a rudimentary, cut-price toy – and she passed it over to Ellie who immediately shut up. ‘Get her ready, get her in her pushchair, and let’s get the fuck out of here.’

‘I don’t fucking believe it,’ Anita said. The sudden silence was beautiful.

#

On the way back to Lorna’s place they stopped and looked out over a large swathe of countryside, buried in darkness save for lines of streetlights. ‘See that?’ Anita asked.

‘See what?’

‘Right over there… there’s a house with lights on.’

#

Lorna’s gut reaction had been to wait until morning, but she knew it would be almost impossible to find the house in daylight. The steadily increasing gloom tonight was actually helping. Though she knew roughly where they were heading, the dark was also disorientating. Distances were impossible to gauge. A walk they thought wouldn’t take long actually took more than an hour. Cold, tired and scared, they eventually reached the road with the single illuminated house halfway along. Feeling increasingly unsure, and wishing she’d stuck to her original plan and stayed home alone, Lorna rang the bell. The noise cut through the unnatural silence of everything else, sounding over-amplified and out of place. The curtains twitched. She could see movement through the frosted glass and her pulse began to quicken at the thought of what might be about to greet her. As it was, it was the normality of the person who answered the door that she found most surprising: an apron-wearing, middle-aged woman. A brief and unsurprisingly awkward doorstep conversation followed. The woman introduced herself as Caron and ushered them inside, appearing genuinely relieved to see other people. The house was reassuringly ordinary, an unexpected oasis. Full of unnecessary ornaments and hideously over-decorated. Unmistakeably middle-class.

‘Are you hungry?’ Caron asked. ‘We were just about to eat.’

‘We?’ Lorna said. ‘There are more of you?’

Caron led them into the dining room. ‘This is Mr Webb,’ she said, introducing the scrawny-looking youth sitting at the head of the table, shovelling food into his mouth. Webb just grunted.


DAY THREE



 



 

AMY STEADMAN

Part ii

 



Almost fifty hours have passed since infection. Amy Steadman has been dead for just over two days.

Minutes after death, Amy’s body began to decompose. A process known as autolysis has begun. This is self-digestion. Starved of oxygen, complex chemical reactions have started to occur throughout the corpse. Amy’s cells have become poisoned by increased levels of carbon dioxide, changes in acidity levels and the accumulation of waste. Her body has begun the slow process of dissolving from the inside out.

There has already been a marked change in Amy’s external appearance. Her skin is now discoloured; her once healthy pink hue has darkened to a dull, dirty grey. Her veins are considerably more prominent and, in places, her skin now has a greasy translucency. Amy died lying on her back, with her body arched across the feet of a metal display unit. The parts of her which are lowest to the ground – her feet, legs and backside, and her left arm – now appear swollen and bruised. Blood, no longer pumping, has pooled in these areas and coagulated.

The outward signs of the chemical reactions occurring throughout the corpse are becoming increasingly apparent. Fluid-filled blisters have begun to form on Amy’s skin and, around some areas of her body, skin slippage has also occurred. Her face now appears drawn and hollowed.

To all intents and purposes, Amy Steadman is dead. As a unique and identifiable human being, she has all but ceased to exist. All that remains of her now is a decaying carcase and all traces of the personality and character she once had have disappeared. Her heart no longer beats, she no longer breathes, blood no longer circulates. The infection, however, has not completely destroyed her. Part of Amy’s brain and nervous system has continued to function, albeit at a virtually undetectable level. There are several other corpses nearby in a similar condition. Until now, their function has been slight and unnoticeable. Amy has, however, finally reached the stage where her brain has become able to again exert a degree of basic control. She is only capable of rudimentary yes/no decisions. She no longer feels emotion, nor is she aware of who – what – she now is. She has no desires or needs: she is driven purely by instinct. The brain’s control over the rest of her body is improving, but at a phenomenally slow speed.

Amy’s body is beginning to move. The first outwardly visible sign of change is in her right foot which begins to twitch at the ankle. Over the next few hours this movement gradually spreads to all four limbs and across the torso until, finally, the body is able to lift itself up and stand. Amy’s movements are clumsy and uncoordinated. Coagulated blood and the gelling of the cytoplasm within individual cells (because of the increased acidity inside the body) is preventing free movement. Her eyes are open but she cannot see. She cannot hear. She cannot feel anything or react to any external stimulation. The combined effects of gravity, physical deterioration and the uneven distribution of weight across her corpse after two days of inactivity causes Amy to move. Initially she trips and falls on unsteady legs, like a new-born animal. Soon, however, her level of control is such that she is able to distribute her weight enough to manage a rudimentary walk. Devoid of all senses, Amy’s corpse simply keeps moving forward until it reaches an obstruction and can go no further. She then shuffles around until she is able to move freely again.

Amy’s body remains in this state for a further two days.


PHILIP EVANS

Part ii

 



This is the best day! I can’t believe it – it looks like Mom’s going to be all right!

She woke me up this morning. I opened my eyes and she was standing at the end of the bed. Scared the life out of me, she did. I couldn’t believe it. I mean, I was sure she was dead, but she must have been in a coma or something like that. I saw a programme about that once on telly. Anyway, she wasn’t talking and she wasn’t very steady on her feet but at least she was up and about. I knew Mom wouldn’t leave me. She’s still very ill, mind. She doesn’t look well and she smells really bad, but that’s nothing a good soak in the bath won’t cure.

She’s been really shaken up by all of this, has Mom. She’s not herself at all. I’ve had to shut her in her room to stop her wandering off. She just keeps walking around, banging into things, and she won’t sit still. I keep telling her she’ll do herself an injury if she’s not careful, but she won’t listen. She won’t sit in her chair or lie on the bed or anything. I expect she just needs to keep moving for a while after being still for so long.

I’ve felt so scared for the last couple of days, trying to imagine life without Mom, but now I feel much better. Everything is okay. I knew she wouldn’t leave me.

#

I had to tie her to the bed. She just won’t stay still and I’m scared she’ll do herself even more harm if she keeps on like this. I know it’s not right, but what else can I do? There’s no one around to ask for help and I still can’t get anyone on the phone. I keep telling myself that it’s in Mom’s best interests if I’m firm with her. If she keeps wandering off then who knows what might happen? I could find her halfway down the road or worse. What would they say in the village?

I didn’t need to tie her down tight or anything like that. She’s still hardly got any strength. I used the washing line from the back yard. I got Mom back into bed (I had to hold her down while I did it) then wrapped the line right the way around the bed and the bedclothes. Since Dad died she’s only ever had a single bed. That meant I could wrap the line right around a few times. I left it quite loose because I didn’t want to hurt her or upset her. She can still move but not enough to get up.

I keep telling her I’m doing it for her own good but I don’t know if she can hear me. She might be getting that Alzheimer’s disease. She was always scared of getting that.

#

I went into the village again this afternoon. I didn’t like it. Some of the people who got ill around the same time as Mom are getting better because they were walking around too. There were some still lying where they’d fallen, though. Poor old Bill Linturn was still in his car, dead to the world.

The people who were walking about were just like Mom. They didn’t answer when I spoke to them. They scared me with their empty eyes and grey skin. I got out of the village fast and ran home and locked the door. My place was back with Mom.

#

More good news! I still can’t get Mom to eat or drink anything, but when I went into see her just now, she turned her head and looked at me. I think she recognised my voice. She tried to get up but I told her not to. She’s still trying to do more than she should. She’s her own worst enemy, that one. She’s wriggling and twisting on the bed all the time.

She’s getting stronger by the hour. I’ve just had to tighten the ropes. I think she’s going to be all right!


JACOB FLYNN

Part ii

 



‘Bewsey?’

Flynn stared in disbelief at the figure standing swaying in front of him. It was Bewsey all right, but how the hell could it be? Two days ago he’d watched the man die. It was impossible. I’m going fucking crazy, he thought to himself, that didn’t take long. Over the last forty-eight hours Flynn had been forced to consider so many horrific prospects that one more didn’t make any difference. He decided he was most probably hallucinating and buried his face in his grey, prison-issue pillow. He hadn’t had anything to eat for more than two days, the rest of the world had dropped dead, and he’d been trapped in a ten by seven foot cell with only the corpses of his cell-mates for company. A hallucination seemed likely. What was left of his mind was playing tricks on him again.

Bewsey’s clumsy corpse staggered across the tiny room, tripping over Salman’s dead body and crashing into the small bookcase next to the sink, sending its contents crashing to the floor. Flynn sat up fast: this was no hallucination, much as he wished it was. He backed into the shadows and watched from the relative safety of the furthest corner of his dark bottom bunk as Bewsey’s body continued to awkwardly drag itself around.

For a while Flynn remained completely still, paralysed with fear and not daring take his eyes off the dead man. Bewsey’s face was terrifyingly expressionless, his eyes unfocused, and he appeared to have little control over his movements. He shuffled lethargically across the floor until something stopped him moving any further forward and then, more through luck than anything else, he turned and shuffled back again. Why couldn’t he be like Salman, Flynn thought? His other dead cell mate was still lying facedown in a pool of dark brown, congealed blood.

‘Bewsey?’ Flynn said, not sure whether or not he actually wanted to attract his attention. He was relieved when Bewsey didn’t react. Still shell-shocked, he shuffled off his bunk and stood up. The corpse continued moving, completely oblivious, colliding with walls, furniture and then, eventually, with Flynn himself. Flynn grabbed hold of the dead man. ‘Bewsey?’ he said again. ‘Can you hear me, mate? What’s going on? I thought you were dead…?’

Flynn stared deep into the corpse’s dull, clouded eyes. They were covered with a milky-white film, obviously unseeing. He let Bewsey go again then crawled back onto his bunk and pulled the covers tight around him.

#

He couldn’t stand it any longer. Bewsey just never stopped, not even for a second, constantly moving around the cell, banging into things, crashing into walls. It was the noise that Flynn found hardest to handle. He couldn’t take much more of it. He had to do something.

There were other bodies moving in other cells now, he could see them occasionally through the bars. He wished he was out there too, but getting out seemed an impossibility. Feeling on edge, ready to snap at any moment, he decided his only option was to try and stop Bewsey’s corpse moving, to make what was left of his interminable incarceration slightly less unbearable. He didn’t care why the dead man was moving anymore, he just wanted him to stop.

Unsurprisingly, there was barely anything in the cell he could use as a weapon. In fact, all he could find was the plastic water jug. If he hit him hard enough, he thought it might just be strong enough to batter Bewsey into submission. Taking a deep breath, he grabbed the dead man by the throat with one hand, raised the jug above his head with the other, and then smashed it into Bewsey’s face with savage force. Although his skin was a little more bruised and bloodied than it had been, Bewsey’s expression remained impassive, unemotional. Not a flicker of response. Flynn lifted the jug and brought it crashing down again and again and again…

It wasn’t working. It didn’t matter what he did, the dead man didn’t react. Increasingly desperate, Flynn dragged his bunk bed into the middle of the cell, swinging it around so that it formed a barrier across the corner of the small room. He shoved Bewsey onto the other side, successfully confining the cadaver. Keen to separate himself from both his dead cell-mates, he did the same with Salman’s lifeless bulk.

Flynn leant against the door and peered through the bars, preferring to look out than look in any longer. He could see men moving in the cells on the other side of the landing, but when he called out to them they didn’t respond. He assumed they were all like Bewsey.

He heard a corpse fall down the stairs, just out of his line of vision. Then he heard slow, dragging footsteps approaching. A figure emerged from the shadows at the far end of the corridor, walking with an awkward limp as if one of its legs was inches shorter than the other. He couldn’t tell who it was at first but, as it came into view, he saw that it was one of the prison officers. The dead guard lumbered towards him, his head hanging listlessly to one side.

It took Flynn several minutes to realise the importance of seeing this body: the officers had keys and, if he could reach the corpse and pull it closer, there was a slight chance he might be able to get out of this bloody cell.

Suddenly feeling more alive and alert than he had in days, Flynn watched the dead officer like a hawk. When the corpse was almost level with the cell door, he stretched out his arm between the bars as far as he could, straining every muscle to reach. The tips of his outstretched fingers brushed the corpse’s sleeve, but not enough for him to get a grip. His heart sank as the body stumbled past and out of reach again.

#

The prison landing was largely without obstruction, and the dead guard continually staggered from one end to the other. Flynn reached out for the body whenever it came anywhere near, like he was playing some damn perverse fairground game.

Eventually, more than four and a half hours after he’d first noticed the corpse, he finally caught hold of it. He managed to grab the dead man’s shirt collar and pull him back. He then grabbed the cadaver in a neck lock and, with his other hand, tied him to the bars using the belt from his trousers. Flynn tugged and yanked and pulled at the body until he’d got the keys.

Minutes later he was free.


KIERAN COPE



 



A few weeks back, Kieran, Drew, Marc and Duncan had spent a long evening together talking about the end of the world. They sat in a dark, dank corner of the Oceana club, as far from everyone else as they could get. How they’d ended up in such a shit-hole, none of them were sure. It was Duncan’s leaving do, but no one could remember whose idea it had been to come here. They all denied it. It probably had something to do with the price of booze there, or it might just have been because it was one of the only places left open at that time of night. Whatever the reason, they were determined to see Duncan off in style with the longest session any of them could remember. The chaotic noise inside the club, the bright lights and the mass of writhing, sweat-soaked, predominantly underage bodies had added to the evening’s bizarrely apocalyptic vibe. It felt claustrophobic, like being locked-down in a nuclear bunker with the cast of a bad teen-soap while the bombs exploded overhead.

Drew had been watching some film or other – so good he couldn’t even remember the name of it – and that had set his mind racing. Talking about Armageddon and remembering all the films they’d seen and the books they’d read over the years proved to be a welcome distraction from their usual work, sport and sex-orientated conversations. In some ways it made them feel like they were kids again, escaping in their imaginations into desolate, empty worlds where they could do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted to. No rules or restrictions. No work. No responsibilities. No deadlines. No managers constantly barking at them to get stuff done by yesterday… Unbridled freedom in a brave new world.

‘Seriously?’ Kieran said. ‘You’d seriously do that? You’d stop at the office?’

‘Why not?’ Marc replied. ‘It’s as good a place as any. Or I’d start at work anyway, then maybe move out once things had calmed down. Think about it… you’d have everything you need there. There’s the hotel, the supermarket… there’s the frigging Jaguar dealership over the road for crying out loud. I tell you, mate, you’d barely need to go anywhere else.’

‘What about you?’ Duncan asked Kieran. ‘What would you do?’

‘Dunno. Depends what happened, I suppose.’

‘Why?’

‘If it’s a war or something that’s wiped everyone out, it won’t matter where you go, will it? Everywhere’s going to be poisoned, isn’t it? There’ll be radiation or germs or whatever all over the place.’

‘Okay, so what if it’s nothing like that. What if it’s some kind of flu?’

‘And I’m immune?’

‘Yep. You’ve dosed up on Calpol like your mom told you and you’re immune. You’ve got the whole world at your feet. No one there to tell you what to do anymore.’

Kieran thought for a moment. ‘Dunno.’

‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’ Drew protested. ‘Christ, Kieran, you’re the one who’s always on about living for the moment. Work hard, play harder you always said.’

‘What’s that got to do with the end of the world?’

‘You need to be ready, mate. You need to be prepared. You have to grab every opportunity with both hands.’

‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t…’

‘I know exactly what I’d do,’ Drew continued, more animated than he had been all night. ‘I’d find myself somewhere strong to hole-up, somewhere off the beaten track.’

‘Like I said, work’s as good a place as any,’ Marc said.

‘Hardly off the beaten track though, is it? Anyway, I’ll get sorted then load up with supplies and weapons—’

‘Weapons?’ Kieran laughed. ‘Where you going to find weapons round here? This is Cardiff, man, not the Bronx.’

Drew’s enthusiasm was unabated. ‘Farmers, man. There’s loads of the buggers round here, and they’ve all got shotguns under their beds. I’d start there. Then there’s the police, maybe the army even.’

‘You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you, mate?’ Kieran said, swilling the dregs of his pint around the bottom of his glass, hoping someone would get up and buy another round.

‘Course I have,’ Drew said, sounding surprised that Kieran hadn’t. ‘You’ve got to be prepared.’

‘Don’t know if I’d want to survive if everyone else was gone.’

Drew looked at him in disbelief. ‘You’re joking, right?’

‘No.’

‘Bloody hell. Anyway,’ he continued, ‘I’ll get myself tooled-up and—’

‘But why do you need a gun if everyone else is dead?’

Drew sighed. ‘Kieran, man, have you not seen enough films? There’s always something needs shooting at. Jeez.’

‘Well if that’s the case I definitely don’t want to be the only one left alive.’

‘So what happens next?’ Marc asked, ignoring him. ‘You’ve got your safe place and your weapons – whether or not there’s anyone else left to shoot – now what?’

‘Supplies. I’d get myself a truck or a van, and I’d load it up with food and water. Biggest one I could find. Maybe even a delivery truck from Waitrose, ready stocked, something like that. I’d get as much as I could together, then stash the lot of it away.’

‘You wouldn’t need that much if you were on your own,’ Kieran suggested.

‘Have you seen how much this fat bastard eats?’ Duncan laughed.

‘Probably wouldn’t be on my own for long,’ Drew continued. ‘You’ve really not been paying attention, have you Kieran? I might start out on my own, but there’s probably going to be a busload of fucking gorgeous female survivors coming over the hill at any moment.’

‘And you reckon they’re going to look at you sitting there in your underpants with a farmer’s rifle in your lap, shoving a bloody Waitrose pork pie down your throat, and think staying with you’ll be a good move? Think again, mate, think again!’

‘Power!’ Drew shouted when the laughter had died down. ‘Forgot about that. I’d need to get some kind of generator hooked up. Wouldn’t have to be anything fancy – just a small petrol-fired generator to start with, enough to power the lights, keep me warm, and let me play Xbox.’

‘Wouldn’t need Xbox, mate,’ Duncan said. ‘You might be playing live action Left 4 Dead if things really get that bad.’

‘That’d be cool.’

‘You think? Be fucking terrifying, I reckon.’

‘So what then?’ Kieran asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘What happens next? You’re all set up, probably on your own. So what happens after that?’

‘Nothing. It’d be paradise, mate. No distractions or complications. No one telling me what to do or where to be all the time. Bliss.’

‘Wouldn’t you get bored?’

‘I’d have plenty to do.’

‘You’ll run out of games and films eventually.’

‘Maybe after a few years.’

‘But you would run out eventually.’

‘And there’s the loneliness,’ Marc added, picking up on Kieran’s point.

‘I can handle it.’

‘I think it’ll be harder than you’re making out.’

‘I’ll tell you what then,’ Drew said, grinning, ‘I’ll come back here and drag in a few shop window dummies to keep me company while I drink myself stupid. I’ll call them Kieran, Dunc and Marc. I’ll write their names on their foreheads in black pen so I remember which one’s which.’

‘So then, Kieran,’ Duncan said, ‘I’ll ask you again. What would you do?’

Kieran thought for a moment. ‘What Drew said, I guess,’ he answered, laughing as he got to his feet. ‘Now, as none of you tight buggers are going to put your hands in your pockets, does anyone fancy another drink before the world ends?’

#

The conversation in the pub had continued for a while longer, drifting back into surreal territories on more than one occasion. The four work colleagues had talked about the various ways they thought the world might end, with conversation then turning to all the ways they’d seen it happen on film.

It was just over two weeks later when it happened for real. All the noise and bluster they’d imagined never came to pass. Only a fraction of the immediate chaos and devastation they’d envisaged actually happened. Most people simply dropped dead as if they’d just been switched off. A little noise, panic and blood first, of course, then nothing but silence. Survivors of the infection which swept around the world were few and far between. If people were looking in the wrong direction – or not looking at all – they might even have missed it. Bizarrely, that was exactly what happened to Kieran. The end of the world crept up on him and tapped him on the shoulder, and he didn’t even notice.

The working day had begun like any other Tuesday. Kieran was first at the office, as usual. He’d driven in along the Pentwyn Road, enjoying the early morning sun, hoping it would last until home-time. Autumn was coming, and winter would be here soon after that. Too soon. Short days and long nights. Winter could be a bind in this job. The research and development workspaces were, by necessity, large, windowless, soulless places. Kieran hated how he’d often arrive at work in the dark on a winter morning, then not leave again until gone five when it would be pitch-black outside. Some days he didn’t get to see any daylight at all. It made him feel like a bloody vampire.

But it wasn’t the lack of light which was bothering him this morning, it was the heat. He couldn’t understand why people did it: one cool day – not even a cold day, mind – and they’d crank up the heating to furnace-like levels, then go home without bothering to turn it back down. They’d all deny doing it if he asked them, of course. They weren’t bothered because by the time they’d all dragged themselves into work, he’d have sorted the temperature again. Grumbling to himself, he adjusted the thermostat then sat down to check his emails.

It never ceased to amaze Kieran just how much crap ended up in his inbox overnight. The system filtered out and deleted the obvious rubbish, so there was a fair chance that every message which got through to his account might be important and had to be checked. He wanted to develop his own kind of spam filter: one which would detect and remove the things which really wasted his time… multiple invites to the same meetings from different people, countless requests for information he’d already provided, reports linked to projects he’d long since ceased to have any involvement with, inane conversations between people who didn’t understand the difference between ‘reply’ and ‘reply to all’… At this time of the morning everything annoyed him. He fired off an abrupt reply to an infuriating colleague from another department, suggesting that if he’d read his previous reply, he’d have found all the information he was asking for now. He paused just before he clicked ‘send’. Too hasty. Too risky. He deleted his reply and rewrote it using far less confrontational language. A slanging match in front of the rest of the team was definitely not what he wanted this morning.

An error in a formula in an Excel spreadsheet kept Kieran occupied for far longer than it should have. He’d wasted the best part of half an hour before spotting a rogue comma in place of a period. He thought it frustrating that it had taken him so long to find, and also that such an inordinate delay could be caused by a single tiny mistake. Just one character out of place had prevented a whole stream of calculations from being completed. It was the same with everything he did, really. Attention to detail was of paramount importance, and there was no margin for error. That was one of the reasons he liked to get in before everyone else. The quiet gave him chance to get a head start before the room filled with other people and their constant chatter and noise. Well, usually it did, when he wasn’t being distracted by stupid bloody schoolboy errors in simple spreadsheets.

The others were really late.

He couldn’t remember anyone saying they were going to be in late today. They’d all left as normal last night, and no one had said anything about doing anything different this morning. Drew and Marc should definitely have been here by now. Maybe they’d got stuck in traffic? He’d have got up and looked out of one of the windows, had there been any. Leaving the office would have taken too much effort, so he returned his attention to his emails, chuntering angrily because although he’d replied to all the messages he’d received this morning, as yet no one had got back to him with responses to any of the questions he’d asked. If I took as long as the rest of them, he thought, there’d be hell to pay. He remembered back to his most recent trip to Japan, to the firm’s head office. This simply wouldn’t have been allowed to happen there. Everything felt like it was calculated down to the second in Japan. He’d hoped to bring back some of the Japanese work ethos with him, but his efforts hadn’t gone down well. ‘Look outside, lad,’ one of the old hands on the production line had said to him. ‘What do you see? This is Welsh Wales, man, not Toyko!’

Another fifteen minutes passed. Kieran was starting to get genuinely concerned now. His colleagues were no longer just slightly delayed, they were seriously late. And the fact it was all of them turned his concern into something resembling mild panic. Am I the one who’s in the wrong place? Am I supposed to be somewhere else? Was today the day of the offsite meeting? He frantically checked and double-checked his diary. It wasn’t like him to be this disorganised…

Nothing. A blank screen. No scheduled meetings.

He started to feel a little better when he remembered Drew having said something about running diagnostics first thing before the production line reached full capacity, but the temporary relief disappeared again quickly because the fact remained, everyone else had failed to show for work.

He fished his mobile from his pocket, checked for messages, then dialled Marc’s number. It rang and rang, eventually switching to voicemail. Kieran cancelled before leaving a message, worried he’d sound like a nagging old woman. He tried Drew’s number next. Same. No reply. He didn’t like it when his routine was messed-up like this. He wasn’t obsessive-compulsive or anything like that, but he did like logic and order to be maintained. As a software engineer, he’d learnt to think methodically and predict logical outcomes, and what was happening this morning just wasn’t making sense. There was probably a simple, straightforward explanation for all of this, but he couldn’t find it. Maybe there’d been an accident since he’d arrived? Any snarl up on the A48 would inevitably impact the traffic trying to get onto the business estate.

Kieran angrily shoved his chair under his desk. He headed for the door, phone still in hand. The signal strength was poor this morning. Maybe that was it? Maybe they’d been trying to call him but hadn’t been able to get through? Bloody Vodafone. Sometimes he thought it would be easier to go up to the roof and shout rather than try to get through to anyone on this network. He tried a few more numbers as he walked. Mom and Dad, a couple of friends, his sister, his other half… still nothing.

Christ, it was quiet on the landing outside his office.

All the noise he’d expected to hear – the chatter from the canteen, the rumble of machinery from the production line downstairs, the hustle of people scrambling to get to their desks on time – was absent. Just the background hum of the building in its place: the low groan of the air conditioning.

Kieran soon found other people.

He walked into the canteen, then stopped in utter disbelief. Bodies. There were bodies everywhere. One of the canteen staff was slumped against the wall behind her till, face pressed against the plaster, blood dribbling down her chin and onto her white apron, dripping on her name badge. A little further ahead was one of the guys from the production line. It took Kieran a few seconds to recognise him, so agonised was the expression on his lifeless face. Blood pooled around his mouth which hung open in a never-ending scream. At a table nearby sat one of the HR managers, slumped forward in a chair surrounded by the corpses of several visitors. They were young and smartly dressed, probably here for interviews, he thought. The last wisps of steam still snaked up from their unfinished drinks.

And there, right on the other side of the room by the window, facedown on the carpet, was Andrew.

‘Drew?’ Kieran said as he stood over him. He cringed, his voice seeming to echo endlessly off the walls. He said his friend’s name again… still no response. Kieran knelt down and looked around, hoping someone else would come along who could explain what the hell was going on. He reached out and rested a hand on Drew’s shoulder, then shook it lightly. When he didn’t move, Kieran shook him again, harder this time. Then again and again before rolling his dead friend over onto his back. He could only stand to look into Drew’s pallid, blood-splattered face for the briefest of moments before staggering away, reeling with shock.

What the hell happened here? What do I do?

He looked out of the window, head spinning, barely able to focus on what was going on inside the building, never mind out there. But once he looked past the factory grounds he saw that, for as far as he could see in every direction, the rest of the world appeared to have suffered the same inexplicable fate as the people here. From the streets directly below, all the way to the centre of Cardiff in the near distance, nothing moved. Dead builders littered the housing development, construction abruptly halted. The Waitrose car park was an unruly mass of crashed cars, abandoned trolleys and dead shoppers. One of the slick sales guys from the Jaguar dealership lay sprawled in a puddle, the water ruining his expensive designer suit. Birds occasionally darted across the grey sky, and the tops of the trees shook in the wind, but other than that, nothing and no one moved.

Everyone was dead. Everyone but him.

#

A return to the familiar gave Kieran a meagre crumb of comfort to hold onto. He cursed himself, but he didn’t know what else to do. Everyone else was dead and yet there he was, sitting in front of his computer ploughing through his work as if nothing had happened. He clung desperately to distractions, working through his daily to-do list, using the banality of the most menial tasks he could find to block out the fear. He was terrified when he thought about what was waiting for him on the other side of the office door: What if I’m next? When am I going to die?

It felt like hours, but only a few minutes had passed before he got up from his seat again. He’d been trying to type, but his hands were shaking. His throat was dry. He picked up a water bottle he’d brought with him from home, but he could barely hold it steady enough to drink.

I can’t just sit here like this.

He had to do something. He left the office and returned to the canteen where he helped himself to a coffee from one of the vending machines. He stood on the far side of the room and stared at Drew from a distance, forcing down the hot drink so fast he scalded himself. The pain and bitter taste was welcome. It made him feel alive and helped counteract the bizarre thoughts now filling his mind: What if it’s me? What if I’m the one who’s dead? It was marginally easier to believe he’d passed away and found himself stuck in a real life Twilight Zone episode, than to have to accept that everyone else had died just like that, without any immediately obvious reason. How could he have not noticed the world ending?

The light, open space of the canteen was reassuring. He sat at an empty table a few seats down from the dead manager and his equally lifeless guests. He tried constantly to contact the people who mattered with his mobile. When they didn’t answer, he tried anyone else he could think of. He worked his way through his entire address book, then picked up Drew’s phone from where it had fallen near to his corpse, and tried all his contacts too. Nothing. No one.

It was then that he remembered the drunken conversation from the club the other week. It felt perverse to now be trying to remember what was said to help him stay alive. Kieran had been trying to pluck up courage to go home, but hadn’t Marc said something about the office being an ideal place to hide? He’d talked about getting food from the supermarket and maybe taking a car. All those things could wait, Kieran decided. He had enough food here in the canteen to last a while, and his own car was in the car park, visible from the canteen window. He still had a gnawing feeling in the pit of his stomach that he should try and get back, but he placated himself by constantly repeating Marc’s drunken assurances that this was a good place to hide.

On autopilot, Kieran finished his drink then walked across the canteen and switched on the TV mounted on the wall. The BBC news channel was silent. He felt around the outside of the TV’s housing for control buttons and changed channel. He clicked up again and again until he’d worked his way back around to the start. No one was broadcasting. Some stations showed nothing at all, others a mix of motionless studios, dead presenters and slumped audiences; real-time freeze-frames.

Face it, he told himself, it’s actually happened. You’re the only one left.

#

The day felt never-ending, the night even more so. All the comfort and familiarity of the office disappeared along with the light. The electricity had failed in this part of town late into the evening, but he’d remained where he was, sitting under his desk like a kid hiding under his bed, occasionally drifting off to sleep for a few seconds at a time, only to jolt back into reality and scare himself stupid over nothing. No matter how dark and unsettling it was, at least here in the office he was alone. The thought of being outside this room with them – his dead colleagues and friends, the unknown thousands beyond – was unbearable.

He checked his phone regularly. The signal was no better, and still no one called or sent messages. As the hours crawled by he felt increasing guilt, sitting here like a coward while his parents and his partner and everyone else he cared about was out there. But what else was he supposed to do? The probability (increasingly the certainty) was that they were all dead. He couldn’t do anything for them. Dad would most probably be on the golf course somewhere. Mom… well she could be anywhere. Kieran pulled his knees up to his chest and sobbed himself to sleep.

#

It was morning but still dark when he finally left the office. He could stand being there no more. He put on his coat and filled his pockets with food from the canteen, then went outside—

—and almost immediately turned back again. Despite being surrounded by corpses inside, he’d been sheltered from the reality of the illogical nightmare. He could feel the wind and rain on his face, a constant reminder that he was no longer hiding behind walls, windows and doors. Now he felt vulnerable; naked and exposed. It was what he couldn’t see or hear which unnerved him most of all. There was no traffic noise; no engines, horns or brakes. No people moving or talking. Everything was in the exact same place it had been yesterday. He looked back up at the canteen window, wondering whether Marc had been right and if he’d made a mistake coming out. Too late now. He couldn’t go back inside… From the outside looking in, his work building now looked like a tomb.

The silence was deafening. It felt like a deadweight, pressing down on him, getting heavier by the minute. He made straight for his car: a silver Ford Fiesta Zetec. It was nothing special, but right now it felt priceless. The smell of its upholstery, the feel of the steering wheel in his hands, the noise the door made when he shut it… all reassuringly familiar. He started the engine and turned up the stereo to cancel out the quiet of the last twenty-four hours.

He pulled out of the car park and onto the road, the familiar journey home already anything but. Progress was slow. It had been the height of rush hour yesterday when it – whatever it had been – happened, and every stretch of road now was clogged with mile after mile of stationary traffic. From time to time he was able to use hard shoulders, bus lanes and pavements to build up a head of speed, only to suddenly have to brake again to avoid crashed cars and other obstructions. He drove around bodies with care and concentration. Even after all that had happened, the thought of wilfully causing any further damage to these poor people was abhorrent.

Home.

He finally reached the front door of his house, but paused before going in. A deep breath, one last look over his shoulder at the devastated world, then he went inside. There was no one else there: he could tell from the way the alarm had been set and from the gaps on the pegs where Mom and Dad’s coats would have been hanging. The silence inside his home was as ominous as the lack of noise outside, but fractionally less intimidating. At least for now, this place still felt like it used to.

#

Another endless night followed; hours spent staring into space, looking for answers he was beginning to think he’d never find, imagining the fates of the people he loved and trying to block out the pain they must have felt when they’d died, trying to suppress his guilt at not going out and looking for them. The conversation from the nightclub still rattled around and around in his head. All that talk of trying to survive, of finding weapons and hoarding supplies. Fucking idiots, he cursed. They’d talked about the end of the world like it would be an adventure. Well, he was here to tell them it wasn’t. It most definitely wasn’t. It was a living hell. He was almost beginning to envy the dead. At least for them the torment was over.

But as the hours progressed, he forced himself to get a grip. The initial shock was beginning to fade – whether or not it would ever completely disappear, he wasn’t sure – but he was, gradually, starting to think more clearly again. He was going to need food and, whether he liked it or not, he was going to have to think about his long-term survival. Either that, or maybe he should just end it all now. Fuck no, he thought. That idea didn’t bear thinking about, not even for a second.

When daylight came, he got up (he’d fallen asleep fully clothed, lying on his bed), then made himself eat and drink something. His plan this morning was simple: get out, find enough food to fill the car, then get back. If it went well, he thought he’d maybe try something else tomorrow. Perhaps he’d drive a little further and start looking for other survivors, because he couldn’t be the only one left alive, could he?

He drove along the roads he’d followed yesterday, knowing they were passable. His route was harder to stick to than he’d expected, because everything looked different driving in the opposite direction. A bike which had skidded out from under its dying driver had been easy to spot yesterday. Travelling the other way, however, Kieran almost didn’t see it until it was too late. He slammed on his brakes and stopped just short of driving over the driver’s outstretched arm.

Where to go? The Waitrose near to work was an option, but there were nearer stores. He aimed for the Sainsburys near Thornhill, thinking that if things got difficult he could always disappear into the Pendragon pub next door and drink away his fear. He took a wrong turn in the chaos, the abhorrent sights all around distracting him. There was a car flipped over onto its roof, the bodies of its dead passengers trapped inside in full view, their faces smashed up against the broken glass. Every new face he saw made him think about the people he’d loved and lost; the people who mattered who’d be out here somewhere like this. Helpless. Dead. The thought of Dad out on the golf course really hit him hard and he began to sob. Was he as useless and selfish as he now felt for having abandoned them all? But he kept asking himself, what could he have done…?

With his mind unfocused and tears in his eyes, he clipped the wing of another wreck then reacted too slowly and hit the kerb. He then overcompensated and lost his grip on the steering wheel. His beloved Fiesta ploughed into a low brick wall outside a house, the force of the unexpected impact throwing him forward. His face thumped against the steering wheel, and he felt his left eye immediately beginning to swell.

He tried to reverse out of the rubble, but it was no good. He’d beached the car chassis on what was left of the wall. Dazed, he got out and began to walk back home, his feet leaden, the effort almost too much.

He felt more vulnerable than ever. His head was thumping, and he could taste blood in his mouth from a split lip, and it was beginning to piss down with rain. He needed to get home – the only place left – but he wasn’t even sure where he was anymore. He’d probably driven along this road a hundred times before, but he’d never walked along it and even if he had, the devastation had rendered it unrecognisable today. As he walked, hoping he was moving in the right direction, but not completely sure, he thought back to that night in Oceana with Duncan, Marc and Drew again. He remembered their conversation: so trivial and unimportant at the time but now, in the cold light of this post-Armageddon day, he wished he’d listened closer. He wished he’d paid more attention and taken notes because, although half-drunk, his friends had clearly had enough about them to have been instinctively able to survive. But him… well he was a fucking disappointment to himself. The entire world at his feet, anything he wanted within reach, and yet here he was, soaked through and crying like a baby, limping back to hide away in his empty house. The harder he tried to survive, it seemed, the worse things got.

#

When Kieran got up next morning, there was a woman in the street in front of his house. He’d dragged himself out of bed feeling no better than when he’d crawled under the duvet last night, but now, suddenly and wholly unexpectedly, things had changed. He ran downstairs, pulling on his dirty clothes as he tripped down the steps, checking from every window he passed that she was still there, desperate not to let her out of his sight. He ran outside, ignoring the cold and the gravel digging into the soles of his feet. Without stopping to consider the improbability of it all, or wondering why she hadn’t reacted to his noise and bluster, he grabbed the woman’s arm and turned her around. Her flesh was bare, and he immediately thought she felt unnaturally cold. Her face was vacant and inexpressive, and his legs weakened with nerves. The way she looked through him but not at him, the way she almost tripped over her own feet as she turned, the way she failed to acknowledge him at all… He let go and she began to traipse away, barely lifting her feet off the ground as she shuffled down the street, now moving back in the direction from which she’d originally come. She was dead…

And then Kieran saw more of them. Many, many more of them. The nearest tripped ever-closer, its mouth hanging open as if stuck mid-scream. Temporarily paralyzed with fright, at the last second he stepped out of the way and the creature dragged itself past. Then another, coming from a different direction this time, but again seeming to be moving directly towards him. Kieran ran back to the house, not knowing what else to do. He locked the door, then ran into the front room and peered around the corner, watching that person – that thing – coming towards his home. It crashed into the window then fell back and collapsed in a heap on the drive before picking itself up, agonisingly slowly, and walking away. No matter how impossible it seemed, the things swarming in the street outside his house today were dead.

He sank to the floor and covered his head. He didn’t know how much more of this he could take.

#

Kieran didn’t move for hours. He didn’t dare. Didn’t even get up to look out of the window. He knew what was coming next. He’d seen more than enough horror films over the years. Those damn things would gravitate around his house, eventually flushing him out and ripping him apart. He’d watched countless scenes of desperate survivors fighting with each other in their inadequately fortified shelters, dead arms reaching in through the gaps between the planks they’d hurriedly nailed across windows and doors. Damn. All that talk the other week about surviving and lording it up over the rest of the world, and what had he done? Drew, Duncan and Marc had talked about mankind’s imagined downfall as if it would be some incredible, liberating event, but instead of opening up the rest of the world to him, everything had become infinitely more restricted. He couldn’t get those damn zombie movie survivors out of his mind… something had always bothered him before, and now it positively terrified him. Those people almost never made it to the end of the film alive. When they barricaded themselves in, it was like they were giving up; no longer running, resigning themselves to their inevitable deaths at the vicious hands of the living dead.

But something happened as he lay there, sobbing. In the quiet emptiness, he thought back over the last few days of hell, and realised how pathetic he must have looked. He was cold, scared, hungry and dirty. He’d always taken pride in his appearance, but he’d let himself go since the world had fallen apart, and he couldn’t understand why. Was it shock? Grief? Sheer fucking laziness? He thought about what his friends had said in the club that night, how they’d made excited plans for Armageddon together. And here he was, with all the chances they’d foolishly craved, ready and waiting for him. He thought about his family, and how he’d abandoned them – wherever they were – because he’d been too afraid of finding them.

Fuck it.

It’s not too late.

Was he really going to allow himself to go out like this, with the most miserable of whimpers rather than a bang? He was in an incredible position – incredible yet terrifying – and there had to be more he could do than this.

Kieran cursed himself, stood up and brushed himself down. He checked himself in the mirror, wiped his eyes, sorted out his hair, then stared at his reflection.

Last chance, mate, he said to himself. Make or break.

#

The terrified survivors hiding in the ruins of Cheetham Castle ran to the gate when they heard the engine outside. The smoke from their bonfire must have worked. Shirley was too afraid to go out, but Melanie had had enough of the other woman’s timidity and wittering.

‘Get out of the way, you silly cow.’

‘But you can’t go out there. Please, Mel, please don’t open the gates. They’ll see us. They’ll get in…’

‘That’s what I’m counting on.’

She shook Shirley off and pulled the heavy gate open just enough so she could slip through the gap. She ran down the track, waving her arms and screaming, desperate to be seen before the truck disappeared. Some of the dead which had gathered at the bottom of the rise now began to climb towards her, moving painfully slowly but with inexorable intent. Others moved towards the approaching truck, sniffing the air like animals, oblivious to the danger.

‘Melanie!’ Shirley yelled, before hiding again, terrified the bodies would see her too. Mel ignored her noise and kept running, pushing one corpse out of the way and side-stepping another. It might have been her nerves playing tricks, but they seemed a little quicker than last time she was out here, more determined.

Another burst and she was through the bulk of them. She stopped in the middle of the road and waved down the driver of the vehicle now hurtling her way at a terrifying speed. She could see its headlamps rapidly increasing in size, could hear the roar of its engine getting louder and louder by the second. Christ, what was she doing? She hadn’t intended playing a game of chicken with almost the only other living human being she’d seen since this nightmare had begun.

She could see the driver now, his face screwed up with concentration, eyes flitting from side to side, trying to anticipate the random movements of swarms of impossibly mobile corpses all around him.

‘Stop you fucking idiot!’ she screamed.

At the last moment she dived to one side, a trio of lethargic corpses cushioning her fall. She was faintly aware of the sound of screeching brakes somewhere behind her, but she was so focused on getting back up the hill and escaping the clumsy swipes of countless dead hands that she didn’t see the truck until it thundered past her. She watched as Shirley hauled the gate fully open to let the driver through.

By the time Mel had reached the top of the climb and was safely inside the castle grounds again, the truck had stopped and the driver was out. He was a tall, relatively thin man who looked remarkably well groomed for the end of the world. He’d certainly had more chance to scrub himself up than she had.

‘You could have given me a lift,’ she yelled at him, furious but relieved.

‘You’re lucky I didn’t run you down. Bloody hell, what were you thinking, standing in the middle of the road like that? You got a death wish?’

She didn’t bother answering. Instead she just looked him up and down, then peered into the back of his truck which was piled high with supplies. She noticed he carried a shot gun, though she didn’t like to think where he’d got it.

‘So who are you?’

He put down his weapon and visibly relaxed. For a moment he seemed overcome, so much so that it was impossible for him to speak. He gazed around at his ancient, though still substantial, surroundings, and nodded approvingly. ‘I’m Kieran Cope,’ he said. ‘I’ve had a fucker of a time getting here, wherever here is.’

‘Where’ve you been until now, Kieran?’ Shirley asked.

‘Lost,’ he answered, ‘but I think I know where I’m going now. I’ve got my gun and my supplies, and this place looks as good as any. Don’t know about you two ladies, but I plan on surviving as long as I can.’


INNOCENCE



 



It was fun to begin with; a game, almost an adventure. But now he’s had enough. He doesn’t like being on his own anymore. He’s hungry, he’s lonely and he’s scared. He wants everything back to how it used to be.

Dean McFarlane is seven years old.

The day before yesterday, as they were walking to school, Dean’s mother dropped dead.

#

‘Dean,’ Mom said, sighing, ‘you’ve only been back at school for a couple of days, so how comes you’ve got yourself in trouble with the teacher already?’

‘She don’t like me,’ he said as he followed her at speed, late for school. He’d been dragging his feet all morning. Even though she was heavily pregnant, Dean’s mom marched along at twice his pace. ‘She picks on me,’ he whined. ‘She lets Gary and them lot get away with anything. I never done nothing and she blames me when…’

‘What do you mean, you never done nothing? What kind of a way to talk is that? If you never done nothing, then you must have done something…?’

Dean looked at her and screwed up his face. What was she on about now? She didn’t believe him, did she? Anyway, he decided, he didn’t care what she said because he knew Miss Jinks was picking on him and he knew that he was going to get Gary Saunders back at lunchtime or afternoon break because he’d got him into trouble yesterday afternoon and he’d had to see the headteacher and…

‘When I tell your father what you’ve been up to,’ Mrs McFarlane warned, ‘he’ll kick your backside. You know what he’s like, he just won’t stand for this kind of behaviour. I suggest that you…’

Mrs McFarlane stopped talking suddenly, then stopped walking. She was in the middle of the pavement, pulling that kind of puzzled, almost angry face that she pulled when she was out shopping with him and she couldn’t remember what she needed, or when she didn’t know which way to go, or when Dean’s baby brother growing inside her started to kick. Dean carried on a little further but then stopped and turned back when he realised she still wasn’t moving. She was standing in the same spot, rubbing at the side of her neck. She looked in pain.

‘Mom? What’s the matter?’

Mrs McFarlane looked down at her son but didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. She tried not to let him see, but the sudden pain in her throat was rapidly worsening, taking hold. Her eyes bulged with searing agony and she dropped her shopping bag. Dean immediately began collecting up her spilled belongings, still looking anxiously into her face.

‘Dean, I can’t…’ she said, her voice fading to a whisper. ‘My throat’s…’

She dropped to her knees directly in front of her son and he jumped with surprise. Her eyes now level with his, she began to retch and gag violently. The inside of her throat became swollen, and blood began trickling from lesions at the back of her mouth. She hung her head forward and dribbled a long, sticky string of bloody saliva onto the pavement, spitting up on the corner of one of Dean’s shoes.

‘Mom…’ he whined, jumping back with panic. He looked around for help but he couldn’t see anyone else nearby. If he could just find another grown-up who could help… He looked for Mrs Campbell who lived three doors down at number seventeen – she always seemed to be looking out of her living room window. Maybe she’d come out to help him and—

Clutching her stomach in agony, Mrs McFarlane let out a strangled cry of pain then rolled onto her back, her body convulsing. Now sobbing, Dean crouched down next to her and held her shoulders, trying to hold her steady and stop her throwing herself about. He wished he knew what to do, but he’d never learnt about this kind of thing at school or at cubs. He was scared she was going to hurt herself or the baby. Her eyes were wide open and she stared at him with an expression on her face which frightened him more than anything he’d ever seen before.

And then she stopped.

Dean’s mom lay motionless on the ground, her eyes staring into space and her mouth hanging wide open, a trail of dark blood running down her cheek.

Dean shoved her and shook her and screamed at her but she wouldn’t wake up.

#

I knew straightaway that she’d died because I kept shouting at her to wake up but she wouldn’t move. I tried to clean up some of the blood on her face with tissues out of her handbag but that just made things worse and got her in even more of a mess. She’d got blood in her hair and in one of her ears and I couldn’t get that out either.

Granddad Johnson told me once about the time he saved a man’s life when he’d been an accident. He said you have to make sure the person who’s hurt is breathing before you do anything else, and he showed me how to do it. He said you could feel for a thing like a little heartbeat on their wrist or their neck, or you could just listen to them breathing. I couldn’t remember exactly where to hold Mom’s wrist so I just listened to her instead. I put my ear right next to her mouth and listened and listened and listened but I couldn’t hear anything. Everything else was quiet but I couldn’t hear a sound.

I kept looking for someone to help me but there was no one, and I remembered Granddad saying you had to get the person you’re looking after to a hospital quickly by phoning for an ambulance. We learnt that at school last year as well and I knew what to do. I got Mom’s mobile out of her pocket and dialled 999 like I’d been shown but no one answered. That really scared me because my teacher and Granddad both said someone would always answer 999, no matter what. They’ve got loads of people to answer the phones there so everyone can always get through.

I was scared that Mom was going to get cold. I tried to move her closer to the house but she was too heavy. I dragged her a little way, but not that far because I didn’t want to mess her clothes up or hurt the baby. I got the keys from her coat pocket and ran back to the house. It took me ages to get inside because I couldn’t get the right key at first. When I got in I took one of the blankets from the drawer under Mom and Dad’s bed and one of her pillows. I went back out and covered Mom up and put the pillow under her head. I was scared that something was going to happen to the baby. I put my hands under the blanket and felt Mom’s tummy for ages but I couldn’t feel anything. The baby wasn’t moving but it might just have been asleep.

I thought I’d better stay outside with her.

#

Dean needed the toilet. He held on for as long as he could, but after an hour and a half sitting out in the cold next to his mother, he couldn’t wait any longer. He ran back to the house, unlocked the door, dashed to the toilet and then ran back outside. He’d hoped that when he got back he’d find that she’d opened her eyes or rolled over or at least made some small movement that might indicate that she wasn’t dead and that he wasn’t on his own anymore. Nothing. No change.

Before sitting down next to his mother’s body again, Dean walked the entire length of the street, looking for help. From the end of the road he counted more than twenty other people lying on the ground like his mom. As far as he could see there was no one else moving around like he was. For a while he thought about going a little further, but when he found the body of his friend Shaun Wallis lying face down in the middle of the next road with his dad, he got scared and ran back to Mom again. He tried knocking on a few of his neighbours’ doors but none of them answered, not even Mrs Campbell at number seventeen.

The sun disappeared behind a dark grey cloud and it started to rain. Dean made another quick trip back to the house and fetched an umbrella to keep him and Mom dry. He covered her head but he couldn’t stop her legs from getting soaked. He was soon wet and shivering with cold but he couldn’t leave her, could he? What if something happened to her? It didn’t matter that he hadn’t seen anyone else all morning, he just didn’t want to leave her on her own in case someone came along and took her or did something horrible to her. And anyway, he decided, he wanted to be there when she woke up. She’d be really proud when she found out he’d looked after her like this. She had to wake up, didn’t she? Who would look after him if she didn’t?

A short while later, Mom’s mobile phone began to bleep. He picked it up and looked at the display, hoping Dad was calling. On the screen it showed a picture of a battery that was almost empty. Mom had shown him how to use the phone in case anything happened with the baby and they needed to get in touch with the hospital or Dad in a hurry. He tried the emergency number again but there was still no answer and this time he decided that the police and the ambulance people must have been busy looking after all the other sick people he’d seen lying on the ground beyond the end of the road.

Dean pressed the button which made a list of names come up. Mom had made him remember how to do this. Then he pressed the button with an arrow pointing down, and the list of names began to move. Some of the names he knew, others he didn’t. Some he couldn’t even read. He saw the names of his Aunt Edie and Caroline, Mom’s best friend. Further on down the list he found the one he’d been looking for – Royston McFarlane – his dad. He’d call him and tell him what had happened and get him to come home. What an idiot, he thought, I should have thought of that sooner.

He couldn’t get the phone to work.

He was sure he was doing it right, just how Mom had shown him. He highlighted his dad’s name on the list, then clicked call to make it ring. He kept trying but it wouldn’t work. It looked like it was going to, but then it just bleeped in his ear three times, then disconnected. It kept on happening. After a while the empty battery picture came back on for a second before the phone switched itself off for good.

#

The day dragged on, and Dean became increasingly cold and hungry. He sat on the pavement next to his dead mother and ate the packed lunch from his school bag while he waited for his dad to come home from work.

By half-past six, when it was starting to get dark and still no one had come, Dean started to panic. He didn’t know what to do. He wanted to go back to the house, but he didn’t want to leave Mom outside on her own. He tried to drag her again but only managed to move her a little way. When he touched her skin now she felt even colder than he was. When the light had almost completely disappeared, he reluctantly accepted he had to go in. He tucked Mom under the blanket again, checked the pillow was under her head, then ran back to the house.

Dean struggled with the front door again. Finding the right key had been hard enough in daylight, now it was almost impossible. Nothing much was working when he finally managed to get inside. The lights came on and so did the television but nothing was on any of the channels. The radio in the kitchen was silent too. He tried to dial 999 from the house phone but still no one answered. He locked the door (Dad had his own key and would be able to let himself in when he got back) and went upstairs. He sat on the end of his bed and looked out of the window and waited. From where he was sitting he could just about see the top of Mom’s head on the pavement.

#

It was kind of exciting for a while, being on my own in the house like that. It made me feel grown up. Even though it was dark out and cold I could do whatever I wanted. I read for a bit and did some drawings. I wanted to play games but I couldn’t get the computer to work.

I kept getting upset when I looked out of the window and saw Mom, especially when it got really dark. I didn’t like leaving her out there. I tried not to cry and I kept hoping that I’d see Dad coming home soon. I sometimes used to sit in my room and wait for him to come home from work. I used to know which car was his as soon as it turned into our road from the noise, but the weird thing was I didn’t see any cars at all, not one.

I got myself some crisps and chocolate from the kitchen and ate them in my room. Mom never let me do that normally, but it wasn’t a normal night and I didn’t think she’d mind.

I’m not that good at telling the time yet. I know when it’s something o’clock or half-past something, but I get mixed-up with quarter-past and quarter-to’s. I remember going to the toilet and then looking at the alarm clock in Mom and Dad’s room. I think it said it was almost ten o’clock but I wasn’t sure. Whatever time it was, I knew that it was way past bedtime and then I started to get really scared because Dad should definitely have been home from work. I didn’t know why he hadn’t come back. Maybe he’d been going out somewhere and Mom hadn’t told me? Maybe there was a problem he needed to sort out. That happened quite a lot.

Some nights in the school holidays I used to try and stay up as long as I could but I always seemed to fall asleep. Now I wanted to get to sleep but I couldn’t. I wanted it to be morning. I didn’t like being on my own in the dark. I thought about going back out and sitting with Mom for a bit but I was too scared. I didn’t want to go downstairs on my own. The moon came out a few times and when it did I could see her. She was still lying on the pavement where I’d left her. I wished she’d get up and come in.

#

When Dean woke up next morning, it was late. It was almost midday by the time he climbed out of bed. He’d stayed awake all night and had then slept through almost the entire morning. He lay still for a while and went over the events of the previous day in his head. He remembered his mom and how he’d left her lying on the pavement outside. He jumped up and his heart sank when he saw that she was still there in the exact same position. Then he remembered his dad. Surely he must have been home by now? He checked his parents’ bedroom but the bed hadn’t been slept in. The car wasn’t outside either. Why hadn’t Dad come back yet?

The sunlight had been streaming in through Dean’s window, warming the area on the top of his bed where he’d curled up and fallen asleep. The temperature dropped noticeably as he moved around the rest of the house. He took off his school uniform (which he’d slept in) and threw it downstairs for Mom to wash. Then he grabbed the warmest clothes he could find and got dressed. He’d never known the house to be this cold. And it was quiet too. There usually always seemed to be noise all around him and this silence was frightening.

Breakfast, his mom told him almost every morning, was the most important meal of the day. Dean fetched himself some cereal, a slice of bread and a few biscuits. He couldn’t find anything else. He didn’t know how to use the oven or the kettle or toaster. Mom had shown him how to make a pizza in the microwave before now and he decided he’d do that for tea. Maybe Dad would be back then and he could make him some too.

Dean put on his school coat. Clutching his food and a half-full bottle of lemonade, he went back out to where his mom still lay. All day he sat on the pavement next to her. He didn’t know what else to do. He didn’t feel safe anywhere else. During the course of the day he tried again to drag her closer to home. He managed to move her a couple more metres, almost to the edge of their drive, but that was all. As the darkness drew in again he went back indoors. The lights weren’t working when he got inside, and neither was anything else electric.

#

I couldn’t help it. I didn’t mean to do it, I got scared and it just happened. Mom’s going to be mad at me.

I’d been sitting outside with her for ages but I came back in when it started to get dark. When I got inside the house it was all quiet and empty again and I got really scared. I could hear loads of noises and I knew what they all were but they still scared me. There was dripping water coming from the freezer in the kitchen and I could hear the blind at the window in Mom and Dad’s room blowing in the wind, making a tapping noise. And every so often the wind made the letter box in the front door flap. Mom’s been nagging at Dad for ages to get it fixed but he hasn’t had time. It sounded like someone coming to the house, and the first few times it happened I ran to the door because I thought it was going to be Mom or Dad. I got really upset when there was no one there.

I didn’t want to go upstairs. I wanted to hide away out of sight so I crawled under the dining room table. I only came out a couple of times, first to get some more food from the kitchen and then to try and find my torch. I got myself another packet of crisps and the last bar of chocolate from the cupboard. I wanted some bread and butter but I must have left the bread open because it had gone all hard and it tasted horrible. All of the lemonade and cans of Coke had gone. I had to drink the orange juice I don’t like but I made it too strong and it made me feel a bit sick. I was really thirsty though so I kept drinking it.

It didn’t feel like home anymore. Everything felt different without Mom and Dad, really strange, and it was getting colder and colder. I still didn’t want to go upstairs so I put my coat back on and the dirty school jumper that I’d thrown downstairs for Mom to wash. Thinking about Mom and Dad made me upset again. I was starting to think I was never going to see Dad again. I was glad I’d missed two days of school, but I’d rather have gone and had everything back how it used to be.

I’ve made a real mess in here now. Mom and Dad are going to be mad at me. The dark frightens me so I tried to light the big yellow candle that Mom keeps on the sideboard. I took it under the table and used a match from the box out of the kitchen. Anyway, I lit the candle and I must have had it too close to the tablecloth because it started burning. It burned really, really quick. I got out from under the table and used the rest of the orange juice to put out the fire. I tried to pull the tablecloth off but I didn’t know there were plates and things still on it and they fell on the carpet and some of them smashed. That made me upset again because the noise made me jump and because I knew that Mom would be cross that I’d broken her plates. She always got cross if I broke a plate or a dish or a cup. I didn’t want to move because I was scared I might cut myself on some of the broken pieces.

I think I fell asleep. When I woke up I was all wet. I thought it was just orange juice at first but then I realised it was all over my trousers and all over the floor and I knew I’d wet myself. I haven’t wet myself since I was four. It was all over the carpet and I tried to clean it up with the burnt tablecloth but all that did was make things worse. My trousers were soaked so I took them off. I put my coat over me and tried to keep warm but I couldn’t stop shivering.

#

Exhausted, and suffering from shock and mild exposure, Dean slept intermittently for a further few hours. The morning finally arrived, bringing with it some welcome light and warmth. He went upstairs and got himself some clean clothes. He smelled from the accident he’d had in the night. He tried to wash but the water was too cold. He used some of Dad’s deodorant spray to cover up the smell.

Dean was finding it harder and harder to be upstairs on his own. Dad had recently decorated the spare room as a nursery, ready for the birth of Dean’s baby brother. He’d painted teddy bears and cartoon characters on the walls and there were lots of stuffed toys in there too. When Dean walked past the open nursery door he felt like the toys’ eyes were moving, watching him as he crept around the house, doing things he shouldn’t.

While Dean was up in his bedroom getting changed, he noticed that his mom had gone. For a second he was excited and relieved and he ran back downstairs to find her, expecting that she’d be back indoors, cleaning up the mess he’d made or just sitting on the sofa waiting for him. When he found that she wasn’t there he slumped against the wall at the bottom of the stairs and began to sob. Why had she left him? Why hadn’t she come back to the house? This sudden rejection hurt more than anything else. He knew he had to go and find her.

Dean grabbed his smelly coat from where he’d left it at the bottom of the banister and put on his trainers. He stepped out into the open, shut the door behind him, locked it (he was pretty sure he’d done it properly) and then put Mom’s keys in his trouser pocket.

She hadn’t taken her bag. Strange that she’d left it there in the middle of the street. And her phone too.

He picked up the phone and held it tightly. He picked up the bag as well but put it down again at the end of the road because it was quite big and heavy and because he didn’t think there was anything that important in it. Mom always carried her purse and her money in her coat pocket because it was safer. Dean tucked the bag out of sight at the end of someone’s drive, intending to take it back to the house later.

Where was she? Where had she gone?

Strange that there were other people moving around now. Strange that none of them seemed to see him, even when he got up close. Strange how all of their faces looked so cold and empty and how none of them answered when he asked them for help.

#

I think I know the way to Dad’s work because Mom’s taken me there on the bus loads of times when we’ve been to meet him in the school holidays. I’m going to try and walk there even though I know it’s a long way. It’s going to take ages.

I’m going to go and find Dad and then the two of us will go and find Mom.


DAY FIVE



 



 

AMY STEADMAN

Part iii

 



A further two days have passed since Amy Steadman’s corpse began to re-animate. It is now five days since first infection and death.

Amy has continued to move around her immediate surroundings. Until now her movements have been automatic and spontaneous and any changes in direction have occurred purely as a result of the corpse reaching a physical obstruction and being unable to keep moving forward. Amy’s corpse is little more than an empty collection of bones, rotting tissue and dead flesh. At this stage she does not have any conscious control or decision making capabilities.    

Although animated, Amy remains oblivious to her surroundings and to her increasing physical limitations. Her body is continuing to decay and the lack of a functioning circulatory system is beginning to cause movement problems. Gravity has steadily pulled the contents of her abdomen downwards. Blood has swollen her hands and feet and her bowels are gradually evacuating involuntarily. Her face, already tinged with the blue-green hue of decay, is otherwise drained of colour.

Until now Amy’s body’s nervous system has been operating at a massively reduced level. Her corpse is oblivious to changes in its surroundings such as temperature, humidity and light levels. Several hours ago her clothing became snagged and torn after becoming tangled up in the wheels of an upturned shopping trolley. Her once smart black skirt is now just a rag wrapped around her right foot. She has also lost one of her shoes which causes her already awkward gait to become even more pronounced and unsteady.

Amy does not respire, nor does she have any need to eat or drink or seek shelter or protection. Her eyes and ears operate at a massively reduced level. She can see and hear, although she can no longer interpret and understand the information she absorbs. As the rest of her body continues to deteriorate, however, the part of the brain least affected by the infection is continuing to re-establish itself, albeit at a desperately slow rate.

Less than three hundred metres away from Amy’s present location, the front of another building has collapsed. Initially damaged by a truck which plunged off an elevated section of road when its driver became infected and died, the weakened structure has now given way and caved in on itself, producing huge amounts of dust and substantial vibrations and noise. Amy Steadman, although not understanding what the disturbance is, has instinctively altered direction and is beginning to move towards it.

It is just before eight o’clock in the morning and the building where Amy died has been in almost total darkness for more than twelve hours. Almost all of the visible light comes from the front of the building, and Amy is now moving towards it. She does not realise that this is an exit, but she is attracted by the brightness and also the fact that the recent noise and vibrations caused by the building collapse emanated from that general direction. Three of the four main doors are blocked, one is wedged open. Still drawn to the brightness outside, instead of turning and moving away when she reaches the glass, Amy now shuffles clumsily from side to side until she finally finds the single open door and practically falls through the gap.

Amy is ignorant to the sudden change in her surroundings. It is noticeably cooler outside and it has been raining steadily for the last two hours. A strong westerly wind is gusting across the front of the building that she has just emerged from, and the sudden strength of the wind is sufficient to knock the comparatively weak body off course. The cloud of dust which was thrown up by the collapse of the second building is steadily being washed down by the rain, covering everything in a light layer of grey dirt and mud. The noise and vibrations have faded now and there remains no noticeable indication of the previous disturbance. Without any obvious visual or auditory distractions, Amy Steadman’s corpse begins to move randomly again, shuffling slowly forward until it can go no further, then changing direction and moving away again.

#

Several hours later, and Amy’s corpse has travelled more than half a mile from the building where she died. The increased light levels outside have enabled her to see more. Previously only able to distinguish obvious movements and the stark contrast between light and dark, she is now able to make out a finer level of detail. There are other bodies nearby. Amy is now able to detect their movements from a distance of around ten metres away.

As a result of the immense devastation caused by the infection, the ground outside is littered with debris and human remains. The streets are uneven and Amy frequently loses her footing and falls, her slow reactions preventing her from taking any corrective action until it is too late. As the day has worn on, however, she has become able to move with slightly more freedom and control.

The environment through which Amy is now walking is almost completely silent. She has reached a straight section of road which leads out of town and she has now been moving in the same general direction for some time. There are numerous crashed cars and other vehicles nearby. Just ahead, straddling half of the width of the carriageway, is a family-sized estate car containing three corpses. In the back is a dead child, in the driver’s seat its dead mother. The third corpse – that of an overweight male passenger in his late thirties – moves continually but is held in its seat by a safety belt. In the box-shaped boot of the car, trapped behind a protective wire-mesh grille, is a dog. It has no means of escape and is becoming increasingly angry and scared. For some time the starving animal has been quiet but the movement from the male body in the front passenger seat of the car and the close proximity of another random corpse outside has excited it again. It has begun to bark and howl and, in the empty silence, its cries can be heard from a considerable distance away.

#

Twenty minutes, and already three more bodies have reached the car. They crowd around it, attracted by the dog’s noise, leaning against the windows and occasionally banging their fists against the glass. Their appearance and noise causes the dog to become even more agitated. Amy Steadman is now aware of the disturbance and is moving towards it. She reaches the car and joins the group of cadavers.

This section of road is relatively inaccessible by foot. Nevertheless, in the absence of any other distraction, within an hour the car has been surrounded by another seventeen corpses. By next morning, Amy Steadman is just one corpse among a crowd of almost two hundred which have gravitated around the car.


BEGINNING TO DISINTEGRATE

Part ii

 



‘Food and drink, mate, that’s all we need,’ Harte said to Hollis who was driving the van, trying to see a way through the bodies criss-crossing the road ahead of them. In the back, Jas did what he could to keep his motorbike steady. He wished he’d been out there riding it, but the roads today were too busy. That was a fucking joke: everyone else was dead, but the roads were too busy… He’d have probably been okay, but he’d have left the van for dust. Jas didn’t want that. He didn’t want to be without these two blokes. Right now they were all he had left.

‘Food and drink might be all you need, Harte, but some of us want more than that,’ Hollis said. ‘We need to find a decent place to hole-up. Isn’t that right, Jas.’

‘Whatever,’ he mumbled, disinterested. He gazed out of the window, looking up into the sky, not down at the dead, and counted the number of lampposts they passed. It was the best way of distracting himself he’d found so far. Counting lampposts stopped him thinking about everything he’d lost. Stopped him thinking about his family.

Two thousand, six hundred and eight… two thousand, six hundred and nine…

The van stopped unexpectedly. ‘What’s wrong?’ Jas asked, immediately concerned, feeling his stomach knot with nerves.

‘Nothing’s wrong,’ Harte said. ‘Don’t you listen? Food and drink. We’re stopping here for a minute to stock up, okay?’

Jas looked around, sussing out their location. It seemed as good as place as any. They were in the car park of one of those small, metro-style supermarkets, with only a couple of corpses for company. A low fence ran around the perimeter of the car park, just tall enough to keep out most of the dead. A crashed car blocked the entrance, and Hollis had stopped the van right across the exit.

The three men got out. A corpse collided with the side of the van, startling them. Jas shoved it over the barrier and watched as it picked itself up and tried unsuccessfully to get over again.

The morning was dry but cool. A brisk wind blew in from the north, bringing with it a succession of unpleasant smells, unwanted reminders of what had happened to the rest of the world: the stench of burning buildings mixed with the unmistakable odour of decay.

‘Quiet, isn’t it?’ Hollis said, looking around. The approach of another body from across the way startled him, its leaden feet scuffing the tarmac.

‘Too quiet,’ Harte agreed. ‘Don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. What I’d give for a bit of background noise, you know?’

Jas wasn’t in the mood for standing around like this. He marched up to the supermarket door, but it didn’t open. He peered in through the glass. ‘Power’s down here.’

‘We knew it wouldn’t last,’ Harte said, using a crowbar to prise the two sides of the door apart. Once the gap was big enough, Jas slipped his hands inside and began to push in either direction, then used his stocky body to shove the door open further, holding it for the others. When they were all inside, he slid the gap shut again.

The windows were tinted, making everything appear darker than it actually was. Hollis went to take a step forward but Jas pulled him back. ‘Wait.’

‘What’s the problem?’ he asked, his voice low.

‘Something’s not right here.’

‘Haven’t you noticed, nothing’s right anywhere anymore,’ Harte whispered.

Jas ignored him. ‘Where are the bodies? And why’s it so clean?’

He was right. Every building they’d so far been into was in a far worse state than this one. The rest of the world had fallen apart early on a Tuesday morning, just as the school and working days were beginning. There would surely have been someone in a shop like this, even if it was only the staff. Harte held his crowbar ready and began to slowly advance. The other two watched him work his way along the first aisle, then turn and come back along the second.

‘Smell the bleach?’ he asked.

‘What?’ Hollis whispered.

‘Some fucker’s been cleaning up. The floor’s still wet back there.’

‘Then where are they?’

All the waiting around was making Jas nervous. ‘Who gives a shit? I mean, come on… there are dead bodies walking the streets out there, and we’re getting jumpy because someone’s been mopping the floor? Fuck’s sake.’

Harte was about to say something, to try and explain how he genuinely was unsettled by the idea there was someone left who still felt compelled to keep things clean, but Jas wasn’t waiting to listen. He snatched the crowbar from him and marched deeper into the store, hesitating in front of the double-door marked ‘staff only’ by the side of the cashier’s kiosk. He glanced back at the others, then kicked the door open and charged through.

There was no one there.

He found himself in the middle of a reasonably-sized storage area, stacked high with pallets and boxes. He looked around, eyes slowly adjusting to the low light level, then he heard something. It came from just behind him: a frantic scurrying. It was either a corpse or a fucking big rat and whichever it was, he needed to get rid of it fast. He spun around and when it moved again, he lunged for it.

But it wasn’t a corpse, nor was it a rat.

Curled up in a ball behind a pallet of family-sized packs of toilet tissue, he found a little man cowering with his hands over his head. ‘Don’t kill me…’ he whimpered. ‘I’m not one of them…’

‘Then who the fuck are you?’

He slowly looked up, then straightened himself out. He took off his glasses and wiped tears from his eyes before answering. ‘I’m Gordon.’

#

It took a couple of hours to calm Gordon down and get themselves properly set up in the supermarket. By then the large glass windows along the front and side of the building had been completely obscured by a mass of inquisitive dead bodies. They’d been drawn there by the noise, called from the shadows by the sounds of the four men shoring up their new base. They each knew the dangers of attracting the dead but were beyond caring. The food and drink they’d got here made those risks worth taking.

‘We probably won’t be able to stay here that long,’ Hollis said, peering out from around the side of the storeroom door. ‘This place is too exposed.’

‘It’s also pretty strong and full of food, though,’ Harte reminded him.

‘We’ll spend the night,’ Jas said. ‘A few hours of quiet while we’re asleep and most of these fuckers should have wandered off again.’

‘You think?’

‘I hope.’

Gordon peeked over the top of a plastic-wrapped mountain of baked bean and soup tins, looking like a cartoon kid in a scene from Scooby-Doo.

‘You going to stick with us then, Gordon?’ Harte asked him.

‘If I can. If you don’t mind.’

‘Why should we mind? The more the merrier, I say.’

‘There’s fuck-all merry about this,’ Jas grumbled to himself as he opened another beer.

‘So how did you end up here, Gordon?’ Hollis asked.

‘What happened, happened,’ he replied, ‘and I didn’t know where else to go. My house isn’t far from here, but my wife’s…’ He cleared his throat and composed himself. ‘My wife’s dead and I didn’t want to stay there with her. I used to call in here when I walked the dog. Seemed as good a place as any. Plenty to eat and drink. Warm enough…’

‘You didn’t try and find anyone else?’

‘I thought about it. I tried on the first day, but I gave up pretty quick. And when those things started walking around… I didn’t want to be stuck out there on my own, you know?’

‘We know.’

‘So I got rid of a couple of bodies, gave the place a quick clean, then made myself comfortable. What about you three? Where were you when it…?’

‘Driving the van,’ Hollis answered. ‘I’d just got off the motorway, and thank Christ I had. I was on a bridge, waiting at a set of lights, and I watched everything below lose control where I’d just been. It was surreal, you know? One minute normal, the next, absolute bloody chaos.’

They looked to Jas to speak next, but he didn’t. He left the room, heading towards the loading area at the back of the building. ‘What’s up with him?’ Gordon asked.

‘Family,’ Hollis answered quickly. ‘Doesn’t like to talk about it. Got home and found his wife and kids dead.’

‘Makes me glad I was young, free and single,’ Harte said, almost managing a smile. ‘I mean, all this shit is hard enough to deal with when you’ve only got yourself to worry about. Don’t think I’d have been able to handle it if I’d lost kids. It was bad enough at work.’

Gordon looked confused. ‘At work?’

‘I’m a teacher,’ Harte explained. He paused and corrected himself. ‘I was a teacher. Golden Hill High School, you know it? Thank fuck lessons hadn’t started, that’s all I can say. I was trying to get to the staff room when I saw the first kid go down outside. It was Kevin Pearson. He was a little shit, but I could tell from the way he collapsed it was serious.’

‘So what happened?’

‘I went out to help him. I was one of the designated first aiders, and I was just thinking to myself that I hoped someone else was about, ’cause I didn’t fancy giving mouth to mouth to Kevin and I didn’t have a fucking clue what I was supposed to do. I was shitting myself. I got to him and saw all the blood around his mouth, and I knew it was bad. And I was thinking, why did it have to be Kevin Pearson? His dad was always up the school causing trouble, and I was panicking, thinking if I don’t do the right thing the bastard will probably either sue me or batter me…’ He stopped speaking, the memories too much momentarily. He wiped his eyes, grateful for the lack of light which kept his tears hidden. ‘I knew straightaway there was nothing I could do for Kevin. I tried phoning for an ambulance, but it just kept ringing out and ringing out. I’ve got this habit of walking around whenever I’m on the phone, and I was doing that when I realised I was walking around more bodies. There’s Iqbal. There’s Fatima. There’s Rachel from my Year Ten class. There’s the head and another one of the management team… all of them dead.’

‘So what did you do?’ Gordon asked, not sure if he should.

‘I checked every room of that bloody school. I opened every door and looked in every damn corner to try and find someone else alive. I was there for hours. Fucking hours. It got to the stage I was too scared to leave. Then I made myself go. When I realised how big and how bad this really was, I made myself walk. I only made it as far as the pub. The power was still on, so I got myself comfortable and started drinking. I’d still have been there if it hadn’t been for Hollis.’

‘I had the same idea,’ Hollis explained, ‘and I picked the same pub. When I saw the light on in the window, I figured I’d found myself a drinking partner. We drank a shit-load that night, didn’t we?’

‘Don’t remind me,’ Harte said, grimacing. ‘Still makes me feel sick just thinking about it.’

‘Better to be pissed than to have to face up to what was happening outside, we figured.’

‘Until the hangover kicked in…’

‘You should have seen the state of them when I turned up,’ Jas said, returning to the others.

‘You weren’t much better yourself,’ Harte said.

‘Granted.’

The conversation faltered, each man looking back and wishing they hadn’t. The memories were too raw. And when the pain of remembering subsided, it was replaced by the fear and uncertainty of looking ahead. As horrific as each day had been, at least they were over now. But in the morning, the nightmare would start over again.

‘This is stupid,’ Hollis said suddenly.

‘What is?’

‘Sitting around like this. We need to get ourselves sorted.’

‘How?’ Gordon asked. ‘What’s to sort?’

‘There are four of us now… who knows how many more people are out there?’

‘What are you suggesting?’ Jas asked. ‘Drive around looking for survivors?’

‘Maybe we should?’

‘We should get a fucking ice cream van,’ Harte suggested. ‘Play a fucking tune.’

‘I’m serious,’ Hollis said, and from the tone of his voice it was clear that he was. ‘We need to stop pissing around and get ourselves sorted out. We need to find somewhere we can base ourselves where we’ll be safe and where those fucking things outside won’t be able to get anywhere near us. Somewhere other survivors will be able to see us.’

‘So you want to hide and stick your arse in the air at the same time?’ Jas asked.

‘If that’s what it takes. We’re getting like animals in a zoo in this place. All I know is I don’t want to end my days this way. I’m not ready to give up just yet.’


DUCK AND COVER



 



Councillor Ray Cox had never asked for this level of responsibility. He worked in local government purely for the social status and financial implications, not any other reason. Overpaid and underworked, he’d sat in the shadows at the back of the council chambers for years, doing all he could not to be noticed, except when it was in his interest to be seen and heard. It was a sad indictment of the apathy of his constituents that he had been elected, then re-elected, without actually having done very much for them at all. It had been different to begin with, of course. In the early days he’d tried to make an impression, to be somebody. But the novelty of office had quickly worn off. Ray’s priorities changed and his prime concerns became lining his own pockets and claiming back as much food, entertainment and travel costs as he could. Serving the community had long been forgotten; never completely ignored, but usually conveniently overlooked and put to one side. In the space of a single devastating day, however, everything in Ray’s world was turned on its head.

Working with the council leaders had stood Ray in good stead, both financially and on a personal level. He’d made a few very public mistakes a couple of years back, getting himself mixed up in an ill-considered and wholly inappropriate (borderline illegal) business deal. His friends in high places had seen him okay. They found him a modest little office at the far end of a particularly long corridor and gave him responsibility for the borough’s tennis courts and football pitches and various other public amenities which tended on the whole to pretty much look after themselves. They had enough of their people working around him to keep him out of trouble and to ensure he made the decisions they wanted him to. All things considered, Ray Cox was pretty happy with the way things had turned out.

Full council meetings tended to be long, drawn out affairs which frequently degenerated into tedious, overblown debates about the most trivial of issues. He’d sat there for hour upon hour before now listening to arguments for and against the politically-correct renaming of school blackboards to chalkboards, whether pavements should be tarmacked or block-paved, and whether or not the threadbare chairs in the council chambers should be reupholstered with dark blue or light purple material. Ray switched off whilst these pointless debates raged, not even bothering to listen, often deciding his vote on the toss of a coin. He never contributed to the discussions and it was hard to hide his disinterest. He’d always felt the same about the Emergency Planning Committee too, although, of course, he’d pricked up his ears and listened intently when they’d briefed the councillors on what they should do in the event of an emergency. He’d even found a reason to go down and check out the bunker on more than one occasion, just to be sure he knew where he was going. The committee – or EPC as they were known – were the butt of many private jokes and whispers: a group of fairly senior council members whose role it was to plan how the Borough should be run if the unthinkable were ever to happen.

Ray had initially thought the EPC an unnecessary waste of time and money. He just couldn’t see the point of it, saying ‘we’ll all go together when we go’ whenever anyone asked him what he thought. The truth of the matter was the council did a pretty bloody poor job of running things at the best of times, so how the hell would it cope in the event of a nuclear or chemical attack or similar? And anyway, the Cold War was over, and despite the increased number of terrorist attacks around the world recently, such things never seemed likely here in Taychester. The borough was hardly of global importance. Listening to the EPC discussing the rationing of food, decontamination of the population, the disposal of mass fatalities and the like had seemed pointless and not a little surreal. If the world did come to an end, he thought, then the population would be buggered whatever happened, and no amount of council diplomacy and planning would help. Whenever he thought about the subject he couldn’t help remembering an old American public information film he’d seen again recently on TV. Duck and Cover, it was called. In the film a cartoon turtle walked happily though a cartoon forest, whistling a tune, only to have to hide away and cower safely in its shell when a nearby cartoon atomic bomb exploded. What was the point telling school children to get under their desks in the event of a nuclear strike? As far as Ray was aware very few materials had been discovered that could withstand the pressure, heat and after-effects of a thermonuclear explosion, and he was pretty sure that if such materials did exist, the wood that school desks in Taychester were made from wasn’t one of them. And even if the kids managed to survive the blast, what was the point? What would be left? Ray had always believed it would be better to be right under the first bomb. Duck and Cover was an absolute bloody joke as far as he was concerned, as was the Taychester Borough Council EPC and its underground bunker. If it ever did happen, he’d want to go quickly and painlessly. He didn’t relish the thought of being around to pick up the pieces afterwards. There’d be one hell of a mess for the council to sort out…

Well now it had happened, and it was nothing like anyone had expected. The world had ended yesterday morning and now, sitting alone underground in the semi-darkness of the council bunker, Ray struggled to make sense of it all.

Tuesday had begun normally enough. After taking a cup of tea up to Marcia in bed, he’d left home at the usual time and had driven across town to the council house. He’d driven down the ramp into the car park below the main building and it was there his nightmare had begun. He was reversing into his usual space when he glimpsed movement behind him in his wing mirror. Thomas Jones, one of the finance directors, had collapsed at the side of his car. Ray jumped out and ran around to help him, but Jones seemed to be suffocating, choking on something. Ray shouted for help but no one came. He wasn’t a designated first aider and he didn’t want to risk touching Jones in case the wily bugger sued, so he ran back up the ramp to the security guard’s hut, only to find another three people along the way who were all writhing in agony on the dirty concrete floor like the first man. Dan Potts, the security guard, was in a similar state also, thrashing around on the floor of his little square fibreglass cabin.

Ray started to panic. Never mind how at least five people around him had been struck down by something he couldn’t see or hear, he was simply terrified he might be next. He continued out of the underground car park, running for cover, but when he reached the civic square, he stopped. His legs buckled with terror. It was happening everywhere. For as far as he could see in every direction, people were dropping to the ground, unable to breathe, grabbing and clawing desperately at their burning throats. He knew he should do something, and for a second he genuinely tried, loosening the collar of a particularly attractive woman’s blouse and trying to stop her arms and legs from thrashing, but when he realised he couldn’t help any of these people, the only option left was to help himself.

Ray turned and ran back underground, moving faster than he had for years. Level G, Level 1A, past his car on Level 1B and then down to Level 2. And there it was, right at the far end of Level 2: a single, inconspicuous grey metal door – the entrance to the emergency bunker. He staggered towards it, his lungs about to burst but the fear that the invisible killer might be closing in on him keeping him moving. A woman lurched out of the shadows to his right and stumbled into his path, arms outstretched, desperate for help. Without thinking he grabbed her and dragged her along with him. He smashed into the bunker door, entered the access code on a hidden keypad with a shaking index finger, then yanked it open and disappeared inside with the woman. He turned back but paused before sealing the shelter. He couldn’t see anyone else. Where were the rest of the EPC? Were they already dead? He couldn’t risk waiting. He had to stay alive. Ray slammed the door shut.

The woman was on the ground, convulsing. It was dark inside the bunker and the only illumination came from dusty yellow emergency lights hanging from the low ceiling. Ray crouched at her side and looked her up and down, not knowing how to help or even where to start. Before he could do anything her arms and legs went into a sudden flurry of quick spasms – some kind of seizure, he thought – then she stopped and lay ominously still. His eyes now becoming used to the low light, Ray took a torch from a rack on the wall above him and shined it into her face. Her wide, blue eyes stared desperately into space, but she didn’t react. She was dead. Her pale white skin, he noticed, was speckled with spots of crimson blood. Ray wept with fear as he wiped the blood away and shook her shoulder to try and get her to respond. He’d seen her around before. A nice looking girl, he had an idea she worked in Payroll, but he’d never spoken to her. The name on her ID card was Shelly Bright. Much as he’d genuinely tried to help her, Ray now wished she wasn’t there. He cursed himself for bringing her inside.

#

Adrenalin and fear kept Ray working uncharacteristically quickly for the next couple of hours. Like most council members he had a basic knowledge of the workings of the bunker and how the generator, lights and air conditioning and filtration systems were operated. Relatively fool-proof instructions had been provided and, to his immense relief, he was able to get the bunker fully operational in a fairly short period of time. It was a dark, depressing place which was stocked with basic supplies but nothing much of any substance. Originally designated as a regional command centre way back at the height of the Cold War, the equipment and stocks within the bunker had steadily dwindled over the last decade, and now just the basics remained. There was sufficient food and water to keep a small group alive for a couple of days, maybe as long as a week. Preoccupied as usual with thoughts of his own survival, Ray estimated that if he was careful, there would probably be enough to keep him going for the best part of a month. He didn’t want to think about what might happen after that.

It was a short time later, once the initial shock of the morning’s terrifying events and his sudden confinement had begun to fade, that Ray truly began to appreciate the enormity of what had happened. Shelly Bright was dead and so, he assumed, was everyone else. Of course he had no way of knowing how widespread this attack or whatever it was had been, but the fact no one else had yet tried to gain access to the bunker almost certainly meant that vast numbers of people in the immediate area had died. But surely he couldn’t have been the only one who’d survived? In an unforgivably selfish moment he found himself hoping he was. Because, he realised ominously, if the other council members were dead, by default he would now be in charge of the borough of Taychester! He’d never wanted this level of responsibility. It wasn’t what he’d gone into politics for.

He didn’t dare move. He couldn’t risk going back out there. Suddenly Duck and Cover seemed like sound advice. Ray sat alone in the cold, echoing emptiness of the bunker and waited.

#

He began to hate Shelly Bright’s body. The corpse frightened him. He didn’t want to look at it, but at the same time he was too scared to look away. What if she moved when he wasn’t looking? What if she wasn’t dead? He hated the pained expression on her face, her unblinking eyes searching for answers he couldn’t give. He’d once thought her attractive (Ray found any woman under the age of forty attractive) but her smooth skin and soft, delicate features had been hardened by the pain of her sudden demise. In the wavering dull yellow light underground the shadows seemed to shift and her expression seemed to continually change. He knew she hadn’t moved, but it looked like she was grinning at him now. A minute later she was sneering, then smiling, then snarling… Eventually, in a moment of uncharacteristic strength and conviction, he covered the corpse with a heavy grey fire blanket.

The day dragged unbearably. Ray couldn’t switch off: his mind was filled with a thousand and one unanswerable questions and a similar number of nightmarish images, split second recollections of everything he’d seen aboveground. An inherently selfish man conditioned through years of regimented, nine-to-five working, it was only when it reached six o’clock in the evening – dinnertime – that he began to think more about his wife. Was Marcia safe? Would she be worried? Should he leave the bunker and go and find her? He already hated being underground but he knew he couldn’t do that. He’d had a lucky escape this morning. If he went outside now, he’d surely be exposing himself to whatever had killed everyone else. He had no choice now but to sit and wait.

Never a man to follow procedures (usually because he didn’t understand them), it wasn’t until much later that Ray started to read the emergency planning guidelines which were stored in the command room. Following step-by-step instructions with the painful, awkward slowness of someone who had avoided as much contact with technology as possible over the last few years, he eventually got the radio working. He cursed the fact that he was so hopelessly inept. Forty-five minutes of fiddling and messing with the controls and all he could get was static punctuated by brief moments of silence. What he’d have given to hear another voice, someone out there who could reassure him he was going to be okay.

#

It felt like the morning would never come. The lack of natural light was strangely disorientating but, having slept intermittently for a few hours, Ray got up just after five o’clock. He managed to pluck up enough courage to start properly investigating his surroundings. He’d already found the stores, the plant room (where the generators and air purification equipment machinery was housed) and the bathroom, but now he also discovered two musty smelling dormitories and a hopelessly inadequate kitchen. Perhaps it was the lack of any proper illumination which made things appear worse than they actually were, but the whole place seemed to have fallen into a state of terrible disrepair. He found himself cursing those people (himself included) who’d mocked the efforts of the EPC in those endless council meetings. If only he’d listened and been better prepared…

It was only when he returned to the command room that he realised just how much the body on the ground was still playing on his mind. Even though it was covered up and was almost impossible to see clearly, he found it hard being in the same room as the corpse. What if he was stuck in there for several weeks or longer? Imagine the smell… He knew he had to do something about it. It took him an age to decide what to do, and another hour before he was actually ready to do it, but he eventually managed to shift Shelly Bright’s dead bulk into one of the dormitories. The corpse was stiff and awkward to move. Rigor mortis had frozen her arms and legs into position and Ray had to push, pull and shove in order to get her from where she’d died, around the corner, down the corridor and into one of the dorms. Panting, sweating profusely, and scared half to death, he slammed the door shut and sobbed his way back to the command room.

If only there’d been a window in the main door or a camera so he could see what was happening outside. A paranoid part of him began to wonder whether the carnage he thought he’d witnessed aboveground was really as bad as he’d thought. It all seemed so bizarre – had it happened at all? Was this unbearable self-imposed incarceration truly necessary? Would he eventually emerge from the bunker to find everything back to? He’d be a laughing stock (again). If he stayed underground long enough, someone would probably have moved into his office and taken over his desk. And how would he explain the girl’s body…?

The urge to open the door and take a look outside was almost impossible to resist. Just a quick look, he thought, just long enough to see what, if anything, was happening out there. Just long enough to see if there really were bodies lying around or if other people had survived.

But he knew he couldn’t risk it.

In frustration, Ray leant against the door and wept. He wept for the family and friends he was sure he’d lost. He wept for the easy, comfortable life which he was certain was gone forever. First and foremost, however, he wept for himself. His retirement from office had been on the horizon and an even easier and more comfortable future had been in the offing. Now, through no fault of his own, he found himself buried underground with only a corpse for company. Even worse than that, if and when he eventually emerged from the shelter, as potentially the last council member left alive his life would inevitably become harder and more complicated unless he found a way of resigning his position. Maybe he should have stayed out there and let it get him too…?

Wait, what was that?

He could feel cold air; a slight breeze on the back of his hand. It was little more than the faintest of draughts coming from the side of the door just below its hinges. Fear gripped him and he stumbled further back into the bunker. The bloody door was supposed to be airtight. If he could feel a draught then the seal had been broken, and if the draft was coming from outside then whatever it was that had caused all the death and destruction out there had probably already seeped into the bunker. He scrambled away from the door and hid like a frightened child on the other side of the command room, waiting for it to get him.

More than an hour elapsed before Ray finally allowed himself to accept that he probably wasn’t going to die, not yet, anyway. The people outside had been struck down in seconds. He’d been out there with them when it happened, and since then he’d been breathing in the same air, albeit through a filter. The fact he might have some immunity to what had killed so many seemed more improbable than the arrival of the infection itself. Ray distracted himself by eating a little food (a powdered meal he made with cold water), then fell asleep clutching a picture of Marcia which he’d found tucked amongst the crumpled bank notes, credit card receipts and out of date business cards stuffed in the back of his wallet.

#

He could hear something. Ray had been dozing again, but a sudden and unexpected shuffling, bumping noise had disturbed him. Something falling off a shelf? A problem with the generator or the pumps circulating the air? There it was again… He jumped up, a cold, nervous sweat prickling his brow. In the deathly quiet of the bunker the direction of the noise was clear. It was coming from the dormitory where he’d left Shelly Bright’s corpse. But it couldn’t have been, could it? As much as he wanted to walk the other way and cover his ears and pretend nothing was happening, Ray forced himself to walk towards the room.

Another crash. What the hell was going on in there? Was there another entrance to the bunker he wasn’t aware of? Ray cleared his throat. ‘Hello…’ he called meekly, too scared to raise his voice any louder. ‘Hello?’

He lifted his hand to open the door, then stopped. Come on, he thought, this is bloody stupid. The main entrance to the bunker was sealed and there was only one way in or out of the dorm, so how could there be anything on the other side of the door? He decided it must have been rats or some other vermin which had somehow tunnelled their way in, although how they’d managed to do that when the place was supposedly enclosed within a thick concrete skin was anyone’s guess.

Another noise.

‘Oh, Christ,’ Ray moaned pathetically. He was completely on his own, no one to hide behind now. He knew what he had to do.

Holding his torch in his left hand (both as a source of light and a potential weapon), he opened the door. The dull yellow circle of light illuminated the back wall but little else. It must have just been—

‘Bloody hell,’ he yelled as Shelly Bright tripped across the room in front of him. ‘What the bloody hell…?’

He shone the torch around until he found her again. There was no doubt it was her, but how could that be? She’d been dead since Tuesday morning, hadn’t she? Ray remained rooted to the spot with fear. After all he’d been through, this new discovery was too much to take. He stared at the body with a mix of bemusement and sheer terror and he only moved when the dead woman turned herself around and, quite by chance, began to walk towards him. He shoved her away. She fell back, then dragged herself back up and walked away, turning again when she hit the wall at the far end of the room with a heavy, uncoordinated thud.

She was coming towards him again. Ray looked deep into her face. Her skin was unnaturally discoloured and her pupils dilated. Without waiting for her to get any closer, he slammed the door shut and held the handle tight. He felt the sudden collision as the corpse hit the back of the door, then listened carefully as she shuffled away again. He fetched a chair from the other dormitory and wedged it under the handle, preventing it from opening.

Back in the command room, Ray paced up and down, trying to block out the sound of the clumsy cadaver clattering around. He purposefully stormed over to the sealed bunker entrance, fully intending to open it and leave, but then stopped. Although no longer airtight (he could still feel the draught from outside) he still couldn’t take that final step and go back out into the unknown. It might have been hellish underground, but for all he knew it might have been a thousand times worse out there. Sitting tight and doing nothing was, for the moment, the lesser of two evils. With the sounds of the body in the dormitory still ringing in his ears, Ray sank to the ground, covered his head with his hands and curled himself up into a ball.

#

It never stopped. The bloody thing never stopped. All day long the damn cadaver trapped in the other room barged around, smacking into the door, tripping over furniture, knocking things over… The noise, although not particularly loud, was enough to rattle Ray to the core. It was driving him mad. He had to get away from it.

It was almost seven o’clock. He’d been down in the bunker for a day and a half and he wanted out. All day he’d been sitting there in the semi-darkness, trying to decide what he should do and reaching no conclusions. Did he risk going outside or stay down there and wait? The body would have to stop moving sooner or later, wouldn’t it? It couldn’t just keep going indefinitely. And how the bloody hell was it managing to move at all? Nothing made any sense anymore.

Ray knew it was important to try and eat, but the limited food supplies he had tasted bloody awful. A lover of rich, fatty foods and sugary sweets, cakes and puddings, his stomach was growling angrily and he seriously wondered whether he’d be able to survive on the basic rations that had been stockpiled below ground. He was growing to detest every aspect of his grim surroundings: the stale, artificial smell of the air, the constant noise from the body in the dormitory, the lack of any decent lighting, the food… He crouched by the door in desperation, sniffing at the ‘fresh’ air which was seeping inside. What’s the point of sitting in here doing nothing, he thought? He wanted out. He wanted to go home and find his wife and find out what had happened to the rest of the world. He wanted to change his clothes and eat properly and be away from that damn creature next-door. So what was stopping him? Apart from the obvious, he realised the main reason he wanted to stay underground was particularly cowardly and selfish. He didn’t want the responsibility of having to do anything about the mess, and he definitely didn’t want to have to take charge of what was left of Taychester. He knew he wouldn’t be able to do it. But hang on a minute, why would he have to? Although in his early days at the council he’d had his fair share of appearances in the local papers, who would know who he was now and, more to the point, who would care? If he got into the car and drove away quick, no one would be any the wiser. He could get on with sorting out what was left of his own life and forget about everyone else. The longer he stayed in the bunker, the more getting out seemed like a good idea. Another muffled crash from the dead body was enough to sway him. His decision was made. Time to go. What’s left to lose, he thought, when it looks like I’ve already lost everything?

Ray grabbed his jacket and the torch, and after overcoming a final moment of uncertainty and self-doubt, strained to re-open the heavy bunker door. He groaned with effort but it wouldn’t budge and, for just a second, he panicked at the thought he might never get out. Another hefty shove and it began to shift. Relieved, he cautiously slipped outside.

It was quiet out there. And cold. And dark.

Slowly, step by nervous step, Ray moved away from the bunker entrance and began the long climb back up the twisting concrete ramp to the surface. Suddenly there was movement ahead which stopped him in his tracks: a single figure tripping through the shadows. He wanted to call out but nerves got the better of him and he couldn’t bring himself to make any noise. It didn’t matter anyway. It was obvious even from a distance that this person was in the same desperate condition as the body he’d left down in the shelter. It moved in the same awkward, uncoordinated way as Shelly Bright and it failed to react when he approached, even when he crossed its path and stood directly in its line of vision.

As Ray neared the surface, the number of bodies around him increased. There were numerous corpses still lying where they’d fallen, but many more were dragging themselves silently through the early evening gloom. In the strangest way he was slightly relieved because everything he’d thought he’d seen on Tuesday morning had actually happened. He hadn’t imagined it. He walked past the security guard’s hut and peered in through the window where what remained of Dan Potts scrambled around on the floor pathetically, trying desperately to get up but unable to cope with the confined space.

The civic square in front of the council house was a grim sight. The sun was just disappearing below the horizon, drenching the scene in warm orange light and casting long, dragging shadows. It had recently been raining and the sunlight made the ground glisten and shine. Ray counted sixteen bodies traipsing across the block-paving in various directions. Their awkwardness was vaguely comical. One of the stupid things nearest to him lost its footing and tumbled down a short stone staircase. Its clumsy, barely coordinated movements made him chuckle nervously to himself. His laughter, although quiet, sounded disproportionately loud and made him feel exposed. Now that the silence had been broken, however, he finally felt brave enough to call out.

‘Hello,’ he said, his wavering voice at little more than normal speaking volume. Nothing. ‘Hello, is anyone there?’ Still nothing. ‘Hello...’

Ray took a few more hesitant steps (avoiding the crumpled remains of a foul-smelling, rain-soaked corpse), then turned back on himself to look out across the landscape of Taychester. He’d lived there all his life but he’d never seen it like this before. It was an alien and cold place, unexpectedly dark. The electricity must have failed at some point because not a single pinprick of electric light interrupted the blackness. No street lamps. No light coming from inside any of the hundreds of buildings he could see. Feeling prone, the councillor turned and walked back down to where he’d left his car.

He waited for a moment longer before setting off. Perhaps he should go back up to his office and see if there was anyone else around? Had any of his colleagues survived? He knew he couldn’t risk it. He couldn’t afford to get caught up in any unnecessary council business when he had so many issues of his own to sort out.

The sound of the engine was uncomfortably loud but Ray felt safe behind the wheel. He pulled out of the car park and began the drive home. He clipped the hip of a random body which lurched into his path unexpectedly. He slammed on his brakes and reversed back to try and help the bedraggled figure which had collapsed in an undignified heap at the roadside. He watched in disbelief as, without any flicker of emotion, it picked itself up off the ground and limped away, oblivious.

#

The house was just as he’d left it on Tuesday.

Ray pulled up on the drive. He paused before going into the house, needing to compose himself before he faced whatever was on the other side of the front door. He looked back over his shoulder around the quiet cul-de-sac where he and Marcia had lived for the last eleven years. It looked pretty much the same as it always had done, and yet everything felt uncomfortably different. This Thursday evening had the stillness and silence of early Sunday morning. No one was around. Nothing moved. Nothing, that was, apart from Malcolm Worsley, his opposite neighbour. Worsley was dead, his corpse trapped in his front garden, hemmed in by the ornate shrubs and privet hedges he’d so lovingly tended for years.

The house was deathly quiet inside. ‘Marcia?’ he called out hopefully. ‘Marcia, are you here?’

She should have been in. She hadn’t been planning to go out on Tuesday morning as far as he was aware. He walked further down the hall. He instinctively took off his coat and shoes (otherwise she’d moan at him again), then stopped himself. It was as cold inside the house as it was out on the street.

‘Marcia?’

He checked the living room, dining room and kitchen and found them all empty, just as he’d left them. He then climbed the stairs, knowing his wife would most probably still have been in bed when it had happened, whatever it was. Christ, he hoped she was all right. But he knew she would have answered him by now. Ray prepared himself for the worst as he reached the landing. He could see into the bedroom. The duvet lay in a heap at the side of the bed, but Marcia wasn’t there. The bed was empty.

The carpet was sodden. Water had seeped out under the bathroom door and had spread along virtually the entire length of the landing. It was obvious now where Marcia was. Ray walked up to the bathroom, his feet squelching, and knocked on the door.

‘Marcia? Marcia, it’s me, love. I’m home…’

He tried the handle, but it was locked. He pushed and shoved at it to little effect before taking five or six splashing, sliding steps back down the landing, then running back at full pelt and shoulder-charging his way into the bathroom. The lock was weak and gave way instantly with Ray’s considerable weight slamming into it. He pushed the door open fully (sending a low wave of water rippling back across the tiled bathroom floor) and there, in front of him, stood what remained of his wife. Completely naked and completely unaware, she walked blindly towards him. He grabbed hold of her arms and held her wrists tight so she couldn’t move. Her eyes were dark and vacant and she felt ice-cold to the touch, her skin like wet rubber. He let her go then pressed himself back against the wall and watched in heartbroken silence as she lurched past, oblivious. She staggered the length of the landing and then crashed into the door of the spare bedroom.

Ray managed to drape a dressing gown over his wife’s shoulders then shut her in the third bedroom. He walked around the house methodically, locking and bolting every window and door.

#

Thursday night turned into Friday morning as he busied himself around his home. The flood in the bathroom (Marcia had been running a bath when she’d died) had caused massive damage both upstairs and in the kitchen directly below. The cold water made the house smell of must, or perhaps that was just the stench of his decaying wife? Ray wasn’t sure. At least she’d left him with a bath full of water, he thought. That might prove useful.

Very occasionally, and only for the briefest of moments each time, Ray allowed himself to think about what had happened to the rest of the world. Had this happened everywhere? Despite his chosen vocation, thinking about other people was not something that came naturally to him and soon enough he’d concluded that his most sensible course of action was to continue to focus on his own safety, to sit tight and wait for help. Despite the fact that the electricity was off and the pressure in the taps was becoming increasingly weak, his house remained relatively comfortable and safe. There was a shop just around the corner where he could get food and drink supplies, and he still had the car if he needed to go any further afield. It made sense to stay at home. What use would he be to anyone else, anyway? One man to help hundreds, possibly even thousands? It would be far more sensible for him to concentrate on looking after himself. That was, after all, what he was best at.

#

A strange sense of normality gradually overcame Ray. Apart from making one hurried trip to the shop to fetch food early on Friday morning, he remained locked in his home from daybreak ’til dusk. He checked on Marcia a couple of times but there was no obvious change in her condition. He managed to get a loose dress over her head and shoulders, and eventually moved her to the garage to limit the noise her endless staggering around upstairs was making. She was constantly crashing into thing but he didn’t as get annoyed as he had with Shelly Bright. Marcia couldn’t help it.

With little else to do to occupy his time, Ray tried to make good the water damage to his home, but it was difficult to do anything without any power. He was actually relieved the electricity supply was off. It was safer that way. The light fitting in the kitchen was full of water from the overflowing bath. He’d drained as much of it off as he could. By the time the power comes back on, he decided, it’ll probably have dried out. He’d have to get someone to come out and look at the damage later. No doubt they’d charge a fortune…

On Friday evening Ray sat at his desk in the alcove in the dining room at the front of the house. He read books by candlelight until his eyelids began to droop. It was good to keep occupied and distracted. It was a relief to have something positive to do for a while. He was finding it increasingly difficult to deal with the silence and solitude of his dead world. After searching in the attic for a while he found an ancient-looking battery powered cassette player and used it to play a tape of loud classical music to drown out the quiet.

At a quarter to two on Saturday morning, Malcolm Worsley’s corpse finally escaped from his garden across the road and staggered over to Ray’s house. Worsley slammed against the window next to where Ray was sitting reading. Startled, he leapt up, his heart pounding. He quickly regained his composure when he realised it was only Malcolm and he watched as his dead neighbour pressed his disfigured face against the window, leaving behind a greasy smear. As he watched, Malcolm lifted a rotting hand and slapped it down on the glass. Strange, thought Ray as he watched the wizened shell of his dead friend hitting the glass again and again. It didn’t bother him unduly. In fact he felt quite sorry for Malcolm. The windows were double-glazed and that muffled each bang to little more than a dull thud. Tired, Ray turned up the volume on his cassette player and carried it upstairs with him to bed.

#

Saturday morning. Day five.

Ray had slept well. It would have been wrong to say he was happy with his situation but, all things considered, it could have been much, much worse. Regardless of what had happened to everyone else, he remained relatively safe and he was fairly warm and well protected. For a while he lay in bed and didn’t move, staring up at the ceiling and thinking about how everything had changed since this time last week.

What was he going to do today? He really needed to start thinking about getting more supplies in. He’d noticed earlier in the week that decorators had been working in one of the houses down the road when all this had started last Tuesday morning, and their van was still outside. Perhaps he could borrow it and drive around to the local supermarket? If he spent a little time today filling the van with absolutely everything he’d need, it would save him having to go out again for maybe as long as a couple of weeks. By then he was sure that his situation would have improved. It couldn’t get any worse, could it? In a couple of week’s time, he decided, the other people who had survived like him would start to coordinate themselves and get things organised.

Ray got up, wincing at the sudden drop in temperature when he swung his legs out from under the covers. Without the central heating working the house was icy cold. He tiptoed to the toilet (stepping gingerly over the still damp landing carpet) and relieved himself in the plastic bucket he’d been having to use since the cistern had dried up. Once a day he carried it down to the bottom of the garden and emptied the contents over his roses. That felt better, he thought as he shook himself dry and walked back to the bedroom to get dressed.

He was half-dressed and halfway down the stairs when he noticed how dark it was. Feeling slightly uneasy, but not overly concerned, he continued down.

He saw them at the front door first. Visible only as shifting shapes through the frosted glass, he could see the heads and shoulders of at least four corpses, maybe more. Unusual, he thought as he continued down, zipping up his trousers and tightening his belt. As it was every morning, his next port of call was the kitchen. Still half asleep, he walked barefoot across the cold, tiled floor and fetched himself some breakfast cereal from the cupboard next to the sink. The cupboard door slammed shut (the hinges were loose and needed tightening) and the sound echoed through the empty house like a gunshot. Ray cringed, then frowned. He could hear Marcia moving around in the garage. Was it just coincidence, or had his wife just reacted to noise for the first time since she’d died? He was about to go and see her when he caught sight of something in the dining room. Like the rest of the ground floor of the house this morning, that room also seemed darker than usual. He put his head around the door, then immediately pulled it back again. Bodies… loads of them. Fighting to stay calm, he peered through the narrow gap between the door and the frame and saw that the entire width of the wide bay window at the front of the house was packed tight with dead flesh. He could see countless ghastly faces pressed up against the glass, scouring the room with their dry, clouded eyes. Why were they here? What did they want? Ray couldn’t understand what was happening. None of the creatures had shown the slightest interest in him before, so why now? Were these somehow different to all the other bodies he’d so far seen? His mind wandered back to what had happened just before he’d gone to bed. Malcolm Worsley. That was it, that bugger Worsley had brought them here. He must have tipped them off that he was from the council. Did they think he’d be able to help them? Before he’d died Worsley had asked Ray to do favours for him on more than one occasion – everything from rushing through a planning application for an extension to his house to trying to get a parking fine overturned. Ray had no reason to think he would have changed his ways now just because he’d died. He peered through the gap again. There he was, the sly bugger, his dead face pressed hard against the window, letting everyone know where Ray was, wrongly assuming that he was the man who could (and would) help them.

His fragile confidence rattled, Ray felt uneasy. He ran back upstairs and peered out of the window in the spare room. Bloody hell, there were loads of them out there. A huge, ragged crowd of decomposing figures had gathered in front of his property. The nearest few corpses had been rammed up against the front of the house by the relentless pressure of countless others behind, and the whole mass had spilled out into the middle of the road. His car – his escape route – had been surrounded, swallowed up by the dead hordes.

The nervous councillor considered his suddenly limited options. Watching from behind the curtains, he saw more of the dark, shuffling shapes dragging themselves along the street towards his house. Individually they seemed weak and irrelevant and he had no reason to believe that they would do him any harm, but what could they do in these numbers? He never thought that his constituents would resort to mob rule to try and get action from the council. They’d never shown any interest before. He began to regret the day he’d stood for election.

Ray crept around to the back of the house and sat down on the edge of his bed. I’ll stay here and keep out of sight for a while, he thought. Maybe they’ll get tired waiting and go somewhere else.

#

By mid-afternoon the ever-growing crowd of bodies had filled the entire length of the street. They were hammering against the windows and door, and the sound could most probably be heard for miles around. Ray had finally plucked up enough courage to go back down and had quickly come to the conclusion that, as it looked likely he’d be staying in the house longer than he’d originally expected, his supplies were far from sufficient. He only had enough food for a few more meals. Sitting well out of sight in the kitchen with his throat dry and his stomach rumbling, he came to the crushing realisation that because of the bloody public outside, his situation was now nowhere near as comfortable or safe as he’d originally thought. Dejected, he got up, walked across the room and went out to the garage to see Marcia. Maybe her condition would have improved today? Perhaps she’d be able to offer her husband some long-overdue support at this increasingly difficult time. No such luck. His dead wife was still crashing tirelessly around the room. Her dress was torn and she was naked again. Bloody hell, she looked awful: grossly overweight, body swollen in all the wrong places, unexpectedly limp-breasted… and to top it all, her skin had turned a dirty shade of blue-green. He wished she’d just stay still. As long as she was making this much noise, the people of Taychester would know there was someone in the house and would continue to beat a slow, but very definite, path to his door. Perhaps if he went in there and found a way of keeping her quiet? Christ, what was he thinking? He’d never been able to keep Marcia quiet while she was alive, how the hell was he going to do it now?

Maybe he needed to get away and lie low for a while? But how was he going to get out and where was he supposed to go? He anxiously glanced at the clock on the wall. It was already gone two. In a few hours time the light would start to fade. He could either sit tight for another night or make his move today. He thought about the size of the crowd on the street. If there were hundreds of them out there now, how many more would there be tomorrow? Or the day after that, or the day after that? There was no way he alone could help so many people. More to the point, he didn’t want to. As their councillor he had a public duty to serve them but, as he had for most of his life in public office, he decided to turn his back on that responsibility and run.

Get some food, he thought, then get back underground. I’ll re-stock the bunker, get rid of the body, make myself comfortable, then wait for all of this to blow over.

#

Almost four o’clock. Exhausted and anxious, carrying a heavy holdall full of spare clothes, Councillor Cox approached the supermarket that he and Marcia usually shopped at. He’d had to walk. His way out of the front of his house blocked, he’d instead sneaked out the back and climbed over the fence at the bottom of the garden. Bloody hell, some of the public had been waiting for him there too! He’d found himself in the middle of a crowd of between twenty and thirty of them. He’d tried to reason with them, tried to make them see there was nothing he could do to help so many of them, but they wouldn’t listen. To his shame he’d pushed and barged his way through the crowd in tears, unable to get away quick enough.

The supermarket was as desolate as everywhere else. That pleased Ray. He was sick of the way what remained of the population gravitated towards him whenever they saw him. He wished they’d just leave him alone. Didn’t they know that he had problems too? Who was going to help him out? Just because he wasn’t as sick as they obviously were, it didn’t mean he was able to run to the aid of every person who happened to see him. As he neared the building he could see a few people swarming around the front entrance doors. He decided to try and get in through the back. The loading bay was a much quieter option.

Ray weaved through the abandoned lorries, trolleys and carts at the back of the huge store, then worked his way through the bakery and into the main part of the shop. Bloody hell, the place smelled rank. The council health and safety department would have had a field day. A week’s worth of rotting food and rotting flesh had combined to leave a smell so strong it made him gag. Stay calm Ray, he told himself, you can do this. Get everything you need here then shut yourself away for as long as it takes for this bloody mess to sort itself out. It’s not all down to you.

Two bodies staggered towards him. Ray turned when he heard one of them crash into a display of boxes of crisps, stacked up like a pyramid.

‘Leave me alone,’ he hissed at them, loud enough for them to hear but not so loud that the rest of the dead shoppers would notice. ‘I can’t help you. There’s nothing I can do for any of you…’ But they kept coming. What didn’t they understand? ‘Look, I’m really sorry. I’m sure someone will be along soon who’ll be able to help, but it’s not me. I’m just here to get some food then I’m leaving. You’re not the only ones with problems, you know.’

The corpses were undeterred. The nearest of them was just a couple of metres away now and its relentless, slothful approach unnerved Ray. He went down another aisle to try and get over to the other side of the building, but there were more of them waiting for him there. Panic rising, he looked around and could see them dragging themselves towards him from just about every direction; creeping up the aisles, crawling over empty cardboard boxes and piles of spoiled food… he counted more than twenty of them now, and more were beginning to pour in through the supermarket’s open entrance doors. In desperation and exacerbation he climbed up onto the lid of the nearest of a row of chest freezers full of defrosted food to both address the advancing public and get out of their reach. He needed to put these people straight once and for all.

‘Stop!’ he yelled, his voice echoing around the cavernous building and attracting the attention of the few remaining bodies who hadn’t yet noticed him. ‘Just leave me alone, will you? There’s nothing I can do for any of you. Go away!’

In his confused, misguided state, Ray failed to appreciate the stupidity of his actions. With renewed interest the corpses surged towards him now. As the closest reached out and grabbed at him with numb hands, he scrambled back across the row of freezers. One of them – the fourth in line – was open but he didn’t notice until it was too late. He slipped and he fell into it, sinking deep into a mushy sludge of soaked cardboard boxes and rotting quiches, pizzas and lasagnes. The sudden drop meant he was now face to face with the dead; eye level with what was left of the people of the borough of Taychester. The same people who used to use the tennis courts and football pitches that he had responsibility for, the same people whose lives were shaped in the council meetings he slept through. Ray tried to get up again but lost his footing and slipped deeper into the soggy mire. Terrified, he reached out and grabbed hold of the shoulders of the nearest cadaver and hauled himself up, using the body for support. He clung onto it as he climbed out, and stared into its face, hideously distorted by decay. But there was something about it… the shape of its wiry frame, the lank white hair which hung listlessly from its scalp… It reminded him of his mother. He’d buried mother more than five years ago though, so there was no way it could have been her—

—the body threw itself at him. Distracted, he was knocked off-balance. It tried to force its claw-like hands up closer to his face. He panicked and tried to push the foul thing away again but it managed to slash at his jacket, its fingers snagging on his lapel, tearing one of its nails clean off. He gagged with disgust as he picked off the nail and flicked it away, then ducked to one side as the body came at him again. Another corpse behind him did the same and the two cadavers grabbed each other when they both missed him. He dropped down as they scrabbled above him, clawing at each other, half-fighting, half-trying to get away.

On his hands and knees, crawling through ice-cold, foul-smelling water and muck, he weaved through the vast forest of unsteady legs surrounding him. The people didn’t seem to see him down there, so he kept moving.

Councillor Cox crawled out of the supermarket. Soaking wet. Smelling of decay. Panic-struck. Terrified. Ashamed.

#

Ray arrived back at the council house in a supermarket-branded home delivery van. It had some food in the back, and he hoped that would be enough because there was no way he was going back there again. He slammed on the brakes when he reached the civic square and looked around anxiously, checking ahead and in his mirrors. Already more of the people of the borough were heading his way from all directions. Would they never stop? He’d only been stationary for a couple of seconds and already they were swarming around the van, banging and hammering angrily on its sides, demanding he help them. He edged the vehicle forward, hoping to nudge them out of the way, but they just stood there defiant and stared at him. In temper he slammed his foot down on the accelerator and tore through the lot of them.

Into the car park. Down the ramp. Round and round and down until he reached Level 2. He reversed the van close to the open bunker door and ran into the underground shelter. It was still empty, thank God, except for the body in the dormitory, of course. Too scared to stop and think about what he was doing Ray crashed through the bunker then yanked the dormitory door open. Shelly Bright’s corpse, now looking particularly grotesque and discoloured, lunged at him at the same time that he lunged at her. The councillor and the corpse both fell heavily to the ground. Ray scrambled back up onto his feet first and then, with utter contempt and total lack of respect, he grabbed a handful of Shelly’s hair and pulled her back towards the door. A clump of skin came free and she crawled away, a raw bald patch left just above her forehead. Ray lunged at her again and caught her in a tight neck-lock. Panting heavily, he dragged the kicking and squirming dead payroll clerk out of the bunker and threw her into the car park.

There were other people close now. It looked like hundreds of them coming towards him, their speed exaggerated by gravity and the downwards concrete slope. Some fell and rolled down the ramp, their clumsy bodies temporarily obstructing others. Obviously attracted by the noise he’d made returning to the bunker, he could see even more of them spilling into the car park, desperate for his help.

‘Bloody hell,’ Ray whimpered as Shelly Bright’s foul, hairless came at him again. This time he angrily shoved her away to one side, not even giving her a second glance as she bounced off the wall, collapsed, then picked herself up and started towards him again. He’d wanted to get the salvageable food from the back of the van but he knew he didn’t have time to do it now, there were just too many of them about. Maybe he’d be able to come back out in a couple of hours when the excitement had died down and the bodies had disappeared. He remembered the ever-increasing size of the crowd of corpses outside his house and tried to convince himself that this would be different. They wouldn’t stay down here in the darkness waiting for him indefinitely, would they?

Shelly Bright hurled herself at him yet again. There was another body almost as close now, and another… He had to move.

Ray Cox looked around at the decayed faces of the people of Taychester one last time before scurrying back into the bunker and sealing the door.

#

No sign of them disappearing yet. Every so often I try and open the door a little bit to see what’s going on. It’s been three days now and they’re still all waiting for me. It looks like the whole car park is full now. How the hell am I ever going to get out? Maybe it’s the noise of the generator and the air conditioning pumps that’s attracting them, but I can’t turn them off, can I? I’ll just have to sit here and wait. They’ll get bored eventually, won’t they?

I try not to think too much about what’s happened because I don’t understand it and I don’t think I ever will. All that matters now is getting through it in one piece. I don’t mind spending a little more time down here on my own. I’ve spent years keeping a low profile. It won’t be much longer. Just a few more days. A couple of weeks at the most.

Head down, duck and cover.


BEGINNING TO DISINTEGRATE

Part iii

 



Happy families, this most definitely was not. Caron’s home had begun to resemble a hostel for troubled young adults and dysfunctional drop-outs. Lorna pulled her weight, the rest of them didn’t. Ellie spent her time tending to her plastic baby’s every need, whilst Anita and Webb sat out on the patio, drinking Caron’s booze and smoking their way through their limited supply of cigarettes. Lorna had realised quickly that even though she never said anything, Caron was struggling. Similar to Ellie, she too had adopted a replacement child to help her come to terms with the loss of her own. Ellie’s was plastic and had come from a shop, but Caron’s new charge needed far more attention. Fussing over Webb seemed to be helping her cope with losing Matthew, who, Lorna had discovered, lay dead in the garage, covered with a dustsheet.

To Lorna, it seemed that whenever it felt like she was beginning to come to terms with her bizarre situation, something happened which changed everything again and kicked her back to square one. The resurrection of the dead was another such event. On the third morning, first light after they’d found Caron and Webb in Wilmington Road, many of the corpses outside had risen. It took Lorna all day to pacify her housemates. Thankfully many of the dead remained where they had fallen, and that included Matthew. Lorna didn’t know how she’d have handled it if he’d picked himself up and started lumbering around the garage on unsteady feet. Caron’s emotions, Webb’s jealousy… it didn’t bear thinking about. She’d probably have just packed up and left them all to it. They wouldn’t have even noticed she’d gone until one of them wanted something or had to make a decision for themselves.

The reanimation of the dead felt like just another complication to Lorna, though she realised the implications were vast. At first she’d thought they might be able to sit out the storm in Caron’s relatively comfortable three-bed semi, but with each hour that passed, that appeared to be less and less viable an option.

From studying the behaviour of the corpses, she quickly deduced that they could hear and see. They reacted whenever any noise came from thirty-two Wilmington Road, and that began to happen with increasing regularity, no matter what she told the others. If it wasn’t Webb causing arguments, it was him and Anita sitting out on the patio, pissed-up on what was left of Caron’s drinks cabinet, laughing at nothing like they were kids hanging around on a street corner, not the last few people left alive after a catastrophic event they could barely bring themselves to talk about, let alone understand.

One of the dead had, by chance, tripped down Caron’s drive a short while earlier. It had slammed up against the front door and she’d immediately gone to answer it, conditioned through years of subservience, of pandering to the needs of her husband (who, coincidentally, she’d barely given a moment’s thought to since this chaos had begun). The shape behind the frosted glass looked like any other visitor. Caron had her hand on the latch before Lorna stopped her. ‘Wait. You don’t know what it is.’

‘It might be someone like you,’ Caron whispered, indignant. The person outside – the thing – had continued to hammer against the door. ‘I didn’t leave you standing out on the doorstep, did I?’

‘I know, but the dead were still dead back then, remember?’

Caron thought she knew best. She went to open the door but Lorna had managed to slide the chain across just in time. The door had opened a few inches inwards, and a greenish, blood-stained hand shot through the gap and began to swipe at the air clumsily. It stretched out, clawing at nothing. Lorna caught it and held the creature’s greasy palm up close to Caron’s face. Caron had stared at the discoloured flesh, a fingernail hanging off, a deep cut that didn’t bleed… and the stench… it made her gag. ‘Let it go. Get it away from here.’

‘Thought you wanted to let it in,’ Lorna had sneered. She’d shoved the corpse back out and kicked the door shut.

#

In the morning, the house was surrounded. Lorna had tried again to tell them it would happen, but the rest of Caron’s house guests were making too much noise to listen. They were either too stupid to understand, she decided, or they simply just didn’t give a shit. It wasn’t until the dead had crowded Caron’s dining room window to such an extent that they’d blocked out all the light, that they began to realise the implications.

‘We can’t stay here,’ Lorna explained.

‘I’m not leaving my home,’ Caron protested, indignant.

‘Fair enough. I am.’

‘We could get rid of them,’ Webb suggested.

‘How?’

He didn’t have an answer. Ellie turned her doll’s face away from the window, shielding her. Webb walked up to the glass, and the bodies on the other side immediately began to react. The bay window was a mass of dead faces gazing into the house, pawing endlessly at the grease-stained glass with claw-like hands. Lorna pulled him back out of view.

‘They’re showing more interest in us by the hour. We’re going to need to get out of here soon.’

‘I’m not leaving,’ Caron said again. The thought of leaving her home was somehow harder than trying to come to terms with everything else.

‘We won’t have any choice if this carries on,’ Lorna said. ‘I think we should get out of here now and find somewhere better to wait this out.’

‘Like where?’ Anita asked.

‘I don’t know. Somewhere stronger. Somewhere with fewer windows. A decent fence…’

‘There’s the community centre on Long Nuke Road,’ Ellie suggested, rocking her baby.

‘I thought of that, but it’s too exposed. The clue’s in the name. Community centres are designed to be accessible, aren’t they? They’re the last places you’d want to get stuck. Fuck, they were the last places I’d have gone before all this kicked off.’

‘Where then?’

They were all looking to Lorna for an answer, but she didn’t have one. ‘Don’t know yet. Just get ready to go is all I’m saying.’

When Webb started pissing around with Anita again, ignoring everything she’d just said, antagonising the bodies at the window and moaning at Caron because she’d run out of alcohol, Lorna turned her back on the lot of them and went upstairs. Fucking morons.

#

She watched the empty world from Caron’s dead son’s bedroom. She thought it funny that this one room had been left untouched; a shrine to the corpse in the garage. When there was so much death outside, why they all remained so respectful towards one dead teenager bemused her. Whatever the reason – and she thought it more than likely due to the fact the corpse in question was under the same roof as them – she was glad of the space. The idea of climbing out of the window, shimmying down the drainpipe and making a run for it was tempting. She might have done it too, had the prospect of a long run home to an empty house not been so unappealing. The people downstairs might all have been idiots, but at least they were idiots with a pulse.

Lorna did what she could to shut everything else out and focus. Standing in front of Matthew’s window she looked out over the world, watching for any signs of life. Apart from the listless bodies in the streets, not a damn thing moved. No traffic. No lights. No noise. It felt alien, like she was the one who was out of place, like it was she who no longer belonged.

She could see a church. A strong building, standing defiant, but that was about all it had going for it. Inside it would be cold and uncomfortable, and not at all suited to their needs. A fire station? She liked the idea of cruising the streets in a fire engine – obliterating anything that got in her way – but the station building itself didn’t look like it would offer much in the way of protection: large glass doors, easily accessible. A school? The idea of spending time where hundreds of kids might have died made her skin crawl. She hadn’t much cared for schools at the best of times… And what about the hospital, the roof of which she could just about see? Just the thought of wards filled with the remains of dead patients made her go cold.

Maybe I’m looking in the wrong places? Maybe I need to think about the places people didn’t used to go?

The problem was, she decided, she didn’t know enough about this locality. She’d never been that interested in what went on outside the immediate area where she’d lived and the places she needed. Her world had been restricted to a few streets and a few faces, and that was how she’d liked it. She’d never had any aspirations to see the world or to… Her train of thought was interrupted by a flash of light. It was gone in a second and could have been caused by anything, just a brief glint of sunshine on metal. She watched for a while longer, but it didn’t happen again.

This house is like a cocoon, she thought, and that might not be a good thing. Between Caron’s double-glazing, the bodies outside and the morons downstairs, the rest of the world had effectively been blocked out.

Lorna kept watching and, just over an hour later, she saw movement again, in the same place as before. She was half-asleep, eyelids drooping, and she didn’t fully realise it was there until it had gone. Sat upright, immediately wide awake, she saw a flood of slow-moving corpses following in the wake of whatever it was she’d just missed.

The next time around, watching from another window this time, she saw exactly what it was. It was hard to believe. It was its normality which made it so surreal. She walked back downstairs, not sure how to tell the others.

‘What’s the matter?’ Caron asked, stopping in the hallway on her way to deliver a cup of tea to Webb. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Not a ghost,’ she said. ‘A bus.’

#

Almost time. The bus was due around again. She’d left Ellie upstairs watching for another couple of hours (figuring that, for some bizarre reason, whoever was driving the bus seemed to be following an established route) while the rest of them stripped Caron’s house of anything of value. Lorna had pacified Caron by lying to her, telling her they’d come back later and that everything was going to be okay, when the truth was she had no intention of coming back, and she didn’t know if anything was going to be okay anymore. The nervousness was palpable, and even though they outwardly continued to bicker and moan, they all knew this was the right thing to do. They waited by the front door, all loaded up.

‘What are those?’ Lorna asked, looking down at Caron’s feet.

‘Shoes,’ she answered. Trick question?

‘You’re wearing heels? Bloody hell, Caron. We’re about to sprint through a crowd of corpses, and you’re wearing heels?’

‘I’ve nothing else that goes with this jacket.’

Lorna just looked at her. A combination of her own nerves and a genuine affection for the stereotypically middle-class woman kept her from yelling. In a way she envied her naivety. She wished things like fashion sense still mattered. Caron grumbled to herself as Anita berated her and forced her to change into more sensible, flat shoes, even though they clashed.

Lorna checked the time on her phone. They needed to move. ‘Right, once we’re out there, we just run for it, understand? They’re still slow enough. They won’t know we’re there until we’ve gone.’

‘You’re having a fucking laugh, ain’t you?’ Webb said, his uncertainty clear. ‘There’s fucking hundreds of them.’

She quickly corrected him. ‘Less than eighty. I counted.’

‘Where are we going, Lor?’ Ellie asked, plastic baby held close.

‘I already told you.’

‘No you didn’t. You said about the bus, that’s all. You never said where we’re going.’

‘We want to get on a bus, so where do you think we’re going? The bloody bus stop.’

Someone asked another pointless question, but she’d had enough now. They were just delaying tactics. And the thing was, if that bus continued driving the same route all day, missing it this time around would give them at least another hour to wind themselves up still further. Christ knows what state they’d be in by then.

But the bus might not come back around.

It might be one of those things behind the wheel, somehow driving on instinct.

It might go a different way this time.

It might have run out of fuel…

Too many questions. Too many ifs and buts.

Lorna shoved Caron’s front door open and started running. The nearest of the dead immediately turned towards her and began to advance. She pushed the first few away, then dropped her shoulder and charged through the rest of them like a rugby player. The others followed behind her, though she gave them little thought. Caron stopped to lock the door before Webb dragged her away.

Thankfully the dead were as slow and useless as they’d appeared from the upstairs window. It was almost as if they were operating on a time delay of a few seconds. Lorna almost laughed as she ran. Down here at ground level, their lethargy was bordering on comical.

Quickly free from the bulk of the foul-smelling crowd, she allowed herself to glance back and check on the others. What she saw was what she expected: the four of them running at varying speeds, three with their heads down sprinting, Caron struggling to keep up, all arms and legs and panic. But even she was having no problem outrunning the corpses. The dead followed in an unruly, ragged mass, occasionally colliding with each other, arms outstretched as they reached for the gaps where the survivors had just been.

At the end of the street, Lorna took a right. There was a bus stop about another fifty metres ahead. There were also more bodies, too; a couple of them on this side of the road, several more crossing from the opposite pavement. One fell as it stumbled down the kerb, hitting the tarmac face-first with a nauseating wet thud.

She was at the bus stop in seconds, the others catching up within a minute or so. The nearest of the dead weren’t far behind, and it was then that the obvious limitation of Lorna’s plan became painfully apparent. ‘So what now?’ Anita demanded, panic all too evident in her voice. Lorna didn’t answer, because she didn’t know. Maybe try and get into another house so they could see the bus coming? Just fight off the dead until it arrived?

‘Let’s go back,’ Caron wailed. ‘This was a mistake. Let’s go back to my house and I’ll cook us something nice. I’ll make some tea and we can think again about what we should…’

Her words trailed away as both Lorna and Webb sprang into action. Three corpses were close. Lorna grabbed the extended right arm of the first and swung the dead woman around. She offered surprisingly little resistance. Webb did the same with the corpse of a small boy, hurling the ragdoll body into another dead woman who collapsed near Caron’s feet. Caron looked down at the miserable creature. ‘Joan?’ she said, bemused and appalled in equal measure. ‘Joan Deeley, is that you?’

More of them now. Anita joined in the fight as the creatures began to swarm around them. Their miserable speed and lack of strength was laughable, but their relentless intent was truly terrifying. There seemed to be nothing else left in the world to distract these hideous things…

Except the bus.

They heard it before they saw it through the chaos, trundling steadily down the road towards them, its paintwork smeared with reds, browns and black. It was immediately obvious why: the dead were literally throwing themselves at the huge vehicle. Some simply bounced off and landed in the road, others were dragged under its wheels and crushed. Lorna hadn’t noticed it before – she’d had enough to deal with – but much of the road was coated in a layer of tyre-track streaked gore.

She stopped fighting and ran out into the road and began waving her arms furiously, slipping in the foul sludge under her boots. Had the driver seen her? Had he seen her? The bus just kept on coming, closer and closer, the driver’s view obscured by the constant stream of corpses criss-crossing in front. Lorna didn’t know what else to do. She stood her ground and screamed at the driver to stop. She thought she could see two men inside the bus, their faces obscured by the wipers which smeared blood and grease across the windscreen rather than clearing it.

She screwed up her face with effort and heaved another insipid body out of the way, then screamed out loud again. ‘Stop the fucking bus!’

A hiss of air brakes. Doors opening. Warm air. Strong hands dragging her inside.

‘That was a bit stupid, love,’ a balding, large-bellied man said as he helped her up the step. His hands lingered on her too long and she angrily batted them away.

‘Four more out there,’ she said, but she didn’t need to explain as Caron, Ellie, Anita and Webb were already pushing past, desperate to get to safety. They buffeted Lorna further down the bus, which was filled with loose supplies and all kinds of other rubbish. She found an empty seat as far away as she could from everybody else and sat down heavily. The bus began to move, and the rough, rattling, stop-start movement was immediately familiar and reassuring. She leant her head against the glass and watched the dead world go by, not knowing where she was going, and not caring either. Outside looked like a place she used to know, but it wasn’t home. Not anymore.

Webb was standing at the front between the fat man, whose name was Stokes, and the driver, offering all manner of useless advice. He was telling them how he’d looked after these four girls, kept them safe from the dead outside. Stokes seemed suckered in. He leant across and rapped on the Perspex window of the driver’s cab with his knuckles. ‘Told you we’d find someone else if we kept driving, didn’t I?’ he said. Driver didn’t say anything.


PENELOPE STREET



 



Penelope Street is nearing the end of her life. She’s very weak now and it’s an effort for her just to keep her eyes open. It’s easier to stay head bowed and eyes shut because she doesn’t want to see what’s happening around her. There’s nothing she can do about any of it. Penelope wants the end to come quick, but every single second seems to take a cruel eternity to pass. She just wants it to be over now.

#

One hundred and thirty-three.

I’ve been here for one hundred and thirty-three hours now. How much longer will I last? Will I reach one hundred and thirty-four or one hundred and thirty-five? Christ, I hope not. I can’t take much more of this. I wish I could make the end come faster. The frustration’s worse than the fear now.

I feel so weak. I haven’t got my medication and I haven’t had anything to eat or drink since first thing Tuesday morning. That’s more than five and a half days, surely I can’t last much longer, can I? I can’t do anything but sit here with my head hanging down, looking into my lap. Sometimes I look up and around but it’s all too much. Everything has changed and I don’t know how or why.

Arthur’s body is just in front of me. I can see his feet sticking out from behind the sofa we were here to buy. He’s still, but they move all around me, oblivious to the fact I’m here. They are the dark, decaying shadows of dead people. They are cold, empty, emotionless bodies. When I look up I see the streets outside are full of them. I can’t move so they don’t see me, but if I make any noise they stop. I screamed and shouted at them to begin with because I thought they’d be able to help, but now I know they can’t. When they hear me they stop and bang on the glass, then even more of them come. I’m used to being stared at so I don’t move. I don’t react. After a couple of hours they start to drift away.

Arthur brought me here on Tuesday to choose a new sofa, not that he needed me to come. There wasn’t any point in me getting involved in the decision. It was down to him to choose one and try it out and decide whether or not we were going to have it. We got here early to avoid the crowds. If there are too many people then my chair just gets in the way. We’d just got through the door when it happened. I watched it get him and everyone else. I watched them all die and I wish it had taken me too. I kept waiting for it to come, hoping and praying it would, hoping and praying this impossible life would soon be over. I can’t stand being alone like this. It makes me feel more helpless and vulnerable than ever.

I’m so hungry. Thirsty too. My mouth’s dry and I’m so dehydrated that it feels like my tongue’s swollen to ten times its normal size. I can’t talk properly now, not that there’s anyone left to talk to. There must have been a fire near here, and people must have been trapped inside. I smelled the smoke first, then the burning bodies. It was like sitting in the middle of a damn barbecue, the whole world stinking of roast meat. Every so often I can still smell it and even though I know what’s burning, it still makes the hunger pains worse.

The very worst part of all of this is not having any control. I’ve not had much control for a long time, but now I don’t have any. I can’t do a bloody thing about the situation I’m in. I can’t do anything to help myself or to bring the end any closer. Help might be just around the corner, but I can’t even get myself out of this damn building, never mind anywhere else. An inch might as well be a hundred bloody miles for all the good it’ll do me now.

Just trying to look up takes so much energy. There are more bodies outside now, gazing in at me with their cold, vacant eyes. I feel like a bloody shop window dummy, but then I have done since the accident. People always stared at me since then. Perhaps I should have got used to it, but I’ve never been able to handle the sideways glances and the way they avoid me. They either used to patronise me or ignore me altogether and talk to Arthur instead. Either way, they made me feel like a freak. People always saw the wheelchair before they saw me sitting in it. I’m paralysed from the neck down, not up. I can’t move my body, but that was the only difference between me and everyone else. My arms and legs might be frozen, but I’ve always been able to feel hurt and to get scared and feel panic like everyone else. Christ knows I’m scared now.

I would have been all right if it hadn’t been for him, that stupid bloody husband of mine. If he’d left me there after the fall instead of trying to be a hero I would have been okay. It would have taken time to get well again, but I would have been okay eventually. But no, Arthur knew best, didn’t he. It was him trying to move me that did the real damage to my neck. He blamed himself and so did I. And now here I am, trapped in this cold, dark, empty place, starving to death with just his corpse for company. I can’t move an inch. What did I do to deserve this?

Come on death, hurry up. The joke’s over. I want this to finish now. I’m sick and tired of sitting in this bloody chair just waiting…


DIGITAL



 



Emily lived her life on the Internet. It connected her world, made her feel less alone. She thought it strange that the people closest to her were usually thousands of miles away, while the people she was physically nearest might as well have been in another universe. The Internet put Emily in contact with the people who knew her better than the rest of them. It made fantasy worlds feel real. And in those make-believe places filled with virtual versions of people, it made her feel like she belonged. Even now, even after everything that’s happened to the physical world, she’s still doing all she can to cling onto her virtual reality.

Without the Internet, Emily is just Emily. She lives with her nan in just another house on just another street. By looking at the faded blue front door, you’d never know that the girl upstairs in her bedroom is a fucking awesome killer, or that she races so fucking hard and so fucking fast that last month she ranked seventeen on a league table of several hundred thousand racers.

Nan says to Emily, you should get out more, find yourself a nice boy. Nan says she doesn’t spend enough time mixing with other people, even though Emily tells her she spends all her time with other people. How can she expect her to understand? Nan can’t even set up a programme to record on the bloody satellite TV box. She still checks the listings in the paper then sits there waiting for programmes to start instead of time-shifting and catching-up on demand like everybody else.

Or, at least, she did.

Nan doesn’t do anything anymore. Like the rest of the world, it seems, Nan’s dead. She went out to the shops last Tuesday morning, and never came home. There’s a part of Emily that thinks she should have gone out looking for her, but what’s the point? They’re all dead out there. As far as she can tell, she’s the only one left.

It happened in the online world too. One minute she was up to her neck in the middle of a grudge match with that little bitch Oko575 from Hiroshima, the next she was alone. She could still see Oko575 on the screen, of course, but she was frozen in space like a screen-cap. It was the same everywhere Emily looked, every game.

She tried to follow the progress of events via all her usual online social outlets, but it wasn’t the updates and tweets she tracked, it was the silence. One minute there was the usual chaos of activity coming from all directions, then there was nothing. A wave of quiet had spread out across the world. Nothing trending. Nothing happening. No one else left online.

Emily was comfortable with the real-world isolation. She was used to it. She didn’t need anyone else. She actually liked being alone like this. Okay, so she wasn’t so keen on the number of corpses she could see from her bedroom window, but that was something she knew she’d get used to eventually. The online quiet, however, was a different matter altogether. Wherever she went, whatever game she tried, she was alone. It was unnerving. It was unnatural. Online, she’d always had company available on demand.

It was several days in, long after the dead had begun to rise outside, that she finally found someone. An eight year old kid in Texas, by all accounts, as scared as she herself was beginning to feel. Emily found him by chance as she wandered the desolate streets of a virtual town once full of orcs, wizards and warriors. It was unsettlingly quiet there now, just a handful of frozen characters in view almost all the time. Those avatars she could still see, she decided, were the poor buggers who’d died playing.

Emily turned the music up to full in her bedroom to try and counteract the lack of noise everywhere else, then kept herself busy building an empire unchallenged, stripping virtual corpses of anything of value after one-sided battles, hoarding worthless treasures. She’d caught a glimpse of unexpected movement in the corner of her screen, and in the stillness of everything else it was as startling as if someone had sneaked up behind her in the real world and yelled in her ear. She chased the avatar through the streets, desperate not to lose sight of it. It didn’t feel like a game now. It felt like it mattered, that there was far more riding on this than achievements, experience points and upgrades. She was too fucking good for the kid in Texas. She knew this virtual place like the back of her hand and she soon had him cornered. They had a desperate conversation by text:

Don’t log off. You okay?

Okay. Scared

Me too

U know what happened?

Don’t know. Everybody dead here

Same here

Except me

And me

Must have happened all over

That’s what I figured. What we gonna do?

Emily paused. Then she typed. The obvious answer was the only answer.

Play

And they did. For hours. Every game they both had that they could still get onto. Time difference be damned – they spent every minute they could online together, clinging onto each other, in touching distance yet still thousands of miles apart.

Until this morning.

This morning, just before eleven-thirty UK time, the kid in Texas disappeared. Emily cried – she actually cried – when she realised her buddy had gone. She had no way of finding out what had happened to him, but her mind went into overtime just the same. Had he been killed by a crowd of increasingly vicious corpses the size of the crowd of increasingly vicious corpses now gathered outside Nan’s house? Or was the kid okay and it was just the computers that had failed them? Had the servers gone down? Had the Internet given up and finally stopped working? Emily knew there’d been a chance that would happen eventually, but she’d hoped it would have lasted a while longer yet. Surely there would have been systems in place to keep everything up and running? She wished there was something she could do, but there wasn’t. She could get her computer to do plenty, but she didn’t know how it worked under the hood. She’d been proud to call herself a nerd, but there were painfully obvious limits to her geekiness.

And now the power had died too. It was so bloody unfair.

Emily’s computer was useless. Just a plastic and metal box now. Completely bloody lifeless. As lifeless as the several hundred corpses outside, scrabbling at the windows to get in. Her constant music had attracted them, that much was clear, but even though it had been silenced with the power, they weren’t going anywhere. They seemed to know she was here.

But what hurt Emily most of all was the fact that if the kid in Texas did manage to get back online, she had no way of connecting with him. She had her phone, but it wasn’t the same. No signal. Battery half-dead. She didn’t have any means of calling or updating anyone, but she still clung onto the white glow of the phone screen regardless.

She knew she should conserve the power, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She wanted to stay online, wanted to preserve her last connection with the digital world. She held onto the phone until the battery drained to nothing, playing crappy games, flicking through old photos, messages, emails… anything. And when the last dregs of power disappeared, Emily felt a gut-churning emptiness the likes of which she’d never known before. She knew she was finally, completely, hopelessly alone. All bridges to her virtual world now burned, no way of accessing anything, no more updates or notifications, her digital self now as good as dead. Nothing but reality left.

She sat in Nan’s kitchen and sobbed, conscious that the noise she was making was having an ever-increasing effect on the ever-increasing hordes, but unable to stop. A little after midnight, the front door gave way under the pressure of the crowd, and the house quickly filled with cold flesh. Emily tried to get away and to fight but there were too many of them. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t escape.

The dead smothered her, suffocated her, cut off all her options. But it didn’t matter anymore. She’d preferred her virtual reality to this. Not online, she thought, not worth living.


DAY SEVEN



 



 

AMY STEADMAN

Part iv

 



It is now several days since Amy Steadman’s corpse took its first unsteady steps. It is a week since infection.

Her body continues to move at a lethargic pace, her mobility still limited. She has, however, been moving constantly and has now covered a considerable distance since leaving the crowd on the motorway. The dog trapped in the car – the cause of the disturbance which originally drew the large mass of cadavers to the scene – became quiet after several hours. Many of the dead, Amy’s corpse included, gradually drifted away. By pure chance Amy’s body continued to follow the route of the road forward. Although she has subsequently come across numerous blockages and occasional distractions, she has kept moving in the same general direction and has covered several miles.

As time has progressed so she has continued to regain further control over her movements. She now walks with slightly more fluidity and speed although her muscles and nerves are continuing to decay. Her limbs – previously stiff, awkward and largely inflexible – are now able to bend and flex to an extent, although her overall range of motion is still severely limited. She can draw her hands into fists and can move her fingers independently. There has been a substantial increase in the number of voluntary head movements she makes, suggesting Amy is aware of the direction of sound.

The long and wide motorway, straight for a considerable distance, slowly curved around to the right as it merged with another major road which skirted the centre of the city of Rowley. Amy’s body, however, did not change course. Instead, she continued to move in a relatively straight line, leaving the tarmac then tumbling down a grassy embankment. After managing to get up again, she crossed the width of a field, stumbled through an open gate, then found herself following a narrow gravel path which ran alongside an isolated bungalow. After walking the length of the gravel path, she reached another road. The steep banks on either side of the road have channelled Amy’s corpse and prevented her from going in any other direction but forward.

The process of decay, combined with the physical toll of the distance travelled, has caused the condition of her body to deteriorate considerably. Amy’s skin is now extremely discoloured. The chemical reactions continuing to occur throughout her body have manifested themselves as numerous weeping sores and lesions. In the fall down the embankment, her corpse sustained a number of lacerations to the right hand and arm, her upper torso and also her face. Thick, congealed blood has slowly seeped, rather than poured, from these cuts. Her circulatory and respiratory systems are no longer operational; blood is no longer being pumped around her body.

Amy’s self-awareness has increased. Although still at an extremely rudimentary level, she is now aware of her own general shape and size and compensates for her mass whilst moving. She can now use her hands (but not yet her fingers) to move obstructions with limited success. Her balance has also improved although she is still occasionally unsteady on her feet and has difficulty on uneven ground.

A sudden heavy downpour of rain has drenched Amy’s body and she’s struggling to cope with the steep gradient of a road down a hillside. A canopy of trees hangs overhead which, coupled with the increased cloud cover, has substantially reduced the amount of available light. The loud, echoing sound of the rain hitting the leaves overhead is confusing Amy. She is surrounded by noise. She moves her head constantly, trying to identify the source of the directionless sound.

Both of Amy’s feet are bare and the exposed flesh is wearing away. She leaves a bloody residue on the ground with virtually every footstep. Already there are insects feeding off her and the many other corpses scattered around the countryside. Amy’s body has just passed another corpse, this one trapped in the wreckage of a car. Over the course of the last seven days it has been ravaged by scavenging animals. The sheer amount of dead meat which is now available will inevitably prove an unexpected benefit to many millions of predators and parasites. It is likely that, over the coming months, the population of these creatures will increase massively. The lack of any form of pest control will further allow their numbers to multiply unchecked. It is still very early days, but it is already clear the removal of almost all of the human population is having an unprecedented effect on the ecosystem.

A brief burst of sunlight bathes everything in unexpected brightness and warmth. Although unable to detect or understand the change in temperature, Amy notices the increased light levels. Her eyesight is still poor – she sees shapes and detects movement but has so far been unable to make out any finer level of detail. Her ability to absorb and interpret what she sees is improving, but at the same time her physical condition continues to deteriorate. Her eyeballs and the associated nerves and muscles are rotting.

Amy’s body has reached a junction where the road she has been following joins a more major route. Here a crowd of bodies has gathered around a young survivor. Caught out in the open looking for food, a ten year old girl has become lost and has found herself dangerously exposed. With nowhere else to hide, she has shut herself in a telephone box. She is on the ground with her back pressed up against the door to prevent it from opening. There are already seven bodies surrounding the girl with a further three approaching. Amy Steadman’s corpse is also close. Whilst the young survivor is aware that by keeping quiet she can evade detection by the corpses, she is trapped and is struggling to contain her emotions. She is sobbing uncontrollably, and the bodies on the other side of the glass are reacting to every sound. Although they don’t understand why, they are driven to try and get closer to her. One of them begins to bang on the glass. Others copy, and this new sound attracts the attention of even more of the dead.

Amy’s corpse has now reached the telephone box. Although she doesn’t understand what she is doing, she has an instinctive, insatiable desire to reach the source of the noise at all costs. She grabs hold of the nearest corpse and attempts to take its place. Less decayed than some of the other cadavers, Amy viciously rips at them, pulling and pushing them out of the way. Their flesh is weak and is literally torn from the bone. Amy keeps moving until she is standing directly in front of the telephone box. She leans forward and presses her decaying face against the glass, staring down at the girl with dry, unblinking eyes.

As long as the girl continues to move and make noise, the bodies remain.


JACKSON



 



You can learn a lot about them by watching. Sometimes it pays to be slow like them. Bide your time. Take it easy. Don’t panic and you should be okay.

I’m not a biologist or a doctor. I don’t know what’s happened to them or why it hasn’t happened to me and to be honest, I don’t care. I don’t know if I’m immune or whether I’m just riding my luck and it’ll get me eventually. I might only have a day left, but I might last another twenty years. I know hardly anything about this strange new world, but I’m learning how to survive.

I never had any training for this kind of thing. I did a couple of years in the Boy Scouts but that’s all. I could have done with a stretch in the forces, but it wasn’t for me. I couldn’t stand the shouting and the discipline. I’ve never been able to handle being told what to do. Unless I’m the one doing the ordering, then I work better on my own and I always have done. I used to get on with other people well enough but, given the choice, I prefer my own company every time. Especially now. I wouldn’t be able to trust anyone else to stay quiet or still enough when the bodies are about. The rest of the world is dead and everything I do is exaggerated by the stillness. I can’t take any risks.

If I move they’ll see me. If I make a sound they’ll hear me. They have numbers on their side and I know that if I give them half a chance, they’ll kill me.

So what have I learnt about them. They’re pretty simple creatures now, easy to read. There doesn’t seem to be a lot of conscious thought going on in their festering brains, but I have noticed them beginning to follow certain behaviours. And those behaviours are changing almost by the day.

It’s a week now since it happened. I checked enough of them at the start to be sure they were dead, but something inside them has survived and it’s growing stronger. It began when they picked themselves up and started to move again, then they were able to hear and see. Over the last twenty-four hours I’ve seen them become even more animated. They’re beginning to show rudimentary emotions too: anger, although that could just be a physical manifestation of frustration, and either fear or pain, I can’t tell which.

Enough of this. I’m wasting time. Daydreaming is dangerous. Hypothesizing pointlessly about what might or might not be happening won’t help. All I can do is respond to the changes day by day and try to stay one step ahead of the game. My comparative strength and my intelligence should see me through. I have to keep control and hold my nerve. Start to get jumpy or twitchy and I’ll make mistakes. Make mistakes and I’m dead. No second chances.

These things don’t communicate with each other, but they’re developing a strange tendency to move together in large groups. It’s almost like they’re herding. Something happens to attract one or two of them, then more and more follow the first until there’s a huge crowd of the fuckers. I can use that behaviour to my advantage, but there are dangers too. The advantages? When they’re together it’s easy to pick them off in bulk. I haven’t yet, but I can imagine being able to take out hundreds of them at a time if I have to. And the dangers? If I’m the one causing the disturbance that’s attracting them, I’m fucked.

Attacking a group of them can be unexpectedly useful. Starting fires also helps. A little heat and light is enough to draw them out from a wide surrounding area. The stupid things can’t help themselves, and they stumble towards the flames without giving me a second glance. I can walk right past them and they won’t notice if there’s something more interesting happening nearby. Their senses are dull and basic. Give them something obvious to focus on and they lose sight of everything else. I've been collecting fireworks. Feels strange to be rooting through toy shops now, wrong almost, but if I'm cornered all I have to do is set off a rocket and wait for them to react. I got the idea from a Romero movie, back when this kind of thing was just fiction.

Darkness is my best friend.

The creatures are still clumsy and slow. Take away their sight and the advantage I have over them is massively increased. That’s why I now travel almost exclusively after nightfall.

So what’s the plan? You have to have a plan, don't you? I'm heading for the coast. I've a hell of a distance to cover still and it’s not going to be easy travelling on foot, but I can’t think of any other option. I tried using a car, but the noise caused more trouble than time saved, and if there's one thing I've got plenty of, it's time. And why the coast? Seems as good a place as any. Nowhere will be completely safe anymore. The coast strikes me as being rough and inhospitable, and with the ocean on one side I’ll have less land to have to watch. Maybe I'll find myself a lighthouse, somewhere strong and remote like that. Somewhere they can’t get to.

I’ll be all right on my own. Maybe I’ll get lonely, maybe I won’t. Whatever happens, I’m just glad I survived. In a strange way I’m almost looking forward to whatever the future brings. The only thing that’s guaranteed is it’ll be free of the countless bullshit trappings of my previous daily life. A future without the drudgery of trying to hold down a job and pay bills. A future without politics, crap TV, religion and who knows what else. I know I sound naïve, because for every problem the infection has solved, it’s created hundreds more, but you have to be positive, don’t you?

I often wonder how many people like me are left out here? Am I the only one, or are there hundreds of us creeping quietly through the shadows, avoiding the bodies and, by default, avoiding each other too.

Doesn’t matter.

Everything will be all right in the end.

More to the point, I’ll be okay.


OFFICE POLITICS



 



It’s over a week since billions of people died. In that time, millions of them have risen up and are now walking the streets, their bodies rotting. Everything has changed. Almost nothing is as it was. Almost nothing.

There are thirty-seven houses on Marshwood Road. Only one of them has a freshly cut back lawn. Only one has had its dustbins emptied and the rubbish placed neatly in black plastic sacks at the end of the drive, ready for collection. Only one has had its curtains drawn each night and opened again each morning since the infection killed more than ninety-nine per cent of the population.

Different people deal with stress, loss and other emotional pressures in a wide range of ways. Some implode, some explode. Some shrivel up and hide in the quietest, darkest corner they can find, others make as much noise as possible. Some accept what was happened, others deny everything.

Simon Walters is handling the end of the world particularly badly. The arrival of the infection and the subsequent after-shocks have felt like trivial irritations, further complicating his already over-complicated life. One of life’s perennial victims, in his eyes no one has problems big enough to match his. Simon has failed to cope with what has happened, and as a last ditch defence mechanism, he has shut out all other suffering to concentrate fully on his own.

#

The sudden clattering of the battery-powered alarm clock shattered the early morning quiet. Simon groaned, rolled over and switched it off. It sounded louder than ever this morning. How he hated that damn grinding, whining noise. No, he didn’t just hate it, he absolutely loathed it. Especially today. When that unholy clanging began he knew it was time to get up and start another bloody day. The noise was marginally more bearable on Thursdays and Fridays as the weekend neared, but today was Monday, the beginning of yet another week, and the noise was worse than ever.

‘Morning, love,’ he yawned as he rolled over onto his back and looked up at the ceiling. June, his wife, didn’t move. Lazy cow. Okay, so she only had to drop the kids off at school and work and none of them needed to be there until around nine, but she could at least make an effort once in a while and get up with him. She’d been the same all weekend, hadn’t got out of bed once. Perhaps when he came home from work tonight he’d sit her down and force her to talk, try and get to the bottom of what was on her mind. God knows something needed to be said. Her personal hygiene standards were slipping. Her once-silky, chestnut brown hair was greasy and lifeless and she was starting to smell. He wondered whether she’d even been bothering to wash? He’d tried to say something to her about it yesterday afternoon but it was a delicate subject and he found it difficult to find the right words. He’d tried his hardest to be tactful but he’d obviously screwed it up and upset her because she’d not said a word. She’d just stared into space and ignored him. She hadn’t even had the decency to look at him. Late last night he’d brought her up a glass of wine and a slice of cake as a peace offering but she hadn’t touched them.

Simon rubbed his eyes and looked at the clock again. Five past seven. There was no avoiding it, he had to get up. He wanted just to curl up and pretend the day wasn’t happening, but he couldn’t. He had responsibilities. He kicked off the covers then yawned and stretched and stumbled into the bathroom.

This country is going to hell in a hand-basket, he decided as he stared at himself in the mirror. No water again. The taps had been dry for almost two days now. There really was no excuse. He paid his bills and he expected better than this. The bloody water company hadn’t even had the decency to answer the phone when he’d called the emergency number.

God, he thought, I look awful. He was bloody tired: tired of his job, tired of his family and their attitude, tired of being taken for granted, and tired of himself. Forty-seven years of age and stuck in a rut with no obvious way of getting out. The only way he could see himself getting back in his family’s good books would be to pander to them, and the only way he could afford to do that would be to get promoted at work or find himself a better job. Bloody hell, how he hated his job. He’d worked for the bank for thirty years and in that time he’d seen huge changes. It was no longer the same job he’d walked into after leaving school at age sixteen. Back then it had been a career to be proud of, and working for a bank had given him some kind of status and standing in the community. These days his association with the financial industry made him a social leper. People had once looked up to him but now it was as if he was personally being blamed for all the grief the banks had caused. In reality he was little more than a glorified salesman, left at the counter all day to sell loans, accounts and insurance policies to people who either already had enough loans, accounts and policies or who had only come into the branch to pay a bill. Maybe it was his own fault, he wondered as he began shaving with his old electric razor. He’d seen plenty of people join the bank after him, only to overtake him and be promoted up through the ranks at speed. In fact, he’d trained three of the last five managers he’d worked for, teaching them how to cashier when they’d first joined the company.

The bank needs people like me, Simon told himself as he tugged and pulled at a weekend’s worth of stubble with his razor. If it wasn’t for the folk at the bottom, the high-flyers and the people at the top wouldn’t be able to do their jobs and make their massive profits. Some of his colleagues laughed at him because he’d been in charge of the stationery cupboard at his branch for longer than most of them had been in the bank, but they’d be laughing on the other side of their faces if he didn’t put in a stationery order, wouldn’t they? How could they sell their loans and their accounts and their insurance policies without the right brochures and forms? And how could they fill them out without any pens? He did more for his branch and the company overall than any of them ever gave him credit for.

The batteries in his razor ran out mid-shave. The left side of his face was mostly clean shaven, the right still covered with stubble. Bloody typical.

#

They were going to have to go shopping. The kitchen cupboards were practically empty. He should have gone to the supermarket at the weekend. More to the point, June should have. Why was everything left to him all of a sudden? As he sat munching dry cereal, Simon scribbled out a grocery list. He’d leave it on the table for June. Hopefully she’d get the message and go out later and get everything they needed so he could eat properly tonight.

Simon shook his head dejectedly. He wished he understood what was going on. He’d never known anything like it. He was struggling to get on with his family, the house was in a state, and the water, gas and electricity supplies had all failed or become intermittent. To lose one would have been bad enough, but all three at the same time? How could these utility companies be allowed to operate so shoddily? Imagine the grief if I didn’t do my job properly, he thought. There’d be hell to pay.

As ready for work as he was ever going to be, Simon got up and packed his lunch away into his briefcase. It wasn’t really very much of a lunch, just a few dry crackers, some biscuits, a packet of crisps he’d found at the back of the cupboard, and a rubbery apple. He jammed his food in amongst the hundreds of old circulars, leaflets, handwritten notes and photocopied procedures that he carried to and from work every day. He never looked at any of it (most of it was probably out of date) but he felt safe when he carried a case full of papers to the office. It was a security blanket, something to hide behind.

‘Are any of you out of bed yet?’ he called up from the bottom of the stairs. Was he really the only one who could be bothered anymore? Agitated and nervous (he always felt that way before work) Simon left his briefcase at the foot of the stairs and stormed back up to try and motivate his lazy family. He could hear something happening in Jamie’s bedroom. At least he was making an effort.

‘Ready for school, Jim?’

What was left of Jamie was on the other side of the door, trying to claw his way out, reacting to his father’s voice. Simon shoved the door open and sent his son’s wasted body tripping backwards. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, watching the corpse regain its footing and lurch forward again. The dead boy crashed into him. ‘Steady on,’ Simon laughed, ‘take it easy!’ Jamie grabbed at him with barely coordinated hands. ‘I haven’t got time to muck about now,’ Simon said. ‘I’ve got to get to work. I’ll see you tonight, okay?’

Still laughing, Simon picked up his son’s emaciated body, carried him across the room and dumped him on the bed. Jamie immediately rolled off again and staggered back towards the door.

‘Make sure you change your sweatshirt before you go to school, okay?’ Simon pointed a disapproving finger at the dribbles of blood and other emissions which had seeped down the front of his dead son’s crusty beige jumper. He left the room and shut the door behind him, holding onto the handle for a moment as the remains of his child clattered against the other side.

He knocked on the next door then went inside. She’s just like her mother, Simon thought as he peeled back the bedclothes to reveal his daughter Hannah’s decaying face. She’d just turned seventeen when she’d died last week. He shook her shoulder, trying to wake her. She’d been working in a hairdresser’s salon for just over a month and he didn’t want her being late. Jobs were hard enough to come by as it was. She needed to make a good impression. Her dead eyes stared through him unblinking.

‘Make sure you’re not late,’ he told her. No response. Simon leant down and kissed his daughter’s discoloured, room-temperature cheek. There was a spider crawling in her hair, spinning a web between her ear lobe and her skull. He flicked it across the room. ‘I’ll see you tonight, love. Have a good day.’

Having checked the children, Simon took a deep breath before going back into the bedroom he shared with June. ‘I’m off to work now, love,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll see you tonight. Maybe we could talk later? I’d like to know what it is I’m supposed to have done to upset you.’

For a second longer he stood and stared sadly at the body in the bed. June didn’t move. Eighteen years of marriage (a few of them had been pretty good years too) and yet she couldn’t even bring herself to look at him. How had everything gone so wrong, so quickly?

#

Simon pushed through the growing crowd of rotting bodies at his front gate and began the short walk to work. He didn’t know what these people wanted, but they’d been loitering here for days now. Didn’t they have homes to go to? More to the point, didn’t they have jobs? Was he solely responsible for keeping the country running? It was beginning to feel that way. There wasn’t a single car out on the roads again and he couldn’t see any of the usual faces he used to see heading off to work or taking the children to school or walking the dog. All he could see today were more of these dirty, ragged people. Some of them tried to grab at him and pull his clothes, and he couldn’t understand why. What did they want from him? What had he done to them? He ran to the end of the road, hoping they’d be gone by the time he got back tonight.

His first port of call (as it was every morning) was the newsagents on the corner of Marshwood Road and Hampton Street. The shop was quiet. Simon picked up his paper (last Tuesday’s again – bloody annoying – he’d bought the same paper seven times now) and dug deep in his pocket for change. There was no one about to serve him, and in temper he slammed the coins down on the counter (next to the coins he’d left there on Friday) and stormed out of the shop, cursing.

More bodies up ahead. He asked them to move but they ignored him. Sick of being treated like a second class citizen, he pushed them out of the way and marched on towards the high street, a man on a mission.

#

Simon hated his job. He felt his guts churn and his bowels loosen as he neared the bank. A traditional and imposing, late-nineteenth century building, its architectural beauty had been compromised by the ever-expanding array of Perspex signs hung above and around its solid wooden doors, and the gaudy advertising hoardings plastered across the inside of its large, arched windows. An ATM had been crow-barred into what had once been a street-level window. Ignoring the unwanted attentions of yet another rancid, dribbling man who came at him repeatedly, he checked the screen of the machine. Bloody thing was down again, and no doubt he’d get the blame. Nothing short of 99.85% uptime was good enough for the bank. Another target missed, and he hadn’t even made it through the front door yet.

The staff door at the side of the building was already open, completely against policy. Which idiot had left it like that? Didn’t they know there was a strict security procedure to be followed each morning before anyone could go inside? He entered the building and slammed and bolted the door shut behind him. He’d let himself out last thing on Friday evening and he’d assumed that one of the others would have locked up after him. Christ, could the bank have been left open all weekend?

#

By quarter past nine only three other members of staff had arrived for work. The branch manager (Brian Statham, ten years Simon’s junior) had already been in his office when Simon had arrived. Statham obviously wasn’t happy. He was pacing about the room furiously, slamming into the door and occasionally banging against the glass, making a heck of a din. Two clerks – Janice Phelps and Tom Compton – were dead at their desks. Janice was slumped over her computer whilst Tom had fallen off his chair and lay spread-eagled on the carpet. Simon was appalled by the lack of work being done in the branch. He knocked on Statham’s door to voice his concerns but his manager wasn’t interested. He was only marginally more responsive than the others and Simon took it upon himself to address the situation because there was no way the branch could run with a skeleton staff like this. He dug out the telephone numbers of some of the missing staff from their personnel files and tried to call them to find out where they were, but none of the phones were working. The damn lines were still down.

Let’s just get on with it, Simon decided. It was half-past nine, time to open to the public, and it was all down to him. He walked the length of the banking hall, unlocked the heavy wooden doors and pulled them open.

Nothing happened. A few random figures in the street stopped and turned to see what the noise was but, other than that, nothing. Simon remembered a time when the banking hall would have been filled with an endless queue of customers all day every Monday, and how that queue would have been hanging out of the door first thing. How things had changed.

He wandered back behind the security screen and took up his position behind his till.

#

Simon didn’t mind hard work. He could cope with an in-tray piled high with papers and a huge queue of customers. None of that bothered him just as long as everyone was pulling his or her weight. He’d happily work until midnight if everyone else worked that late too, but today that just wasn’t happening. He was already annoyed by the number of staff who hadn’t shown for work, but what really irked him was he was the only one actually doing anything.

It was almost midday. The bank had been slowly filling with customers for the last half-hour. After waiting until almost eleven o’clock before the first customer of the day had appeared, a scruffy bunch of punters had now dragged themselves up the concrete wheelchair access ramp and through the swinging doors. Unsavoury looking types, they hadn’t actually seemed to want anything, and had just wandered up and down on the other side of the glass panel which separated the back-office from the public area. Simon had shouted for them to come to his till. They’d crowded around his position when they heard his voice and had slammed their hands and faces against the glass, but he still didn’t know what it was they actually wanted.

Behind the counter, absolutely nothing was happening. Simon glanced back over his shoulder occasionally and shook his head with despair. What a bunch of lazy bastards. There he was, trying his best to deal with the public, while they all just sat there and did nothing. Janice hadn’t moved from her computer and Tom was still on the floor. Statham – inexperienced, overpaid and bloody useless in Simon’s opinion – was still pacing up and down in his office. None of them had lifted a damn finger to help him all morning.

Usually he could take it. Usually he would just stand at his till and stew in silence or find a reason to disappear off to the stationery room and hide there for as long as he could, but today was different. Today it wasn’t that the others were doing very little, they were doing absolutely nothing. Simon wasn’t going to let them take advantage of him any longer. He’d had enough. Maybe it was the way his family had been treating him which pushed him over the edge? Or the deteriorating state of the country? Or was it the fact that even the customers in the banking hall (and there were many more of them now) were ignoring him too? He couldn’t go on like this: no heat or light, no computers or telephone, and not even any money in his bloody till. The balance had been tipped and it was time to do something about the situation, once and for all. For the first time in as long as he could remember he was ready to stand up for himself and speak his mind.

‘Staff meeting,’ he announced. The bodies in the banking hall responded to his voice and pushed themselves against the glass, desperately inquisitive. A short distance away, Brian Statham’s body also threw itself against the door of its office. Unperturbed, Simon slid his ‘till closed’ sign into position and locked his drawers. ‘I want a staff meeting right now,’ he demanded. ‘I’ve had enough of this.’

Simon flung the door of the manager’s office open and Statham’s body lurched towards him. ‘We need to talk, Brian,’ he said as he shoved the decaying bank manager back into the room and blocked the way out with a desk. ‘Things just can’t go on like this. I’ll get the others.’

Feeling strangely empowered, Simon went back out into the main office. He grabbed Janice Phelps’ shoulder and peeled her off her computer, then tipped her back on her swivel chair and wheeled her through to the manager’s room. Tom Compton was a little more awkward. He put his arms under the dead man’s shoulders, dragged him along the floor, and dumped him into one of the padded customer chairs on the other side of the office. He was bloody heavy. Simon had to use all his strength to get him in and sit him down.

With Statham trapped behind his desk and the other two now in position, Simon took the floor. ‘You all know me pretty well,’ he began, trembling with nerves and hoping the others couldn’t tell. ‘I’m a reasonable man and I’ll do whatever’s expected of me.’ He paused and looked at the lifeless faces surrounding him. The ignorant bastards weren’t even listening. He continued regardless. ‘We’ve all got a role to play here. Now in the past you might have thought you were better than me and that your jobs were more important than mine, but I want to put things straight. We’re all small cogs in a much bigger machine.’ He paused again, pleased with the cliché he’d just used. ‘Without me none of you would be able to do your jobs properly. Without me this branch wouldn’t function.’

Simon stopped to let the enormity of his words sink in. Almost on cue Tom’s body slid off its chair, its head thudding against the wall on the way down. Simon, thrown off his stride momentarily, seethed with anger. He picked up the corpse and shoved it back onto its seat. ‘You see,’ he yelled, finding it hard to keep his temper in check, ‘that’s exactly the kind of thing I’m talking about. You all think it’s funny, don’t you? You think you can all have a good laugh at my expense. Well you can’t, not anymore. I’ve had enough. I’ve had enough of being the butt of all your stupid bloody jokes and having to do all the donkey work. It’s not fair, and it’s going to stop.’

Statham’s corpse became increasingly animated as Simon raised his voice. The others failed to respond. Their lack of reaction incensed him.

‘How dare you?’ he screamed. ‘How dare you treat me like this? Show some respect, will you? I’ve been working flat out all morning while you’ve been sat on your backsides doing nothing. If I stopped working, this place would grind to a halt. Well, things are going to change round here. I’m not going to carry you anymore, do you hear me? From now on you’re on your own.’

Still nothing.

Simon grabbed Janice Phelps by the scruff of her neck and screamed into her green-tinged face. ‘Are you even listening to me?’

Janice wasn’t, but the other bodies in the banking hall clearly were. The dead hordes began to beat their rotting fists against the walls, driven wild by the desperate man’s voice. Simon ignored them as best he could. ‘There’s not a lot that any of us can do today, not until the power comes back on,’ he continued, now fractionally calmer. ‘I’m going to shut the branch and I suggest we all go home. We’ll come back tomorrow morning and try again, okay?’

He looked around the room but no one said anything. The hammering on the wall behind him continued unabated.

Simon remained standing in the middle of the manager’s office for a moment, surrounded by his dead colleagues, and he realised he actually felt a little better. The others hadn’t agreed with him but, unusually, they hadn’t banded together and turned against him either. More importantly, he’d just taken a managerial decision and no one had argued. Could it be that he was about to be shown some respect? Had the rest of them finally realised just how important he was to this branch and to the company? Bloody hell, he thought, maybe he should try the same approach when he got back home tonight? Maybe he could make his family listen too?

‘I’m going to lock up,’ he said, his voice cocksure and uncharacteristically strong.

Simon still had the key in his pocket from when he’d opened up hours earlier. Brimming with unexpected confidence he stepped over the outstretched feet of Tom’s body (he’d slid off the chair again) and left the manager’s room. He walked through the back-office to the security door which separated the staff area from the customers. Security conscious and procedure-driven as always, he peered through the fish-eye lens viewing hole before going through.

Bloody hell, the banking hall was full of customers now. Now this was how it should be on a Monday. With no computers working and no cash in his till he couldn’t serve any of them of course, so he’d just have to go out and make an announcement. He’d tell the customers what was going to happen in exactly the same way he’d just told the staff. He was getting pretty damn good at taking charge.

A deep breath and he opened the door. A huge mass of rotting flesh immediately surged towards him. Oblivious to the danger, Simon pushed deeper into the crowd, wading through, fighting to keep moving forward as the dead pushed against him.

‘If I could have your attention for a second please, ladies and gentlemen,’ he shouted, struggling to stay upright. Another wave of decaying corpses came at him from the general direction of the main entrance and knocked him off-balance. He was being pushed further back into the building and he reached out to try and steady himself. The movement of the bodies backed him up against the wooden counter. He climbed up onto the other side of his till position and stood tall above the crowd. Before trying to speak again he brushed himself down. He was covered in stains from the customers. He picked bits of them off his shirt and tie.

‘Now look,’ he shouted, ‘I’m sorry but we’ve got some problems here today. Our computer systems are down and staff shortages mean that we’ve not been able to get into the safe. I apologise for any inconvenience, but I’m going to have to ask you all to leave. If you’d like to come back tomorrow morning I’m sure we’ll be able to…’

Another forward surge from the crowd distracted him. The sound of his voice seemed to be generating plenty of interest and the bank was filling up now instead of emptying. More and more customers were trying to get inside. The situation was getting out of hand.

‘Please listen. I realise this is unusual and I understand you’ve all been inconvenienced, but I do need your cooperation. There really is nothing more I can do for you today. Come back tomorrow when I’ll be more than happy to help…’

But they still weren’t listening. Even more people were coming into the building. Simon couldn’t stand it when people didn’t listen to him. ‘Let’s have some respect here,’ he yelled, shouting at the top of his voice again to make sure even the people still struggling to get inside could hear him. ‘A little common-sense, please…’

Simon had gradually edged further and further along the counter. He now found himself at the far end of the banking hall, opposite the doors he’d originally come out here to close. Between him and the other end of the long, narrow space was a mass of at least a hundred furious customers. He looked down into the faces of the nearest few. Christ, they looked riled. If he wasn’t careful this situation might turn nasty. He banged on the wall behind him, hoping one of the others in the manager’s room would come and help, none of them did. The staff meeting which he’d called seemed now to be continuing in his absence.

‘Could I have a hand out here please,’ he shouted, watching anxiously as another wave of bodies attempted to cram themselves into the already tightly-packed building. ‘Tom, Brian… could one of you come and—’

His words were abruptly cut short when several of the corpses, with nowhere else to go, reached up for him. One of them managed to catch hold of his grubby bank uniform trousers. He tried to pull away but lost his footing and slipped down from the counter, falling into the bodies like a bizarre middle-aged crowd surfer at a concert. Fearing for his safety, he covered his head with his hands and curled up into a ball. Then, crawling on his hands and knees across the heavily stained terracotta carpet, he began to move, weaving between the decomposing feet which surrounded him. For a fraction of a second he wondered if he should try to help get the others out, but he knew he couldn’t go back. It was too late. The momentary flickering flame of defiance which had burned briefly today had been extinguished just as quickly as it had been lit. Terrified, he closed his eyes and kept pushing forward, working his way around the bodies. He accidentally knocked a handful of them down and they fell into each other like dominos, only to be trampled by others. He kept on moving, forcing himself forward inch by painfully slow inch until he was level with the front door of the bank. Should he try and stand up to close and lock it? Hating himself for being so weak, Simon instead kept on crawling until he was out of the building, and had made it down the ramp and onto the street. The crowd slightly thinner there, he picked himself up and started to run, glancing back at the overrun bank before sprinting home.

#

Ten o’clock. A half-eaten can of cold baked beans and three-quarters of a bottle of whiskey later.

The house was silent, save for the occasional thump from Matthew, who really should have been in bed by now. Simon sat alone in darkness at the kitchen table, his head in his hands. He couldn’t stop thinking about the events of the day now ending. It was bad enough that he’d left the bank wide open and abandoned his colleagues, but that wasn’t the worst of it. For a moment back there, he’d actually felt like somebody. It had felt good. It had felt damn good. But he’d been brought back down to earth with a bang. He was still a nobody. A forty-seven year old stationery clerk and cashier with no prospects, a family that had virtually disowned him, and an increasingly uncertain future. Maybe he should accept the hand that had been dealt him and just get on with it? Stick with what you know, that had always been one of his late father’s favourite sayings. Don’t take risks and don’t take chances. We’re not all made for great things. The world will always need the little men too. Stick with what you know.

Simon got up and walked out into the hallway, dragging his feet. He paused to look out at the crowd of bodies at the end of his drive before climbing the stairs to bed, a final generous tumbler of whiskey in hand. He undressed, put his dirty shirt in the washing basket with all the others, then put on his pyjamas. He could still hear Jamie banging around in his bedroom. Bloody teenagers. He should be resting or studying. One day my son, he thought, all these problems will be yours. If only he knew what he had to put up with every day. His attitude would soon change if he was the one who had to face the daily indignities and humiliations of office politics. Christ, he hoped Jamie didn’t make the same mistakes he had. If he’d worked harder at school and not just taken the first job he’d been offered after leaving, maybe things would have been different. Then again, maybe not.

No point dwelling on all that now, he thought as he climbed into bed beside June. She had her back to him, still in the same position as he’d left her this morning. She hadn’t done the washing or the shopping. In fact, it looked like she’d spent another day in bed. Bloody hell, she didn’t know how easy she had it.

He wrapped his arm around his wife’s rapidly putrefying torso and pulled her close. He wished she’d talk to him. He didn’t want to go to sleep yet. He wanted someone to listen to his problems and tell him he was doing his best, that it was the rest of them who’d got it wrong. But June wasn’t interested, and the silence was deafening.

Simon felt humiliated and let down by everyone, even those closest to him. He’d tried so hard today but, ultimately, all he’d done was make matters worse. Christ, how was he going to face them all at work tomorrow?


BEGINNING TO DISINTEGRATE

Part iv

 



‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,’ Jas said, leaning over the front seats of the van. Hollis was behind the wheel, Harte and Gordon beside him. Jas was in the back with his bike and as much food and drink as they’d been able to load up from the supermarket before the swollen crowds of bodies around the building had forced them out.

‘I’m serious,’ Gordon said. ‘I know this isn’t the nicest of spots, but it’s got everything you said we were looking for.’

‘They were in the middle of knocking the bloody place down. Doesn’t that tell you something?’

They’d stopped on a stretch of road overlooking a huge and particularly ugly-looking block of flats. More accurately, the one remaining huge and particularly ugly-looking block. Next to it, an enormous pile of rubble and a half-demolished neighbour. Further down the hill, a masonry-strewn space where, until recently, a third block had obviously stood.

‘They were knocking it down,’ Hollis said, ‘but they’re dead. It looks strong enough to me. For the record, I think you might be onto something here, Gordon. It might not be The Ritz, but it does have its advantages.’

‘Like what?’

‘Safety, security, difficult to access… do I need to go on?’

‘Yes,’ Jas said, still not convinced.

Hollis sighed and flicked on the wipers to clear the glass and get a better view. A lone corpse buzzed around the outside of the van.

‘Much as I hate to admit this, Gord,’ Harte said, ‘I think you might be right. This place is good. There’s gonna be plenty of space in there, and it’s only a stop-gap, isn’t it? Once things settle down again we can move on.’

Hollis chuckled to himself. ‘Once things settle down again! Bloody idiot. You make me laugh, Harte. Ever the bloody optimist.’

‘And look at the geography of the place,’ Gordon said. ‘It’s on a hill.’

‘So?’

‘Two things. First, I know we don’t know a lot about what’s going on right now, but one thing we do know is the dead still obey the laws of physics, don’t they?’

‘What are you on about?’ Jas grumbled.

‘Think about it… the bodies will have no trouble falling, but they’ll have real problems trying to get back up.’

‘He’s got a point,’ Hollis said, sounding more surprised than he should have.

‘I said I’d got two points, actually,’ Gordon continued, indignant. ‘Being up on a hill like this means it’ll be easy for other people to see us too, doesn’t it? If we get some lights in the windows, that kind of thing, anyone else will see us for miles around.’

It pained him to admit it, but Jas knew he was right. More than that, he knew he was outnumbered. ‘So if we are going to stay here, we’re going to need to make sure it’s completely clear, right?’

‘Right,’ Harte said.

‘What are you thinking?’ Hollis asked.

Jas leant forward again and pointed to the general area around the base of the apartment block. ‘We need to get that space cleared and barricade it as soon as we’re done. Make a fucking noise, draw out the dead, then kick ‘em down to the bottom of the hill and block ourselves in.’

‘And how are you planning on doing that?’

‘I’ll use the bike. You watch me, mate. I’ll be like the fucking Pied Piper out there.’

#

Jas had always loved the noise his bike made. It was such a loud, ugly, brash, fuck off to everything. Now they were having to stay increasingly quiet to survive, and riding the bike allowed him to vent his frustrations. He felt like screaming most of the time, and this was just about the only way he still could.

Hollis, Harte and Gordon were where he’d left them, parked up overlooking the flats, engine off. They watched from a distance as he cruised the maze of narrow streets behind the grotesque building. It was a bizarre sight, strangely surreal. Often he would disappear, only to emerge again a few seconds later with a slowly marching crowd of bodies in his wake. Once he’d got enough of them following, he’d drive down the steep hill and the dead would trickle after him. And Gordon had been right: once they were down at the bottom, they struggled to get back up.

‘We’ll keep pushing them back,’ Hollis said, feeling increasingly confident and positive. ‘It’s perfect. All that space at the foot of the hill… we’ll build some kind of barrier. There are diggers down there from the demolition, and more cars than we’re ever going to need. We’ll clear this bloody place and make it our own. Stop those fucking things getting anywhere near us.’

Neither Harte nor Gordon said anything. They both agreed, but the idea of all that work didn’t appeal. For now they were happy to sit back and watch the bizarre, almost comical sight unfolding in front of them. The trickle of bodies had become a veritable torrent now, a river of death slowly flooding down the hill, pooling at the bottom.

#

Several hours later.

With the vast majority of the local corpses now forming a single vile decaying mass at the bottom of the hill, Hollis risked driving the van around to the flats. He parked in the shadows. Gordon opened the door to go inside the building and, almost immediately, the foetid remains of a demolition worker, still wearing his high-vis jacket and safety helmet, lunged at him from out of nowhere. Gordon fell back, the corpse on top of him. ‘You’re fucking useless, Gord,’ Jas said as he ripped off the dead man’s helmet then swung at his head with his crowbar, splitting his skull and sending him flying.

‘We’re going to have to check this whole place out,’ Hollis said. ‘Every room. Shouldn’t take long.’

Gordon held back, keen to let the others go first. They each armed themselves with makeshift weapons, then grouped at the main entrance. ‘We should split up,’ Jas suggested.

‘You never seen a horror film before?’ Harte joked. Jas remained stony-faced.

‘You come with me,’ he told him. ‘Hollis, you get Gordon.’

The building reminded Hollis of a three-cornered hat. He and Gordon went left while the other two went right.

Gordon’s initial nervousness seemed to reduce with each door they opened and every empty apartment they found. ‘We’re lucky to have come across this place,’ he said, chattering anxiously. Hollis shoved another door open and they quickly checked out the few rooms within the flat: an open-plan living area and kitchen, a dingy bathroom and two bedrooms. The decoration was old and tired, the entire place stripped bare save for a couple of piles of rubbish left by the former occupants.

‘Lucky?’ Hollis said when they were done. ‘How do you work that out?’

‘Because this place is in such a good position and it’s already been vacated. Imagine if it had still been full of families.’

‘Then we wouldn’t have given it a second glance,’ he answered, working hard and becoming increasingly annoyed that Gordon wasn’t. ‘We’d have just kept going. Maybe we should have anyway. Jas said he was working security at a mall that hadn’t been opened, imagine that. Still, I guess this’ll do for now.’

Gordon followed Hollis as he finished checking the flat then moved onto the next. Hollis opened the door, then paused. Not empty. Something here… He’d only taken two steps in when it came at him – another demolition worker corpse, staggering like a dead weight. Gordon squealed like a baby and ran for cover but Hollis wasn’t fazed. He grabbed the dead man by the lapels of his donkey jacket and swung him around, then forced him out of the door and out to the balcony. The body couldn’t match his speed or coordination, its dead feet scrambling on the ground for purchase. Too late. With a heave of effort, Hollis upended it. Gordon looked down, then looked away again. On the ground below, the dead thing’s head popped open like an overripe watermelon; a star-shaped puddle of bright red in all the dusty grey.

‘Don’t know how I’d cope without you here to help,’ Hollis said sarcastically, wiping his hands clean on the back of his jeans as he walked towards the neighbouring flat.

The next door along was blocked. Hollis waited for Gordon to show some initiative, but he wasn’t showing any. ‘What?’ he grumbled.

‘Your turn,’ Hollis said. ‘Come on, break a sweat.’

Gordon pushed the door but it wouldn’t open. He looked to Hollis for help, but Hollis just looked back at the door. This one was his. Gordon took a step back, then shoulder-charged. The door flew open, and he flew through. Hollis was about to follow him inside when he came flying back out the other way, a girl holding him by the neck. She slammed him up against the wall opposite, almost tipping him over the balcony like Hollis had the body from the previous apartment, and he whimpered. Hollis tried to pull her off him. He hadn’t seen a corpse as vicious as this one before.

‘Fuck off!’ she screamed. She let Gordon go and he slid to the ground. Hollis just looked at her, shocked. The last thing he’d expected to find in this ruin was another survivor.

‘I thought you were one of them.’

‘I though you were one of them,’ she replied, breathless.

‘What, a corpse that knocks the door?’

‘Piss off,’ she said.

‘You on your own here?’

She shook her head and gestured for them to follow. They did. Hollis stopped in the doorway and looked around, amazed. There were more faces looking back at him than he’d seen since this nightmare had begun. A girl cradling a doll, another smoking a fag, a kid drinking from a can of lager, a prim and proper housewife sitting in a moth-eaten armchair, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief, a guy with a straggly beard in a bus driver’s uniform, and a balding, overweight bloke who came marching over to him, hand outstretched. ‘The cavalry’s here then?’ he said, hopefully.

‘Hardly.’

‘Got any idea—?’

‘What’s happened? No. You?’

‘Bloody hell,’ Gordon said, peering cautiously around the doorframe.

‘That guy on the bike, he with you?’ the fat man asked.

‘Yep. You saw him?’ Hollis replied.

‘We saw what he did. Smart move.’

‘But you didn’t think to let us know you were here? Maybe come out and help?’

‘Sorry… didn’t want to get in the way.’

‘Are there more of you?’

‘This is us, unfortunately,’ the girl who’d attacked Gordon said, regaining her composure.

‘You picked a good place for a hideout,’ Hollis told her. ‘That’s why we’re here. We’re planning on fortifying the place.’

‘Be our guest,’ she said. ‘Welcome to the party.’


THE HUMAN CONDITION

Part i – GOING UP

 



Barry Bushell sat at the dressing table in his wide, palatial executive hotel suite and fixed his make-up. He wondered whether this was just a fad, just a phase he was going through, or if he’d spend the rest of his life dressing as a woman. He wasn’t gay and he wasn’t transsexual. This wasn’t something he’d always wanted to do. He wasn’t a drag queen or lady-boy in training. Barry Bushell was just a typical, red-blooded, heterosexual man who happened to have recently discovered that he felt comfortable wearing women’s clothes. And when the rest of the world lay dead and decaying in the streets a couple of hundred feet below him, why the hell shouldn’t he wear whatever he damn well wanted?

The last seven days had been the strangest of Barry’s life so far. Every aspect of his world had been irrevocably changed. If he was honest, his problems had started long before last Tuesday. A few months ago he’d been happy and settled and had a long-term plan. He’d moved into his girlfriend Tina’s flat with her and, for a while, life had been good. Better than good, in fact. But their relationship had abruptly ended on what had, until recently, been the worst day of his life. Out of the blue Barry lost his job when the company he worked for went into administration and its CEO went to jail. Penniless and distraught, Barry had returned home unexpectedly early to find his brother Dennis in bed with Tina. She’d proceeded to tell him that Dennis was better in bed than he was and that their relationship was over. By three o’clock that afternoon he’d lost his lover, his brother, his job and his home. That nightmare day had, of course, seemed like the best Christmas ever in comparison with last Tuesday when Barry had helplessly watched the entire population of the city (and, he later presumed, the world) drop dead. After the cruel and unexpected blows that life had dealt him recently, there was a part of him that found some solace in the sudden isolation and quiet. His anger with the rest of the world somehow made the pain easier to deal with. He blamed the inexplicable chaos for his sudden ‘gender-realignment’ (as he had labelled his drastic change in appearance). And now here he was, alone. As far as he could tell, the last man on Earth. Almost certainly the last man on Earth wearing a dress, anyway.

Five days ago, many of the bodies in the streets had risen. At first Barry had gone back down to ground level to try and find out what was happening, only to quickly return to his comfortable hide-out as soon as he realised that things had worsened, not improved. The people down there were dead. Although they were moving, there wasn’t the slightest spark of life left within them. Their sudden reanimation was as impossible to explain as their equally sudden demise days earlier. Barry climbed all the way back up to the top floor of the twenty-eight storey, five star, city-centre hotel and barricaded himself in the Presidential Suite. It was the best place he could find to hide. Within the hotel’s three hundred or so bedrooms, its many kitchens, function rooms, dining rooms, bars, restaurants and sports facilities, he’d been able to find pretty much everything he needed to survive, and a vast wardrobe of women’s clothing, make-up and accessories to boot. He’d even found a pair of size eleven stiletto shoes.

Barry stood up, smoothed the creases out of his dark blue dress, and looked himself up and down in the full-length mirror to his right. God I look good, he thought, pretty damn convincing save for the slight trace of a five o’clock shadow. His first experiments with make-up last week had been over-the-top, leaving him looking like a drag queen, but now he was definitely getting the hang of it. He wore a long straight blonde wig which he’d taken from a shop-window dummy, but he hoped in time his own hair would grow to a sufficient length for him to be able to style it. He’d started painting his fingernails and he was finally getting the hang of walking in heels. That had been the hardest part of all but it had been worth the effort. The knee-high leather boots he’d found in a bedroom on the seventh floor went perfectly with this outfit.

Am I just confused, Barry wondered in a frequent moment of self-doubt, or have I gone completely fucking insane? Whatever the answer, he was relatively happy, all things considered. He could do whatever he wanted now. He was in charge. If he wanted to wear a dress then he’d wear a dress. If he wanted to walk around naked, then he could do that too.

It was starting to get late. This was the part of day he really didn’t like, when he found it hardest being alone and when he started to think about everything that had happened and all he’d lost. His sudden change of outfit had been deliberately timed to give him a much needed confidence boost to help him get through the dark and lonely hours until morning. As much as he was comfortable in his own company, there were times when he wished this eternal isolation would end. He lit lamps in all the windows of the suite, praying that someone out there would see them, but at the same time also hoping no one would. He had to let the world know where he was, but in doing so he left himself feeling exposed. But he had to do it, he continually told himself. He would be safer with other people.

Barry walked around the perimeter of the vast suite (which covered almost the entire top floor of the building) lighting candles, lamps and torches in every available window. He kept himself busy. So busy, in fact, that he was unaware of a sudden flurry of movement and confusion outside. For the first time in a week, other survivors had entered this part of the city.

#

‘You’re a fucking idiot, Nick,’ Elizabeth Ferry screamed. ‘I said keep out of the city, not drive right through the bloody city centre. Fancy a little late night shopping did you?’

‘Shut up,’ Nick Wilcox yelled back. ‘If it hadn’t been for the fucking noise you two make with your constant bloody arguing, I wouldn’t have taken the wrong turn in the first place.’

‘Don’t bring me into this,’ Doreen Phillips said, listening in as usual. ‘It’s got nothing to do with me.’

‘Oh, it’s never got anything to do with you, has it?’ Ted Hamilton said from the seat directly behind her. ‘Of course it’s your fault, Doreen. You’re a bloody troublemaker.’

Doreen turned around and glared at Ted who was, as usual, filling his face with food. ‘And you’re a greedy fat bastard who should—’

‘For crying out loud,’ Elizabeth said, interrupting her. ‘Just give it a rest.’

Doreen stopped talking, folded her arms and slumped into her seat like a scolded child.

‘Just keep going, Nick,’ John Proctor said from three seats back. His voice remained comparatively calm. ‘We’re here now and shouting at each other isn’t going to help. Just keep driving.’

Nick took one hand off the steering wheel for a second, just long enough to wipe his face and rub his eyes. He’d been driving for hours and he was struggling but he wasn’t about to let the others know. They annoyed him beyond belief. He’d only found five other survivors since all of this began. Why did it have to be this five? This small, volatile, and dysfunctional group had been together for just three days, discovering each other by chance as they’d each individually wandered through the ruins of the world. Elizabeth and John Proctor had met first, Elizabeth having walked into the church where he used to preach, just as he was tearing off his dog-collar and walking out. A cleric of some thirty years standing, his already wavering faith had been shattered by the unstoppable infection which had raged across the surface of the planet and killed millions. If this God of ours is so all-powerful, loving and forgiving, he’d asked Elizabeth, then how could the fucker have let this happen? John’s sudden loss of faith had been as powerful and life-changing as his initial discovery of the church in his early days at college. Elizabeth had, in all seriousness, suggested that the plague might be some kind of divine retribution – a great flood for our times. Did she think he was a 21st century Noah? He told her in no uncertain terms that she was out of her fucking mind if she believed any of that crap.

Ted Hamilton, a plumber, part-time football coach and full-time compulsive comfort eater, had been on the roof of an office block working on a corroded pipe when the infection struck. He’d had an incredible view of the destruction from up there, but that was where he’d stayed, too afraid to come down. He’d sat on the roof for hours until he saw Doreen Phillips walking down the high street, shopping bags in hand, stepping gingerly over and around the mass of tangled bodies which covered the ground. Together they’d wandered aimlessly in search of help which never came. Their constant shouting and noise had, however, eventually attracted the attention of Paul Jones, a sullen and quiet man who preferred to keep himself to himself but who had recognised the importance of sticking together, no matter who these people were or how stupid they appeared.

Paul had suggested establishing a base from which they could explore the dead land around them and, perhaps, find more survivors. As obvious and sensible as his plan had been, it also proved to be unnecessary because as they struggled to establish themselves in a guest house on the edge of a small town, more survivors had found them. Three days ago the eerie silence of the first post-infection Friday morning had been shattered by the unexpected arrival of a fifty-three-seater coach driven by Nick Wilcox. Nick – who had previously driven coaches for a living, usually taking bus loads of pensioners around various parts of the south coast – had ploughed through the town with a nervous disregard for anything and everything, destroying any corpses that got in his way. Paul and Ted ran out into the road and flagged him down and it was only Elizabeth’s quick reactions (fortunately Nick had picked her and John up a day earlier) which stopped him from gleefully running them both down.

The motley collection of survivors made the coach their temporary travelling home. It was relatively strong and comfortable with room inside for them, their belongings, and enough supplies to last for a couple of weeks. And the coach had a huge advantage over everywhere else they’d previously tried to shelter because it moved. When things got ugly or there were too many bodies around for comfort, they just started the engine and drove somewhere else.

‘Keep going, Nick,’ John said again, his calm and deceptively relaxed tone helping diffuse the tension. ‘Get us onto a major road, then follow it back out of the city.’

‘Problem is I can’t see the bloody road, never mind follow it.’ Even with the headlights on full-beam, Nick could see very little. The streets were teeming with movement, the dead continually swarming around the vehicle.           

‘Does anyone know where we are?’ Elizabeth asked hopefully. ‘Anyone been here before?’

No one answered.

‘We could just stop,’ Ted eventually suggested, his mouth still full of food. ‘We’ve done it before. Sit still and shut up and they’ll leave us alone after a while.’

‘Come on, Ted,’ Elizabeth said, ‘there’s got to be a better way. They’ll take hours to go, you know that as well as I do, and there are hundreds of them around here. We’ve never seen them in these kinds of numbers.’

‘I’m not sleeping on the floor again,’ Doreen protested, her voice high-pitched and grating. ‘It’s bad for my back. It’s all right for you lot, you don’t have to—’

‘Doreen,’ Ted interrupted, ‘with all due respect, love, would you shut your fucking mouth. You couldn’t keep quiet if you tried so there’s no point talking about it.’

Nick managed half a smile as he steered the bus around a sharp bend in the road and powered into another pack of corpses. He knew as well as the rest of them that many hours of total silence would be necessary if they wanted to try and fool the dead into leaving them alone. With Doreen on board five minutes of silence was impossible, never mind anything longer.

‘Bloody hell,’ Ted said suddenly, swallowing his last mouthful of food and wiping his greasy mouth on his sleeve. ‘Look at that.’

‘What?’ Paul asked, quickly moving along the length of the bus towards the others, surprising them with his sudden involvement. Ted pressed his face against the window and pointed up.

‘Up there.’

‘What is it?’ Elizabeth anxiously demanded.

‘Lights,’ he answered, not quite believing himself. ‘Up there, look.’

Visible fleetingly amongst the shadows of numerous tall, dark buildings, the light – although relatively dull – burned bright in the total blackness of everything else.

#

High above the disease-ridden streets, Barry’s quiet and solitary life was filling with contradictions. He wanted to be surrounded by light, but the brightness left him feeling vulnerable and exposed. Likewise, the darkness sometimes made him feel safe, but it was also unsettling; he was scared of the shadows that filled the hotel at night. He wanted some noise to end the eerie silence but, at the same time, he wanted the quiet to remain so he could hear everything that was happening elsewhere. He wanted to sit out of sight in the comfort of his suite, but he also felt compelled to constantly check the windows. He knew he was alone in the building and that it was secure (he’d checked every room and had got rid of every dead body over the last week), but his nervous paranoia left him feeling convinced there were bodies climbing the staircases and walking the halls, moving ever closer. He felt sure that rotting hands would reach out of the shadows for him whenever he opened a door. Whatever he was doing he felt uncomfortable and unsafe, and it was far worse at night. Each successive evening he found the darkness harder to cope with, and that led to the cruellest paradox of all: Barry’s fear kept him awake night after night. Only when the morning (and the light) finally came was he able to relax enough to sleep. Invariably he would drift and doze through the morning and early afternoon and miss almost all of each precious day.

He wandered listlessly along the long west wall of the suite, the heels of his boots click-clacking on the marble floor. Where was this all going to end, he wondered? Was he destined to stay here at the top of the hotel indefinitely? It wasn’t a bad option, in fact he struggled to think of anywhere else that would be safer or more comfortable. The height of the building meant it was unlikely the corpses down below would ever see or hear him. The only problem would come when his supplies ran out. Okay, so he appeared to have the entire city at his disposal, but even if he managed to find everything he needed, there remained the problem of dragging it up literally hundreds of steps to his new home. Maybe he could set up some kind of winch or pulley system? Perhaps he could use the window-cleaner’s cradle he’d seen hanging halfway down the side of the building?

His mind full of questions and half-considered answers, Barry reached the corner of the room and stopped walking. He turned around and was about to retrace his steps when he happened to glance down into the dark streets hundreds of feet below. In disbelief he watched the bizarre sight of a coach ploughing through the rotting crowds, sending whole and dismembered bodies flying in all directions, hurtling at speed towards the hotel. He waited for a fraction of a second – just long enough to convince himself that what he was seeing was real – before throwing off his boots and sprinting out to the staircase barefoot.

#

‘Next left,’ Paul ordered. He’d moved up to the front of the bus and was now standing next to Nick, doing his best to guide their driver through the mayhem and towards the light. ‘No, wait, not this one. Take the next one.’

Nick yanked the steering wheel back around, making the whole coach lean over to one side. Their breakneck journey had become so turbulent that even Doreen Phillips was uncharacteristically quiet and subdued.

‘Can you see where it’s coming from?’ Nick asked, glancing up for a second and glimpsing the light again.

‘Not sure,’ Paul admitted. ‘It’s bloody high up, though.’

Nick braced himself as he forced the bus over a low mound of rubble and mangled metal at the side of the road. The passengers behind him – not expecting the sudden jolt – bounced up in their seats as the huge vehicle clattered up and then back down onto the road.

‘Take it easy,’ Ted protested.

‘Next left,’ Paul said for the second time, his voice more definite than before.

‘You sure?’

‘Positive. I can see it. We’re almost directly under the light now.’

Nick slammed on the brakes and swung the bus around the corner into another street which was as difficult to navigate as the last. Huge crowds of lumbering bodies dragged themselves towards the approaching vehicle from all directions. Nick kept his foot down, knowing the quicker they moved, the more chance they had of cutting through the rancid crowds. Scores of corpses were wiped out by the flat-faced frontage of the coach, thumping into it with a relentless bang, bang, bang like hail on a tin roof.

‘How far now?’ Nick asked.

Paul crouched down low and looked up to his right. ‘Almost there.’

John got up and scurried down to the front of the coach, holding onto the seat-backs and struggling to keep his balance. ‘It’s a hotel,’ he said. ‘Look, there’s a name on the side of the building.’

‘So where do I go?’ Nick asked, unable to see anything in the relentless gloom.

‘There must be a car park or something?’ John suggested. ‘Maybe around the back or underground?’

‘Get as close to the main entrance as you can,’ Paul said. ‘We need to minimise the distance we have to cover on foot.’

‘And how am I supposed to do that? I can’t see a fucking thing.’

‘Here!’ Paul shouted. ‘Sharp right! Now!’

With no time to properly consider his actions, Nick turned the wheel as instructed. The dark silhouette of the hotel loomed large in front of him. ‘Where?’ he screamed, desperate for help and guidance.

‘Just keep moving,’ Paul yelled back. ‘Keep going forward until—’

He didn’t get to finish his sentence. The low light and constant criss-crossing movement of hundreds of bodies made the distance between the front of the coach and the front of the hotel impossible to accurately gauge. His foot still down hard on the accelerator, Nick sent the coach over a kerb, then crashed through the glass doors at the front of the building. Their velocity was such that the coach kept moving forward until the twisted metal and rubble dragged under its wheels eventually acted as a brake. Three-quarters inside the building, with its back end jutting out into the street, the bus came to a sudden, undignified halt in the hotel’s imposing, marble-floored reception. The front wheels were wedged over the lip of an ornate and long-since dried up decorative fountain.

No one moved.

‘My back…’ Doreen moaned from somewhere on the floor under a pile of carrier bags full of clothes and other belongings.

‘Is everyone all right?’ John asked. No one answered. ‘Is anyone all right?’ he asked again, slightly revising his original question.

Paul shook his head clear and got back to his feet. He glanced over at Nick who was trying to stem the flow of blood from a gash just above his right eye. ‘Nice driving,’ he sneered.

‘Fuck off,’ Nick spat back at him.

‘Shit,’ Elizabeth said from somewhere in the darkness behind them both. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’ There was sudden fear in her voice which they all picked up on. Without pausing for explanation the survivors grabbed as many of their bags of belongings as they could carry, and ran for the door at the front of the coach which Paul had already opened. He glanced down the side of the long vehicle and immediately saw what Elizabeth had seen. A large part of the hotel entrance had collapsed. Although still partially blocked by the bus, there was now a gaping hole where the main doors had been, and hundreds of bodies were already swarming into the building.

‘Over here,’ a voice yelled at them from the darkness. Barry Bushell stood at the bottom of the main hotel staircase at the other end of the vast, dust-filled lobby, waving a torch and gesturing for them to follow him. The light inside the building was minimal and they struggled to make him out at first. Nick was the first to locate him. He ran across the rubble-strewn room, closely followed by Doreen, Elizabeth and Paul.

‘Come on, Ted,’ John pleaded. ‘Leave your stuff, we have to move.’

Ted was busy collecting his belongings. Loaded up with bags and boxes he tripped, falling into the dried-up fountain.

‘Keep going,’ he wheezed, already out of breath. ‘I’ll catch up.’

John could see he was struggling. ‘Just leave that stuff. We’ll manage without it.’

‘I need it,’ Ted said, groaning with effort.

‘But they’re coming! Drop the bags and get your backside over here!’

Ted was oblivious to the number of approaching bodies which were now dangerously close. They seemed to move as one, like a thick liquid slowly seeping out over the ground floor of the hotel, a slow-motion flood. Most of the coach had already been surrounded. John looked around to see that the rest of his group had all but disappeared. Just Elizabeth remained, standing at the bottom of the staircase, waiting for him.

‘Move, Ted! Don’t be a bloody idiot!’ John screamed. Ted, now on his feet again, tried to speed up but, if anything, he was slowing down. He was desperately unfit and overloaded with food. He glanced back and, seeing how close the nearest bodies were, he tried unsuccessfully to increase his speed. But he couldn’t make his short, pudgy legs move any faster. It was hopeless. ‘Move!’ John yelled at him again, nervously backing away towards Elizabeth.

Most people would have dug deep and done everything possible to cover the remaining distance to get to safety, but Ted did the opposite. He’d had enough. He was already exhausted and the staircase ahead of him seemed to stretch up into the darkness forever. He knew he’d never make it. An eternal pessimist, he’d already decided his number was up. He made one last pathetic attempt to move a little quicker but it was nowhere near enough and the distance still seemed impossible. Ted stopped and John watched helplessly as the mass of bodies engulfed him.

Elizabeth was already on her way up the stairs. John turned and ran after her. He couldn’t see where he was going, but as long as he kept going up, he thought he’d be okay. He could soon hear voices up ahead.

‘So what the fucking hell have you come as?’ Nick asked the stocky, six foot tall transvestite who’d saved them. They’d briefly stopped to regroup on a landing a few flights up. Barry used his torch to check who was with him. It was the first time any of them had seen him clearly, and he could see the puzzled expressions on their faces. Suddenly self-conscious, he didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t needed to explain his bizarre dress-code to anyone else yet, and in the chaos of the last few minutes, he’d forgotten what he was wearing. For a moment he felt foolish before remembering how good these clothes made him feel. What he was wearing was of absolutely no consequence to anyone else. He’d saved their lives. Fuck ’em.

‘I’m Barry,’ he answered. ‘Barry Bushell.’

‘So why are you wearing a dress?’

‘Because I want to.’

‘Well I think you look lovely, dear,’ Doreen said as she passed him on the landing. In dire need of a cigarette, she patted him on the shoulder and pointed upwards. ‘This way, is it?’

‘Just keep going,’ he replied. ‘Top floor.’

Doreen nodded and kept climbing, her nerves negating her tiredness. Nick waited on the landing for John to catch up. ‘Where’s Ted?’ he asked. John shook his head.

‘Didn’t make it,’ he said, panting with effort. ‘Silly bugger got caught.’

‘Shit,’ Nick mumbled, genuinely saddened for a moment. Then he shook his head and carried on up the stairs.

#

The climb up to the top floor seemed to take forever. Even though their appreciation of material possessions and the value of property had been massively reduced by the events of the last seven days, the opulence and scale of the vast penthouse apartment Barry had claimed as his own still impressed all of them.

‘Nice place she’s got here,’ Nick said as he looked around the low-lit rooms. Some of the group were sitting around a rectangular dining table, others were sprawled on a nearby sofa.

‘Shh…’ Elizabeth scowled. ‘Leave him alone. He’s obviously got problems.’

‘We’ve all got problems, but we don’t all feel the need to cross-dress, do we?’

‘Lovely place, though,’ Doreen agreed. ‘Just think of all the famous people who must have stayed here. Royalty? Film stars?’

‘Why?’ Paul said. Doreen looked puzzled. How could he not be excited by the prospect of sleeping in a hotel room that might have been used by millionaires and mega-stars?

‘Just imagine who might have sat around this table…’ she continued.

‘Why waste your time thinking about empty people like that? The people who could afford to stay here had too much money and not enough sense. You shouldn’t look up to them. The only difference between you and them was the size of their bank accounts compared to yours. Anyway, they’re all dead now. You’re not.’

‘It was more than that,’ Elizabeth continued, siding with Doreen for once. ‘It’s about glamour and watching them do the things that you always dreamed about doing and…’

‘So did you two used to read all the celebrity gossip and buy all the glossy magazines?’

‘Absolutely,’ Elizabeth said quickly.

‘And I bet you used to watch soap operas and reality TV shows?’

‘Never missed my soaps,’ Doreen told him with something resembling a bizarre sense of pride in her voice.

‘Pathetic,’ Paul said. ‘Bloody pathetic. It’s got nothing to do with glamour or anything like that. You both used to swallow all that crap because your own lives were pointless and empty.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ Elizabeth said angrily. ‘Let us know when it’s our turn to tear you to pieces.’

‘Where are all your celebrities now?’

‘Dead, probably,’ Nick interjected. ‘Face down in the fucking gutter.’

‘You know what I think?’ Paul continued, even though he knew neither of them cared. ‘I think that if by some strange twist of fate one of your precious celebrities had survived and was sat here now instead of one of us, you’d still be treating them like some kind of fucking god.’

‘As long as it was you they were here instead of, I wouldn’t care,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Sometimes you’re so far up your own backside that—’

‘I’ve got more food than this,’ Barry said, dropping a tray onto the table, deliberately interrupting the conversation. ‘I’m just trying to make it last. I’m trying to avoid going outside.’

‘I’d be trying to avoid going outside if I looked like that,’ Nick said, smirking.

‘Leave it, Nick,’ John sighed. ‘Christ, what’s the matter with you lot? We’ve just lost our transport and poor old Ted, and all you can do is argue and mock each other.’

‘Honestly,’ Nick continued, not listening to a word John had said, ‘we wait all this time to find someone else alive, and they turn out to be a fucking faggot!’

Barry grabbed Nick by the throat, dragged him off his chair and slammed him down onto the floor. He tightened his grip, painted nails digging into his skin.

‘Let’s just get this over and done with, shall we?’ He paused for an answer which Nick was in no position to give. ‘Listen, mate, I might be wearing a dress, but I’m not a fucking faggot, and it wouldn’t matter if I was. I’m not surprised you’ve got a problem with what I’m wearing. Fact is, I like it. I don’t know why, but dressing like this is helping me come to terms with the fact that all my friends and family and probably everyone else I’ve ever known is dead. I’m not a pervert, I’m just a normal bloke who’s decided to try wearing dresses for a while, okay?’

Barry let Nick go. Subdued, he slowly got up. ‘Okay, okay… Keep your hair on.’

Barry let the obvious reference to his shoulder-length wig go. ‘It doesn’t matter what any of us is wearing, does it? It’s not going to make any difference. Same as the colour of our eyes won’t make any difference either, or whether we’re right or left handed. Fact is we’re all in this mess together and we’ll need to work with each other to get ourselves sorted.’

‘Well said,’ John agreed.

‘So tell me,’ Barry continued, his voice louder and more confident, ‘who exactly have we got here and what the hell are we going to do about the fucking big hole you’ve made in the front of my hotel?’

#

Introductions and pointless discussions about what had happened to the rest of the world took the group through the final hours of day seven and well into day eight. Spirits were temporarily high: Barry had the company he’d craved and the others had found a safer, far more comfortable hideout than the back of Nick’s coach.

John pulled up a chair and sat in front of the widest window in the suite for hours, watching the night melt away and be overtaken by the first light of day. As the sun began to climb, more and more of the shattered world was revealed. Down at street level it had been difficult to fully appreciate the enormity of what had happened. From twenty-eight floors up, however, the extent of the devastation was clear.

‘You okay, John?’ Elizabeth asked, disturbing him.

‘I’m fine,’ he replied, almost managing a smile. ‘I was just looking out there. Look at it, Liz. The whole bloody world’s in ruins.’

Elizabeth leant against the window. He was right. For as far as she could see the world was dead, drained of all colour and life. Apart from the bodies in the streets, nothing moved. From this height they could see for miles into the distance, and the scale of what had happened around them was humbling. It was soul-destroying.

‘Much happening out there?’ Nick asked as he joined them. He’d been sitting on his own but preferred the company of others.

‘Not a lot,’ John answered.

‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that,’ Elizabeth said, her face still pressed hard against the glass. She’d diverted her attention away from the horizon to the more immediate area directly below. ‘Have you seen what we’ve done?’

Nick peered down. The largest crowd of bodies that any of them had yet seen had gathered around the entrance to the building and were pushing their way in through the huge hole the survivors had made with the bus last night. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said.

Concerned, John stood up and looked down. The sight of the massive gathering made his legs weaken. His mouth suddenly dry, he swallowed hard and looked around for Barry.

‘What’s the problem?’ Barry asked, walking over to the others. John pointed and Barry looked down. ‘Christ almighty.’

‘They can’t get up here, can they?’ Nick asked.

‘Of course not,’ Elizabeth said quickly. Barry was less confident.

‘I can’t see why not,’ he said. ‘If enough of them keep pushing forward from behind, my guess is the furthest forward will start climbing eventually.’

‘But they won’t get up here. We struggled to get up, so surely they won’t be able to…’

‘This place has one main staircase right in the middle of the building,’ he explained, still staring deep into the vast crowd below. ‘There are a couple of fire escapes, but they’re blocked off as far as I know. To be honest, I didn’t look into security too deeply when I got here. There didn’t seem to be any need when the place still had a front door.’

‘So what are you saying?’ Elizabeth pressed.

‘I’m saying that if there’s enough of them and they keep coming, who knows what they’ll be able to do. Give them enough time and there’s every chance they’ll manage to get up here.’

‘But we can get out if we need to?’

‘Well, I think we’ll be able to get down no problem,’ Barry said, ‘but what we do once we’re down there is anyone’s guess. Thanks to you lot the building’s surrounded and I can’t see an obvious way out.’

‘Let’s all keep calm and try and get things into perspective,’ John said quietly, doing his best to prevent panic from spreading. ‘The chances of them getting to us are slim and we’re so high up here that they’ll probably disappear long before they even get close.’

‘You reckon?’ Nick said. ‘There doesn’t seem to be much else going on in town this morning, does there? Looks like we’re the main attraction.’

Barry, Elizabeth, Nick and John stood side by side at the window and stared down. The streets below were filled with grey, staggering bodies and in the absence of any other distraction, the whole damn rotting mass seemed to be converging on the hotel. There were already thousands of them down there, and thousands more were dangerously close.
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THE GARDEN SHED



 



Lester Prescott thrives on order and uniformity. His pristine home is situated in a relatively well-to-do residential area. He is well respected socially and is the most accurate and productive accountant ever to have been employed by Ashcroft, Jenkins and Harman. Lester Prescott thinks in black and white. Show a child a cardboard box and they’ll turn it into a spaceship, a plane, a car, a robot suit or whatever else their uninhibited imaginations can create. As far as Lester Prescott is concerned, however, a cardboard box is, was and only ever could be a cardboard box.

Lester often finds it difficult to connect with people. Although he tries hard, over the years he has proved himself to be a boring and dull husband, an unimaginative lover and, perhaps worst of all, a disappointment as a father. People’s emotions and reactions cannot be governed by procedures, and that frustrates him. Their lives are never as clear cut and predictable as the columns of figures he can interpret with ease. He struggles with spontaneity.

Lester and his long-suffering wife, Janice, have been married for twenty-seven years. For twenty-five of those years they’ve lived in the same semi-detached house a third of the way down Baker Road West. Twenty-three years ago next month their daughter Madeline was born. An only child, Maddy left home at the age of eighteen to study. She loves her parents dearly but only sees them when she absolutely has to. She recently qualified as a nurse and now works in a large hospital on the other side of town.

Last Tuesday morning, Janice, Maddy and more than six billion other people were struck down by the most virulent virus ever to blight the face of the planet. Most unexpectedly, Lester Prescott survived.

#

Day eight ends and day nine begins. What will this day bring? This last week has been harder than I could ever have imagined. None of it makes any sense. I’ve started coming here at night to Maddy’s room to try and understand. I sit on the end of her bed and remember how things used to be. The room is just as she left it when she went to university. Mother and I didn’t see any point changing anything until she’d got herself married and settled down in her own home. It’ll never happen now, of course. Our home is a little oasis of normality in a world gone completely mad.

The chain of events which began last Tuesday are as inexplicable today as when they first happened. It began like any other Tuesday at the offices of AJH. I arrived at work at ten to eight, got my desk ready and then started on my figures. Bill Ashcroft, the senior partner, was the first person I saw die. He was talking to his secretary Allison when it took him, and I then watched it work its way through the entire office, killing everyone, and I just sat there in the middle of it all, helpless and too afraid to move, waiting for my turn. I still don’t understand why I escaped, but before I knew it I was the only one left alive.

I left the office as quickly as I could, stopping only to put my papers away, lock my desk, pack my briefcase and fetch my newspaper and coat from the cloakroom.

The journey home was harrowing and painfully slow. Outside it was as if someone had simply flicked a switch: everyone seemed to have died at almost exactly the same moment. I saw hundreds of bodies, thousands even. It seemed to take forever to work my way back home through the chaos.

I had been thinking about Janice and Maddy constantly since leaving the office, and I’d hoped to return home to find Janice sitting there waiting for me. After all, I had survived, so why shouldn’t she have too? But it wasn’t to be. I found her in the kitchen, lying on her back on the floor in an inch of water. The tap had been left running and the room was awash. Dear Janice was soaked through. I set to work sorting things out straight away. I dried her off as best I could, then wrapped her in a blanket and covered her with black plastic refuse sacks which I taped up. It wasn’t an easy or pleasant task but I managed to get it done. It seemed a little undignified at the time, but I was acting in accordance with the instructions from the government anti-terror information booklet we received last summer. Janice often used to mock me because, by nature, I am occasionally pedantic and perhaps a little obsessive. She used to say that my attention to detail was infuriating, but thank goodness I am that way is all I can say. As a result of the filing system I use in my study I was able to find the booklet immediately and deal with my wife’s body quickly, humanely and hygienically, just as instructed.

As I worked to move Janice’s body and clean up the mess in the kitchen, I kept a constant eye out for Maddy. I felt sure she’d be home before long and I wanted to make sure that Mother had been properly dealt with before she arrived. My mood darkened with every minute. As if losing my closest companion wasn’t enough, with each second that passed it appeared increasingly likely that my only child was gone too. Eventually, at half-past one that afternoon, I decided I couldn’t sit and wait any longer and so I set out to find her. I took my pedal bike from the garage, but once again my progress was frustratingly slow. I arrived at the hospital after an hour and ten minutes hard cycling, and immediately started to look for her. According to her timetable she should have been on duty but I couldn’t find her there. I had an awful time searching through the bodies on the ward for Maddy. So many poor, innocent people had lost their lives so suddenly and without explanation…

When I couldn’t find her in any of the areas I knew she covered, I worked my way back from the hospital to the house she shared with her friends Jenny and Suzanne. It was there that I found our little girl in her front yard, lying face down in the grass. Such a cruel, undignified end to such a beautiful young life. It broke my heart to see her like that. I packed her things, then used her car to bring her back home so I could deal with her body as I had Mother’s.

I read through the government booklet again that afternoon. It said that the bodies of the deceased should be buried away from the house. I dragged them both the length of the garden to the small area of lawn between the garden shed and Maddy’s old swing. We gave her that swing on her sixth birthday but Mother and I decided we’d keep it even after she’d grown up and stopped using it. It was always there to remind us of her. She used to have so much fun playing on it with her friends. Even now whenever I look at it I see young Maddy swinging in the summer sunshine. We’d hoped we’d have grandchildren to use it one day.

I unlocked the shed and went inside.

The garden shed has always been my escape. As well as being a very practical and convenient storage space, it was also a quiet little haven where I could sit and work or read my paper or listen to sport on the radio without interruption. Maddy and her mother liked their television and their soap operas but I couldn’t abide the constant noise. Quite often – almost daily in the summer months, certainly most weekends – I would shut myself away in the shed and relax in my own company with a cup of tea or a wee glass of something stronger.

Before I picked up my tools I sat down in my chair in the corner of the shed and tried to take stock of all that had happened. Sitting there it was hard to comprehend the enormity and finality of events and I could scarcely believe that my wife and daughter’s bodies lay just inches away. With tears in my eyes I looked around the little wooden hut and remembered all I had lost. On the wall opposite I stored the summer things that Maddy and her mother used to use; plastic patio furniture, sun-loungers and deck chairs, garden games and the like. In a small wooden box tucked away in one corner I found a collection of brightly coloured buckets and spades which I had again kept for those grandchildren we’d now never have. They reminded me of summer holidays long gone where Maddy, Mother and I would play on the beach in the blistering sun. Distant memories now…

With a heavy heart I stood, picked up my spade and the garden edging tool, and set to work. I took a rough measurement of the length and width of Maddy’s body (she was slightly taller and thicker set than her mother) and marked out the shape of the two graves in the turf close together. I carefully lifted the turf and then spent the next two hours digging before placing them both in their plots. Although we used to go to church most Sundays I wasn’t quite sure what I should say before I buried their bodies. It was difficult to think of the right words. I loved them both very much but I’ve always found it hard to properly express my feelings. Being gushing, emotional and romantic is something I’ve always struggled with, much to Janice’s chagrin. In any event I thanked God for their lives as I thought I should, and I asked that they would now find peace. I was confident they would, but I was less sure about what the future held in store for me.

I’m not the kind of man to sit there feeling sorry for himself. I wouldn’t have been doing anyone any favours if I’d done nothing. I spent a lot of time during the first two days of the crisis trying to understand what had happened, but I soon realised it was impossible. I read through the government booklet again but it was of little use. It kept talking about how the authorities would help and how I should wait for further instructions. I was ready to wait, but I was pretty certain that no instructions would ever be forthcoming. As far as I could tell (and I didn’t do anything to verify the validity of my supposition) I was the only man left alive.

I started to plan. It’s in my nature. I had plenty of food in the house, but I knew I needed more. I needed to be ready to fend for myself for a long, long time. With that in mind I took the car around to the shops and started to collect supplies: food, cleaning materials, clothing, bedding, medicines… even books, paper and pens. I had already realised how important it would be to keep myself occupied, both physically and mentally. I had written a comprehensive list of things I needed, several pages long, and I managed to get just about everything on it. It didn’t feel right taking goods without paying, but I had no means of making payment and no one to make payment to. I made a duplicate list – a ledger if you like – of what I’d taken and noted the cost of each individual item. When some semblance of normality finally returned, I decided, I would go back and settle my debts. The proprietors of the various shops I visited, if any had survived, would undoubtedly understand.

The third morning was as disorientating as the previous two. Just when I was beginning to get used to my situation, it changed again. On the third morning many of the bodies suddenly got back up onto their feet again. When I saw the first of them I hoped that was the end of it, that this was the first indication of an impending return to normality. It quickly became clear that was not going to be the case. The bodies which moved were uniformly unresponsive and slow. I stood out in the middle of the road in front of the house and stopped Judith Springer from number nineteen as she staggered past the end of the drive. I had known both Judith and her husband Roy for many years. She looked the same as always (save for a few unpleasant signs of deterioration) but she failed to react as a normal human being should. For goodness sake, she wasn’t even breathing!

I shut my door on the rest of the world again and went through to the back of the house. What about Maddy and her mother? Had their condition changed also? I found myself faced with the bizarre and repulsive, yet still very real possibility, that the wife and daughter I had buried two days earlier might now be trying to escape from their graves, digging their way back out through the dirt I’d shovelled over them. I crouched down next to the two slightly raised humps in the turf. There had been no change as far as I could see. I didn’t know what to do for the best. I lay there and put my ear to the ground and listened but I couldn’t hear anything and I couldn’t feel any movement. I reassured myself that not all of the bodies outside had moved. Had I just buried Maddy and her mother too deep for them to get out? In the terror of the moment I seriously contemplated exhuming their bodies, but what would that have achieved? What difference would it have made if they could move? Judith Springer was most certainly dead, despite the fact that she was somehow mobile again. I decided it was kinder both to Maddy and her mother to leave them both where they were and preserve what remained of their dignity.

I sat out in the garden shed again that afternoon and read a book and occasionally dozed. My sleep was punctuated with desperate dreams; twisted nightmares about my dead daughter and wife. It was almost dark when I woke and went back inside. The low light increased my unease. I regretted having slept and I tossed and turned all night in bed.

As the situation outside continued to change, I made a conscious effort to try and keep myself positive and motivated. I had left the car parked on the drive and had stored the provisions I’d collected at the far end of the garage. In fact, I had amassed such an impressive mountain of supplies that it filled almost the entire length of the cold, rectangular room. On the morning of the fourth day I sat at my desk in the study and made a list of my daily dietary requirements. I used reference books, our family medical dictionary and an encyclopaedia to calculate the minimum I would need to eat each day to survive. I then spent the entire day in the garage, dividing the tins, boxes and bags of food into equal-sized daily allowances, making sure there were sufficient levels of the various vitamins, proteins and whatever other chemicals I needed for each day. I also allowed myself a daily luxury – a can of beer or a packet of sweets for example. It quickly became apparent that I wouldn’t be able to get quite everything I needed from my provisions. I decided I would have to look at fetching vitamin and mineral supplements when I next went out, if they proved necessary. During the day it also occurred to me that none of the food I had was fresh. Perhaps, I thought to myself, I could start trying to grow my own vegetables if my situation remained unchanged for any length of time. Janice and I had always maintained a small vegetable plot, but I would probably need to expand the operation over the coming year. Sitting there on the garage floor surrounded by packages of food rations, I found the idea of having to fend for myself on such a basic level strangely exciting.

I worked long and hard that day, and by eight o’clock when the light had begun to fade, I was finished. On the garage floor lay forty-three separate food parcels, one for each of the next forty-three days. I tried not to think of them as rations but that, in effect, was what they were. Talk of rationing made it sound like wartime, but it most certainly wasn’t. For me to have been at war I needed an enemy, and at that moment in time I was very definitely alone and unchallenged, despite the ghoulish creatures drifting along the streets outside in ever increasing numbers. I locked the side garage door, and let myself back into the house.

#

Things changed again on the morning of day five.

When I threw back the curtains I found myself looking down upon a street scene very different to the previous evening. Outside my house a vast crowd of people had gathered. Initially elated, I dressed and readied myself to go out and see what they wanted. These people – although similar in appearance to the empty souls I’d seen previously – behaved differently. They were definitely gravitating around my home with a purpose, not just drifting by. I stood outside, separated from the crowd by the metal gate across the end of the drive, and for what felt like an eternity nothing happened. I didn’t know what to say. The faces of the people were vacant, and they seemed to look through me as if I wasn’t there. The nearest few figures were being continually jostled and pushed against the gate by those immediately behind, and yet they didn’t protest or stand their ground. I tried to speak to them but they didn’t acknowledge my words. Every time I opened my mouth there was a ripple of sudden movement (bordering on muted excitement) throughout the crowd, but not one of them seemed capable of responding properly. I lost my temper. Perhaps it was just my frustration getting the better of me? Whatever the reason, I ended up shouting and screaming at them like a madman, desperate for someone to answer or even just acknowledge me. It was an embarrassing show of uncontrolled emotion which I immediately regretted.

I returned to the house and stood at the bedroom window and continued to watch. Although the behaviour of the bodies outside had changed somewhat, it occurred to me that my overall situation had not. Ultimately, what the sick people on the other side of the gate did or didn’t do had no bearing on my survival. There had been no substantial change in either my situation or my priorities: I had to continue to fend for myself. As the government booklet said, I needed to sit and wait for help to arrive.

I could see more and more of the bodies approaching from various directions, perhaps drawn to the house as a result of my undignified rant in the street earlier. Whatever the reason, with little else happening in the neighbourhood it seemed that my home was rapidly becoming the centre of attention. It dawned on me that with everything else dead and silent around me, there was nothing else to distract them, and more and more of them would undoubtedly keep coming. I decided that I had few options: I could lock the doors, close the curtains and sit and wait until they disappeared again, or I could pack up now and run. After having worked so long and so hard for everything I owned I knew there was no way I could bring myself to leave home, especially not now that my beloved family were buried in the back garden. I was going to stay.

Although accountancy was my chosen vocation, I have always had a talent for working with my hands and am immensely proud of some of the improvements I have made around the house over the years. I made furniture for Maddy’s room, I decorated throughout (several times), I re-glazed a few windows and I laid the patio and built a low brick wall around it. On top of that I devised and constructed practical storage solutions in the attic, the garage, the study, the utility room and the shed. There was much that could be done to make my property more secure.

I approached the strengthening of the house with real relish and planned it meticulously. If nothing else, the project would keep me occupied for a few days at least and being occupied would help the dragging hours pass more quickly.

I needed to go out to the hardware store and get materials – timber, fixings, tools and various other bits and pieces – but I couldn’t get the car off the drive. The crowd around the front of the house was more than fifty bodies deep in places now. Even if I had been able to get the car onto the road, in doing so I would inevitably have allowed the crowd to get closer to my property. I didn’t relish the prospect of trying to herd the uncooperative throng back onto the street.

When we first moved into Baker Road West there had been a large expanse of grassland beyond the fence at the bottom of our garden. Five and a half years ago the council sold the land to a housing developer who built more than double the sensible number of houses there they should have. I certainly would never have considered buying a plot there. They were packed together and the gardens were virtually non-existent. I had an acquaintance who lived there and I dropped him back home after golf on a couple of occasions. The estate was like a rabbit warren, a twisting maze of cul-de-sacs, groves and crescents which all looked the same. To squeeze more homes in, many of the later phases were built with garages at the bottom of their gardens with access from a communal road leading across the back of several properties. By chance, one of the roads led across the back of my property also. Although I hadn’t yet solved the problem of getting to the hardware store, this provided me with a convenient means of getting everything back to the house when I returned.

I decided to walk. As potentially dangerous as it might have sounded, it also seemed the most sensible option. I climbed over the back fence, crept down the road, then quietly made my way down to the hardware centre at the bottom of the hill. The store catered for trade as well as the general public. There were trucks and vans which could be hired to help transport bulky loads (I’d hired one previously when I built the patio) and I decided I would use one again to move the equipment and materials.

In a little under two hours I was done. My trip passed with little incident, save for a few uncomfortable moments in the hardware store car park when another crowd of dishevelled people gathered around the front of the building after I had gone inside. I took my time and moved around quietly, hoping they wouldn’t notice me. I used the trade entrance at the rear of the building to load up a small flat-bed truck, and was done before any of them saw me. Once home I parked the truck on the other side of the back fence and heaved everything over. I left the truck just in case I needed to use it again.

The people in the streets had become increasingly inquisitive. I couldn’t do anything without huge swathes of lethargically shuffling individuals following my every move. They appeared washed out and empty, and although they were individually easy to brush away, their incessant, unwanted attention made me uncomfortable. If they continued to come, I thought to myself, the house might be surrounded by incalculable numbers and I might end up using the hardware store truck as a means of escape. I couldn’t imagine leaving, and I decided it was more important than ever to make my property as strong and secure as possible.

I began at the front of the house. My place is already separated from the road by a knee-high brick wall topped with iron railings and a strong iron gate. It seemed sensible to increase the height of the barrier, to completely block the house and myself from view as far as was possible. I sank a row of six-foot concrete posts into the flower bed directly behind the wall, then placed fence panels between them. I then used nylon rope and chains to secure a split panel onto the gate, which I locked with chains and a hefty padlock I had taken from the store. The front of the house was the hardest place to work. The relentless interest of the people on the street was unsettling. On more than one occasion I had to push them back to get them out of the way. I asked them to move but the bloody things seemed incapable of any positive response and in the end I had to manhandle them off the drive.

I did a beautiful job on the ground floor doors. In a moment of inspiration I decided to build a second timber frame around each entrance and fitted new doors on top of the existing ones. Solid wooden fire doors, separately hinged and able to open independently. Perfect. I did something similar with the windows, making wooden shutters which completely blocked out the light. I couldn’t help but make a terrific amount of noise as I fitted them. I had no option but to drill into the masonry around the windows and doors. I could see over the newly raised fence from the top of the ladder whilst at the front of the house, and the effect the noise was having on the people in the street was dramatic. Some of them began to bang angrily on my new gate. At times the noise they made threatened to drown out the sound of my drill. I was almost relieved when the battery pack ran out.

It took the best part of two days to make the house as secure as I wanted it. By the time I’d finished I was exhausted. I worked whenever it was light, knowing I would have plenty of time to stop and rest once the job was complete. At six-thirty on Tuesday evening – more than a week since the nightmare started – I sat out on the lawn next to Maddy and her mother and looked back at the house with pride. They would have been impressed with what I’d achieved. If nothing else they would have been proud of the fact I had survived when so many others had fallen. Perhaps Janice wouldn’t have been too keen on the aesthetic side of the alterations, but she’d have surely appreciated their practicality. I sat between the graves of my wife and my daughter with a can of beer and the remainder of my daily rations and finally allowed myself to relax. The food and drink tasted better than ever. I had a normal appetite for the first time in days. Rationed food wasn’t so bad after all, I decided. I had a fairly wide selection of tastes and flavours in each day’s supply. I fully appreciated that my choices might become more limited as time progressed but, for now, it was more than sufficient.

I slept well last night.

#

This morning I discovered that the situation outside has deteriorated again. Things have suddenly become much less certain, and I feel increasingly unsure. Although the house remains secure, today the enormity of what has happened to the world has again become painfully apparent.

I lay lazily in bed for a while, resting after the efforts of the last two days. When I finally got up I went to the front of the house and opened several of the new wooden window shutters. I immediately saw that the crowd outside had more than doubled in size. It now stretched from one end of the street to the other – completely filling the entire length of Baker Road West – and initially I couldn’t understand why. Surely once I had finished work on the house and was out of sight the people outside should have drifted away, shouldn’t they? The bathroom window was open slightly and I listened. Although not one of them spoke, there was a constant and very definite noise coming from the unwanted masses. The sounds of shuffling feet, of bodies tripping and falling, of things being knocked over in the street and smashed, of tired hands being slammed against my fence… individually they were insignificant but when added together they became uncomfortably loud. I realised this was no longer a crowd which would simply drift away again. I could see still more people arriving and joining the fringes of the huge gathering.

I ran to the back of the house, thinking that if I did have to leave quickly I could use the hardware store truck which I’d left parked on the road behind the fence at the end of the garden, but it was no good. Standing on my stepladder, I looked over the fence and saw the truck was surrounded. Those bloody things had somehow found the entrance to the road and had filled it for as far as I could see in both directions. There were bloody hundreds of them out there, wedged in so tight they could hardly move.

The front of the house was cut off, as was the back. Increasingly concerned, I fetched my binoculars from the study and tried to make a full assessment of the situation. The news wasn’t good. My house – number forty-seven – is two-thirds of the way down Baker Road West which is a fairly straight road. To the left of my property, approximately two hundred and fifty yards (ten houses) away, is a large pub, The Highway. To my horror, I saw from the bedroom window that the pub car park was full of even more people. The crowd was immense, dwarfing the numbers at the front and back of my house. And, worst of all, all that separated them from my garden and my house was eleven wooden fences. The fences around my property are all in relatively good repair, but the same couldn’t be said of those belonging to some of my neighbours. I would frequently see their fences wobbling in strong winds and I doubted whether they’d be able to withstand much force. I had an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach that the mass of bodies in the car park would probably be able to exert more than enough collective pressure to bring them down.

At the other end of the road, almost out of sight from where I was watching, was another crowd of similar proportions to the one outside the house. What had I done? What an idiot I had been. I realised I was responsible for bringing all these people here. In my haste and enthusiasm to protect the house and make it secure, the noise I had made had inadvertently revealed my location to untold thousands of the damn things.

Did I sit and wait this out or take my chances and run? My two original choices seemed suddenly to have been slashed to one as I realised I had no obvious way of getting out.

I read through the government booklet again and again, hoping I’d find a page I’d somehow missed previously that might give me some idea of how to deal with a situation like this, but no matter how hard I stared at the pages, there was nothing. There was information on dealing with bomb threats, hostage situations, flu epidemics and terrorist attacks, basic first aid advice and a list of emergency telephone numbers (useless as the phone had been dead most of the week) but nothing to help me with the sudden and very real threat I was now facing. Apart from me the entire population had died, and now most of them had returned from the grave and were gravitating around my house. What the hell was I supposed to do?

During the course of the day now ending I have watched the crowds draw ever closer. Just before one this afternoon, the fence around the pub car park finally gave way under the collective weight of hundreds of bodies pushing against it. With the barrier down the people then pushed, shoved and surged to get into the first garden, only to then stop when they slammed into the next fence. It began to wobble and shake precariously but it remained intact for a time, finally falling about an hour and a half later when it could no longer withstand the pressure being exerted from behind. The strength of the crowd was incredible. As each fence collapsed it was as if a dam had burst its banks, and the people poured through like an unstoppable wave.

Bill Peters, who lived at number fifty-five, had a good, sturdy fence with concrete posts and a strong base which held up their progress for a while, but even Bill’s fence wasn’t good enough. They finally broke through at a quarter past four, leaving them just three gardens away from my home.

#

Day eight ends and day nine begins.

It’s a little before one in the morning, and I’m sitting alone in Maddy’s room watching them. I can see them from the end of the bed: hundreds, probably thousands of shifting, bobbing heads moving in the cold moonlight. The recent nights have been overcast and dark but tonight the sky is clear and the moon is full and I can see everything. I wish it would disappear back behind the clouds. I’d rather be blind to this.

Over the days I have done all I can to secure my small plot of land. This is my home, and everything I’ve ever worked for is here. This place is my world, and I’ll continue to defend it for as long as I’m able. But just now, sitting here alone, the emptiness of the place has struck me. Behind the double-strength doors and the window shutters and high fences, there’s nothing anymore. It’s just a shell. The house feels like a tomb.

I miss Janice and Maddy. I miss their conversation and their noise. I miss their soap operas and gossip.

I feel relatively calm. I’m nervous and I don’t want to face what’s I know is coming, but I will keep a level head. I have maintained my dignity and pride since this catastrophe began and I will continue to do so. There will be no kicking and screaming and no shame.

Oh, Christ… The splinter and crack of wood shatters the silence and another fence goes down. I can see that the crowd is closer than ever now, surging awkwardly across Pauline and Geoff Smart’s lawn and slamming against the fence on the other side of their garden. They are now just two properties away. It won’t be long.

#

Three-fifteen.

The penultimate fence is down and a few thin wooden slats are all that separates the crowd from my home. I’m standing at the window now, looking directly at them. There doesn’t seem to be any point keeping out of sight anymore; it won’t make any difference. Their progress is unstoppable. They’re coming here whatever.

This doesn’t feel right, hiding up here alone. I shouldn’t be cowering like this, just watching them, waiting for them to invade. I should be down there. I should be alongside Maddy and her mother when it happens. For goodness sake, it’s not the house I should be defending, it’s my family. All that effort making our home secure, when all along I should have been out there protecting my girls.

#

Lester Prescott left his daughter’s room and shuffled across the landing to the bedroom he and Janice had shared for the last twenty-five years. Tired, and with a heavy heart, he opened the wardrobe and took out his favourite jumper. Threadbare and tattered, it was the jumper he always used to wear when he was out working in the garden at weekends. He pulled it on over his head and then sat down on the edge of the bed to tighten his shoe laces and pull up his socks.

He took one last long look around his home and then went outside, taking with him a few cans of beer from his supplies. He walked the length of the garden with pride, even now stopping to pick a weed from between the slabs on the patio and to tidy the edge of a flower bed where the uncut grass had begun to encroach on Janice’s prized plants. He stopped when he reached the garden shed and looked down at the two uneven mounds in the lawn where he’d buried his wife and only child.

Seems a shame it all has to finish like this, he thought as he disappeared into the shed and fetched a spade and garden fork with which he could defend himself when the fence came down. He then squeezed his backside onto the seat of Maddy’s swing and looked back at the house. All that work, he thought. All those years of relentless number-crunching, day after day, week after week. Maybe he should have taken more time off? Perhaps he should have spent more time at home. And when he’d been at home, should he have spent more time sitting doing nothing with his family instead of working on his projects or hiding himself away in the garden shed? Lester opened his first beer and drank half of it in a series of quick, gassy gulps. He’d never been much of a drinker and it made him feel slightly sick. He belched and wiped his mouth and looked at the fence which was now rocking and shaking with the force of untold numbers of bodies on the other side. Hope the drink takes the edge off this fear, he thought, shaking his half-full can and stifling another belch.

Bloody hell, Lester said sadly to himself, this is like waiting to see the dentist. Let’s just get it over with.

#

Lester was on his final can when it happened. For the briefest of moments he’d actually become distracted with pointless, random thoughts about nothing in particular and he’d almost forgotten what was coming. The sudden sharp crack of splintering wood brought him crashing back to reality in an instant. He jumped to his feet and grabbed the garden fork, holding it out in front of him like a four-pronged bayonet.

The fence had given way at the other end of the garden, nearer to the house. It was difficult to see much from his present position, but he was vaguely aware of dark, swarming movement close to the garage door, frighteningly indistinct. The top of the fence, already weakened closer to the house, now began to dip and bow halfway up the garden. Lester watched as it drooped further and further down, finally falling so low that he could see the heads and shoulders of the advancing bodies on the other side. Their ultimate intent, although to a large degree still random and uncoordinated, was obvious and inevitable.

As the first few bodies began their stilted, awkward walk towards him, Lester took up position in front of the graves of his family. His heart began to race. What would they do to him? Were they capable of an attack or would they just trample him down? He couldn’t look away, his fear making it impossible to do anything but stare directly at the advancing shadowy shapes. He wanted to stop them. He didn’t care what they did to him, but he wanted to stop them from trampling the graves of his wife and daughter. I might not have been very good at telling you how I felt about you when you were alive, he thought, picturing Maddy and Janice in his head, but I can show you now…

As the closest bodies lifted their emaciated arms out for him, Lester lunged forward with the garden fork. He smashed into the chest cavity of the nearest cadaver, skewering it and sending it crashing to the ground. He wrenched the fork back out and swung it around at other sinewy figures, catching one of them on the side of the head, practically decapitating it. Fuelled by adrenalin and fear he attacked again, diving deeper into the crowd, desperate to defend his family’s honour. The final section of fence that was still standing now came down with a tremendous groan and crack and a heavy thump and hundreds more bodies poured into Lester’s garden. He wanted to keep fighting but he didn’t have room to move. They were surrounding him on all sides now, reaching out for him, grabbing at him tirelessly. Disorientated by the chaos, out of the corner of his eye he spied the dark silhouette of the garden shed and he ran towards it, pushing and kicking more bodies out of the way. He reached out for the door handle, knowing that the end of his life was close, running to delay the inevitable. He flung the door open and crashed inside. The door flapped shut in the wind behind him, the sudden noise leaving the mass of bodies in no doubt as to where he was hiding. Now sobbing uncontrollably, Lester collapsed into his deckchair in the corner and waited.

So many memories.

The garden shed – the coldest, weakest and most exposed part of his property – suddenly felt as reassuringly strong and warm as anywhere else. In the half-light he looked around and saw nothing but memories: the tools with which he and Janice had lovingly tended their small plot of land, the battered wooden tea-chest on which he used to leave his paper or his book and his drink when he dozed in the shed on long, relaxing Saturday afternoons, the plastic table and chairs which had been dragged out onto the patio each summer when they’d entertained family and friends… And finally the box of garden games and the buckets and spades and all those memories of being with Janice and Maddy. All about to be lost forever now. Most of it already gone. Lester knew he didn’t have long.

More through luck than judgement, a single skeletal hand managed to wedge itself between the flapping door and the frame and pulled it open. The creature dragged itself into the shed, followed by an apparently endless queue of others. Do I know you? Lester got up and stared at the rotting shadow which lurched towards him. Were you once a friend? Someone I used to work with? Have I passed you on the street? Did I work on your accounts? The creature’s face, repellent in the cold moonlight and shadow, was vacant and unrecognisable. What gives you the right?

Lester tried to push the bodies away but their numbers were too great. One of the corpses trying to get inside tripped and fell, pushing those in front of it forward with unexpected force. Like dominoes they crashed into Lester and knocked him back. He slammed against the back wall of the shed unexpectedly, feeling a sudden stinging pain between his shoulders as the ten steel prongs of his garden rake punctured his skin. Anaesthetized by fear, it was more a disorientating discomfort than pain as such. Lester lifted his arms and shielded his face from the rotting bodies which continued to advance, pushing into him and forcing the spikes deeper into his back.

Warm, he thought to himself as blood from the puncture wounds seeped down his back, I feel warm. The relative heat of his blood was strangely comforting. Lester’s legs buckled and he crashed to the ground, taking several bodies with him. The rake dislodged itself in the fall, and he was able to roll over onto his back in amongst all the spindly legs. He closed his eyes and screwed up his face as an incalculable number of rotting feet trampled him.

Lying near to the bodies of Maddy and her mother outside, Lester looked up at the roof of the garden shed for as long as he could keep his eyes open. How much easier it would have been, he thought, to have just laid down with you two from the beginning.


KATE JAMES



 



It’s days since Michael, Carl and Emma left here. I’m not exactly sure how long. I’ve lost all track of time. I’ve lost track of everything.

Things changed as soon as they went. I know now that I should have gone too. I wish I’d had the strength to do it. I wanted to at the time, but I just couldn’t bring myself to take that first step out the door. My head was telling me they were right to go, but when it came down to it, nerves got the better of me. When it came to the crunch I couldn’t move. Like everyone else here, I was too scared. I was born in Northwich and I’ve lived here all my life. Might as well finish it here too. Might as well stay here now and end my days near the places which used to mean something.

Come on, Kate. Get a grip. You’ve got to stop thinking like this.

The rest of the people here are as frightened as I am. I can sense it coming off them. You can almost taste the fear in the stale air now. No one looks into anyone else’s face anymore. People just stare at the ground because if you start trying to communicate, you know you’re going to end up talking about the mess we’re in, and then you realise just how bad things really are. We all know this is never going to get any better, but when you talk to other people you start remembering everything you’ve lost.

The community centre has become silent like a morgue. It’s been like this for days.

#

This morning four of them went out to get supplies. They went not through choice, but because we’ve got nothing left. Absolutely nothing. No food, no water, no fresh clothes, no medicine… nothing. They went out in one of the cars that had been left in the car park. The noise of the engine sounded so loud and the rest of us just sat there in fear because it made us feel more vulnerable and exposed than ever. The sudden noise made me realise just how quiet this dead world has become.

I could still hear the car in the distance even after they’d been gone a while. I couldn’t tell if they were getting closer or still moving away. The engine noise eventually faded to nothing but then returned about an hour later. I stood at the little window by the main door and waited for them. The world was still save for the bodies and the dead leaves blowing across the ground. After what felt like forever there was a sudden burst of frantic, frightened activity as the car sped around the corner. I opened the door and started to help them get the things they’d collected inside.

The four men who’d been out were subdued. They looked even more desperate (if that was possible) than they had before they’d left. I knew something was wrong but I didn’t want to know what. At that moment my ignorance was my only defence, and a pretty bloody poor defence it was too.

It was as we unloaded the car that I noticed the bodies approaching. Three or four of them at first, but their numbers increased dramatically. They were as slow and clumsy as any we’d seen before, but they were dragging themselves towards the community centre with real intent. It was almost as if they’d followed the car, but that wasn’t possible, was it?

One of the men looked back over his shoulder and saw them closing in. ‘Come on,’ he said, his voice filled with fear, ‘get inside.’

They barged past me, throwing bags and boxes into the community centre. The last man in – I think it was Stuart Jeffries – pushed me away and slammed the door shut behind us, locking it quickly then leaning against it.

Jag Dhandra, one of those who’d been out, was sitting on the floor next to me, slumped against the wall. His face was pale, his brown eyes wide with shock. Tears were rolling down his cheeks. ‘They can see us,’ he said when he saw I was watching him.

‘What?’

‘They can fucking see us! Those bloody things out there can see us and hear us and…’ He stopped talking and tried to compose himself. ‘We were getting the stuff. We were busy with what we were doing and we didn’t notice them at first. When we looked up and tried to get out there were hundreds of them all around the building. They were just stood there, waiting for us.’

‘But why? How could they…?’

‘They can hear us!’ he said again, his voice louder, more desperate. ‘It’s like the bloody things are coming back to life!’

The rest of the people in the community centre were all listening to Jag’s terrified rant. When he stopped, I became aware of another noise behind me – an intermittent dull thumping coming from outside. I walked back towards the door and I could feel it moving as the bodies outside tried to get to us. Although weak, they were hitting the side of the building with controlled force. I looked out through the window and saw there was already a crowd of more than twenty of them gathered around the front of the building.

#

Christ, we didn’t realise how lucky we’d been until then. Out on the edge of the town we’d somehow managed to stay relatively isolated and safe. Maybe it was because of our location, fenced-off and tucked out of sight in the shadow of a once busy main road, or perhaps it was just because we’d hardly dared make a sound for days that we’d managed to escape their attention for so long. Whatever the reason, the trip out for supplies had blown our cover.

This afternoon the group has disintegrated. Already on the very brink, the people here seem now to have lost the last little bit of control they’d each managed to hold onto. And once a few people began to crack today, most of the others quickly followed.

The food and supplies the men brought back with them didn’t last long. Like a pack of starving dogs we (me included) pounced, desperate to eat. I couldn’t help myself. I felt ashamed as I scrambled around on the dirty floor on my hands and knees, degraded, ripping open bags and boxes, desperate to find anything that might give me a little nourishment. Had it not been for the fear distracting me, the hunger pains that have ripped at my gut for days now would have driven me out of my mind.

A couple of minutes ago, two men and a woman began to fight. I don’t know what caused it. It started in another room and I didn’t know it was happening until the woman ran from her attackers and tripped and fell on top of me. My face got smashed into the floor and I tasted blood in my mouth. The shock stopped me from feeling any pain at first, but I can feel my split lip stinging now. The woman got up, but then both men grabbed her and dragged her back, trying to stop her screaming. One of them threw her against the wall, and the force of impact seemed to make the entire building shake. I was scared. Bloody terrified. As they hauled her away I grabbed hold of all the bags and boxes I could lay my hands on and crawled into the shadows.

The fighting’s continuing. Getting worse. It’s spilled out into the hall again. The supplies have disappeared but people are still hungry and want more. Almost everyone is involved, battling over the last few scraps like dogs. I’m sitting in virtual darkness in the quietest corner of the building I’ve been able to find, hoarding the odds and ends I managed to grab. I don’t dare make a sound for fear of them turning on me and trying to take my things. I’ve got a tin of cat food, a bottle of milk drink which has gone sour, a box of headache tablets and a tube of toothpaste. I’ve started to eat the toothpaste. I can’t bring myself to eat the cat food yet, but I know I’ll have to eventually.

The noise in here is frightening and confusing. It’s late, and in the low gloom it’s difficult to see what’s happening. Every so often there’s a lull in the frantic noises and scuffles around me and in those random moments of quiet I can hear other noises coming from outside the building. The dead are surrounding us.

Ralph (who thought he was in charge to begin with but who’s hardly said a word for days) has suddenly become more vocal and animated again. He’s on his feet and now he’s climbed up onto a chair to look out of one of the small rectangular windows which run along the length of the main hall. Has he heard them too? His face is pressed against the glass and he’s trying to look down at the ground. He’s looking around the hall again now, trying to get people’s attention. ‘They’re trying to get in,’ he yells, his voice too loud. ‘The bloody things are trying to get inside!’

For a second, the entire group is silent. The arguments and the fights stop. And in the silence they can all hear it now: a constant barrage of bangs, thumps and crashes coming from all sides. The noise the men in the car made earlier was enough to attract a few of the corpses, but the shouts and cries and screams coming constantly from this place since then must have attracted many, many more.

After the brief moment of stunned silence, panic again tears through the building.

Ralph jumps down from the chair and loses his footing. He’s fallen onto another man – Simon Peters, I think – who grabs him by the scruff of his neck to try and calm him down. Ralph is kicking and screaming and I’m trying to push myself further and further back into the shadows because I know that the trouble in the middle of the hall is about to boil over into something far more serious.   

Ralph’s on the ground now. Didn’t see what happened, but he’s lying there, panting and struggling to get back up, his face pressed against the filthy floor. He’s looking over at me and I can see absolute terror in his face. Like a man possessed, he gets back up again and now he’s gone for Simon, knocking him out of the way. Pumped full of adrenalin and fear, he’s punching and kicking Simon and now their positions have been reversed and Ralph’s the one who’s attacking. Ralph picks up a chair and holds it above his head. Simon’s trying to crawl away but it’s too late and… and I can’t bear to look, but I can hear him hitting Simon again and again and again.

Quiet again.

Simon’s lying in the middle of the room in a crumpled heap, twitching. Ralph’s standing over him, chair held high, ready to strike again if anyone moves.

Someone – I couldn’t see who – just ran at Ralph and tried to grab the chair from him. He’s swung it at them, catching them on the side of the head. Now Jag Dhandra has sprinted the length of the hall and tripped over Simon’s motionless body. He’s picked himself up again and is running towards the main entrance.

I know what he’s doing.

Jesus Christ, he’s going to open the door.

Oh, God, he’s completely lost it. People are trying to stop him but it’s too late and the door’s open. I can already feel the cold air blowing into the building from outside. People are screaming, and the more noise they make, the quicker those things outside will react. I can see them rushing to grab their belongings and move deeper into the community centre and—

—and now I can see them.

Bodies.

There’s an endless stream of grey, featureless bodies filling the room. I have to get out of here. Jesus, I need to find a way out, but there’s no way back through the hall. Now there are other people around me, all moving in the same direction, all trying to get away from the sea of dead flesh which continues to flood in through the open door. I’m trying to stand up but it’s difficult to move. The main hall is almost half full of corpses now. Ralph is still in the middle of the room, swinging the chair around like a madman again, knocking several of the bodies off their feet. Their flesh is decaying and each blow from the chair seems to tear them apart. Now Ralph has lost his footing and has gone down in the bloody mire. I can see him struggling on the floor. He’s trying to get up but he’s being trampled by the dead.

I’m being carried deeper into the building by a stream of panicking people, and all I can do is go with them. I can’t stop and I can’t fight. Somehow I’ve managed to keep hold of the cat food and tablets and I’m grabbing them as tight as I can as the crowd surges through the semi-darkness. One of the women to my right has climbed up onto a chair and is getting out through a small skylight in the ceiling of one of the store rooms. Others are following her. I don’t have any choice, and I follow too. I have to keep moving.

I manage to get up and squeeze my head and shoulders through the skylight but the gap’s too narrow. I don’t think I’m going to make it. I try to turn back, but there are people pushing me from below, all trying to get out too. I can feel the window frame digging into my skin, cutting me, and I kick and push and scream…

Then somehow I’m out. I pick myself up, and now I’m standing on a small square area of flat roof. There are already too many of us up here. A couple of people have either jumped or fallen. It’s not very high and I’m sure I’ll survive the drop if I have to, but I don’t want to go down there. I’m at the very edge of the building now and there’s a vast crowd of dark, shuffling bodies below me. I try to get over to the other side but I can’t. The constant stream of people fighting to get out of the community centre pushes me back towards the edge and I try to stop myself but I know I can’t and they—

#

Kate landed in the middle of the crowd of cadavers, their empty bodies breaking her fall. Winded, she scrambled to her feet and began to run, disappearing into the municipal park behind the community centre. Around her, other people scattered in all directions. The autumn evening was cold and a patchy fog added to her disorientation. She kept running, moving away from the community centre, heading deeper and deeper into the darkness, but she couldn’t keep going long. Kate was undernourished, out of shape, and terrified. For a while she slowed to walking pace before finally giving into her exhaustion and stopping completely. She found a children’s playground which had been hidden by the mist and sat on a swing and held her head in her hands. In the near distance she could hear the dying screams of the people she’d left behind.

Alone.

Terrified.

Too tired to move.

#

Kate James spent her final day in Northwich. She cowered under a slide until morning when the daylight left her hopelessly exposed. Her every movement attracted the attention of hordes of obnoxious bodies. She made it as far as a nearby house, but when she closed the door she realised she’d only succeeded in buying herself a little time. There were already crowds outside. The end result would inevitably be the same. This house would eventually go the way of the community centre.

At nine o’clock in the evening, sitting in complete darkness in the attic of the nondescript semi-detached house, halfway down a similarly indistinct street, Kate gave up. It was too much. She took the headache tablets she still carried and every other packet of pills and bottle of medicine she could find in the silent house, and swallowed enough to be sure she wouldn’t wake up again.


OH NO, NOT YOU AGAIN



 



Somehow I survived when everyone else died. Don’t know how that happened. It’s not like I did anything special. It’s not like I am anything special. I’m just different. That’s what they used to say, anyway.

On that Tuesday morning I watched the rest of the world fall around me and there was nothing I could do. Looking back, I keep asking myself if I should have tried harder – or maybe tried at all – but I don’t think it would have made the slightest bit of difference. One or two folks I might have been able to help, but hell, millions died. At the time I was terrified, not thinking straight. I kept telling myself, any second now and I’ll be gone too… It didn’t make any sense that they’d all been infected and I hadn’t. Mind you, it’s been a long time since anything’s made much sense in my life.

So I went back to the flat and shut myself away. The chaos outside quickly turned to silence, then back to chaos again when the dead began to walk. It was like a bad movie. I’d stare from the window and laugh at them for a while, watching them tripping over and walking into things, then I’d remember, this was real.

The phones worked for a few days, but they were useless anyway. No point trying to make calls when there was no one left to answer. I tried every number I could think of just in case: my parents, my sister, friends, work colleagues, Cassie. It hurt hardest when she didn’t answer. We’re still on good terms, even though we’re not together anymore.

I got ill after Cassie and I split up, really ill. I was out of circulation for the best part of six months. I’m totally over it now, but it still hurts when I look back. It’s funny; I can look outside at the dead bodies walking, literally falling apart in front of my eyes, and I don’t give them a second’s thought. But when I think about that night… our last night… it still creases me up with pain.

I guess what hurts the most is knowing she was right to leave me. I was never going to be the man she wanted. She and Martin were always better suited, even though it still pains me to admit it. I really should have seen it coming, though. More to the point, I should have tried harder. Christ’s sake, I introduced them to each other, even though I knew they’d get on. What a bloody fool! And then he started coming to the flat more often, then too often, then turning up when I wasn’t there and making lame excuses. I think I’d worked it out pretty early, I just didn’t want to do anything about it, you know? I kept thinking, if I don’t ask and she doesn’t tell me, I can’t get hurt.

Bloody moron.

There was this thing I learnt during a session on my back-to-work rehabilitation course after my illness. They called it Path of the Heart, or some-such new-age rubbish. Basically, the idea was this: sometimes in life you’re inevitably going to come up against things you don’t want to deal with, generally huge, make-or-break decisions like splitting up with Cassie, that kind of thing. So when one of those moments presents itself, you’ve usually got a few choices. You can either deal with it head-on, or avoid it and take the easier option. But the thing is, if you avoid really important decisions like that, they inevitably come back around and bite you on the backside at some point further down the line. You just keep going around in circles, never moving forward, until you finally man up and do what you have to do. You have to follow the path of your heart. I know it sounds corny as hell, but I’m beginning to believe it also happens to be true. If I’d confronted Martin way back when, maybe Cassie and I would have still been together.

I took the easy option, trying to show Cassie how great I was instead of telling Martin how good he wasn’t. I did try… I made more of an effort around the house, tried to cook a few meals, that kind of thing, but I can see now it was never going to be enough because I was avoiding the real issues. To their credit, they both sat me down to tell me straight. She was lovely about it, saying she’d been trying to tell me things weren’t working out for a long time, but I didn’t buy that. And Martin? He was a man about it, but he made me look and feel like a bloody fool. I should have punched him in the face or showed some emotion, but I didn’t. Idiot. As it was, I just let Cassie go. I didn’t fight. Didn’t think it would help. Didn’t know if I could. I just stood at the window and watched them loading up the car. I even helped carry some of her stuff out.

Back to reality. Reality. That’s a bloody joke. I’m on my own, watching the dead population of Smithfield drag themselves around in circles outside. I’ve been shut in here for over a week now, and I’ve not set foot outside the building. I’ve survived so far by looting the other flats in the development: shutting dead neighbours in their bathrooms and bedrooms while I ransack their kitchens for food. I know I’m going to have to go out there eventually, but I’ll probably be okay for a while longer.

But there’s something I need to do.

It’s been eating at me for ages; a niggling, nagging pain, burrowing deeper and deeper. You see, I’ve been able to accept that they’re all dead out there, except for Cassie. I’m not naïve, I know she’s almost certainly gone the same way as everyone else, but I need to be sure. There’s a part of me wondering if she might somehow have survived like I have? And if she has, then what the hell am I doing sitting here when she might be alone and afraid over there? I keep putting it off, but I know I’m going to have to go over to Martin’s house eventually and see for myself. I won’t be able to rest until I know for sure. I can keep avoiding it, keep telling myself it’s too dangerous and that the chances of her having survived are too slim, but I know those are just empty excuses. One way or another, I need to find out. I need to man up. It sounds so clichéd I could genuinely vomit, but I need to start following the path of my heart.

#

Day nine. Finally going to do it. I’m on my bike, and I think it’s going to be the best way to travel – quick and easy to control. I’ll be quiet, and I’ll be able to ride through and around the dead, silently slipping through the narrowest of gaps. I’ve packed a few things and I’m ready to leave. I’ll be back here later, unless by some miracle I find her alive. Who knows where we might go…

The journey is as frightening as expected but, thankfully, it’s also passing quickly. I need to cover these few miles fast and with the minimum of fuss. Thank Christ for the speed advantage I have over the dead. They’re often so slow that they’ve barely even registered the fact I’m approaching before I’ve gone again.

There’s been little incident so far, save for when I was riding around the outskirts of Maryvale. I had to avoid an immense crowd of them, gathered around a factory building. I couldn’t work out why there were so many of them in one place, then it dawned on me it had to be other survivors – someone else like me. I didn’t hang around to find out if I was right. I’d rather be alone. I think I work better by myself. The only exception to the rule is Cassie. We made a good team, Cassie and me.

When the streets get too busy nearer the centre of town, I change my route. I’ll follow the canal for the last couple of miles. I wish I’d thought of it sooner. It’s far quieter down here on the towpath than it was up there. The only bodies I’ve seen have been in the canal. Some of them are swollen like fleshy balloons, full of dirty water. Others don’t look like they’ve been in as long. The one I can see now, being dragged along by the current, is still moving, flapping its arms like it’s waving at me. When it sees me on the side it starts to struggle, trying to get out of the murk like it doesn’t even realise it’s wet. It’s hard to believe how useless and stupid these things have become. A couple of weeks ago they were individual people with personalities and free will and dreams and aspirations. Now look at them. Bloody useless. They don’t even know what they are anymore, let alone who.

Dumb as they may be, they still scare the hell out of me.

Damn. There’s another one up ahead now, and this one’s not in the water, he’s on the towpath, blocking my way through. Shit. There’s a strip of grass verge along the canal-side, so there’s little chance of this one loosing his footing and falling in. I stop pedalling and weigh up my limited options as I wait for him to get closer. Maybe I should turn around and go back? Try and get back up to street level and take my chances with the crowds up there? Or do I just keep going and deal with the foul thing that’s slowly dragging itself towards me? And it occurs to me, we’re back to the bloody path of the heart again, aren’t we? I’ve got a problem to sort, and I can either face it head-on now or avoid it and soon end up having to deal with something much worse.

I reverse back, then stop again. Deep breath. Then I start pedalling, trying to build up as much speed as I can in the short gap between me and the dead man. My tyres churn the gravel and I grip the handlebars tight. I ride straight into him, head down, then brake hard and steer away from the water immediately after impact. I hear a colossal splash and look up in time to see the hideous corpse being carried away with the flow, dead arms flailing. Job done.

The path ahead now is clear.

#

There’s movement in Cassie and Martin’s house, and my heart’s thumping so hard I can hear it. I try not to get my hopes up, because I know it might not be her. If a door’s been left open, anyone or anything could have gotten inside. It’s most likely one of the dead, trapped.

This is it. This is what I came here for.

Just for a second longer I stay hiding in the porch of the house across the way, trying to clear my mind and focus on what I’m about to do. I feel like turning tail and heading back home, but I know I can’t. I have to do this. I have to see it through, otherwise I’ll never be able to move on. I’ll always be thinking, what if…? I have this memory of a beautiful summer’s day I once spent with Cass. We were out in the middle of nowhere, just the two of us, walking hand in hand through the sunshine without a damn care, talking about nothing of any significance. It was a perfect day. We couldn’t recreate it. Though I tried many times, it was never the same. The last time she got scared. There was a bloody huge thunderstorm and she started crying, telling me she just wanted to go home. He came around that evening. I knew something was wrong even then, I just didn’t know how to make it right again. It felt like the harder I tried, the less she wanted to be with me.

The street’s almost empty. I take advantage of the space to run over to the house. I lift my fist to hammer on the door, but before I can make any noise it opens inward and I fall through the gap. I’m facedown on the carpet in the hallway, and I hear the door slam shut and lock behind me. I know for certain that someone else alive is here with me now. Is it Cassie?

‘Eddie? Eddie, is that you?’

My heart sinks. Shit, it’s not her, it’s him, and somehow that feels like the cruellest trick. I pick myself up and turn around, clinging onto the vain hope she’s here too, even though I know she’s not.

‘Martin? Is Cassie…?’

‘She’s dead,’ he sobs, his face crumbling. He reaches out and grabs hold of me and I’m stuck in an awkward embrace with a man I despise. And then I break down too, because I know now that she’s gone forever.

#

I couldn’t have picked anyone I’d rather be stuck at the end of the world with less, but there’s no denying, the company is welcome. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed it. Everything has changed, I guess. We’re no longer in competition. We’ve both lost Cassie. He talks about her a lot, and I actually enjoy listening. In a weird way, it makes it feel like she’s still here.

‘We were at her sister’s the weekend before it happened,’ he tells me.

‘Really?’

‘Yep. Hard going, that was. I never liked Ruth.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Too stuck up for her own good. Judgemental.’

‘And Nigel’s an arsehole.’

‘Tell me about it! Supercilious shyster. Always talking down to you, you know? Like it was an effort to have to have anything to do with you.’

‘I thought it was just me.’

‘Cass said he was like that with everyone.’

‘What about her dad? What did you think of Ken?’

‘Ah, Ken was a good man. We got on well. I’d only been speaking to him on the phone the other day before it happened… We’d been making plans for him to come down and stay with us for a while.’

I can’t respond to that. I didn’t like Ken, and I don’t think he liked me. Martin opens another can of beer and slides one over. I’m not drinking. Can’t risk getting drunk, not here, not now. ‘Cheers,’ I say, then I tuck it down at the side of the chair with the others.

Martin raises his can towards a picture of Cassie on the mantelpiece. ‘She was bloody beautiful…’

‘She was,’ I agree. And then it occurs to me, there are important questions I haven’t asked yet. ‘Martin, what happened?’

‘What, to the rest of the world?’

‘No, to Cassie. I need to know. That’s why I came here.’

He pauses, drinks more beer, then readies himself to answer. ‘I was at work when all this kicked off. Obviously Cass was all I could think about. I mean, there were people dying in the office all around me – friends, people I knew well – but all I could see was Cass. I tried calling home on my mobile, but she didn’t answer. And I was thinking there might be a problem with the phones or she might not have hers with her… but all along I think I already knew she was dead.

‘It took hours to get back here. It’s less than twenty miles to the office, but I’m sure you saw it yourself – the chaos, the utter carnage on the streets. I drove as far as I could, then walked the rest. I waited outside on the doorstep for a bloody age. Couldn’t bring myself to take that final step, couldn’t come inside because I didn’t want to see her. As long as I stayed out there, I could believe she was still alive…’

It hurts to ask, but I have to know more. ‘Where was she?’

‘In the back garden. She must have been out there reading when it happened.’

Each question gets harder. ‘And did she…?’

‘Did she what?’

‘Get up again? Start walking around?’

He sobs and holds his head in his hands. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I looked outside and saw her moving. It sounds crazy, but I thought she was okay, you know? I hadn’t seen any others at that point, so I thought I was wrong and maybe she hadn’t died, that she’d just been in some kind of coma. And then I felt terrible because I’d left her out there for days and it had been raining and…’

‘And what?’

His voice changes. The emotion is clear. It’s an effort for him to tell me this. ‘I went out and called to her, but she didn’t respond. I mean, she was looking straight at me, but it was like she couldn’t see anything. She was staring into space, looking at nothing. I went to her and I grabbed her hand and… and Jesus, she was so cold. Her skin felt unnatural and her eyes were vacant. I knew she was dead, but I still couldn’t accept what I was seeing.’

‘Where is she now, Martin?’

He gets up and walks to the window. A couple of corpses immediately notice him at the glass and start moving this way. He doesn’t react. He’s traumatized. We both are.

‘I didn’t want to leave her out there like that, so I tried to get her indoors. I wanted to make her comfortable. Sounds stupid, but I wanted to make her well. I couldn’t bear to see her suffering like that.’

‘Is she in the house?’

For a split-second I’m hopeful of seeing Cass again, but Martin shatters that. He turns around to face me, shaking his head. ‘I tried…’

Anger has replaced fear now. ‘What did you do?’

‘I couldn’t get her in. Couldn’t even get her up the steps and onto the patio. It was pouring with rain and she was soaked through and… and I just wanted her not to hurt anymore, you know? I wanted the torment to end.’

‘Her torment, or yours?’

‘Hers. You have to believe me, Ed, she was in such a state. She wasn’t Cassie anymore. I stood out there and looked right into her face and she couldn’t see me. More to the point, I couldn’t see her. She looked like Cass, but it was so obvious she’d gone. She was just a shell, just an empty shell…’

‘Where is she?’

He doesn’t answer. His reluctance is unnerving. What has he done? Finally, he speaks. ‘I had to stop her, you understand? I couldn’t leave her out in the garden, walking round and around like that. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t right…’

‘What did you do?’

‘I had to do it.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I cut off her head.’

And he drops to the floor and howls with pain.

#

Martin’s confession appeared to do him good. He’d been racked with guilt, filled with remorse. We didn’t talk for several hours, spent the time in different rooms. I went upstairs and looked through Cassie’s things, the things I remembered from when they were a part of my life and my home. I’m sitting on the end of the bed, smelling one of her dresses, when he comes upstairs.

‘She’s at peace now,’ he says.

‘I know.’

‘I did what I had to.’

‘I know that too.’

‘I couldn’t just leave her out there, exposed to the elements like that.’

‘I understand.’

There’s a long silence, neither of us knowing what to say to the other. What else is left to say? We’ve both lost the only person who mattered to us, though I lost her long before he did.

‘So what happens now?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know. I suppose I’ll just go home.’

‘Shouldn’t we stick together?’

‘Should we?’

‘I think so. It makes sense. You’re the only other living person I’ve seen since this all started. To be honest, Eddie, I don’t want to be on my own anymore.’

‘You get used to it,’ I tell him, feeling empty again.

‘I don’t want to.’

‘I didn’t have any choice. You saw to that.’

‘I know,’ he says, crying again. ‘I’m sorry. You’re a decent bloke. I wish there’d been another way…’

‘Dress it up how you like, Martin, but there is no other way. You did what you did. You killed me that day.’

He drinks from a bottle of vodka. More Dutch courage. ‘So why did you come here?’

‘To see if Cassie was still alive, why d’you think?’

‘But you must have known…?’

‘I suspected. Expected, even. But I couldn’t stand not knowing for sure. I couldn’t sit at home, thinking about what might have been.’

‘She still mattered that much to you?’

‘She did. More than you’ll ever know.’

‘She’d have been touched.’

‘Whatever.’

‘No, seriously. I’m full of admiration for you, friend. She always said you were a decent bloke at heart. I’ve just been sitting here, feeling sorry for myself, crying into my booze, but you’ve actually done something about it. I’m lost without her, Ed. Don’t want to go on without her, if I’m honest. Don’t know if I can.’

#

First light. I’ve had hours of listening to Martin drone on, and I’m tired of it now. What does he want from me? Sympathy? The man who stole Cassie from me, the man who screwed up my life and my health, wants me to feel sorry for him? After what he did? After what he did to her?

The sun starts to come up, filling the garden at the back of the house with orange light and long shadows. There’s a patch of disturbed earth at the side of the lawn. Its shape is simple, yet distinctive. There’s a cross at the head of the grave: two sticks, lashed together with cord.

All night I’ve listened to him grizzle and whine, not knowing what to do but sit and soak it all in. But just now, things have started to make a little more sense. ‘I learnt an important lesson when you took Cassie from me,’ I tell him.

He sounds surprised. ‘You did? What was that?’

‘To follow the path of the heart.’

‘The path of the heart? Sounds a bit wanky and pretentious, if you ask me.’

‘It is, and I didn’t.’

‘So what is it?’

‘A way of thinking, I guess. A philosophy.’

‘Explain.’

So I do. ‘I think it’s the real reason I came here, actually. Way I see it is this: we go through life, and from time to time we come across big issues, hurdles that we need to sort out before we can move any further forward. And if we don’t deal with them, we just end up going around in circles until we do. We keep coming back to the same point. We get faced with the same decision, the same situation, time and time again until we do something about it.’

‘Cassie used to say you had a problem moving forward. She said you went around in circles a lot of the time. Couldn’t let go of things.’

‘Did she?’

‘She said you struggled with decisions. Wanted everything to stay the same.’

‘She was probably right. Thing is, I’ve learnt from my mistakes.’

‘And what have you learnt?’

‘Have you not been listening? To follow the path of the heart. To stop avoiding problems and start dealing with them. Like I said, that’s why I’m here.’

‘You came to see if Cassie was alive, and she’s not.’

‘I know. You’re here, though.’

‘So? You’re starting to sound like a crank, my friend.’

‘I’m not a crank, and I’m not your friend.’

‘Calm down,’ he laughs. ‘Don’t take it all so serious. The whole world’s fucked beyond repair. I reckon you’re way off the path of your bloody heart. I reckon we all are.’

‘I’m not so sure. It’s starting to make sense again now. I’m ready to do the things I should have done a long time ago.’

‘And what’s that?’ he asks, setting things up beautifully. I don’t say anything, I just kill the cunt.


ROBERT WOOLGRAVE



 



I’m starting to think I might have got this all wrong. Really fucking wrong. I’ve gone about it all the wrong way. I thought I was so bloody clever to start with, thought I knew what I was doing. I was too quick off the mark. Think I might have fucked everything up.

Fuck the lot of them – that was the attitude I had from the start. Didn’t see any point doing anything else. I had to be selfish, didn’t I? When you’re the only one left, how could it be anything other than every man for himself?

But hindsight is a fucking wonderful thing. If I’m honest, though, I wouldn’t do anything different if I had the time over again. I did what I think pretty much everyone else would have done in the same situation. After it happened I spent some time looking for other survivors, but it was pretty bloody obvious pretty bloody quickly that I was the only one left. I took one of the cars from work and drove around town. I stopped in loads of different places and shouted out, but no one came. I drove right into the middle of the pedestrian area, stopped the car right outside the shopping centre among the corpses and yelled my bloody lungs out, but still no one came. There didn’t seem any point trying after that. If there were other people left alive, surely I’d have found them there.

When the bodies rose again I decided enough was enough. Scariest fucking thing I’d ever seen that was, watching them pick themselves up and start moving around. Worse than watching everyone dying around me last week. Worse than anything I remember from the movies. Completely fucking terrifying.

I didn’t know where to start. I made the office my base. It was a choice between the office and my flat. The other flats in the block were filled with corpses, so it was a no-brainer. I got some of my stuff together, then collected as much food as I could carry in the back of the car. I dumped it all in the office and set about trying to fortify the place, to make it better protected. I work at CarLand, which is a bloody stupid name for what is – what was – one of the biggest and busiest second-hand car lots in the country. Now it’s just a bloody big and bloody quiet car park.

The office was built a couple of years back to replace the wooden shack which used to be here. It’s a two-storey concrete and glass building right in the middle of the lot; a showroom on the ground floor, offices upstairs. I spent time clearing out all the desks and computers and other crap from the first floor and started trying to make myself comfortable. And that was where I made my first mistake. It was too easy to concentrate on comfort at the expense of everything else. I should have stopped to think.

I took a van and fetched myself some stuff from the furniture store on the other side of the business park: a sofa bed, a couple of easy chairs, a table and some other odds and ends. Nearly crippled myself getting that bloody lot up the stairs. Then I started to get greedy. By the fourth day it was looking more and more likely I was in for the long haul so I made another trip out for food and drink. I stopped at the electrical superstore on the way back and took as much as I could carry, planning to keep myself occupied with phones, movies, music and games. I didn’t feel bad taking the stuff. Anyone would have done the same.

For a couple of days I was comfortable and I felt safe. Thought I was living a life of bloody luxury, I did. Space, quiet, comfort and nothing to do except eat, drink, listen, watch and play. After a while I stopped watching films. It didn’t feel right. They left me feeling empty and they reminded me of how everything used to be. I tried watching porn, but I couldn’t get turned on looking at women I knew were dead. And music… I stopped listening to music too. I didn’t like wearing headphones, didn’t like not being able to hear what was going on around me even though there was nothing. Playing games, on the other hand, seemed to help. I couldn’t concentrate on anything too taxing, but I got a bigger kick than ever out of fighting games. Taking out my frustrations on the screen really seemed to help.

Things started to go wrong last Saturday morning. I didn’t think I’d been making much noise, but I obviously had and it was having an effect on the bodies outside the office. The bloody things wouldn’t leave me alone. They hadn’t seemed interested in me at first, but that changed. Christ, they only had to see me moving in the window and they’d turn and start walking towards the building. Bloody things. They were slow moving and weak and it didn’t take much effort to get rid of them, but there were more and more of them coming all the time. It didn’t matter what I did or didn’t do, once they knew I was there they just kept on coming. I had to do something about them. I couldn’t stand them being so close.

I spent all day Monday trying to make the office even more secure. I went outside with as many sets of keys as I could find and I started moving cars closer to the building. I took my time and planned it right. I parked as many cars as I could right around the outside of the building, then moved another layer up and parked them close to the first, then another layer after that. It took me from ten in the morning until late afternoon to get the job done but it felt worth it to make the place secure. I left myself a way to get in and out if I need it and I also left a couple of cars ready just in case I have to get away quick. Bottom line is, though, none of those fuckers are going to get me while I’m in here.

Something happened when I was moving the cars on Monday that really bothered me. I had to start getting aggressive with some of the bodies. It worked both ways, because those fucking things started getting aggressive with me first. I couldn’t believe it – one of the fuckers just went for me. No provocation or anything. If it had been any stronger then I’d have been in real trouble, but as it was I just threw it to the ground and carried on. When I was in the cars they were less of a problem. When I was on foot, though, things got a little nastier. By the end of the day I had to start getting violent to keep them under control and I didn’t enjoy that at all. I had to do things I really wasn’t comfortable with. I mean, I had kids and old ladies coming at me for Christ’s sake. Fucking hell, at one point I was battering a little kid around the head with a jack from the boot of one of the cars and I thought, what the fuck am I doing? I had to do it, though. I had no choice. It was get them before they get me – kill them or be killed by them. After a while I gave up trying to manhandle them and I started wiping them out with the cars. I feel bad about it now, but there was a part of me that actually enjoyed it at the time. Fucking hell, by the end of the day I was chasing the fucking things round the car lot, running them down and giving myself points for killing them with style or at speed, better than any game. Crazy really. It was only when I got up next morning and saw what I’d done that I realised how dumb I’d been. I must have killed more than fifty of the damn things. There was blood, guts and bits of bodies everywhere.

But there were still more coming.

#

I don’t feel so good today. I’m scared. It’s late on Wednesday night and there are hundreds of them outside again. You’d think they’d have seen what happened here and given up. There’s no way they can get to me, but they’re just relentless. They stand outside, edging ever closer, watching and waiting for me to come out. I’ve tried blocking up the windows, but it doesn’t make any difference because I know they’re still there, and they know I’m here. I’ve started thinking some bloody crazy thoughts too. Are they here for revenge?

Christ I feel sick.

Don’t know whether it’s something I’ve eaten or just nerves, but my guts are bad. I’ve lived on crap since this started – mostly chocolate, crisps, biscuits and other snacks because that’s easiest. I haven’t had bread or anything fresh for days. It’s probably nothing, just adrenalin, but it’s made me think. I stuck my head out of the door for a second this afternoon and all I could hear was thousands of flies buzzing and I started thinking about the germs and diseases that are out there. I’ve probably been breathing them in for days now. For Christ’s sake, the whole fucking car lot is packed with human remains.

This building is starting to smell. It’s starting to smell worse than outside. I can’t stand it any longer. I’ve had diarrhoea since yesterday morning and I can’t flush any of the toilets now. They’re all backed-up with shit and I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t have any spare water or bleach. I should have been better prepared.

It’s dark now, and there’s nothing to do but sit here and wait for morning. I’m scared. I don’t want to play games anymore. I don’t want to be distracted. I want to know what’s happening around me so that I’m ready for anything but, at the same time, I don’t want to look. I don’t want to see the dead outside. I can’t sleep. I can’t even bring myself to shut my eyes now, and even if I could, the pain in my guts would keep me awake.

Those fucking things just won’t go. They’re waiting for me. They try to climb over the cars to get closer to me but they can’t do it. They don’t have the coordination or the strength today, but tomorrow they might.

I’ll stay here for as long as I can but I know I’ll have to try and find some medicine and proper food soon. Maybe I’ll try and get away in the morning. Maybe I’ll wait another couple of days. Maybe I’ll never get out.

I’ve gone and built myself a fucking prison.


DAY FOURTEEN



 



 

BREAKING POINT



 



The farmhouse was lost, and with it all security, comfort and certainty. The two of them sat together in the back of the Land Rover, locked in a desperate embrace, afraid to let go because all they had left now was each other.

Why are we even bothering when the odds are stacked so high against us? What’s the point? When everything’s gone, why are we still trying to survive? They both asked the same questions individually, but kept their answers private, maintaining the pretence, refusing to dwell on the hopelessness of their situation for the sake of the other. Both Michael and Emma knew their situation was dire.

Their desperate flight from Penn Farm, overrun with dead flesh, had been unplanned, unexpected and terrifying. It had all happened so quickly: a long, drawn out wait and then, finally, suddenly, they’d reached breaking point. The number of bodies converging on their isolated hideout had reached unmanageable levels, and then Carl had… well, Carl had reached breaking point too. In many ways the final loss of the farmhouse had come about as a direct result of his actions, and yet neither Michael or Emma felt any anger towards him. The fragility of his state of mind was wholly understandable in the circumstances. Michael wondered if he too might go the same way before long. He even wondered if that might be for the best. Could insanity possibly be any worse than this reality? Might it even make things easier?

They’d waited in this desolate, windswept car park on the edge of one side of a steep valley for as long as they’d been able. Times past, people had come to this isolated place to admire its beauty. Today all that Emma and Michael were interested in was its remoteness. From their high vantage point they looked down over a landscape which felt eternally empty now, and their microscopic size amidst the vastness of this place was humbling. The world should have been theirs for the taking. Christ, as far as they knew, they were the only ones left alive, surely they should have inherited everything by default? And yet here they were with nothing.

That was because they were here too. The relentless, tireless dead. Millions of slowly decaying bodies which hounded them incessantly, never stopping, and never giving up.

As it was, they’d only seen one body since they’d been up here. Who had it once been? How had the dead man managed to get this far on foot? Surely he couldn’t have followed them all this way, so how had he ended up out here in the middle of nowhere at the same time as Michael and Emma? They couldn’t help asking these and other unanswerable, irrelevant questions when the hideous creature first lumbered into view. The gnarled corpse had been horrific: all grubby skin and bone, the gusting wind blowing its ragged, flapping clothing against its skeletal frame, highlighting its brutal emaciation. Its grotesque face, deformed by decay, had appeared both expressionless and impossibly furious at the same time.

The two of them had remained perfectly still, waiting for the monstrosity to disappear again, too afraid to go out and confront it, despite knowing full well that either of them working alone could have taken it down in seconds. They chose instead to wait, sitting motionless in the back of the Land Rover until the dead man had gone. It seemed to take forever for him to disappear, but neither of them moved even a muscle until he was completely out of sight, both fearing there might be more of the dead nearby. The damn things followed the herd. If they’d attracted the attention of just this one, countless more might soon follow.

‘We need food,’ Emma said after they’d been sitting in their wind-beaten, blood-splattered Land Rover for what felt like weeks, continually watching the road ahead and behind should other corpses appear. Michael didn’t answer. She was right, of course, but why bother? ‘We can’t just sit here indefinitely, can we?’

‘Why not? You got any better ideas?’

She looked across at him. He stared out through the rain-lashed window, doing all he could to avoid making eye contact.

‘I can’t take this anymore. I’m hungry,’ she said, and she scrambled over into the front and sat down behind the wheel. She started the engine, and the sudden noise and movement forced Michael into life.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ he protested as she pulled out onto the road. He climbed over into the front and collapsed into the seat next to her.

‘What does it look like I’m doing? I can’t stand this.’

He wanted to argue and make her turn back but he knew he couldn’t. He had no counter.

#

Another unplanned drive through the heavy-skied gloom of a cold late-September afternoon came to a sudden end outside a lone house, as far away from everything else as Penn Farm had initially seemed. Michael silently thanked Emma for forcing his hand. For a while he’d begun to genuinely believe they might die up on that rocky outcrop, too scared to ever move.

‘So what do you reckon?’ she asked. Michael looked around. The house stood alone at the roadside, no other buildings in sight. He could see a solitary corpse in the distance, too far away to be of any real concern.

‘I’ll go in and check it out,’ he replied, and before she could say anything else he was gone. He checked the front door – locked – then walked around the side of the building. He peered around each corner, checking the garden was empty, before trying the back door. It was open, and he slipped through into a small, square kitchen where a rustic-looking table and chairs filled almost the entire floor. He stared at the never-finished remains of someone’s last breakfast until a sudden noise behind disturbed him and he spun around to see Emma standing in the doorway. She hadn’t wanted to wait outside alone.

‘Well?’

‘Don’t know yet,’ he said. ‘Haven’t got any further than here.’

He walked around the edge of the table and down a short hallway towards the front door. Something grabbed at his leg and he recoiled, jumping back with shock and tripping over the corner of a rug. He was flat on his backside before he knew what was happening, face to face with a woman’s corpse lying on its belly. He scrambled back away from the hideous thing, unable to take his eyes off its repulsive, disease-ravaged face. One of its legs was badly broken: horrifically swollen in all the wrong places. A sharp point of broken bone had torn through the skin and was now scraping along the wooden floorboards as the creature tried to move closer to him. It reached out but its grasping fingers fell short every time. It tried to grip the rug and pull itself closer, but its weight was too much for its weakened muscles to shift.

Emma was standing in the kitchen doorway, unable to move. Michael was still sitting on the ground. He drew his feet up closer, keeping out of range of the dead woman’s thrashing arms, moving back as she inched forward.

‘Get rid of it,’ Emma said, but Michael couldn’t. This was the first of the dead he’d been this close to since their escape from the farm house, and it terrified him with its undeniable, vicious intent. And yet, physically, he knew it was nothing. It appeared so pathetically weak that he couldn’t understand why he, Carl and Emma hadn’t been able to defend their home in the woods from these pathetic things. Their flesh was weak. They were rotting. Hollow. This one had been an elderly woman – no match for him in life, let alone death – and yet he still couldn’t bring himself to fight. He pictured himself booting her face, caving it in until just a bloody mess remained, but he couldn’t do it. Patchy white hair. Dribbles of decay staining her cardigan and her floral print dress. Slippers.

For fuck’s sake…

Forcing himself to get a grip and move, Michael stood up, grabbed the corpse by the scruff of the neck, and half-dragged, half-threw it back into the room it had been slowly crawling out of. He pulled the door shut, safe in the knowledge it couldn’t reach the handle from the floor, and that even if it did, it would probably only be able to push, not pull.

And again he thought, if this is our enemy, how the hell did we lose the farmhouse?

#

The rest of the small house was clear. The dead woman in the lounge banged the door repeatedly, doing little more than filling the building with unwanted noise.

Michael and Emma sat in the kitchen together and ate. What they didn’t eat now, they’d take. Despite their hunger, their nervousness had stolen their appetites and each mouthful was an effort to swallow. Emma didn’t think she’d be able to keep much down. Her stomach turned over every time the dead woman hit the door.

‘We can’t stay here,’ she said.

‘I know.’

‘That noise… it’ll bring more of them.’

‘I know.’

‘So where are we going to go?’

Michael didn’t answer. He couldn’t answer. He got up and walked to the front of the house. Emma followed. There was another body outside now. They watched from the safety of the shadows as a creature which used to be a paramedic awkwardly lumbered past in its loose and badly soiled jumpsuit uniform. It looked like it was going to keep walking, but an inconvenient thump from the corpse in the lounge attracted its attention. It pivoted around awkwardly on leaden feet, then came towards the house, crashing into the window through which Michael and Emma had been watching, pawing at the glass.

Another noise from the woman in the lounge, louder this time, perhaps in response.

‘We could shut her up,’ Emma suggested.

‘What, tie her hands behind her back?’

‘You know what I mean.’

Michael knew exactly what she meant, but just the thought of having to face that foul old hag again made his legs weaken. He’d never been particularly good at handling confrontation, and the longer this nightmare continued, the less-equipped he felt to be able to deal with the dead. They were weak and yet so driven to attack: so relentlessly hostile and so bloody unpredictable. He couldn’t face it, not yet.         

‘Let’s go,’ he said, and the dead paramedic began beating on the glass in response to his voice and movement. It was just a matter of time before more corpses arrived here.

Between them they carried a small supply of food and other supplies out to the Land Rover, carefully creeping around the back of the paramedic and avoiding yet another corpse which was tripping unsteadily down the road towards the house now.

Michael started the engine and watched as both of the creatures turned and moved towards the Land Rover with renewed interest and speed. ‘Which way?’ he asked.

‘Any way,’ Emma replied. ‘It doesn’t matter. Just go.’

#

No maps. No satnav. No real idea where they were or where they were going…

As the afternoon disappeared into the evening and the light began to fade, Michael and Emma found themselves skirting around the edge of a small town. Their nerves increased as their surroundings became more urban and less open. There seemed to be movement around them constantly now. The road immediately ahead was blocked by a crash which neither of them saw coming until they were almost upon it: during the final rush hour, two buses travelling in opposite directions had collided with each other at speed. One was still standing upright, the other over on its side. Michael swung the Land Rover around, bumping up over a low central reservation, then accelerated back the way they’d come. The road they’d just driven along, virtually empty a few minutes earlier, was filling with teeming movement now as hordes of the dead gravitated towards the Land Rover’s noise. A group of them that had been trapped in a building – some kind of coach station, it appeared – managed to get free and spilled out onto the carriageway like a slick. Michael swerved, then steered hard the other way to avoid ploughing into another group emerging from a side street like a gang. Maybe the dark made things look worse than they actually were, but there seemed to be hundreds of bodies up ahead of them now, fucking hundreds.

‘Get off the road,’ Emma said, sounding calmer than she felt.

‘And go where?’ Michael demanded, more than a hint of desperation in his voice. ‘We can’t risk going any deeper into the town.’

She grabbed his arm and pointed towards the entrance to a multi-storey car park on the far side of a traffic island they were fast approaching. ‘Head up. Just get up off the street.’

Michael grunted something unintelligible then steered up the exit ramp, crashing through a barrier. He drove up floor by floor, using whatever gaps in the stationary traffic he could find to keep climbing, having to fight against his instincts and ignore the road markings. He was turning and turning the car now like they were riding a helter-skelter in reverse, half-expecting to still come across other drivers coming back down the other way.

They finally stopped when they reached the top floor of the car park and there was nowhere else to go. A sudden sharp shower of rain hammered down and wind whipped across the rooftop, but the conditions didn’t stop Michael from getting out, running over to the edge of the building, and looking down. He held onto a metal railing as another gust of wind buffeted him.

‘See much?’ Emma asked when he returned.

‘Not a lot. The dumb fuckers haven’t worked out we’re up here.’

‘Not yet,’ she said under her breath as she climbed over the seats and bedded down in the back. ‘Just give it time.’

#

Several days passed. It was now dawn on the third day since they’d reached the car park. Each hour seemed to drag on forever. The meagre, barely sufficient supplies they’d gathered from the house were supplemented by bags of shopping they’d found in other cars nearby. Emma and Michael sat in the Land Rover together through the light and the dark and the wind and rain. Conversation was infrequent and difficult, the atmosphere unremittingly grim. Their situation, whilst by no means completely hopeless, was unclear at best.

Several times Emma tried asking the questions Michael was doing his best to avoid. ‘So what are we going to do? And please answer me this time, Michael. Don’t just ignore me again...’

But that was exactly what he did. Rather than answer or argue, Michael got out and walked to the edge of the roof again and looked down, as he’d done countless times since they’d got here. This time Emma followed.

‘This is crazy. We have to do something.’

‘Like what?’ he demanded, his voice unexpectedly loud. Emma took a step back with surprise at the strength of his response. He sounded desperate, close to tears. ‘You keep asking me the same thing again and again, but I can’t give you any answers. Just look down there, Em. It’s fucking hopeless.’

He pointed down and Emma leant over to see. The crowd of bodies around the car park had been growing steadily since they’d first arrived. Now a huge mass of them filled the street directly below. She didn’t know why they kept coming. Was the rest of the world really so quiet that they could hear even the slight noises she and Michael made up here? Had this crowd grown from the remnants of the dead attracted here by the noise of their arrival? But why so many?

‘They know,’ Michael said, his voice a little calmer now. ‘It’s the only explanation. They know we’re up here – some of them, anyway – and that’s enough. And I think they’ll keep trying to climb up until either they get to us or we have to go back down.’

He stared down into the silent, constantly shifting mass of dead flesh so far below. He couldn’t tell whether their movements were controlled or involuntary, but he was sure he saw several of them lift their heads and look up. He tried to block the thought from his mind, but suddenly all he could think about was this car park steadily filling up with the dead, floor by floor, until he and Emma were trapped and surrounded again, until the point of no return had been reached. Breaking point.

#

Another endless day slowly turned to night. Emma busied herself by looting from the few cars on the top floor of the car park they still hadn’t touched, occasionally creeping down to the floor immediately below. She’d found scraps of food in one car, the odd bottle of water in another, some warmer clothes for both of them in a third. Michael, spurred into doing something because Emma suddenly seemed so busy, filled the tank of the Land Rover with fuel siphoned from other vehicles, then built a bonfire in an empty space and lit it, desperate for warmth. Emma came running over as soon as she saw the flames.

‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘Keeping warm.’

‘But you can’t… what if they see it?’

‘Who, the bodies?’

‘Yes!’

‘They won’t.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because we’re on the top floor of a fucking car park, Emma. We’re fifty fucking feet off the ground!’

‘But what if they do see it?’ she screamed at him. ‘What if it brings more of them here?’

‘For Christ’s sake, think about what you’re saying. How can they possibly see it from down there?’

‘How do you know they can’t? There are other buildings this tall. What if there are bodies up there too? They’ll see it.’

‘And how are they going to get here? Get a bloody grip.’

‘Don’t talk to me like that—’

‘Then don’t talk to me at all! Anyway, if this fire doesn’t bring them up here, your bloody screaming will.’

‘I’m not screaming.’

‘You fucking are!’ he yelled at her.

They both shut up, aware that they were being as loud as each other. Michael’s last words echoed off the walls of empty buildings.

‘We should just go,’ she said, quieter now, calmer. ‘Take our chances and get out of here.’

‘There are still too many of them down there. We can’t. We’re trapped. I don’t want to go anywhere near any of those fucking things, do you? We’ll keep waiting. They have to go eventually, don’t they?’

‘You reckon?’

Michael turned his back and walked away. He didn’t know how much more of this he could take.

#

Michael had been sitting in the front of the Land Rover, staring out into the darkness for what felt like forever, when he thought he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. It was almost dawn – yet another dawn – and he glanced back over his shoulder to check on Emma. She was still asleep behind him, her head buried under blankets to block out the rest of the world. He peered deeper into the gloom around the ramp which led up onto the rooftop, desperately hoping not to see anything. Had it, as he now prayed, just been a trick of the low light? A scavenging bird landing and taking off again, feeding off the scraps like he and Emma did? Ash being blown from the remains of last night’s fire? But then he saw it again, and this time he knew exactly what it was. He could tell from the slow, stilted movements, from the unsteady awkwardness and listless gait, that it was one of the dead. How it had managed to drag itself all the way up here, he had no idea. It must have heard them looting and arguing and reacted to their noise. And now, hours later, the total lack of other interruptions had combined with the bizarre, dogged persistence the dead now displayed to allow this one to finally reach the top floor.

Was this corpse alone, or was this the first of thousands? Was this the beginning of the deluge he feared?

What do I do? 

Michael sat perfectly still and watched the creature as it approached. He moved only his eyes and tried to work out what his next move should be. Maybe if he just ignored it, it might go away like the lone body they’d seen out on the hills? But this one couldn’t get away – there was nowhere left for it to go. Perhaps he should wait for it to reach the edge of the roof and hope it would take a final step too far and fall off. As the corpse staggered closer, the first shards of morning sunlight allowed Michael to make out all the details he didn’t want to see. It was a pathetic, miserable sight. Barely able to support its own emaciated weight, it dragged its feet along and its leaden arms swung with every step as if it was half-heartedly attempting to march. It had dark greasy hair covering most of its face and its clothing glistened with damp decay where the light struck. Bizarrely, something about its lethargy – its apparent ignorance, apathy almost – annoyed Michael. The corpse reminded him of a useless teenager, like one of the kids in the school classroom where he’d been delivering a talk when this nightmare had begun. It looked pathetic, and he asked himself, why am I afraid of you?

Michael looked back at Emma again when she stirred in her sleep, and his sudden movement was enough to make the corpse react. It started towards the car and, as it approached, he thought about the cruel irony of their situation. He was still alive. He was still strong. He could still think and eat and sleep and laugh and cry and do all the other things he’d always been able to do, and yet he and Emma were the ones who’d become prisoners of the dead, trapped on this car park roof. The body continued to come closer and Michael watched it intently. Its face was hollow and vacant, infuriatingly expressionless. It barely looked capable of moving much further forward, let alone causing either of them any harm. And yet he still couldn’t bring himself to do anything about it. He thought back to the farmhouse again, to the life he’d almost had there with Emma before things had fallen apart. They should have done so much better. Had that really been their last chance as they’d feared, or could they try again? Was he really going to allow what was left of his time to be ruled by these foul, decaying creatures, this one in particular? Or was he going to do something about it?

Michael got out of the car, waking Emma in the process, and marched towards the corpse. His sudden surge of determination waned just as quickly as it had begun. He slowed, then stopped and stood his ground. The body continued its desperately slow approach. It’s just you and me, he thought, looking deep into the foul aberration’s distorted face and doing all he could to ignore the bilious feeling at the back of his throat. It suddenly felt as if everything boiled down to what happened next; that these few minutes would somehow shape every single day he and Emma still had left. So was it sink or swim? Fight or flight? Win or lose?

The corpse took another lurching step forward, and Michael flinched.

‘Get back in the Land Rover,’ Emma said from somewhere behind him. ‘Quick!’

He looked at the dead body as it reacted to her voice. Then he turned to Emma and said: ‘No.’

Before she could stop him, Michael lunged forward and grabbed the corpse. The smell up close was foul, and the soggy noises the pitiful cadaver made as it squirmed in his grip made him want to vomit. Its flesh was cold and pliable under his fingers. It tried to push his arms away but its comparative lack of strength meant it didn’t stand a chance. Michael straightened his arms and surprised himself by lifting the creature’s entire soggy body several inches off the ground. It continued to try and fight, but it was miserably weak. He lifted the corpse higher before running to the edge of the rooftop and hurling it over. He watched as it tumbled down like a shop window dummy, stiff arms and legs sprawling, then crashed into the crowd below, hitting the deck with a sickening crunch which Michael could clearly hear over the silence of everything else. Down at ground level, the dead immediately surged again, tripping and sliding inquisitively over what was left of their fallen brethren.

Breathless and feeling strangely exhilarated, Michael returned to the Land Rover.

‘We’re going,’ he said.

‘Where?’

‘I don’t care.’ He wiped his hands clean on a towel then threw it out of the window. ‘Anywhere but here. I’m not going to be a prisoner.’

He started the engine, and another corpse dragged itself up onto the rooftop, seemingly in response to the noise.

‘Are you sure about this? You were the one who—’

‘I know what I said,’ he interrupted, ‘and I was wrong. And no, I’m not sure about this, but if we do something and fuck it up, at least we’ll have tried. You were right, we can’t just sit up here and either starve to death or wait for them to get us. I’m taking back control, Em.’

She was about to speak again, but it was too late. Michael put his foot down and the Land Rover juddered across the wet asphalt. He swerved around a tight corner, smacking into the lone approaching body and sending it flying, then ploughed down the steep, stomach-churning incline into the darkness. Emma held on to her seat, her safety belt, the door… anything she could grab hold of as the Land Rover hurtled further and further down. With each level they descended, the amount of dead flesh around them increased, but it was never enough to stop them. On one floor Michael clipped the wing of another car, and his response was simply to accelerate harder and get out of this gloomy, germ-filled concrete maze as fast as he could. Eventually he smashed through another barrier alongside the one they’d broken through when they’d first arrived here, then raced out onto the street. He gripped the steering wheel tight and thundered through the mass of rotting flesh, no longer bothering to try and avoid hitting them, just doing whatever he had to do to get away.

#

They stopped at a cut-price supermarket on the way back out of town. Emma had spotted it in a side road: ignored and overlooked by the bulk of the dead. Michael slammed on the brakes and reversed up to the doors. They’d done this before.

‘We should fill the car up,’ Emma said as she climbed out and ran into the store, ‘then just get away again.’

Michael didn’t answer. He was already inside, dragging a pile of plastic shopping baskets over towards the nearest aisle. He looked around anxiously and began to fill them. Fortunately there were no corpses inside that he could see, but a handful had already appeared at the floor-to-ceiling windows which ran the length of the shop floor. They slammed their hands and slid their decaying faces against the glass, moving from side to side, slowly matching the movements of the two looters inside.

By the time the first four baskets had been filled at speed and carried back over to the Land Rover, there were eight corpses at the windows. By the time they’d filled ten baskets, there were twenty of them. By the time they’d collected enough, it had become impossible to gauge how many of the damn things there were. The full expanse of glass had become a solid mass of greasy grey flesh, and a crowd had formed around the front of the Land Rover too. Neither Michael nor Emma said anything until they were loaded up and ready to leave. They stood a short distance back and surveyed the chaos outside together.

‘Are we in trouble now?’ Emma asked.

‘Only if we wait around here much longer. We need to move.’

‘Just drive through them?’

‘Exactly. Before they reach critical mass.’

‘Critical mass? What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Critical mass, breaking point… it’s all the same thing. We’re safe until we let them get to a certain level. When there’s too many of them, the balance of power shifts and we’re screwed. Until then, we just about stay in control. We just have to keep moving.’

‘Breaking point… is that what happened to you on the car park roof?’

‘Something like that, I guess. You ready?’

Emma nodded, and the two of them ran for the back of the Land Rover and scrambled over the supplies they’d collected. Michael dropped into the driver’s seat, started the engine, put his foot down, and careened away. Emma held on tight behind him.

‘So what’s the plan now?’ she shouted over the noise of the engine and the relentless thump of the stream of unsteady bodies they ploughed into and through. At first Michael didn’t answer, concentrating instead on mounting the pavement to weave around the back of a truck, then avoiding another clutch of corpses to get back onto the road.

‘No plan,’ he told her.

‘Great.’

‘Plenty of food, though.’

She couldn’t really argue, but she did. ‘We need to be better organised that this, Mike. We can’t just keep stopping and starting.’

‘Why not? I’m beginning to think that’s exactly how we need to be. The same thing’s going to happen wherever we go, isn’t it? Wherever we are, whatever we do, we’re going to have about ten minutes grace before we’re surrounded. Fact is, we’re massively outnumbered, Em. We just have to deal with it.’

‘So is this it then? Just drive, loot, drive, sleep, drive, fight…? We’re going to end up spending the rest of our lives stuck in this bloody car.’

‘If you can think of a better solution, I’m all ears.’ He gripped the wheel and swerved to avoid a child’s corpse which walked down the white line towards them, arms outstretched in a classic ghoul-like pose. ‘We need to drive out into the middle of nowhere, find somewhere practically inaccessible, then hope there’s a building or something we can use nearby.’

‘There’s a café on the top of Snowdon,’ Emma offered.

‘That’s not as dumb as it sounds.’

‘It wasn’t dumb at all,’ she said, offended. ‘I was being serious.’

‘But it’s impractical. Too extreme. There are probably loads of places like that, but less remote. It’s just a question of finding them.’

‘Let’s stop and get a map or something. Plan things properly instead of just lurching from crisis to crisis.’

‘We’re not lurching from crisis to crisis. It’s all the same bloody crisis, in case you hadn’t noticed. We just need to find somewhere as isolated as the top of Snowdon, then only a handful of them will ever be able to reach us. Christ, it’ll be hard enough for us to get there.’

‘Déjà vu. Haven’t we been down this road before? Wasn’t that the big selling point of the farmhouse? Look where that got us.’

‘It almost worked,’ he replied, wincing as the Land Rover powered into another corpse.

‘Yes, but almost is the same as didn’t. It’s not that simple. There are too many of them.’

Michael braked as he reached a cross-roads. The Land Rover skidded to an abrupt halt. The dead poured towards them from every conceivable direction.

‘This is bloody crazy,’ Emma said under her breath. She ducked instinctively as another corpse lunged for the Land Rover. It tripped in the road and fell forward, its skull cracking against her window with a sickening thump.

Michael struggled to keep control of both the Land Rover and his temper. ‘I’ll keep driving until we find a bloody light house or something like that, shall I?’

Emma didn’t bite. She gripped the sides of her seat as he accelerated again. And then she saw it.

‘Stop!’

Michael instinctively reacted, bringing the Land Rover to another juddering stop and wiping out four more straggling cadavers in the process. ‘What?’

‘Over there,’ she said, pointing ahead and way over to their left. ‘Look!’

Michael saw it immediately and sped up again. ‘You’re a bloody genius,’ he told her as he steered them towards an industrial estate. Through the chain-link fence he could see a vast expanse of tarmac covered with caravans and motorhomes of varying shapes and sizes. She’d found a temporary solution to their problems: a way of getting as far as they could from the towns and the cities and the dead without having to resort to living out of the back of this bloody Land Rover any longer.

‘That one,’ Emma said as they approached, pointing out the largest, most luxurious, and strongest-looking motorhome she could see.
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AMY STEADMAN
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Amy Steadman’s remarkable physical transformation has continued unabated. It is now more than two weeks since her death. As her body has festered, however, the low level of muted brain activity has continued to increase. Defying all previous understanding of the changes undergone within the human body after death, as Amy’s flesh and bone has deteriorated she has, paradoxically, regained a remarkable degree of self-awareness. The increasing physical limitations of her decomposing body result in much of this mental improvement remaining undetectable.

Time has taken its toll on the millions of cadavers now walking the streets. They are steadily disintegrating; countless internal and external chemical reactions affecting the composition and strength of their flesh. Amy’s corpse is no different. Her skin has darkened and dried out in places as fluids have drained away. Her body has become a breeding ground for huge numbers of insects. Amy’s corpse is infested. She is riddled with maggots.

Operating on a basic level, the bodies are driven by an instinctive desire to continue to exist. Self-preservation is each corpse’s only concern. Because of their worsening physical state, however, their ability to defend and protect themselves is severely limited. As a result their reactions now appear clumsy and overly aggressive. The bodies will fight to protect themselves at all costs even if, perversely, this results in them sustaining physical damage. It’s not uncommon to see a body attack another corpse in self-defence, and sustain substantial damage in the process. This is the norm with those bodies that are particularly badly decayed. Where the process has been slowed – as with Amy Steadman who died indoors, shielded from the elements for several days – the actions of the dead are slightly more reserved and controlled.

It is now early on Thursday morning and a light, misty rain has been falling since dawn. Amy’s body is shuffling along the side of a warehoused-sized furniture store. There are a large number of corpses nearby, although the reason for their swollen numbers is not immediately apparent. It may be that there has previously been an incident here which initially attracted their attention, and that this is simply the residue of that crowd gradually disappearing. The fact that many of these bodies seem to be moving in the same overall direction, however, indicates that this could be the beginning of such an incident, not the end.

Amy’s corpse continues to drag itself around the building and the surrounding streets until a single noise in the near distance attracts its attention. It is the sound of a survivor preparing to leave his shelter to search for essential supplies. Amy, along with all the other corpses in the immediate vicinity, immediately begins to gravitate towards the source of the sound.

The young male survivor is based in an office building in the centre of a sprawling car lot. Over the last few days he has attempted to fortify and strengthen his hideout with limited success, but as the behaviour of the bodies has changed, so he has been forced to change his priorities. Failing dismally to prepare for the potential long-term problems caused by the infection, he is struggling to stay sane and stay alive. The survivor failed to anticipate the herding behaviour of the dead, nor did he consider the potential duration of his incarceration. Initially naïvely believing that he could continue to enjoy something resembling a pre-infection standard of living, he is now dangerously ill-equipped, having focused his early efforts on comfort rather than practical necessities.

His health is deteriorating. As a result both of the increased number of bodies in the locality and the fortifications he made to his shelter, he is unable to easily venture out for supplies. He has been trapped for days without access to clean water, sanitation, medicine, and food of any real nutritional value. He is dehydrated and malnourished. After an aborted attempt to fetch supplies three days ago, his mental state has also deteriorated. At this point in time the differences between this survivor and the corpses which surround him are remarkably slim. Because of their vast numbers and their emotionless state, the bodies now have a clear advantage.

The survivor has emerged from the office building in the middle of the car lot where he has hidden for the last two weeks. He moves slowly in a futile attempt to avoid detection. Because of his poor physical condition, his movements are uncharacteristically clumsy. He plans to take a car and drive to a supermarket and he is confident that once he is in the car he will be relatively safe. His activity, however, has not gone unnoticed. His pained, awkward movements and rasping breathing have already attracted the attention of several of the nearest cadavers. An inevitable chain reaction is spreading throughout the crowd as more bodies gravitate towards him.

Amy Steadman’s body is close. She has crossed the main road between the furniture store and the car lot and is heading towards the office building, focussing on the increased levels of movement all around it. The dead are closing in from every direction.

Some of the bodies are distracted by the movement of other corpses around them. Amy, however, is able to differentiate between the dead and other distractions. She will not hesitate to attack anything that threatens her, but she no longer wantonly attacks other bodies. She concentrates on moving towards the source of the disruption, although she does not fully understand why. She likely assumes it represents a threat.

The lone survivor is weak and, after a long period of frightened inactivity, he finds the sudden effort of moving at speed unexpectedly difficult. Just leaving the building has left him breathless and light-headed. Overcome with nerves, he has stopped in the shadows at the side of the building and is trying to summon up the strength to make a run for the car he previously left ready for an occasion such as this.

Amy’s corpse – along with more than fifty others – is less than ten metres away from the front of the office building. The survivor is now aware of the sudden movement all around him, but he is being dangerously indecisive. He knows he can either retreat (as he did a week ago) or continue with this attempt to fetch supplies. He knows that either option is equally dangerous: if he turns back he will starve and his sickness will worsen, yet if he leaves he risks attack from the advancing hordes. He also knows that he will have to leave eventually and that going back inside will only delay the inevitable. He decides to run for the car.

Indecision has ultimately proved to be this survivor’s undoing. The brief but unnecessary delay has given sufficient numbers of bodies enough time to drag themselves into the narrow space between him and the car. He attempts to run towards the vehicle, managing to avoid the first few corpses which attack. Within another few metres, however, there are too many of them. He tries to double-back, but once the first of the dead has caught hold of him he is trapped. He easily releases the first corpse’s grip, but wastes precious seconds fighting it. By the time he’s free and the first body is down, another eight are on him.

Amy Steadman’s corpse is at the front of the crowd which swallows up and kills this survivor.

#

Half an hour later and the scene has changed again. With the survivor now dead and the area silent, the bulk of the crowd of bodies has begun drifting away. Amy Steadman’s body limps alone through the early mist along a wide road strewn with death.


DO YOU REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME?



 



In the seventeen days since it happened, Maxwell has rarely needed to leave his home. In the last fourteen days, in fact, he hasn’t had to go outside at all. He’s what people used to call a ‘Prepper’: someone who planned for the worst, because they knew it was going to happen someday. And Maxwell was right. All the effort he put into stockpiling and planning his survival before the event has definitely paid off now. The fact he’s alive was all down to chance at the end of the day, though he doesn’t know that. Or if he does, he doesn’t care. Maxwell is convinced the reason he’s still here after millions of others were wiped out is because he knows what he’s doing. In a world where all reason appears to have gone out of the window, it’s hard to argue with his logic.

Flood, fire, earthquake, flu epidemic, alien invasion, terrorism, war… he’d got all bases covered. When you take things down to base level, the requirements for survival are largely the same whatever the shade of shit being hurled at the fan. Food, water, medicinal supplies… all generic entries on any self-respecting Prepper’s standard tick-list.

People who didn’t know Maxwell called him a loner. Some avoided him, thought he was a bit strange. Very few understood him. She did. They hadn’t been together for long, but she’d seemed to instinctively understand what he was doing and where he was at. Sometimes, when he’s lying in bed at night, listening to the silence, he can still hear her voice and feel her lips on his. Kathryn was special. Everything his first time should have been and so much more besides. He can’t get her face out of his head.

Who’s laughing now? When he thinks about all his detractors, he can’t help but feel a little smug. There’s a part of him wishes they could see him. Maybe they can? Maybe some of the corpses outside remember more than he’s given them credit for? Maybe they’re looking at him, thinking we’re sorry, Max, you were right… we shouldn’t have taken the piss…

He knows that none of this matters now, because he’s won. If this was a film and he was the star, they’d call it King of the Dead.

Externally, Maxwell’s modest house is indistinguishable from pretty much every other house on the street. It’s all part of the plan. A small, run-of-the-mill terraced house with a door at the front, one at the back, and a side-passage giving access to a small, walled backyard. A small backyard that’s full of equipment and supplies. He had most of it already, but in the two day’s grace between the fall and the resurrection of the rest of the population, he went into town and scavenged everything he was missing and more besides. Maxwell has so much stuff in his home now that he’s struggling for living space. He could have set-up somewhere else, but the familiarity was important. Loading up and clearing out would have taken too much effort and risk. He knows there’ll be plenty of time for all that. When this is over, he tells himself regularly, he’ll get out of town and find himself somewhere perfect. It’ll be like all the best post-apocalyptic dreams he ever had. Bloody hell, he hadn’t realised how much he’d been looking forward to these days. The only downside is the loneliness, but he’ll cope. The freedom is more than enough of a trade-off. The dead world is his oyster…

But he really does miss her.

#

Maxwell spends his days checking and rechecking his provisions, then checking them again. The undeniable buzz of all this preparation is still enough of a distraction from the monotony of keeping his head down and staying quiet. He knows that’s what it’s going to take to stay alive.

He’s a smart kid. He watched from the window and worked out the rules of the dead quickly enough, figured out how they were becoming increasingly self-aware and, therefore, increasingly dangerous. He also knows that the danger will continue to increase for as long as the dead remain mobile. Their decaying bodies will inevitably fail them in time. It’ll be another six months, he reckons, something like that. He knows he can hold out that long.

Maxwell has always felt different to everyone else, but now that difference is stark. When he’s watching the dead, he can’t make up his mind whether they’ve undergone a radical transformation or if they’ve barely changed at all? They look completely different, of course, but they still hang around in packs and follow the herd, fitting in and trying not to be noticed, just like they used to.

Maxwell never tried to fit in, never subscribed to the same bland shite as everyone else. The mainstream was too mediocre for his liking, constantly exploiting the mundane for profit and gain. Shit, it had come to something when even geeks and nerds had become cool. Didn’t anyone understand how wrong that was? When a minority is accepted and swallowed up by the mainstream, he’d told Kathryn that night, it gets diluted and sanitized until it eventually becomes the majority. When they saw some of the clothes he wore and learnt about the things he enjoyed, people thought he was being ironic. But he wasn’t. He was just being Maxwell.

He’s distracted watching a pack of them now. They’re regressing, he thinks, becoming more animal-like. Their humanity is being stripped away in layers, and now what he’s seeing is base-level instinct. Guttural. Clumsy. Unrefined. Brutal. He studies them with a confident superiority, predicting their movements. One of them – a man in his early fifties when he died, perhaps, judging from his clothing and shabby appearance – has lost his balance. He trips down the kerb and clatters into the side of a parked car. The dead man is an awkward mass of barely-controlled flesh now, struggling with his own substantial weight. The impact with the car is enough to set off the vehicle’s alarm, and the sudden noise and flashing headlights disturb the eerie stillness of everything else. The sound is ugly. It makes Maxwell feel nervous and he wants it to stop. These days, silence is his friend.

Maxwell predicts the alarm will draw hundreds of those things closer from miles around. He makes a mental note to remember how effective it is, because it might be useful. Already there are more than twenty corpses lumbering towards the car. He covers his mouth with his hand when he laughs involuntarily. They’re so bloody dumb and predictable. As soon as the noise stops, they start moving away, spreading out like ink across blotting paper. But the alarm’s not finished yet. It’s silent for about thirty seconds, then it goes off again, and every last one of the dead bodies which has started moving away immediately swivels around and pointlessly trudges back again.

And it goes on and on and on.

For hours.

Stupid fucking creatures.

#

Shit. Maxwell has a problem.

Something’s got into the back yard overnight. A fox or a starving dog must have got over the wall somehow. Thankfully almost all of the perishable stuff is in the house, but the damn vermin has had a go at some of the medical supplies Max left off the ground on a pallet outside because he didn’t have room indoors. He doesn’t think too much damage has been done, but this stuff will need replacing. He can’t afford to take risks and leave himself open to infection. Christ alone knows the air’s going to be full of all kinds of germs from here on in. What’s happened this morning isn’t the end of the world (he smiles to himself when he thinks that – that’s been and gone already) but he does need to do something about it. He’ll probably be okay, but probably isn’t good enough anymore. And the thing is, from what he’s seen, he’s sure that in the short to mid-term, things are going to get far worse out there before they get any better. He needs to sort this out fast. The sooner he gets it done, the less risky it should be.

Maxwell spends the rest of the day reorganising his stuff and bringing everything inside but he knows there’s no escaping the fact he’s going to have to go out in the morning.

#

Maxwell gets up early, just before first light. He knows the dead have no concept of night and day – he’s seen them milling about at all hours – so going out at this time is purely for his benefit. The shadows will help. It’s light enough so that he can see what he’s doing, but still dark enough to remain hidden. On a less practical level, he knows it’s better to get this done now than to spend the whole day thinking too hard about leaving the house and getting worked up unnecessarily.

He has a specific set of clothing he’s prepared for occasions such as this. He wears a wetsuit as a base-layer. He doesn’t think the dead things outside bite like they did in the movies, but he’s not taking any chances. He reminds himself that this time last month he didn’t think the dead could walk, either. The wetsuit provides protection, yet it enables him to remain mobile too. Over it he wears several warm, loose-fitting layers. He also wears a utility belt – more DIY-expert than Batman-like in its design, but it does the same job. From it he hangs his tools: screwdrivers, pliers, a hammer, a crowbar… they can all double-up as weapons if push comes to shove.

He moves quietly through the shadows, passing so close to some of the corpses that he can hardly believe they don’t notice him. Their senses have clearly been severely dulled by what happened, and that’s no surprise. The surprise is that they’re still managing to function at all.

For the first ten minutes, Maxwell intentionally walks in the wrong direction. When he’s a safe distance from his home, well away from his intended destination, he uses the trick he picked up earlier this week and smashes a car window to set off the alarm. He waits out of sight until the noise has done its work and all the dead nearby have been drawn out of hiding.

This morning, Maxwell is going to the hospital. Although he might be able to get what he needs from a supermarket (and there are several of those between the hospital and home), he’s steering clear of such public places. Let’s face it, if anyone else has survived, that’s where they’ll be heading. Maxwell’s not interested in any other survivors (except one). Other people will present more problems than solutions. It’s a pretty safe bet they’ll be nowhere near as prepared or as able as he is. The last thing he needs – the last thing he wants – in these circumstances is to saddle himself with freeloaders. His provisions have been sourced on the basis of catering for one, and his home/hideout has just enough space for him alone to live comfortably. Harsh as it sounds, anyone else who’s made it this far can go to hell. And anyway, if they’ve lasted ’til today, they obviously don’t need him.

He waits in the open garage of another house and daydreams, wishing Kathryn could see him now. Imagine if she’d survived, that it was just the two of them… She thought some of the things he did were strange, but he knew all along he was right. The apocalypse has justified his odd behaviours.

#

It doesn’t take long to get to the hospital. Obviously the wards and other public spaces are no-go areas full of corpses, but he’d never planned on going there anyway. There are kitchens and supply areas where he can get everything he needs, both today and in the future. He knows his way around the hospital campus. He’s never been here as anything other than a visitor and an A&E patient on a couple of occasions, but he’s spent long enough poring over the plans and Google Earth to know where he’s going.

Avoid main entrances and obvious doors. Find other ways to get where you need to go. Think about what other survivors would do – less prepared survivors – and do the opposite.

He talks to himself constantly, reassures himself he’s doing the right thing, focuses on getting the job done and getting back home. This isn’t as easy as he thought it would be. Being away from the house has added an additional layer of realism to the situation he wasn’t expecting. He wasn’t prepared for the unending scale of the devastation this morning, nor how everything has deteriorated in the two weeks or so since he last ventured out. How things feel, how things smell… Everywhere he looks he sees something worse than before. The corpse of a child in the backseat of a car, pawing the glass constantly with tiny, brittle fingers; imprisoned bodies prowling the rooms of their mausoleum homes, unable to escape; half a woman dragging herself along the middle of the road, tattered stumps where her feet used to be…

Maxwell stops and presses himself flat against a wall when a cadaver approaches. He stands completely still and studies its decay as it moves past him, oblivious. It has sustained appalling injuries, as if its unprotected face has been smashed into something at force. Its bottom lip is split down to the chin, and there are yellowed teeth protruding from its broken jaw at unnatural angles. Its swollen brown tongue moves constantly around the inside of its mouth. No spit. Too dry to lick. Maxwell stays exactly where he is for a moment longer, feeling faint. It’ll pass, he knows it will. It’s just shock.

The smells begin to affect him more than the sights. There’s an ever-present fug of death hanging in the air here, a noxious stench which seems to coat everything. He’s wearing a basic facemask as a precaution, but even that’s not enough. Maybe, if the opportunity presents itself, he’ll be able to find something more substantial in the hospital stores for next time. Christ knows he’s probably going to need it. The longer this goes on, the more the bodies will decay. He’s already outnumbered by insects, several million to one. It’s only going to get worse.

Am I really the only one left alive?

He wishes Kathryn had given him her address after the party. He could go and check. One way or another, he thinks he’d just prefer to know.

He’s distracted. He forces himself to find focus. Get a grip. Concentrate.

Maxwell pushes himself away from the wall and steps on the outstretched hand of a girl who dropped dead and never got up again. The horrible sound of bones breaking under his boot, fingers crunching, threatens to make the nausea return. He takes his time, looks up into the swirling clouds overhead and waits for the sickness to pass. He almost turns and goes back home, but stops himself before his nerves give out. Do this right, he thinks, and I won’t have to leave the house again for a long time. Fuck it up, and I could be back here before the month’s out.

He imagines her watching him from afar. Waiting for him. He imagines doing this for her.

Up ahead is the large storage building he’s been aiming for. According to the information he accessed online before the Internet died, this is the largest such facility on the campus. There’s a loading bay around the back, and a smaller entrance on the side which he manages to pry open with his crowbar. One last look around, then he disappears inside.

The building is surprisingly light. Clear Perspex panels in the roof let in a decent amount of early morning illumination. He stands still, waiting for the sound of his forced entry to fade. And when it does, he becomes aware of more noise coming from deeper inside the vast space. There are several corpses in here, and he has to assume they’re all aware of him now. No matter. He thinks he can work around them. They’re not people anymore, just… things.

There’s a small office up ahead. He goes inside and shuts the door behind him, grateful of the space. A dead woman is slumped facedown over a desk. She’s holding a mobile phone, which he wrenches from her death-grip. Even after all this time it still has a little battery remaining. He spends a few seconds looking through her digital life and remembering his own. Maybe he should spend this time trying to get online? Should he check the major news sites to see if they’re responding or if they’ve been updated? What’s the point? What does it matter if anyone else is left alive out there? If he discovers the whole of the rest of Europe has survived this, so what? What difference will it make? He is where he is. Strange thing is, he thinks he’d actually be disappointed now if he found there were other people still alive. He couldn’t face having to go back to living in the old world. Not now. Not after the taste of freedom that Armageddon has given him.

The dead woman’s name is Amelia. She partied hard. He flicks casually through her photograph – most taken in various pubs and bars, others taken at home as she relaxed with her boyfriend and parents. There’s a video of her playing with a dog. He watches it over and over, transfixed by the little black and white dog catching the same thrown ball again and again.

And then the battery gives up the ghost.

The screen dims and the pictures disappear and no matter how many times he tries to get the phone to come back to life, it doesn’t. All those images are still trapped in there somewhere, but he has no way of accessing them. Digital Amelia has ceased to exist. All that’s left of her now is this rapidly decaying mass of flesh and bone. He knows Kathryn’s like this somewhere, or worse. But he consoles himself with the fact that he’s still thinking about her, and surely that’s keeping her alive in some way?

He looks at Amelia’s body, and remembers his time with Kathryn. He’d liked her a lot, but she’d barely looked at him before the office party. They’d both got drunk and ended up having a quick, fumbled fuck in the toilets. His first time. His only time. He’s daydreaming again now, imagining what life would have been like if she’d survived too. Christ, she’d have been blown away by what he’d achieved… But he has to accept she’s gone. Truth be told, she was gone long before all this madness started. She was gone by the time the hangovers had cleared.

He struggled with people. Things, Maxwell could always deal with: plans, preparations, contingencies, supplies, whatever it took. It was people he had trouble with. Couldn’t handle their unpredictability. Didn’t like the fact he was never in complete control when other people were involved.

There’s a noise.

Something close behind him, just outside the office door.

Maxwell holds his breath and stands perfectly still, cursing himself for being a dumb fucking idiot and getting distracted. And then he sees it. Another one of them. He knows he needs to get moving, that every second he spends here now is a second too long. He waits until the corpse has gone, then lets himself back out and starts looking for the stuff he needs. He finds it quickly enough – the store is well-organised and labelled – and loads up his rucksack.

And now one of them has seen him. It’s at the end of this aisle, and there’s no other way out. Shit, he’s cornered. Maxwell’s going to have to get past it to get home.

He hasn’t had to kill any of them yet, but how difficult can this be, right? He’s seen enough films, read enough books… and it’s not even like this is going to be a fair fight. These creatures are already dead.

Nervous. Mouth dry.

He gets his crowbar ready, passes it from hand to hand. It’s his weapon of choice, though he’s not yet had to use it. Quick, quiet and effective.

The corpse is getting closer. He tries to visualise what he knows he has to do. These things still have some degree of control, and the only place that control can emanate from is the brain. So it’s the old horror movie cliché, isn’t it? He’s going to have to aim for the head. He visualises again, tries to prepare himself for the crunch of breaking bone, the blood splattering, the softness of decayed brain… If he gets this right, one strike should do it. Get the angle right, get the amount of force right, and he’ll be okay. He knows he can do this…

Another deep breath. Pulse racing.

Crowbar held high, he walks closer to the creature. It’s directly ahead of him, and it has locked onto him with clouded, unfocused eyes.

And now Maxwell can’t move.

She’s a little shorter than he is. In the half-light she still looks quite pretty, a little like Kathryn, in fact, though he knows that’s just his mind playing tricks. Her hair is white-blonde. Her body, though distended by decay, is still clearly feminine. Her blouse is tight across her chest. She’s wearing glasses. That takes him by surprise… after all she’s been through, he thinks, how can she still be wearing glasses? The dark, narrow frames suited her face, he can tell. What would she have been like before she’d died? Would she have liked him? Would she have wanted to talk to him? Listened to him? He’s transfixed both by what she is now and the thought of what she used to be.

And Maxwell can’t do it.

It’s not like the movies. This is real. So far he’s done whatever he’s needed to do to survive, but this feels like a step too far. What has she done to him? What’s she done to deserve this or, in fact, to deserve any of what’s happened to her since the world ended? It’s not fair. It’s not right.

And she moves ever closer. Does she want him to help her?

He lowers the crowbar.

‘Please…’ he says, not sure what he’s trying to say or why he’s even bothering. ‘Just go. Leave me alone. I don’t want to hurt you…’

But she won’t listen. She keeps walking towards him. Unsteady. One leg weaker than the other, almost a cripple’s gait. One shoe on and one shoe off. She’s too close now and he reaches out to stop her. Holds her. Looks into her face. The touch of a woman. It’s been a long time. Three years since that night with Kathryn. He pushes her away and, as his grip tightens, he feels her decaying flesh give way under the pressure of his fingers. It’s sobering. Like wet putty. Reminds him what he’s dealing with. He pushes her back and she comes at him again. And again. And again. And she won’t stop and all he wants is for her to go and for him to be out of here and he wishes he’d never left the house because this is harder than he imagined and he curses himself for leaving that stuff out in the yard at home and… and another corpse is close now, also blocking his way out. This one is much larger, wearing gore-streaked overalls. It lumbers awkwardly into an overloaded shelf, sending supplies scattering in all directions and filling this cavernous room with noise. And when the noise of the crashing supplies fades to nothing, Maxwell realises he can hear other sounds now too. More of the dead. Awakened. Closing in on him.

The dead woman lunges again. Maxwell shoves her back and looks into her face. He wants to see an enemy, something he can hate, but all he sees is her.

More bodies visible through the racking, heading for this aisle.

It felt like a game before. He never thought it would be like this. All that Prepper training… that was all about practicalities, not realities, and definitely not emotions.

It all boils down to this moment, he realises. I have to do it.

She comes at him once more, dead arms flailing.

Fight or flight.

Maxwell raises the crowbar, screws his eyes shut, and does it.

The first cut’s the deepest.

Once she’s down, he does what he has to do to get rid of the others. There are five in total. It gets easier with each one he cuts down, but it’s not as painless as it looked in the movies.

#

Maxwell’s made it home. All supplies replaced. Everything as it should be.

Things feel different tonight. Tonight he’s not feeling so self-assured. His confidence has taken a knock. Things have changed. He realises now there’s more to survival than bottles of water and ration-packs. He realises tonight that there’s stuff you need to know to survive that you can’t read in books or pick up online.

And when Maxwell lies in bed and tries to sleep tonight, it’s a different girl’s face he can’t get out of his head.


THE HUMAN CONDITION

Part ii – GOING DOWN

 



John Proctor slumped against the wall, his head in his hands, and watched the others through the gaps between his fingers. Christ, how he’d grown to despise these people over the last week and a half. Ten days, he thought. Ten fucking days. That’s how long we’ve been here now. That’s how long we’ve been sitting here doing nothing but shout, argue and fight with each other. This can’t go on much longer.

In every aspect of his life before this disaster, John had been taught (and had taught others) to always look for the good in people. But trapped up here on the top floor of this hotel, waiting to either starve to death or be flushed out by an army of dead bodies, he couldn’t help but concentrate on the irritating personality traits which made the five other survivors trapped here with him the worst cell-mates imaginable.

Barry Bushell. Now there was an interesting character. John still wasn’t sure what the dress-wearing man was about. Barry had been understandably annoyed when the other survivors had arrived and compromised the safety of his precious hotel hideout. Even now he continued to maintain a distance from the others, spending much of his time alone in the master bedroom. John had initially admired his confidence in wearing women’s clothing in public, but he still couldn’t understand why he did it. There must have been some underlying sexual confusion, he thought. Whatever the reason, he’d been equally surprised when, a couple of days ago, Barry had reverted to wearing ‘normal’ clothes. He’d asked him why he’d made the change, and Barry had explained it was just to shut the others up. He’d said he’d had enough of the constant jibes from Nick and Elizabeth, and the endless pointless questions and sideways glances from that bloody woman Doreen. Why couldn’t they just leave him alone, he’d asked? What difference did it make to any of them what he was wearing? That said, John found it far easier to relate to Barry when he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt rather than full drag. It really shouldn’t have made any difference, but it did. Barry now sat on his own in the doorway of his bedroom, quietly reading a book he’d already finished once this week.

Elizabeth and Nick had a strange relationship. One minute they were fighting, the next laughing. They were of a similar age and background, and maybe that was the connection? John sensed that the decision to fight or laugh was usually down to Elizabeth. She used her femininity to twist Nick around her little finger, dangling him on a string. Then again, maybe he was doing her a disservice? Perhaps he was jealous?

Now Doreen Phillips he couldn’t stand. There were no ifs, buts or maybes when it came to Doreen, he simply couldn’t abide the woman. He hated her grating voice and her witch’s cackle of a laugh. He hated her smell and the cloud of cigarette smoke which followed her around the room. He hated her wizened, wrinkled skin and her yellow teeth. Most of all he hated the fact she moaned constantly about everything to anyone who’d listen. She had more aches, pains and problems each day than the rest of them combined. No matter how low or desperate you might be feeling, Doreen always had it worse. John tried to avoid all contact with her, which wasn’t easy being trapped together in such a confined space.

It was interesting how little everyone seemed to have to do with Paul Jones. Nick in particular hardly spoke to him. Perhaps there was an element of competition, both of them considering themselves the all important alpha male? Whatever the reason they kept their distance from each other, although Paul tended to keep his distance from everyone. He both infuriated and fascinated John. Such an isolated and solitary person and yet, when he could be persuaded, he brought so much to the group. He was obviously intelligent, but his distance from the rest of them came across as an unpleasant arrogance. Maybe he just wasn’t very good at relating to other people? Or did he think he was better than the rest of them?

Funny, John thought, that we should easily overlook the good and find so many faults with each other. There they were, all living through the same nightmare, and yet they couldn’t put aside their differences and work together for love nor money. They focused on trivialities rather than trying to work together for the common good. It spoke volumes about the human condition.

Doreen and Nick were at the dining table playing cards, their poker faces emotionless. Close by, Elizabeth dozed on a couch. Like Barry, Paul also had also marked out a small area as his own: sitting on a chair, looking out of the wide floor-to-ceiling windows at the front of the hotel. From there he could see the rear-end of the bus sticking out of the gaping hole where the main entrance to the building had been. Ten days on and the dead were still fighting through the rubble to get inside.

Boredom and curiosity caused John to get up and wander over to Paul. Paul didn’t react, hoping he’d go away again. He didn’t.

‘Any change?’

‘Yeah, they’ve all gone. What do you think?’

‘Still more of them coming?’

‘Obviously.’

‘You’d think they’d have given up by now, wouldn’t you?’

‘Fuck all else left to distract them, isn’t there? Just the noise up here.’

John knew he was annoying Paul, but he couldn’t help incessantly asking questions. It was a coping mechanism, he’d long-since decided. ‘You think they’ll ever stop?’

‘What, stop moving or stop trying to get in here?’

‘Both. Either.’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes what?’

‘Yes they’ll eventually stop moving and yes, they’ll eventually stop trying to get in here.’

‘When?’

‘Quarter past six tomorrow night. Christ, how the hell should I know?’

‘Sorry.’

‘They’ll stop moving when they’ve rotted so much they just can’t do it anymore, and they’ll stop trying to get in here when there’s so many of them crammed into this fucking building that there’s no more room. And please don’t ask me which is going to happen first because I don’t have a fucking clue.’

John took that as his cue to go. A sudden tirade like that from Paul usually meant you should go before he told you to. Dejected, he ambled slowly back into the middle of the huge penthouse apartment. It had been an impressive sight when they’d first arrived there, palatial and immense. Now the Presidential Suite looked as dilapidated and rundown as the rest of the world; a millionaire’s home taken over by squatters.

John wandered into the kitchen area to look for scraps of food he knew he wouldn’t find. They were rapidly running out of everything, but he kept looking regardless. Maybe he’d find something in the rubbish that one of the others had missed…

As he waded through the discarded boxes, bags, wrappers and other litter that covered the floor, he thought about what Paul had just said. He was absolutely right, the bodies would keep trying to force their way into the building until there was no more room. That was a terrifying prospect which had generated a lot of very animated discussion but little action over the last ten days. If things kept progressing as they had (and there was no reason to suggest they wouldn’t) then a time would inevitably come when the building in which they were sheltering would be filled to capacity with dead flesh, leaving them stranded and starving. But what could they do? They’d talked and talked about it without reaching any conclusions or workable solutions. There had always been enough food in the kitchen and enough space between them and the dead to enable them to put off making difficult decisions until tomorrow, and then the day after that, and the day after that. John sensed that very soon, one way or another, they’d have no choice but to act.

He had, for his part, tried to do something constructive. Granted it wasn’t much, but (as he frequently reminded them), it was more than anyone else had done. A keen photographer, five days ago he’d found a camera and batteries lying around the suite which Barry had brought back with him from an early trip into town. In a moment of inspiration, he’d crept out onto the landing, attached the camera to the end of a fire-hose, and lowered it down the middle of the staircase. Through trial and error he’d managed to work out what length of hose was necessary to lower the camera between floors and, at the same time, he set the timer to take a single picture once the required level had been reached. With a surprising degree of accuracy he had soon developed a means of taking photographs of each level down as far as the hose would reach. He had, therefore, found a way of measuring the progress of the dead when they finally appeared. Their incalculably vast numbers meant that those bodies at the front of the crowd were continually being pushed forwards, inevitably beginning to climb the stairs. With corpses continuing to pour through the bus-shaped hole in the hotel’s outside wall, once the ground floor reception had been completely filled there was nowhere else for them to go but up. Moving almost as one huge dripping mass, the enormous crowd was slowly being funnelled deeper and deeper into the building, climbing higher and higher.

Each time John hauled the camera back up to the top floor, the group crowded around to check the progress of the slowly advancing cadavers. There had been no sign of them initially, but John continued to take his photographs every morning regardless. And then, yesterday, the dead had been photographed on the twenty-second floor. It was a simple enough calculation to make – they’d covered twenty-two floors in about nine days, so they were climbing at the rate of just over two floors a day. The second simple calculation made was altogether more disturbing. It was Thursday today. If their rate of climb continued at the same speed (and there seemed no immediate reason why it shouldn’t) then the bodies would reach the twenty-eighth floor sometime on Saturday, Sunday morning at the very latest.

Bizarrely, John enjoyed his role of chief cameraman and body-watcher. It gave him a purpose. Perhaps even more importantly, it became something he could hide behind and use as an excuse for not doing anything else.

#

Three forty-five. The afternoon sun was dropping down towards the horizon, filling the Presidential Suite with orange light and long, dragging shadows. Rather than spreading themselves around the edges of the apartment, on this rare occasion the six survivors sat together around the dining table. They needed to talk. No food, very little time.

‘So exactly how much stuff have we got left?’ Doreen asked.

‘Enough for a day,’ Barry replied, ‘maybe two at the very most. After that there’s nothing.’

‘We must have something?’

‘No,’ he said again, shaking his head. ‘Nothing.’

‘It can’t have all gone, can it?’

Nick had reached breaking point. How were they supposed to get through to this bloody woman? ‘Listen, Doreen, the cupboards are empty. We’re down to our last crumbs. There isn’t an extra little stash of food tucked away for emergencies. After this we’ll have absolutely nothing. Zip. Fuck all.’

Doreen slumped back in her chair. ‘So what are we going to do?’ More sighs came from around the table.

‘That’s what we’re trying to work out, you stupid cow,’ Nick said, sitting on his hands so he didn’t throttle her. ‘Bloody hell, are you on the same planet as the rest of us?’

‘Wish I wasn’t.’

‘So we’ve got two problems,’ John summarised, trying his best to control the conversation. ‘We need to try and get out and get supplies but—’

‘—but this building is full of bodies,’ said Barry, before adding, ‘thanks to the hole you lot made in the front door.’

‘So what do we do?’ Doreen asked again.

‘Is there any way of getting out of here and back up again?’ Elizabeth wondered.

‘Don’t think so,’ Barry answered quickly. ‘Getting down’s no problem, we can use the fire escape.’ He nodded over at an inconspicuous looking door in the far corner of the room. ‘The problem is what to do once you’re down there. Open the fire escape door on the ground floor, and you’ll find yourself right in the middle of a few thousand bodies. And if you manage to get outside, you’re not going to get back in again afterwards. It’d be impossible empty-handed, no chance if you’re carrying supplies.’

‘But there must be a way?’

‘Get a sheet, hold it like a parachute, climb up to the roof and jump off,’ Nick suggested.

‘You think that’ll work?’ Doreen said, her bewilderingly stupid response meeting with groans of disbelief.

‘Try it and let us know, Doreen,’ he said.

‘But how would I get back up again?’

‘Flap your arms,’ Nick said. ‘You know what I think? I think we should just get out of here. This place is fucked. We should go downstairs and torch the place on our way out. Set light to the building and watch the whole fucking place go up in flames.’

‘What good’s that going to do?’ Barry said.

‘Well it would distract them for a start. Christ, the heat and light this place burning would generate would be more than enough of a distraction to let us get away. They’re not going to be interested in a handful of people sneaking out the back door with all that going on, are they?’

Nick’s suggestion was met with an awkward, muted silence. They each thought long and hard about it, but none of them were sure. It wasn’t the wanton destruction that put them off, rather it was the thought of being out on the run again, searching for places to hide…

‘What about the cradle?’ John said. ‘We’ve talked about it before, haven’t we? Barry said there’s a window-cleaner’s cradle half way up the side of the building. We could use that to get us down, couldn’t we? We might even be able to use it to get back up as well…’

‘What about power?’ Paul said. ‘How do you think you winch it? You think the window-cleaners used to pull themselves up thirty floors by hand? No power, no cradle.’

Another idea quashed.

‘Seems to me that if we can get out of here in one piece, then maybe that’s what we should do,’ Elizabeth said dejectedly.

Barry shook his head. ‘I don’t want to leave here. I can’t see any point running.’

‘Of course there’s a point,’ Doreen said.

‘Is there?’

‘Yes,’ she answered, sounding far from convinced. ‘There must be…’

‘Well let me know when you find it.’

‘So what are we actually saying?’ Nick asked. He pointed at Barry. ‘Does she just want to sit here and starve? Good plan, well done!’

Barry was unfazed. ‘But why run?’

‘Because I don’t want to die.’

‘Good answer. Why don’t you want to die?’

‘Stupid question. No one wants to die, do they?’

‘But is it the end of your life you’re worried about, or is it death itself that scares you?’ Barry said.

‘What? You’re just talking bollocks now.’

‘No, I’m not. Are you worried that you’re not going to achieve everything you’ve always wanted to achieve, or is it the prospect of being torn apart by hundreds of bodies that bothers you most?’

‘What point are you making, Barry?’ John wondered.

‘Sorry, I’m just thinking out loud. I’m not trying to wind anyone up. I think what I’m saying is that I genuinely can’t see an easy way out of this. If we run we’ll find somewhere else to hide for a while, then something will happen and before you know it we’ll be moving on again, then again, and again, and again…’

‘Not necessarily,’ Elizabeth said.

‘No, but that’s probably what will happen, and we have to accept that. We’re not in control here. Christ, I thought I’d hit the jackpot finding this place until someone drove a bloody bus into the building.’

‘But running’s got to be better than just rolling over and waiting to die, hasn’t it?’

‘I’m not so sure,’ Barry said. ‘That’s what I used to believe, but I just don’t know anymore. Every morning when I wake up, it’s getting clearer and clearer that my life is just about over. We’re massively outnumbered and society is finished. Christ, we’re sitting here talking about risking our necks just to get food. What kind of a life are any of us going to have if getting the basics like food and shelter are so difficult?’

His words were greeted by almost total silence. ‘Still don’t understand you,’ Doreen said. ‘What were you saying about death and dying?’

Barry rubbed his tired eyes and explained further. ‘I don’t want to keep struggling and fighting forever,’ he said sadly, ‘and I don’t think any of you do either. If I’m completely honest, I just want to relax and let things happen naturally. We’re in the minority now, and I don’t think we were supposed to survive. So, while I don’t relish the idea of letting those things out there tear me limb from limb, I guess I’m not bothered if I die.’

‘But that’s—’ John started to say.

‘Not normal? I accept that. It’s not what any of you were expecting me to say, I know. We’ve been pre-programmed all of our lives to keep fighting and keep struggling. All I’m saying is I’ve realised there’s no point anymore. Just sit back and relax. Let nature take its course.’

More silence.

‘No,’ Nick said. ‘There’s no fucking way I’m just going to sit here and wait to die. Absolutely no way…’

‘I’m with you,’ Paul said, similarly unimpressed. John looked up in surprise. He couldn’t remember when the two men had last agreed on anything. Strange how their dislike of each other could be put to one side when their backs were against the wall.

‘So what do we do?’ asked Elizabeth.

That was the million dollar question which no one could answer. The ominous silence continued for several minutes until Paul spoke again. ‘Exactly how full of bodies is this place?’

‘They’re almost up to the twenty-fourth floor,’ John said. ‘I told you that a few minutes ago. You don’t listen to a word I say.’

‘No, you told us how far up the staircase they’d managed to get, you didn’t tell us how full of bodies the building is.’

John struggled to see the difference and he wasn’t alone in his confusion. ‘What do you mean?’ Elizabeth asked.

Paul shook his head. Christ, these people were infuriating. More to the point he was annoyed with himself. Why hadn’t he thought of this before? ‘A couple of minutes ago we were talking about getting out of here, weren’t we?’

‘Yes.’

‘So how were we going to get out?’

‘Do you always answer questions with questions?’ she snapped.

‘Do you?’ he replied, before re-phrasing and asking his previous question again. ‘There’s another way out of here, isn’t there?’

‘The fire escape,’ Barry answered.

‘Which is still clear, correct?’

‘As far as we know. Why, what are you thinking?’

‘Is the fire escape anywhere near the main staircase?’

‘Of course not,’ John interjected. ‘What would be the point of that? The fire escape needs to be on the other side of the building.’

‘My point exactly. The fire escape gives us a way of moving around the building that’s well away from the main staircase where we think all the bodies are.’

‘And there’s a good chance the bodies are still only on the staircase,’ Nick added, finally understanding where Paul was coming from. ‘Which means that if we’re careful we could still go out onto the landings and into the rooms.’

‘What’s the layout of a typical floor?’ Paul asked.

‘Just one U-shaped corridor,’ Barry answered. ‘Staircase in the middle, fire escape at either end I think.’

‘And when you first set yourself up here, did you clear the place out?’

‘I checked all the rooms for bodies and I took what I needed but—’

‘Did you take everything?’

‘No, I didn’t need to.’

‘So there’s your answer,’ Paul said, rocking back on his chair, almost looking down his nose at the others. ‘We go back down as far as we need to and grab what we can. Should keep us from starving to death for a few days longer. Delay the inevitable.’

‘But that’s all you’re going to do,’ Barry reminded him. ‘You’ll just be delaying what you know is going to happen anyway.’

‘He’s right, isn’t he?’ Doreen said. ‘It’s not going to change the fact that those bloody things will be up here with us in the next couple of days, is it? It’s not going to help us get away.’

‘No,’ Paul agreed, ‘it won’t. But it will give us a little time and space.’

‘To do what?’

‘To decide how we’re getting out of here and where we’re going to go.’

#

Eight thirty-five. Pitch black. Paul, Nick and Elizabeth crept down the fire escape staircase towards the lower floors of the hotel. Hunger, claustrophobia and fear had combined to deadly effect to kick-start their hastily considered, semi-improvised plan. The risks seemed to increase with every step of the descent. Paul had suggested they go all the way down then work their way back up, but they’d only made it as far as the seventeenth floor when he stopped.

‘What’s the matter?’ Elizabeth asked, immediately concerned.

‘I want to have a look.’

‘What for?’

‘What do you think?’

‘But you said…’

‘I know what I said. We know those things are on the stairs, but we don’t know for sure where else they are, do we?’

Paul moved to the door and gently pushed it open a fraction. He shone his torch out onto the landing.

‘Anything?’

‘Can’t see any movement,’ he replied, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘I’m going to have a look around.’

Without waiting for either of the others, Paul slipped out onto the landing. He switched off his torch, concerned that the light might attract unwanted attention, and then slowly moved down the hallway to the first corner. The layout, as far as he could see in the gloom, was pretty much as Barry had described: a long corridor with a right-angled right turn towards the central part of the building where, he presumed, he’d find the staircase and tens of thousands of rotting bodies. He moved closer and peered around the corner, holding his breath for fear of making any sound which might tip the balance and alert the dead to his presence. He couldn’t see anything. It was too dark.

Paul felt his way further along the wall and paused at the door to one of the hotel’s many bedrooms. Did he go inside? It would be worth having a quick look around the room before he going back to the other two waiting on the fire escape. He wanted to see the layout of a typical room so he could get a feel for what they were dealing with. How quickly would they be able to thoroughly check a room for food? What were they likely to find? Would there be a mini-bar or similar? Christ, he needed a drink, and his stomach started to growl at the thought of eating again.

Paul tried the handle. Damn thing was locked and it needed a swipe card. No surprise really. Barry had a few master cards which he’d taken from the bodies of cleaners and other staff. Elizabeth had one with her. He shoved the door again, hoping it would open. It didn’t matter. He’d go back to Elizabeth and…

Wait.

What was that?

He sensed movement up ahead. He felt something brush against his arm and he froze. He lifted his torch and switched it on. Ahead of him the whole corridor was packed with bodies, all of them oblivious to his presence until he’d started messing with the door.

‘Fucking hell,’ he mumbled as he tripped back away from the dead. Illuminated now and then by the unsteady light from his shaking torch, he saw that the corridor was filled with constantly shifting corpses which had spilled out from the staircase. Almost as one they began to move towards him. He ran back to the fire escape and hammered on the door. Elizabeth opened it slowly and he barged through, shoving her out of the way.

‘Move!’ he yelled, slamming the door shut behind him.

‘Bodies?’ she asked, already beginning to climb back up.

‘Fucking hundreds of them,’ he answered breathlessly. ‘It’s worse than we thought.’

He looked around for Nick but he’d already gone. He was way ahead of them both, on his way back to the top floor. Cowardly bastard. Paul made a mental note never to put himself in a position where he needed to rely on Nick for anything.

They pounded up the stairs, no longer concerned about the volume of noise they made, just desperate to get back to the Presidential Suite. ‘Wait a minute,’ Paul said, stopping Elizabeth in her tracks. Breathless, he shone his torch at the nearest fire door. Floor twenty-six. It was worth taking a chance to see if this floor was the same as the one ten floors below.

‘What are you doing?’ Elizabeth asked, almost too afraid to know.

‘According to John they haven’t reached this floor yet. We thought they were just filling the stairs, but there’s so bloody many of them they’re filling the entire building. We should check this level for food before we go back. We won’t have another chance.’

They slipped out through the fire door, leaving it propped open with a fire extinguisher, then moved slowly along the corridor to the first corner. Paul put his head around and shone the torch down its length.

‘Clear,’ he said, the relief in his voice obvious. ‘Stick to this end of the corridor and stay away from the stairs.’

The layout of floor twenty-six was different to floor seventeen. Here there were several large suites instead of many smaller rooms. They went into the nearest.

‘So what are we looking for?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Anything. Just make sure you split what you find into two piles. Keep one for us, then we’ll share the rest with the others.’

‘But that’s—’

‘—that’s completely fair. How many of those fuckers are here helping? If they want more they can come and get it themselves.’

He began to ransack the room.

#

A little under an hour later Elizabeth and Paul returned to the Presidential Suite, carrying with them almost the entire contents of the minibars of the suites on the floor immediately below. They’d found little in the way of any substantial food, but that didn’t matter. The others gratefully took what they were given and ate and drank quickly as Paul broke the bad news about what they’d seen on the lower levels.

‘Feels like a last supper, doesn’t it?’ Barry said quietly to no one in particular. He couldn’t see who was where. No one had lit any lamps this evening.

‘So what do we do next?’ John asked, sitting on his own a little way behind Barry. ‘We never decided. Do we just sit here and wait for them, or do we run?’

‘Nick will run,’ Paul said, remembering how he’d left them on the fire escape. ‘You’re good at running, aren’t you Nick?’

‘Shut your fucking mouth,’ Nick said angrily, glad of the dark because he didn’t know how to react.

‘So what do we do?’ John asked again, desperate for someone to answer and give him something to cling onto.

‘Let’s just think about it logically, shall we,’ Barry suggested. ‘They’re still coming in through the front door, and they’re climbing the stairs because of the growing pressure of other corpses behind them. So what’s going to happen when they reach the top? They’re not going to turn back around and start heading for the ground floor again, are they?’

‘They’re going to keep coming,’ Paul said ominously. ‘They’ll spread out onto the landings like we saw downstairs.’

‘And even when there’s no more room on the landing up here,’ Barry continued, ‘they’ll still keep coming. Before we know it they’ll be up against our door and then, when the pressure gets too great, it’ll give and this place will be flooded.’

‘Lovely,’ Doreen mumbled.

‘So you don’t think we’ve got any chance?’ asked Elizabeth.

‘It’s like I said earlier,’ Barry replied, ‘what’s coming is coming. I think we’re all going to die, and the only choice left is how it happens. Now I don’t personally intend on being torn apart, but I also don’t like the idea of running either.’

‘So what are you going to do?’

‘Not sure yet. I haven’t decided.’

‘You don’t have long.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m running,’ Nick said.

‘You would,’ Paul said quickly. ‘But fair play, I’ll probably run too.’

‘What about you, Doreen?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Too tired to run, too scared not to. We’ll just have to wait and see what tomorrow brings, won’t we?’

#

Next morning. First light. John picked up his camera and walked across the landing to carry out his self-imposed daily duty and measure the progress of the dead. He walked out to the staircase and leant over the banister, then immediately pulled himself back again, no longer any need for cameras. They still had several flights of stairs left to climb, but he could now see the first few bodies. He ran back to tell the others.

‘How far?’ Elizabeth asked as he burst back into the room.

‘Not far.’

‘How long?’

‘Not long.’

‘More specific?’

‘Couple of hours.’

Doreen began to sob.

‘Shut up you silly cow,’ Nick barked at her with his usual lack of compassion. ‘All you’re going to do is bring them up here quicker with your stupid whining.’

‘So we just sit and wait?’ John asked.

‘That’s what I’m doing,’ a voice said from behind him, ‘but I’m not ready to die just yet.’ Barry emerged from his bedroom wearing a skirt and blouse, a blond wig, full make-up and his favourite high-heeled boots. He stormed into the main part of the suite with rediscovered confidence, completely at odds with the others who sat around dejectedly, each contemplating the dark decisions they would soon have to make. ‘I did a lot of thinking last night,’ he explained.

‘We can see that,’ Nick said.

‘And…?’ Paul pressed.

‘I wanted to know if I was wrong. I didn’t know if I’d been looking at everything the wrong way.’

‘And?’ Paul pressed again.

‘And, unfortunately, I think I’m right,’ he admitted. ‘In fact the more I think about it, the more I’ve come to realise our situation really is hopeless. I can’t see any obvious way out, and I’m not just talking about the hotel here, I’m talking about what’s left of our lives in general. Whatever we do, wherever we go, we’re fucked.’

‘Nice. Thanks for that.’

‘Seriously, just stop and think about it. I’m not being defeatist here, I’m just being honest. Whatever we decide to do, it’s going to be a struggle. We’re going to have to fight for absolutely everything, and that’s bloody stupid when you think there’s probably only a few people left. The world’s our oyster, but I don’t think we can have any of it. What does that say to you?’

Blank, confused looks. Silence.

‘It’s like you said,’ Elizabeth eventually mumbled. ‘We’re fucked.’

‘Exactly. There’s nothing any of us can do about it. We’re massively outnumbered and nowhere is safe. The only thing we have any control over now is what we do with the time we have left.’

‘But we don’t know how long that is,’ John protested.

‘We never have done,’ Barry argued. ‘Seems to me we can either spend our last few days and weeks hiding in the shadows out there, starving to death, running from place to place and freaking out every time someone farts…’

‘Or?’

‘Or we can stop trying so hard to survive and just let things happen naturally. Go out with a little dignity.’

‘You’re talking crap,’ Nick said.

‘Am I? Do you really think you’re supposed to survive all of this? There are some things that are bigger than us.’

‘Please don’t start talking about God and divine retribution and all that shite,’ John sighed. ‘I’ve given all of that up.’

Barry smiled and brushed away a stray wisp of long, blond hair. ‘That’s not what I’m talking about at all. What I’m saying is that whatever happened here was the twenty-first century equivalent of the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs.’

‘Now you’ve really lost me,’ Paul said.

‘This is our ice-age. This is our apocalypse. This is the end. We should just accept it and let nature take its course.’ Barry’s comments were met with silence. ‘Our problem is we’ve all fallen foul of the programme. We think we’re so bloody superior and we think the planet can’t go on without us. It’s part and parcel of the human condition. Truth is the world’s going to thrive without us here to keep screwing it up.’

‘The human condition?’ Nick said. ‘What the hell are you on about?’

‘I can’t think of a better way to put it. I was looking out of the window last night, watching birds flying from building to building…’

‘Fucking hell,’ Paul said, ‘he’s really lost it. I’ve long had my doubts about him but I think he’s finally lost it.’

‘I was watching the birds,’ Barry continued, ignoring him, ‘and I started thinking about the difference between us and the animals. Seems to me there’s one huge difference that doesn’t often get talked about.’ He paused to give the others opportunity to make a cheap joke or to hit him with another insult but, unusually, they didn’t. ‘The difference is we know that we’re eventually going to die and they don’t. Animals strut about the place thinking they’re going to go on forever, we spend our lives worrying about how they’re going to end. That’s what I mean when I talk about the human condition. We’re too busy thinking about death to enjoy life.’

There followed an unusually long moment of quiet contemplation and reflection which was only disturbed when John remembered the bodies on the stairs. ‘That’s all well and good,’ he said anxiously, ‘but what are you going to do now? Are you going to wait for the bodies to get in here, or are you going to kill yourself and get it over with?’

‘Neither.’

‘What then?’

‘I’m going to sit in here and relax, and what will be will be. I’m going to try and slow the bodies down, then let nature take its course.’

‘Are you high? How are you going to slow them down?’

‘Well we’ve already established that they’ll keep moving forward until they can’t go any further, so instead of letting them stop here on this floor where we are, let’s help them keep going.’

‘What are you suggesting?’

‘Channel them up onto the roof.’

‘And?’

‘And that’s it. What they do up there is their business. If they stay true to form they’ll follow each other up, one after another, until there’s no room left. Then they’ll either come back down, which I doubt, or they’ll end up pushing each other over the edge.’

‘Brilliant,’ Paul said, grinning with genuine enthusiasm. ‘That’s absolutely fucking brilliant!’

He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. A man in a dress was suggesting they spend their last few days on Earth sitting in a luxury hotel suite watching three week old corpses falling off the roof.

‘It’s got to be worth a go, hasn’t it?’ Barry said.

‘Okay,’ Paul agreed, surprising even himself. ‘Let’s do it.’

#

The roof of the building was accessed via a final narrow flight of steps. With the bodies continuing to make unsteady progress towards them, Paul and Barry crept up towards the door that would lead them outside.

‘It’s locked,’ Barry grunted.

‘Don’t you have the key? You’ve got keys to everywhere else.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Smash it open then.’

‘What about the noise?’ he instinctively asked. Paul looked down the staircase behind them, back into the heart of the building. Even from here he could see the constant movement of the dead.

‘Bit late to worry about that.’

With limited space to manoeuvre his coiffured bulk, Barry held onto a handrail, swung back, then crashed his shoulder against the door. It rattled in its frame but didn’t open. Another couple of attempts were equally unsuccessful.

‘Let me,’ Paul said, pushing Barry to one side. ‘You’re not wearing the right shoes for breaking and entering.’

He launched a barrage of well aimed kicks at the lock. The wood began to splinter and crack. Another few heavy blows and it flew open, allowing the two men to scramble out onto the roof. A phenomenal wind threatened to knock them off their feet.

‘Jesus,’ Paul said, having to shout to make himself heard, almost enjoying the volume of his voice. ‘Bit blustery.’

Barry didn’t answer. He was busy trying to wedge the door open. For the bodies to be able to keep moving forward, the way out onto the roof would need to remain unobstructed. Paul picked up a strip of metal lying on the asphalt and used it as a prop.

‘That’ll do,’ Barry said. ‘Let’s get back inside.’

The two men clattered back down the staircase towards the Presidential Suite. Paul stopped and stared at the bodies still coming towards them. Was it his imagination, or were they moving slightly faster now? He tried to think logically as the distance between the living and the dead rapidly evaporated. Previously the bodies had been driven forward by the pressure of others pushing them from behind, but now those corpses furthest up the stairs knew there were survivors above them. Rather than wait to be pushed forward, those at the front were now moving under their own steam.

‘They’re getting faster,’ Paul said quietly. ‘I think we should—’ He stopped speaking instantly when one of the bodies looked up at him. Was he imagining it? No, now Barry had seen it too. The foul creatures were actually looking at them…

‘Move,’ Barry said, and Paul didn’t argue.

‘Done it?’ John asked as they burst back through the main doors together.

‘Sort of,’ Barry said.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘We might have a problem…’

‘What’s the matter?’ Doreen asked, concerned.

Paul was still by the open doors, looking back down the corridor. The first bodies appeared on the landing. Elizabeth covered her mouth in horror and stifled a scream. John scrambled away from the open door as Paul slammed it shut.

‘Fuck me,’ said Nick.

‘They saw us,’ Paul said, sounding almost embarrassed. ‘They know we’re here now.’

‘Did you open the door to the roof?’ Doreen asked.

‘Yes, but…’ Barry began to say.

‘You pair of bloody idiots,’ she screamed at them both.

‘Be quiet, Doreen,’ John pleaded from behind the sofa. ‘Please, Doreen, don’t let them hear you.’

‘Bit late for that,’ she said. She looked around and saw she was the only one still out in the open. ‘So is that it? All that noise and effort and that’s it? That’s all you’re going to do?’

Barry tried to respond but he couldn’t coordinate his brain and mouth enough to make it happen.

‘What else can we do?’ Paul shouted. ‘We’re completely screwed.’

‘Pathetic,’ Doreen said. ‘Absolutely bloody pathetic. If you think I’m going to sit here and wait for those damn things to have their way with me, then you’re very much mistaken. I’m a woman with standards. I’ve still got my pride.’

More interested in the relentless approach of the dead than the prattling of a nervous old woman, no one paid her any attention. Infuriated by their lack of response, Doreen took it upon herself to take action.

‘You’re bloody useless, the lot of you,’ she said. ‘Wish I’d never got mixed up with your little gang. Enjoy your little party or whatever it is you’re planning…’

She was tired and she’d really had enough. Wiser and more shrewd than any of them gave her credit for, she’d listened to everything that Barry had said and she’d found herself agreeing with him. Death was inevitable, and she didn’t have the energy or the desire to go on running. She opened the door again, stepped outside, then slammed it shut. With a total lack of nerves she walked into the bodies and pushed her way through them. Although their numbers were imposing, they were individually weak and even with her bad back and countless other ailments, getting through them was easy. They swung their rotting fists at her and tried to grab at her with gnarled, talon-like hands but she was as wiry and thin as they were and she slipped past, weaving between them with the sudden grace and subtlety of a woman whose various disorders and complaints were ten per cent physical and ninety per cent attention seeking bullshit. She pushed deeper into the throng until she reached the foot of the final staircase. She then gave a loud whistle and threw herself up the last few steps and out onto the roof. Distracted by Doreen’s sudden speed, noise and movement, many of the bodies turned away from the door to the Presidential Suite and began to follow her.

Bloody hell it was cold outside. Doreen wrapped her cardigan tight around her willowy body and braced herself against the wind. Now what did she do? She hadn’t quite thought this through. She knew what she was doing, but now that she was standing unprotected out on the roof, the consequences of her actions really began to hit home. This was it. No more running or hiding or sleeping on the floor. No more fear or confusion or disorientation. No more arguments or fights. It was finally time for a long overdue rest. It felt good, actually.

Doreen walked to the edge of the roof and peered down.

Bloody hell, it’s higher than I thought. That was probably a good thing, she decided. Although she was only a few feet higher there than she’d been in the suite just below, the difference was stark. Perhaps it was because the protection of glass and concrete had gone. Perhaps it was because now there was nothing left between her and the rest of the world.

She looked back as the first few bodies staggered out onto the roof.

This is it then, time to do it.

She’d been toying with the idea of suicide for a few days – a few weeks if she was completely honest – but she’d always clung onto the slim hope that things would somehow get better. Like Barry had said, she just kept trying to survive. Suicide had always seemed to be the coward’s way out before today, but after listening to him earlier she’d come to realise that this was far from a cowardly act. Her fate was sealed, whatever she did, but by ending her life this way she’d hold onto some dignity and control. This choice was all she had left. And she might even help those miserable bastards in the Presidential Suite in the process.

She climbed up onto the low concrete wall which ran around the perimeter of the building. The wind seemed to blow even stronger as she gingerly stood upright. She held out her arms like a tightrope walker, struggling to keep her balance.

Bloody hell, I can’t do this. I can’t go through with it.

She looked down to the street many hundreds of feet below. Save for the occasional body staggering by, the pavement on this side of the hotel was relatively clear. Her mind began to fill with stupid questions: was it going to hurt? Would it definitely kill her or might she survive and end up lying helpless on the ground with her arms and legs broken as the dead swarmed over and around her? She thought about the old adage she’d heard countless times before – it’s not the jump off the top of the building that kills you, it’s hitting the ground that does it – and she managed half a smile. Would she feel anything? What would the fall be like? Would she know when she’d hit the ground or would it all be over before then…?

Doreen looked around and watched more bodies piling out onto the roof. They hadn’t noticed her yet. They wandered around aimlessly like the empty, soulless vessels they were. She turned her back on them again and looked forward across the town, knowing there was no going back now. Even if she changed her mind, she couldn’t get back inside.

Do I do it now or wait for them to get closer to me? Do I wait until the last possible second? Is it worth clinging onto a few more seconds of life? What good will it do? Do I want to stand here, freezing cold and terrified, trying to keep my balance and not think about those bloody things behind me, or do I just let it happen? Think about finally being able to stop and rest. Think about not having to run and hide…

Doreen closed her eyes, tipped forward and let gravity take over.

#

‘Well?’ Elizabeth asked, sobbing. Barry peered out onto the landing through the spy-hole in the door.

‘Not good. There are too many of them. They know we’re in here now.’

Elizabeth began to cry uncontrollably. John tried to put his arms around her, but she pushed him away.

‘So what do we do now?’ Nick asked, sounding nothing like the confident, cocksure man who’d first arrived at the hotel.

‘Can’t see that anything’s changed,’ Barry answered, his face still pressed against the hole in the door. ‘We’re still in here, they’re still out there. If you were thinking about running, now’s your last chance.’

‘I’m going,’ Paul said, already edging closer to the fire escape door. ‘I’m not sitting here waiting for them to get in. Fuck that. I’m getting out of here…’

‘And me,’ Nick said.

Barry looked across at John and Elizabeth. They both began to edge closer to the two men waiting by the fire escape. ‘Come on, Barry,’ she said, almost pleading with him. ‘Don’t stay here. It’s suicide.’

‘You don’t have to keep fighting, you know. That’s the difference between us in here and those things out there. You can stop and switch off if you want to. They’ll just keep going until there’s nothing left of them.’

‘Come on, Barry,’ John said.

‘Nah,’ he replied, smoothing a wrinkle in his skirt. ‘I think I’ve had enough.’

The four remaining survivors disappeared through the fire escape door and began their dark descent down towards the ground floor.

The hotel suite was suddenly quiet, save for the thumping coming from the mass of decomposing bodies on the other side of the main door. More importantly, Barry’s space was his again. His and his alone. Just how he’d wanted it.

He knew he didn’t have long. He tearfully walked around the vast suite, collecting together his things. He salvaged everything he could from the little that was left and packed it all against the wall of the master bedroom. Another noise from outside distracted him, and he peered through the spy-hole and saw that the corridor was now a solid mass of flesh. It wouldn’t be long before they broke through. He wiped a tear away from the corner of his eye, taking care not to smudge his make-up, then took one long, final look around the suite which had been his home for the last few weeks of his life. He took a moment to walk around and look out of each of the windows in turn, staring at the remains of the city where he’d lived and remembering… The memories were harder to deal with than the thought of what was to come. It surprised him how much it still hurt to think about all he’d lost. The little he had left to lose didn’t seem to matter so much now.

With the door rattling and shaking in its frame as more and more of the damn things threw themselves against it, Barry slipped quietly into the master bedroom. Once inside he shoved the bed across the entrance to the room and wedged it into position with other furniture and belongings. If he’d had a hammer and nails, he thought, he would have nailed it shut. I really didn’t matter. That door wouldn’t be opening again.

Barry Bushell, tears streaming down his cheeks, selected another outfit from his wardrobe and changed. Finally feeling presentable, he lay down on the bed and picked up a book. With his hands shaking so badly that he could hardly read, he lay there and waited.

#

‘Keep moving,’ Elizabeth yelled, slamming her hands into the middle of Nick’s back, sending him tripping down the last few stairs to the ground floor. He grabbed hold of the handrail to stop himself falling.

‘What now?’ John asked, still a little further back. They’d finally reached the bottom. It was another of his pointless questions, pointless this time because they didn’t have any choice. Nick teased the door open then quickly closed it again.

‘Well?’ Elizabeth asked hopefully.

‘Not as bad as I thought,’ he replied. ‘There are hundreds of the fuckers, but I was expecting more. We’ll probably make it through if we’re fast and we keep moving.’

Paul shoved Nick out of the way and peered around the side of the door. He pulled his head back in and composed himself.

‘This is it then. Time to say goodbye. I’d like to say I’d had fun, but I’d be lying.’

‘Goodbye?’ Elizabeth said, surprised.

‘We’ll stand more of a chance if we split up.’

‘You reckon?’

Paul shrugged his shoulders. ‘Who knows. Anyway, see you. Good luck.’ He took a deep breath, opened the door again, then slipped out into what was left of the hotel reception.

It was surprisingly bright after the enclosed gloom of the fire escape and the air, although still heavy with the stench of death and decay, was somehow fresher. Several of the nearest bodies noticed his sudden appearance and immediately turned towards him. Paul, terrified, but pumped full of adrenalin, ran, pausing only to stare in utter disbelief at the main staircase of the hotel which was a solid column of still climbing flesh, almost like a single grotesque organism.

He skipped and weaved through the lifeless corpses which even now fought to get into the rubble-strewn hotel ruin, then he burst out onto the street. The dead were fewer in number out here, but he knew they’d be upon him soon. Not knowing where he was going or why, he just ran.

#

‘Bastard,’ Nick sobbed as bodies began to slam against the other side of the fire escape door. ‘That bloody bastard, he’s let them know exactly where we are.’

‘Don’t think it matters now,’ John said as he descended the final few steps. The three remaining survivors stood together at the foot of the staircase. Elizabeth thought about Barry, twenty-eight floors above them, and the sense of his actions became painfully clear. It was no longer about surviving, it was about choosing where and how to die. Still tearful, and without saying anything to either of the others, she opened the door and barged past the rancid corpses clawing against the other side. In a blind panic, John ran out after her.

But Nick froze. He couldn’t do it.

As the fire door had swung shut again, one of the bodies had become trapped, leaving it wedged open. More of the sickly cadavers immediately began to gravitate towards the opening, clambering over the first trapped corpse. Nick watched in horror as the first of them lunged at him. What did he do? Still breathless from the sudden descent, he began to climb back up again.

He realised what he was doing was pointless, but he couldn’t stop. His legs burned with effort, but he couldn’t slow down either. He looked around saw that, for now, he’d left those fucking things at the bottom of the stairs for dust.

It took him more than half an hour to get back to the twenty-eighth floor. He burst through the fire escape door, keen to find Barry and apologise for everything he’d said and—

—and the Presidential Suite was full of bodies. The dead reacted to his unexpected appearance en masse. They surged towards him like a tidal wave of green-grey gore and knocked him clean off his feet. As their sharp, bony fingers dug into his flesh he lay on the ground and looked across at the open fire escape door through which he’d just emerged. If he really tried, he thought, he might be able to crawl through it and give himself a little more time. Maybe get back down to another floor and wait there…

For a second or two longer he fought, then he stopped. What was the point? Barry was right. Just give up, lie back, endure the pain, and wait for it to all be over.

#

Elizabeth didn’t know that John had followed her out until she heard him shouting at her to slow down. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw him running after her but she wasn’t interested. She didn’t want to be with anyone else now, certainly not him. She kept moving, increasing her speed. Not knowing the city particularly well, she didn’t have a clue where she was going. She’d wanted to head out of the centre but had inadvertently found herself running deeper into the main shopping area instead. The bodies there were still relatively dense in number but she moved with enough speed and control to be able to barge through them.

She needed to rest and so took a left into a dark alleyway. Momentarily free of the dead, she stopped running and rested with her hands on her knees, sucking in as much precious oxygen as she could. There was a door halfway down the passageway. She looked through a small, dusty window, and when she couldn’t immediately see any movement inside, she pulled the door open and slipped through, too tired to care.

Bloody hell, she thought as she climbed a wide, white marble staircase. Of all the doors in all the alleyways, she’d found the staff entrance to Laceys department store. She’d never been able to afford to shop here although she’d always wanted to. It was one of those places that made you feel unworthy if you walked in without a purse full of gold and platinum credit cards. Today, of course, it was a grim shadow of its former self just like everywhere else, but what the hell, she thought, it was still Laceys.

Barry Bushell’s words continued to play heavily on her mind as she climbed further up the stairs and deeper into the store. How right he’d been. She couldn’t think of anywhere she’d be completely safe anymore, and even if she could, she had no way of getting there now. She continued to climb, stopping when she reached the jewellery department on the third floor. There were no bodies around that she could see. Always a sucker for gold and pretty stones, she found herself drawn to the cobweb-covered display cabinets. They were still filled with beautiful pieces that would have been worth a fortune a month ago. Today they were worth nothing. But hell, she could still dream, couldn’t she? Dreaming was just about all she had left…

Elizabeth enjoyed her long-overdue shopping trip around Laceys. She worked her way through the building floor by floor, hiding from the occasional lurching corpse and staring in wonder at all the things she used to want but had never been able to afford. When she reached the ladies clothing department she changed out of her dirty clothes and dressed in the most expensive outfit she could find. She climbed to the very top floor and sat on a plush leather sofa where, draped in jewellery, she drank wine, ate chocolate, and took enough headache tablets to kill an elephant.

#

Paul Jones stopped running and hid in a newsagent’s until the after-effects of his sudden appearance and disappearance had faded away and the bodies had lost interest again. Fortunately Elizabeth and the others – whatever they had decided to do – seemed to be causing enough of a commotion to take the pressure off him for a while. He lay on the floor of the shop behind the counter and read the last ever editions of half a dozen newspapers and lads’ mags until the sun disappeared and the light faded away. All the headlines on the newspapers that had once seemed so important and relevant now seemed puerile and trite. All the glamorous girls and handsome men in the magazines were dead.

Walking slowly through the gloom of early evening without fear or concern, Paul eventually reached a construction site. With a rucksack full of booze on his back, he climbed to the cab at the very top of a huge crane which towered over the foundations of a never-to-be-finished office block. Protected by the height and enjoying a view which was even more impressive than the one from the hotel, he drank and slept.

In the morning, when the sun finally came up, he looked back across town at the hotel he’d left behind and watched the occasional stupid body fall from the roof. Many hours had passed, but even now the dumb fuckers were still dropping like stones. He laughed out loud without fear of retribution.

Paul Jones had decided to take his own life, but not yet. He’d do it when there really were no other options left.

#

Once John had lost sight of Elizabeth he’d stopped running too. He slowed his pace to match that of the dead and, for a time, had been able to walk among them undetected. I can do this, he thought, I can outwit them. I can move around them and between them and I can do this. Barry was wrong. They were all wrong. I don’t have to run and I don’t have to give up. It’s not over yet…

For almost a day he managed to survive, but his foolish confidence proved to be his undoing. It took only a glance into the sun and a single sneeze to blow his cover. One sneeze in the middle of a vast crowd of bodies and his position was revealed. And John, being a cowardly man, tried to run. Instead of standing his ground and continuing to mimic the actions of the bodies all around him, maybe blaming the sneeze on the corpse next-door, the stupid man tried to get away. Deep in the middle of a mass of several hundred rancid, rotting, dripping cadavers, he didn’t stand a chance. They ripped him to pieces before he had chance to scream for help.

Wouldn’t have mattered. No one would have come.

#

Barry Bushell lasted for several more days. The hotel suite was overrun with bodies but, as far as he could tell, they didn’t know he was in the bedroom. He remained quiet and still. Without food and water, however, he soon became weak.

Barry died a relatively happy man. He’d rather not have died, of course, but he’d managed somehow to retain the control he’d so desperately craved – the control that the infection had stripped from the millions of bodies condemned to walk tirelessly along the streets outside until they were no longer physically able.

Dressed in a silk negligee and lying in a comfortable (if slightly soiled) bed, he died peacefully in his sleep halfway through a really good book.


DAY TWENTY-THREE



 



 

AMY STEADMAN

Part vi

 



It is now more than three weeks since infection, and Amy Steadman’s body has been moving away from the site of its death for most of that time. Amy bears little resemblance now to the woman she used to be. Her face, once fresh and clear, is now skeletal and heavily decayed. Her skin is discoloured and waxy. Her once bright eyes are dull, dark and dry. Because of her physical deterioration, Amy moves slowly and forcefully. Movements which had previously appeared random and uncoordinated, however, are beginning to possess an ominous purpose and determination.

This putrefying cadaver has no need to respire, eat, drink or rest and yet Amy continues to struggle across the dead and increasingly grim landscape. As her condition has continued to worsen, she has become increasingly aware of the extent of her decay. She now understands that she is vulnerable. Every unexpected movement or sound she detects is automatically assumed to be a threat and she reacts accordingly.

Now and then, the thing which used to be Amy experiences the faintest flicker of recollection, flashes of memory. She has no concept now of who she used to be, but it is vaguely aware of what she once was. Earlier today she fell in the rubble of a shop-window display blown out into the street by a gas explosion. She inadvertently grabbed a handful of rubbish which included a cup. She held the cup by its handle momentarily and tried to drink before dropping it again and walking on. Yesterday, when she found herself by a car, she attempted to reach for the handle and get in.

There are considerably more bodies around here than in most other places. Throughout this silent, empty world the slightest distraction continues to attract the unwanted attention of disproportionate numbers of these grotesque creatures and here, on the outskirts of the city of Rowley, something is drawing untold numbers of them ever closer.

Amy’s corpse has left the street she’d been staggering along. Whilst making her way across a barren field, she has reached an unexpected blockage. Eleven bodies are pushing forward, trying to force their way through a wooden gate. The gate has a sprung hinge which constantly pushes back against them. Even when moving together they struggle to make progress. Occasionally one or two of them manage to stumble through the gap, but an ever-growing crowd remains stuck. Aware of the movement of the dark shapes around her, as she approaches the gate, Amy’s corpse lifts her hands and begins to grab at the nearest bodies. With twisted, bony fingers she slashes at the other cadavers. Her corpse is stronger and more determined than most. She moves with more purpose. The other bodies are unable to react with anything more than slow, shuffling movements. They do not have the speed or strength to defend themselves.

Amy knows that she must continue to move forward, although she does not understand why. She negotiates the gate (her relative speed and strength forcing it open) and continues towards the disturbance up ahead, unsure whether it’s something that might help her, or a threat she must eliminate. Whatever the reason, whatever it is, the putrefying collection of withered flesh and brittle bone which Amy Steadman has become is driven to move relentlessly towards it.

Amy stumbles through more fields, moving further away from the remains of the city she once called home. Like all of the bodies, every single aspect of her life has now been erased. Virtually every trace of race, gender, social class, wealth and intellect has been wiped from all the dead. Amy’s corpse, like the many hundreds of similarly faceless cadavers around her, is now almost completely featureless and indistinct. Her clothes are ripped, ragged and stained. Her face is emotionless. Only the level of their individual decay distinguishes the bodies from each other. Some – the most severely rotted – stumble around aimlessly, helpless and virtually blind. Those which are deteriorating more slowly, however, are those which present the greatest danger.

Amy has become aware of a dark mass on the horizon. It is a crowd of many thousands of corpses. Oblivious to the implications, she continues to stagger towards the immense gathering. Before long she reaches the edge of the diseased throng. When the massive numbers of cadavers ahead stop her from moving any further forward, she again reacts violently, ripping and tearing at the dead flesh on all sides until her path through is clear.

Deeper into the crowd, the bodies are even more tightly packed. Still more of them continually arrive at the scene, crawling slothfully towards this place from every direction, blocking the way back and preventing the corpses already there from doing anything other than trying to move further forward still. A chain-link fence stops them progressing.

It takes several days for Amy’s body to fight through far enough to finally reach the fence. She is pushed hard against the wire by the advancing crowds behind, and from there she simply watches. On the other side of the fence is a swathe of clear land. Most of the time it is quiet, but occasionally there are deafening noises which whip the diseased hordes into a riotous frenzy. The bodies are surrounding what is possibly the last operational airfield in the country.

Amy’s corpse is just one of a crowd now more than a hundred thousand strong. And thousands more are still approaching.


KILGORE



 



Kilgore sat alone at a metal table in the furthest, darkest corner of the bunker mess hall, trying not to be noticed. The wide, low-ceilinged room was largely empty. Only the occasional noise from the kitchen and the constant electrical hum of the strip lights and air-con disturbed the silence.

Spence ambled into the hall and fetched himself a tray of food. With only a couple of other people eating, none of whom he knew well, he walked over towards Kilgore. ‘Mind if I sit here?’

Kilgore jumped with surprise. He looked up at Spence with tired eyes and shook his head. ‘Go for it,’ he said, then he quickly looked down again. He played with his fork, stirring the lukewarm, piss-weak stew, pushing lumps of meat-substitute around and making tracks in the watery gravy, but not actually eating anything. Spence sat on the bench directly opposite.

He’d encountered Kilgore on a number of occasions before they’d been ordered underground. He’d always had a reputation for being a moaner: the kind of person who instinctively complained and whinged pointlessly about everything he was ordered to do. The kind of person who made the simplest of routine tasks sound like some impossible undertaking. An incessant talker and compulsive liar, he wound the officers up and he wound his fellow soldiers up. Kilgore wound everyone up.

He was crying.

Spence shuffled in his seat and started to eat, wishing that he’d chosen another table. Kilgore’s show of emotion made him uneasy. He hated it when he heard people crying down here. It reminded him of the emptiness he felt. The three hundred or so people he’d been buried underground with were, on the whole, professional and well-trained, battle-hardened soldiers; men and women who’d been conditioned to suppress their emotions and just get on with doing whatever it was they’d been ordered to do. But that was getting increasingly difficult with every passing day, almost every hour. The fact some of them were showing emotion at all indicated just how uncertain their situation had become. And the longer they spent down here, the worse it got. No one seemed to know what they were doing or why. No one knew what had happened or what was going to happen next. By now they’d all heard rumours about the dire state of the infected world aboveground from the few advance parties which had ventured outside, and that only served to make their time buried underground even more difficult. What did the future hold for the millions of people left on the surface, scarred by plague? More importantly, Spence thought, what did the future hold for him and the rest of them underground?

The tap, tap, tap of metal on plastic disturbed his train of thought. He looked at Kilgore again. His hand was shaking. He could hardly hold his fork still.

‘You okay, mate?’

Kilgore shook his head. More tears. He wiped them away on the back of his sleeve. ‘No,’ he said quietly.

‘Want to talk about it?’

‘What’s there to talk about? What good’s it gonna do? We’re stuck down here, you know. There’s no fucking way we’re getting out.’

‘Why d’you say that?’

Kilgore dropped his fork and took a swig from his mug of cold coffee. He leant back in his chair and ran his fingers through his wiry hair. For the briefest of moments he made eye contact with Spence, but he looked away quick. Eventually he cleared his throat and tried to talk.

‘You been up there yet?’ he asked, looking up.

‘Not yet.’

‘It was my first time out today,’ Kilgore explained. ‘I was shitting myself. I’ve never seen anything like it. I tell you, man, you can’t even begin to imagine what’s going on up there until you see it…’ He stopped, took another deep breath and tried again. ‘Fucking hell, I can’t even…’

‘Take your time,’ Spence said quietly, figuring he needed to know. Kilgore tried to compose himself.

‘Sarge says we’re going aboveground. He tells us we’re going on a walkabout looking for survivors in Ansall. You know Ansall? Little town just outside Hemmington? Anyway, we’re ready and outside in minutes, before we’ve even had chance to think about it. I put the mask on and I’m standing there in the suit and that’s when it hits me. I’m standing there thinking about what I’ve heard it’s like and I start thinking Christ, get a fucking hole in this suit while we’re outside and I’m a dead man. I’m thinking, catch the suit on a nail or a door handle or whatever and I’ve fucking had it. We’re all feeling it. No one says a bloody word. Then Sarge gives the nod. We get into the transport and he gives the order to open the doors.

‘Those bloody doors slide open and Christ, for a minute it looks fucking beautiful out there. You don’t realise how much you miss daylight until you see it again. I tell you, the world never looked so good as it did this afternoon. It’s about one o’clock and it’s properly gorgeous. The sky’s blue, the sun’s burning down and there’s not a fucking cloud in the sky. We roll up to the top of the ramp and for a few seconds everything’s all right. For a couple of seconds it feels good and you start to think everything’s going to be okay. It feels good just to be getting out of this fucking place for a while. Even though we’ve all got our masks on it feels good to see trees and grass and hills instead of fucking concrete walls and metal doors.

‘I had Smith sitting next to me. You know Smith? The big guy with the crooked nose? Anyway, we start moving away from the base and he suddenly sits up and starts staring out of the window. He’s cursing and pointing and we all crowd around to look at whatever it is he’s seen. And that’s when we see them. People. I was thinking we should stop and try and help them but then I remembered what I’d heard from the others who’d already been out there. Sarge stops the transport for a second and we watch as they keep coming towards us, all slow and awkward like their legs are stiff. I could only see a couple of them at first, but they kept coming and then there was more and more of them. They’re coming out of the trees and from around the side of the entrance door and I counted at least thirty before we started moving again. I could see even more in the fields around us. From a distance they looked normal, just slow moving, but when they got close you could see that they were sick. Fucking hell, they looked like they were rotting. Their skin was all discoloured – grey and green – and it looked like it was hanging off their bones like it was a few sizes too big. Some looked like bloody skeletons, all shrivelled up and dry. Jesus, you’ve never seen anything like it. Sarge screams at the driver to ignore them and keep moving and she puts her foot down. She drives into a couple of them – there was nothing she could do, they just walked out in front of us. I watched one of them go down. We hit it so hard it virtually snapped in half. Its legs were all fucked up. But then I look behind and watch as it tries to get up again. Fucking thing’s lying there with both its legs smashed to fuck and it’s trying to get up again…

‘So we just sit there in silence for a fucking age. No one says anything. No one knows what to fucking say, you know? Anyway, we follow the track away from here and we see more and more of them everywhere. Christ alone knows how they know where to go, but it’s like they’re all moving towards the base. They stop and turn around when they see us, then start following. I mean, we’ve got to be doing about thirty or forty miles an hour and these things are following us like they think they’re gonna catch up. We get onto the main road and start heading for Ansall and I’m thinking about what we’re gonna find there. I’m thinking fuck, if there are this many people out here in the middle of nowhere, what the hell are we gonna find in town?’

Kilgore paused to finish his drink. Spence said nothing. He just stared into the other soldier’s face. He didn’t want to hear anything else, but at the same time he had to know.

‘The roads were an absolute fucking nightmare,’ Kilgore continued. ‘It was like someone had flicked a switch and everything just stopped. I tell you man, everywhere you looked all you could see were bodies and crashed cars. Christ, I saw some fucking horrible sights out there. Anyway, because we’re on the road now the driver puts her foot down and speeds up. Our truck’s heavy enough to just smash through most of the wreckage. I started getting freaked out by it all, and I could see it was getting to the others too. It’s the sheer bloody scale of it. Everything’s been wiped out up there, you know, there’s nothing that ain’t been touched. I thought I was gonna have a fucking freak-out. It was so bloody hot in the suit, and the truck was like a fucking sun-trap, and all I could think about was the taste of fresh air and all I wanted to do was take off the mask and feel the sun and the wind on my face and… and then it occurs to me that none of us are ever going to feel that ever again. And then I start getting really fucking frightened thinking about whatever’s in the air that’s done all this. I’m thinking again about my suit getting ripped and not knowing until it’s too late. I can see Fraser’s face opposite me. His eyes are darting all round the place like a bloody mad man.

‘So we get to Ansall, and I don’t mind telling you I was scared shitless. I’ve never been so fucking frightened. I mean, you’re like me, mate, you’ve seen plenty of service, but I tell you, you ain’t seen nothing like what’s up there. Remember last winter when we were stuck in that school in the middle of that fucking gunfight that went on for days? Well this was worse. At least back then we knew who the enemy was and we could shoot back at them.

‘It was still bright, but between the buildings the streets were dark and it was bloody cold. Coming into the shadow from the sun made it hard to see what was happening. We stopped on the edge of this little market and Sarge tells us to get out and start having a look around. We were supposed to be looking for survivors but all I could see was people in the same state as those we’d seen around here. The first one I saw up close was this little old lady. She’s half-dressed and her tits were hanging out and they’re all cut up but not bleeding, and I’m just stood there thinking this is probably someone’s mom and that my mom could be like this somewhere, and the rest of my family and probably yours too. And when you start thinking about home you get this urge to just get in a car and try and get back there to find out what’s happened to your folks and your girl and… and then you think, there’s no fucking point.

‘Fraser calls out for help and I look around for him. He’s holding his weapon out in front of him and he’s moving towards this building. It looks like an office or something and I can see there are people trapped inside. They’re stood there banging on the glass, and it looks like it’s a real effort for them to move because they’re so sick. The door’s been blocked by a crashed motorbike, so me and Fraser shift it out the way. He throws the door of the building open and straightaway the people start pouring out. I only have to look at them for a second and I know they’re just like all the other poor bastards we’ve already seen. One of them walks straight into me and I look right into its face. There’s nothing there. I swear, not a single bloody flicker of emotion. Not a fucking sign of life. It’s not even breathing. And I realise, these bloody things are dead but they’re still fucking moving.

‘Sarge gets on the loudhailer. He’s shouting the usual crap at them about how we’ll help them if they cooperate and he’s trying to get them out of the buildings and into the market square. I turn around to look back at the others and fucking hell, there must have been a couple of hundred of the bloody things getting close to us already. They’re crowding round and they start reaching out and trying to grab hold of us when they get close enough. I’m thinking about my bloody suit again and I keep pushing them away but they keep coming back for more. Sarge fires a few warning shots into the air but it doesn’t make any difference. Next to me Fraser starts hitting one of them and the fucking thing doesn’t even notice. Every time he hits it he’s doing more and more damage but the damn thing just keeps coming. Its fucking face is falling to pieces but it just keeps on coming.

‘Every way I turn now I can see more and more of them. We’re looking at Sarge for some frigging inspiration and he’s just looking back at us, scared as we are. I lose sight of him when a couple of them rush me. I lose my footing and before I know it I’m on the ground with them on top of me. There’s no weight to them. All I keep thinking is be careful of the fucking suit, make sure you don’t get cut. I’m punching and kicking out but the bloody things just don’t give up. I manage to get back up and I can see we’re surrounded. And there are more of them coming out of the shadows all the bloody time. I see Wheeler heading back to the transport and I can see the driver’s already back in her seat getting ready to leave, and I’m thinking fuck orders, I’ve gotta get out of here, and I start fighting my way through the crowd.

‘Fraser’s the last one back in. He tries to shut the door behind him but gets caught by one of them that manages to grab his leg as he climbs up. I’m watching and I can’t look away and I’m thinking this can’t be happening. It’s a kid, probably not even fifteen, and its body is so light and empty that it’s hanging off him and Fraser’s just dragging it along. It’s got hold of his boot somehow and he’s using the butt of the rifle to smash its hand away. He pushes it off and tries to get it back out the door. Wheeler leans out and pulls the door shut but the bloody thing hasn’t gone. Its head and shoulders are wedged in and Wheeler’s banging and pulling at the door, trying to get rid of it. The kid’s got one arm inside the transport and it’s still trying to get at Fraser and he’s just standing there. He lifts up his rifle and blows a fucking hole in the middle of its face, then kicks what’s left of the body out onto the street.’

Kilgore rubbed his eyes and looked up into the light, then let his head fall. ‘And that, mate,’ he said, struggling to light a cigarette with shaking hands, ‘is just about all that you, me and everyone else who’s stuck in this fucking hole has got to look forward to. We either spend the rest of our time buried here, or we end up stuck out in that bloody mess up top, shrink-wrapped in our fucking plastic suits until whatever it is that’s done all this finally catches up with us.’


HOME



 



Steninger is less than two hours from home. He hasn’t been this close for almost a month. He hasn’t been this close since it happened. Twenty-three days ago millions of people died as the world fell apart around him.

#

I’ve been here hundreds of times before but it’s never looked like this. Georgie and I used to drive up here at weekends to walk the dog over the hills. We’d let him off the lead and then walk and talk and watch him play for hours. That was long before the events which have since kept us apart. It all feels like a lifetime ago now. Today the green, rolling landscape I remember is washed out and grey and everything is lifeless and dead. The world is decaying around me. It’s early in the morning, perhaps an hour before sunrise, and there’s a layer of light mist clinging to the ground. I’m alone, but I’m surrounded. I can see them moving all around. They’re everywhere. Shuffling. Staggering. Hundreds of the damn things.

One last push and I’ll be home. I’m starting to get nervous now. For days I’ve struggled to get here but, now I’m this close, I don’t know if I can go through with it. Seeing what’s left of Georgie and our home will hurt. It’s been so long and so much has happened since we were last together. I don’t know if I’ll have the strength to walk through the front door. I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand the pain of remembering everything that’s gone and all that I’ve lost.

I’m as scared now as I was when this nightmare began. I remember it as if it was only minutes ago, not weeks. I was in a breakfast meeting with my lawyer and one of his staff when it started. Jarvis was explaining some legal jargon to me when he stopped talking mid-sentence. I asked him what was wrong but he couldn’t answer. His breathing became shallow and short and he started to splutter. He was choking but I couldn’t see why and I was concentrating so hard on what was happening to him that I didn’t notice it had got the other man too. As Jarvis’ face paled and he began to scratch and claw at his throat his colleague lurched forward and tried to grab hold of me. Eyes bulging, he retched and showered me with blood and spittle. I recoiled and pushed my chair back away from the table, then stood with my back pressed against the wall and watched the two men choke to death. Seconds later, the room was silent.

When I eventually plucked up the courage to get out and look for help I found the receptionist who had greeted me less than an hour earlier lying in a pool of red-brown blood. The security man on the door was dead too, as was everyone else I could see. It was the same when I finally dared step out into the open – an endless layer of twisted human remains covered the ground in every direction I looked. What had happened was inexplicable and its scale incomprehensible. In the space of just a few minutes something – a germ, virus or biological attack perhaps – had destroyed my world. Nothing moved. The silence was deafening.

At first I’d instinctively wanted stay where I was, to keep my head down and wait for something – anything – to happen. I walked back to the hotel as it was the only nearby place I knew well, picking my way through the bodies, staring at each of them in turn, looking deep into their grotesque, twisted faces. Each of them bore an expression of sudden, searing agony.

When I got back, the hotel was as silent and cold as everywhere else. I locked myself in my room and waited there for hours until the unending solitude became too much to stand. I needed explanations but there was no one left alive to ask. The television was useless, as was the radio, and the telephone went unanswered. Even the Internet seemed to have died, frozen in time. Increasingly desperate, I packed my few belongings and made a break for home. But I soon found that the hushed roads were impassable, blocked by the tangled wreckage of incalculable numbers of crashed vehicles and the mangled, bloody remains of their dead drivers and passengers. With my wife and my home still more than eighty miles away I stopped the car and gave up.

It was early on the first Thursday, the third day, when the situation deteriorated again to the point where I began to question my sanity. I had been resting in the front bedroom of an empty terraced house when I looked out of the window and saw the first one of them staggering down the road. All the fear and nervousness I had previously felt was immediately forgotten as I watched the lone figure walk awkwardly down the street. It was another survivor, I thought, it had to be. Someone who, at last, might be able to tell me what had happened and who could answer some of the thousands of impossible questions I desperately needed to ask. I yelled out and banged on the window but the person outside didn’t respond. I sprinted out of the house and ran down the road, then grabbed hold of their arm and turned them around. As unbelievable as it seemed at the time, I knew instantly that the thing in front of me was dead. Its eyes were clouded, covered with a milky-white film, and its skin was pock-marked and bloodied. And it was cold to the touch… I held its left wrist in my hand and felt for a pulse but found nothing. The creature’s skin felt unnaturally clammy and leathery and I let it go in disgust. The moment I released my grip the damn thing shuffled slowly away like it didn’t even know I was there.

Out of the corner of my eye I became aware of more movement. I turned and saw another body, then another and then another. I walked to the end of the street and stared in disbelief at what was happening all around me. The dead were rising. Many were already moving around on clumsy, unsteady feet, whilst still more were slowly dragging themselves back up from where they’d fallen and died days earlier.

A frantic search for food and water and somewhere safe to shelter led me back deeper into town. Avoiding the mannequin-like bodies, I barricaded myself in a large pub on a corner where two once busy roads met. I cleared eight corpses out of the building (I herded them all into the bar before forcing them out the front door) and then locked myself in an upstairs function room where I started to drink. Although it didn’t make me drunk like it used to, the alcohol took the very slightest edge off my fear.

I thought constantly about Georgie and home but I was too afraid to move. I knew I should try to get to her but for days I just sat there, hiding like a coward. Every morning I tried to make myself leave but the thought of going back out into what remained of the world was unbearable. Instead I sat in booze-fueled isolation and watched the world decay.

As the days passed, the bodies themselves changed. Initially stiff and staccato, their movements gradually became more purposeful and controlled. After four days I observed that their senses were beginning to return. They were starting to respond to what was happening around them. Late one afternoon in a moment of frightened frustration, I hurled an empty beer bottle across the room. I missed the wall and smashed a window. Out of curiosity I looked down into the street below and saw that huge numbers of the corpses were now walking towards the pub. Attracted by the noise (which seemed louder than it actually was in the otherwise all-consuming silence) they moved relentlessly closer and closer. During the hours which followed I tried to keep quiet and out of sight but my every movement seemed to make more of them aware of my presence. From every direction they came and all I could do was watch as a crowd of hundreds of the damn things surrounded me. They followed each other like herding animals and soon their lumbering, decomposing shapes filled the streets outside for as far as I could see.

A week went by, and the ferocity of the creatures increased. They began to fight with each other and they fought to get to me. They clawed and banged at the doors but didn’t yet have the strength to get inside. My options were hopelessly limited but I knew I had to do something. I could stay where I was and drink enough so that I didn’t care when the bodies eventually broke through, or I could make a break for freedom and take my chances outside. I had nothing to lose. I thought about home and I thought about Georgie and I knew that I had to try and get back to her.

It wasn’t much of a plan but it was all I had. I packed the meagre supplies and provisions I found lying around the pub into a rucksack and got myself ready to leave. I made crates of crude bombs from the liquor bottles behind the bar and those in the cellar and storeroom. As the light began to fade at the end of the tenth day I hung out of the broken window at the front of the building, lit the booze-soaked rag fuses which I had stuffed down the necks of the bottles, and then began to hurl them down into the rotting crowds below. In minutes I’d created more chaotic devastation than I imagined possible. There had been little rain for days. Tinder dry and packed tight together, the repugnant bodies caught light almost instantly. Oblivious to the flames which steadily consumed them, the damn things continued to move about for as long as they were physically able, their every staggering step spreading the fire still further and destroying more and more of them. And the dancing orange light and the crackling and popping of burning flesh drew even more of the desperate cadavers closer to the scene.

I crept downstairs and waited by the back door. The building itself was soon alight. Doubled-up with hunger pains (the world outside had unexpectedly filled with the smell of roast meat like a summer hog roast) I crouched in the shadows and waited until the rising temperature in the building was too much to stand. When the flames began to lick at the door to the room I hid in, I pushed my way out into the night and ran through the bodies. Their reactions were dull and slow and my relative speed and strength and the surprise of my sudden appearance meant they offered virtually no resistance. In the silent, monochrome world, the confusion that I’d generated provided enough of a distraction to camouflage my movements and render me temporarily invisible.

#

Since I’ve been on the move I’ve learnt to live like a shadow. My difficult journey home has been painfully long and slow. I move only at night under cover of darkness. If the bodies see or hear me they will come for me and, as I’ve found to my cost on more than one occasion, once one of them has my scent then countless others will follow. I have avoided them as much as possible but their numbers are vast and some contact has been inevitable. I’m getting better at dealing with them. The initial disgust and trepidation I felt has now given way to hate and anger. Through necessity I have become a cold and effective killer, although I’m not sure whether that’s an accurate description of my new found skill. I have to keep reminding myself that these bloody aberrations are already dead.

Apart from the mass of bodies I managed to obliterate during my escape from the pub, the first corpse I intentionally disposed of had once been a priest. I came across the emaciated creature when I took shelter at dawn one morning in a small village church. It had appeared empty at first until I pushed my way into a narrow storeroom at the far end of the grey-stone building. I was immediately aware of shuffling movement ahead of me. A small window high on the wall to my left let a limited amount of light spill into the storeroom and allowed me to see the outline of the body of the priest as it came at me. The cadaver was weak, barely coordinated, and I instinctively grabbed hold of it by the neck then threw it back across the room. It smashed into a bookshelf and was buried by falling prayer books. Constantly thrashing its leaden arms and legs, it eventually pulled itself back up onto its dead feet. I stared into its vacant, hollowed face as it dragged itself back into the light. The first body I had seen up close for several days, it was a damn mess. Just a shadow of the man it had once been, the creature’s skin appeared taut and translucent and it had an unnatural green-grey hue. Its cheeks and eye sockets were sunken and its mouth and chin speckled with dribbles of dried blood. Its black shirt and dog-collar hung loose around its scrawny neck.

For a moment I was distracted by the thing’s sickening appearance and it caught me by surprise when it charged at me again. I was knocked off-balance but I managed to grab hold of it by the throat. I straightened my arm to keep it at a safe distance, then used my free hand to feel around for something to use as a weapon. My outstretched fingers found the stem of an ornate candleholder behind me and to my right. I gripped it tight, then lifted it high above my head and brought the base of it crashing down on the dead priest’s skull. Stunned but undeterred, the body tripped back, then came at me again. I lifted the candleholder and smashed it down again and again until the head of the corpse was little more than a pulp of blood, brain and bone. I stood over the cleric’s twitching remains until it finally lay still.

I hid in the bell tower of the church and waited for the night to come.

#

It didn’t take long to work out the rules.

Although they have become increasingly violent as time has gone on, the creatures remain predictable. I think that they are driven purely by instinct. What remains of their brains seem to operate on a basic, primitive level and each one is little more than a fading memory of what it used to be. I quickly learnt that this reality is nothing like the trash horror movies I used to watch or the books I used to read. These things don’t want to kill me so that they can feast on my flesh. In fact I don’t actually think they have any physical needs or desires – they don’t eat, drink, sleep or even breathe as far as I can see. So why do they attack? It’s a paradox but the longer I think about it, the more convinced I am that they see me as a threat. I’m different and I’m stronger and I think they know that I could easily destroy them. I think they try to attack me before I have chance to attack them.

Over the last few days and weeks I have watched them steadily disintegrate and decay. And therein lies another bizarre irony: as their bodies have continued to weaken and become more fragile, so their mental control seems to have returned. They have an innate sense of self-preservation and will respond violently to any perceived threat. Sometimes they fight amongst themselves and I have hidden in the darkness and watched them set about each other until almost all of their rotten flesh has been stripped from their bones and they can barely stand.

I know beyond doubt now that the brain remains the centre of control. My second, third and fourth kills confirmed that. I had broken into an isolated house in search of food and fresh clothes, when I found myself face to face with the rotting remains of what appeared to have once been a fairly typical family. I quickly disposed of the father with a short wooden fence post I had been carrying as a makeshift weapon. I smacked the repulsive creature around the side of the head again and again until it had almost been decapitated. The next body – the dead man’s dead wife, I presumed – had proved to be more troublesome. I entered a large, square dining room and the body of the woman came at me with unexpected speed. I held the picket out in front of me and skewered the damn thing through the chest. Its withered torso and parchment skin offered next to no resistance and the wood plunged deep into its abdomen and straight out the other side. I retched and struggled to keep control of my stomach as the remains of its putrefied organs slid out of the hole I had made in its back and slopped down onto the cream-coloured carpet in a slimy crimson heap. I pushed the body away, expecting it to collapse like the last one had, but it didn’t. Instead it staggered after me, still impaled and struggling to move as I had clearly caused a massive amount of damage to its spine with the fence picket. I panicked. I ran to the kitchen and grabbed the largest knife I could find before returning to the body. It had managed to take a few more steps forward but stopped immediately when I plunged the blade through its right eye into the core of what remained of its brain. It was as if someone had flicked a switch. The dead woman slumped down and slid off the knife and dropped at my feet like a bloodied rag-doll. In the silence which followed I could hear the third body thumping around upstairs. To prove my theory I ran up the stairs and disposed of a dead teenager in the same way as its mother with a single stab to the head.

It’s an unsettling admission, but I have to admit that I’ve grown to enjoy the kill. The reality is that it’s the only pleasure which remains to me. It’s the only time I have complete control. I haven’t ever gone looking for sport, but I haven’t avoided it either. I’ve kept a tally of kills along the way and I’ve begun to pride myself on finding quicker, quieter and more effective ways of destroying the dead. I took a gun from a police station a week or so ago but quickly got rid of it again. A shot to the head will immediately take out a single body, but I’ve found to my cost that the resultant noise invariably makes thousands more of the damn things aware of my location. Weapons now need to be silent and swift. I’ve tried clubs and axes and whilst they’ve often been effective, real sustained effort is needed to get results. Fire is too visible and unpredictable and so blades have become my weapons of choice. I now carry seventeen in all – buck knifes, sheath knives, Bowie knifes, scalpels and even pen knives. I carry two butcher’s meat cleavers holstered like pistols and I hold a machete drawn and ready at all times.

#

I’ve made steady progress today. I know this stretch of footpath well. It twists and turns and it’s not the most direct route home but it’s my best option this morning. Dawn is breaking. The light is increasing and I’m beginning to feel uncomfortably exposed. I’ve not been out in daylight for weeks now. I’ve gotten used to the dark and the protection it affords me.

This short stretch of path runs alongside a golf course. There seem to be an unusually high number of bodies around here. I think this was the seventh hole – a short but tough hole with a raised tee and an undulating fairway from what I remember. Many of the corpses have become trapped in the natural dip of the land here and the once well-tended grass has been churned to mud beneath their tireless feet. They can’t get away. Stupid things are stuck. Sometimes I almost feel privileged to have the opportunity to rid the world of a few of these pointless creatures. All that separates me from them now is a wooden fence and a stretch of tangled, patchy hedgerow. I keep quiet and take each step with care for fear of making any unnecessary noise. I could deal with them, but it will be much easier if I don’t have to.

The path climbs and curves away to the left. There are two bodies up ahead and I know I have no choice but to dispose of them. The second seems to be following the first and I wonder whether there are more behind? However many there are, I know I have to deal with them quickly. It will take too long to go around them and any sudden movement will alert any others that might be moving through the undergrowth. The safest option – the only option – is to go straight at them and cut them both down.

Here’s the first. It’s seen me. It makes a sudden, lurching change in direction which reveals its intent. With its dull, misted eyes fixed on me, it comes my way. Bloody hell, it’s badly decayed – one of the worst I’ve seen. I can’t even tell whether it used to be male or female. Most of its face has been eaten away and its mottled, pock-marked skull is dotted with clumps of long, lank, grey-blonde hair. It’s dragging one foot behind. In fact, now that it’s closer I can see that it only has one foot! Its right ankle ends unexpectedly with a dirty stump which it drags through the mud. The rags wrapped around the corpse look like they might once have been a uniform of sorts. Was this a police officer? A traffic warden? A soldier? Whatever it used to be, its time is up.

I’ve developed a two-cut technique. It’s safer than running headlong at them swinging a blade through the air like a madman. A little bit of control makes all the difference. The bodies are usually already unsteady (this one certainly is) so I use the first cut to stop them moving or at least slow them down. The body is close enough now. I crouch down and swing the machete from right to left, severing both of its legs at knee level with a single swipe. With the corpse now flat on its stomach I reverse the movement and, backhanded, slam the blade down through its neck before it can move. Easy. Kill number one hundred and thirty-eight. Number one hundred and thirty-nine proves slightly harder. I slip and bury the blade in the creature’s pelvis when I was aiming lower. No problem – with the corpse on its knees I lift the machete again and bring it down on the top of its head. The skull splits open like an egg. It’s harder pulling the blade out than it was getting it in.

I never think of the bodies as people anymore. There’s no point. Whatever caused all of this has wiped out every trace of individuality and character from the rotting masses. Generally they look and act the same now – age, race, sex, class, religion and all other previously notable social differences are gone. There are no distinctions, there are only the dead; a single massive decaying population. Kill number twenty-six brought that home to me. Obviously the body of a very young child, it had attacked me with as much force and intent as the countless other ‘adult’ creatures I had come across. I had hesitated for a split-second before the kill, but then I did it just the same. I knew that what it used to be was of no importance now, that it was just dead flesh which had to be destroyed. I took its head clean off its shoulders with a hand-axe and hardly gave it another thought.

#

Distances which should take minutes to cover now take hours. I’m working my way along a wide footpath which leads down into the heart of Stonemorton, and I can see bodies everywhere I look. The earlier mist has lifted and I can see their slow, stumbling shapes moving between houses and along otherwise empty streets. My already slow speed has reduced still further now that it’s getting light. Maybe I’m consciously slowing down? The closer I get to home, the more nervous and unsure I feel. I try to concentrate and focus my thoughts on reaching Georgie. All I want is to be with her again, what’s happened to the rest of the world is of no interest. I’m realistic about what I’m going to find – I haven’t seen another living soul for weeks and I don’t think for a second I’ll find her alive, but I’ve survived, so there must still be some slight hope. My worst fear is that the house will be empty, because then I’ll have to keep looking. I won’t rest until we’re together again.

Damn. Suddenly there are bodies right ahead of me. I can’t be completely sure how many are here as their awkward, gangly shapes seem to merge and disappear into the background of gnarled, twisted trees. I’m pretty confident dealing with anything up to ten at a time. All I have to do is take my time, keep calm and try not to make more noise than I have to. The last thing I want is to let more of them know where I am.

The nearest body has locked onto me and is lining itself up to be kill number one hundred and forty. Bloody hell, this is the tallest corpse I’ve seen. Even though its back is twisted into an uncomfortable stoop it’s still taller than me. I need to lower it to get a good shot at the brain. I swing the machete up between its legs and practically split it in two. It slumps forward and I take its head clean off its shoulders before it’s even hit the ground.

One hundred and forty-one. This one is more lively than most. I’ve come across a few like this from time to time. For some reason bodies like this one are not as badly decayed as the majority of the dead and for a split second I start to wonder whether this might actually be a survivor. When it lunges at me, vicious but unsteady, I know immediately that it is already dead. I lift up my blade and put it in the way of the creature’s face. Still moving forward, it pierces its right eye and then falls limp as the machete slices into the centre of its rotting brain.

My weapon is stuck, wedged tight in the skull of this monstrosity, and I can’t pull it free. The next body is close now. As I tug at the machete with my right hand I yank one of the meat cleavers out of its holster with my left and swing it wildly at the shape which is stumbling towards me. I make some contact but it’s not enough. I’ve sliced diagonally across the width of its torso but it doesn’t even seem to notice the damage. I let go of the machete (I’ll go back for it when I’m done) and, using both cleavers now, I attack the third body again. The blow I strike with my left hand wedges the first blade deep into its shoulder, cutting through the collar bone and forcing the body down. I aim the second cut at the base of the neck and smash through the spinal cord. I push the cadaver down into the gravel and stamp on its expressionless face until my boot does enough damage to permanently stop the bloody thing moving.

With the first cleaver still buried in the shoulder of the previous body, I’m now two weapons down with potential kill number one hundred and forty-three less than two metres away. This one is slower and it’s got less fight in it than the last few. Breathing hard, I clench my fist and punch it square in the face. It wobbles for a second, then drops to the ground. I enjoy kills like that. My hand stings and is covered in all kinds of foul-smelling mess, but the sudden feeling of satisfaction, strength and superiority I have is immense.

I retrieve my blades, clean them on a patch of grass, then carry on my way.

#

In the distance I can see the first few houses on the edge of the estate. I’m almost home now and I’m beginning to wish I wasn’t. I’ve spent days on the move trying to get here – long, dark, lonely days filled with uncertainty and fear. Now that I’m here there’s a part of me that wants to turn around and go back, but I know there’s nowhere else to go and I know I have to do this. I have to see it through.

Here at street level, I’m more exposed than ever. Christ, everything looks so different to how I remember. It’s been less than a month since I was last here but in that time the world has gone to ruin along with the dead population. The smell of death is everywhere, choking, smothering and suffocating everything. The once clear pavements are sprouting with weeds. Everything is crumbling around me. The world is changing, and yet it’s still recognizable. I know this place. It’s not the decay, it’s the memories and familiarity which makes everything so hard to handle.

This is Huntingden Street. I used to drive this way to work. Almost all of this side of the road has been burnt to the ground and where there used to be a long, meandering row of between thirty and forty houses, now there’s just a line of empty, wasted shells. The destruction has altered the entire landscape and from where I’m standing I now have a clear view all the way over to the red-brick wall which runs along the edge of the estate where Georgie and I used to live. It’s so close now. I’ve been rehearsing this part of the journey in my mind for days. I’m going to work my way back home by cutting through the back gardens of the houses along the way. I’m thinking that the back of each house should be more secure and enclosed and I’ll be able to take my time. There will be bodies along the way, but they should be fewer in number than those roaming the main roads.

I’m crouching down behind a low wall in front of one of the burnt out houses. I need to get across the road and into the garden of one of the houses opposite. The easiest way will be to go straight through – in through the front door and out through the back. Everything looks clear. I can’t see any bodies. Apart from my knives I’ll leave everything here. I won’t need any of it now. I’m almost home.

#

Slow going. Getting into the first garden was simple enough, but it’s not going to be as easy as I thought trying to move between properties. I’m having to climb over fences that are nowhere near strong enough to support my weight. I could just break them down but I’ll make too much noise and I don’t want to start taking unnecessary risks now.

Garden number three. I can see the dead owner of this house trapped inside its property, wearing a heavily stained dressing gown. It’s leaning against the patio window and it starts hammering against the glass when it sees me. From my position mid-way down the lawn the figure at the window looks painfully thin, skeletal almost. I can see another body in the shadows behind it.

Garden number four. Damn, the owner of this house is outside. It’s moving towards me before I’ve even made it over the fence and the expression on what’s left of its face is terrifying. My heart’s beating like it’s going to explode as I jump down and ready myself. A few seconds wait that feels like forever, then a single flash of the blade and it’s done. The residual speed of the cadaver keeps it moving further down the lawn until it falls flat. Its severed head lies at my feet, face down on the dew-soaked grass like a piece of rotten fruit. One hundred and forty-four.

Garden number five is clear, as is number six. I’ve now made it as far as the penultimate house. I sprint across the grass, scale the fence, and then jump down and run across the final strip of lawn until I reach another brick wall. On the other side of this wall is Partridge Road. The turning into my estate is another hundred metres or so down to my right.

I throw myself over the top of the wall and land heavily on the pavement below. Sudden searing pains shoot up my legs and I fall into the road. There are bodies here. A quick look up and down the road and I can see seven or eight of them already. They’ve all seen me. This isn’t good. No time for technique now, I simply have to get rid of them as quickly as possible. I take the first two out almost instantly with the machete. I start to run towards the road into the estate and I decapitate the third corpse at speed as I pass it. I push another one out of the way (no time to go back and finish it off), then chop violently at the next which staggers into my path. I manage a single, brutal cut just above its waist which is deep enough to hack through the spinal cord. It falls to the ground behind me, still moving but going nowhere. I count it as a kill anyway. One hundred and forty-eight.

I can clearly see the entrance to the estate now. The wrecks of two crashed cars have almost completely blocked the mouth of the road like an improvised gate. Good. The blockage here means there should be fewer bodies on the other side. Damn, there are still more coming for me here, though. Christ, there are loads of the bloody things. Where the hell are they coming from? I look up and down the road again and all I can see is a mass of stumbling corpses coming at me from every direction. My arrival here has created more of a disturbance than I thought. There are too many of them for me to risk trying to deal with. Some are quicker than others and the first few are already close. Too close. I sprint towards the crashed cars as fast as I can. I drop my shoulder and barge several cadavers out of the way, my speed and weight easily knocking them to the ground. I jump onto the crumpled bonnet of the first car and then climb up onto its roof. I’m still only a few feet away from the hordes of rabid dead but I’m safer here. They haven’t got the strength or coordination to be able to climb up after me, and even if they could, I’d just kick the bloody things back down again. I stand still for a few seconds to catch my breath, staring down into the growing sea of decomposing faces below me. Their facial muscles are decayed and they are incapable of controlled expression. Nevertheless, something about the way they look up at me reveals a cold and savage intent. They hate me. I want them to know that the feeling is mutual. If I had the time and energy I’d jump back down into the crowd and tear every last one of them apart.

Still standing on the roof of the car, I slowly turn around. And there it is. Home.

Torrington Road stretches out ahead of me now, wild and overgrown but still reassuringly familiar. Just ahead and to my right is the entrance to Harlour Grove. Our road. Our house is at the end of the cul-de-sac.

I’d stay here for a while and try to compose myself if it wasn’t for the bodies snapping and scratching at my feet. I jump down from the car and take a few steps forward. I then turn back for a second – something’s caught my eye. Now that I’m down I recognise the car I’ve just been standing on. I glance at the licence plate at the back. It’s cracked and smashed but I can still make out three letters together: HAL. This is Stan Isherwood’s car. He lived four doors down from Georgie and I. And good grief, that thing in the front seat is what’s left of Stan. I can see what remains of the retired bank manager slamming itself from side to side, trying desperately to get out of its seat and get to me. It’s being held in place by its safety belt. Stupid bloody thing can’t release the catch. Without thinking I crouch down and peer in through the grubby glass. My decomposing neighbour stops moving for a fraction of a second and looks straight back at me. Jesus Christ, there’s not much left of him but I can still see that it’s Stan. He’s wearing one of his trademark golf jumpers. The pastel colours of the fabric are mottled and dark, stained by dribbles of crusted blood and other secretions which have seeped out of him over the last four weeks. I walk away. I liked Stan. Stan doesn’t pose any threat to me like this and I can’t bring myself to kill him just for the sake of it.

I jog forward again. A body emerges from a nearby house, the front door of which hangs open like a gaping mouth. It’s back to business as usual as I tighten the grip on the machete in my hand and wait to strike. The corpse lurches at me. I don’t recognise it as being anyone I knew, and that makes it easier. I swing at its head and make contact. The blade sinks three quarters of the way into the skull, just above the cheek bone. Kill one hundred and forty-nine drops to the ground and I yank out my weapon and clean it on the back of my trousers.

I turn the corner and I’m in Harlour Grove. I stop when I see our house, filled with a sudden surge of emotion. Bloody hell, if I half-close my eyes I can almost imagine that everything is normal and none of this ever happened. My heart is racing with nervous anticipation and fear as I move towards our home. I can’t wait to see her again. It’s been too long.

A sudden noise in the street behind me makes me spin around. There are bodies coming at me from several directions. At least six of them are behind me, staggering after me at a pathetically slow pace, and two more are ahead, one closing in from the right and the other coming from the general direction of the house next to ours. The adrenalin is really pumping now I’m this close. I’ll be back with Georgie in the next few minutes and nothing is going to stop me. I don’t even waste time with the machete now – I raise my fist and smash the nearest corpse in the face, rearranging what’s left of its already mutilated features. It drops to the ground, bringing up my one hundred and fiftieth kill in some style.

I’m about to do the same to the next body when I realise I know her. This is what’s left of Judith Landers, the lady who lived next-door but one. Her husband was a narrow-minded idiot but I always got on with Judith. Her face is bloated and discoloured and she’s lost an eye but I can still see it’s her. She’s wearing the remains of the hardware store uniform she wore for work. Poor cow. She reaches out for me and I instinctively raise the machete, but then I look deeper into what’s left of her face and all I can see is the person she used to be. She tries to grab hold of me but one of her arms is broken and it flaps uselessly at her side. I push her away in the hope she’ll just turn round and disappear in the other direction, but she doesn’t. She grabs at me again and, again, I push her away. This time her legs give way and she falls. Her face smashes into the pavement, leaving a greasy, bloody stain behind. Undeterred she gets up and comes at me for a third time. I know I don’t have any choice and I also know that there are now eleven more corpses closing in on me fast. Judith was a short woman. I flash the blade level with my shoulders and take off the top third of her head like it’s a breakfast egg. She drops to her knees and falls forward.

I have carried the key to our house on a chain around my neck since the first day. With my hands tingling with nerves I pull it from under my shirt and shove it into the lock. I can hear dragging footsteps just behind me now. The lock is stiff and I have to use all my strength to turn the key but finally it moves. The latch clicks and I push the door open. I fall into the house and slam the door shut just as the closest body crashes into the other side.

I’m almost too afraid to speak.

‘Georgie?’ I shout, and the sound of my voice echoes around the silent house. I haven’t dared to talk out loud for weeks and the noise seems strange. It makes me feel exposed. ‘Georgie?’

Nothing. I take a couple of steps further down the hallway. Where is she? I need to know what happened here. Wait, what’s that? Just inside the dining room I can see Rufus, our dog. He’s lying on his back and it looks like he’s been dead for some time. Poor bugger, he probably starved to death. I take another step forward but then stop and look away. Something has attacked the dog. He’s been torn apart. There’s dried blood and pieces of him all over the place.

‘Georgie?’ I call out for a third time. I’m about to shout again when I hear it. Something’s moving in the kitchen and I pray that it’s her.

I look up and see a shadow shifting at the far end of the hallway. It has to be Georgie. She’s shuffling towards me and I know that any second I’ll see her. I want to run to meet her but I can’t because my feet are frozen to the ground with nerves. The shadow lurches forward again and she finally comes into view. The end of the hallway is dark and for a moment I can only see her silhouette but there’s no question it’s her. She slowly turns towards me, pivoting around awkwardly, then begins to trip down the hall in my direction. Every step she takes brings her closer to the light coming from the small window next to the front door, revealing her in more detail. I can see now that she’s naked and I find myself wondering what happened to make her lose her clothes. Another step and I can see that her once strong and beautiful hair is now lank and sparse. Another step and I see that her usually flawless, perfect skin has been eaten away by decay. Another step forward and I can clearly see what’s left of her face. Those sparkling eyes that I gazed into a thousand times are now dry and she looks at me without the slightest hint of recognition or emotion. I clear my throat and try to speak…

‘Georgie, are you…?’

She launches herself at me. Rather than recoil and fight I instead catch her and pull her closer. It feels good to hold her again. She’s weak and offers no resistance when I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. I press my face next to hers, fighting to ignore the smell of her decay.

I don’t want to ever let her go. This was how I wanted it to be. It’s better this way. I had known all along that she would be dead. If she’d survived she would probably have left the house and I would never have been able to find her, but I’d have never stopped looking. We were meant to be together, Georgie and me. That’s what I kept telling her, even when she stopped wanting to listen.

#

I’ve been back home for a couple of hours now. Apart from the dust and mildew, the place looks pretty much the same as it always did. She didn’t change much after I left. We’re in the living room together now. It’s almost a year since I’ve been in here. Since we split up she didn’t like me coming around. She never usually let me get any further than the hall, even when I came to collect my things. She said she’d call the police if she had to but I always knew she wouldn’t. That was just what he told her to say.

I’ve dragged the coffee table across the door to stop her getting out and I’ve nailed a few planks of wood across it, just to be sure. She’s stopped attacking me now and it’s almost as if she’s got used to having me around again. I tried to put a bathrobe around her to keep her warm but she wouldn’t keep still long enough to let me. Even now she’s still moving around, walking round the edge of the room, tripping over and crashing into things. Silly girl! And with our neighbours watching too! Seems like most of the corpses from around the estate have dragged themselves over here to see what’s going on. I’ve counted more than twenty dead faces pressed against the window, looking in.

It was a shame we couldn’t have worked things out before she died. I know I spent too much time at work, but I did it all for her. I did it all for us. She said we’d grown apart and that I didn’t excite her anymore. She said I was boring and dull. She said she wanted more adventure and spontaneity and that, she said, was what Bryan gave her. I tried to make her see that he was too young for her and that he was just stringing her along, but she didn’t want to listen. And where is he now? Where is he with his bloody designer clothes, his city centre apartment and his flash car? I know exactly where he is – he’s out there on the streets, rotting with the rest of the masses. And where am I? I’m home. I’m back sitting in my armchair drinking my whiskey in my living room. I’m at home with my wife and this is where I’m going to stay. I’m going to die here and when I’ve gone Georgie and I will rot together. We’ll be here together until the very end of everything.

I know it’s what she would have wanted.


SKIN



 



He calls himself Skin, though his name is actually Scott Weaver. He’d never admit it, but despite all the bravado and bullshit, he’s scared as hell. Skin is what he used to beg his friends to call him. It’s the name he used on forums and in chatrooms, the tag he left scrawled onto the sides of buildings and bus shelters. Skin is sixteen and, like many other similarly alienated and disenchanted adolescents, he has a grudge against the rest of the world because he’s convinced the rest of the world has it in for him. His frustrations have been building and his problems festering for months now, and each day he has felt himself getting closer and closer to breaking point. Three weeks and two days ago, however, much of that pressure was inexplicably released. Three weeks and two days ago, the rest of the world died.

In the long hours he’d subsequently spent alone, Skin often thought back to how it began. It was a Tuesday morning, and his parents had been giving him hell because he’d only just come back in from being out all Monday night. He didn’t know what their problem was. He’d been out with a few friends and they’d lost track of time, so what? They’d had a few drinks, so what? They’d done some drugs (nothing heavy, but his parents didn’t need to know that), so what? His dad had gone on and on about how this was the time of his life where he needed to be putting more effort in, not less, then he and Dad had started yelling and swearing at each other and that had made Mom cry, and that had made Dad even angrier. Christ, they didn’t ever see his point of view. More to the point, they didn’t want to. They judged him by the way he dressed, the music he listened to and the people he hung around with, nothing else. His dad hadn’t spoken to him for almost a month when he’d had his first piercings. Fuck, if only they’d known about the stuff he’d had done in the summer just gone…

He’d been trapped in the kitchen with them both, trying to find a way out of the argument without letting them win, when it happened. One minute they were both in full flow – Dad screaming at him for being a bloody waste of space, Mom crying into her tea and yelling at Dad to stop yelling – the next they were dead. Both of them. Facedown on the kitchen floor.

The death of his parents (and, apparently, the rest of the world) was the moment it all finally began to make sense. Until then Skin’s life had been increasingly fucking miserable, and the tedium showed no sign of relenting. He’d flunked his exams and left school, only to then be forced to enrol for re-takes at college. And his girlfriend had left him. They’d been together on and off for eight months when Dawn ended it. She said that he’d bullied her into having sex. She’d said that he kept asking her to do things she didn’t feel comfortable doing. It was her fault, the fucking tease. She was the one who dressed like a fucking whore all the time. Jesus, she was the one who’d been sat there in a fucking corset, tight black mini-skirt, torn fishnets and knee-high PVC boots when she’d told him that she didn’t want to be with him anymore. He’d lost his virginity to her pretty early on in their brief relationship and his imagination had run away with him since then. He’d already discovered that he’d been the only virgin in the relationship and that had made him feel like he had something to prove, or that he had some catching up to do. Skin had always imagined that first sex would have been this incredible event, the undisputed highlight of his young life so far, but the reality had been bitterly disappointing. Instead of endless hours of uninterrupted dirty passion, he’d had to settle for a fifteen minute fumble in Dawn’s bedroom while her mom went to the chip shop. And half of those fifteen minutes were spent trying to get the bloody condom on.

In the three weeks between Skin splitting up with Dawn and the end of the world, he began to hate her with a passion. He still saw her regularly because as soon as she’d finished with him, she started sleeping her way around his friends, doing more with each of them (if the rumours were to be believed) than she ever had with him.

After everyone had died he’d been terrified for a while (well, who wouldn’t have been?) but his fear was short-lived. As the hours passed and his personal safety and apparent immunity to whatever had happened seemed more certain, his confidence soared. He put as much distance as possible between himself and his parents’ safe and predictable upper-middle-class home and began to enjoy his new and wholly unexpected freedom. He was king of the world. He could do what he wanted, when he wanted. After a couple of days the bodies had risen, but even that hadn’t dampened the sudden euphoria he’d felt at having survived when absolutely everyone else had died. The zombie apocalypse was, as he’d always imagined it would be, incredibly fucking cool.

Skin was invincible. Without doing anything, he’d won.

A lover of pulp horror films (the bloodier the better) and comics, Skin revelled in the filth, disease and decay. As the bodies around him became more active, he actually became more self-assured because he knew he was better than them. As the potential dangers increased, so his excitement and adrenalin levels rose also. He looted shops, taking food, booze, cigarettes, magazines, music and whatever else he damn well wanted. And, in a long-considered and calculated gesture of defiance, he built a base for himself right in the middle of the school he’d just left. He spent days tearing the place apart, ripping the heart out of the place that had caused him and countless hundreds of other kids untold amounts of grief over the years. He’d pissed on the headteacher’s corpse. He’d even squatted down and taken a shit in the middle of the classroom where he’d been humiliated and yelled at by his Nazi-like Maths teacher Mr Miller during his last term there. And where was Miller now, he asked himself? Dead, just like the rest of them. Sitting in Miller’s classroom with his feet on his desk, swigging scotch, Skin laughed out loud at the irony of it all. And they’d said he’d never amount to anything…

The bodies began to get annoying. The damn things just wouldn’t leave him alone. He convinced himself he was the focus of some bizarre kind of hero-worship from the dead, but he knew that wasn’t really the case. The merest sight of him would cause a herd of the bloody things to come after him incessantly. And he noticed they’d started to become more violent too, scrapping with each other as they jostled for position. He guessed it wouldn’t take much for them to start on him if he gave them half a chance. Skin made a conscious decision to keep out of sight and lie low for a while but, before disappearing from view, he went out looting again. He rode into town on his bike, following the bus route he remembered, heading for one particular shop. He and his friends had spent hours looking in the window on wasted Saturday afternoons, but they’d never made it inside. The shop sold hunting and fishing equipment. He didn’t know what he wanted or what he needed, but he took as much from the shelves as he could carry: knives, pistols, rifles and anything else which looked vaguely useful and suitably dangerous. He packed it all onto the bike and rode back to school.

Skin was in charge now. He was unstoppable. He made the decisions and he made the rules, and after a while he decided that hiding away didn’t suit a man in his position. He began to move through the bodies with contempt, only running when he absolutely had to. Already knowing he was vastly superior to the decomposing morons all around him, his guns and knives made him feel all-conquering. He carried weapons all the time. He hadn’t had to use them yet, but he was ready.

Food became a problem. He’d had some supplies but they’d dwindled down to nothing. With a rucksack slung over his shoulders and a rifle in hand, he walked to the local shopping precinct, half a mile from school. He’d spent many afternoons hanging out there with friends when he should have been in lessons. Missing school hadn’t done him any harm, had it?

He crept through the supermarket, collecting whatever food he could find that was still edible. Most stuff had gone off, and the place stank so bad that he almost threw up. He needed to rest and catch his breath before he made the trip back to school and he walked further into the building, eventually emerging from a back entrance. A metal staircase led up to a boarded-up, graffiti-covered flat above the shop. Skin climbed the stairs and forced his way inside. He rested for a while in a damp living room with a mouldy carpet and peeling wallpaper, passing the time with cigarettes and alcohol he’d taken from the store below.

A narrow veranda ran across the front of the flat. Skin stepped outside and looked out over the whole of the dead precinct below him. A large, roughly elliptical collection of run-down shops centred around an oval-shaped patch of muddy grass, it didn’t look very different now to how it always had done. There were a few bodies still lying on the ground, but other than that the place looked as grey, lifeless and terminally dull as it always had. Even those bodies which continued to incessantly drag themselves around looked strangely familiar: as slow, vacant and pointless as they’d been before they died. Skin baulked at the idea of ever allowing himself to become like that.

Standing up there, in full view yet untouchable, he felt like some kind of ancient tribal chief looking down on his rotting subjects. Maybe this was his opportunity to show them just how powerful he was? He grabbed his rifle and rummaged around in his rucksack for ammunition. He loaded and took aim.

Can I do this? Of course you can.

Should I do it? Why not, who’s going to stop you? You’re Skin: no one tells you what to do anymore.

Does it matter? Don’t be fucking stupid. Of course it doesn’t matter. Damn things are dead already.

Skin lined up a single, bedraggled figure in his sights. He squeezed the trigger slightly and took up the slack. Then he cleared his throat and held his breath as he readied himself to fire. The end of the rifle seemed to be waving about uncontrollably. He wedged the butt deeper into his shoulder, shuffled his feet and re-balanced himself, then located the figure in his sights again. Then he pulled the trigger and fired. The gunshot cracked in his ear, rendering him temporarily deaf on one side, and the force of the shot almost threw him over. He dropped the rifle and rubbed the sore patch on his shoulder where the recoil had dug in. He shook his head clear, then looked out over the precinct. There wasn’t much to see at first, primarily because the noise had caused all of the bodies to stagger towards the supermarket, but after a few seconds he managed to locate the one he’d been aiming at. He’d hit it. Christ, what a shot! Half the damn thing’s head had been blown away. More importantly, the fucking thing had finally stopped moving.

Skin stood on the veranda and fired another thirty-two times, managing to down another nineteen bodies. He became more used to the noise and recoil of the rifle with each shot, learning how to ride the kick. He learnt how to load and reload fast. Most importantly, he learnt how to get rid of those fucking things below him.

#

Unchecked and unrestricted, Skin’s confidence soared. No one was laughing at him now or trying to tell him what to do, were they? No one was on his back to do this or do that or be home by a certain time or not to wear certain clothes or not to speak in a certain way or not to drink or smoke… Christ, he felt like he could do anything.

He began by getting himself more comfortable. The school had two gymnasiums, housed in a single two-storey building. He moved from his previous classroom hideout and made his home in Gym B on the first floor. Using an old, battery-powered machine, he filled the vast room with music from when he first woke to when he finally fell asleep at night. Fully aware of the effect the noise had on the dead population outside but arrogantly indifferent, he drank and smoked his way through each day. His height above the crowds seemed somehow to camouflage the direction and source of the sound. Although it continued to attract many more bodies to the school, they wandered aimlessly around the campus rather than gravitating around his building.

Skin kicked a football around the gym. He threw empty beer bottles out of the window and watched them hit the bodies below. He spray-painted the bland grey-brick walls. Now and then he took pot-shots into the festering crowd with one of the guns. He slept, he ate, he got bored. The novelty of his situation began to wear dangerously thin. A person of sound mind and average intelligence might well have been able to rise above the boredom, or put up with it in view of the potential danger outside. Skin, however, although not stupid, was driven by a hormone, alcohol and drug-induced anger. The power he had now was incredible, and yet he wanted more. In spite of all this freedom, he still felt incomplete.

It was late one night when the way forward became clear. Revenge. That was what was missing. It was the ultimate expression of his superiority, wasn’t it? Hell, why hadn’t he thought of it before? Here he was in this incredible position of power, and he hadn’t once used it properly. Sure, he’d fired a few shots and got rid of a pile of bodies, but he’d not yet taken out his anger on the people who deserved it most, had he? Christ, he had a string of people he needed to get even with. His parents topped the list, then his ex-girlfriend, then the so-called friends she’d slept with after she’d dumped him, then his teachers… Fucking hell, he thought, what a fucking idiot. All that time he’d been stuck here in the gym, and those fuckers had been wandering about free.

This was his time. He was in control. Time for retribution.

There would be little satisfaction in just finding these people and destroying what was left of them, he decided next morning as he walked back towards his parents’ house through the dawn shadows. What I need to do is make them suffer. I have to make things as unpleasant for them as they did for me. I have to hurt them.

His mother and father were still in the kitchen of the house where he’d left them on the first morning. His mother still lay on the ground where she’d fallen, slumped between the now defrosted fridge-freezer and the dishwasher. Her soggy body stank. She was going nowhere, but a whack to the back of her head with a rolling pin removed any uncertainty. Skin’s dead father, though, followed him around the kitchen, occasionally lashing out at him with sharp, twisted hands. Skin brushed aside his pathetic attacks and slipped a dog collar and lead from the dead family pet around his neck. He tied his father’s hands together with washing line and half-led, half-dragged him the quarter-mile or so back to school. He threw the body into the empty ground floor gym below his den, and watched what was left of Dad scramble around aimlessly for a while. He spat and threw stones at it, then lit a cigarette and blew smoke into the damn thing’s face before stubbing it out on its forehead. ‘Bet you wish you hadn’t been such an uptight fucker now, eh Dad?’ he shouted as the corpse came at him again. ‘Who’s laughing now?’

Skin found Dawn in her bedroom at her mother’s house. He slipped the lead around her neck, then tied her to the bed. Before leaving he spent some time going through her belongings. He wasn’t sure whether that made him feel better or worse. In her underwear drawer he found the kind of things he’d hoped she’d wear for him, but which she’d obviously saved for his friends. To humiliate the dead bitch he stripped her bare before dragging her back through the streets and dumping her in the gym too.

He’d had a feeling that he’d already seen the bodies of Mr McKenzie, Mr Miller and Miss Charles wandering around the school, though it was getting harder to distinguish between individual corpses. It was while he was searching for them that he came across what was left of an ex-friend (and one of Dawn’s recent conquests) Glenn Tranter. Tranter’s face was pretty badly eaten away, but he knew it was him. Although his skin was a blotchy blue-grey, he could still see the tip of a tattoo Glenn had recently had done on his neck, just below the loose collar of his blood-stained school shirt. Another one for the gym.

There was no sign of Mr Miller. Damn, if there was one fucker who deserved a little dismemberment and torture, it was him. It was of some consolation when he found what remained of Mr McKenzie, his dictatorial modern languages teacher, crawling along the corridor outside the main assembly hall. Stupid fucking thing was still wearing the same damn tweed jacket it had worn to school every bloody day for as long as he could remember. He took great pleasure in wrapping the dog collar around the dead teacher’s neck and dragging the body twice round the school before throwing it into the gym.

Miss Charles, his twisted, sadistic, sour-faced ex-head of year, had been trapped in the stock cupboard next to her office when she’d died. Skin found her still crashing around the room, half-buried beneath text books and papers. He’d hated this bitch, and she’d hated him too. He tried to drag her to the gym by her long grey hair, but it wasn’t strong enough. It kept coming away from her scalp in sickly clumps. Skin resorted to the dog lead again.

Over the course of the next day and a half he gathered together another fifteen bodies. Some of the rapidly putrefying corpses had been people who had wronged him in one way or another. Others were just poor unfortunates who just happened to have been in the wrong place at the right time, plucked from the obscurity of the faceless masses and flung into the gym.

So what do I do with them now?

He pondered the question as he lay on his makeshift bed at the far end of Gym B. Music blared out of the player which he’d now hung from a basketball hoop with skipping ropes. He thought it sounded better like that, although the volume was so loud that getting the right acoustic settings didn’t really matter anymore. The room was filled with a haze of smoke. It helped disguise the increasingly noxious stench of death which filled his world.

Tomorrow I’ll make those fuckers suffer, Skin decided as he drifted into a nauseous, drink-fuelled sleep. One by one I’ll take each of them apart.

#

He didn’t move until early afternoon. He woke with a hangover of epic proportions which, he decided, could only be eased by drinking more alcohol. Damn, he was getting low on booze. He’d need to go out and get more soon, but not today. He had more important things to do today.

After he’d taken a piss out of a first floor window onto the heads of the crowd below (and thrown up too – he was feeling particularly bad today) he ambled down to the ground floor gym and opened the door. The twenty bodies he’d shut in there immediately began to move towards him. He pushed his way through them with contempt, shoving them away whenever they came at him. Keen to spend a reasonable amount of time with each body and not be rushed, he built a corral in one corner of the gym with benches and various other pieces of apparatus. The bodies, although still very animated, were also clumsy and their coordination was desperately poor. It didn’t take very much to keep them restrained behind vaulting horses, trampolines, crash mats, weight training equipment and anything else he could lay his hands on.

Who first?

He’d had a late start, and getting the gym ready had taken longer than expected. The sun was already beginning to set as he looked across the room at his motley collection of corpses. Which one of these fuckers has caused me most pain? Which one hurt me most? Which one showed the most complete disregard for me and for everything I ever stood for or believed in or wanted? It was a close call between two of them. It was either Dad or Dawn. Just because he preferred the idea of messing with Dawn’s body (it made him feel slightly excited in an uneasy, perverted kind of way) he chose her. He grabbed hold of his ex-girlfriend’s corpse and hauled it over the barrier.

‘Okay, Dawn?’ he asked, surprising himself with the sound of his own voice. Dawn’s dead body lumbered towards him, twisted arms outstretched. For a moment he almost lost his nerve. What was he actually going to do? He hadn’t thought this through. He squinted as she came at him, remembering her as she used to be. More specifically, he remembered what it was she’d done to him. Even more specifically, he remembered what it was she hadn’t let him do to her. Bitch.

Christ, just look at the state of her, he thought as his dead ex-girlfriend slipped in a puddle of blood or vomit or something equally unpleasant. Over the course of the last twenty-four hours the floor of the gym had become covered with various noxious spillages, both from the corpses and from Skin himself. The corpse dropped to its knees in front of him and then managed to pick itself up again, clumsy feet skidding like a new-born animal. Dawn was an appalling sight but, knowing her strange tastes, he thought she might have approved of the look. Her eyes were hollow and sunken, her skin green-hued and ruptured in places. She had a deep cut on her right shoulder and, in the low light, Skin was sure he could see squirming movement in and around the wound. Was it just blood or decay glistening, or was it something more foul? Maggots, flies or larvae feeding off her dead flesh? Whatever it was, the thought of it was disgusting, too much even for the twisted mind of Skin to handle. The sight of her standing there, naked and practically falling to pieces as he watched her, was too intense. He pushed her back over the barrier and grabbed another body from the other side of the divide. Change of tactics. He’d have to build himself up to his headline acts.

Mr Read! Bloody hell, it was Mr Read, the head of music at the school. He’d almost forgotten that he’d found Read’s body. He hadn’t set out to get this particular teacher, but he was glad he had him. Now this bastard really deserved to suffer. He was the one who made kids sing on their own in front of the class and play endless bloody glockenspiel solos in his lessons.

Skin hadn’t got on with Read, but he had no specific issues with him either, just a generic dislike. He felt sure he could deal with his body without giving it a moment’s thought. Maybe the strength of his hate for Dawn, his dad and certain other ex-teachers made it harder for him to do their corpses justice? He just needed practice, that was all. Mr Read’s body was the ideal candidate.

What could he do to him? He glanced around the gloomy gym and his eyes settled on a pile of weight-training equipment in the corner. As the body dragged itself after him, moving pathetically slowly, he took a short bar (the kind he’d seen used for single arm exercises) and stripped the weights off it. He was left with a bloody heavy, fourteen inch, chrome plated metal rod. He turned back around to face the body of the dead teacher and swung the bar at its head. He’d expected to feel the impact but he hardly felt anything. It seemed to cut through the flesh like a hot knife through butter, such was the level of the creature’s decay. And Christ, look what he’d done! The damn thing’s jaw had been ripped right off its bloody face!

Now feeling more confident and in control again, Skin circled the helpless corpse. He was moving at several times its miserable speed, and it had no idea where he was. It staggered around, desperately trying to find him, spinning circles, and he hacked at its legs. He hit the right knee cap, shattering it, and the body crumbled to the ground. This was too bloody easy! He smashed the bar down again, this time coming down hard on its pelvis, feeling bone splinter under the force of the metal.

Whatever tensions, frustrations and fears had been building up inside Skin were released by the therapeutic destruction of the school teacher’s body. By the time he’d finished with Mr Read he had all but disappeared, spread around virtually the entire gym. This was really firing him up. It felt good, and he wanted more.

Dad was next.

#

Hungry, tired and cold, Jackson approached the school.

More bodies.

Something must be happening around here.

What’s the attraction? Why this place? I need to rest and I need food. Think I’ll take a look around.

#

Skin dragged his father’s body through the creamy, barely recognisable remains of the music teacher. Using skipping ropes which he’d found alongside the weight training equipment, he lashed the corpse’s thrashing arms and legs to a wooden climbing frame bolted to the gym wall. His knots weren’t particularly good but Dad was weak and couldn’t escape.

Just look at the state of you, he thought as he stared at what was left of his father. The thing squirmed on the wooden frame like it had been crucified. You used to tell me you were somebody I should look up to, and now look at you. You used to tell me that I should aspire to be like you, to do the things you did and to believe in the things that you believed in. Now look at you. A pathetic lump of rotting meat that’s about to be destroyed. Now you look at me. I took so much shit from you because of how I dressed, what I did and who I did it with. And why? What was so good about doing things your way? What made your values any better than mine? If you were so fucking clever, why aren’t you the one who’s stood here now? If I was so got it so wrong, how come I’m in control?

Skin had edged closer and closer so that he was now just inches away from his dead father’s face. He stared deep into the corpse’s cold, black eyes and he hoped, bizarrely, to see a flicker of recognition or emotion. He wanted his father to know what was happening. He wanted him to see and feel everything he was about to do to him. He wanted him to understand and to be able to admit that Skin was right and he’d been wrong.

Nothing.

Stupid fucking thing.

In a fit of temper Skin picked up a metal-framed chair and swung it at his father’s remains. Two of the chair’s metal legs scraped across the rotting flesh covering the creature’s abdomen and ripped it open, practically disembowelling it. Partially decomposed organs began to slip, slide and ooze from the open body cavity and dripped onto the floor under its thrashing feet.

Skin dropped to his knees and watched as what was left of his dad began to slowly fall apart.

#

It must be somewhere around here. This is where the bodies are heading. Was this a school or a college or something?

Jackson crept around the outskirts of the school campus. Something had definitely happened here. There were far too many bodies for it to just be coincidence. It couldn’t have been looters because there’d be nothing worth taking here. Most likely survivors had been using it for shelter. Interesting. He’d only come across a handful of other people in all the time he’d been travelling. He’d found evidence of them having been around and he’d come across their remains when the bodies had got to them before he had, but he’d seen very few actually managing to survive. He’d done his best to keep out of their way. The more of you there are, he’d decided, the more noise you’ll make and the more chance you’ll have of being caught and killed. Stay alone and stay alive was rapidly becoming his motto.

A door nearby was open. Jackson went inside then stopped and listened carefully to the sounds echoing around the vast, stinking building. He heard the odd distant shuffle and crash of bodies but nothing too ominous. He decided to risk spending a little more time looking around.

Whenever Jackson found a staircase in a place like this, he climbed it. Stairs give you an advantage over the dead, he’d long since decided. The bodies had trouble climbing (although they’d manage it if you gave them long enough and if they had enough of an incentive). Also, the higher you go, the better view you had of whatever’s going on around you.

What Jackson saw from the top of this particular staircase confused him. There was a grassy courtyard in the middle of the campus directly below, and it was filled with bodies. In the dark, however, he couldn’t immediately see what was drawing them there. He’d come across huge gatherings before, some which had been caused by the most ridiculous of things: a squeaky hinge or rainwater dripping from a broken gutter, for example. Were these bodies trapped? He’d found large numbers of corpses which had managed to get themselves stuck, usually when there was only one way in and out, and those still coming in were preventing the rest from getting back out. He watched the crowd for a little while longer, trying to analyse their movements.

Then he saw it.

There were bodies trapped in a gym on the other side of the grass-covered quadrant. Perhaps the noise of them moving around in there was creating enough of a disturbance to keep the hundreds of surrounding corpses close. It was possible, but unlikely. Whatever the reason, he decided that was where he was going to make his attack. Just a very quick run in and out. Enough to cause a little damage and get a decent fire going. And once the building was properly alight he could concentrate on getting himself sorted out. He was starving. He hadn’t eaten for more than a day. There’d be shops nearby. The fire would distract the bodies and when enough of them had come here he’d go scavenging through the shadows they’d left behind.

How to get close? The buildings surrounding the courtyard appeared to be connected. He decided he’d work his way around until he got as close as he could to the gym, then he’d cause a minor distraction and make a run for it. It wasn’t going to be easy but he’d done it before. He took his rucksack off his back and scrabbled around inside for the various items he’d need. A small plastic bottle of paraffin and a cigarette lighter. Simple.

The best thing he’d found to use as a distraction was a well dried-out but still mobile body. If he could find one that had been trapped indoors for a decent length of time, that would be ideal. The bodies were always attracted to fire, and if he managed to set one of them alight, its movements would add to the confusion and dramatically increase the impact. Although the infection had originally struck before school had started for the day, he had no trouble finding a suitably emaciated cadaver. The young boy was scrambling around pathetically in the shadows of a second floor classroom. He grabbed the body by the scruff of its neck and carried it back down to ground level.

There’s no room for sentimentality any longer, he thought as he held the body at arm’s length and doused it with paraffin. Whatever this thing used to be, its character, personality and every other attribute which made it a unique and individual human being died with it on that Tuesday morning, more than four weeks ago. This thing isn’t someone’s son, brother or friend anymore, it’s just a skin-sack, dead flesh and bone. I’ll be doing it a favour. Putting it out of its misery.

Jackson checked that the door to the grass courtyard was open, then lit the body. He gave it a few seconds for the flames to really take hold before pushing it out into the night. Hordes of bodies immediately began moving towards him, attracted first by the sound of the opening door, then by the brilliant, dancing flames. He grabbed hold of one of the dead boy’s arms and dragged it over to the diagonally opposite corner of the courtyard near the entrance to the gym building, then left it. Bizarrely oblivious to the fact it was on fire, it staggered into the mass of corpses which silently converged on it.

Jackson took a deep breath and moved again. He ran back to the door he’d just emerged from and waited, wanting to be sure the distraction had worked before he risked running further from safety and deeper into the bodies.

Perfect. It was working like a dream. The entire mass of diseased flesh was ignoring him and moving towards the bright flames about fifty metres away. Several bodies were burning now. Stupid bloody things. Relaxing slightly, he crept along the wall towards the entrance to the gym. He tried the door but it wouldn’t open. Strange. He looked down at the handle and shook it. Bloody hell, it had been barred from the inside.

#

There wasn’t much left of Dad.

Skin had punched and kicked and slashed and ripped and pulled and spat at the remains of his father until very little remained hanging from the wooden climbing frame. There was almost as much rotten flesh on him as there was left on the corpse. Dad’s head, neck, shoulders, spine and right arm still hung from the wood, but that was all.

If the destruction of the teacher’s body had been strangely therapeutic, then this was bliss. Using climbing ropes and feeling no remorse, Skin had flogged his father’s corpse. Half-drunk, stoned and completely out of control, he tore into the body mercilessly. Nothing else mattered. Years of pent up adolescent frustrations were released in the space of a few brief minutes of revenge. He forgot about the other bodies in the gym, and he was so transfixed by the disintegration of his dead father that he didn’t see the fires burning outside. Feeling invincible again, he returned his attention to Dawn. Once more he dragged her body over the barrier and out into the middle of the room. He grabbed her from behind (it felt good to do this in front of his father) and ran his hands over her flesh. Her skin felt alternately wet and curiously dry and brittle, but that didn’t matter. He gently caressed her still feminine shape as he decided how he would dismember her. In a state of semi-arousal and drink- and drug-fuelled euphoria, he didn’t hear the glass smash and the gym door being forced open.

‘What the hell are you doing, you sick bastard?’ Jackson shouted as he burst into the blood-soaked gym. He shone a torch at Skin who immediately let go of Dawn’s body and pushed it away, ashamed. Christ, Jackson thought, he’d seen some pretty unpleasant things over the last few weeks, but nothing like this… a stupid, fired-up teenager torturing and molesting the dead. He knew that he’d just done something pretty unpleasant to a dead school boy outside, but that had been different. There had been a reason for doing that, but what this kid was doing here was just sick… bordering on necrophilia. Twisted, evil and sick.

Skin stood in front of his crucified father, dumbstruck, feeling like he had the day Dad had caught him wanking in his bedroom. Behind him, the body still twitched. Its head rolled from side to side.

‘I…’ he began to say, ‘I was just…’

Jackson shone his torch around the blood-soaked room, unable to quite believe what he’d found. He glanced back over his shoulder as the bodies from outside began to pour into the building through the door he’d left hanging open. He’d only intended being inside for a matter of seconds. ‘What the hell have you been doing?’ he demanded. ‘Is there something wrong with you? I know what these things are and what they do, but this… this is wrong.’

Skin wasn’t listening. How dare this man come into his world and start questioning his actions and decisions. Did he know who he was? Did he not realise how strong he was now? Did he know that upstairs he’d got guns and knives and that he’d killed massive numbers of corpses over the last few weeks? To Skin, Jackson represented everything he despised about the world before the apocalypse. He saw the authority he’d rebelled against and he saw the common-sense and rule-following that he detested. He couldn’t let it go on. This man was a threat to his new found independence and freedom. He had to make a stand or it would have all been for nothing. He grabbed the metal bar he’d used to bludgeon the music teacher and ran at him.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Jackson yelled as the desperate, half-drunk teenager charged. Skin lifted the bar high, ready to strike. With twice his speed Jackson let rip with a single jab to his face, catching him square on the nose and sending him reeling back. He dropped the bar and it clattered loudly to the ground.

Jackson looked around anxiously. By breaking into the building he’d opened it up to the bodies outside and they were now streaming inside in huge numbers.

‘Time to leave,’ he suggested to Skin who still sat in a heap on the floor, blood pouring down his face. ‘Unless you like this sort of thing, of course,’ he added. ‘Could have yourself a real party now, you sick little bastard.’

Skin couldn’t move. Jackson reached out his hand to pull him up but he didn’t take it. He couldn’t speak. He felt crushed. He watched in silence as Jackson turned and shoulder-charged his way through the dead and back out into the night. There were still a couple of bodies burning nearby. That, coupled with the movement around the gym, was enough of a distraction to enable him to slip away into the darkness.

What about the kid?

Forget him. Stay alone and stay alive.

#

Skin slowly stood up and stared at what was left of his father. It stared back at him. He stood in the middle of the gym, drenched with blood, completely still and, for a time, ignored by the hundreds of bodies which were now inside.

The room was filling up quickly.

Skin was scared. He needed help. He looked around for Dawn but she’d gone, swallowed up by the faceless crowd. There must be someone who can help me, he thought? With tears of sadness and humiliation running down his face he walked deeper into the gym. He reached the barrier he’d built and looked over the mass of chairs and equipment. In the darkness he could see what remained of his friends and teachers. Over his shoulder an ever-growing mass of cadavers moved closer.

Skin climbed over the barrier and collided with the body of Miss Charles. He had to look twice before he was sure it was her. He began to talk to her. Wiping blood and tears from his face he tried to apologise for what he’d done and how he’d behaved. But Miss Charles wasn’t listening. Along with the remaining seventeen bodies of his teachers and his friends, she tore him apart.

#

Jackson watched from a hillside overlooking the school as it burned. It was a dry night and the fire spread quickly. The whole bloody place was in flames now.

Good.

He lay on the grass for a while, watching as more bodies stumbled past him, heading towards the bright light in the distance, not even aware he was there. When enough of them have disappeared, he decided, I’ll go and get myself something to eat.


DAY THIRTY-EIGHT



 



 

ANNIE NELSON



 



After I left the community centre, I came home. There didn’t seem to be much any point doing anything else. I had nowhere else to go. That was just over weeks ago, I think. I’m not exactly sure. It’s getting harder to keep track of the days.

I never felt safe in that community centre. The people there used to talk about surviving, but none of them actually did anything about it. There were always people crying, arguing and fighting but no one did anything constructive. When I first got there I thought we might all bond together and make a go of things like we used to if there was a war or crisis, but we didn’t. Most people were too scared to even try. You see, everyone had lost someone. Everyone had their own problems that needed sorting out before they tried to help anyone else. Most of them couldn’t see the point of trying to pick up the pieces.

I spent most of my time there with my friend Jessie. She said she couldn’t ever see things getting any better. I kept telling her they had to, and I said what was the point of thinking like that? No matter how bad things get, you always get yourself sorted out in the end, don’t you? It might be a struggle, but you’ll always manage it if you think positive and don’t give up. I should know. Sometimes my life’s felt like one long struggle, not that I’m complaining, of course. Poor old Jessie. She’d always had everything on a plate, and it never did her any good in the end. I lost her when those things got into the building. She tried to get away with the others, but she hadn’t got any fight left in her. Don’t suppose I’ll ever find out what happened to her now. I gave her my address. I keep hoping she’ll call.

There were a few people in that community centre who were like ticking bombs, just waiting to go off. It was only a matter of time before what happened, happened. I’ve never been so frightened as when the fighting started and the doors opened. It was all I could do to keep out of the way. I curled myself into a ball and lay under a table as the room filled up with those horrible, dirty, stinking things from outside. I know that they used to be people and that I should have shown them some respect, but honestly, they were disgusting. They made me feel sick to the stomach. We all have to go someday, but I hope and pray that I don’t go like that. I just want to go to sleep one night and not wake up again.

I looked out for Jessie when the building started filling up but she must have already gone. Most people were trying to get out through the back and she was probably dragged out with them. I hope she’s all right. I just kept my head low and waited for things to calm down again. I kept as still as I could and watched those horrible creatures as they walked around and around and around the room. My old bones were killing me but I knew I couldn’t risk moving. I couldn’t let them see me. It must have been the best part of a day before I finally saw a gap in the crowds. I stood up, as quiet as I could, and sneaked out the building. I did my best to stay out of sight but I never expected it to work. I’ll never know how I managed to get past them. Maybe they just weren’t bothered about an old girl like me?

It was good to get home.

I let myself in, and suddenly everything felt better. I wish I’d just stayed there from the start. It was just like I’d left it. The washing up was still in the bowl, and my clothes were still on the line in the yard.

I collected up all the food and drink I could find, then dragged the mattress out of the spare bedroom down to the cellar. That’s where I’ve stayed since then. It’s cold and dark down here but at least I’m home and at least I’m safe. I’ve got a torch and candles and matches for light and I’ve managed to find plenty to do to keep me occupied. I’ll stay down here as long as I have to. I’ve got books to read and I can knit and sew if I want to. Shame there isn’t any music. I miss the radio. I miss the voices. The radio used to keep me company but I know I have to stay quiet now. If I make too much noise they’ll find out where I am. Sometimes I can hear them moving around up there. Sometimes I can even hear them in my house.

Such a shame about all those people in the community centre. Such a waste. You don’t have to make a noise and fight and scream all the time to survive. Look at me. I’m doing perfectly well down here on my own, thank you very much. I’ve lived through wars, terrorist attacks, flu epidemics, water shortages and much, much worse. I’ve been mugged twice and I got over that, didn’t I? The problem with most people is they don’t have enough experience of life. I’m eighty-four, and I’ve seen just about all there is to see. Nothing shocks me anymore.

The trouble with most folk is they want their problems sorted out today, not tomorrow. They’ve had it too easy with their computers and the Internet and mobile phones and the like. They expect to just flick a switch and make all their troubles disappear, but that’s not going to happen, is it? Not anymore. What’s happened isn’t going to get better overnight. It’s going to take time. It’s going to take patience. Be quiet and keep yourself to yourself and everything will be all right in the end.

It’s very cold today. It’s the middle of October by my reckoning. Not sure what the exact date is. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m sure I used to have a little oil heater somewhere. Maybe I’ll nip upstairs and try and find it later if there aren’t any of them about. It might be in the bedroom. I think that’s where I last saw it. I need to do something though because it’s going to get much colder yet. And the cold and damp won’t do my cough any good. I hate it when I cough. When I cough I think they can hear me and work out where I am. I don’t want them to know I’m down here.

I keep thinking someone’s going to come for me eventually. They’ll have to, won’t they? They’ll have a long list that tells them who lives where and they’ll tick everyone off and realise I’m missing. Someone from the government or the army will come and help us sort this bloody mess out.

I hope it’s soon. Don’t fancy the idea of spending Christmas on my own down here.

I’m doing less and less every day, but I’m getting more and more tired. It don’t make any sense. Everything’s a real effort. I’ve got to go out and get some food soon but I can’t face it. I keep putting it off.

Keep your chin up. That’s what I keep saying to myself. You’ve done all right so far, Annie.

I’ll get by. I’ll survive.


ANGEL



 



It’s been over a month now, and the situation shows no sign of improving. It’s getting worse out there if anything. He expected that, really. Each day it’s getting harder to do this, but he has no choice. If he could, he’d find somewhere safer and lock himself down, sit out the storm, but that’s not going to happen. He has no option. For now, it’s out of his hands. He has responsibilities.

He readies himself to face hell again. He’d already seen more than his fair share of trouble before the end of everything – the sick, the injured, the dying and the desperate – but never anything on this scale. He’s doing all he can, but he’s known since that first morning it was never going to be enough.

There’s no sign the infection is contagious, and that’s something of a comfort. It means he can think more about practicality than protection. He dresses himself like he used to when he went out running in the winter: lots of thin layers, breathable, keep the heat in and the cold out.

He swings the empty rucksack onto his back and stares into space, going over the route he’s going to take in his head, making sure he remembers the twists and turns he needs to follow to get there. His route has been planned to avoid the areas where the dead still mass in large numbers, to take advantage of the short-cuts he’s discovered over the last thirty-or-so days of scavenging. But even though he always does what he can to avoid them, he knows some contact will be inevitable. It always is. There’s always some foul, rotting fucker that manages to get in the way somewhere along the line and, for that reason, he doesn’t go anywhere without weapons. Quiet, efficient, deadly weapons. Several blades hang in their sheathes from his belt. He runs with a machete-like knife in each hand, taken from a butcher’s shop early on. He’s so used to carrying them, they’ve almost become extensions of himself. He doesn’t have to think, he just cuts. He hates what he has become. This endless brutality goes against everything he’s ever believed in, but he has no choice.

He’s ready.

Time to do this.

He’s on the ground floor of the building. It’s surrounded as it always is, huge crowds, but there are more of them to the south and east today. The west exit is his best option. He psychs himself up then lets himself out and secures the door from the outside. He can see seven of them. Seven is good. He’s had to get through many times that number before now. The longer he waits, the worse he knows his nerves are going to get. He starts running, and it begins again.

His footsteps pounding the road are loud enough to give him away. The first corpse comes at him hard. Despite the fear and the need for speed, he still instinctively tries to look beyond the decay to see who these people were before it happened. This one was a professional man in a business suit. His face is blackened by decay, ruptures and pustules around one eye swelling the skin until it’s almost shut, dribbling yellow, pus-filled tears. When he lurches at him he anticipates the dead man’s awkward movements and chops down at his neck, slicing through the cold flesh and doing enough damage to his spinal cord to stop him. He kicks the corpse away, yanks the blade free, then runs on.

This one looks older than it probably was. Another bloke, wearing some kind of overalls. He stabs it in the gut with his left-hand blade, hitting it with enough force to shove it back against the wall, then slides the other knife across its throat, virtually decapitating it. The cadaver slumps against him, its innards emptying out through the new holes he’s made in its flesh. He shakes himself clean as he avoids the third corpse. Four, five, six and seven go down easy.

Checkpoint.

These short stops are important. They make him feel like he’s still in control. He could run the entire distance in one go, but he thinks that’d be a risk. He needs to be careful. He needs to get this right. There’s too much at stake to fuck this up. Breathing hard, he stands perfectly still and composes himself, doing what he can to blend into his surroundings, wishing he was back inside and that this was done.

He peers around the corner. Shit. Between here and the store, the next street is swarming. He didn’t expect it to be like this. Something must have drawn them here. He now has three choices. He rules out the first option – taking the long way around, working his way from building to building. It’d be safer for him, but it’d take time he doesn’t have. He’s up against the clock as it is. He needs to get back. Option two is to just give up. That’s never going to happen.

Okay, option three it is. Straight through the middle of the fucking lot of them. He’s done it before, but it’s hard. Makes him feel like he used to on the start line of races. Nervous anticipation. Adrenalin rush. He can’t believe he used to be able to run for fun. Nothing’s fun anymore. Nothing’s done for pleasure. If it was he wouldn’t be out here now, risking his neck again.

You’re procrastinating, he yells at himself. Just fucking do it.

Blades gripped tight, he turns the corner and charges at them. He cuts them down at an astonishing rate, like he’s harvesting a crop that’s been left to go bad. He’s not interested in ‘killing’ them (he still doesn’t know how you’re supposed to kill something that’s already dead), just incapacitating them. He flashes the knives at limbs. He cuts below knees, into necks, across shoulder blades, hacking through muscle, gristle and tendons… anything to slow them down and stop them fighting. He’s gradually becoming covered in the same foul brown soup as always – a mix of blood, bile, shit and decay. He tries not to think about it, though the stench makes it impossible not to. The road is littered with body parts now, covered in gore, and that just makes his mission so much harder. He has to divide his attention equally between his attackers, the carnage all around him, and his objective. And at the same time, he has to do everything he can to stop himself from panicking. It’s hard not to scream out in horror or disgust. It’s equally hard not to just stop and give up. It hurts. It fucking hurts. It all takes too much effort, but he knows he has to keep fighting because there are more important things at stake than him. This isn’t me, he thinks as he shoves a blade between the eyes of a corpse of similar height and build to himself. How long can I keep doing this?

But he has to. He doesn’t have any choice.

Checkpoint.

A staircase. They struggle with stairs. They’re like Daleks in Dr Who. Remember them? Remember TV? They can fall down steps okay, but they can’t easily get up. Can’t control themselves well enough to climb. The sudden height advantage lets him stop for a second and catch his breath again. To focus.

He looks back down the street he’s just run along, and he’s impressed and appalled by what he’s done in equal measure. It’s a fucking bloodbath.

Okay. Nearly there. Last push.

He can see the building he’s been aiming for. Back down to ground level, then straight across at the crossroads and he’s pretty much there. Getting to it shouldn’t be a problem, nor should getting inside. He’s worried about what he’ll find once he gets in there, but he’s probably already had to deal with much worse. Some of the things he had to do during those first few days and weeks… to the bodies of the people he knew, and the girl he’d loved…

You can cry yourself to sleep again when you get back, he thinks. Get this done first.

The building he’s heading for is tall and narrow. From memory, he wants the second floor, maybe the third. He hopes he can find what he needs there, he doesn’t know what he’ll do if he can’t. He can see that the door is open slightly, but he hopes it’s shut enough to have kept the bulk of the dead out. If he gets in there and finds the place full of corpses, he’s going to have to look for somewhere else. He can’t go back empty handed. He won’t go back empty handed.

He runs down the steps, then sprints across the street, focused completely on reaching his objective. There are hardly any bodies here, save for a couple which immediately turn and walk towards him, desperately slow, but filled with unstoppable intent. He flashes his right-hand blade at the nearest of them, slicing open its gas-filled gut, but he keeps running, desperate to get inside as quickly as is humanly possible because he knows the more of them that see him now, the larger the welcoming committee he’ll have to deal with when he emerges from the building later. In some ways that’d be worse – to get what he needs, then be unable to deliver it. That’d kill him.

Three more, but he runs past them so fast they haven’t even realised he’s there before he’s gone. They look around uselessly, trying to track the sudden blur of movement with tired, empty eyes. And then he’s at the door of the shop. It’s wedged open by a dead woman’s head, and in spite of all his training and all he’s seen and done, the crushed skull and broken, bloodied nose makes him feel nauseous. He screws up his face in disgust as he picks up the corpse and hurls it outside. The door swings slowly shut and he blocks it with a display rack as the first few bodies slam against the glass. Their noise is enough to attract more. He needs to get out of sight, fast. He goes deeper into the dark building and climbs the stairs.

Straight up to the second floor. It’s deathly quiet in here, and the space is filled with shadows. The shelves make it difficult to see anything much. He checks the dust-covered signs. This is it. His heart sinks when he detects movement nearby. There’s at least one of them up here with him, maybe more. He stands his ground and waits for it to come to him this time, tapping the tip of his blade on the frame of a metal trolley to make a little noise and make the creature move faster. It lumbers into the light and, once again, he’s doing all he can now not to look at the person this thing used to be. Much shorter than him, overweight, long dark hair falling in greasy curls around its yellowed jowls, it used to be a teenage girl. Its bulging eyes and black, gaping mouth give the impression of madness, though he knows it’s incapable of anything other than the most rudimentary of controlling thoughts. Its tongue rolls sickeningly around its swollen lips, looking bizarrely like it’s puckering up to kiss him. He used to get a lot of attention from girls this age. It was part of the job, he thinks. It was because he cared. Because he made them feel better.

The body of the horrific thing in front of him has ballooned with the juices and gases produced by decay. She’s still wearing a dark blue store uniform polo shirt, but it’s too tight now, and he can’t see where her breasts end and her gut begins. She has a badge pinned to her top. It says ‘My name’s Joanne, how can I help you?’, and he thinks sorry, Joanne, there’s nothing you can do. I think it’s my turn to help you now…

She comes at him with arms outstretched, a classic pose, he thinks, and he slices across the top of her head like a hard-boiled egg. She stops – looks hurt – then drops to her knees, dead eyes still fixed on him. She falls forward, face-plant, and the liquefying contents of her open skull spill out over his feet. He jumps back, straight into a wall of shelves, and the noise startles him. He holds completely still, listening to the rest of the building. Some movement on another floor, nothing else on level two.

He’s clear. Time to get to work.

He slips the rucksack off his shoulder as he paces the floor, working through the department, looking for the right section. And when he reaches it, he fills the bag.

#

Made it back. Thank fuck for that. It’ll be a while now before he needs to go out again. The relief is immense.

Still on the ground floor, he peels off his blood, gore and sweat-soaked clothes and disposes of most of them. The trainers and socks he can re-use. A couple of the undershirts should be okay after a quick rinse with rainwater. The rest he’ll chuck away.

He dresses quickly, keen to get back upstairs. He’s hungry, and he wants to see if she’s okay. He puts on his other uniform, his old uniform, wishing it was cleaner, but knowing it’ll have to do. It feels comfortable; as reassuring for him as it is for her. He picks up the rucksack and begins the slow climb up to the top floor.

More tired now than ever, soaked with sweat again, he stops off in the small kitchen and turns on the gas ring to heat dinner. Then he goes onto the ward. ‘Hey, Jen, you okay?’

She looks up, and grins that toothy grin. ‘You took your time.’

‘Sorry about that. It was busy out there today,’ he tells her.

‘Did you get anything?’

‘I got loads.’

He empties the rucksack onto the end of the bed. Jenny grabs at the books with eyes like saucers. ‘Oh wow, I really wanted to read this one!’

‘Well now you can.’

‘Thank you!’

‘My pleasure. You start reading, I’ll get dinner sorted.’

He watches her, and all the effort of the last hour is rewarded. Jenny is eleven, but she won’t make twelve. She’s terminal, doesn’t have long, and there’s no medicine that can help her, save for some pain relief when things get really bad. The best thing he can do – the only thing – is keep her busy and keep her shielded from the hell outside until her time comes. He’s the last nurse left in this hospital, and she’s his final patient, and as long as she needs him, he’ll stay on duty.


DAY ONE HUNDRED AND NINETEEN



 



 

UNDERGROUND



 



John Carlton is a twenty-four year old army mechanic who, for the last one hundred and nineteen days, has lived in a military bunker buried deep underground. Trapped down there with him are another one hundred and sixteen soldiers, less than half the base’s original compliment. A pale shadow of the highly trained fighting force they used to be, these men and women are desperate and terrified. Backed into a corner with no hope of escape, their command structure has broken down. All order and control is gone. Supplies are running low. Time is running out.

For these people, the bunker has become a tomb. They have no means of escape or salvation, and each one of them is painfully aware just how precarious their situation now is. The alternatives are all equally hopeless: it won’t be long before their lack of equipment and supplies renders the bunker uninhabitable, and yet they are unable to leave. The infected air outside will kill them seconds. Furthermore, the dead remains of the population on the surface have, over time, already gravitated towards the base, burying it under literally thousands of tonnes of rotting human flesh.

Inside the bunker, the situation continues to deteriorate day by day, almost by the hour. Law and order is non-existent and every man and woman has to fend for themselves. Rank and position are long-forgotten. Everyone is equal now: all at the bottom of the pile. Self-preservation is all that matters, and comrades are rapidly becoming enemies. The next breath of air that the person alongside you takes, or the mouthful of water they swallow means, ultimately, that there is now less for you.

Whatever decisions these men and women take, they know the end result will be the same. But worst of all, each of them now understands that death no longer carries with it any certainty. The end of their natural lives may just be the beginning of something far, far worse.

John Carlton is hiding in one of the most inaccessible parts of the bunker. His home for the last two weeks has been a narrow service tunnel. He has only a pistol, a few rounds of ammunition, some meagre supplies and his standard issue protective suit.

Sound is easily carried along the twisting maze of tunnels at the heart of the bunker. Though its precise source is unclear, Carlton knows that trouble is uncomfortably near. He suspects the sounds he’s now hearing are almost certainly the beginning of the end. Somewhere in the underground base, intense fighting has broken out.

#

That’s it, I guess. The supplies must have finally run out. It had to happen sooner or later. This base was only ever stocked for around seventy days, and we’re way over that deadline. The fact we lost so many men and women in the battle meant that we’ve lasted a little longer, but I reckon our number’s up.

The day of the battle was when I knew there was no hope for any of us. I’d suspected as much since we arrived down here, but until then I’d done my best to stay positive. It was the lack of information that unnerved me to begin with: no hard facts, no definite instructions. I mean, I’d heard stories about the casualties on the surface and what might have killed them, but while we were safe down here with the doors locked, none of it felt real. I half expected to finally go up top and find that nothing had changed, that we’d been part of some fucked-up psychological experiment, something like that. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

The battle had already been raging for several hours when we were ordered to get suited up to fight. There was no tactical briefing, because there were no fucking tactics. We’d heard that the enemy numbered hundreds of thousands, and we were told to go out there and get rid of as many of them as we could. If it’s not military, we were told, destroy it.

We’d made it as far as the airlock when the retreat began. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I pray to God I never do again. I only managed to get a faint glimpse outside before the doors were closed for good, but it was like hell on Earth out there. Our boys were trying to get back to base but it wasn’t a controlled fall-back. Blokes were just running for their lives. And behind them… Christ, following them into the bunker were thousands of those fucking things. Huge swarms of these bloody monsters that looked like corpses. They were falling apart, barely able to keep going, but you could see that they knew what they were doing. I watched them ripping our people to shreds, trampling them underfoot and tearing at their suits. There was nothing we could do against their numbers. It was like an infinite army, and its soldiers couldn’t be stopped because they were already dead.

The commander gave the order to lock-down the base and all we could do was watch as the chambers were sealed. It was fucking heart-breaking to see men and women that I’d stood alongside and fought with being left out there to die. They’d have kept on fighting for as long as possible, I know they would, but the bodies would have got all of them in the end. I heard there were so many of them that they couldn’t get the main bunker doors closed. There was too much dead meat in the way to get them shut.

I went back up to the decontamination chambers about a week later with a handful of others to do some maintenance checks. We tried to look outside but it was dark and we couldn’t see anything much. We thought the electrics were fucked, but they were still working. It was just that the hangar was full of rotting flesh. The dead things were packed so tight against the doors that the damn things couldn’t even move. There were so many of them they blocked out the light.

All that was sixty-five days ago now. Since then I’ve counted every frigging hour and watched every minute tick past. Hard to believe I’ve lasted this long. Truth be told, it feels like I’ve been here ten times longer.

#

10:17 am.

I just heard gunfire again. Part of me wants to go and find out what’s happening, but I’m not going anywhere. Maybe when it quietens down again I’ll try. I’m going to have to move sooner or later. I’ve run out of food.

#

1:35 pm.

More fighting. More gunshots and more yelling. Bloody hell, I wonder how many others are left alive now? I can still hear their screams in the distance. I keep thinking I recognise their voices but it’s just my mind playing tricks again. Can’t take much more of this. I’m going to try and get closer. See if I can find out what’s happening.

#

Carlton crawled out of the low tunnel where he’d been hiding for what felt like forever, his joints stiff and aching. He tried to move quietly but after being inactive for so long, his movements were clumsy and awkward. His protective suit further reduced his manoeuvrability. He kept it on because it gave him an extra layer of warmth and also because he was too scared to take it off. What if the base was contaminated? He had to take a chance and do without the breathing apparatus, though. It was too bulky and it slowed him down. He held his loaded pistol tightly in his hand.

The service tunnel opened out into a second tunnel which was slightly wider. That tunnel, in turn, eventually connected with an arterial corridor which led to the centre of the base. Carlton decided to see how far he could get.

The lighting around him was virtually non-existent – a dull yellow glow from intermittent emergency lamps, that was all – but it was enough. The darkness was helpful. Any brighter and it would have been difficult to remain hidden.

Carlton paused for a moment to get his bearings. The bunker was a large, sprawling construction which seemed to meander aimlessly underground in every direction. Long, empty tunnels connected storerooms, mess halls and dormitories which were a surprising distance apart. If he was where he thought he was, the next door on his left would be the entrance to the kitchens. He crept further along the corridor, pressed tight against the grubby wall, then stopped when he reached the door. It was half-open. He peered inside. No one there.

It was slightly brighter inside the kitchens, and the relative brightness made his eyes sting after days of dark. It was immediately obvious (and not at all surprising) that the whole area had long since been cleared out. The cupboards and storage areas – those he could see from where he was standing – had been stripped.

Carlton was about to leave the kitchen when something in the layer of rubbish under his feet caught his eye. He kicked a pile of plastic food trays out of the way and saw a hand, sticking up through the garbage as if asking for help. Working quickly, he uncovered the body of Lynn Price, the officer who’d been in charge of the kitchens. The poor bitch had a bread knife buried in her right kidney. A large pool of blood had spilled out over the kitchen floor. In places it was still tacky but most of it was dry. She’d been dead for some time.

Nerves threatened to get the better of Carlton. Did he continue to push further into the base, or should he turn around now and scuttle back to the relative safety of his dark tunnel hideout? Hiding was by far the easier option, but he knew it wouldn’t have done him any good in the long run. If he didn’t find food and water soon, he wouldn’t last. He was already beginning to dehydrate. Christ, what he would have given for a glass of ice-cold water right now. The fact he was standing in the middle of a kitchen only made him feel worse. He pressed on.

The kitchen was connected to the main mess hall. Carlton climbed over a stainless steel worktop then through the wide serving hatch before taking a few tentative steps into the deserted hall. It was in just as bad a state as the kitchen. It looked like there’d been a riot here. Furniture had been upturned and he could see the bodies of at least four more ex-colleagues. He was about to check the vending machines in the corner (obviously empty, but still enticingly illuminated) when the sound of another hail of bullets stopped him in his tracks. That was close. Too close. A moment of cautious silence followed, then the sound of heavy footsteps thundering past the mess hall entrance. From his position he saw four figures rush past the door and carry on down the corridor. He waited for a moment, then looked to see where they’d gone.

‘Carlton,’ a voice hissed at him from out of nowhere. His heart skipped a beat. He spotted a frightened face hiding in another doorway opposite. Who was it? It was difficult to see but he didn’t want to get any closer. Wait, was that Daniel Wright?

‘Dan? Dan, is that you?’

The figure on the other side of the corridor checked in both directions then crossed over into the mess hall. Wright pushed Carlton further back into the shadows.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ he asked, his voice just a whisper. ‘Haven’t seen you in weeks.’

‘Been hiding,’ Carlton replied, giving little away.

‘Sensible move. Best thing to do around here.’

‘What about you?’

‘I was with a few others. Got into a scrap and I took the chance to duck out and get away.’

‘What’s happening?’

‘We’re all waiting to die, didn’t you know? Fucking place is falling apart. People are falling apart. Half those left down here are already dead, and most of them killed themselves.’

Carlton was silent. Nothing Wright said came as a surprise. ‘So what are you doing now?’

‘No bloody idea,’ Wright admitted. ‘Way I see it, there’s not a lot any of us can do.’

The conversation was interrupted by the sounds of another fight breaking out deeper in the base. Wright peered out into the corridor again, then quickly pulled his head back inside.

‘Anything?’

‘Nothing. It’s just a matter of time, though. Won’t be long before this whole fucking place goes up in smoke.’

More noise. Getting closer now. Wright started to shuffle uncomfortably. ‘Where you been hiding then, mate?’ he asked. Carlton didn’t immediately answer. He couldn’t tell him. ‘Come on, man,’ Wright begged as the noise echoing along the corridor continued to increase in volume. ‘Let me come with you. I won’t do anything to get you found, I swear. I just want somewhere safe where I can—’

Soldiers appeared at the end of the corridor. More gunshots. A figure collapsed in a hail of bullets. More troops trampled the fallen body as they ran for shelter.

Carlton wanted to run back to the service tunnel, but he knew Wright would follow and he couldn’t afford to let him. He had to lose him fast.

‘Come on, mate,’ Wright begged. ‘Please…’

In a sudden flash of movement, Wright drew a knife and held it to Carlton’s neck. All Carlton could think about was the suit. Cut me, but don’t cut the bloody suit.

‘I can’t…’ Carlton whimpered.

‘Show me where you’re hiding or I’ll fucking kill you,’ Wright said, his face against the other man’s ear.

‘I can’t,’ he said again, and before Wright realised what he was doing, Carlton shoved his pistol up into his gut and fired. Wright collapsed and Carlton stepped over him, wiping dribbles of blood from his precious suit and checking for tears.

He was about to go out into the corridor when another group of soldiers ran past the mess hall doorway, this time heading in the opposite direction to the first, moving deeper into the base again. More followed, then even more. One of the soldiers straggling at the back of the pack tried to grab hold of Carlton and drag him along with him but Carlton squirmed free. ‘Get out of here,’ the soldier in the corridor screamed at him. ‘Get out of here now. They’re opening the bloody doors!’

Not caring who saw him now, Carlton ran back through the mess hall, climbing back through the serving hatch and sprinting across the kitchen.           He raced back to his hideout as quickly as his tired, under-exercised legs would carry him. He threw himself into the service tunnel, then scrabbled around in the darkness for his breathing apparatus. Hands trembling with nerves, he put on his kit then wedged himself into a gap between two large ducts. He melted back into the darkness and waited.

#

Five soldiers had fought their way into the decontamination chambers at the entrance to the bunker. Their priorities skewed after weeks of frightened isolation, two of them worked to get the sealed doors open while another three held off other troops who fought to prevent the integrity of the base being compromised. Perhaps the risk of infection had finally passed? The men now struggling to open the doors and get outside genuinely believed this was their last chance.

Whenever the soldiers covering those working on the door saw even the slightest glimpse of movement in the corridor leading to the decontamination chambers, they let fly a hail of bullets. Those trying to stop them didn’t stand a chance, such was the position of the doorway being defended. Explosives and grenades were useless too. To use munitions of any strength at this close range would almost certainly cause irreparable damage to the chambers and compromise the base. A few desperate fighters continued to try and prevent the breach at all costs; mostly those who’d been unfortunate enough to have already seen the hell outside, those who’d already fought hand to hand with vast numbers of the unstoppable dead. They’d rather die now than face them again.

It seemed inevitable that the doors would eventually be opened again. It was just a matter of time.

#

Carlton lay on his back in the tunnel, shaking with fear. The world sounded different from behind the mask; muffled, distant and indistinct. It made him feel even more disconnected, even more scared.

He could hear people dying, their screams echoing through this maze of subterranean corridors and passageways. The noises seemed to surround Carlton, coming at him from every angle.

Then it all stopped.

The chaos was replaced by a sudden silence so unexpected and terrifying that it made Carlton lose control of his bladder. He lay on his back in a pool of his own piss and lifted a trembling hand up to his mask, ready to tear it off. I should just do it, just get it over with…

But he couldn’t.

Sobbing with fear, he lay still and waited.

#

The silence had continued for almost two days. In his cramped confinement, Carlton listened intently to the stillness. He was weak with hunger and slept fitfully.

After endless hours of nothing, he finally heard something. Had he imagined it? He held his breath and listened carefully, the rapid thump of his own frightened heartbeat pounding in his ears and threatening to drown out every other sound. What was happening? He’d begun to presume that the all-consuming silence of the last forty or so hours had been a good thing. Surely if the base had been invaded by swarms of decaying bodies he would have seen or heard something by now?

There it was again – the bang and clatter of metal on metal. He had to do something now, he couldn’t wait here any longer. Moving slowly, he slid back down the service corridor to the junction with the second, slightly wider passageway. Once there he crouched down on aching knees and listened again, keeping well out of sight. More noise. This time even further away, still unclear and indistinct, random, almost.        

Carlton moved forward, then stopped when he reached the next corridor. He could see the kitchen door. The lights were lower than before, only the dull yellow back-up lighting still working. He retraced the steps he’d taken a few days earlier, tiptoeing through the wreckage, doing all he could not to make any unnecessary noise. He stepped over the officer’s corpse he’d discovered last time he was here, then slid through the serving hatch and out into the mess hall.

More distant sounds. He primed his pistol, cringing at the uncomfortably loud noise it made, then walked to the end of the hall. He stopped when a figure appeared from a doorway over to his far left. Christ, who was that? The figure wore a soldier’s uniform, but it moved painfully slowly, obviously badly injured.         

Carlton held his breath, trying not to move for fear of giving away his position. Something was very wrong here. The soldier’s head hung heavily over to one side and he seemed to be dragging his feet rather than taking steps. He was now no more than a couple of feet away. He staggered into the dull glow of an emergency light directly overhead, and Carlton recoiled at his nightmarish appearance. What the hell had happened to him? It was as if the life had been drained out of him: his skin was white, almost blanched, and thick, dried blood had dribbled from his mouth, down his chin and onto his uniform. His eyes were unfocused, staring ahead but not actually appearing to look at anything. To all intents and purposes this poor bastard looked dead. Carlton disappeared back into the shadows of the mess hall, and the soldier shuffled past him oblivious.

It had to be the infection. That was the only logical explanation. The integrity of the bunker had been compromised and the germ or whatever it was that had done all the damage outside had been let in. His mind began to work overtime. If everyone else is infected, he thought, then I have to get out of here. Christ, he’d seen for himself what the dead hordes were capable of when they’d forced the military back and entered the hangar almost seventy days ago. And now he found himself trapped on the wrong side of the bunker doors with, potentially, anything up to a hundred of these bloody things. He had to get out of here. He had to get out right now. He didn’t know where he was going or how he was going to get there, but he had to try and make a run for it. He was going to die soon, that much was inevitable, but he wasn’t about to let himself be torn apart at the dead hands of former friends and colleagues. As weak and tired and frightened as he was, he wasn’t prepared to end his days like that. One last push…

Carlton stepped out into the corridor, the dead soldier still tripping away to his right.        

To Carlton’s left the passageway was clear. He limped further down the corridor, passing the door from which the body had emerged and eventually reaching a T-junction. Left or right? All the corridors in this damn place looked as grey and disappointingly featureless as the next. Carlton was disorientated and he couldn’t clearly remember the way to the control room, but he knew if he could reach the control room he was sure he’d then be able to find the communications room. Once he’d made it there he’d be able to work his way back through the maze of tunnels to the decontamination chambers, and that had to be the area he aimed for. If he could reach one of the chambers then, providing there wasn’t still a flood of rotting bodies trying to force their way inside, he’d have a chance, albeit a very slight one, of getting out of the base alive. What happened after that, though, was anyone’s guess.

He turned left. Damn, wrong way. Just the door to a ransacked equipment store and a dead end. He retraced his steps, moving with a little more freedom now. All he had to do was… shit, another soldier up ahead, and he had no option but to pass them. He watched the shabby figure as it tripped towards him and he readied himself to defend against attack. He held up his pistol and aimed it into the other man’s face. ‘Stop,’ he ordered. ‘Stop there or I’ll blow your fucking head off.’

But the dead soldier continued its lethargic advance, and all Carlton could do was shoot. He closed his eyes and squeezed the trigger and winced as the deafening sound of the gunshot echoed throughout the underground complex, taking forever to fade away. When he dared look again he saw that the soldier’s corpse had crumbled to the ground in front of him, the top of its head missing. Crimson red dripped from the grey corridor walls. Carlton was so preoccupied with the bloody mess that he failed to notice another two figures approaching until they’d almost reached the corpse on the floor. Without stopping to consider his actions, he fired off two more shots at close range.

At the end of this corridor was the control room. More through luck than judgement, he’d found it.

Carlton weaved around empty desks and redundant computer equipment. Another body staggered towards him but, rather than waste precious time fighting, this time he simply stepped out of its way and the vacuous thing blundered past. It didn’t even appear to have seen him.

Out of the control room now. Another left turn, straight down the corridor to the very end and then right. Jesus Christ, yet another one of them. He shot this one in the face – the passageway was too narrow to take any chances. He stepped over the corpse and pushed through the door into the communications room. And then he stopped. But it wasn’t bodies stopping him this time, it was self-doubt. Another couple of hundred metres or so of corridor and he’d be outside the decontamination chambers. Did he really want to do this? Could he do it? More to the point, was there any alternative? Carlton realised his choices now were appallingly grim: stay underground with around a hundred undead soldiers for company, or try and get up to the surface and face the possibility of having to deal with many, many more bodies up top. The thought of getting out of the bunker was the deciding factor. Okay, so it might not be any better (it would probably be much worse) aboveground, but at least he’d be out in the open, if only for a few minutes. Imagine not seeing the sky again, he thought to himself. Imagine dying in this place and never seeing the sun. His decision was made.

Carlton paused for a second longer to catch his breath, then left the communications room through another exit and ran headlong into a crowd of seven more bodies, all of them struggling to get down a corridor which was only wide enough for two. Instinctively he began to kick and punch at them, either battering them to the ground or dragging them out of the way. They offered next to no resistance as he angrily beat a clear path through.

The corridor ahead was clear now, and he could see through to the doors into the decontamination chambers. Just a few metres further… but there were yet more bodies to get past first. In the doorway leading into the main chamber lay a pile of fallen corpses, blood-soaked and riddled with fresh bullet holes. Bloody hell, the creature at the very bottom of the gory heap was still moving! In the chamber itself more corpses staggered around aimlessly. Doing his best to ignore their disarmingly insistent, clumsy movements, Carlton focused on the open decontamination chamber doors, preparing himself for the expected onslaught of endless thousands of savage corpses, all baying angrily for his flesh.

But where he had expected to see such frantic activity, he instead saw nothing. No movement at all. Complete stillness. Unexpected calm.

In disbelief, convinced his tired eyes must be deceiving him, Carlton pushed away the last of the dumb bodies still moving around the chamber, and walked up to the final door which separated the interior of the bunker from the diseased world outside. He could see that the huge hangar doors were still open and much of the vast cavern was filled with harsh but beautiful sunlight. He looked out at an utterly unbelievable scene, then took a single, very hesitant, step out into the hangar.

The cavernous place was virtually unrecognisable, the air filled with the angry noise of millions of swarming flies and other insects. He carefully put his foot down on the ground, his boot sinking into a putrefied sea of human remains several inches deep. Bloody hell, the whole of the chamber was coated with a layer of stinking, rotten flesh. As he looked deeper into the sickening quagmire he was able to make out features – bones, the remains of clothing, abandoned weapons and armour. And some of it was moving! All around the apparently endless grey-green-red mire he could see occasional twitches of movement.

Overcome by the horror of what surrounded him, and almost forgetting the fact that he was now outside the inner sanctum of the bunker, Carlton moved slowly forward through the once-human sludge. He forced himself to look up rather than down as he dragged his tired feet along. It was easier to scrape the soles of his boots rather than take proper steps and risk losing his footing and sliding deeper into the gore.

Before long he had reached the bottom of the ramp which would lead him back up into the rest of the world. He didn’t hesitate to start climbing. No matter what he found up there, it couldn’t be any worse than the sickening pit of death he was already standing in, could it?

It was difficult to make any progress up the flesh-covered incline. His boots struggled for grip in the slime and filth. Eventually he dropped down onto his hands and knees and began to crawl, still angling his head upwards so that he didn’t have to look at what he was crawling through. He kept moving steadily, trying to think about absolutely anything that might distract him from this slurry of rotting human remains. Whilst generally slippery and creamy and almost liquefied in places, the gruesome mixture was full of brittle bones and pieces of abandoned military equipment. Don’t rip the suit, he desperately told himself, for Christ’s sake, don’t rip the suit.

He finally reached the top of the ramp. Before standing up he closed his eyes and remembered the lush green countryside which had surrounded the base. It had been the last thing he’d seen before they’d disappeared underground four months ago. Since then he’d been haunted by a lost vision of the blue sky, bright sun and endless rolling hills. He’d thought he’d never get to see it again.

Carlton carefully got up and walked outside. Then he slowly lifted his head.

The sky was just as deep and blue and perfect as he remembered, but everything else… Christ, what had happened to the world? For as far as he could see in every direction the ground had been scarred by battle. Mud replaced grass, there were huge craters and dips where munitions had exploded, trees had been scorched and burned down to blackened stumps. And as for the bodies… God, the bodies… Carlton was completely still, transfixed by the horror all around him. Everywhere he looked he saw more and more of the dead. The withered skeletons of his former colleagues, still wrapped in what remained of their now useless protective suits, lay alongside the others, their corpses frequently entangled, entwined forever with those they’d died fighting. And even here there was still some movement. Subtle and indistinct, but occasionally some of the bodies were still moving: too decayed to get up, twitching where they’d fallen. Bloody hell, hadn’t these things suffered enough?

Disconsolate, Carlton began to slowly walk away from the underground base.

#

It was a cold, dry and bright winter morning. The precise time, day, date and season didn’t matter anymore, because Carlton knew this day would be his last. Or if not today then it would be tomorrow or, at the very latest, the day after that. He couldn’t imagine lasting any longer. If he was honest, he didn’t want to.

Months back, when the fighting began, he’d completely failed to appreciate the scale of the battle which raged on the surface. As time progressed he’d heard plenty of rumours and reports, but no one had accurately conveyed the full enormity of what had happened. This endless devastation was hard to comprehend. It seemed to go on forever. He’d walked for hours and yet he was still surrounded by craters, abandoned military machinery and bodies. Endless hordes of putrefying bodies… flickers of movement…

He guessed that he must have covered several miles by the time he reached the outermost edge of the battlefield. It had clouded over and the light had faded but he could see that the number of bodies and the scarring of the land had definitely reduced. A short distance further and the world around him began to appear deceptively normal and familiar. He saw lush green grass, undamaged trees, and even birds flitting about above him. For a few seconds he allowed himself a faint glimmer of hope. Might there yet be an escape from this nightmare? But then, as the first few drops of icy winter rain trickled down his visor, he was reminded of the need for his protective suit. He remembered the germ in the air which had caused all of the devastation, and all illusions of salvation and normality were immediately shattered.

Carlton stumbled through several more fields before reaching a narrow road which twisted through the countryside. For a while he walked along it, instinctively keeping close to the hedge at the side of the road should anything be coming the other way. The longer he walked, however, the louder the silence around him became. He quickly accepted there would be no car, van, bike or any other vehicle along this road today. Today – for one day only – he was completely alone in the world.

Further down the track, Carlton finally came across a car. It was a small saloon. He stopped and stared at it for a moment. There was nothing special about it, and perhaps that was its strange attraction. It looked so ordinary, so normal. In the bizarre world he was moving through, however, what he considered usual was now most certainly not. The car appeared completely at odds with its surroundings. Carlton looked further and saw that it had been parked on a patch of gravel next to a gap in the hedgerow. It was a drive. Curious, he took a few steps away from the road and saw that he was in front of a house. It took him a while to be able to properly distinguish the outline of the building. Once typical and ordinary, today the house looked subtly different. Its garden was unkempt and overgrown, and he imagined this was the first sign of the building being swallowed up by the countryside, reclaimed. Its windows were opaque with cobwebs and dust. Carlton stood and stared for a while longer before moving on.

Another house, then another and then another. Soon he found himself in the middle of an empty village. It was perfectly still – like a freeze-frame – and uncomfortably eerie. Several buildings on one side of the village had been destroyed by fire and were now little more than charred black outlines of their former selves. The rest of the silent shops and houses looked dirty and neglected like the first house he’d seen. He stopped in the middle of the road and thought about calling out, but what good would it do? What if he found someone? For a moment his heart leapt, because there had to be survivors, didn’t there? But then reality hit home. What could they do for him? More to the point, what would they expect him to do for them?

Carlton continued to walk until he could go no further. He followed the road as it trailed back out of the village and dragged himself along it as it wound up and around the side of a hill. The earlier rain had passed and the world was now drenched with bright winter sunlight again. The sun was well on its way down towards the horizon, a huge incandescent orange disc now. The lone soldier watched its descent with fascination and a fond sadness, knowing he probably wouldn’t be here to see it rise again tomorrow.

At the top of the hill, the exhausted man clambered over a wooden stile, then sat down at the top edge of a steep field. There were a few sheep at the bottom of the field, and from where he sat he could see cows and horses in the distance. His eyes were tired and his vision was beginning to blur but he scanned the horizon constantly. It occurred to him that from up here he couldn’t see a single trace of man. It would be there if he looked hard enough, but he didn’t want to. Buildings, roads and everything else seemed to have been absorbed back into the land. Carlton felt an overwhelming sense of alienation and isolation, like he no longer belonged here, but at the same time he was glad he’d been given this final opportunity to see the world once more.

It was getting dark. One last thing to do.

Carlton unclipped his pistol from its holster on his belt and checked it was loaded. He’d planned this. He’d spent all afternoon thinking about it. He wanted to remain in control to the very end, to deny the infection one last victim and at the same time ensure his death was as final as it should always have been.

Nervous, shaking with cold, he pulled off his face mask and slipped the end of the pistol into his mouth. He pressed it against the roof of his mouth, gagging as he shoved the oily metal to the back of his throat, then paused.

Should it have happened by now?

He sucked in cool, clean air through his nose, too afraid to take the gun out of his mouth just in case the infection caught him before he was able to fire. He’d heard his former colleagues in the bunker talking about a germ which struck and killed in seconds, so why hadn’t it got him? He’d heard about people spitting blood as they were asphyxiated, so why couldn’t he feel anything? Was it over already, or was the air here clear? He couldn’t believe that – the last soldiers in the base had been infected just a couple of days earlier.

But the seconds continued to tick by…

The only explanation, he finally decided after several minutes had passed, is that I must be immune. He almost laughed, choking on his pistol. All that time! All those unbearably long and painful days, weeks and months spent down there underground and I could have walked out at any time!

Another minute had passed. Still no reaction.

Carlton took the pistol out of his mouth, shook his head and laughed out loud. A perfect end to the day, he thought as he grinned and lay back on the grass. The air was sweet. It tasted good.

Just a few more minutes, he thought.

Carlton looked up into the sky, the first few stars starting to appear, and he thought about his family and friends and all he had lost. He thought about the nightmare of being buried underground and how he’d had to battle through the reanimated bodies of his dead colleagues to get outside. He thought about Daniel Wright, the soldier he’d killed in cold blood just a few days earlier, and the others he’d subsequently fought. He thought about the fact that right now, he might well be the only man left alive.

Carlton thought about the aching in his bones. He thought about his appalling physical condition, the dehydration and malnourishment. He thought about how much effort it would take now to find food and clean water, and how much of a struggle it would be to try and make himself well. The village he’d walked through earlier would be the most sensible place to start. He thought about all those empty, dead buildings and the distance he’d have to cover to get back there. He thought about the cold and the oncoming winter and how hard it would be to survive. He thought about the effort everything would take now and whether any of it would be worth it. He thought about being alone, about doing all of this by himself. No one to talk to when things got tough. No one to share the highs and many lows with. No one to hold him at the end of each day and tell him he’d done good, and that they loved him and they were proud of him.

Carlton enjoyed the next hour. He lay on the grass and dozed and daydreamed until the light had all but disappeared and the clear sky above him was full of stars. Millions of stars, he thought, just one man.

Calm, composed and completely sure, he slipped the pistol back into his mouth and fired.
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When I look around the school yard at the other kids’ parents, I can’t help wondering if their lives could be anymore different to ours. I see the same faces here day after day, all of them so absorbed in their individual problems and routines, never stopping to think about anything outside of their own little worlds. Sometimes I picture Joe in his class, talking with his friends about what jobs their parents do. One’s dad might be a cop, another a bus driver. Sally’s mom is a lawyer, and Kyle’s dad owns a store. I imagine the teacher going around the room, asking each kid in turn. And then it gets to Joe, and the class falls silent. My dad stays at home, he tells them, but my mom’s a brilliant scientist. She’s going to save the world. The teacher tells him to stop telling lies while the rest of the class piss themselves laughing.

Thing is, it’s true. Gillian Huxtable – my wife, Joe’s mom – is doing exactly that.

Joe appears in the doorway, almost the last one out as usual. He scans the yard then catches my eye and runs over, weaving through the mass of other kids trying to get away from school. He might only be seven, but my little man looks so grown up. He digs deep into his rucksack and finds a carton of juice, then throws the bag at me and races off after one of his friends.

He’s waiting for me when I get down to the gate. He always is.

‘You okay, Joe? Had a good day?’

‘Pretty good,’ he says, breathing hard from the run.

‘What did you do?’

‘Just stuff,’ he answers, shrugging his shoulders, and I know that’s all I’m going to get. Doesn’t matter. He’s happy. I know he’d tell me if anything was wrong. We talk a lot, Joe and me.

We stop at the store to pick up some food. I let him choose what we’re having for dinner, then grab something else for Gill and me when he’s not looking. Neither of us are big on processed chicken bites.

Joe disappears as soon as we get to the apartment. He does this every day after class. He calls it his ‘me time’, though Christ knows where he picked that phrase up from. I don’t mind. Gives me chance to cook before Gill gets back. She said she’d be home just after five.

#

I delay dinner because Gill’s usually late but, when it gets to half six, Joe and I eat. He’s hungry. It’s not fair to make him wait any longer.

‘Where’s Mom?’ he asks.

‘Gone to the circus.’

‘Really?’

‘No, just kidding. She’s still at work.’

He shoves more chicken into his mouth. ‘That’s okay though, isn’t it,’ he says, mouth too full, ‘she’s doing important stuff.’

‘She certainly is.’

‘And no one else can do it, can they?’

‘Not as far as I know. Your mom’s a clever lady. One of the cleverest people I’ve met. Far cleverer than me.’

‘But you’re clever too, right?’

‘Suppose. I passed all my exams. Mom took more exams than me though.’

‘So you got beaten by a girl?’

‘Not beaten. It’s not a competition. And anyway, it’s not a girl, it’s the girl. Your mom is truly gifted.’

‘And she’s going to save the world?’

‘That’s what she keeps telling me, and if that’s what she says, then that’s what she’ll do.’

‘Will we see more of her when she’s done?’

‘I expect so.’

#

It’s gone nine by the time Gill gets home. Joe tried to stay awake to see her, but he’s spark out. She carefully opens the door and creeps into the apartment like a kid back late from a party they weren’t supposed to go to. And the first thing she sees is me sitting there like a parent about to hit the roof. For a second she looks concerned.

‘Sorry, Simon,’ she says, kicking off her shoes and draping her coat over the back of a chair.

‘It’s all right,’ I tell her, and I mean it. She’s under a huge amount of pressure right now. As long as she’s okay I don’t care what time she comes home. There’s a weight of expectation on her shoulders and I can barely imagine how it must feel. ‘You hungry?’

‘Starving.’

I get up and stretch, feeling guilty because I fell asleep in front of the TV just now. I warm her dinner in the microwave, pour her a glass of wine, then take it all through. She’s waiting at the table, her head in her hands.

‘Thank you. You had a good day?’ she asks, yawning.

‘Fine.’

‘Joe okay?’

‘Yeah, he’s okay. He tried to stay up but didn’t make it.’

‘I didn’t know I was going to be this late.’

‘You say that most nights.’

She smiles with resignation, and reaches across and squeezes my hand. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Tough day?’

‘You could say that. I can’t seem to get it through to those dumb fuckers that if they want results, I need to be left to get on with the work. Interrupting me every couple of days for progress reviews and demanding endless reports won’t help anyone, you know?’

‘I know, but this is the military we’re dealing with don’t forget.’

‘I don’t know which are worse, the morons in Defence or the politicians. I hate them all the same.’

‘You’re getting there though, right?’

She nods her head and drinks more wine. ‘I think so. They want everything delivered yesterday. They don’t seem to understand how long something like this takes. I can’t work any faster, and I’m not working more hours.’

‘There aren’t any hours left to work.’

‘You know what I mean, Si. It would help if I wasn’t surrounded by grunts all the time. If they thought more about the process and less about the end result we’d probably have fewer arguments and we’d get there much quicker.’

‘You think they’re getting annoyed because you’re moonlighting?’

‘I’m not moonlighting. You have to stop saying that.’

‘Okay, but you are using their funding and resources to develop something that’s not for the military.’

‘It’s a double-edged sword. Same overall process, two very different applications.’

‘Try explaining that to your grunts.’

‘I have, believe me.’

‘I can see why they might get pissed off, though. All that cash they’ve thrown your way, and you have the audacity to actually want to help people, not kill them?’

I stop talking when she puts down her fork and glares at me. ‘Are you deliberately trying to wind me up?’

‘Yes. Is it working?’

‘Beautifully.’

‘Good. I love it when you’re angry. Have I ever told you how sexy I think you look in your lab coat? I wish you’d order me about the same way you do poor old Alfie.’

‘Don’t even get me started on Alfie. He drives me to distraction. He’s a stereotypical science nerd, you know? Great ability, fantastic qualifications, but no common sense. I don’t know how he functions in the real world. Do you know what he did today?’

‘No, and I don’t want to. Finish your dinner, drink too much wine, then come to bed with me.’

#

It’s hard to sleep when you haven’t done a lot all day. I used to feel incredibly guilty, but I’m slowly getting used to it. It’s just the way it has to be for now.

It’s late and I can’t sleep. I look across at Gill lying next to me. She was out the second her head hit the pillow. Things won’t always be this way, but I know it’s how it has to be for now. You’re a kept man, she teases me daily. Make the most of it. Enjoy it while it lasts.

#

Joe loves coming to the lab. Gill was gone by the time he woke up this morning. When she called at lunchtime and told me it was going to be another late night, I decided to pick up the kid from school and bring him straight over here so we can all spend a little time together. If the mountain won’t come to Mohammad, etcetera etcetera.

The lab always reminds me of something out of a David Cronenberg movie. This downtown area is ripe for investment and redevelopment, and it looks like something’s finally happening. There’s a lot of construction traffic and signage around that wasn’t here last week. It’s about time.

The building itself looks like little more than a dilapidated shell from the outside, appearing almost on the verge of dereliction, and I guess that was half the appeal. You’d never suspect that anything with the potential to be world-changing could happen in a shit-hole like this. If you asked anyone where the major scientific developments were being made in this city, they’d all point you in the direction of the gleaming glass and metal spires at the high end of town. They couldn’t be more wrong. Those places are filled with bankers and other people who think they’re important but aren’t. This is where the real advances are being made.

We park the car and I walk Joe down the dingy back-alley to the building entrance, gripping his hand tight just in case. With tall blocks on either side, it’s dark here even in daylight.

The lobby of the building smells of piss, stale-beer, and other things I don’t even want to think about. The lift’s temperamental and Joe never feels safe in the rattling metal cage so we take the stairs to the top floor. He runs on ahead, leaving me behind, carrying the pizza. I can hear his footsteps thumping on the steps and occasionally I see a flicker of movement or a glimpse of his shadow so I know he’s okay. There’s no one else here. Three of the four floors are empty, and on the top floor there are PIN codes and biometric codes and good old-fashioned traditional locks and bolts preventing unauthorised access. Gill can’t afford to take any risks. This entire place can be locked down quicker than you can say ‘lock it down’.

He’s waiting for me on the gloomy landing, leaning against the door, waiting for me to enter my PIN. We go through, the four, high-pitched bleeps and the clunk of the locking mechanism announcing our arrival. And here’s where things change. Beyond this corridor and the next strengthened door is another world. The lab cost a small fortune to design and install, and no expense was spared. In effect it’s a hermetically-sealed shell which was dropped into the top floor of the existing building. Within it are office, living and meeting spaces, and two further, even more rigorously sealed inner units. Gill and Alfie sometimes have to handle seriously dangerous shit in there. They can’t take any chances.

A second PIN and a retina scan and we’re almost inside. Light floods through the inch thick safety glass, spilling into the corridor.

‘I saw your number,’ Joe says.

‘You shouldn’t have been looking. Don’t tell Mom.’

He laughs. ‘Can you fix it so it takes pictures of my eye?’ he asks as I lean into the camera.

‘You’re too short,’ I tell him. ‘You’re only just tall enough to reach the handle. You need to grow first.’

He punches me and I push him through the door. Gill spots him straight away. ‘Hey you!’ she shouts, and he runs over. He jumps up and wraps his arms around her. I check the doors are locked behind me then go through, passing Alfie who’s working at a desk strewn with papers.

‘Evening, Simon,’ he says, glancing up from his computer screen for the briefest of moments.

‘You okay, Alfie?’

‘I’m fine,’ he replies with his typical, Vulcan-like lack of emotion. And that’s it. Conversation over.

‘You okay to take a break?’ I ask Gill. She’s already sitting on the sofa with Joe in the rest area. I take the pizza over and Joe dives in. ‘How are things? Had a better day?’

‘Much better,’ she answers. ‘No generals or bureaucrats to deal with today.’

‘Generals?’ Joe says, puzzled. ‘Generals are soldiers, aren’t they?’

Gill looks over at me before answering. ‘That’s right, honey.’

‘Why soldiers?’

‘There are lots of people interested in what we’re doing here.’

‘I know that, but why soldiers?’

Sometimes Joe acts older than his years. Most kids would just accept there are soldiers involved somewhere along the line and leave it at that. Not our boy. He needs more.

‘There are some nasty people in the world, you know that, don’t you?’ Gill says.

‘Of course I do. What’s that got to do with it?’

‘Can you remember what I’ve told you before about what we’re doing here?’

‘Not really. A little…’

‘Okay, so you know when you get sick and you go to the doctor, what happens?’

‘Time off school?’

‘That’s not what Mom means,’ I interrupt, and Joe flashes me a quick grin.

‘Medicine,’ he says.

‘Exactly,’ says Gill. ‘Right now, if you need medicine, the doctor can give you a pill or a capsule, maybe even a jab.’

‘I don’t like needles.’

‘I know you don’t. Neither does your dad,’ she continues, winking at me. Joe gorges on his pizza as Gill explains. ‘You know how you sometimes hear about diseases going crazy? It happens in other countries usually. Pandemics. Have you heard that word?’

‘Don’t think so.’

‘You remember last year when half your class was off with a cold at the same time?’ I ask him.

‘I remember.’

‘Well a pandemic is like that but much, much worse. Lots of people getting really sick at the same time.’

‘Sometimes the reason that happens is because we can’t get enough medicine to enough people,’ Gill says, ‘either because it’s too expensive or too dangerous. So what we’re doing here is trying to find a way of giving those people their medicine and making them better without having to give them pills or shots. Does that make sense?’

‘I think so, but how else can you give it to them?’

‘In the air,’ she explains. ‘That’s what we’re trying to do. Just pump it into the sky so it can make everyone better at once.’

He chews on his pizza and nods thoughtfully.

‘Your mom’s pretty smart, isn’t she?’ Alfie says, finally coming over and helping himself to a slice.

Joe nods. ‘I still don’t get why there were soldiers here though.’

Gill looks across at me again. How much do we tell him? How much does he need to know?

‘The world can be a rough place at times, son,’ I say. ‘People fall out and start fighting.’

‘Don’t patronise me, Dad. I know about wars.’

‘Never mind that, when did you find out what patronise means?’

Gill takes over. ‘So our soldiers try not to start these fights, but they have to do what they can to look after people like us, don’t they?’

He thinks about what she’s said. ‘So they want what you’re making so they can spread bad medicine, is that it? To sort out all the bad people who start all the fights?’

‘That’s one option,’ Alfie says with his usual lack of tact. Gill jumps in quick.

‘Sometimes bad people try to use diseases to make innocent people sick. They’re terrorists, Joe. You’ve heard that word before, right? What we’re doing is making something that’ll stop those germs from working. Kind of like a shield. It’ll stop the bad stuff getting through. Understand?’

‘Think so.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yep. I need to pee.’

With that he jumps up and disappears into just about the only other room he can get into here without a PIN code or military-level clearance.

‘You think he’s okay with all of that?’ I ask Gill.

‘Joe’s a smart kid. He can tell when someone’s avoiding answering his questions. Best to tell him straight.’

‘He’ll probably talk at school.’

‘I’ll get him to sign a non-disclosure form.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘So what if he does? To be honest, Si, I bet he already has. Thing is, no one will believe him. He could give them the address of this place and it wouldn’t matter. Anyone coming here would take one look and think he was making it all up.’ She looks up as Joe comes running back over and reaches for another slice of pizza. ‘Did you wash your hands?’

‘Yep,’ he says, though he probably hasn’t. Gill pulls him close and holds him tight.

‘Enough about my boring work, what have you been up to today sunshine?’

#

I drop Joe off at school first thing then run a few mundane errands, trying to avoid going back home because I know there’s equally mundane stuff waiting there that I don’t want to do. I missed a call from Gill while I was filling up the car. I’m in the neighbourhood, so I drive over to the lab to see her. There’s a car I don’t recognise parked in the alleyway next to Gill’s and Alfie’s. Unusual plates. Dark windows. Sinister looking.

‘Who the hell’s this?’ some stuffed suit demands when I get upstairs and let myself into the lobby area of the lab.

‘This is my husband, Simon,’ Gill tells him. She looks flustered and angry.

‘And he has full access to your research and facilities?’ the suit continues, talking about me as if I’m not here.

‘No, though he does have some limited access,’ she tries to explain. ‘Simon sometimes helps out with processing and data entry, and occasionally transcribes my notes. It’s all authorised. He has the right clearance levels and he’s been background checked.’

‘Does the General know about this?’

‘I haven’t made a point of telling him, but he appreciates we need some level of administrative support. Look, Simon and I have a son. Simon looks after him so I can work full-time. I’m here all hours so it just wouldn’t be feasible not to allow—’

‘I’m not happy about this.’

I’m conscious that I’m standing in the middle of this discussion like a spare prick at a wedding. I offer the guy my hand, but he doesn’t react.

‘This is Mr Jenkins,’ Gill says, ‘one of General Nicholls’ team. He was just leaving.’

That explains it. I’m starting to think I shouldn’t have come here. Maybe that was why Gill called, to tell me to stay away? I should have checked first.

‘I’ll get out of the way.’

Even from the living space on the other side of the lab I can still hear everything. Jenkins’ voice is naturally loud, and Gill is clearly exasperated. I try to talk to Alfie but he stays focused on his work, not wanting to get involved.

‘This is just symptomatic of the kind of issues we’re having with your approach here.’

‘But does it matter? If you’re getting results then—’

‘We’re not getting results though, are we?’

‘We’re just a few months away from finishing this now, Jenkins. Years of progress and it’s just a matter of weeks before we can give you everything you’ve—’

‘Save your breath, Dr Huxtable, we’ve been through this before. You know our position now. We’ll talk again tomorrow when you’ve had time to consider the options.’

And with that he’s gone. Gill walks him down to his car. I watch from the window as he disappears, then wait for her to return. She seems to take forever coming back up to the top floor.

‘What was all that about?’ I ask.

‘They’re shutting us down,’ she says, in tears. ‘They’re pulling our funding. We’re so close, Simon, but it’s not good enough for them. They think they have enough experience and data to take the project on in-house.’

‘So what are you going to do?’

She slumps down into the nearest chair. ‘How much did you hear?’

‘Not much.’

‘They’ve given me an ultimatum. I can walk away from all of this, or I can go and work for the General on his terms. Not much of a choice, really.’

‘You didn’t answer my question. Those are the options they’ve given you, but what are you going to do? What do you want to do?’

‘I can’t go and work for the military, Si, I just can’t. The second I sell out and jump in bed with them exclusively is the second the rest of my research dies. The vaccination applications, the humanitarian aspects of what we’re doing here… all that will be forgotten. Oh, sure, they’ll tell me otherwise to keep me sweet, but we both know it’ll happen. I can’t turn my back on what we’ve been doing here, Simon, you know I can’t.’

‘You knew this would happen eventually though.’

‘But we were so close…’

‘So what happens next?’

She sighs and looks up at the ceiling. ‘I’ve only been able to keep working because the military were bankrolling us. Without their cash I’m screwed. I mean, they’ll give me a pay off and as long as they’ve got the research Jenkins says they’ll negotiate on these premises, let me stay a while longer…’

‘So do that. How much longer do you need?’

‘How long’s a piece of string?’

‘Well are we talking weeks, months or years?’

‘Six months maybe. A year at the outside.’

‘And can we do it? Can we afford it with what they’re giving you?’

‘No way. I’ve got maybe a third of what I need.’

‘What if I went back to work? Then there’s the equity in the apartment…’

‘It’s a possibility.’

I think carefully before I ask my next question. I’m not sure how she’ll take it. ‘And are you completely sure you can’t work with them? I mean, you’ve been working on your stuff without them knowing since you started here. Couldn’t you just carry on?’

She shakes her head. ‘Not that simple. The General has made it very clear that I’d be part of a team under his direct command. I get the impression I’d have to account for every second of my time. I just know I wouldn’t be able to work on anything but the military applications of the project.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

Gill doesn’t answer. She gets up and starts pacing the room, tears flooding down her face now. I move towards her but she pushes me away, not wanting to be touched.

‘Why can’t they see?’ she sobs. ‘My work has the potential to save thousands of lives, millions even, but they’re not interested. Profit and politics comes first. They’re too busy starting wars to realise how pointless what they’re doing really is.’

‘You’ll never change them. It’s a mind-set. It’s why the fuckers with all the guns keep telling us they work for the Department of Defence. Bastards.’

‘I can’t do it, Si,’ she says, finally relenting and reaching out for me. I hold her tight, her body rocking in my arms as she sobs. ‘I can’t turn my back on my research. I couldn’t live with myself if I don’t see it through.’

‘Then don’t. Tell them to stick their job and keep working here. We’ll find a way.’

#

Considering the economic environment, finding work was pretty easy. So far it’s mostly been cleaning, bar work, or flipping burgers alongside people half my age, but they all pay and I’ve been able to juggle them around Joe. Selling the apartment has given us a temporary financial cushion, but it also seems to have increased the pressure on Gill. It’s been a struggle since we moved into the cramped living quarters in the lab. More than that, she knows that once the money from the apartment has gone, that’s it. We’ve nothing else to fall back on.

At least Joe gets to see more of his mom now. Shame the three of us don’t get to spend as much family time together as we’d like. The novelty’s definitely worn off, and Joe gets left alone in front of the TV more than either of us would like, but I keep telling myself that this is only temporary. It’s been almost three months now. It’ll all be worth it when Gill gets to present her research.

She had to let Alfie go. Truth be told, that was probably a good thing and it was partly my suggestion. This place is our home now, and it didn’t feel appropriate having him around so much. To be honest, I think he was glad to leave. We made it easy for him, and he hinted he had something else lined up. It means I’ve been having to take up some of the slack, of course. I feel like a glorified secretary a lot of the time, typing up Gill’s notes and helping document her progress.

Things are different when I look around the school yard now. Now I feel like the rest of the parents: tired and irritable, struggling to make ends meet. Of course if the teacher went around the class and asked, Joe would still tell them all his mom’s busy saving the world. I don’t know how much of what’s going on he’s picked up. He’s a bright kid, though. He knows we’re stressing, and he also knows sleeping on a camp-bed next to your parents on the floor of a science lab isn’t how most kids his age spend their time.

‘Hey Dad!’ he shouts as he runs over, pushing his way through the crowds.

‘Hey you!’

I grab his hand and take his bag.

‘Where are we going?’ he asks.

‘Home.’

‘You mean the lab?’

‘Yep.’

‘Can we go somewhere else?’

‘Like where?’

‘The park? Please, Dad.’

‘Believe me, Joe, there’s nothing I’d rather do. Sorry, though, not tonight.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’ve got work.’

‘Again?’

‘Again.’

‘You’re always at work.’

‘At least it means you get to spend time with your mom.’

‘I’d rather spend time with you.’

‘Don’t say that. Do you have any idea how much Mom loves you?’

‘Nope. She’s always working.’

We stop walking and I crouch down so I’m at Joe’s eye-level. ‘Don’t talk like that, sunshine. Mom and I love you more than anything else in the world.’

‘I know you do.’

‘Mom does too.’

‘She doesn’t show it. I hate it when you’re not there, Dad. It’s like I don’t matter anymore. She’s always tired and cross. When I ask her to do stuff with me she just gets mad and shouts, then she gets upset when I get upset. I don’t like it.’

‘I’ll talk to her.’ We stay staring at each other for a few seconds longer. ‘What do you want for dinner, champ?’

He shrugs his shoulders. ‘Burger, maybe?’

‘Burger it is.’ I grab his hand and cross the road to get to the nearest place. Giving my son a treat is the very least I can do. I’m going to spend most of the evening flipping burgers for other people. Why shouldn’t Joe get one too?

#

It’s late when I get back, but Gill’s still working. I was hoping she’d have stopped and spent the time with Joe, but I know she hasn’t. She barely looks up when I say hello. I strip and shower, then make us both some coffee. ‘Thanks,’ she mumbles, barely lifting her eyes from the computer screen.

‘We need to talk,’ I tell her.

‘What about?’

‘About Joe. About us.’

I’ve been dreading this all night. At least now she’s listening. She takes off her glasses and rubs her eyes. ‘I knew this was coming.’

‘Doesn’t that make it worse?’

She’s still distracted by the numbers on the screen. I switch the monitor off and she slumps back.

‘Gill, stop. Listen.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘I was talking to Joe before work. He’s struggling.’

‘I’m struggling too…’

‘You’re thirty-two, he’s eight. Did you talk to him tonight?’

‘Didn’t see much of him.’

‘Is that because he wasn’t in here, or because you were too busy to look?’

‘Both… Shit, I don’t know. What am I supposed to do, Si? I can’t stop working. We don’t know how long we’ve got left before the money runs out, and if I stop now it’ll all have been for nothing. I can’t give up on this… you know what’s at stake.’

‘I know, I know. Believe me, Gill, I know exactly where you’re coming from.’

‘So what are you asking me to do? Make a choice?’

‘No… yes… Christ, I’m not sure. Something’s got to change, that’s all I know. Joe’s our responsibility. He should be our priority.’

‘It’s not that simple.’

There’s an awkward silence. I sense she wants to get back to work but it’s late. Too late.

‘Come to bed, Gill.’

She reluctantly gets up and I hold her. At first she just stands there, then slowly she melts. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers.

‘Don’t be. It’s not your fault. It’s an impossible situation. We all know how important what you’re doing is.’

‘I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place. Damned if I don’t, damned if I do.’

‘It’s not as bad as you’re making it sound.’

‘Isn’t it? From where I’m standing it looks that way. From here my ultimate choice looks simple. I have to choose between my son and everyone else. You’re asking me to make an impossible decision.’

#

Some days it’s hard fitting everything in, other days it’s a breeze. Thankfully, today is one of those days. I dropped Joe at school first thing, then worked the cleaning job through until early afternoon. That’s me done for the day now. I’ve got a night off, and I’m going to convince Gill to take a break too.

I have to slam on the brakes and give way when a car races out of the mouth of the alleyway alongside the lab. Was that Alfie? He’s gone too fast for me to see, but I ask Gill as soon as I get up to the top floor.

‘Yes, it was Alfie.’

‘What did he want?’

‘To confess his sins.’

‘What?’

‘The little bastard jumped straight into bed with the General and Jenkins, didn’t he.’

‘You thought he might.’

‘I’d hoped he wouldn’t.’

Something’s not right here. Something’s seriously wrong. Gill’s seething.

‘So what’s happened?’

She sweeps her arm across the desk in rage, sending papers flying, then kicks her chair across the lab. She thumps the wall, and manages to trigger the containment protocol in her fit of temper. She panics when she realises what she’s done, but she’s too angry to think straight. Warning lights flash and the alarm starts to sound. The secure doors slide shut and bolt themselves and air hisses, sealing off one of the inner labs. She shuts it all off quickly enough, thumping her PIN into the override keypad, then leaning against the panel so the system can scan her retina. She leans against the wall as everything slowly resets, breathing hard.

‘Talk to me, Gill.’

She’s still too angry to talk. Then, finally, she speaks. ‘Alfie came to tell me he’d walked out in protest. The fucking idiots have launched.’

‘Launched? Launched what?’

‘What do you think? The military have triggered the ADP.’

‘ADP?’

‘Airborne Defence Program. That’s what they’re calling it now.’

‘And does it really matter? They beat you to it, so what? You can just keep working on your research and—’

‘But they can’t have fully tested it. They haven’t had time. Alfie’s no fool, he tried to warn them, but they still went ahead and did it.’

‘It’s early days though. Can’t you just—’

‘It’s self-replicating, Simon. They’ve engineered a variant that’s self-replicating. Jesus, in a couple of days it’ll have spread everywhere. It’ll be all over the fucking planet.’

‘And will it work?’

‘Probably. Alfie seems confident.’

‘But you knew they’d do this eventually.’

‘You’re missing the point. Everybody will be breathing their stuff in. It means all my work is wasted now. None of it’s worth a damn anymore.’

‘I don’t understand. How can that be?’

‘Don’t you see? Christ, Simon, think about it. The stuff they’ve pumped into the air is based on pretty much the exact same principles as my airborne vaccinations. By the time I’m ready to go public, the ADP will have such a hold it’ll neutralise the vaccines before they’ve even had chance to start working. I’m fucked. They have total control over the air we breathe. All of this was for nothing.’

#

This stuff was Gillian’s life’s work, but it wasn’t her life and I needed her to see that. We’d both lost sight of what matters and had let everything get out of balance. In a strange way, I thought the loss of her research might help us get things back on track. I convinced her to take some time away from it all, that maybe things weren’t as bad as they looked. Whether she genuinely agreed with what I was saying or just wanted to shut me up, she left the lab and came with me to get Joe from school. Once I’d got her away I said we should make a night of it. She instinctively found a hundred reasons why she shouldn’t, but I wasn’t listening. It’ll all look different once you’ve taken a step back, I told her.

The expression on Joe’s face when he pushed his way out through the school door was priceless. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d picked him up after class together. Come to think of it, apart from sleeping, I struggled to think of anything much we’d done together as a family for months.

We’ve been out for a couple of hours now, and Gill seems a little more relaxed. We walk home together through the park, taking the long route back to the lab. Joe runs on ahead, kicking through the first fallen leaves of early autumn.

‘Money’s not an issue. Seriously. I know it’s been tight, but once the lab’s been broken up, we’ll be back on an even keel again.’

‘Who said anything about breaking up the lab?’ she says.

‘Sorry, I just assumed.’

‘Assumed what? That I’d roll over? That I’d just give up on all that work without a fight?’

‘No, that you’d be ready to move on. That you’d come back to your family. We need you, Gill.’

She stops walking and I stop too. Joe looks back, a huge smile on his face. Her shoulders slump.

‘Okay. You’re probably right. I have a few loose ends to tie up first.’

‘Cool.’

‘Do you remember Grant Jefferson?’

‘Think so.’ I don’t, but I tell her I do to keep the conversation moving.

‘I spoke to him last week. He said there’s a teaching position at the university if I want it.’

‘Sounds good.’

We walk again, taking a pathway which branches right and runs between two football pitches. There’s a junior match in progress on one of the pitches. We walk behind a row of parents all screaming encouragement at their kids. Joe stops to watch.

‘You like to play football one day?’ I ask him.

‘Sure,’ he says before running off again.

‘This could be us,’ I say to Gill. ‘This should be us. We should be enjoying our time together. Enjoying our son. He’s taken second place for too long.’

‘I know, but you have to believe me, it’s not because I didn’t want to be with him. I love him more than I can tell you, it’s just that…’

‘Just what?’

‘Just the responsibility. You know, I thought I was doing something that would make a real difference. Christ, how naïve was I?’

‘Not naïve, just honest. Genuine.’

She takes my hand – first time she’s done that in ages. ‘It really hurts though, Simon, and I don’t think you can understand how much. I had such an incredible opportunity, a chance in a lifetime to make things better, and it’s all gone so horribly wrong. All I’ve done is help create something that’s put everyone at risk, you, me and Joe included. We’re probably breathing it in right now. Our son’s lungs are probably full of the manufactured shit that I helped create.’

‘Some things are bigger than us though, Gill. Hate to say it, but it’s true. Since they first heard about what you were doing it’s been you on your own against the whole damn government. What hope did you really have? You’re a person with feelings and emotions… a wife, a mother, a daughter. Them? They’re just power-hungry, emotionless bastards. It’s time to forget about the rest of the world and focus on us. Focus on Joe and me.’

‘You’re right,’ she says, wiping a tear from her eye, thinking I haven’t noticed. ‘We’re just little cogs in an overcomplicated machine that’s going nowhere. I was stupid to think any different.’

‘So you’ll take a break from all of this?’

‘I’ll take a break. Like I said, just give me a few days to tidy up the loose ends.’

#

Gill picked up through the course of the evening. Her mood steadily lifted, and she once again became the woman I fell in love with and married, not the high-profile, world-changing scientist she thought she had to be. It was good to have her back.

Joe settled quickly once we got home. Once he was asleep Gill and I drank wine and fucked on the floor of the lab, exploring each other’s bodies with a ferocious excitement I’d started to think we’d lost forever.

#

On Sunday Joe got sick. Just a twenty-four hour stomach bug which had been working its way through his class, nothing more serious. He asked his mom if she could use some of her ‘air medicine’ to make him feel better, then spent most of the day either throwing up or sitting on the toilet. We’ve kept him home today, just to let him get it out of his system. He’s keeping Gill company as she starts packing stuff away. It’s just another day at the office for me: the cleaning job first, then on to the burger bar around noon. Days like this will be few and far between soon. Once things are back on track I’ll be able to cut down. We’ll find ourselves a new place and settle down again.

I spoke to Gill on my way between jobs to check how Joe was doing. She sounded genuinely happy. I think a major part of it is relief now she’s severed her ties with the military. She was even talking positively about her research again. She says she thinks she might still be able to adapt the vaccination dispersal technology. To be honest, I don’t care. As long as she’s okay, that’s all that matters.

The burger job turned into a double-shift when one of the stupid kids who works there called in sick. It’s late now, and dark. I can see the lights of the lab even from a distance. The other buildings in the neighbourhood are in darkness, and the top floor of our building stands out against the gloom of everything else. We definitely need to get away from here. I pass the construction site and wonder how long it’ll be before they come knocking at our door to pull the place down. That’ll force Gill’s hand if nothing else.

I park the car and jog to the door. The dark plays tricks on me here and makes me feel nervous. I’m thankful for the layers of security which keep the lab isolated from everywhere else. I check no one’s watching, then slip inside.

I’m getting paranoid. I’ve been thinking all kinds of stupid thoughts all afternoon. It’s only now she’s stepped away from them that I’ve realised what a risk Gill was taking by continuing her humanitarian research while she was working for the military. They could make things really unpleasant for her – for us. It wouldn’t take much to seriously piss off the wrong people and make enemies of those she reluctantly accepted as friends. All they’d need to do is dig up something one of us did in our student days, one of the many rallies we went on, the marches against capitalism and corporate greed… A few words to the people in the know, maybe a cash bung to someone who used to be close, and before you know it Gill’s a terrorist: a threat to national security, no longer the future Nobel winner I still believe she is. She’s been walking a fine line. I want her away from all of this.

The heavy door swings open then shuts behind me, blocking out the last of the traffic and city noise. In its place is the familiar quiet of this old building; the creaks and groans, the low machine hum coming from the top floor.

It would be quicker to walk but I’m tired and I call the lift. I wait for it to work its way down to ground level, then get inside and slide the metal lattice door across. It judders into life again and I lean back, thinking of bed. It’s been a long day. Hopefully tomorrow will be quieter.

I step out onto the landing, then stop. It’s dark. Darker than it should be. The corridor is quiet. I enter my PIN, scan my eye and let myself in, then stand in the small lobby area. There are fewer lights on in the lab than usual. Is something wrong with Joe? That seems a far more likely explanation than Gill having switched everything off to get an early night. I can hear the TV.

‘Gill? Joe? Where are you?’

I head straight for the cramped living area we’ve claimed as a home, flicking on more lights as I go. The TV’s on, but neither Gill or Joe are there. I go further into the lab, and as I approach the main area, it immediately becomes clear what’s happened. One of the inner labs has sealed itself off. Shit. Gill must have tripped it. It’s always been over-sensitive. Damn, I bet that’s exactly what’s happened: the containment protocol has triggered and they’re both stuck inside. I go to the small window and look in but I can’t see either of them. I rap my knuckles on the glass but it’s too thick and they can’t hear me. Stay calm. I can deal with this.

I sit down at the control desk, trying to remember the log-on details Gill gave me for when I helped her document her work. I shake the mouse and tap the space bar and the terminal immediately comes to life. Gill’s still logged in. There are windows open all over the screen. I can’t make sense of most of them.

Between this computer and the next is the mic I’ve seen Gill and Alfie use to talk to each other when one of them is working in the inner lab. I drag it over, press the button on the base, then cough, not wanting to startle Gill or Joe. Then I speak, and I can hear my muffled voice inside the lab. ‘Gill? Gill, are you in there?’

No answer. I try again. Still nothing.

Don’t panic. I can sort this out. We’ve talked about this happening before. She’s shown me where to find the emergency instructions and troubleshooting guides. I tell myself over and over that it’s probably just a system fault… just a malfunction.

There are CCTV cameras controlled by another computer. I fluff my password twice, then manage to get in on my third attempt. The dark screen flickers into life. The display is split into quarters – different CCTV images of what’s happening inside both of the inner labs. I scan each of the pictures, and in the lowest corner of the bottom right image I see her. Oh, Christ, it’s Gill. She’s sprawled across the floor, and she’s not moving. I get up and run over to the glass again and strain to see more. I can see one of her feet sticking out at an awkward angle to the rest of her body. What the hell happened here? Some kind of accident? I hammer on the glass but I know it won’t do any good.

My hands are shaking with nerves as I sit back down at the keyboard and try to sort out this mess and get into that lab to help my wife. I find the camera controls and manage to zoom in on her face. The black and white images are pixelated, hard to make out… is that blood? I click the intercom button again. ‘Gill! Answer me, Gill!’

The static hiss of an empty channel. No reply. Then finally something.

‘Daddy?’

Joe’s voice sounds huge through the loudspeakers. I cycle through the CCTV images again, desperately looking for him. ‘Where are you, sunshine? Come to the window.’

Then I see him. He’s been hiding in the corner behind a cabinet, and he only becomes visible when he starts to move. He stands up slowly, then runs across the room, giving his mom as wide a berth as possible and knocking over a tray of instruments which fill everywhere with ugly, distorted noise. I look up as he slams against the glass, face ashen white with terror, standing on tiptoes so he can see over the sill. I carry the mic over to the window. Joe’s hammering against it now, tears rolling down his cheeks.

‘What happened, Joe?’

His amplified voice fills the room. ‘All the doors locked on us, Daddy. I couldn’t get out.’

‘What about Mommy? What happened to Mom? Did she have an accident? Can you try and get her to talk to me?’

His whole body judders as he sobs. He gives his mom a sideways glance but he can’t bring himself to look straight at her.

‘She’s not moving, Dad. The doors all shut and she couldn’t get them open again. She got angry and started shouting at me to get out of the way. She was on the computer, trying to make something happen, then…’

‘What, Joe? What happened?’

‘She started coughing. It got really bad, real quick, Dad. I didn’t know what to do. She started bleeding. She threw up blood on the floor, Daddy.’

My mouth’s dry. Can’t think what to say. She’s dead. I know already that I’ve lost her. I have to get in there. Have to get Joe out. Have to get help.

‘Daddy, can you get me out? Please, Daddy…’

‘I’m going to go and find out how. Give me a minute.’

I press my hand against the glass, as close as I can get to his, then go back to the desk. I start scanning the screens and menus, looking for the release to get him out of the inner lab. There’s nothing obvious. No instructions. Jesus, there must be something. I remember Gill used to use a PIN, then a retina scan…

Wait.

It hits me like a hammer-blow.

Why did the lab go into lockdown? Shit, what went wrong in there?

Joe’s crying over the loudspeaker, and the noise makes it impossible to think straight. He’s still straining to look over the bottom of the window.

‘Wait a sec, sunshine,’ I say, trying to keep myself together and not let him pick up on my nerves. ‘I’ll have you out of there in no time.’

I nudge the sound down to concentrate. Have to try and focus. I go back to the terminal Gill’s logged onto so I can access her notes and recordings, the way I did when I used to transcribe them for her. I compare the files and times on one screen with the camera feeds on another, then reverse the recordings. For a few seconds I’m frozen, watching my wife come back to life as the footage runs backwards in double-time. I spool back to just before she gets ill, then go back a little further still. I can only bear to watch a few seconds before I have to switch it off. I can hear her choking. She grabs her throat. She’s trying to speak, but her noise is drowned out by Joe’s terrified screams.

‘Almost there, Joe,’ I tell him, glancing up at his saucer-like eyes, staring at me in abject terror. ‘Won’t be long, okay?’

Rewind again. Watch again. What was she doing? She was supposed to be disassembling the lab, but she looks like she was still working on stuff.

I’ve gone back several hours on the cameras now. Gill’s sitting at a workstation in the inner lab. Joe’s lying on the floor next to her, reading a book. Everything looks normal. And then I find her corresponding log entries, and I play the file. Her voice fills the room.

 

4:03pm.

My analysis of the ADP is complete. As usual, the military science division have fucked it up. This is one of the reasons I couldn’t work with them. They’ve tried to run before they could walk, and they’ve overlooked a couple of major flaws. Makes me glad I got rid of Alfie. He should have spotted this.

I can’t leave this project as it is. I can’t leave the entire world breathing in this military-grade shite day after day. I can’t have it on my conscience.

I left myself a way out, and it’s time to use it. There’s a way to alter the structure of the ADP at base level. If it still works, it’ll neutralize itself – see itself as a threat, almost. The self-replication traits the military strapped on means that a chain-reaction should then take place. In effect, if I’ve got this right, the ADP will eliminate itself and we’ll be back to square one. It’s a safeguard I had in place from the very beginning.

 

My god, is that what happened? That would explain it… she did what she thought she had to do to eradicate the program, only for it to react. She used to talk about it as if it was intelligent sometimes. She said it could adapt, that it would target hostile germs.

Another loud sob from Joe focuses me again. I fast-forward the CCTV, watching Gill move around the lab at double-speed. She dashes around the place, stepping over Joe who lies stationary on the floor under her feet. Then he gets up and he’s sick everywhere. I thought he would have got rid of that bug by now. Gill stops what she’s doing to clean him up, and for a moment all I want to do is watch the two of them together. A mom and her son. Not a scientist. A mother. She sits him on a chair across the room and fetches him a bowl.

Fast forward.

They’re laughing again. Both of them look calm and relaxed.

Fast forward.

 

5:25pm.

Perfect. I took an air sample contaminated with ADP and added my re-engineered variant. The results have been exactly as I’d expected, gradual ADP decay. After fifteen minutes the sample showed hardly any trace of ADP remaining. Kiss this, General Nicholls. Wish I could see the old bastard’s face when they tell him his new ‘peacekeeper’ has disappeared.

 

Gill leaves the lab then returns a short while later with a cup of coffee.

Fast forward.

Stop.

A sudden change. Gill’s up again. Checking screens. Moving frantically from terminal to terminal in the lab. I pause the film and check her log-in again, desperately scrolling through the entries to match with the time on the CCTV footage. Got it.

 

6:13pm.

Something’s not right. Something’s very wrong here. The two strains of the ADP appear to both be reacting to something, but I don’t know what. There’s a third element in here. They’re combining… mutating…

Christ, it’s Joe. It’s his sickness bug.

 

The voice recording ends. Back to the CCTV. Gill bundles Joe up in her arms but, before she can get him out of the room, the lab locks itself down. The camera shakes with the force of the doors double-locking themselves. On the screen, Gill drops Joe then clutches at her throat.

‘Daddy, get me out,’ Joe says, his amplified voice echoing around me. I can’t take my eyes from the screen. Gill’s on the floor now, thrashing helplessly, unable to breathe.

Then she stops.

‘Daddy,’ Joe screams again, the desperation in his voice clear. His cries force me into action.

‘I’ll get you out,’ I tell him, wiping tears from my eyes, then pressing my hand against the glass, covering his. I try the door overrides, but they won’t respond. The status manager says there’s been a breach… that the lab can’t be re-opened until it’s been decontaminated. I don’t know how to reset the system. I’ll have to break in. ‘I’m going to get some tools, Joe. I won’t be long. I’ll get you out, son, I promise.’

I take the lift down to the basement, the sound of his sobbing still echoing in my ears. I run over to the construction site, desperately looking for anything I can use to smash my way into the lab. There’s a van parked out of the way as if someone was trying to hide it. I break a window and manage to scramble into the back, its triggered alarm deafening me. In it I find a pick and a lump hammer. I take them both and run back to our building.

The lift cage rattles and judders as it climbs back up. And as it slowly approaches the top floor, all I can do is lean against the wall and think about Joe and Gill. The initial panic starts to fade slightly and I start to consider my options with a fraction more clarity. Should I contact the military? I dismiss that idea almost before I’ve finished thinking it. I can’t take that risk. Who knows what they’ll do. If whatever’s in there killed Gill, then they’ll take Joe and run tests on him, lock him up in another lab and I won’t be able to do anything to help. I can’t let them. I could try Alfie, but I don’t trust him either. No, I have to do this by myself.

The lift stops and I slide back the door.

I stop when I’m halfway down the corridor.

Jesus Christ.

A sudden realisation makes my legs go weak with nerves. Gill was talking about whatever it is that’s loose in the lab being self-replicating. Can I risk breaching the seal and letting it out?

#

‘Daddy, get me out.’

Joe starts screaming again the moment he sees me.

‘How do you feel, son?’

‘Scared. Really scared.’

‘Do you still feel sick?’

‘A little. Need to pee.’

‘Use the sink.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Just do it, Joe.’

I watch helplessly as he walks across the lab, occasionally checking back over his shoulder to make sure I’m still there. He drags a stool over to the sink, then kneels on it and pees into the sink like I told him. He tries to wash his hands, but the water’s dried to a dribble. Everything’s shut down in there. Joe looks tired. He comes back over to the window, dragging his feet.

‘You okay?’

‘Really hot. Tired.’

‘Sit by the air vent.’

He does as I tell him. ‘Nothing coming out.’

My worst fears are confirmed. The inner labs are hermetically-sealed rooms. Nothing’s getting in or out. There’s no air in there. Total lockdown.

Joe’s distracted, staring at his mom’s corpse again.

‘Don’t look, son.’

‘I’m scared, Daddy. Get me out. Please, Daddy, get me out.’

Whatever it is that killed Gill, it hasn’t affected Joe. Is it over, or is he somehow immune?

#

It’s late. I’ve gone through all of Gill’s files and all the manuals and system guides I can find, but I’ve found no answers. I can’t make sense of any of the data, but then again, I don’t need to. All I know is my wife is dead and my son is trapped. If I let Joe out, there’s a chance more people might die, but what else can I do? He’s my responsibility. I’m all he has left.

I remember Gill’s words from a few nights back. She talked about having to make an impossible decision: having to choose between our son and everyone else. And now I find myself facing the exact same choice, and for the first time I can fully feel the enormous weight of pressure Gill had been struggling with all this time.

I’m standing at the window again. Joe’s sitting on the floor next to his mom. He’s stopped crying. He looks like he’s struggling to stay awake. With effort he glances up and sees me at the window, his eyes locking onto mine.

What do I do? I can’t let him die.

I put on a face-mask from one of the hazmat suits Gill and Alfie sometimes wore, then grab the pick and start swinging it at the wall. The window and doors are strengthened; my best bet is to try and hammer my way straight through the brickwork. In a momentary gap between blows, I hear a voice.

‘That you, Daddy?’

It’s Joe. Just a whisper. Barely alive.

‘Stay right back, sunshine,’ I shout, my voice muffled by the mask, not knowing if he can hear me. The plaster crumbles. Wood starts to splinter. Bricks shift. My muscles are already burning with effort but I know I can’t stop until I have him in my arms again. ‘I’m coming to get you, son.’

#

‘Where are we going, Dad?’

‘Away from here. I’m going to try and take you to Pop’s house, okay?’

‘Okay. We going to keep these masks on all day?’

‘For a little while. Just until we’re sure it’s safe.’

‘What about when we need to eat.’

‘I’ll think of something.’

‘What about Mom?’

Hard to answer. Hurts too much. ‘When you’re safe with Pop, I’ll come back and look after Mom.’

‘What do you mean, look after her?’

‘I’ll tell people about the accident. Tell people what happened.’

‘Are you going to get into trouble.’

‘No, Joe. It’ll all be fine.’

I start the car and drive away from the lab. The side roads are clear, but the traffic’s backed-up on main street. We can’t go any further. It’s the middle of the night, for Christ’s sake.

‘What’s wrong?’ Joe asks.

‘A crash, I think. Wait here.’

I get out of the car and pull my hood over my face so people don’t get freaked out by the mask. Looks like a car’s gone into a hydrant. Jesus, is that someone lying in the middle of the road up ahead? And now I see that most of the other cars in this traffic queue have crashed too, like they’ve just run into each other. What the fuck?

I walk a little further forward then stop when the guy behind the wheel of the car I’m next to thumps against his window. He’s hammering on the glass. I pull him out and try to help but there’s nothing I can do. He’s choking. He writhes at my feet and spits blood over my boots.

More people are collapsing now. Everywhere. All dying like Gill. It’s spreading.

I have to get Joe away from here.

#

I manage to turn the car around and find another route out of town.

‘What’s happening, Dad?’ Joe asks, strapped into his booster seat behind me.

‘Don’t know,’ I lie.

‘Those people were getting sick like Mom.’

‘That’s why we have to keep our masks on.’

‘Shouldn’t we help?’

‘We can’t.’

I put my foot down and drive out of town. And now ours is the only car moving. I look at Joe in the mirror and I picture him still trapped in the lab with Gill, waiting to die.

I know I did the right thing. I had no choice. It’s just Joe and me now.

‘We still going to Pop’s?’

‘That’s the plan.’

‘Will Pop be okay?’

‘I hope so.’

#

Billions died in less than twenty-four hours.
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Prologue

Day 1 - Portland, Oregon

 



It was a beautiful sunny Saturday morning in Portland, Oregon. Contrary to popular belief, it didn’t rain here all of the time. It looked like a long hot summer was in store. Mount Hood towered in the east, white with snow year round. As they neared the airport, Cade pointed out to his daughter Raven the remnants of Mount Saint Helens visible to the north.

Brook wanted to have conversation time before being dropped off at the American Airlines departure area so they drove with the stereo off.

“Hey honey, while Raven and I are away, are you going to tackle the tile in the downstairs bathroom? Or are you and Ted going to tackle the Mariners’ game at the pub?” Brook asked jokingly, fully aware of the plans her husband had made with their neighbor Ted. Cade was no slacker, Brook was just being playful.

“Mom, give Dad a break. He’s driving. Didn’t you know that the number two cause of automobile accidents is because of distracted drivers?” Raven said, her brunette pigtails bouncing as she turned her head and gave her mom a semi-serious stare.

“Yeah, listen to your factoid spewing daughter,” Cade said as he glanced over his shoulder to check his blind spot before taking the next exit.

“Just so you two can squirm while you’re away, I’ll let you know exactly what I’ll be doing. I am going to watch sports in my underwear, leave the toilet seat up the entire time and drink straight out of the milk carton.” In the Grayson household these things were usually punishable by at least ten minutes of nagging. Cade had gotten his one dig in and he left it at that.

He maneuvered the silver Toyota Sequoia to the curb and engaged the caution flashers. A tall gangly man sporting a ball cap and a dark blue American Airlines uniform complete with faux gold shoulder epaulets opened the rear hatch of the truck. While Brook filled out the baggage forms, Cade helped wrestle the six bags onto the porter’s low slung cart. He peeled off a ten dollar bill and handed it to the man and thanked him.

Cade grabbed his petite wife and equally small daughter in a two armed bear hug. “I am really going to miss you guys,” he said while he locked eyes with his wife for a moment. He had fallen in love with her big brown doe eyes at first sight many years ago. Brook was petite but her personality was enormous. She was the type that never backed down from anything or anybody. She had been an avid mountain climber years ago; now that she was in her mid-thirties she put all of her energy into raising her only daughter.

Their daughter Raven tended to be cautious, neither a leader nor a follower. A big researcher, she thought most things over many times before taking action, whether it was choosing which cereal she would eat that particular morning or which boy in sixth grade received her attention. She was a very cerebral girl and yet she still believed in the Easter Bunny.

After hugs and kisses, Cade got in the truck and pulled from the curb. He stole one long last look at his family as they entered the large revolving door and disappeared into the maw of the airport.

Halfway home he turned on the stereo and picked a classic rock station. The deejay was going on about a new mutant strain of H1-N1 that was making people sick in Washington D.C. It was the last thing he wanted to listen to on a worry free weekend. Monday would be bad enough. It was time to start the job hunt he had been putting off. It had been more than a year since he left the military with an honorable discharge. The economy was in tatters, unemployment was high and he knew the job offerings would be slim, so for now he chose to live in the moment.

As he merged into the light traffic moving on I-205 he pushed the AUX button on the stereo and picked up his IPod Nano. He rapidly shook the electronic device and let shuffle decide which song he would get to listen to. He grinned when the first sitar riffs of the Doors’ song The End emanated from the speakers and then sang along with Jim Morrison for a few prophetic verses.

He was blissfully unaware of the situation now unfolding in the heart of Portland.


Chapter 1

Day 1 - Portland, Oregon

 



Cade pushed the remote button on the rearview mirror and the garage door responded by starting to slowly open. He overshot the driveway by a few feet and reversed his truck up the driveway and into the two car garage. He walked into the house through the mudroom and deposited his keys on the top of the dryer. Before he entered the kitchen he removed his shoes, then pressed the glowing button on the wall. The garage door started on its downward journey. The house still smelled of bacon from the morning meal. The home felt very tomblike without his wife and daughter flitting about. The early morning sunlight streamed in between the horizontal slats of the blinds bringing a small semblance of warmth inside.

The flashing red light on the answering machine steadily pulsed. He strode across the room, and against his better judgment pushed the play button. Ted’s voice sprang forth from the tiny speaker.

“Hey buddy, Ted here. I’ve got bad news and good news. Lisa is dragging me downtown to eat breakfast. She wants to go to the Saturday Market and then do some people watching in the Square. The good news is when we get back, I have the green light to go to the pub to catch the second game of the Mariners’ double header. Call me later.” Cade smiled to himself, then erased the message and got a bottle of water from the fridge.

Cade’s plush leather recliner beckoned. He planned to sit down for just a few minutes, but found himself dozing on and off. Hours later he was awakened by his ringing cell phone. After fumbling to retrieve the annoyance from his pants pocket he looked at the display. It was Brook calling from her mom’s in Myrtle Beach. Trying to shake the cobwebs from his head, he groggily answered, “Hello?”

“Hi honey, we made it OK. Carl just dropped us off at Mom and Pops.”

“How was the flight?”

“Smooth flight, awful food. You know, how it usually is.”

“How did Raven do?” Cade asked.

“She slept the entire flight… I was amazed.”

“Put her on, please.”

After a moment Raven cheerfully answered. “Hi Dad, what’s up?”

“I just wanted to make sure you take good care of Mom for me, OK?” He liked to instill as much self confidence in her as he could. A little esteem building went a long way.

She answered enthusiastically, “No problem Dad. Nothing shall befall my Mom when I’m on the job.” She put the phone in Brook’s outstretched hand after saying bye to her dad.

“I almost forgot to tell you. Pops is coming home from the hospital early. Something happened at work and he’s not feeling well. I think Mom said he was bitten by a delusional patient.”

“Keep me informed. I have got to get ahold of Ted and borrow some of his tools. I want to work on the bathroom before you guys return. Have a great trip. I love you. Give your parents my love too. See you soon.”

Like always, Brook had the last words. “I love you too. Don’t worry, I’m sure Dad is going to be just fine. He’s a doctor for Christ’s sake. Bye honey.”

With that they both hung up.

Cade read a few pages of the latest Brad Thor novel before he got up off of his butt to change into his work clothes. Decked out in his Levis, tee shirt and tennis shoes, he decided to walk around the corner and pop in on Ted and Lisa unannounced.

Cade considered Ted and his wife Lisa good neighbors and even better friends. Brook and Lisa had been known on occasion to visit the local Starbucks together for a latte. Ted and his wife also hosted a yearly neighborhood block party every summer, which the Graysons made a point not to miss. With Brook and Raven out of town Cade hoped to finish the tile job in the bathroom. No better time to shorten the honey-do list than when the girls were out from underfoot. Ted had an industrial tile saw Cade needed to borrow.

One block from Ted’s house Cade saw a man staggering down the street away from him. Pretty early in the afternoon to tie one on, crossed Cade’s mind as he rounded the corner.

There was no answer when he rapped on his friend’s front door. Since Ted’s truck was in the drive, Cade tried the garage around back. Ted had an old Hunter Green MG sports car he liked to work on in his spare time; Cade assumed that’s what he was doing.

Nearing the garage, he heard some noises coming from within and decided to sneak a peek and see what Ted was doing. Cade silently stole a look into the open side door. To his horror, he saw Ted with his face buried fully inside Lisa’s exposed rib cage. Cade didn’t want to believe what he was seeing. There was blood pooling all around her prone body and Ted’s hair was slick with her bodily fluids.

“Ted, what the hell are you doing?” Cade growled furiously. In the next moment, something he would never forget greeted him. Ted’s bloody face, with a mouth full of dripping innards, looked directly at him with a blank, “no one is home” stare. Exhibiting very little dexterity, what used to be Ted arose and jerkily started shuffling around the car in Cade’s direction. Snapping back to reality he thought, whoever this thing is, it sure isn’t Ted.

While searching for anything to use as a weapon, Cade spied a helmet and crampons on a shelf to his right. Finally he found what he was looking for. Hanging by a leather strap, next to the other gear, was a mountaineering ice axe.

Just as he grabbed it from the hook on the wall, Ted, mouth agape and moaning, lunged for his turned back. Quick reflexes helped him avoid the attack. All in one motion he spun around and buried the axe under Ted’s sternum directly into his heart. It had no effect. The thing he used to call his friend kept clawing for his face.

From personal experience, he knew the blow should have killed any man. He put his tennis shoe clad foot on Ted’s chest and pulled the blood slickened axe free, sending his neighbor sprawling into his low slung project car.

He aimed his next blow for the top of the creature’s head. Its skull collapsed with a pop, and the dead weight rolled off of the car and impacted the concrete face down with a sickening crack.

On the other side of the MG, he saw the full scope of Ted’s attack. He had feasted on his wife’s abdomen, neck and all of the soft fleshy bits on her face. Lisa used to be a pretty woman, but now she was appalling to look at.

There was no holding back; the vomit came up in waves. Nothing he had seen in combat operations all over the world could trump this spectacle. Cade had killed plenty and witnessed even more death. Barging in on Ted cannibalizing his wife was a surreal experience. Having to kill him was inconceivable.

As Cade sat on the hard concrete floor pondering his deed and wondering what to do next, Lisa began to twitch. Turning her head ever so slightly, her lidless eyes honed in on him. As she arose, with few muscles left to support it her neck listed to the side nearly resting on her shoulder. She moved faster than he anticipated, teeth clicking, trying to take a bite of him.

He scrambled to his feet still brandishing the ice axe. Keeping his center of gravity low he worked his way around the little MG. The ghoul that was once Lisa followed steadily after. He rounded the hood of the car, planted his feet and waited for the abomination to get within reach. She lurched nearer, her claw-like hands reaching for his neck. With blinding speed, Cade plunged the ice axe into her temple. All of her compromised motor functions ceased and she crumpled to the garage floor.

Cade put some distance between him and the two dead bodies. His mind raced as he asked himself what had just happened.

There was a cordless phone hanging on the wall next to the side door. Cade put the phone to his ear but there was no dial tone. Calling the police was what he had aimed to do, but at this point his only option was to leave and sort it out later.

With the running water as hot as he could stand, he washed the bodily fluids from his hands into the utility sink. Mesmerized by the rivulets of bloody water slowly spiraling down the drain he thought his options through. Ted and Lisa’s bodies will have to stay where they fell. It would do me no good to mess with the… I almost said ‘crime scene.’ I need to remember what I did was purely self-defense. Something wasn’t right. Lisa had to have been dead before she stood back up. It brought back memories of the young insurgent in the Shah-I-Kot valley in Afghanistan that had absorbed a full magazine worth of bullets. He had somehow gotten right back up and then made it ten steps before falling dead. This was a very different situation. That terrorist had been jacked up on drugs and adrenaline. He was no expert, but judging by the amount of blood on the floor, Lisa had definitely bled to death while Ted was eating her.

Still stunned by the recent turn of events he decided to head for home. He would make another attempt to call the authorities and then his wife Brook when he got back to his house.

With troubling thoughts still weaving through his brain he exited the garage. His shoes left bloody splotches on the drive as he set out for his street.

The adrenaline still coursing through his body, his senses were now attuned to every sight, sound and smell. Distant sirens blared from multiple directions; the smell of smoke was in the air. It also just occurred to him that he hadn’t heard any airplanes all afternoon. Cade’s home was just a few miles from the airport and frequent over flights were normal. He also had a sixth sense tingle telling him there was more to this than his neighbor suddenly turning homicidal and cannibalistic.

Cade realized he was still holding the ice axe as he trudged up his front walk. What a sight that would be to responding officers, if he had been able to get hold of any. He sat down heavily on the stoop and fished his cell phone from his pocket. When he tried to make a call, all he heard was static. Inside the house the result was the same with the land line. He began to worry, and that sixth sense was now jangling discordantly.

Cade turned on the television for the first time since his family left. He selected one of the local news stations. The previously recorded footage was from Pioneer Courthouse Square, also known as Portland’s Living Room. They were covering an impromptu rally that happened earlier this morning. The pierced, tatted, black-clad anarchists were stirred up. They were rallying against the government and everything else they weren’t happy about. Judging by the signs and placards the protesters carried, they believed the mutated H1-N1 virus being reported was man-made. Beyond a shadow of a doubt they were convinced the government had released it on the unsuspecting “sheeple.” Their theory was that the government would be “forced” to intervene, thus giving “The Man” more power and total control when martial law was eventually declared. They feared that Homeland Security and FEMA wanted it implemented to restrict the rights of the American population. Paranoia was rooted deep in anarchist circles.

Cade noticed uneasily that the police and National Guard had a heavier presence than usual for one of these gatherings.

While the reporter was telling his audience about the damage these same thugs had caused last year at the WHO conference, a huge opening suddenly appeared in the middle of the hundred plus anarchists occupying the center of the brick square. It looked like a fight had started within the crowd. As the human sea parted, two figures on the ground arose and started grabbing and biting anyone within reach. The footage lasted four or five minutes. During that time, many more joined the first two attackers and panic swept the rest of the crowd. Police and guardsmen stood dumbstruck as the bloody melee escalated. Guardsmen fired the first warning shots over the heads of the frantic, out-of-control throng. Their gunfire merely attracted the attention of the newly infected.

Cade stood transfixed by the scene on the screen as the troops started shooting their M4 rifles into the surging group of rioters, infected and innocents. Newly turned undead were now attacking soldiers and the gawking bystanders standing near the outskirts.

Pioneer Courthouse Square became the flash-point for the outbreak in Portland.

Within minutes there were so many wounded and dead they had to be transported not only to the closest hospitals downtown but to the suburbs as well. As Cade learned later, this created satellite centers of infection and helped it spread faster and further from Ground Zero.

The recorded footage ended and the station ran a snippet reporting violence and cannibalism at the Alamo in San Antonio. There were scores of deaths and hundreds of casualties there as well. The pace of news coming in was frenetic. Abruptly the station went to a live feed from a nearby hospital.

The petite brunette news lady from Channel 8 had just arrived on scene at Providence Hospital, and was reporting live. Behind her the emergency room was overcrowded and hectic. Nurses, doctors and other personnel were performing triage or actively attending to the injured. In the background four hospital workers hovered around an ambulance gurney, working on a man with horrible lacerations crisscrossing his face. One person continually did chest compressions. On three different occasions one of the four workers hollered “clear,” and everyone stood back as the paddles were placed on the man’s chest and he was administered an electric shock. His heart failed to restart. A short time passed and then they pulled a thin white sheet over the man.

The news lady continued talking about the large number of patients suffering from bite wounds and head trauma from the “Riot in the Square” as it had been dubbed by the media.

Cade watched intently as the camera panned left and zoomed in on the twitching, sheet covered man on the gurney. He sat up, the sheet cascaded from his upper torso, revealing his body, pale and bruised from death’s onset. Sluggishly he turned only his head, his lifeless staring eyes fixating on the woman reporter.

Cade wanted to yell and warn the woman on the television but he knew that would be futile. Before the cameraman could react, or anyone else in the busy trauma center noticed, the risen corpse had planted two bare feet on the avocado green linoleum floor and covered the short distance to the unsuspecting anchor lady.

Wondering why she no longer held the shocked cameraman’s undivided attention, she paused mid-sentence, glaring at him. The ghoul opened its mouth wide and attached itself to her neck on live television. A crimson fan of blood pulsed, spraying in front of the still recording camera. It had all taken place in a matter of seconds.

Hospital security guards rushed the attacker and wrestled him to the ground. He thrashed about wildly, hissing and moaning, mouth snapping. The guards and orderlies had their hands full. The newly turned corpse summoned enough strength to inflict bite wounds on two of the men struggling to subdue it.

While the tussle ensued in the background, the veteran reporter lay face down, spread-eagled, and bled to death. The grisly scene was broadcast live in full HD, on thousands of televisions.

The image on the screen switched from the live remote feed to the ashen, stunned and speechless anchors in the studio. A male reporter stammered and said a few words about his fallen co-worker before he scrubbed his hands across his face and visibly composed himself. The network promptly went to commercial.

It was astonishing that the cameraman had failed to warn the news reporter before her graphic demise had been captured on the live feed. Cade scanned the other news channels and saw that violence was breaking out in other cities. He was astounded as he watched people stand rooted, overwhelmed by fear as the infected overran them. Their fight or flight impulses were switched off by the improbable scenario their eyes and brain were still trying to register.


Chapter 2

Southeast Portland

 



Cade didn’t sleep at all that night. He was worried sick for his wife and daughter. For the first few hours after the sun had gone down he kept watch out of Raven’s upstairs bedroom window. The trickle of undead ambling up and down his street had increased. After closing all of the curtains and extinguishing the lights he tried to sleep. Every time he closed his eyes he saw his dead neighbors. Finally Cade got out of bed, dressed and went downstairs. He didn’t want to but he was drawn to the television. He turned it on and watched all night. So far, the satellite hadn’t failed. He didn’t want to rely on the Portland news anchors for all of his information, given the incessant, high-strung babble and hyperbole coming from them since their colleague’s death.

At first the cable news channels were no better. CNN, FOX and MSNBC were reporting that the outbreak was similar to SARS or H1N1. Their idea of useful information included the use of face masks, plastic sheeting and duct tape to secure against an airborne pathogen. All of the other alphabet news stations were the same. Speculation, guessing and second guessing passed for news. Tensions were at their highest as nations pointed fingers and missiles at each other. Threat levels were raised and armies mobilized. The only consensus was that the origin of the pathogen was still unknown, and every nation’s survival depended on quick thinking and immediate action.

Cade noticed so far Portland as well as the central Rockies and Colorado weren’t being mentioned very much in the news. The massacre in the Square was only big news locally.

Looking at the big picture, the world was in a mess of trouble.


Chapter 3

Day 2 - Portland, Oregon

 



As dawn broke revealing a bluebird-colored sky, a flight of F-15E Strike Eagles from Portland International Airport roared overhead. They were on full afterburner and flying very low. Windows rattled and car alarms were triggered by the over flight. Two of the fighters peeled off and climbed higher and then resumed CAP (combat air patrol) in a circling series of laps over the city.

Cade remembered that in the days following the 9/11 attacks, there was a constant rumbling of National Guard fighter jets on CAP over Portland.  It was apparent things had deteriorated very rapidly overnight.

Not being able to contact his loved ones or any of his other neighbors forced him to make the decision to leave the house and reconnoiter the neighborhood. Cade went out into his backyard, stepped up into an old rusty wheelbarrow, poked his head over the top of the fence and slowly scanned the alley left to right checking for any of the walking dead.

After concluding he was alone, as quietly as possible he eased his aluminum mountain bike over the six foot wooden fence that enclosed his back yard. Getting around on the bike would be faster than on foot and quieter than a car. 

He vaulted over the fence to join his bike and crouched down, then inhaled and exhaled through his nose several times. The air smelled of smoke mingled with the distinctive stench of decaying flesh. The odor was most likely from one of his many dead neighbors he had observed ambling about the streets over the last day and a half.

Still crouched down, he swiveled his head slowly, intent on picking up any sounds coming from the grass and dirt alley that ran between the block of houses in the rear. With the back of his hand he wiped the sweat forming on his brow. He didn’t detect any sounds nearby. In the distance a siren wailed.

Since the start of the outbreak the traffic on his street had dwindled to nothing, and the undead began appearing in larger numbers. The neighborhood had become eerily quiet except for the raspy moans of the walking dead. When one of them spotted anything living they would begin their low pitched moaning and alert the other walkers within earshot. It was akin to how dogs started barking at night, one starts howling and soon a string of baying dogs would all join in on the chorus.

In the big sandbox in the Middle East, situational awareness and constant training was what kept him alive. It was especially important now given the fact the dead were walking the streets. Cade knew they greatly outnumbered him; therefore he was very careful to avoid any contact.

Cade was an average sized man. With the exception of his intense hard eyes, he didn’t look like a Tier-One Operator. Most of the soldiers he had trained with and gone to war with looked unassuming as well. There were a few of the moose sized, action star lookers in the teams. During operations they usually paid the price and humped the big guns.

Until fifteen months ago Cade was in country in the “Stan” (short for Afghanistan), hunting HVTs, foreign fighters and al-Qaeda terrorists. After about thirty or so, he had stopped counting the men he had sent to paradise.

Cade travelled light during his neighborhood excursion. His aim was to check out his surroundings and determine if he should shelter in place or bug out.

He wore khaki heavy duty workpants, a black long sleeve tee shirt and a well-worn black Trailblazers ball cap covering his dark, short cropped hair. A pair of black wraparound Oakley sunglasses shielded his eyes. Sturdy, steel toed black leather Danner boots protected his feet. Strapped to his left upper thigh was a semi-automatic 9mm Glock 17 and under his right armpit was a compact semi-automatic 9mm Glock 19 in a quick draw Bianchi holster. Both pistols were polymer, very light and dependable. Within easy reach in a nylon pouch on his belt were four extra, seventeen round magazines. A Gerber Mark-II combat dagger, ten inches of double bladed, hardened black steel, hung upside down from his combat harness. In his free hand he held the lightweight titanium ice axe. It had been worth its weight in gold during his first encounter with the undead. An hour spent with a rasp and file honed the points and blade of the axe razor sharp. Cade knew this was going to be a very effective and quiet weapon.

Even though he was more than a year removed from the Special Forces, he still possessed the tools of the trade; and had not forgotten how to use them.


Chapter 4

Day 2 - Southeast Portland

 



Straddling the bike, he secured the axe to the frame and rode quietly westward down the alley past his former neighbor’s back fence. Two blocks into the ride he noticed the sickly sweet smell of death. Cade dismounted his bike to seek out the source. Cautiously glancing around the corner, he saw them. One was a balding black man, ashy and gray with sunken jaundiced eyes. Above his collar was a bruised and bloody gaping neck wound with dangling streamers of flesh that left muscle, veins, sinew and white vertebrae exposed. The only thing appearing to hold his head on was a blood soaked necktie. Blackish dried blood fully coated the front of the ghoul’s three-piece suit.

Next to him was a small black woman with no visible wounds. She was undead also. Her formerly pastel yellow bathrobe was now thoroughly congealed with drying blood. Dirt, twigs, hair and all manner of refuse clung to the fabric.

Both of the undead were circling around the base of a large oak tree, hands in the air, reaching, mouths working like two macabre marionettes.

 Cade assessed the situation from a distance. Upon further scrutiny he noticed a milled lumber platform about twelve feet off the ground, with a coiled up rope ladder attached. It was a tree house partially hidden by the lower boughs and leaves of the old oak.

There was some movement in the middle branches of the tree.

The two undead noticed it as well and started to moan. Barely audible over the chilling sound, a voice yelled, “Help, up here!”

The undead were oblivious to Cade’s presence. Their attention was fully focused on the tree and the meat in it.

Taking advantage of the diversion, he crept up on the male cadaver from behind and to the right, being careful to stay shielded from Bathrobe’s view. Three feet away from the undead businessman, he raised the sharpened ice axe in his right hand shoulder high and swung it in a wide horizontal arc at the creature’s head. Brackish black liquid and putrid gray matter exploded from the baseball-sized hole in its temple. The dead executive collapsed instantly and the ice axe slipped from his head.

The heavy thud of the body colliding with the ground alerted the other ghoul to Cade’s presence. Hissing and biting, she turned and lurched towards him.

In one fluid movement Cade sidestepped her lunge, drew his Gerber left handed and buried the dagger handle deep into the thing’s eye socket. Her flailing arms were unable to get a purchase on him as she slumped towards the base of the tree.

After a quick wipe off on the grass, he put the dagger back in its sheath.

Cade felt something soft and wet squish under his boots. Looking down, he was sickened to see a mound of human-looking remains. Ribs, a spinal column, and scraps of skin, tendon, and flesh and blood lay in a greasy pile on the grass.

Cade was examining the remnants when a high-pitched voice from above shouted a warning, “Watch out behind you!”

Faster than an Old West gunslinger, the Glock was out of the Bianchi shoulder holster and in Cade’s left hand. The pistol barked twice in rapid succession. The lethal double tap removed the frontal lobe and most of the elderly man’s forehead and skullcap. As he fell towards the other two undead bodies, the remaining contents of his cranium painted the ground. The walker was wearing bloody night clothes and clutched a newspaper in its hand. Numerous bite wounds were evident on its arms, face and neck.

“Shooooot. It’s old man Bandon. He was one of them too?” said the faceless voice in the tree house.

Gunfire was guaranteed to attract the dead. As if on cue their eerie moaning started to reverberate from blocks around.

“Get down here,” Cade said, pausing to scan the surroundings. After a lack of response from above, he barked, “If you want to live let’s go... now.”

Two frightened faces peered down from the tree house. The ladder rapidly unfurled and they nearly clambered over each other trying to reach the ground.

At the first sight of the gory pile of remains, the younger of the two blurted out, “Missy’s dead.” He started crying, snot running down his upper lip.

 Thinking the worst, Cade asked the boys if Missy was their sister.

The older boy tearfully choked out, “No... Missy was our cocker spaniel.”

Glancing down, Cade was at the same time relieved and momentarily at a loss for words. Then he barked instructions at the two. “Follow me, be quick, but be quiet.”

The older boy grabbed the younger one around the neck and hustled him by the three corpses at the base of the tree, all the while struggling to shield him from the scene using his hands. He wasn’t successful in keeping his younger brother from seeing the bodies of the undead. Tearing away from the older boy, the younger one dropped to his knees and gave forth a guttural wail. “Mom... Dad…”

Cade knelt down and placed his arm around the young boy’s shoulder.

The boy fought off the embrace, landing a fist on the stranger’s temple. “You killed them!” the younger boy screamed, spittle flying from his mouth.

Cade grabbed the boy in a bear hug. He was hoping to calm him down enough to talk the kid’s mind around what he had just witnessed. But also he was seeing stars from the sneak attack and needed a brief respite. The shot he took to the temple was perfectly aimed and had rung his bell.

The boy finally stopped struggling after some quiet, calming words from his brother.

Cade kept his grip firm and whispered into the young boy’s ear. “I don’t blame you for reacting the way you did. You need to understand something though. I am truly sorry for what I did, but as hard as it is to believe, they were already dead.” He paused for a moment to think before finishing out loud. “Why don’t you guys help me understand what happened this morning.” Cade released the boy.

The skinny, younger boy spoke first. “When Mom came home from graveyard shift at the hospital she started fighting with Daddy. They fight a lot but this was the worst ever. We usually just get out of their way until they chill.” 

“I hustled Ike up into the tree house. We thought we’d wait until they calmed down,” the older of the two added. “Things got real quiet for a while and then we decided to go back into the house. I opened the screen door and it squeaked like it always does. The next thing I see is those,” he said while pointing at his dead parents.

Cade told the two boys what he had learned, “It’s all over the news. A virus or something is making people die and then come back to life or un-death, or whatever; they only want to eat. You, me, your dog... anything living... they don’t discriminate. They don’t even recognize family.”

“We were wondering why they kept circling the tree and wouldn’t answer us. I was tripping because Dad was all bloody,” the older boy said, wincing as he again looked at the dead bodies. The brothers, eyes tearing, embraced each other and cried.

Cade gave them a moment, then got their attention to add one last important detail. “The people on the news are saying the only way to stop the infected if they attack you is by destroying their brain. Hit ‘em anywhere else and they just keep coming.”

The whole exchange took just moments. Now undead were moaning all around them and it sounded as if they were drawing nearer.

Cade holstered his pistol, secured the ice axe to the bike’s utility rack and quietly whispered to the two boys, “Follow me if you want to live.”

The nerve wracking sounds coming from the large group of walkers, about a hundred yards away, were more than enough to convince the brothers to follow the stranger on the bike. 


Chapter 5

Day 2 - Myrtle Beach, South Carolina

 



A woman’s piercing scream came from downstairs. Sitting bolt upright, it took a minute for Brook to remember where she was. The clock read 8:37 A.M. Raven had shared the queen-sized bed with her. She was eleven now, but still a little small for her age. Being a heavy sleeper, she was slower to wake from the commotion downstairs in the kitchen.

Brook kept quiet, fearing an intruder had entered the house and attacked her mom. She stared at her daughter as she awoke with a start. She kept Raven quiet with a serious glare and a vertical finger to her lips. Stillness pervaded the house. She strained to hear anything more. Brook thought, Dad must still be in bed, how could anyone sleep through that?

*****

Brook’s dad was an emergency room physician at Grand Strand Regional Hospital. Yesterday evening about 9:00 P.M. he was bitten by a patient. The feverish, hallucinating man bit him as he was leaning over, probing with his stethoscope to listen to his heart. As the orderlies tried to restrain the combative dying man, the hospital’s first confirmed pandemic victim also bit one of them.

Before her dad came home, one of the other ER doctors cleaned the bite wound, bandaged him up and administered a shot of antibiotics. He had gone to bed before everyone else the previous night. He had cramps and was burning up with a high fever. The superficial bite wound on his abdomen was the least of his worries; he had a strong suspicion he was sick with the new flu pandemic. The man that had bitten him had shown identical symptoms to the ones he was suffering from. Keeping his distance just in case, he had said, “See you in the morning. I love you Brook and my little bird, Raven.” 

*****

The noises resumed downstairs. To Brook it sounded like someone was moving furniture around. She silently ushered her daughter into the adjoining bathroom and gingerly pulled the door shut.

On stocking feet, she crept along the upstairs hall to the closed door of her dad’s study. He kept an antique Ithaca shotgun displayed in his office on the wall behind his desk.

She found the closed office door unlocked. As she entered, the familiar smell of Dad’s personal quiet space greeted her: leather, tobacco and of course Old Spice aftershave. Happy memories of her childhood flooded her brain.

Everything was where she remembered it, a black leather swivel chair behind his big wooden desk, and two maroon red overstuffed leather pub chairs, one in each corner by the door. All types of artifacts filled every nook and cranny. Above the bronze wild bronco statue and world globe was Dad’s prized over and under Ithaca shotgun. Its pale walnut stock gleamed and the light from the hall reflected in the ornate etchings on the blued metal.

Cade had introduced her briefly to the basic workings of a firearm. They practiced a small amount of target shooting every time they went camping together.

Brook retrieved the shotgun and opened the breech. As she suspected, it was unloaded. After quietly rummaging through a couple of drawers, she found some loose shells. Carefully, she loaded both chambers. Then she descended the steps slowly one at a time. Loaded shotgun in hand, she went to investigate the noises, pausing on the bottom step to listen.

What she heard reminded her of a big dog greedily wolfing down wet canned dog food. Gun poised at the ready and safety off, she said, “Mom, Dad... is that you? I’ve got Dad’s shotgun, it’s loaded.”

She thought, I’ve lost the advantage now if there is an intruder in the house.  

Just then a mournful, haunting moan came from the kitchen. The sound made her hair stand on end. She had an urge to flee but stood her ground between the kitchen and the dining room. Craning her head to the right, she could see the blood-splashed travertine tiles beyond the black granite island. It looked like a slaughterhouse floor. Making her way into the kitchen, she noticed that breakfast ingredients were on top of the island. Eggs were broken on the floor and a plastic gallon of milk rested on its side, most of the milk pooled on the floor.

A strong coppery odor hung in the air, overpowering her mom’s potpourri. The sight, smell and volume of blood caused Brook to gag. She could see a foot twitching on the other side of the island. She willed herself to put one foot in front of the other and cautiously rounded the corner enough to see the backside of her dad, still in his pajamas, tending to her mom.

Letting the barrel drop, she approached the scene frantically, calling out, “Dad, what happened to Mom? Did you call 911 yet?”

He rose slowly, turning towards her. She expected to see pain and anguish. Instead she saw his pale, slack face, bloody teeth and expressionless glassy eyes staring her down.

Leveling the gun without conscious thought at what used to be her father, Brook backpedaled. He came for her with a clumsy but determined, steady pace.

She had a feeling someone was watching her. Brook glanced back towards the bottom of the stairway where Raven, eyes wide as saucers, watched the horrifying events unfold.

Raven screamed “Grandpa!” as he neared the business end of his own shotgun.

Returning her attention to the advancing ghoul, Brook made the split second decision that saved their lives. She aimed for center mass, just as Cade had taught her. Brook pulled the trigger. The boom was deafening in the small hallway and the buck of the big gun caused her to fall back; the barrel rose and the buckshot blasted the creature in the neck and underneath the chin. Jaw bone and teeth disintegrated and its head whipped backward, impacting between the shoulder blades before tearing free, falling and rolling out of sight under the table. For a brief moment her dad’s body trembled, and then with a slow motion tilting movement like a felled tree, the headless body smacked onto the tile floor like an unconscious boxer hitting the canvas.

Brook rushed around the island. What she saw sickened her. There was barely enough of her mom’s neck left to feel for a pulse. Brook’s training as a nurse dictated she check anyway. Putting the shotgun aside, she checked a wrist and found no pulse.

She fell to her knees next to her mom, crying uncontrollably. After allowing herself a moment of mourning Brook pulled herself together, grabbed the phone and called 911. She got a recording saying all circuits were busy. She tried repeatedly, never getting anything but the same recording.

Brook bolted from the house with her daughter in tow and together they went next door.


Chapter 6

Day 2 - Southeast Portland

 



The boys were silent as they followed the man. All three were beginning to sweat. It was July, so in the midmorning sun it was already 75 degrees and probably would reach 85 by noon.

 Cade took a different route back to his house in case the dead had followed him. When the three were a block east of the house, they heard walkers well before they saw them. There were two: a female with a blood saturated cotton sundress pasted to her body, and a male minus most of his face. He wore a Pabst Blue Ribbon beer shirt, cargo shorts and only one flip flop which slapped the pavement as he walked.

Cade thought, Probably a couple of Reed college students on summer break. Looks like school’s out forever.

The three of them hunkered down and remained quiet.

Just as the undead pair passed by, Cade’s neighbor Rawley came speeding down the street in his older model white Ford Bronco. Cade liked to kid him about the “O.J. Simpson” truck he drove. The Bronco skidded to a stop abruptly in front of the green house two lots down and across the street from Cade’s. It looked like he had been on a supply run, as he was hurriedly taking bags and boxes up his stairs and into the house.

Their attention aroused, the two infected college kids about faced and set course for Rawley. Bone chilling moans and the slapping of the frat boy’s lone flip flop on the street signaled their approach.

Finished with his task, Rawley jumped into the still running SUV, cut a wide U-turn in the street and careened past the two, barely missing them. This again influenced their direction of travel and they clumsily about faced and followed the white Bronco.

*****

Rawley’s house backed up to an alley and it was where he usually parked his truck. Cade guessed that was his destination.

The three-minute distraction allowed the trio to stealthily slip back into the alley from the east and proceed to the rear of Cade’s home. They avoided detection and knelt in the thigh high grass near the back fence. After making sure all was clear, Cade helped the boys, one at a time, scale up and over the barrier. Next, he vaulted it with ease and double checked to make sure they were alone in the enclosed backyard. The yard was clear and the back door was still locked. Nothing seemed disturbed and the house was silent as they entered the kitchen.

They lived in a brown, two-story Craftsman style home with a two car garage; the driveway sloped down about thirty feet to the street. Next to the garage a padlocked wooden gate the same height as the rest of the fence opened into the backyard. The front door was sturdily constructed from solid oak. The back door led into a sun porch followed by another dead bolted door leading into the kitchen. 

When everyone was in, Cade closed and locked the outer door. He had installed an extra dead bolt for added security. It wouldn’t stop a determined intruder but it would slow them down.

 Once inside, the boys relaxed a little. They jumped at the offer of something to eat.

While he prepared some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, he introduced himself to the older boy. “My name is Cade.”

With a furtive glance the bigger boy curtly replied, “Leo.”

“And your brother’s name?”

“His name is Isaac; he goes by Ike.”

Ike had taken a walk around the family room while Cade and Leo talked. When he returned to the kitchen he asked, “Who is the little girl and lady in the pictures above the fireplace?”

Not wanting to go over it in detail, Cade simply said, “My wife and daughter.”

 Leo continued the interrogation. “Where are they now?”

“They’re in South Carolina visiting my wife’s parents.”

“Why didn’t you go with them?” Ike asked.

“I have a lot of projects that need finishing around here.”

Abruptly ending the conversation Cade picked up the remote control and turned on the television. When the LCD flat screen came to life, the silent images of carnage and looting said more than words. They watched the muted television until the scene changed to the Oval Office of the White House and the President strode in and sat down in his plush chair. This was orchestrated to put the American people at ease. Seeing the man in his comfortable office as opposed to him standing and reading from his ever-present teleprompter was supposed to have a psychologically calming effect. To Cade it did the opposite. He couldn’t put a finger on it but something didn’t feel right about the scenario.

Cade turned up the volume in time to hear the anchor introduce President Bernard Odero. The President started off by telling the television audience he had been forced to declare martial law in Washington D.C. It was the first city to see signs of the infectious disease. Other areas of the country were also affected by the contagion. Los Angeles, San Francisco/Oakland and San Diego were the hardest hit on the West Coast. He recited a litany of Midwest cities including his hometown of Chicago. The entire Eastern Seaboard of the United States, Florida on up to Maine, was battling the epidemic as well. Air, maritime and rail travel had been canceled until further notice. High-speed transportation had initially led to the disease’s prolific spread, while the localized pattern of outbreak seemed to start in the hospitals and radiate outward into the communities. President Odero emphasized that all resources were being utilized to determine the cause of the outbreak and find a cure.

While the President spoke, the crawl on the bottom of the television screen displayed a list of the countries already affected. The list was not short.

President Bernard Odero finished his speech by imploring the American people to remain home and stay strong; he promised the United States Government would not fail them.

Cade noted the absence of any mention of God at the end of Odero’s speech. Being politically correct to the nth degree, it was par for the course for the President. Cade knew this would be the “perfect crisis” that Odero’s advisors would not let “go to waste” as some in the President’s administration were fond of saying. Since the 9/11 attacks the sitting politicians on both sides of the aisle made every attempt to give themselves more power and the people less freedom. An event like this was sure to permit them free reign to make any constitutional changes they deemed necessary. As far as martial law in Portland was concerned, he was sure it loomed on the horizon.

Cade was baffled by the fact that the President was still in the District of Columbia at all. It also astonished him at how the most protected city in the world could fall so fast to the walking dead. One word quickly came to mind: “Rome.”

After the President finished his somber speech, a White House pool reporter’s head filled the screen and indicated that the President and his family would be moved to a secure and undisclosed location until the “unknown threats facing our nation were dealt with.” The reporter’s next piece addressed immigration and borders. Apparently, it took a pandemic of biblical proportions for the U.S. President to finally grow some balls and seal the southern border with Mexico. Between San Diego and Tijuana at the border checkpoint, hundreds of people on both sides had been attacked by the cannibalistic infected, resulting in upwards of three hundred deaths and counting. The capital, Mexico City, was a blood bath. The violence inflicted on the population by the infected made the Mexican drug war pale in comparison.

All day long the talking heads on every news channel were reporting about a deadly virulent new strain of flu that had not been encountered before. The Fox news anchor said a full-blown pandemic was rolling across the nation. Anyone that was bitten by a carrier also became infected. Death followed, sometimes quickly. Sometimes it took hours, but the main thing they stressed was that after succumbing to the infection, the newly dead would re-animate and attack any living thing they saw. The infection made the afflicted patient feverish, hallucinate and violence prone. Unconfirmed reports suggested a few cases had even ended in homicidal violence and then escalated to cannibalism. The anchorman finished by adding, as Cade had already discovered first hand, that the only way to kill them was to destroy their brain.

 Cannibalism. The word alone made the hairs on the back of Cade’s neck stand on end, especially after what had happened at Ted’s house. Cade turned the TV off and went upstairs to the office to retrieve his phone; he passed the wall covered with photos of his family in good times: skiing, camping, holidays and school milestones. Cade felt a lump forming in his throat. His eyes lingered on the photo of the three of them all bundled up on Mount Hood, enjoying a family ski outing. Raven and Brook’s smiling faces seared into his memory. He made up his mind at that moment; it was time to leave Portland and go locate his family.


Chapter 7

Day 2 - Southeast Portland

 



Since the outbreak started, cellular service had been nearly non-existent, and the DSL and land line phone was down and worthless. With a determined set of the jaw, Cade grabbed his phone and punched in the numbers to Brook’s cell. A busy signal droned on in his ear. Taking a look at the phone’s display, he was not surprised to see that there were no new voice mails or text messages. On a whim he tried again to call Brook on her cell. He was relieved to finally at least get her voice mail; he left her a brief disjointed message.

“This is Cade. I am worried about your safety. How is your Dad? He may be infected. Be careful. There is a serious contagion on the loose. It is transferred by saliva contact. The infected seem to go comatose or die and reawaken prone to violence. If anything happens there, if you see any of the infected… leave immediately and get to Fort Bragg and contact Mike Desantos. Call or text me when you get service. I love you two. Give Raven a hug for me, Daddy loves you. Bye.”

Cade had no way of knowing if Brook would be able to access her voice mail or if his message would reach her at all. The instructors at Fort Benning always expected their pupils to have a backup plan. For redundancy’s sake he also composed a lengthy text message.

I haven’t heard from you and I couldn’t get through to your mom and dad’s phone… busy signal only? Be careful! There’s definitely a pandemic! Get to Fort Bragg ASAP and contact Captain Mike Desantos 910-555-5555. He knows me from the Sandbox. Just refer to me as “Wyatt.” Desantos is a good man and in the loop. At all costs stress the need to contact him or send him a message if they fail to allow you a face-to-face meeting. He will let you inside the wire. Love Cade.

Wyatt was Cade’s nickname in the teams, the name derived from his prowess with a pistol. During training he held top score on many of the shooting drills. He also more than lived up to the name in combat.

All operators were given their nickname by their peers. Mike had been a member since the early days; his name came from the amount of time he had spent behind enemy lines in “Indian” country, so they started calling him “Cowboy.”

Mike was Cade’s commander and team leader in the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta, or Delta Force for short. During the last deployment in Afghanistan they had seen a lot of combat together, and trusted each other with their lives.

During one particularly intense engagement they were about to be overrun by a much larger force of insurgents and Taliban. They had been forced to call in “danger close” artillery fire, and the rounds impacted all around and nearly on top of their position. A-10 Thunderbolts, heavily armored, slow moving, ground attack jets, the ground soldier’s best friend, rolled in time after time making gun runs. The nose-mounted Vulcan cannons spit lead, decimating scores of enemy in the process. In the middle of the fighting, each man had vowed that should either one of them die the survivor would look after the other’s family. 

Mike Desantos’s phone went to voice mail after the first ring. Cade left a concise message detailing his wife’s and daughter’s situation and asked him to be on the lookout for them.


Chapter 8

Day 2 - Myrtle Beach, South Carolina

 



Harrison and Peggy Mortenson had lived next to Brook’s childhood home in the subdivision since 1960. They were nonstop news junkies and had been up most of the night, witnessing the contagion spread worldwide. 

It was now apparent to Brook why her dad had committed the unspeakable act upon her mother. She also feared for her brother and the other workers still at the hospital. 

“My phone has been acting up and I haven’t heard from my husband since yesterday. This is the first I’ve heard about the contagion that’s going around,” Brook said to Peggy worriedly.

Harrison interjected and told Brook about how the infection occurred and what happened as a result. He added as an afterthought, “The President has issued a declaration of martial law. We are in a world of hurt.”

Armed with this new information, Brook came to the realization that nobody would be coming to investigate what had just happened at her parents’ house, and she surmised the coroner wouldn’t be coming for the bodies either.

She turned to Raven. “I have to go back and get my phone so I can try to get ahold of your dad. I want you to come with me.” 

Shaking her head vigorously from side to side, Raven said, “No way Mom.”  She bit her bottom lip nervously. “Please don’t make me.” She wouldn’t budge, and wanted no part of going back to Grandma’s house.

Considering the horrors she had witnessed there minutes ago, Brook didn’t force the issue. She reluctantly left her daughter with the Mortensons and went back to her childhood home one last time.

The door was ajar and the house smelled like gunpowder and death. Moving slowly into the kitchen, she could see her mom’s feet clad in the pink slippers she had given her last Christmas. Out of the corner of her eye Brook detected movement. She looked closer; her mom’s foot jerked.

Brook crept around the island and retrieved the shotgun from the bench in the breakfast nook. The ghoul sensed her arrival. The bloody remains that was once her loving mom flopped over onto its stomach and proceeded to crawl towards her, bodily fluids leaving a slick trail along the floor. Her undead mom slowly pursued her into the living room, leaving her no choice.

Remembering what Harrison had told her earlier, she aimed directly for the head. Brook closed her eyes for a second, said a little prayer and thought, It’s not you anymore, Mom. I love you and I’m sorry I have to do this.

She pulled the trigger and the shotgun roared. The second random shell she had inserted happened to be a slug; the round ruptured her mom’s head, peppering the hallway with brain matter, hair and bone fragments. She started sobbing as the realization that both of her parents were now dead suddenly hit her like a ton of bricks. She still had her daughter, that much she knew. She sent silent prayers out to her husband Cade, whom she missed terribly.

Brook ran up the stairs two at a time and went into her old room. Her phone was in her carry-on, where it had been since she last talked to Cade. Bag in hand, she went downstairs heading for the door.

Raven had run from the neighbors’ house when she heard the shotgun report and was tentatively peering into the open front door when Brook descended the stairs. At the first sight of her mom, Raven ran and jumped into her arms. Brook sat on the porch swing comforting Raven; she held her and stroked her hair for a few minutes. Then she sent Raven back to the Mortensons’ and watched to be sure she made it safely.

It took a few seconds of rooting around in her bag, but she finally found her phone and powered it on. It chimed several times letting her know she had missed calls and there were messages waiting for her. She sat on the porch reading the text message from Cade. Her head started spinning at the thought of what was happening everywhere else in the world. The voicemail from Cade drove the severity of their situation home; the tone of his voice on the message said it all. She would surely heed his advice because when it came to questions about their family’s security, she never questioned his wisdom.  Brook thought, As soon as we get the Cadillac loaded up we’d better set out for Fort Bragg.  

She stood and went back into the house. Standing in the kitchen, Brook stared at her dad’s lifeless form. She heard his voice in her head. “Brooklyn, you get going now, take Raven and get to safety.” Of course it was only her subconscious talking, but she took it to heart.

Brook called her brother Carl. She tried both his cell and the hospital land line but had no luck reaching him. Next, she dialed Cade’s cell and listened to it ring. After the third ring he picked up.


Chapter 9
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While the kids ate, Cade closed all of the blinds and double checked the windows and doors, making sure all were locked. The undead didn’t know they were in the house and Cade wanted to keep it that way.

Cade once again turned his attention to the local news. Two anchors were mourning their fellow reporter’s demise that had been broadcast on live television the day before. Thankfully they refrained from showing the bloody spectacle again.

President Odero put on the full court press and declared martial law nationwide. FEMA issued recommendations that doomed millions. They urged the United States population to stay home and tend to their sick and wounded. The most disturbing information that Cade had to process was a graphic simulating the nationwide spread of the infection. It revealed an ever expanding zone indicated in red, which radiated inland from the Eastern Seaboard and spread north from Mexico. Despite the new border crackdown, the entire state of California was awash in red. The South and Southwest looked less impacted and the Northwest and Central Rockies weren’t hit as hard… yet.  The next graphic was unfathomable. A fast spreading, time lapsed representation of the contagion’s impact worldwide filled the screen. There were very few locations on Earth not ravaged during the first two days of the global outbreak. As he watched the news, he had no clue that a thousand miles away his in-laws were dying.

Cade had no immediate family in Portland; both of his parents had died years ago. Chuck and Madeline were very close and had been married for fifty-five years when they both suddenly died of natural causes barely a month apart. Chuck passed first. He died peacefully in his sleep. Madeline was devastated and died of natural causes--probably of a broken heart--twenty-eight days later. Cade inherited the house he grew up in.

His parents had been happily married for twenty-seven years before Cade came along. He was not in their plans, but he was the best thing that had ever happened to them. Their proudest moment was when Cade joined the army at the age of twenty: Eleven Bravo. Light infantry was his MOS (Military Occupational Specialty) when he enlisted. He excelled during basic training and loved service life so much that he went through Ranger school, served with the 75th Ranger Regiment and then later went on to Special Forces training at Fort Benning, Georgia. 

Mike Desantos recruited Cade for the Delta Force. For the next couple of years he had some top-secret missions where he found himself “down range,” the soldier’s term for being on the receiving end of enemy fire. Cade gave better than he got.

When he met Brook, it was love at first sight. She was a nurse near Fort Lewis when he was stationed there with the 1st Special Forces Group. It was 1999. They were soon married and Raven was born shortly thereafter.

Being an operator was his life, and when those nineteen shit bags dropped the Twin Towers it became a crusade. He believed in the war against terror so wholeheartedly that he had “INFIDEL” tattooed in Old English lettering across his back.

Cade did everything his superiors asked of him, sacrificing anniversaries, birthdays, he even missed Raven’s first words and steps while he was hunting terrorists.

Soon after the new President took office and the crusade had lost its luster for the American people, Cade decided to hang up his spurs. It was a slap in the face to all of the people in uniform fighting for their country when the President and his new administration decreed that terrorist acts be called “man-made catastrophes.” It was the final straw for Cade when the White House staff started omitting the word “terrorist” in official communications.

Choosing to leave his unit and not re-up was the hardest decision Cade had ever made. A lot of career shooters were also taking this route and then going to work for Blackwater or Triple Canopy, providing private security in the Sandbox.

Cade chose instead to immerse himself in family life.


Chapter 10
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Cade’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He extracted it and, seeing Brook’s name and number on the display, he answered it immediately. Sobbing on the other end of the line was indeed his wife Brook. She began recounting everything that had happened to her in the last twenty minutes. Towards the end of her story, Cade cut her off and asked, “If my memory serves me, your parents live on a cul-de-sac, right?”

“Yes,” she replied. “So?”

Not knowing how long he would have a signal, he told Brook to just listen. “It’s a good thing they do. If Myrtle Beach is anything like Portland those things will be all over the surface streets. Get as many shells for the shotgun as possible. Grab some food and water from the house and take the Escalade and get Raven and yourself to Bragg. Stay away from big public places, especially hospitals or triage centers. The National Guard and FEMA will try to limit your travel. If they give you any problems tell them where you are going and whom you seek. Explain your relationship with me as a last resort. Remember to go around popular major routes. Do not pick up anybody, and give Rave a hug for me. I’ll meet up with you at Bragg. See you soon, I love you.”

“Finished yet?” Brook said jokingly.

“Just the pertinent facts, ma’am!” he fired back. Then all business aside, voice wavering, Cade said, “You guys be careful, and I really do mean it, I love you. See you soon.”

Just then the connection was lost and replaced with the hiss of static.

There had been no time and no reason to tell Brook about Ted and Lisa, their neighbors from around the block. She had enough on her plate and Cade didn’t want to muddy the waters any further.

*****

Brook was sitting on the neighbors’ sofa and taking this all in when her brother skidded to a stop outside. He left his car running and sprinted into his parents’ home.

By the time Brook walked out onto the lawn Carl had already been inside and seen his parents; he was on hands and knees hurling in the grass. When Carl finally stopped and wiped a trembling hand across his mouth, they met each other’s gaze. His eyes were bloodshot and he looked exhausted. He looked at the shotgun Brook held and said, “I’m sorry you had to do it, Sis. Before I saw Mom and Dad in there I thought I could never convince you what went on at the hospital. It was a hell house. I’ll never forget last night.” Breathing in deeply, he continued. “Earlier this morning I had a moment of clarity and remembered the bite that Dad got. I tried to call here; I only got a recording. Shortly after, people in the Emergency Room started screaming.” Carl paused, wiping his nose with his shirt sleeve. “I hid in a closet for over three hours until the wailing stopped. I finally decided to run for it. By then, everyone on the wing was either dead or a walking corpse. I drove here as fast as I could,” he gasped, eyes red-rimmed and teary.

As Raven joined them, Brook hugged her little girl and big brother close to her.


Chapter 11
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Ike and Leo were still mesmerized by the images on TV; they couldn’t turn it off. It was like being in a car going by a fatal wreck and seeing the telltale yellow tarp, you are compelled to steal a look. Such was the draw here. They aired the Pioneer Square footage yet again, the attack at the hospital and a reporter getting ambushed by a mob of undead at an outdoor triage center.  The international footage was few and far between. What they did show mirrored the horrors they faced here in the United States. As time wore on governments worldwide began to hide the extent of the outbreak. Even FEMA started a looping video message on all of the channels warning of the contagion and imploring people to shelter in place.

Leo and Ike watched the news for an hour and tried to piece together what had happened to their parents.

Their mom had been a janitor in a high-rise office building downtown, working the swing shift. She must have gotten infected downtown or at her job, turned undead sometime after she arrived home and attacked their dad when he came downstairs all dressed up for church. Unfortunately they would never really know what happened. They were very fortunate Leo had gotten them out of their house alive, and truly blessed that Cade came along when he did.

Cade had talked Leo and Ike out of going home to bury their parents. It was a noble thing to do but with all of the undead walking the streets, it wouldn’t be safe.

Leo told Cade that most of their extended family lived in Georgia and Louisiana. Cade suggested they go with him and they could look for their family members together. The brothers had no other family in Portland so there was little hesitation. Leo made the executive decision for himself and his brother. “We will go, but can you teach us to shoot a gun so we can defend ourselves?”

After giving it some thought, Cade answered, “I’ll teach you guys the safety part first. If you can grasp that... then, yes.”

The silver Toyota Sequoia should serve them well on their cross country trek. With the third row seat folded out of the way, there was plenty of room for the supplies they intended on taking. 


Chapter 12
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Rawley had himself quite a fan club. From his vantage point in Raven’s bedroom on the second floor, Cade could see at least twenty walkers around the front and sides of his neighbor’s house across the street. One of the putrid creatures was on the porch pawing at the door.

It looked like Rawley had shored up his big picture window. The bottom of the sofa was visible through the glass. Fortunately the narrow basement windows were too small for the ghouls to fit through, and the windows on the sides of the house were well above ground level.

Cade couldn’t remember what Rawley’s backyard looked like, even though he’d been to a few barbecues there. He did remember that Rawley’s hickory smoked beef ribs were awesome.

Over the years he had proven to be a pretty nice fellow. He played guitar and looked the part. His long hair was dyed black and he had full sleeve tattoos on both arms. Rawley occasionally toured with a rock band, which meant that a lot of different girls came and went from his house. Cade knew these were the perks of the lifestyle, and as far as he knew Rawley didn’t have an exclusive woman living with him.

It looked as if his plan of circling the wagons with his guitar and supplies wasn’t going to work. Rawley had been a little careless and let the walkers see him taking things in the front door.

The undead’s senses didn’t seem that adversely affected. Their movement suffered a little and their speed was usually about halved, but some were faster and some were slower.

The lone zombie on the porch had lost its infatuation with the door and started banging on the big plate window. The glass shattered with a loud report, drawing the attention of other walkers in the vicinity.

What happened next was the last thing Cade had anticipated. The front door opened and Rawley emerged with an SKS assault rifle, pregnant with a fifty round drum magazine. It was the type of rifle the two bank robbers used to outgun the police in North Hollywood in the early nineties. Rawley dispatched the one on his porch with two well-placed shots to the head. Flesh and brain matter splattered his welcome mat. Carefully aimed bullets cut down more walkers on the bottom stairs leading to the porch.

Cade had never seen Rawley mad before. Now he was channeling Rambo.

Cade left his perch at the bedroom window, went into the office and punched his PIN on the gun safe’s keypad. He pulled out his Colt M4 and four loaded thirty round magazines. It was a civilian model kitted out just like the personal weapon he used on deployment. Uncle Sam kept the fully automatic M4 when Cade left the teams.

Returning to the room that overlooked the front of the house, by feel he seated a magazine, pulled the charging handle and switched the selector to fire. Bracing the rifle against his shoulder he practiced steady controlled fire and made his contribution to the body count.

At first Rawley looked up at him with a bewildered look, but recognition dawned on his face and with renewed determination he kept on shooting.  

Ike and Leo joined Cade in the front bedroom upstairs and marveled at the shooting display. It was not planned but Cade and Rawley had the undead in a withering crossfire.

Cade yelled above the din at the two brothers. “Ike, go downstairs, load the truck in the garage with all of the canned food, and then throw in all of the dry stuff that will fit.”

Gesturing towards the open door in the hall he said “Leo, go into the office over there and take all of the ammo and magazines from the safe and throw them in this,” tossing a long black bag his way. “Do you know what a magazine looks like?”

“It’s the square thing that fits in the gun, right?”

“You got it. When everything is in the bag, have Ike help you put it in the Sequoia,” Cade said.

The two boys sprinted down the stairs. Ike stopped near the front door as a shadow moved past the living room window. Curiosity got the best of him. He reached up and pried opened the louvered wooden slats a half an inch. A gaunt gray face with milky eyes peered back at him.

Ike bolted back upstairs out of breath exclaiming, “The walkers are on the front porch now. I looked out the kitchen window and it looks like the backyard is still clear if we need to leave that way.”

Leo added, “The sound of the shooting sure is attracting a lot more of them.”

Having concluded the house wouldn’t be safe for much longer, Cade told the two boys to go downstairs, get in the truck and be ready to go.

Rawley had culled most of the undead that had his house under siege. At least fifteen of the corpses were piled around the porch. The dead girl in the bloody sundress was splayed out exposing herself in an unflattering way. She faced downstairs head first and her dress was pulled up around the top of her torso. Flip flop boy in the PBR shirt had been shot through the eye socket and now lay on the pile of corpses as well.

During a lull in the gunfire, Cade yelled loud enough so Rawley could hear him. “We are coming out in three minutes and are going to create a diversion for you!” He then entered the garage, drew his Gerber knife and cut two four-foot lengths off of the coiled garden hose hanging on the wall. “God Damn!” Cade muttered angrily to himself as he remembered he had left the ice axe strapped to his bike in the alley; it would have to stay behind. He had the two Glocks on his person. He stowed the M4 carbine up front in the truck, safety on, with the stock fully collapsed.

Cade put a second long black canvas bag containing his other rifle and tactical gear in the back of his truck. A box marked Camping Gear held the headlamps, a pair of two-way radios, Bushnell armored binoculars and a camp stove. Next went the tent and three sleeping bags which they tossed unceremoniously into the back of the truck. Lastly he threw two empty five gallon potable water containers on top of everything and closed the door.

Peering through the small glass windows lining the top of the garage door, he saw that the bulk of the remaining walkers were now on his porch and trampling the front yard. A very large ghoul was trudging up the driveway. A pair of walkers leaned on the front window and fell into the living room riding a wave of shattered glass. The smell of death permeated his home.

Cade climbed into the truck and turned the key in the ignition. The V8 rumbled to life. He punched the remote button that started the garage door’s plodding upward movement. Achingly slow, it revealed the sunny outside and the giant rotting roadblock standing five feet away. He was missing most of his left arm. With each step the stub twitched like a dog’s cropped tail. Along with the arm, most of the flesh was missing from one leg leaving the white femur and kneecap exposed, all the while lending to his slow gait.

At first sight of the truck and its occupants, the one armed gargantuan started moaning excitedly, alerting the other walkers of his find.

The ghouls swarmed inside the house through the broken front window, spilled into the garage and began banging on the back of the SUV.

“Go, go, go….!” Ike screamed hysterically from the back seat of the Sequoia, staring eye to eye with Cade’s dead next door neighbor, Dave. Judging from his condition, he wasn’t here to borrow tools. 

The instant the door was fully opened, Cade gunned the truck forward. Several undead now flanked the driveway. They pawed at the closed side windows as the three ton truck sucked the muscular one armed ghoul under the front skid guard; its skull popped like an overripe melon as a rear wheel rolled over it.

Cognizant of the ghoul-filled garage behind them, he stopped the SUV momentarily to survey the scene across the street. There was no sign of Rawley.


Chapter 13

Day 2 - Southeast Portland

 



The walkers were converging on them from both directions. From the west came the largest group he had seen yet. Cade noticed that the more walkers there were, the faster they seemed to move.

Easing out onto the road fronting his house he paused to steal a last glance at the home he grew up in. He said a silent goodbye, unsure he would ever see it again.

He planned to creep slowly east up the street and try to get as many of the dead to follow them as he could.  At this slow of a pace the walkers were crowding around trying to get into the truck. The ones too slow to get out of the path of the truck ended up fleshy speed bumps. The Sequoia’s windows were getting smeared with gore from the zombies’ attempts to get at them. 

In the rear view mirror Cade noticed flashing headlights. It was Rawley in the Bronco trying to get his attention. He sped up to get a safe distance from the walkers, then pulled over to the right on the shoulder and waited.

Rawley opened his window as he pulled up next to the Sequoia.

“Man, those fucks were getting thick out there. Your house was on the verge of getting overrun also,” he commented cheerfully.

“A couple of them broke my front window right as we were finishing loading up the gear. Persistent bastards, aren’t they?” Cade added.

“Persistent is an understatement. I was hoping to ride this out at home. You’re right, those fucks are very determined. We’re lucky, it looks like we both got out of there just in the nick of time. Hey, I need to thank you for stepping in when you did. Where the hell did they all come from anyway?” asked Rawley.

“The two that saw you unloading supplies alerted the others in the area when they started that fucking moaning.”

“I had no idea it was that bad, but I wanted to get some groceries just in case,” Rawley said.

“What store was open?” Cade queried him.

“The only one I found was the Mini Mart on Holgate. I had to use my credit card because every marked price was jacked up twentyfold. I had no beer in my house either, so I got their last case. That little bit of stuff ran me four hundred dollars. The beer alone was half of the cost. No worries though, if I ever see another credit card statement I’ll be amazed. Shit’s changed forever, man.”

Nodding his head in agreement Cade said, “You hit the nail on the head. I was hunkered down in my house since this all started. I have to confess though, I haven’t been very neighborly lately. I had to kill Ted from around the block... he left me little choice.”

An incredulous look adorning his face, Rawley asked what happened.

Sparing no detail, Cade told him about his first introduction to this new reality.

“Heavy shit, man. If I turn into one of those fuckers, please finish me quickly, will ya?” Rawley implored his neighbor with a deadly serious look thrown in for good measure.

Reaching into the center console Cade said, “Take this.”

A two-way radio sailed through Rawley’s open window.

“10-1 is the channel we will be on. We’re heading southeast to find Brook and Raven. Along the way I hope to help these two find some family.”

“Mind if I tag along?”

“We could use another set of eyes and ears. Just wondering, where did you learn to shoot like that?”

“I come from a family of hunters. I’ve been hunting since I was six or seven. I like to shoot recreationally as well.”

“And the SKS…”

“Oh, this little guy,” he said, affectionately patting the rifle on the seat next to him. “I bought it at a gun show quite some time ago. Hell of a fun weapon to shoot!”

Cade smirked. “Yeah I could tell.”

They had been sitting on the side of the road for a few moments before Leo interrupted.

“There are some of those dead thingies coming.”

 Cade saw the walkers. They were far enough away that they weren’t a threat, but there was also a small compact car with those stupid blinding blue headlights closing very fast from the same direction.

Rawley attempted to wave the car around but the driver locked the brakes and slewed the gaudy Nissan to a sudden stop in front of the two SUVs.

The neon-green import sported a rear wing that belonged on a top fuel dragster. Low-rider was an understatement. The car sat so low it nearly scraped the pavement. The car’s occupants glared at them. The passenger in the front seat was a Hispanic male wearing black wraparound sunglasses. A bloody do rag covered his head, gang banger style. Sitting in the rear passenger side of the four door Maxima was an Eminem-wannabe white kid with bad acne; he was brandishing a chrome semi-automatic pistol. The front seat passenger flashed an Ingram Mac-10 machine pistol. He had a shit-eating grin on his face and his gold grill glinted in the sun. The driver was mostly obscured from view.

Not impressed, Rawley and Cade produced their own guns. A bright crimson beam emanated from the SKS and settled on Slim Shady’s neck. Cade leveled his M4, safety off, hand on the fore-grip and steadied the barrel next to his side mirror while keeping the door between him and the gang bangers.

Leo stared straight ahead, slowly sinking into the front passenger seat.

“Smoke the banger fucks,” Ike said from the back seat.

“They may leave us no choice, Ike,” Cade replied in a hushed voice without removing his eyes from the carjackers.

“Mind your own business, bro, and get your head down,” Leo ordered, playing the parent role.

The banger in the front seat spoke up proudly. “We’re MS13, fool, and we takin’ those trucks, motherfuckers…”

Cade didn’t let him finish. “Looks like we’re in disagreement here fellas! Move the car and we go our separate ways… no conditions. I’ll count to three. One...”

He only made it to one before the dumbass in the front seat started to swing the muzzle of the machine pistol in Cade’s direction.

Their true intentions made known, Cade caressed the trigger on his carbine. The .223 caliber round went through the banger’s gold grill, demolishing every tooth in his mouth and severing his carotid artery before exiting below his right ear. He wore a surprised look on his toothless mug as he voided his bowels and slumped forward, dying. The impact spun his shades from his face and the bloody bandana flew off, revealing a festering bite wound on his clean shaven dome.

Simultaneously Rawley’s perfectly placed three round burst impacted right where the laser was aimed, erasing the Eminem-wannabe’s acne addled face.

In the split second that followed, the panicked driver of the low-rider popped the clutch and mashed the accelerator to the firewall. The little sports car fishtailed and sped away out of control. The horrible sound of tearing metal and breaking glass followed as he wrapped it around a telephone pole fifty yards down the street. The pole shuddered and swayed but didn’t fall.

The undead were only a hundred feet away and steadily approaching, drawn by the accident and gunfire.

Cade and Rawley drove towards the crumpled Maxima. The destroyed car now steadily leaked water and antifreeze.

After slowly rolling to a stop next to the mangled car, Cade put the Sequoia into park and got out. While he was looking inside the wreck, another car stopped.

“Oh my God, is everything OK?” asked a frantic, middle-aged lady. Her car was loaded to the roof with what appeared to be all of her worldly belongings. 

“It is now,” Cade said, giving her a tip of his ball cap.

 Eyeballing the two pistols on his person and the big machine gun in his hand, she stammered “I, I, I’ll call the police!” as she sped away with the phone to her ear, apparently calling 911.

Good luck with that, Cade thought grimly.

While they were interacting with the Good Samaritan, the toothless passenger reanimated and began fighting the airbag to get at Cade.

The driver, while still alive, was just coming to the realization that his legs were crushed and his midsection was stuck behind the steering wheel. Worst of all, he was within biting range of his undead homie.

Cade saw that the white boy in the backseat had been head shot by Rawley. He was the lucky one and would stay dead.

Pinned and helpless, the driver started screaming and calling out for his mom as the undead passenger bit his neck and tore away a mouthful of flesh and muscle. Blood sprayed everywhere while the attack continued.

Rawley asked Cade, “Aren’t you going to put them out of their misery?”

“Not a chance in hell. Thankfully, some things are worse than death.”


Chapter 14

Day 2 - Felony Flats, Outer Southeast Portland

 



The encounter with the hoodlums was an eye opener. Not only were the dead a threat but so were some of the living. Anarchy would be close on the heels of the breakdown of society. Most people had no idea there was only a thin veneer between their comfortable lives and the end of civilization as they knew it. It happened most recently during Hurricane Katrina in the South, and it was happening everywhere now. From now on it was a dog eat dog world. Cade really wasn’t surprised that no one responded to the automatic weapons fire in a residential neighborhood. Cops and soldiers are people too. When the shit hits the fan, their families and loved ones go to the top of the list. This he understood all too well.

“Folks, we are now on our own. Shoot first and ask questions later!” Cade said loudly to anyone within earshot as he reloaded his rifle.

It was still morning. There was very little traffic but it was going the wrong way. Usually there would be a torrent of vehicles heading downtown to start the nine-to-five grind.

Cade made a conscious decision to travel the back roads while they were still close to Portland and then avoid altogether the bigger cities they would encounter later. Soon the surge out of town would exponentially increase and he wanted to be ahead of the curve. There was an old highway that paralleled I-84 along the Columbia River; it was the one they planned to travel.

Cade struck up a conversation with Leo. “I’ve seen you guys riding your bikes in the neighborhood. How long have you two lived there?” He was careful not to bring up their parents, considering what he had done to save the kids from their precarious perch in the tree house. Then Cade thought, What the hell am I doing? Remember to keep things professional.

“I guess since about third grade for me,” Leo said.

Ike piped up from the back seat, “I was a baby when we moved in.”

“How old are you guys now?” 

“I’m nine.” Ike said.

Leo exclaimed, “I’m seventeen and I just got my driver’s license at the start of the summer.”

Cutting their conversation short, Rawley’s voice came over the two-way radio. “Come in. Hey, are you guys there?”

Cade grabbed his radio from the center console. “I hear you ,what’s up?”

“I’ve been watching my rearview since we had to shoot up those assholes back there. Don’t look now, but half of the Army is crawling up our ass.”

The radio in Cade’s hand beeped as Rawley let go of the transmit button. A convoy of noisy military vehicles overtook them at forty-five miles per hour. Both SUVs slowed and moved aside. They were still in the city but the thoroughfare was lightly travelled. There were two Humvees, three Bradley fighting vehicles, and four more Humvees bringing up the rear.

The longhaired Rawley caught icy glares from the sunglass wearing troopers riding shotgun in the trailing vehicles. He keyed his mic.  “Where do you suppose they’re going?”   

“I don’t want to be anywhere near where they’re going... As far as I could tell they were in full battle rattle and frosty as hell. Also you don’t just drive a Bradley Fighting Vehicle in an American city unless you plan on using it,” Cade pointed out bleakly.

“What do you think they’re going to be doing?” Ike persisted.

“With that many fully armed Bradleys, Humvees and a platoon of soldiers all heading towards the interstate … my guess is they will be setting up roadblocks on the interstate and the bridges. They’ve probably been ordered to stop travel between Oregon, Washington and Idaho,” Cade answered.

“We better find a back road then,” Leo said.

Cade called Rawley on the two-way. “I’ve been thinking, we should go out the old historic highway that runs along I-84, circumventing traffic and roadblocks until we get near Hood River.”

Keying his mike Rawley answered, “I concur.”


Chapter 15

Day 2 - Myrtle Beach, South Carolina

 



Brook helped Carl wrap their parents’ bodies in their favorite comforters. They gently placed them side by side in the tin garden shed. They barely fit into the cramped space. Their parents deserved to be buried, but considering the dire circumstances it was the best they could do.

Raven looked on, a tear making a slow descent down her cheek as the padlock clicked shut. She bowed her head thinking to herself, I just want to wake up from this nightmare, please. 

“Raven,” Brook called out. “Grab your bag, we’re leaving with Uncle Carl right now!”

Snapping out of her funk, Raven did as she was told.

Carl looted his late parents’ pantry and loaded up the pearl white Cadillac Escalade. In Carl’s opinion the Escalade was too luxurious to be used off road, but it would surely make travel easier. The gussied up four-by-four had more ground clearance and there was more interior space than his car.

The Mortensons were adamant about staying in their home. “We have a full pantry, a gun and the will to stay,” Peggy said.

Brook and Carl both knew there would no persuading the couple. They said a tearful goodbye. Carl drove the Escalade, Brook rode in the front passenger seat armed with the loaded shotgun, and Raven was sitting in between them.

“We need at least one more shotgun for protection, plus more ammo for the Ithaca and a pistol if we can find one” Carl said to Brook. They had scavenged only eleven slugs and four shot shells for the Ithaca out of the drawer in the study.

It was still early so Carl decided to gamble and head for the interstate. They rounded the corner leaving the cul-de-sac and Brook let out an audible sigh. Smoke dominated the horizon from the multiple fires downtown. They left Myrtle Beach without a real plan except to somehow reunite with Cade.

They drove inland; the traffic at this hour was still light. Two Black Hawk helicopters, flanked by Apache gunships bristling with rockets under their stubby wings, roared overhead flying very low on a northern heading up the coast. If she had to venture a guess, Brook thought they must be heading to Fort Bragg. She knew those were the type of helicopters Cade used to ride in on the secretive missions Delta Force frequently undertook.

Carl was 45 years old, bald, divorced, overweight and a little out of shape. He was also a recovering alcoholic with a great wit and a jaded outlook on life. Being 6-foot-4, he struck an imposing figure. Around Raven, however, he was a big teddy bear. With Brook, Carl always played the big brother role; he was almost 10 years older than his little sister and overly protective. He had even vetted all of her boyfriends, going so far as to return to his old high school and spy on them without her knowledge. More than one of her suitors did not pass the “Carl” litmus test and were intimidated into finding someone else to date. Carl wasn’t sold on Cade at first, but upon finding out that he had volunteered to go into harm’s way for his country, his opinion instantly changed 180 degrees. The man was a great father to Raven, and Brook glowed in his presence. If there was anything he could do to help them find Cade, he was all in.


Chapter 16

Day 2 - Interstate 84, outside of Portland

 



The U.S. Army’s moving screen served the two vehicle convoy well. Cade followed about a 1000 yards behind them, Rawley’s vehicle close behind.

The Troutdale exit would take them to the old highway. Cade saw brake lights flash on up ahead as the military convoy came to a halt, presumably by a road block. A moment later as the Sequoia neared the stopped vehicles, the military convoy they had been tailing was waved through and pulled away.

 There was an Oregon State Police Dodge Charger stopped to the left, partially blocking the road. The red and blue lights of the patrol car flashed hypnotically. The trooper wearing the trademark Smokey the Bear hat put up his gloved hand. Cade came to a stop, turned off the engine and handed his military identification to the trooper.

The trooper, eyes fixed on Cade, asked “What’s your destination?”

Considering the trucks were loaded with his camping gear, Cade responded “We’re headed to Trillium Lake to do some camping; if the sites are all full then we’ll try Timothy Lake. My friend’s driving the white Bronco behind me.”

“Who are these kids travelling with you?”

“They’re my neighbor kids, it’s their first time camping.”

“Haven’t you been listening to the radio?” the trooper demanded.

“No we’ve been listening to CDs… why, what’s up?”

“So… you are not aware that the State of Oregon is currently under a declaration of martial law and there have been deadly viral outbreaks in Portland?”

“I heard about some sick people but honestly, I had no idea martial law had been declared.  We’ve been planning this trip for a while. This weekend worked the best for Ike and Leo’s parents. They were going out of town on business and needed someone to watch these two anyway.”

Ike and Leo gave each other the look only a sibling would understand; without words, it said they needed each other and had to stay strong to survive the loss of their parents. Both boys remained stoic during the trooper’s questioning.

Cade finished by saying , “I figured no better time than now. Hopefully this contagion thing will blow over.”

Glancing at the ID card the trooper looked at the three of them one at a time, pausing for a tick while locking eyes, then said, “I’m going to let you pass. Just remember to drive safe,” then looking directly at the boys he added, “and be careful around the water, fellas.” He glanced at Cade. “Wait here a moment while I speak with your friend.”

The trooper continued down the line of vehicles that had begun to form behind Cade’s Sequoia. Seeing as how the truck was full of guns and ammo, Cade couldn’t wait to disengage from the officer and get moving. He tensely watched the trooper in his side mirror as he slowly walked towards Rawley’s Bronco.

Rawley had patiently observed the stop unfold; he now removed his sunglasses as the trooper closed the distance with his truck.

The radio on the passenger seat came to life.

Quick and to the point Cade said, “We are going camping on Mount Hood at Timothy or Trillium Lake if he asks you,” and then it went silent again.

Rawley provided his identification and received the same stock informative lecture, followed by the same questions from the officer. Because of his tattoos and long hair, his driver’s license received more than a cursory inspection. Rawley informed the officer that he was going camping with the guys in the truck ahead of him, gesturing with his thumb towards the camping gear which fortunately was shielding his rifle from view. Rawley got his driver’s license back and the trooper indicated he could follow Cade and the boys through the roadblock.

Cade waited as the trooper returned to the Sequoia. Behind him the drivers in the cars that were lining up started honking intermittently. The trooper reached in the window and handed the ID card back to Cade and then queried him about his service.

Downplaying his role, Cade said, “I did a tour in Iraq, nothing worthy of a medal. I was mostly in the Green Zone.” 

After a short pause he got a heartfelt “Thanks for your service, son,” and with a tip of his stiff brimmed hat the older trooper exclaimed loudly enough to be heard over the honking, “you… and you!” pointing at the Sequoia and the Bronco, “carry on!” and waved them through. He then faced the unenviable task of telling the rest of the drivers in queue that I-84 was now closed.

Wasting no time, Cade started the Sequoia and hurriedly pulled away from the roadblock.

Rawley threw the trooper a quick smart ass salute as he rolled past him heading east away from the city of 1.2 million.


Chapter 17

Day 2 – Interstate 84 Roadblock

 



Trooper Gary England stood his ground as each person in front of him pled their case. His stature was imposing to most, and people usually listened to what he had to say. Today the people he was trying to reason with were attempting to flee the unknown carnage unfolding twenty miles to the west in Portland, Oregon. Bottom line, he was holding court with anxiety, panic and pandemonium. 

An attractive young woman in denim shorts and a tank top shrilly dressed him down.

“You are not listening to me. My daughter is four years old and she is sitting in that car in the hot sun,” she said while wildly stabbing her manicured nail at a black Mercedes.

“And you, lady, are not hearing me. I repeat, no one is getting through. The city is under forty-eight hour quarantine.”

A balding middle-aged man and his wife started whining about the idiots in the city looting and rioting.

“I want your badge number!” the half-drunk wife bellowed. She obviously wasn’t used to being told “no.”

The trooper did his best to try and turn around the fifteen or so people who got out of their cars to “help” with the lobbying process.

Like a clap of thunder, the sound of approaching V-twin engines drowned out all conversation. Scores of bikes pulled up on both sides of the group of people trying to gain passage into the gorge.

Most of the outlaw bikers were flying their colors. Greasy leather jackets were emblazoned with the “Nomad Jester” patch. It had a devious looking jester wearing a floppy hat with round tassels on the end. Instead of a silly smile on its face it wore a devilish sneer; across its chest was an AK-47 held at port arms.

Trooper England, his hand on his Beretta, stared down the lead element of the pack.

One of the biggest bikers he had ever seen dismounted a black Harley. The behemoth extended the kickstand with his scuffed black leather boot. The red-bearded outlaw squared up with the trooper. He didn’t offer his hand to the law let alone a modicum of respect.

“Just as I have been telling these fine citizens, the City of Portland is under quarantine for the next forty-eight hours.” Hitching up his gun belt the trooper added, “You all need to turn around and go ho....”

Before Trooper Gary England could finish his sentence, a fifty caliber bullet traveling at 2800 feet per second entered just below his left eye socket. His head became a pink mist that covered the travelers around him with tiny pieces of vaporized brain, blood and pebble sized flecks of bone. Time seemed to stand still for the people clustered around the man. Then people gathered their wits and chaos broke out. The shrieking started with the drunk lady first. Most everyone made for their cars in an attempt to escape the menacing gang.

Three hundred yards away the former-Marine scout sniper turned outlaw biker put down his Barrett sniper rifle and high fived his buddy.

As if on cue, the rest of the gang attacked the innocent people with fists, knives and guns. Men were not spared. One biker decapitated the whiny middle-aged man with a machete. While his lifeblood pumped from the stump of his neck the assailants dragged his drunken wife away kicking and screaming. She was flex cuffed and thrown into a civilian Hummer2 driven by one of the biker’s old ladies.

The massacre was swift and complete. They spared the mom that had been in the trooper’s face, two teenage girls who had just witnessed their parent’s murder and a twenty-something redhead hitchhiking with an elderly man. They were all trying to flee the madness in Portland and this is what they received in return.

Had he arrived two minutes sooner the man would have found himself in the middle of a massacre. While he watched helplessly two of the bikers held up the little girl. Even as she struggled valiantly the big red-bearded animal gutted her with his machete. Duncan hadn’t witnessed anything like this since his first tour in Vietnam. The mom wailed on her hands and knees, cradling the remains of her little girl as the bikers laughed.

It took a three-point turn for him get the wide, long bed pickup pointing in the other direction on the narrow two lane road. Trying to literally put the scene in his rear view mirror, he raced east on the old scenic highway.


Chapter 18

Day 2 - Fort Bragg, North Carolina

 



The moment President Odero had called for nationwide martial law, secure smart phones rang and vibrated across the country as operators were mobilized to return to post. The Tier-One operators all had secure encrypted phones utilizing government satellites to keep everyone in constant contact. 

Mike Desantos was on the phone with his base commander, Major Phillip Link, giving him a situation report.

“Sir, the call has been made; all of the active shooters have been ordered RTB. Half of our active Alpha Teams are in the ‘Stan, and days away. Coronado is calling in all of their support personnel, SEAL Teams One and Ten are on deployment but most of the other teams have formed up and are on base. I just received word that the East Coast garrisons are doing call backs. SEAL Team Six is still in Afghanistan hunting HVTs. We recently received a sit-rep from them, they want an exfil ASAP. Their last transmission indicated everyone in the Middle East is going to meet their seventy two virgins pretty soon. Almost all of the civilian communications are down. At least we have our satellite comms up and running for our operators.”

Cutting his subordinate off Major Link said “Captain Desantos, I need to see you ASAP. I have a high priority mission for you.”

“Right away sir, give me five mikes.”

Captain Desantos walked across the base from the north entry to have a face-to-face with his commander. He was summoned in after knocking on the door to the air-conditioned communications room.

Captain Desantos saluted his superior and was greeted with the same, followed by an “At ease” coming from Major Link.

“What do you have for me sir?”

Straight and to the point, Link said, “POTUS (President of the United States) is incommunicado and has been since 03:00 EST.”

Mike’s face blanched at the news. “Last known location?” he asked.

“1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Apparently he thought he would be safe there… ride it out with his family,” the Major said, shaking his head. “All comms are down in the district. Our NSA bird sent back images of Marine One sitting on the south lawn. The walking dead are on the grounds and no living beings have been seen in the vicinity since communications ceased.”

“What are the rules of engagement?”

“Shoot to kill any undead on sight no matter who they may be. POTUS and all VIPs must be rescued at all costs. If there are any casualties amongst them, then documentation is necessary. Take any credentials from the bodies and obtain DNA swabs and digital video to confirm their identity and condition. Protect you and your men at all costs,” the Colonel said while patting the operator on the shoulder.

“I’ll take two teams of six. Have the Night Stalkers been briefed?”

“Yes. They will be ready in thirty mikes. Two 160th SOAR Black Hawks with Apache support.” The Major paused and adjusted his black beret before saying, “It’s bad out there… worse than any of our war gaming scenarios suggested. Watch your six, Cowboy.”

The two men exchanged salutes.

The red phone on the commander’s desk chirped. An MP made it very clear the perimeter needed fortification and he wanted to call McCord AFB to request that a Spectre gunship be brought on station. The Spectre was a close air support modified AC-130 with multiple weapons proven to be devastating against enemy forces on the ground.

“I’ll make it happen, in the meantime keep me updated!” Major Link barked as he hung up.

 

*****

At SOCOM headquarters, Fort Bragg, North Carolina, MPs were checking identifications at the double gate in front of the compound. Cars and SUVs full of soldiers and family that usually lived off of base were lined up for blocks. The first priority of the guards would be to quarantine the injured and ensure none of the infected got inside.

Overnight, several hundred walkers had amassed around the perimeter having been attracted by the commotion and halide lights. The snipers in the guard towers had orders to confirm with thermal imaging if their targets were in fact walking dead before engaging them. The undead didn’t have the same heat signature as the living. The newly turned did show up as almost normal for the first few minutes, therefore any questionable targets also required a visual identification.

Dawn broke and the day wore on as hundreds more of the infected streamed across the highway from the hospital and the surrounding businesses. Bodies of the infected were bulldozed into mass graves as fast as the snipers and tower guards could put them down.

Mike had checked his phone for personal messages. One was from his wife Annie, saying she was en route with their two girls. Annie was pregnant with Mike’s first boy. Mike thought, Only two more months of being the only male of the household. Message number two was Cade. Mike listened intently, hung up and called each of the three gate houses. He left orders to look out for anyone fitting Brook’s description as well as anyone that was with her. They were to let them in and contact Mike immediately. Cade’s family was his family, as far as Mike was concerned.

*****

Private First Class Chillcut had his hands full checking identities and making sure the infected were kept outside of the wire. Things at the south entrance were getting hairy.

Back to back, staccato reports of automatic gunfire came from his left, and the third vehicle in line failed to move forward. Inside the car, one of the soldiers had turned and attacked the other occupants of the Ford Taurus wagon. The driver shrieked as her head was pulled towards the backseat, her undead husband’s teeth sinking into the soft part of her neck ripping free a mouthful of flesh. He then turned his attention to the crying baby in the car seat. The baby’s wailing intensified as the monster tried to wrest it from the car seat.

Seeing this happening through his thermal scope, the sniper in the nearest tower opened fire. The bullet entered the ghoul’s head at the base of the neck, causing it to slump over the baby.

Having just bled out, the mom in the front seat reanimated and began banging on the driver’s side window. Bursts of gunfire from the soldiers at the checkpoint killed her. The troops rushed to the car to check for survivors. The first to arrive at the vehicle’s open window could hear muffled cries escaping from under the dead ghoul. Afraid of what he would find, Private First Class Chillcut reluctantly pulled the corpse off of the infant in the car seat, and then screamed “Medic!” at the top of his lungs. The orphaned baby kept screaming; miraculously she was unhurt.

*****

The sky over Fort Bragg faded from a brilliant blue to a burnt orange as the sun set. Little did Mike Desantos know that the next twenty-four hours would be the most difficult of his entire life. He ran the impending mission through his head as he watched four black helicopters of the 160th SOAR (Special Operations Aviation Regiment) bleed off airspeed, flare at the last moment and softly land in tight formation on the tarmac.

The show in the heavens was finishing its run with deep purples and blues slowly fading to black. Stars emerged, winking at those among the living willing to look up and imagine a world where the dead didn’t roam.

Mike “Cowboy” Desantos walked with purpose to greet the Night Stalkers and bring the other eleven operators that would accompany him up to speed on this very important mission. He looked at the stars one last time and prayed to anyone listening to deliver his family to safety.

A few hours later, Mike and his Delta Operators were fully kitted out and ready to undertake Operation Eagle Aerie. The Delta Team call signs were Zulu One and Zulu Two. The MH-60M Black Hawks were given the call signs Reapers One and Two. Three and Four were the AH-64 Apache Longbows.

Walking towards the waiting flat black MH-60M Black Hawk, Mike bowed under the spinning rotor and thought, God help us all.


Chapter 19

Day 2 -South Carolina

 



Carl turned right on State Route 17 that went east through downtown. At the intersection of Tadlock Road and State Route 17 they encountered a large group of the walking dead. The Denny’s on the corner had more than ten of them milling around near the front doors. Terrified early morning diners were trapped inside the restaurant. Their faces were pressed against the glass as they witnessed the mayhem outside. In the parking lot there was a small car high centered on a mound of dead bodies. The front wheels were off of the ground and spun freely trying to get purchase. Carl slowed the Escalade and crept past. Some of the walkers took interest and tried to follow, while others had just succeeded in breaking a window on the compact car and were attacking the young couple through the opening. Harboring a feeling of helplessness, Carl glanced at his sister and registered the slight side to side shaking of her head. Stopping to help them was out of the question; discretion had to be the better part of valor if they wanted to survive. Brook held Raven’s head in her lap as they passed by the gruesome scene.

They narrowly avoided colliding with a fast moving, out of control pickup thanks to Carl’s quick reflexes. Instead it plowed into a string of parked cars in front of the Holiday Inn. Undead poured from the motel, swarming the ruined truck. After the near collision Carl recommended that Raven get buckled up in one of the back seats.

 Three Myrtle Beach Police Department Ford Crown Victoria cruisers screeched to a stop between the Denny’s and the motel. Without delay the zombies surrounded the police cars. In a scene that reminded Brook of the Rodney King riots in L.A., the three patrol cars roared away to safety, leaving the truck driver for dead. She supposed this would be the case in the next few days as society continued to disintegrate.

The news helicopter flitting around the downtown area reminded Carl to turn on the radio and scan for a transmitting station. WKNB AM was the only one on the air. They listened as they drove. The female reporter said President Bernard Odero was in a secure location but Vice President Chauncey Lindstrom was still in the District of Columbia; Speaker of the House Valerie Clay was in a separate and secure location. She went on to report that the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta was working around the clock to find a counter to the virus. So far they knew the mortality rate was one hundred percent. Any bite or saliva contact definitely led to infection; the pathogen was isolated to the mouth and bred and thrived there. The speed of its introduction into the blood stream depended on the location and severity of the bite on the victim’s body. For instance, a bite on the neck near the jugular vein or carotid artery resulted in a quick death from loss of blood, consequently the time until reanimation was more rapid. Furthermore, she warned people to stay away from areas where large groups of people assembled, such as churches, hospitals and shopping malls. For quarantine reasons the main roads in and out of most cities would soon be closed as mandated by the CDC, Homeland Security and FEMA. Comfort centers had been established in some cities for the infected and their families.

Carl said aloud to no one in particular, “I wonder how long the upper levels of government have been in their comfort centers?” He sarcastically added, “I bet those fat cats have caviar and champagne where they are holed up.”

Brook said, “Sounds to me like the flu or whatever it’s called now is far more dangerous than anyone was reporting initially. I’d bet the government is already planning severe contingency plans if the spread isn’t slowed or stopped soon.”

“What measures do you think they’ll resort to?” Carl wondered.

“I remember when Cade told me about a conspiracy theory web site he checked on occasion. He said there was talk about FEMA already having set aside hundreds of thousands of body bags in multiple locations around the continental United States.” 

“Where are they? Did Cade mention that?” Carl asked.

“No. It really disturbed me then. I remember he said that all of the locations were near rail lines…”

“That sure sounds like Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, not our United States government. Wow, really?” Carl intoned incredulously.

“Considering all of the things our government has swept under the rug or just plain lied about, I would put little past them,” Brook said.

“I wholeheartedly agree, little sister.”

Raven announced “I have to go pee,” then asked her mom, “have you checked your phone to see if Dad called?”

“Not in a while. Where is that thing?” Her phone was at the bottom of her bag. She checked it. “No bars, Raven. It looks like there are no new messages either. We’ll have to check again later.”

They pulled over in a deserted Albertsons’ parking lot so Raven could relieve her bladder. The dark store looked like it had recently been bombed. Trash and bodies littered the entryway and most of the ground level windows were reduced to glittering shards on the asphalt.

Raven exited the vehicle while Brook looked on, the shotgun cradled in the crook of her arm. It was the longest two minutes of Raven’s young life as she squatted by the idling SUV.

One of the bodies near the storefront suddenly sat up and clumsily stood erect. Brook looked over at her daughter who was still peeing. “Hurry up. We have company.”

The undead man creakily shuffled towards them. He was badly mauled, his intestines trailing behind him like a pet snake. Brook looked away in disgust. Raven buttoned up her jeans and jumped back into the Escalade in one motion.

For some reason Brook lingered outside of the vehicle.

“Get in Sis!” Carl yelled.

Brook shouldered her dad’s shotgun and cocked one of the hammers. The thing was ten feet from the SUV when Carl blew the horn. Brook jumped and the gun discharged, blowing one frail looking arm off of the middle-aged walker. It kept a slow steady pace, still homing in on Brook.

The first mistake was Carl sounding the horn; the second was Brook missing the headshot. Fumbling to get the second hammer cocked, Brook looked past the intestine-dragging ghoul and counted a number of undead exiting the store.

Raven started screaming as the walkers converged on her mom. Their moaning quickly reached a terrifying crescendo.

Brook steadied her aim and silently cursed the undead being as she pulled the trigger. The shotgun blast pulped the walker’s head; it fell and rolled, twisting itself up in its own entrails. The smells and sounds were overwhelming. Gagging, she hauled herself into the Escalade.

Carl floored it. Ignoring his own rule, he careened over a multitude of the walking dead on his way to the road. His mouth curled up at the corners as he silently scolded himself, Note to self, no more honking the horn, Carl.

Looking over at her brother, Brook noticed his inappropriate grin and asked him to share his thoughts. Carl declined at first. “You almost got me killed back there, Carl!” Brook halfheartedly screamed at him. Carl acquiesced. “I was just mentally scolding myself for honking the horn back there. It won’t happen again.”

“I owe you an apology. It wasn’t the time or the place to test my courage,” Brook said with a sheepish grin.

“Sis, if I’d known this is what it would take for us to get along so well, I would’ve wished for the zombie apocalypse a long time ago… minus what happened to Mom and Dad of course.” Carl immediately wished he could take back his words.

While dodging more walkers, he maneuvered the truck in the direction of Interstate 17 and eventually Fort Bragg.


Chapter 20

Day 2 - Columbia River Gorge, Oregon

 



The encounter with the sheriff couldn’t have ended better. Rawley followed Cade and the kids off of the highway at the next exit. Old River Road was the name of the route that wound along the east side of the Sandy River. It merged with and then turned into the Historic Columbia River Highway which was completed in 1922, allowing access to the scenic Columbia River Gorge. Many accessible waterfalls and hiking trails were scattered along the next 35 miles. It was beautiful country, lush and green with the shallow Sandy River meandering through the middle of it. It was an enticingly cool body of water that beckoned on a hot day like today.

Distancing themselves from a million potentially infected Portlanders seemed like a better idea than stopping to cool off. There wasn’t a second to waste; travel would be slow on the twisty two-lane blacktop.

Ike’s voice sounded from the backseat of the Sequoia. “Mom and .....” He started to say something and then he broke down and bawled. Once he was finally able to compose himself he finished what he was going to say. “Mom and Dad used to bring us here. I really miss them.” Leo pulled his little brother close and silently comforted him.

After a few minutes of driving they passed a sign that read “Crown Point State Park next left.” Cade steered the truck to the left and parked diagonally across the lines so he wouldn’t get boxed in from behind. Rawley followed his lead and edged the Bronco next to the Sequoia.

A bright red convertible Volkswagen Cabriolet and a beautifully restored, canary yellow Camaro were parked in the Vista House parking lot.

“Stay in the truck and keep the doors locked. Rawley and I will take a look around. Honk if there are any problems,” Cade instructed the boys.

The Vista House was a massive stone building in the shape of an octagon. It had floor to ceiling glass windows that afforded the best views up and down the wide Columbia River.

A pair of attractive young ladies stood by the stone retaining wall. They were looking to the west down the gorge, their long blond hair whipping about their heads. The gorge was famous for its beauty as well as its strong east wind. They were looking in the direction of Portland and taking turns using the type of coin-operated binoculars that are a fixture at tourist traps with a view. One of the girls caught Cade looking her way and asked him if he had any change. He thrust his hands in his pockets and pulled them both inside out. “No I don’t, sorry,” he replied.

“That’s OK, we’ve probably seen enough… It’s just that it looks like Portland is on fire,” the girl using the binoculars said, her face still glued to the contraption.

Her visually stunning duplicate left to find some quarters; she tried to open the double glass doors of the Vista House only to find them locked. “That’s strange, this place is still closed. The sign reads open 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. all days,” the blonde said.

A sixtyish-looking man wearing a powder blue fisherman’s hat emerged from around the building. He wore walking shorts and a long sleeved cotton shirt; his eyes were hidden behind a pair of big bulky “old people” sunglasses.

Cade asked the young women, who appeared to be twins, where they were from.

Almost in unison, the blondes answered.

“I’m Shelly.”

“I’m her sister Sheila; we live in Portland.”

Cade shook their hands one at a time. “My name’s Cade. I used to live in Portland.”   

Rawley nodded to both women. “My name’s Rawley, pleased to meet you. Which way are you lovely ladies headed?”

Shelly answered, “Sheila and I came from Hood River this morning. We stayed at the Gorge Hotel last night, got up and had breakfast in the restaurant. The waitress told us about some kind of mass murder that happened last night at one of the big apple orchards in the valley.”

Then her twin Sheila interjected. “It freaked me out so much that I called our mom. I tried her and a few friends but I couldn’t get ahold of anyone. I thought maybe it was just my crappy cell phone, so when the waitress came back I asked to use the hotel phone. She said the phones had been down since last night.”

The other twin finished the story. “Now we’re both kind of sketched out, the server drops our check and adds that she heard some of the murdered people had been partially eaten.”

At the tail end of the story the older man in the fishing hat walked up and introduced himself as Harry Conrad, and shook hands with everyone.

“I couldn’t help but overhear about people being eaten?” Harry said.

“I think the waitress was just embellishing. Good stories usually equal good tips… right?” Shelly said hopefully.

“Not in my book. I just wanted to add what I saw on the boob tube this morning. Some youths got out of hand yesterday and attacked cops and soldiers and innocent bystanders downtown. It was the craziest thing I have seen since those Kent State shootings. It looked like the National Guard was firing on the crowd.”

“In Portland?” one of the blondes said, her voice laced with skepticism.

“Right there in the Courthouse Square… hell of a sight to watch. The news anchor also alluded to troubles, bite wounds and such, cropping up in some of the emergency rooms in and around Portland…”

The freight train roar of Harley Davidson motorcycles reverberating up the basalt canyon walls from the interstate two hundred yards below the Vista House cut Harry off before he could finish.

Looking over the edge, Cade and Rawley watched the horde of Harley Davidsons and SUVs speed east up the gorge. Cade lost count after 30 and then returned his attention to the conversation.

Rawley nudged Cade and said cryptically while looking at him over the top of his sunglasses, “Looks like the Sheriff opened the road.”

 “We better keep our eyes open for those bikers. Chances are that the Sheriff wasn’t left with much of a choice,” Cade said in a hushed voice.

“One man against that group... no way he could deny them passage. Not without a SWAT team,” Rawley agreed.

The thought caused an icy ball to form in the pit of the former Delta Operator’s stomach. He made a mental note to himself: I need to get these kids somewhere and teach them how to handle the guns. We could use more shooters, especially if we get in a skirmish with a group of that size.

Pointing west Harry asked, “Does anyone know what’s causing all that smoke?”

Rawley answered with a serious look on his face. “Sir, I’d tell you, but I doubt that you’d believe me.”

“What do you mean…?” Shelly asked.

“When you all leave here, turn on your radios. I promise this isn’t any Orson Welles ‘War of the Worlds’ hoax. There is some credence to what Harry here just said about the city going to hell in a handbasket… and then some.”  

“We’ve got some road to burn up. Good luck to you all. If I were you I’d steer well clear of Portland,” Cade said as he opened the door, held the grab handle near his head and climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Is there a forest fire coming?” Leo queried worriedly.

“No, that’s Portland. Surely the creatures are following the living that are fleeing the city and I can almost guarantee they will come this way,” Cade answered Leo as he fired up the Toyota, adding, “Let’s put some more miles between us and them.” He stared at Leo and then at Ike before saying, “We need to find a place to teach you guys to shoot a pistol and maybe the shotgun.”

They hit the road, Cade, Leo and Ike in the Sequoia and Rawley driving solo in his Bronco. Harry and the two women were still having an animated conversation in the parking lot. Rawley watched them in his rear view mirror until they were but tiny specks.

The two vehicle convoy exited the Vista House parking lot, veered left and continued east on the scenic highway. Leo passed out energy bars and bottled water as they wound through the back roads of the Columbia River Gorge.

Cade commented, “Later on we’ll stop so we can eat some real food,” then he caught himself. “I guess calling an MRE real food is stretching it a bit. I’ll let you judge for yourselves,” he said with a chuckle.

Back at the Vista House, just minutes after Cade, Rawley and the boys made their exit, a man in a Dodge Ram pickup arrived and pulled up next to the Camaro and VW. The man looked the three over before rolling down his window and greeting them.

“How are y’all doing? My name is Duncan, Duncan Winters.” He had a nasally Southern twang which matched his ruddy complexion. His Stetson hat and squinting wise eyes made him seem one hundred percent cowboy.

Harry removed his dark glasses and extended his hand upwards towards Duncan and made his acquaintance.

The twins introduced themselves.

“Sheila Olsen, hi,” she said, smoothing her hair behind her ear.

“I’m Shelly Olsen.” She greeted him with a wave of her small hand.

Duncan stayed in his truck with the window rolled down, letting the engine idle and proceeded to recount what he had just witnessed thirty minutes ago.

The twins were visibly shaken. Harry shook his head slowly side to side, staring at the ground.

Shelly broke the silence. “I think we saw them heading east a couple of minutes ago,” remembering the pack of noisy motorcycles.

“Looks like I’m not going back to Portland any time soon” Harry remarked glumly.

Sheila opined, “I think we ought to go the same way those two trucks just went. What do you think Sis?”

Before Shelly could add her opinion, Duncan Winters told them he was going to head east and see if he could find a lawman to make things right for the murdered little girl. “If the law isn’t around these parts any longer, then I may have to take things into my own hands.”

When the cowboy finished Shelly finally answered her sister with a silent nod of agreement.

They all headed eastbound on the Columbia River Gorge scenic highway. Harry’s yellow Camaro took the lead with the little red convertible in the middle and the dually 4x4 pickup driven by Duncan bringing up the rear. Duncan couldn’t help but obsess about the poor little girl and how horribly she had suffered. He was sure there was a special place in hell for monsters like the ones that butchered her. Duncan had indirectly sent his fair share of them there himself during the Vietnam War, and he had not a shred of remorse. If only I get a chance, he thought as he kept an eye on the road behind him.


Chapter 21

Day 2 - Wahkeena Falls, Columbia River Gorge, Oregon

 



The two truck procession wheeled into the Wahkeena Falls parking lot. There were roughly twenty parking spots and a one way circular drive all ringed by tall fir trees. In the middle of the drive was an expanse of green grass with a number of picnic tables arranged near the center. A small white school bus with a bright yellow “Little Learners Preschool” logo on the door occupied the spot nearest the trailhead.

The bathrooms were built to resemble miniature log cabins. Beyond the bathrooms a trail snaked down gradually about a quarter of a mile to the waterfall. The summer before last, when he was home from deployment, Cade and Raven had a father and daughter outing here. He remembered the falls were beautiful, but rather small and unimpressive. It seemed a perfectly safe and short hike to take a group of preschoolers on.

Except for the bus, the lot was empty.

Cade backed the Sequoia into a parking spot near the preschool bus. Rawley slid the Bronco in right next to it. They all got out and stretched their legs. Ike ran and played on the grass in the middle of the parking lot, and Leo chased him around the picnic tables; finally his longer legs prevailed and he scooped up his wiry brother and tickled him until he cried uncle. The two boys continued to playfully wrestle each other.

Cade looked on, awed by the boys’ resilience. Their mom and dad had just died and the trauma had drawn them closer to each other. To survive they would have to have each other’s backs at all times. The scene choked him up and made him long to hold his family again. He composed himself and called the boys over.

“Times a’ wasting, let’s eat.”

Cade wanted to eat quickly and continue on. The need to reunite with his family was stronger than ever.

They all assembled at the open rear of the Sequoia. Ike passed out the MREs (meals ready to eat) from the case calling out the flavors as he grabbed them. 

“Leo gets chicken à la King.”  

“Mmmm,” Leo said, inspecting the olive drab bag.

“Cade gets spaghetti and meatballs.” Ike tossed him the package.

“What. I don’t get to choose?”

“Take it or leave it,” Ike said matter-of-factly, grinning at Cade.

“Rawley, what do you want? Chili-mac... or sweet and sour pork?” he asked next, showing off both identical looking packaged meals.

“I’ll take the swine, thanks Ike.” Rawley snatched the one he suspected might be his.

“You give him a choice now?” Cade said, feigning a hurt look.

“Just playin’ with you.” Ike opened the leftover chili-mac. It was the one he secretly wanted anyway.

The boys were amazed by the self-heating MREs; you just added a tablespoon of water and waited for a couple of minutes, grabbed a spoon and dug in.

“Not bad at all,” Ike stated through a mouthful.

After everyone had finished with their meals it was time for gun training. Normally Cade wouldn’t advocate discharging a firearm in a state park, but normal went out the window when the dead started to walk.

One at a time, Cade checked the magazines for the Glocks. Satisfied that they both held seventeen rounds, he inserted the clips and chambered a round in each pistol. Next he put on the combat harness and nestled each Glock in its holster. He hefted the matte black Mossberg 590 Roadblocker; it was a mean-looking 12 gauge shotgun. He loaded eight shells into the weapon alternating between shot and slug.

With the gun on safe, he called Ike and Leo over. Holding it up so they could see, he pointed out the safety, where the spent shells were ejected and how you loaded the ammunition. He also stressed, “You never point a gun at someone unless you are willing to use it on them.” Keeping his finger to the side of the trigger guard he demonstrated how to carry the gun properly, barrel pointing towards the ground. Cade handed the gun to Leo with the safety on, being careful to practice what he preached.

“Point it towards the tree and show us what you’ve got!”

With some apparent trepidation Leo put the gun to his shoulder. Rawley called out, “Hold it firm against your shoulder and gently squeeze the trigger. Remember they do tend to kick.”

The shotgun boomed. The recoil knocked the 5-foot-5 teen on his butt. Shredded leaves fluttered down from the tall oak tree.

“Alriiggghhhttt!!” yelled Leo.

“Kicks a little more than your PlayStation,” Rawley said, bugging his eyes out and mugging at the boys.

“Yeah, hurt my shoulder too,” Leo said as he rubbed the tender spot.

*****

Standing in the eddy of the falls, the group of undead had been mesmerized by the small fish swimming there. They clumsily stumbled and splashed around in the water pursuing the fingerling trout. A few of the little undead preschoolers had actually caught some of the fish, consuming them hungrily.

Barely audible over the noise of the rushing water, the gunfire caught the attention of the twelve undead preschoolers and their two undead chaperones. In unison they all started moving toward the sound of the shooting. Somehow instinctually they knew there was a connection between the noises in the distance and the possibility of food.

Following the little ghouls, the obese woman trudged up the trail towards the commotion. The wet sweat pants the undead woman wore sloshed with each plodding step. Literally on Norma’s heels, the legless Stu pulled himself out of the water, through gravel and mud and slowly trailed after. His shattered femurs carved wet bloody furrows in the dusty path. 

*****

 The day before, during their short hike to the bottom of Wahkeena Falls, Norma had been moving a little slower than usual, and Lord knows Stu regularly got after her to pick up the pace.

In addition to her preschool job, Norma worked on the night shift at Providence Hospital in Portland. At the end of her shift the previous evening, a severely dehydrated patient had bitten her on the finger. She had been swabbing water in the man’s mouth and he lunged forward with a wild look in his eyes and nicked her finger. The bite barely broke the skin. They cleaned the wound and gave her a tetanus shot. Norma had been feeling sick ever since.

*****

Norma was sitting on the bench by the water’s edge when she passed out and stopped breathing. Stu struggled but couldn’t find a pulse through her fat. He tried, but he couldn’t summon the strength to move her three hundred pound body from the bench.

Not sure of what to do, Stu rounded up the kids and was preparing to go get help. While his back was turned Norma slowly stood up, her eyes glassy and staring; she started a low guttural moaning. Stu was so startled he nearly had a heart attack. When he touched her skin just a minute ago it was cold and lifeless, now she was standing before his eyes. Stu blinked not once, but multiple times. He went so far as to shake his head vigorously, but none of these actions changed reality. He tried to protect the kids from Norma and herd them up the path to safety. In the process he slipped on a moss covered rock and sprained his knee.

Norma went after the nearest kid, focusing on a four-year-old named Becky. The tots couldn’t comprehend what had happened to their teacher. They didn’t know what to do, but instinctively followed Stu’s earlier instructions and stayed close to him. They became easy prey.

Teacher Norma killed Becky first, and fed on her little corpse until it reanimated. By now the kids were really confused and terrified at the same time. They huddled together beneath one of the many towering Douglas fir trees.

The undead woman and the recently reanimated Becky ruthlessly attacked the cowering four- and five-year-olds. In no time they were all dying or dead. Norma and Becky resumed chasing fish while the rest eventually turned.

During the murderous assault, Stu concealed himself as deep as he could in the green ferns beside the trail. He was unable to fit his whole body beneath the foliage but he waited, still and silent, hoping the zombie troop would leave the area. A dull throbbing in his knee was his undoing. Stu tried to straighten his leg ever so slowly to afford his tweaked knee some relief. I hope Norma leads those little monsters somewhere soon, he thought as he worked the kinks out of his muscles. Stu wondered why the creatures out there had seemingly forgotten all about him.

It started in the toes of his injured leg, a slight tingling that radiated up his Achilles tendon to his hamstring; it felt like the muscle was being twisted by a four hundred pound gorilla. White hot pain shot to his brain as his leg seized up on its own. It was the mother of all charley horses and Stu instinctively forced his leg to straighten. A rock the size of a golf ball squirted from under the waffled sole of his boot and rolled across the trail in the direction of the monsters, a handful of pebbles followed and skittered onto the path piquing their attention. Soon he was set upon by the undead kids; they started to eat him feet first. The little creatures looked like piglets lined up on the momma sow’s teats as they worked their heads back and forth removing the flesh from Stu’s legs. No one heard his screams echoing through the gorge as he bled to death in the underbrush. Stu reanimated minutes later. 

*****

Ike declined to shoot the Mossberg after the ass kicking it gave his brother. Cade went over the important aspects of safe shooting with the boy. Ike was in the process of aiming the Glock pistol at the water bottles Rawley had lined up, when in his peripheral vision he saw the first of the little walkers emerge from the trees near the bathrooms. It was a barefoot, towheaded boy, clothed in a blood drenched Thomas the Train shirt and muddy blue jeans.

Ike instantly forgot everything he had just been told, the gun in his hand automatically following his turning head.

Cade and Rawley backpedaled to get away from the moving muzzle.

By the time everyone was aware of the little zombies, they had all emerged from around both sides of the white bus. When they saw Ike and the others they started to moan and shamble directly for them.  

As fast as his finger could pull the trigger, Ike emptied the seventeen bullets from the magazine. The reports echoed loudly, but unfortunately not one bullet found a target.

Leo and Ike each leapt on top of the nearest picnic table. Ike stared at the useless Glock with its slide locked open. The first of the ambling kids reached the table that Leo was on top of, moaning and hissing, its arms flailing, struggling to grab ahold of him. The little ghouls were much faster than the other walkers the group had encountered so far.

Rawley had a clear path to his truck; he sprinted to the passenger side door, jerked it open and lunged across the bench seat for his rifle. Cold little hands clutched onto his leg. Turning onto his back, he saw someone’s little undead angel about to bite him. Fortunately he was able to wedge the tip of his boot into her open mouth. He pressed the SKS barrel to the top of her head and watched the thing gnaw on his boot. Careful to aim up and away from his toes, he pulled the trigger once. The little forehead absorbed the bullet and the rear of its skull blew off, depositing chunks of brain on the ground. He used the smoking barrel of the SKS to pry the ghoul’s jaws open and extricate her teeth from his boot. A noticeable wet bite mark was left behind. Thank God for steel toed boots.

Cade methodically fired his M4 across the hood of his truck; precise headshots dropped two of the undead tots next to their preschool bus; three more fell at the trailhead.

Ike and Leo had each attracted two of the undead kids and were anxiously playing keep away from them atop the picnic tables.

Rawley painted the red laser beam on the two nearest to Ike. Careful to avoid friendly fire he shot one round at each of their little skulls. One after the other they dropped to the grass. Blood leaked from the fatal head wounds and pooled around their bodies.

Ike leapt over another little walker; she turned a clumsy pirouette while groping at thin air. A short sprint and Ike was in the Sequoia unscathed.

Doing his best Walter Peyton impersonation, Leo hurdled over the zombies converging on him. He joined his brother in the Sequoia and slammed the door behind him.

“Where the eff did those things come from?”

“I don’t know, Ike, but even though Mom and Dad aren’t here you still have to watch your mouth.”

“I said eff, not the actual word.”

“You know what I mean little bro. I can’t believe we are arguing about some cursing when there are dead little kids walking around outside.” Leo continued on, making it clear he was the boss now. “Just don’t forget what they would expect from us now. If you do I will help you remember.”

Cade was in the process of reloading his M4 when the rest of the walkers made him their target.

Rawley started his Bronco, engaged the transmission, tromped the accelerator and aimed the truck at the group headed in Cade’s direction. Three of them disappeared underneath the front bumper, tiny limbs twisted askew before being brutally ejected out the back. Rawley wheeled around and drove over the top of the little corpses once more for good measure.

Cade finished reloading and started walking toward the vehicles. The tiny bodies strewn about the parking lot made for a grotesque obstacle course to negotiate.

“Thanks Rawley, those little ones sure do scoot, don’t they?” Cade said as he stepped over a mangled four-year-old. “We’re even now right?”

“You bet, buddy. I would be still holed up in my house… or something’s dinner if it weren’t for your help this morning. I am forever grateful.”


Chapter 22

Day 2 - Carolina Shores, South Carolina

 



Carl threaded the Escalade through the remaining undead roaming the Albertsons parking lot and then turned northeast on US Route 17.

Fort Bragg, North Carolina was roughly 150 miles away if they went via the large main thoroughfares. He decided to circumvent the populated ocean front by staying on back roads and then cross into North Carolina on one of the rural routes that were less likely to be blocked by the Carolina National Guard.

Raven was sitting up and taking in the scenery along Frontage Road. There were still pockets of undead but their numbers diminished the farther they traveled away from Myrtle Beach.

Carl swerved the SUV around the larger groups of undead but couldn’t resist giving the lone walkers “love taps” with the Escalade. Every thump of Cadillac and zombie colliding provided Carl a little satisfaction. After seeing the little car high centered with the occupants surrounded by the undead horde, Carl did his best to avoid running over any zombies lest they befall the same fate. Even though the Cadillac was much bigger and had more ground clearance, if enough of them went underneath and got stuck he would be forced to stop and clear them out. There was also the outside chance of a big femur or tibia bone puncturing one of the tires and forcing them to stop and try to put on the spare, potentially leaving them surrounded.

In his peripheral vision Carl noticed the sun flash off of the speeding car a second before impact. The interior of the Cadillac erupted with a whirlwind of flying glass and the horrible sound of compacting sheet metal. Before they could even comprehend what had just happened, the airbags exploded, leaving all of the windows obscured. The big luxury SUV spun three full revolutions before coming to a stop in the middle of the far right lane and then it rocked back and forth on its suspension for a short duration.

Carl came to. His head throbbed , his back was killing him and he had momentarily forgotten where he was. The silence was eerie. White powder from the deployed airbags swirled around his face reminding him of feathers floating in the air after a pillow fight.

Brook had taken a blow to the head when it bounced off of the passenger side glass. She was fortunate to have suffered only a mild concussion. Most of the windows were now in thousands of tiny pieces all over the road and the inside of the SUV.

Brook’s first instinct was to look for Raven. Her little girl was curled into a ball on the floor of the third row of seats. Raven coughed and called out for her mom.

In the seconds after impact Carl shook his head and felt his extremities checking for anything broken. Satisfied there weren’t any nonworking parts, he looked out through the imploded windows for any threats. A midsized, black 6 Series BMW sat fifty feet away leaking fluids, smoke starting to billow from the engine compartment.

As the airbag powder finished settling in the SUV’s interior, Carl asked his sister and niece if they were OK. Waving the dust from in front of her face, Brook replied, “I’ve had better days. My head really hurts.” From the back of the Escalade Raven continued calling for her mom. Brook unbuckled her belt and crawled into the backseat to reassure her daughter and check her over for injuries. 

Still surveying the intersection, Carl noticed a handful of the undead on the other side of the now burning BMW. He turned his attention to the occupants of the car; the passenger had just started stirring. The driver was slumped over the deflated airbag.

“Brook, get Raven out and cover me with the shotgun. I’m going to check on those people,” Carl said, pointing towards the wreck.

He found that running wasn’t easy. The violent impact had caused his knees to knock together and they both hurt like hell.

Arriving at the Beemer’s passenger side Carl tried to open the door. It was jammed shut by the crumpled metal around the frame. The dazed passenger pleaded, “Save my wife, please!”

Carl circled the car, taking note of about a dozen walkers half a block away. One look at the woman in the driver’s seat said it all. Her head was misshapen and her skull was visible where her scalp had been peeled back; blood trickled from her ears and nose. He was about to make another effort to extricate the man when a whooshing sound and a blast of superheated air came from under the car, followed by angry flames licking up the doors.

Carl hobbled backwards, hands up warding off the intense heat and then rejoined his sister and niece. He watched the man in the BMW cross himself as the undead walkers arrived at the car. Oblivious to the searing heat they attacked the passenger’s head and upper body, rending chunks of flesh off of him with their teeth and hands. Fully aware of his fate, the man emitted a high pitched warbling howl that turned into shrieks as they continued ripping into him.

Taking advantage of the BMW occupant’s unwitting sacrifice, the three left the ruined SUV and made for the sprawling industrial buildings on the other side of the highway. Behind them a loud secondary explosion rocked the intersection, scattering and setting a number of the zombies afire. Still, a few of the walkers took chase.

Dodging the light traffic, they safely made their way across all six lanes. Carl held Raven’s hand as Brook lugged the shotgun and her shoulder bag. Some of the dead weren’t as lucky crossing the roadway. Looking back, Brook was relieved to see half of the pursuers get mowed down by a speeding passenger car.

A sign on the first building they happened upon read “Gunderson Tile Works.” The door was locked and the metal garage door was closed. On they went deeper into the business park, the undead still hunting them, their moaning and stench carried on the wind.

Brook rounded the corner and caught a whiff of rotten flesh. There was an undead man in coveralls sitting on its butt; it was holding a human leg and gnawing on the foot. Lying near the feeding ghoul was a one-legged corpse dressed in the same type of coveralls; the logo read “Grimes Heating and Cooling.”

The open garage door beckoned to the fleeing trio. The sign above also read “Grimes Heating and Cooling,” and in small print right below it read “Specializing in Rooftop Installation.”

Noise discipline went out the window; Brook shot the zombie in the face at pointblank range before it could stand up. Everything evaporated from the neck up. The now decapitated corpse rolled over and lay unmoving next to its deceased co-worker.

Brook followed Carl and Raven into the building. Carl grabbed the chain next to the door and pulled it hand over hand until the door kissed the ground with a metallic clang.

“Raven, come this way and stay behind me,” Brook said while she felt for the light switch. The smell of death wasn’t as bad inside the building. Interior details emerged as their eyes adjusted to the dimly lit garage. Most of the bay was occupied by a very large, bright red, industrial truck with a forty foot cherry picker basket on top. The “Grimes Heating and Cooling” logo was painted on the truck’s door. Boxes were stacked everywhere. Some of the boxes were open revealing tin pipes used for HVAC installations.

Carl felt for the door knob and intuitively groped up and to the left for the light switch. With an audible click, then a hiss followed by a faint hum, the overhead fluorescents warmed up.

More was revealed. Heavily frosted skylights were spaced in intervals on the ceiling. A glass window with closed metal mini blinds was next to the closed office door. Around the back of the small office were two vending machines, one full of snacks and candy and the other containing cold beverages. A closed door presumably led deeper into the building.

Brook opened the breech of the Ithaca and replaced the spent round with a new 12 gauge shot shell. She then opened the door and cautiously ventured into what turned out to be a large storeroom, gun barrel leading the way. Satisfied the building was walker free, Brook sat down heavily on a plastic folding chair. Raven plopped on the floor by her feet, sighing loudly and laying her cheek on her mom’s thigh.

Brook asked Carl, “How long do you think we’re going to be safe in here?” As if in response to her question a series of loud bangs made her visibly jump. Her nerves shot, she flipped the source of the banging the finger. Raven whimpered.

“I figure the garage door will hold for a while, it’s the small side door that worries me.” Carl started sliding a box containing a large commercial air conditioning unit towards the small door. Brook and Raven added some muscle and together they positioned it in front of the door, and then for good measure they piled still more boxes on top of the larger one.

Carl ran his hands over the door. “This is a steel core door; it’s the frame and hinges we have to worry about. It’ll only take a few of those things to forget about the roll up door and start in on this one. If they do we are hosed.”

Carl checked the door to the internal office. Finding it locked, he kicked the door. The wood around the lock splintered and the door flew inward. He flicked on the light and looked around the twenty by twenty foot room.

BANG.

A cheap particle board desk sat in the center of the room. They rifled through the drawers and found a number of full key rings.

BANG. BANG. 

The zombies wanted in bad.

BANG. BANG.

“While I try these keys in the truck can you two unload the vending machines?” Carl tossed the keys labeled as “Soda/Candy.” They fell near Brook’s feet and she scooped them up.

Carl tried the keys in the truck’s ignition while Brook and Raven looted both vending machines.

BANG.

The garage door moved inward, partially buckling under the pressing weight of the dead. Apparently Carl’s theory about the strength of the garage door was being severely tested.

Having tried half of the keys, Carl finally found the right one. He turned the ignition slightly, and the noisy seatbelt warning bell chimed intermittently. He quickly turned the key to off. Talking over the persistent pounding, Carl explained how they were going to extricate themselves from the fix they were currently in.

Brook would drive the five ton truck with Carl in the bucket. This was necessary because someone tall and possessing good upper body strength would have to pull the chain to work the garage door up. The process would take him about thirty seconds, he estimated, based on the time it took to close the door when they arrived. Pulling the chain while standing on the ground would be suicide; the undead would flood the garage as soon as the crack under the door was big enough. Brook and Raven would occupy the cab of the truck and lay flat on the bench seat to avoid notice until the door was open far enough to allow their egress. If all went well they would pull out of the garage with Carl riding in the bucket and then drive to a safe place and let him in the cab.


Chapter 23

Day 2 - Wahkeena Falls, Columbia River Gorge, Oregon

 



Cade, Rawley, Leo and Ike were about to get back on the road when the obese undead woman made her appearance. The soaked clothing she wore left a wet trail behind her as she slowly plodded towards them. Cade shouldered his M4 rifle and aimed at the ghoul’s forehead. He still couldn’t distance himself enough from the fact that these things had once been someone’s mom, dad, sister, kids... especially the kids.

Shooting the zombie kids was ten times harder than killing his undead neighbors Ted and Lisa. What amazed Cade was that he actually felt empathy for who the undead used to be. He found the longer he was removed from active duty and running ops, the more emotions began to manifest in him when he was forced to defend himself.

*****

When Cade arrived in country during his first tour in Iraq, he had an internal giddy anticipation of what combat was going to be like. He would have been lying if he said he wasn’t just a little curious about what it would feel like to kill another man. His questions were answered within a week of being on the ground.

*****

The patrol Cade was on was supposed to be a routine daylight show of force. Six up-armored Humvees and the squad of Rangers were ordered to patrol a series of canals in the El-Anbar province. Mortars had been lobbed from the area the night before. They were going to bang on some doors and search some hovels looking for weapons or caches of explosives. They were on an elevated canal road when the Humvee in front of them disappeared in a cloud of fine dust and black smoke. The convoy halted. Their escape from the kill zone was limited because of the water-filled irrigation ditches on each side of the road. RPGs sailed over the Humvee with their telltale whooshing sound. The distinctive rattle of AK-47’s and PKR belt fed machine guns entered the fray. All hell was breaking loose. The radio operator was calmly calling for Apache gunships and any available aviation assets to provide close air support.

A cacophony of fire from the turret mounted Ma-Deuce, M2 .50 caliber machine guns added to the decibel level. Cade was scanning his sector from his rear passenger window. A group of three insurgents in their traditional man dresses were crouched down and fumbling with what appeared to be a twelve volt car battery. The wires snaked atop the ground near the men and then dove under the sand, emerging near the dirt berm two meters from his Humvee. Without hesitation Cade sighted on the insurgents through the ACOG scope attached to his M4 carbine. In the split second it took him to acquire them with the scope he ascertained that the men were trying to attach wires to the battery; Cade guessed they had failed to detonate one of the roadside IEDs on their first attempt.

For Cade, everything slowed down and his senses were heightened. He felt a super awareness wash over him. He could see the three very clearly through the magnified scope and they were fully aware they were going to meet their maker. A surprised look registered on the nearest insurgent’s face as the bullets tore into him and caused him to crumple over the battery, wires still in hand. The other two terrorists ignored their comrade’s act of martyrdom, rolled his body away and continued on with the task. Cade admired their tenacity, realizing that they were trying to finish the job they had started. He sighted on the man holding the wires and shot him three times in center mass. The fatal 5.56 hardball broke apart upon impact and tumbled through his body shredding muscle, lung and intestine before lodging in his liver. The remaining man tried to detonate the bomb. He was furiously clicking something with both hands when the Ranger to Cade’s right killed him with a sustained burst from his M-249 SAW. The tango’s body folded over backwards at an unusual angle.

The whump, whump, whump sound of the Apache gunship’s rotor blades filled the air. Another insurgent materialized from the canal. He was looking up, searching for the source of the hated sound when a three round burst from Cade’s rifle struck him in the throat and chin, effectively ending his ability to wage jihad. The Apache gunship orbited overhead, the continuous fire from its nose-mounted cannon decimating the rest of the attackers.

In the end, two of their Humvee gun trucks were destroyed and they suffered four KIA, all from the lead vehicle. Six more soldiers were wounded gravely enough to warrant being medivacked. 

In the aftermath of the ambush the Explosive Ordinance Disposal experts confirmed that the wires were indeed affixed to two 120mm mortar shells intended to destroy the other vehicles stranded on the berm by the first destroyed Humvee. Cade’s quick thinking and precise fire saved the rest of his squad from certain destruction and earned him a Bronze Star in the process. He also learned that day, to his relief, that he derived no pleasure from killing another human being. He did, however, feel no remorse over taking an enemy combatant’s life.

*****

Wahkeena Falls

Cade put the scope to his eye; the female walker’s pasty white form filled the reticle. A single shot to the forehead dropped her body to the gravel path.

*****

Eat, feed, want..., eat, feed, want..., eat, feed, want.... It was the mantra of the living dead, the cadence drumming autonomously from the instinct-driven part of his brain. He possessed no memories, feelings, or true desires. That part of his brain died when he did. The only urge left in him was to eat, feed, want... and it propelled the legless husk that used to be Stu up the shallow incline from the scene of his first death. Clawing...eat, pulling...feed, inching...wanting to get to the sounds that meant food.  

*****

Cade had the unenviable task of searching the dead creature’s clothes for the keys to the van. They were in the front pocket of her wet sweat pants, much too close to her crotch for his liking. After extracting the keys he tossed them to Ike and told him to check the locked van for anything they could use. Surely there would be food and drink they could liberate.

Ike obliged, and while the kid searched the bus Cade reloaded the shotgun and the magazines for the other weapons. Rawley followed suit.

Ike tossed the sack lunches onto the ground and went back for the cooler which contained little milk cartons that were still cool. The Coleman cooler was awkward to lug out of the bus, but he struggled with it in the stifling heat until it was on the pavement of the parking lot. Catching his breath on the bottom step in the stairwell of the bus, Ike let his legs dangle as he ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and drank a carton of cool milk. He called out to the others, held up his drink and asked if they wanted some. Mid-sentence he let out a yelp that escalated into a piercing scream.

Stu’s teeth tore into Ike’s Achilles tendon; blood soaked his sock and coursed into his sneaker. Ike fell from the stair onto the hot pavement face first and the legless creature crawled on top of him.

Leo, Cade and Rawley sprinted across the grassy median to his aid. Leo arrived first and proceeded to kick at the legless corpse, screaming hoarsely in fear and rage. Rawley yelled for the others to stand back, and then put two rounds from his SKS into the side of the ghoul’s head.

Grimacing from the pain, Ike freed his legs from under the motionless thing that had just bitten him. He shed his Converse first and then removed the blood drenched tube sock. Ike started to cry when the extent of the damage was revealed. The grim recognition crossed Rawley’s mind that Ike was as good as dead.


Chapter 24

Day 2 - Carolina Shores, South Carolina

 



Brook turned the ignition and the motor throbbed to life. It was by far the biggest vehicle she had ever driven. Outside the banging intensified as the ghouls responded to the engine noise. They had been hammering nonstop since the three took refuge an hour ago. There were so many hungry walkers outside that their combined weight had begun to compress the door inward.

Carl was inside the bucket and held the chain. Hand over hand he began pulling it towards him. With the added weight of the walkers on the door it was much harder to get moving. As soon as the door parted from the floor the undead began spilling into the enclosed area. The more he struggled to open the garage door, the harder the bucket bobbed up and down. The movement alerted the swarming corpses of his presence. The door rose slowly while the undead moaned and swiped at Carl bouncing just inches from their gnarled fingers. Before long there were two dozen walkers jammed into the small space; their stench coupled with the truck’s exhaust was quickly becoming toxic. Some of the undead clambered up onto the sides of the bucket truck, leaving greasy slug tracks with their decaying bodies. As the last couple of feet of door gave way to sunlight, Carl banged on the roof of the rig with the shotgun’s barrel. He hoped there was enough clearance to make their getaway; if not, he was going to be several inches shorter.

Brook popped up and mashed the throttle under her foot. With only an inch to spare, the commercial vehicle leapt out of the tall garage and into the roadway of the business park. It was an automatic and far easier to drive than Brook had anticipated. It was no sports car but she could still muscle the thing where she wanted it to go.

Two of the undead were still holding onto the truck when Carl popped up from the bucket, shotgun in hand. The ghouls focused their attention on Brook and Raven in the truck’s cab and together started banging on the side windows, their pulpy decaying hands leaving a gray sheen that clouded the glass. Carl’s first shot peppered one ghoul with buckshot, but still the undead teenage girl held fast. On the passenger side the older male, missing a few fingers on each hand, was slowly losing purchase on the speeding truck.

Brook tried to shake them off by swerving back and forth in the narrow street. The undead male lost his battle to hang on, bounced off of a small compact car and then impacted the cement. It tried to stand on two broken legs only to collapse back to the roadway. It crawled in the direction of the truck, the unyielding desire for flesh its only master.

The young undead girl by the driver’s side window looked up at Carl. This made for a perfect target. The last shell in the shotgun was a slug; it tore through the ghoul’s skull and destroyed the thing’s brain. Dead again she hung limply, arm caught in the truck’s side mirror.

Brook didn’t so much as flinch after the last shot and was relieved to see the gaping hole in the thing’s head. Each bump Brook hit in the road caused it to bob up and down, scattering chunks of brain along the way.

Raven cautiously peered over the top of the dash before sitting up. Her knuckles were white from clutching the door handle. “Where are we going now?” she asked timorously.

“We are heading towards the state line. The route south of here should be the safest, but first things first, we need to pull over and let your uncle in the cab.”

The roads were still lightly traveled and it appeared people were staying put in their houses. When the president declared martial law and FEMA issued their directive it was still well before the major rush hour. However, the drivers that were on the road had to be avoided because they were failing to obey basic rules of the road. Brook was still very sore from the violent collision with the BMW and she couldn’t shake the vision of the burning couple pinned in the car as they died.

All of the stores they passed had been closed. A couple of gas stations were open, but the lined up cars were a bad sign. They traveled two miles with Carl bouncing up and down in the bucket before a safe place to pull over presented itself.

Gravel crunched under the bucket truck’s tires as it slowed down on the shoulder of International Drive.

Carl gingerly climbed out of the bucket cradling the shotgun. He was green and on the verge of throwing up for the second time today. He jumped in the passenger seat. Not wanting to be chauvinistic, he insisted Brook keep on driving. He fished the ammunition from Brook’s bag and reloaded the Ithaca.

“That was the scariest ride of my life,” Raven said.

“Try it from my perspective; those things thought I was a meat piñata.”

“I thought we were done for back there,” Brook said, her eyes looking up to check the rear view mirror before adding, “We need more firepower.”

The discussion morphed into how they should get to Fort Bragg. It was decided if they could get to the 90 with no problems then they would have to brave the interstate for a scant few miles before getting back on the less traveled roads.

Brook looked down at the gas gauge and was overwhelmed by a feeling of dread when she saw the needle pegged on empty. “Everybody keep a look out for a gas station or a store that might have some garden supplies.”

Raven looked at her quizzically but didn’t ask.

“I remember that there was a Bi-Mart around here somewhere,” Carl said.

They neared the 90 and the traffic increased. Sure enough at the four-way intersection stood the Bi-Mart as well as a Target and a truck stop that doubled as a gas station/mini-mart combination. A man with some kind of an assault rifle was protecting the pumps. A pile of unmoving corpses were stacked up on the grass in the shadow of a large white propane tank.

On the other side of the street stood an unguarded Target store. People were streaming in and out with stolen goods, filling up all manner of vehicles. It was the most orderly looting they had ever seen.

Brook pulled the truck in behind the Bi-Mart. They were lucky that looters usually preferred to take the path of least resistance. Like almost any Bi-Mart in the United States this one had short hours. When they closed they buttoned their stores up, save for the potted plants, bark dust and bagged fertilizer left outside overnight. The entrances were protected with roll down metal security doors that even obscured the few windows on the storefront.

“I have an idea.”

“Do tell,” Carl said as he looked across Raven, in the middle of the bench seat, directly at Brook.

“Do you think you can figure out how to operate the bucket on this beast?”

“I’m sure it’s pretty basic,” Carl answered.

“Then we’re going to break in from the roof, quickly take what we need and be on our way,” Brook said, making her plan sound way too easy.

“What can I do?”

“Raven, you have the most important task. While your Mom and I are in the store you will be our eyes and ears. Walk the perimeter of the roof and be on the lookout for walking corpses or real live people. If there are any changes in their number or if they start acting funny, call down to us. Remember to keep a low profile while you are up there.”

She looked worried. Carl knew the stresses of running and surviving were weighing heavily on all of them. He figured that by simply giving her a task it might keep her mind occupied, leaving less time to dwell on the day’s events.

There were no undead in sight as Brook backed the cherry picker close to the exterior wall of the building.

Carl exited the vehicle, shotgun in hand. Back in the bucket again, he looked the controls over. One lever controlled up and down movement. Another was labeled telescope, extend and retract. The third was a lever to control the boom’s rotation.

He yelled, “Get up here both of you!”

Brook locked the truck and pocketed the keys.

They were all crowded in the bucket. Carl manipulated the levers, bouncing them around like they were in a carnival ride. He suspected it was easier to fly a helicopter than get this arm to do what he wanted. After three attempts and a scrape or two on the wall the bucket was close enough for them to climb onto the roof. Once on top Raven started to patrol the four sides of the roof while Brook and Carl tried their hand at breaking and entering. Carl surveyed the expansive roof. A bulky air conditioning unit jutted up in the middle of two rows of skylights. The heavily frosted glass panes were embedded with chicken wire for protection against intruders much like them.

Giving Raven fair warning Carl said, “I have to break the glass. The noise might draw some unwanted attention. Keep your eyes peeled.”

“OK,” she called back, then gave them a security update. “The back lot is still empty.”

Carl raised the weapon and bashed it butt first into the window. The shotgun stock was solid walnut and much stronger than the glass. With a loud crack the pane shattered but stayed in the frame. A couple of well-placed kicks sent the whole thing tumbling down into the dimly lit store.

Carl contemplated the distance to the floor; he called Brook over to solicit her opinion. They agreed that it would be roughly a twelve foot drop if Carl was hanging by his hands from the open skylight. If there were any undead in the store the crashing glass should have brought them around to investigate. He waited for five minutes and then decided to go for it.

Raven walked the perimeter of the roof while still keeping a low profile. The desperate people at Target were still cleaning it out; the calm was broken by sporadic gunfire. The people looting the store were now getting violent. A man lay bleeding near his mini-van full of supplies. A woman was screaming at the assailant. He paused in the act of unloading the van and promptly shot her in the head. The undead, responding to the gunfire, ambled in the direction of the shooter. Raven watched in horror as the desperate murderer was surrounded by the dead. He fired five shots, dropping five ghouls at his feet, and then in a last act of helpless desperation put the revolver in his mouth and blew his own brains out. In the end he gave his life for some bottled water, Budweiser and canned chili. She couldn’t look away while he was consumed, piece by piece, by the teeming undead.

Raven’s attention was drawn to more gunshots at the truck stop on the other side of the road. The good ole boy with the assault rifle bagged himself a couple more creatures. Clearly tensions were high at the Jackpot Fuel Depot.

The fact that the fire engine red bucket truck with the boom in the air stood out like a sore thumb in the empty parking lot worried Brook. Pretty soon the store across the road would be emptied and she was certain the Bi-Mart would be the next to be ransacked.

Carl planned to drop in and try to find a ladder so Brook wouldn’t have to freefall to the floor. He got on his belly and thrust his legs through the broken skylight into open airspace. Slowly inching his legs into the void, he paused with his upper body still residing on the roof and counterbalancing the lower half of him. All he could think of was the scene in “Jaws” when the great white shark zeroed in on the swimmer’s legs, only in his mind’s eye it was a hungry zombie homing in on his exposed extremities.

He muttered under his breath, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” And for good measure, “Higher power, don’t fail me now.”

 Not wanting to prolong the suspense, he fully committed, hanging on with only his fingertips. Carl discovered that he was not as strong as he used to be. He was forced to let go. He and Brook had underestimated the distance; it was closer to fifteen feet from his toes to the floor. Thankfully he had chosen the window over the patio furniture section. His fall was broken by an outdoor chaise lounge with an overstuffed all weather mattress.


Chapter 25

Day 2 - Wahkeena Falls Parking Lot, Oregon

 



Ike was well aware of the dire situation he was in. He was in no position to be positive. He had seen so much death in person and on television these past two days he was beginning to numb to it.

Leo had tried to comfort him, but Ike put on a big man act and pushed him away.

After a few words in private, Cade and Rawley approached the feverish, shaking, young boy.

Cade spoke first. “Ike, I’ve only known you for a couple of days so I’m having a hard time deciding how to put this. Out of respect for you I have to be blunt. You are going to turn into one of them soon,” he said, pointing at one of the unmoving corpses. “My question to you is, how do you want to handle it? You can do it by your own hand and on your own terms. Or if you want one of us to do it, or Leo....the choice is yours.” Cade walked over to one of the picnic tables and sat down, his head hanging as he struggled with the enormity of the situation.

Everyone remained silent for a full five minutes.

The muffled rushing water of Wahkeena Falls was the only sound. If there hadn’t been fourteen dead bodies, the stench of cordite and death hanging over the parking lot this splendid July day, it would have been a serene setting.

“Will I see Mom and Dad again?”

“Isaac Jerome Jackson, why do you think they dragged our butts to church every Sunday? There is a better place… and normal Mom and Dad will be there. Nana and Poppa will be with them waiting on us. You go check it out, I’ll be close behind.” Leo stopped breathing and held back tears before drawing in a deep breath and continuing, “I know that we will all be together soon.”

The shaking was getting exponentially worse; Ike’s skin glistened with sweat. Summoning the courage of ten men, he broke the silence and said, “I’ll do it myself.”

Not giving him time to rethink the monumental decision he had just made, Cade pulled his compact Glock 19 from the shoulder holster, removed the magazine, pulled the slide back to ensure there was one round of 9mm in the chamber and handed the pistol to him butt first.

Leo closed the distance and gave his brother a long drawn out hug.

Ike was failing fast and shaking uncontrollably. He pulled away from his brother, said a quiet tearful goodbye and disappeared around the front of the preschool bus.

It was barely ten seconds before the sharp report of the pistol made Leo start.

Cade walked purposefully around the bus. Ike had done it the right way; the back of his head was gone and there were powder burn marks around his lips. Death had been instantaneous. Ike was headed home.

Cade found beach towels inside the bus, retrieved one, and then out of respect covered the young boy’s body. Then the men foraged for rocks to cover Ike’s body with. They had little time to dig a grave, so this was the best they could do. The gorge had had a lot of volcanic activity in the past so it wasn’t hard to find enough rocks to fully conceal his small frame.

Leo uttered his final goodbyes privately. “I love you bro. I’m sorry it had to happen to you. See you soon.” He was sure to stack the last rock on his brother’s makeshift grave.

With tears streaming down his face, Leo trudged to the Sequoia and slumped in the passenger seat.

Cade retrieved two lengths of hose and the two five-gallon plastic water containers from the truck and threw one of each to Rawley. They siphoned enough gas from the bus to fill both containers.

Cade placed one of the containers into the Sequoia and conferred with Rawley. “With this fuel, I think we can make Biggs Junction. We should get there before nightfall if I-84 isn’t a parking lot.”

“We probably ought to find some more containers and poach as much gas as we can along the way. We’re driving a couple of thirsty rigs,” Rawley said, nodding his head at the two SUVs.


Chapter 26

Day 2 - Whiteville, North Carolina

 



Carl sat as still as possible and let his eyes adjust to the semidarkness. While he listened for any movement or sound, his vivid imagination worked overtime. He was sure there were fifty undead waiting for him in the aisles. Although nothing had started moaning or taken a bite out of him yet, his guard was still up.

Having grown up in the 1970’s, Carl remembered people ripping off gas in his neighborhood during Carter’s glorious reign. A day wouldn’t go by without a news story about someone getting their gas siphoned in the middle of the night. The garden aisle was five feet from where he had landed. Carl noticed the garden hose they would need if they were forced to siphon gas. He made a mental note to grab a length on the way out.

Brook looked down through the skylight at her brother. “Raven says there are a whole bunch of walkers coming out of the woods behind the store. Hurry up and find a ladder.”

Every muscle screamed at him to stay seated, yet he hauled his big frame out of the comfortable chaise lounge and went in search of the tool aisle. Walking alone in the dark store without a flashlight made him feel very vulnerable. The hardware section was in the back right of the store. There were five aisles to search. Finally he found an aluminum extension ladder in the very last one. It was difficult manhandling the twelve feet of ladder to the middle of the store quietly. The last corner Carl rounded had a display of plant food canisters stacked pyramid like. The end of the ladder took out the bottom row and they noisily clattered around his feet. Carl almost lost his footing amidst the rolling containers. He managed to stay upright and stood the ladder on end. It made a lot of noise as he pulled it to its full twenty-two feet of extension. An even louder clang resonated when the ladder’s end met the lip of the skylight. He braced the ladder for Brook while she descended. To his dismay, a faint moaning started somewhere in the store.

Raven sat statuelike on the rooftop surveying the scene. The back parking lot of the store now had several walkers ambling around with no real purpose. There was constant gunfire and commotion coming from the direction of the truck stop.

*****

When Brook reached the floor she delivered the bad news about the walking dead amassing outside. Carl hushed her and told her to listen for a minute. A muffled ghostly moan was coming from behind a closed door somewhere in the building. Cautiously the two started searching for the sporting goods section. As they set out, Carl pointed towards the garden hose; Brook gave him a nod and said, “On the way out.”

Carl grabbed three large black nylon gym bags from the sporting good section. He kept two and threw one to Brook.

After a short search, Brook exclaimed quietly, “I’ve found the guns.”

Carl helped her pick out two shotguns, a Mossberg 500 pump and a Remington 870 express camouflage model with a pistol grip. Carl removed the tags, found the slings and attached them to the weapons. Although he turned the place upside down there were no pistols to be had in the store. For good measure they also chose a hunting rifle. It was a Remington model 700 in .223 caliber fitted with a Leupold scope. They finished filling up two bags with twelve gauge shells, and all of the long rifle ammunition they could find. There were only three boxes of .223; they all went in the bag. Brook picked out a very sharp folding knife. They filled the third bag with canned food, beef jerky, peanuts and all of the bottled water it would hold.

The moans coming from whatever was trapped were now accompanied by a steady pounding. Carl shoved six of the twelve gauge slugs into the Model 500 and chambered a round. Brook loaded the other shotgun.

“Let’s see where the sound is coming from,” Carl said.

“I think we should get out of here,” Brook countered.

“I want to take just one quick look. OK?”

“Fine,” Brook said as she flicked open the pocket knife, “but make it quick. I’m going back up to the roof after I get a length of hose.”

Carl followed the sound to its source. The noises were coming from behind a closed door with a two foot square glass window inset chest high. The sign on the door read “Loss Prevention-Employees Only.” Inside was one of the infected. It wore a security guard’s uniform and something had taken a big chunk of flesh from its neck. A good amount of dark dried blood blended in with the black rent-a-cop uniform. Carl tip toed forward and peered in the window. He could see that there were handcuffs and a pistol still on its hip.

The pale faced creature noticed Carl and started throwing itself at the door and window. The moaning from the undead thing rose in volume the second it set its lifeless glassy eyes on him.

Carl coveted the pistol on the ghoul’s hip and he was determined to get it. When he tested the knob it turned freely. To his relief the dead bolt was not thrown. It was comforting to know the undead didn’t remember how to open doors, or lock them. Slowly, shotgun at the ready, he turned the brushed steel knob and partially opened the door.

Carl guessed that the undead guard had been rotting in the stifling office for some time. The revolting odor made his eyes water. He composed himself after a few dry heaves. He slowly turned the doorknob, hoping to get the initiative on the imprisoned walker. The creature’s strength caught him off guard. It shouldered the door open and came for him with arms outstretched, its fingers and mouth longing for his flesh. Carl misjudged the thing’s speed; it grabbed ahold of his shirt pulling its gaping maw toward his exposed neck. Carl discharged the shotgun at close range. The walking corpse was blown backwards, pale bony fists still clutching fabric, its rib cage and left arm destroyed by the buckshot.

A new chorus of moans started up after the weapon’s deafening discharge. Behind a second windowless door, another room still held undead. They started battering the door, flesh eating curiosity getting the best of them.

The guard didn’t stay down; it worked itself back into a standing position. Carl racked another shell and took careful aim. The next blast separated the creature’s head from its body. The zombie fell with a thud, blood sluicing from the cavity where its head used to be attached. It was a messy task turning the dead security guard over to access the weapon. The pistol turned out to be a Sig Sauer M&P .40 caliber and there were two spare magazines on the belt. He took the gun, belt and all.

With each new blow the back door started to splinter. An arm punched through the hollow wood veneer door and felt around for prey before withdrawing back into the hole. A pale milky white face filled the jagged opening. Carl felt devoured by the dead eyes lusting for his flesh. He knew it was only a matter of time before the door would totally give way. Instead of shooting the ghoul in the face with the shotgun and further eroding the door’s structural integrity, he turned and moved as fast as his forty-five year old legs would propel him. Climbing up the ladder would be difficult as loaded down as he was, but they needed all of the goodies he was carrying.

Carl looked up and was greeted by two familiar faces. Slinging the Mossberg over his shoulder he started lugging the heavy duffel bags up the aluminum rungs.

A tremendous crash came from the rear of the Bi-Mart. The dead had finally breached the flimsy door and were coming for him.

Brook and Raven saw them first. The uniformed ghouls were heading right for Carl’s outstretched legs. The first ghoul slipped and fell on the same canisters of plant fertilizer that had nearly tripped up Carl, followed by its fellows. The tin can obstacle course slowed their pursuit enough for Carl to chuck the heavy bags up onto the roof. After clumsily regaining their footing, the creatures, mouths open and loudly moaning, threw their rotten bodies at the base of the fully extended ladder.

Brook’s straining fingers brushed Carl’s just before the ladder was knocked from the lip of the skylight. He barely managed to grab hold as gravity fully took over and stole the ladder. He was strong enough to momentarily hang suspended, but the glass still in the frame was shredding his bare hands. Compared to the fate that hungrily waited down below him, not being able to high five for a month was worth the tradeoff.

Brook thought quickly, then held on to Raven’s legs and anchored her. She lowered her through the skylight until she hung, suspended upside down. Raven stretched along the length of her uncle’s body, trying to snare the shotgun’s sling.

“I’ve got it. Pull me up!” Raven yelled out.

Feet planted on the skylight frame, Brook hauled all sixty pounds of her daughter, the shotgun sling firmly clasped in her hands, back to safety. They both held onto the thin nylon strap encircling Carl’s upper body. Brook’s muscles cramped and her body quivered while she fought to belay Carl’s weight. Raven’s grip was tenuous at best. Brook implored her brother to pull with all of his might.

Carl looked down at the undead mosh pit below his dangling feet and summoned every last ounce of strength from his tired arms and shoulders. With help from the girls, he was able to hook a leg over and fully pull himself onto the roof. Carl lay there, flat on his back, gasping for breath and stared thankfully up at the brilliant blue sky.

When he had his wind back and could command his quivering legs to support him, he stood and stumbled after Brook and Raven.

Raven was the first to reach the roof’s edge directly above the bucket truck. She surveyed the parking lot and said in a near whisper, “We have a problem.”

Carl and Brook couldn’t believe their eyes when they peered over the parapet.


Chapter 27

Day 2 - Bonneville, Oregon

 



Rawley noticed the headlights winking in the rearview mirror when he slowed to round a sharp curve in the road. A big grin crossed his face as it registered in his one track mind that the vehicle flashing him was the red Cabriolet driven by the two blonde beauties from the Vista House. Following them was the bright yellow Camaro and bringing up the rear was a lifted 4x4 pickup.

“Slow down, we have company,” Rawley’s voice came through the two-way radio resting on the console by Cade’s Glock 19.

Leo relayed Cade’s response into the Motorola. “Driver man says the next chance he gets he’ll pull over.”

Five minutes later they stopped on the off-ramp merging the old scenic highway with the interstate.

*****

The girls were warmly greeted by Rawley.

Cade cautiously walked towards the Dodge pickup to meet the driver, M4 carbine hanging from his body, locked and loaded.

“Howdy, how’s it going, friend?” the man sitting in the truck asked, his voice accented with a Southern drawl.

One look and Cade knew that the older man could handle himself; he locked eyes and held Cade’s gaze, and he exuded an air of self-confidence, usually evident in law enforcement or military men.

“Well, considering that the dead are walking around and I’m not one of them, pretty damn good! And you?” Cade said.

“Pardon my poor manners, name’s Duncan Winters,” the man said, extending his hand.

Cade met him halfway and returned the man’s firm handshake.

“How did you end up travelling with the old man and the twins?”

“I was trying to get onto 84. I was aimin’ to head east to Utah and find my brother. Before I got onto the off-ramp I saw a group of unarmed people murdered in cold blood. One big sumbitch of a biker gutted a little girl while I watched,” Duncan said, his voice wavering.

“Was there a state cop present?”

“He was the first to die,” Duncan said.

“Did anyone resist?” Cade probed for more info.

“No, they were butchered before they could do a thing. Whole mess lasted less than it takes to watch a commercial on the TV. Those pukes make the Viet Cong look like pacifists.”

“Sounds like there was nothing you could have done to change the outcome by yourself,” Cade said, trying to assuage the guilt that he detected.

 “I felt a feeling of helplessness descend on me. I watched that madman and his boys have their way with those people, and after they murdered all of the men, they took the rest of the women with them.”

Duncan stared into Cade’s eyes, his rage evident, and said with a hard edge to his words, “At any cost, I’d like to send those pieces of shit to hell.”

Cade had only two words to add, “I concur.”

“I’ve got kin near Salt Lake City that I’d like to check up on. I was headed that way when this madness started. Maybe we can help each other until we part ways? Anyway, what I’m getting at is I’d like to roll with you all.” Duncan waited patiently for an answer.

“There is something to be said for strength in numbers, but in all honesty my first priority is to get back East and find my wife and little girl. If we should run into the gang on the way, well, we will just have to cross that bridge when we get there.”

“Guess I will take that as an affirmative, sir. I’ll bring up the rear of the convoy and keep my eyes on our six.”

“Settled then, we’re oscar mike in five minutes,” Cade said to the fellow ex-soldier.

Cade walked the line of vehicles and touched bases with Harry and the twins, then pulled Rawley away from the latter. Addressing Rawley, he explained, “I still intend on finding my family, but I want to make sure those animals don’t kill any more people. So keep your eyes peeled; if we see them, we need to hit them hard and fast. No mercy.”

“I’m with you brother,” Rawley agreed.

*****

The convoy entered I-84 and snaked east single file. The Columbia River flew by on their left. As the day wore on the stifling heat made travel miserable. The hot gusting east wind only added to their misery. They had to stop a handful of times to siphon gas and to allow for restroom breaks.

Some stretches of the road were fully blocked by cars and trucks that needed to be pushed out of the way. They learned to use utmost caution when approaching vehicles on foot.  A good number of the infected had died and then reanimated in their cars, effectively trapping them inside, where they waited patiently and quietly for anything to get near enough to attack.

The group stopped near the Bridge of the Gods to search a large multivehicle pileup and obtain more gas. Leo and Harry had volunteered to be the “suckers” as they had jokingly started to call themselves. Leo had almost met the same fate as his brother; he was siphoning gas from a Toyota Prius when a partially paralyzed crawler silently pulled itself along the road towards him. The creature knocked over the empty plastic gas cans waiting to be filled. The cans tumbled and clattered on the blacktop. Luck was on Leo’s side, as the warning allowed enough time for him to crabwalk backwards on all fours and put some distance between himself and the ghoul. The young boy had probably been eight or nine when he died in the accident. The child zombie was naked save a pair of tattered Spiderman underwear and a shredded short sleeve shirt, reddish black with dried blood. The toothless face looked like it belonged to a meth addict; death had not been kind to him. The coarse rocky asphalt had been unforgiving as the ghoul strained to traverse it. Except for the head, the rest of his body looked like raw hamburger. Bite marks and missing flesh peppered its torso. The undead boy’s mouth opened and closed but no sound emitted. Without mercy or second thought Leo drew the compact Glock and said, “Better you than me fucker,” and put a bullet in the crawler’s brain. He found that he was growing very thick skin after all he had been through. Being callous towards the undead wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, because empathy didn’t compliment survival. Leo followed the bloody slug track back to its source, it ended near a wrecked Camry. The crushed man and woman, who most likely used to be the boy’s parents, had been killed in the wreck and remained dead. In the back next to the booster seat was a Gameboy with a bag full of cartridges. I’ll take that, Leo thought as he scooped them up.

*****

They drove for hours without incident until they were forced to stop near the Oregon-Idaho border. A large group of infected blocked the road and then promptly swarmed the stopped caravan. The convoy reversed and turned around to get some road between them and the infected. Cade, Rawley and Duncan armed themselves, dismounted and strode towards the undead.

More of the ghouls piled clumsily out of a Casino shuttle van. Most had been baby boomers in their fifties and sixties. Rawley watched Cade as he moved with the grace of a big cat on the hunt. His M4 shouldered, he walked towards the undead in a combat crouch and fired single shots methodically into the walkers’ heads. The steady rhythmic shooting, interspersed with the tinkling of the spent cartridges bouncing on the blacktop, shattered the quiet on the calm deserted highway. Seventeen undead had emerged from the Casino coach; they were covered with bite wounds and shredded flesh from the carnage they had endured while trapped inside. All of them now lay in a heap in front of Cade. Rawley, Leo and Duncan made quick work of the other walkers blocking the road.

Leo was especially proud to bag his first upright walker. The crawling boy hadn’t given him room for concern, but the taller undead man was a different story. Leo was very nervous. His hands shook, nearly causing him to miss the close range shot. The Glock 19 held seventeen rounds. It took him six shots to finally drop the ghoul with a bullet to the brain. The undead bus driver fell to the pavement, sticky black matter dribbling from the dime-sized entry wound on his forehead.

*****

After nearly singlehandedly dispatching the creatures from the Coachman, Cade cautiously stepped inside the bus. He contemplated having one of the others drive it, but ruled it out because the gore splashed interior was a definite bio-hazard.

The survivors were fatigued and jittery from the constant adrenaline highs and lows and needed a break. After a brief period of uneasy rest, the decision was made to continue on. Everyone mounted up and the small convoy went off in search of an easily defensible place to stop for the night.

*****

 Just across the border in Idaho they passed over a flat cement bridge spanning the Snake River. Cade slowed the Sequoia, exited the interstate and parked at the rest stop. The other vehicles followed suit. Everyone got out, stretched their legs and made small talk.

Portland was more than four hundred miles and ten hours away. They had made pretty good time considering the world had been turned upside down.

*****

Cade and Rawley were engaged in a strategy session when the screaming started from the direction of the restrooms. A group of undead had gotten trapped in the women’s side of the small structure. Shelly pushed the door open and inadvertently stumbled right into their midst. The doorway was narrow, and allowed only one of the twins to escape. Shelly was not so fortunate. Cold bloody fingers intertwined with her long blond hair, and another pair of hands clamped around her left arm. The combined weight of the two bodies pulled her down. She was pounced on by a Troop of undead Girl Scouts. One zombie tore Shelly’s hair from her head, effectively scalping her. She screamed until her voice box was torn from her neck. The remaining undead tumbled over the writhing pile on the ground and began pursuing Sheila.

Duncan proved himself adept with the stubby combat 12 gauge he kept displayed on the gun rack in his pickup. He only needed one shot each to drop the four bloated walking corpses.

“You fuckers…no…no…no!” each word from Rawley rose higher in octave while he ran to help the twins. He sprinted between Harry and the hysterical Sheila, SKS at the ready, and at point blank range shot both of the monsters that were eating Shelly.

Sheila shrieked her dead sister’s name repeatedly. With the grim knowledge that Shelly would soon reanimate, Cade gently escorted Sheila to the other end of the rest area, hoping to spare her any more trauma.

Rawley held vigil over Shelly’s corpse, praying to God that she wouldn’t reanimate. Coppery smelling blood flowed from her shredded neck across the white tile floor, finally ending its journey at the drain. In a matter of minutes the inevitable started to happen. First her hand twitched and then her head moved side to side. Her eyelids opened revealing milky orbs. Rawley put the rifle to his shoulder; the single shot rang out, echoing off of the bathroom walls. Save for the gusting desert wind, the rest stop went quiet.

*****

 Sheila wanted some time by herself, so Cade left her alone in his truck and sat on top of a picnic table deep in thought. He mourned the loss of Ike and Shelly. He reflected on how much he missed his family and said a silent prayer for them. Cade mulled over this latest encounter and subsequent loss and pondered how it would affect his travelling companions’ morale. Man, Rawley is going to need a shrink… if there are any still alive.

*****

Cade was awed by the new guy’s prowess with the shotgun; he got up off of the bench and sought out Duncan so they could get better acquainted. Duncan reluctantly shared his story.

He became adept at shooting during his first tour in Nam. While many of his fellow soldiers slept the day away or partied between patrols outside of the wire, he spent his spare time shooting on the government’s dime. Eventually he befriended the Company armorer and soaked up all of the weapons knowledge he could.

When he was actually earning his paycheck, he flew slicks. That’s what the men in the 1st Air Calvary called the UH-1 Huey. It was the helicopter workhorse of the war and he flew them all over Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. His Huey had ferried some of the last people out of Saigon after it fell in 1975, and then after landing on the pitching deck of an aircraft carrier, to make room for other landing helos he helped the deck crewmen push his baby off into the roiling South China sea.

Cade reciprocated with his own story, but for now he left out all of the Delta Team black-ops stuff. He touched over his tours in both theaters in the sandbox as a Ranger with the 75th. It was the perfect time to bring up something that had been nagging him.

 “I need to be frank with you Duncan. It was fully on me to check and clear the bathrooms. I didn’t even notice the extra vehicle. I let a kid down this morning, and it led to his death.”

“I’m an old man but this ain’t my first rodeo, son. Don’t beat yourself up. You’re used to being in the field with swinging dicks that know how to take care of themselves. This mother hen thing is gonna take some getting used to.”

“It still doesn’t make it any easier…” Cade said, his voice going quiet.

“Nothing worth doing is. I got your back, soldier. If it helps any, from now on we can both babysit.”

Cade thanked the fellow soldier and got up to go walk the perimeter of the rest stop. Duncan traipsed back to the rest of the survivors.

*****

Rawley inspected the dead. Five of the six were young teen girls and the other was old enough to be their mom. How they all ended up in the bathroom together was a mystery until Leo made the observation that the door only opened one way, inward. Some of the girls had defensive wounds on their hands and some had been fed on before they reanimated. The den mother’s neck and blouse were caked with dried blood and it appeared she was the first to turn before attacking the others.

*****

When Cade returned from his walk around the rest area he helped the others move the dead downwind from the vehicles. There was no way to bury Shelly; the ground was rock solid. They settled on a brief service before moving her near some colorful desert flowers growing on the periphery of the green-brown grass. Sheila cried through the kind words the others had to say. Rawley was visibly upset; he had taken a liking to Shelly the moment they first met.

They tried to keep themselves busy. It helped to keep their minds off of the fallen. The mood around the rest area was solemn and dark.

*****

Harry extracted nearly a full tank of gas from the minivan while Leo broke the rear window. Leo’s nose was instantly assailed by the sickening sweet smell coming from the two dead lapdogs on the front seats.

Camping gear, Girl Scout books, uniforms and literature, plus a cooler full of warm water and spoiled food was arranged in an orderly fashion in the back of the stifling van. Leo and Harry pulled all of the gear out of the minivan and spread it out on the still warm asphalt. It looked like they were having a yard sale. They took the water purifier, binoculars, tent and six sleeping bags. They were sure to come in handy since it would be getting dark soon and the nights were very cold in the high desert.

*****

Cade called the group over to one of the picnic benches in the middle of the grass.

“I think this would be a good place to stay the night. It’s off the road far enough, defensible, and the freeway is straight in both directions. We are in the open but at least we’ll hear and see any approaching vehicles before they’re upon us.”

“We could circle the vehicles like a wagon train and anyone wanting to sleep under the stars could sleep in the center. I will volunteer for guard duty,” Harry offered.

“Not a good idea Harry… we’re not camping, we’re trying to survive in a hostile environment. The vehicles would offer better shelter from the elements, animals and those things; but if you want to sleep under the stars, I’m not going to try stop you.”

Harry left the meeting in a huff. Constructive criticism it was not. He felt talked down to and belittled. Why did I even tag along with these ungrateful whelps anyway?

*****

“Leo. You want to pull guard duty first?” Cade asked, trying to include him. He had been withdrawn and quiet since the death of his brother Ike, even more so now that they had lost Shelly.

“I will if I can borrow the smaller pistol.”

“You can have the Glock until we find a place to acquire some more weapons.”

Cade removed the gun and an extra magazine from the holster and handed them to the young man.

“Don’t forget, the safety is on the trigger, and always assume the gun is loaded.”

“I promise I’ll only shoot at those fuckin’ creatures.”

“Happy hunting,” Cade said, admiring Leo’s new found bravado.


Chapter 28

Day 2 - Whiteville, North Carolina

 



Carl quickly stole a glance over the three foot wall surrounding the rooftop. It was the stench his brain registered first. The smell of death clung to everything; it was something Carl knew he would never get used to. At least thirty of the undead were shuffling about the parking lot. Several had taken an interest in the truck. The bucket was at eye level, right in front of his face, but he didn’t dare do anything until he had a moment to collect his thoughts.

“Where did they all come from?” he asked Brook.

“Raven told me they came through the trees over there,” she responded, pointing at the thicket of dogwoods. 

“I think they’re workers from that factory near the interstate,” Raven offered.

The parking lot in front of the metal prefab building was full of cars. Quite a few of the walkers did have on work type clothes, coveralls, aprons, work boots and such. Most of them were slightly overweight men, and their movement was quite lethargic. Even though the walkers moved slower than a living person, you still had to be careful not to develop a false sense of security. The dead had the overwhelming strength in numbers, therefore a seemingly safe situation could turn deadly in a heartbeat.

Carl said, “Just great! This is the biggest gathering of these things I have seen in one place and they just haaadd to show up while we are cooling our heels on a Bi-Mart roof.”

Raven, always willing to point out the facts, added her two cents. “Don’t forget Uncle Carl, our only means of transportation happens to be sitting down there, fully surrounded by them.”

As they watched, twenty more undead filtered through the trees. “We need to make a run for it. I suspect that the swing shift must have just ended,” Carl said, failing in his attempt to be funny.

“There is a time and place...” Brook was abruptly cut off by a massive explosion at the Jackpot fuel mart.

The shockwave rolled over their heads, followed by intense heat and overpressure caused by the displaced air. It made their ears hurt, causing a prolonged ringing. The blast lasted only a few seconds. It felt like an invisible hand had slapped them completely flat on the rooftop. The surface felt cool on Brook’s stomach as the heat wave rolled over her back. She put her arm around Raven’s head and shoulders to shield her. 

Most of their exposed arm hair had been singed; the awful smell still mingled with the zombies’ stench. Debris rained down around them, sounding and feeling like an intense hailstorm. A severed human arm, still wearing a bulky diver’s watch, landed with a thud near Carl’s head. He removed the indestructible Timex Ironman, murmuring, “You won’t need that anymore.” Finally a little truth in advertising, Carl thought.

Carl wanted to go see what had caused the explosion but didn’t want to waste the diversion it afforded them. Once again he thanked the Big Guy above.

Carl looked down at the stinking mass of hungry zombies. “Some of them are going around the building towards the gas station. I’m going to try to get inside the truck.”

Dangling the keys in his direction, Brook pointed out, “You’ll need these.”

Carl pocketed the keys. “When I start down the boom I want you two to get in the bucket and keep out of their sight.”

“Big brother… be careful.”

Carl scaled over the wall, momentarily paused inside the bucket, and then climbed onto the boom, feet first with his head looking down the wall at the asphalt below.

The zombies noticed and were moaning and reaching up towards him. He felt like a canary in a cage with the big fat tomcat hungrily staring at him. 

Carl took a handful of thick black grease from the hydraulic piston by his head and swabbed a liberal amount under his nose. It had a harsh chemical odor, but anything was better than the stink of the walking dead. 

Here goes nothing. Inch by inch Carl lowered himself towards the relative safety of the truck’s bed.

*****

 Brook looped the duffle bags’ straps around a piece of metal protruding from the bucket and then stepped into the confined space. Thank God Raven was as small as she was, because it was getting cozy in the fiberglass bucket. Brook held her daughter, trying her best to calm her. Raven was shaking uncontrollably; she had been through ten lifetime’s worth of trauma in one day. Brook feared her daughter was going to have severe PTSD if they somehow found a way to stay alive.

Carl had shimmied a third of the way down the boom, but he was still a good distance from the cab. The shotgun, hanging from his shoulder, banged steadily against the boom, alerting the entire undead crowd to his presence. The massed ghouls were agitated and more were arriving. Below him the moaning intensified. 

 The flesh-eaters were now three deep around the truck. Their sheer numbers were causing it to rock like a boat at sea. Brook struggled to keep Raven calm in the swaying bucket.

Three immolated undead staggered around the corner and headed for the utility truck, oblivious to the fact that they were on fire. Carl didn’t want the walking torches to get anywhere near the truck’s fuel tanks and he really had no desire to end up crispy like them. To his relief, after a few more ungainly steps the charbroiled trio fell short and ceased moving.

We almost had a Waco moment there. Carl had no idea why they seized up, he was just grateful they did. Shooting three moving corpses from his position would have been nearly impossible. His best guess was that their brains must have cooked in their skulls.

Six feet separated Carl from the clamoring crowd of undead; the grease under his nose was no match for the disgusting odor radiating from them. He had chosen the shorter of the two shotguns and had six shells loaded into the tube under the barrel. The truck’s rear window was near enough that he had to choose which side of the bed he wanted to land on. The driver’s side had a few less walkers; the ones on the right were so thick they were starting to crawl on top of each other, getting close to boarding the truck. Carl knew if he didn’t move hastily he was going to be dinner.

A formerly teenaged zombie wriggled up onto the passenger side of the truck and grabbed for him. Carl placed the Mossberg muzzle three inches from the ghoul’s upper lip. Her undead eyes showed no hint of recognition that her time on earth was over. Hundreds of lead pellets disintegrated her face from the nose up. A new zombie emerged, coated with the other’s brains and exhibiting the same mindless drive. Carl crouched down, racked the slide, and aimed the shotgun at the truck’s back window. The blast imploded the window. From the angle of the shot and where he was laying he failed to anticipate what happened next. Buckshot and sharp shards of glass ricocheted back, peppering his face. Somehow his sight was spared.

After wiping the blood from his eyes, he wedged his big frame through the opening, just escaping the reach of the persistent ghoul and its hungry mouth full of yellowed teeth. Lying on the bench seat was an awkward position for a man of his size. Getting the key into the ignition was going to be a pain in the ass, let alone trying to drive the truck like a contortionist. More zombies had managed to get onto the back of the truck and were reaching their dirty rotting hands through the shattered opening.

The engine started on the first try. Carl manipulated the tree mounted shifter into reverse and pushed on the gas pedal with his hand. The truck accelerated backwards from the store. Wrenching the steering wheel all the way to the left, he gave it more gas.

Brook had kept her head down throughout the gunfire but now that the truck was moving she risked a look. An audible gasp escaped her mouth when she saw the surrounding army of ghouls. To her horror, she saw that three of the creatures had found their way onto the rear of the truck and were trying to enter the cab through the broken rear window.

Brook chose the Remington over the Ithaca, it was heavier but it held four more shells. She racked a round into the chamber and clicked the safety off. While bouncing up and down in the bucket, Brook lined up the iron sight on the front of the shotgun and pulled the trigger. The buckshot peppered the ghouls around their heads, but did no real damage. Several walkers were sucked under the dual rear wheels and caused the bucket to violently bob up and down. Brook felt the truck start to list. The weight of the fully extended bucket had changed the truck’s center of gravity. She jammed the lever all the way down to the detent. The boom started to retract and slowly lower at once. Brook’s quick thinking once again saved them all.

The two undead had gotten stuck in a dangerous place on the truck and they didn’t know how to work their way out. While they feebly struggled the enormous boom folded down on top of them and settled into its resting place. The weight of the cherry picker caused their internal organs to explode; bodily fluids coated the truck bed. The bigger one was crushed into a fetal position, its gasses escaping with a loud farting noise. The other’s fate was no better. The wide boom acted like a pile driver and pushed down on its head, pinning it to the diamond plate decking.

Carl had his hands full, blindly driving the big truck from the floorboards, while a cold clammy hand continued to claw at him. In addition to all of the superficial cuts on his face and scalp, the ghoul’s jagged dirty fingernails were gouging deep furrows into his back.

Brook was practically hanging upside down from the bucket when it finally stopped its downward movement. The remaining creature found itself trapped; it appeared to be doing the breast stroke, its pale torso half in and out of the shattered rear window. She calmly put the shotgun on the zombie’s exposed neck; the blast decapitated the monster, its severed head falling from the truck and bouncing multiple times on the hard blacktop.

Brook noted the two squirming carcasses lodged under the lift boom. Crouching low and getting to eye level, she was astounded at how hopeless their situation was, yet they still strained and snapped trying to bite her. She racked another round into the shotgun and placed the barrel flush with the ghoul’s temple. One shot stilled it.  The other monster’s head was stuck farther under the hydraulic piston that actuated the up and down movement of the arm. There was no way to safely get a headshot without damaging the hydraulic lines that snaked nearby. After chambering another shell, she buried the gun deep into the creature’s crushed chest cavity, all the way up to the trigger guard, the muzzle lodged in the ghoul’s throat. The report was much quieter than she had anticipated, but resulted in a disgusting shower of gray brain matter, blood and spinal fluid. The trapped zombie shuddered once and then went limp.

“That was the last of the bastards on the truck, but we’re still surrounded!” Brook exclaimed as Carl’s bloody head popped into view. He took in the destruction the big truck had caused. At least twenty of the zombies were pasted to the blacktop unmoving; many more were severely injured or reduced to crawling half-corpses, their arms propelling them after the red bucket truck. The truck looped the parking lot; nearly fifty of the flesh-eaters stiffly marched after. The explosion and resulting inferno at the truck stop beckoned the dead from the factory like moths to a bug zapper.

Carl aimed the vehicle towards the path of least resistance. Only three walkers were between them and the open road. The young girl zombie went under the front of the truck as if sucked into a vacuum. The other two were male; they both had fresh bloody wounds. It was a perfect 7-10 split. Carl sideswiped the one in a business suit and threw him into a parked Hyundai. The utility truck clipped the last walker and sent the putrid pedestrian rolling into the gutter with multiple compound fractures jutting from its flesh.

The truck jumped the curb swaying left and right, straightened out and then raced from the corpse-strewn parking lot. The brake lights flashed as it slowed momentarily and then rounded the corner disappearing from sight. The crowd of zombies moaned as if in disappointment but kept hobbling after.

Through it all, Raven had stayed curled up on the floor of the bucket sobbing. It was all that could be expected of an eleven-year-old under such duress.


Chapter 29

Day 2 - District of Columbia

 



The two Black Hawks of the 160th SOAR crossed the Potomac River and slowed to 60 knots. The Night Stalkers piloted their helicopter’s NOE (nap-of-the-earth), hugging the ground’s contour while running dark the three hundred twenty-five miles from Fort Bragg. As they neared the target the two Apache gunships gained altitude and started a racetrack pattern. Reaper Three and Four would provide over watch for the hovering Black Hawks as the Delta Teams were inserted.

Mike Desantos had never asked his men to accept a mission he wasn’t willing to undertake himself, especially with this much at stake. He looked at his men and then looked at the darkened city through the port side window. There were no streetlights. All of the buildings looked cold and uninviting. Multiple fires reflected a red orange glow off of the river, making it look like misplaced lava. Mike saw the masses of undead lurching about the city streets, illuminated by the firelight cast from the burning buildings. 

The pilot gave a thumbs up and then held his hand open, fingers spread. The silent signal let Mike know they were five minutes from the target.

Captain Mike Desantos was the 18a detachment Commander and his 180a Warrant Officer, number two man, was Deke Clifton. Mike would be leading his Delta team, call sign Zulu-One. The six operators would fast rope from the helicopter onto the west roof of the target. Deke’s team of six Delta operators, Zulu-Two, would insert on the east rooftop.

The Special-Ops pilot held the bird in a perfect, steady hover as the six operators, led by Mike, fast roped two at a time from the helo’s open doors onto the roof. The night vision goggles adorning their faces rendered the scene in a green glow. Litter and bodies were strewn across the expansive lawn. A large helicopter sat quiet in the grass; next to it zombies were feeding on the body of a Marine in full dress blues, his white and black brimmed hat lying by his eviscerated body. The ghouls paused briefly and stared intently at the insertion taking place.

All of the men were safely on the roof. The pair of Black Hawks, having deposited their human cargo, accelerated quickly out of sight. The undead, having lost interest, resumed consuming the fallen Marine’s body.

*****

Mike had been inside this building before as a guest. This time he would be breaking and entering.

Sergeant Darwin Maddox anchored a thick nylon rope onto the sturdy steel bracket that secured the rooftop air scrubbers servicing the building. Silenced H&K MP7A1 at the ready, he pushed off with his back to the open air and smoothly rappelled over the edge, landing on the portico below. He went to one knee and scanned the area with his NVGs, carbine moving as one with his eyes.

Speaking in a whisper, Maddox called “Clear,” his throat mic amplifying the words and transmitting them through all of the team’s earpieces. Brent, Haskell and Calvin joined Maddox on the terrace. A moment later Desantos and Clark formed up; all six men were together in the alcove a mere ten feet above where the zombies roamed.

Maddox expertly applied the DET cord around the secure door frame and prepared the charge. The men turned their heads away when the cord detonated so their NV goggles wouldn’t wash out, momentarily blinding them. The explosion wasn’t spectacular. A low rumble and a puff of smoke later the door fell inward and landed with a muffled thud on the thick navy blue carpet. The smell of death wafting from within didn’t surprise Mike.

The six men stacked up hand on shoulder, weapons at the ready and entered the glowing green room, barrels covering their zone. The room was uninhabited, but the scene was surreal. A wide mahogany antique desk, made with wood sourced from the HMS Resolute, sat facing their breach point. A secure phone and a computer with two large LCD screens shared space with family photos on the expansive desktop. The American flag was prominently displayed on the left side of the desk. On the opposite was a flag bearing the presidential seal. They were in the Oval Office of the White House without an invitation.

They stood still and listened for sound or movement. They were greeted with silence.

Mike turned the knob and slowly eased the solid walnut door open, his carbine sweeping left to right. An empty hall was revealed in the green glow of his NVGs. He communicated with his men using only hand signals. Each operator had a flashing IR strobe affixed to the back of his tactical helmet, only visible through night vision optics.

Once again the men stacked up to enter the hall. Their silenced weapons emitted green IR beams that danced in the air. It was like being at a laser light show without the blaring Pink Floyd. The hallway was clear. The men moved in single file, spaced a few feet apart. Sergeant Clark watched their six while a stern looking portrait of George Washington watched them all as they padded down the hall, weapons and beams sweeping the corridor.

The White House was very secure with blast and bullet proof windows and doors. It lent for a very quiet interior. They detected scratchy moans coming from somewhere in the West Wing. Captain Desantos was on point; he was the one that noticed the bloody hand prints first. He feared the worst. POTUS had two little daughters and these happened to be too small to be left by an adult. A blood trail meandered down the hallway through a set of closed, ornately carved double doors. Mike’s earpiece came alive with the voice of Zulu-Two’s team leader, Deke Clifton.

“This is Rainman, how copy?”

“Cowboy here, sit rep?”

“We made contact with multiple infected, Sergeant Wholford is WIA (wounded in action). He has been infected.”

“Copy that. Secure your casualty and proceed to objective.”

*****

In the East Wing of the White House, the infected Sergeant agreed to take his life before he could turn and jeopardize the mission. Deke handed the man a blister packet containing one gel caplet. Sergeant Wholford opened the package and promptly swallowed the pill. He sat down and was relieved of his weapons. His eyes closed and his body convulsed; he was dead seconds later. As commanding Officer, it was Deke’s responsibility to make sure the man stayed dead. Two rounds from his silenced MP7 assured Wholford would not reanimate.

 The entire Zulu-One Delta Team stood in front of the doors while their leader received a situation report from the other team. Mike had committed the floor plan to memory. They were nearing the president’s Chief of Staff Emanuel Jones’ personal office.

Mike’s team made their first contact near the end of the blood-tracked hallway. The two zombies staggered out of the Chief of Staff’s office. Undead didn’t have good night vision; the Chief of Staff caromed off of an elaborately carved table and fumbled his way towards the Delta Team. An IR beam painted the walker’s face; in the eerie green glow of Mike’s NV goggles he concluded it was in fact the President’s right hand man, Emanuel Jones. The guttural sound that escaped from its mouth confirmed the worst: high ranking members had indeed returned with the President as intelligence had suggested. Unfortunately the infection had spread inside the most secure residence in the free world.

 Mike took careful aim. The silenced H&K MP7 coughed twice; the two bullets entered the zombie’s forehead high and opened the top of its head spraying flecks of bone and brain all over the beautiful oil paintings adorning the walls. Another ghoul ambled out of the office; the woman had bite wounds all over her torso. The young intern had seen better days. She was minus all of her internal organs and both arms had been partially consumed. It was apparent she had lost a lot of blood before she died; her entire lower body was crimson red.

Mike sidestepped Emanuel Jones’ body and calmly put a bullet into the intern’s temple just behind the left eye. The projectile scrambled her brains and she dropped instantly.

Mike entered the office and called out “Clear” a moment later. Once he was back in the hallway he produced a small digital camera from his thigh pocket and recorded the faces of the undead for later confirmation.

“Cowboy, this is Rainman, we are outside of POTUS’s master bedroom, preparing for entry.”

“Copy that. Proceed at will,” Mike answered.

*****

The remaining five shooters led by Warrant Officer Deke Clifton breached the door with DET cord. The room was in shambles and the walls were blood streaked. Broken furniture lay strewn about.

Suddenly two small figures emerged from the dark grand master bathroom. Deke had been briefed before the mission and had studied and memorized the faces of all of the VIPs in the White House. Even tinted green he recognized the President’s young daughters rushing at him, so he held his fire. When he realized that the children were zombies he engaged them with his silenced weapon. The girls were faster than any other undead that he had encountered. Carly, the youngest, leapt at him like a feral cat. He shot from the hip, and the un-aimed bullets went left and high. His fate was sealed when she latched her teeth onto his forearm and held on. Her body weight caused him to swing around towards his team while inadvertently discharging his weapon. Sergeant Dean Matthews caught two through the neck a millisecond before Sergeant Lowery was gut shot below his body armor. The next two operators in the stack, Rooks and Dooley, were unscathed; they promptly rushed forward to help. Sergeant First Class Lopez who was bringing up the rear was saved by his bulletproof vest; the two errant bullets still had enough punch to knock him down. The other child zombie latched onto Sergeant Lowery’s neck near his jugular. The little creature shook her head and came away with a prize.

Lopez, still on the floor, aimed through the holographic sight on his MP7; the feeding zombie looked up and hissed at him. A three round burst from his weapon rendered her face unrecognizable.

Deke couldn’t believe it. He was fatally injured by the smallest superficial bite; tiny teeth marks were visible on the exposed flesh between his gloved hand and his ACU sleeve. He let his weapon hang from its sling and checked Matthews’ pulse. It was too late for him. The young operator had bled out already and was starting to turn a pallid gray. The carpet was slick with blood and the gut shot Lowery was fighting to breathe, bloody air bubbles frothing from his mouth. Acrid cordite, comingling with the metallic smell of blood, filled the Presidential Suite.

Deke tended to the rapidly fading Lowery. Lopez was smarting from the bullets his vest had absorbed. He gingerly moved forward to assist Deke just as Lowery reanimated and rolled over onto his stomach. Deke stood erect, backpedaled and put a plush chair between him and the corpse. The creature that was once Lowery managed to rise, allowing the entire contents of his bowels to spill through the gaping entry wounds. Fecal odor now permeated the room. Lopez gagged as he double-tapped his undead teammate with his silenced carbine.

A dry rattling moan originated from the next room. Lopez entered the adjoining marble tiled bathroom, in a combat crouch, with his carbine at the ready. The sound was coming from the white clawfoot tub. He approached cautiously and looked over the edge at what remained of the First Lady’s body. She was naked and twitching in the bottom of the empty vessel. It appeared she had been attacked and eaten by her undead children. The bite marks were small, but so much of her had been consumed the only thing she could do was track movement with her eyes and click her jaws open and closed.

Lopez, Rooks and Dooley finished clearing the President’s private residence. Lopez called out, “Clear.”

Deke hailed Mike.

“This is Rainman, I’ve been infected. Wholford, Matthews and Lowery are all KIA, Lopez is assuming command of Zulu-Two, how copy?”

*****

On the other side of the White House Mike halted in his tracks, let his weapon hang on its sling, and rubbed his temples before answering.

“Cowboy, copy that. What the hell happened?”

Deke recounted how he had paused briefly before engaging the First children. “Shit went FUBAR on me. I take full responsibility. FLOTUS is dead. I repeat the First Lady is down.”

Lopez took command of Zulu-Two and ordered his men to digitally document the scene and retrieve DNA swabs from all of the dead. Rooks took the camera from Deke and captured images of the dead girls and the First Lady, who was still hungrily eyeing the soldiers.

Deke confirmed his pistol was loaded by pulling the slide back far enough to see brass in the chamber; he then stepped to the undead Mrs. Odero and fired one bullet into her brain. He started to shake, not only from what he had just done, but also from the viral process taking place throughout his entire body. Deke’s limbs were going numb. The last time he felt this miserable was during the cold water survival course at Fort Benning so many years ago. He had survived that day but he knew he wasn’t finishing this one. The weary soldier closed the door behind him and pulled the photo of his wife and little boy from his breast pocket and gave them each one last kiss. Tears formed in his eyes as he put the pistol into his mouth. It tasted of gun oil and metal. His infected limbs shook more forcefully. He had to bite down on the barrel to keep it in his mouth. Willing his finger muscles to contract, he left this world. The bang reverberated in the tiled bathroom.

*****

In the West Wing of the White House, Mike and his team slowly made their way down the marble spiral staircase. He and his men located the dark wooden door to the White House Situation room. Aside from Mr. Jones and his intern there had been no other infected in the West Wing. The bloody handprints and blood trail in the upstairs hall outside of the Oval Office were the only indication things may have gone sideways on the President and his protection detail. Mike had a sinking feeling there would be no one left alive to tell that story.

The men formed up in front of the wood-paneled titanium blast door. Mike rapped on it with a gloved hand. A series of bumps and bangs answered him back.

In his ear he heard a new report from the other team.

“This is Lowrider, we are enroute to the West Wing. My team is at half strength,” Sergeant First Class Lopez said.

“Copy that Lowrider, Cowboy out.”

Mike got the attention of Warrant Officer Clark and warned him to be ready to receive the three remaining team members, lest they have another friendly fire incident.

Clark nodded in recognition.

During the mission briefing hours ago, Speaker of the House Valerie Clay provided the last known entry code for the situation room. She was the only known surviving member of the U.S. government still communicating with the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Barring the retrieval of a living breathing POTUS or VPOTUS she was the next in order of succession.

Mike touched the keypad and entered the digits he had memorized. The green light on the keypad blinked momentarily before the door slid into the wall, revealing the interior of the situation room and the carnage inside. The smell was noxious and Mike had all he could do to keep his gag reflex in check.

President Odero’s hubris kept him from accepting his protective detail’s recommendation that he be moved to a safer location. The men and women staffers pleaded with him and the First Lady to allow them to be moved to Iron Mountain as protocol dictated. Instead he recalled all of his cabinet and the Joint Chiefs of Staff back to the White House just hours after declaring martial law. Only a handful of the cabinet members had made it back and none of the Joint Chiefs of Staff returned to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Of the staffers that did return, President Odero’s National Security Advisor Daniel Guzman was already infected, thus dooming everyone in the White House.

The source of the banging came forward, a Secret Service Agent, most of his face hanging in strips over the collar of his blood-caked white cotton oxford shirt. His empty leather shoulder holster bounced with his lurching steps, the flesh colored earpiece dangling where his ear used to be swishing to and fro like a bloody pendulum. Jaundiced eyes stared at the soldiers entering the inner sanctum. Somewhere in the recesses of its hippocampus the thing remembered it had something to protect. Mike became its target.

With the precision honed from hours of practicing live fire shooting, the team swept the medium-sized room, each instinctively taking the proper firing zone.

Mike punched out the Secret Service zombie’s right eye with a three round burst, crouched low, and crab walked to the right around the massive table flanked by enormous darkened LCD panel televisions.

Seconds elapsed and the rest of the room was cleared of undead. There were six in total: three more agents, the Vice President and his younger trophy wife, last place in death for sure. Mike sensed the movement beyond the next open door before making contact. It was the President. He was now undead. There were defensive bite wounds on his hands and his pants legs were tattered and torn exposing his monogrammed boxer shorts. Handcuffed to his right arm was an aluminum attaché case.

“Calvin, you rolling digital?” Mike bellowed.

“Affirmative sir.”

“Tighten on the face then.”

“Copy that.”

The image that the camera digitally captured didn’t resemble the president. His cheeks were sunken; his usual commanding steely stare was replaced by dead, glazed over eyes peering from a waxy alabaster mask.

“Odero is beyond recovery, preparing to terminate POTUS.”

Captain Mike Desantos had the President in his sights and thought, This shouldn’t be happening. His MP7 silently spit lead and the zombie that used to be the most powerful man in the free world crumpled to the thick carpet spilling blood and brain matter from his bullet-riddled skull.

Mike drew his Hard Steel Tanto blade and put his combat boot on the dead President’s upturned hand. With three rapid sawing motions of his knife he removed the appendage. The blood slickened handcuff slid from the stump easily. For the first time since the helos dropped the men at the White House, Mike hailed Fort Bragg so they could inform the former Speaker of the House Valerie Clay she was the new POTUS.

“This is Zulu-One, we have recovered the fumble. How copy?”

“Copy that, RTB (return to base) with the football. Reaper-One and Two are refueling, exfil in ten mikes.”

“Roger that. Zulu-One.”

Two miles away the helicopters that had inserted the team loitered after their last aerial refueling. Arrangements were made to top off their tanks before rendezvousing with the Delta Teams at the White House for the exfil.

Lastly, out of curiosity, Captain Desantos took the expensive white gold Breitling chronograph from the dead President’s other wrist. He turned it over and read the engraved inscription, “For your unending service and dedication-Welcome into the Guild-The Marzenberg Group.”

The watch went into his pocket but the disbelief at the words he had just read wouldn’t go away.


Chapter 30

Day 3 - Outskirts of Nampa, Idaho

 



Leo pulled first watch. His eyes played tricks on him a time or two but he didn’t wake anyone or shoot at shadows.

Sheila rapped on the driver’s side window causing Leo to literally jump out of his seat an inch or two. Leo smiled when he realized who it was. Shyly, he asked Sheila what she was still doing up.

“I couldn’t sleep. Every time I close my eyes I see her face, and I hear her voice constantly. Am I going crazy?” the pretty blonde asked.

“It sucks. Those walking dead motherfuckers suck. Life sucks without my little brother… So to answer your question, no, you are far from crazy. I ain’t crazy either. We are just so used to them always being with us,” Leo said, looking toward Sheila in the dark.

“I miss her so much!” Sheila started to sob silently, her body wracked with grief. Leo innocently rubbed her shoulder for a few minutes until she composed herself. Sensing that she could use some support he asked, “I was wondering, can I ride with you tomorrow? We can keep each other company.”

“Yes… yes you can. Maybe we can distract each other from thinking about… “

They sat in silence with their own thoughts until Cade materialized from the inky darkness ready to take over guard duty. Leo’s first impression was that Cade looked like a robot because of the NV goggles on his face.

Leo fell asleep under a sleeping bag on the third bench seat. Sheila slept stretched across the second row while Cade kept watch.

Cade could see his breath when he exhaled; the temperature had dropped off considerably after the sun made its exit. Even though his hands were growing numb from the cold, he kept the window open so he could rely on his sense of smell to warn him of any approaching undead. While keeping one eye on the surroundings he checked his phone for messages. He had no cell service and there were no new messages so he powered it off and turned on the stereo.  With the volume turned down very low Cade checked all of the AM and FM stations for news, but all he heard was white noise. There was an hour of watch left for him but he knew the luxury of sleeping afterward was out of the question. During Ranger training and the Special Forces qualifying course he had gone days with little or no sleep. He would do that now because he knew their lives depended on him. Cade also felt a huge responsibility for Leo, especially after what had happened to Ike. 

With nothing to do but stare into the dark and listen to the steady rhythmic breathing coming from the back seat, he reflected on the day gone by. It was eerie how deserted the freeways had been. Since leaving Portland they seemed to be the only denizens of the road. Cade guessed that they had found themselves caught between two roadblocks on the interstate. The government was taking this quarantine thing dead seriously.  

*****

In the distance the pinpoints of light gave them away before the big engines announced their approach. A very raucous group of Harleys passed by at around 3:30 am as Rawley’s watch was about to start; they came back a short while later and probed the parking lot with their headlights. They stayed near the rest stop entrance for two or three minutes, motors idling and beating out a deep throated cadence. Cade and Rawley counted four headlights.

“What do you make of that?” Rawley said when the bikers turned and roared off into the Idaho night, red taillights diminishing in the distance.

“They’re bandits and they’re sizing us up. We’ve got enough vehicles here that they probably decided to get reinforcements.”

“Do you gather they’re the same murderers Duncan mentioned?”

“Dollars to doughnuts, one and the same,” Cade said bleakly.

*****

Everyone awoke at dawn; as soon as the sun arose so did the temperature. It was going to be a hot day in the high desert.

Cade filled the group in on the evening incursion and reminded everyone to stay frosty and be aware of their surroundings. He finished by telling the drivers that in case of an attack or ambush, “Accelerate through the kill zone and regroup. Whatever you do, do not stop!” He spoke slowly and was careful to add extra emphasis on the do not stop part.

Breakfast consisted of MREs and bottled water. Weapons were loaded, gas tanks were filled and then the five dusty vehicles exited the rest stop single file.

“This is Rawley, come in.”

Cade found it amusing how unnatural Rawley sounded when he talked on the Motorola, considering he used to make a living singing and playing the guitar.

“Copy that,” he replied.

A little static came from the speaker. “How about I take the lead for a while?” Rawley asked.

“Copy that,” Cade replied again.

Rawley’s white Bronco overtook the Sequoia and held a steady forty-five miles an hour while dodging single stalls and slowing considerably for multiple vehicle choke points. On a couple of occasions he put the bull bar on the Bronco to use and handily pushed the stalled cars off of the road.

They were making good time and nearing Nampa, Idaho when they needed to stop to siphon fuel. A group of undead thrashed about in a Chevy Suburban as Rawley nervously emptied its large gas tank of unleaded. He was pretty sure they couldn’t unlock the doors, but stranger shit had happened. With one eye on the undead and one eye on the gas can he finally finished his unnerving task. Not wanting to waste ammo he left them to bake in the sun on their eternal road trip. 

Leo had taken to riding with Shelly and she also welcomed his company and felt more secure with another person in the car. Their conversation settled on how things had been growing up with a close sibling and how they had enjoyed the camaraderie, but abhorred the rivalries. Shelly changed the subject and tried to imagine the future without Sheila. Not wanting to think about what was in store for him, Leo clammed up.

*****

Harry’s Camaro started running rough soon after they left the rest stop. It was overheating and wouldn’t hold water. They inspected under the hood and found a burst hose. Not wanting to attempt a roadside repair, Harry reluctantly decided to leave it on the shoulder. He put his meager belongings into Duncan’s truck, got in and rode shotgun. He took one last glance at his fully restored pride and joy and then focused on the road ahead. Being a quiet sensitive kind of guy he was having a hard time coping with the new reality, as well as the loss of his one true accomplishment. He and his wife had lovingly restored that car. Harry was in a real funk that stemmed from the fact he wasn’t around to help his wife when the dead started walking. Losing the Camaro was the last straw.

Sensing his sadness Duncan said, “You can get yourself any one of those 2010 models when we find a Chevy lot. And I’m pretty sure that some dead guy walking around out there isn’t going to need his classic Camaro… either way I’m sure you’ll find a replacement.”

“Screw the car. I want to find my wife.” Tears were forming in Harry’s eyes. “She never came home from the mall the first day of the outbreak. I tried calling the police, the hospitals and her family out of town. Poof! She just vanished.”

“Do you have any other family nearby?”

Harry dried his eyes with his sleeve. “No, none whatsoever. My wife has a brother and sister up in Olympia, Washington, but nobody answered their phone when I called. My wife Margaret had been gone less than a day when I tried to report her as missing. They told me that it had to be more than twenty-four hours since there was any contact before they would take a report. I waited and tried to make the report… by then it was too late, the police were not answering anyone’s calls. I suspect that they were combating the violence that was breaking out all over the city. Anyway… I couldn’t handle the stress. I just started driving.”

“I’m sorry man, I had no idea,” Duncan commiserated with a pained look on his face. He was clearly embarrassed that he brought up replacing it at all. Being a lifelong bachelor and never really getting along with the fairer sex, Duncan didn’t have much to say concerning Harry’s wife’s disappearance. Besides, he thought, Women are always leaving me and not coming back.

“It’s OK. I plan on going back and looking for her when the quarantine is lifted and Portland is back to normal. I just followed you people because it was the path of least resistance.”

“If there is any way I can help, let me know.”

“Thanks Duncan. If I ever do get over losing that Camaro, how about you do the negotiating when we find a car lot? I hate car salesmen anyhow… especially undead ones.”

Given the absurdity of their situation, the men laughed at the thought.

They drove on in silence, each man wrestling with his own thoughts.

“Why didn’t I think of this earlier?” Duncan asked himself, breaking the quiet and startling Harry. Duncan reached over and punched open the glove box. Inside was a shiny new Citizens Band radio. Duncan answered his own question. “I guess out of sight is as good as out of mind. I never have used this toy anyways.”

He turned on the CB radio and asked Harry to scan the channels while he focused on driving. Harry seemed pleased to finally have something to keep him busy.

“Did you catch that?” Harry asked excitedly.

The transmission was faint. On channel fourteen they listened to two men talking about five vehicles on the highway. A light bulb went off in Harry’s head. “I’m beginning to think those fellas are talking about our little convoy.”

Duncan honked his horn and flashed his lights to alert the others.

The four vehicles crowded close as they slowed and stopped in the middle of the road.

“They’re stopping,” a man’s voice said over the CB.

“Keep an eye on them. Tell me when they move again.”

“Roger that. Hey man, they’ve got a blonde with them.”

Harry arched his eyebrows and knowingly looked at Duncan.

“There’s the proof. They are talking about us. We had better be careful; it doesn’t sound like they are watching us for fun.”

Cade leaned in the open driver’s side window. Harry told him his suspicions and repeated verbatim the conversation they had intercepted.

They listened to the CB for a few minutes.

Cade keyed the two-way and hailed Rawley to fill him in. “No offense but I’m going to take point again.”

“No problem, want me to bring up the rear?”

“Yeah, but be extra vigilant and watch your six, we don’t know where they’re watching us from. I want to give your radio to Harry so he can keep me informed of what they’re saying on the CB,” Cade said into his Motorola.

Cade walked down the line of vehicles to the Bronco and retrieved the radio from Rawley. Note to self, we need to find a couple more radios and fresh batteries for the ones we have before they go dead.

Harry was going to have his hands full, literally, CB in one hand, two-way radio in the other. Once they were on the move again the same voice on channel fourteen continued reporting their actions. If Harry’s hunch was right, these people watching them were the same group that had probed them the night before. Harry started to worry.

They drove through open range, interspersed with small stands of trees. They didn’t plan on stopping again until the flatland turned hilly and the trees were abundant enough to provide them adequate cover.

Cade’s SUV led, followed by the red VW Cabriolet containing Leo and Sheila. Rawley was in the “O.J.” Bronco, and Duncan and Harry brought up the rear in the lifted 4x4.

“We’re still being watched,” Harry reported to Cade on the Motorola.

Cade planned to continue driving until it appeared they were no longer under surveillance, then double back on foot and go on a solo recon of the surrounding hills to find their secret admirers.

The flat open area they had driven through for the last ten miles was finally giving way and they entered a pine tree-lined highway.

 Cade registered the out-of-place mound of dirt a second too late. The Sequoia absorbed a fraction of the blast, just enough to move the big rig a little. In the mirror he saw the little red VW disappear in the violent explosion, recipient of the bulk of the energy and shrapnel.

Cade remembered all too well the distinctive sound of automatic weapons fire and bullets impacting sheet metal. These first sounds of an ambush were engraved in his memory from his time spent in the sandbox. 

“Do not stop!” he screamed into the hand-held Motorola. The first order of business was to get out of the kill zone.

The remaining two vehicles rolled through the blast area and took sporadic fire; they had to swerve to avoid the carcass of the little convertible. As he passed by, Rawley was high enough off of the ground to see into the smoking VW. Under the shredded remains of the soft-top, Sheila and Leo were still moving. Rawley started to slow his Bronco while anxiously glancing in the rear view mirror, but thought better of it. A side quarter window on his passenger side exploded. Gunfire continued pouring from the woods.

The Sequoia and the Dodge were safely out of the kill zone but the white Bronco lagged behind. Cade abruptly braked and stopped in the middle of the road. Duncan nearly collided with him but managed to squeeze the big 4x4 by on the right and perform a U-turn to form up next to the Sequoia. They had stopped several hundred yards from where the attack had taken place.

Back at the ambush site undead emerged from the woods, shambling towards the wreck.

Rawley watched helplessly in his rearview mirror as the ghouls arrived at the stationary car and began tearing apart the boy and the young lady he secretly had taken a liking to. Making an emotional snap decision, he applied the brakes. The Bronco’s tires chirped, belching blue smoke. He made the Bronco do a one-eighty, stopped in place momentarily, and then raced back to the horrific scene. While driving one-handed, he depressed the thumb switch for the laser on the SKS assault rifle and flicked the safety off. Next he pushed a button on the dash that started the motorized sunroof opening. Screeching to a halt, he put the Bronco in park and stood up in the sunroof shouldering his rifle. The zombie he targeted had no idea there was a red dot painting its gray forehead; the only thing it knew was that it needed to eat. A 7.62 bullet stopped the need.

Leo and Shelly had initially suffered dreadful mortal wounds from the blast. The undead sped up the process as they stripped the pair of their flesh from the waist up. Rawley watched as they both started to reanimate and were now fighting to escape their seatbelts. Saying a heartfelt “Sorry” under his breath, Rawley shot Leo through the temple, ceasing his struggles. He painted the laser beam on what used to be Sheila, his finger tightening on the trigger. His head was blown apart by a supersonic .50 caliber bullet before the command from his brain could make his finger pull the trigger.

*****

Randall Trask was enraged that his spotter had detonated the device two seconds too late, not to mention the fact that the other penetrator IED failed totally. His incompetence ensured some of them would escape. Dumb fuck was probably stoned.

The moment Trask saw the pink vapor through the scope and watched the man’s headless torso slump over the windshield, the former-Marine scout sniper knew he had another confirmed kill. He caressed the hog’s tooth hanging from his neck while he waited for “dumb fuck” to spot another target for him.

“I think the other two trucks got away,” the spotter said, stammering nervously.

“Keep glassing idiot.”

The skinny spotter watched the baited zombies. They were clumsily trying to get at the bottom half of the man stuck in the white SUV. Since the windows were only half way open, it was going to take them awhile to eat the cooling corpse.

*****

Earlier that day as the rising sun washed the Idaho foothills with golden light, the shooter and his spotter watched the men prepare the ambush site on the road below. Jerrod dug the holes for the two devices; they were roughly two hundred feet apart. When the digging was finished the zombie bait was strung up. The two men had survived the previous day’s ambush. Now they both wished that they hadn’t. It took an hour for them to bleed to death; the two in the sniper hide watched the men suffer terribly as the ghouls ate them from the feet up. Not only did it provide morbid entertainment, it also guaranteed there would be undead milling around the kill zone.

*****

Cade observed the Bronco slew around, stop, and accelerate in the other direction through the haze from the smoking tires. He watched it all unfold in slow motion knowing that Rawley was out of control and putting his life in danger.

 The moment Rawley’s head disintegrated, Cade knew that his new friend was dead. He had been on the giving end of a Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle and had seen firsthand, magnified thirty times, the damage it could inflict. Shaking his head bitterly, he knew there was nothing he could have done to change the outcome.


Chapter 31

Day 3 - 15 miles from Boise, Idaho

 



As soon as the bomb went off, Jerrod opened the gate on the horse trailer and watched as the rest of the zombies surged towards the road. So far without fail every caravan except for this one had stopped immediately to help their traveling companions. The walkers proved to be the perfect way to find out if they were armed, or how much fight they had in them.

Jerrod was giddy with excitement as he climbed down from his tree stand. This was the sixth time they had staged an ambush on this highway, never in the same place though and each time the outcome had been different. Sometimes there were women survivors. That was what Jerrod hoped for this morning. It reminded him of Christmas because Randall Trask, his mentor and former employer, let him keep some of the spoils gained from their exploits. That’s also how Jerrod got his very first lay and the AR-15 he now carried. He was hooked after his first ambush. As grateful to Randall that he was, it would only be a matter of time before the government would regroup and start to restore order. After the infection was sorted out and all of the walking dead were dispatched they would come calling. This, Jerrod was certain of.

Before the outbreak he had worked for Mr. Trask at his gun store. Eventually he wanted to join the Navy SEALs and become a sniper. Now his only goal was to take some ill-begotten supplies and hopefully a girl back to his dad’s compound up North. There was no way Jerrod was going to stick around. When the United States military came looking for their missing soldiers, he would be long gone.

From a safe distance he watched the zombies attack the two people in the small red car. The other ghouls were a sight to see as they tried to get to the remains of the driver in the Bronco. Smart ass racist that he was, Jerrod said out loud, “Donner, party of five. Will we be having white meat or dark?” He laughed like a maniac at his own joke while the black kid and white girl were dying. Jerrod’s comrades climbed down from their tree stands and cautiously edged towards the highway.

*****

Trask had appointed Jerrod the official zombie wrangler, even going so far as to try to convince him it was a prestigious posting. This was a dangerous job but Jerrod was used to the dog catcher’s pole. On the user’s end there was another loop of wire that had to be pulled to tighten the noose. It was very effective and it kept the undead out of biting range. The other men helped prod the infected in the direction of their makeshift pen. If the world ever returned to something that resembled normal, at least Jerrod had found his calling. He figured he would make a hell of an animal control officer.

While Jerrod hurriedly locked the horse trailer, the other men pulled Rawley’s headless body from the Bronco and started a thorough search. One of the attackers let out a wild rebel yell and held up the SKS carbine, showing off his prize to the others and then rattling off twenty rounds into Rawley’s headless corpse.

Hearing the distant gunfire, Cade grabbed his M4 and sought cover off of the road. Duncan drove his truck into a copse of trees. He and Harry joined Cade inside of the tree line. There, the three discussed their next move.

Cade would go it alone. He could move faster and quieter that way. First he wanted to get info on the size of force they were dealing with. If the opportunity presented itself he would kill as many as of them as possible. The ruthless way these fuckers operated had turned this into a personal vendetta for him.

Harry and Duncan would stay behind with the vehicles and keep in contact with Cade on the hour. It was decided that if he failed to make radio contact two times in a row, they would leave the keys to the Sequoia on a predetermined tree branch nearby and then continue on in Duncan’s truck.

Cade extracted the long canvas bag from the back of the Sequoia; he removed his ballistic vest and knee pads, and then swapped his Blazers cap for the flat black, low profile, tactical Kevlar helmet. Cade randomly applied camouflage paint to his face and neck. Lastly he extracted his Remington Modular Sniper Rifle from the bag. The gun was chambered in .338 Lapua Magnum and had a magazine that held ten rounds. It was very easy to carry with the stock folded and the suppressor removed. Cade slung the weapon over his shoulder and picked up his trusty M4.

“Stay frosty,” was all he said before he slipped into the thicket of trees bordering the road and stealthily padded in the direction they had come from.

*****

Hunkered down, he watched from cover as the four attackers looted the food, weapons and anything of value from the Bronco.

The VW was still burning with the bodies of Leo and Sheila inside. Their blackened corpses were frozen in death and still appeared to be wrestling with the now molten seatbelts.

The Bronco leaned on two flat tires, both on the passenger side. After dragging Rawley’s headless body off of the road, one of the men started the Bronco and used it to push the blackened hulk of steel, which used to resemble a car, off of the asphalt. He then drove the useless SUV into the trees and abandoned it there.

It appeared the attackers were getting ready to bug out. Like a ghost, Cade silently moved through the trees, his head constantly scanning, the lethal carbine held at low ready.

*****

Harry stayed concealed, cradling the Mossberg and trying to remain alert. Duncan was on the other side of the median armed with his shotgun. They would be waiting for Cade to make contact, every hour on the hour, either by voice or with two microphone clicks if he couldn’t respond verbally.


Chapter 32

Day 2 - Lumberton, North Carolina

 



The truck lurched a few times well before the engine began coughing and sputtering. The fuel gauge read only a tick above empty. Carl pointed the truck towards the new car lot two blocks away. They made it only one.

With a deadpan look plastered on his face Carl said, “We’re going to have to get that gas gauge replaced. Never know when we’ll run out of gas in a bad neighborhood.”

Without hesitating, Brook and Carl each grabbed one of the new shotguns. Raven was able to carry the small bag of food they had taken from the vending machines. Reluctantly Brook left her late father’s Ithaca in the stalled truck; she shuddered at the thought of how she had saved their lives with it back in Myrtle Beach.

Weapons in hand, they emerged from the cab of the utility truck. Raven jumped down and hefted the bag over her shoulder, its weight apparent as she hobbled like a little old lady.

There were five walkers between them and their objective. Carl pointed at the blue oval sign a block ahead; it read “Romero’s Lumberton Ford.”

“That’s where we are going. We need to be as quiet as possible. Remember, stealth is our friend.”

The closest walker was a petite elderly woman; she walked hunched over and resembled Yoda from Star Wars. Her skin had a greenish hue and she had the same sparse, wispy white hair. Using the shotgun as a club, Carl bashed her in the head and then stomped it for good measure after she fell. The stuff that came out was black and viscous and stayed on his shoes.

The next undead obstacle looked like a more formidable foe. The large young male wore a gothic get up: flared black jeans three sizes too big and a ripped and faded Marilyn Manson tee shirt. His multiple facial piercings suffered from the decomposition. Some had popped out and the ones that remained oozed yellowish-green pus. Goth ghoul was a bit faster than the little old lady. Brook started name calling to get his attention. He was faster than she had fathomed and somehow managed to wrap one of his cold clammy arms around her neck. Before he could take a bite Carl clubbed him from behind. He fell in a heap at their feet. Gray brain matter soiled the shotgun’s stock. “I hate when that happens,” Carl said as he wiped the brains off on Marilyn Manson’s silkscreened face.

“I owe you one big brother. I would have shot him, but I didn’t want to accidentally hit you or Raven.”

“No worries, Sis. I’m actually proud of you. You didn’t scream like a girl.”

“I tried. Nothing would come out.” She winked at him.

Raven was still rooted to the spot from where she had witnessed the whole melee.

Brook waved her hand in front of her shocked daughter’s face and brought her back to the living. She pulled her along by the arm, helping the trio pick up their pace. Carl did a stutter step feint to get them around the third shambling ghoul and onto the car lot. The pursuing walkers continued their ghostly moans. A very noisy low flying Apache helicopter momentarily drew their attention. It was the distraction the pursued needed as they wove their way between the rows of gleaming cars and trucks. Carl and Brook pulled on door handles as they passed by each of the new vehicles. All were locked up tight.

The moaning from the undead in pursuit attracted more walkers from the Walgreens across the street, causing a stinking exodus of corpses moving towards the dealership.

“Let’s get inside the showroom. Keep your eyes open for keys or preferably a lock box full of them,” Carl said as he reached the glass double doors and yanked on the handles with both hands. To his amazement they were unlocked and swung freely outward.

“Let go and let God,” Carl said, reciting one of his favorite A.A. sayings. “Wow, I haven’t even thought about a drink yet, even with the end of the world looming.” 

Pushing Raven through the open doors while staying close on his heels, Brook said to her brother, “This isn’t the time to be twelve-stepping. If we don’t get some wheels soon, I am going to need a drink.” 

“Hurry up! They’re getting closer… and there are more coming from across the street!” Raven’s voice was much higher pitched than normal, the overwhelming stress evident in it.

After everyone was inside, Carl felt along the door’s edge, searching for the locking mechanism. To his dismay he found that there was no way to lock the doors without a special key. He groaned when he read the sign that stated, “These doors should always remain unlocked during normal business hours.”

“I can’t find the fucking lock!” Carl blurted out, the exasperation showing on his sweat-soaked face.

The undead were closing in. Two had arrived at the still unlocked doors. Brook poked her shotgun through the open crack and discharged it pointblank in the nearest ghoul’s face. It dropped to its knees and fell motionless, blocking the doors. Carl removed his belt and quickly wound it between the push-bars of each door. As a makeshift lock it might hold for a few minutes, scarcely enough time to search the expansive showroom and offices for the keys to a getaway vehicle. A lone walker impacted the security glass with a loud bang, discharge from its festering face painting a trail of gore everywhere it touched. The undead marched onto the lot, wending their way around the new Fords towards the treats in the indoor showroom.

“I’ll hold the doors while you look for keys,” Carl said as he observed the zombies slam dance with the doors.

“I tried the sales manager’s office… but the door is locked!”

“Where the hell is Raven?” Carl asked Brook, looking around frantically.

A loud earsplitting roar followed by a deep toned, idling engine momentarily deafened them in the enclosed showroom.

Carl and Brook nearly pissed their pants as they both visibly started.

“Found the keys!” Raven said, beaming from the driver’s seat of the bright orange Ford Raptor 4x4 pickup. “The keys were in it already. I hoped it would start.” With a mischievous grin she added, “I’m driving, right…?”

“Move over, squirt,” Carl said to the little heroine.

Brook threw herself into the passenger seat with her daughter wedged in the middle.

How did I not see this big orange monstrosity? Carl thought, shaking his head back and forth. He put the transmission in drive and marveled at the power and torque as he launched the truck at the large glass doors it was facing.

“Brace yourselves.”

Like an orange missile, the race bred off-road truck shattered the glass with a thunderous crash. They all held on as the truck easily mowed down the walkers in its path. Carl let out an adrenaline induced scream as he deftly maneuvered the Raptor through the maze of vehicles and walking dead clogging the lot. After making short work of a dozen undead, the Raptor leapt off of the curb nearly sideswiping a row of brand new Ford F-150 trucks. Good going Dale Jr., we’re trying to survive a pandemic and I nearly kill us all.

Carl took his eyes off of the road long enough to glance at the gas gauge to find that the tank was full. A bit of relief washed over him because he knew this should be enough to deliver them to the military base without the need to stop again. They headed for Fayetteville, thirty miles to the northeast. Brook made the observation first, that what little traffic there was, streamed from the other direction.

“Honey, that was a good thing you did back there, I am real proud of you. However do not leave my sight from this moment forward!”

“I’ll second that, little bird. When I couldn’t find you, I panicked thinking the worst,” Carl said, patting her softly on the head without removing his eyes from the road.

On the other side of the freeway many of the vehicles heading their way were military, mainly Humvee and deuce and a half troop transports. It appeared the people were finally leaving the big cities, against the President’s recommendation.

The big special purpose off-road production truck was race ready and proved it more than once. It rolled on massive wheels and tires and was sprung with eleven inches of travel. They effortlessly skirted around wrecks, humans trying to flag them down and the numerous walking dead they came across. Carl made a sport of driving over any of the bastards that got in his way; he wasn’t worried about the thirty-five inch off-road tires becoming punctured.

They passed through the cities of Nakina, Bladenboro and Tar Heel. All had a huge undead population and seemed to be void of living humans.

On the outskirts of the farming community Tar Heel, Brook had to once again put the blinders on her daughter. The undead had gotten into an enclosure filled with a substantial herd of cows. While the bovines were still alive, the blood soaked monsters burrowed into their bellies to get at their entrails. The mournful sound of the dying cows caused the hair on Brook’s arms to stand on end.

Their greatest obstacle, Fayetteville, North Carolina, loomed twenty-four miles ahead and was undoubtedly teeming with infected. The traffic was almost at a standstill coming towards them and many more undead attacks were happening on the other side of the median among the slowed line of vehicles. In order to escape the chaos, cars and SUVs started to navigate across the grass separating the eastbound and westbound lanes.

“Are we going to go through Fayetteville proper?” Brook asked.

“What do you think, sis?”

Before Brook could answer, an oncoming Suburban engaged them in a game of chicken. At the last moment Carl wrenched the steering wheel to the right, grass and mud erupting in a geyser from the Raptor’s knobby tires as they were forced onto the shoulder. After the near miss, Brook took a minute to calm down enough to answer Carl’s question.

 “I think it would be safer if we were to double back and go around the city. The traffic is only going to get worse and the amount of undead seems to be increasing.”

Carl was very cautious after the near miss. He slowed the Raptor to a crawl, left the paved road and followed the Suburban in the direction they had just come from.

A dull throb in his lower lumbar caused Carl to squirm in his seat; the deep scratch marks on his back started to itch and seep blood. Ignoring the discomfort and the possibility the ghoul may have signed his death warrant, Carl focused on avoiding the sporadic oncoming traffic.


Chapter 33

Day 3 - Outskirts of Boise, Idaho

 



Cade smelled the undead long before he saw them. They were locked up in a horse trailer secreted inside of the tree line. He was very careful to give a wide enough berth so they wouldn’t start their god-awful moaning and give him away.

He had been stalking the four men for twenty minutes and watched them as they reached the top of the hill, lingering longer than necessary. This slip up confirmed that they had little or no military training. Any soldier would know how to use the “military crest” of a hill to mask their movement and limit silhouetting themselves.

He wondered where these amateurs had stolen their desert ACUs. Using the binoculars he determined they were wearing authentic U.S. uniforms with insignia, name and rank. It appeared they were AWOL Idaho National Guardsmen. His sixth sense was really telling him something different. These definitely were not United States trained soldiers. He was stalking imposters.

The four men crossed the westbound lanes and headed straight for the foothills in the distance. They moved slowly because they were loaded down with all they had looted from the attack.

Cade was going to follow the murderous brigands to their staging grounds and lay dog and observe until he had a firm grasp of how many he would be killing.

The terrain was perfect for tracking. It was high desert and dusty and there were lots of small to medium juniper and other hardy scrub brush to conceal a pursuer.  Not only were the men oblivious to noise discipline, they were leaving MRE food wrappers in their wake as they ascended the hill.

The camp was on a large piece of land a short hike from the interstate. On one end of the grassy plot was a giant mound of gravel. Parked nearby were three Idaho Department of Transportation sanding trucks. On the other end of the land was a broad expanse of grass where the biker horde had set up camp. Four fifth-wheel trailers were arranged in a semicircle on the back side of a small hill. One of the pickups was detached from its trailer; the other three were still connected.

To his amazement he noticed two military Humvees, painted in desert camouflage, partially hidden behind the trailers. One of the Hummers was a gun truck with a Dillon minigun mounted in the bed. Cade and his team had used similar ones in the sandbox. The vehicles were positioned for a quick getaway where they couldn’t be seen from the interstate.

There were numerous brightly colored tents of all different shapes and sizes dotting the clearing. The grass was trampled everywhere he looked. Judging by the many old campfire pits and the trash strewn about, he knew there would be scores of people returning to spend the night. 

Suddenly a large man with a flowing black beard walked out of the brush to the left of the circled trailers. He wore the same desert fatigues as the men Cade had tracked; a floppy boonie hat was pulled down low over his eyes. His head was constantly moving, scanning his surroundings. Cade could tell at once that this man was nothing like the others; he walked with confidence and purpose, he moved like an operator. Cade recognized the Barrett M-82 sniper rifle the man carried by its distinct outline and large wedge shaped muzzle brake. It was fitted with a high powered scope and could deliver a hefty .50 caliber bullet out to 5,900 feet. Cade had a feeling he was looking at the man who had killed Rawley.

A second man emerged from the brush. He was in civilian clothes and didn’t seem as confident as the first man. He carried a very large spotting scope and slung over his shoulder was an AR-15.

The sniper went inside the unhooked trailer and slammed the door behind him. In response to the loud noise, a man in fatigues poked his head out of another trailer and emerged, appearing to guard the camp. Shortly thereafter the other three men that Cade had tracked to the camp filed out of the same trailer, beer bottles in hand.

The bearded man reemerged into the clearing and although they were out of Cade’s earshot, it looked like he was calling the men over for a group meeting. He was definitely in charge. Cade could tell by the body language of the other men.

The youngest of the group produced a bag with the food and supplies pillaged from the ambush; the big man poured it out on the ground and divided the contents. The kid also handed over the SKS assault rifle and after a cursory inspection the bearded leader handed it back to him.

Cade keyed the Motorola and hailed Henry. Holding the radio so that both he and Duncan could hear, he answered, “This is Henry. Duncan is listening in.”

“I’m laying dog and watching a large camp with at least twenty tents but so far I’ve only seen six personnel, all armed. I’m a mile and a half northwest of your position. It looks like most of the people that were here are out and about, so stay alert. Cade out.”

“OK, roger that,” Henry replied.

Cade watched the camp through his binoculars. The five men arranged folding camp chairs and sat in a semicircle drinking long neck Buds, which they replenished from a big silver cooler.

For thirty minutes they drank and carried on a very animated conversation. He took note; the youngest amongst them was nursing his beer. Judging by the amount of empties, the other men were on at least beer number three.

The door to one of the trailers flew open with a bang. The bearded sniper emerged with a petite woman in tow. She was naked and appeared bruised and battered; her long red hair was wrapped around his ham sized fist. She looked mentally broken, her eyes locked on the ground.

Cade put down the binoculars and retrieved his sniper rifle; through the scope he watched as another man violently took hold of the woman’s wrist and walked her away from the camp towards the woods. Cade recognized him as the same man that had been spotting for the sniper. This mutt needs to die. He kept the crosshairs trained on the skinny man’s neck. If he took the shot while they were moving then it would unnecessarily put the redheaded woman in danger, plus he didn’t want to alert the bad guys to his presence just yet. 

The two were nearly at the tree line. A metallic whirring sound carried on the light breeze from the clearing below; Cade recognized it for what it was the instant he heard it. He still had the man and woman scoped and he watched them disappear in an explosion of flesh, organs, bone and pink-misted blood. The bearded leader had covertly made his way to the Humvee and was now manning the 7.62 mm Dillon minigun mounted to the gun truck. He released a 300 round burst, leaving the pile of human remains seeping into the dirt.

Shifting his aim to just below and behind the man’s left eye, Cade adjusted for elevation and windage. He relaxed his breathing. This one’s for you, Rawley, he thought as he gently caressed the trigger. The suppressed rifle coughed once. It was a perfect head shot, and the waste of skin fell atop the minigun, the top half of his head nonexistent, leaving only his bushy black beard and jawbone still attached at the neck.

The four other men fell to the ground, desperately looking in all directions for the shooter. Cade smirked as the fat man hid behind his green canvas camp chair. Peek-a-boo asshole, this one’s for Leo. The .338 Lapua round went through the makeshift fabric shield and shattered the man’s sternum before lodging in his heart, killing him instantly.

Shocked and in total disbelief, Jerrod slowly commando crawled under the nearest trailer. He didn’t want to be the next victim of the unseen shooter. Shaking off the little buzz the beer had given him, he shimmied out from under cover and quickly snared the SKS by the sling and launched himself into the underbrush, then patiently crawled away from the slaughter.

Cade chambered another round and watched the remaining three men low crawl, attempting to take cover near the Humvee’s front bumper. Cade saw the terror evident on the man’s face magnified through the scope. The bullet impacted above his upper lip and proceeded upward into his nasal cavity. The velocity of the round peeled his face away from the skull, rendering him unrecognizable. The man cowering near him was showered with human detritus. “One shot one kill” is the sniper’s motto, and so far Cade was living up to it. It almost wasn’t fair. The grown man was visibly sobbing, his body heaved up and down as he struggled for air. The balding spot on the crown of the man’s head was where the cross hairs rested. Cade mouthed the words, “And this one’s for you, Sheila,” as he sent the man to Hell.

The youngest of the four men that had been drinking beers around the cooler was the only one left. Cade had no idea where he had gone, but he knew he wouldn’t stray far.

Ever so slowly he backed down from the slight berm he had set up his over watch behind. The sagebrush concealed him from any eyes below as he patiently disassembled the sniper rifle, first folding the stock and then removing the suppressor. It was a hunch, but he had a strong feeling that the kid would fall back and hide out, waiting for his friends to return.

*****

What have I gotten myself into now? Jerrod thought as he slowly tried to flank the shooter. His best guess was that the sniper must have been on the hill facing the circle of trailers. There was no way the headshot that took out Trask could have come from the trees behind them.

*****

There was a shuffling sound, followed by the sharp snap of a twig. Cade bent to one knee and swept his M4 towards the sound. Slowly scanning his surroundings, he perceived movement at his eleven o’clock. The young man crept into view; he was a rookie and didn’t use any of the available cover to his advantage. Suddenly he went to ground and low crawled through some underbrush. He is pretty brave or just plain stupid trying to out sneak a sniper. He let the kid get comfortable and then silently approached from behind with the M4 at the ready. Rawley’s SKS was in the kid’s possession; this was going to have to be handled quietly, up close and personal.

*****

Jerrod was hyperventilating, just like he did when he played paintball with his buddies back at the compound. This was for real and he tried to calm down but he couldn’t, he could hear his blood rushing in his head and his heartbeat pounding in his chest. It was like this the first time he had sex a couple of days ago. He didn’t want to, but everyone else had raped her already and it happened to be his turn. The other guys heckled and cajoled. It didn’t take much though. She looked at him with those dead eyes, silently pleading to get it over with and leave. Jerrod unbuckled his pants and found he was ready. It lasted fifteen seconds, but he stayed in the trailer for another ten minutes lying next to the redheaded woman, not ashamed at what he had done but at how quick it was. The last time, earlier today before the ambush, was better because he lasted a little longer and actually got it in before he ejaculated; she gave him a smart ass smile that made him lose it. He punched and kicked her until somebody came in and pulled him away. He had beaten her badly. Bitch had it coming, too. Deep in thought with a dull throbbing in his groin was how he died, the ten inch Gerber carving him ear to ear, severing his carotid artery and slicing through his trachea and vertebrae, nearly severing his head. Cade stabbed the dagger in the dirt, stared deep into the dying man’s eyes and watched the life ebb from him. Cade cleaned his knife on the kid’s fatigues and repossessed Rawley’s prized SKS before descending on the quiet camp.

The Humvees bore markings of the Oregon National Guard and had bullet holes pockmarking the Kevlar bodies. It was evident that the bandits had overtaken a military convoy or checkpoint somewhere and stolen the vehicles, uniforms, weapons and explosives. The latter they had been using to make their roadside bombs. Cade found three pounds of C4 plastic explosives as well as the radio frequency detonators and remotes needed to set off the charges. The Guardsmen may have been engineers sent to drop the bridges on the border and possibly set up a checkpoint. If that were the case, then drastic measures were being undertaken to slow the pathogen’s rapid spread.

Wasting no time, he went about setting five half-pound C4 charges. One was affixed to each propane tank on the four travel trailers; he buried the last brick of C4 and placed the cooler over the disturbed soil.

Each C4 block had a radio frequency detonator embedded in the soft putty surface. They all worked on the same frequency and would detonate at the same time. One push of the button on the small plastic remote would unleash hell on anyone in the vicinity. Cade made certain the devices were armed and put the little black box in the cargo pocket of his ACUs.

Cade was in the act of placing the dead bodies around the cooler when he heard the distinctive sound of Harley Davidsons… a lot of them. Luckily for him the road leading to the campsite was potholed enough to slow their approach. He knifed his way through the brush keeping a low profile. Given all of the engine noise, Cade didn’t need to worry about stealth. He made it back to his hide before the bad guys arrived. The bikers dismounted and gawked at the three dead men.  Cade had hastily arranged them on the folding camp chairs around the booby trapped cooler. In death they appeared to be shooting the breeze over beers.

A large number of the Nomad Jesters were crowded around the seated dead men when Cade remotely detonated the charges. There was an initial ear splitting WHOOMPH. Cade burrowed face-first into the fine silt, his head protected by the tactical helmet.  The immense heat from the exploding propane tanks warmed his back. Now secondary explosions boomed. The two Humvees were fully engulfed. The ammo onboard started cooking off. The steady pop, pop, pop of various calibers of bullets discharging filled the air. Every trailer down below was now in the process of becoming a molten pool of aluminum. The propane tanks were of the larger variety and added more fuel to the fire. It was no surprise that no pleas for help or screams came from ground zero. Burning bodies and body parts were strewn everywhere. The human toll appeared to be immense. He had no remorse for the biker’s “old ladies.” Cade considered anyone associated with this crew to be less than human; even though he hadn’t seen the big redhead’s demise, he was satisfied. Whoever had said “Revenge was a dish best served cold” hadn’t seen an inferno like this. Cade watched the flames lick towards the row of fallen motorcycles; they had been knocked down like dominos from the blast. One by one the bikes caught fire. The heat from the flames warmed his face even at this distance. Cade thought about Harry and Duncan; they were probably beside themselves wondering what was happening.

The radio was on the lowest volume setting so he turned it up a notch.

“Come in, come in. Are you there Cade?”

It was Harry’s voice.

Click, Click, was Cade’s response. He policed up his pack and weapon and then took a different route back to the two men waiting for him.

*****

His leather jacket was starting to catch fire when the man came to. He knew the popping sounds that he was hearing weren’t due to enemy gunfire; still he kept his head down as he crawled away from the immolated Humvees lest a stray bullet do what the booby-trapped camp had failed to do. Richard Ganz was blessed that he had to piss when he did. Several of his lieutenants also stopped to provide security. He was a survivor and always would be. Save for a few bruises and a wicked headache he was unscathed. Richard Ganz swore to himself he would track down the son of a bitch that took out his second-in-command and most of his foot soldiers, even if it killed him. The redhead wasted no time; he started barking out orders to his surviving underlings.


Chapter 34

Day 2 - Detour around Fayetteville, North Carolina

 



Carl was getting used to the basics of driving the race tuned production truck. It was borderline dangerous how fast he could drive the thing while off road and still feel in total control. They had made the decision to take a hundred mile detour around Fayetteville to avoid the majority of the traffic and the growing number of undead.

The route took them west and then north. Route 1 sliced through a rustic town. A green sign at the entrance read “Aberdeen - founded in 1893. Pop. 3900.” It appeared that nearly all were not of the living, breathing variety. They passed the old train station that was now a tourist site. A static red caboose sat on the grounds. Stranded on the roof of the train car was a blonde boy, his arms waving frantically. He was dressed in shorts and tank top and appeared badly sunburned. Undead were crowding around the wheels of the converted caboose, reaching upward towards him.

Raven noticed the boy first and elbowed her mom, while wildly pointing in his direction.

“Look Mom, look on top of the red train. We need to help him. Uncle Carl, stop…”

“We can’t risk all of our lives for a stranger, sweetie,” he said looking past Brook at his niece.

Grimacing at the sight of Carl’s wrecked face, Brook said, “Put yourself in that boy’s shoes Carl…” her voice trailing off, her eyes boring into his.

“Sis… you always did bring home the strays.”

“Come on Carl. It’s two against one. Turn this beast around.”

Raven added, “He really needs our help. Come on Uncle Carl.” She could have talked her way into Disneyland with the look she gave him.

Slightly crestfallen, Carl maneuvered the orange Raptor back towards the tourist trap. Dirt, gravel and rocks spewing from the tires pelted the small group of walkers. They didn’t flinch or seem affected in the least.

The boy was pacing back and forth from one end of the caboose to the other. It was a large train car that housed a gift shop and snack bar.

“That roof is at least fifteen feet from the ground. The little guy would probably get hurt from the fall or pounced on by those monsters the minute he hit the ground,” Carl said.

“Then we need to lure as many of the dead away from the boy that we can and double back and somehow get him to jump into the truck bed,” Brook retorted, seeming to want to stay in the middle of the action.

Carl aimed the truck’s brush guard at the zombies and turned on the truck’s stereo; he scanned the FM stations finding nothing. Next he tried the AM stations, still nothing. Then he punched the CD button hoping that a disc had been left in the changer. After a brief pause, four long drawn out tolls of a church bell spit forth from the ten speaker system, followed by AC/DC’s heavy metal song Hells Bells. That got the undivided attention of the undead; they nearly broke their necks trying to locate the source of the music.

The railway museum on the far side of the gravel parking lot began to disgorge more of the ghouls; they were attracted to the new meat in the noisy vehicle.

A portly walker, stomach bloated and distended, entered the truck’s path and was promptly introduced to the bumper. Like a pudgy bowling ball the zombie bounced and rolled, knocking down three other walkers in the process, finally stopping face down in the dusty gravel. Carl whirled the truck into a complete one eighty, and for good measure, took the opportunity to drive over all of them.

Brook had ahold of the grab handle on the roof as the truck’s suspension absorbed the bodies. Raven had nothing to hang onto and bounced around the interior like a rag doll. Brook powered down her window and started hooting and hollering at the walkers, further enticing them to follow.

They hesitated long enough to let some of the undead get tantalizingly close, and then Carl gunned the truck forward a few more feet. It proved to be a smelly game of cat and mouse but it was working. The stink was becoming unbearable with the windows down. Pinching her nose to ward off the stench, Raven joined in on the chorus of catcalls. The orange Ford Raptor acted like a rolling Pied Piper, leading the rotting stinking corpses away from the kid on the roof.

All of the solitary walkers that got in the way were promptly mowed over. Carl charged through a particularly large group of the creatures with the truck, but it proved to be too much and a number of them became wedged underneath.

“Oh no. Please shake loose… come on!”

Carl turned the steering wheel hard to the right, throwing the truck into a series of tight donuts. Several dizzying revolutions later the corpses that had been stuck in the undercarriage were expelled. After being reduced to a bunch of skinned carcasses, one stubborn zombie miraculously arose and slowly limped after them, dragging one mangled leg behind it.

The undead had discovered the open door of the caboose and were now cramming themselves inside. This left the outside, for the time being, virtually zombie free. Because of the music and commotion many more walkers streamed from the Railroad Museum, their moans almost drowning out the AC/DC and the Raptor’s growling engine. Ignoring the truck, they all headed for the stranded boy.

Brook racked the slide on the shotgun and then gestured by pointing her finger towards the backside of the caboose.

“Go around back. It looked like there were less of those bastards back there.”

Carl plowed the truck through a small mob of undead between them and the stranded kid. One of the ghouls cartwheeled up onto the hood of the 4x4. The windshield buckled from the impact, black hair and blood staining the glass. In the rearview mirror Carl saw the ghoul land hard, roll and lay still. Carl threaded the truck through more walkers and pulled alongside of the train car. Brook poked her head out of the window and yelled for the boy to jump.

His terrified face made an appearance over the edge. A moment later he reemerged. With a display of amazing courage, he leaped and cleared the space between the roof and the truck bed. He landed with a clatter, ending up sprawled facedown.

As soon as the boy landed in the truck the walkers changed direction and continued their relentless pursuit.

Too many zombies had accumulated in front of the truck for them to drive forward. The monsters were frantically crawling over each other to get into the vehicle. The ones nearest pounded on the windows with their bony hands. Brook shot a newly turned female zombie in the face and watched her drop, dark blood seeping into the gravel. She chambered another round and with a pull of the trigger dispatched one more stinking corpse. I think I may have found my calling, Brook thought as she dramatically blew the smoke from the barrel of her stubby shotgun.

While Brook was dispatching undead, the boy found his footing and peered into the truck’s rear window to see who his rescuers were. Carl threw his head around to look out the rear window of the truck. The boy screamed at the sight of the bloody, buckshot- and glass-peppered face staring at him. All he could see were white eyes and teeth. If it weren’t for the glass separating the boy from the thing looking at him, he would have jumped out of the truck’s bed. Much to the boy’s amazement the zombie spoke.

“Stay down and hold on to something,” Carl yelled through the glass at the top of his lungs. Wide eyed and openmouthed the boy silently nodded and disappeared from view.

The truck’s transmission whined as their speed reached thirty miles per hour in reverse. Carl whipped the wheel around while inadvertently hitting the brakes, resulting in a perfectly executed bootlegger’s reverse. It looked like he knew what he was doing.

The boy bounced off of every side of the truck bed before finding a hand hold, muffled exclamations and groans punctuating each impact.

Dodging walkers and wrecked cars they made for the highway.  At the interstate they turned left on the final push towards Fort Bragg and hopefully safety.

Carl looked at the gas gauge as the sign urging them to “Return to Aberdeen Soon” flashed by. “Over my dead body,” Carl said in response to the request on the sign.  Noticing they still had a half of a tank gave him a reason to be somewhat grateful.

Brook reached behind her and slid open the rear window. “My name is Brook. Don’t worry, everything is going to be OK. Hold on and keep your head down and we’ll pull over as soon as it’s safe,” she yelled to be heard over the road noise and rushing wind.


Chapter 35

Day 2 - White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia

 



The four Special Ops helicopters put down on the meticulously manicured lawn that separated the granite and marble architectural marvel from the thirty six-hole golf course. The Greenbrier in West Virginia was built in the fifties and was totally remodeled during Reagan’s years in office. Originally a country club, it was now the seat of power for the U.S. government. It held vast underground caverns and stored everything two hundred people would need to survive for three years. An aquifer ran under the property and the air inside was scrubbed and constantly replaced every twelve hours. Rumor had it that during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 President Kennedy took refuge here.

The Greenbrier was where de-facto President Valerie Clay now presided over the United States.

Captain Mike Desantos, flanked by the surviving members of his Delta Team, ducked his head and rapidly covered the distance from the Black Hawk to the group awaiting them.

President Clay was flanked by her Secret Service Detail. It consisted of four fit looking men with SCAR machine guns at the ready, heads swiveling on the lookout for any threats. Each man had an earpiece and the obligatory dark sunglasses.

Valerie Clay was still getting used to being POTUS. She reached out her hand only to be greeted by textbook salutes from the operators.

Well, I am the Commander in Chief now. President Clay reciprocated to the best of her ability and then got down to business.

“Captain Desantos, you were tasked to retrieve the football because we have reason to believe the Chinese released the virus. Currently eight of our carrier groups are at sea. What is most distressing is that they are all being shadowed by the Chinese Navy’s new submarine fleet. They have near silent hunter killers and have already used them to sink one of our boomers. I and the remaining brass believe this may go nuclear. As much as it’s not the American way to strike first, it might be our only option.”

“I know it’s probably way above my pay grade, but how bad has China been affected by the virus or whatever it is?” Mike queried the new President.

“Just between you and I, we have lost all contact with our human intelligence on the ground. China has gone quiet as has most of the Asian continent. On the last nighttime pass our Keyhole satellite relayed imaging indicating massive power outages, even in Beijing. The last contact with our eyes on the ground was day one of the infection here stateside. He indicated the government had gone underground and most of the population was being confined to their homes. The most chilling intel he forwarded was that he had observed Chinese death squads shooting and bagging anyone in the streets.”

“First of all, with all due respect, Madam President, the death squads were culling the infected... right?”

“No, our man said that the majority of the people killed in the first wave were all healthy citizens. The government knew how virulent the bug was that got away from them. Knowing how ruthless the Chinese are, they were just being proactive. Hey, they’ve done it before… albeit on a much smaller scale.”

“Well then, why on earth would they want to attack us with their superbug, why not just use a nuke or an electromagnetic pulse?”

“As the saying goes soldier, misery loves company. The agent, we’ll call him Buddha, mentioned the city of Xinxiang as being the epicenter of their outbreak. Curiously enough that’s where a major bioweapons lab is located. His Intel also suggests that they sent sixteen credentialed Chinese national couriers with diplomatic pouches to multiple cities in the continental United States. Four of the couriers apparently arrived in DC just hours before the first confirmed cases of what the CDC in Atlanta has taken to calling the “Omega Virus.”

“What does the CDC have to say about this Omega Virus?”

President Clay put her hands over her face for a short while. When she brought them down and looked at Mike she was speechless for a moment. Tears welled in her eyes as she recounted the staggering numbers of dead and infected Americans.

“The Center for Disease Control estimates the CONUS will be depopulated by ninety-five percent…”

“Forgive me Ma’am. You said depopulated. Didn’t you mean repopulated… by the walking dead?”

“They assume that the risen will lose their ability to walk as they decompose and therefore after a few weeks they won’t be able to infect any more of the population,” the President said, staring off towards the 18th hole.

Mike noticed that she had developed the thousand yard stare a person acquires when they had seen too much in too short a time.

“You know that old saying, what is the definition of assume?”

The new President testily answered, “Assuming makes an ass out of you and me… what is your point, soldier?”

“Until I see one of those dirty walking corpses die from anything but a bullet to the brain, I will take nothing for granted.”

“I agree. For now your main objective is containment, followed by securing all of the information about Omega that we can,” President Clay said.

“What are my orders now?” Captain Desantos asked.

“I need you to take your team to the CDC in Atlanta and collect any living personnel, the research notes and any samples they have archived and then escort them to Schriever Air Force base. Use force if necessary. Capture, don’t kill.”

“Yes Madam President, anything else?”

“I have bad news. While you were in transit from the White House I was informed of Fort Bragg’s dire situation. The base is surrounded and under siege and waiting for a full airlift. Any personnel that get out before the undead overrun the base are going to rendezvous at Schriever AFB. The 50th space wing controls all the Department of Defense satellites from that location. We are going to reestablish the United States government and the CDC in Colorado Springs.”

Her last few words garbled together as Mike thought about his family and unborn son. Hopefully they all would be reunited soon. In a moment of clarity he also thought about Brook and Raven. They were like family to him. An icy fist hit him in the gut as he calculated the odds of all of them surviving.

President Clay gave one last salute to the men in front of her and then approached the operator that had retrieved the football hours earlier. She reached out and removed the Captain’s bars from Mike Desantos’ uniform, replacing them with the silver two star cluster of a Major General’s rank.

Mike remained stoic. He saluted the President, turned and reentered the waiting helo. Engines spooled up and the four birds leapt off of the beautiful country club-like grounds and accelerated to maximum speed, heading for another much needed aerial refueling before setting waypoints for Atlanta.


Chapter 36

Day 2 - Fort Bragg, North Carolina

 



Their vantage point afforded them a view of the north gate and watchtowers. A large brown wooden sign with the words "Fort Bragg, Home to the 82nd Airborne and Special Forces, Welcome" carved into it loomed next to the entrance. Three fifty-foot tall guard towers spanned the front of the base with a fifteen foot tall chain-link fence capped by razor sharp concertina wire ringing the entire facility. There were hundreds of the walking dead milling about or trying to gain entrance; the moaning was loud enough to be heard at their semi-secure location half a mile away. The blood slickened grass in front of the fencing was littered with the bodies of fallen undead; some still moved and clawed their way mindlessly towards the living. Every few seconds one or two of the undead would suddenly collapse, unmoving, felled by the snipers in the towers.

Fort Bragg was a huge base sprawling over several thousand acres. From one corner of the base thick black smoke curled up into the crystal clear blue sky. Very far off, what appeared to be a large cargo or transport plane orbited, belching solid streams of red tracers groundward. It appeared that unbroken chains of light anchored the plane to the ground. This effect was due to the high rate of fire coming from the multiple Gatling guns as they rained tracer bullets down into the masses of undead. Thankfully the wind was at their backs, as it helped to drown out the incessant, maddening sounds coming from below; also it helped carry the zombies’ rancid odor elsewhere.

Brook opened the emergency medical kit Carl had procured from the store in Laurinburg and was busy dabbing Neosporin on her brother’s face. She was not new to this; Brook was an ER nurse back in Portland and knew how to treat all but the most severe of wounds. She had picked out the bits and pieces of small buckshot and glass she could get ahold of with the cheap tweezers that came with the kit.

“Ow… take it easy Nurse Ratchett!”

“Then quit yer movin’, gunslinger,” Brook said in her best Rooster Cogburn.

“Hey, I got the job done didn’t I? Last time I checked that monster stopped walking.”

“OK. Good shooting Tex,” Brook conceded as she finished her field surgery.

 She left Carl's face exposed. It would heal much faster in the open air, but it had immediately started to bleed again after the antibiotic was applied.

“In an hour or so it should start to scab. Just keep away from the walkers. The last thing you want to do is get any of their saliva in your open wounds.”

 Brook asked the boy if she could put some antibiotic on his burn. The boy silently looked at her.

“What’s your name?”

In fractured English dripping with a Russian accent the boy said “Dimitri” and nothing else.

Resigned to the fact that he had been through a hell of an ordeal on top of the gift shop back in Aberdeen, she figured he would get over the sunburn.

 While Brook had been tending to her brother’s mangled face, Raven stood watch. There were a few of the walking dead but they largely ignored the little group and instead were drawn to the gunfire and display of aerial firepower.

Carl had parked the Raptor at the base of a tall white water tower; it was elevated and provided an unobstructed view of the north side of the base. Because the tower and its associated outbuildings were protected by the same type of fence as the base, forced entry was necessary. One push with the brush guard of the Raptor made the locked gate spring inward. Once the truck was inside of the chain-link fence, Brook leapt out and coiled the remaining pieces of the newly broken chain around the two halves of the gate. One or two of the walkers wouldn’t push it in, but a large mass of them was another story. 

Down below, bodies were piling up four and five deep outside of the gates. Three cars had just driven up to the entrance and the occupants hurriedly piled out. The volume of gunfire increased; eight people in all were fighting for their lives. A short, stocky man fired his pistol point blank into the throng of walkers. Several fell, but their sheer numbers overwhelmed him. Even from this far away his shrieks were audible as the man was eaten by the undead. Two ghouls fought over his entrails, playing a sickening game of tug of war. His death created a momentary diversion. The rest of the group huddled near the closed gate, pleading desperately to be let inside. Gunfire rained down from the guard towers in a renewed frenzy. The advancing walkers fell in bloody heaps here and there. A lone soldier fumbled with the locks. Finally the gate parted wide enough to allow five of the survivors to enter. The undead overwhelmed the last two men. The monsters tore them limb from limb, the ghouls fighting over each appendage like dogs wrestling over a prized bone. Hair raising, blood curdling screams lasted a few short seconds only to be drowned out by the ever-present moans coming from the rotting mass of walking corpses. Brook shook her head in dismay for those men that hadn’t made it, but thought it was commendable that the soldiers were risking their own lives for a handful of living breathing citizens.

Carl pointed at the group of abandoned cars and told Brook his incredibly dangerous but well thought out idea.

“Do you see the black car in the back, the one pushed up against the red truck that’s lodged next to the fence?”

“Yes what about them?” Brook went along trying to figure out where he was going with this.

“Did you ever watch the Dukes of Hazard?” Carl asked, looking at his sister.

A look of knowing apprehension crossed Brook’s face. “Are you going to try and jump the fence?”

“Not exactly. I think with the number of those things on the ground down there, we can drive over them and up onto the back of that black car and use it as a ramp…”

Brook cut him off. “Even if you drive up onto those cars and reach the fence, those stinking fuckers will tear us apart like they did those poor souls a minute ago.”

Ignoring her, Carl continued. “We will be up out of their reach, and then I will make a stirrup with my hands.” Putting his hands together, showing Brook what he meant. “Then after we crest the stalled cars you three can climb right over.”

“A lot can go wrong.”

“Do you have a better idea Sis? The way I see it, things are only going to get worse across the country. That means there are millions of those things between here and Oregon. At least once inside maybe we can hitch a ride on one of the helicopters to someplace safe.”

“Go through the sunroof,” said a voice from out of nowhere.

Everyone turned their heads at once and looked at Dimitri.

“What did you say?” Carl asked.

“Go through the sunroof…” this time barely audible but with a distinctive Slavic accent, he was a shy kid it seemed.

“Hell of an idea kid,” Carl replied, his head nodding up and down in agreement.

Everyone piled into the Ford pickup before Carl started the noisy engine. Slowly he backed through the gate; Brook closed it after them and reentered the vehicle. Goosing the powerful motor, Carl followed the access road back to the main artery leading to Fort Bragg. The guard house had long ago been abandoned and the entrance had been shored up with concrete jersey barriers. The front grass and flower beds were fully covered with vehicles of all shapes and sizes. Scores of the undead had clambered up onto the raft of idle cars, fallen into crevices between the gridlocked vehicles and then became trapped. Charting a course through the hundreds of walkers, Carl found his makeshift ramp. The black Ford Crown Victoria was nosed into the back of a host of smaller vehicles that were in turn nestled up to the red truck. The snipers above had apparently favored the area behind that particular group of cars as their killing grounds. Undead were stacked upon each other, three feet deep, like cordwood.

He slowed the off-road vehicle to a crawl, put the truck into four wheel drive and locked the differential. Brook pumped shell after shell from the Mossberg through her open window putting down the nearest threats, pausing only to reload. The knobby front tires bit into the putrid flesh pile and powered up onto the back of the Crown Vic. The car’s roof creaked and the windows simultaneously exploded; the truck settled in but kept moving forward. From the pockets in the sea of abandoned cars, undead reached up, grasping at the moving vehicle. Chunks of rotten meat the size of softballs spewed from the rear of the Raptor. The mud flaps were covered with a sheen of blood and other fluids.  

Carl maneuvered the truck up the metal Matterhorn. The smaller compact cars collapsed under the weight as the truck kept creeping towards the perimeter fence. Sniper fire again picked up in intensity. A large pack of walkers milled on both sides of the abandoned cars and trucks, and they began falling in greater numbers. The Raptor’s huge off road tires sank into the roofs of a Honda Civic and a tiny Mini Cooper; the truck wallowed, seemingly stuck while the entranced horde crushed inward. Dimitri was lying on the back seat, not wanting to see what he was hearing outside of the steel cocoon. Raven held her nose and kept her eyes glued forward, imposing a mental blindfold on herself. The sounds of the dead drowned out the straining power plant as Carl coaxed the truck over this last hurdle; they had just been in the trough, now they all faced the crest of the sea of vehicles. A blood and gore smeared, yellow Hummer2 sat sideways. Its boxy body was smashed up against the imposing razor wire topped fence. Burnt rubber and the smell of hot oil from the overworked engine intermingled with the sickly sweet smell of death. As the bright orange truck scaled the Hummer2, Carl opened the electric moon roof. Brook retrieved the two empty duffel bags they had stolen from the Bi-Mart. The final obstacle was the razor sharp coil of concertina wire looming above them.

“Get ready to go out through the moon roof when I say go!” Brook yelled over the laboring V8 as she held on for dear life. A spontaneous cheer sounded for the survivors. The soldiers on the ground moved along the inside of the fence line to receive them once they safely made it over. The truck lost out to gravity and ground to a halt at a forty five degree angle. Its spinning tires had left dark black rubber marks along the side of the yellow Hummer2 it now rested atop.

Brook crawled out through the moon roof with Raven and Dimitri close behind; she draped the two empty duffel bags across the concertina wire before putting her hands clasped together in front of the kids. Raven stepped up and Brook launched her over the top of the wire. The soldiers on the other side handily broke her fall as the entire group broke out with another boisterous round of cheers and applause. Dimitri had to be put over the top forcibly by Brook. He was kicking and screaming; he obviously didn’t like heights. The young boy fell into the hands below. His landing was harder than Raven’s and he cried out in pain. Considering their unraveling situation at the base, saving the two kids provided inspiration for the besieged troops. The loud cheering continued.

Meanwhile Carl struggled to force his large frame through the opening in the roof. He steadfastly urged his sister to go on without him. Brook pulled unsuccessfully on his outstretched arms before she finally relented and continued on. She leapt from the roof of the truck aiming for the shredded black bags. She landed partially on top of the hastily covered razor wire and bellied over, suffering severe gashes on both arms and torso, before tumbling safely amongst the soldiers below.

Specialist Jack Bowers watched the proceedings through his high powered scope. His brow furrowed when he got a clear look at what was trying to wriggle through the sunroof of the high centered 4x4. It appeared to be one of the infected. The trigger pull of his rifle was set to two and a half pounds and his finger currently held it at two. Breathing in and then slowly exhaling, he readied for the shot. High caliber ammunition was in short supply and since no one was in immediate danger he backed off the shot, leaving the kill for the troops on the ground. Pretty fluid movement for a walker, he thought as he watched the thing clamber over the wire, waiting for the volley of gunfire that would end its miserable existence. The soldier shuddered at the thought of coming back as one of them. He would rather use a Claymore mine for a pillow than walk the earth in search of human flesh.

Carl had fared much better when he dropped into the store through the skylight. This time he fell awkwardly, the soldiers all standing back not wanting to touch the bloody scab-faced thing coming over the fence. Not certain if he was infected or not, they let him fall to the ground.

“He’s one of us! He is not infected!” Brook shrieked as the soldiers brought their arms to bear. Carl’s ankle was bent at an unnatural angle; he let out a yelp of pain, followed by a profanity-laced tirade.

“Would it have been too much to ask of you to break my fall? Goddamn, motherfucker, shit…! I think my ankle is broken!”

The man nearest to Carl slowly lowered his rifle. “That’s the least of your problems. You should see your face.” The rest of the soldiers, knowing full well that the undead didn’t curse, put their muzzles down and rushed to his aid.


Chapter 37

Day 3 - Outskirts of Boise, Idaho

 



The radio in Harry’s hand crackled to life.

“Harry, Duncan, anyone there? This is Cade.”

“Copy that, this is Harry. We have been trying to get ahold of you since we heard the explosions. What happened?”

“Someone had a gas leak,” Cade said, tongue firmly planted in cheek.

“Helluva lot of gas my friend. Are you OK?”

“Fit as a fiddle. I’m almost to your position. Did you two have any visitors?”

Harry replied, “The walkers have been arriving in trickles from the east. There is an immense wall of smoke in the direction of Boise. It looks like a forest fire… only there are white and black oily looking plumes roiling up.”

“Boise is on fire,” Cade said matter-of-factly, his real voice mingled with the sound emanating from the radio as he emerged out of the woods just feet from Harry.

He was greeted by back slaps and smiles. “Quite a few of those dirtbags met their maker; I guess we got a little retribution for our friend’s deaths. It still doesn’t feel right killing the living… considering how few of us there are left,” Cade said, his voice trailing off as he strode to a clearing to look east towards Boise.

Columns of different colored smoke dotted the horizon from north to south as far as the eye could see. In the failing light oranges and reds from the fires created a false sunset from the direction the sun always made its appearance.

“We have two choices. One, go back the way we came and cross back into Oregon then drive south to the Nevada border. Or…” he turned and pointed to Boise, “take our chances that we don’t run into anything fleeing the fires, living or undead.”

“I vote for Boise…” His movement was a blur; Cade drew the Glock 17 from his thigh holster and swept the muzzle towards Duncan. Six rapid shots later three undead lay still and bleeding from a double tap to the head each. Harry and Duncan, slack-jawed and wide-eyed, stared at the man who had just fired six bullets through the air that separated them.

“Why didn’t they moan before they got that gosh darn close?” Harry asked, white as a sheet from the sudden action and the proximity of speeding lead to his cranium.

“Good God damn shooting,” Duncan added in his usual raspy drawl.

Two of the cadavers looked as if they had been among the first undead to turn. They were fully into the process of decay. Their flesh was a mottled gray, covered with pustules and boils. Their hair had fallen out in clumps, giving them a punk rock look. Their clothing was that of serious hikers: boots, cargo shorts and Gore-Tex. The third walker used to be a soldier. He had no hair but looked to have been dead only a day or two. He had a patch on his ACUs that read Paulson; his former rank was Corporal in the Idaho National Guard.

“I haven’t a clue why they didn’t moan like usual. I do hope, however, they aren’t learning new hunting techniques. We had better get going.” Cade walked to his truck. Harry had a hard time moving as he was still in a little bit of shock from the incident moments ago. His hands were also shaking from the sudden, intense rush of adrenaline.

*****

They didn’t even bother to finish their vote. Duncan followed the Sequoia towards the smoke and flames. The road was clear for the first ten miles and then there were wrecks and clogs of stalled cars scattered here and there. No sign of living humans was evident. Deer, raccoon and other wildlife were on the move away from the direction the two vehicle convoy headed. The nearer they got to the city, the more of the undead they encountered. Some were blackened and sooty, flesh sloughing off of them, but still they walked. The crispy ghouls were reaching and swiping at the trucks as they passed, leaving slimy black traces anywhere they made contact.

Cade slowed up ahead and drove over two of the brittle walkers before stopping completely, engine still idling.

Duncan followed his lead. From the cab of the truck, Harry had to shoot two advancing walkers with his pump shotgun before he could safely call Cade on the Motorola. The men watched as Cade gophered his head up through the moon roof of the Sequoia. Four undead changed course and ambled towards the idling truck. Cade put them down with his M4; more were on the way from their front and sides. The undead started moaning as they drew nearer. Cade dropped his rifle, letting it hang on its sling and brought the binoculars to his eyes glassing the road ahead.

The radio chirped in Cade’s pocket. “What do you see, boss?”

Keying the mike, Cade replied, “About a mile ahead. There’s a helicopter blocking the road… and lots of undead between us and it.”

Duncan motioned for the radio. Harry handed it over.

“This is Duncan. If it still has electrical and fuel, I think I can fly that bird.”

Since there would be plenty of paper laying around if they all survived the day, Cade jokingly made Duncan an offer he couldn’t refuse.

“Roger that. I’ll pay you ten million dollars if you can fly us out of this predicament.”

“You got it big spender,” Duncan replied, knowing full well his chain was being yanked. He disappeared back into his truck, tromped the gas pedal and left black stripes on the sun-bleached gray asphalt as he hauled ass towards the helicopter.

They plowed over as many of the walking dead as they could on the way to the grounded helo.

*****

Duncan had been mentally going through preflight checklists from decades ago. The helicopter sitting in front of them was a Utah Air National guard UH-60 Black Hawk. It appeared air worthy but the pilot was still strapped in, dead and slumped over the controls.

To Cade’s trained eye, judging by the different types of spent shell casings, it was apparent this ambush was orchestrated by the same group that killed Rawley, Leo and Sheila. The ambush victims’ bodies were placed in a row behind the burned out hulk of a Humvee. The naked corpses had high and tight haircuts, and all of the bodies still had dog tags around their necks as well. Two of the troops had been hit in the head by a large caliber weapon and had most likely died instantly. The other two men weren’t as lucky; they had been tortured. Their bodies were covered with purple welts and crisscrossed with deep cuts. Both soldiers had their necks cut ear to ear and one of the men had a large swastika gouged into his chest.

Peeling his eyes from the dead servicemen, he could feel the anger and hatred towards the despicable men that had committed these acts welling up in him. No sense living in the past. Those bastards already paid for this. Cade turned his attention to their escape.

“Well, can you fly this model?” he asked Duncan with a concerned look on his face.

“If it spools up, I can fly the bird. They all have the same controls, a collective/throttle, cyclic and anti-torque pedals. No problem,” Duncan said, sounding more confident than he really was.

Duncan left his pickup on the shoulder of the road and grabbed the shotgun and the backpack containing his few personal belongings. On the lookout for undead, he cautiously covered the distance to the helicopter. The road weary veteran heaved his pack into the crew compartment of the Black Hawk. With a heavy heart he looked at the man still strapped in the gurney. He had been dead for some time and was most likely the patient the medevac chopper had been summoned for in the first place. Duncan hauled his old frame up into the cramped confines of the Black Hawk. With Harry’s help they removed the gurney to free up room.

Duncan placed the corpse on the ground near the others. The fire in the distance loomed larger on the horizon and loud cries of the dead carried forth, riding the hot desert wind. Duncan returned to the grim task of removing the pilot’s body. After making sure that he was indeed dead, Duncan unbuckled his safety harness and gently, out of respect for the man in uniform, carried him to the roadside and lowered him to the ground next to the other dead soldiers. Duncan unclasped the chin strap and removed the flight helmet from the fallen aviator. He stood back a step and gave the slain men a final crisp salute. The dead that stay dead really are the fortunate ones. When will the madness end? he thought, shedding a rare tear. It was a very poignant moment for Harry and Cade who looked on from a distance.

Duncan worked to figure out the helicopter’s intricate avionics. The Hueys he used to fly in Viet Nam were like Model T’s compared to this UH-60.

Cade hastily assembled the sniper rifle and scanned the oncoming highway and surrounding woods. He searched for the source of the moans; they had been growing louder by the minute. A lone, partially clothed figure shuffled through the shimmering thermal distortion cast up from the hot blacktop. The female walker had a half limping, part shuffling gait, her bare breasts keeping cadence with her flopping head. She looked like a marshmallow left in the fire too long. Cade rested the cross hairs on the crispy critter’s brow; milky white eyes stared through what remained of the charred face. Slowly he pulled the trigger. The ghoul’s head split down the middle and like a cracked egg, her cooked brain slid out. At once another walker took her place.

Harry and Cade kept up their steady firing, thinning out the advancing undead.

Duncan swore as he scanned the multitude of switches which glowed in muted reds and greens. Thankfully the helicopter did have electrical power and the main fuel gauge registered one quarter of a full load. Duncan guessed they would have a hundred mile range, maybe two.

Harry fired the SKS at the army of undead. The familiar sound was reassuring to Cade’s ears, even if it was Harry wielding the weapon. Switching from the sniper rifle to his M4 allowed Cade a greater rate of fire. The undead were now piling up in a semi-circle flanking the helicopter. After an agonizingly long wait the turbine finally whined to life. Looking over his shoulder Cade saw the rotor blades spooling up and a grinning Duncan triumphantly flashing him a thumbs up.

Cade sprinted to the vehicles to begin transferring the guns and supplies. The distinctive sonic cracks from bullets whipping by his head got his undivided attention. Someone was shooting at them. Using his truck for cover, he looked through the windows in the direction he thought the fire had come from. There were several motorcycles and a bright yellow civilian Hummer2 closing on them from the west. The shooter was hanging out of the moving Hummer’s passenger window.

Cade slapped a fresh magazine in the carbine and aimed at the windshield of the Hummer. Two controlled bursts from the M4 spider webbed the glass on the driver’s side. This caused the big SUV to swerve and careen over three of the motorcycles, pulping the riders on the pavement, before rolling in a bright yellow blur of exploding glass and scraping metal.

The rest of the motorcycles stopped in the middle of the road; the riders dismounted and crouched behind their Harleys. The silhouette of a man shouldering a very long rifle presented itself in front of the setting sun. A hand grabbed Cade’s shoulder and pulled him towards the noisy Black Hawk. Cade spun and followed with only his M4 to show from his aborted trip to the vehicles. Harry turned about and hobbled to the big helicopter. Both men climbed aboard and strapped themselves into jump seats in the open passenger compartment.

The smell of the Black Hawk’s exhaust and the odor of the dead assailed their nostrils. Bullets were beginning to impact the fuselage, metallic pings sounding as Duncan twisted the throttle and applied full power. The Black Hawk bolted into the darkening cobalt sky at ten feet a second. Harry wasn’t used to the sensation of lift off. Feeling green and awash in nausea, he fired the last of his ammo at the ghouls. The ground rushed away, unfortunately the dead didn’t. One of the undead had gotten both hands wrapped around one of the wheel struts. Harry fired at the top of its head, causing the creature to lose purchase. He looked on with grim satisfaction as it freefell one hundred and twenty feet to earth, leaving a grimy crater in the desert soil.

Even though he knew they were at max range for the carbine, Cade continued firing at the bikers until his magazine was empty and the bolt locked open.

*****

On the ground below Richard Ganz, leader of the Nomad Jesters, was on bent knee steadying the Barrett sniper rifle across the handlebars of his Harley. His target was the man piloting the helicopter. He smoothly increased tension on the trigger, the bullet left the muzzle at 2800 feet a second and passed harmlessly under the fuselage. Ganz chambered another round, steadied and took another shot. The result was the same; the helicopter was now too far away, even for the sniper rifle. Enraged, Ganz pulled his Desert Eagle Magnum from the leather holster on his hip and shot his newest prospect point blank in the head. The big biker’s temper was legendary. He led the Jesters with an iron fist and was indiscriminate in who he killed before the breakdown of society. Now he had no one to answer to and his tantrums went unchecked.

The young prospect lay in the middle of the highway bleeding from the head and slowly turning pale. Ganz mounted his Harley, kick started it and headed away from the advancing ghouls. Left with little choice, the remnants of his gang followed.

*****

Duncan threw the co-pilot’s helmet to Cade and pointed out the others hanging next to the medical litters. Cade plugged the flexible coiled wire into the comms jack on the bulkhead above him. Harry followed suit and plugged in after donning a helmet. Duncan’s voice came through loud and clear in both men’s helmets. “We were between the proverbial rock and a hard place back there. Thank God for Igor Sikorsky.”

“Did any of their gunfire damage the helo?” Cade asked.

“Doesn’t feel like it. Why? Are we leaking something I can’t see?”

“No, just checking. I felt bullets impacting as we lifted off.”

“I’ll watch the gauges closely. Cade, what do you know about these newfangled radios?” Duncan asked with a hint of exasperation showing in his voice.

Working the seatbelt buckles loose, Cade said “I’m going to unstrap and move into the copilot’s seat. Hold her level and steady.”

“I think it’s all coming back to me now. Kinda like riding a bicycle, you know.”

“What now guys?” Harry asked through the inflight communications.

Ignoring Harry, Duncan shouted “Hallelujah my fellow flying friends. I just realized what an ERFS is.”

“I’m sitting on pins and needles… enlighten us” Cade said.

“While I thought we had about two hundred miles of range, I was mistaken. When I flip this switch…” Duncan paused for effect.

“Just spit it out man,” Harry said sounding a little pissed off.

Duncan spoke. “Those stubby wings on the side of her usually hold guns and missiles, but this is a dust-off bird equipped with extra external fuel tanks. Voilà!” Duncan exclaimed as he flipped the switch labeled ERFS and added, “We now have an extremely extended range.”

The last two days were taking a toll on Harry. Being retired, he was used to not having to answer to anybody. Solitude was what he now craved. Where Harry came from, a sixty-five-year-old man was asked to share his wisdom. He hated being ignored and made to feel like he was six. Oh well, if they don’t value my wisdom, then screw the know-it-alls. His feelings were hurt so he clammed up for the rest of the flight.

Cade found his way into the co-pilot’s seat and was manipulating the knobs and buttons on the military radio. He looked like he knew what he was doing as he tried to pick up anyone that might be listening in on any of the usual emergency bands.

For five minutes they listened in as the former Delta Operator attempted to contact any available U.S. forces. He left the radio on the Military band reserved for aviation assets and then focused on programming waypoints into the navigation computer. Remembering how to use the nav gear came back a little slower than the comms gear.

“Where to boss?” the Viet Nam-era aviator asked.

“Follow the waypoints I just plotted on your HUD (heads up display) and we’ll be flying over…” he was about to say Boise until Duncan banked the Black Hawk and he actually saw what was left of the city. Boise resembled the old pictures he had seen depicting Japan after the firebombing campaigns of World War II.

The sky was filled up to their altitude with black feathery ashes and fires raged everywhere. The helicopter moved along at an altitude of five hundred feet. The multitudes of undead surging west were clearly visible to the naked eye. The three men were speechless as they flew over what was left of the Idaho Air National Guard base. Three helicopters were burned to the tarmac, fixed in place by melted tires; the skeletal remains of the titanium airframes resembled the tangled wreckage of the zeppelin Hindenburg. Quonset huts burned, the vehicles parked nearby further fueling the inferno. Airmen and women lay where they had fallen, some having been consumed by the shambling packs of ghouls. The few vehicles moving below were fleeing the conflagration in front of the walkers. The scope of the damage was unimaginable. The city now belonged to the dead. 

*****

Cade changed the waypoints in the flight computer. The new course would take them along the Wasatch mountain front. The towering crags ran north/south, flanking Salt Lake City, Utah.

“The 19th Special Forces Group is located in Draper, Utah. I set the waypoints to take us there. I know a few of the operators garrisoned at the base. At the very least we may be able to top off and continue onward.”

“If the base is still standing when we get there, I think it’s the end of the road for me, fellas,” the usually quiet Harry said over the intercom.

“I’m sure we can get you set up with supplies and transportation, if you really don’t want to stick around,” Cade said, without a trace of emotion. He had a hard and fast rule to not form emotional attachments to anyone but family. Kids were the one exception and he had felt the pain from it these last twenty-four hours. Leo and more so the younger Ike had really grown on him. There would be time to grieve later… there always was.

Cade hadn’t heard from his family for over two days now. He searched his pockets for his phone and remembered it and all of his gear, guns, ammo and food were abandoned with their vehicles outside of Boise. All he had was his M4 with one mag left, a Glock pistol, the clothes and combat gear he still wore as well as his helmet. It dawned on him his favorite Trailblazer ball cap was also in the Sequoia more than fifty miles away. He closed his eyes and visualized his wife’s and daughter’s faces in his mind. As darkness enveloped Idaho, the desert air whipping in the open troop compartment grew measurably colder. Despite the temperature change a warm feeling washed over Cade. There was a special bond that held his small family together, through overseas deployments and other unforeseen hardships; he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt they still lived.

Cade kept watch out of the co-pilot seat. He hadn’t seen this many stars since he was a member of Task Force-121. It had been a handpicked group of operators hunting for Osama Bin Laden in the Hindu Kush Mountains of Afghanistan. The high altitude and inhospitable terrain that they operated in left him with very few pleasant memories; the stars were one of them. He glanced into the mirror affixed above the cockpit glass. A breathtaking display of purple and magenta painted the sky behind them and reflected off of the Black Hawk’s windows. The sun was going down slowly, kicking and screaming as if it didn’t want to leave the living alone in the dark with the dead.

Looking groundward, it suddenly dawned on him there was an absence of light below and there were no moving vehicles. Mother Nature’s beautiful sky show belied the fact the world was ending, not with a bang, but a whimper. Cade thought, T.S. Eliot surely knew something we didn’t.

Duncan’s Southern drawl sounded in his ear and brought him back to reality.

“Look off to the right at 2 o’clock. Do you see it?”

“Yeah, it looks like a small sun,” was Cade’s reply.

Duncan banked the helo to the right and aimed the nose toward the brilliant lights.


Chapter 38

Day 2 - Fort Bragg, North Carolina

 



Carl narrowly escaped death, first from the fall and then at the hands of the United States Special Forces troops. Until today he had no idea the fear six machine gun muzzles could invoke in a man, especially if they all were pointed at him. The injuries to his face were superficial and his ankle had been reset and put in a walking cast. His next major hurdle was infection. The ghoul that clawed up his back had given him several different types of disease. He was mildly sedated and sleeping. Brook and Raven held a bedside vigil.

Outside the battle raged on. The steady small arms gunfire and the constant booming from the side-mounted 105mm Howitzer on the circling C-130 Spectre gunship both comforted and scared Brook at the same time. She was crossing a line that usually took most soldiers a stint in boot camp, and at least a couple of firefights to even approach. Her senses were being fine-tuned and honed. Until now they were strictly tools of basic survival. Now she possessed a combination of aggression, assertiveness and self-preservation. Slowly the old Brook was being reforged and transformed. Gone was the survivor’s guilt. The time for surviving was now. Raven depended on her. 

*****

Their weapons were all confiscated and then the group was immediately escorted to the base’s medical facilities. A man in full combat gear walked them towards the middle of Fort Bragg. On the way he told them they needed a cursory exam to ensure nobody was seriously injured going over the wire.

Carl’s wounds were completely scrubbed, disinfected and bandaged. A big burly male nurse cleaned and sutured the lacerations on Brook’s arms and abdomen. The exams were thorough, any idiot would know they were being screened for infection and checked for bites, even though it wasn’t divulged to them. Dimitri was not talking and Brook guessed the little boy was suffering from PTSD. One of the doctors wheeled him to an infirmary elsewhere to be attended to. They were all going to be quarantined for twenty-four hours. Raven seemed depressed and was badly in need of some rest. Brook was just plain exhausted. Every nerve ending was shot. Brook took Raven’s hand and led her down the hall to the room that had been assigned to them.

*****

Carl finally awoke and was reading a magazine. It was the last Newsweek ever; the cover read “Mad?? Disease.” It was the last post-outbreak edition to be distributed and the words said it all. The Omega virus caught the entire United States flat footed and on the ropes. In the end, no one had enough time or information to stop it from spreading. Unable to keep his eyes open, Carl put the magazine down, closed his eyes and let sleep take over again.

*****

 The first thing on Brook’s agenda was to find Mike Desantos and ask him if he knew anything of Cade’s whereabouts. She also had an irresistible urge to get out into the fight. This constant running and gunning had awakened something in her she didn’t know existed. She craned her neck struggling to hear the new sounds outside of the door. Brook abruptly grabbed her daughter by the arm, shouldered the door open, burst out of their room and propelled her down the hall to where Carl was. The fusillade of automatic rifle fire sounded different, almost frantic. Dedicated, highly trained soldiers didn’t lose their cool and “spray and pray.”

They barged into the infirmary and Brook frantically yanked the IV tubes from her brother’s arm. The sounds of the battle were drawing nearer and the undead’s moaning was increasing in volume. Brook tried to wake Carl but he remained unresponsive. Shadows passed by the opaque green glass in the door and then stopped, wavering directly in front. Raven started whimpering; Brook pulled her close and clamped a hand over her mouth. Wild eyed and hyperventilating, she squirmed from her mom’s grip and bolted for the hallway screaming. Brook suddenly became aware of the odor of rotting flesh overpowering the usual antiseptic hospital smell. The door burst inward followed by a torrent of decomposing corpses. They fell atop Raven, teeth gnashing, gnarled hands ripping the flesh from her face, exposing muscle, molars and jawbone. Blood pulsed onto the floor from hundreds of shredded capillaries. The room teemed with undead and they quickly turned their attention to the unarmed Brook. She braced herself and stood her ground in front of her unconscious and helpless brother.

***** 

A shrill horn sounded. Brook awoke abruptly. Her chest heaved and she fought to breathe; beads of sweat cascaded from her face. Her thin hospital bed sheet was soaked through. Frantically she felt around in the dark and noisily exhaled when she felt the warmth of her daughter stir next to her. The nightmare was gone but the blaring klaxon was real.

Someone banged repeatedly on the door. Brook shook the sleep from her head, jumped to her feet and answered it.

The very pregnant Annie Desantos, her two young daughters flanking her, stood at the door’s threshold and without entering told Brook and Raven the base was being evacuated.

“Are we leaving by air or land?” Brook queried her.

“Helicopters are inbound from Fort Campbell, women and children are assembling for evacuation first.”

“I have to go get Carl. He’s down the hall in the recovery ward. Can I leave Raven with you?”

Shaking her head, Annie said “No need, we’re all going to the parade ground together. Chinooks are inbound to evac the wounded. Don’t worry; the medical crew assured me they would accompany him.”

“Raven, get your stuff. Annie, give us two minutes.” Brook checked her phone once again. No bars, no message, no nothing. She sighed and threw the phone into her tote. They left the room hand in hand, following Annie and the girls. Cade was on Brook’s mind.

*****

Fort Bragg was severely undermanned. Three-fourths of the active duty warfighters and base staff didn’t return when they were recalled. A large contingent of Special Forces troops were still on deployment in Afghanistan and other unnamed places around the world.

During the night thousands of walking dead had encircled the entire perimeter. There were so many crushing together at the north gate, the cars and trucks left by the wire were being slowly compacted into the base of the fence. The orange Raptor precariously perched atop the Hummer2 finally succumbed to gravity and toppled to the ground, crushing a small number of the infected. The whole base was about to fall. Their sheer numbers were staggering. It was only a matter of time before they breached the fencing.

*****

The steady thumping of the dual rotor blade Chinooks helped drown out the sounds of the dead. While Brook was deep in the middle of her nightmare, their numbers had increased. The noise coming from their lifeless throats became an intolerable sonic tempest.  

Annie had raided the shooting range for earplugs. Brook and Raven each had a pair of the little foam rubber plugs firmly embedded in their ears. Unfortunately they didn’t keep out all of the noise.

Brook followed Annie and her girls along finely manicured paths that crisscrossed the base between buildings. Rotor wash and the accompanying flying debris blasted them as they rounded the corner. Shielding their faces with their hands, they approached the twin rotor behemoths, ducking instinctively. Annie and the girls took the last three spots in the crowded Chinook; they were sitting on the floor; nearby the loadmaster manned the mounted M240 machine gun.

Brook waved as the ramp partially lifted up. The hurricane-like winds increased as the helicopter powered up and rose into the sky. A soldier informed the waiting families that the next sortie of three helos was inbound and three minutes out.

The group of women and children nervously eyed the monsters crushing in on the perimeter fence. Ammunition was dangerously low; the troops had stopped shooting the undead outside of the wire. Everyone prayed the fencing would hold up for another hour or two until the evacuation was complete.

The front fence failed first and the dead surged into the garrison parking lot. The first wave of them quickly overtook and consumed the guards and high ranking personnel in the nearby command post. Their screams were drowned out by the undead’s eerie moaning.

Above the parade ground a large caliber rifle boomed from the guard tower. It was rhythmic and directed across the base to the south. The gunfire further aroused the dead and they started surging against the weakened barrier. Right on time the three CH-47 Chinooks thundered over the wire, flaring at the last second and softly settling to the ground. Rear and side doors opened up and the crew chiefs beckoned the people to hurry onboard.

The force of the surging undead finally caused the total failure of the perimeter fence. The sound of groaning metal preceded the collapse of the nearest guard tower. It listed and then toppled to the ground; the lone shooter went with it. Like piranhas the ghouls stripped the flesh from Jack Bowers’ exposed extremities. Bloody hands reached under the ceramic-plated body armor and greedily scooped the soft organs from his abdomen. One of the dead picked up his rifle and peered down the still smoking barrel, determined it wasn’t food and discarded it.

The rotor blades picked up speed; Brook sensed they weren’t going to get aboard. She wondered if the nightmare had been a premonition of her death. A soldier fell ten feet from her, two of the monsters rending pieces of meat from his flailing arms and legs; he was close enough that Brook could hear his anguished wailing. The man lay still, his rifle near his body. She covered the ten feet in seconds and had the rifle in her hands before she was aware of her actions. The M4 barked twice, and the feeding creatures slumped atop their meal. More of them were now flanking the helicopter to the right. Taking careful aim with the weapon, Brook finished the nearest advancing walkers, dropping four in quick succession. With Raven in tow she boarded the hovering Chinook through the open side door. The monsters were grasping onto the rear ramp. The soldier manning the M240 now had a clear field of fire and started hammering away at them, the machine gun’s report reminding Brook of a buzz saw ripping through wood. Rotor wash blew hot shell casings into the fuselage. A severely decomposed ghoul reached in and got ahold of Raven’s ankle. Brook poked the M4s barrel past her daughter’s body and emptied the last nine rounds into its head and chest. The zombie released its grip, fell twenty feet and disappeared into the sea of rotting corpses.

The Chinook left terra firma underneath it, nosed down and buzzed the building tops narrowly missing the south guard tower.

Not everyone made it out alive. The last helicopter to land took on passengers but the undead got aboard as well. The aviators lost control of the Chinook while trying to escape the attack. It took flight momentarily and then pitched over and rolled several times, pieces of rotor blade and bodies, human and undead, showering the parade grounds. Like army ants, thousands of the infected swarmed the few survivors that weren’t killed outright in the violent crash. Fort Bragg fell to the dead three days after the Omega virus was released in the United States.


Chapter 39

Day 3 - 19th Special Forces Garrison, Draper, Utah

 



“God damn, they got that place lit up like Wrigley Field during a night game. Only I doubt they’ve got any peanuts… popcorn or crackerjacks.”

Cade grinned. He kind of liked the pilot’s gallows humor.

The base was visible for fifteen miles around.

“What you see is Camp Williams, 19th Special Forces garrison. Look for the parade ground or a training field for a landing spot, both should be lighted.”

Duncan piped up over the intercom. “My boy, they have got that base so lit up, I don’t think there is a nook or cranny where a shadow could hide.”

Harry felt the Black Hawk slow and Duncan start the descent. It was evident why the base was awash in light.

“Holy mother of God” Harry exclaimed.

Cade had seen the same thing but his reaction was not a verbal one. By his estimation, there were hundreds of the creatures trapped in a massive trench running the length of the garrison. The closer they got to the parade ground the better he felt about what he was seeing. A blinding flash, followed by licking flames made Cade wince and cover his eyes. When he regained a semblance of normal night vision he could see multitudes of burning undead.  The ghoul-filled slit carved into the earth was hard to comprehend.

“Hope y’all brought you some mustard… because we got us a weenie roast.”

“Duncan, those used to be people. Can’t you take this a bit more seriously? Maybe find a little sympathy for them?”

“Not a shred, Harry old boy. That’s why I’m not going to be one of those critter’s dinner. As we used to say in Nam, kill em all and let God sort em out.”

As the Black Hawk made firm contact with the ground a shiver ran through the airframe.

“Been awhile hasn’t it?”

“Cade, this ain’t like riding a bicycle. The relearning curve is much steeper. Give me a few more hours and I’ll have this whore doing back flips and landing on feathers.”

Thinking he was stuck with a couple of frat boys, Harry muttered under his breath, “I’m through with you two jokers.”

Duncan kept the rotorblades turning just in case they needed to effect a quick escape. Cade jumped out and sauntered, head ducked under the whirling rotor blades, towards the group of armed men heading his way. He knew the garrison commander from when he was with the 19th at Fort Lewis. Major Greg Beeson was a straight shooter (literally). He had trained snipers earlier in his career. They exchanged salutes and Cade asked him about the moat around the base.

“We had our engineers carve the trench with the dozers. When enough of the dead are assembled, a couple of boom boxes are set up near the pit, usually blaring heavy metal. They really love Metallica.”

“That’s what I call asymmetrical warfare,” Cade quipped.

“It’s pretty straight forward. They come in waves for some reason and so far they are pretty predictable. All we do is give it some time, and like lemmings, they do the rest.”

They walked and talked. Cade explained how they came to possess the helicopter and who his travelling companions were, finishing with the bad news about Boise and the Air Guard base there. Cade cut to the chase and told his old instructor about his missing family and his unstoppable desire to locate them. Major Beeson informed Cade they had intercepted a call for help from Fort Bragg; it had been broadcast over the entire net. The base had been compromised and overrun. He didn’t know about casualties, or how many had gotten out alive. The message gave no hint as to where the survivors, if any, were relocating to. After a long conversation Beeson indicated Cade could use any of the base assets to further his mission.

The Major offered sanctuary to Duncan and Harry. He told the aviator that he was welcome and his expertise was greatly needed. B Company was on deployment in Afghanistan when hell opened up and the dead arrived. Only half of C Company was able to return. Major Beeson was confident the base could hold its own as long as all of the undead residents of Draper didn’t come calling. Duncan agreed to stay on, “For love of country” as he put it. Harry intended to leave at first light; he was feeling lonely, useless and a little restless. Not good for an old man’s psyche.

Duncan ignored Cade’s outstretched hand and instead embraced him in a surprise bear hug. Cade reciprocated, looked the old warhorse in the eyes and said a simple “Thanks.”

 


Chapter 40

Day 3 - Sawtooth Mountains of Idaho

 



Mountain Man Dan, as the Stanley locals called him, pressed the binoculars to his face. He lived a solitary life up in the craggy Sawtooth Mountains. The area of the forest he called home was near an alpine lake at five thousand feet; he had been living here in the wild for the last sixteen years. Life had started closing in on him, or so he felt. It was too much for the old Vietnam vet to handle, when a sitting United States President got a hummer in the Oval Office and not a thing untoward happened to him. The bastard was even determined to grab for the guns of law abiding citizens while he tarnished the office and thumbed his nose at the Constitution. So Dan took his books and his guns and found his little slice of heaven.

He was in his element in the wilderness. Dan was a very patient and observant man. He always noticed anything out of the ordinary, and he had noticed that for the last three days there had been no air traffic. His first inclination was that the United States had suffered another 9/11 type terrorist attack.

The hike down to the small town usually took him four hours; a younger man could tackle it in two. The finger of rock he was perched on was only five feet across but it allowed him to stop and observe the last mile of the mountain trail he would have to descend.

The noises coming from below caught his attention before he even arrived at his usual resting spot. Gunfire echoed up from the Aryan Brotherhood camp. Dan witnessed the murder of four human beings in cold blood. The three men and a woman were dirty and shabbily dressed. One of the armed men released them from a building that looked like a tool shed or chicken coop. The four captives lurched into the middle of the compound. The shaved head, combat boot wearing skins were hooting and hollering while they stood in a semi-circle around the four people. Dan had a strong suspicion they were drugged because they staggered towards the assembled men in a lethargic, clumsy manner. He wasn’t prepared for what happened next. The towering redhead stood apart from the rest. He pulled out a big chrome pistol and coldly shot the woman in the head. She fell to the dirt and ceased moving. The captive men didn’t try to run, they just kept walking towards the pointed guns. As quick as it started it was over, AK-47s chattered and the three men dropped and sprawled on the ground, their blood turning the gravel black.

Dan wanted to go to town and tell Sherriff Blanda what he had just witnessed, but he couldn’t risk being seen while trying to circumnavigate the compound. The redheaded biker was an affiliate of the Aryans and Dan had crossed paths with him on a number of occasions. Today he wanted no part of the murderer.

He was in no position to be a hero, so the mountain man silently reversed course and headed back to his remote cabin. Alone with his thoughts he started up the trail. Those media folks will surely milk this latest terrorist attack for all it’s worth. No doubt there will be old newspapers or magazines to read in town after this blows over. Dan wasn’t worried about a radiological dirty bomb affecting him here. Why the hell would the idiots attack Idaho anyway? If this were another attack by Middle Eastern extremists then President Odero would  have to listen to his fellow Americans and go kick some more Muslim ass.

He really disliked this part of the climb. For every two steps forward, the surface underfoot shifted and put him one step backward. Head down, watching the trail while putting one foot in front of the other, Mountain Man Dan continued his long trudge back up his talus- and scree-covered mountain.


Epilogue

Day 4 - 19th Special Forces Garrison, Draper, Utah

 



The lemmings marched that morning. Cade, Duncan and Harry all slept in the same empty barracks. Slept was an overstatement. They were all awake when “Enter Sandman” commenced blaring from outside the fence. Because their numbers had steadily increased day by day the base commander made the decision to start eradicating the undead at first light and then again at dusk.

*****

Harry had taken up Major Beeson’s offer of a taxpayer provided Ford F-350 pickup painted entirely in desert camouflage. A Mossberg 500 pump shotgun and a box of shells was provided by the base gunsmith. There was also a case of MREs sitting on the bench seat when Harry got in the truck. He was disappointed with himself because he didn’t set out in search of his wife earlier and hated to admit he was scared of finding out what had really become of her. What Cade was doing was admirable and Harry used that example as motivation. He started the truck and waved halfheartedly towards Duncan and Cade. The perimeter outside the wire was momentarily free of undead. The soldiers opened the double gates for him.

No time like the present. Without looking back he maneuvered the ARMY 4x4 out of the compound and sped down the gravel road; dust billowed up, erasing the truck from view.

*****

The motorcycle Cade was given was an off road Kawasaki KLR 250. The bike was used by Delta Force, the 75th Rangers and many other Special Operations groups. While the civilian version proved to be very loud, the Special Ops build had beefier components and the exhaust was baffled for night time covert missions. While not entirely silent, it was extremely quiet and could go almost anywhere. Part of Cade’s Ranger training included riding dirt bikes in extreme terrain. It had been years ago and there would be some rust to shake off. He had requested the dirt bike because it would use less gas and give him more range. Also the farther east he went the more road blockages he would probably be forced to navigate around. Since he had lost the match grade sniper rifle, Major Beeson had the armorer fit a silencer for the M4. The gun would be a bit harder to maneuver in close quarter battle, but the ability to kill quietly from a distance was well worth it. A new set of ACUs was offered and Cade donned the clean clothes, putting the rest of his gear in the saddle bags. Beeson gave him a few MREs and some bottles of water. The left saddle bag of the bike had been stocked with ammunition and extra magazines for his M4. In the right compartment was a small plastic gas can full of fuel and a length of hose for siphoning when necessary. The Major kept it short and told Cade he hoped he found his family safe and to be careful out there. The man handed him a small portable Sat phone with an extendable antenna.

“Use the usual escape and evade frequency if you get into trouble. If we have air assets, or can help in any way, we will. God speed, soldier.” The men exchanged crisp textbook salutes.

Duncan approached Cade and handed him two metal canisters and a small red plastic gun. It was purple signal smoke and a Starlight flare gun. Duncan’s usual gruff Southern drawl had a softer edge to it. “In case you get into trouble, mi amigo. Pop the purple haze and I’ll know it’s you. That is if I can get my hands on a bird.” Before they parted ways, he tossed the young operator a set of the newest generation NVGs he had lifted from the Black Hawk.

The Kawasaki started right up and softly idled between Cade’s legs. With the M4 stowed in a special compartment near his left leg and his trusty Glock holstered on his thigh, he engaged the clutch and then nudged the shifter into first gear.

The last few days had been a blur. Now when he tried to conjure the images of Raven and Brook from his memory the only faces that materialized were of the dead kids. Ike, Leo and the twins would not soon be forgotten. The world that they were supposed to inherit changed into one that snuffed the life from them. The former Delta Operator had all of the motivation he needed; he would see his f     amily again. Fully aware of the ramifications and dangers he faced going it alone, Cade made the easy decision to trudge ahead. The bike’s engine growled as he engaged the clutch. Without a backward glance he raced out of the gates and turned east on the gravel forest service road. Duncan watched until he disappeared into the woods and then listened to the bike’s soft exhaust note until there was only silence.

 

# # #

 

Please join Cade’s further adventures. The second installment of the Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse series, Soldier On: Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse, is now available. Thanks for reading! Shawn Chesser

Feel free to find me on or at Facebook or at ShawnChesser.com .
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Chapter 1



 



Today is the kind of spring day that used to make me feel like anything was possible. That it would all work out in the end. I used to love days like this. Of course, that was before I started avoiding spring altogether.

It isn’t easy to avoid an entire season, especially one this glorious. But for the past three years I’ve managed it. I close the blinds, stay out of the sunshine and keep to myself, so as not to dredge up memories of that first terrible spring.

But this year feels different. I can’t help but enjoy the breeze that promises summer is coming. It’s the kind of day that puts a spring in your step, where you believe hope does spring eternal.

I dreamt about Adrian last night. But it wasn’t the usual dream, the one that wakes me up in tears with that empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. We were sitting on the porch steps of my parents’ cabin. Our legs were stretched out, feet resting on the ground. I was wiggling my toes. There was nothing else. Sure, the bees buzzed among the flowers and the trees whispered in the wind, but that was it. There was just quiet. And peace, the kind of peace that didn’t seem to follow Adrian as much as it was a product of him. When I woke up that feeling stayed with me, and I started thinking that maybe it could be mine again.

My friend Penny’s dark ponytail swings as we pass the brownstones and apartment buildings of our Brooklyn neighborhood on our way to work. I haven’t told her about this feeling, even though I tell her almost everything. I’m like a squirrel with a nut, wanting to hide it away for safekeeping, to turn it over and over and examine it.

Penny glances at my feet. “You wore your new shoes.”

I nod. It’s still too cool, but I wore the delicate straw sandals anyway. I thought they might make me feel feminine and strong. That maybe they would help me to embrace and welcome spring again. Relying on shoes to do all that is pretty dumb, but I need all the help I can get.

Penny raises her face to the sun and sighs with pleasure. She moved here from Puerto Rico when she was ten, after her father died. Even after all these years she still takes winter as a personal affront.

“My mom was called in last night, something to do with the LX virus,” Penny says, and pushes her vintage glasses back up where they belong. “She says there are a lot of cases in New York now.”

Bornavirus LX has spread across the world in the past few days. So far it’s only been found in the Midwest and West. I haven’t been paying much attention because in the spring I never do.

“Did she say how many?”

“No. But she’s pretty certain the quarantine of St. Louis means it’s going to get bad.”

“They quarantined St. Louis?” I’m shocked that it’s come to that.

“Yeah, late last night. Chicago, too. And air traffic is suspended from the West.” We stop at the front door of the Sunset Park Community Center, where we both work. “How do you not know all this? You’re usually the one telling me these things.”

“I’ve been distracted. I didn’t listen to the news this morning.”

I want to tell her more, but I’m not sure what there is to tell. It’s just a mental shift or something, and if it comes to nothing I don’t want to advertise the fact that I’ve failed. Penny glances around and twists her lips.

“James kissed me last night,” she says to the concrete.

“James what?” I yell. She shushes me and I lower my voice. “We just walked all the way to work and you tell me now? At—” I look at the time on my phone, “crap. There’s a meeting. I have to go.”

Penny smiles. She did this on purpose so I wouldn’t bother her about it the whole way to work.

“I knew it!” I say, and narrow my eyes even though I’m grinning. “We’re twenty-eight years old and you still won’t tell me when you like someone! Nelly and I have been waiting for this. You’re gonna tell me later, you know.”

“Gotta go,” she sings out, as I head upstairs.


Chapter 2



 



I’m at my desk, considering beating my uncooperative computer with my stapler, when I hear a voice.

“Psst, Cassie.” Nelly’s head appears over our shared cubicle wall. “Drinks later.”

I open my mouth, about to refuse, but he shakes his head and flashes me his white-toothed smile. “Don’t even say no,” he drawls, before he sinks down.

I sigh and slip on my sandals to go argue my case. I’m sure this is one time Nelly will be glad I’m backing out of plans. I sit down opposite Nelly’s desk and swing my foot.

“New shoes?” he asks.

The magical properties I imbued them with this morning have not materialized. So far the only thing they’ve done is create a suspicious pre-blister itch in several places. My toes are freezing. I notice my toenail polish is chipped, as usual.

“You like?”

“Yeah, yeah, they’re great. Have I ever given a rat’s ass about shoes?” He runs a hand through his messy blond hair and tries to look despondent but fails. “No, you’ve come to tell me you aren’t drinking with me.”

Nelly’s tall, broad and exceedingly healthy. It’s obvious he grew up in a place where they ate beef and drank whole milk and were out in the fresh air and sunshine. Without the ever-present smile, his face can look stony. He perfected it playing high school football in Texas, where a good game face is essential, especially when you’re gay.

I sigh. “Believe me, I’d rather go out. But I’m going to try to break up with Peter tonight.”

He whoops, Texas-style. Now that I’ve told Nelly I can’t chicken out of the breakup at the last minute without getting tons of grief. I already regret it.

“You are not going to try, you wuss!” He bangs a pen on his desk and points it at me. “You’re going to do it this time. But, first, we’ll have a drink for fortification.”

I laugh because of course he’s going to get his way.

His blue eyes are serious. “You’d better make a clean break. Or I’ll do it for you. I swear I will this time.”

I give in. I’m going to need that drink. I could use it right now, actually. “Okay.”

He looks doubtful.

“I will. I promise.” I lay my head on his desk and moan. “I hate this. Why do I have to break it off?”

He pats my head. “Because, darlin’, you date the wrong people.”

I stick my tongue out at him just as James, our part-time IT guy, pokes his head into the cubicle. There’s a flush of excitement on his angular cheeks.

“Guys, come see,” he says. “The virus is in New York.”

We follow him down the hall to the conference room. I refrain from asking him about Penny because she would kill me, although I’m dying to.

Our coworkers are perched on chairs and the long table, eyes trained on the newscaster.

“Bornavirus LX has been found in all five boroughs since yesterday. The virus first appeared in Long Xuyen, Vietnam last week, and has since spread throughout the world. As of last night, cities in the middle and western U.S., including Denver, Chicago and St. Louis, are quarantined, and state governors have instituted mandatory curfews. The fast-moving virus causes brain damage, which triggers the infected to aggressively attack and spread the disease through their bodily fluids.

“Authorities state that the virus is under control. People with a high fever and joint pain should be seen immediately by a doctor or emergency room. Please do not try to care for your sick loved one yourself. The CDC and Health Department are not releasing estimates of the number infected so far. We will be following up with more information as it becomes available.”

James cocks an eyebrow at me, lets out a harrumph and heads to his work space. His hands fly over his computer keyboard. I don’t ask what he’s up to because I know he’ll find me when he’s done.

Nelly and I amble back down the hall. Usually, I would comb the internet for news about the virus, but it’s gone in one ear and almost out the other by the time we reach our desks. My thoughts are consumed with the tactic I’ll use to break up with Peter. There’s the let’s-be-friends and the it’s-not-you-it’s-me and there’s the fact that I’m an idiot for dating Peter in the first place and then dragging it out this long.

“Hey,” I say to Nelly, “how about this: ‘Peter, I’m an idiot. And I can’t be with you anymore because I’m an idiot?’ ”

“You suck at this.” He puts his arm around my shoulders to stop my shivering. I don’t handle this kind of anticipation very well. “I’ll coach you over drinks. By the time you get to Peter you’ll only have to recite your lines. Okay?”

I give a somber nod. “Nelly, why can’t I just marry you?”

“Darlin’, we both know who you should marry, and that door is probably still open.”

He’s talking about Adrian. We were engaged until I ruined it.

“That ship has sailed, Nelly.” I can’t say Adrian’s name out loud because I’ll start crying, I know I will. “It’s been two years.”

“He’s in the northeast, Cass. I could find out where. If you wanted me to.”

My face is hot. I haven’t done many things I’m ashamed of, things where I’ve been hurtful, but what I did to Adrian is the biggie.

Nelly’s bringing it up today of all days must be a sign. What if I said, Sure, go ahead and find him? I can’t imagine that Adrian would be happy to hear from me. But that feeling from my dream still lingers, and I want it for real. I want it so badly that maybe I’m finally willing to take the chance and find out. I open my mouth, trying to find the words, right as my phone rings. Nelly raises his eyebrows like he’ll be waiting for an answer and leaves. I pick up the phone.

“Hey, Cassandra,” Peter yells over loud rumblings.

“Where the heck are you? It sounds like you’re standing on a runway or something.”

“I am. We’re at the private airport here in D.C. waiting for our jet to New York. It’s been delayed. They’re saying we have ‘low priority.’ There are ten senators and their families ahead of us.”

“Philip Morris must be giving out vacations if you vote yes on a pro-youth smoking bill,” I joke.

“Yeah.” He doesn’t even chuckle. Sometimes Peter is lacking in the humor department. “Anyway, I don’t know about tonight. I’ll be in late, but maybe I’ll come to your apartment so I can see you first thing in the morning. I miss you.”

“Sure. Good. Just let yourself in whenever,” I squeak, painfully aware that I don’t miss him back. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“See you then.” The phone clicks off.

I can see him standing at the airport. He’ll slip his phone into his designer-name-I’ve-never-heard-of coat pocket and rake a hand through his dark hair. Then he’ll stride off to find the most important-looking person at the airport and convince them his flight has priority over Air Force One.

My stomach stops roiling now that I get to put off the breakup. When I get home tonight I’ll pretend I’m really tired or drunk or something. I know I’m being spineless, but I don’t like to hurt people’s feelings, even if I don’t like them very much. Or, in Peter’s case, when they pretend they don’t have any. But, mainly, I’m chicken.

I’ve spent the past year convincing myself that Peter isn’t as superficial as he seems, but now I’m not so sure. Honestly, at first I kind of liked how easy it was to date him. He didn’t push me to talk about my feelings. He couldn’t compare me to the person I’d been two years before. When I met him I was coming out of a two-year fog. But as the fog has cleared and I’ve become more like the old me, he’s never given me more than a glimpse of something real.

In true passive-aggressive fashion I’ve been waiting for him to break it off. I’ve gotten more and more distant and even blatantly annoyed with him. This approach obviously hasn’t worked. I need to imagine the after, not the part where I do it. I just need to do it fast.

Nelly’s voice floats over the wall. “You’ve got to rip him off you like a band-aid.”

“How do you read my mind, Nelly? It’s so freaking creepy!”

“Sounds like you got a reprieve. More time to drink. Practice, I mean.”

James enters holding an unlit cigarette and his iPad. He reminds me of a praying mantis: all long, skinny legs and arms. He spends all his time folded over a computer or tablet, smoking madly. I imagine him making the moves on Penny and smile.

“Hey,” I say.

He plops down and hands me his iPad, which is open to a blog page. “Look at this, Cass. It’s about Bornavirus LX. It’s more serious than they say.”

My family’s dinner table was a place where Roswell and Peak Oil and the New World Order were debated with enthusiasm. I’ve found a kindred spirit in James. He loves that kind of stuff.

I read aloud. “As the LX virus has spread it appears to have mutated. The last reports received suggest it may be only a matter of hours from infection to the final stage.”

“In the final stage the person goes crazy,” James says. He tucks his light brown, jaw-length hair behind his ear. “Then they attack, which is how a lot of people are getting infected. It’s in the saliva and blood. One site says they’ve been showing the same footage of Chicago for twenty-four hours because Chicago’s a wasteland. I know a couple of bloggers out there and their sites have been down for the past day.”

A graph estimates that fifty thousand people in New York City will be infected as of noon today.

“That’s crazy,” I say. “Fifty thousand? There’s no way they could hide that many sick here. And they’re still telling us it’s not serious?”

He fiddles with his cigarette. “I know. They wouldn’t quarantine major cities if it wasn’t serious. The hospitals are filling up faster than they can handle.”

I think of Penny’s mom, Maria, who’s a nurse. She’d know what’s going on.

“Yeah, well, I definitely wouldn’t put it past the government not to tell us anything until we’re fucked.” I sigh. “I have to finish this newsletter. My computer is being a pain.”

Any mention of a computer problem lights a fire under James. He nudges me out of the way and pokes around on my computer.

He shakes his head. “Dude, look at your desktop. Sure you don’t want another shortcut on it?”

I don’t mention that I recently cleared it and thought it was neat.

I pull up a piece of his hair and peer under it, choosing to ignore his defamation of my character. “Are you coming out tonight?”

“Ah, yes, tonight.” His smile lights up his face. “The priming for the great break-up.”

“Nelly, you have a gigantic mouth.” I know he’s listening. “No, I got out of that. Tonight is just good, old-fashioned fun.”

Nelly’s voice comes over the wall. “And coming up with Cassie’s breakup tactic, James. Maybe you can help. Cass’s gotten herself mixed up with the wrong guy, as we all know.”

“Will ‘You never get off that computer and I can’t stand it’ work? That’s the one that I know best,” James asks with a grin.

“How about ‘You care more about that Hot Pocket than me!’ ” Nelly calls.

James laughs as he finishes whatever magic he’s worked on my computer. “Girls are more trouble than they’re worth. I’d like a Hot Pocket, though. It’s been years.”

“Penny’s coming tonight,” I say innocently. He ducks under his hair. “And you, Nelson,” I point my finger at the cubicle wall, “are not one to talk about wrong guys. How many boyfriends have you had since I’ve known you?”

There’s no reply. I smile in triumph. James is already engrossed in his iPad.

“Wow, I have to see this,” he mutters, and wanders out.


Chapter 3



 



A little while later I whisper over the wall Nelly and I share. “I have gossip you don’t know. Ha ha.”

“Get your ass over here right now,” he commands.

“No. I’m busy.”

“You are no such thing. You barely even work. You just design newsletters and organize artsy crap for the community.”

I smile. “Well, all you do is act all charming and get people to give us money. And—”

“And that’s how you get paid. So get your ass over here or I’ll purposely pull in less this year so you lose your job.”

I laugh and head into his cubicle, where he sits with a smug smile. “So, James and Penny kissed last night.”

He rubs his hands with glee and I grin back. “When a bunch of us went out last week they talked all night,” he says. “I thought I saw a spark. I forgot all about it because we’d given up on them ever getting together.”

“Well, we’ve got our work cut out for us there. James says he doesn’t want a girlfriend, but—”

“But what?” asks James, who leans against the cubicle entry and smirks.

“But there are certain people I don’t think you’d kiss if you weren’t interested in them, like girlfriend-interested,” I say, and tug on the sleeve of his t-shirt. James doesn’t exactly dress up for work.

“That sentence made almost no sense,” he says, in an attempt to deflect the accusation, but his face is scarlet.

I bounce up and down like a three year-old but don’t want to scare him off, so I change the subject. “Hey, any more news on Bornavirus?”

Nelly gives an exaggerated shake of his head. “Y’all and your conspiracy theories.  Now what, this is a government plot to overthrow society as we know it and implement a new world order?”

James rolls his eyes. “Dude, no. It may be some sort of disease or weapon gone awry. But, whatever it is, it’s everywhere in the world. They’re saying to get to a hospital if you’re sick, but they won’t say if they can actually cure it. And no one can find anyone who was sick and got better. Some cities in China are already under martial law. They’re shooting people on sight.”

“Really?” I ask.

“They’re always shooting people on sight in China, my friends,” Nelly says. “Oppressive government, remember?”

Nelly is the foil to our belief that someone, somewhere, is up to something that they’re covering up. James and I would have packed up for the apocalypse ten times by now, had Nelly not brought us back down to reality.

“True,” James admits. “But here’s footage of a city in Germany, taken hours ago.”

James hands us his iPad. Soldiers hold back bystanders while they fire on a group of advancing figures. They drop to the ground as the onlookers scream, but it’s shadowy and hard to see, so Nelly is unimpressed.

“Let’s see what they’re saying on the news,” Nelly suggests with a sigh. He steers us to the conference room. “The only way I’m going to get any work done today is if I can stop you two before Cassie has us living in her bunker until this blows over.”

“Hey,” I say, “don’t make fun of my bunker!”

“You have a bunker?” James asks. “How do I not know you have a bunker?”

“It’s just my parents’ house upstate. It’s still full of food and stuff. Like a year’s worth.”

James whistles. He knows that my parents were weekend homesteaders and had lots of food, but I guess I never mentioned all the stuff is still there.

I miss the log cabin after my dream last night. It’s secluded; my parents always half-kidded that it would be the perfect place to ride out the apocalypse. It was a place where I would read for hours in the hammock under the trees, make a salad from the garden five minutes before dinner and spend all summer playing with my little brother, Eric, and our closest neighbors.

It’s also the place where Adrian and I sat and waited for my parents to arrive, one Friday night in April three years ago. They never came. They never knew Adrian had proposed the night before. They would have been ecstatic. They loved Adrian almost as much as I did.

 

***

Adrian and I had sat in the warmth of the wood stove. He leaned back on the couch and leafed through one of my dad’s solar power catalogs. My feet were still freezing from falling into a creek on our hike and I plopped them in his lap.

“Hey, handsome,” I said, and wiggled them for a foot massage.

His dimple showed. I loved the way it made him look like a little boy, even with the dark stubble that was back by evening.

“I don’t know,” Adrian said, picking up our previous thread about the wedding. “I kind of like the whole obeying part of the vows.”

I rolled my eyes, not even rising to the bait.

“I already obey you.” He smiled and held up my foot to prove his point. “It’s about time you started doing the same. Or at least take it into consideration when I tell you not to leap from one rock to the next because it’s slippery. I’m just trying to keep you dry.”

He was referring to earlier, when I had eschewed his outstretched hand while crossing the creek. I could jump to the next rock just fine, I said, right before I slid off it.

“Do you know Laura Ingalls told Almanzo Wilder she wouldn’t have the word obey in their vows? She said she wouldn’t be able to obey anyone against her better judgment.” When I first read that as a little girl I’d been so impressed.

“Your hero. But you misjudged those rocks. And your, um, athletic ability.”

His mouth curved up. He was one of the only people in the world who found my clumsiness endearing.

“I am the very picture of grace.” I wiggled my feet. “Back to work!”

He picked up my foot and kissed it before giving a little bow and obeying.

When headlights finally shone through the front window I jumped up. My parents might have been cell phone-hating hippies at heart, but they always called. I was uneasy enough to have a mini lecture prepared.

I stepped out on the porch and was surprised to see Sam, the sheriff. His hands shook as he took off his hat. The beam from the motion-activated light left his face in shadow. It’s never good news when the sheriff comes to your house and removes his hat. I hadn’t had personal experience with it before then, but I was pretty sure of that. I backed into the doorjamb as if I could escape what he was going to say.

“Cassie? Cassie, your mom and dad were in an accident on the other side of town.”

Sam walked toward me, his hands out in a supplicating gesture. His face was haggard when he stepped into the rectangle of light the open door threw on the ground. Like gravity was working overtime on his jowls and the corners of his eyes. I gripped the door. Adrian put a hand on my shoulder.

“Are they okay, Sam?” he asked. “Where are they?”

Sam shook his head and blinked. “I’m so sorry. Cassie, I’m so sorry.” He gripped the hat in his hands so tightly that his knuckles were white. “They both died at the scene. It looks like they slid on a patch of mud. They hit a tree.”

“Okay,” I said, and walked back in the house on shaky legs.

I sat down on the couch. Adrian sat next to me and took my hand. He was crying, I noticed, as he tried to hug me. I sat there, wooden, wondering what I was supposed to do or say next. It was like I had forgotten how to be human. I couldn’t remember what people did in these situations.

“Okay,” I repeated helplessly. “Sam, what should I do?”

I wondered if Sam thought I was cold because I wasn’t crying. He and my parents were friends. They would talk gardens and hunting while relaxing with a home-brewed beer on the porch.

There was nothing but pity in his eyes, though, when I looked up. He’d been the bearer of this kind of news before, and it occurred to me that if I was the only recipient who was numb and dry-eyed then maybe he wouldn’t look so sympathetic. Then I wondered why I was thinking these ridiculous thoughts instead of feeling anything.

“You’ll need to come down to the hospital, Cassie. I’m sorry. You can take your time.”

I got up immediately because I couldn’t think of anything else to do, and walked out the door with Adrian’s arm around me. I’ve gone back there once, to scatter my parents’ ashes on the land they loved and planned to live out their lives. I haven’t seen it since.

 

***

The news blares in the conference room.

“…not to panic. They say that there is much false information on the internet and to visit the CDC’s website for information concerning Bornavirus LX. There are a suspected few thousand cases in New York City right now, the CDC states.

“If you have a high fever or joint pain or have come in contact with someone you think may be infected, please go to the nearest hospital for treatment. Doctors say that antiviral medication must be administered immediately for optimal effectiveness.”

I raise an eyebrow at James.

“First I’m hearing of it,” he says.

“Stay tuned to New York One for updates on Bornavirus LX. There will be a live statement by the Board of Health in one hour.”

Nelly turns to us. “See? A few thousand cases, not so bad. We’ll just steer clear of crazy people and get some drinks.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t go out.” I feel a pang of foreboding. “Even if it’s nowhere near as bad as those sites are saying, I’m sure it’s worse than ‘authorities’ are saying. Maybe we should hang out at my house.”

“No!” Nelly grimaces. “We are not ruining Friday evening!”

I punch him. “Thanks. I didn’t realize my house was second only to hell.”

“You know what I mean. How about we go to Paddy’s, and we can always walk the four blocks to your house if we think we should. Which we won’t.”

“That’s fine with me,” James says. “I don’t imagine it will be so bad that we can’t go out. And the only thing that would keep Nel from going out on a Friday night would be a nuclear bomb detonation.”

Nelly nods emphatically.

“Fine, you win,” I say. “Maybe I’m being a dork.”

There’s just too much of a disparity between what we’re hearing unofficially and officially. The difference between fifty thousand and a few thousand is huge. Someone is wrong, or they’re lying.


Chapter 4



 



I catch Penny in the upstairs kitchen on her break from the preschool, where she’s lead teacher.

“So, you’re really going to break up with Peter this time?” she asks, her joy at the news unmistakable.

I groan. Nelly must send out emails or texts or something.

“I’m going to kill Nelly. I would have told you in the next three seconds anyway. I decided this morning. At this rate I won’t even have to do it, he’ll hear the news before I see him.” I wish. “Yeah, I’m going to, but not tonight. He’s stuck in D.C.”

Penny squeezes my hand; she knows how much I’m dreading the breakup. “Who else is coming for drinks tonight?” she asks, suddenly intent on the refrigerator’s contents.

“Well, James is coming. I just saw him. He said you’re a great kisser.”

A blush spreads under her honey-colored skin. “No, you didn’t say anything.” Then she freezes and her brown eyes widen. “Did you?”

“Of course not!” She pretends to throw her water bottle at me and I duck. “I’m just bothering you because you didn’t tell me right away. Jerk.” I sit and pat the chair next to me. “So? Tell.”

The pink creeps up her neck again. “Okay, okay. I don’t know. Last night he asked if I wanted to hang out and we had coffee and then we kissed. I guess I kind of already liked him a little. It’s weird, because we’ve been friends for so long.”

“He likes you too-oo,” I sing, and rub her shoulder.

She leans forward eagerly. “Really?”

“Totally. He blushed when I—”

Penny shakes her head, and I shut my trap as James walks in and heads to the refrigerator. She looks down at my feet and changes the subject.

“Can you even walk in those gigantic, one-inch heels?” she asks with a laugh, because she knows I can’t.

“It’s been a challenge.” I wiggle my toes. “I think I’m getting blisters. April may be too early to be out with sandals on. My feet are icicles.”

“Nice polish.” I poke her in retaliation.

James peeks at Penny from under his hair and smiles. “Hey.”

“Hi,” Penny says.

“You’re coming tonight?” he asks, as he leans into the fridge.

“Yeah.”

He straightens up and pops open a soda.

“What, no Hot Pocket?” I ask. He laughs. Penny watches us with a look of confusion.

“I decided to go with the other thing,” he says, and looks from me to Penny.

They smile shyly at each other. I kick my shoes off and stand up holding them. I think they might want to finish this stimulating conversation in private.

“I’m going to go wait for that news conference,” I say. When I get to the door I look back and smile when I see he’s already in my seat.

 

***

A blond reporter stands in front of a hospital.

“Many hospitals have a backlog of cases. Police are busing the sick to other hospitals throughout the city. Nurses and doctors are being asked to come back in for emergency shifts.”

Penny takes out her phone and furrows her brow. Her mom might be on her way back into the thick of things.

“The New York City Health Department’s statement is about to begin.”

A man with a bit of gray hair and a sizeable belly stands at a microphone. He looks tired. He rubs his hand on his chin and begins.

“I’m Michael D’Angelo, of the New York City Health Department. As you are all aware by now, we have an outbreak of Bornavirus LX in New York City. While it is a serious virus, we don’t want anyone panicking due to incorrect information.

“The CDC is providing treatment for those who have contracted the virus. We have set up emergency treatment areas throughout the city. It is very important that you receive treatment if you suspect you’ve been exposed. Do not try to care for an infected person yourself. The risk of transmission is great due to the nature of the virus.”

“What do you mean by the nature of the virus?” a reporter shouts.

D’Angelo holds up a hand. “Bornavirus LX causes aggression in the final stages. This leads to a transmission of the virus through bodily contact, as patients will bite and scratch their caregivers.

“Transportation is set up at local hospitals to take people to the new treatment locations. Time is of the essence. As of now we estimate there are twenty thousand people infected in New York City.”

The reporters and all of us in the room gasp. He nods.

“I realize that sounds like a lot. But it is the same number of people that Madison Square Garden holds, to put it into perspective. We can keep it at that number if New Yorkers follow our guidelines. We recommend that people go out in the next few days only if necessary. We can use the weekend to treat those affected and eliminate any new cases.

“Please visit our local CDC website for information on the treatment centers. Your local news stations will post the locations. We all know New Yorkers do their best under pressure, and we will have Bornavirus knocked out by Monday. We need help from all of you so that we can do our jobs to the best of our abilities. Thank you.”

He mops his brow with a handkerchief and steps down, ignoring the reporters’ shouted questions.

Everybody talks at once. Julio, our boss, uses his deep voice to catch our attention. “Listen up, everyone. We’re going to finish up early today. I don’t want you guys out in this any later than necessary. I’ll call preschool parents to see if they’ll pick up the kids early. The afterschool program will have to go on as scheduled, but I want the rest of you home.”

People applaud and Julio smiles under his thin mustache. He raises his hands for silence. “All right. That means home, not out.”

He looks at Nelly, who pretends to look behind him as everyone laughs. “Really, let’s all take care. I’ll see you on Monday.”

There’s a holiday atmosphere in the room as people leave to get their stuff. Penny hangs up her phone, her eyebrows straight lines with concern. “I left a message for my mom. I have to get back downstairs to the kids. I guess I’ll meet you later?”

“I’m sure she’s fine,” I say. “I’ll wait for you. You’re not walking home by yourself. As soon as the kids are gone, we’ll leave.”

“Yeah,” Nelly says. “And then we’ll get that drink.”

I face him with my hands on my hips. “Seriously? Did you not hear Julio?”

He shrugs as we stare at him.

“Dude,” James says. “Pretend it’s the nuclear bomb of viruses. Let’s just go to Cassie’s.”

“Fine, fine,” he says with a sigh. “But we won’t leave without you, Pen. Just come up when you’re done.”


Chapter 5



 



James reads me and Nelly choice snippets of virus information as we wait for Penny in my cubicle. My cell phone buzzes. I can hear my brother talking before the phone even reaches my ear.

“Cass? Are you there?” He sounds worried.

“Hey, Eric!”

“You’re okay?”

“I’m fine. Fine. Why?”

“Well, it took me eight tries to get through. They’re reporting that New York’s crawling with infected people. Something like one hundred thousand sick.”

“They’re telling us it’s twenty thousand and they’re busing them to treatment centers. Where’d you hear that number?”

I think about that estimate from earlier: Fifty thousand by noon. It’s almost three o’clock.

“About five minutes ago. On CNN. They did their own estimate based on what they’re seeing by helicopter. And right after they said it, the screen went black.”

“Really? Are you sure they shut down CNN?”

Nelly and James look up at that.

“That’s what it seemed like. Cass, you guys should go to the apartment. You’ve got Dad’s supplies, in case you can’t leave for a while.”

“We’re heading there after work. Julio let us out early, but we’re waiting for Penny.”

There’s camping gear and food in the basement below the apartment we grew up in. Our landlady insisted I move in after my parents died.

“Eric, how about you? What’s it like in Pennsylvania?” Eric’s always so sure of himself that I forget to worry about him sometimes.

“They’re reporting that there are some people infected. But, you know, it’s pretty rural here. Rachel and I are going to sit tight all weekend. I’ve got a couple of extra cans of food,” he jokes.

I laugh. He’s always planning for an emergency just like Dad was.

“Cass, Rachel’s brother called and said he can’t leave his apartment in Philly.”

“What do you mean, can’t?”

“Too many infected in the streets. He can’t go outside at all. People are getting attacked, and the police aren’t doing shit. Maybe you should head for the cabin if it gets worse. That’s what I’ll do, too. We’ll meet there if we can’t get in touch again. Promise me, Cassie.”

Eric knows I won’t break a promise.

“Eric,” I say cautiously, “I can’t promise that. We’ll be fine in the apartment, I’m sure. How would I even get there? The F train?” I try to lighten the mood by reminding him I don’t have a car. None of us does.

“I’m fucking serious!” he says.

He sounds scared. Eric doesn’t get scared. It’s that edge in his voice that makes me listen as he goes on.

“You know what to do. You’re resourceful. Don’t let your brain get in the way. Cass, I have a really bad feeling.”

I’m silent. I am thinking too much. My dad used to say that nothing will get you killed faster than ignoring your instincts. One hundred thousand people. That’s five Madison Square Gardens. Five Madison Square Gardens’ worth of people wandering around, basically rabid.

“I promise, E. I’ll leave if it gets worse.”

He lets out a breath I didn’t know he was holding. “OK. I love you, Cass. Until the end of the world.”

“And after. Love you. We’ll talk later, okay?”

I tell Nelly and James what Eric said, and we head for the TV. But where CNN should be, there’s a Time Warner Cable technical difficulties screen. James flips to NY1 News. It’s still on, at least. They say the situation in the west is resolving itself. The virus is expected to be gone by Monday in all of the United States.

“Bullshit,” James says.

“What’s bullshit?” Penny says as she walks in with her bag.

“That this will be over by Monday. They’ve shut down CNN,” James replies.

“Really?” Penny frowns and points at the TV. “But they didn’t shut down everything.”

“Just the stations telling the truth, maybe,” I say, which earns me an eyebrow raise from Nelly. “I spoke to Eric. He says there are more infected here than they’re saying. He made me promise I would go upstate if it came to that.”

Penny’s eyes go round as she nods. Then she looks at her phone and remembers something.

“I left another message for my mom, telling her we’re going to your apartment, but I have to go home first. Ana left a voicemail. The phone didn’t even ring. She said she was coming home after work but she forgot her keys. I can’t get her to tell her to come to your house instead.”

Ana is her little sister. She’s always forgetting her keys, even though she’s twenty-five years old. And she expects someone to be there to open the door, just like she expects people to do anything else she wants. Penny wouldn’t normally rush home for her, but today is different.

“So we’ll go to your house and head to mine later,” I say, like it’s no big deal. But I picture a street in Philly where you can’t even go outside, and I shiver.


Chapter 6



 



I take deep breaths of the soft air as we head up the avenues. I grew up in this neighborhood, in a mixture of Irish and Puerto Rican families, and I’ve always loved it.

The old ladies, their lined faces ranging from a pale ivory to a dark brown, are in their aluminum-legged chairs getting up to speed on winter gossip. Salsa music pours out of windows. Barbeques are lit and kids race around. I’m always glad I decided to move back when I walk home from work.

Nelly watches the outdoor festivities and pouts. “See? Everyone else gets to have fun. But, no, we have to go hide inside.”

“Stop being a crybaby,” I say.

He laughs. But I know what he means. It doesn’t seem like things could be bad, the way the neighborhood is out enjoying the day. No one seems to care.

“I don’t know why no one is listening to what’s going on,” James says, and shakes his head.

“What’s going on is that everything is fine, according to the news,” Penny reminds us. “Not everyone is dissecting everything they say and spending hours on the internet. Don’t get me wrong, I’d rather be safe than sorry, but no one else thinks this is a big deal.”

Every step in these shoes has become torture. That’s what I get for going for form over function. I can’t even wear platforms without wobbling like an eight year-old playing dress-up. I should’ve stuck to my boots. I consider taking them off, but the sidewalk is covered with a layer of what resembles congealed fat.

We wait for cars to pass on the corner. I nudge Nelly and point to James and Penny’s intertwined hands. He winks at me as I catch a glimpse of someone coming out from behind a dumpster. He’s probably been taking a leak and I don’t want to embarrass either of us, so I avert my eyes.

A rasping exhalation makes me turn again. An older man with dark, matted hair shuffles forward with a dirty hand out. At first I think he must be asking for change, but his skin is gray and his mouth gapes. Almost half of his neck is gone, like a bite was taken out of it. He must be infected. The wound is edged with black and filled with clotted blood and bits hanging that I really don’t want to identify. The stench of something rotten wafts past.

“Let’s go!” James yells, and yanks Penny’s hand.

My ankle twists as I turn, and I gasp at the jolt of pain. I have to get out of these stupid shoes. Nelly steadies my elbow as I kick them off and we race across the street. Half-Neck follows. By the time we reach her building he’s halfway there. Penny scrambles to get her key in the lock of the outer door. Maybe we should just keep running.

“C’mon, c’mon,” Penny begs.

Her hand shakes but her key slides in. We fall into the small vestibule as Penny works on the next lock. Half-Neck appears and spreads his hands on the door. Brown flakes smear off his filthy fingers onto the glass. His eyes are filmy. He sniffs the air with a guttural moan and paws at the door.

“C’mon, before he breaks the glass,” Penny says.

We rush through the second door. Once inside the second floor apartment, the door locked behind us, I collapse on the couch. James runs to the window.

“Oh my God,” Penny says. Her hand’s at her throat, like she’s trying to hold in a scream. “What the fuck was that?”

We’re all silent, our chests heaving and eyes wide. That’s not what I thought an infected person looked like. He didn’t look sick; he looked like a monster from a horror movie. And he chased us. My skin crawls when I realize he might be chasing other people right now.

“I’m calling 911.” My voice sounds far away as I dial with a shaky hand. “We can’t let him walk around.”

After twenty rings I hang up and try the landline. An automated voice tells me they’re too busy to answer. “They’re not answering.” This is not good. This is New York fucking City. “They’re too busy.”

Nelly watches out the window. “Still there. Penny, when’s Ana coming home?”

Penny jumps for the phone and presses redial over and over. “Ana!” she yells, when she gets through. “Where are you? Okay, listen. There’s a guy out front trying to attack people. Go to the service door. I’ll stay on the phone with you. James and Nelly will open it so you can run right in. Do not come in the front!” A shrill voice sounds on the other end. “Ana, please. Just do what I’m telling you to do!” She turns to Nelly and James. “She’s five minutes away. Will you go make sure it’s safe? One of you run back up if it’s not.” They nod and leave.

“They’re on their way down,” she says into the phone. A couple of minutes pass in tense silence. “Is the door open?  Go. I’ll see you upstairs.”

Penny grabs Ana in a hug as soon as she enters. Ana gives her a cursory pat then pulls away and smoothes her long hair. It’s lighter than Penny’s, with hints of gold. She wears brown suede knee-high boots and a long sweater with leggings. The sweater must cost as much as my yearly clothing budget, including my sandals back on the corner. Ana looks a lot like Penny, with her dark eyes and small nose, but she doesn’t have Penny’s curvy softness.

“So, what’s with the crazy guy downstairs?” Ana strides over to the window. He sits slumped against the glass of the door. He’s not moving. I hope he’s dead.

“He tried to attack us on our way here,” James tells Ana. “That’s what the infected people are doing. You get the virus through bodily fluids.”

Ana turns from the window and shrugs. “So, this is that swine flu or whatever? I can’t believe people are going so crazy over it! The bar we were going to go to closed early. Now I get to spend Friday night here.”

Now that she’s safe, I want to put her out there again. “Ana,” I say, in my best stop-being-a-little-shit voice. “Sorry your Friday night is ruined. But did you hear James? The man tried to attack us. Your mother is stuck at the hospital with these people. There may be a hundred thousand infected in New York. And it isn’t swine flu.”

Ana sticks out her bottom lip. “Fine, whatever.”

She picks up her bag and saunters off to her room. I love Ana the way you love a little sister that you also don’t like sometimes. That sweet little girl she’d been must still be in there. One summer at my parents’ cabin she had found an injured rabbit and nursed it back to health. She didn’t trust anyone else to do it. When she and my dad let the healed bunny go, she sobbed and spent the rest of the week looking for more animals to save.

“Whatever, indeed. At least she’s safe,” Penny says, and she raises her eyes to heaven.

Nelly pops the tops off four beers. James puts the TV on a local channel. CNN is still off air. I listen as I dial 911 over and over.

“Buses are filled to capacity with the sick. Family members are being asked to pin a note with the infected person’s information onto their clothing and leave the area, with promises that they will be informed of the patient’s progress. Police say this is to protect family members from being infected. We’re going live to the scene at Lutheran Medical Center in Brooklyn.”

I set the phone down and move closer to the TV. A reporter stands outside of the hospital where Maria works. Penny leans forward like she’s trying to catch a glimpse of her mom. The number of people out there is staggering. They’re lying down, standing up, sitting. They shuffle forward onto a waiting string of buses. As each bus fills up and pulls away, it’s replaced by a new one. City buses, school buses, Greyhound coaches—it looks like anything with more than four seats has been pressed into service.

“They’ve been funneling people onto buses for several hours, but more arrive to take their place. We were just informed we are being moved to an area a few blocks away for our own safety. We will continue to monitor the situation down here. Back to you.”

Nelly lowers the volume as the news anchor lists the treatment centers again.

Penny sighs. “Well, I don’t imagine my mom’s going to be home soon. There must have been five hundred people waiting out there. I just hope they’re giving the nurses the anti-viral medication.”

Penny grabs her phone and walks to the window, trying her mom again. Her beer hits the wood floor in a foamy crash that makes us jump. One hand covers her mouth and the other points to the street.


Chapter 7



 



There are four of them in front of an apartment building down the block, bent over on the shady side of the street. One is Half-Neck, astonishingly still alive, his head canted to the left. There’s an old lady wearing a flowered housedress and wispy gray bun, a hipster with off-kilter aviator sunglasses and a Hispanic man wearing a half-tucked shirt and jeans.

The housedress lady stumbles away to reveal something meaty and glistening and pink. Only the hands and feet give any indication that it was once a person. The four of them are coated in fresh blood. It’s smeared around their mouths and drips from their hands. It runs down the concrete into the street. My stomach heaves, and I lean on the windowsill. I want to scream at them to stop, but that would alert them to us, and the person is obviously dead. I run and dial 911. Fast busy. I try again and again as the others stare out the window.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a voice asks.

“I’m watching four of the infected on the street. They’re ripping someone apart! I’m on—”

The voice cuts me off. “Ma’am, is the person they’re attacking dead? Can you tell?”

What kind of question is that? “Yes, I think the person’s dead, but—”

“Ma’am, we can’t send any police out now. If you give me your address, they’ll take the infected into custody as soon as possible.”

I give her the address. “Do you know when they’re coming? I’m afraid they’ll hurt someone else.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t.” She has that officially harried voice every civil servant in New York City adopts. “And please stay in your home. The police will be there soon, and they are equipped to handle the situation.”

“Yes, of course. Thanks.” I hang up, adding, “For nothing.”

I move back to the window. “They’re not even coming.”

“Well,” James says, without tearing his eyes away, “at least they answered this time.”

I can’t stop watching either. It’s so horrifying that the minute I stop looking I think there’s no way it can be real, so I look back.

 “They aren’t just attacking, they’re eating,” Nelly says, and shakes his head in disbelief.

He heads into the kitchen and sits at the table. I follow him to get paper towels to clean up the spill. He’s as pale as I’ve ever seen him, but his mouth is set in a firm line. “I know you promised Eric you’d leave if it was bad.” I nod. “I thought that was a little over the top. But now I don’t know. What do you think?”

What we just saw wasn’t simply someone a little ill and violent. I don’t want to sound like a maniac, but I’m scared. And I promised Eric. “I want to go upstate,” I say.

James comes to the doorway with his arm around Penny’s shoulders. “They don’t have this under control,” he says. “I mean, there are people eating someone on the corner and it’s not even a fucking priority. They’re not telling us the truth. People still think it’s safe.”

It’s true; I can hear music and the sounds of happy shouting blocks away.

“Okay,” Nelly says, his hands fisted on the table. His expression is incredulous, but his nod is firm. “Then we should leave. I can’t believe this, this is insane.”

I’ve always thought it would be great to have Nelly’s total belief, just once, in my and James’ crazy imaginings. But I find that this is one time I really, truly want to be wrong.


Chapter 8



 



A yell from the street snaps us out of our silence. Five young guys grip baseball bats and pieces of rebar and move in on the infected, who are so busy with their meal they don’t notice.

A length of rebar connects with Aviator Glasses’ head, while the owner of the rebar yells with the effort. It splits his head open with a crack that carries down the block and through the window glass. There’s surprisingly little blood, although my stomach lurches at the sight. Another bludgeons the older man. Half Neck and the old lady turn toward the three men left.

“Now!” yells the biggest guy.

Half Neck and Old Lady don’t stand a chance. They’re down in seconds and bashed repeatedly until their heads are just a memory. The big guy straightens up and wipes his forehead with a bandanna from his back pocket. Before I can stop myself I throw the kitchen window wide open.

“Hey, thanks!” I call.

They look up and around until they see me and move to stand under us. Penny leans out of the living room window and waves.

“Oh, hey. You Maria Diaz’s girl, right?” the leader asks. Penny nods. “Listen, you need to stay inside. They’re everywhere.” He gives us a stern big brother look.

“Are they all like this? So violent?” I ask. “They said they were attacking people, but it looked like they were eating—”

“Oh, they’re eating.” He grimaces. “Make no mistake. And you have to get their heads or they don’t go down easy. Cut their necks or something. Crazy shit. You know, like zombies.”

A younger kid wearing a baseball hat chimes in with lit up eyes. “It is, man. They are zombies. It’s just like that game. You know, the one where you—”

“Christ, Carlos,” the leader says. “This is no game. You see that body? That could be you or your moms or your sister.” He looks up at us as Carlos surveys the remains and quiets.

“Sorry. We got to go. I’m picking up my little sister from a friend’s house. Stay inside. Be safe. Tell your moms Guillermo said hi.”

Penny says she will. We watch as they walk down the rest of the block and pause before every doorway.

“Zombies,” James mutters. “Jesus.”

It’s silent. Penny finally speaks. “I’m willing to entertain the idea that this virus is out of control. I’ll leave New York as soon as my mom comes home. She’ll know how bad it is. But, zombies? C’mon.”

She crosses her arms, her face tight. Penny is practical and even-tempered like her mother, but I can see the doubt in her eyes even as she insists it can’t be true. They were eating that person, as hard as it is to believe.

“You just saw them, Pen.” James gestures toward the window, then squeezes her shoulder gently. “I can’t rule anything out, can you?”

Penny shakes her head, arms still crossed. He knocks a cigarette out of his pack. I haven’t smoked since I quit again a year ago, but I think I can break the rule this once. James is smoking out the window, as no one in their right mind would send him outside, so I drag a chair over. He knows what I’m after and hands me his, lighting another for himself.

“Thanks,” I say, and take a deep drag. The nicotine tingles down to the tips of my fingers and toes. “I can smoke if it’s the zombie apocalypse, at least. What’s my life expectancy anyway? One week, maybe two?”

James chokes on his smoke as I grin at him. “You’re sick.”

“Humor is the last refuge of the damned. That’s what my mom used to say.” I take another drag. “I don’t know what else to do.”

James closes his eyes. I stare down to where Half Neck and Old Lady are sprawled on the concrete. The windows of the building across the street are filled with people. A little girl with a ponytail waves at me, and I wave back. I can’t imagine what her parents are telling her about all this.

James’s eyes open suddenly. “Does it really matter?” he asks us. “I mean, I’m sure they’re not really zombies, but they’re acting like them. If this is spreading fast we need to get out of here before the rest of New York figures out the same thing. We can’t afford to sit around waiting.”

He’s right. The trick is to leave before everyone else does.

Ana wanders into the living room. “Zombies?”

I stub out my cigarette and answer. “Yeah, it seems the virus is creating something close to zombies.”

“Ew.” Ana makes a face, not about zombies, but about the cigarette. She waves her hand at the smoke that’s nowhere near her. “So, what are we supposed to do?”

“Leave the city,” Nelly says. He sits next to Penny, who’s chewing on a fingernail, and pats the couch on his other side.

“And go where?” she asks.

“My parents’ house upstate,” I say. “If we can get there.”

Ana purses her lips. “Seriously?”

“We’ll talk to Mama first, Ana, and bring her too. Don’t worry.” Penny reaches across Nelly and squeezes her hand.

“I’ll try her,” Ana says, and grabs her phone. “Oh, Mama texted. It looks like she texted us both, hours ago, but I’m only getting it now.”

I wonder why no one is panicking when even making a simple phone call is a challenge. But I guess it was the same during 9/11 and the blackout. Maybe we’re used to it now.

Penny checks her phone and shakes her head. “I don’t have it. What’s it say?”

“Virus very bad. Meet you at Cassie’s after work. Bring clothes. We leave city tonight. Explain later. Love you, Mama.”

Penny’s eyes are huge behind her glasses. Ana shakes her head. “No way. Mama’s as bad as the rest of you!”

I’m relieved. Not that it’s turning out to be as bad as James and I thought. But that we’ve gotten permission to follow our instincts. That maybe we’re not so crazy after all.


Chapter 9



 



Penny and Ana pack bags for themselves and their mother while we wait. Nelly smiles at me, but the smile doesn’t touch his eyes.

I plop down next to him on the couch. “What’s wrong? That’s a stupid question. I mean, specifically, what’s wrong?”

He looks down at his hands clasped between his knees. It’s been years since he’s worked on a ranch, but they still look like he does. He raises his eyes. “All those people out front of the hospital. If they’re all like those four, then how are they going to control them?”

“I know. It’s still early. Maybe there’s some way…” I change the subject. “Have you spoken to your parents again?”

“My mom emailed before we left work. They’re fine. Just a few sick there. They’re together, so I’m not too worried.”

Nelly’s mom and dad and five siblings live near each other. They have cattle and a lot of guns. On my first visit Nelly had let them swagger around and show the City Girl how to hold a gun. Then I picked up a twenty gauge and blasted a can on a stump. Their mouths hung open until Nelly laughed and explained that my dad had taught me how to shoot when I was a kid.

“Yeah,” I agree. “They’ll be okay.” I rest my head on his shoulder and wish I had parents to call.

My dad was always ready for an emergency. When I was young it had been fun: target practice, pioneer skills, food storage, conspiracy theories. As I got older I’d thought he was wacky in a loveable sort of way. And as life went on with no great emergencies lasting over a three-day snowstorm, I ceased believing that something could go monumentally wrong. It was unimaginable that anything worse than both my parents dying in one moment could happen. There’d been no way to prepare for that.

“So,” James’s voice breaks into my thoughts, “I’m seeing over two hundred thousand estimated infected here. The government has to be stretched pretty thin at this point. Especially since the rest of the country is fighting the same thing.”

My dad always said it was better to be over-prepared than under-prepared. That he wouldn’t feel like a fool if nothing ever happened, and that only in recent decades did people think planning for a lean future was a waste of time.

James taps a finger on his tablet. “The cities that were hit first are at forty percent infection. So that means if infection rates hold true, we could be looking at those numbers in days. Of course, this is all dependent on if they’ve quarantined most of the sick by now.”

That’s almost half of the city. I can’t even fathom what that would be like. Maybe these websites are wrong and the Department of Health is right.

“Maybe they can stop it,” I say. “You would think that they would’ve seen what should have been done in the Midwest and started doing it here.”

James gives a sardonic laugh, and I admit he’s probably right.

I miss my dad. It always seemed like nothing bad could happen if he was there to protect me. I remember standing down in the basement of their apartment as Dad showed me all the organized bins.

He had handed me a heavy backpack. “This is for you.”

“What’s in it, an anvil?”

“Funny. It’s your BOB. Your Bug Out Bag. It has what you need if you have to leave the city quickly.”

I hugged him and laughed. “Okay, nutso.”

He hugged me back, smiling but serious. “Keep it in your closet. I hope you never need it. But when I got to thinking about how you didn’t have one with you, now that you’re out of the house, I couldn’t sleep.”

I patted his bushy hair. He tried to keep it tamed, but it grew in cowlicks and puffs with a life of its own.

“Of course you couldn’t. How could anyone sleep soundly without a backpack full of escape gear?”

He smiled but then shook his head at my levity. “All this,” he motioned at the bins, the cans of food, “is for you and Eric. I hope you never need it. My greatest fear is that I wouldn’t be able to take care of you guys. It’s a nightmare. You’ll understand one day.”

I gave him a kiss. “Well, thank you, Daddy. I do appreciate it. Truly. I’ll keep this handy.”

I knew it gave him a modicum of feeling in control, and it was harmless, really. He wasn’t one of those people who sat around hoping the world would end; he just felt more secure when he was prepared for anything. That bag is in the basement right now, still packed with what he thought would keep me safe. I’ll go through that first.

“So, y’all, it’s great we’re leaving town and all. But just what are we leaving town in?” Nelly asks.

“I was thinking we could take one of the vans from work,” I say.

There are a couple of ten-passenger vans in the lot behind the building. Nelly and I both have driven them in the past.

“I was thinking the same thing,” James says with a nod.

A rumbling echoes down the hall. Ana enters rolling a suitcase and wearing ballet flats.

“Huh,” Nelly says, completely straight-faced.

“I’m thinking someone hasn’t grasped the gravity of the situation,” James mutters to Nelly.

I attempt to keep my voice light. “Ana, do you have a backpack?”

“I still have one from school. Why?”

“Maybe you should pack in that.” I look down at my bare feet. “And shoes you can run in would probably be good.”

Her upper lip curls. “Fine. Do you want to help me pack?”

“Why not?” I wink at James and Nelly, who are still snickering, and follow her down the hall.

Ana must have thought we were heading to the Caribbean, since I removed gauzy tank tops, a makeup bag and a pair of heeled sandals from her bag. Now she’s outfitted in a pair of decent shoes, jeans and a sweater. Penny’s in a similar outfit.

“I’m scared, you guys,” she says.

 Her lower lip trembles and I give her a hug. “Whatever! So there are thousands of people who want to eat us alive. I don’t see what the big deal is.”

The face I know almost as well as my own breaks into a smile. We can always make each other laugh, no matter how bad it is. We always have, ever since that sad girl whose papa had just died walked into my fifth grade class.

“Love you,” she whispers and grabs my hand.

“Love you back.” I squeeze. “It’ll be all right.”

James opens his arms and she steps into his gangly embrace. I nod at Ana’s look and she grins. She’s always dying for Penny to meet someone, so I know she’s pleased, even if she thinks he’s a geek.

Nelly stands up and claps his hands. “Shall we?”

“We shall,” I say, as I link my arm into his.


Chapter 10



 



The streets are empty of infected, except for the bodies. The bodegas on the avenue are open, and people lug full bags as they hurry home. Some hang out, completely ignoring the pleas to stay indoors.

By the time we reach my garden apartment my neck hurts from looking over my shoulder constantly. We troop down the hall into the living room. Someone’s in the kitchen, and for a moment I think it’s Eric, but that would be impossible. It’s Peter.

He’s making himself something to eat and has his sleeves rolled up and his tie off. It’s the most untogether that Peter ever appears. He always looks so out of place in my apartment amidst the clutter of papers, books and art supplies. Not that I’ve used art supplies much in recent years, but I can’t bring myself to admit defeat and pack them up. I’m sure I look the same in his apartment with its big windows and clean lines. The minute I get there, it looks like I’ve exploded all over, even when I try to be neat.

“Hey, babe. I was worried.” Peter wraps his arms around me so hard my air cuts off. I hug him back in surprise. I didn’t think Peter got worried. “We got a ride on another plane to LaGuardia, so I came straight here. And when you didn’t answer your phone…”

I feel a pang of guilt at the concerned look in his eyes. All I’ve felt is relief that I won’t have to see him. I’m a horrible person, and I’m probably all he has. He lost his little sister and parents in a car crash when he was twelve. We have that in common; it may be the only thing we have in common. His rich, aloof grandma raised him until she died. He’s alone. At least I have Eric.

My voice catches. “I’m sorry. I’m glad you made it back.”

When I met Peter at a bar in the city I’d dismissed him. Smooth, charming rich guys from the Upper East Side aren’t my type. He insisted on buying me a drink, though, and I chatted with him while I counted down the minutes I had to be polite before I could escape. But when he asked if my parents still lived in New York, and I mentioned the accident, he didn’t make that uncomfortable face everyone makes just before they apologize.

His eyes were dark and liquid when they met mine. “It’s like living in a house where the roof’s been torn off, isn’t it?” he asked, and I could tell he’d been waiting years to find someone to say that to. Someone who might understand.

I nodded, shocked, because the feeling that there was no protection, nothing left to shield me from whatever fucked-up thing the world was going to throw at me next, was exactly how it felt. And I’d thought that maybe I’d unfairly judged the book by its cover. But that guy, the one in the bar with the kind eyes and startling insight, hasn’t shown his face in months, until now.

It’s a brief appearance. Peter lets go abruptly and surveys all of us with a dark eyebrow raised. He goes from warm to cold so fast it can make my head spin.

“So, what’s the deal with everyone here?” he asks.

“We’re waiting for Maria, Penny and Ana’s mom,” I say. “She said we should get out of the city, so we’re going to my parents’ house upstate.”

He gives a dismissive laugh. “Seriously? I think you might be overreacting a bit.”

Ana nods in agreement with him. Traitor.

I feel my usual annoyance at him swell. “Well, if wanting to leave a place where people are eating other people is overreacting, then sign me up. Were you chased by a man with half his neck missing? Did you watch four infected people eating someone?”

“Cassandra, it’s a small outbreak. They have it under control. I spoke to friends in Manhattan and they say police are everywhere and the streets are empty.”

He looks like a petulant little boy. I saw pictures of him once in an old album on his bookcase. They were from the years when his parents were alive. Peter had been a cute kid, with freckles that matched his dark hair and a wide, easy grin. He hadn’t looked bratty like he does now. When he’d gotten out of the shower and saw me looking at the album, he had smiled but put it away. The next time I was there it was gone.

Ana flips her hair and smiles at Peter. It’s the smile she reserves for people who aren’t us. “See? It seems like they’re taking care of the situation in Manhattan. I’m sure we won’t have to leave.”

Ana has a huge crush on Peter. She thinks it’s one of life’s great mysteries that Peter and I are together. I’m alternately irritated and amused by her consternation. Sometimes I name a place we’ve gone and watch her burn with jealousy, just to mess with her.

James smirks. “I think I’ll go by what Maria’s saying. Cassie, I’ve got to charge my iPad. Can I use your computer?”

“Of course.” I look at Nelly. “Want to see what’s in the basement?”


Chapter 11



 



The plastic bins are stacked against the far wall of the basement. I’ve passed them a thousand times on my way to grab a can of tomatoes or something but never notice them anymore.

“So, where to begin?” Nelly asks.

“I guess we’ll start with the BOBs. That’s Bug Out Bag to you normal people. Filled with all the stuff you need to make a quick getaway.”

We find four large backpacks on the top of the stack. Mine must weigh thirty pounds. The contents are neatly packaged in Ziploc bags and stuff sacks.

“Why don’t you start emptying the others?” I ask. “Let’s pile it up next to each bag and see what we’ve got.”

“You got it, Boss,” he says.

I sift through my bag. There are energy bars and dehydrated food, water bottles, water filter, first aid stuff, toiletries, and the dorkiest sweatshirt ever, among other things.

“Hey, Nels. What do you think?” I hold up the sweatshirt with a kitten painted on the front.

“Nice,” he says. “You should totally wear that.”

I laugh. “It had to be my dad. My mom would’ve known I wouldn’t be caught dead in it. He must’ve bought it so there’d be some warm clothes in here. At least the jeans look normal.”

I’m still smiling. My dad was convinced I loved kittens even though I had grown out of that sometime, oh, around when I was ten. He always put something in my Christmas stocking that made me laugh until I cried: a fluffy kitten calendar, a notepad with cats wearing Victorian hats, those types of things. Now that I think about it, maybe he did know and liked to see my reaction. Suddenly the sweatshirt is the best gift I’ve gotten in a long time. I pull it over my head and wrap my arms around myself. It’s like a hug from my dad.

“It’s from my dad,” I say. Nelly nods and smiles; he doesn’t need expounding. “Some of the clothes in the other bags might fit you and James.”

The last thing out of every bag is a travel pouch with a wad of cash and papers. I unfold a map and see different routes highlighted, all leading up to the cabin. I count the cash, seven hundred-fifty dollars in smaller bills.

“Wow,” I say. “Guess I don’t have to hit an ATM.”

“Same amount over here,” Nelly says. “That’ll make three thousand if the other two have the same.” He looks quickly and nods. “Yeah.”

The bags just need some unexpired food. My dad put a lot of thought into the contents; I don’t think there’s anything missing. Except weapons.

“Are the guns still here?” Nelly asks. He’s talking about the small cache of weapons my dad kept in the city.

“I think so. Eric put them in a bin marked ‘sewing stuff.’ ”

The bin is under others, one of which bears my name in Eric’s scrawl. My curiosity gets the better of me, and I leave Nelly to unearth the guns while I investigate. My college diploma is on top. An old cigar box that I remember throwing out is in there, too. It smells faintly of dried flowers that Adrian brought me. I find the silver ring with a tiny star on it that Adrian gave me because he knew I loved stars. It feels warm in the cool air of the basement. I put it in my jeans and run a finger around the circle it makes in the pocket.  Old concert tickets are in there, too. I think of something I haven’t thought of in a while and start to giggle.

“Nelly, remember when we went to see The New Pornographers and Adrian smoked too much weed?”

Nelly puts down a bin and guffaws. “When he thought he’d walked into cobwebs and they were on his face and wanted us to help get them off?”

Adrian had been swiping at his face and looking frantic. He was always so composed that it made it a hundred times funnier, and the rest of us had crumpled to the ground, we were laughing so hard.

Footsteps sound down the stairs, and I can hear Penny laughing before she appears at the bottom.

“There’s no way the candy bars that girl gave us were only chocolate,” she says, and shakes her head. “No way.”

“I never let him live that down,” I say. “It still makes me laugh out loud, every single time. The look of panic…”

My stomach hurts from laughing, but when the laughter stops it continues to hurt in a different way. I never bring up Adrian. I stare into the bin as though I’m fascinated with its contents, but there’s no fooling your best friends. Penny’s arm snakes around my waist. I try to stop the tears. I hate crying in front of people. I cry over stray cats, old people eating dinner alone and lonely looking little kids. I’m a huge crybaby, but I like to cry by myself.

“I miss him, you guys,” I whisper.

“Don’t you think we know?” Nelly asks, like he can’t believe I think it’s a secret. I wipe away the tears, but the more I think about it the faster they come.

“You know, I could have chosen a better day to decide I’ve made a huge mistake. Only I would choose the day of the zombie apocalypse,” I say, which makes them laugh. I smile through my tears, and the lump in my throat eases. “There’s no way to contact him, even just to make sure he’s okay.”

“If anyone’s fine, it’s Adrian,” Nelly says with certainty. “He’s on a farm in northern Vermont. I can’t remember the name. I had an email he sent, but it was my old account.”

“I didn’t know you guys still spoke.” I’m jealous and have to remind myself I have no right to be.

“We’ve emailed now and then. The last time was about a year ago. I wrote him twice to tell him my new email address but never heard back.”

He shrugs, but I know he cares. Adrian was his friend, too. When I broke up with him it must have been hard to straddle two friendships.

I touch Nelly’s arm. “I’m sorry I made you guys lose touch.” I mentally add another item to the list of things Cassie has messed up in recent years. It’s growing by the minute. I’m dying to know what he and Adrian talked about. “Did he…? I mean, what did…”

“He wanted to know how you were, said he missed you. The last time he wrote he asked if I thought you would talk to him. I tried to bring it up, but you were so opposed to talking about Adrian that you shut me down. I told him he could try, but I didn’t know how it would go over.”

I finger the concert tickets and imagine how different my life would be if I hadn’t been too stubborn and ashamed to admit that I fucked up, even to myself.

“I wish you would have made me listen,” I say, even though I’m sure he tried.

Nelly raises an eyebrow. “Do you have any idea what you’re like when you don’t want to talk about something? I know you do. You are the most stubborn human being in the world. Please.”

His face is stern. I might be able to lie to myself, but Nelly won’t stand for me lying to him.

“I know, I’m sorry. It’s my own fault. I didn’t listen. But you’re the second most stubborn.” I make a silly face at him.

“Hey, I can admit when I’m wrong. I just never am,” he says. Penny groans and rolls her eyes. “Plus, I’m bossy. There’s a big difference.”

I raise my hands in surrender.

“Okay, enough memory lane, people,” Penny says. “There’s a ton of crap to go through before my mom gets here. James is on the computer, and Ana is mooning over Peter, so I figured I’d come down here and help.” She reads the bin labels. “Sleeping bags, mats, lamps, cookware. Jeez, did you get rid of anything?”

“Nope. Eric organized it all. That’s who put all this stuff I threw out in this bin.”

I’m grateful he rescued the wooden box and promise myself I’ll tell him when I see him. I wonder what Adrian’s doing right now. If that farm in Vermont is his. The night I met him he already knew that was exactly what he wanted.

 

***

I was sitting on a couch at a frat house party at my upstate New York college and wondering what I was doing there. My roommate of a week was across the room. I watched as she draped herself over any guy with a pulse.

“Not your kind of scene? Mine either.” The voice came from a guy who sat on the other end of the couch. His sandy hair was messy and his lips formed a wry smile as he saw me take in his shirt with Greek letters on it.

I looked at the letters and then back up at him. “Yeah?”

“I have no choice,” he drawled, his accent more apparent. “I’m a legacy. If I don’t embrace the life of a frat boy my daddy will disown me.” He held out a big hand.  “Name’s Nel. I’m from Texas originally.”

I shook it. “Cassie. Nice to meet you.”

“So, Cassie, who are you and what are you doing here? You don’t look like the usual clientele.”

I shrugged and pointed at my roommate. “She begged me to come with her. I figured I’d give it a whirl. I’m from Brooklyn. Sociology major.” I shrugged. “Boring.”

“Brooklyn? That’s not boring. I’m moving to the city once I graduate. This is boring.” He took in the room. “The funneling and male chest-beating. The drunk girls and their screaming fights. A lot of the guys are okay if you don’t take it too seriously, but the parties are terrible.”

I knew he wasn’t your average frat boy; his eyes twinkled as he made fun of it all.

“My roommate is auditioning for the role of Drunken Girl.” I pointed to where she sat on someone’s lap giggling.

“It’s times like this I’m glad I don’t like girls.”

While I couldn’t have cared less, fraternities aren’t known as a hotbed of equal rights. “And everyone here is cool with that?”

“Yeah. Especially since they know they’re not my type. They all think they’re God’s gift to women and were surprised to find it didn’t extend to men, too.” I laughed as he grinned. “I came out senior year of high school and took some shit for it. I refuse to hide anymore.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed. “But, Texas? That must have been rough.”

“Well, it didn’t hurt that I can beat the crap out of most guys who might have a problem with me.” He made a mean face and then replaced it with a sunny smile. “I was a football player and my closest friends on the team knew. They stood up for me, too.”

I tease Nelly that he told me he was gay right away so I didn’t fall in love with him. Girls are always falling in love with Nelly. But there wasn’t time for me to fall in love with him, because at that moment he spotted someone across the room and waved.

The guy made his way toward us. He was tall and lean, with dark hair and pretty green eyes. They really were pretty, and with his light olive skin and high cheekbones he might have been pretty, too. But his strong jaw and his nose, which was just slightly imperfect, were enough to make him interesting. He was wearing a t-shirt with some indie band’s name on it and jeans. When he smiled one deep dimple appeared.

“Adrian, this is Cassie. Cassie, Adrian.” Nelly said, just as someone called his name. “Ah, I’ll be right back. They always want the gay guy for the things that involve food. You’d think I know how to cook.”

Adrian sat down on the couch. I’m not very good at making conversation in general, and most definitely not with good-looking men. I smiled nervously and consoled myself with the thought that he was Nelly’s date, even though he was my type, too. There was no reason to act like a tongue-tied second grader.

Adrian turned those eyes on me with interest. “Hi, Cassie. What year are you? I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

“Junior. I just transferred this year. How about you?”

“Junior, too. It’s a decent school, people are pretty nice.”

I nodded and tried to think of something to say, but my mind was a complete blank. It occurred to me that I shouldn’t be allowed to participate in social interactions without a set of note cards. Adrian saved me.

“So, what do you want to be when you grow up?” he asked. His smile was disarming. And although it’s the second question everyone asks when they make small talk in college, he gave the impression he really wanted to know.

“Well, if you mean what am I majoring in? I started out thinking of art. But that’s not going to line up a decent job, so I switched to sociology with an art minor.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. I knew what he wasn’t saying and conceded to his unmade point. “Yes, I know sociology’s not much better.” I smiled. “But I’m not planning to work on Wall Street. I have to study something I love or what’s the point? I’m thinking I’ll work in a non-profit somewhere.”

He nodded. “What kind of art do you make?”

“Mostly I paint.” I felt too shy to talk about it and changed the subject. “So, how about you? What’s your major?”

“Engineering.”

“Now that’s a grown-up degree,” I teased. He was so friendly I could feel myself relaxing. “So what do you plan on doing with it? Building bridges and making tons of money?”

He grinned. When he shook his head his hair fell into his eyes, and he pushed it out of the way. “Not exactly, I’m majoring in environmental engineering. I want to create things that might be used for food production and soil conservation.”

I shook my head. “Ah, a do-gooder!”

“Hey, don’t worry. I won’t start lecturing you on what you’re doing to ruin our planet or anything.” He held his hands up and the dimple showed.

“I’m just kidding. So you want to be off grid? Zero waste?” I asked.

“Exactly.” He looked at me like I had caught his attention and my face grew hot under his scrutiny. “I spent this summer volunteering on a project and learned enough to put in a solar hot water system for my mom. Next I’d like to completely solarize her house.”

I nodded and drank some beer so he wouldn’t notice how pink my cheeks were.

“I’d like to create a farm that generates its own food, power, maybe biodiesel—” He stopped abruptly. “Sorry, sometimes I start to talk about this stuff and can’t stop.” He waved his hand in front of my eyes. “Are they glazed over yet?”

“No, it’s like talking to my dad.” I lowered my cup. My face had finally cooled down. “My parents are putting in solar at their house upstate. Their plan is to be entirely off the grid by retirement and raise most of their food themselves. I like to talk about it with my dad, until it gets too technical and I can hear the gears in my brain grinding.”

I made a whirring noise that didn’t sound at all like gears, but he laughed. “I wish I could pick your dad’s brain sometime. I’d like to see what he’s done.”

“You could, you know. If you’re serious. He’s desperate to talk about it. My mom and I just nod and smile and wander off when he gets going. Now that my brother’s away at school, he’s slowly dying inside from lack of interest in his plans.”

Adrian nodded like it was something he would consider. I had to say this for the lovers of solar electrical systems: they sure were a committed bunch. I recognized the dreamy-eyed look on Adrian’s face.

“So how do you know Nel?” I asked. I wondered if they were serious or not.

“We were in a class together last spring and just hit it off. He’s a great guy.”

“He seems like it.”

Right then Nelly appeared with a plate of burgers. “So, what’d I miss? I think you may have missed your roommate puking in the bushes and heading home, Cassie.”

I stood up. “Maybe I should go after her.” I didn’t want to. Holding her hair back in the communal bathroom was not high on my list of things to do.

Nelly waved a hand. “Some other girl was with her. Bethany? Tiffany? Someone, anyway. She’s fine!” He sat on the floor and patted my spot on the couch. “Sit. Eat.”

So I did. My eyes wandered over to Adrian constantly. A few times I caught him looking at me and whenever our eyes met my stomach jolted. I told myself to get a grip. That maybe he was cute and nice, but he wasn’t interested in me. He wasn’t even interested in girls.

I always felt like the girl whose name people forgot. Usually the guys who ended up interested in me were the ones I’d known for a while. The ones I could talk to without being self-conscious. I was fine with it by that point; I didn’t mind being a person who inspired love and loyalty over time. But it usually meant that I was overlooked, at least at first. And with Adrian I knew I would have minded that.

“Well, I have to work in the morning, library work-study,” I said, after we’d talked for hours. It was the kind of conversation where you have so much to say that you despair of ever getting it all out, even if you’re awake until dawn. I didn’t want to break the spell and go home, but it was late. The rest of the party was passed out or making out at that point. “I might be able to drag myself out of bed if I go to sleep now.”

“No walking home alone, darlin’,” Nelly said. “Let me walk you.”

I didn’t want to make him walk me home along the safe, tree-lined streets. “Thanks, but I’m fine. I grew up in Brooklyn, remember?”

“Let’s walk together,” Adrian offered. “Our dorms are right near each other.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said. “Nelly—” I realized I’d called him Nelly, the beer having loosened my tongue, and blushed. I’d already concocted a nickname for him but hadn’t meant to use it.

“I like Nelly!” Nelly exclaimed. “Like Nellie Oleson on Little House on the Prairie.”

“I used to pretend I was Laura!” I said. “When I practiced my pioneer skills.” Adrian smiled at me. “Anyway, Nelly, it was really nice to meet you. Maybe I’ll see you around?”

Nelly grinned and swallowed me in a hug. “Oh, you won’t get away from me, Half-pint. Let’s all meet for lunch tomorrow.”

“I’d like that,” I said, and beamed at him.

I moved away to give them a moment of privacy, and with a last wave at Nelly we set off. We walked to campus while Adrian told me about his mother, who’d raised him and his sister with lots of love but hardly any money. He was smart, funny, liked his mom and was environmentally conscious. I sighed.

Adrian poked my arm. “Why the long sigh?”

“Oh, nothing,” I replied, watching my feet.

He pulled my arm through his. “C’mon. Tell me.”

I made my lips a line and shook my head. Then I decided that if I told him it might be funny and also stop my crush in its tracks.

I sighed dramatically and elbowed him. “It’s just depressing. No guys are ever interested in the same stuff I am. Even my dad would love you.” Adrian stopped walking and looked stupefied.

“You know,” I stammered, “because you’re gay.” Now I really felt like an ass. If only I’d kept my mouth shut.

“I’m not gay.”

I thought I saw a tiny smile on his face but couldn’t keep eye contact long enough to be sure.

“What?” I’d heard but needed a moment to think.

“Am I giving off a vibe or something? I was trying to give off a vibe that I wanted to go on a date with you.”

I hardly listened to what he was saying because I was wondering if I could turn and run. The chance that I could avoid him on campus for the next two years was slim, however. Plus, I could only run a block before I got a stitch in my side and he still had my arm. I’d told him that I liked him and that my dad would like him.

The beer and food were mutinying in my stomach. “I just thought, because of Nelly, and you said you two hit it off…”

“I don’t care about that. I do care about the date thing, though.”

I stared at him blankly. He looked so relaxed, while everything inside me was buzzing and jumping.

“You know, the thing about wanting to go out with you?”

“Oh.” I was pretty sure he knew the answer to that question, so I made a joke. “Okay. But maybe we could save meeting my dad for the second date.”

His grin was huge, and I smiled back, relieved that maybe I hadn’t made a complete fool of myself. I was still mortified, but underneath was a warm flicker of excitement. It hadn’t been my imagination; there was something there. Somehow we got to my dorm without my dying of embarrassment.

“Here’s my stop,” I said, as he released my arm. “Thanks for walking me.”

I bit my lip and glanced at him, hoping he’d say something about seeing me again.

“My pleasure. So, I’ll see you tomorrow at lunch and we’ll make plans?”

“Okay.”

We smiled shyly at each other until I realized I should probably go inside. I started up the steps to the door and tripped. I hoped he was gone, but when I turned around he was still there. It looked like he was suppressing a smile. I tried to act flippant, but I wondered how many gaffes I could pull off in one night. This was going to be a record.

“Go ahead, laugh. I trip about ten times a day. Or knock something over. Or clobber someone by accident,” I said.

He shook his head, amused. “Goodnight, Cassie,” he said in a soft voice.

The way he looked at me, like I was something special, something worth staring at, made my legs wobbly. I waved and managed to walk in the door, not into the door, and headed to my room.

 

***

Nelly lifts the bin lid and takes a deep whiff. “Ah, I love the smell of gun oil.” He probably does, too.

“So what’s in there, you good ol’ boy?” asks Penny. “Not that it will mean anything to me.”

Nelly sets the long bin on the ping pong table. He opens the cases and pulls out two revolvers, one nine millimeter and a shotgun. They’re clean and shiny. They look like my dad might have packed them up yesterday. Boxes of ammunition come next. Nelly stacks them according to size.

“There’s nothing worse than an unloaded gun,” he says.

He deftly loads the proper ammunition into its respective gun. I help him. The revolver feels heavy and weird in my hands. I haven’t held one in over three years.

Penny backs away. “Jeepers.” My dad taught her to shoot a rifle, but she’s afraid of pistols. “Didn’t your dad know it’s illegal to have guns in the city?”

“Sure,” I say with a grin. “That’s why most of them are still up at the house.”

Penny shakes her head and Nelly laughs.


Chapter 12



 



We finish up downstairs, for now. The cabin is only a four-hour drive, but if my dad were here he’d say not to count on that. We need to have enough supplies with us in case it takes days. In case we have to walk. I’m not a light packer, and left to my own devices I’d bring everything. James might be good at helping with it; he has an ordered way of thinking. So does Peter.

Peter. He’s here, and it seems he’s coming with us. I can’t keep this up much longer. Every minute I spend still officially dating him feels like a lie. I head upstairs. James is intent on my computer. A giggle comes from the kitchen.

“Yeah, no one goes there anymore. And—” Ana stops talking and looks up.

I smile brightly. Peter smiles back. Ana looks at my cat sweatshirt with something akin to horror. I’m planning to put it back in my BOB to keep it safe but didn’t want to take it off yet.

“So, we’ve had a look in the basement, and we have backpacks for everyone. Peter, you have clothes here.” He nods. “You’re going to have to pack things that you can walk in, just in case. Like jeans.” I give Ana a pointed look.

Peter looks at me like I’m a silly little girl. It’s maddening. “So, we’re really leaving?”

“Well, Maria said we should. Ana, it’s your mother. She’s not one to blow something out of proportion.” I stop short of telling him he’s welcome to stay in New York if it’s too much of a hassle.

Ana clearly doesn’t want to agree, but she does. “It’s true. My mom is the most practical person you’ve ever met. We should probably listen to her.”

The unstated implication is that Cassie is not. She’s spot on with that one; I’m not going to argue. Peter smiles and holds out his hands. I take one, even though I don’t want to.

“No, Cassie’s not the most practical, but she is the prettiest,” he says.

Ana smiles at him, but after he turns to me she rolls her eyes. His skin, even in my terrible kitchen light, is gorgeous. But all that aristocratic perfection is boring when there’s nothing behind it.

“Thanks,” I reply, although it’s not true. Ana could beat me in a beauty contest any day. Personality is another story. “Time to pack.”

I pull on his hand. It’s smooth but strong. He does things like faux mountain climbing and running, but only in climate-controlled environments. The one time I cajoled him into walking around Prospect Park with me, he bitched about the mosquitoes the whole time.

I’ve thrown some of my stuff on his shelf in my closet. Peter tsks at me as he pulls his clothes out from under mine and places them on the bed. Then he closes my door and turns to me with a smile. I bury my head in the closet and mumble something about boots to keep him at bay, but he comes up behind me and kisses my neck. I stiffen just a little, although what I really want to do is swat his hands away.

I bonk my head on the closet rod as I turn. “Peter, we have a lot to do.”

He smiles and gently pats my temple. “And no time for a kiss? Come on, I haven’t seen you in a few days.”

I give him a kiss that’s more than a peck but definitely not a real kiss. I smile and hope it isn’t as fake looking as it feels. “Okay, now, there’s a lot to do.”

I can’t decipher the look he gives me, but it’s not a happy one. “Fine.”

I let my breath out, relieved, and find clothes for myself.


Chapter 13



 



Peter helps to organize the basement, even though you can tell by the set of his face he thinks it’s ludicrous. We have food and water and water filters. Compasses, duct tape, knives, flashlights, a radio, a tiny stove with fuel, two light tents, and other things for backpacking. Peter’s made a list and checks things off once they’re packed. Whether or not he thinks we’re being ridiculous, he’s being diligent. He’s like a toddler; you have to give him a job or else he’ll pout and annoy you.

“We’ll have to get the van soon,” I say. “Get it loaded and ready to go.”

“I don’t know,” Penny says, as she zips up her pack. “I’d feel like we were stealing. Maybe we should cab it to the airport and rent a car.”

“Julio said I could use the van. Like if I went to Ikea or something,” I assure her. “We’ll be back with it when work starts. Given the circumstances, he’ll be happy we used it.”

“Julio won’t mind at all, Pen,” Nelly says.

With urgency James calls to us from upstairs, where he’s mapping out routes on my computer. “I guess you guys can’t hear down there. Come here.”

The noises grow louder as we climb the stairs. James has opened the street-facing windows in my bedroom. We peer past the decorative wrought iron that covers the glass, but my street is empty. It’s coming from up the block.

“Let the looting begin,” Penny says, over the sound of breaking glass. “Let’s go up on the roof and walk to the avenue.”

We pick our way along the attached brownstones to the end of my block and stand at the ledge.

Broken glass from the storefront windows glitters in the streetlights. Dozens of people cheer as they hand things out to their partners in crime. One guy dances along with his radio as he fills every inch of his car with plunder.

More figures head this way. At first I think they’re more looters, but they don’t show any interest in the stores. They begin to scuffle with the looters a few blocks down. It must be a group of infected.

“Holy shit,” James says, coming to the same realization.

They make their way toward the looters below, who don’t hear the screams that we can barely make out over the din. Finally, a teenager notices the infected, and his face slackens as they arrive. The sounds of rioting fade under the shrieks of fear. He grabs a friend by the back of his shirt and points.

Some manage to run. Those who don’t notice, or don’t know what the infected are like, or who think they have time to grab one or two last things, find themselves surrounded. The infected fall on them with their hands and teeth. Hoarse screams rise up and are abruptly cut off.

“Jesus. Get their heads,” James mutters next to me.

It’s a massacre. Blood splatters to the street as bodies are ripped open. A few escape after being bitten. I hope they don’t go home to their families and infect them, but I’m sure that’s where they’ll go. That’s where everyone goes when they’re hurt.

Peter leans heavily on the ledge, looking pale. Maybe now he understands.

It doesn’t take long until bodies litter the street. Some of the infected wander around like they’ve lost track of what they were doing, while others eat. Some sway in an invisible wind. The only sounds are the awful noises that rise from deep in their throats. I’m certain I can smell the tang of blood all the way up here. I put my cold hand to my forehead and close my eyes.

“All the noise attracted them,” James says. “They heard the yelling. Look at them.” We scan the group below. I don’t know what I’m supposed to see besides all those bodies and all that blood. He gestures to the street. “Look at what they’re wearing.”

Over half of them wear hospital gowns, the kind they give you when you check in. But they don’t let you leave wearing them, at least not while they’re able to stop you. Penny lets out a gasp.

“Oh, shit,” I say. My heart sinks as low as the street beneath us.


Chapter 14



 



Penny paces the hall with her phone. We sit in the living room, the news and James’s clicking on my keyboard the only sounds. When my home phone rings, I jump for it.

“Thank God, Cassie,” Maria says. “I’ve been trying you for an hour.”

“Maria!” I say. Penny rushes in. “We got your text. Are you still at the hospital?” There are shouts and heavy things being dragged around in the background.

“Yes. Cassie, do you have a speaker on this phone?”

I find the button and tell her to go ahead.

“Thanks. Penny? Ana?” Maria’s softly accented voice echoes around the room.

Penny bends over the speaker. “Mama! When are you coming?”

Maria takes an audible breath. “Penny, you have to leave the city right now. There’s a man here from FEMA. I’m on his emergency phone. He’s told us they plan to destroy all access out of New York sometime tonight or tomorrow. They can’t control the spread of Bornavirus, so they’re going straight to quarantine.”

“What do you mean, destroy?” James asks.

Maria’s laugh is short. “They’re calling it quarantine, but they’re leaving the infection to run its course. Bart, the FEMA guy, says they’re planning to bomb or block off the bridges and tunnels. They don’t want millions of infected spilling out of New York. He was supposed to leave the city tonight.”

I never would have thought they’d trap us here like that. At least not while there were so many people still healthy. They’re guaranteeing our deaths.

“So they’ll leave us here to die?” Penny asks incredulously.

Maria sighs, and when she speaks again her voice wavers. “Yes, they will, mija. They are. There’s more. There’s no treatment. They’re killing the sick. We were euthanizing them with a mix of drugs to the brain stem. But it was too little, too late. The hospital’s been overwhelmed and patients are pouring out the doors. We’re all hiding in the basement here.”

“We saw them. I was so worried about you. They’re eating people, Mama,” Penny says. A sob escapes, and she covers her mouth. “They’re all just lying dead in the street.”

“Oh, mija. They may not be dead, as long as there’s enough of them left. All of the infected are dead, or as near to dead as they can be, but still move around.”

James meets my eyes. There’s no surprise in them but a kind of awe. Like how people must have felt when man first walked on the moon or made a test tube baby. Except test tube babies didn’t want to eat them.

“The virus is working in tandem with a parasite. The brain is its host. Somehow it stimulates all those processes that are primal: moving, fight impulses, hunger. I don’t know every detail. The CDC’s been studying it for the past month.”

A month and they still couldn’t stop it. We hear another loud noise on her end and jump. They must be piling up whatever they can find to keep them out.

“I’m here, I’m here. I have to go. Other people need the phone. We’ve got the morgue and cafeteria. We’ve got a generator. We’re safe here. But you all need to leave the city now and go upstate.” Maria knows all about the stash in my basement and up at the house.

“You mean we,” Penny corrects her.

“Penny, there’s no way for me to leave until the infected have wandered away or died or found something to—we’re okay here. I need to know that you’re safe.”

“So we’re supposed to leave you here? No!” Penny says with a screech. Her mouth is frozen in an O.

“You can’t wait. Bart wanted those of us with family here to get them out. In forty-eight hours New York will be infected beyond belief.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better, Mama!”

“I know, but you need to know how dangerous it is. One little bite, sometimes even a scratch, can infect you. I know how to take care of myself. As soon as it’s safe I’ll head to Cassie’s apartment. If there’s a way out of New York, I’ll head upstate. Cassie?”

Penny looks at me like she’s wandered into a bad dream and I might be able to wake her up. But it’s not just her nightmare.

“I’m here, Maria,” I answer. “I’ll put the key under the mat. We’ll leave a map to the house.”

I think of Maria here alone, with a few million ravenous dead people outside. Maria was always like a mother to me, even before my parents died. After they died, when Eric and I were frozen in grief, she handled the funeral arrangements. She made our first Christmas alone bearable. She’s been here any time I’ve needed her. I can’t leave her here when she needs us. “We’re going to get a van from work. We’ll come by and get you—”

“No! No,” she says again, gently. “It’s too dangerous. I’m sorry, but I have to get off the phone. I love you, mijas. Please, promise me you’ll do what I ask.”

“Okay, we promise. Please take care of yourself, Mama. I love you,” Penny cries.

“I promise I will. I love you, Penny. I love you, Ana. More than anything in the world.”

Penny’s cheeks are wet with tears as she whispers back.

Ana clutches the table, her knuckles white. “I love you, Mama. It’s Ana. I love you, too.”

“I love you, baby. Take care of each other, all three of my girls, okay? I know you will.” Her voice breaks under the strain and then she’s gone.


Chapter 15



 



We stand around the phone base in silence. They really are dead people. They’ve lost all semblance of order. They’re going to blow up the bridges. Maria isn’t coming with us.

We’re all thinking it, but James is the one to finally say, “Holy fucking shit.”

 Peter sinks into a chair and stares into space. Penny and Ana hover over the phone like it might start talking again.

I blink back tears and touch Penny’s shaking shoulder. I don’t know what to say. It might have been the last time she’ll ever speak to her mom. Maria didn’t mention how long it will be until the infection’s run its course. There’s enough food here to feed one person for a long siege, but she has to make it here. I have a feeling that’ll be easier said than done.

Penny motions to herself and Ana. “We’re not going.” Her eyes are wild and red, daring any of us to object.

Nelly shakes his head slowly. “What?”

“It’s our mother. How can we leave her here? I know I promised, but when she gets here we’ll leave with her.”

I tread carefully. I know I wouldn’t want to leave my mother here either. But I also know Maria would die if her girls stayed in harm’s way because of her.

“Pen, I promise you we’ll come back for her as soon as we can,” I say.

She and Ana exchange a glance. Penny gives me an apologetic look and shakes her head.

James clears his throat. “Well, then, I’ll stay with you guys. Strength in numbers. We’ll find a way out when your mom gets here.” He shrugs, but his face belies his words.

We should leave. There’s nothing I want more than to be in a van heading north. But I can’t leave the few people left in the world that I care about. It might not be the smart decision, but it feels like the right one.

“I’m staying too, then, if you really won’t go,” I say, as Nelly nods. “We’ll spend tonight and tomorrow getting any extra supplies we can. We should still get the van, so it’s close by when we need it. Bring over all the food from your house. We’re not leaving without you.”

Peter shakes his head and turns away.

Penny looks from James to Nelly to me. “I can’t have you all risk being trapped here. You must be crazy. No matter how much I want you to stay, I have to make sure you’re safe—” The last remnants of rebellion leave her face. “I sound just like my mom, don’t I?”

“Yeah,” I agree. “Now times that by a thousand and you know how badly she wants you to leave. The rest of us have to stay because when she gets here and sees you she’ll kill you herself.”

She gives me the ghost of a smile and runs a hand along the earpiece of her glasses. “We have to go, Banana.” She uses her pet name for Ana. “I don’t want to leave, but Mama will kill us if we stay. We promised. When she gets here she’ll be good until we can come back for her.”

“This is ridiculous,” Ana argues. “I think we should wait a few days and see how it goes.” Penny tries to speak but Ana cuts her off with a glare. “I know what Mama said, Penny. But that FEMO or whatever guy could be wrong, you know. What are the chances that they’re actually going to blow up bridges in New York City? That sounds like something Cassie would say.”

It’s heartening to see how she rolls her eyes at my name. Makes me know the real Ana is in there somewhere, dying to get out and disparage someone.

Penny’s tears dry up. “Ana, stop! We’re going, like we promised. Tonight. Let’s get our bags ready.”

Her no-nonsense manner shuts Ana up. She sounded just like her mama.


Chapter 16



 



Nelly and James elect themselves to get the van. I volunteer, but what seems suspiciously like misguided chivalry makes them refuse. I decide not to make a fuss even though, after Nelly, I’m the best shot with a gun. They each have a baseball bat from my dad’s coaching stuff and a pistol.

“Remember,” I remind them, “don’t use those guns unless you have to. It seems like they like noise, the…” I trail off. I can’t say the word.

“Zombies?” James says. He has that look of nervous anticipation guys get when they’re doing something dangerous and probably stupid, but instead of being scared they’re excited.

“Listen.” I wag a finger at them and pretend it’s not shaking. “Don’t be heroes. Get the van. Pick the one with the most gas. Come back. The end.”

Nelly salutes me. “Yes, ma’am!”

I hug them and lock the gate. It’s hard to ignore the lump in my throat. They’ll come back. I busy myself bringing the backpacks upstairs. Between the bags and larger equipment that we’ll put in the van and leave behind if necessary, it looks like we’re mounting an expedition to Everest. I hope that the van will take us as least as far as the city limits.

I put my hand to my jeans pocket and run my finger along the circle Adrian’s ring makes. It’s become my talisman; as long as I hold onto it, this will end well. Peter comes into the basement.

“Want to help me bring up the rest of the stuff?” I ask.

He ignores my question. “What were you thinking? Are you out of your mind?”

“What?”

His arms are crossed and he has on his superior, disdainful look. I’ve seen it before, but it’s never been directed at me.

His face twists. “Saying you wouldn’t go without Penny? I can’t believe you would jeopardize our safety like that, for a person who most likely will end up dead!”

I take a couple of deep, trembling breaths. They don’t help at all. Two hours ago he thought we were blowing this out of proportion, and now he’s accusing me of jeopardizing our safety. All he cares about is himself, and maybe me, because I’m his ticket out of here. I’m somewhere to go. I don’t know why it comes as shock to me, really. I suppose I think that people can be selfish, but when push comes to shove they’ll do the right thing, the human thing. But not Peter. Rage boils up, but I tamp it back down, and what comes out is cold and deadly.

“You know, Peter, sometimes you do something that might jeopardize your own safety because you love someone. You love them so much you’re willing to stick by them, even if it means doing things the hard way. Even if it means putting yourself at risk. Not that I expect you to understand that. And as for jeopardizing us, don’t worry about that. As of now there is no longer any us.”

His mouth hangs open. I’m cruelly happy to see the sneer replaced by shock.

“I don’t want you to stay here where it’s not safe, and you’re welcome to come with us. Or go your own way, since you think we’re all crazy. But don’t you dare let Penny or Ana hear you. You, of all people, should understand that they want to make sure their mother’s safe.”

It’s a bit of a low blow, and he looks properly chastened. “Fine, fine, sorry,” he says, and reaches out for me.

His face rearranges back to its normal state. He’s trying to charm me. He thinks Silly Cassie isn’t serious. I cross my arms. I have never wanted to kick someone so badly in my life.

He exhales noisily. “Cassandra, stop being ridiculous. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it how it sounded.”

But I know he did. My whole body shakes, but I also feel a palpable sense of relief.

“No, we’re done. It’s been a long time coming. Now’s not really the time to discuss it. I’m sorry I did it this way.”

I push past him and run up the stairs.


Chapter 17



 



Standing in my bedroom, hands in fists, I hear the sounds of Penny and Ana moving our stuff to the front door. I change into my broken-in leather boots and throw my slippers into the closet with more force than necessary. Being scared and sweaty has done nothing to tame the frizz in my hair, so I make two long, brown braids. I don’t want to see Peter, but I can’t lock myself in here. I head into the living room and stand in front of the TV, ignoring Peter’s glares from the couch.

The virus is under control, the news anchor says. Now that I know they’re lying, I understand why everyone is still at home, waiting for it to blow over. Unless you’re looking for it, there’s nothing but good news.

They’re implementing curfews, ostensibly to stop the looting. That means roads should be clear, and if we aren’t stopped we might make it out. They flash the locations of more treatment centers. I imagine mass graves. My feet tap the floor. We don’t know what time they’re taking out the bridges, and tomorrow officially starts at midnight. A car door slams out front. It’s Nelly and James with the blue van.

I run to the door. “Well? How was it?”

“Not too bad,” Nelly replies. “We turned a corner, right into one of them. He scared the shit out of us, just before James and I both knocked him with our bats.” He mimes swinging a bat and blanches.

“Ugh,” I say, as I remember the crack of the metal on Aviator Glasses’ head.

“Yeah,” James says. He no longer looks thrilled to be having a testosterone-fueled experience. “It was pretty gross. As we were driving back we think we saw a huge group of them. Going through Queens may be impossible. We need to leave now, while the streets here are clear.”

The only other plan is the Verrazano into Staten Island and then crossing into Jersey. They didn’t see many cars. People are still in their houses, doing what they’ve been told. That must be why they’re bombing the bridges tonight. The panic will start tomorrow for sure, and by then it will be too late.


Chapter 18



 



I look around my apartment one last time. I think I can feel my dad and mom here. I hope I’m doing what I’m supposed to, what they would have done.

“Until the end of the world,” I whisper down the empty hall.

“And after,” Penny whispers from behind me.

I turn and smile. When I was a little girl I would argue with my parents about who loved who more. As big as the universe, we’d say. Forever and a day. Infinity plus one. Until the end of the world and after. Right now it seems fitting.

My block is still quiet, so we load the van quickly. Nelly’s behind the wheel as we head for Queens. Shadowy figures fill the blocks far ahead. Nelly drives to the next avenue, but it’s the same: a terrifying parade, headed our way.

“Yeah,” I say, “Jersey it is.”

There are a few infected people on every block. Some almost look normal, but their stiff bodies and staring eyes give them away. Others look dead and decomposing. I wonder how I didn’t realize Half-Neck was dead; in retrospect it seems so obvious. You can’t be alive when your carotid artery has a bite taken out of it.

I’m relieved when we’re off the streets and on the expressway. The infected haven’t made it here yet, and the bridge is only minutes away. I’m beginning to relax when the interior of the van flashes with police lights. A layer of sweat forms under my clothes, and my legs tremble. We’ve barely made it anywhere.

“Shit,” Nelly says, and pulls to a stop on the shoulder.

Four police cars race up. I hope they’ll let us go home instead of arresting us, but they whiz past without a glance. I drop my head back with relief and hear the exhales of my friends as we pull onto the road and cross the bridge.

The Verrazano has always been my favorite of all the bridges. It’s tall and graceful and painted a light silvery blue, the exact color of the river and sky at dusk. It looks as if it’s grown there organically, water turned to metal. I imagine it tomorrow, a twisted hulk, with cables and chunks of concrete hanging down to the water beneath.

This seems too easy by far. I spin in my seat, but the road is empty except for a few cars far behind us. I face forward as we pull into the tolls. A police officer stands in the one open booth. He looks like the kind of guy who becomes a cop so he can legally fuck with people.

“Whatchoo all doing out here?” he asks. He has a name tag that says Spinelli, and he looks at us with absolutely no expression.

“Hi, officer,” Nelly says. “Hoping to get to Jersey, we’ve got some family there.”

He stares at Nelly without blinking. “What, you didn’t hear about the curfew?”

“Well, yeah, we did. But you know New York City traffic. I figured this was the only time in my life I was going to get to speed on the Turnpike.”

Officer Spinelli’s veneer cracks a little bit. He’s doesn’t smile, but some sort of tough guy thing passes between them and he relents.

“All right. Listen, I’m not taking you guys in. We’re supposed to, but after this shift I’m going home, and I’m not staying in the station filling out paperwork if I don’t got to. I’m the only one here now, anyway, so I don’t know what they expect me to do. Anyone asks, you got on the highway in Staten Island.”

James leans toward the window from the passenger seat. “Thanks, officer. Are you planning on staying home or going somewhere?”

“Staying home. Like you should be doing. Why?” he demands.

“We have it on good authority that they’re closing off New York tomorrow. Blowing up almost every access point and leaving the infection to die out on its own.”

Officer Spinelli looks like he might be reconsidering not taking us in. It’s obvious he thinks we’re off our rockers. I know James is trying to help him, but it might make things worse.

“This is straight from a FEMA guy high up. You might want to leave tonight,” James says.

Spinelli’s eyes don’t change expression. “I’ll take that under advisement. Godspeed.” He lifts the arm on the lane and waves us through.

“I thought for sure he’d listen to me,” James says, disappointed.

I turn back and see the arm hasn’t come back down. A few cars have pulled into the lane and he waves them through. Then he rushes out of his booth to a police cruiser parked on the side of the highway.

“He is,” I say. “Look.” I hope he gets his family out in time.


Chapter 19



 



Nelly was right: I don’t think I’ve ever gone this fast on the Staten Island Expressway. I cross my fingers as we turn onto the road that leads to the Goethals Bridge.

“We’ve got a roadblock,” Nelly says.

Two cop cars block the road, surrounded by police barriers. A cop rises up from behind them and limps toward us, dragging his right leg. Nelly takes his foot off the brake, but the figure raises its arms and waves. The leg of his uniform is shredded. He leans against Nelly’s door and pants.

“We were attacked by some guys,” he gasps. “One bit me, but I shot him right in the head. I radioed for backup, but it hasn’t come yet. My partner’s dead and I can’t drive with my leg.” He points back at the cars.

“National Guard was here, but they were called away to some disturbance. You can’t go through.” He has a mustache that bobs up and down as he talks. “Curfew. Plus, I need medical help. You gotta take me to the hospital.”

They must be telling the cops the same thing they’re telling everyone. He doesn’t know his bite is a death sentence.

“We can’t,” Nelly says. “We have to go to Jersey. We’ll take you that way.”

“You can’t go that way. I just told you that. Stay here, I’ve got to get my stuff.” He limps back to his cruiser.

James turns to Nelly. “Just go, dude.”

I pull the revolver out of my bag and hold it on my lap. Maybe I could use it on someone who isn’t already dead, if I know he’ll be dead soon. Dead, and trying to eat me.

“Hang on,” Nelly says.

He knocks the traffic cones out of the way and an orange striped barrier hits the van with a clunk and flies off into the grass. The cop waves his arms and yells. He gets smaller and smaller as we race across the bridge. I feel sorry for him; he has no idea why we abandoned him.

James turns to me, on the bench seat behind him. “He didn’t even know there’s no cure. What. The. Fuck?”

Peter’s been silent the whole trip, but now he speaks up from behind me. “If they told you that you were fighting a losing battle and that they were about to lock you and your family on an island of infection, how many cops do you think would stay on the job?”

“True.” James leans back in his seat. “Do you think that’s it? Just that roadblock?”

“That’d be pretty hard to believe,” Peter replies. “But who knows? Everyone in the know may have left already. I wouldn’t have flown back to New York, had I known. I would have hopped on one of those choppers with a senator and be cooling my heels somewhere in Montana right now, perfectly safe.”

I can feel his eyes boring into the back of my neck. That makes two of us that wish he was in Montana. He’s taking the breakup well.

“Well, since they can’t spare the manpower to stop the infected eating people on the street, I’m betting they don’t have the time to stop people who are driving along minding their own business,” Nelly says. “That cop said the Guard was called away. It must have been pretty important for them to leave a major roadblock.”

My shoulders come down a centimeter on the other side of the Goethals, and I loosen my grip on the pistol. I’ve been waiting for an explosion to rip up the roadbed underneath us. There are few cars on the Turnpike, but that wouldn’t be surprising this late on a normal night. A convoy of Army trucks passes us southbound. Maybe they’re heading for the bridge. Maybe they’re setting up the explosives.

“We’ve got about twenty miles until the Palisades Parkway,” James says.

The only sounds are Penny and Ana’s sniffles. There’s nothing I can say to make it better. Maria’s all they’ve got left besides each other, and I know exactly how that feels.

The van slows as we come up on the George Washington Bridge. The highway beyond our exit is blocked. When we make our way down the ramp, we’re stopped at the intersection.

What looks like a kid in an Army uniform shines a light into the car. “Sir, the bridge to New York is closed. Where are you headed?”

“We know, we’re heading to the Palisades,” Nelly replies.

“Sir, that road is closed. All civilians need to go home and stay there. A curfew is in effect in New Jersey.”

“Well, seeing as how we’re from New York, we need to go somewhere else. We don’t have anywhere to go in the area. We’re heading upstate to our house.”

The soldier nods. “Sir, we have temporary quarters for anyone traveling through. Make a left, head up that road about a mile, and you’ll see big tents and an office building. All persons without valid local identification are required to go there until morning.”

Swell, I think. They’re forcing us into a government corral. Now I sound just like my dad and his friend John, our closest neighbor up at the house.

“C’mon,” Nelly argues. “We do have a place to go. We’re trying to get there right now. I’m sure y’all could use the room to house someone who doesn’t have somewhere to go.”

“Sir, those are my orders.” He motions to an older man who’s been talking on the radio. “These folks say they’re heading upstate. They don’t want to head to the temporary quarters.”

The man, who’s not much more than a kid, says, “You have to go while the curfew’s in effect. Besides, roads are only for official vehicles right now. You won’t get far.” He runs his hand over his crew cut and smiles apologetically. “Sorry I can’t help you out. We’re getting a lot of sick around here. They’re not taking any chances. Turn left and head down. Can’t miss it.”

Nelly sighs and puts the van into drive.


Chapter 20



 



A few tents surround a two-story, suburban office building. The road beyond is blockaded with Road Closed signs. An older soldier with a beard flags us into a parking lot and then gruffly demands the keys to the van. We all gape at him.

“Our keys?” James asks. “Are you nuts?”

“I give you a tag, I give your van a tag, and you give me the keys. You get the keys back when you leave,” he says, like we’ve somehow missed the point.

“You’re basically taking our vehicle away,” James argues. “You can’t just demand our property.”

The big man sighs, like he’s heard this from every driver of every car in the lot. “Listen, the keys are hanging in that tent right there.” He points to a tent at the lot entrance. “We need them in case we have to move things around. Think of it as the U.S. Army running a valet service.”

Nelly reluctantly hands over the keys. The soldier nods his thanks and points us in the direction of the building. Four soldiers stand at the entrance. Thankfully, they don’t demand to search our bags.

“Do you know when we’ll be able to leave?” Peter asks one. He’s got on his Important Voice, but the soldier only shrugs and motions for us to follow him inside.

The lobby narrows to a carpeted hallway lined with doors. We’re led through one, into a large unfinished space. A dozen people sleep under army-issue blankets in cots against one wall. Chairs are grouped in the front of the room.

I swing off my pack and sit down. People eat at the folding tables that fill the back. A woman at one holds a little curly-haired boy on her lap. Next to her a kindergarten-aged girl swings her legs and chatters away while she eats a plate of cookies. For her, at least so far, this is an adventure that involves unlimited cookies, and that’s all she needs to know. The woman smiles fondly at her. Above the table she seems calm, but on the floor her feet are restless. Underneath the glare of the fluorescents I can see her cheeks wobble with the effort of keeping that smile on, of not giving into the panic.

Against the far wall stand a few more tables loaded down with food. My stomach growls loudly enough to turn Nelly’s head in the chair next to me.

The soldier who brought us here motions at the tables. “There’s plenty of food. Someone will fill you in soon.”


Chapter 21



 



“Do you have another cigarette?” I ask James. “I’m sorry I’m grubbing. It’s not like you can just run to the store or something.”

We stand outside the building, having just feasted on bagels and cold cut platters. There were fruit baskets, which was pretty surreal, like we were at some corporate symposium on our lunch break.

“I grabbed what was left of my carton at the office,” he replies, and hands me one with his lighter. “I’ve got plenty.”

I light it and sigh. I could get used to this again.

“I’ll take one, too,” Nelly says. He looks like the Marlboro Man with the butt hanging out of the corner of his mouth.

“How long has it been?” James asks.

“Five years,” Nelly says. He sinks back against the building as he exhales and closes his eyes. “How can they still be this good after so long?”

“Isn’t it evil?” I ask, as the smoke hits my lungs.

“And awesome,” James responds, clearly having none of the guilt Nelly and I have.

My laugh is cut short by Peter, who comes out of the front door of the building and makes a beeline for us. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” he asks me, with a look of distaste at the cigarette.

I’m thankful I have it. If it doesn’t keep me calm while talking to Peter, I can always put it out in his eye.

We walk away a bit, and when he stops I stop and wait for him to speak.

He shakes his head. “I can’t believe you’re smoking.”

“Is that what you wanted to say? Because, yes, I think I can have a cigarette right now without feeling too guilty about it.”

“Whatever, Cassie. That’s not what I wanted to say.” His dark eyes flash and his lips thin. “I think I’ll go my own way now. Thanks for helping me leave the city, but I’ll figure it out from here.”

I know it has to be hard being here with my friends, but it’s just like him to pick on me about smoking because he’s annoyed. Maybe he wants me to beg him to stay. Not happening.

“Fine,” I say. “Good luck.”

He looks at me coldly and shrugs. “You, too.”

He turns on his heel. Now I feel guilty. Someone has to be the mature one here; we’re both acting like babies.

“Peter.” He turns around, but his face gives nothing away. I take a deep drag and crush out what’s left of my cigarette on the side of the building. “Come on, this is silly. You can’t go off by yourself. Just because we…well, we can still be friends, no?”

He shrugs. I am not going to beg him.

“So, we’ll all stick together for now?” I ask.

“We’ll see how it goes, but I don’t think so. I’m sure I’ll be safe here until I can get back to the city.”

He holds his head high and waves his hand back at the building. He might just as easily be telling me he’ll be staying at the Plaza until the decorator’s finished with his apartment. I watch him walk away, amazed at how easily he believes this new reality conforms to any of the old rules. Nelly and James look at me curiously as I make my way back to them and carefully relight my crushed-out cigarette.

“What was that about?” asks Nelly.

“I broke up with Peter at the house, before we left.”

“Really?” Nelly asks. They’re both trying not to smile. “Great timing, as usual.”

“Oh, be quiet. I just couldn’t take him anymore. He’s saying he’s going to go his own way from here. And now I feel guilty about that, so I asked him to stay with us, and he said that he’d have to check his calendar.”

A soldier with a friendly snub-nosed face strolls up. “Everything okay over here?” We nod. “I’m Sergeant Grafton.”

We introduce ourselves.

“When do you think we’ll be able to head upstate?” Nelly asks.

Grafton contemplates the question. His round face and pink cheeks remind me of a grownup version of the little boy on his mama’s lap inside.

 “Probably in the morning. We’re not hearing anything but bad news, so I can’t make any promises. In fact, there’s an armory over in Teaneck where the two majors went for a briefing. We’ve lost contact. We sent out a team to find them.” He looks like he thinks he’s said too much and puts his hands out in a calming gesture. “Now, we can hold the building if we have to. Until help comes.”

If help comes is left unsaid. But I know we all thought it.

He gazes into the distance. “We don’t know if they were overrun by Lexers, but lack of radio communication is troubling.”

“Lexers?” asks James.

“Yeah, you know, like the LX in Bornavirus LX? The Army is unofficially calling them Lexers.”

“Can you tell us how many they think are infected?” I ask. “They aren’t releasing new numbers.”

The Sergeant snorts and anger passes over his features. “That’s been a bone of contention around here. They were trying to keep us from contacting family, so we couldn’t spread the word. That lasted ten minutes.” He blows air from his nose. “They think that ten to fifteen percent of New York City will be infected by dawn. The major cities in the Midwest are at sixty percent. The rest are hiding out in their homes.

“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but right now they’re focusing on the smaller places, the ones that don’t have a lot of infected. Hoping they can build up Safe Zones and leave the cities until they can clear them of Lexers. I don’t see any point in keeping the information from civilians.”

He shrugs, but the look on his face says he knows more than he’s telling us. He’s warning us that this isn’t under control, without saying as much. He has no idea we already know.

“It’s the best plan they’ve got so far. Now, look around here.” He points to the building. “Not much in terms of defense, but we do have the Palisades right at our back, so there are no worries about defending in four directions. Fences are going up as we speak.”

“Palisades. You mean the Parkway is right behind us?” I ask. It’s useful information.

Grafton hooks a thumb at the trees behind the tent. “Yeah, head back, maybe a thousand feet, eight foot fence, you’ll be at the Parkway.”

James nods quickly and tries to look disinterested.

Grafton’s radio squawks. “I gotta go.”


Chapter 22



 



We’re back in the waiting room. Peter sits in a separate grouping of chairs, but Ana’s followed him and they talk quietly. I’m too tired and tense to do anything but sit here. Nelly sifts through the supplies in his pack. He finds a deck of cards in a side pocket and holds them up to me. Dad believed that boredom could kill you, too.

“Eh?” he asks.

I could use something to take my mind off of things.

“Sure,” I say. “Spit?” Nelly and I have an ongoing battle in that game.

He pulls the cards out of the box just as Grafton enters the room and raises his voice. “We have word that there may be infected heading this way. Please stay where you are and keep your belongings nearby in case we have to evacuate.”

The woman with the kids chooses the cot farthest from the windows and door. She covers them with a blanket and cradles them to her.

We grab our packs and sling them onto our shoulders. In the frenzy no one notices when we leave the room and head to the lobby. Humvees and jeeps are parked around the perimeter of the parking area out front, just inside the newly-erected fence. They’re circling the wagons.

Bright lights, the kind you see on nighttime construction sites, are set facing out. About thirty soldiers take up positions outside. A soldier in the lobby tries to herd us back down the hall. I’m not too keen on heading to where I can’t see what’s going on. Neither is Nelly, and we follow as he ducks into the first door in the hallway.

The soldier leans in. “We need you to head to the back,” he orders.

Nelly turns around after nodding approvingly that the windows face the parking lot. “Grafton said it was okay. Go ask.” He’s betting he won’t do it.

The soldier backs down. “Okay.”

Five soldiers file in and take position at the windows. We’re in the waiting room of a mortgage company. There are stuffed chairs upholstered in that ugly pattern favored for its ability to mask any stain. One of the soldiers switches off the lamps on the scattered tables.

The lights outside provide more than enough to see by. We huddle at the back of the room. I sit on the floor, backpack in front of me, hands under my thighs.

Nelly sits next to me. “Take your gun out, just in case.”

I pull it out. It gives my hand something to do. The others sit behind us on chairs. Penny murmurs to James.

James leans forward. “Penny doesn’t think she can use her gun. Should I give it to Peter?”

Nelly twists his head back. “Pete,” he calls softly. I’m surprised he followed us down here, but I’m glad too.

Peter tears his gaze away from the windows. “Yeah?”

“Can you shoot a gun?” Nelly mimes shooting a pistol.

“Um, I never have. How hard can it be?”

“Well, shooting is easy. Aiming’s the hard part,” Nelly says with a grim smile.

Peter’s eyes narrow, but Nelly wasn’t making fun of him and he knows it. “I wouldn’t mind having it. Any pointers?”

Nelly kneels and gives him an informal two-minute introduction to handguns. Once Peter can sight and hold the gun properly, the lesson is over. The only other thing that would help would be target practice, and we hope for none of that.

Grafton pokes his head in the door. “Ready?” he asks the soldiers. “We have word they’re about a half klick away, headed this way, most likely. Lights are going off, just in case that draws them.”

“Ready, Sarge,” replies a young Latino soldier. The others nod.

“Remember, head shots,” Grafton says.

The soldier who spoke looks at his compatriots. “If I get bitten, man, take me out. No waiting, even if I’m still alive.”

A dark-skinned soldier gives him a playful palm to the back of the head. “Rodriguez, I’ve been waiting for the chance to shoot you. I volunteer.”

All the guys laugh, and Rodriguez cuffs his buddy with a smile. “I’ll be sure to get you too, Park.”

They all grin. It’s the last thing I see before the lights outside shut off and plunge the room into darkness. A small light comes on by the window. Grafton’s features are dark as he nears us. His jaw is tight, but he smiles and glances into the shadows, where we’ve lowered our guns. Nelly’s shotgun is parked under the chair behind him.

“You have weapons?” he asks. Nelly nods reluctantly. “Well, we’re supposed to confiscate them, but I’m not doing that.”

I relax. I have my doubts we’re getting the van back, but this gun isn’t going anywhere.

“You might need them. We’ve seen the footage, and Lexers aren’t easily fought. They just don’t stop,” he says with something like wonder then looks out the window.

“There’s a good chance we can hold them off. If it looks like we can’t beat them the best thing to do is run, if you can find a clear exit. Or head upstairs to the men on the roof. I’ve been told they’re able to crawl up staircases eventually, but they can’t open doors unless they can break them down. The door frames here are metal. It would take a lot to get through them. That one group in Chicago held them off for a week. We could do that, no problem.”

His voice is a mumble; I think he might be talking to himself now.

“Maybe the Middle East would’ve been better. At least that enemy is human.”

And I guess he knows the truth about the infection, or has figured it out.

“Okay, I’ve got to get back out with my men.” He nods once before leaving.


Chapter 23



 



My mouth is stuck closed, and the water I sip does nothing. I strain my eyes and imagine things moving in the dark: a mass of infected like the ones who attacked the looters. Except I’m not safe on my roof right now, with months of food to eat and access to stored water below me. All we’ve got is what’s on our backs. We have two places to go: the Palisades and the upper floor of this building. The Lexers may not be able to make it up, but if there’s no water, all those people will be dead in a week, if not days, trapped up there.

After what seems like forever, one of the radios carries a warning. “We have approximately one hundred Lexers heading our way. ETA of two minutes. Be ready, boys.”

The soldiers stand at attention. A figure advances out of the gloom and nears the fence. It’s followed by another and another. The outside lights blaze to life, and I gasp at the sight.

The main road is full of infected, of Lexers. They stumble their way over the grass and into the lot. The guns and soldiers make no impression on them, except to draw them closer.

Shots ring out. A man with no lower jaw falls after the top of his head is blown off. A woman wearing a bright purple wrap dress drops to the ground with a well-placed shot. A little boy, who can’t be more than nine, limps to the fence. His mouth hangs open and his baseball cap has slid down over one eye, giving him a rakish look. His parents must be so worried about him. His parents might have been the ones who did this to him, I realize, and my mouth goes even drier.

My legs grow weak. These people are dead. They’re dead, and they’re not. If I think about it too much I might go crazy, so I push the thought to the back of my mind. I watch the little boy stagger from a head shot, and it’s only when he drops to the ground, face-first, that I see his shirt wasn’t always brown. Before all the blood, it had been white.

There’s an older woman who looks like an office worker, a doctor still wearing his white coat, a couple of men wearing orange road worker vests. They all fall, but the tide continues as they veer off the road.

There are so many of them. They make it to the fence, where they push and pull and yank. I can hear them through the window, even over the gunshots. It’s a cacophony of low, rasping cries and drawn-out moans. It sounds like hunger, and we’re the food. I fight the urge to cover my ears with my hands and use them to clench my pistol. The gate swings alarmingly, but it holds.

A flash of light out by the main road illuminates the room. The explosion makes us jump. For a few minutes they’re killed as fast as they come. But then Rodriguez points out the window and shouts. I visibly follow his finger, and the sight forces the air out of my lungs. I tighten my sweaty hold on my gun.

A gigantic throng of infected follows the first. They trip and swarm over the road barricades they’ve knocked to the ground. All the noise must have attracted them. Rodriguez, Park and the others have a loud conversation over the gunfire.

Rodriguez turns to us as they run out. “We’ve got to get out there,” he yells. “We’re gonna kill those motherLexers!”

The Lexers at the fence push. Their fingers stretch through the wire, beckoning us. The fence buckles at the joints where the panels meet; the sheer force of hundreds of bodies is not something it’s made to withstand.  I back up, right into a wide-eyed Penny.

It sounds like the finale at the Fourth of July fireworks. My heart booms and my stomach pounds like a bass drum. Please, please, I chant along with it. Please. But, when the second group meets the first at the fence, it bends from the top and the bottom scrapes along the pavement. The seam between two panels of fence cracks. A Lexer on the ground slithers through. He’s missing an arm, and his shirt hangs open to reveal shredded skin and coagulated blood.

“No!” Penny whispers.

When she grabs my arm it stops my trembling. I can’t freak out now. She isn’t armed. And if the Army can’t protect us then we’re going to have to protect ourselves.

The Lexer under the fence grasps a soldier’s foot and drags himself toward his ankle with his one good arm. His teeth sink into boot. The soldier cracks his head with the butt of his rifle and fires on the infected who follow.

The bright lights turn their skin a garish white, which contrasts with the dark blood most wear. Some look like they’re hissing, but it isn’t with any real venom. It’s instinct alone. Their eyes are blank, soulless.

The soldiers retreat into the building. Boots clatter and bang as some head to the roof and the shots resume in earnest. The gate bends lower and gives way with the sound of shearing metal. The Lexers pour through and squeeze between the vehicles. Now that the worst has happened, I’m calmer than I thought I could be. There’s only one thing to do.

“We have to go,” Nelly says. “Grab your bags.”

I throw my straps over my shoulders. The others hurl their heavy packs on and look to Nelly.

“Out the back, to the Palisades?” he asks James and me. We nod.

The soldiers in the lobby pile desks and chairs in front of the glass, while others herd the civilians up the stairs. The mother has the boy in her arms, and a soldier carries the screaming little girl.

Grafton intercepts us. “Where are you going?” he yells.

“The Palisades,” James answers.

Grafton nods. “I can’t say when we’re going to get any backup, but I can’t leave them.”

He gestures at the shell-shocked people. The glass of the front door shatters. A pale arm covered in dark brown hair pushes through the furniture. The jagged edges slice the skin, but it doesn’t stop.

“Go now!” Grafton shouts. “We’ll keep them back as long as we can. Take the exit doors at the end of the hall. It’s clear behind us.”

My pack’s waist strap is unbuckled, and it slams into me and throws me forward with every step. A piercing siren wails as the door flies open. Everyone is through except Peter. He hesitates.

“Peter, come on!” I yell.

His eyes are huge and he jumps at a crash from inside. “I said I’d—”

I can’t believe he’s considering staying. We have to go now; there’s no time to argue.

Ana leans in and pulls his sleeve. “Peter!”

His pack throws him off balance, but he rights himself and staggers through the door. I push it closed before following them onto the grass.

James raises his gun and shouts over the alarm. “Over there!”

Three infected have rounded the corner of the building. Nelly and I aim, but before we can fire they land in three thumps on the ground. I look up in confusion.

“We got you covered to the trees. Go!” shouts a dark form on the roof. I can’t be sure, but it sounds like Rodriguez. I’m glad he’s still alive.


Chapter 24



 



We stumble over tree roots in the dark until we hit the chain-link fence. Penny’s hastily-produced flashlight throws a beam on the southbound lanes of the Palisades. No cars. No infected, either.

Nelly locks his hands together to give me a boost. I straddle the fence and hit the other side with a thud. Penny and Ana drop down. Dead grass crunches under our feet as we move back so the guys can follow. James hushes us, but there are no sounds of pursuit. I think we would hear them; Lexers don’t have the sense to be stealthy.

We race across the grassy median to where the northbound lanes glow in the moonlight. Shots continue to ring out, but they’re slowing. I don’t know whether that’s good or bad. The only other sounds are our breathing and footfalls. My breath is short and my muscles are tight, but I think I could keep walking along this asphalt road and never, ever stop. I’m not sure how long we walk before we see flashing lights ahead.

James reads the map by a light Penny shelters in her cupped hands. “Looks like an entrance ramp. We can make it down to the Hudson Drive here. What do you guys think?”

“Maybe we should,” I say. “The farther away we are, the better.”

We walk single file in the shadows of the trees. There’s nobody in or around the police cars. Maybe they were called away. Maybe they’re dead. Or maybe they’re dead but alive, which still seems impossible. Penny spots a path in the woods, and we follow it until we hit a board with a map a few yards in.

We’re on a trail called The Long Path. It runs along the top of the Palisades all the way to Rockland County. No one says anything. Every decision we make seems monumental, and I don’t want to be the one to steer us wrong. At the thought of the distance ahead of us, of all the things that could go wrong, the energy drains out of me, like my feet have two rubber stoppers that have been left open. The lights flash through the trees. They turn everyone’s faces red, blue, white, red, blue, white. It makes me dizzy.

“We have to get away from the entrance. Why don’t we stay on the trail?” James suggests. He points to the map. “Here, here and here are trails that head down to the river. Let’s just walk.”

It’s hard to believe we’re surrounded by city as we trudge through the woods. Another mile and I want nothing more than to curl up and sleep. Ana stumbles every third step, and the only thing that keeps her upright is Peter holding her elbow.

The path opens up to an overlook with a view of the George Washington Bridge and Manhattan. It’s darker than usual. I can make out the spire shapes of the Empire State and Chrysler Buildings, but the buildings themselves are dark.

“Looks like brownouts, maybe,” Nelly says.

“Or power plants shutting down,” adds James.

Penny shudders. “I’m so glad we’re not there.” Then she shudders again. Maybe she’s thinking of Maria, or maybe it’s because the breeze off the river is cold, especially now that the adrenaline is long gone.

“Let’s stop here,” Ana pleads. Her hair’s come out of its ponytail and sticks to her face.

I drop my pack to the ground and rub the knots in my shoulder. This tiny park’s not a bad place to stop. The lampposts will allow us to see if anything’s coming, and we can stay out of sight, if we sleep just inside the trees. Everyone sets down their packs in exhaustion and agreement. There are only four sleeping bags; Peter and I were supposed to share one. Before things can get awkward, I unfasten mine and roll it to Peter.

“Here, I’ll share with Nelly.”

Peter thanks me, but lurking beneath his voice is an emotion that’s definitely not pleasure.

Nelly points a finger at me. “No wiggling, woman. And no funny business.”

The world could be ending, the world may be doing just that, and Nelly wouldn’t be able to pass up the opportunity to make a joke. It may be the number one reason I love him.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to restrain myself,” I say, thankful he’s saved the moment. “But I’ll have to try, seeing as how we have first watch.” He groans and yawns. “Only forty-five minutes. We all need some sleep.”

Penny and James agree to share next watch. Nelly and I lean against a tree with an emergency blanket under us and the sleeping bag unzipped over top. I snuggle against him. Nelly always smells like the outdoors, like clothes that have dried in the sunshine. Maybe it soaked into him when he was a kid. We stare into the dark long enough for my heart to resume its regular rate.

“You know how we talked about what we would do if the world ended?” he asks.

“Of course.”

It’s fun to discuss over a beer in a warm bar, to imagine that it would be an adventure. And now here we are. I’m exhausted. I’m scared out of my mind. I already feel filthy and despairing.

“I’m glad we were all together. I knew working with you would pay off one day, even if you never let me get anything done.” He pinches me, and I can make out his smile in the pre-dawn light before his face turns grim. “I feel like we’ve been thrust into a horror movie midway, you know? But we didn’t do so badly.”

“Well, it’s certainly not as much fun as it’s cracked up to be. But at least we’re out of there.”

I watch Manhattan’s dark skyline and think about all of those people waiting for help. People who don’t deserve what they’re going to get. People, like Maria, who we love.

The time goes fast. James and Penny practically leap out of their sleeping bag with fright when I touch them. We zip ourselves into their warm nest, and I fall asleep wrapped in Nelly’s arms.


Chapter 25



 



I awaken to the sound of thunder in the distance, but my face is warm with sunshine. I crack an eye. It’s tired and grainy and begs me to let it rest, but I force it open and see blue sky overhead. I sit up quickly, having forgotten that I’m in a sleeping bag with another human being, and get thrown back down. Nelly grunts but doesn’t wake as I ease myself out. Ana and Peter are fast asleep against the tree. Not that I can really blame them, it’s been a rough night.

Plumes of smoke rise into the air over Manhattan. I move to the edge of the lookout in awe. It looks like a war zone. A louder roll of what I now know isn’t thunder booms. Another plume joins the others to linger like smog over the city. There are exclamations as everyone wakes and joins me. Ana and Peter share a guilty look that they’ve literally fallen asleep on the job.

James leans on the rock wall that lines the cliff and peers into the distance. “The bridges. They’re really doing it, aren’t they?”

As if in answer to his question, a helicopter zooms from the New Jersey side to the middle of the George Washington Bridge, then swoops away and hovers at a distance. The middle of the bridge becomes a blur from the explosion. It thuds in my chest and up through my feet.

We all cry out. Nine million people are about to find out they’ve been left to the wolves. Terror seizes my insides, along with a breathless relief. We’re safe. Safer than them, at least. The suspension cables of the bridge are still there when the smoke clears. They’ve only blown up the roadway. The helicopter retreats back into Jersey.

“Maybe they’re thinking they might need to fix the bridge at some point,” Nelly says icily. “Maybe some poor bastards will be able to walk across what’s left.”

I know what he’s feeling. That could be us in there. That is us in there, people just like us. Peter’s mouth hangs open. He doesn’t think things like this can happen. I touch his hand. I’m so used to touching him that it doesn’t feel strange until he moves his hand away. I want to say it’ll be okay, but I don’t think it will be. I think that’s what’s shocking him most of all.

James roots around in his pack for his iPad. He hasn’t been able to get onto his internet all night, and our phones are useless. I try to send Eric a psychic message. We’re okay. I’m heading to the house. He must be going crazy.

“Got it!” James yells. He sits on one of the benches as we huddle around him. On a news site the headline reads:

Major U.S. Cities Being Abandoned

President, from Undisclosed Location, Calls for Residents to Prepare for Long Siege

Medical Experts Report Infected May Already Be Dead

James reads aloud, “The president announced today that most major cities in the United States were ‘unable to be cleared of infection.’ Every major city in the country reports numbers of sick that are overwhelming and untreatable. Hospitals stand empty. The sick now wander the streets spreading Bornavirus LX.

“The virus, spread through bodily fluids, has torn through the world. All contact with China and much of Europe was lost yesterday. Both were hit with Bornavirus LX only days before the United States.

“Police departments and National Guard units are stretched thin. Many have abandoned their posts to care for their own families, leaving no one to answer calls for help.

“Projections showed that the cities on the East Coast, where the infection was least prevalent, would be fifteen percent infected by this morning, even with curfews in effect. A decision was made to abandon cities and focus efforts on less populated areas.

“ ‘This was not an easy decision,’ the president said this morning. ‘We have not forgotten you. I am sure you all understand the need to keep this infection in check. We ask that you leave your homes only if absolutely necessary. It will only be a matter of days until we can muster our forces to fight the virus. God bless you all.’

“The main arteries out of cities have been barricaded or destroyed. This leaves the president’s detractors to ask how exactly the military plans to come back in after their forces are ‘mustered.’

“ ‘They’re not coming back,’ said a highly-placed government source. ‘Those cities have been written off until the infection dies out on its own.’ When asked how long those infected with Bornavirus live, he replied, ‘That’s the thing. We just don’t know. They aren’t even alive.’

“The rumor that the infected persons may not be alive, even though they appear to be, has been floating around since yesterday. This startling statement was denied by the CDC, but backed up by medical professionals who have been treating patients with the virus. The CDC released a statement last night that read, in part:

 

There is no known cure for Bornavirus LX. The transmission rate is one hundred percent if you are exposed to the virus and the mortality rate is also one hundred percent. We ask that all citizens take the precautions of staying indoors and not attempting to care for infected loved ones.

“We contacted the CDC to ask how long the infected survive. ‘We have no idea,’ said Marcia Dreyer, a researcher, and the only person who could be reached for comment. ‘Tests have shown that they are not decomposing at the normal rate. Only an injury to the brain, or fire, have killed our test subjects so far.’ Ms. Dreyer was then ordered to relinquish the phone to a superior, who had no comment.

“Whatever the case may be, it has become clear that Bornavirus LX is rampant and untreatable. The only course of action now is to find somewhere safe and wait out the virus.”

James swigs water from his bottle and clicks on a live audio link. I recognize the voice of the morning anchorman on NY1 news. He has a grin that makes him look like a little kid. Other times, like when he’s reading a particularly ridiculous newspaper headline, he wears an amused smirk that says, Can you believe this shit? What these people are up to?

His normally upbeat voice now sounds exhausted. I imagine the bags that must be under his eyes, how he must finally look his age. The terror he’s trying to keep at bay. I imagine him, possibly at gunpoint, being forced to deliver these lines, to keep people calm.

“…and all access points into New York City have been blocked to make them impassable to infected persons. We are asked to stay indoors until the infection has run its course. FEMA plans food drops for those who need supplies. We will broadcast the drop locations as soon as they are available. All utilities will remain on in the coming days. The president has assured us that help is on the way. Please keep yourselves safe by following these instructions.”

I hear the skeptical tone in his voice and can picture his smile, resigned and bitter, that asks, Can you believe this shit? These lies? And, no. No, I can’t.


Chapter 26



 



We strap on our packs and walk. I wear my mom’s shoulder holster. I don’t imagine I’m going to get in trouble for carrying a gun in the city right now. When it’s stuck in my waistband I become obsessed with the idea it’s going to shoot me in the butt, however unlikely that may be. I chew an old energy bar until it feels like my jaw is going to give up and die. It’s hard to swallow over the lump in my throat, and I sluice it down with gulps of water.

Every so often the woods open up, and we’re treated to a gorgeous view of the Hudson River moving along under the imposing rocky cliffs. It seems like it should have reversed direction or stopped moving entirely on a day like today. I’m surprised that the sun can shine down from such a beautiful blue sky on all this madness.

The city now sports countless columns of twisting black smoke. It looks as if all of New York is on fire.

My chest tightens as I think of the best parts of the city: The gruff, gold-hearted Brooklyn guys who won’t hesitate to help someone out. The way New Yorkers pull together when they need to. The museums I grew up in, where I stared for hours at the mummies or fossils or shrunken heads. Prospect Park. The library. The train cars and neighborhoods full of not only every shade of skin imaginable, but also every country, every language, every dress, every food.

Then there are the worst parts: The cashiers who completely ignore your outstretched hand and throw your change on the counter. The people who think lines are merely suggestions. The hipsters. The grime. The F train. The DMV.

My city, the city I love, the city I sometimes hate, which has both energized and exhausted me since I was born, is going up in smoke. I stop and stare one last time, because it was my home, a place to go back to if I wanted or needed it. But I’m pretty sure it’s gone now, the good and the bad wiped out in one fell swoop. I cry for every last bit of it.


Chapter 27



 



We find a map at another signpost. The wind shakes the empty branches of the trees. It blows the smoke from the city this way, but it’s high enough that it doesn’t touch us. Only the smell of burning makes its way down to where we stand. Booms and sirens and loud noises carry from far off. Some of them I can place: a fire engine, gun shots. Others are guesses: A grenade? Gas line explosion? Godzilla?

There’s a Park Headquarters with a police station several miles ahead. We walk slowly, our packs and fatigue weighing us down. Penny’s face is pale, with dark smudges under her eyes.  I match my steps to hers. She watches her feet as we walk, then looks up at me with bloodshot eyes.

“My mom,” she says. She wipes her nose with the back of her hand.

“She’s got the best chance of anyone there,” I say, searching for something that will make her feel better.

“I know.” But we both also know even that better chance is slim.

It’s afternoon when we reach Park Headquarters, a stone building with leaded glass windows and imposing chimneys. We walk around it until we find the well-lighted police station entrance. There’s a tall counter inside, but it’s vacant.

Nelly opens the door and calls, “Hello? Anybody here?”

Silence. James sets his pack down and creeps behind the desk to check the hallway. He comes back shaking his head. A computer monitor sits on the counter, and I walk around to check it out. A cup of coffee and half a sandwich sit in front of the monitor. I feel the side of the mug.

“Well, the mug’s cold,” I say. “Whoever was here has been gone a while.”

“What else, Sherlock?” Nelly asks.

“Well, I can deduce by the various keys hanging under here that we may also have a ride, smart-ass. If we want to steal a police car, that is.” I wave a set of keys at him.

“Which we do, of course,” Penny says. I guess she’s gotten over her whole not-wanting-to-steal-a-car thing.

I nod. “Of course.”

We settle on an SUV with Parkway Police written on the side. If someone sits in the way back behind the cage it might almost be comfortable.

We buy food from the snack machines. I guess we could steal that, too, but we feed money into the machine.

“We can use it in our defense if we’re arrested for stealing the car,” James jokes. “We may need more food if we get waylaid again.”

“Not that you can really call this food,” I say. Our found duffel bag crinkles with chips, cookies and fruit snacks.

He grins through the smudged dirt and tired creases under his eyes. “Hey, speak for yourself. I live on this stuff.”

We take off onto the Palisades with Nelly driving and me in the way back. Unsurprisingly, no one fought me for the honor.

Tracts of suburban houses appear through the trees, and a few cars join us on the road. We’re sticking to the main highways because the smaller roads travel through the main streets of towns along the way, and those may be impassable.

The Palisades turns into the New York State Thruway, and within minutes it’s a sea of brake lights. There’s a toll booth for commercial vehicles ahead but nothing that would block the passage of cars. It must be stopped for miles.

“Well, kids,” Nelly says, “I guess it’s back the other way, once we get to the next exit.”

“I don’t imagine it’s going to get better,” James agrees. “People are getting out, just like us.”

He points to a blue sedan in front of us, with beat-up boxes and bags attached to the roof with double-knotted twine, just as it bumps into the SUV ahead of it. It’s barely a nudge, but the door of the SUV flies open and a man with a graying crew cut jumps out. His chinos and t-shirt stick to him with sweat. He leans into the car and comes out holding a metal flashlight.

“What the fuck!” he screams.

Spit flies from his mouth as he storms the sedan. A small, dark-skinned man hops out. He raises his hands and gestures toward Chinos’ car. Nelly rolls down the window so we can hear.

“Sorry. Hey, I’m sorry,” the guy says in a calm voice, and takes a step back.

Chinos advances, his face well on its way to purple. His hand is white-knuckled as he lifts the flashlight menacingly.

“Look, man, nothing happened to your car. Take a look!” the smaller man says. He points to the SUV.

“You should be looking. Looking at the goddamned road!” Chinos yells. “You should be taking care, goddamn it!”

He lifts the flashlight higher. There’s a dark spot on the underside of his arm. A purple wound with red streaks. Round like a bite mark.

“Did you see that?” I ask. Everyone nods and stares at the scene.

The smaller guy shuts his door and backs around the car as he talks to Chinos. He uses a quiet voice, the voice you would use to soothe a wild animal. He doesn’t realize this guy has nothing to lose. He stops and Chinos moves quickly, the flashlight in the air.

“Oh, fuck,” Nelly says.

He grabs the shotgun he’s placed in the holster of the police truck and steps out. He cocks the gun and points it at Chinos, who freezes at the sound.

“Officer,” he says. He smiles like he’s been waiting for him to show up, instead of planning to beat the other party to death. “We just had a little accident. Nothing to worry about.”

James gets out of the car and stands behind the open door. Suddenly it seems like a really bad idea for someone to be trapped back here. Nelly walks closer to Chinos.

“Drop the light,” he orders. Chinos does and lifts his hands into the air. “Where did you get your wound?”

Chinos looks from side to side and his tongue darts out to wet his lips. He lowers his arms a bit in an effort to hide it.

“Doing some work in the garage. Screwdriver slipped.” He gives a high-pitched laugh. “Not a good time to go to the hospital, as you know, so I figured it’d be fine. Putting lots of ointment on it. Nothing to worry about.” He licks his lips again and takes a step back.

“Sir.” Nelly sounds so official and calm. “You need to be seen by someone. Let’s go to the toll booths right there, and we’ll find you some help.”

“You’re right.” Chinos nods wildly, eyes darting. “You’re exactly right. I should have someone look at this. I—” He jumps the median and gallops across the oncoming lanes. Nelly lowers the shotgun and looks at the wiry man.

“You okay?” he asks. The guy nods mutely and watches Chinos disappear into the trees.

Finally, he speaks. “He was infected?” Nelly nods, and his eyes widen. “Thanks for stepping in.”

He pumps Nelly’s hand and looks him up and down. “Officer?”

Nelly smiles. “No, not quite. We need to get this guy’s car out of the way. Maybe over to the tolls there. We can use the siren.”

“I’ll get it. My wife’ll follow us.”

James switches on the siren. Cars inch and scoot out of the way until we make it to the shoulder. We head to the right of the tolls, into a lot for highway trucks.

The man comes up to our window once he’s parked Chinos’ car. He looks to be in his late thirties, with close-cropped hair and the hands and face of a man accustomed to working long, hard hours. But the weariness disappears when he smiles and thanks Nelly again.

He holds out his hand, and Nelly and he shake. “Name’s Henry. Henry Washington.”

“Nel Everett. No problem, man. Where are you going?”

“North. Doing some long-term camping at a spot we know.” Henry hooks his thumb in the general direction.

“We’re heading back over to the Palisades. Northeast. If you want to follow, you can have a police escort,” Nelly offers, his mouth half lifted.

“I’d appreciate that. I’m just trying to get my kids somewhere safe. Hearing anything on the police band?”

“We didn’t even get a chance to turn it on,” James says, and turns the knob.

A woman’s voice repeats that she needs officers in the vicinity of somewhere. Other voices ask for help. “Shots fired.” “Officer down.” One man screams something I can’t make out, but I understand the rawness in his voice. He sounds like someone who thinks he’s going to die, and it makes my stomach clench. James switches it off, but the screams reverberate even after it’s gone.

Penny points. “Oh, God. They’re here.”

A few dozen Lexers come out of the tree line and disperse between the cars down the road. They have different wounds, different clothes, different faces, yet they all look the same with their slack-jawed hunger and shuffling gait. Two of them pound on the windows of a gold hatchback, and the mouths of the couple inside open with screams I can see but not hear.

The occasional honk becomes a chorus of blaring horns and screams. But there’s nowhere to go. One man leans out of his truck and yells at the traffic to move. He rolls up his window when the only response is for the infected to move his way. A heavyset woman throws her car door open and leaps over the median to the other side of the highway. And in that instant an entire lane becomes useless. A car bumps over the shoulder and heads for where we sit. The truck behind it follows. This lot is going to be as jammed up as the road in a minute.

“I know a back way to Bear Mountain,” Henry says. “Follow me?”

Nelly nods, and Henry jumps into his car. He straddles the curb to fit past the posts that block cars from entering from the street. We follow him onto a street of suburban homes.

A Lexer, his bloody abdomen scooped out like a bowl, stands on one of the neat lawns and watches us pass. The houses all look the same; I don’t know how Henry knows where to go in this maze. But he must, because we hit a main road and make another left.

A few Lexers move down one block, and a tense group of men armed with pipes and bats rushes to meet them. I watch out the back, but a turn throws me off balance, and then they’re out of sight. I pick myself up and hang on to the hatch. I hope this guy knows where he’s going.


Chapter 28



 



We follow Henry to two adjacent campsites in the back of the empty campground. There’s a picnic table and metal fire pit at each site. Penny releases me from the cargo area, and I walk on the packed dirt to work the cramps out of my legs. A woman and two kids jump out of the sedan and follow Henry to where we stand.

“This is my wife, Dorothy. Dottie.”

Dottie is petite, and her eyes are a striking light brown against her dark skin. Her smile is warm. When she speaks I hear the soft lilt of the Caribbean in her voice.

“I can’t thank you enough for helping us. I was sure—” She stops and looks at the children.

“This is Corinne, she’s twelve,” Henry continues. He places his hand on the shoulder of a slight, pretty girl who resembles her mother, down to the eyes. She gives us a small smile. “And this is Henry Junior, we call him Hank. He’s nine.”

If there’s ever been a child who looks less like a Hank, I haven’t met him. He’s small, like the rest of his family, but he lacks the compact strength of his father and the vitality of his mother and sister. His hair is short, which makes his glasses and the eyes they magnify look even larger. At first glance he looks frail, but when he says hello he looks me in the eye. I get the feeling he doesn’t miss much.

“Thank you for leading us here,” I say. “We wouldn’t have made it without you.”

“No problem,” Henry says. “A couple of times there I thought I was lost, but I helped run the electric in those houses, so I gave it a shot.”

He’s so relieved that he beams at me, and I can’t help but smile back. After the last twelve hours of jaw clenching, it almost hurts. We decide to stay the night and figure out a route in the morning. Our two tiny tents set up quickly. I’m not sure how all six of us are going to fit into them. I head to the water spigot a few campsites over, but it’s too early in the season for the water to be on.

“Dry?” Henry asks from behind me. I nod. “There’s a stream over on the other side of the campground. We should go before it’s too dark to see.”

“I’ve got a hiking filter,” I say.

We grab every bottle and his two collapsible containers. It’s a small creek, but he heads right for a spot where it widens into a swimming hole. I sit down on a rock beside it and dangle the filter in the water.

“I take it you’ve been here before?” I ask.

“We camp here every summer. Swim in this very creek. It’s strange to be here this time of year.”

It’s still a winter landscape, minus the snow. It’s getting cold, too. The creek water is freezing.

“Why did you decide to leave today?” I ask him.

He crouches next to me and wipes a hand across his forehead. “I went in to work. I didn’t know how bad it had gotten. I figured I’d be just as safe in that building as at home. The curfew was only in effect until dawn, and I left just before the sun came up. I didn’t get the paper. Dottie called me at work—it’s a big job and the electric guys are getting double time for weekends—and said we had to leave. She told me about the bridges and that some of the neighbors were infected. That there were people who looked like they were out of their heads.

“If Dot says it’s serious, then it’s serious. So I left right away. We live in an apartment complex, the kind with lawns and parking?”

I nod. My hand pumps the filter faster, and I realize I’m getting nervous for him.

“I pulled into our spot, when out of nowhere people started rushing me. I could tell they were far gone, all bloody, so I backed up. I hit one behind me. That thunk, oh, man.” He closes his eyes briefly.

“But I couldn’t get out of the car. I knew I’d get bit if I did. I pulled back, hoping she was okay. Her foot was crushed, completely crushed, but she got up with her leg dragging behind her. Didn’t stop her at all, didn’t even act like it hurt.

“I called Dot and told her to be ready at the back windows and drove on the grass. I wasn’t taking any chances by having the kids walk. She already had everything packed; she’d called me and then got ready.

“They were coming around the building, making these terrible noises. Have you heard them? I don’t know how to describe it.”

When he looks up his eyes are red and frightened. I know exactly what he means. It’s unearthly, hungry; there are many words to describe the sound, but none does it justice. A crying baby awakens an instinct to comfort it; its cry has been carefully calibrated by nature to force nurture. These sounds do the opposite. Some primal part awakens, scratching to get out and take over, like a little rabbit running for its life from a hawk. I shiver as I nod at him.

“Thank God the streets were clear for the most part. We didn’t have a plan, until we drove past our self-storage place. We used the code to get in, and for a few minutes I thought about staying there. It’s got a fence and the units have metal doors, but then I realized we might end up surrounded. So we got out our camping stuff to head upstate.”

I’m absurdly glad for a second that my life’s gone the way it has these past few years. Adrian and I might have had a baby to protect against this. That little boy at the office building was Hank’s age. I bite the inside of my cheek before my eyes can fill.

“Do you know where you’re headed?” I ask.

“I spent a lot of summers at YMCA camps. We’re heading to one that’s pretty out of the way. You?”

I tell him about my parents’ house.

“Sounds like the place to go.” He takes over the pumping of the filter and speaks again. “Hank has some pretty interesting ideas about what’s going on. You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

“I bet I would.”

He gives me a look that says there’s no way. “He says they’re dead. Like zombies. Not Caribbean zombies, but horror movie zombies. I mean, they look like it, but it’s impossible.”

“He’s right.”

Henry looks up sharply. “But how can that be?”

“I don’t know. Penny and Ana’s mother is a nurse. She made us leave New York last night. She knew about the bridges.”

I tell him everything she told us and how the CDC still denies it. His face is grim when I finish.

Back at camp, our table is cluttered with ramen noodles, freeze-dried hiking food and junk from the vending machine. The latter items are being eyed by Hank and Corrine, who jump to inspect the packages when Penny invites them over. She’s started the backpacking stove and put on a pot of water.

Dorothy cooks dinner on a two burner camp stove. We decline her offer of fresh food. We have plenty, even if it’s mostly vitamin-free. She watches the kids take one treat each and nods approvingly when they thank us. Dottie’s quiet and has a soft smile, but underneath that is a woman who isn’t going to let things just happen to her family. I like her.

The solar radio reminds us to stay calm and remain home. It repeats the addresses of treatment centers in an endless loop but doesn’t say anything about the infected being dead or how long this will last. James curses and spins the tuning knob for some real news. We catch the tail end of an announcement that all government offices are closed until Tuesday before it turns to static.

“Chicken a la king or ramen noodles?” I ask.

Ramen noodles win. Nelly puts out the little tin plates he’s been carrying in his pack. I spoon noodles onto the plates, and then the only sounds are slurping. It’s warm and filling. Even Peter, who’s a food snob, seems to be enjoying his.

“I’ll clean up,” he offers, when everyone’s finished.

“I’ll help you,” I say.

I follow him to one of Henry’s water containers. He scrapes and rinses plates and pretends I’m not here.

“Listen, Peter,” I blurt out. “I’d like to be friends.”

I know it’s lame, but there’s no other way to say it. The beam from the flashlight leaves his face in darkness, but I can hear the scowl in his voice.

“I don’t really want to be friends, Cassandra.” I wince. “Is it really so hard to understand that?”

I don’t see much of an option at this point. Unless his plan is to hate me instead.

“Well, I’d rather be friends than fight. I’m sorry about back at the house.”

I can’t think of anything else to say. Usually when you break up with someone you get to leave and lick your wounds, not live with them in a tiny tent. He doesn’t answer, and we finish in silence.

Henry insists on taking first-watch shift, since we’ve barely slept. Nelly, Peter and I squeeze into our tent. When I accidentally brush against Peter, he recoils like I’ve stung him. I make myself as small as possible and curl into Nelly. What I wouldn’t give for that third tent in the van.


Chapter 29



 



I want nothing more than to snuggle with Nelly when he crawls in after his shift and wakes me for mine. It can’t be much more than forty degrees out here. I wish I could build a big, toasty fire, but it might attract attention. I duck back into the tent for extra socks and Nelly’s fleece. When I come out Penny’s zipping up her tent and yawning. She wears a hat and Eric’s old jacket over her own. I put on water for tea as we face out into the darkness and shiver. It’s not like we can see anything, so calling it a watch seems silly. It’s more like a listen, and, thankfully, the woods are silent. So quiet that when Penny speaks I startle.

“I’m so tired, I feel like I could sleep forever.”

“Why don’t you go back to sleep?” I say. “I can sit out here by myself.”

She shakes her head. “No, no.” I’m relieved. I would’ve sat out here alone, but I would’ve been scared. “I’m not leaving you out here by yourself. Besides, it’ll be nice. We needed some post-apocalyptic girl time.”

I laugh and lean against her. “You okay?”

“No. Yeah. What choice do I have? And Ana, it’s too much for her, with leaving my mom behind.”

Ana’s off the hook for watch because she’s acting like she can’t handle the responsibility. I think Ana could do watch, if she wanted to, but I keep that thought to myself. Penny gives everyone the benefit of the doubt, including me.

She stomps her feet quietly on the ground to warm up. I use the flashlight to pour us both a cup of tea. The powdered creamer and sugar don’t exactly make it delicious, but it’s warm, and that’s what counts. The emergency blanket crackles, and we shush each other and giggle as we spread it over us.

The mood has lightened, so I ask the question I’ve been dying to ask. “So, you and James?”

“Yeah, me and James. Cass, I really, really like him.”

“Well, Nelly and I already knew that. We thought you’d be perfect for each other, since you’re both nerds.” She elbows me. “Okay, you’re both smart and funny and well-behaved.”

She snorts. It’s true, though. She’s naturally good, she can’t help it. We balance each other out.

“So what base have you gotten to?” I ask. Now I’m just bothering her.

“Base? What are you, in eighth grade?” But she’s used to this question. I’ve been asking her it since, well, eighth grade.

I try not to laugh. “You know I am. So?”

“And what base do you think? Let’s see, there was the night we kissed, and then the night we ran from hordes of dead people. And then tonight, in a tent with my sister. It’s been pretty romantic so far. Why am I even answering you?” She laughs.

“Okay, okay! But, seriously, what base?” I whisper, and grin as she ignores me.

An easy silence falls and we watch the sky grow lighter. I turn the radio on very low. It’s an actual broadcast.

“…has broken out in New York City. The bodies of those who have tried to swim to safety are washing up on shore. There is mass rioting and looting in major cities from Florida to Massachusetts, and traffic is at a standstill out of every major metropolitan area. Abandoned cars make it impossible for police to clear the roads. The president declared that the National Guard has the authority to stop illegal activities in whatever way they see fit.

“The president asked Americans to remain calm while Bornavirus is eradicated. He maintains that only a week is needed, but the quarantining of major cities has caused people to flee for less populated areas. There are reports of roads being blocked by infected persons. Authorities maintain that staying in the safety of your home is still the best way to remain healthy. Please stay tuned for updates.”

I turn it down again.

Nelly steps out of our tent. “Well, that was depressing.”

“Sorry, we were trying not to wake anyone,” I say.

“Nah, I was awake.”

He refuses when I offer his jacket back. He’s got one of my dad’s flannel shirts on, and I can’t believe that he’s warm enough, but I keep it on gratefully.

He sits and puts his arm around Penny. “So, how are you doing?”

Penny shrugs and the line between her eyebrows deepens. “I just hope my mom’s okay.”

The worried expression makes her look so young, like we could be sixteen the morning after a sleepover, and for a moment I wish it were so, even though usually I’d rather stick a pen in my eye than go back to high school. At least the world was relatively safe.

“I hope so too, darlin’.” He squeezes her close and thanks me for the truly awful instant coffee I hand him. “And how about your new beau?”

She pushes her glasses up, flustered. “It’s good.”

“I was wondering, has James slid into second base yet?” he asks, and tries not to smile. She huffs and glares at us as we crack up.

The Washingtons give us a wave as they head to the toilet. I wonder if they have a plan and resolve to ask after breakfast. We need to figure out our next step.


Chapter 30



 



Hank and Corrine look at our breakfast spread of cookies and packaged danishes jealously while they pick at their eggs and toast. You don’t appreciate real food when you’re nine and twelve.

“I’d like to hear what you’re planning next,” I say, after everyone has finished.

James opens our map and runs his finger along the distance from the park to the house. Peter glances at the map as if it’s rudely interrupted his staring into the forest and then resumes staring. Ana still hasn’t woken.

“We’re about a hundred miles away, more if we take a lot of back roads,” James explains.

“Well, what does everyone think about getting on the road?” I ask. “Sooner or later?”

“Dot and I were thinking of waiting a few days,” Henry says. “It’s a gamble. There’ll be more infected, but I’m hoping people will have gotten where they’re going. I’m also hoping the situation will have improved.”

He rubs a hand over his eyebrows. When he lowers it, there’s doubt in his eyes.

Nelly nods. “I don’t want to get stuck at another one of those treatment areas or a roadblock. We were lucky to get out.”

“I have a feeling things are only getting worse,” James says. “But waiting a few days might be a good idea either way. Henry, do you know somewhere we might be able to buy camping supplies?”

Henry’s face creases as he thinks. “There are a few stores, mom and pop-type of places. We need some gear, too.”

“What would you say to a team effort?” Nelly asks.

“I was hoping you’d ask that.” The lines in his brow smooth out a tad. “And we’re glad to have company for a couple of days.”

We might have a couple of days before people arrive. It’s pretty isolated here, and that’s bound to draw others once they get unsnarled from traffic. We plan to head out in a few hours to a store Henry thinks is our best bet.

It’s warming up. I take off Nelly’s jacket and wish for a hot shower. My jeans are filthy, and after a few swipes I give up. I re-braid my hair. At least my teeth are brushed and we have deodorant. Feeling marginally cleaner, I sit at the table and listen to the radio repeat the same things.

“I hate talk radio!” Corrine complains.

She sticks headphones in her ears and plops down at the table. Hank sighs, scoots over so she isn’t so close, and continues reading. Nelly, James and Henry have gone to get more water, and Penny’s in the tent with Ana. Peter’s fascination with the surrounding forest has not yet waned. I think about trying to talk to him but don’t want to get shot down again.

“Hank,” I say. “What’re you reading?”

He looks up. “Oh, just a graphic novel.”

“What’s it about?”

“Well,” he glances around and moves next to me, “it’s about zombies. I know everyone thinks they’re fake, but I brought it just in case.”

I nod. “Your dad told me what you were saying about the infected.”

His eyes are wary behind his glasses. “He told me I was right last night.”

“You are right.”

He grins but then tries to wipe it off because it really isn’t anything to smile about.

“I didn’t think it could really be true.” He gloats for a minute, but then his face grows solemn. “But it means we’re in big trouble. This is serious, Cassie.”

The way he says my name is so grown-up that it’s hard not to treat him like one.

“Yeah, Hank, it is.”
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Dottie interrupts Hank’s effusive showing and telling of every detail he’s ever read about zombies to take him and Corrine to wash up. I don’t know how much of it is accurate, but it can’t hurt to know, I guess. Besides, I like Hank.

I straighten up the campsite and am about to drag out a book when everyone gets back from the stream. I call softly to Penny and tell her we’re leaving.

“Where’s Peter?” Nelly asks.

“Tent. Resting.” Not that he had to do watch last night. Nelly gives me a questioning look, and I raise my hands in the air.

Henry’s held on to the pistol we gave him to use during watch, and he checks it now. We make sure the rest of the guns are loaded and ready to go. I hand Penny one of the revolvers, and she takes it reluctantly.

Hank makes me smile when he mimes a whack at a head with a stick. I try to hide it, but he looks so funny with his determined little kid face that I fail. I probably shouldn’t encourage him, but I think he’s got a handle on the situation. He isn’t about to head off to whatever make-believe land Ana and Peter are currently inhabiting.

“Wait,” James says, as we pull out. He looks torn. “I’m staying. Penny and Dottie are here with the kids. I’d feel better if they weren’t alone.”

“I thought your friend Peter was here,” Henry says.

“Yeah. Me too,” James says, before he jumps out.

I think about staying too, but I want to go. I hate being left behind to wait for the bad news I’m always afraid is coming.

The park road twists and turns and finally deposits us on a two-lane road bordered by fields and a few scattered houses. After a few miles the houses get more frequent, although there’s no one outside.

“About a quarter mile now, on the left,” Henry says.

The sign says Sam’s Surplus, and it looks like Sam lives in the back of the peeling blue house. Our feet creak up the wooden porch steps, and we peek in the dark window. There’s a dusty glass counter filled with knives and other items. Bags and clothes hang from hooks on the ceiling and walls.

Nelly knocks on the door. “Hello? Anyone here?”

A figure makes its way through the gloom. Nelly and Henry back away from the front door as it opens. A pudgy man in his forties, wearing jeans and a Smith and Wesson T-shirt, looks at us suspiciously. His brown hair is streaked with gray, and what looks like a week’s stubble coats the lower half of his face and neck.

“Yeah? You’re not cops.” He tells us more than asks us this as he glares at the Parkway Police-emblazoned truck.

“No, we’re not,” Nelly says. “We were hoping to buy some supplies. We’re camping up the way.”

“Ain’t camping season.”

“Yeah, well, we left the city and are trying to get further north. But we need a few things.”

“Where?” We all look at him blankly. He tries again, with a sigh, like he has to deal with people as dumb as us all the time. “What city did you leave?”

“Oh. New York. Brooklyn,” Nelly replies.

The man runs his eyes over us and swings the door open. “C’mon. Cash only.”

The inside smells of dust and old clothes. Boxes are stacked on the shelves. We’re going to need his help to find anything in here.

“What d’ya need?”

Obviously, with this guy, the less said the better, so I read off the top few items on our list. “Sleeping bag, stove fuel, siphons, a lantern.”

He walks behind the counter and pulls out bottles of fuel and a lantern. After a couple of gruff questions, he chooses a sleeping bag for us and backpacks for Henry. Another minute passes before Nelly broaches the subject of weapons.

“Do you have any machetes?” he asks.

The man ignores him and leans under the counter again. Nelly looks at me and shrugs. The door to the back of the house is ajar, and I think I hear something familiar on the kitchen radio. I walk to where he’s rummaging around under the counter. I hope I’m right.

“Is that Preparedness Radio?” I ask.

He raises himself up and looks at all of us in turn but finally decides that the voice must have come out of me. “Yeah. You know about Prepper Radio?” he asks doubtfully.

“Of course. My dad was a prepper.” He raises an eyebrow. “That’s where we’re heading. His house.”

“How’d you get out of New York?”

“Well, we had some information about the bombing and knew it was time to bug out.”

He nods. I can tell he likes that I used the term bug out. “What’s the house like?”

I keep it short and sweet. “It’s a log cabin on twenty acres with an acre of fenced garden. A year’s worth of food for four adults. Outbuildings, gravity-fed water, some solar. On a dirt road. We’re the only house.”

“How’s the food stored?” He’s testing me. But I know the answer.

“Oxygen absorbers and gamma lids. At least besides the home-canned food,” I say, like there’s no other way.

He looks impressed. “Nice set-up.” He’s not quite friendly, but he’s no longer looking at us like we’re aliens.

“It really is.”

The rush of longing I feel to be there, to be safe, to smell the familiar smell of the house and touch all of the familiar objects, almost makes me swoon.

“Sounds like your dad knows what he’s doing.”

“He did. He died a few years ago.” I still hate saying it.

“Sorry,” he offers. I nod. He really does look sorry that another prepper has left the earth. He spreads his hands on the counter and leans forward conspiratorially. “So, what else you folks need?”

And we’re in.

 

***

Ten minutes later there are machetes on the counter, and the man, who we now know is named Greg, not Sam, tells us about the area.

“They’re setting up some sort of roadblock, I think. There’s a meeting tonight.” He waves a photocopied flyer in the air. “Says something about allocating resources. Which is doublespeak for they’re going to take everything in my store. I’m bugging out tonight while the meeting’s going. Got a place in the hills stocked up. Not as nice as yours, but it’ll do.”

He shrugs his sloped shoulders. “I can’t take a lot of this stuff, so I’m glad to sell it to you. These folks been making fun of me for years for being a prepper. I even got a guy who’ll be stupid enough to accept cash for a few things on my way out. You don’t have gold, do you?”

I shake my head. “Any gold’s at the house.”

There isn’t any gold. My dad was more interested in things that produced energy and food than money. I have a feeling that gold’s going to be as worthless as rocks pretty soon. There’s no such thing as gold stew.

“Well, like I said, I got a guy who’ll still think cash is good.”

“What we really need is more food,” Nelly says. “We don’t know how long it’ll be until we get there. Any idea where we can get some?”

Greg looks up at the ceiling and then at me. “Move your car to the back. Don’t need people seeing you’re here.”

Nelly obliges and is back quickly. Greg locks the front door and heads for his living area.

“Well, c’mon,” he says. I get the feeling Greg doesn’t have much social interaction. He shuts the door behind us and opens a door in the kitchen. “Basement.”

The stairs are dusty, but the basement is shockingly tidy. Boxes and five-gallon buckets are stacked against the walls. A ham radio sits at a desk in one corner.

“So, food. I think I’ve got some down here. You got a problem with MREs? I’ve got a few.”

He removes a box from the stacks and drops it on the floor. I realize all those boxes are full of MREs and laugh. There must be hundreds here.

“MRE’s?” Henry asks.

“Meals Ready to Eat,” I answer. “They feed them to soldiers in the armed forces. They even have heating packets included with them.”

“Your dad did right by you,” Greg says. He idly scratches the part of his stomach that peeks out between his jeans and shirt and looks me over. I smile at him. “So, I got eggs, sloppy joes, beef stroganoff, tortellini, chicken. I can let go of six cases total. Should get you where you’re going. The rest I think I can haul out. I’m not leaving a crumb for those vultures in town.”

His face darkens. I know that Greg’s probably more than a little crazy, but I can commiserate. The people who for years have thought he was overboard are probably seeing him as their own personal store right about now. But, on the other hand, there’s something to be said for pulling together. We put our chosen meals into the boxes he’s set aside. Every time I say something offhand, he nods like I’ve just announced the meaning of life. He even throws in a bunch of freeze-dried food.

“On the house,” he says. “Let’s settle up upstairs.”

Nelly and Henry each grab two boxes, and I go to do the same. Greg shakes his head and takes them from me. “Lady shouldn’t have to carry a box when there’s someone around to do it for her.”

Greg heads up the stairs with a grunt. Nelly follows, but only after turning and giving me a glance that asks if I’m interested, to which I give him a look that shoots daggers. In the kitchen Greg names a fair price and we hand over the cash. We load the truck until there’s just enough room left for me to squeeze into the back seat.

“Thanks a lot, Greg,” I say. “We truly appreciate it. You’ve saved our lives.”

He blushes. “Well, it’ll help you out. I’ve written down a back way for you to get out of the woods without hitting town here.”

He’s written it on the back of the flyer for the town meeting. Nelly and Henry pump his hand and thank him. Nelly waits by the driver’s side for me. Greg hands me the flyer along with another slip of paper.

“I wrote down where I’ll be. In case it doesn’t work out with them.” He cuts his eyes over to the car.

“Oh. Thanks.” I try to smile. It’s always the strange ones.

“I don’t have enough to take in anyone else. But I could stretch it for two. If you need me, you’ll know where to find me.” He smiles. It looks out of place on his face, and I see how lonely he must be. He’s been real nice to us, so I try not to hurt his feelings.

“Thanks, Greg. I really appreciate it. I’ll hold onto this, right here.” I put the paper in my pocket with the ring and pat it. “It’ll be there if I need it.” I hold out my hand to shake, and he clasps it with both of his.

“Really nice meeting you, Cassie.” He doesn’t let go.

I disentangle my hand and try hard not to look like I’m escaping. “You too, Greg.”

“Get his number?” Nelly teases, when we’re back on the road.

“Got his address,” I answer. “I think he may have asked me to move in with him.” Nelly cracks up.

Henry shakes his head. “That guy was a nut job.”

“A bit,” I agree. “But then, who’s prepared for this right now and who’s not?”

“Yeah, but he was still off his rocker,” Nelly says.

“I thought he looked lonely,” I say.

I’m not sure why I’m defending Greg, since I’m relieved to be traveling away from him in a fast-moving vehicle. Maybe because he did us a favor by helping us and repaying it with jokes seems mean. He was harmless, even with all his bluster.

“Cassie Forrest, friend to loners and crazies everywhere,” Nelly says. “He was very generous, though. Good call, Henry.”

“Thanks, he did hook us up. One-stop shopping,” Henry says. He drums his fingers on the door and looks back at me. “And we wouldn’t have gotten all this without you, Cassie. How did you know all that stuff?”

“My parents were preppers. You know, people who store food and stuff for emergencies? Not the crazy militia kind, the homesteading kind. Although my dad was also a bit of a nut. I picked it up over the years.”

“Yeah,” Nelly says. “You did pick up being a nut.”

I pull his hair from the backseat.

“Well, it sounds like your dad was pretty smart, too,” Henry says.

“He was.”

I watch forest flash by and wish with all my heart he were here.
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The tables from our two sites have been moved together. I guess this means we’re a group, and I like it. Penny and James help unload. Ana and Peter don’t.

“Wow,” Penny says. “Nice haul.”

“How’d it go?” James asks.

“Well, Cassie was asked for her hand in marriage and we got lots of food,” Nelly says. “So, all in all, it was pretty good.”

Penny and James look at me, but I just shrug and unload while I listen to Nelly tell them the story. He’s playing it up, too. Pretty soon he’ll have Greg down on one knee. It’s afternoon, and camp is quiet after dividing our stuff. I look through my pack, tired of listening to the radio, and pull out my book.

“Of course you brought a book,” Nelly says.

I hold up my old copy of A Walk in the Woods. “Actually, I brought two. This seemed like it might be fitting. And I could use a laugh.”

I throw Nelly the other book and he reads the title aloud. “Tom Brown’s Field Guide to Wilderness Survival.”

“Seemed fitting as well,” I say.

Henry and the kids are getting firewood for the fire we’re having tonight. So far there’s no one at the campground, and the Washingtons have marshmallows. The kids crash through the woods and drop their loads at the fire pit. Henry follows and smiles at Dottie.

“What a racket, children of mine,” she says. “We need to get in the habit of moving quietly.” Her voice is serious, but she softens it with a smile. They nod.

Corrine plugs her iPod into her ears and then groans. “It’s dead! Dad said I couldn’t use the car to charge it. Now what am I going to do?”

“Read a book?” offers Hank. Corrine looks at him like he’s told her to eat a bug. “Oh, that’s right,” he smirks, “you’re too stupid to read a book.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re the dumb one, Hank. You think dead people are walking around.”

“They are! I was right. Dad told me. They don’t want you to know because you act like a baby and will be all like, ‘Oh my God, I’m so scared, wah wah wah.’ ” He grins as she whips her head around to her father in fright.

Henry gives Hank a look that could kill and kneels at her feet. “Corrie, baby, we think it may be true. We don’t understand why. It’s a virus, like a parasite.” Her eyes well up with tears, and she shakes her head.

Henry’s voice is steady as he holds her arms and looks into her eyes. “It’s no different than it was before. I know it seems scarier, but it’s still the same situation. And we’ll be okay. I’m going to make sure of it.”

She grabs her dad in a hug and sobs. Then she realizes that she’s not acting like the teenager she wants to be and lets go. She tries to look calm, but her hands are shaking.

“I think we can spare a little battery time for charging up your iPod,” Dottie says. She leads Corrine to the car with an arm around her shoulders and a gentle murmur.


Chapter 33



 



Penny cuts open one of the brown MRE pouches and dumps an assortment of smaller pouches and cardboard containers onto the table.

She lifts them up one by one and reads aloud. “Sloppy joe, wheat snack bread.” She turns the little square plastic pouch over. “How do they get bread in here? Fudge brownie. Oh, look!”

She opens a little bag that contains utensils, a napkin, matches and gum, and pulls out a tiny bottle of Tabasco. “How cute is this?” It’s a dollhouse-sized bottle and we all admire it. It really is cute.

“Ooh, can I eat one of those, Mom?” Corrine asks.

Dot shakes her head. “We have to eat the stuff that will spoil first. I’m sure you’ll be sick of those in no time.”

Corrine pouts, but Penny hands her the Tabasco with a wink. Corrine thanks her and sits smiling at its tininess in her palm.

“They’re not very good. I had a couple a long time ago,” I say to Corrine. My dad had gotten some once and finally let me and Eric try them after we bothered him about it for days. “Promise.”

My cheese tortellini tastes like Chef Boyardee, but it smells better than the meat. That reminds me of dog food, although James says it doesn’t taste like it. I don’t want to know how he knows that for sure. But it’s nice to have food that doesn’t waste stove fuel. You just add water and drop the bag into a pouch, and the chemical reaction heats it up.

“This is disgusting.” Ana makes a noise and pushes hers away. “I’m not eating it.”

“Some of the stuff in there isn’t bad,” Penny says. She roots around Ana’s MRE pouch and pulls out a chocolate energy bar and applesauce.

Ana hits them out of her hand and they thud on the table. “I said I’m not eating it!”

She stalks off to the vault toilets with Penny muttering at her back. We all watch her go, except Peter, who eats a few more bites and then pushes his away, too. “Can’t say I blame her,” he says. Then he rises and leaves his food sitting there so that someone else has to clean it up.

 

***

I’ve taken the kids to find perfect marshmallow roasting sticks in the woods bordering our sites.

“It’s got to be green, so it doesn’t burn. And thin. I’ll make a point on it with my knife when we get back,” I say, as we scour the ground and trees.

They seem to have made up. I remember how brutal Eric and I could be to each other, and then a half an hour later we’d be playing together like nothing happened. Thinking of Eric makes me quiet.

“Are you okay, Cassie?” asks Corrine.

“I’m fine.” Those pretty eyes of hers are as observant as her brother’s. “I was thinking of my little brother. I hope he’s okay. He’s going to meet me where we’re going.”

She points into the distance. “Is he out there?”

“Yeah.” She looks worried. “I’m sure he’s fine. Eric’s pretty amazing at everything. He’ll find me.”

She nods like she’s not concerned, but as we’re walking back to camp she takes Hank’s hand for a minute, and he lets her. The fire burns merrily as I whittle their sticks, and they impale their marshmallows to get the perfect toast.  We enjoy the warmth while the sun sets, licking sticky marshmallow off our fingers. I wish we could keep the fire going all night.

Nelly and I take first watch. “Maybe they should share a tent,” I say, about Peter and Ana. “Peter’s got to start acting human. I don’t know what to do.”

“Seriously,” Nelly says. “I’m about to take him aside for a little man-to-man talk.”

“You mean a man-to-brat talk.”

My sympathy for Peter is receding at an alarming rate. I know I could have found a better way of ending things, but I’m trying. Every smile I give him gets a cold stare, every word I say he either ignores or rolls his eyes. I’m getting angry now. He’s thirty years old, not three.

“That I do,” Nelly agrees. “If for no other reason than the safety of his own hide, he should be pulling his weight.”

I feel a little better by the time we wake James and Penny and crawl into our sleeping bag. We got an extra one today, but I left it outside for whoever’s on watch. I kind of like sleeping with Nelly, anyway. I don’t want to be cold and alone in my own sleeping bag. I have a sneaking suspicion that Nelly feels the same, not that he’d ever admit it.
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“What’s so funny?” Nelly asks.

“Hm?” I say, warm and cozy in our bag. The tent walls glow blue from the morning light. I finally feel rested, despite the rock that’s been jabbing me in the ribs all night. I’d been having that same dream about Adrian.

“You were laughing in your sleep.”

I smile, still half asleep. “A dream about Adrian. The same one I had last week. We were at the house.”

Something pokes me in my ribs, and I move away from the rock. “I miss him. If I just knew he was okay, I’d—ow!”

This time Nelly pinches me out of my stupor in time to hear Peter unzip the tent door and storm out.

“Crap,” I say. “Crap. Crap. Crap.” I burrow into Nelly’s armpit in the sleeping bag. “Did he hear me?” I know he must have, but I’m hoping that by some miracle he didn’t.

“Every word.”

Leave it to Nelly to give you the unadulterated truth. Sometimes I wish he would just lie. I burrow deeper, but the smell drives me back out.

“Nelly, your armpit stinks.”

“You don’t exactly smell like a rose yourself.”

I take a sniff and grunt. It’s true. I prop my head on my hand and sigh. He shakes his head, like I’ve done it again.

“What should I do? Should I say something?” I ask. Nelly’s good at this stuff.

He shrugs. “I don’t know, Cass. This is one of those times where it may be better to say nothing. What are you going to say? Sorry for having a dream about my ex-fiancé? It might just make it worse.”

“You are no help, Nels.”

I stick my head back into the bag, smell or no smell. The ball of tension in my stomach gets heavier. I wish I had kept my mouth shut. I know it would have hurt my feelings if I were Peter. And on top of it all, I feel stupid that Peter heard me. All the feelings I’ve kept to myself for two years were just handed to him on a platter. I cringe at the thought. I’d like to hide in here all day, but I really have to pee, so I may as well bite the bullet.

Nelly gives me a sympathetic grimace as I leave the tent. When I get back I join Peter, who’s brushing his teeth at the water containers. I bring my toothbrush over and rack my brain for something to say. Finally, I decide to keep it simple but heartfelt.

“I’m really sorry, Peter,” I say. “I…”

I know he hears because he looks right at me. He spits out his toothpaste venomously and wipes his mouth before he stalks away. I feel like all I’ve done is say sorry to him. I feel like shit. And I wonder if I’m a horrible person, since I always, always seem to fuck things up.
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“You are not a horrible person and you don’t always fuck things up,” Penny says, as we fill the water containers at the stream.

“You have to say that, by law, as my friend.”

“Not true.” She makes gentle splashes in the water with her bare feet. “As your friend I’m duty-bound to tell you when you’re being a jerk, and you’re not. You can’t help how you feel. I mean, yeah, he didn’t really need to hear your dream. He was acting like an ass before that, though. You were going to break up with him anyway. You can’t be expected to stay with him when you don’t want to because of all of this.”

I peel off my socks and stick my feet in the water. After getting a good whiff of myself, I feel extra grubby. “I guess. I just hate tension, especially when I’ve caused it. I wish I could make things better. Or not care. God, this water is freezing! I brought soap to wash up, but I don’t think I can do it.”

“Maybe you just have to let him work it out, Cass. Just be extra nice for a while.  I mean, it is possible that Peter can turn normal suddenly, right?”

“Ha, unlikely. But I will be nice.” I fold my hands in prayer. “I’ll be like Mother Teresa.”

Penny laughs and grabs the soap. “I’m doing it. I’m going to wash this stinky body. Come with me. I need moral support.”

She’s lost her mind. The air is fairly warm, but the water is snowmelt, and I’m a huge baby about cold water.

“You can have the towel first. It’ll be all nice and warm. Please?” she wheedles. “I’ll be your best friend. Until the end of the world.”

She makes sure the coast is clear and peels off her shirt.

“You have someone to smell good for. That’s why you don’t care that it’s twelve degrees!”

“Duh.” She shrugs and grins. “Please?”

She can usually get me to do things by begging, and she knows it. I give in because it’s only cold water and I’m thankful she’s made me feel better.

“Fine, I’ll do it. But only because I love you.”

I take off my clothes. My legs go numb as I step gingerly over the rocks in the little pool.

Penny plunges under and comes up howling. “Come on in, the water’s fine!”

I shake my head. “I don’t love you that much.”

I splash with tiny amounts of water to rinse the soap and race to the towel. It might be warm, but since I can no longer feel my skin I can’t really tell. I dry off haphazardly. Penny soaps herself up and even washes her hair. She must be in love. I lay the towel on a sunny rock and wrestle my damp skin back into my dirty clothes.

Penny comes up behind me wrapped in the towel and breathing hard. “Whew! That felt good.”

“You’re insane.”

But I have to admit, now that I’m warming up it feels good to be sort of clean. I load up the water while Penny gets dressed and hums to herself. God, I love her. She’s like the antithesis of Ana, the anti-Ana.
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I change my shirt and stick my clean armpit in Nelly’s face. He responds with some sort of comment about how mature I am, but since I’m rubber and he’s glue it doesn’t stick. I offer Peter a tentative smile, which he ignores. That’s okay. I’m going to smile at him until my cheeks crack.

“…nothing now,” mutters Henry.

“What’s that?” asks James, who’s propped up against a tree with the iPad, his head wreathed in cigarette smoke. We charged it up in the car while heading to Sam’s Surplus, but of course there’s no service here, or possibly anywhere, at this point. Penny sits at the table next to Ana and brushes her wet hair.

Henry holds the little radio up and repeats himself as we watch him spin the dial. “There are no news broadcasts today. Just those recordings, only now they’re listing something called Safe Zones instead of treatment areas.”

“Hey, Sergeant Grafton in Jersey said something about it being changed from a treatment area into a Safe Zone,” I say.

James lifts his eyebrows. “Yeah, that worked out well.”

“There’s nothing on AM or FM,” Henry says. “Maybe I could find something if we had a shortwave radio, but I’ve had it on since early this morning and I haven’t heard a single update.”

Henry hands over the radio and watches as James spins the dial and shakes his head. They try the police radio in the truck, but it’s dead silent.

“Maybe the power’s off. You can’t broadcast without power,” Penny says.

Henry rubs his chin. “If there’s no power at all, then things are worse than I thought.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be that surprised,” Penny says. “Either everyone is panicking and leaving or panicking and staying home. How many people do you think are going to go to work?”

“I once read that the average power station would only supply energy for twelve to twenty-four hours, unmanned. After that it would begin to shut down on its own,” James says, ever the font of information.

“No power means no water and food going bad,” Henry says. “Which means hungry people. How long until the stores are cleared out? Man, people will do anything when they’re hungry. They’ll kill for food in a second, they’ll take—”

“Little pitchers have big ears,” Dottie says, cutting Henry off.

We turn to where the kids sit on the ground. They had been looking through my wilderness survival book, but now they’re watching us, the book forgotten in Hank’s lap. Corrine fights back tears.

“Daddy?” she says, like a little girl. “I like it here. Can’t we stay here where it’s safe?”

Hank sits down on the bench and beckons them over. The lines on his face look deeper; he no doubt wishes he could take his last words back. Corinne and Hank could be toddlers by the expressions on their faces, complete with tear tracks through the dust on Corinne’s cheeks.

“I feel safe here too, baby. But we have to leave soon. I think more people will come, looking for somewhere safe. And sometimes people will want what we have.”

“But we met Penny and Cassie and everyone. They’re all nice,” Corrine says.

Henry smiles. “Weren’t we lucky? And I’ll bet lots of other people are nice, too. But we can’t take chances. Not when I have to protect you and your mother and Hank. We have to make it somewhere safer than this.”

“I’m scared, Daddy.”

Henry hugs her to him with one arm and closes his eyes. “We all are, baby. Being brave doesn’t mean you’re not scared. It just means you do what you have to do.”

 Hank leans into his father and nods. “I’m scared too, Corr. But I can teach you all about zombies and how to fight them. You’ve got to get the head, because the brain—”

I don’t think a detailed description of the undead is going to help, so I jump in. “Hey, guys, I saw you looking at my book. Did you see the section on walking quietly in the woods and tracking animals?” They nod. “Why don’t you practice that? That’s a good skill to have. And I just remembered something I have in my pack that I want to show you. A real survival tool.”

At Henry’s nod they retrieve the book and read it to each other as they move carefully in the brush, rolling their feet with each step. When I come out of the tent, Henry stands there.

“Thanks,” he says. “I didn’t want to yell at Hank, since he’s trying to help. But the last thing Corrie needs is a blow-by-blow account of how to kill them. We do need to talk about leaving, though. Maybe after you’re done with the kids?” He gestures at the long pouch I’m holding. “What is that, anyway?”

“Come see. It’s pretty cool.”

I had forgotten I threw this in the bottom of my bag. I knew it was silly to do it, as it was taking up precious space, but I couldn’t leave it behind. I kneel down at the edge of the campsite and clear a patch of dirt with my hand. Then I take a pointy-edged dowel, a square piece of wood, a rock and what looks like a tiny bow out of the pouch. Corrine and Hank kneel across from me.

“It looks like a little bow,” she says. “What do you do with it?”

“You’re right, it is a little bow. It’s called a bow drill. You use it to start fires when you don’t have matches. Only really, really hardcore survivalists can start fires without lighters,” I inform them, and do my best to look very serious.

Hank’s eyes widen behind his glasses. “Can you?”

“Of course I can!” I say, in mock horror. “This is my bow drill, given to me by my dad, who was the most hardcore survivalist I ever knew. We even lived in a lean-to he built in the woods for a month one summer. Just for fun.”

They both gasp and look to see if I’m joking, and when they see I’m not, they look impressed. We really did live in the lean-to, but I’m definitely not a hardcore survivalist like I’m pretending. Neither was Dad, but he did know a few tricks.

I show them the pieces. “The stick is the drill. You wrap the bow string around the drill once. Then you put the pointy end into the square piece of wood.”

I hold the bow in my right hand. The drill rests in the square of wood on the ground. I turn the rock over to show them the round depression underneath.

“So you hold the bow like this, and with the other hand you fit the rock on top of the drill stick. You don’t press down too hard or the stick won’t twirl when you move the bow.”

I begin to move the bow from side to side. The string that’s wrapped around the drill tightens and spins it, first one way and then the other. I do this for a couple of minutes until wisps of smoke appear where the drill and wood meet.

“It’s friction!” Hank says.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” says Corrine, in better spirits now. He elbows her, but they both laugh, excited by the new toy.

“Okay,” I say. “To really start a fire, though, we need tinder. That’s fine bits of shredded bark or leaves or anything that’s very dry. I have some here.”

I show them a little ball of fluff and place it at the base of the drill stick. I get into a rhythm again. When the wisps of smoke appear the kids point, and I nod and continue until I’m fairly certain I have a coal. I lift the drill and, sure enough, there’s a little glowing piece of wood.

“That’s the coal,” I say. I guide it into the tinder. “You have to be gentle or you’ll put it out and have to start all over again.” I pick up the tinder and blow softly until it smokes.

“You need to have progressively larger tinder and kindling ready, if you’re really building a fire. But that’s how it’s done.” I hear clapping and see I’ve gained an audience. I do a little curtsy on my knees.

“What else is in that bag of yours?” Nelly asks. “Books, bow drills, anything else weird?”

“I put all the heavy stuff in your bag so I’d have room.” He grins.

“Well, I’m impressed,” James says. “I want to learn, too.”

“Yeah, because there aren’t any lighters or matches in the world,” Ana scoffs. Peter snickers.

I give her a big smile, like Mother Teresa would have. “Survival isn’t for everyone,” I say, in a super-sticky-sweet voice, unlike Mother Teresa would have. I turn to the kids. “You guys are dying to use it, aren’t you?”

They nod eagerly and reach for the tools. I coach them until they’ve gotten the hang of holding all the components in place. Getting a coal is harder; I used to practice for hours when I was a kid.

I sit in a patch of sunlight at the picnic table. Nelly perches on the table while Henry paces at the other end. Ana deposits herself next to Penny and rests her chins in her hands.

I stroke Ana’s arm across the table. I know she’s scared. I am, too, but I guess I’m better at hiding it, or ignoring it. I should probably be more understanding of how she feels. It’s hard, because her general way of being doesn’t garner much compassion. She glares at me like she’s angry, but I can’t figure out why.

“Banana,” I whisper, “can I do anything for you?”

She narrows her eyes. “You can stop being a bitch.”

I recoil like I’ve been slapped. I sit open-mouthed and try to think of what I did to her. Sure, I’ve been irritated by her comments, but that’s par for the course. Everyone gets irritated with Ana, and it doesn’t seem to faze her at all.

I’m about to respond when Henry speaks. “Dot and I are thinking we should leave tomorrow. I’m afraid of getting stuck here the longer we wait. It might be best to get on the road before there are too many infected or desperate people looking for food.”

I’m still reeling from Ana’s comment, and it takes me a minute to process what he’s said. It’s only been a couple of nights, but the thought of going our separate ways makes me sad.

“I’ve been thinking, and I haven’t discussed this with anyone else,” I glance around the table, “that maybe we should stick together. There’s room at the house, and lots of food. You guys are heading into unknown territory. Getting enough food for a few months or even the winter, if it comes to that, might be impossible. You’re welcome to come with us.”

Everyone nods, except for Ana, who’s still glaring at me. Peter lets out an audible sigh. I don’t really care what he thinks, so he can stuff it.

“We can’t,” Dorothy replies with a wistful look. “It’s so kind of you to offer, and I wish we could, I really do. It sounds terrible to say that.” She looks to Henry, who explains.

“When we were at the storage place, Dottie sent out a couple of texts once we figured out where we were going. It looked like they went through, which means that we might have family meeting us there. The chance is slim, but…”

Nelly looks disappointed. “But you have to be there to meet them. Of course.”

I want to remind Dot and Henry that it’s unlikely their families got the texts, much less that they’ll make it there. But I won’t be telling them anything they don’t already know. If it were Eric I would be there waiting, too.

James breaks the silence by unfolding the map. “Okay, so are we all leaving tomorrow?” he asks, and speaks again when he sees our half-assed nods. “I agree with Henry. We should get going. We’re in a news blackout. If the virus spreads as fast as it seems it does, we should be traveling to safety before there are more infected than we can handle.”

He runs his fingers through his hair and makes an annoyed noise when it flops forward again. “I’ve mapped out the route I think we should take. The truck has a third of a tank of gas, so we’re going to need more soon. We can get more from abandoned cars with the siphons from the surplus place. I—”

He stops speaking when we hear the unmistakable sound of car wheels on a dirt road.
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I grab my pistol out of my pack. Nelly casually rests the shotgun on his shoulder, but I know he can fire it in a split second. A maroon car flashes between the trees. It slows when we come into view and coasts forward. We stand in a cluster, ready to fight. Even Peter clutches a machete in his hand.

A sporty, young guy in a baseball cap leans out the window. His eyes flicker around to assess our friendliness. The passenger, a girl with short hair and a white, fur-trimmed down vest, offers us a tentative smile.

“Hey,” he says, to Nelly and his shotgun. “We’re not looking to invade your space or anything. We just need somewhere to stay a day or two. Just drove up from north of Paramus, heading to—well, we don’t actually know where we’re heading to.”

Nelly nods. “Not our campground.” His voice is friendly enough, but he keeps his tough face on. “You’re welcome to whatever site you want. We’d like to hear what’s happening out there, if you can tell us. We’ve been here a few days and haven’t heard anything on the radio since yesterday. Name’s Nel.”

“Brian and Jordan. Listen, I gotta get out of this car. I’m going to go park, and if it’s okay we’ll come over and talk?”

He pulls into to a site a couple down and they walk over. Nelly does the introductions. Brian and Jordan stand and look uncomfortable.

“Sorry,” Penny says. She motions at the tables. “Do you want to sit? I know we didn’t seem very welcoming, but we haven’t seen anyone and didn’t know what to expect.”

Jordan sits on the bench. Brian stands and surveys the campground. “No one’s been here?” he asks.

Penny shakes her head. “We were thinking there’d be more people, but so far no.”

“Yeah. The highways are clogged with abandoned cars. We had a motorcycle at first. We passed people walking, but they won’t make it this far for a while. When we got out to the country, there weren’t many infected, but everyone is holed up anyway. Won’t even answer their doors. Or they went to Safe Zones.”

“They keep listing Safe Zones on the emergency broadcasts now,” James says.

Brian nods. “Yesterday the word went out that treatment centers were Safe Zones. Under protection, that’s what it said on TV. We went to the high school by us.” He laughs bitterly and looks at Jordan, who has yet to utter a word. She stares worriedly at him, her highlighted hair stringy under her hat, her eyes surrounded by mascara. Besides her vest she’s wearing spangled skinny jeans tucked into sheepskin boots. She’s dressed in what you would wear camping on a modeling shoot. Under normal circumstances it might be amusing, but it just makes me feel bad for her. None of us wants to be here. She wraps her arms around her waist like she’s protecting her vital organs.

“We thought it’d be a good idea. We didn’t have much food in the house, like they were saying you should. Our families said they’d meet us there.”

We wait for him to continue, and after a minute he does.

“When we finally got there we found that most of the people who’d been there, soldiers or whatever, were sent somewhere else. My brother and his wife and kids were there. They’d gotten there before the roads were clogged. Because, you know, everyone had figured out that this was worse than they were telling us. I mean, how can you tell people there’s no problem when they can look out their window and see the fucking problem wandering around outside? They blew up the bridges to New York. You guys know that?”

His eyes are wide and rimmed with red. He digs his thumb and fingers into them.

“We were in Brooklyn. We got out the night before they blew,” Nelly says.

Brian drops his hand. “Yeah? Well, you’re the lucky ones. If you had seen the footage they were showing of the city—”

“What’s happening there?” interrupts Penny, her face pinched.

“You’re from Brooklyn?”

Penny nods, and motions to Ana. “Our mom…”

Brian nods like he knows what she’s trying to say. Since only the two of them made it here, I have a suspicion he understands completely.

“Manhattan’s burning up. People were running out of buildings right into fucking groups of Eaters. I mean, what can you do? In a fire, you die. Maybe outside you live. If you can climb or run fast, you know? You’ve got to run fast.”

He looks to Jordan for confirmation, but she stares at her feet, arms gripping her sides. “Brooklyn wasn’t as bad. Parts were burning, but nothing like Manhattan. The infection is just as bad, but people, at least the people who don’t have a death wish, are hiding out for now.”

I picture the rows of brownstones in our neighborhood on fire, people spilling out of the apartment buildings straight into the arms of infected. Running across rooftops to avoid the flames and looking to the streets below for a safe spot to escape to.

“Okay,” Penny says, the worry in her eyes unabated.

Ana sits heavily on the bench next to Jordan. I glance at Peter, but he’s looking down at the ground, tracing an O with the toe of his shoe in the soft dirt. He does it over and over, like he’s solving a complex math problem.

“What happened at the high school?” I ask Brian.

His face closes, and I’m positive he’s going to tell me to mind my own fucking business. Then all the fight leaves him, and he sighs, shrinking an inch or two in all directions.

“Well, we were there,” he says, his voice flat. “My brother Chris, his wife, Jess, and my nephews. We got a corner by the bleachers. One lady told me there were power outages in the cities, no phone service, and I’m thinking that three days ago, three fucking days ago, everything was fine. You know?”

His eyes dart around the group for reassurance.

When his eyes meet mine, I nod. “It was fine.” As I say it, I realize it’s not true, it couldn’t have been. “It seemed fine here, on the East Coast, everyone thought so.”

The panic that he might be going insane, on top of everything else, leaves his eyes. “After a while we realized our parents weren’t going to make it out from the suburbs. We decided to wait the night and head to them in the morning. It was getting packed in there, and we could hear tons of noise outside. People caught up in all the traffic, honking. Then the little guy, my nephew, Ty—”

He stifles a sob and removes his baseball cap, then puts it back on and moves it side to side until it’s settled. Then he takes it off again and folds the brim in half, the way you do to make that perfect crease down the middle.

“Tyler. He had to pee, you know? So Jess took the boys to the bathroom. The honking turned into screams and gunshots, and people were running to the doors to see what was happening.

“So Chris tells us to stay there, that he wants to make sure Jess and the boys are okay. The screaming gets louder, and they’re trying to close the doors. But it’s too late, and tons of them, Eaters, are in. We couldn’t see, so we get on the bleachers right as Chris and Jess and the kids come into the gym.”

Brian stares into the trees, but he’s not seeing them. I can see what he sees. The way the lights in every high school gym cast a garish yellow glow, the bleachers that line the tiled walls, the windows covered with grates to protect them from an errant ball. The way everyone must have been running in circles, their screams amplified and echoing.

“I yelled at them to go back. They could’ve hid in the lockers, you know? They were surrounded, so they made a run for us. I wanted to help them, but Jordan held my shirt.” He looks at her accusingly. “She said I was going to get bitten. They—they got Jess first, just took her and Thomas down. Jess got right on top of Thomas and tried to fight them off. But she couldn’t hold them off long.”

I know where this is going and wish I hadn’t asked, but I don’t want to make him stop. He’s been watching his own personal horror movie on an endless loop, and now he’s vomiting it back up, trying to get it out of him for good.

“Chris was holding Tyler. He’s bigger than me, and he was throwing the Eaters to the side. Tyler’s arms were around his neck. I thought he was going to make it. So I go to hang off the bleachers and get ready to grab Ty.

“Then he trips. Without even trying, one of those fuckers trips my brother and he goes down. But he gets Ty up on his feet. Yells at him to run to me. Tyler, he tries, he’s pumping his legs. He’s yelling, ‘Uncoo Bri, Uncoo Bri!’ I was about to leap down, I just wanted to get to him, but they were under me. They must have been pouring through the door the whole time. And his fucking eyes. They’re huge and he’s running, and then Tyler, h-he runs right into one’s arms and…”

The baseball cap brim is folded beyond repair. Brian’s eyes are puffy and a worm of snot runs out of his nose. He looks so lost, so like a Little Guy himself, that I put my hand on his shoulder.

“You couldn’t help him,” I say. It was a hopeless situation. “You wouldn’t have made it back in time. You did try.”

He nods, but his eyes say he doesn’t believe it. All he sees is his Little Guy running for help he didn’t give. He raises his arms and I think he’s going to shove me, but he grabs me in a hug that takes my breath away. I hold up all two hundred pounds of him, even though my legs tremble with the effort. His sobs are hoarse and shuddering; they remind me of how I sounded after my parents died, when I would cry alone.

Jordan gets up, her eyes shiny behind the smeared makeup. She rubs his back with a hand that wears a diamond engagement ring.

“Bri,” she says in a gentle voice. She cranes her head around my shoulder. “Brian? She’s right. You couldn’t save him, baby. I know how you… I didn’t mean…”

He catches his breath and his body tenses. He lets go abruptly, and I stumble until James catches me and sets me upright.

“If I’d gone earlier, if you hadn’t argued, I might have. But you held me back. It’s your fault he’s dead. Your fault they got Tyler.” He grimaces like he’s just eaten something disgusting.

Jordan’s eyes overflow and she shakes her head. She’s gone pale under the spray tan. “Brian, no, it just would have been you, too. Don’t you think I wanted Ty safe? I loved him so much. You know—”

He clenches his teeth. “Shut up, Jordan. Just shut the fuck up.”

She runs to their car with a sob and slams the door. We all turn to Brian, who looks after her with a face devoid of emotion. I’m thinking that Brian is cracking up a little, just as he seems to fear.

“Sorry,” he says. “I’ve got to go talk to her.”

He walks away with downcast eyes.
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We’ve got the beginnings of a plan. We leave at first light. We’ll have to part ways immediately, since we’re heading in different directions. I think the Washingtons have a good chance, since they can wend their way along small, isolated roads. We’re going to cross the Hudson at the base of the park and drive along a network of back roads, also.

Nelly, Henry and James have, after fifteen minutes of manly deliberation, decided on the best placement for kindling and our campfire is ablaze. Dottie insists on sharing what’s left of their now un-frozen burgers with us. When we protest, she reminds us in a don’t-even-argue mom voice that the meat will spoil. I snicker when Nelly murmurs, “Yes, ma’am,” even though she’s not that much older than us.

Hank and Corrine watch the flurry of packing with bleak faces from their spot by the fire. They look like they’ve just seen the world for the first time, and it’s turning out to be a much shittier place than they thought. And they’re right. The world just went from semi-shitty to never before seen levels of shittiness. I get the last of my stuff in my pack and zip it up. Then I pull a couple of things back out before going to sit next to them.

“You guys packed and ready?” I ask.

Corrine shrugs and looks at the fire, biting her lip to stop its trembling. Hank looks up from whittling his new marshmallow stick and gives me a serious smile.

“I’m ready. You?”

I smile. “As ready as I’ll ever be. But I thought that you guys might need something to help you out in the woods, so I want give you these.”

I hold out the wilderness survival book and the bow drill set.

Hank’s eyes gleam and he takes the pouch with reverence. “Really? We can have this?”

“No, Hank,” Corrine says. She takes it from him and holds it out to me. “We can’t take it. Her dad gave it to her, it’s special.”

“That’s why I’m giving it to you. It’s special, yeah, but so are you guys. I want you to have it. There’s another set at the house, along with lots of lighters and matches. You may need it, so it belongs with you. And the book, too. I’ll be totally offended if you don’t take them.”

Corrine laughs at my pout and takes the book before she leans forward and hugs me. “I wish we were going with you,” she whispers.

I hug her tight. “Me too, honey.”
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The hamburgers hold absolutely no resemblance to Alpo, much to my delight. Peter, now answering me with grunts and monosyllables instead of icy stares, rouses himself enough to thank Dorothy. Jordan and Brian appear at the edge of the firelight. They’ve spent the last few hours in the car, and we’ve spent the last few hours trying not to be nosy.

Brian looks repentant. “Hey, you guys. I’m really sorry about earlier. And I was way out of line and apologized to Jordan, just so you know. I don’t want you guys to think I’m a dick or anything, I’m not. Well, most of the time, anyway.”

He smiles tentatively and gives Jordan’s hand a squeeze.

Jordan squeezes back. “He’s not. It’s been hard. Just…horrible.”

Penny gestures at an empty spot on the blankets. We offer them burgers, and they eat a little. Dottie tells us a few stories about growing up in the Caribbean, and Penny talks about living in Puerto Rico. I wonder if the islands have fared any better than the mainland.  I’m thinking dreamily of warm sun and fresh mangoes and no infected when James clears his throat.

“I know we’re trying to keep it light, but I was doing some calculations today and it looks pretty bad. Okay, today is Monday. This all started, as far as we know, on Friday. On Saturday they took out the bridges, and by then there was something like fifteen percent infected. That means that it took a day for the virus to spread that rapidly. The Midwestern states were already somewhere around sixty percent then, and I’ll bet they’re somewhere up around eighty or so now.

“Worst case scenario, in cities and big towns we’re going to see sixty percent starting tomorrow. The smaller towns and rural places have a bit more time. From what Brian said, most people are stuck in traffic jams. That doesn’t mean they’re going to give up, but they’ll have to walk to reach those places. And at least some infected-but-still-alive will make it there, too. And then they’ll turn.

“The infection will be everywhere eventually. I think it’ll hover at eighty percent for a while, as those people who’ve found safe places or have provisions hold out. But, depending on how long the infected live, the majority of people will have to leave their homes at some point for food or water. And that’s when they’ll get infected. Our best chance is what we’re doing: going somewhere remote and hunkering down until this blows over.”

Ana and Peter’s faces are closed, and when he finishes they murmur something to each other. I don’t think they believe him.

“When will it blow over, do you think?” Jordan asks, her face eager.

James’s face, which has been animated as he speaks, falls. “That’s the thing. No one knows. Maybe they won’t die until they decompose. Maybe they won’t rot as fast as, well, any meat would. It sounds impossible, but so does everything else. So I’m counting on it and planning to be pleasantly surprised if I’m wrong.”

Something passes between Brian and Jordan. She gives him a small nod and rests her head on his shoulder as he strokes her hair.

“What are your plans?” I ask them.

“We’re heading out tomorrow, too,” Brian says into the fire. “Maybe find our parents. We plan on being gone before you guys, while it’s still dark.”

Jordan twists her engagement ring around and around on her finger, and he puts a gentle hand over hers to stop it. “It’ll be okay. We’ll be together, right?”

She smiles tearfully and nods. I wonder how he can be so calm, so sure. If he, who saw half his family eaten in front of him, thinks it will be okay, then maybe it will be.

The fire dies down. I’m in no rush to start tomorrow, but when Henry yawns and says they’d better get to bed, we all stand.

“Thanks, everyone,” Jordan says in a quiet voice. “Thank you for sharing with us. It gives me hope that maybe everything good isn’t completely gone, if people like you guys are here.” It’s the most she’s said all night.

“And you too,” Penny says. “Don’t forget, you made it up here.”

Jordan smiles, but the sadness in her eyes is back. “Yeah. We’ll be okay.”
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It’s mostly dark when I feel someone shake my shoulder. Penny leaves the lantern behind after she’s sure I’m awake. I roll up the sleeping bag and listen to the rustle of nylon and zipping of zippers outside the tent. I pick up any loose items and try to ignore the hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach. When I emerge from the tent it’s a few shades lighter. Wisps of mist hang in the air, and I can just make out Brian and Jordan’s car parked in their campsite. I guess they’re still sleeping.

The remaining food sits on the table to be divvied up. After brushing my teeth I head over to where Nelly and Henry stand and stare at the five remaining cases of MREs.

“No one wants them, huh?” I joke, and they laugh.

Nelly turns to Henry. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider coming along with us?”

Henry sighs. “You don’t know how badly I want to. But we’ve decided to give the family a month, and then we’ll make our way to you. If that’s still okay?”

“Of course it is,” I say. “If for some reason we’re not there, look for a path to the left of the house. There’s an old maple tree with what’s left of a tree house, not too far in. It’s the Message Tree. In a hole in the trunk there’s a coffee can. I’ll leave where we’ve gone in there.”

Henry nods. “Got it. Now…”

He looks at the table. Nelly, who’s always on the same page as me, takes one case of MREs and pushes the others toward Henry. The sky is bright enough now to see his eyes open in surprise.

“No, man,” he protests. “I can’t take all this. What will you guys do?”

“Henry, we’re heading to where we know we’ll have plenty of food,” I say. “We don’t have two kids to drag around. This won’t even keep you going for that long, so please don’t argue.” I hold out a revolver. “And don’t argue with this, either. I’ll give you boxes of ammo for it, too.”

“I don’t know what to say,” he says, his relief warring with his reluctance. “Guns aren’t something to just give away right about now. I…but I can’t say no to that. Thank you.”

“I’m not giving it to you,” I say. I raise an eyebrow and look into his kind face with a small smile. “It’s a loan. You have to return it, that’s the catch. I’ll be expecting it in a couple of months.”

Henry’s cheeks crack into a smile for a second, then his face reverts to its usual serious expression as he hugs me. “I’ll get it back to you. I know it’s only been a couple days, but—” He stops and thumps Nelly on the back.

“Hey,” James says, as he pulls down the second tent, “their car is still here. I thought Brian said they were leaving early.”

Suddenly, I think I know why Brian and Jordan seemed so peaceful last night. I can feel something coming from the car. More like the absence of something.

“Henry, keep the kids away,” I say.

I walk toward the car, heart pounding with trepidation. At first I think I’m wrong, that they’re just sleeping in the backseat. Brian’s got his back against the door and his legs run the length of the seat. Jordan’s snuggled on his lap, and his head rests on hers, like he was taking a last, deep sniff of her shampoo. His arms, which were probably wrapped around her, now rest limply on either side.

I steel myself and open the door, just to make sure they aren’t still alive. I hear footsteps behind me. The others stand there, frozen, until Dottie leans in and feels their wrists.

She shakes her head. “Maybe pills. I don’t know.”

“Should…should we bury them?” Penny asks.

I’m glad to see I’m not the only one who shakes her head, even though I feel callous when I do it.

“We need to go,” Henry says.

“Maybe a prayer,” Dottie says. “Jordan wore a small gold cross. I saw it last night.”

“Of course,” he says. He begins to recite the Lord’s Prayer.
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Henry closes the trunk and makes sure the twine holding the boxes to the roof is tight. He takes a deep breath.

“So,” he says. “I guess this is goodbye.”

Hank and Corrine look out the car windows with what they must think are brave faces. But they look scared, with hollows under their huge eyes.

“No,” I say. “It’s see you soon.”

His eyes are warm as he gives a brisk nod and gets in the car. We’re following them out to the base of the campground. I ride shotgun while Nelly drives. Right now the ability to shoot a gun accurately trumps the fact that you get a little squished in the back, so Peter and James sit with Ana and Penny. No one sits behind the cage; no one wants to be trapped back there. At the fork in the road we pull alongside their car.

Dottie rolls down her window and gives us a bright smile. “Take care of yourselves.”

“You too,” Nelly says. “See you soon.”

We drive in silence. The ranger booth at the bridge is unmanned. The parking lot outside the welcome center has a few cars in it, but otherwise it’s empty.

“We need gas, right?” Peter speaks up. “Why don’t we siphon some out of these cars? It doesn’t seem like we’re going to get gas at a station.”

Nelly pulls into the lot. I wish we’d thought to have Henry fill up here. I hope they don’t have to stop anywhere too dangerous. James and Peter get to work prying open the gas tank covers while Nelly makes sure nothing lurks around the building. Penny and I walk to the road and watch the muddy Hudson River race under the bridge.

“What’s that ahead?” Penny asks, after a while.

A figure limps across the roadway at the far end of the bridge. I rest a hand on my holster. At the rate it’s going it’ll be ten minutes before it reaches us, but panic wells up just the same.

Penny’s voice is strangled. “Um, guys? One’s coming our way.”

Two more Lexers come into view and follow the first.

“Make that three,” I say. I pull my pistol out. They’re too far to risk a shot, but I want to be ready.

“We’re good,” James says. “Let’s get out of here.”

Nelly turns onto the bridge and drives on the left side of the road, as far away as he can get from the infected. They watch us go past and reverse direction to follow.

At the other end James points at a few Lexers stumbling their way to the bridge. “They must be coming from Peekskill, about five miles south. Good thing we’re going north.”
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We have about one hundred-sixty miles of backtracking on winding roads to traverse before we near the house. We’ll be lucky if we get there in five hours. As we start down the first of our dirt roads, I sigh. Nelly glances at me.

“Brian and Jordan,” I explain. “Why did they do it? Wouldn’t you want to be sure all was lost before you offed yourself?”

“Of course I would want to go down fighting. But not everyone’s as strong us, Cass,” he says.

I think Nelly’s made a mistake by lumping us together. He doesn’t take shit from anyone. I can’t even break up with someone without taking three months to build up the nerve. But I can’t bring that up with Peter here, even if the endless stream of Safe Zone locations on the radio might drown it out.

“How about after my parents died?” I argue. “I went crackers after that. I wasn’t exactly a pillar of strength.”

“Okay, but how could you not go a little crackers, darlin’? Besides, everyone’s entitled to one crack-up in their life.”

“Yeah? Are you going to have yours anytime soon?”

“Already did, the summer before senior year, when I came out. It was either tell my family who I really was or die. And I mean really die, I wanted to die. I was ready to be ostracized, as long as I could stop pretending.

“One night I was in bed and I couldn’t stop thinking about my dad’s guns downstairs. How easy it would be to curl up with one and pull the trigger.”

He watches the road calmly, but his hands tighten on the steering wheel. He’s never told me about the gun.

“I didn’t know you were that bad.” I want to cry for the kid who contemplated dying. I get a glimpse of how empty my life would be if I didn’t have Nelly and touch his hand.

“I was. But I also knew I could survive anything, as long as I didn’t pretend to be something I wasn’t. So I didn’t get the gun, and I told everyone. Anyway, previous crack-up notwithstanding, you are strong. You would never take the easy way out like that, because it wouldn’t be the easy way.”

It took me two years to admit I made a mistake with Adrian. I’m terrified of confrontation. For instance, I haven’t asked Ana why she’s pissed at me because I’m afraid it will open up a can of worms, and I like my cans shut tight.

I know that’s not exactly what he means. I used to be strong, before my world went up in smoke. It was one of the things I liked best about myself, and I hate how weak I’ve become. I’ve spent the past years just surviving, and I hardly deserve a merit badge for that.

I cross my arms and look out the window at the budding trees. “Well, I don’t see anyone else in this car downing a bottle of pills, so why does that make me so special?”

Nelly sighs. “You could argue a cat out of its fur, you know that?”

I smile. “What’s that, another one of your Texan expressions?”

“Nah, I just made it up. You like?” he says and laughs when I roll my eyes.

He must believe what he’s saying. Well, he’s right about one thing: I’m not going down easily.
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Three hours later the radio still broadcasts the same-old, the New York State road atlas looks dog-eared and we’re only about halfway there.

“All right,” James, now in the passenger seat, says in a weary voice, “County Road seven thousand three hundred forty-two is the next left.”

Every road has a name like County Road 42 or Albany-Jingletown Post Road. They’re ridged and potholed, and our top speed is forty miles per hour. I’m thankful we haven’t hit any problems thus far, but it’s cramped with four people in the back seat, especially since no one, including me, smells very good. But we’re alive. I know it’s ridiculous to focus on the fact that my right butt cheek is numb when the world is ending.

I vacillate between a combination of worry-terror that makes my chest tighten and feeling bitchy about little things, like how stuffy the car is and how guys think sitting with three feet of empty space between their knees is a basic human right, even when three girls have their knees glued shut in the same row.

It’s a while before I realize that I’m not just grouchy. I don’t feel well. Every time we hit a curve I close my eyes to take away the sloshing in my stomach, but it makes it worse. I lean my head on the cool window glass.

Penny turns to me. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” I say between bouts of nausea. “I feel like I’m going to throw up.”

“Nels, you’d better stop the car. Cass’s going to puke,” she says.

He pulls over on a wide shoulder. The cool air hits and my nausea recedes a little. I lean against the truck and close my eyes, glad the world has stopped its jolting. That’s when the stomach cramps hit.

“Pack.” I gasp, doubled over from the knife twisting in my intestines. They look at me blankly. “Toilet paper.”

Penny rushes to the back and grabs the roll. I stumble into the woods. When I return ten minutes later everyone stands outside the truck.

James suddenly stubs out his cigarette. “I kind of feel nauseous too.”

“Need the TP?” I ask weakly. “It was tons of fun out there. I wouldn’t want you to miss out.”

He gives me a wan smile and perches on the front seat, head hanging in his hands. My legs are shaky, and I plop down on the ground, breathing hard. The nausea creeps back.

“I haven’t felt right all day,” Peter says with a frown. “Did we eat something weird?”

“Everything was packaged,” Penny replies. “I guess it could have been something, though. We filtered all the water, so it’s not that.”

Ana and Peter exchange a quick look.

“What?” Penny demands. “What’s the matter?”

It dawns on her at the same time as I remember Penny giving them water duty a day ago. We even showed them how to use the filter properly. Ana looks at Penny meekly.

“You didn’t filter the water? Don’t even tell me you didn’t use the filter, Ana,” Penny says, her voice rising.

“We didn’t think it would be a big deal. The water looked clean. And it was taking so long,” Ana replies. She crosses her arms like she’s explained it to everyone’s satisfaction.

“That’s why they’re called microbes, Ana. They’re microscopic. And what else did you have to do that day? Shopping? I can’t believe you guys.”

She shakes her head in disgust at them, arms akimbo. I look up at their faces and it makes me dizzy.

“I’m sorry,” Peter says, but he looks more annoyed than sorry. “If I had known, I wouldn’t have done it.”

Their arguing voices get distant. The sun is so bright. I want to close my eyes and lie down right here. Another wave of nausea hits. I try to scramble away, but I throw up violently on someone’s shoes. I curl up on the soft dirt and hard pebbles of the road and groan.
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I hear the sounds of tents being erected. They moved me somewhere, but I couldn’t open my eyes without vomiting. I squint and see a flash of grass in a clearing before it all starts rotating. This time I throw up all over my hands while I crawl toward the woods. Penny crouches next to me with a drink of water and fans the back of my neck. I hope it’s new water.

“Oh, God,” I moan. I sink down in my own vomit as my stomach cramps. I know it’s disgusting, but I can’t even care. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

The bathroom. Funny. What I would give for a bathroom right about now. Even the vault toilet at the campground would be better.

“Let me help you,” Penny says.

I stumble on her until we find a spot in the trees, then she wraps me in a sleeping bag and puts me in a tent. I want to ask where we are and if it’s safe, but instead I drift into a feverish sleep.

I’m sick again and again until I feel I might actually wish I were dead. I hear moaning during the night and have dreams that the infected are after me. I can’t run, so I hide and hope they’ll go past. In the dream Penny tries to get me to drink, but I knock the water out of her hand, because I know that’s how they got infected. Finally, twisted and sweaty in my sleeping bag, I wake to the chirping of birds. Penny sleeps next to me. On her other side is a long lump. James.

Penny sits up with a worried frown. “What do you need? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” My voice is dry and raspy. “Water.”

She hands me a bottle. I drink and wait for the stomach lurch, but it seems okay. I’m so thirsty I want it all, but I take careful sips instead.

“Did I sleep all night?” My head is still a little spinny and I lie back down.

“You slept all night, twice.” Penny looks me over carefully but must think I look okay, because her face relaxes.

“Really? I lost a day?”

She nods. “Not just you. James and Peter got sick, too. Nelly’s hit yesterday, but he’s not as bad, and Ana and I are fine.  We’ve been taking care of you all.”

The last conversation I heard comes back to me. “It was the water?”

I can’t believe Ana and Peter didn’t filter it. I told them how important it was. But I think they only filled our containers. If they made the Washingtons sick and they had to stop somewhere to recuperate, they could be dead right now. We could have been dead right now, camping out here. Wherever here is.

“It seems most likely. Ana finally told me that they filtered some of it. I guess that was before it got too boring.” She makes a face. “So maybe I was lucky enough to get uncontaminated water. We washed all the containers as best we could and refilled them with filtered water. Ana knows how to use that filter now, you can bet on that.”

She looks triumphant, like a mother who has taught her naughty kid a lesson.

I laugh. “Thanks for taking care of me, chica.”

She smiles. “Of course. Even though you were a pain in the ass and kept trying to knock any drinks I gave you away. You kept saying it would make us moan, too. I was worried about you.”

“I was having crazy dreams. Sorry I was so annoying. Sounds like it must have been fun.” Penny shrugs and smiles. I motion to the lump that is James. “How is he?”

“About the same as you. Peter, too. It hit them later, so I figure by tonight they’ll be feeling better. If you’re feeling better, that is.”

I nod. “I might actually be a little hungry. Not much, but a little.”

“Let me see what I can find that you can stomach.” She unzips the tent, then stops and turns to me with an evil grin. “Oh, you’ll like this. Remember when you threw up the first time? Well, you puked on Peter’s shoes. He was so pissed. It was great. All he could talk about, until he got sick, was how terrible they smelled even though he scrubbed them.”

Peter’s shoes cost hundreds of dollars. I’m feeling even better now than I did a minute ago. It’s amazing how a little morale boost can improve your health.

I smile and close my eyes. “Good. I hope they smell forever.”
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Three days of people puking has done nothing to improve the aroma in the truck. A bar of soap and limited cold water don’t really cut it when you’ve lain in your own vomit. We’ve been camping in a clearing down a dirt track. Penny says she and Ana heard some cars go by on the main road. A couple of times they heard distant gunshots and what she thought were explosions.

We’re days behind schedule. I’m driving and as jittery as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs, or whatever crazy thing it is that Nelly says. I haven’t had much cause to drive, living in the city with no car the past few years. Plus, my dad always said I drove like an old lady, anyway. I’m about three inches away from the windshield, afraid of what’s around every bend. Nelly, who’s resting in the back, finally opens his eyes and asks me if I want him to drive.

“I’ll drive,” James offers.

He’s perked up in recent hours and sits in the passenger seat. He looks almost skeletal now. Penny offers him a snack every fifteen seconds, pecking around him like a mother hen. I’m pretty sure he likes it.

“I’m fine,” I say, and attempt to unclench one of my hands from the steering wheel.

“Dude, you’ve got the wheel in a kung fu death grip,” James says.

I let out a laugh that’s tinged with hysteria. I offered to drive, since Penny and Ana barely ever drive and everyone else still felt worse than me, but I probably shouldn’t have. At least not in the state I’m in. Maybe it’s being weak from sickness, or because I don’t believe the ride can remain as trouble-free as the last hour has been, or maybe I’m trying for two crack-ups in a lifetime instead of one. I feel like a baby for being scared, but I try to convince myself I have nothing to prove by driving this stupid, stinky car. It’s not like I’ve spent the past days whining and refusing to do what needs to be done, not like some people I could mention.

“Okay, I’ll pull over in a few. Somewhere we can have a pit stop.”

The road wends its way through stands of forests, past farmhouses, fields and run-down houses and trailers. When we started this trip the other day there were signs of life: the occasional person outside or smoke pouring from stovepipes. Today most look empty. I can’t figure out why the occupants would have left somewhere relatively safe for a Safe Zone.

I guess I might consider it too, if we hadn’t already escaped from one and heard about the fall of another. I’m looking for a place to stop, so I’m not prepared when I round a bend and there’s someone standing in the middle of the road.

“Shit!” I slam on the brakes and skid to a stop two feet away. There are grunts as everyone in the back hits the front seats. “Sorry! You guys okay?”

“Fine, we’re fine,” Penny says, not taking her eyes off the road.

A man stands with his back to us. His hair is greasy cowlicks. He looks normal from the back, but none of us is surprised when he turns and his face is slack. A network of purple capillaries stands out on the gray of his face. They look just like the tiny, twisting lines of the back roads we’re following on the map. He shambles up to the hood and leans forward. His eyes are cloudy, like grimy old marbles.

“Run him over!” Ana screeches.

Her voice carries out the windows. He moans and pulls himself halfway onto the hood, teeth clacking together. I haven’t seen one this still and close in broad daylight. There’s a brown crust in between every tooth, like he hasn’t brushed in a year. I’m pretty sure it’s blood. I can see the bone in one arm, a flash of white in the tangled mess of tissue.

“Cassie,” James says in a calm voice. “You might want to go.”

I snap out of it. There’s a dead person on the hood of the car. His hands scrabble on the shiny black paint as he tries to get purchase, and I’m afraid he’ll fly up and crack the windshield. I lightly press the accelerator, even though I want to gun it.

“Jesus, Cassie, go!” Peter shouts, and the creature on the hood gurgles with frustration, or something like it.

“I don’t want to crack the windshield,” I say, as I speed up. “Hold on to something, everyone.”

I swerve and the Lexer slides off the hood. There’s a terrible thump-bump as we run over some part of him. My breath comes in gasps. We’re going fast now, and I have no intention of stopping, ever. I’m so tightly clenched that my hands and neck hurt.  Everyone talks at once, but I’m silent, waiting for the next bump in the road, literally and figuratively.

“Sorry, everyone,” I finally say. “I should have moved faster there.” I feel dumb, like I can’t be trusted to keep everyone safe. My cheeks are hot.

“Are you kidding?” Penny asks. “If it were me we’d still be sitting there trying to get me to step on the gas.”

“And I would’ve floored it, and he probably would’ve cracked the windshield,” Nelly says. Peter gives a little cough. “You wanted to take off fast, too. Right, Pete? That’s why you yelled for her to go?” There’s a warning in his voice.

“Not fast enough to crack a windshield,” Peter replies.

I can see him in the rear view mirror; his jaw clenched. He hates when people call him Pete, which Nelly knows, without a doubt.

“Thanks,” I say, to everyone but Peter. “I won’t be as slow next time. I thought we were pretty safe here, but if that guy is just wandering around…”

“It doesn’t look good,” James finishes. “I can drive whenever you want.”
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The houses that looked empty now look menacing; their dead eyes watch us as we go past. I jump every time I think I see a pale face at a window, a corpse inside waiting to be freed. I would think that after days of this my heart would have ceased going into overdrive, but the body knows when it’s threatened, and it isn’t going to let me pretend otherwise. Maria said the virus lives in the brain, where our most primitive reactions are based. It occurs to me that if I allow my brain stem to do its reptilian job in response, I just might live.

The holster digs into my side in the backseat. It’s not an unpleasant feeling. I’ve never particularly liked pistols. They’ve always scared me a bit, even though I’ve shot them more times than I can remember. My dad liked to carry a gun; it was an extension of his body, a tool. Like a hammer. I feel as if I’m using a table saw with no safety cover, no goggles, and my eyes closed. Like any second it might start going off wildly, despite my attempts to control it.

My dad said I was a natural at shooting targets, and I did enjoy it. But I’m not like Nelly, who holds a gun with ease, who never frowns at the weight of it in his hand like it’s a venomous snake. I’ve never wanted a gun for protection, afraid it was more dangerous to carry than anything I might come up against in daily life. But now I’m glad it’s here. The heaviness weighs me down, roots me, and reminds me that at any instant I might have to use it. I just hope I’m still a good shot.

There are just over thirty miles left. It doesn’t seem like a lot, but it could be impossible. People drive that far to get a gallon of milk around here. Or they did; both small stores we passed were dark.

It’s about ten miles to Bellville, the town my family would visit on summer evenings for a scoop of ice cream or Fourth of July fireworks. This wasn’t our usual route, but I’ve spent enough of my life here to have traveled this road before. The farm with the wagon wheel mailbox means we’re only five miles away. I say this aloud. Everyone nods, but the car is silent.

Peter’s on the other end of the backseat. His profile is still and his eyes flick back and forth at the passing scenery. This morning he mumbled an apology at me, and I tried to be gracious about it. It’s okay, it was a mistake, I said, and tried smiling at him. His answering smile was bitter, and he went back to loading the truck. He’s so angry at me, maybe at everything. Peter’s always wanted for nothing, except the things that really matter. He’s always had money and charm to fall back on, but now all the superficial armor that protected him is gone.

Maybe somewhere in there is that guy I glimpsed now and again in his generosity or in the gentle way he would treat me, which was so at odds with the way the rest of the world saw him. I wish I could smooth things over. Maybe it’s not possible. But he’s here, and though I want to kick him much of the time, I’m kind of glad. He may hate me, but I still care enough about him to want him safe.
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A painted wooden sign welcomes us to Bellville. A police car sits sideways across the road, surrounded by a jumble of cars. Three men pop up from behind it. One rests a huge rifle on its roof while the others hold their hands up until we stop.

“Okay,” shouts a tall, blond man. “Everyone out of the truck.”

“Should we get out?” James asks. “Maybe we should just turn around. Is there another way?”

“It’s another forty miles of driving, at least,” I say. “And no guarantee we won’t run into another roadblock.” On the plus side, if they’ve got the town barricaded, everyone must be well.

We spill out of the truck as two men move forward and leave the one with the rifle trained on us. The second man is bulky, with brown hair that looks like it was cut with a butter knife, and small, mean eyes.

“Where you folks headed?” asks the tall one.

I step forward a couple of inches. “Headed to my folks’ place, about twenty miles north.”

“Any of you sick?”

We shake our heads. It’s a good thing we didn’t try to pass through here while we were ill with whatever was in the water. They look like they plan to shoot first and ask questions later. We still don’t look that great, and there have been an embarrassing number of pit stops today, but all in all we don’t look infected.

“Well, we’re not letting anyone into town. You’ll have to find another way up there.”

“We just need to pass through, up Bell Street,” I plead. “It’ll save us forty miles and we’re really low on gas. You can escort us.”

He shakes his head. “We don’t have time to escort anyone anywhere. Over half the town’s gone to the Safe Zone outside Albany. National Guard came through a few days ago and told people it was their only chance. So they took it.”

The bulky one narrows his already small eyes. “Why aren’t you headed for a Safe Zone?”

“We were already at one in New Jersey,” Nelly says. “We got out by the skin of our teeth after the infected got in. I’m sure you’re not there for the same reason. You figure you can protect your families, yourselves.”

“Damn straight. But we’re still not letting you through. Sheriff’s orders.”

Hope spreads in my chest. “Sam? Sheriff Price?” I ask.

The tall one raises an eyebrow. “You know the sheriff?”

“I do. He’ll know my name. Can you please tell him that Cassie Forrest is here?”

Mean-eyes tightens his mouth, but the other answers first. “All right, I’ll give him a radio call. Sit tight.”

They walk back to the cruiser and speak into the radio. I try not to stare, afraid they’ll suddenly refuse to help if we make one wrong move. Besides, the rifle’s still on us.

“This is no joke,” Nelly says. He leans on the truck, hands in pockets, looking nonchalant. He barely inclines his head toward town. “Don’t look. They’ve got people on the roofs. I’ve seen two so far.”

“They’re not fucking around,” James agrees. “We’ll siphon more gas if they don’t let us in. I just want to get out of here.”

I nod. It’s not worth all of this. I’m about to say so when the tall guy opens the cruiser door and smiles. He walks toward us with Mean-Eyes dogging his footsteps.

“Well, Cassie Forrest,” he says, and extends his hand, “Sam’s real glad you’re here. Name’s Will Bishop, by the way. Sorry about the welcome, but we’ve had some trying to pass through with infected people.”

He hooks his thumb at his partner. “This is Neil Curtis.”

Neil gives us a nod, and when he takes in our group his eyes linger too long on me, Penny and Ana. His eyes have no depth, like a dumb, unpredictable dog. Some of those dogs are mean, while some are so enamored with tennis balls that there’s no room in their brains for anything else. This dog right here is mean, though; I can see that.

James moves forward to block us from view. I appreciate the sentiment, but the past week has made him look frail enough to blow away on a stiff breeze. Neil notices, though, and quickly hides a look that’s much too heated. Mean dog.

“We’ll move the cruiser so you can get past,” Will Bishop says. “Sam’s down at the Town Hall. You know where you’re going?”

“I do. Thank you.”
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Sam stands outside Town Hall and raises his eyebrows when he sees what we’re driving. I jump out as soon as the truck stops and run to him.

He grabs both my hands and gives me a hug. “Cassie, it’s been too long. How are you? Are you okay?”

It’s so nice to see a face I know that I can’t stop smiling. I give him a brief synopsis of our trip as everyone joins us.

“Come along inside,” Sam says. He removes his hat and opens the door. “State police office isn’t safe. It’s where everyone who got bitten went, followed by everyone who got scared and then got bitten there. Thankfully, not too many have made their way here so far.”

Sam directs us into a room with old windows that let in the late morning light. He sits on a wooden bench and motions for us to do the same. He looks just as he did three years ago, when he came to the house to tell me about the accident. The deep, dragging lines in his long face are still there. Or maybe they’re recently back. This is a crisis that blows a parental car crash out of the water.

“We’ve got the main intersection blocked off,” he continues. “Pretty much everyone’s moved down to the junior-senior high school. It’s got a generator. We’re moving the equipment here to the school office.”

“It must be cramped,” I say. “I know half the town’s gone, but that’s still more than a thousand people.”

“A thousand? Where’d you get that idea? Most of the town is gone. There’re about two hundred of us left, that’s all.”

“At the roadblock. They said half the town was gone.”

“Oh, they’re saying that to discourage people from getting the idea they should try to take us on. I’m glad you thought to ask for me, since we’re not letting anyone through. One—what did you call them? Lexer? They’ve been calling them Biters around here. One gets through and that could be the end. Anyway, they’re doing the best they can over by the roadblocks. They’re all scared.”

He puts his elbows on his knees and steeples his fingers. There’s so much to think of, and he looks beat-up and bleary-eyed from trying to anticipate it all.

“There’s one guy down there, Neil, I think his name is? I understand the un-welcoming committee, but he’s…” James trails off with a shrug.

Sam rubs his chin and sighs. “Yeah, Neil’s family’s lived around here for generations. They’re like pit bulls, constantly inbreeding and making a meaner animal. Neil’s been doing good down at the roadblock, but he can be trouble. Run up against the law a few times. I’m keeping him close, don’t worry.”

He turns back to me. “You’re welcome to stay at the school if you want. We could use some extra hands. We’ve got a lot of families left. A quarter of our numbers are children.”

I don’t want to let him down, but the thought of staying here makes me nervous. I don’t want to tell him what I’m really thinking—that they’re sitting ducks.

“The house is still stocked up, Sam. And Eric—you remember my brother?—he’s meeting me. I’d feel better if we were there. I’m sorry.”

He nods. “I figured you’d say that. Listen, you didn’t tell anyone where the house is, did you?” We shake our heads. “Let’s keep it that way. Some people might just be tempted to come by. I’ll check up on you in a few days. The National Guard unit that came through said they’re expecting this to be over in a month. Said the Biters would—disintegrate, is how the man put it. We can all last that long, right?”

“Of course we can,” I say. This is very welcome news. A month until this is over.

The radio on Sam’s belt crackles. I can’t understand a word, but he replies. “I’ve got to run some folks to the north block and then I’ll be there.”

He clips it back to his belt as we stand. “You’ve got enough gas?”

There used to be fuel at the house, for the generator, but I don’t want to count on it. I look to James, who answers, “We’ve got about a quarter tank.”

“Should be enough to get you to town a couple times. We’re conserving gas for the generator, but next time you come down, we should be able to spare some from what we’re siphoning.”

The sun is bright when we step outside. I turn to Sam and shield my eyes from the glare with my hand. “Why didn’t you go with the Guard?”

Sam’s hat is back on his head and his eyes are in shadow, but his mouth tightens. “I was in Albany on Sunday. It was a complete fuckshow, pardon my French. People ignoring the curfew, infected wandering the streets. I’ve been listening on the police radio for the past week and honestly, Cassie, I think—hell, I know—they’re in over their heads. When I heard the plan was to move us to a more populated place, I thought they had to be out of their minds. I offered to set them up here; we could’ve used the help. But they had their orders. I tried to get more folks to stay, but they felt more secure with the Army.” The decision is weighing on him.

“We were in one of those so-called Safe Zones. It might be the least safe place I can think of. You made the right decision.”

Even if it won’t be enough, it’s still the better choice. But they did say a month, I remind myself. It should be enough.

“Oh, Cassie, I really hope so.”


Chapter 49



 



We follow the paved road out of town for about twenty miles before the turnoff. I’ve moved the star ring to my clean pair of jeans, and I use the word clean very lightly. Mostly puke-free would be a better description. I circle the outline of the ring in my pocket and think of the first time I brought Adrian to the cabin.

Adrian and I pulled up at lunchtime, as the last strains of “Take Me Home, Country Roads” died out. It was a tradition that began with my mom’s John Denver cassette tape when I was young. I would make them play it on the last road to the house. I had pulled out the CD at the turn and popped it in. Adrian laughed at the corniness of it, but still sang with me at the top of his lungs. After all those months he was used to my idiosyncrasies.

We sat in the car and listened to the clicking car engine mix with the sounds of the house: the soft clucking of chickens, the wind in the trees, a dish clanking in the kitchen.

“Ready?” I asked.

I knew he was nervous. He’d met my parents a few times, but this was a long weekend in their house. A whole different ball of wax.

“It looks just how I pictured it,” he said.

I tried to see it through his eyes: the weathered logs of the cabin, the picture windows my parents installed, the porch that ran the breadth of the front, with table and chairs, the porch swing at the end. The flowers my mother babied surrounded the house with a riot of bright colors. But all I could see was home. I hoped that Adrian would love it there as much as I did.

My parents came out the screen door as we retrieved our bags. My dad grabbed me in a bear hug and tickled my neck with his beard. My mom gave Adrian a hug. Her long hair was in a braid and her laugh lines deepened as she welcomed him with the signature warmth that drew people to her.

“You can always tell when Cassie is coming down the road,” she said, humming a few notes. She had a soft spot for the song, since she grew up in West Virginia. You could still hear the mountains in her voice if you listened carefully. “Lunch is ready. I made a few things since I wasn’t sure what you liked, Adrian.”

I translated for Adrian. “That means there’s enough food for fifteen people inside.”

“No, no, I practiced restraint. There’s only enough for ten.” She laughed and then swatted my dad when he shook his head and mouthed, “Fifteen.”

The wood walls and floor were a warm honey color in the sunlight that came through the loft. When I was a kid I would spend hours painting up there, feeling very serious as I worked in what I thought of as my art studio. There were supplies up there still.

The big farmhouse table sat next to the kitchen, which was open to the rest of the house. Eric and I would tease my mom and say that was why she always went overboard with food: she was feeding the ten chairs instead of the people. It was loaded with cold cuts and hummus, homemade potato salad, three kinds of bread that she probably baked herself, yogurt, some sort of pasta, two pies and lots of fruit.

“There are chips and some—” mom began, as Adrian started talking.

“This looks great, M—”

She cut Adrian off and held a hand in front of her. “You aren’t about to call me Mrs. Forrest, are you? Because I refuse to answer, remember? I get enough of that at school all year. Please, please call me Abby.”

She put a plate down in front of him while he smiled and promised to never do it again.

“Well, you can call me Pat, or Patrick or whatever you’d like. Just don’t call me late for supper,” Dad said. Mom and I groaned; he loved to act hokey.

I could see Adrian relaxing. My parents had a way of doing that to people. Dad heaped a plate like he hadn’t eaten in days, which couldn’t possibly be the case with my mom around. I wanted some of everything, and tried to figure out where to start.

Mom plunked a fork and a jar of her canned peaches in front of me. Now there was no contest. Nothing in the world compares to a home-canned peach; it’s like summer in a jar. I stabbed peaches and plopped them in my mouth, their cool sweetness exploding on my tongue.

“Savage!” she said. But she loved that we all adored her food. “That’s almost the end of last summer’s peaches. I got a couple of batches done yesterday but thought we’d do some more tomorrow. If you want to, that is. You can take a bunch back to school with you.”

“Definitely.”

I handed Adrian the fork with a half of a peach on it. He ate it in a single bite as we all watched him, like it was some sort of test.

“Wow. That’s really good. No, better than good,” he said, passing the test, since you could tell he meant it.

“We’re having them over homemade ice cream tonight,” Dad said. He scoured his beard with a napkin and rubbed his gut.

“I can’t wait,” Adrian replied.

He smiled at my mom and she beamed back. My dad brought up some problem he was having with the solar, and once they started talking about inverters and arrays, I zoned out. I knew I should pay more attention, but there was always something else I’d rather be doing, like eating peaches.

“Eric really wanted to come, but he couldn’t get away,” my mom told me. While I would have liked to see Eric, I thought maybe it was good that Adrian wouldn’t be on Forrest family overload right away.

“I spoke to him yesterday,” I said. “He keeps mentioning one girl in particular. Sounds like she’s a tough broad. Kicked his butt climbing some mountain. I think he might like her for real.”

“Is her name Rachel?” I nodded. She clasped her hands together. “We met her at parents’ weekend, with a group of his friends. She seems like a nice girl. One of those girls that reminds me of horses, you know?”

She saw that I had no idea what she meant. It’s no secret that I inherited my flaky side from my mom.

“She doesn’t look like a horse, nothing like that,” she continued. “She’s actually quite pretty. She’s like a thoroughbred: all tan, muscular flanks, strong, white teeth and long, thick mane of glossy, dark blond hair. She looks like she just came in from some sort of adventure, even if it was just a walk to the store.”

The funny thing was that I knew exactly what she meant. I’d always felt like those girls were a different species from me, with their rosy cheeks and unbridled enthusiasm. I burn in the sun, and even the millions of freckles on my arms have never joined forces to create a tan. My hair isn’t a naturally shiny mane; it gets frizzy and puffy from waves that don’t quite make it to curls. My thighs tend to wobble and no one has ever said that I look like an outdoorsy girl, even though I do outdoorsy things. In the wilderness I tend to look like something the cat dragged in, not an L.L. Bean ad. But I liked Rachel already; anyone that could kick Eric’s butt was great in my book. He could be insufferable; he was just so competent at everything. But he was also impossible to dislike because of it.

Dad and Adrian glanced furtively at us as my dad attempted to draw some electrical thing on a pad.

I shook my head sadly when they looked my way again. “You’re both itching to get out there, aren’t you? You can barely stand it!”

 “Well,” my father said, “it would be easier to show him.”

 I pretended to be defeated, but really I was glad they had something in common. “Go. Shoo!” I flapped my hands dismissively. “You can have the tour later, Adrian. We’ll clean up.”

Their chairs screeched as they jumped up and left through the sliding glass doors on the back wall. Mom looked fondly after them and began to stow the insane amount of food in the refrigerator.

She came to stand next to me while I washed dishes. “You love him,” she said.

Mom was the one person who could always get me to talk about my feelings. I kept my eyes on the sponge and smiled. “I do.”

She squeezed my shoulder. “I’m so glad.”

Afterward, I wandered around and stuck my head into all the rooms, saying hello to all the familiar books and pictures. Being there after an absence was like a reunion with old friends. My bedroom smelled of the wildflowers my mom had put on the dresser, and I sat on the bed and played with the single ear of an old, ratty stuffed dog I’d won at a carnival long ago.

I looked out to the backyard. Off to the right of the house was a stand of trees, the hammock underneath practically begging me to come and read. The little barn was right behind it, shaded by fruit trees. There were no animals in it; my parents were waiting for retirement to get some goats and maybe a pig for bacon. The chicken coop was full, however. In the fall they would give the chickens to our neighbors, John and Caroline, who were happy to take them.

Blueberry bushes and a huge bed of strawberries sat before the wood and wire fence that surrounded the vegetable garden.

I strolled outside and raised my face to the sunshine, listening to the bugs that tease you with their calls that cut off when you get close. We could never catch them when we were kids, no matter how stealthily we crept. I let myself into the garden. The zucchini that had escaped attention were over a foot long, and the earliest tomatoes were almost ripe. I fingered the tomato plant leaves and breathed in the green, almost minty smell.

I heard laughter and headed for the shed that housed the batteries for the solar. Adrian and my dad were bent over a metal box, nodding. I knocked on the top of it, like a mechanic does on a car, and pretended I had any sort of inkling of what could be going on.

“So, boys,” I said. “Any luck?”

They stood. They were so different. Where my dad was broad and pink, Adrian was lean and dark. My dad couldn’t tan on a bet, but Adrian was bronzed by the sun. It struck me that they were very similar as well. Not only their interest in self-reliance and insanely boring electrical systems, but they both had infinite reserves of patience. They were solid. Always ready for a laugh and full of kindness. But under that was a core of steel. If provoked, they were a force to be reckoned with. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised by that revelation, but I was.

Adrian looked mischievous. “Yeah, I think we figured it out. It was the flux capacitor. You guys need a new one.”

I rolled my eyes. “You know, I have seen Back to the Future. Nice try, though.” They laughed. “Mom and I are going down to town. Getting some peaches and there’s a sale on canning jar lids. You need anything?”

“More canning lids? That woman has enough lids for a hundred years!” My dad exclaimed, although he didn’t mind, really.

“Hey, those lids are what bring you peaches all winter. Pea-ches,” I reminded him.

His eyes twinkled. “You’re right, Cassafrass. Tell her to get enough for two hundred years, then.”

I kissed them both and left them to their flux capacitors.

That night our neighbors, John and Caroline, came over for dinner. You could walk a straight shot through the woods to get to their house. Over the years we’d worn a trail.

While my parents were liberal hippies, John and Caroline were religious libertarians, which made for interesting dinner conversations. People thought it strange they were such good friends, but they were like family.

John sat at one end of the table, spooning pie past his beard. “If you think that FEMA is going to be there when the stuff hits the fan, well, I can’t imagine that’s always going to be true. Look at the places they’ve dropped the ball so far.” He turned his attention toward Adrian. “What do you think, Adrian?”

Adrian nodded. “I guess I never really thought about stocking up with food for any particular reason. But it would be a by-product of the kind of farm I’d like to live on. Meat stored on the hoof. Preserving the harvest and keeping food until the next planting season.”

“Exactly,” John said. He knocked his fist on the table. “People think it’s crazy to store food, but it’s not a recent phenomenon. It was the way things were done up until fifty years ago. You planned ahead for tough times.”

“What’s crazy is relying on a complex chain to bring food to you, and to believe that every link in that chain will do its part unfailingly,” my dad agreed. “So far, it’s worked, because any time there’s been a problem it’s been localized and other areas pick up the slack. But it would only take several areas in the United States to be hit at the same time. A cascading series of events.”

“And then you’re standing on the FEMA food line, praying there’s enough so you can feed your kids,” John finished.

It was pretty heavy dinner conversation. I was used to it by now, of course, but I wasn’t sure if Adrian wanted the Preparedness 101 lecture on his first visit, even though he seemed interested.

“You know, I think you’re preaching to the choir,” I said, smiling. I changed the subject. “How are Tom and Jenny?” We had spent our childhood summers playing with their kids. Caroline filled me in.

 

“I think we’re going to sit out on the porch a bit,” I told my parents, after Caroline and John had left.

My mom yawned and hugged us both. “We’re heading to bed.”

My dad was at the stereo. “You guys want this off? Any requests, or can I put on a couple more tunes for you?”

“You choose,” I said, and gave him a kiss goodnight. “I love you, Daddy. Until the end of the world.”

He smiled. “And after, Cassie-Lassie. Good night, Adrian. Thanks for the help today; in two hours you solved what’s been stumping me for a week.”

“No problem,” Adrian said. “It was fun.”

“Fun? You’re both hopeless,” Mom said, and winked at me.

We headed out into the summer night. The air was still warm up on the hill, so it must have been a scorcher in town. We rocked on the porch swing as we listened to the music through the window screens. “This Magic Moment,” by Jay and the Americans, began.

I squeezed Adrian’s hand. “It’s official. My dad loves you.”

“How can you tell?”

“This is my parents’ song. He wouldn’t share it with just anybody. It’s Dad code, he’s saying we can have it.”

He laughed. “Dad code?”

“Yeah. I can read him pretty well.”

“I like him.” He sounded wistful. “Both of them.”

Adrian’s dad split when he was young. From what I’d heard of him it was probably a good thing, but that didn’t stop him from missing what might have been.

“I can share,” I offered. “Lots of people use my dad when they need one.”

He squeezed my hand. “What was that you said to your dad when you said goodnight? Until the end of the world?”

“Yeah, it started when I was little. You know, like I love you more than the stars in the sky?” Adrian nodded. “Like that. One day I said, ‘I love you until the end of the world. And after.’ It stuck.”

We listened as the music swelled. Adrian looked down at our hands and rubbed his thumb in circles over mine. “So, do you think you’ll ever say that to me?”

We’d said I love you, but I wasn’t very good at expressing my emotions without feeling flustered. I didn’t have a lot of experience being in love. Actually, this was my experience being in love.

“Say what?” I asked, even though I knew what he meant.

“That you’ll love me until the end of the world? And after?”

I watched his thumb stroke mine. I couldn’t look up. All of this came so easily to him.

I forced the words out. “I already do. I just don’t say it out loud.”

His mouth moved to my ear. “Cassie Forrest, I love you. Until the end of the world.”

I shivered, not sure if it was his breath on my neck or his words. I wondered what we both did to deserve this, to have found each other so easily.

I smiled as I met his eyes, and my next words came easily. “And after, Adrian Miller.”

His hands were tangled in my hair as I pulled him closer on the creaky porch swing. The end of the song surrounded us, a gift from my dad, and in that magic moment the song became our own.

 

***

“I can’t remember, is this the turn?” Nelly asks.

I start, feeling like I’ve just fallen out of that swing. “Oh, um, yeah.” He turns up the dirt road, which means we’re almost there. I pump an imaginary accelerator with my foot. I want to be there so badly, yet I’m afraid, too. I wonder if my parents’ ghosts linger there, if they’ll haunt me as I walk the rooms.

Here’s the tree with the reflector on it, where I would start playing the song. I sing softly to myself, thinking that in the passenger seat no one will hear. Nelly does, though, and he joins in. It forces me to raise my voice, too.

“Oh, great,” Ana says. “A sing-along.”

Penny squeals. She’s an old hand at this song, having spent much of her summers here, at what she called her “country estate,” and I feel selfish for having denied her access these past years.

Penny’s voice is sweet and clear and purposely directed right at her sister’s ear. James gazes at her with a look I recognize. Adrian used to look at me like that. Then he opens his mouth and sings, and my jaw drops at the voice that comes out. It’s smooth and low and we look at him in surprise.

James flushes and shrugs. “Middle school chorus.”

I remember the last time I drove down this road, and my voice deserts me. I couldn’t play this song. My mom and dad were in the backseat, mixed together in a box. Somehow I had thought their ashes would be like cigarette ashes, but they weren’t. A little chunkier, a little more there, they didn’t disperse into nothing the way cigarette ashes do. They settled on the ground and worked their way into the soil. Once I got over my initial surprise it seemed fitting.

Penny and James sing the end in perfect harmony as we turn into the driveway. I can almost hear the music backing them up. They’ve left me and Nelly in the dust.

“Show offs!” Nelly throws to the back, before he takes my hand and we pull up to the house.


Chapter 50



 



It looks forlorn. The porch furniture has been put away, and the swing is off-kilter. Eric may not have made it here all winter. He doesn’t tell me, because I haven’t wanted details, although I do like knowing he comes here.

“Ready?” Penny asks.

“Yeah,” I say.

Gravel crunches under my feet. My mother’s flowers have fallen victim to neglect. I should have been here, weeding and trimming, keeping it tidy. Small patches of ice linger in the shady parts of the yard. Spring comes a bit later up here, but the crocuses and daffodils are sending up their tiny green fingers anyway.

My hand trembles. It’s just a house. I open the door and step in. Everything’s the same, layered with quiet like it would be when we’d come up after an extended absence. All it needs is people filling its spaces. And it isn’t just a house. All this time I thought I would be haunted by memories here. Maybe even by ghosts, if you asked me after a particularly bad nightmare. But the memories aren’t haunting. There’s the wood stove where we would make popcorn on movie nights, the table where we ate countless home-cooked meals, the quilt on the couch that I’d wrap up in on cold, damp days, the shelves full of books, my mom’s knitting basket. It’s all just stuff, like this is just a house, but it all means something, too.

I’m irritated suddenly, as I realize I’ve wasted three years that I could have been here, taking comfort in this place. It seems to have become a habit of mine, to refuse the things that would give me comfort.

“This is really nice,” James says.

His breath fogs in the air. We need a fire. I feel like we haven’t been truly warm for days and days.

“Thanks.”

Everyone mills around, touching things, peering out windows. For now this is their house, too. I want them to like it. I’ve given some thought to rooms, but I want to check with Penny.

I motion her into the kitchen. “So,” I whisper, “bedrooms. Are you and James going to sleep in the same room, or should I put you and Ana together for now?”

She fingers the knives that sit in a block on the counter and doesn’t look at me. “Um, I think we’ll be in the same room.”

“Okay.” I kick her foot and try to keep from smiling. “Is there gonna be a home ru—”

“Cassie, I swear I’ll kill you if you make a comment that has anything to do with baseball bases,” she cuts in, and pretends to grab a knife. “But, if you must know, yes, I’m planning to hit one out of the park as soon as possible.” We dissolve into giggles.

“What’s so funny?” James asks from behind us.

“Oh, nothing,” Penny says. We grin at each other.

I clear my throat. “Okay, guys, I was thinking Penny and James in my parents’ room. Peter,” he looks up from the bookshelves, “you can have Eric’s room. When he gets here, we’ll figure something else out. Ana and Nelly, one of you can sleep with me in my room and the other can have the office-slash-guest room. Or, since there are two twin beds in Eric’s room, one of you can sleep in there with Peter.”

Nelly and Ana look at each other. It’s clear Ana wants the room to herself, and Nelly capitulates.

“Looks like we’re bunking together again,” he says to me. “You’ve proven you can keep your hands to yourself.”

“Ha ha. I’m going to the basement to turn on the breakers.”

I flip the switches, but nothing happens. Thankfully, the water is gravity-fed, and the solar water heater is separate from the rest of the power. That means hot showers. I sniff my hand, it still smells like puke. I survey the rest of the basement. It’s warmer down here than upstairs, above fifty degrees, and light filters in from the ground level windows.

My dad was the electric guy, but Mom was the carpenter. Wooden shelves full of home-canned jars line the walls. There are tomatoes, peaches, green beans, jams of all colors, applesauce and countless other things that were first grown, then harvested, and then preserved by them both. The summer and fall were times of canning jars and giant boiling pots and hot stovetops. It was hard work but worth it, my mom always said. And it was, come January.

Cans and large buckets of food line two walls. They contain flour, wheat, oats, sugar, rice, popcorn, beans, and dehydrated foods, amongst other things. Mom had it down to a science and rotated things out so nothing ever went rotten. She knew what it meant to be hungry; wasting food was anathema to her. Another shelving unit holds canning lids, candles, wax, batteries, lanterns, flashlights, a tub of medicines, shampoo, soap, conditioner, razors, and all the things we used to just run by the drugstore and pick up. I’m used to this abundance, but when I hear a gasp I remember it’s not normal to see this much food in one place.

“It’s like a warehouse,” James says. He runs his hands over the buckets. “There’s got to be thousands of pounds of food down here. I’ve always wanted a basement like this.”

He’s as crazy as I am. I’m thankful that he doesn’t make me feel like a freak for liking all of this.

“Cass’s parents planned for an emergency,” Penny says. She and I used to come down here and search for interesting treats, like a treasure hunt.

Peter’s voice comes from behind. “I didn’t realize your parents were hoarders.”

I imagine all the ways I could kill him. Maybe he doesn’t realize he’s insulting them. Maybe.

“They. Weren’t. Hoarders,” I say. “They were preppers. Hoarders take stuff they don’t really need, and they don’t share it. My parents grew a lot of this food. They also gave it away. They donated to food banks, and they kept enough in reserve to feed us through a hard winter if something terrible happened.”

I think about telling him how my mom was so poor growing up that sometimes she went without. That she would hunt for squirrel after school so there was dinner when her dad got home from work, dirty and exhausted. That the last thing she would ever do would be to let others go hungry when she had food. But he doesn’t deserve an explanation, to know these things about my mom. And, anyway, I think even if I told him he wouldn’t understand. Peter’s never had to go without.

I spin around. He’s watching me with a bored expression, like he’s letting me talk but doesn’t believe a word of it. “And imagine that, something terrible happening? No, I don’t believe it ever could. How about you?”

My hands tremble with rage as I glare at him. He breaks eye contact first. So this is how it’s going to be. Nothing I do will ever be right. At least I know where I stand.


Chapter 51



 



Our meager belongings are put away and a pile of smelly laundry sits in the corner. The house is warming up nicely. Peter sits at the table and eats crackers and peanut butter with homemade jam. I notice the hoarded jam is going down easily.

“Should we go see John?” Penny asks.

“He was visiting his daughter last week,” I say. “He was planning to call on his way back and come to see me in the city.” It’s the world’s worst timing, to be away from his supplies right now, but at least he’s with Jenny.

I head out to the solar shed. The hole in the bottom of the door is not a good sign. Inside, the batteries are strewn everywhere. One of the windows is broken and wires are chewed. Fluffy mouse nests are tucked in the debris, but something larger must have come in and then chewed its way out the door, maybe a raccoon or porcupine. The little fucker must have gone bananas in here. Power would have been nice, but there are plenty of lanterns and the kitchen stove’s two LP tanks are full.

I hear something in the woods as I leave the shed. My holster’s back in the house, machete, too. It was stupid to go outside unarmed and alone. I grab a piece of metal tubing and creep over the dead grass to the house.

I pick up speed at the sound of snapping branches until I hear a joyful bark that stops me short. It’s John’s dog, Laddie. He’s gray around the muzzle and limps on cold mornings, but he dances around me with a doggy grin.

“Laddie!” I kneel to hug him and get a slobbery lick on the lips. “What are you doing here? Where’s your dad?”

He sits and his tail sweeps away the leaves behind him. I hope John’s okay; he never would have left Laddie here by himself.

“Hello the house!” a voice rings out.

John strides out of the path between our houses. He looks much better than he did when I last saw him. Caroline died a year ago of a massive heart attack in her sleep. It hit him hard, and it seemed like he was trying to follow her to the other side. His broad frame is still on the thin side, now that Caroline isn’t here to feed him, but his eyes sparkle and his teeth flash under his salt and pepper beard.

“John!” I run into his bear hug and relax in his wool-shirted arms.

He grasps my shoulders and holds me away from him, his eyes moving up and down. “You’re okay? You made it here?” he asks, like I might be an apparition.

“I’m fine. We’re all fine. Nelly and Penny and her sister and, well—come in and meet them. Why are you here? Why aren’t you at Jenny’s?”

“The day I was leaving Jenny called and said the kids had a virus and I should postpone a week or so.” I gasp and he shakes his head. “No, no, they had bad colds. Fevers, runny noses, coughing. Thank God.” But worry crosses his face anyway. “I last spoke to them on the weekend. I tried to call you, but service in New York was down. You know Jenny, she’s like her mom, already battening down the hatches. They’re pretty rural. I pray they’re okay.”

“Oh, John, I hope so.” I cover one of his calloused hands. “But I am so glad to see you here, I really am. Come inside.”
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John’s booming laugh fills the house as he hugs Penny and Ana, shakes Nelly’s hand and is introduced to everyone else. His questions about where we’ve been get right to the point.

“An Army buddy of mine who’s high up at the Pentagon called me last weekend,” he says. “Said there were rumors this was a bioweapon gone wrong. That it’s ours, something called BornAgain. He didn’t know how it ended up all over the world. He called me on a secure line from somewhere underground, and if that’s not an indication of how bad this is, then I don’t know what is.”

He runs his hands through his white-streaked hair. “Told me to sit tight and wait it out. I asked him, ‘Wait out what and for how long?’ He said he wasn’t sure on either count. The party line was a month, but they’d picked that as an arbitrary number. Far enough away to scramble together some sort of military response and near enough that people wouldn’t panic when they heard it.”

My heart falls. I’m one of those people who heard it and felt relieved. Sam believes it, too. I’ll bet the National Guard did as well.

John notices my expression and I explain. “They told Sam the same thing. If everyone’s operating under the assumption that we only have to stick it out for a month, they won’t be as careful.”

Penny and James nod frantically, both thinking of their mothers, I’m sure. Earlier in the week I saw Penny holding James in the trees while his shoulders heaved. When I asked later, she said he’d tried to get his parents to take Bornavirus seriously, but they said he was being his wacky old self. He’s sure they’re dead, or infected.

James doesn’t give the impression of being the toughest guy at first glance, but I think he’s sturdier than most. He held it together the whole way here; I never had to wonder if he was okay. We were all scared, but it didn’t stop him. He’s different, and he’s smart.

A light goes on in his eyes. “I was reading some conspiracy theory websites and site said something about a bioweapon. At the time everyone had a theory, so I just skimmed it. I wish I could remember the details.”

He closes his eyes and puts a hand on his forehead like an old-timey mind reader. “It said the mutation of a military virus caused Bornavirus LX. Something having to do with soldiers killed on the battlefields being able to continue to fight. Life after death. BornAgain, I guess. I dismissed it as complete craziness at the time, but…”

“It might be true,” John finishes. “And the infected are going to last a lot longer than thirty days, from what my buddy said, or didn’t say.

“He always ribs me about my food storage, and when he asked how I was set for food, I thought he was joking. I laughed and told him I had years of food and plenty to grow more. ‘I know, John,’ he said. ‘And thank God you do.’ The way he said it, all quiet, made my blood run cold.”

“Years?” James asks. He drops his hand from his forehead and widens his eyes. And now, finally, I can say I’ve seen him look frightened.
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Unfortunately, John doesn’t have any idea about the solar. He’d planned to have my dad help solarize his house, but the plans died along with him. He does, however, have lots of stored fuel and a generator. He’s been running it for a few hours at night to keep his freezers frozen. And the best part is that he has a clothes washer. He even insists on taking our laundry back with him, so we can settle in.

“Eric took your generator for the winter,” John says.

Eric and Rachel rent a house that’s notorious for winter power failures, so that doesn’t surprise me. John told me Eric called after the bridges blew and said they were leaving. They planned on hiking here if they couldn’t take the roads. He told John to keep an eye out for me, although he wasn’t sure I’d made it out. I do my best to imagine them trekking through the woods safely, but they have hundreds of miles to go. Even though thinking about it makes my stomach twist, I obsessively picture them hiking along a trail, filling their water bottles, enjoying the views and snuggling in a sleeping bag under the stars, while I trace a likely route along the map in my head. Maybe if I will it hard enough it’ll be true.

“We have heat, a stove, lamps and water,” I say. We’re probably some of the luckiest people in the world right about now. “I think we can cope just fine. Plus, we get to send out our laundry. It’s just like the city.”

John bellows out a laugh.

“But you will have dinner here, right, John?” Penny asks. “We’ve got to fatten you up a bit.”

“A little home cooking wouldn’t go amiss. And a little company, too. Both my freezers are chock full of meat. I need some help eating it. I’ll take out some beef to thaw for tomorrow.” He flings the bag of laundry over his shoulder, like a lumberjack Santa Claus. “I’ll get going and start this up. Be back with what’s clean for supper.”
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I yank a brush through the snarls in my hair. Even the short shower we were allotted before the hot water ran out felt wonderful. I watched a week of dirt and grime swirl down the drain and allowed myself to think of Adrian. As of a year ago, he was somewhere in northern Vermont. If he’s still there I’d bet close to a hundred percent that he’s okay. If I know him he’ll be building fortifications and gathering people around him right now.

It heartens me that I’m closer to him, although at this point the distance may as well be a million miles instead of hundreds. I just want to know if he’s okay. There are people who say they would know if someone they loved was dead. I’m not so sure, but if it’s true, then he’s still around. I can feel the pull of him all the way down here.

I dress in jeans and a shirt that have been here for years and head down the hall. Ana, Peter and Nelly are sprawled on the couch and overstuffed chairs, covered by a motley assortment of clothing. We’re going to need more clothes soon, in the correct sizes.

There’s a pot of water and canned tomatoes simmering on the stove. James hums and stirs the sauce while Penny puts the spaghetti in. It looks so normal and domestic, except that James’s high-water jeans are cinched tight and Penny’s got on a tie-dyed skirt of my mom’s. I stifle a laugh and try to help, but they shoo me out. The sun is going down. I set the table and add two solar hand-cranked lanterns. I put two oil lamps on either end of the couch.

There’s a knock and John enters with a bag and sets it down. “Got half of it done. I’ll get the rest later.”

“Oh, thank God,” Ana says. “I can’t wait to get out of these.”

Personally, I think she looked kind of cute in a cuffed-up pair of my mom’s khakis. It hurts my feelings that she isn’t grateful for the clothes she has on, even though it’s probably ridiculous. She paws around in the bag and heads down the hall. I follow and tap on the door.

“Yeah? Come in.”

“Hey, Ana.” I close the door most of the way. “Can we talk for a minute?”

Her look is unfriendly. “I guess.”

“Are you mad at me?”

Ana throws my mom’s shirt in the corner and puts on her shirt. She unbuttons the pants and stops. “Peter told me what you said to him. I mean, I knew you didn’t like him that much, but I can’t believe you would do something like that.”

I think back. I broke up with Peter and berated him for acting selfish, but I’m not sure what she means.

I cross my arms and lean back on the computer desk. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Peter told me how you told him not to come with us, just because you guys agreed to break up. That’s why he didn’t come when we had to run. I can’t believe you would be so selfish.”

She pulls my mom’s pants off and tosses them on top of the shirt. My brain repeats everything she just said, and I listen carefully because either I’m living in an alternate reality or Peter is. And in this alternate reality Ana is calling me selfish. Heat rushes from my stomach to my face.

“That’s not true,” I sputter. “I broke up with Peter, back in Brooklyn. He said he wasn’t going to come with us at the Safe Zone, even though I told him to. I’ve tried to be nice to him. Now he’s lying to you. And, of course, you believe him.”

Her lower lip juts out as she shrugs and zips her jeans. She doesn’t care, just like she doesn’t care about the clothes that lay in a heap. Why take care of clothes that aren’t hers, that have only been worn for a couple of hours? She gives no thought to John trudging through the woods with our clothes, being nice enough to clean and fold them, to use his stored gasoline to run his generator, and all the other small—but also huge—things that make laundry possible here.

I pick up and fold my mom’s pants and shirt carefully on the daybed. I want to smack Ana. I find it impossible to believe that she’s completely unchanged by this past week, but the old Ana stands before me—selfish, entitled Ana.

“Whatever,” she says. “We just have to be here for a month, right? I’m sure we can get along until we can all go back to our lives.”

She gives me a nasty closed-mouth smile. She hasn’t been listening at all. I’m not quite sure what she thinks will be left in New York in a month, even if the infection has died out.

“Fine, you believe what you want to believe, Ana.”

I hug my mother’s clothes to me. My mom always said pretty is as pretty does, and Ana looks so ugly to me with that tight face and misplaced self-righteousness. I head for the door, but then I stop and turn back. I want to wipe that smile off her face.

“But if you ever throw something of my parents’ on the floor again, like it’s trash, I swear I will beat the living shit out of you. I really will.”

My knees knock as I stalk out. I lean against the hallway wall and take a breath. I can’t believe I just threatened Ana with bodily harm, and that I meant every word of it.  But I still don’t care, because the look on her face as I left was worth it.
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“Home-canned green beans are actually pretty good,” Nelly says, as we finish up dinner. He looks at Penny and James. “Thanks, guys.”

Everybody looks exhausted. It seems like a few days ago that we’d passed through town, even though it was this morning.

“You all need to go to bed,” John says. “I’ll sleep on the couch tonight. Laddie’ll let us know if anyone’s coming. Tomorrow we’ll start work on an early warning system for your house. I’ve already done mine.”

“What’s that?” Penny jokes. “Like cans with rocks in them strung on wire?”

“Pretty much,” John says with a laugh. “There are some high tech things you can buy if you want to take your chances in Albany, so for now we’re going with barbed wire and fishing line.”

A little while later I tell Nelly about Ana as we lie in my bed and watch the moon graze the trees.

“I can’t believe Peter’s lying about it,” he says.

“I know,” I say. “I can’t even look at him.”

Angry tears well up in my eyes, and I go silent so Nelly won’t hear them in my voice.

“I wish you would let me talk to him, Cass.”

“I don’t want to start any more problems. Maybe it’ll blow over. Maybe some time will help.”

“Peter isn’t striking me as the kind of person who rises to the occasion. But I won’t say anything yet, I promise. You can’t let him treat you like this, you know.”

I sigh and roll over on my side. “I know, I know. I told you I’m not strong, didn’t I?”

He exhales. I think he’s gone to sleep, but then he speaks. “I do like this new leaf you’ve turned over, though.”

“What leaf is that?”

“The one where you threaten to kick people’s asses. I would’ve liked to have been a fly on the wall for that one.”

“Quiet, you,” I say, but I smile. And although a few minutes ago I felt like I would never be able to relax, I drift off to sleep.

 

***

It’s early morning when I wake. I’ve seen a lot of sunrises recently. I have a feeling there are many more in my future, since we’ll be conserving batteries and lamp oil. I love the underwater blue-gray light before the sun finally makes an appearance. When I watch the day dawn, I feel more in tune with it, like we’re old friends, instead of being thrust into it midway. For the first time in years, my fingers itch to hold a paintbrush, to blend the colors until I find that perfect shade of blue.

John’s got a fire going in the living room, and there’s hot water waiting in the kettle. He remembers I like tea in the mornings, bless his soul. I sit at the table where he’s scratching out something on paper.

“What’cha doing?” I ask.

“Planning out your perimeter. We’ll string up the early warning system, also known as the tin cans,” he smiles at this, “a ways out, but close enough to hear. The barbed wire will go inside that line at chest height. It’s supposed to catch anything that gets through the cans and hold it until we can get to it. The hill behind the garden’s steep, so we’ll save that for last. It’s the best we can do with what we have. Depending on how this all plays out, I think we may want to dig trenches, too. We’ll see how it goes.”

He reminds me of my dad, sitting at the table as steady as a rock, working on some sort of plans. It makes my chest tighten. John is the closest thing I have to a dad now. “John, you’re awesome. Thank you so much.”

I wrap my hands around my mug. The bedrooms are still cold; it was down in the thirties last night.

“I’m happy to do it. Takes the mind off of things.” His blue eyes shine in the lamplight when they meet mine. “I didn’t think you’d make it here, honey. Not after what they did in New York. When I saw the smoke from the stovepipe, I thought for sure it was Eric, and I wasn’t surprised. It was you I was worried about. I can’t tell you how glad I was to see you. Almost like Jenny showing up.”

I cover his hand with mine, and we sit in companionable silence as the sun rises.
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“If I never see another can in my life, I’ll be happy,” Penny says. She rubs Neosporin over the cuts she got stringing them along the wires.

“A good day’s work was had by all,” John says, who spent the day securing barbed wire into trees, but he glances at Peter and Ana. They spent much of the day working, but while the other teams of two were getting hundreds of feet finished, they were getting fifty. I’ve done my best to ignore them.

The barbecue is lit for the thawed steaks. It’s chilly out on the deck, but we’re still warm from the work. James passes out the few beers we found. Eric probably enjoyed the last of my dad’s home-brewed beers; there’s nothing but empty bottles.

James raises his bottle. “This is a momentous day.” At our curious looks he pulls his iPad from its case, and we gasp at the crack in the screen.

“Yeah, iPad is dead. Gone. I’m pretty sure it’s going to be impossible to submit a claim to AppleCare.” We laugh. “At first I was terrified at what I would do without it, then I realized that stringing cans is infinitely more useful than Words with Friends. Maybe more fun, too.” He winks at Penny, his partner in stringing, and she blushes.

 “And number two.” He pulls a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. “This is my last pack. I thought I’d enjoy them with a beer. I don’t want to be a pusher or anything, but anyone who wants one better get in on this.”

“We don’t want to smoke your last cigarettes, man,” Nelly says, although we totally do.

“I want you to. The longer I have them the more miserly I’ll become. I want them gone tonight and to smoke them with friends. Especially friends who will remember, when I’m acting like an asshole in nicotine withdrawal tomorrow, how generous I can be.”

He turns the pack suggestively, like we need any more enticement. Nelly and I each take one and lean back in our chairs. Even Penny, the good girl who hasn’t smoked since high school, takes one. We all ooh at her and she gives us the finger. Peter shakes his head, and Ana moves her chair to the edge of the deck with a sigh.

“What the heck,” John says. He slides one out of the pack. “It’s been twenty years, but damned if they don’t still smell great.”

It looks like it’s going to rain. I feel good, like we’ve done something productive, something besides running. Early this morning John and I drove down to the mailbox on the main road and chopped the post down with an axe. We hid the concrete base under some brush. Removing the last vestige of civilization felt like a capitulation, a goodbye.

I watch the cigarette smoke curl up into the trees and look at Nelly. He’s got his eyes closed and his feet splayed out. His shoes are damp and muddy. He and James both have big feet and no extra shoes. I add shoes to the mental list of things we’ll have to find in town somehow.

For the time being, though, we’ve decided to stay put. Sam said he’d be by in a few days, and we’ll get a status report then. I follow the end of my beer with the last drag of my smoke and hope it isn’t another kind of goodbye, though I’m almost certain it is.
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I look up from the table where I’m organizing seeds when I hear the rumble of thunder. We’ve spent the past four rainy days organizing our supplies, chopping wood, cooking, cleaning and getting less sleep due to a watch schedule we’ve set up.

Ana and Peter sit on the couch. These past days trapped inside with them have been torture. I’ve found an excuse to head to John’s house every day rather than listen to their sighing.

The other night at dinner, when we discussed starting a garden, they looked like they were about to explode. John tried to explain that even if everything went back to normal today at least half the population would be gone. Food would still be scarce and fresh vegetables non-existent. This was not what they wanted to hear. Since then both of them have been sullen and unhelpful, like if they refuse to help it won’t come true.

Penny’s tried to talk to Ana, but she’s in the grip of some powerful magical thinking. I admit it’s a lot to take in. All of us have our moments of disbelief, but right now, disbelief will get you killed. The thunder rumbles again, louder this time.

Nelly looks up from loading logs in the wood stove. “Storm’s a-brewing.”

John stomps his boots as he enters the front door, looking grave. “Those are explosions. I’m pretty sure it’s from Bellville. Don’t think we’d hear Albany or Pittsfield so far. There’s a huge tank of LP at the school, and last I saw Sam they were moving more fuel there. But I bet they had some explosives rigged up, too.”

We crowd around him at the open door, but we can’t see anything except trees and gray sky. Gas tanks are hard to blow up by accident. Unless they meant to, which would mean they’ve been attacked. We listen, but there’s nothing more. I move to the table and sit down.

“We could use a good antenna,” John says.

Every day we turn on the shortwave radio. Aside from the usual emergency broadcasts, we’ve heard a few broadcasts from other countries. But they haven’t been in English or Spanish, the only two languages we speak, collectively. We don’t understand them, but they all have the same urgent, fervent rhythm.

One emergency broadcast said a message from the president was forthcoming, but it never came. The past couple of nights we’ve picked up what sound like Americans talking, but we tend to get terrible reception up here.

“We’re going to have to go down there soon,” Nelly says. He doesn’t look happy about it. “There’s stuff we need, no? And we should know what’s going on. I don’t want to be surprised.”

I grab a pad and pen. “We need some shoes for you and James.”

Peter shoots me a look. “I need shoes, too. All I’ve got are sneakers now.”

“Okay, Peter, too,” I reply.

Penny tries not to smile. I kick her under the table, and she makes a strangled noise. I pinch my leg to keep from laughing and keep my eyes glued to the pad. I know if I even glance at her, I’ll lose it. It used to happen in class all the time.

“How about we wait another couple days, and then we scout it out?” John asks. “Whatever’s going on down there might have blown over by then.”
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It’s bright and sunny as we climb into the truck. Nelly, John and I are heading to town. Since the explosions, we’ve heard nothing more, although black smoke billowed into the sky eventually. I’ve got my holster on and the machete that I’ll wear across my back.

“Please be careful,” Penny reminds us. Her face is creased with worry. “Just come right back if it’s not safe. We don’t need anything that badly.”

“Yeah,” James adds. “You can’t leave us here with those two.”

He tilts his head toward Ana and Peter on the porch. Peter’s arms are crossed. He’s mad because he wanted to come. It’s the only thing he’s wanted to help with so far, but John insisted he learn to use a gun first.

The houses on the road are empty, since most people chose the safety of town. The roadblock at Bell Street is unmanned. The two- and three-story buildings on Main Street with ground floor businesses are all dark, and the sidewalks sparkle with the shattered glass of broken windows.

We head for the school. The only movement comes from trash blowing across the asphalt. From a distance we see that two walls of the school still stand, but the inside is a blackened ruin. It’s either still smoking, or the resulting ash is sifting into the sky; I can’t tell. I just hope all those people weren’t in there.

John pulls into the parking lot, and we take in a scene of total destruction. Bricks, splintered wood and pink tufts of insulation are everywhere. On top of and under and intertwined with the debris are bodies that must have been flung during the explosion. Big ones, small ones, a tiny one that makes me raise my hand to my mouth. They’re covered with flies. My mouth fills with thick saliva at the smell.

John stands with one leg out of the car. “Anyone here?”

We wait a few minutes in silence. The taillights of a police cruiser peek out from behind one wall, and we head for it. Sam lies on the ground, dead, behind the bullet-riddled open doors.

“Careful, John,” I say. The flies rise from his body in a swirl and then settle down again. I gag. You don’t see flies on Lexers, I realize, maybe because they don’t decompose normally.

“Shot,” John says. “Look at his chest.”

Sam’s shirt is encrusted with dried blood. He was so worried that he was making the wrong decision to stand his ground. It looks like that’s what he died trying to do.

“Jesus,” Nelly says. “It had to have been living people.”

“Let’s go,” John says. “They may still be around.”

The parking lot is no longer empty when we turn. About twenty Lexers move across the lot, but they’re far enough that we can beat them to the truck, although it means running toward them. Nelly and John must think so, too because they take off at the same time I do. But we stop when four more come out from behind a van. My gun is in my hand. I’m not sure when that happened, but I’m glad it’s there.

I stop and sight, just like Dad taught me. Breathe in. Relax. I aim for the head of a woman I think I recognize. She bares her teeth and lunges. That’s when I remember—she worked at the café and would bare her teeth like this whenever we came in as teenagers, even though we always tipped well.

Left hand underneath to steady. Use the right to aim. Line ‘em up. Exhale. I pull the trigger. The sound is loud and my hands jolt. But she goes down, head half gone in a splatter of brown gore. John hits two, and Nelly gets the other. But stopping has given the other Lexers time to get between us and our truck.

John’s voice is calm. “Take the ones on your side first.”

It’s so reassuring that I can’t help but obey. The first takes two shots to go down, the next in line takes only one. I miss the next one’s head and, after being thrown back by the impact, he staggers closer. I pull the trigger again and hear a click. Six shots. I lost count.

A steady stream of curses flies from my mouth as I shove the pistol in my holster and slide the machete out from behind me. All I can do is stand and wait until he’s covered the few feet between us. I hear my rasping breaths, but I feel still. There’s nothing else in the world but me and this balding, middle-aged man. Maybe he was an accountant before someone disemboweled him. His intestines hang down, covered in dirt and flakes of dried leaves. His mouth is open and his eyes are blank, but he comes for me like he has twenty-twenty vision.

I raise the machete in a two-handed grip, the way my dad taught me to swing a bat the one disastrous year I played softball, and the only game my team ever won was a forfeit. I step forward and swing like I’m going for a home run. It slams into his neck with a crunch that reverberates up my arms. I can’t pull it out to swing again; it must be lodged in his spine. But it’s enough. He drops to the ground. I almost follow him down until I release my hold on the handle. John and Nelly stand, guns still raised, but the rest of the Lexers are in a heap, covered in the remains of their head cavities.

“More coming,” John says. He points behind us.

More Lexers stumble over the bodies and bricks, which gives us the chance to make it to the truck. John fires the engine before our doors are closed. They slam shut as he swerves to avoid what remains of the school and the people who sought safety inside it.

“Lord, protect us,” he says, watching the scene in the rearview mirror. A few limp after us. Some seem to have already forgotten we were there and wander aimlessly.

“I know,” Nelly says, breathless. “It’s unbelievable.”

John shakes his head. “You told me. But when you haven’t seen it with your own eyes…dead people walking.”

I load my pistol, the box of ammo next to me. Next time I’ll wear the double holster. I have a feeling there will be a next time, and maybe a time after that.

Nelly turns in his seat. “Cass, you okay? That was quite a move with the machete.”

I click the cylinder home. “I need some practice with a gun. It’s been a while. And we need sharper blades. The machete worked, but it got stuck in bone and I lost it.” I know it’s not what he’s asking, but it’s all I can think of right now—how to win the war it seems we’ve been drafted into.

Nelly looks at me closely. His eyes flick back and forth. “Yeah, okay. But are you sure you’re fine?”

“She’s okay,” John says. He doesn’t look worried, and I’m glad, because I feel like maybe I should be hyperventilating. But I’m not. “Cassie’s tough as nails.”
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We make it to the little farm goods store without running across anything alive or dead. We find walkie-talkie radios, boots and clothes in peace. I stand watch, but I only see two Lexers way down the road, under a tree, doing who knows what. Waiting for the bus, I guess.

Next stop is the convenience store. The windows are shattered, and the beer cooler is cleared out. I wonder at the people who, when faced with life or death, grab beer and television sets.

As we wade through the crunchy glass, I see some bananas that are way past their prime in a basket on the counter. I grab them and all the apples, which are still okay. I think about taking some cigarettes for James, but it seems mean to bring him more since he’s quit. And, anyway, once I look I see they’re gone, too.

We only take a few things. Other people, if there are other people, probably need food a lot more than we do. What we’re really after is in the back. John breaks open a locked door and leads us into the office. Inside is a big radio.

“Richard Morgan, owner of this shop, he’s a HAM radio operator. He’s shown me a few times when I’ve asked. Always wanted to get into it, get a decent radio, but it was always one of these days.” John shrugs and gives a rueful smile. “I guess today’s the day. What we want most is the antenna.”

He heads outside and points out a cord that travels up a little pole on the roof. Nelly stands on the truck and pulls out the staples that hold it to the building. With a grunt he ratchets off the last bolt and lowers the pole. John carefully ties it to the roof. We follow this with some of the radio equipment.

I see a few figures limping our way. We were going to siphon some gas, but we can refill with John’s supply, so we head back toward the safety of home. Penny and James are on the porch as we pull up. They look relieved when we step out of the truck unscathed.

“How’d it go?” James asks. “What’s happening in town?”

We shake our heads. He nods like he expected no different.

“Did you run into any of them?” Penny asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “About twenty, at the school, which is burned to the ground. We had to shoot them.”

“Wow,” James says.

Penny’s eyes widen and she touches my shoulder. It aches from the impact of the machete into bone. The calm feeling has dissipated, and now, suddenly, I’m terrified. I collapse on the steps and drop my head in my hands. The cool breeze turns my sweat cold, and my teeth chatter. Penny leans over me.

“I’m okay,” I say. “I wasn’t that scared, then.”

I look down at my dirty hands and realize I can’t tell what stain is what. There are smears of brown and black and something rust-colored. The Lexer I killed with the machete might have gotten infected blood on me. Maybe it’s seeping inside, finding a way through a tiny cut and infecting me. I choke back my terror and say, “I need to wash up.”

I will not give in to panic, not after the fact. I hear Penny ask if I’m okay as I rush inside.

“Cassie’ll be just fine,” John says.

He has a lot more faith in me than I do.
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At dinner John asks if he can say grace. He always bows his head before dinner, and we’ve all taken to following suit. I send out my informal prayer that asks for Eric to reach me safely. I ask my parents to look out for us, wherever they are. I thank whoever or whatever is up there that we’ve gotten this far, because we are so very lucky. If today has shown us anything, it’s that nowhere is safe.

“I know we have a lot of different beliefs here,” John says. He inclines his head at me, smiling. “But whether we’re agnostic or Christian or—”

“One of the Chosen People,” James interjects with a grin. “James Gold was James Goldfarb about a hundred years ago.”

John laughs. “Or Jewish, of course, I’d just like to give thanks. I don’t want to offend anyone.”

“No one could be offended by you, John,” I say.

He’s a deeply religious person, but he doesn’t proselytize. He draws strength from his beliefs, something I envy but have never been able to emulate when it comes to organized religion.

He bows his head. “Lord, we thank you that we have food on our table and good friends to share it with. We pray that our loved ones are safe and also have tables laden with food and surrounded by friends. We ask that you help us to protect ourselves in the coming days. And, finally, we pray that the souls of those bodies that walk the world are safe in your arms, Lord. Amen.”

“Amen,” we all repeat.

Penny wipes her eyes, and even Peter looks like he means it.

There’s banana bread for dessert, made from the bananas we rescued. John gave me today’s eggs from his chickens to bake it, now that he’s got enough in his homemade incubator. He has eight chickens; he wouldn’t get rid of any of Caroline’s “girls” after she died, even though come summer he’s swimming in eggs.

“Tomorrow we’re taking a ride,” John says. “Target practice for everyone. We shouldn’t do it here. Noise seems to attract them.”

“Sam was shot,” I say. “That means the infected may not be the only thing we have to worry about.”

Everyone’s confused by the scene we found in town. There were Lexers, but obviously there’s someone else out there, too. Someone who killed Sam. Sam, who wanted nothing more than to protect everyone. I can’t imagine who would want him dead.

“I want you all to know how to use a firearm safely and accurately,” John says. “So, bright and early tomorrow I’ll drive over, and we’ll head out in the two trucks. I might have a surprise, too.”
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We’ve driven through the surrounding state forest to a clearing. If anyone follows the noise they won’t know where we live. Ana complained that we were overreacting, but Penny didn’t deign to answer her.

“Okay,” John says, his eyes stern. “Rule Number One: Never, ever point a gun at something you don’t intend to shoot. Loaded, unloaded, it doesn’t matter. Got it?”

He stands in front of Penny, Ana, James and Peter, hands laced behind his back like a drill instructor. The four of them nod and hold their guns gingerly.

“Rule Number Two: Treat every gun like it’s loaded.

“Number three: Keep your finger off the trigger until you’re firing your weapon.

“Number four: Always clean your gun after use. That way it’ll work when you need it. You’ll be cleaning your weapons later. Any questions?”

“John, I was looking at my gun, and I didn’t see the safety,” Penny says.

“Revolvers don’t have safeties, at least not the kind you’re thinking of.” He taps his head. “This, between your ears, is your most important safety. Use it properly, and you can’t go wrong.”

They face the targets he’s strung up. Nelly and I stand behind to help with stances and sighting. On John’s word they fire, one by one.

Penny holds the gun out by her side when she’s finished. “I just don’t like holding it. Or shooting it.”

“Okay,” John says. He watches her reload. “You don’t have to like it. Just be able to aim and hit the target. You need to get comfortable with it. Keep going.”

The biggest surprise is Peter. Every bullet hits the target.

“That was great! You hit every one,” I say enthusiastically. “You’re a natural.”

John eyes his target. “You say you’ve never shot a gun?”

“Nope,” Peter says.

John claps him on the shoulder and smiles under his bushy beard. “Well, you did great, son. Keep shooting like that and you’ll be a better shot than I am one day.”

Peter tries hard to keep his face unmoving, but his eyes light up a little. I’m pleased he might have found something he’s good at and grin at him. His mouth turns down.

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” he says, so only I can hear. “You line up the sights and pull the trigger. Anyone with half a brain could do it.”

My smile falls as he moves away to reload. I know he was proud of himself. I saw it. It must be because I said something. I pick up a rifle and imagine pointing it at Peter. But that would break Rule Number One, unless I actually shoot him. It’s tempting, but instead I pretend the target is him and hit every time.

John and Nelly take John’s truck and head to a nearby farm as the rest of us head home. John will only tell us where they’re going, but not what the surprise is, saying he doesn’t want us to be disappointed if he comes home empty-handed. Back at the house, James talks excitedly about shooting; he was a decent shot. Even Ana seemed to enjoy it. I think they’re feeling they’ve gained some control over all of this.

And they’re not entirely wrong: guns saved our lives yesterday. Quiet weapons would have been better, though. There’s no sense in inviting more Lexers to the party if you can avoid it. And even though yesterday showed me that I can hold my own, I don’t feel brave or like this situation is any more manageable. I’m pretty sure that whoever said facing your fear makes you braver wasn’t facing the prospect of millions of walking dead.
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John’s surprise arrives in the back of his pickup. It’s a little mama goat and her kid, both a rich brown with white markings. She looks at us with liquid eyes, and the baby hides behind her between frantic nursings.

John strokes the doe’s head. “I was set to buy her this spring. I missed goat milk, and since the grandkids were coming for most of the summer, I figured they’d like to milk her, too. The kid, a girl, was born a few weeks ago. I thought they’d live in your little barn.”

I don’t know anything about goats, or even goat milk. But I imagine it’s got to be better than the milk that comes powdered in a can, which tastes exactly like dried out milk flavored with metal can. He unties and lifts them out of the truck.

“So, is the farmer you got them from okay?” James asks.

“Yeah, he and his wife and three kids, teenagers, are fine.  Last name’s Franklin. You might remember him, Cassie. They had a petting zoo years ago. We’ve got a plan to meet up once a week to check in.”

I do remember the petting zoo, how the goats used to crack us up. They would eat anything, including our shoelaces and the ends of my sleeves.

“They’re so sweet.” I laugh as the kid bravely walks over and nibbles on my sleeve just as I remember. “You’d better show us how to take care of them. I don’t know the first thing about goats.”

The mama goat is named Flora, and James suggests Fauna for the kid. John also brought back hay, and we put a layer in the little pen in the barn. A couple bags of food are included, but John says that goats will eat anything, and now that spring is here there’ll be plenty.

And spring is here. Every day I check the strawberry plants out back, and today I saw a bud, which will turn into a strawberry in June. The fruit trees have exploded with blossoms. My mouth waters at the thought of fresh fruit. The apples from the store and John’s root cellar are long gone. It panics me to see how quickly the canned peaches are going; they’re the last ones my mom canned. I allow myself one small concession to my insanity and hide a jar in my closet.

Seed trays cover every available window spot. Tiny sprouts poke out of the dark soil. I serenade them daily. I don’t know if it helps, but my mom used to sing the plants silly songs to make us laugh. She said it made them grow faster, and her plants were always big and healthy.

John’s old farmhouse looks like a greenhouse exploded inside it too, and he fights a constant battle with Laddie’s enthusiastic tail toppling them. I keep asking John to move in with us, but he refuses. He says it would be too cramped or that his snoring would drive us all out, but I think he wants to be there in case Jenny arrives. Tom’s stationed in Germany, and John hopes he’s safe on a base somewhere.

Tonight we’re going to run the generator and listen in using our new antenna. We’ve heard what sounded like a report from New Hampshire, but we keep losing them. James has written down any promising frequencies to try.

We make the trip to John’s in the late afternoon. A green mist of new leaves has settled on the trees, and birds call as they swoop across the trail. We settle down in John’s big kitchen, where he’s set up the radio. There’s stew cooking on the cook stove, made with stored carrots and potatoes. It smells delicious.

James turns knobs and dials. The handset doesn’t work, but we can still listen in. We lean toward the sound like compass needles pointing north. Ana may be most eager; she’s been talking about this all day, thinking it’ll prove it’s not as bad as we think. She helped me plant seeds under Penny’s orders, until I finally told her to find something else to do. Instead of planting them carefully, she jabbed the seeds into the soil like they had done her a personal grievance.

I’m doing my best to be civil to Ana and Peter. I try to talk to them like I do to everyone else, except it’s hard when it’s obvious they can barely tolerate anything I say. They do the bare minimum and talk incessantly about the first thing they’ll do when they get back to New York. They have a game they play, which Nelly and I have named Zombie Zagat. One of them names a restaurant or bar and the other lists the best food, the best drinks and all the annoying people they might know in common who frequented there.

There’s some static and a voice, an American voice, leaps out.

“Gotcha!” James yells.

We crowd around him and listen to a man’s voice reporting our first live news in weeks. “…157th Air Refueling Wing, which is now located at the Mount Washington Regional Airport in Whitefield, New Hampshire. We ask all citizens to disregard pre-recorded broadcasts that offer Pease Air National Guard Base at Portsmouth International Airport in Portsmouth, New Hampshire as an official Safe Zone. The base was abandoned due to uncontrollable levels of Bornavirus infection.

“The remaining National Guard has removed itself to the Mount Washington Regional Airport and established a Safe Zone in this area. All uninfected citizens are asked to make their way to this location if they are in need of a Safe Zone. We have been in contact with several other locations that are also listing themselves as Safe Zones in the northeast. These are civilian Safe Zones and are not affiliated with the United States government. We know of no other governmental Safe Zones within a five-hundred-mile radius.”

That means every other one has fallen. I grab Nelly’s hand when I realize that means almost everyone in the northeast is dead. Maybe some are holed up like us, but how many have enough food that they won’t have to leave?

“The following locations have been declared Safe Zones in the northeastern United States: The sister towns of Moose River and Jackman, Maine. These towns are serviced by the Newton Field Airport, if you have access to light aircraft.

“Tolland, Massachusetts has room for three hundred people and can help relocate others to another Safe Zone. Follow signs on Route 57 to barricaded area.

“Kingdom Come Farm in Vermont. Located fifteen miles north of Lowell, Vermont on Kingdom Road. Take 105 north, right at Trunk Road, left onto Kingdom Road.”

Nelly’s grip tightens like a vise. I look at him, and he shakes his head, but something’s going on. The broadcaster lists a couple more Safe Zones and continues.

“There may be other safe areas, but at this time we are in communication with these five Safe Zones. Please make your way to one if you are in need of assistance. Note that all persons will be checked for signs of infection and will be barred from entry if they are infected. All obviously infected will be shot on sight.

“The last contact we had with the United States government was a week ago. They assured us that they expected the situation to last only another few weeks.”

Up until now the man’s voice has been carefully modulated, but now I hear a crack in it.

“However, we have received reports that infected may remain active for a number of years before finally succumbing. We urge you all to remain vigilant as you make your way to a Safe Zone. This broadcast will be repeated every hour and updated every day at seven p.m. Eastern Standard Time.”

There’s a pause and then an addition in a soft voice. “Be careful out there. Don’t take any chances. Travel armed and light. Move quietly. God bless you all, and God bless America.”

The radio goes quiet, and we listen to the hiss that’s left behind.

Nelly pulls me by the hand that holds his. “Come with me.”

I follow him to the porch. He looks excited; his hair is standing up all over the place, and he runs a hand down his cheeks.

“That farm they named? Kingdom Come.” He looks down at me as I nod. “I think, well, I’m pretty sure that it’s the name of Adrian’s farm. I’m not positive, Cass. I know it was in the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont, but it had a name that had Kingdom in it, too. I could swear it.”

There’s a rush of air in my ears, and I don’t hear what he says next. Of course Adrian is running a Safe Zone. Nelly’s work boots shuffle on the wood slats of the porch.

“—don’t want you to get too excited. I might be wrong,” he finishes.

“Okay,” I say, but I’m beaming because I know it’s true.

It’s just how I pictured. I can see Adrian right now, the way his face looks so stern when he’s serious, although his eyes are always warm. He would have seen this all coming; he would have started planning even before we did. And if the farm is anything like how he always dreamed, it’s close to self-sufficient.

“You’re not listening to a word I say, are you?”

Nelly snaps his fingers by my face, but I’m too far gone. I can feel him out there, just like they say. Adrian is alive.
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The mood around the table is much more somber. At first I’m riding on a wave of happiness but soon the excitement fades. Knowing—okay, suspecting—Adrian’s safe is enough to make me satisfied for now. But the hope that I can reach him dissipates as we figure out how high the infection rates must be.

Peter and Ana sit, dejected, while they listen to the rest of us crunch numbers and shudder at the thought of what’s only miles away. I know Penny is trying not to show it, but Maria weighs heavily on her right now. I just hope she can hold out for as long as it takes.

And it’s pretty clear now that that will be longer than any of us thought, which supports what John’s buddy said. I don’t know how it’s possible. People decompose. If they’re dead it seems impossible they’re not rotting away.

“That’s the one thing no one could ever explain in all the zombie stories. And I feel stupid even bringing pop culture up as a frame of reference,” James says. “But it was always some theory like the microbes that advance decomposition avoid infected flesh. Every Lexer we’ve seen looks like they’re decomposing, just not fast. So maybe some will last six months. Maybe it also depends on climate. It’s possible that in the winter they’ll freeze and their muscles won’t work in the spring.”

“Like meat in the freezer,” Nelly says. He holds up a piece of beef he’s skewered on his fork. “This beef is muscle, just like us. The cells burst open when it’s frozen, right? If that happens, then come spring maybe they wouldn’t be able to move. Plus, we could kill them while they’re frozen.”

Ana lets out a little moan at this and runs into John’s living room. Penny goes after her.

“Sorry,” James says. “I forget not everyone can take talking about it.”

“Well, they’re going to have to,” I say. I studiously avoid looking at Peter. “You have to know things will never be the same if you listened to what that man said.”

John’s been silent, leaning back in his chair. Now he gets up to clear the table, but not before I see that his eyes are red. I jump up to help and stand by the sink, where he pretends to be involved in washing dishes.

“I’d bet good money on Jenny,” I say.

He squeezes my hand with his soapy one and nods. I would’ve bet good money on Eric too. But he’s not here, and he should have been by now. I try to feel him out there, the way I think I can with Adrian, but all I get is a knot in my stomach.
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Everyone loves Flora and Fauna. Their antics as they frolic around never fail to make me smile. I once read that before television people would watch their chickens for entertainment. John’s talking about bringing half the chickens to live in our coop, plus some of the ones that will hatch soon. Then we’ll have two channels.

We’ve got no refrigerator, except for what the generator keeps cold at John’s, so we store the milk there. The milk is great; it’s the getting the milk out that’s hard. It takes John five to ten minutes to milk Flora, but it takes us thirty.

It’s the third week of May, but the actual date means less than it used to. Our calendar is set to strawberry time, so it’s a few weeks until strawberries, and we’re counting down the days. We’ve planted the spinach and other greens. The pea plants have grabbed hold of the trellis with their curly tendrils. I found my mom’s garden plans from previous years, complete with her doodles and little asides about each plant. It feels like she stands over my shoulder, directing me in her gentle way.

We’ve all been assigned chores. The only people who actually need assigning are Peter and Ana, who’ve been walking around like robots since the first broadcast. We’ve listened every night since. Kingdom Come Farm is always listed, which means they’re still okay. A few more Safe Zones have been added as well. Every night I wait, while my heart pounds, until I hear them say those three words: Kingdom Come Farm. Then I say goodnight to Adrian and congratulate us both on another day survived.

We have no way to communicate out. James says the cord may have a short in it. But we listen. We’ve picked up other broadcasts. There’s a group down in Virginia who say that D.C. is completely destroyed. It was bombed in a final failed attempt to stop the spread.

Every day we hear something new from survivors who have figured out access to radios and antennas. People who want to make sure that they aren’t the only ones. There’s a man in Kansas who says it’s not so bad where he is, now that he’s killed most of his neighbors, and that he’d welcome some company. Then he plays the guitar and cries before signing off.

Peter knows that we suspect Adrian is in Vermont, and these last few weeks have convinced me that my happiness conversely affects his. The cheerier I am, the angrier he is. He scowls at me and mutters at everyone except Ana. I know that Peter and Ana never hoped to be living on a farm shoveling goat crap, but it sure as shit beats being dead. And, frankly, I’m so sick of them I could scream.

I’m heading out to the barn to check on the goats and punch a wall after a particularly obnoxious comment from Peter, when Nelly falls into step with me.

“Want to take a walk?” he asks.

“No, I’d really rather pitchfork out goat shit.” I turn away mid-step and head for the path.

When we get to the Message Tree, Nelly boosts me onto the wooden platform, the only remaining part of the tree house. We swing our legs and watch chipmunks race around with their tails sticking up like masts.

It’s nice to blow off work. During the day we’re always busy. John’s newest project is digging a trench around the fences we made. It reminds me of how my parents used to catch the slugs in the garden. We would mound up dirt and place a small cup of beer in the center. In a day or two the cup would be full of slimy drowned slugs. But slugs are small. This pest control solution entails digging five feet deep and a few feet wide by hand, which should be finished in about twelve years.

Between the digging and chopping firewood, my arms are much stronger than they were. The next time I need to take out a Lexer, I won’t be sore afterward. And I think there will be a next time because we’re going to town tomorrow. John’s working on a long-handled blade in his shop that might be more useful than a machete.

We move the plants in and out of the sun, water them, and sing to them. Well, Penny and I sing to them. Nelly says we’re bananas. We fill the generator and cook food. We clean the chicken coop and milk Flora. But, mainly, we dig. Then, at night, we sit around in the lamplight and talk or read or play Scrabble or Monopoly before heading to bed, where we’re so tired we fall asleep mid-speech.

Thinking about games reminds me of Nelly and John’s project.

“How’s the beer coming?” I ask. “We need a night of debauchery and drinking games.”

My dad’s brewing ingredients are still around. There are a few dozen bottles in the basement right now, filled, capped, and doing whatever beer does while you’re waiting for it. I’m dying for one. Maybe those people who grab the beer first thing in a crisis are on to something.

“We’ll know in a few days,” Nelly says. “I could really use a night of debauchery. And I’m not looking forward to heading to town.”

We need some radio parts, and I want to get some stuff for a project I have in mind. Everyone is going. John has a cockamamie idea that seeing what town is like will get a fire going under Ana and Peter.

“You’ve been quiet lately,” I say. “Why the long face? What’d the world end or something?”

Nelly smiles and lies back on the platform, his face sun-dappled. I sit cross-legged above him and watch him watch the leaves rustle.

“I guess I’m just acclimating,” he says. “You know, I think I’m getting used to all of this, and then I’ll be doing something mundane like chopping wood, and I think, ‘Holy fuck, this is all real.’ Like half the time I’m in a dream state or something.”

I nod. I do the same thing. Or, sometimes, I’ll be digging the ditch or pulling weeds and wonder if Adrian’s doing the same thing. Those are the good moments, the ones where I feel a tiny kernel of hope that I’ll get to see him again.

Then there are the moments I think of Eric and Rachel, or Maria, and I feel sick and desperately impotent. I can always tell by someone’s face when they’re thinking of their families. There’s hope, then desperation and then finally some mixture of horror and resignation. Peter’s the only one whose face remains clear; he has no one to fear for. I can’t decide which is worse.

“What about you?” he asks. “How’s life as Public Enemy Number One?”

I shrug. “It’s great, thanks for asking. I always hoped I would be the one everyone hated.”

Nelly turns on his side and props his head on his hand with a wry smile. “Everyone doesn’t hate you. Peter and Ana have decided to hold you responsible for everything that’s befallen the world, that’s all.” He raises his eyebrows. “I know it bothers you more than you’ll say. So, since you’re incapable of asking for help, I’ll ask you. Do you want me to say something to Peter?”

What I want is for Peter to come around and act sensible because he’s a decent human being, not because he’s threatened with bodily harm. Making people do something they don’t want to do almost always backfires.

“They’ve been doing their chores,” I reply. “So what are you going to do, tell them to be nice, or else? Ana was never very nice to begin with. And Peter, I guess he had his moments, although he was nice to me. How can you force someone not to be selfish?”

I twist one of my braids around my finger. I feel like a terrible person when I do it, but sometimes I daydream that Peter hadn’t been in my apartment that night. That he was just another person who was out of reach right now. I don’t wish him dead, but wishing he isn’t here is so close it makes me feel guilty.

“Well, I guess you can’t, Half-pint.” Nelly tugs on my other braid and flashes me his big smile. “But I could still beat him up for you. Knock some sense into him.”

“You’re really dying to punch him, aren’t you?” His eyes light up. “Stop being such a guy.”

I would love to take him up on his offer, but that would only give Peter more fuel for the fire. He already thinks everyone is against him.

“If only it worked that way, you could’ve knocked some sense into me two years ago, after I broke up with Adrian. Then I never would’ve met Peter.” I wonder where I would be right now. Probably on a farm in Vermont, just like we’d planned.

“Yeah, but then you’d be off in the country somewhere, painting and living some idyllic farm life, and I’d be a corpse shuffling around New York City.”

I ruffle his hair. “You? Never!”

But there’s a good chance he’s right. He might have gone out in Manhattan that night, without me and James to stop him. He would’ve ignored the signs until it was too late, like most people did.

He sits up. “Bet you a million bucks you’re wrong.” He sounds so like a little kid that I wait for his tongue to make an appearance.

He’s got on his smile where one corner of his mouth goes up and his eyes go all crinkly. I’m overcome with love for my friend, my would-be protector, the guy who knows when I need a boot in the ass. I’m so glad he’s here. I can’t regret being the reason he is, even if it means being so far from where I hoped I’d be.

“Well, then, next time you’re shaking your head because I’m doing something really stupid, remember my stupidity saved your life once,” I say, with a superior look.

His eyes crinkle even more. “Yeah, once. Out of how many, a thousand stupid things? Those aren’t great odds, darlin’.”

Then, always the mature one, I stick my tongue out at him.
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“I thought you said you’d never shop at Wal-mart,” I tease John, as we near the gigantic cinderblock box.

“I did say ‘When Pigs Fly,’ ” he says. “I figure that’s pretty much on par with When Dead People Walk. Plus, I’m not shopping, I’m looting.” He smiles at me and resumes scanning the road.

Ana and Peter are in the backseat. Nelly, James and Penny follow in the police truck. The trucks and John’s fuel drums are full of gas we siphoned on the way down. Pumping all that took a couple of hours, even with a motorized pump to help. You don’t know if a car’s gas tank is empty until you try it, so there was a lot of wasted time.

“I do believe it’s not looting anymore, since there’s no one around to care,” I say.

“I suppose you’re right.”

Cars litter the parking lot, like the occupants got here and made a run for it. The electric eye of the front doors has closed for a long nap, but it’ll be easy to enter through the gaping hole in the glass.

“Someone’s been here,” John says, and we pull up to the doors.

“Obviously,” Ana mutters.

She’s really itching for some conditioner. Apparently, ours leaves her hair flat. I was so upset to hear the accommodations were lacking.

John hops out of the truck and motions for us. I walk over to the clods of mud he examines. “Shoe treads, still damp but not wet. Sometime in the last twenty-four hours, but not in the last ten or so. We’re probably in the clear, but just to be sure we’ll be extra cautious. We pair up. One shopper, one watcher. Two of us out here.”

He checks our weapons over. We look like a ragtag paramilitary group. James, Penny, and John fit radio earpieces into their ears and test them. A holster, a machete, or both hang off every hip or shoulder. John insists we wear our guns at home so we get used to doing everything while armed. Plus, there’s no telling when something may stumble out of the woods.

I’ve got my trusty revolver on one side of my holster, a nine millimeter on the other and a sharpened machete on my back. Penny slings a rifle over her shoulder and looks nervously through the hole in the glass.

We pound inside the door and call out, our voices echoing through the store. It seems like the best way to find the infected; if you call, they’ll come running, or at least lurching. Nothing comes.

John teams up with Peter outside and sends James and me into Health and Beauty. Nelly and Penny will head to Clothing, since digging really does a number on one’s wardrobe. Ana stands just inside, so she can help where needed.

We switch on headlamps and flashlights as we duck through the door. The cash register lanes stretch out, dark and vacant. They already look foreign, like some relic of an ancient world. It’s quiet and feels empty, in the way that no hairs stand up on the back of my neck. But it smells awful. Something in here is very, very dead. In any other situation that would be reassuring.

We creep farther in. The wide front aisle of the store is in shambles. Boxes of crackers and cereal litter the floor, intermixed with clothes and liquids that have hardened to a brown gel. Penny and Nelly head to the back, crunching on Triscuits and Cheerios. Ana’s dark eyes are perfect circles, and her face is pale. She’s within eye- and earshot of John, but she’s the only one who’s alone. She holds her gun in her hand, and her finger tends toward the trigger.

“Ana, watch your finger,” I warn. “One yell and we’ll be back in ten seconds for you, I promise. It’s clear right here. You’ll be okay.”

She moves her finger, the whites of her eyes shining in the gloom, and nods. “Just hurry up.” I’m about to say something reassuring when she continues. “I want my turn to get what I need.”

I motion to James and turn away before sighing. “Let’s go.”

We turn down the main aisle and try to keep our crunching to a minimum. It sounds so loud in the silence. I never realized how much noise there was in the world until it was gone. The metal gates at the pharmacy are bent and twisted. The bottles lay in jumbles and heaps. Entire shelves are bare.

“Bet all the good stuff’s gone,” James whispers as we walk past.

My jeans stick to my legs with sweat, even though it’s not so stuffy in here. My heart beats so loud that I’m almost surprised James hasn’t remarked upon it.

I fill the bag slung over my shoulder with latex gloves and assorted supplies while James keeps watch. The decayed smell is worse here, and there are huge dark patches of gunk on the floor. I’m pretty sure they’re the color of dried blood, but they look black-brown in the headlamps, whose LED glare makes everything look like a black and white movie.

It looks like Hershey’s Syrup; that’s what they used to use for blood in old horror films. That must have been one hell of a food fight. I raise my hand to my mouth to stifle the insane laugh that bubbles up.

James looks at me curiously. “What’s funny?”

“Absolutely nothing,” I say, truthfully. “It’s just getting to me.”

“It reeks. It’s even worse over here.” He holds his earpiece. “Let’s go see about the automotive section. John says all’s still clear but to hurry up.”

There’s a room that leads to the Garden Center on our left, where they put the seasonal merchandise. The stench here is solid; it fills my mouth and coats my skin with a layer of slime. We gag and breathe through our mouths. But now I can taste it, which is far worse than smelling it. I lean on a shelf and retch, but nothing comes out. When I raise my head, my headlamp illuminates the area.

“Jesus,” breathes James.

There must be forty corpses piled there, arms and legs splayed and tangled together, so we can’t tell where one ends and another begins. We inch closer, ready to run at any movement. When James clicks on his big flashlight, we see gray skin and open unhealed wounds. Every last body has a head wound; someone has killed all of the Lexers in the store.

“Jesus,” James repeats, and then speaks into the radio. “Someone’s killed all the infected. We’ve got a pileup by the Garden Center. We’re heading for Automotive. Five minutes, tops.”

I’m grateful that someone has done this. I feel tremendous relief that other people are out here fighting, surviving. I wish they were here right now. I notice two bodies set apart and motion for the flashlight.

Two girls, both no more than eighteen, are half-propped against the shelves. One wears only a ripped and stained tank top, the other still has on a jacket. They don’t have that gray, coagulated look the other bodies have.

Their thighs and faces are bruised and swollen, but I can tell they haven’t been dead very long. I wonder if they were infected, recently bitten, but I dismiss that thought immediately. One sits on a carpet of blood, shot through the chest, not the head. The other girl appears to have been strangled with the rope that’s still knotted around her neck. And they’re the only ones with flies circling and landing on them like some sort of insect airport. Suddenly, I’m very thankful that whoever killed these infected isn’t here, because they must have done this, too.

I want to drag them somewhere, away from the pile of infected. Cover their naked bodies and preserve some of their dignity. But there’s no time to do things like that now. A little flame of anger flares in my belly and spreads. They survived this far, only to be raped and murdered by some inhuman son of a bitch. Like we haven’t got enough inhumanity running around.

“C’mon.” James tugs my sleeve. “Nel and Penny are done. They’re waiting for us.”

We find driving gloves in the automotive section and head out. Ana, Penny and Nelly wait for us at the hole in the glass, their bags full. I gulp in the fresh air outside and fish around in my pocket for something, anything, to get the taste out of my mouth. I find lint-covered peppermint Life Savers and Adrian’s ring. I give the ring a rub and pop a candy in my mouth, offering one to James, who looks like he needs it as badly as I do. He accepts it gratefully and spits out the swig of water he was swishing around.

John’s gotten the gist of what we saw, and he wastes no time. “Everyone in the trucks, let’s go.”

His eyes haven’t stopped moving and his mouth is tight. We head back onto the road. At the crest of the hill, I turn back and see a beat-up red van and a sports car pulling into the Wal-Mart parking lot.

“That might be them,” I say, shaking at how close we came to being confronted with people who rape and kill young girls.

“I had a feeling,” John says.
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“Ana actually had the nerve to complain that everybody but her ‘got something’ at the store. Like we all got perfume and boxes of candy and she got nothing,” Penny says. She looks up from where she’s cutting pieces out of my mom’s leather coat on the back deck and makes a face.

“Your sister…” I leave the rest unsaid.

“I know, I know. I’ve tried to talk to her. She’s being so obstinate. My mom always said Ana’s picture would be next to obstinate in the dictionary.”

I can think of a few other words Ana’s picture might be next to.

Penny sees my face and cracks up. “Yes, obstinate doesn’t begin to cover it. I don’t know what to do. Sometimes I can’t blame her. This whole thing is terrifying and surreal. But as an excuse, I think that’s stretched pretty thin. We all have to do our part, you know?”

“Yeah.” I thread the needle of the sewing machine on the table. “I don’t know, Pen. You know, Ana’s like my little sister, or was, when she would actually say more than two words to me. But she and Peter have formed their own little clique of denial or something.”

I put strips of elastic and leather under the machine needle and spin the knob on the side with my hand. It’s not as fast as a real foot treadle, but it does the job of sewing neater, stronger and faster than I can without electricity.

“So what exactly are we making, anyway?” Penny asks.

“Kind of like armor. I’m attaching it to the gloves. It’ll strap over our arms to protect us from scratches or bites. It should protect us from infected blood. Lexers have regular teeth like us. They can’t rip through leather.”

I think of the horror I felt after I killed that one with the machete, how afraid I was that the virus had made its way into my bloodstream. I’m not usually obsessed with germs, but I’ve got a raging case of OCD about this.

“Okay. This is one of those surreal moments I was just talking about. I’m sitting in the sunshine in the woods making zombie armor.”

James steps through the sliding glass doors to the deck. “Don’t you know you aren’t supposed to call them zombies?” He wags a finger at her.  “Every book or movie or whatever, they always call them something else.”

“You know,” I say, “preppers used to call the people who weren’t prepared zombies, too. The people who would want your supplies after everything went south. But you’re right, they never say zombies. Weird.”

Seeing those girls at Wal-Mart made it clear that there really are two types of zombies to fear.

“We call them something else, too,” Penny says. “What have we got? Lexers, Biters, Walkers, Infected, Undead, Creepers, Stumblers, Zeds. I’m sure there’s others we haven’t heard or thought of yet. Plus, unfortunately, this is not a movie.”

“Too true,” he says, then sits and stretches out his long legs. He’s filled out a little bit from the work around here, and his face has changed from pasty to ivory, but he’ll always be a string bean.

He rubs the leather on the table between his fingers. “Armor, huh? It’s a good idea. We don’t know how contagious it is. If it can be transmitted by just a scratch, then we need to be scratch-proof. Full-length leather gloves, or how about neoprene gloves? They’d be great.”

“Tell me about it,” I say. “But where does one buy neoprene gloves in upstate New York? If we happen upon a sporting goods store, we have to go in and check.” I look up from the sewing machine. “I have to say, I’m pretty disappointed my parents didn’t stock up on them. How could they not have planned for this exact contingency?”

“Everyone should be ready for the zombie apocalypse.” James smiles at Penny as he says the word. “And neoprene gloves are an absolute must. At the very least the oceans could have risen until you had oceanfront property and needed them for surfing.”

“Two very, very real possibilities,” Penny jokes. “Well, actually, I guess only one is still far-fetched. Like I said, it’s surreal. My brain can’t even keep up.”

I pull the first finished glove on and make sure the elastic is snug. The long strips of leather attach to the glove at my wrist and rise up to my elbow. They’ll be hot to wear, but I can move just fine. I practice drawing my revolver out of my holster and point it into the woods.

“Hey,” James says. “They’re actually pretty bad-ass. You look like a superhero. I totally want to play with my pair.”

I put my hands on my hips and gaze into the distance, superhero style. “Farmer by day, zombie-killer by night.” I point my gloved finger at him. “I’ll make yours next.”

“Cool.”

Penny hands him the paper pattern and leather. “Here, papi, make yourself useful.”

“Si, mami,” he says in the whitest Spanish accent imaginable.

Penny and I laugh, and he picks up a pair of scissors and starts to cut, mouth quirking. James’s picture should be next to useful in the dictionary.
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I’ve finished making everyone their armor, and we’re heading out to practice shooting with it on. A jungle of plants sits on the deck and porch. The tiny seedlings are fast becoming food that will go in the ground in a day or two. Right now they’re getting used to the outside air during the day, so they’ll be strong enough to live outside full time. Ana sets down the watering can and heads to the truck. I think she doesn’t mind the garden work; I’m pretty sure I saw her talking to the plants one day, not that she’d ever cop to it.

The screen door slams as Peter comes out onto the deck. He’s got on work boots and one of his two pairs of jeans that came with him from the city. They may have been insanely overpriced, but I have to say they’ve held up well; my cheaper jeans have aged three years. Maybe that can be a selling point if the world ever goes back to the way it was. They can think up some sort of post-apocalyptic tagline for their four hundred dollar jeans.

There’s something I don’t miss: being inundated with advertisements designed to make you want more, to never be satisfied. Not that I want it this way, either. But there’s a part of me that loves this life; it’s what I always wanted. I love being in the woods, growing food, making the things we need instead of buying them. I just wish the things we needed weren’t sharpened machetes and zombie armor.

Peter avoids my eyes as he comes down the steps. His hair’s gotten longer and he’s scruffier, but it suits him. He was always too smooth, too groomed. He checks his holster and hooks his fingers under his rifle strap.

We were never soul mates, but we could have fun together. Sometimes, like that night we met, we really talked. Once, after a few too many drinks, he complained about having to go to some fancy party filled with fake people. The society pages would be full of the pictures. I remember when he told me that there were still society pages; I thought they had died out sometime around the end of prohibition. I wouldn’t believe him until he showed me, and then I had laughed my ass off at the names and captions, while he watched me with a half smile and glinting eyes.

“So don’t go. Come to my house and watch chick flicks,” I joked. “Why do you need to go?”

He knew I wouldn’t go anywhere near this social engagement and had quit asking me weeks ago. His eyelids were at half mast, and his head rested on the back of his couch.

“If you don’t make an appearance then they forget about you, Cassie,” he whispered. “You wouldn’t understand. I don’t want to be invisible.”

When he closed his eyes he looked so vulnerable. I reached out and ran my finger over the spiky shadows his eyelashes made on his cheeks. “Peter, you are not forgettable. They don’t make you visible. I see you.”

But he kept his eyes closed and his breathing became regular. I wasn’t sure if he had even heard. The next morning I sat crossed-legged on his couch with my cup of tea, while he sat in the big chair and looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows of his inherited pre-war apartment. I smiled at him, thinking maybe we had reached somewhere different the night before.

“I can’t remember a thing about last night. I must have passed out,” he said, and glanced away quickly. But I thought I saw the lie in his eyes, the fear that he had said too much and was afraid I knew.

“Oh, you fell asleep, and I got you into bed.” But I tried one more time. “Are you sure you have to go to that party tonight?”

His face was casual, but his eyes were sad, maybe. It was hard to tell in the sunlight. “Yes, I have to go.”

This Peter coming down the steps looks different but acts the same. Maybe it’s that there’s no one here to make him feel visible. Maybe that’s why he struggles against all of this. Maybe the reason he dislikes me so much is that I know that about him.

He blows past me and hops in the front of the SUV. He gets shotgun privileges now, too, since he’s such a good shot. I get in John’s pickup. All dime store psychoanalysis aside, Peter’s acting like a jerk. And to paraphrase what someone once said: When someone shows you who they really are, believe them. And those moments, the ones I thought were the real Peter, were too few and far between to count.
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We’ve blown as much ammunition as is wise, even though between my dad and John’s stores it seems like we could take over a small country. John asks Ana for one more round before we finish up. He’s seen why some of her shots are going wild.

Ana puts her gun back in the hip holster and crosses her arms. “No, I’m tired and I don’t want to shoot anymore.”

“I know you must be tired, but we don’t get to do this often, Ana,” John says. “So it’s best to get it done now. Then we’ll get out of here.”

He puts out a hand for her pistol, but she has on the same pout as when she was ten and told it was time for bed. She throws up her hands and sits down on a rock. “No! I’m done.”

Penny kneels to talk to her, but Ana turns her head away. “I don’t want to hear it,” she says. “I don’t want to shoot anymore. I don’t want to do this anymore. I just want things to go back to the way they were. I’m not doing all of this anymore.”

This has got to stop. It’s one thing if she wants to be a baby about helping around the house. It’s quite another when she won’t learn to protect herself. That makes her dangerous to be around when she’s the one watching your back. I’m sick of everyone mollycoddling her. It’s time for Ana and Peter to grow the hell up.

“Ana, things aren’t the way they were. They’re not going to be,” I say, “at least for a long time.”

Peter speaks up. “Leave her alone. Not everyone is living out some Laura Ingalls fantasy.”

It stings partly because it’s true. And because he knows me and is using that knowledge to hurt me, and I hate that he knows me well enough to do that. But mostly it stings because if he really believes that, then what kind of person must he think I am?

“So I like gardening and sewing and canning, Peter. And that makes me happy to be living like this?”

His eyes are cruel, the eyes of a stranger, as he shrugs. I can see how much he dislikes me at this moment, and it hurts my feelings, more than I want to admit.

“I’m just saying that some of us want things to return to normal. That we’re hoping they will soon. That it’s not crazy to think they might. You’re just a bit too happy to be doing all of this, like you’ve been waiting for it.”

He’s such an asshole. And I want to scream that it is crazy to think things might return to normal soon. It’s batshit crazy. My face is hot and my hands tremble. “Oh, you’ve got me pegged, Peter. Except never once in my fantasy did I wish for two spoiled brats to be constantly snickering behind my back. Sorry that I don’t mope around and act like every little fucking thing I have to do is a terrible burden.”

Ana narrows her eyes at this, but I don’t care anymore; it’s the truth, and it’s time someone said it.

“Have you ever stopped to think that I’m worried sick about Eric? That my brother is somewhere out there?” My voice rises. I look at Ana. “And Maria? Do you really think that I would want them in harm’s way?”

The traitorous tears well up in my eyes. No one takes a crying mad person seriously, and it’s so frustrating that my anger is linked to my tear ducts. I think of something mean to say and, instead of holding back the way I normally would, I say it. That’s what Peter does. “Maybe you do think that. Maybe you can’t remember what it’s like to have people you love. People who love you.”

I’m glad when he flinches. I want to hurt him. I may as well treat him like the person he’s accusing me of being.

He recovers from my dig and his eyes go dark. “Well, at least I’m not pining after someone who doesn’t love me anymore.”

I’m confused for a second, until I realize he means Adrian. Penny’s mouth drops open. I step forward with my hand raised.

Nelly puts an arm around me. “Okay. That’s enough. Peter, you need to stop. Now.”

Nelly’s face is expressionless, except for his eyes, which are icy. Peter looks triumphant until he catches sight of Nelly’s other hand, tightened into a fist. He takes a step back.

“You two.” I point at them with a shaking finger. “You may not want to believe things are different. But they are. They are, and if you act like they’re not, we’re all going to end up dead.”
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John has timed our target practice for a day when he’s supposed to check in with Farmer Franklin. I’m glad when he insists Nelly and I come. I don’t want to go back to the house and live in those cold freezes and awkward silences you have when you’re fighting with people, when you’ve said too much.

I already feel bad about what I said to Peter, about no one loving him. It was an awful thing to say, and I deserved what I got back. I sit in the backseat ruffling Laddie’s fur, and I replay what Peter said. He’s probably right. After all, it’s been two years, enough time for Adrian to have moved on.

“He’s not right, you know,” Nelly says over the crunch of the tires on the dirt road.

We’re heading down to where the valley opens up and farms are tucked away in the thick stands of trees. When I don’t answer, he turns back to watch me. I shrug and give a weak smile.

“He knew exactly what to say, what would hurt you the most. So he said it,” he says.

“So did I. But that doesn’t mean he’s wrong.”

“Look at me.” I tear my eyes away from Laddie and look into his earnest face. “He’s wrong.”

I want to believe him, but he can’t know that for sure. I shrug again. The day, which had seemed so bright, now feels like I’m looking at it through a gray haze. My stomach feels heavy.

Peter’s right about me living in a fantasy world, but he had the fantasy wrong. Like a little girl who believes in fairies and unicorns, I’d been thinking that Adrian and I would live happily ever after. That belief had given me a tiny bit of hope that this could end well, if we survive long enough. But now I see how foolish I’ve been. I have to focus on the here and now, not on someone who’s probably thinking of me as someone he once loved. If he’s even thinking of me at all.

John turns down a long driveway. “This is the place. Richard, that’s Farmer Franklin to you, said he’d have some more hay and feed for the goats. That’s funny, the gate’s open.”

We head through the gate to a yellow farmhouse with a porch out front and a wreath on the door. A terracotta planter has tumbled over and spilled dirt down the steps. The wood frame behind the screen door is splintered. Broken glass sparkles in the grass. There’s a barn and yard for the animals to graze, but it’s empty and that gate is open, too.

“This doesn’t look good,” John says. He drives around the house over the bumpy grass, but it’s empty except for the Franklins’ cars. “I’ve got to check it out.”

“You’re not going in by yourself,” Nelly says.

“Okay, we go in slow. I’ll take the main hallway down the house to the kitchen. Nelly, you’ll cover the left, that’s the family room. Cassie, you’ve got the right. Dining room with separate entrance into the kitchen at the back.”

We nod and open our doors. Laddie stops at the bottom of the steps and whines deep in his throat. John puts a hand on his head. “Heel, boy. Stay.”

Laddie watches us mount the steps with worried eyes. John uses his back to hold open the screen and motions us behind him. The smell of decomposition, all too familiar now, wafts out. I hear the distant cluck of the Franklin’s chickens, but the house is completely silent.

“Richard?” John yells. We stand and wait, but nothing greets us.

There’s a small foyer with a shoe bench, but most people around here reserve the messy entries for the mudroom, usually off the kitchen. That’s where you’ll find the rubber boots and jackets with hay still stuck to them. I move into the dining room. The painted wood floors creak under my feet as I pass the dining table and chairs.

There are a few empty liquor bottles on the kitchen counters, along with plates of congealed and moldy food. A sun porch runs along the back of the house, but a peek out the door tells me it’s empty.

“Cassie.” John comes into the kitchen from the hall entrance. “We’ve found them. Some of them, at least.”

I follow him into the living room. The two rooms on this side are furnished with couches, an area rug, and a computer desk. A television hangs on the wall, alongside photos and paintings. It’s just the kind of comfortable place where you can put up your feet and get into a movie.

Or it was, because now the colorful throw pillows are scattered and Mom and Dad Franklin sit in two kitchen chairs, dead for many days. The ropes that held them fast while they were alive have sunk into their bloated tissue, but I can see where they come out of flesh and tie underneath. What appears to have been a teenage boy is face-down and splayed on the oak floor, like he was running when he died. The bodies look as if they’re being eaten from the inside out, and in places the skin has sloughed off in sheets.

It strikes me that every time I think I’ve seen something truly awful, I come upon a new horror, something I never even considered. I hold the bandanna I’ve taken to carrying to my face and breathe. They’re so putrefied that it’s impossible to see how they were murdered, but it’s obvious they were.

“They have two girls. Let’s check upstairs,” John says.

The upstairs is empty, except where someone rooted through the drawers and didn’t replace the contents. On the way down I notice the staircase is lined with photographs, starting with a pudgy blond baby and ending with a family photo, taken at Disneyworld and foil embossed with last year’s date. I stare at it until I’m sure.

“Those girls, the ones in Wal-Mart?” I ask. John and Nelly stand at the base of the steps and nod. “One of them was her.”

I point at the daughter with long blond hair and straight white teeth. The whole family stands, arms around each other, having the time of their lives.

“How about the other one?” John asks.

I’m usually good with faces, but she had been strangled and her face was too blotchy to see clearly in the dim light. In the picture she’s laughing and looking up at her dad, who has on mouse ears and looks so incredibly goofy you really can’t blame her.

“She had curly hair, just like her. But I can’t say for sure.”

John’s face is stormy; I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him look like this. His brows meet over his eyes and a muscle flickers in his jaw.

“Let’s go,” he says. “Obviously someone around here is very dangerous. They don’t know about us, and I want it kept that way.”

Outside, John opens the chicken coop. We don’t spare the time to figure out a way to bring them home, but maybe they’ll survive free-range for a while. We kick up dust as we head back down the long driveway, and when it clears I see them pecking around in the grass, enjoying their freedom.
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Nelly leans back on the couch with his beer. “This is nice.” He takes a swig and makes a face.

“You must mean the company, not the beer,” Penny says.

Ana and Peter are sleeping at John’s house tonight. He promised them a movie during his few generator hours. I’m sure they’re as happy to be there as I am to have them there. After we listened to the nightly radio update, the four of us left. The radio said the same things, but when they mentioned Kingdom Come Farm, I didn’t feel that sense of well-being. It just reminded me of how idiotic I am.

Penny holds out her bottle. James, Nelly and I clink our bottles on hers and sip. I shiver when the bitter brew goes down, but it’s better than nothing.

“Is it supposed to taste like this?” I ask.

Nelly shakes his head ruefully. “Definitely not. I think I know what we did wrong for next time, though.”

I upend the bottle and gulp. I’ll never get shitfaced if I don’t get serious about drinking. And I’m serious about it tonight. I want this day to be over, and getting drunk and passing out seems like the only way I’ll fall asleep. The last drop of beer swallowed, I unscrunch my eyes to find the three of them staring at me.

“That sure cleanses the palate,” I say. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and reach for another.

“More like destroys the palate,” James says. He takes a few gulps. “You know, though, the more you drink, the better it gets.”

I nod but don’t reply because I’m guzzling the next beer. Nelly holds his bottle in his lap. I wave my hand at him. “C’mon, Nels. Drink up.”

He and Penny exchange a glance before he looks at me from under his furrowed brow. Penny’s mouth is twisted to the side.

I look from one to the other. “What?”

“Don’t forget watch tonight,” Nelly reminds me.

We’d been getting lax about it, but the Franklins were dressed in their pajamas, after all. The radios work between our houses, and they’ll be on all night.

“I have last watch. By then I’ll be fine.” I shrug and change the subject. “You know what we need? Music. It’s weird to sit around drinking without music.”

Nelly looks like he wants to say more, but he drops it, much to my relief. If I have to talk about Adrian or think about him for one extra second, I’ll scream.

“Yeah,” he says dreamily. “What I wouldn’t give to plug in my iPod and listen to a whole playlist.”

“I’m just tired of having the most ridiculous songs on Earth in my head,” says Penny, who walks around singing jingles and TV theme songs half the time.

We all do. I have no idea why the theme song to The Golden Girls has taken up residence in my head, but it seems to be what happens when you’re denied any other music.

“There’s a windup record player in the basement,” I say. “But it only plays seventy-eights. My dad had plans to rig it so it would play all his forty-five records, too. There are hundreds.”

I jump up and slam my empty bottle down, almost knocking over the oil lamp on the coffee table, which Penny steadies. “Let’s find it! C’mon, James.”

I know I’m manic, but I need to do something. I grab a third beer and head for the basement. James follows with a lantern. I see the big wooden box on a shelf in the far corner of the basement.

“Here it is.” I pull it out and point to the numerous boxes of records above it. “I’ll grab the 78s.”

Back upstairs, we unlatch the box and place a record on it. A grinding noise comes from somewhere inside, but the record won’t spin.

James inspects it. “I might be able to get it working if I open it, but I’d need better light.”

Our nights are dark, the way they were before electric light was common. Our lamps cast enough light to read, but not enough to do tasks that require we see tiny parts. And we don’t waste batteries for things that can wait until daylight. I sigh and finish my beer. My nose is numb, a sure sign I’m getting drunk.

“I just wanted a dance party,” I say to Penny. She pushes her glasses up and smiles sympathetically. “A stupid, measly little dance party.”

I know I sound whiny, but if I can’t have the big things, then I want a small one. I crack open a fourth beer.

“Cass and I used to have dance parties from when we were little up until, well, now,” Penny explains to James. She grins at me and holds up her bottle.

“Long live dance parties!” I yell.

I crash my bottle against Penny’s and lick the splattered foam off my hand. I drink, and now this beer’s half empty. That’s how I’ll see things from now on, I decide: as half empty instead of half full.

“Viva la dance party!” she yells back.

“Oh, Lordy,” Nelly says.

Our giggles turn into guffaws, but then my guffaws turn into a sob.

Nelly looks at me with concern.

“Don’t,” I say, and wipe away the tear that’s escaped. I don’t want anyone pitying me, to acknowledge how weak I’ve been. “Please. I’ve had my one crack-up, remember? I’m fine. Can’t we just drink and have fun?”

He looks like he’s going to say more, and I brace myself, but he gives in. “Yeah. I think that can be arranged.”

He guzzles his bottle as Penny and I cheer him on.
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“You’re on,” James whispers.

I wipe the crust out of my eyes and sit on the edge of my bed. “I’m up. You can go to sleep.”

The fire is still going and the living room is warm. I pour a cup of tea and sit at the table. I feel a little better than I did. I wouldn’t recommend drinking as a regular problem-solver, but it helped; my feelings aren’t as raw as they were. Although when I think about how I believed I could find Adrian and he would want nothing more than to pick up where we left off, my entire body gets hot with embarrassment. I’m such a fool. It makes me angry that everyone knows. And I’m sure Peter is gloating that he’s right, that he’s exposed me.

I think I see something at the window and freeze, ready to sound the alarm, until I realize it’s my reflection. It feels like the night holds only murderers and rapists and walking dead. I’m afraid to look at the windows for fear that a ghostly white face will suddenly appear, bent on my destruction. It’s not necessarily a new fear; I’ve been scaring myself like this since I was little. The only difference is that now it’s not only within the realm of possibility, but there’s also pretty much a guarantee it will happen eventually.

I decide to make bread instead of sitting here alternately scaring and berating myself. I love making bread by hand, although when my arms are tired from kneading I think longingly of my mother’s beloved electric mixer with the dough hook attachment.

I take out the flour, yeast and salt, and measure the quantities I know by heart. I drop the dough on the wooden counter in a puff of flour. I fold it over and punch it, then fold it again, letting myself think only of how it feels under my hands, how it turns from clumpy and sticky to smooth and elastic. I put it in a bowl by the stove to rise and rinse my hands.

I want to call over to John’s on the radio, but there’s a one out of three chance I’ll get someone I want to talk to, so I dismiss that thought. I feel so alone. We’re separated from the rest of our families, from the rest of the planet, really. There are others out there, obviously—we hear them on the radio every night—but we may never see anyone else. We may struggle on here and then end up like the Franklins, and no one will ever know how hard we tried.

I hear a noise outside and jump up, hand on the radio, but I recognize the tick-tacking of Laddie’s claws on the porch. He wags his tail and gobbles his treat happily when I let him inside. He knows I’m a sucker for the pathetic I-need-a-doggy-treat face he’s perfected. He climbs up next to me on the couch and nestles his body along my legs as I stroke his head. Now I’m not as scared, since Laddie will alert me to anything in the woods way before it can get to the window. We sit in silence for a while.

“You’re a good old boy,” I tell him. His tail flops twice. “It must be nice, being a dog, huh? You don’t have all these issues with people. You just like them or you don’t.” He looks into my eyes like he understands. I scratch behind his ears. “And everyone likes you. How could they not? ‘Cause you’re so handsome. You’re the handsomest dog in the world. Yes you are, you puppy-dog. Yes—”

Nelly interrupts my silly baby voice. “You know, there are humans around here you could talk to.”

I don’t turn around, but I can hear the smile in his voice. “I prefer dog therapy.”

He sinks into the chair across from me and yawns. “Of course you do.”

The wind-up clock on the mantel reads five a.m.

“What are you doing up? Go back and get some sleep.”

“I couldn’t go back to sleep,” he says, annoyed and bleary-eyed. “It would appear I’ve gotten used to having company in my bed. Of course, it’s completely the wrong kind of company, but I keep waking up and looking for your blanket-stealing lump.”

I’ve been teasing Nelly that he likes sharing the bed but won’t admit it. I clap and laugh. “I knew it!”

He pretends not to hear me. I grab the bread bowl while he puts on coffee. The dough has risen, so I punch it down, turn it out and shape it into three round loaves. I place them on the wooden peel to rise and let the oven warm.

“Mmm, bread,” Nelly says. He bends over and inhales the yeasty scent. I lean on the counter and try not to smile. “Yeah, yeah, I’m secretly in love with you. I can’t live without you. Won’t you please marry me, fair maiden?”

He falls to one knee, hand outstretched.

“Oh, shut up,” I say, and smack his hand. “You’re worse than me. Why can’t you admit you need some comfort? At least I can admit to that.”

He gets up. “You’re a girl. And you suck at admitting it, too.”

We turn as John bursts in the front door, still in his pajamas. “Peter and Ana are gone. They took my truck and left a note saying they were going to town.”
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When Penny raises her head from her hands, her normally placid expression is tight and drawn. The first few shafts of sunlight fall through the window and illuminate every line of worry in her face. She looks old enough to be her mother at this moment, thanks to Ana.

“I’m so sorry, you guys,” she says. “I know Ana’s selfish, but I didn’t think she could be so dumb. What were they thinking?”

“You’re not responsible for her actions,” John reminds her. He sits at the dining table and shakes his head. “I had a talk with them last night. I told them we weren’t going to town for a while. That it was too dangerous. Ana was upset and complained that she was always the last one to get what she needed. But I thought they understood.”

“When did they leave?” James asks. He grabs Penny’s hand and squeezes.

John shrugs. “At least an hour ago. They were supposed to wake me at four. I woke up and the house was empty. Laddie must’ve come over here when they left. They’re already past town, if that’s the case.”

“We’ll go after them,” James says to Penny. “We’ll get them back here.”

She shakes her head. “We don’t know where they’ve gone. If we start driving around we might attract attention. I won’t have that hanging over my head. Or have any of you hurt because of her.” Her voice rises. “I can’t believe her! I could kill her right now!”

Nelly stands by the front door and watches the driveway. “Let’s give them a few hours. Chances are they’ll be fine. If they aren’t back soon, we’ll go looking.”

John heads to his house to change. I put the bread in the oven, but when it comes out, perfectly crackled and brown, none of us has an appetite. The rustling treetops sound like car tires on the road, and we all keep stopping, heads cocked, thinking they’ve returned. But they don’t come.

Finally, we put on our armor and holsters. We’re silent as we turn out of the driveway onto the dirt road. I’m angry as hell, but I’m also worried. I really do love Ana, and even Peter, in a way. I want them here, even if I don’t want them near me, because there’s nowhere else that’s safe.

When we hit the final curve before the paved road, we almost run into John’s truck. Ana and Peter are turned in their seats, watching the main road. John skids to a stop beside them. With a face carved of granite, he takes one thick finger and points it at them, then back up the road toward home. Ana and Peter look like teenagers who’ve been caught breaking curfew.

Penny leaps out at the house and waits until Ana emerges, looking guilty and afraid.

“I’m sorry,” Ana says.

Penny ignores the apology. “I don’t even know what to say to you, Ana! I’ve put up with your bullshit my whole life, first because Papa died and then because, well,” she makes quotes with her fingers in the air, “that’s just Ana. But I’m telling you right now, this has to stop. Your bullshit has to end right now. Today. Do you understand me?”

Ana’s eyes are huge and black. She stares at Penny.

“That was not a rhetorical question!” Penny yells, her cheeks red with rage. “No more! Do. You. Understand. Me?”

“Yes,” Ana whispers.

She walks past Penny into the house. But Penny’s not done yet. She wheels around to where Peter stands, having the good grace to look ashamed. He watches Penny steadily, like he’s waiting for his penance.

“I’m not saying it was your idea. I know my sister well enough to know she always gets what she wants. But don’t you ever be the one to help her do anything like that again.”

Peter nods once and watches his feet as he walks inside. He’s always so unflappable, but now he looks shaken and distressed. If he were anyone else I might feel sorry for him.
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In the evening I head out to the barn to milk Flora. Milking has its own peaceful rhythm once you get the hang of it. I love the smell of the hay and the sunshine that falls in stripes through the slats in the boards, making the goats look like tiny zebras. I’m almost done when I hear Ana and Peter arguing on the far side of the barn. They don’t know I’m here, outside in the sheltered area, where I like to do the milking.

Peter’s voice is firm. “We have to tell them, Ana. It’s not something we can hide. What if they did see where we went?”

“We watched,” Ana says. “No one came past. I’m sure it’s fine. We don’t know for sure if they’re even the ones. Do you know how angry they’ll be if they find out? My sister’s about to kill me as it is.”

I pick up the milk pail and creep to the doorway.

“Ana, the sheriff said he was trouble. We can’t take the chance.”

She’s got on her fighting stance. Ana won’t back down until Peter agrees. I clear my throat. Ana spins around in surprise, eyes narrowed.

“Milking,” I say, and hold up the pail. The milk sloshes from the rage I try to keep in check. I can’t believe they’d try to keep something this important from us. “You two need to tell us what happened.”
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They’d said that the trip to town was uneventful and the stores were empty. We thought that was the end of it, at least as far as danger goes. But it turns out they ran into people.

“We didn’t go to Wal-Mart, but there’s that town on the other side.” Peter looks like he’s forcing the words out. He stands in the living room and stares out the window. “We wanted to see what was there. There was a beauty salon. We waited and when we saw nothing we went inside.”

Well, I guess Ana got her conditioner. Is there a more ludicrous reason to be willing to die? But, of course, they hadn’t been thinking like that. They’d been thumbing their noses at us, showing us that no one was going to tell them what they could and couldn’t do.

“We’d just gotten back in the truck when a van pulled up alongside. There were two guys in it. The guy in the passenger’s seat was at the roadblock in Bellville. The shorter one.”

Mean Dog. Neil Curtis. I say his name aloud and John nods.

“There was some trouble a few years back with Neil and an assault on a woman. I don’t know all the details, except that Sam tried real hard but could never get anything concrete on him. Was it a red van?”

The red van that turned into Wal-Mart as we left.

Peter nods. “They asked us where we were headed, and I tried to be vague, like we were just passing through, but then he spotted Ana. He said he remembered us, that we’d been heading north. We said we had been, but we were moving on. There was nothing here for us.”

He glances at me when he says this. I keep my eyes on the bookshelves my mom built and read the book titles over and over, repeating them in my head instead of screaming. They didn’t just run into people, they ran into murderers.

“It looked like he believed us. He asked us where our gear was. We said we were picking it up as we went along. He told us to go by the Wal-Mart if we didn’t mind backtracking. Said it was safe in there, that the Biters were all dead. He offered to take us, since he knew the layout and it was dark inside. We said thanks, but we needed to go. They watched us the whole way out. We drove the long way around so it didn’t look like we were coming back here. Then we sat and waited to see if they followed, but they never passed by on the main road.”

He says this like we should congratulate him on his excellent spy technique.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, my voice barely controlled. He looks away, tight-lipped. “He knows my name from the roadblock, and now he remembers us. All he has to do is look in a phone book and find Forrest. Or find it in the records at town hall, or any number of places.”

“That’s if he remembers your name,” Ana argues. “How many people do you think tried to come through? Why would he remember yours?”

She waves her hands in a crazy fashion, like it’s been such a whirlwind of roadblock activity, who could remember anyone?

Nelly points at me, Ana and Penny. “Because of all of you. A man who rapes and murders teenagers, probably killed the sheriff and maybe blew up the school, is going to remember three pretty girls who might be alive and well.”

John sits with one fist extended on the table in front of him, nostrils flared. “There’s a certain kind of man who gets pleasure out of killing. Some join the Army to kill legally. Some are just straightforward murderers. And a few end up with an opportunity, whether it’s here or the Sudan, to give in to their basest desires.

“Neil Curtis strikes me as that kind of man. He’s not going to give up, not when he’s found something he wants and there’s no one to stop him. He’ll take time to work it all out and then they’ll come. But we’ll be ready for him.”

It must be like living in the Midwest and being told a tornado is coming straight for your town. A tornado that’s just cut a mile-wide swath through three previous towns. It’s too late to run. Besides, there’s nowhere to run to. So you prepare the best you can and hope it doesn’t rip everything you know and love out from under you.
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The next day we plant the vegetables. Two of us act as sentries, and the rest lower the tiny plants into the soft black soil in predetermined sections. Tomatoes, beans, melons, everything has a place. Every crack in the woods startles us, and we jump up constantly until John comes over from his post.

“It’s under control,” he says, his voice firm. “I don’t think they’ll come in daylight, anyway. They’ll wait for dark.”

Summer is here, I can feel it in the strength of the sun on my back. The grass in the yard is long and soft under my bare feet. Adrian used to say I had hooves instead of feet, because the minute it’s warm enough I cast off my shoes and run barefoot over any terrain. My feet hate to be cooped up.

It takes all day, but the plants are in and watered. After dinner we sit in the lamplight, waiting, watching and talking quietly until it’s time for bed.

The next day is another glorious one, followed by another. John has us doing small things around the house that might give us an advantage if—when—they come. Nelly and I take turns sleeping out in the barn with John, and I’m exhausted and itchy from sleeping on hay.

Peter and Ana have been working hard. We’re all angry, but I sense a lessening in everyone else’s ire. Not mine. This is the only safe place we have, and now it feels as dangerous as anywhere else. This house was always my safe haven, and they’ve taken that away from me.

“Maybe they’re not coming,” Penny says on the fourth day, the relief evident in her voice. She looks at John hopefully.

“No.” He cocks his head like he can hear them. “I think they’ll come tonight.”
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A short bark wakes me from my light sleep. It comes from inside the house and is followed by Nelly’s voice on the radio.

“They’re here.”

There’s an incredible amount of tension in those two words. I throw back my blanket, instantly alert, and creep to the barn door next to John. The gunmetal feels slimy in my slick hand. It’s still dark, but the moon is low.

“Let them show themselves,” he says.

He holds a rifle with a scope in his arms. He wants us to see what our intruders’ plan is before he does anything. He hands me the other rifle. Rifles are better for distance shooting. I re-holster my pistol.

“Four men so far,” Nelly whispers over the radio, as John fits the earpiece in. “Two just went around back.”

The moonlight is bright enough to see the two men make their way around opposite sides of the house. One edges onto the deck, while the other slips into the bushes.

“Lights,” John commands into the radio, as he sinks to one knee.

The solar spotlight on the deck flares to life and illuminates a figure lifting a crowbar to the sliding glass doors. The other light should be giving a clear view of whoever is in front. John sights and pulls the trigger. There’s a loud report and a scream as the man drops to the ground and writhes before going still. I look through the scope, but the second man hasn’t come out from the bushes.

A bullet thuds into the wood above our heads. John jumps up. “Back inside!”

I head for the door to the outdoor pen where Flora and Fauna spend much of their days. Two more bullets hit the barn, but the shooter still aims for our original spot. I slip into the pen, John close behind me, and crawl along the ground. I kneel and raise the scope to my eye.

“He’ll come back up,” John whispers, his rifle raised. “Wait for it.”

The form in my scope looks like part of the foliage until it moves. John and I fire at the same time, and he goes down.

Then all hell breaks loose. The sound of breaking glass is followed by shots from in front of the house. My breathing is ragged, but my legs are strong when I stand.

“I’ll go to the front. Head to the back and go inside if it’s safe,” John says.

We hop the fence and run across the grass. At the deck John splits off and heads to the front, where it’s now ominously quiet. I look at the man John shot long enough to be sure he’s dead and skirt around him to the sliding doors.

A shout from inside stops me. I can see into the living room, but not the hall, where everyone’s attention is drawn. Nelly has his pistol in his hands. In the dim light he looks furious. Peter stands ready to shoot out the front window, with frantic glances at the scene behind him. Penny holds a struggling Laddie by the collar with a desperate look on her face. I don’t see Ana. Someone must have Ana. The breaking glass was someone coming in down the hall. A surprise attack.

A voice yells, “Put your fucking guns down, I said! Put them down or I’ll kill her. I will.”

Ana screams. James grimaces as he watches and holds his useless weapon. Laddie roars, but Penny holds tight. If she lets him go, Ana might get shot.

I’ll head for the other side of the cabin. The broken window. Maybe I can get in that way, too, and make my way down the hall behind him. I fall into a running crouch just as the wind from a bullet raises my hair and crashes through the door. The shattering glass stings my face and hands. I’m off the deck and behind the bushes as another shot misses. There’s a single shot from inside and Nelly’s voice rings out.

I don’t have enough clearance for my rifle in the thick foliage. I drop it and aim my pistol at the side of the barn, where I think the shots came from, but it’s quiet. It’s hard to tell; everything in the woods echoes. I crawl through the bushes, heart racing, waiting for that shot, the one I won’t hear until it’s too late, until it hits me.

When I hit something soft, I let out a scream of surprise and cut it off, quick. It’s the man John and I hit, and if he’s not dead he’s close to it or unconscious. I scramble over, wincing as my knees sink into his torso. I scurry around the corner of the house just as a man jumps out the broken window and races for the road, followed by Nelly. I can’t risk a shot.

Laddie races across the back lawn to the barn with deep, angry barks. We were trying to keep him safe inside, but he’s gotten out through the broken glass of the doors.

The gunfire in the front begins again, and I stand there, undecided. I was going to follow Nelly, but now I head to the front of the house with my back against the logs, never forgetting that someone by the barn wants me dead. Two men are in the trees on the other side of the driveway, guns flashing as they fire at the other corner of the house, where John keeps them at bay.

They’ve situated themselves so that there’s no clear shot for John or from the house windows, but I’m able to line one of them up in my sights from my vantage point. I aim for his ample beer gut. I don’t think about it, don’t ruminate on the fact that I’m killing someone, because I don’t care. I want nothing more than to see him fall, to choke on his own blood.

Before the gun goes off I already know I have him. It’s like down at the school, with the machete. I’ve entered that serene place in the midst of the terror. The bullet and I have an understanding: I tell it where to go and it does what I ask. He drops when it slams into him, and I cut off his howls of pain with another shot.

His partner makes the mistake I was hoping he would, racing to the other side of the tree. The porch lights up with gun flashes, and John moves forward. Four, five, six shots hit the man with a deafening sound. He does a little jig and flies backward.

Peter twists from his spot on the porch as I move out of the shadows. He turns his gun on me. I freeze.

“It’s me, Cassie!” I yell.

Peter lowers his gun, his eyes huge.

“Ana?” I ask.

“She’s okay,” he says.

I exhale in relief. “There’s at least one more behind the barn. Nelly chased one down the driveway. I’m going after him.”

“I’m coming with you,” John says, and turns to Peter. “We’ll go after Nel and the one behind the barn. Two cover the back, two cover the front. Stay inside. I’ll call on the radio.”

Peter nods and heads in. I hear sobbing before the door closes. John and I walk within the edge of the woods along the driveway. I wish I were barefoot; my boots are too loud on the forest floor. The woods are silent and still. Any creatures who would normally be stirring are holed up, waiting for this storm to pass.

There’s a crash at the end of the driveway and two shots. A voice calls out, but I can’t make out the words over the sound of an engine roaring to life. They can’t be allowed to leave; this has to end tonight. I put on a burst of speed, sprinting on the diagonal through the woods, leaping over obstacles I can just make out.

I jump the ditch and see Nelly standing in the road with his gun raised as the van moves toward him. The windshield cracks as he takes two shots at the driver’s side and stumbles out of the way.

“Nelly!” I whisper, so he knows it’s me.

I grab his arm to steady him. The van moves past, and I think maybe he’s missed, but then it coasts and bumps against a tree. I move forward.

He grabs my shirt. “Don’t go yet.”

The van door stays closed. Nelly barely puts any weight on his left leg. He’s hurt. John reaches the van and eases the door open. The interior light shows the perfect circle of one of Nelly’s shots in the driver’s forehead. A high-pitched scream from inside the van makes us all leap. Whatever it is, it sounds frightened.

John moves to the empty passenger’s side. I jump up next to the dead driver and point my gun into the cargo area, which is littered with beer cans and empty wrappers. A little girl cowers in the corner. Her hands are over her head, and her screams flow one into another without ceasing.

John wades through the trash to pick her up as Nelly flings open the back. She’s no more than seven. Her feet are bare, and she wears a flimsy polyester nightgown that may have been pink once. Her long hair is ratty and tangled. She beats on John’s arms with her fists, but he keeps his grip.

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” he repeats. “We won’t hurt you.”

She quiets and swivels her head between the three of us. When she sees me she looks like she might just believe him. Her blue eyes are gigantic and scared, but dry. Even in the weak light from the van, I can see the freckles that stand out in sharp relief from her pale skin.

I reach for her. She pushes off from John and lunges at me. She’s lighter than I thought, all arms and legs and skinny ribcage. They wrap themselves around me so tightly it’s difficult to breathe. She smells like piss and sweat and liquor. I wonder what they’ve done to her.

“The one who had Ana ran that way.” Nelly points into the woods that lead to the barn and back of the house. He gasps when his weight shifts. “But I wanted to take out the one in the van so they couldn’t get away.”

“Your leg,” I say. His jeans have a ragged hole at the calf surrounded by a dark stain.

Nelly shrugs. “It’s just a graze.”

We’ve got to find the last of them, and Nelly won’t be able to move fast with his leg.

“Nels, you take her to the house.”

I try to hand him the girl, but she digs her nails in and buries her head in my shoulder. We can’t have her screaming again, and I can hardly bring her with me.

“Honey?” I ask. I lean back so I can see her face. “Look at me, sweetie. What’s your name?”

She looks into my eyes with her distrustful ones and whispers, “Elizabeth. Beth.”

She tries to duck back down, but I lift her, forcing her to talk to me. “Beth, do you have a best friend?”

She nods. “Alana.”

I talk quickly. “I have two best friends. One is Penny. She’s back at our house. The other is right here. He’ll take you to the house to see Penny.”

I point my chin toward Nelly. He’s disheveled and holding a gun, but otherwise he looks friendly when he smiles at her.

I make a face like I’m telling her a secret. “His name’s Nelly. He has a girl’s name! Isn’t that funny? I named him that!”

Nelly makes a face like he still hasn’t forgiven me, and something that resembles a smile crosses her features.

“Beth, I need you to go with him and be as quiet as you can. We have to catch the men you came with so they won’t bother us anymore.”

Her grip loosens almost imperceptibly. “You’ll catch them?”

“Yes. I promise they won’t hurt anyone else ever again.”

She lets me hand her to Nelly. She looks even more pathetic cradled in his big arms. John radios the house to alert them to Nelly’s arrival and our plan.

“Let’s go,” he says to me.

“Careful,” Nelly says.

He shifts Elizabeth to his side and grips his gun. I know he’d rather I were heading to the safety of the house, just like I’m glad he is instead of me.

I give him a small smile. “Always.”

He turns to limp toward the driveway, talking softly to the little figure in his arms.
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When we were kids my favorite game was Manhunt. It was like hide and seek in the woods, except when the hunter caught the hiders they would join the hunt for whomever was left. The last man standing had to make it to the far-off home base without being caught. Or, I should say, last girl standing, because I almost always won. I think part of the reason I loved the game so much was that it was the only time my feet were sure and my breath came easily. In school gymnasiums and fields I always missed the ball, got a stitch in my side or came in last. But in the woods, especially in my woods, I couldn’t be caught. I would cover myself in leaves, hide in ditches, slog through mud—nothing was off limits. My body knew where it was going and what to do, even though it was only a game.

This isn’t a game, and I haven’t played Manhunt in years, but I still know where I’m going. The woods are always changing, but the overall feel remains the same. The big stump, the lightning-struck pine—all my old friends are still here.

It can’t be more than five minutes since we left the house, but it’s time enough for the remaining men to have gotten a plan together. John and I jump the trench, step over the trip wire and under the barbed wire. We make it to the edge of the yard. The spotlight’s been turned facing out, so we can’t see anyone in the house behind it.

John catches movement to the left and points; it might be the man who had Ana. There’s a thunk from the right, near the barn. I motion that I’ll head that way. He nods and heads left. My hair sticks to my face and my heart pounds. I stop when I hear the voices. They come from the side of the barn, where there’s cover in the trees.

I creep out under the fruit trees, which have dropped all their blossoms and gotten down to the business of making fruit. My footsteps are muffled by the petals that still carpet the ground. Two men crouch by the barn, but my view is obstructed by trees.

“Let’s just get out of here,” one says.

“You heard the shots from the road as well as I did,” says the other. “There ain’t no where to go. We’ve got to take this place. I’ll take out the light and cover you. You run.”

I move fast, but I’m still too slow. A wiry figure jumps up. There’s a loud crack and the light goes dark. I can’t see the one who stayed behind; my eyes are too accustomed to the light to be of much use until they adjust. Feet thump on the wooden deck, followed by a volley of gunfire. As my pupils widen, I see James and Penny standing in the broken glass of the doors, guns flashing.

The other man runs. I take off after him. He’s broad and bursts through the woods like an elephant. I hear shots behind me. John. I realize I can see the man twenty feet in front of me. The sky is no longer dark and the stars have disappeared. But if I shoot now, I’ll probably just hit a tree and he’ll know I’m here.

He turns for the road, not taking his own advice to stay and fight it out. The way he’s blindly smacking through the brush makes me think he doesn’t know about the perimeter we’ve made. They must have come down the driveway, where we moved the cans so they wouldn’t know we were expecting them, and then gone into the woods. I know I can cut him off if I move fast. It’ll keep me out of his line of fire as well. The cool air burns my lungs. I hate running. I swing under the barbed wire, stop short behind a tree and wait.

There are noises far behind me, also following his progress. In the second that I allow myself to think, I hope it’s John. The man’s closer now; I can hear him grunting. My breathing seems so loud and I try to stifle it, even though I know he can’t hear. I close both hands on the gun I hold up against my heaving chest. I’ll get him either way. If he gets past the line, I’ll shoot him in the back as he goes past.

But he doesn’t get through. There’s a scream and the twang of metal as he hits the barbed wire and it catches his clothes and the skin under them. I step out from behind the tree into a firing stance. I’m not surprised to see it’s Neil Curtis. He’s dropped his gun and uses his hands to rip his clothes off the wires that hold him. He manages to tear himself free, falls back on his rump, and scrambles for his weapon.

“Stop!” I yell.

He freezes and blinks up at me. His eyes are the same as they were at the roadblock, empty except for a bit of mean and a lot of crazy.

He puts his hands up with a small, creepy smile. “Okay. You win. I’m going, and I’ll never come back.”

He thinks I won’t shoot him because I’m a girl. He’s so used to having his way with women, even if that way includes ropes and guns, that he thinks he’ll win this one, too.

“No, you’re not,” I say, but my hands tremble.

He sees it and leans toward his weapon a few feet away. My finger tightens on the trigger and he stops.

“None of your folks are hurt,” he says. It’s almost a whine.

I want to laugh. Does he really think that’s all that matters? Plenty of other folks are hurt. I just pulled one of them out of a van, stinking of dirt and men. I think of the Franklin girls and their parents, of Sam, of that tiny body at the school, wrapped in a final baby blanket of pink insulation. I shake my head, and my hands stop trembling. Everything inside me grinds to a halt, like it’s covered with a layer of ice.

He must see it, and he whispers, “Please.”

Finally, I see something in his eyes besides malice. It’s fear. He whispers again, his voice cracking. He licks his lips. I hear the other person drawing nearer. I have to act now.

This time he begs. “Please?”

I aim at his chest, considering. Then I raise my gun a few inches and aim for his head. After all, he’s just another kind of zombie.

“No,” I reply. I repeat it again, louder this time, and look him in the eye. “No.”

Maybe he moves for his gun, just an inch. Or maybe that’s what I tell myself so I can pretend I don’t feel something dark blossoming inside me. Something that revels in taking the life of someone so terrible. I pull the trigger.
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John finds me contemplating the ruin that once was Neil’s head and tells me it’s over. We won. We walk back through the woods with his arm around my shoulders. We pass the body of the one John went after. He’s got a goatee of pink foam on his chin. James and Peter come out from the woods across the driveway as we reach the steps.

“They’re all accounted for, with your two in the woods,” James says. “The little girl, Beth, said that’s all there were.”

“Good,” John says.

I thought the house would look worse than it does. The glass from the sliding doors glitters as Penny pushes it with a broom, and a front window is broken, too. I know there must be bullet holes in the walls and things that are cracked and broken, but I’ll look for those later. Nelly sits on the couch, his leg propped on the coffee table. Beth huddles beside him, wrapped in a quilt, her eyes closed. I don’t know if she’s sleeping, but I don’t want to disturb her. He smiles at me, but the corners of his eyes are turned down with pain.

“Let me see,” I say softly, and kneel down. The bullet didn’t just graze him; it passed through and came out the other side of his calf. But it’s close to the skin, so maybe the muscle isn’t too damaged. Someone’s cleaned and put ointment on it. “I’ll bet that hurts like a fucker.”

Nelly laughs. “A little.”

“That’s why my parents stocked Vicodin. I’ll go get some.”

“I love your parents,” Nelly says. He leans his head back and closes his eyes.

When I get back with the pills, Penny’s dumping a dustpan of glass into a paper bag that James holds. I make sure Nelly has water and go to help. I don’t have to ask Penny how she is; she tells me she’s okay with a look.

“Where’s Ana?” I ask. I want to see her with my own eyes, to make sure she’s still here.

“Lying down. She has a major headache,” Penny replies. “You should see her face. Sit down. We’ve got this. Tell me what happened while I clean you up.”

Once I’m sitting at the table, exhaustion steals over me. My thighs feel like they’re strapped to the chair. The whole thing couldn’t have taken much more than an hour, but I could swear I’ve been running around all night. I wonder what Penny meant by cleaning me up, but then I look at my arms. They’re covered in scratches and scrapes from my shoulders to the tips of my fingers. I must have taken off my jacket at some point.

Of course, now that I see them, the cuts begin to burn. I might have run through the blackberries; those thorns always irritate me the worst. My face and neck burn too. They must look like my arms, but I don’t care enough to haul myself out of this chair to see. I hear Peter and John on the porch, talking and cleaning up. Everyone speaks in low voices so as not to disturb Beth, but the tones almost sound reverent. We’re okay;  we made it runs in a low hum under our words. I close my eyes. Laddie. I open them again.

“Where’s Laddie?” I ask Penny, who’s taken a seat next to me with antibiotic ointment and a clean cloth.

She looks around. “I don’t know. He isn’t back yet.”

I force myself to stand, remembering that he ran toward the barn. Penny holds her hands out for me to wait, but I shake my head and step through the doorframe. I whistle and call, but I’m not surprised when I don’t hear an answering jingle. I find his body around the back of the barn, his brown fur matted with blood. He could be sleeping. I crumple beside him and pet his still head, wishing he would make those contented, silly grunts.

“I’m sorry, boy,” I say. My tears are hot on my cheeks. “You were just trying to help.”

I’m going to miss him so much. I’m furious at the men who killed him, who would have killed us.

John and Peter come up behind me. John sighs and kneels on the ground. He runs a hand along Laddie’s side and scratches behind his ear. The wrinkly skin around his eyes has gone soft and pink.

“Good boy,” John says. His voice is gruff from holding back the tears.

Peter raises his hand, as if he’s going to lay it on John’s shoulder, but drops it back down at his side. “John, I’m so sorry.”

John runs a finger and thumb over his eyes and stands up, brushing off his knees. “I know, son. Thank God we’re all okay. That’s what’s most important. It’s no one’s fault.”

Peter stares down at Laddie’s body, lips compressed. It’s only now that something awful has happened that he’s sorry. He didn’t think beforehand. He didn’t take the time to see if his actions would hurt anyone. He didn’t care, because he thought he’d scrape through like he always does. Even in the midst of the end of the world he’s acted like he’s entitled to whatever he wants.

I point at Peter. “No. It’s your fault. I told you we might end up dead. But, as usual, you did whatever you wanted. All you’ve ever cared about is yourself.”

“That’s not true,” Peter says quietly.

My laugh is bitter, and I feel mean. I want to get him back for putting me in a situation where I had to blow someone’s head off, for being the one to tell me that Adrian no longer loves me, for lying about me, for disliking me so much.

“I wish I really had told you not to come with us in Jersey.” His eyes widen, caught in his lie. I nod. “We don’t need you here, ruining everything. You don’t belong here.”

“Cassie, I know you’re upset—” Peter begins. Something in his face tells me he might be trying to make amends, but he’s sounded sincere before.

I hold my hands up for him to stop. “I am way past upset. Way past. Just stay away from me, Peter.”

I storm to the house, half-wishing it were him with the bullet in his side instead of sweet, protective Laddie.
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Ana’s face looks awful. Her eye on the right side is swollen shut, and her cheek is twice its usual size and three shades of purple.

“Yikes,” I say when she enters the living room, where I sit on the couch next to Nelly and a sleeping Beth.

She smiles, then holds a hand up to her cheek and winces. “You should see the lump on my head. I wanted to sleep, but Penny came in every eighteen seconds to make sure I didn’t.”

It doesn’t have the usual tone an Ana complaint has. She touches Penny’s hand on the arm of her chair and turns to me.

Her one good eye wells with tears. “Cass, I totally fucked up. I know you’re all angry. You should be angry. But I’m sorry, I really, truly am.”

I believe her. I get up and hug her gently, brushing her hair back from her hurt side. I don’t know why I can forgive her so easily and not Peter, but I can.

“Hey, Banana, all is forgiven.” I smile and feel my own scratched face pull a little too tight. “Just don’t ever pull a stunt like that again.”

Her face is serious. “Never.”

I think maybe little Ana has finally grown up.
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When we return from getting rid of the bodies, it’s early afternoon. Grunting and sweating, we loaded them into the van, and John drove it down the hill while James, Peter and I followed. We left the van in an old meadow down the main road. I thought John might want to bury them, but he said he wasn’t feeling very Christian toward them at the moment. I was glad. Then we came home and buried Laddie in the yard.

When I make it back inside the house, Nelly sits alone in the living room with a book, but it’s killing him to sit still.

The corners of his mouth turn down. “Beth woke up. She scampered along the back of the couch and tried to run until she realized where she was.”

“Where is she now?” I ask.

“Getting cleaned up. Penny said she’d wash her nightgown, but Beth said she wouldn’t wear it again. So I think they’re looking for clothes.”

“I don’t blame her.” The thought of that dirty nightgown, even washed out clean, is not a good one. “We’ll have to get her some clothes tomorrow.”

“And window and door glass,” John says from where he stands eating by the kitchen sink. “As long as you’re up for it.”

“I am,” I say. I want to get out of here, even if it means visiting with Lexers.

Beth and Penny come into the living room holding hands. Beth’s wet hair is combed straight down her back, and her eyes skitter around in their sockets. One of my old t-shirts hangs on her like a dress. Her mouth moves upward a little in response to my smile.

“Hi, Beth,” I say. “Are you feeling a little better?”

She nods.

“Are you hungry?” She nods again. “Come and sit at the table with me. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”

I pull out peanut butter and jelly fixings, applesauce, a jar of peaches and homemade hummus and bread. She sits in a chair, her skinny legs dangling.

“I’m Cassie, in case you forgot.”

She shakes her head to let me know she didn’t. Nelly told me she’s seven, but she’s small for her age and looks younger, especially since her eyes are huge with fear and uncertainty.

I smile. “Good. I’m going to make some of everything, and you can have whatever you want.”

She slurps up the peaches and a bowl of applesauce and then gobbles down half a sandwich in four seconds. I open jars and spread stuff so she can eat and eat. I tell her about the house and the garden and the plants while she drinks it all in, her eyes round. But they grow less wary as I talk, so I tell her how we made the jam she’s eating and how silly the goats look when they prance in the yard. When she’s finally slowed down, I ask if she wants to see the garden.

She nods but hesitates. “I don’t have shoes.”

I kick off my boots and wiggle my toes. “Lucky you! I hate shoes!”

It’s her first real smile of the day, maybe her first real smile in a long time.

Beth walks around on the warm soil, her hair drying into a pretty light brown with curls on the ends. I don’t ask her many questions. Instead, I tell her about how we got here. Of course, I leave out the scary parts, but when I mention coming through town she speaks up.

“My mom and I were at the school. Then it got blown up right as the Biters came. I heard them say they did it. That’s when they took us, me and my mom.”

I know they and them refer to Neil and the rest. They must have used all the confusion to their benefit. I wonder what happened to her mother, but I don’t ask. I kneel down to grab a couple weeds.

I look at her, still on my knees. “That must have been so scary.”

She looks away. “Yeah.” I want to hug her, but she doesn’t look like she wants a hug. “Both of them are dead. Both my parents.” She looks like a statue the way she’s frozen in place. Unreachable.

I hold out a hand. “I’m so sorry, Beth.” I understand what it’s like to lose your parents. But not what it must be like when they’re gone before you’re old enough to be on your own.

She puts her small hand in mine but keeps her face turned to the back of the garden, at the forest that covers the hill. The lower forty, my dad called it. Her body trembles down to the warm hand I hold as she sobs angrily. She doesn’t want me to see her cry. Maybe after the past few weeks she’s afraid of showing weakness, of trusting too much. Of being hurt again. Now that I understand.
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The next morning, John asks Beth if she wants to go to her house to get some of her things. I pull him aside to say it’s too dangerous, but he reminds me she’s seen a lot worse than we have. That maybe it will help her to have familiar things around, especially when she wakes up screaming like she did all last night. I didn’t mind soothing her because I spent half the night awake anyway. I had the dream about Adrian again, except this time Neil’s dead hand had crept out from under the porch steps and grabbed my ankle, followed by a leering grin on what was left of his head.

She sits in the back between James and me. Peter’s in the front. For someone who’s managed to avoid me recently, he’s been very present these past twenty-four hours. Bellville looks the same as it did a few weeks ago, except we don’t see a single Lexer. John pulls into the school. The bodies of the infected we killed are slowly desiccating on the asphalt.  We circle the building, bouncing over debris, and come upon a pile of Lexer corpses in the back lot.

“There aren’t any Lexers here,” John says, as he scans the school grounds. “I wonder where they went.”

“They killed them all,” says a little voice. Beth’s face is pinched. “They had a game. They called it—” she chokes on the words, “—Live Bait. They tied someone up, and then the Biters would come. They would shoot the Biters while—they made me watch, once.”

I put my arm around her slight shoulders. She lets her tears go in little hitching sobs. Peter looks at Beth and then the pile. His face is dark, all knitted brows and gritted teeth.

“Can we go?” I ask.

John puts the truck into gear.

Beth’s house is a cute brick colonial. Coming home from school to this house must have been pleasant. The kitchen faces the backyard swing set, and the refrigerator is covered in pictures and drawings and all the things that mark a busy, happy family.

I have a suitcase, but when we’re in her upstairs bedroom she pulls one out of her closet. She opens drawers and silently pulls out clothes.

“Do you want me to leave you to get changed?” I ask.

She nods. She’s been wearing my kitten sweatshirt as a dress. When I gave it to her this morning her eyes lit up, just like mine would have when I was seven.

I peer into a home office and her parents’ room, where the bed is neatly made. The whole place looks like someone is expected home at any minute, but it feels like a museum exhibit: Pre-Apocalyptic Homo-Sapiens.

Beth’s changed into jeans and a t-shirt. She fills her school backpack with books and a stuffed animal. She moves painfully slow, but I’m not going to tell her to speed it up, so I sit on the bright bedspread and wait.

Fairy and flower decals cover the walls. A mosquito net hangs over the head of the bed. It’s the perfectly magical room for a seven year-old girl. A photo of Beth and a blond-haired woman who looks like an older Beth sits on the bookshelf.

“Beth,” I say quietly, not wanting to upset her, “would you like to bring this, too? Or some other pictures?”

Beth nestles it in her suitcase. She looks more and more distressed as the minutes pass. I watch her pick up and discard her belongings, unsure of what to bring.

“You don’t have to take everything now. Just the stuff you want most of all. As long as it’s safe you’ll be able to come back and get more.”

She fingers a pair of socks. “Who will bring me back? Where am I going?” Her voice is a whisper.

Tears spring to my eyes. She thought she was coming to get her things before we got rid of her somehow.

I put a hand on her shoulder. “Oh, honey. We’ll bring you back. We want you to stay with us. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought you knew. I hope that’s okay?”

Her body sags with relief. “Yes.”

That’s why she was moving so slow: she was afraid of what came next. She points to my folded kitten sweatshirt. “Here’s your shirt back, Cassie.”

I put it on top of her clothes in the suitcase. “Would you like to keep it? It looks better on you, anyway. I don’t look good in kittens.”

She giggles and zips her bag. It was a beautiful sound, that giggle, and I want to hear more.

I point to her dollhouse and Barbies and games. “Do you want some toys?”

She takes them in like she’s never seen them before. “No. I don’t think I want to play with toys anymore.”

I want to take her in my arms and tell her she’s safe. I want to insist that she doesn’t have to grow up so fast, but I simply nod because she’s so serious and aloof. I pick up her suitcase as she puts the straps of her backpack over her thin shoulders. It’s so full that it sticks out like a turtle shell. After she leaves the room I grab a handled vinyl box just like the one I had when I was little, the kind that holds Barbie dolls and their accessories. Maybe she’ll want to be a little girl again soon.
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John finishes installing the new sliding glass door just after the sun’s gone down. He pulls the tape off the glass and we clap.

“Thanks, John,” I say, as I hand him a beer. We found some of that today, too.

“It was the damndest thing, down in town,” John says. He takes a swig and wipes his beard.

We’ve waited until Beth’s asleep to discuss it. The past few days must have caught up with her, because she was asleep with her head in my lap ten minutes after dinner.

“So there are no infected?” Nelly asks.

He wishes he’d gone and tried limping around when we got back to prove he was fine. When he started wincing with every step, he finally sat and pretended he wanted to read. We pretended not to notice.

“Not a one,” John says. “Now, there are probably some trapped inside houses that they missed, but they must have killed hundreds, maybe a thousand. Might’ve been the only good thing those men ever did.”

“Except for how they did it,” I say.

John tells them what Beth told us about their methods. There’s a horrified silence while everyone contemplates being the bait for their sick game.

Ana hugs her knees to her chest. “Well, if there was ever any doubt they deserved to die, there’s none now.” Her bruises are still painful to look at, but her eye is less swollen. She turns to John. “John, can we go to the range tomorrow? I want to fix whatever I’m doing wrong.”

“Let’s wait for that eye to heal, hon. I promise I’ll get you out there as soon you can see, okay?”

Ana pouts a little and John laughs. “I promise, Ana. We’re going to start regular training. I’m almost finished with that tool I’m making, too. But you need to rest.”

Ana looks disappointed but doesn’t complain like she would have in the past. Penny looks at her speculatively and glances at me. I shrug, but I’m pretty sure Ana has a new project. She’s always been single-minded, but it’s always been on clothes and money, not armed combat. This should be interesting.

“Beth didn’t know she was going to live with us,” I tell them. “I don’t know where she thought she was going, but we have to let her know we want her. She’s trying so hard to be strong, but she’s afraid of something terrible happening again.”

“Who could blame her?” James asks from the floor where he sits with Penny between his knees.

She nods. “I’m afraid of something terrible happening again. Since it’s almost a guarantee. Between the infected and what they were saying on the radio…”

The nightly broadcasts have changed from a rudimentary list of Safe Zones to news and descriptions of how various Safe Zones are operating. The broadcast is always from the White Mountain Airport in Whitefield, but a few nights ago they had someone on from the Safe Zone in Maine. A few of the Safe Zones have light aircraft and are flying over the dangerous areas to trade and refuel.

Tonight, Matt Burns, the broadcaster of Whitefield radio, recommended that groups who number less than forty don’t broadcast their locations. He said that they’re getting survivors from places that were raided by men who found them through their radio broadcasts.

My hopes of contact with Adrian were dashed, but I’m almost relieved. Contact means I’d know what Adrian thinks of me, for better or worse. Every time I start to feel hopeful, I remember what Peter said and my cheeks flush with humiliation.  But I can’t stop loving Adrian just because he might not love me. That’s basically what he’d said to me the night I broke things off.

I trace the outline of the ring in my pocket. There’s a faint mark on my jeans where the ring has worn a circle. I want to put it on, but I can’t. I’ll only put it on when I know for sure. Or I’ll get rid of it for good, depending. I think of the other ring, the one I sent back to him even after he told me to keep it in case I changed my mind.

 

***

It was a year after my parents died. We’d spent much of the past year separated, partly because Adrian was finishing up grad school in the northeast and partly because I’d retreated into a drab and colorless world. I did the bare minimum. I showed up for work every day. I would go out for drinks on Fridays if I had to. Adrian would come down in his old car on the weekends he wasn’t interning and try to entice me into doing something, anything, with him. But I never wanted to. The trips we took to look at land and farms had stopped. I never wanted to leave the city. Really, I never wanted to leave the house. All the joy had gone out of imagining the future. I know now that I had sunk into a depression, but at the time it seemed like everyone had been put on the Earth just to prod me into doing things I didn’t want to do. I didn’t understand why I just couldn’t be left alone. When I was alone I was fine, I thought. Eric would always call and ask how my week had been.

“Fine,” I’d say. “How was yours?”

“Cassie,” he sighed one day, “I know you’re not fine. What happened to that art show? You’ve never mentioned it again.”

I’d been contacted by a gallery owner in the northeast who was interested in my paintings. It was a well-known gallery, and in another lifetime it would have been a dream come true. But I hadn’t picked up a brush in a year; I had no urge to. The calls finally petered out.

“I’ve been busy,” I lied.

“No, you haven’t. Adrian says you hardly talk to him anymore and that you don’t call him unless he calls you. You don’t even care whether you see him or not. Believe me, I understand what you’re going through, and I know it’s hard, but you’re closing everyone out. I think maybe you need to talk to someone.”

I was annoyed that he and Adrian were discussing me like I was some kind of problem child.

“I don’t need to talk to someone, Eric. Maybe what I need is for people to stop talking about me. I’m doing fine. Maybe I’m just different now. Did you ever think of that?”

Another sigh came down the line. “Fine, Cass. You are different. All the life has gone out of you, and I hate to see it. Please think about it. You know I love you, right?”

“Yeah, I know. Love you too. Adrian’s here, I have to go.”

Adrian walked in and dropped his bag on the living room floor with a smile. He opened his arms and I went to him, but I felt like I was suffocating. I’d always felt safe and loved in his embrace, but now I just wanted to escape. I broke free after a second.

“Are you hungry?” I asked, not looking at him. “Do you want to order in?”

His arms were still raised. He let them fall as I tried to ignore the hurt look on his face. “I thought we could go out. Maybe call Nel?”

I didn’t want to go anywhere or talk to anyone. “Um, I think Nelly’s busy.”

His eyes were bright green, challenging. “He’s not. I called him on the way down.”

“Let’s just stay in.”

“Maybe I want to go out and see him.”

“Go ahead,” I offered. “I don’t mind.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” he muttered, so low I almost couldn’t hear.

If he wanted a fight he was going to get one. I was still fuming that he and Eric had been trading calls about me.

I stood on the area rug, hands on my hips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that you never seem to want to see me, to talk to me. You won’t even discuss getting married. I know that this year has been awful. I’m not saying you don’t have a right to be sad or depressed—”

“I’m not depressed!” I yelled. “Eric told me that you and he are busy discussing my depression. I’m fine!”

“That’s right, we’ve talked. Because we both love you and want you to be the old Cassie again.”

His voice was gentle, even as mine rose. His face was full of pity. I couldn’t stand it.

“Well,” I spread my arms, “maybe this is the new Cassie. Maybe if you don’t like it, then…” I trailed off.

He squared his shoulders and his eyes got glassy. “Then what? What do you want me to do? It feels like you don’t want me around anymore.”

It was true. I didn’t want him around, and for months I’d tried to figure out why. I could remember how much I’d loved him, how much I’d liked being with him, but they had become faint memories. I could almost feel it sometimes. It was like after a toothache is gone and you prod the area with your tongue, not quite sure if you can still feel a twinge. I stared at him, unwilling to say the words I’d been thinking.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked again. He sank onto the couch and looked at me helplessly. “I need to know. I need to know if you still want me around. If you still love me.”

That’s where I should have said, Of course I do. Just please bear with me a little while longer. Because somewhere deep down I thought maybe it wasn’t really gone. But saying that meant I had to try to find it, which meant unlocking all the other feelings that were locked away with it.

“I—” His face was expectant. “I don’t think I love you anymore.”

He looked like I had just sucker-punched him. I had just sucker punched him. Out of all the things I could have said, he never thought I would say that. His jaw clenched and he looked away with a nod.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I wanted to comfort him, but I didn’t imagine I would be much comfort.

He splayed his hands and turned to me. Tears welled up in his eyes. “Why? Can you just tell me that?”

“I don’t…” I didn’t know what to say. “It’s gone. There’s just…nothing.”

His voice was bleak. “Nothing.”

I looked at the little diamond on my hand. It was perfect. He’d combed antique stores all over until he’d found a ring he thought would suit me. I hadn’t wanted him to spend any hard-earned money on a ring, but he swore up and down it was a bargain. “And it fits,” he’d said. “It was meant to be, just like us.”

I twisted it until I finally pulled it off. I felt sorry for causing Adrian so much pain, but, mainly, I felt relief. At the time I thought it meant I was making the right decision. Eventually, I realized that I’d been relieved I could continue hiding and not have to join the ranks of the living. Relieved that I wouldn’t have to admit that somewhere in the past year I had forgotten how to be me. I held out the ring.

Adrian looked stunned. “Can’t we talk? I can’t believe…”

“We can talk,” I said reluctantly, not wanting the relief to fade. “But I’ve felt this way for a long time now. I don’t know what there is to talk about.”

I don’t know how I could have been that cruel. I ended all those years with a few sentences, unwilling to even discuss it. By the end of those ten minutes he looked battered and beaten down. I hated myself for doing it, but I told myself it had to be done. I just didn’t love him anymore. I continued holding out the ring.

“Keep it,” he said. He looked at me like I was a stranger. “It was for you. Maybe you’ll want it again someday.”

I gripped the ring in my palm, and we stared at each other for a few seconds. His open, honest face was closed. He shook his head as if in a dream and rose from the couch.

“I guess I’ll go.”

I wanted this over. “Okay.”

He picked up his bag and stood there as though waiting for me to say it had all been a joke.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I really am.”

He shrugged like he didn’t believe me and threw his bag over his shoulder. He started down the hallway, but then he turned back. I’d never seen such sadness on his face, and I wanted to take it all back. But I didn’t.

“I still love you,” he said. “Until the end of the world.”

Then he walked out.
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Neil’s hand comes out from under the porch steps and grips my ankle, followed by what’s left of his grinning face. I scream, but it comes out as a wispy little breath. Adrian looks into the trees, deaf to my pleas for help. I wake with Beth sitting above me in the dark.

“Cassie!” she yells.

I’ve scared her. In my dream it was a whisper, but I could hear the tail end of a real scream right as I woke.

“I’m okay.” I try to shake it off. “Sorry, I just had a bad dream, honey. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I hold her warm hand and pat the pillow so she’ll lie back down. In a few minutes she’s out again, her arms flung up with abandon. I head to the living room and tell James to get some rest. It appears I’m done sleeping for the night, so I might as well do watch.

My heart continues to pound. Now I wish I’d kept James up for some inane conversation to calm my nerves. Because even though I know Neil is really, truly dead, I can still feel his cold hand on my ankle. If Laddie were here he’d know just what to say.

The strawberries are in full swing, and I mash a bowl for another batch of jam. We’ve been gorging ourselves on them. Between John’s patch and ours, we’ve canned pint after pint. Beth cheers every time a jar lid pings when we take them out of the canner. She and Peter place silly wagers on which jar will pop next.

Peter asks what he can do and helps John with everything and anything. Everyone’s warmed to him. I guess they can forgive him because it wasn’t personal. But I know what he thinks of me, and I can’t forgive him for that or for what he’s said and done.

Ana begs for target practice, and when she’s not getting it or doing chores, she practices with John’s new weapon. We’ve named it The Cleaver. It has a two-foot shaft and ends in a cleaver blade meant to instantly decapitate. It slices through almost anything you put it to, including, we hope, the neck of a Lexer. The other end has a spike, perfect for plunging into the base of the neck or an eye socket. When John explained this, Penny blanched but tried to take it in stride.

I mix the strawberries with pectin and set it on the burner. I measure out sugar and start the oatmeal. At least my nightmares give me ample time to get things done. Once everyone’s awake we sit at the breakfast table and spoon up oatmeal. With strawberry jam, of course.

Beth looks at me. “Cassie, would it be okay if I slept in one of the beds in Peter’s room? Because, well…”

My face is hot. “Sure, honey. If it’s okay with him. I’m sorry I keep waking you up.”

“S’ok. I have bad dreams every night, too,” she says with a solemn look. “Can I, Peter?”

Peter grins. “Of course, Bits.”

We’ve been calling her Bits. Peter pretended that he thought she was saying “Little Bits” instead of “Elizabeth,” and it’s become her nickname. She’s taken a shine to him, and while I still can’t stand him, I can see why. He dotes on her and teases her and insists on naming all her freckles.

He holds his hand up for a high five. “A slumber party every night! But you’ll have to ask Nel, it’s his bed.”

Bits laughs and slaps his hand. He’s possibly the last human being I could ever imagine instigating a high five. I don’t know what to make of him.

Nelly smiles and moves his stuff down the hall. “I’m ba-ack,” he sings.

I know I can’t expect Bits to put up with me every night, but I feel like a freak. Nelly might want to start sleeping on the couch.

“Prepare to be tortured. Obviously, no sane person would choose to be in a room with me at night.”

“Well, they’ve never said I’m sane,” he says, and tweaks my nose.
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“Walk the fence line with me?” John asks.

I stand from my mother’s flowers and brush my hands on my jeans. “Sure.”

First stop is the Message Tree. John steps on a gnarled root and reaches into the hollow. He opens the old coffee can and removes a folded paper.

“I wrote a letter to the kids and Eric, telling them Neil was coming. I told them where we might go, if we had to leave. But we have to agree on where we’d go, so they know where to find us.”

I marvel at his foresight. Whenever I think I might be getting the hang of things, he’s already three steps ahead.

“I want to put a letter in there for Eric, too.”

It’s been over two months now. I can’t help but think he ran into something he couldn’t escape. Eric climbs mountains, he’s thru-hiked the Appalachian Trail; he’s not easily stopped. He’s got to be okay.

I know there was an ulterior motive for John’s walk, and I wait for him to formulate the words. “So, Cassie, if we have to bug out should we go to Kingdom Come or Whitefield? We’re equidistant from them, so it doesn’t matter to me, but I’m thinking it might to you.”

He does me a favor by busying himself with the can. When I speak my voice is strangled. “I’d like to go to Vermont.”

He nods once. “Well, that’s settled, then. Let’s walk the line.”

We move through the woods, making sure the line is still strung and nothing’s caught in it or the trench. John points out deer droppings and a new nest, but I’m thinking of the last time I ran through these woods. As we near the spot my mouth goes dry, and I’m certain I’ll see the Neil from my dreams stuck in the wire. But it’s the same old woods. Only patches of dirt showing through the leaves give any indication something happened here.

John rests a hand on the barbed wire and looks me in the eye. “You did what you had to do.”

He’s thinking I’m plagued by uncertainty, but that’s not exactly right. I try to explain. “I know, and I don’t regret it. I’d do it a hundred more times. But that doesn’t stop him from showing up in my dreams, from thinking about it over and over.”

“Cassie, I’ve killed men before. Bad men, who deserved what they got. And, in Vietnam, men who probably didn’t. You carry them with you forever. They haunt you. You wish you hadn’t had to do it in the first place, but you did, so you find a way to live with it.”

“But I wanted to do it. Not like I knew it had to be done, I really wanted to kill him. I took pleasure in it, John. Just a little.”

I’ve been looking at the spot, and now I look up, expecting to see shock, but his eyes are sympathetic.

“You weren’t taking pleasure in killing, honey. You were glad to see someone so threatening cease to be a threat. Not everyone could do that. You know what your dad used to say about you?”

My heart leaps as I shake my head. Sometimes the hardest part is that all I have are memories.

“Your dad said that if he needed someone to have his back in a fight in a dark alley he’d choose Eric. But he said that if he ever needed someone to pull the trigger, it’d be you. He knew you’d do whatever needed to be done. He was the same way. Why do you think I wanted you in the barn with me?”

I’m silent. I never had a doubt my dad would do anything to protect us, but I never realized that I’d inherited that trait. Suddenly, I don’t feel like a mass murderer, just someone who protected what was hers. It’s not a bad feeling.
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John, Peter and Ana return with a new vehicle after a day in town siphoning gas and getting more supplies. John jumps out of the black van and knocks on its hood.

“Our new wheels,” he says. “We all fit in it. Plus supplies. That way, we’ll be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.”

“Nice,” Nelly says. He makes his way to the van with barely a limp. “It’s like the van we left the city in.”

“Peter spotted the used car dealership and had the idea to get something bigger. This fit the bill and it’s got a full tank,” John says.

He claps Peter on the shoulder. Ana grins at Peter, and he smiles back at her. The way they look at each other makes me think there’s something more there than friendship. And they are friends: they always volunteer to help each other and walk the line together. They’re always laughing. They don’t even play Zombie Zagat anymore.

Something like jealousy rises up in me, even though I try to convince myself it’s not. They look happy. I try to swallow down the feeling and plaster a fake smile on my face. I stay as long as I can stand it and then head into the house.

I try to sort out my feelings, but there’s too many zooming around inside. Jealousy, anger, hopelessness, fear: if you can name it, I’ve got it. I’m no closer to figuring it out when everyone troops in, laughing. I hear them tell everyone that town’s still empty. I can’t think with the chattering and want to scream at them all to shut up.

“John?” I walk over to where he’s measuring the window glass. “Can I go to your house for a while?”

He turns to me, concerned. “Of course, just turn on the radio so we can contact you if need be. Are you okay?”

I don’t look him in the eye. “I’m fine. I just need to be alone for a while.”

I sit at his kitchen table and stare out the window. Since that day when Peter and I fought, I feel like everything’s gotten worse. There’s no imminent threat from either live people or infected, but I don’t feel relieved. All I feel is that gray, floundering feeling that overtook me after my parents died. It’s underneath everything, trying to get a toehold again.

I refuse to let it. When Peter said Adrian didn’t love me, I believed him, but I’m not sure why. It’s not like he knows. I grow angrier and angrier at Peter. He does whatever he wants and still comes out with accolades. I clean up his mess, and all I get is feeling left out and sad.

I sit there until everyone comes in for the radio broadcast. Peter, Ana and Bits have stayed behind to play a board game. I wonder if my having left the house has anything to do with it. At least Peter’s been staying away from me like I asked him to.

Matt Burns starts in with his usual reports. He names all the Safe Zones, including new ones in Pennsylvania and northwestern New York. Then he talks about the food they’re growing in Whitefield, how much work it is to lug water to the plants and the endless weeding.

“So we’ve become soldier-farmers,” he laughs. “Thankfully, we’ve got Kingdom Come Farm to help us with all the logistics. And we’ve got one of the leaders or—I don’t know, what would you call yourself?”

There’s a familiar laugh and my heart stops. The universe must have it in for me today. I want to hear his voice so badly that I must have imagined it. But there it is, calm and measured, an octave deeper than you’d think it would be.

“I call myself Adrian,” he says.

I grip the edge of the table as everyone turns to me. I stare straight at the radio. He’s alive. Now I know for sure.

“Okay, Adrian. Adrian Miller is here from Kingdom Come Farm in the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. It’s your farm, right?”

“Well, my partner, Ben Sullivan, and I started the farm a year and a half ago. We met in grad school and landed a grant to start an experimental farm. We found an old farm and bought it. We started work on it the winter before this past one and had our first harvest last summer.”

I remember Ben. I met him once, before my parents died.

“Tell us about it.”

Adrian clears his throat. He hates being the center of attention, and he’s nervous.

“Well, we wanted to make it as much like an ecosystem as possible. Where the food grown fed us and the animals, and the animals’ waste fed the earth, which in turn fed the plants. Our goal was to even produce the vegetable oil-based fuel that our modified farming equipment would run on.”

“You’re talking in the past tense.”

“Well, we’re still doing it, but right now we’re more interested in defending and feeding ourselves. We’ve had about two hundred people show up so far, but we think we can handle many more. The nice thing about the area is that it’s pretty isolated and surrounded by mountains. We have neighbors, and we’re all working together to make an even larger Safe Zone.”

“How?”

“We send out patrols to eliminate any threats, whether they’re alive or dead. We’re very, very serious about that.”

I know the look on his face right now. His jaw is tight and his eyes glow. I knew he was like my dad, but I guess I never realized that he and I were alike in that way, too.

“Bandits, take heed,” Matt jokes. “What can people expect if they make it there?”

“Food, a relatively safe place to live, a really great group of people and a whole lot of work. I’m not kidding about the work.”

Adrian laughs and his voice softens. “We welcome anyone who wants to join us. When we fly over the more populated areas and see what’s become of them, I’m not surprised we haven’t had as many refugees as we expected. But I hope people hear these broadcasts and make it there.”

“I know you’re needed somewhere, Adrian,” Matt says. “One last question: Did your family make it okay?”

“My mom was visiting my sister out west. They made it to a Safe Zone in Idaho. I was lucky.”

I’m relieved. I hoped they were with him, but this is the next best thing.

“You are lucky. So there was no one else?”

I wait for some hesitation, some sign. But he answers too quickly to even invent a pause where he may have thought to mention me.

“No, there’s no one else. They got out just in time.”

“Thanks for coming on, Adrian. I practically had to drag him here. But Kingdom Come Farm is hoping that some of you make it there if you can.”

Adrian murmurs thanks, and then it’s just Matt running through the lists again. I ignore everyone, push back my chair and walk outside into the woods.

The house is mostly dark by the time I go back. I’ve broken our rule by staying out past sunset by myself, but I don’t care. John’s on watch, but he only nods at me and goes back to his book. I change into pajamas and get into bed with Nelly. I don’t have enough energy to brush my teeth. I lie there and listen to Nelly breathe.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” he says.

“Maybe nothing means something,” I say.

He’s silent, but he grabs my hand in his rough paw as we fall asleep. At least this time I don’t have to see Adrian in my nightmare, since Neil and I are alone on the steps.
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In the morning I start to transfer the star ring to my clean jeans. When I realize what I’m doing, I stop and put the ring in my top drawer. I’ve made my bed and should stop feeling sorry for myself while I toss and turn and have nightmares in it. I head to the kitchen and start pancakes. Penny comes in with Flora’s milk as I’m flipping the first batch.

She stands next to me and puts her head on my shoulder. “Hey, lady.” I know she wants to bring up Adrian, but she doesn’t. “Love you.”

“Love you,” I say. “How’s your love life?”

“It’s good.” Her face is guarded.

“Please. You’re all aglow with love and you won’t even tell me about it. I’ve been a shitty best friend, and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you think I didn’t want to hear it.”

She smiles and raises an eyebrow. “Aglow?”

I nod. “Aglow. Now sit down and have a pancake and spill it.”

In the garden I’m still smiling at Penny’s furious blushing when she told me she loves James. And as I yank weed after weed, I realize I really am happy for her. It makes me feel a little better, like I haven’t turned into a completely awful person. Bits kneels next to me and pulls up the tiny plants she’s sure are weeds.

“Hey, Bits,” I say. Her freckles have multiplied, and there’s color behind them instead of that fish belly white. “How’d you sleep?”

“I had the same dream, but Peter held my hand until I fell asleep.”

I laugh inside because Nelly did the same thing for me. I’ve regressed to being a seven year-old.

“Do you want to talk about the dream? Sometimes if you tell someone it might stop, or at least not be as scary.”

Fear fills her eyes. Then she nods and speaks so low I have to lower my ear to her mouth.

“Remember the game I told you… where they would tie up…?” I nod and grab her hand in mine. “Well, the time they made me watch, it was after my mom tried to leave with me. That was—my mom was the bait. That’s what I keep dreaming about.”

I’m frozen to the spot. Those motherfuckers. For a moment I wish Neil were in front of me so I could shoot him again. And this time I’d drag it out, nightmares or not. She shakes with sobs and I pull her into my arms. After a long while, she quiets. I cradle her face in my hands and look in her eyes.

“We’ll do everything we can to protect you,” I say. “Do you believe that?” Her head nods slowly, half scared by my intensity. “Do you know that we love you?” It may have only been a couple of weeks, but we do. She shrugs and looks away.

“We love you.” I turn her chin back gently. “And I’m so happy we found you.”

“That night gave you nightmares,” she argues.

“Honey, this world could give anyone nightmares. I’d have worse nightmares if you were still with them.”

The corners of her mouth turn up, and she puts her small hand in mine. “I want to show you something,” I say. “Have you ever read the Little House books?”

She shakes her head. “I have—I mean, had—them, but I never read them. My mom was going to read them with me.”

I look closely, but her face is eager, not sad. “I still have my set here. Let’s go find them.”

It’s doubtful that talking about something so horrific is going to stop her nightmares, but she already seems a little lighter. So do I.
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“We need moving targets,” Ana says.

I glance at where Peter chops wood but feel it’s probably prudent to keep my mouth shut, so I just nod. All the work outdoors has turned her light brown skin the color of cinnamon. She’s covered in a sheen of sweat that makes her glow, unlike the rivers of unsightly sweat my body creates. She’s intent on mastering every weapon there is, and it’s all I can do to keep up.

“No, thank you,” says Penny, who’s taking a break on the grass. She tries hard, but she’s too gentle. Plus, her glasses slip when she gets sweaty. Sweet, quiet Penny is not made for this world, and it scares me.

“At least I can shoot a gun,” she says.

I remember her firing out the back door that night, and my worry lifts a little. I pick up the cleaver again and thrust it forward. My thigh burns from what must be lunge number one hundred today.

“Yeah,” I say to Ana, “let’s not wish too hard for that one. I’m fine practicing on air and wood.”

“You guys know what I mean,” Ana says, like she wasn’t really wishing for it.

“Yeah, we do,” Penny and I say at the same time and then laugh.

Peter walks over. His t-shirt is stuck to him, and even Penny raises her eyebrows at what’s under it and then grins when I roll my eyes.

“Hey,” he says to Ana. “Can I show you something John showed me?”

“Of course,” Ana says.

He stands behind her and places his hands over hers on the shaft. “Like this.” He moves her arms upward. “You’ll probably need to swing up a little to connect with the neck.”

She leans into him, and his arms stay around her a moment longer than necessary. Peter glances at me and pats her on the shoulder as he backs away.

“There you go.” He turns to me. “Do you want me to show you?”

“I have eyes, I saw,” I say. “No thanks.”

Our gazes lock. I keep mine cold and hard until finally he raises his shoulders and walks back to the woodshed.

Ana shakes her head. “Can’t you guys just get along?”

I shrug. “Let’s practice.”
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We have a barbecue on the Fourth of July. John says there’ll be hunting in the fall, so we might as well enjoy the last of the steaks. Penny finds some old sparklers in the junk drawer, and Bits races around with them.

“When’s your birthday again, Bits?” John asks, while we sit on the deck and eat.

“November twenty-eighth,” she and Peter say at the same time.

She giggles. I have to admit that Peter’s good with her. The other night she had a nightmare, but by the time I got down the hall he was talking her back to sleep. When I checked later I saw he’d fallen asleep with his head on her bed, her hand still in his.

I felt something soften that night. Until the next day, when he suggested my mother’s marinara sauce needed more basil, in his insufferable way. I handed him the spoon and told him to suit himself. He finished dinner and, of course, everyone said it was great.

“Hey,” Nelly says. “Let’s go to town tomorrow. My leg is healed and I want to run free. Actually, I need more unmentionables.”

“I need to get some stuff too. Feminine hygiene and such.” I wink at Penny, who makes a face telling me to shut up, so I wink again.

“Fine with me,” John says. “Or I can stay here if I’m not needed.”

Ana chews her steak and nods enthusiastically. “I’m going! Maybe we’ll run into a Lexer.”

We all groan, and Nelly gives her a half-smile. “One can only hope.”

“I’d like to go,” Peter says.

I can’t spend all day in the car with him. I change my mind. “I’ll give you a list, Nelly.”

Peter looks my way and his hands tighten on the chair. I wait for him to say something obnoxious, but they release and he lets out a breath. “You know what? I have some stuff to do here. Either James or John can go with you three.”

I smile and get up to make a list.
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Town is still eerily quiet. We head to Wal-Mart for the same reason people did before the world ended: it has most everything we need.

It looks the same as it did, although it might smell worse. Nelly and I head to the back to see about ammo, while John and Ana head to the other end. We grab what’s left and snag Bits a backpack for a BOB. The stench in Health and Beauty is unbearable, but this time I’m ready with a perfumed bandana. Nelly gags until he finally takes the other bandana I offer him.

“Just a couple more things,” I say.

I throw some shampoo and soap in Nelly’s bag. We go through it like crazy, even with not showering as much as we used to. I grab every box of condoms I can find. Nelly raises an eyebrow.

“I thought we’d start being friends with benefits,” I say. His bandana puffs out when he laughs. “They’re for Penny, dummy.”

“At least someone’s getting lucky.”

“Seriously.”

Ana looks disappointed when we leave without a single undead altercation. We’re loading the stuff when we hear the drone of a motorcycle coming up fast. John turns the key in the ignition and we ready our weapons. There’s no time to leave.

The motorcycle turns into the lot, followed by an RV. The motorcyclist waves his hand in the air for the RV to stop and pulls up within shouting distance. He’s a big guy in black leather, with long gray hair, but he looks friendly enough.

“Hi there,” he yells. “Name’s Zeke. You mind if I come closer?”  He opens his jacket to show us a holster. “I’ve got one weapon holstered. Sorry, I won’t take it off, though.”

John nods his assent and holsters his gun but indicates we should keep ours out. Zeke heaves himself off the bike and lumbers over. Up close he looks to be in his fifties.

“You’re the first live people we’ve seen in days,” he says with a smile. “Mighty glad to see you, too.”

We introduce ourselves. Zeke tells us that he’s come all the way from Kentucky. “We’re headed to Whitefield, New Hampshire. You’ve heard of the Safe Zone there? We figured we’d throw in our lot with them.”

“You’re a long way from Kentucky,” John says.

“Tell me about it. Had to give a wide berth to all the major cities. New Jersey was a complete and total nightmare.”

“So nothing’s really changed,” I say with a grin, before I can stop myself.

Zeke stares at me, and for a moment I’m afraid I’ve insulted him with my joke. But he throws his head back, showing a set of perfect white teeth, and laughs until his cheeks are red and drenched with tears.

“Oh, man, I needed a good laugh,” Zeke says, as he blots his face with a bandana.

John insists Zeke’s companions get out and stretch their legs. At Zeke’s word they spill out of the RV like clowns out of a tiny car. There’s a family with two kids, three sisters, two sets of married couples and assorted single people. We exchange brief stories.

“We barely made it out,” says the mother of the family. “We almost lost my husband, but Zeke came by and helped us.”

Every story involves Zeke, and I watch him with growing fascination. The man has picked up these assorted people and is leading them to safety. He’s like the anti-Neil. We tell them about Neil and what to expect inside the store but that there’s plenty.

“Thanks. We’ve run up against some murderous folks, too. So, do you have plans to head to a Safe Zone?” Zeke asks.

“We’re pretty well set up here,” John says. “But we have plans to go if necessary.”

Zeke strokes his chin and nods. “Right now y’all are pretty lucky. No Eaters here. But we’ve noticed they’re forming into huge groups. We’ve been calling them pods. Like a group of whales? They don’t seem to pay each other any mind, but they stick together. Also, they seem to be on the move. Maybe looking for more of us, now that the cities are mainly empty.”

Ana’s face is desperate. “Do you know anything about New York City? Brooklyn in particular?”

Zeke shakes his head. “Sorry, I don’t, except there’s one group broadcasting out of the city. But keep your eye out for those pods forming up. Figured we’d be safest among a lot of people up north, especially once it gets cold.”

“Zeke, what did you do before all of this?” I ask. “Were you military or something?”

“Nah. Name’s not even Zeke. They started calling me Zeke for Zombie Killer, as a joke. Z.K., get it? Martin George, D.D.S., at your service.”

“You’re a dentist?”

He laughs his big laugh again. “Yup, so if you get a toothache, you’ll know who to look for.”

We wish them luck and watch them head into Wal-Mart before we leave. I wonder if we should have asked them to stay with us, but where would we put them all? John must be thinking the same thing.

“I do wish we had more people,” he says. “Maybe we should talk seriously about moving to a Safe Zone before winter. But traveling to it’s going to be dangerous, and I hate to chance that, unless we’re forced to.”

“I like where we are,” Ana says. “I might want to try out these weapons, but I haven’t lost my mind.”
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“Can I talk to you?” Peter asks.

My head shoots up so fast it hits Flora in the side and she gives a baa of protest. I stop milking and spin around. Peter leans against the wall, hands in his pockets.

My own hands tremble and I clasp them together. “Okay.”

“Can we try to be friends?”

I remember asking him the same thing not too long ago. “I thought you didn’t want to be friends.”

His face is expressionless, but his eyes are full of some emotion I can’t read. “Well, I would like to be now. We have to live together. I’m trying really hard, Cassie.”

He sounds irritated that I don’t appreciate his effort.

“Only you would have to try to be nice, Peter. So you’ve spent the past month being an active participant here, but that doesn’t erase how you’ve treated me or what you’ve said.”

“Can I apologize? You know, I think Adrian—”

I can’t believe he’s bringing up Adrian. I stand so fast I knock over the milking stool. “Don’t even say another word, Peter. I already know what you think. You made it very clear and, actually, it’s none of your fucking business.” I know my face is bright red, and it’s all I can do not to scream. I blink back tears. I will not cry in front of him. He shifts uncomfortably against the wall. “And you don’t offer to apologize. Or ask to apologize. If you’re really sorry, you just apologize.”

His face is red now, too. Whether it’s because he’s angry or embarrassed, I don’t know and don’t care.

“Can I start over?” he asks.

“You can do whatever you want, Peter. With absolutely no repercussions. I’m pretty sure that’s been established.” It may be unfair, but I say it anyway. His face falls for a second and then tightens back into its normal expression. I grab the milk bucket and stomp to the house.
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Nelly brings me another tray of dried peas. I pour them into a jar and use the pump to remove any excess air. James cuts green beans and Penny loads them into jars for the canner. No sooner have we caught up than Bits comes in with another bowl.

“Peter says there’s tons more up high where he can reach,” she says.

“Goody,” Penny mutters.

Her hair is stuck to her temples with sweat. It’s a hot day and every window is open, but the breeze is non-existent. Add all the running burners, and the kitchen is an oven.

“Thanks, Bits,” I say, and take the bowl.

Bits grabs a few beans and munches on them like she’s been doing all day.

“Hey, Bits, you’d better not eat too many.”

She looks worried and her chewing slows. “Why?”

I try not to smile. “Too many fresh green beans can turn you green. I guess you didn’t know that.”

She considers what I’ve said and watches me carefully. “Cassie, I know you’re kidding!”

We grin at each other. “My mom almost got me with that one when I was little. I think you figured it out faster than me, though.”

She bites the tops off another handful, like she’s daring them to try to turn her green, and skips out the door with a wave of her hand. We’ve been reading the Little House books, and she’s thrilled to be doing the same things as Laura. She’s been bugging us to get a pig so we can butcher it in the fall and build a smokehouse. John told her he’d see what he could do.

“I’m freakin’ dying,” Penny says. She lifts her hair and fans her neck. “How did your parents do this all summer?”

“You just picture all the jars lined up on a shelf in the winter and it cools you down,” I say. She looks dubious. “Okay. You sweat your ass off, but it’s worth it anyway.”

“Plus, we really have to do it,” James says. “We’re going to need food.” He chops the latest installment of beans and whistles.

“Have you ever been angry, James?” I ask. I wish I could take a pinch of him and sprinkle it on myself.

He looks confused. “Sure.”

He catches Penny’s head shake out of the corner of his eye and puts his hands on her waist. “I don’t get angry at you because you’re perfect.”

Penny blushes. I make a face, even though I think it’s cute. “Yeah, yeah, young love,” I say. “Seriously, even when you’re angry you only seem half angry.”

He shrugs. “I just don’t get all worked up about stuff. I never have. Life’s too short, especially now.”

I know he’s right. I tell myself that over and over again, hoping it will sink in.
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John actually found a skinny, neglected pig for Bits. She’s named him Bert, and she tries to clear the table before we’ve eaten the food on our plates so he can have it. I’m not quite sure how the whole butchering in the fall thing is going to go. I have a feeling we’ve acquired a pet pig.

Bits is so good-natured she seems impossible to spoil. When I see the photograph of Bits and her mother, I try not to imagine her tied up, screaming. Or forcing herself not to scream, desperate for extra seconds before the infected reach her. I wonder if it was that much worse because she knew she was leaving Bits unprotected. I hope she can see us and her heart is at peace. I hope she can hear me when I promise her we’ll do the best we can.

Bits still believes in fairies. At first I thought it strange, but we live in a world with zombies, so maybe fairies aren’t so farfetched. We planted a fairy garden and we lie in wait for them in the grass. We haven’t caught one yet, although once I watched Peter surreptitiously sprinkle glitter over the plants so she would find it in the morning.

Peter tries to be civil to me, even though, at best, I pretend he doesn’t exist. At worst, I’m bitchy and short-tempered with him. It seems like no sooner do I think something mean than it comes out of my mouth. I’m not proud of it at all, but I can’t seem to stop.

I’m on a ladder in the barn, nailing the loose boards. It’s looking like a real barn these days, with hay and bags of feed stacked up for winter. Bert snores in his pen, Flora and Fauna hop around and the chickens cluck softly. It even smells like a barn, in a good way.

I turn to say something to Nelly, who’s mucking out the goat stall, and the ladder wobbles. “Shit!” I yell.

I grab the wall to steady myself as Peter appears. He grips the base of the ladder and looks up at me. “The ground’s uneven here. I’ll hold it while you finish up.”

I don’t want his help. I don’t want to owe him anything, not even a thank you. I whack a nail and shake my head. “I’m fine.”

“I don’t want you to fall,” he says.

I don’t know why he can’t just leave me alone. “Peter! I. Don’t. Want. Your. Help. Leave me alone.”

Peter’s shoulders stiffen. He lets go and leaves the barn quietly, although he gives the door a good slam. I give the nail another whack and try not to feel guilty. The ladder steadies again, and I look down at Nelly’s stern face. I know that look.

“What?” I ask.

“Remember how you used to tell me that Peter was a nice guy underneath all that bullshit?” I nod and look away. “Well, you were right. Hey, can you believe I’m admitting you were right?”

He’s joking to soften the fact that he’s reprimanding me, but I still feel heat creep up my neck.

“He’s doing everything he can to show he’s sorry, Cass. He took me aside to apologize for having been a jerk, even before all this went down. You have to see how much he loves Bits, how good he is with her? He has risen to the occasion. It just took him a little longer and one big mistake.”

I nod again, but I’m so ashamed I can’t look at him.

“You’ve never held grudges. So why now? You need to forgive him for what he’s said and done. You’ve said your share at this point, too. And stop holding him responsible for the things he’s not responsible for.

“You don’t know what Adrian’s thinking. Neither do I. Neither does Peter, for that matter. And there’s no way to know right now. So stop acting like you know, first of all, and stop taking it out on other people. We all have our own shit we’re going through. Adrian’s alive, be thankful for that.”

I think of Eric and what I would give to know his fate. Of everybody else’s families and how desperate we are for news of them. I once said that knowing Adrian was alive was enough, and it was true then. I’ve gotten so mixed up.

“You’re being mean, Cassie, and you aren’t a mean person. Give Peter a chance to prove he’s changed, okay?”

He reaches his hand up. I grab it but keep my eyes on the dust motes swirling in a patch of sunlight. He squeezes once. “Love you, Cass. I’ll leave you alone.”

I watch him leave and rest my head on the ladder rungs. Nelly’s right. I’ve denied Peter the one thing I want most for myself: forgiveness. Instead of understanding it might have been impossible for him to be the person I expected him to be, I’ve been punishing him, nursing hurts and grudges and holding it against him. Which is exactly what I fear Adrian has done. That he can’t forgive me for having been weak and lost. I haven’t been able to forgive myself, so I didn’t think Peter deserved it either.

It’s time to let it go. To accept that whatever is, is. To embrace and enjoy what I do have. Because I know that right now, in comparison to the rest of the world, it’s an awful lot.


Chapter 93



 



I wait until Peter’s alone on the front steps carving away at a small stick and force myself over to where he sits.

“Taking up whittling?” I ask, and try to smile.

He drops the stick and raises his hand in the air. “I don’t know, maybe. Does that meet with your approval?”

His voice is exasperated, on the defensive. I fight the urge to storm off. I haven’t said a nice word to him in a month, so why should he know that I plan to now?

“I didn’t mean… Peter, I’m sorry for the way I’ve been treating you.”

It comes out in a huge rush and my voice cracks at the end. He looks up from his folding knife with a lined brow that smoothes out when he sees my face. I motion at the steps, and he scoots over so I can sit. It’s shady and cool out here in the afternoon. I’ve brought my mother’s flowers back from their sorry state, and I take a deep breath of the scented air before I continue.

“I haven’t been fair to you. I know you’ve been trying and I’ve made it harder. I’ve been feeling sorry for myself instead of being thankful for all of this.”

I wave my hand at the woods and the house and even him. He picks up his stick and turns it over in his hands, then looks sideways at me with the corner of his mouth turned up.

“Taking a page from my book,” he says. “I’m sorry too, you know. I thought I could get away without saying it to you for some reason. I don’t know why it was so hard for me to do.” He shakes his head.

I shrug. “You were mad at me. I haven’t handled things very well, have I?”

“Better ‘n I did,” he says, like we’re two kids having a fight.

I smile. “I mean, the break up could have gone smoother. I’m sorry about that.”

It’s his turn to shrug. “It was coming for a while.”

“You knew?”

“I’m not that oblivious, you know. I knew you would break up with me sooner or later. I just held on as long as I could. I thought maybe at some point… But after that night, the one before that party?”

I nod. So he was awake.

“After that, it was just a matter of time. I’m surprised it took as long as it did.”

“Well,” I say. “I’m not very good at breaking up with people.”

Except once. I know he knows what I’m thinking. I’m sure Ana’s told him the whole story.

He looks cautious. “Can I say something? It has the A word in it.”

I let out a shaky breath. “Sure. Let’s get it all out.”

“I know what he said on the radio, but I think you’re taking it wrong. You automatically thought he wasn’t talking about you. But what if he’s talking to you?”

“What?” Peter’s out of his mind. There was no cryptic message in there.

“Maybe he didn’t want to go on the radio and pour out his heart to someone he thinks doesn’t miss him. But maybe he said there was no one else so that you would know, just in case you were out here listening. Cassie, think about it. ‘There’s no one else.’ ”

I look at Peter like I’ve never seen him before. Maybe he’s right. Not that it was a message, but that I’ve been thinking about it all wrong. There’s no one else. Maybe I still have a shot. And a tiny voice reminds me that I know Adrian, that he never would have gone on the radio willingly; he would have sent Ben or anyone else. Maybe he wanted me to hear his voice. Just in case. It’s a tiny coal of hope and I’ll protect it, but I won’t let it consume me. Maybe one day I’ll know.

“When did you get so smart?” I ask.

He grins and gets that arrogant look on his face, but it’s only for show. “Only recently,” he admits, and looks down at his stick again. “Only after Bits and that night.”

“I’m sorry for what I said, Peter. About no one loving you. It’s not true, you know. And, Bits, she loves you, well, to bits.”

“And I’m sorry about putting us all in that situation, but I can never be truly sorry it happened. We saved Bits.”

I nod. I’ve thought that myself.

“She reminds me of my little sister. She was nine when she and my parents died.” He twists the stick with shaky hands and glances at me. “I’ve never told anyone this before.”

He exhales. “The night they died my sister was going to a birthday party at one of those arcade places. You know, the kind that have Skee Ball and other stuff?

“We lived in Westchester. We weren’t loaded or anything. My grandmother was the kind of person who held money over your head, and my dad had washed his hands of her. We saw her on holidays. He was a lawyer and made decent enough money. We were happy.”

He smiles and stares into the trees across the driveway.

“So that night Jane, my sister, wanted me to come with her. She practically begged me, but I didn’t want to be seen with a bunch of nine year-olds by anyone at school and I was old enough to stay home alone. So I told her no way and they left. The next time I saw them was at their funeral.

“At the wake I heard people talking about the accident. My mother and father had been killed instantly, but what everyone had kept from me was that my sister hadn’t. She must’ve been stuck in her seat, because she died of smoke inhalation from the fire. Her nails were bloody, like she’d been trying to release herself, but the car was so twisted she couldn’t undo the buckle. Maybe if I’d been there I could have gotten her out. But I was selfish.”

The stick twists faster and faster. I put my hand over his. All these years he’s been carrying this around, angry at himself.

“No, Peter. You were twelve.”

He drops the stick and holds my hand. A tear rolls down his face. “After that it was easy to be like my grandmother. To be selfish, since I knew that’s what I really was. I didn’t have anyone else. After a while I forgot there was any other way. Poor little rich boy, right?”

I shake my head at his disparaging laugh. My mother always said that everyone carries so much inside them that we never know about. That’s why she was so kind to everyone. As usual, she was right.

“Bits is like my second chance at a family. A chance to protect Jane. It’s ridiculous, I know.”

“No, it’s not. Not at all.”

He places my hand back on my knee with a gentle pat and wipes his eyes. We sit so close our shoulders touch. I hear plates hit the table for dinner and footsteps at the front door. Whoever it is must see us sitting here because the footsteps recede again.

“We’re all your family,” I say, and I mean it. He smiles and looks down. It’s just like my dream, except I’m sitting with Peter.

“You and Bits have the dirtiest feet I’ve ever seen.” He laughs and wipes his eyes one last time. He glances at me again. “Can I say one more thing?”

“Of course.”

“Do you love Adrian?”

I stare up at the treetops, watching crows circle. “I always have. I just told him I didn’t.”

He elbows me in the side. “Well, why would you go and do something dumb like that?”

“Thanks a lot,” I say, and elbow him back.

He stops smiling and his eyes grow serious. “Cassie, if you really loved him and he knew it, really knew it?” I nod, because he did and because I know he loved me back. “Then he still loves you. Believe me, no one would let you go that easily.”

My cheeks are pink, but it’s more of a happy warmth than a blush. I see he means it, and it’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me. “Thanks.”

He picks up his stick and taps me on the knee. I take it and tap him back.

“So, are we friends?” I ask.

“Yeah, finally, I think we are.”

I look at his work boots. They’re so different than the kind of shoes he always wore. They look good on him.

“Hey, Petey.” I bite my lip to keep from smiling. “Sorry about your fancy shoes. You know, the whole puking thing.”

He laughs and leans back on the top step. “I deserved it. But I really did love those shoes.”

We lean against each other for a little while longer, listening to the sounds of our family in the house, and then we get up and join them.


Chapter 94



 



I’ve volunteered to do the thankless task of placing new jars of food behind the old in the basement. All the flour and other staples we’ve scavenged we use first because my parents packed theirs to last for ten or twenty years. I wonder if we’ll still be taking refuge here in ten years. It’s a sobering thought, and I try to banish it by humming anything but the Golden Girls’ theme song, so I don’t hear Nelly behind me until he speaks.

“Whatever would you do without me?” He stands with his hands on his hips and looks gallant.

I put on a southern belle accent. “Ah don’t rightly know, suh.”

“You’ve been humming for days, and I can’t help but think my Come to Jesus talk had something to do with it.”

“Nelson Everett, modest as usual.” He huffs on his fist and rubs it on his chest. “But right as usual, too. Come and help.”

“I knew I’d get roped into doing work if I came down here.”

“There’s always work in the summer. Just think of the long winter days we’ll while away by the fire, growing increasingly bored and insane.”

He groans and sits on a five-gallon bucket. “Don’t get me wrong, being alive is cool, but the thought of all of us, all winter, is a tad bit depressing. Think we could find me a boyfriend before the snow flies?”

“Maybe next year we’ll head to a Safe Zone and find you one.”

I try to keep how much I would like to be at a certain Safe Zone out of my voice. It’s not that I want to leave here; I just wish for five minutes alone with Adrian. Five minutes to see how he feels about me. I smile brightly.

Nelly smiles and shakes his head. “There’s no maybe about it, darlin’. If I have to watch you walk around all lovelorn for two more years, I’ll strap you to my back and walk you there myself, fighting off zombies the whole way.”

I laugh at the image but squint at him. “I’m not so bad, am I? I’ve been trying.”

“You haven’t been whimpery at all, but I still know.”

“Of course you do.” I sigh. “So it’s celibacy for us. Unless you want to switch teams for the winter.” I wink lasciviously at him.

“No, thanks,” he says dryly. “Although you’d be my first choice. Maybe ask me again in February.”

“Think of all the little Nelson Charles Everetts we could have running around.” I pat the imaginary head of one of them.

“Okay, that just made up my mind. No way.” He runs a hand through his hair until he looks like he’s been electrocuted.

“Well, we need a project. Is it just me or have you noticed that Ana and Peter—”

He grins. “Um, yeah. Even Bits has noticed. She asked Ana if Peter was her prince the other day. Ana got all flustered, it was great.” He shifts on the bucket as he laughs, and I hear an ominous creak.

“Well, Ana’s not the problem. I think Peter likes her, too, but he’s treating her like a little sister-best friend. I’m going to find out why.” I push the old cans of beans to the side and stack the new ones behind them.

“You’re okay with it?”

Nelly jumps to catch a can before it crashes. He holds it and searches my face.

I shrug. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he says, like I’m dumb. “Some people feel it’s weird to have their ex-boyfriend dating their little sister.”

“Come on. She’s not my little sister. Plus, Peter and I should have broken up forever ago. I have no feelings except friend feelings for him.”

“Well, maybe you should save him for February for yourself, just in case I’m unavailable.”

I cuff him on the back of the head. “Shut up. You’ll come around, I just know it.”

I lean sexily against the shelf with a hand on my hip, but my hand slips and he bursts into laughter.

“I am now forced to rescind my offer, since you laughed at my sexy pose. You’ll be sorry.” I cross my arms and he grins. “Anyway, I’m going to find out what Peter thinks of Ana. It’ll give us something to do besides moving those cans of beans and putting the new ones in the back.” I point to where what looks like a thousand cans of beans sit waiting.

“Seriously?” He lets out a dramatic sigh before he moves to the shelves and starts to shuffle cans around.


Chapter 95



 



Halfway through the third lap between the cabin and John’s, I stop with my hands on my knees. I was not made to run. There’s a knife in my side and my lungs burn. I might be dying. Ana’s ponytail swings jauntily as she jogs in place in front of me. She’s actually smiling. I hate her.

“That’s only a mile,” she says.

“That’s about a mile more than I can usually run.” I sink to the ground. “Dying. Go on without me. Remember me always.”

She frowns and nudges me with a sneakered foot. “You are not dying. Stop being such a baby.”

Ana’s new interest has turned into an obsession. And while these past weeks have put me in the best shape of my life, I am not as driven as she. I want to be able to kill things, not be a superhero. Or be a superhero without having to run ten miles.

“I just need a minute.”

It’s soft and cool down here on the forest floor. Ana bounces on the balls of her feet. I know she wants to continue, and I’ve no intention of getting up anytime soon.

“Go ahead, Ana. I’ll see you on the way back.” She nods and starts toward John’s. “Or never.”

“I heard that!” she yells, as she hops off a tree root with a burst of speed.

I watch until she’s out of sight. Ana’s still headstrong and bossy, but now she has a vulnerability she always kept hidden. I’m trying to encourage it. It’s the main reason I’m running through the woods like an idiot, killing myself.

I kick off my sweaty sneakers and wait until the burning in my lungs subsides. I have to stay ahead of her if I’m going to escape her clutches, so I yank myself up using a low branch. I pass the shed and see Peter and James inside. They’ve been trying to figure out the solar power for days.

“How’s it going?” I ask.

They look up and smile. I like having Peter’s reaction to me be a smile instead of a scowl. It’s nice to smile back at him, too.

James pushes his hair back and sets down a manual. “Well, I think I might have an idea. Unfortunately, I know computers, which is about as helpful right now as being fluent in ancient Greek. We’re going to need a bunch of stuff, most importantly, new batteries.”

He’s being modest, though. He fixed the radio and helped John with the generator wiring. I bet we’ll have power eventually.

“We can go tomorrow,” I say. I lean against the wall to massage my legs and look at Peter to see if he’s in.

“Sure,” Peter says, his mouth quirking. “Boot camp making you sore?”

“I am not built for speed.”

It comes out before I remember its double meaning. He looks like he’s about to comment, but he must think again, because he closes his mouth and raises an amused eyebrow. Peter’s so different that I don’t think of him as the Peter I dated. I just pretend I’ve slept with his evil twin brother.

I blush and change the subject. “She’s relentless.”

Just then Ana runs past and waves. Her footsteps head around the shed, and then she’s past the window, waving again.

“She’s definitely single-minded,” he says. We watch her run into the woods.

“She can sure fill out a pair of Wal-Mart yoga pants though, eh?” He looks at me strangely but stays silent. Nelly says I have no finesse in these situations. “She’s really pretty, don’t you think?”

“Of course,” he says.

“And she’s smart and has a great sense of humor. You probably know all that, since you guys are such good friends.”

“Why do I feel like you’re trying to sell me something?”

His face is impassive, but I think I see a twinkle in his eye. James stands behind Peter, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter. I glare at him.

“I’ll get started on that list for tomorrow,” James says, barely containing his mirth as he leaves.

Peter looks at me suspiciously. Nelly was right, I have no finesse. I’m going to have to get right to the point. “Well, I was thinking that you and Ana would be good together. She likes you, you know.” I grin at him.

He looks everywhere but at me. “This is weird, Cassie. My ex-girlfriend trying to set me up with her little sister. Who is also too young, by the way.”

“She’s not my sister! So we dated, now it’s done.” I put my hands on my hips. “I think you like her, Peter.”

He looks a little pinker under his tan, but it’s hard to tell. I’ve always liked teasing Peter. I can’t help it. He’s so self-assured that I have to make sure he’s a fallible human like the rest of us.

“She’s young. And what am I going to do, ask her out to dinner?”

He hasn’t denied he likes her. Now we’re getting somewhere. I make a face dismissing his argument.

“She’s twenty-five, not fourteen. I know you’re an old, old man of thirty, but I think somehow the chasm between your ages can be bridged. Plus, what might have been a big age difference three months ago doesn’t mean anything now. And a lack of restaurants hasn’t stopped people from getting together over the last gazillion years.”

He shrugs, but his eyes are thoughtful.

“And that’s the last thing I’ll say about it,” I say, and turn to go.

“Cassandra,” I hear, as I get through the door. “If that’s true, I’ll sign over every dime I have to you, if and when this is all over.”

He sounds serious, but I know when he’s amused, so I wave a hand and skip away. This is a bad idea, as my hamstrings are half their usual length. I yelp and stagger as Peter chuckles. I give him the one finger salute and limp to the house to the sound of his full-blown laughter.


Chapter 96



 



The parking lot of the Radio Shack’s strip mall is strewn with vehicles. It looks like someone attempted to build a barricade using metal drums in front of the nail salon; they’re lined up three deep in a semicircle under the overhang. The lot is empty, though, and anyone who used it is long gone. We haven’t traveled this far from the house yet, but Radio Shack’s our best bet for the electrical stuff we need.

James points out the window. “Hey, there’s an automotive parts store. We can get the marine batteries there, I bet. Then we won’t have to stop again.”

The store is a big square island that sits catty-corner to the strip mall in the same parking lot. Nelly wedges a crowbar between the doors until they bend open. Everything is in place; I guess no one desired auto parts before the world ended. Rows of car and boat batteries line the shelves in the back.

“Dude, this is perfect,” James says.

We relax. There’s nothing in here, and we only saw one Lexer on the way. It would lull me into thinking they’ve died or rotted away, except that Matt in Whitefield has reported sightings of large groups of infected, walking and walking. Zeke must have made it there, because Matt’s been calling them pods, too.

“Do some of you want to bring the list to Radio Shack? You can take the truck and come back to pick me up. I’ll drag all this to the front. Peter, you know what we’re looking for as well as I do,” James says.

“Someone should stay with you,” Ana says. She turns to me. “Cass, you want to?”

I shrug. “Sure.”

I walk to the front to grab a cart and watch them drive to Radio Shack. James wanders the aisles like a kid in a candy store, throwing things on top of the batteries. He’s muttering something about some kind of controller when I see a flash of movement in the parking lot.

“James, I just saw something.”

We scuttle to the front windows. Ana throws boxes and bags into the back of the pickup while Nelly watches the lot.

“Sorry,” I say. “I saw one of the bags and didn’t know what it was.”

He pats my arm. “Better safe than sorry.”

The second cart is soon overflowing, and James is dreamy-eyed as he looks it over. “I used to build radios when I was a kid. Maybe we should go to Radio Shack, see if there’s anything else I could use.”

I wouldn’t mind going over there. I’m getting uncomfortable with having split up. My hands are sweaty in my leather gloves, and I want to load the truck and leave.

I hear the shout at the same time I see the mass of ragged forms. Nelly, Peter and Ana stand with their backs against the nail salon’s broken window, inside the ring of metal drums. The gunfire starts and the infected fall, but dozens more press forward.

Those metal drums are the only thing keeping the three of them from being overwhelmed. There’s an opening on both sides of the semicircle where the barrels don’t meet the wall, and the infected feed through them like cars in a bottleneck. Nelly attempts to move one, but they must be full; it doesn’t even budge.

James and I run into the lot and take shots from behind a car. We take out the stragglers, but not the ones closest to our friends for fear of shooting one of them. They’ve dropped their empty guns, and now they slash into the oncoming bodies one by one.

Ana screams. Her body slams against the cracked glass of the nail salon window, and she fights to right herself. I get a glimpse of hands just inside the salon, tangled and twisted in her ponytail. Nelly jabs his machete at them but has to turn and fight off the next Lexer that’s been funneled to him. Peter’s got his hands full, too. He slashes a neck and shoves the body to the side, but there’s only seconds before the next.

The cords in Ana’s neck stand out as she twists and fights. Her face is desperate, and, even worse, it’s tired. Someone has to take out the Lexers in the nail salon.

I turn to James. “I’ll get the one who has Ana.”

He nods. I reload my pistol and hand him my nine millimeter. I don’t take the time to hide; I sprint as fast as I can around the side of the building.  The glass back door of the nail salon is locked. I crash my cleaver into it and bust out the jagged edges.

I step over scattered bottles of polish in the storeroom and into the front. Pedicure chairs run along the left wall, and manicure tables fill the right. There are two Lexers at the window. They’re getting in each other’s way, which may be the only reason Ana is still on the other side. There’s a spike of glass under her back, and every time she hits it she yanks up, but she won’t be able to do that forever.

I move the cleaver to my left hand and take out my revolver. I don’t see the Lexer coming at me until a second before he knocks me to the linoleum and follows me down. The air whooshes out of my lungs, and the pistol skitters across the floor.

I can’t get up. He must weigh two hundred pounds, but I manage to get the cleaver shaft under his chin. He bites the air inches above me. Clotted black strings drop off his bottom lip and pool on my chest. My biceps shake with the effort of pushing against every lunge. I can do two, maybe three, more lunges. And then that rotten, disgusting mouth will find its mark on my face or neck. It won’t matter where; I’ll be as good as dead. Pure panicky terror gives me another burst of strength. I scream with the effort as I buck under him and roll free.

I scramble back and my head slams into a footbath. For a moment it all goes black, until I feel hands grab my boot and I begin to slide. I grasp the edge of the footbath and kick as hard as I can. There’s a crack as my foot breaks his cheekbone. It knocks him down, but he immediately rises to his knees. It’s not fair, the way they feel no pain. The way they don’t stop. The way they don’t get tired, or scared, or out of breath. He hisses and reaches for me.

“No you don’t, fucker. Not today,” I hiss back.

I grip the cleaver like a battering ram and send the flat end under his chin. It slices cleanly through the vertebrae, and he crashes to the floor. My feet slip in the viscous fluid from his decapitated head, and I slide to the window where Ana blindly punches behind her. The two Lexers bite her leather-clad arms, but her armor does its job. The broken glass protects her head, and with each attempted attack they cut deep, bloodless gashes in their faces.

They haven’t noticed me. I turn my cleaver to the spike side, level it with the brain stem of the first and slam it home. I yank it out. The other lets go of Ana and starts for me. I hardly need the force I use to get it through his eye socket. Ana spins around, her face terrified and relieved, and leaps onto the barrels. A litany of curses fly from her mouth.

She stabs the spike into the top of a Lexer skull. “Mother!” She grunts and stabs into the next. “Fucker!” She flips around her blade and decapitates one.

She dances down the barrels, slamming her cleaver spike into their heads or eye sockets and ripping it out again. She reaches the end of the line on Peter’s side and then turns to Nelly’s. He holds his machete by the hilt, with the last of the infected skewered on the end. Its hair is torn out fuzz and its face is half gone, teeth exposed. Its hands struggle and flail. It’s mindless, or it’s mindful only of us, which is just as terrifying.

James, who’s been slowly advancing and killing Lexers from behind, comes up and sinks his knife into its neck with a crunch. It slides off Nelly’s machete to the ground. When I step out of the salon, Ana races into my arms. We don’t hug so much as hold each other up.

“Thank you,” she whispers.

All the fear I’ve kept at bay hits, and I swallow hard. “No, thank you. All that horrible running paid off.”

Ana barks out a laugh. We assess the damage. Lexers lie in the parking lot, but most are piled around us. We hop onto the barrels, not wanting to step on, or worse, in, the infected, and practically fly home.

 

***

We’ve hosed ourselves off and taken showers. Our clothes and armor soak in a cocktail of cleaners no virus could possibly survive. Ana’s waited until last to shower, and when she finally enters the living room, running a hand through her damp hair, we stop dead. Where there used to be the long chestnut colored hair that Ana painstakingly hot-ironed, there’s now chin-length hair that gets even higher in the back. Nothing’s going to get a handful of this hair. She tries to look nonchalant, but she’s nervous.

“I love it,” I say. “I really do.”

It accentuates her cheekbones and her graceful neck. She looks older, more sophisticated. She smiles, but pulls at the ends like she’s trying to lengthen them as everyone murmurs agreement. Peter stares at her, and I catch his eye and tilt my chin up, telling him to say something.

He swallows. “You look gorgeous.”

Ana beams, and I realize it was his reaction she was most worried about. If his face is any indication, she’s got nothing to fear.

Penny’s mouth hangs open. “I can’t believe you cut your hair off. Don’t get me wrong, you look amazing, but I just can’t believe you…” she trails off with a shake of her head.

“I’d rather be alive than have nice hair,” Ana replies.

“Who are you and what did you do with my sister?” Penny asks. She smiles and moves forward to touch her sister’s hair in wonder.
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Bits picks basil leaves off the stems under Peter’s tutelage. He’s making some sort of pesto. Tomatoes, sprinkled with goat cheese, sit on a platter. His dinners are always fancy, and before he’s done we’re milling around the kitchen like begging dogs. I set the table and get out a bottle of wine we found. There isn’t much wine, but this dinner should have something special to go with it. And John’s got strawberry wine brewing in his basement.

“Smells good in there,” Nelly says, as he sniffs through the back door screen. He’s been digging, and every inch of him is covered in dirt. “Pete, maybe you’ll teach me how to cook one day.”

Peter leans toward the door and laughs. He doesn’t mind when Nelly calls him Pete now. “You’ll just slather it in barbeque sauce.”

“Damn straight,” Nelly says. “I’m a Texan.”

He leaves his mud-caked boots outside and heads for the bathroom. The table looks nice with the wine glasses, which starts me thinking.

When everyone’s seated I jump up and clap a hand over my mouth. “John, we forgot to check the tomatoes in your garden today! They were ready to burst as of yesterday.”

John looks at me calmly, obviously thinking I’m blowing this out of proportion. “Well, we’ll just leave it to tomorrow.”

“What if tomorrow they’re too far gone? All that wasted food? What if it’s the difference between life and death?”

I think I may have taken the melodrama too far, but no one looks suspicious. I move behind Nelly’s chair and surreptitiously hit him in the back.

He chokes on his tomato. “I’ll help,” he says, and looks longingly at the pesto.

“Pesto is great at room temperature,” I say. He mutters something and I grin. “Penny, James, John? There are lots of tomatoes.”

“I don’t remember that many tomatoes,” John says, his brow creased.

“I saw a lot,” says Bits, who thinks five tomatoes is a lot. But I’m not going to argue.

“Okay.” John heaves himself up. “Food’ll still be here after dark, but we should get the tomatoes if you say so.”

I wave at Ana and Peter to sit back down. Ana’s back was pretty badly wrenched, and we’ve been trying to make her rest.

“No, you guys stay,” I say. “We have enough people. Ana, you shouldn’t bend over! Peter, you cooked it, so you should enjoy it.”

I see the light dawn in his eyes. I smile serenely and pour wine into their glasses. He glowers at me. I hum a little tune and consider lighting a candle, but it’s not dark, so that might be overkill. I wink at him before I slip out the door. He shakes his head and sighs, but there’s a smile playing on his face when he turns back to her. I’m counting it as their first date. We walk the path to John’s, and the memory of my and Adrian’s first kiss makes my insides bump.

 

***

It happened on our third real date. We’d been out in a group, too, but Adrian hadn’t tried to kiss me, on a real date or otherwise. I’d begun to think I’d misread the signals. Nelly cornered me at the bar after our second date.

“So?” he demanded, eyebrows raised.

I sighed. “So, nothing. He hasn’t even tried to kiss me. He asked me to go hiking on Saturday, so I think we have a really good time together. Well, I do, anyway. But maybe we’re just friends.”

Nelly looked skeptical. “No way he’s just friends, not with the way he looks at you.”

“What do you mean?” I nudged Nelly’s arm.

Nelly took a long swig while he thought. “It’s like he goes all soft. He smiles like you’re a little kitten or something.”

 “Most people don’t want to make out with kittens. Maybe I’m like one of those mangy old kittens you can’t help but feel sorry for. Who’s cute in a ratty sort of way, so you give them extra attention?”

Nelly laughed. “You are blind, girl. Blind, I tell you. But okay, I’ll just go ask Adrian why—” He lifted his beer at Adrian, who sat at the bar and smiled at us while he talked to someone.

I grabbed the back of his shirt and spun him around. “Don’t you dare!”

He grinned. “I won’t. If he kisses you on Saturday. If not, we have to get to the bottom of this.”

On Saturday, Adrian picked me up in his beat-up car. He opened the door for me and walked around. I reached over and unlocked the driver’s side door, just like my dad had taught me, since my dad thought he still lived in 1970, when no one had those little clicker thingies that unlock all the doors. But Adrian’s car had the knobs you pull up, and I smiled as I followed my dad’s date etiquette. Adrian apologized for the car’s general appearance, but since I had no car, I said his was still nicer than mine.

“Plus,” I said, “I have one criterion for cars: they have to not break down, leaving you stranded on lonely dirt roads or desert highways. That’s it. A radio’s nice, too.” I rubbed the door like I was trying to make friends with it.

“Well, this must be your dream car, then.” He smiled and shook his head.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re just different. In a good way.”

I wondered if being different in a good way made me more desirable or more like that ratty kitten.

We walked a few miles alongside a creek before we stopped to eat. There was frost on the ground every morning that late in the fall, but the sun had come out to warm up the day. My fingers and toes were cold, though, and I wanted some of the hot chocolate I’d packed. A flat boulder that jutted out over the creek made a good picnic spot. The water eddied and pooled around it, and the long-legged bugs that skate across the water were everywhere. There was a splash every time a fish came to the surface to gobble one up.

Adrian reached into his pack. “I have salami and a turkey, too.”

“I love salami,” I said.

He held the neatly-wrapped sandwich in the air and smiled. “I know. You mentioned it once.”

I tried to recall a conversation that would have demanded I list my favorite lunch meats, but I knew there probably wasn’t one. Who knows why I had decided to share that little gem with Adrian. But it gave me hope. You wouldn’t remember someone’s favorite sandwich meat if you didn’t care. I think I saw it on a greeting card once.

I vowed to keep my favorite dog breed and tampon brand to myself, at least for today, and smiled back. “Oh, thanks.”

I watched the crimson and gold leaves drift into the creek for a farewell ride down the gentle rapids. It reminded me of something.

“You know, I once read that there’s really no reason for trees to change their leaf color in the fall,” I said, as I set out the thermos and cups. “They use the sugars and nutrients in their leaves to put out all these colors, instead of bringing it into their trunks and using it. When I read that I wanted to go hug a tree. Or say thank you or something. I’m sure they don’t do it for us, but maybe they do it just because it’s beautiful.”

There was silence. I looked up, already regretting having said something so weird. He was watching me, and now I did see what Nelly meant about that look. It was gentle, but it was also curious, and I squirmed a little under its intensity.

“Hey,” he said softly, “I really like you, Cassie.”

“I like you, too,” I whispered.

Everything inside crashed and whizzed when I said it. Until Adrian I had a strict policy of keeping feelings to myself in a relationship, especially since mine always fell short of what the other person had for me.

“I was hoping you did.” He cupped the side of my face and his dimple creased. “Tree hugger.”

My laugh rang out. Before I could say anything he was close, then closer, and then his mouth was softer than I thought it would be. My stomach dropped the way it does on that first big roller coaster dip. His hand rested on my collarbone and I put my palm on his chest. When I felt his heart beating as fast as mine, I grabbed a fistful of shirt and pulled him closer. I didn’t recognize myself. This girl who grabbed shirts and nipped softly and would have done absolutely anything on that rock right then was new to me.

When we parted I could feel two spots of pink burning on my cheeks. My breathing was shallow. I was embarrassed that my desire was so apparent until I saw it on his face and in his unfocused eyes.

“Your hair is such a pretty color,” he said breathlessly. He rubbed a lock between his thumb and forefinger.

I shrugged. “It’s brown.”

He tilted his head to the trees. “No, it’s the color of oak leaves once they’ve fallen. They’re brown, but that red still lurks underneath. Russet.”

“Oh.” I liked having russet hair instead of brown.

Adrian poured cocoa. I leaned back and watched him. I wanted to kiss him again.

He looked up. “What are you thinking?”

“I wasn’t sure you’d ever kiss me,” I said, surprised I’d said it out loud.

“I wanted to, but I meant what I said before. I like you, and I don’t want to mess it up.”

He looked shy suddenly, but when his eyes met mine they were direct. I wondered how he could say what he felt without being terrified. Or, maybe he was but didn’t let it stop him. Maybe I could learn to do that too. He handed me a cup, and I blew on it to have something to do while I thought of something to say back. I remembered that he’d asked me what I was thinking.

“You won’t mess it up,” I said, with what felt like all the air in my lungs. “Not if you kiss me again.”

So he did.

 

***

Bits points at the two small buckets of tomatoes. “See? Lots of tomatoes!”

I laugh at the confused look on John’s face and come clean. “Peter was yapping about not being able to take Ana out to dinner, so I thought I could make it a romantic dinner without it being weird. The opportunity presented itself and was too good to pass up.”

“I had a feeling you guys were up to something,” Penny says, and looks at Nelly.

Bits’s smile gets wider as we talk. I’ve got at least one ally.

Nelly raises his hands. “Don’t look at me. I would’ve been much smoother.”

I may have no finesse, but it’s nice to think about somebody else’s love life besides my own.

“How about I make you all some P.B. and J at John’s?” I ask. “Just to tide you over until we go back.” Everyone groans at the thought of the meal at the cabin, which is as gourmet as it gets out here. “Oh, come on, it’s for love! You’ll still get your yummy dinner.”

Bits spins and sings the song from Sleeping Beauty. Nelly picks her up and waltzes her around. They follow me into the house grumbling, but love is in the air and the peanut butter sandwiches go down a lot easier than they expected.
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It’s a good thing I love the garden, because it feels like I should pitch a tent out here sometimes. If we’re not weeding, we’re watering or picking or mulching or drying or processing what we’ve picked. The tomato plants are pushing five feet tall and are laden with red and green globes. The melon patch smells sweet, and we’ve already had a few watermelons ripen. Nelly taught Bits how to spit the seeds, and she takes great pride in holding the world record. Cracking into the thick skin of the first watermelon was like a religious rite. Fresh fruit used to be something you grabbed at the store. Now it’s something you eat when it ripens and savor as best you can until next year.

All of us girls are in the garden picking beans. Bees crawl over every flower, enjoying the sunshine and getting ready for winter, just like us. The boys, as I think of them, have gone to find propane for the stove. I wanted to go, but then I wondered why I wanted to assist in picking up a two-hundred pound tank. I worry about them as I search among the tangled vines. I haven’t forgotten our last trip. That’s the real reason I wanted to go. I feel like if I’m there I can control things and make them come out all right, even though I know it’s an absolute fallacy.

I try to let my worry go. I’ve gotten better at letting things go in the past few weeks. I can’t make Adrian still love me, I can’t change the course of this virus, I can’t protect everyone I love, I can’t walk around with my nails digging into my palms from the stress of it all. But I can annoy Ana and Peter until they finally get together.

“So, Ana,” I say. “What’s going on with you and Peter?”

She goes very still. “Nothing.” She pulls back and looks at me, wide eyed. “I swear, Cassie.”

She thinks I’ll be mad. I’ve been going about this all wrong.

I put out a hand to stop her stammering. “Ana. Ana, it’s fine. I know you’ve had a crush on him for forever. And he likes you back, you know.”

He face relaxes and she bites her lip. “Oh. Do you think so?”

“I know so. I asked him.”

She dips her head, and her hair hides her face while she smiles. “You did? I thought maybe, a couple of times, that he might. Although, look at me.”

She points to her stained tank top and self-consciously runs a hand through her short hair. Her arms are covered in dirt and scratches, and she doesn’t have on a lick of makeup. She’s gorgeous.

“Ana, you know you’re beautiful. Your skin is a burnished gold and your hair is shiny.” She looks more upbeat as I continue. “Your hands are graceful and your bottom plump. You smell always of roses and—” She throws a bean at me, laughing. “No, but seriously, you don’t need any of that. He likes you and you like him.”

“And you’re okay with it?”

When it’s come to boys, Ana’s never cared who or what she goes through to get them.

“I insist. You two are driving me crazy. All those long looks and lingering touches. Ugh.” I pretend to puke and get hit by ten beans.

Bits comes tearing around the house. “They’re back and they have a surprise for everyone!” she yells, then turns and races back again.

The back of the pickup is full. There are two propane tanks strapped in the bed and a tangle of metal that I realize are bicycles and a rack. Bits squeals when she sees the purple one that’s hers. She hops on and rides around in circles.

“We got one for everyone,” John says. “There was a guy who fixed up bikes and sold them down in town. We’ll attach the rack to the van roof and keep a couple up there. This one here is yours, Cassie.”

He holds out a red bike. Penny looks from John to my face and bursts out laughing.

When everyone looks to see what’s so funny, she says, “Cassie can’t ride a bike.”

Six faces turn to me in disbelief. My face must be crimson. “I fall off bikes. I can get going, but then suddenly it all gets crazy and I go out of control.”

“Crazy?” Nelly smirks. I’m so glad my inadequacies are amusing to him. “Why am I not surprised?”

Bits makes another circuit. “It’s easy, Cassie,” she says. “Maybe you need training wheels until you get the hang of it, like I did.”

This comment elicits so much laughter that I find myself laughing too. I’ve always longed to hop on a bike and go breezing off somewhere, but I end up crashing. I don’t know what happens. One minute I’m fine; then the next I’m headed for the curb or a tree and I freak out.

“I can help you,” she continues. “I remember how.”

“Thanks, Bits,” I say, and struggle to keep a straight face. “I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

 

***

My first bike lesson on the dirt road ends in the usual tragedy. I put my feet on the pedals and balance, but the front wheel strikes a rock, which makes the fork wobble, and I close my eyes and run into a ditch.

“Why are you afraid of the bike?” Peter calls out from the driveway as I lumber up.

I wonder how long he’s been watching. Bits stands next to him, my own personal cheerleader.

“Because it wants me dead,” I reply.

He laughs. I feel self-conscious with an audience that isn’t just Bits, so I walk the bike back.

“I taught Jane to ride,” he says. This is the third time he’s mentioned his little sister in the past month. In the entire year we were together he’d never even told me her name. “If a six year-old can do it, you can. Just remember this: the bike is your friend. The bike doesn’t want you dead.” He smiles at my look of doubt.

Of course the bike wants me dead, they all do.

“Now say it.”

I laugh. “No way.”

“Yes way. Say it, Cassandra.”

This will never work. I roll my eyes and say in my most sarcastic voice, “The bike is my friend. The bike doesn’t want me dead.”

“Good.” Peter pretends I’m not acting like a two year-old. “Now get on it. And don’t close your eyes. That’s what you’re doing, right?”

“How did you know?”

He winks at Bits. “My sister did the same thing. Now, go!”

I don’t want an audience. I’ll never be able to balance.

“You can’t look,” I say. “Close your eyes.”

Bits giggles, and Peter bends down so she can cover his eyes. “Okay. I can’t see.”

I get back on. The bike picks up speed, and right away I feel like I’m out of control, but I fight the urge to close my eyes and land in a relatively safe heap. I grip the handlebars and keep going. The wind kicks up my hair and cools my neck. This must be why people ride bikes. It beats the shit out of running. When I’ve gone a ways, I stop and turn the bike by walking it. I’m not about to attempt what seems like some sort of daredevil maneuver, even though Bits and probably every other seven year-old in the world can do it, and I head back.

My eyes are trained on the road, and only when I hear whistles and cheers do I look up. Bits is too busy clapping to cover Peter’s eyes any longer, and they both watch my approach. I brake in front of them, feeling both extremely proud of myself and like the world’s biggest dork at the same time.

“I can ride a bike!” I say. “Sort of.”

“You did great!” Bits says. “We’ll practice together!”

Her eyes are so sincere that I bend down and give her a kiss. “Thanks for the advice,” I say to Peter. “It worked. Now, if only you’d take mine.”

“I will, Cassandra. If you’ll stop bugging me about it.”

“Done and done,” I say.

But we both know I have no intention of doing anything of the sort. He stares at me sternly, but his mouth twitches, and I stare back until he cracks a smile. I salute them both and head to the house on my bike. I don’t fall once.
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The sun hides behind dark clouds, but I wake at dawn, as usual. Rain means there’s less to do, so we can sleep in. I once thought eight in the morning was early and eleven was reasonable on weekends. I decide to try for eight this morning. I bury myself under the covers, but after a few minutes I sigh and give up.

“I used to get home at this time after a night out, not wake up,” Nelly complains.

He has one arm under his head as he looks out the window. I stretch my arms and point my toes. It doesn’t hurt as much as it did. My body’s gotten used to all this exercise.

He snaps out of his reverie. “That’s two nights with no nightmares, right?” he asks.

I nod. “How did you know?”

“I tend to notice being pummeled and woken up by screaming most of the time. So, I also tend to notice when I’m not.”

I kick him under the blankets. He yelps and moves his legs. My feet are freezing, even in the summer. Adrian always let me tuck my icy feet under his thighs. He would clench his teeth and smile while I sighed with contentment.

“I think the nightmares are gone. At least for the time being.” I can’t say why that’s the case, but I’m pretty sure it is. I’m starting to feel like me again.

I throw back the covers and grab clothes. When I open my top drawer, I see the glint of silver and pick up the ring. It’s warm in my palm. I place it on the bathroom sink, and when I’m dressed I slip it in my pocket. That’s where it belongs since it makes me happy. No matter what happens. I pat it gently and head out to make breakfast.

 

***

The cutthroat game of Monopoly has ended, and we all sit around, listening to the rain pelt down on the metal roof when there’s a crash in the kitchen.

Penny stands among the remnants of a bowl. “Shoot. Sorry, Cass.”

I keep telling her that this is her house, too, but I know she feels bad about breaking something of my parents’.

“Please, Pen, it’s fine. Hey, remember when I broke your mom’s vase?”

We were twelve and I’d been showing Penny some goofy dance move I’d made up. Penny grins, remembering how when Maria came home she wasn’t angry. She put on music, asked me to show her the move, then proceeded to do it around the house while we laughed our asses off.

If only she were here or we knew she were safe. My fear is reflected in Penny’s eyes before she turns her gaze back toward the smashed crockery. When she looks up, her smile is back.

“This is such a movie day,” she sighs. “Most of the time I don’t miss TV, but on a day like today…”

“A movie,” Bits says. She looks like someone’s just offered her a trip to the moon. “I wish we could watch a movie.”

John laughs. “Well, ladies, had I known how desperate the situation had gotten, I would’ve said something sooner. Why don’t we watch a movie at my place while we run the genny?”

We allow ourselves almost no excess electricity. The generator stays at John’s and runs the freezers for a few hours a day to keep things frozen. It powers the radio and washing machine, charges batteries and tools. Gasoline is a very finite resource, and we want enough to last us through the winter.

“Yes!” Bits shouts, and throws her arms around John’s neck.

She’s become so demonstrative in recent weeks. I’ve been the recipient of at least a thousand butterfly kisses. And while her nightmares haven’t disappeared, they don’t come as often. She trusts us so completely it terrifies me we’ll fail her somehow.

“Well, we definitely shouldn’t make any popcorn,” I tease.

She grins. “Caa-ssie! Yes, we should! And my Barbies and your dog have to come, too.” She races down the hall to retrieve the toys she’s started playing with again.

“Wow,” Nelly says. “That kid really needs a movie, huh?”

When The Princess Bride ends, we all sigh. Spending time in another world really was like taking a trip to the moon. I could watch movies for a week straight.

“Well, it’s about time for the seven o’clock broadcast,” John says.

We eat the remaining popcorn while we wait. I steel myself for Adrian’s voice, even though I know it’s unlikely, but it’s just Matt, running down the list of Safe Zones, and one’s missing.

“The Safe Zone outside of Allentown, Pennsylvania has been compromised,” he reports. “The survivors described a pod of Lexers several hundred strong. Their exact losses are unknown but very high. Some survivors are reported to be in the Safe Zone in Starlight, Pennsylvania.”

He reminds us that pods of this size could mean a change in the habits of the infected. The report ends a minute later. I guess even Matt, who seems to have taken a real shine to being a radio personality, doesn’t have the energy to be cheerful.

“Okay,” John says. His mouth turns down. “We need to start working on fortifications tomorrow.”

I try to imagine the group of Lexers we ran into at the Radio Shack times nine.

“We could never fight off that many, either,” I say.

“Nope,” John replies. “That’s why we have the van.”

Any magic the movie left behind has evaporated by the time we head back. Bits holds my hand and waxes on about Princess Buttercup. At least she’s still happy, and I want her to stay that way. The thought of her, alone, defenseless, makes me grip her hand tight.

“Ouch!” she says.

I loosen my hand. “Sorry, honey.” But it’s all I can do not to tighten it again, I’m so worried.
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John distributes ammo to each of our backpacks in the van. He has some MREs, and with the remaining ones from Sam’s Surplus, we have food for a few days.

“Yuck,” Penny says, when I stick some in each bag.

John smiles. “Ah, they’re not so bad. You should see what they used to feed us in Vietnam. It tasted a lot worse and weighed a ton, too.”

“But they had cigarettes in them back then, didn’t they?” James asks longingly, wheeling a bike over for the rack. He hasn’t had any since his last pack.

“They did, and that was the best thing about them.”

“Well, they should give extra combat pay based on the food alone,” Penny says. She adds another sleeping bag to the back. “I think that’s it.”

John laughs. “James, I need help with the shutters. We’ll cut ‘em at my place and drive over.”

Locking the bike down, James says, “Sure thing, boss.”

While they work on the shutters, I work on letters for the Message Tree. I write a new one to Henry Washington, telling him we’ll be in Vermont if we’re not here. I remember how I thought I was lucky that I had no children to keep safe. And now that I do, I see I was right. There’s the fear I’ll have to watch her die, and, possibly even worse, that I’ll die and she’ll suffer some horrible fate scared and alone. I think of small, serious Hank and work hard to imagine him full of life instead of shambling and rotting in the woods somewhere.

I write to Eric. I tell him about the ring and thank him for saving it for me. I tell him he was right—about the ring, about Adrian, and about the infection being so much worse than we thought. I tell him he saved me by making me promise I’d leave New York. I tell him I love him and am picturing him and Rachel hiking through the woods, having the time of their lives, because that’s how I always think of him. I tell him to meet us in Vermont when he can.

 

***

It’s only three o’clock, but the house is dark. The inside of every window and door in the living area is covered. John’s made frames that fit around them so the plywood shutters can be easily hung. They have small hinged doors for viewing and firing a gun.

“I have one for the hallway,” John says. “I didn’t have enough wood for the bedrooms, but those windows are higher. We can make this a panic room of sorts until we get more. We’ll put them up every night.”

“I feel like we’re on an episode of the A-Team,” I say. When everyone looks at me curiously, I explain: “I used to watch the reruns with Eric. Remember at the end they would always build a crazy vehicle or fortress or something?”

James’s face had been sober as we sat in the dark and imagined being surrounded, but now his usual smile is back. “That was my favorite part.”

“So, do I get to be Face?” Nelly asks.

“You and Peter can fight for it,” I say. “But I’m Murdock, he was my favorite.”

“You know,” Peter says. “That doesn’t surprise me one iota.”

He and Nelly high five each other. What is with the high fives?

“Well,” James says. “I know there’s no question that I’m B.A. Baracus. I’ve been told the resemblance between me and Mr. T is striking.”

“That’s what attracted me to you at first,” Penny says to James, who crosses his arms in a Mr. T pose.

“I pity the fool who messes with my plywood shutters,” James says in a deep voice, which makes us laugh.

Even Bits laughs, although she has no idea what we’re talking about. And when she mimics James and says it, with her scrawny arms crossed and her tiny voice as deep as she can make it, we lose it completely.

John pretends to be disturbed. “Okay. We’d better take them down. I think the dark might be getting to you all.”
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It’s seven in the morning, but the day is already hot, humid and still. Nelly washes the breakfast dishes while we sprawl out in the living room. There’s so much to do, but none of us feels like moving.

“It’s hot,” Bits whines from where she lies flat on the floor.

“It is,” Peter agrees. “I think you’re starting to melt. Look at you, you’re oozing into the wood.”

She giggles. I fan her with an old magazine, and she closes her eyes and pants as the air rushes past.

“It’s too hot to do anything,” Penny says. She looks at me with one eye squinted, just like she used to in high school. “Should we cut school?”

It’s the best idea I’ve heard all morning. “We totally should. We should go to the pond.”

Bits sits up. “Pond? Like swimming?”

I nod. “Yep. We have to walk about a mile, and it’s kind of muddy and gross, but we can catch frogs and salamanders. And swim, if it’s not too icky for you.”

“It’s not! Can we really go?” Bits leaps to her feet, the heat forgotten.

I look to John, who nods. “We’ll have to check it out first, Bits, make sure it’s safe, but I don’t see why not. I still have the kids’ frog-catching nets at the house.”

“Can we have a picnic?” Bits asks. “And, Cassie, can we paint? Outside, like you were telling me about?”

“Sure.” I love to see her so excited and wish for the hundredth time that she could have a normal childhood. I point to Nelly. “We’ll just load up our pack mule to carry it all.”

“Hee-haw,” he says.

“That’s a donkey, silly!” Bits laughs, before running off to find something to wear.

John and Peter radio us to come down. The pond is a tiny tributary of the creek that runs through my parents’ land and ends in a beaver dam. This time of year it’s buzzing with dragonflies and frogs and surrounded by cattails.

By the time we reach the pond we’re dripping with sweat. John and Peter stand in the clearing around the water and survey the surroundings. I strip to my bathing suit and spray Bits and myself with sunblock.

“Hey, blanquito,” Penny says to James. “Come and get some of this.”

She sprays James, and I eye her tan enviously. “I hate you,” I say. She responds with a grin.

Nelly drops his bags in the grass and pulls off his shirt. “I’m going in. You with me, Bits?”

“Yeah!” she yells. She runs into the muck at the water’s edge and turns back. “Ew, it’s gross, but not too gross. The water’s warm, though. Come on!”

I make my way to the water. I love it here, although being so far from the house with no early warning system makes me nervous.

Bits squeals as frogs plop into the water while we wade in, the mud squishing between our toes. “There’s one, Cassie! And another! There’s, like, a million!”

Nelly runs past and dives in. He comes up spouting water and goes under again. Bits doggy paddles around me and talks incessantly. The water is cool and feels wonderful. I’m about to dunk myself when my ankle is yanked out from under me.

Suddenly I’m in the water up to my neck. I gasp for air to scream. In an instant I can see how it will all play out: The bite on my ankle, the slow death, the way they’ll have to finish me off when I’m finally dead so that I stay that way. I kick until its grip releases and grab Bits just as Nelly pops up, rubbing a red mark on his chest.

“Sorry,” he says with a sheepish grin. “I guess I kind of forgot things like that aren’t funny anymore. This is definitely gonna bruise. Nice karate moves, by the way.”

“Oh my God, Nelly!” I hold my hand over my heart. “You scared the shit out of me!”

I splash him as hard as I can. Bits joins in and laughs as he takes his punishment with a smile. Peter, who’d raced over when he realized something was amiss, picks up Bits and cradles her in his arms. She nods, and he tosses her into the water with a splash.

She comes back up squealing. “Again, Peter!”

John keeps an eye on the woods. We haven’t seen a single Lexer up by us, since we’re on a steep, remote hill, but there’s no guarantee it’ll stay that way. When I’ve had my fill, I head to the blankets to set up the paints. I show Bits how to mix the colors, and we sit in the sun with our brushes, our bodies cool from the water.

A shadow looms behind me. “Hey, that’s really good,” Peter says.

I fight the urge to cover my painting. “Oh, no, it’s not. It’s terrible.”

He crouches next to me. “Well, in thirty minutes you’ve made something better than I could do in a year, so I think it’s good. I’ve never seen any of your stuff.”

“Yeah, you have. That painting in the living room?”

It’s a painting of the vegetable garden in bloom, with a woman, my mother, in the shadows, tending to it.

“You did that? Wow. Whenever I pass by I think how I’d like to step into that world. The colors are like in a dream: all bright and liquid, but creamy.”

I smile and nod. My mother always said it’s what she’d dreamed heaven must be like. “Thanks. I do like that one, but I’m rusty. We’ve got to practice if we want to get better. Right, Bits?”

She nods and points to her canvas, where she’s painted three thousand frogs sitting at the water line. “Look at mine, Peter.”

He moves to hers and stands with his hand under his chin, like a serious art buyer. “I love it. I really like your use of the frogs. We’ll hang it up when it’s done, for sure.”

“We’re going to have a gallery, Cassie said! And I’m going to put on an art show.” She cleans her brush and wipes the sweat off her brow. “Can I swim again? I’m hot.”

Nelly and Ana are in the pond, so I nod. “Sure, then we’ll have lunch.”

We watch her lope to the water and smile as Nelly tosses her in the air.

“I love that kid,” I say. “I was worried she’d be too scarred from all of this, but she takes it all in stride.” I shake my head. “I don’t think I could be so strong.”

“I know.” Peter watches her giggle as Ana pulls her through the water. “She amazes me.”

“Doesn’t it scare you?” I need to know if I’m the only one. “That we won’t be able to protect her?”

He nods, his face fierce. “I’ll do whatever I need to do to keep her safe. I love her so much. I didn’t know it was possible—” He breaks off and looks away, blinking fast.

I rest my paint-covered hand on his shoulder. “I know. She knows it, too. Maybe that’s why she’s so happy, because we all love her.”

Peter puts his hand over mine and smiles. He looks happy, at least as much as is possible while thinking of things like this.

“We’ll do the best we can,” I say, no longer feeling so alone in my fear. I yank on his hand and stand up. “Now, how about a game of chicken? I know Nelly and Ana are in.”

His teeth flash. “C’mon, we’ll whoop their asses.”
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I’ve slept late, for once. Nelly must have snuck out as a little birthday present. I’ve always liked having a birthday in August because it meant I could spend it here.

Bits stands at the end of the hall and slips away when she sees me, cackling madly. She’s been acting suspicious and innocent for days, in the way only little kids can. There are pancakes on the table, and the shutters lean against the wall at the far end of the living room, taken down for the day.

Penny’s in the kitchen cleaning up. “Happy birthday!” she says with a hug. “How does it feel to be old?”

“You’ll find out in four months. Until then you’re too young to understand.”

“Happy birthday! When I’m as old as you I’m going to wear makeup!” Bits yells, apropos of nothing. You’d think it was her birthday, the way she’s dancing around. “Twenty-nine, that’s old!”

I stoop and pretend to walk with a cane to the table. Bits sets something on my head. I reach up and feel soft fabric.

“It’s your birthday crown,” Bits says. “I always get a birthday crown.”

I take off the purple felt crown with a star sewn on the front.

“It’s absolutely beautiful,” I say. “Did you make it?” Her smile is wide. She nods and I squeeze her tight. “Thank you so much. I’ll wear it all day.”

I load up my plate and get more birthday wishes from the others. Nelly comes in with a pail of milk, and I thank him for letting me sleep.

“Thank you for letting me sleep, birthday girl,” he says, as he rubs my shoulders. It’s been weeks with no nightmares.

I find Ana in the garden. I know she’ll know what’s ripening, since she’s always in here.

 “There’s so much,” she says. “We have to get canning again tomorrow.”

“I’ll do some tomatoes today,” I say.

“Let’s just say the stove will be in use today and you will be out of the kitchen. If I say any more Bits will kill me.”

I laugh. “Got it.” I smell the tomatoes we’re picking and sigh.

“I know,” Ana agrees. “And they actually taste like they smell.”

I compare the Ana of four months ago, flipping her hair and scowling, to the one that stands here. She must know what I’m thinking because she shakes her head.

“I know. Gardening. Who would’ve thought?”

“I could’ve sworn I saw you talking to the seedlings.”

“I totally did, when no one was looking. I wanted to sing to them with you and Penny, but I just couldn’t. Like if I did I would be admitting to all of this. I didn’t want it all to change.” She raises her shoulders and places tomatoes in the crate by her feet. “I still don’t.”

“Me, neither.” I think of the years I wasted after my parents died. “I’d like to go back to the way things were but do a few things differently.”

“Me too. But Mama always says dwelling on the past gets us nowhere, so for once I’m going to listen to her.”

“She’s right.” I have recent experience with that. “And speaking of the future, what’s with you and Peter? And I’m totally prying, so tell me.”

She holds her hands out and a crease appears between her eyebrows. “Nothing. Sometimes I think he wants to kiss me and then, nothing. I have no idea. It’s driving me crazy. I like him so much, Cass.” Her voice has softened. “He’s the first guy I’ve ever liked that I actually like, you know?”

I know all about that. “I’m on it.”

 

***

Nelly and I run the generator in the afternoon after Bits orders me out the door until dinner. John’s house is quiet and cool. We lounge around in his living room while the freezers run.

“So, I have something for you,” Nelly says from the couch.

“A present?” I ask.

“Yeah.” He looks uncertain. “But I don’t know if you’ll like it.”

“How could I not like anything you gave me? Hand it over!”

He pulls a little jewelry box out of his pocket. Inside is a silver chain of tiny, hand-twisted links. It’s old-fashioned looking and I love it instantly.

I kneel and give him a kiss on the cheek. “It’s so pretty. Thank you.”

“I know you don’t wear much jewelry, but it’s for the ring. Maybe you don’t want to wear it on your finger, but it might get lost in your pocket.”

I stare at him for a few seconds, wondering how he knew.

He raises an eyebrow. “We live in the same room. Plus, I know you, darlin’. But you don’t have to use it for that if you don’t want to.”

“I do.” I thread the ring on the chain and hug him after he clasps it. “How do you always know what I need?”

“I just think to myself: If I were a klutzy, flaky, artist-type, what would I want?”

“Very funny.” I touch his knee. “No, really. Thank you, Nels, for always being there for me.”

“You’re there for me, too.” He shrugs, embarrassed by the sentiment, and reverts back to his normal self. “Just so you know, I’m expecting a kick-ass birthday present now.”

I wink. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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Bits insists I be blindfolded and pulls it off while everyone yells, “Surprise!” There’s a beautiful, lopsided and heavily-iced cake, obviously her work, surrounded by homemade pizza and beer. But the best part is my dad’s wind-up record player. When I open my eyes, James drops the needle and “Happy Birthday Sweet Sixteen” blares out of the speaker. He’s fixed it to work with 45s.

“It’s a dance party!” Bits says. “Penny said you wanted one.”

My eyes prickle as Penny smiles at me. I’m so lucky to have friends who know what you want and try their best to get it for you. I hug them, one by one.

“Don’t worry,” James says in answer to my unasked question. “John checked the volume. You can’t hear it down the driveway.”

I relax. I grew up on this music, because my parents did, and hearing it makes me feel like I’ve really come home. We teach Bits the twist, the swim and the mashed potato. Even John dances, because the mood is contagious, although he swore he wouldn’t. There’s a lull while Bits looks through records and we eat.

“How about this one?” she asks. “ ‘This Magic Moment?’ ”

Penny gently takes it from Bits and glances my way to see if I’ve noticed.

There’s a twinge in my heart, but I nod. “That’s one of the best songs in the world. It was my parents’ song. You should play it.”

The opening chords begin, and my chest constricts more. This song is my mom and dad; it’s Adrian. But then Nelly comes with his hand out, and I rise to my feet. It hurts, but suddenly I understand that it’s better to feel something than nothing at all. And I find that once I give into it, it lessens, and all that’s left is love.

 

***

Peter’s in the kitchen cutting carrots and cucumbers into sticks. I jump up on the counter and swing my feet.

He flicks my crown and smiles. “Hey there, birthday princess.”

“Hey,” I say. “So, are you ever going to kiss that poor girl?”

His hands go still. “Cassie, I have a lot of money. A lot. It can all be yours.”

I wave a hand. “I don’t care about your money.”

“Yes, I know.” His eyes glint. “I always thought it was refreshing, but right now it’s just bothersome.”

I scream with laughter. He starts to chop again, but I touch his arm. “No, really, what are you waiting for?”

He looks out the window into the night, then turns to me, his eyes anxious. “I don’t want to ruin things.”

I remember being told the same thing. If he feels that way about her then it’s only a matter of time.

“But you guys are perfect for each other,” I argue. “You won’t mess anything up. Are you worried about the kissing? You have nothing to worry about, Pete. I know from experience.”

He blushes to the roots of his hair. I hear what I’m saying and think I should have skipped that last beer, but I don’t feel drunk. I feel good and silly.

“Just think, you guys could open the world’s first post-apocalyptic boutique together.”

I put my hands in a frame like I can see it.

He laughs despite himself. “Cass, what has gotten into you tonight?”

“I’m just happy.”

I can’t wipe the smile off my face, and he grins at me. Peter always seems to be holding back a little, like he’s afraid to laugh too hard, but this smile is genuine.

“I’m really glad to hear that. Even if it does result in your being even weirder than normal.”

I’m not dropping this. “You won’t mess it up.”

“We’re such good friends. What if we’re here for ten years? I had to be sure it’s the kind of thing that could last for ten years.”

He’s talking in the past tense, though, so he must already have decided.

“That’s the way it’s supposed to be. You should be friends, or it’ll never work. So, is Ana a ten-year kind of girl?”

“Yes.” He actually looks shy, and my smile widens. “Yeah, I think she is.”

“Then stop waiting. We may not have much time, so don’t waste it. It’ll be my birthday present!” I clap at my idea.

“You want your ex-boyfriend to hook up with another girl as your birthday present.” Peter shakes his head in wonder as he picks up the plate and turns to leave.

“I just want you guys to be happy.” My voice is wistful and he turns back with questioning eyes. “Haven’t the two of us wasted enough years of our lives being unhappy?”

His smile is sad. “You’re right, we have.”

“But not anymore.”

“No, not anymore.”

A current of that new happiness passes between us. We grin at each other, and I realize that Peter’s become one of my very best friends. I’m so glad he’s here. He nods and turns again.

I jump off the counter and smack him on the behind. “Go get ‘er, tiger!”

He leaps a foot into the air. “You know, maybe I liked it better when you weren’t speaking to me.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t,” he says with a smile.

A few more dances and I sit the next one out. Bits decides on “Breaking Up is Hard to Do.”

Peter pulls a record from the pile. “After that’s a slow one,” he says to Ana, who’s eating a hummus-covered carrot. “Save it for me?”

She stops chewing and smiles, her face shining. Then she swallows hard and gulps some water.

I wink at her. “Peter knows how to waltz and fox trot and everything. He had to learn it for the cotillion.”

He rolls his eyes. “There was not a cotillion, Cassandra.”

I knew that, I just like to bother him about being rich.

Ana laughs and bites her lip. “I won’t be able to keep up.”

Peter smiles. “I barely remember the steps, anyway. You’ll do just fine.”

I turn away to hide my huge grin. It’s finally going to happen between them, and I didn’t even have to use my gun. I was starting to consider it as an option. Nelly spins a giggling Bits as her song begins. I eat my cake and decide that, in a strange way, this might be the best birthday ever. There’s so much to celebrate, even if there’s so much to mourn.

“Nelly!” Bits screams.

The fear in her voice makes me drop my fork and spin around. Nelly holds her in his arms. She points to the windows, her mouth open in a silent scream. It looks exactly how I’d thought it would, all these years of avoiding windows at night, afraid I’d see a ghostly face looking in. The screen of the window above the couch bulges in from the pressure of the infected. They press their mouths against it, snarling and moaning.

“Jesus Christ!” John yells. He never swears, and I’m not sure if it’s an oath or a plea for help. “Get the shutters!”

We spring into action. The wood usually seems so heavy, but I lift it like it’s nothing. James races to help and tightens the screws. Peter and Ana get the other porch window and hold it there, their muscles straining as they force it back against the onslaught. The screen must have ripped through.

Nelly has set Bits down, and he hauls the sliding door shutters across the room. She stands on the rug, pale and whimpering. I run to Nelly, and we get the boards there right as the glass breaks. They must be everywhere. A pod.

Neil Sedaka finishes singing about being true, and in the silence I hear Flora and Bert and the chickens screaming and clucking. And, of course, those horrible, ghastly moans.

The shutters buck under us. I turn my back to my board and push against it, but my feet slip millimeter by millimeter along the floor. Just when I think I can’t hold it any longer, Ana’s next to me, and we connect with the frame. John’s steady hands fasten the bolts.

Hands at the other higher windows leave slimy tracks in their wake. Faces appear and bite at the glass before they fall back; maybe they’re standing on other infected. Penny’s lugged the shutters to their respective windows, and we attach them. It makes me feel a little better that we can no longer see them and they can’t see us. My mouth is dry, and the sweat that runs down my back turns to ice when I realize we’re completely surrounded. We’re trapped.

“Fuck,” Nelly says. “We’re fucked.”

“We don’t know how many are out there,” John says. “I’m going to the loft to check it out. Shoes and armor on, everyone.”

We do as he says. The house echoes with the banging. A window breaks in one of bedrooms, but they can’t climb up, and Penny has closed the doors. I shrug on my holster and tend to Bits, who stands like she’s in a trance. I put on her shoes and zip up her jacket.

I hug her stiff body. “It’ll be okay.”

John leans down from the loft. “There are too many of them, with more coming out of the woods. We can’t make it to the van.”

I climb the ladder. They’re everywhere. They crawl up each other onto the porch and pace in the driveway. They surround the van at the corner of the house.

“If we can get them over here somehow, I can go out the hall window for the van,” John says.

“We can break the loft window and climb out, shoot our guns, maybe throw a lamp,” I say. “Fire might attract them.”

John nods in the dim light. We head back down, and John explains the plan.

“I’ll stay up in the loft,” I say. “As soon as I hear the van, I’ll throw the lamp and come running.”

“We’ll come running,” Nelly says. “I’m coming with you.”

Penny clutches Bits on her hip and nods with wide eyes. I hold the oil lamp I plan on using. It casts a flickering glow on our faces, like we’re telling spooky stories at summer camp. There’s no time to say anything else; the pounding has gotten louder and the shutters are holding, but they shift with each thump. They’ve bought us time, but maybe not that much, not with the number of infected out there.

Nelly and I climb to the loft. I use my cleaver to crack the windows, and Nelly pushes out the glass with a chair. We step out onto the porch roof.

“Up here!” I yell.

We kneel at the edge of the roof and aim for their heads, even though we’re only trying to get their attention. There’s no way to kill them all, but there’s no sense in wasting bullets. Their hands reach up and wave like they’re at a rock concert. The air is foul, filled with the stench of death. They’re trampling my mother’s flowers, which should be the least of my worries, but I hate them even more because of it. Nelly strips the armor off his arm, and I see the glint of metal in his hand.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

He draws the knife across his forearm and blood wells up. “Giving the people what they want.”

He holds his arm out. The blood runs down and drips onto the infected. The instant it hits, they go insane. The moaning and hissing is so loud it attracts the stragglers to the front, and when they smell the blood they join the crush.

The motor of the van revs to life, and he gives his arm one last shake. I pick up the lamp and aim for an empty spot. I think again of that year of softball. It certainly would have served me well to practice more. I never would’ve guessed those skills might save my life; I’d always thought playing softball might be the thing that killed me.

I heave the lamp and it shatters and the oil ignites next to one of the infected. We slide down the ladder and run for the hallway.

The van is backed up to the window. Peter and Ana stand on either side to shoot at anything that gets too close. More Lexers move our way, the distraction short-lived. James helps Penny and Bits into the van. There’s a crash of wood followed by the terrorized squeals of Bert and the goats. Bits covers her ears and stares at me with wide eyes as the rest of us make it in.

The van rocks as bodies slam against it like caged animals. John guns the engine. I hold onto my seat as we bump over the grass and plow down anything in our way. I wonder if I’ll ever see my beloved house again, and I turn to take one last look. And as the lamp oil ignites the tattered clothes of the infected and the flames race up their backs onto the porch, I wonder if there will even be anything left here to see.
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We spend the night in the van. The only one who gets rest is Bits. The rest of us sleep in fits and starts, waiting until there’s enough light to safely move on. Penny bandages the deep gash on Nelly’s arm.

“That was what drove them over the edge,” I say. I grimace as I remember the noises they made when the blood hit. “Does it hurt?”

“Nah,” Nelly says. “It’s fine.”

We leave when the sky is streaked with yellow. There’s a faint orange glow in the direction of the house. I tell myself we’re too far to see a fire and it’s the sunrise, but I don’t believe it.

James has planned a route that skirts around Bennington, but it’s jammed with abandoned cars, so we stay on the main road. It’s wide enough that we can weave our way around obstacles. We pass farmland choked with weeds and dandelions. In some places there are signs of a struggle, strewn bodies on the ground and cars tipped off the road. In others it’s the same woods of the northeast I’ve run in my whole life. On one lawn a Lexer sits in the sunshine like it’s enjoying the beautiful summer day. It stumbles to its feet, but by the time it’s on them we’re gone.

“There’s no one,” Penny says quietly. James takes her hand.

The houses become more frequent as we head into Bennington. We pass the Friendly’s restaurant where Eric and I would give ourselves ice cream headaches eating Reese’s Pieces sundaes. We’d slam the ice cream and then gulp our water, which would taste warm by comparison. I smile at the memory and watch John weave through an old roadblock where the ground is littered with black garbage bags.

“What’s funny?” Nelly asks.

I’m about to answer when we hit a bump. There’s a popping sound and the van shudders. John drives a few more yards and stops.

“Everyone stay inside,” he says.

He walks back and rips up the plastic to reveal boards of wood studded with nails. His face is tight when he returns and leans in the window. “Every tire’s flat. They must have abandoned the roadblock when things got bad. We need four tires or a new vehicle.”

Penny buries her head in her hands and moans. We spill out of the van and blink in the sunlight. It’s early in the morning, but the sun already feels hot enough to burn the back of my neck. My shirt sticks to me. I’m not sure if it’s from the sun or the fact that we’re standing in the middle of a deserted street, exhausted and with nowhere to go. There are cars past the roadblock and we try them all. The few that have keys won’t even turn over.

Peter pounds a fist on the roof of a hatchback. “Damn it!”

James points at the buildings down the block. “That looks like Main Street. How about we head there and see if there’s anything. We need to go west on Main anyway.”

“We may as well drive the gear down,” John says.

The wheels grind on their rims as he rolls along beside us. Main Street is a line of brick buildings with wooden storefronts. There are no cars, only a wide expanse of asphalt.

“James has an idea,” Nelly says. “He saw some houses with trucks and RVs as we drove in. Maybe we can find keys in the houses. We’ll take the bikes and go while y’all wait here.”

Penny looks at James in desperation. “I don’t think we should separate.”

“Pen, we can’t all go,” James says softly. “We don’t have enough bikes, even if all of us could make it. We’ll be gone an hour at most.”

I don’t like it either, but I don’t have a better plan. Not only do we need a car, but we also need one big enough to hold us all.

A sign on the corner building says Bennington Brew Company & Pub. It’s a three-story brick building with ornate white moldings around the windows. I think I see something move as a curtain in an open second-story window twitches. I watch as it flutters again, but there’s nothing else. It must have been the breeze.

“We can wait in the van or in here,” Peter says. “Maybe we should check it out.”

Inside, sunlight enters through the huge windows, making the polished oak and brass of the bar shine. The front room and back kitchen are empty. We unload the van and pile the bags by the bar.

“Peter and I will clear out the nails at the roadblock so they can get through. We’ll be gone fifteen minutes. You girls stay here with Bits. Put on the radio,” John says, and he and Nelly each put an earpiece in. I place the radio on the bar.

“Be back soon. Promise,” James says to Penny, who nods mutely.

I feel a sense of foreboding as the lock clicks on the door and am suddenly sure they’re never coming back. I watch as they pass the side windows, willing them to be safe. When they move out of sight, I notice Bits. She watches me carefully, her face devoid of hope, and I realize it’s a mirror of my expression. I force myself to smile.

“Be right back,” I say, and head to the kitchen where I spotted some bottles of fancy ginger ale. Back in the main room, I pull out four glasses and stand behind the bar.

“What are you doing?” Bits asks.

I try to look mysterious while I pour the ginger ale and follow it with grenadine syrup. I find an unopened bottle of maraschino cherries on a dusty shelf. I drop a few in each glass and slide Penny, Ana and Bits their drinks.

I lift mine in the air. “Shirley Temples. To the girls!”

Bits grins. The four of us clink glasses and sip through our tiny red straws.

“Yum. It’s been forever since I’ve had one of these,” Penny says. “I bet it would be good with vodka.” I reach down and pull out a bottle of the cheap stuff, since all the top shelf liquor is gone. She shakes her head and laughs. “What’s it, eight in the morning?”

“It’s a brave new world,” I say. “Cocktails at eight in the morning are practically necessary.”

There’s a burst of static from the radio. “Cassie.” John’s voice is forceful but not panicked. “There’s a pod coming our way. Be ready to let us in and lock the door.”

“Copy that,” Ana answers. Penny and I run to the door. They fly past the windows and race into the bar. Penny slams and locks it behind them.

“I think they saw us,” Peter gasps.

We wait in silence, hearts pounding. A cacophony of groaning tells us he’s right. Lexers appear in the side windows. There’s a crash as one throws itself against the doors. I don’t know if they can see well, but milky eyes peer in like they can. No one breathes. Bits sits on the stool with her drink clutched in her hands, halfway to her mouth.

The doors give a little. The lock holds, but it won’t for long. The gold of the deadbolt shines dully as the doors crack wider. The room is dim now, the streams of sunlight blocked by the crush of bodies outside the windows.

“In the back,” John says.

Peter grabs Bits in one arm and two backpacks in the other and backs through the kitchen door. We follow with as much as we can carry. The last thing I see are our Shirley Temples, my vain attempt at normalcy, waiting on the bar.
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The banging is muffled in here. I peer out the door window into the alley. There’s a parking lot directly behind us, but it’s on the other side of a chain-link fence. The only way out might be to the left, where the alley narrows and leads to the next block, but several dumpsters block my view of the other end.

“I’ll see where it goes,” John says. He opens the door. “It’s clear. We’ll go down the alley to the street. Let me see where Nel and James are.”

He explains the situation into the radio and then listens. “There’s a pickup they can take. They’re getting it and coming our way. They’ll be at the end of the alley. Only take your daypacks, in case we have to run.”

I throw Bits’s little pack on her back and grab my daypack out of my backpack. It has food and ammo and first aid supplies, the stuff you don’t want to leave behind. There’s an explosion of glass in the front. They’ll be in soon.

“Let’s go,” Ana says. She closes the door with a gentle click once we’re out.

“We’ll—” John begins, but before any of us can move he’s yanked us to the ground behind the dumpsters. Infected are coming down the alley. Thanks to John they haven’t seen us.

“Where are you?” John whispers into the radio. “Change of plans. You’re going to have to come to the parking lot behind the bar. We’re behind the chain-link fence.” He pauses. “We’re going to have to try.”

He turns to us. “A few more minutes. They’ll call when they’re close.”

A garbage can in the alley crashes and rolls away with a clang. I peer through the crack between the dumpsters and see at least a dozen in my narrow field of vision. They’re forty feet away now.

“How are we going to get over the fence?” Penny’s voice is so quiet I have to read her lips.

She, Ana and Bits hunker against the building’s wall. Peter’s crouched next to me, against the dumpsters, his jaw clenched. He gestures for me to look in the crack again. The alley is packed. There won’t be time to get everyone over the fence. John, on my other side, takes a look and runs a hand down his face.

“We need a distraction,” I whisper to them.

It worked at the house. There’s silence as we think. I run through any number of scenarios and dismiss them all. There’s nothing to do but run and hope for the best.

Peter’s breath is warm on my ear. “Remember what you said before we left the city?”

His eyes search mine. I have no idea what he’s talking about or why he’s bringing it up now. He sees my confusion and leans forward again. “That sometimes we do things that jeopardize our own safety because we love someone?”

Of course I remember.

“I’ll be the distraction,” he whispers, loud enough for John to hear. “I’ll jump up on the dumpster while you all go over the fence.”

It won’t work. He’ll be surrounded in seconds. I shake my head. “You’ll never make it out.”

His gaze holds steady, and I see by the set of his face he already knows this. I gasp and shake my head again.

“Three minutes,” John whispers. “We’ll only have a minute before the ones on the side of the pub come around. He’s going to back up to the fence.”

I turn back to Peter and whisper-shout in his ear. “No!”

Peter watches Bits, who’s raised her head and looks at us in terror. He smiles at her, and I can just make out the words he mouths: It’ll be okay. He turns back to me, and although his face is resolute, there’s fear in his eyes. It reminds me of Neil, right before I shot him, but it’s different. They shine with a light that reminds me of the paintings of saints in churches. The martyrs.

“It’s the only way,” John agrees. “But I’ll do it. You go over.”

I can’t believe we’re having this argument.

Peter shakes his head. “No, I’ll just jump up there with you. More distraction. You can get them to the farm, I know you can.” His eyes are desperate and his next words are choked. “Promise me you’ll get them there.”

“I swear,” John says. He clasps Peter’s arm and looks him in the eye. “I swear I will.”

Peter nods once and exhales through his clenched jaw.

John raises two fingers and motions to the fence. Two minutes to find an alternate plan. I look around wildly. We can’t just let him die. There has to be another way.

Peter’s poised to jump up. His hair and face are soaked, his pupils dilated, the blackest I’ve ever seen. I can hardly see through my tears. I want to fight, to shout, but there’s nothing I can do to change this.

I hold out my hand and whisper in a cracked voice, “Love you.”

I need him to know that we love him like he loves us. Our fingers are icy as we grasp each other’s hands.

“Love you,” he mouths, his eyes red.

Then, reluctantly, I let go. Ana’s across from us, unable to hear our whispers. Her eyes move in confusion from Peter to me and back again. They widen in horror. Peter points his chin toward the fence and gives her a soft smile. Her face pales and her jaw drops. He parts his lips, about to speak, but John gathers Bits in his arms and whispers, “Now!”

Tires peel into the lot and a pickup swings wide and backs up to the fence. Peter leaps onto the dumpsters and bangs his machete on the brick of the building.

“Hey!” he yells. “Over here!”

The Lexers turn to him as one. It’s our cue to run, but Ana doesn’t move. Her mouth is still open, and she’s frozen in a crouch.

I grab her arm. “Ana!”

She rises to her feet. We hit the fence with a metallic bang. Ana, the most nimble, is up and over in a flash. We lift Bits into her arms, and they drop into the truck bed. The fence wobbles and screams as the three of us climb. My jeans catch on the top, and I free fall into the truck, onto Nelly’s bicycle. I ignore the pain and scramble up to kneel against the tailgate. I shoot through the fence at the Lexers at Peter’s feet.

Peter fights. He hacks them with his machete and then dances back and fires point-blank into their heads. They can’t reach him and it’s driving them crazy. There’s a brief moment when I think we can get to him; we can back into the fence, knock it down. But then more Lexers pour into the lot. James hangs out the window and fires at the encroaching wave.

John pounds on the roof of the truck. “Go! Go!”

The tires squeal. Ana and I fire at the infected that surround Peter, but it’s a drop in the bucket. Peter looks up as we move away, and before he turns back I swear I see something like happiness pass across his face.

Nelly jumps the curb to the street. I hang on to the tailgate, but I don’t look away. I don’t care about the infected around us. I keep my eyes on Peter and watch him fight with every ounce of strength he has until we round the corner and he disappears from view.
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Nelly pulls into a clearing and leaps from the driver’s side. His hair looks bleached in the harsh sunlight, as white as his face. “Peter,” is all he says.

“It was his idea,” John says. He raises his big body out of the truck and jumps to the dirt. He holds his hands up, like he’s explaining his innocence to a jury. “He wouldn’t let me…”

James holds Penny tight. Bits is in her arms, eyes closed. There’s no way she could have fallen asleep in the fifteen minutes of bumpy riding. Not after what just happened.

Nelly looks diminished standing there, like he’s slowly shrinking. My knees hurt from the metal truck bed. I’m still kneeling, still clutching the tailgate, still looking toward Peter. Ana is, too. Her breath hitches.

Nelly opens his mouth. I want him to say something, anything, that will make this horrible, empty feeling subside. But, instead of words of comfort, he gulps in air like a fish out of water. Then Nelly, who I’ve never seen more than teary-eyed, leans on the truck, buries his face in his hands and sobs. Blood runs down his arm, soaking his shirt, and it snaps me out of my stupor. I crawl to him. It’s the cut on his arm. The bandage is gone, and the cut’s opened back up.

I cradle his head to my chest like a mother would. “Your arm.”

He nods, and when his crying subsides he speaks. “We had a scuffle getting the truck.” His cheeks are soaked with tears, and he uses his good arm to wipe his face. “The bandage got ripped off. I dropped my glove at the house when I cut my arm.”

“Let’s fix it,” I say, glad to have something to attend to.

We sit under a tree. I pour water over the deep wound. The edges are red and irritated. I squeeze antibiotic ointment onto my finger.

Nelly grabs my hand. “Put on a glove.” His voice is sharp. “Or let me do it.”

“Nels.” I smile at him. “Please, I think I know you well enough—”

He looks at his arm and smiles to offset his brusqueness, but the crinkles near his eyes are missing. “Cass, he grabbed my arm before I killed him. I just realized he could have gotten something on me. In me.”

For a moment I’m frozen to the core. Then I shake my head. The chance is too slim. “You’re fine, Nelly. But I’ll put on gloves anyway, okay?”

He nods like he’s satisfied and leans back against the tree. John’s coaxed Ana to where we sit. She hugs her knees to her chest and stares into the woods, one hand on her cleaver. Bits’s head rests in Penny’s lap. When I’m done, Nelly takes the gloves and shoves them in his pocket.

“We need to move farther away from Bennington,” John says.

“We need to go back and find Peter,” I say. Ana looks my way quickly and then turns back to the woods.

“Cassie,” John says. “There’s no way Peter’s—”

“Alive?” Everyone winces. I picture Peter as we left, back against the wall, surrounded on three sides by infected. “I know that. But we can’t just leave him.”

I envision Peter’s handsome face turned rotting and gray, and it’s almost more than I can bear. I want to punch something. I’m so angry that, for once in my life, my eyes are dry.

“We have to,” I say, yanking grass out of the ground. “He would want us to—” I don’t want to say kill him, because he’s already dead, and because it sounds so awful, “—take care of him.” Ana jumps up with a sob and walks into the trees.

“Peter didn’t sacrifice himself so we could go back and put ourselves in the same situation,” John says gently.

Of course he’s right. There’s nothing to do but keep going, keep running, forever wondering what’s happened to another person I love.

I catch a glimpse of Ana in the trees and stand. The fern-covered ground muffles my steps, but Ana knows I’m behind her and waits for me to catch up. I hold out my arms, and she falls into me with heartbroken sobs, just like when she was small and had to let go of that little rabbit. I run my hand over her short, silky hair and murmur words that don’t help at all—I know this from experience—but I say them anyway.
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John insists we eat before we move on. No one’s eaten anything of substance since last night. There’s trail mix and MREs and energy bars. I stare at the food blankly until he hands me a bar. I unwrap it and eat methodically. Chew and swallow, drink. Repeat. We’ve been waiting for Bits to wake, but she’s still out. John says that as long as her pulse is okay, she is.

Ana, Nelly and Penny sit in the cab of the truck. Nelly has a clean shirt in his pack, and before we leave I watch him bury the old, bloody one under a carpet of leaves. We lay Bits in the truck bed with her head in my lap, and I stroke her hair as we rumble up the road.

“It’s going to be at least two hundred miles from here,” James says. As he closes the map, I notice the hollows under his cheekbones and eyes. “The truck doesn’t have enough gas. And at this speed it’ll take us until night, if we don’t have to stop.”

“Truck’s diesel,” John says. “As long as we can find another diesel and a container of some sort, I can puncture the fuel tank from underneath. Easy enough. The hard part’s finding one, and with fuel still in the tank. Otherwise, we’ll need a new vehicle.”

The sun is blazing, so I hold my jacket over Bits’s face to keep it from getting burned. Her face twitches until, at last, her eyes flutter open. She closes them, struggling to forget, to sleep, but the tears slide out. I wipe away the tracks they make.

She sits up and inches into my lap. I wrap my arms around her, just barely able to hear her whisper, “Peter.”

“Oh, honey.” I brush her hair away from her ear. “He loved you so much. He loved all of us and wanted us to be safe.” I don’t know how to explain, but she nods like she gets it, like the old soul she is or has become.

We pass through a few small towns. Pretty towns with ugly groups of infected, so we don’t stop to look for a new vehicle. The isolated houses we pass have no cars in their driveways, or they’re useless. The truck kicks up dust that covers our skin and crunches in my mouth. I’m drinking the last of my water when we slow. A jumble of cars litters the road. There’s no way around. One side of the road is trees, the other a drop-off to a stream.

Nelly hangs out the window. “Should we go back?”

James consults the map and shakes his head. “Did you see all the Lexers in that last town? There was a huge group after we passed. No way should we go back through there.”

“Then we’ll move them,” John says. “I can pop them into neutral from underneath, and we’ll push them to the side.”

It takes longer than expected. Two hours later we’re shoving the second to last car into a ditch, when I notice Nelly wince.

“You should relax,” I tell him. “I think you need stitches, but at the very least you shouldn’t be pushing thousands of pounds around. How does it feel?”

“It hurts a little.”

I can tell he’s trying to play it down. “Let me see.”

I try to lift the bandage, but he moves his arm away and does it himself. The wound is bright red and puffy around the edges.

“It’s getting infected,” I say. He pulls his arm back nervously, and I look him in the eye. “With a regular, run-of-the-mill infection, Nels. There’s some amoxicillin in the first aid stuff. I’ll go get it.”

By the time I find the bottle and hand him two pills, the last car has been moved. We fill our water bottles at the stream and rinse off the dust. The cold water soothes my sunburn. Ana’s face is blank as she rinses herself off; she hasn’t said a word since the woods. Penny shoots her worried glances but says nothing. None of us is okay right now, so asking seems ridiculous.

Bits and I sit in the cab with Nelly. We stop twice more to move cars, and since traveling at night is too dangerous, it’s obvious we won’t get to Kingdom Come Farm today. The thought of Kingdom Come used to fill me with equal parts excitement and dread, but now I’m just numb. It doesn’t seem possible we’ll even make it. I obsess over all the obstacles we could hit, but I can’t think this way. We have to get there, if only because of Peter. I won’t let him die in vain.

Hot tears escape and race down my cheeks. I close my eyes to stop them and slide my ring along the chain. I concentrate on the bump of the ring over the links until I’m in control again. Bits is curled up next to me, and the pressure of her body is like a blanket. I feel sleep steal over me, and I’m so tired I give in.

The truck swerves and I’m thrown against the door. My eyes fly open, ready to fight whatever’s in the road, but there’s nothing.

“Sorry!” Nelly yells out the sliding back window to where the others grip the truck bed in surprise. Sweat runs down his flushed face, and his chest rises and falls way too fast.

 I lean over Bits and put my lips to his forehead. I can feel the heat before I even touch him. “Nelly, you’re burning up! Pull over.”

He wipes the sweat with a bandana. “It’s hot outside. I thought it was just that.”

He pulls onto the shoulder. After he puts the truck in park, he leans back and closes his eyes.

James speaks through the back window. “What’s going on?”

I walk around to the driver’s side. “Nelly isn’t feeling well. He has a fever.”

John stands next to me. “How’s your arm?”

Nelly opens his eyes and blinks to focus. He fumbles with the edge of his bandage and lifts it. It’s worse. The wound itself is puffy and purple. A pink streak moves out of it and up his arm. It resembles sunburn, but I know it’s not. That streak means it’s infected, and now the infection’s moving.

“Okay,” John says. “You need more antibiotics. Cassie, get him some?”

I find the bottle of amoxicillin and spill four into Nelly’s hand. “Take them all.” I hand him the water. “You need to really knock the infection out.”

Nelly does what I say and turns to John. “It may be the virus.”

John nods and rests a hand on his shoulder.

“Stop,” I say, angry. “It’s just an infection.”

Nelly turns to me matter-of-factly. “Cass, remember the man on the Thruway? Remember the bite on his arm?”

I nod. His wound had these streaks too, traveling out from it like roads on a map. Penny comes up behind me and gasps when she sees Nelly’s arm.

“It looked like this,” he says to John. “All my joints hurt. Just like they said they would on the news.”

“Let’s not jump the gun,” John says. The only thing that gives away his doubt is the way his hand runs over his eyebrows. “That can describe any major infection. Let’s see how these antibiotics help. You rest while I drive.”

Nelly insists on riding in the back so he can stretch out. Penny builds a makeshift tent by draping John’s shirt over two packs to keep the sun off his face.

We circumvent several larger towns that are probably too dangerous. Nelly’s asleep in minutes. I want to peek under the shirt to make sure he’s okay, but I don’t want to disturb him. His chest rises and falls. Whether or not there’ll be a next breath is all I can focus on. It’s supplanted the empty feeling, but it’s definitely not an improvement. John spies an old cabin on a hill in the late afternoon and turns up the overgrown drive.

“I thought we’d stop for the night,” he says. “It’s about as safe as we’ll get. I don’t want to keep driving only to stop somewhere that’s full of infection.”

Nelly sits up and I rush over to him. “How do you feel?” I touch his head. It’s still way too hot.

He gives a weak smile. “Not much better, darlin’. But I might be hungry.”

I help him into the cabin. There’s a main room with a rotting table and two chairs by the glassless front window. The wood stove is orange with rust. The smaller room has glass in its window and a cot mattress on the floor. A couple of moth-eaten wool army blankets rest on rough-hewn shelves. They don’t smell great, but they’ll do. I drag the mattress to the main room. Nelly sits on it and leans against a water-stained wall.

Bits kneels next to him and holds out her little water bottle. “Nelly, do you want a sip of my water?”

Nelly recoils slightly, but she doesn’t notice. “No thanks, Bits. Make sure you don’t drink out of my bottle.” He looks around in alarm. “Where is it?”

“In your bag,” I say, and place the small pack next to him. “No one drank out of it.”

He puts his arm over it protectively. James carries what little we have inside and sets it on the table.

“What do you want to eat?” I turn to Nelly, but his eyes have closed. “Bits?”

She looks over the food listlessly as I open an MRE pouch. Her eyes light up when I pull out Reese’s Pieces and a pouch marked Fudge Brownie.

“You can have them.” She sits by Nelly, candy in her lap, but doesn’t eat it. “Is something wrong?”

“I thought Nelly might want some. Whenever I’m sick I like sweet things. I’ll wait for him to wake up.”

The hopeful look on her face makes me want to cry. The only store-bought candy she’s had in a month, and she wants to share it. “You’re so sweet. But you go ahead and eat that, honey. There’s more for Nelly if he wants, okay?”

She lifts the brownie and takes a bite. I spoon something into my mouth that tastes like apple pie filling, but I don’t care enough to check. The sun is going down, and we’re drooping like flowers from heat and exhaustion and mourning. Penny bustles around in an attempt to clean and organize our stuff. She tries to be cheerful, but it’s a relief when she finally gives up.

James blinks from the strain of looking at the map in dim light. “There’s over a hundred miles to go and only an eighth of a tank of gas. We’ll work on that tomorrow, I guess? Depending on how Nel feels.”

Nelly sighs. His eyes are red-rimmed. A drop of sweat falls off his nose when he shivers. I grab a blanket and tuck it around him.

Nelly speaks through his chattering teeth in little bursts. “I’m just going to say it. I think I’m infected. I don’t know how long it takes from one little scratch, but you can’t sit here for days while it runs its course. You need to get going tomorrow.”

“Jesus, Nelly!” I say furiously. Like I’d just go on my merry way. “If you think for one second I’m going to leave you here, you are out of your fucking mind!”

Everyone looks aghast. Even Ana, who sits in the corner staring into space, has looked up.

“Nel, you must be delirious,” Penny says in her soft voice. “We don’t know what it is. And even if we did, we’re not going anywhere.”

He nods as his teeth clack together. I give him six more tablets of amoxicillin in the hope that it makes a dent. There’s a pouch of electrolyte juice mix in one MRE, and I use the enclosed heater to warm it. Nelly’s hands are so shaky I need to steady the cup for him. It’s like now that he’s admitted to thinking it’s LX, he’ll let us see how bad off he really is. Either that or he’s going downhill fast.
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Once Nelly began shivering so badly that it scared even him, he let me crawl onto his mattress. He’s hot as a furnace, and even though I know his chill is inside, I try to warm him. My arms feel miniscule around his broad trunk, but it seems to help. He finally drifts into sleep with only an occasional tremble.

Bits and Ana sleep under the other blanket. James has Penny wrapped in his arms like a teddy bear. John takes first watch. He sits with a flashlight and checks our weapons. Maybe Peter was right: John knows what to do. We never would have gotten those cars off the road today without John’s expertise. I shut my eyes and see Peter on the dumpster, so I open them and stare into the darkness until they close in exhaustion.

Nelly’s worse when I wake for watch just before dawn. His face is red and his breathing’s labored. When it’s light I force him to wake and take the last of the amoxicillin. He can barely swallow, and he turns his eyes to watch me without moving his neck. A few more pink streaks have joined with the first. They’re at his biceps now.

“Can you eat?” I ask.

He shakes his head. He won’t drink either, no matter how much I coax.

“Cass.” He blinks to hold back tears.

I know he’s working on some sort of goodbye speech, but I can’t hear it; I’ll die if I have to. I tuck the blanket under him. “Nelson Charles Everett, if you’re about to declare your undying love for me, then you can just save it until you’re better.” I grab his good hand and give a choked laugh.

“Can’t you even be serious now?” he asks, but he manages a small smile. “I’m on my deathbed here.”

“No, I can’t.” I point at him. “I learned from the master. And it’s not a deathbed. It’s a disgusting stained mattress. You can’t die on it, it wouldn’t be fitting.”

He gives my hand a weak squeeze and drifts off but opens his eyes a moment later. His bright blue eyes have gone icy, and he turns to me with a wince. They remind me of the hazy eyes of the infected. A knife of fear stabs my gut, but when he smiles he’s the same Nelly.

“Love you, darlin’.”

I smile and try to keep the despair out of my voice. “Love you back.”
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When Ana wakes she sits outside on the grass and ignores Penny’s attempts to talk. She’s not in shock, at least not the medical kind. If she were a store she’d have a Closed for Business sign in the window. Penny and James offer to search for a replacement for the truck. I don’t like the idea of her out there. Penny feels Nelly’s head, and when she stands her eyes are puffy and resigned.

“Pen, maybe you should stay here and I should go.” I touch her sleeve. “You aren’t…” I don’t want her to go, but I don’t want to leave Nelly, either.

“I can shoot okay.” She shrugs, but her hand strokes the earpiece of her glasses. “I don’t want to sit here while James goes.”

“You’ll look for more antibiotics? Stronger ones?” I’ve already clarified this a dozen times, but I figure once more can’t hurt. “And be careful?”

She nods as she ties her hair back in a bun. Since Ana’s hair incident, I’ve taken to winding my hair into two buns when we’re somewhere dangerous. Nelly calls me Princess Leia, and James makes all kinds of nerdy Star Wars jokes that I don’t get.

She smiles. “Hey, I thought Mother Hen was my job. You just take care of Nelly.”

I try to smile back. “Okay.”

We hug tight and then they’re gone.
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It’s been several hours, but there’s still no sign of Penny and James. Bits picks wildflowers; I sit in the doorway where I can see her. It seems like everyone is disappearing.

Nelly hasn’t spoken since dawn. He’s lapsed into unconsciousness, and the streaks are moving fiercely to his shoulder. A sheen of sweat covers his face. His features look sharper, the skin moving away from the bones, like an old man. I pat his good shoulder.

“Don’t worry, Nels. You’ll be okay.” I feel like I’m lying.

He breathes heavily. Peter might have gone through this, except he was all alone, desperate for a drink, for a gentle hand. I can only hope that he was eaten so thoroughly there wasn’t enough of him left to turn. I would never say it out loud to the others—it’s such a sick prayer—but I have a feeling they think it too.

I rifle through every backpack again hoping that something that will cure Nelly has magically appeared. Of course, there’s nothing, so I stomp around. Bits comes back in with a handful of flowers for Ana, who gives her a distracted smile.

“Cassie,” John says in a gentle voice. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay. It’s not fair!”

We survived all these months and now look at us. We’ll never be in the clear. John nods his head in agreement, in acceptance, which makes me angrier.

“Why are we even trying?” I demand. “What’s the point? Peter’s dead. Nelly—” My throat closes.

John sits on one of the rickety chairs watching me while Bits huddles next to him. The tears come, and I wipe them away angrily.

“I don’t get it!” I yell.

“Everything happens for a reason—”

I cut him off. “How do you know that? That everything happens for a reason? How are you so sure? Because I’m pretty sure there’s no good reason for all of this.” I wave my arm to encompass the whole world. I pick up the empty, useless amoxicillin bottle and throw it as hard as I can. It hits the wall with a sad little thwack. I look for something better to throw, but everything is too precious to destroy. Instead, I slam the water bottles into a line. I stack the food and arrange the weapons by the door as loudly as I can. Everyone jumps at the louder noises, but I don’t care. Nelly doesn’t budge, and that’s the only thing I care about. Here I am, allowing another person to die right in front of me. I won’t do it.

“There’s a hiking trail on the map that cuts through to another town. I’ll find a pharmacy or something. I can take one of the bikes. I’ll get something stronger for the infection.”

John’s eyes are full of pity. “Cassie, it’s too dangerous to go on a fool’s errand when James and Penny will be back.”

“It’s not a fool’s errand, John! They’ve been gone for hours. What if they don’t come back?” I feel awful as I say it, but it’s true. Ana closes her eyes as I continue.

“Amoxicillin is the weakest antibiotic in the world. There are others: Erythromycin, Cipro…” I can’t think of any more, so I stomp my foot in frustration. “I’ll find something. I can’t just sit here waiting for help that might not come. I’m not going to let Nelly die. I won’t!”

“We don’t know—”

“That’s right, we don’t know! It could be a regular infection. We need something stronger.”

“You’re right, Cassie. It could be a treatable infection. But I don’t want you risking yourself to find out it’s not. Wait a while longer. Please.” He raises and lowers his palms in an effort to calm me. “I know you’re angry. We’re all angry. It doesn’t seem fair, honey. But we don’t know what God has in store for us, what His plan is.”

I can’t believe that this might be someone’s—or something’s— plan. That all of this is some sort of test. Some fucked up experiment designed to watch us fail.

I shake my head. I don’t want to live in this kind of world, not if it means losing everyone I love, one by one. I’d rather die quickly and get it over with. A fury I’ve never felt before rises in me—a blind rage that vibrates through my body. I don’t care about being quiet, or how unfair I’m being, or whether or not I’m heading into danger. I need to do something to release it, so I pick up the empty chair and throw it against the wall. Bits whimpers when it crashes to the floor, but I’m too far gone to stop.

“What, did He think to himself, ‘Oh, I know, I’ll kill all the kind people and babies and kids? And not only will I do that, but I’ll make them fucking zombies, too, to finish off the rest?’ ” I scream this at him, even though none of it is his fault.

I throw on my pack and snatch my cleaver. John watches me calmly. I know how badly he wants me to stay, but I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t do something.

“I’ll come with you,” he says.

“No, you need to stay with Nelly, in case he wakes up. You—you take care of him. I don’t know if there is a God, or what His plans may or may not be. But my fucking plan is simple: Nelly lives. That’s it. I don’t think it’s too much to ask.”

I look up at the ceiling. “So, God, I’m going to town now to get some medicine. Do me a favor and work with me here. Thanks.”

I fly out of the cabin and stand at the top of the hill. My chest heaves. I feel like I’m drowning. I know that if I give into this sadness, I’ll never make it back, so I focus on my anger. I blow on that coal of rage and fan it into flames. I hear footsteps behind me and pray it’s not John. I’ve no space for apologies right now. But it’s Ana, with her pack and weapons. Her face is set and serious.

“No one else is dying,” she says. Her eyes are hard and her lips thin into a grim line. “Not if we can help it. Let’s go.”

We start down the dirt road to the trail. Nelly’s bike is way too tall, but I manage the bumpy, rough miles to town. I don’t even think about falling and don’t close my eyes once.
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We find a phone book at a gas station on the outskirts of town that lists an urgent care. A tourist map says it’s only a half mile away. Ana and I sit on the counter and eat Snickers bars that have melted and hardened and re-melted in the heat, but they’re still tasty.

Ana wears black pants, black leather hiking boots and a black tank top. With her cleaver and her gloves she looks like some sort of hiking ninja. I tell her this and she smiles.

“Thanks for coming with me,” I say.

“And miss this?” She laughs, but her smile fades quickly. “We have to try something. If we could have helped—”

She stares out the window at the gas pumps, blinking rapidly. I don’t know how many times I’ve replayed those moments in my head, trying to think of something else we could have done.

I jump off the counter and face her. “I’m so sorry, Ana. It’s—”

“It’s stupid. I think maybe I loved him. I think he liked me a lot.”

“No,” I say. “He loved you.” I’m not sure if it’ll make it worse, but she should know. “I saw him look at you. He loved you, Ana. Believe that, okay?”

I put my hand on her knee so she’ll look at me and see that I’m telling the truth. She nods and wipes her tears away.

“Okay. Thanks, Cass.” She jumps off the counter and changes the subject, so she doesn’t cry again. “Ready?”

“Ready, ninja-girl.”

The road into town is full of abandoned cars and littered with empty bottles, plastic bags and cans, the detritus of fleeing humans. The streets are lined with beautiful old houses under an even older canopy of trees. It seems like any minute a Fourth of July parade might come marching past. It’s a storybook street, except for the battered screen doors ripped from their hinges and the windows with jagged black holes. Rotted bodies lie on overgrown lawns, so fully consumed by Lexers that they didn’t turn. The lucky ones.

We’re careful when we park our bikes at Green Mountain Urgent Care, since a lot of sick people went to the hospital at the end. And some might still be there, buzzing against the windows and doors like trapped houseflies.

We step into the stale air and gag at the smell. Beyond the intake desk is a hallway lined with doors. Two are closed and something bumps around in them.

“Thank God they’re too stupid to open a door,” Ana whispers. “Can you imagine if they were smart, too?”

I shudder. We’d have been dead long ago. We creep past and pause when we hear a whispery slithering sound, but nothing rounds the corner at the nurses’ station ahead. Another closed door reads Pharmacy. Ana raises her cleaver as I pull out a pistol and fling it open. The room is empty, except for shelves of medicine bottles, and my legs grow weak with relief. I feared the room would be stripped bare.

We check the bottles by flashlight. I find the names of several antibiotics I’ve never heard of in a medication book on the counter and locate them on the shelves.

“Get some liquid ones,” Ana suggests. She shines her light on some tiny bottles and pockets them. “They might work faster.”

She stuffs a handful of needles in her bag before we step into the hall. Clipboards fall to the floor by the nurses’ station as three Lexers stumble toward us. They’re desiccated like mummies from the heat of being trapped inside for so long. The swishing sound of their stick legs rubbing together follows us as we rush out the door. We mount our bikes and watch them press against the glass with gnarled hands and gaping mouths.

“Fuck you, assholes,” Ana mutters. I know exactly how she feels.

We’re almost out of town when we run into a small pack gathered in the only open part of the street, between the abandoned cars. We can’t get past.

“We can take them,” Ana calls.

Our only other option is to find another way out, but we’re likely to run into an even larger group. Our bikes clatter to the ground, and we draw our cleavers from behind our backs, afraid guns will attract more.

We stand shoulder to shoulder and let them come to us. The first to reach me is a gray-haired woman wearing a skirt and silk blouse. Her glasses still hang around her neck on a gold chain, and her jaw bone is exposed. The tendons that connect it to her skull contract as she snaps her teeth together.

I am not getting killed by a fucking librarian.

I ram the flat blade into her neck. Her head severs from her shoulders easily, a testament to John’s weapon-making skills.  The next one, a young guy still in his tight biking outfit, separates from his head too. There’s no blood, just a sick splatter of gore. A growl escapes my lips. I hate them. It might not be their fault—they were just people once who wanted to live as badly as I do—but they’re making my life a living hell.

I flip my blade and back up to wait for the next two: teenage girls with dirty, sparkly t-shirts. Out of the corner of my eye I see Ana kick a short man to the ground and take the heads off two more before spinning her blade one-handed and stabbing the one on the ground through the eye.

The girls are close enough to each other that they could be whispering secrets in the school hallway. I puncture one of their eye sockets, then the other—two wet crunches in quick succession. Ana grunts as she shoves her blade home on the final Lexer and he drops to the pavement.

We stand with our cleavers at the ready, but nothing else surfaces. I walk to my bike and grab my water bottle. I’m out of breath from fear and exertion. Ana looks past me and raises her cleaver again. Her hair glimmers as she spins and sticks it under the chin of a teenage boy wearing a Nascar T-shirt, who has come out from behind a crashed minivan.

I huff my thanks and take a swig of warm water. “You really are a ninja,” I say. She’s hardly broken a sweat.

Ana laughs. “We make a good team.”

I’m amazed at how easily we dispatched them. Our practice has paid off.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” I say, and we mount our bikes and move on.
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My thighs burn with the uphill effort of the way back, but I ignore the pain. Every turn of the pedals brings me closer to Nelly, who may not have much time. A little voice whispers that he may already be out of time, but I ignore that too. The shadows are lengthening when we get back to the cabin, where a VW bus sits out front. Inside, James and Penny sit near Nelly, while Bits and John open a can of pilfered soup.

“We ran out of gas,” Penny explains after she hugs us. “We had to walk, but we finally found some old hippie’s house. That’s where we got the car and stuff.” She points to a pile of sleeping bags, lanterns and food. It’s a good haul, but she doesn’t look happy. “There was no medicine. We stopped at every house we could. The town was too infected. I’m so sorry, guys.”

“We got it,” Ana says. She slings off her bag. “We found some.”

“Any problems?” John asks.

“Nothing we couldn’t handle. Even the infected knew not to mess with Cassie today.”

I smile grimly and take up my post near Nelly. He looks worse. His wound is a deep purple, and it smells. That voice whispers that it smells just like the Lexers do, but I tell it to go to hell. His skin is dry; he’s sweated out every ounce of liquid. Ana empties out her bag, and I begin to crush some pills when she stops me.

She holds up a needle. “We should inject them.”

“I’m afraid it won’t help if we do it wrong.”

“I’ll do it,” she replies, her face determined. “I know how.”

She picks up a bottle and uncaps the needle. “Mama took me to the classes she taught when I was little. I watched the nurses learn to inject and draw blood.” She sticks the needle in and sucks up a syringe full of the clear medicine.

“Some of them fainted, but I was fascinated, even though I knew there was no way I’d ever be a nurse.” She squeezes the plunger to remove the air. “But I remember the steps: Find the vein.”

John clamps his hands around Nelly’s good arm until the veins are more prominent.

Ana nods. “Okay, just about at this angle, push it in.” Her hand is steady as she slips the needle in. A curl of Nelly’s blood swirls in the neck of the syringe. “Got it. Now inject.”

She pushes the plunger slowly. When she withdraws the needle, I press a wad of napkins onto the bead of blood. I hold Nelly’s hand and jump whenever a tremor passes through him. I keep my holster on because I know I’m grasping at straws. I have to be realistic.

John suggests we move Nelly into the other room so we don’t disturb him, but I know the real reason: if Nelly turns we’ll be able to stop him before he does much damage. I wonder how long it takes. Do you die first and then turn hours later, or is it instantaneous?

Everyone takes turns sitting with me and Nelly. We wipe his head with a cool cloth. Penny hands me a cup of soup, which I ignore after one bite. I stare at Nelly and will his chest to rise. Ana gives Nelly another dose of antibiotics and takes Bits to bed. Penny gives Nelly’s forehead a kiss and whispers something only he can hear. Then she kisses my head and leaves.

John lowers himself next to me. “I’ll take first watch of Nelly.”

“Wake me if—” I stop when he nods. “I just—I know it won’t really be him, but he deserves someone… there, you know?”

“I will, I promise.”

John lays a hand on my shoulder. He’s so kind that I remember to feel guilty. “I’m sorry about earlier, John. I wish I could have unshakable faith in something like you do.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, hon, this has tested my faith. But when I believe, when I trust in something bigger than me, I can handle whatever comes my way. That’s how I made it through when Caroline passed. Someone told me a long time ago that there are many paths to heaven. I believe that.”

“I can’t believe in any one thing that way.” Right now, though, I really wish I could.

“You don’t have to hold to any one belief. I don’t think God minds. What you did today? Risking your life for a friend? You can’t get much more Christian than that.

“ ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.’ John 15:13.” He means me and Ana, but I know we’re both thinking of Peter. “Lie down, hon. I’ve got it.”

I kiss him on the cheek and get in my sleeping bag. And before I close my eyes, I hedge my bets by apologizing to God, too. Just in case.
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I wake with a start in murky light and see Nelly lying on his pallet. John sleeps upright against the wall at Nelly’s head. He’s fallen asleep on watch; he’s never done that. Nelly is pale, his face slack. I watch for the rise of his chest, but there’s nothing.

I stifle a sob and inch closer. I draw my pistol with a trembling hand. I can’t be sure how long he’s been dead, how long it will take him to turn, if he does. We’re going to have to take care of him.

It’s not really Nelly. It’s not really him.

I stick out my foot and gently prod him. An eye flutters. He’s turning. I hold out my gun, trigger finger ready.

It’s not him, not him, not him.

“Cassie.” John’s voice is soft as he tries not to startle me. “Put down the gun. He’s okay. Nel’s okay.”

I hear what he’s saying, but it doesn’t compute. My fingers are tight on the pistol grip. “What?”

Then I see Nelly’s chest rise. It does it again. It’s barely moving, but he’s breathing. He opens his eyes and turns his absolutely alive, beautiful, pale face to me.

“God: zero. Cassie: one,” he croaks, and his cracked lips turn up.

I sit dumbfounded for a moment and then throw myself on him. I knock his arm when I kiss him on his hot, but no longer fiery, forehead, and he winces.

“Sorry, sorry!” I say. My grinning face is inches from his. I kiss his forehead again, just to be sure.

“Thirsty.”

I hold the bottle and he drinks greedily. Penny, Ana and Bits rush into the room. The sight of Nelly stops them like it did me, and then they move forward. James stands in the main doorway and grins.

“I saw a few hours after the second dose of antibiotics that he was getting better,” John says. “I knew he was okay when he said a few words and drank a little. James agreed when I woke him for watch. I didn’t want to wake you. You both needed sleep.”

Nelly lets me inspect his arm. It still looks terrible, but the red streaks are receding. I feel like I’ve won the lottery. It really worked.

“Thanks, Half-pint,” Nelly whispers. He looks like he might cry, and it’s enough to start me off.

“How’s that for an early birthday present?” I ask with a sob. “Kick-ass enough?” He gives a weak laugh. “Ana’s the one who shot you up. She did a great job.”

Nelly blows her a kiss and she blows one back. “But Cassie’s the reason we went to find medicine,” she says.

“I heard.” Nelly looks at me with shining eyes. They’re back to their normal shade of blue, and it makes me want to leap on him again, but I content myself with giving his hand a kiss. “I think everyone in a two mile radius heard. She doesn’t get pissed that often, but when she does, not even God is going to defy her.”

“Sorry about that,” I say, embarrassed.

I stretch out my other hand and pull Bits into my lap. She still has half the bag of Reese’s Pieces she’s been saving for Nelly crumpled in her hand.

I hug her tight. “I didn’t mean to scare you, Bits. I don’t know what came over me.”

She shakes her head like it’s okay.

The first rays of sunlight stream through the filthy window, illuminating dirt and cobwebs and stains I don’t even want to know about, but every decrepit bit of it looks beautiful. Nelly’s alive. He closes his eyes, but I don’t worry this time. I know he’ll open them again.

“You’re like your mom,” John says. “Slow to anger. But the slow burns make the huge infernos. It’s not always a bad thing.”

He’s right: my anger wasn’t a bad thing. Nelly’s back from the dead, and for once in this God-forsaken world, that’s a good thing.
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“I love this car,” I say from behind the steering wheel of the VW. It’s all gleaming wood inside, with a tiny fridge, sink and two bench seats. The outside is unblemished white and teal and chrome. Somebody else loved this car.

“It’s not a car,” Nelly says. “It’s a bus, or camper, or even a van.”

“Whatever. I love it. It has a spice rack! How many people have a spice rack in their car? If we make it all the way there in it, think we can keep it?”

“Sure. We’ll go on road trips. Visit the zombie-filled countryside.”

He’s still pale and his arm is painful, but after three more days of antibiotics, he’s truly on the mend. We’ve been waiting to leave until he’s strong enough.

“Smart-ass.” I go to give him a light smack but feel his forehead instead. It’s blessedly cool.

He ducks away. “How long are you going to insist on feeling my forehead every ten minutes?” He hasn’t had a fever in two days.

“Forever. Get used to it. Are you sure you’re okay to leave tomorrow?”

He rests his good arm on the window and takes a breath. “Definitely. Tomorrow’s as good a day as any to die.” He raises his eyebrows at me. I can’t tell if he’s serious.

A remnant of that overwhelming sadness and rage passes through me. “No! You’re not allowed to die. I didn’t save your ass so you could just go and die again. Promise me.”

He keeps his eyebrows up. I know it’s ridiculous to make him promise something he has no control over, but I don’t care.

“Okay, Cass. I promise not to die. Ever.”

“That’s more like it.” I ignore the sarcasm in his voice. It makes me feel better, which might be even dumber than exacting the promise in the first place.

Penny comes out of the cabin and throws backpacks in the rear. “We’re ready to go first thing in the morning.”

Her hair hangs greasy and limp in its ponytail. I wish I could shower. Showing up greasy and stinky is not how I hoped I’d see Adrian for the first time in two years. I know it shouldn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, but if he’s not happy to see me, it would be nice not to feel physically repulsive to boot.

Penny gets in the back and sighs. “I love this car.”

James arrives with canned food right as she speaks. “It’s a bus, sweetie. Not a car.”

I ignore Nelly’s victorious look.
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“Forty miles to go,” James says, in answer to Bits’s tenth, “Are we there yet?”

She’s been serving us water a few drops at a time so she has an excuse to run the sink incessantly. We’ve had to move a few cars, but as the terrain gets less populated there are fewer obstacles.

It’s a beautiful drive. Adrian and I dreamt about living up here one day. The mountains are green, like in lower Vermont, but they’re craggier and wilder. It seems like you could take a few steps off a trail and be lost forever. But it’s also a place of gentle valleys and neat squares of farmland. That farmland is now overgrown and the farmhouses are empty. I count the miles and translate it to minutes. Forty-five minutes left to go. Thirty-five. My mouth is dry and my hands are clasped so tightly my forearms hurt.

“More water?” Bits asks.

I force my lips into a smile and nod. She pirouettes to the sink for a refill. She’s almost as grubby as the night we found her, but she’s excited instead of terrified. She cries for Peter in her sleep, and since he soothed her most nights, it’s another blow when she wakes and realizes the nightmare’s real. But she’s resilient. I hope resilient enough for this world.

Thirty minutes. The water washes over my parched tongue without touching it. I wish it would drown the butterflies in my stomach. Twenty-five minutes. Twenty.

“Someone’s moved the cars off the road,” John says, and points to the ditches where abandoned cars lay.

The farm-bordered road gives way to the lawns and houses of the town before Kingdom Come. We brace ourselves for the infected. There’s at least one group in every small town, and they always come out when they hear a car. We pass town hall and a village green, but no Lexers lope after us. The general store has a sandwich sign out front. Next to it is a metal drum with a hand pump and hose. The sign reads:

GAS IN DRUM. FOOD INSIDE STORE.

 TAKE WHAT YOU NEED.

PLEASE BE CONSIDERATE OF OTHERS AFTER YOU.

“Wow,” James says. “They’ve cleared the town out and even have a pit stop. They must have their shit—” he looks at Bits, who grins, “—um, stuff together, huh?”

We turn onto a dirt road that twists through woods until it opens up at a small farm. The sign reads Cob Creek Farm, but we can’t see it because the tree-lined driveway ends abruptly at a tall wooden fence that surrounds the house and outbuildings. The fields outside the fence are planted with corn. We pass more fortified farms. One has a chain-link fence and another a cinderblock wall. Our barbed wire and shutters seem like child’s play in comparison.

John squints at the sign ahead. “Kingdom Come Road. Here it is.”

He makes the turn. A cabin perched atop a framework of legs stands in a clearing. A ladder leads up to a platform outside the cabin door. A man on the platform raises his hand, and John slows to a stop. A blonde woman climbs down the ladder. She holds a rifle but smiles when she motions us out of the van.

“Hi. Sorry about the guns.” She notices Nelly’s bandaged arm and her smile fades. “Are any of you infected?”

“No,” Nelly says. He peels back the gauze to show his wound, which is obviously healing. “I got sliced with a knife.”

Her grip on the rifle relaxes. “Sorry, we’ve got to be careful. I’m Shelby. Welcome to Kingdom Come. Go up the road about a quarter mile, you’ll see the gate. I’ll radio ahead.”

The corrugated metal gate must be ten feet tall. Two guys in jeans and t-shirts stand next to a door set into the wall beside it. A chain-link fence heads into the trees for as far as I can see. I don’t know how they’ve managed all this, although if you have enough people, I guess you can get anything done.

The one with a handsome, rugged face and blue eyes leans an arm on the van window. “Hiya. I’m Dan. You here to stay or just passing through?”

“Hoping to stay,” John says. “We’re friends of Adrian Miller. You know him?”

Dan laughs. “Of course. It’s his and Ben’s farm. We’re all just visiting.”

He winks at me and Bits then grins when she gives him a lopsided wink back. The gate slides open to reveal more tree-lined road.

“You’ll see a small gate up a bit. Maureen’ll meet you there,” Dan says. “I’ll see you all around. Welcome.”

Penny leans over and puts her hand on mine to unclench it. “It’ll be fine.”

I wish I had her faith.


Chapter 116



 



A shed with a stovepipe sits right before a bend in the road. A smiling, pleasantly-rounded older woman walks out and waves.

“John?” she asks. “I’m Maureen. You’re going to follow me through the gate on my bike. I’ll show you where to park, and then we’ll figure out everything else. Sound good?”

John nods. “Lead the way.”

We gasp as the farm comes into view. A white farmhouse with a huge front porch stands in a clearing surrounded by maple trees. An apple orchard, the trees twisted with age, runs to the left. A greenhouse and two gigantic barns are set back, with animals sitting in pens in the sunshine. Cabins and tents dot the back of the land, and behind them is the biggest vegetable garden I’ve ever seen. A far off fence glints, and beyond it are fields of crops.

The farm itself is beautiful, with its red barns, white house and groves of trees, but most breathtaking is the ring of mountains it sits nestled within. We’re surrounded by a circle of solid green. It makes me feel tiny, insignificant and safe. I know how Adrian felt when he saw this place and wish I’d been there. It’s perfect.

We head behind the house to a post and beam building and park next to an ambulance. I pick my jeans off my thighs as I hit the dirt. The banging of pots echoes out of the building’s back doors.

Maureen points toward the noise. “We call that the restaurant, where we make most of the food. Are you hungry? Lunch officially starts in a couple of hours, but there’s always something around.”

We shake our heads. The only thing I want to know is where Adrian is, but I can’t seem to open my mouth and ask.

“Okay.” Her eyes are kind as she takes us in. “I’m thinking you won’t mind being together in a tent? We’ve got an empty one. They’re actually pretty nice. I bet you guys would like a shower, too.”

“Yes to all of the above, ma’am,” says John, who’s become our spokesperson.

Maureen’s cheeks get even rounder when she smiles. “John, don’t ever call me ma’am again. And I don’t know the rest of your names.”

We introduce ourselves as we follow her to the tent. It’s cozy and light inside, with cots, bunk beds, a small bookshelf and a wood stove that vents out the roof.

“Hm,” Maureen says. “It might be a bit tight. We’re building cabins, but they won’t be ready for a few weeks. There are spaces in other tents if you want to spread out.”

The thought of splitting up makes me uneasy and, judging by the vigorous shaking of heads, I’m not alone. I’m pretty sure we’d cram all seven of us into a two-man tent if we had to.

“This is great,” Nelly says. “Really.”

“Okay. Think of me as your cruise director.” We laugh. “Today you’ll just get the lay of the land. Tomorrow we’ll talk about your jobs here and all that. Where are you from?”

“New York City,” James says.

Her eyes widen. “Have people been getting out?” James explains that we left early on. “Well, I’m glad you made it. You’ll meet some of the people who live here later. They’re all great. We’re like a family.”

I open my mouth, but Nelly beats me to it. “Actually, we’re good friends with Adrian Miller. Is he here?”

“Adrian’s in Whitefield. The plane’s expected back before dinner. We trade our expertise and food with the guys there.” She clasps her hands and beams at us. “He’ll be so happy to hear you’ve come.”

I’m filled with disappointment, but also the tiniest bit of relief, because I’ve been terrified of this moment. And I hope with all my heart that Maureen’s right.

 

***

Maureen takes Penny and me to find clothes while the others wait at the showers. A room built onto the restaurant holds bins of clothes organized by size. I find jeans, a tank top and hoodie for me and outfits for the others. Maureen and I wait with my stack of clothes while Penny searches for pants for James.

“Thank you for the clothes,” I say. “This is so great.”

“Isn’t it?” she asks. “When I got here this was all in its beginning stages, but we’ve got a system down now.”

“Adrian’s very organized.”

She leans against a table. “Yes, he is. Everyone loves him. How do you know him?”

“We met in college.” I don’t want to tell her the details. If he’s not glad to see me, at least I won’t be known as the ex-fiancé right away.

“You know him well?” I nod and watch the occasional person walk by outside. “Then you know he’s quiet, but somehow he gets everyone to do what needs to be done. Maybe they don’t want to disappoint him.”

I hesitate, but Penny’s still busy, so I ask my question. “Is he dating anyone?” I keep my voice light, like I’m looking for gossip. It must work, because Maureen leans in conspiratorially, her eyes wide.

“Not anyone! Granted, there are more men than women here, but I’ve seen him turn down some very obvious offers.”

The butterflies are back. There’s no one else.

“I heard that last summer he had a fling with one of the summer interns,” she continues. “It was hot and heavy for a while, but when summer ended, so did the fling.”

Jealousy flares. I know I have absolutely no right to be angry, but that doesn’t stop me from picturing Adrian, hot and heavy, with someone else. I want to throw up.

Maureen puts her hand over mine in a motherly gesture. “And I’m getting the feeling that was not something you needed to hear. I’m sorry. I do tend to go on. TMI, my daughter calls it.”

I squeeze her hand and swallow down the bitter feeling. “No need to be sorry. I asked. Is she here? Your daughter?”

Her eyes fill before she blinks them clear and smiles. “No, she lives in Florida. I don’t know if she’s okay. I lost my husband on the way here.”

“I’m sorry. We lost someone on the way, too. And my brother, he was supposed to meet me but never showed up.”

Maureen sighs. “I don’t know anyone who hasn’t lost someone. We just go on the best we can, don’t we?”

Her gentle voice reminds me so much of my mom that I want to hug her. I don’t think she’d mind if I did.

Penny walks over. “Okay, found jeans for the string bean. Thanks, Maureen.”
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The shower is just warm water running from a barrel through a showerhead, but it feels incredible. I lather up my and Bits’s hair and feel some of the horror of the past week wash down with the suds and run under the pallet we stand on. Before she left, Maureen asked if I wanted her to find me at the restaurant when the plane was on its way. When I nodded, she squeezed my hand and promised she would.

We unpack in the tent before heading to lunch. The dining room has exposed beams and an assortment of tables, benches and chairs. Kitchen workers continually refresh the food at tables in the back. It’s the height of summer, so everything is fresh. I pour a big glass of cow’s milk for Bits, who gulps it down and asks for a refill.

“You know, I think you may love that coffee more than me,” James says to Penny, who drinks a mug of coffee with cream like it’s a religious experience.

She cracks open one eye and smiles before closing it again. “You may be right.”

My food looks delicious, but I can’t eat it. The main lunch rush has ended, but the room is still full of people. Most of them look to be between twenty and fifty years old, although there are some kids and older folks mixed in.

The way they talk and laugh makes it seem like everyone here really does get along. Whenever someone catches our eyes, they smile or wave. People who pass our table make sure to welcome us, but they don’t press us for information. Probably because we sit here wide-eyed and shell-shocked from the sheer amount of people and the unbelievable fact that we’re safe. We don’t need to spend every moment listening for the rattle of cans or the crunch of something walking in the woods.

Maureen steps through the wide front door, and I tense up. She shakes her head. No plane yet.

She pulls up a chair and smiles. “You all clean up well. Are you settling in all right?”

“Just fine,” John says, and runs a hand through his damp hair. “Say, I was wondering how it works here with jobs.”

“Well, we try to get people to do whatever interests them. Let’s see, there are the gardens and crops, of course. Then there’s construction, managing the electrical system, guards and patrols, water, livestock, kitchen and preserving. Lots of people do a little bit of everything. There’s a schedule where you sign up.”

“I’d like to work in the gardens,” Ana says. “Can you be a guard and do that?”

“Sure. Most adults take guard shifts. It’s the patrols that are more dangerous.” Ana’s eyes light up at that.

“So you know about gardening?”

John tells her about the gardens we left behind.

Maureen looks impressed and then enlightened. “No wonder you didn’t fall on the fresh produce like you hadn’t seen it in months. That’s what most people do when they get here, you know. You guys already know this stuff, then. Everyone will want you on their teams, for sure. I knew a bit about flower gardening before I got here, but this has been a learning experience. The only thing I ever did was open a can, not put things in one and cook it up.”

She laughs and turns to Bits. “And you’re Beth, right?”

“Yes,” Bits says through the cookie in her mouth. “But most people call me Bits now. Like Little Bits.”

“Well, Bits, I know of at least two kids your age who would love to play with you. How about you and one of your friends come with me after lunch to find them?”

Bits nods and drains the last of her milk. Maureen waves someone over. He’s on the small side but packed full of muscle, with curly brown hair and a friendly face I remember. It’s Ben, Adrian’s partner.

“Ben, these are some friends of Adrian’s that arrived today,” Maureen says.

“Hey.” He smiles. “I heard people came but didn’t know you knew Adrian.” He shakes hands as Maureen introduces us. She gets to me last.

“I’ve met Cassie,” he says. Something flickers in his eyes when he smiles at me. It might’ve been uncertainty. Join the club, Ben.

“Hi, Ben,” I say. “This place is absolutely gorgeous. I can see why you chose it.”

He thanks me and talks a minute longer before he’s called away. His gaze lingers on Ana as he says goodbye. She gives him a polite smile and looks down at her cloth napkin. If I’m an awful flirt then Ana is a natural-born one, but she doesn’t look up again until he’s gone.

We help bring the dishes to the kitchen. It’s huge, with several wood cook stoves and a pantry. I stop and look out a window on my way to the trough sink. They all have a gorgeous view of the mountains; I’ve never seen anything like it.

Maureen comes up. “The plane will be here in about thirty minutes. The landing strip isn’t far. There’s an equipment shed that doubles as a pilot hang out. You can wait in there if you want.”

My feet are stuck to the ground. Nelly pries the tray out of my hands, takes it to the sink and returns. “Do you want me to come with you?” he asks.

I shake my head. As much as I love Nelly, I don’t want him to witness what’s probably going to be something I’ll never want to talk about with anyone.
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I follow Maureen down a side road to a shed with a small loft and windows.

“I have some stuff to do outside,” she says. “But if you need me, I’m out here. Should I leave the door open?”

I nod. “Thanks.”

I can see the runway, a wide swath of brown cut into a field. I pace the room and look at the maps on the wall without seeing them. I try sitting, but I can’t sit for more than a minute before I jump back up and pace again.

I run through all of the possible reactions Adrian could have to my presence. Almost every one of them makes me cringe. The best I can hope for is that he still loves me and eventually he’ll forgive and trust me again. I broke his heart, after all.

I take a gulp from my water bottle with trembling hands. My heart thuds, my head is full of white noise and I’m covered in a cold sweat. So much for the shower. “You’d think you’re going to the guillotine,” I say out loud. Great, now I’m talking to myself.

I’ve lived without Adrian before, but I wasn’t really living. I was just killing time. And now, especially now, I want to eke out every moment of happiness I can. Three years ago I found out how it can all end so quickly, but I didn’t learn the lesson it should have taught me: to hold tight to the things I still had. Instead, I forced them away.

I think of Peter and how he never had the chance to tell Ana how he felt. What’s most important is not that I like Adrian’s answer, but that I pose the question in the first place.

I hear the engine before I see it and step to the doorway to watch. The white plane circles and comes in for a landing. It hits the ground and races along the strip until it stops fifty yards away. The door opens.

I rehearse what I’m going to say for the hundredth time and wipe my palms on my thighs as Adrian steps out. He wears jeans, black work boots and a jacket, which he takes off to reveal an olive green t-shirt. He leans back inside the plane to say something, then waves and turns.

He looks the same as he always has: the cheekbones, the ever-present dark stubble and the nose that turns his looks from pretty to handsome. I know every inch of him, from his ugly toes that I would tease him about, to the scar on his temple from the chicken pox when he was five. But it’s been so long that he also looks new, like a stranger.

Maureen moves to him, a rake in her hands, and he touches her shoulder as she speaks. Adrian not only makes you think he wants to hear every word you say, he really does. She gestures toward the shed, and he goes still. I wonder what he’s thinking. I know I should go out there, but I can’t.

His mouth moves, and at her nod his jacket drops out of his hand onto the dusty ground. He spins and moves toward me. I back into the shed and listen to his boots pound the path. In that awkward moment when he comes in and stops, that’s when I’ll say what I’ve practiced. I’ll get it all out before he can say anything: how sorry I am, how ashamed I am that I hurt him and how I never stopped loving him.

I take a deep breath as he strides into the shed. His eyes match his shirt, and they’re full of disbelief.

“Adrian, I’m—” I begin, but he doesn’t stop. His steps never falter as he makes his way over and folds me in his arms. His heart beats as fast and hard as mine.

“You’re here.” His voice is like a prayer. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

He holds my face up to his. His hands are rough and cracked and smell like gasoline. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything as wonderful as those hands on my face.

“I’m so sorry. I—” I try to get the words out, but his mouth covers mine in a kiss so raw that I can’t do anything but respond. I can’t even remember what I wanted to say, because I’m lost in the kiss I’ve dared not imagine for two years. He feels the same, tastes the same, and it’s like coming home.

It’s so much more than I deserve. Why did I think he would hate me? I’m the kind of person who might not forgive so easily. He’s an open book. There’s nothing but joy in this kiss and the way his hands hold me like I can’t possibly be real, like I’m something precious. A sob escapes and he pulls back, although he doesn’t let go.

“What’s wrong? Is this—?” His hands drop. I want them back on me, even if I don’t deserve them.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I’m so sorry for what I said to you. For what I did. I just want you to forgive me.”

His brow creases, and his voice is tender. “I already have. A long time ago. I love you.”

It makes me cry harder, and he wraps me in his arms. We stay like that, with his chin resting on my head, the way we used to.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you on your birthday.” His voice rumbles in his chest when he speaks. “Where you were, if you were safe, so I had them fly to the cabin the next day. We’re not supposed to use fuel for that, but I didn’t care, I couldn’t take it anymore. The house—” his voice breaks, “—it was burned to the ground. Lexers were everywhere. I made them fly back and forth, over and over again, trying to see if one of them was you and—” He stops and his body shakes.

I rub his back. “I’m okay.”

“I was so sure you were okay. So sure. I knew you could get out of New York. But when I saw the house, I thought I was too late. I hated myself for not coming sooner.”

He blames himself, when I’m really to blame. I shake my head against his chest. “No. I should’ve contacted you somehow. I was too scared you didn’t want to talk to me, so I didn’t.”

He loosens his grip and raises my chin with his hand. “I would never want—”

“Adrian!” A young, fair-haired guy clomps into the shed. “Oh. Sorry, man.” He looks more intrigued than sorry.

“What’s up, Marcus?” Adrian asks, but he doesn’t move and holds me tighter so I can’t move away.

“Um, there’s something smoking in the electrical shed. We kind of need you.”

“Where’s Janine?”

“She’s at Cob Creek for the night. We heard the plane, and they sent me for you.” Now he really does look apologetic.

Adrian sighs. “Okay. I’ll be there in a few.”

“Sure,” Marcus says, looking at me curiously before he leaves.

I smile at Adrian. I can’t believe I’m standing here in his arms.

“You okay?” he asks.

I’m better than okay. I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him softly while I cup the back of his neck. He gives me that gentle look, the one Nelly called soft a million years ago.

“I love you,” I say. “I really do.”

“Good.” We laugh, because that’s what we used to say, and it’s nice to be back there.

A girl with a buzzed head pokes her head in and winces like she got the job no one wanted. “Hey, A. Sorry, but there’s really a lot of smoke.”

Adrian nods. “Coming right now. I’ll meet you there.”

I give him a gentle nudge. “Duty calls. Go put that fire out. We’re all in one of the big tents in the back.”

He looks at me incredulously and grabs my hand. “No way. Come and put out the fire with me. And who’s we?”

He pulls me out the door, and we walk up the path as I tell him.
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Adrian drags me around the entire afternoon, not that there’s any real dragging involved. When he pees I have to stop myself from following, and I pace outside the bathroom until he returns. Our permanently-linked hands get curious glances when he introduces me while attending to a million tasks. I must look like a maniac; I can’t stop smiling.

He takes me to the unfinished cabins and pulls me through a doorway. The walls are filled with insulation, and it’s fitted with a wood stove made out of a metal barrel. Everything else in the world has fallen apart, but this place is growing.

“How did you do all this?” I ask in wonder. “It’s incredible.”

“No it’s not.” He shakes his head and sits on a low shelf built onto a finished wall. “While everyone else was trying to get to safety, I was already safe. It was just a matter of recognizing what was happening and doing something.”

“No, it is incredible, because instead of closing the farm, you opened it up. You welcomed people. You’ve inspired them to do all of this.” I point out the glassless window.

He shrugs and looks down. He thinks that anyone would do what he’s done. He doesn’t realize how rare he is. I think of how this works to my benefit because I’ve never been sure that I deserve someone so intrinsically good. Maybe no one’s good enough for him.

“I love you,” I say.

He keeps his head lowered, but I see his dimple and know he’s smiling. He draws me to him and loops his pinky through the ring on my neck.

He runs it along the chain. “You still have it. Why are you wearing it around your neck?”

I’m embarrassed by my superstition. “I felt weird putting it on. Like I shouldn’t wear it until I knew.”

He glances at me. “Do you want to wear it now?” I know his question is about more than putting on the ring.

“Yes,” I whisper.

He removes the ring and slides it on my left ring finger.

“It still fits,” he says, and kisses my hand. “Just like us.”

I can’t find my voice to reply, so I bring his hand to my mouth and brush my lips over his fingers, one by one. When I look up, his eyes are hooded and so hungry that my breath catches. He stands and lifts me onto the shelf. I pull him to me and taste his lips, his tongue, his neck. He twists a handful of hair behind my head.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs into my mouth.

Everywhere his body touches mine is warm and liquid, like we’re melting into each other. His hand runs under the waistband of my jeans, and I arch into him. The skin under his shirt is so warm, so smooth. There’s no way I can stop, I think, right before the cabin wall behind me begins to shake with the pounding of hammers. I jump in surprise and knock Adrian’s head with mine.

I rub my forehead and grin. “Ow! Sorry.”

Adrian looks so silly with one eye squinted closed that I break into laughter. He holds a hand to his head and smiles.

“Isn’t there any privacy in this place?” I shout, still grinning.

He takes my hand. We fall through the door into the late afternoon light, and he waves at the people who hammer siding onto the cabin.

“Not much. But being one of the owners has its perks. I have my own room in the farmhouse. I’d been thinking of giving it to a couple, but…”

I squeeze his hand. I want to be in his room with him, but now that I’m cooling off I feel shy and can’t say it. This is not uncharted territory with Adrian, but I feel like a virgin on her wedding night. A bell clangs somewhere.

“It’s dinnertime,” he says. “Maybe we’ll find Nelly and Penny, finally.” We went by the tent earlier, but they were off exploring.

Nelly spots us as we walk in and pulls Penny’s sleeve. He rushes through the crowd and, upon seeing our intertwined hands, gives me his wholesome grin that manages to convey something naughty. He and Adrian hug and pound each other on the back.

Penny squeezes Adrian’s face in her hands and smooches him on the lips. “I never thought I’d see this beautiful face again!”

Adrian laughs and spins her around. We’re attracting all kinds of attention, but most people are smiling. Some look wistful. I think of how Maureen said we’ve all lost someone, and I feel a tiny bit guilty that we’ve been found.
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The dining room is almost empty. A few people play cards or talk, but most have gone to their quarters for the night. We’ve pushed ourselves back from the table and sit in lantern light. Bits made a friend named Jasmine, and they sat under the table giggling until Jasmine’s bedtime. Now she’s on my lap, limp with sleep. We were up at dawn today, and she’s exhausted.

Nelly’s taken on the job of telling Adrian our story: Brooklyn, Jersey, the Washingtons and the campground, Neil’s gang and even Zeke, who Adrian knows. Zeke did get to Whitefield like we thought.

When he tells the story of Peter, his voice lowers, and he makes sure Bits is still asleep. Somehow he manages to include Peter without mentioning that we dated. I don’t plan on keeping it a secret, but it’s something I need to tell Adrian in private.

“He must have been a great guy,” Adrian says. He notices Ana’s wet cheeks and hands her a napkin with a sad smile. “I wish I could thank him.”

He touches my knee, and his eyes go to Bits. It must be a shock to have me arrive with a seven year-old who belongs to me, to all of us, but she’s already won him over. I saw him sneak her a precious pack of gum when he thought no one was looking.

When Nelly and Ana tell him about my insistence that we find medicine for Nelly, I stare at the floorboards. They’ve painted me as some avenging angel, and Nelly mimics my throwing things around.

I roll my eyes. “You were barely conscious. I wasn’t that bad,” I say to Adrian, although he looks impressed.

“Yes, she was,” Nelly says with a wink. He leans back and yawns.

John rubs his eyes. “I’m ready to hit the sack. It’s been a long day.”

He scoops Bits up and cradles her like a baby, and the rest of us rise.

Adrian takes hold of my hand. “Ready?”

I nod. We walk into the dark and say goodnight. It feels strange to be sleeping apart from the people I’ve spent every day and night with for months.

“Hold on,” I say to Adrian, and run to catch up with them.

“I wanted to say goodnight again,” I say. “I’ll miss you guys.”

I plant a kiss on a sleeping Bits. I hug them, saving Nelly for last. “I’m used to sleeping with you,” I whisper in his ear. “I’ll miss you.”

His laugh cuts through the night, and I can just make out his smirk in the dim solar lights that mark the path. “Darlin’, if you miss me? You’re doing it wrong.”
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The interior of the house is lovely, with big windows and old-fashioned moldings. The stairs creak as we make our way up. Adrian points out the bathroom and opens a door at the end of the hall. “This is me,” he says.

Huge windows line two of the walls. It must have a beautiful view during the day. He flips a switch, and an electric light comes on. I walk to it in awe.

“Wow, a real, honest-to-goodness light,” I say. It seems so bright. I’ve gotten used to the dim circles of light lanterns throw off.

“Another perk. We’ll have them in the restaurant soon, running off the solar.”

There’s a queen-sized bed and a desk covered with organized piles of papers. A bookcase full of books. A wardrobe holds what I know are neatly-hung clothes behind its wooden doors. Adrian’s the neat one, while I’m the slob.  A painting between the windows catches my eye, and I move closer.

It’s one I made for him, of the spot where we first kissed. I painted it how it looked just after. It all runs together, the way it would if your eyes were a little unfocused. The colors are brighter. The yellows and reds of autumn leaves and the gray of the rock mix with the foamy silver of the water.

“You hung it up,” I say, surprised he didn’t pack it at the bottom of a box somewhere. I think of the bin that only existed because of Eric, and it makes me feel terrible.

“Of course I did.” He comes behind me and puts his arms around my waist. I lean into him and close my eyes.

“I didn’t want to give up on you.” His arms tighten. “I came down to New York last spring to see you. I wanted to know if you’d changed your mind. I thought if you had you might not want to…”

“Admit it? Apologize?” I say. I want to kick myself.

“Kind of. I thought maybe you’d punish yourself by thinking I wouldn’t want you anyway.”

I nod. He knows me so well.

“But when I came, it was a Friday, and I saw you getting into someone’s car. Some guy’s car. He kissed you on the top of your head, and you smiled. I thought you might be happy again, and I didn’t want to mess that up.”

Nelly said Adrian stopped emailing him about a year ago. It must have been then.

“That’s not true.” He tenses and his voice is tight. “I was angry at you. For moving on when I didn’t want to, and I didn’t think you would either, not really. So I decided to believe what you told me. I hoped that you and the dark-haired guy with the nice car were happy, when I wasn’t fuming.”

The dark-haired guy with the nice car. “That was Peter.” I’m not aware I’ve said it aloud until his arms retract and he moves away. But I want him to know. I don’t want to lie. I don’t even want to omit.

“That was Peter? The Peter who—?” he asks.

His face is completely blank except for his eyes, which are burning. I know what he must think of me at this moment. That since I lost my new boyfriend I came to find my old one, who just happens to be somewhere safe. Adrian may be trusting, but he’s only human, and I haven’t shown myself to be trustworthy.

I turn to face him. “We dated for a while. But it was over before we left New York.”

He won’t look at me. His expression is similar to the night I last saw him and, once again, it’s my fault. The day feels like it’s collapsed in on itself.

“It’s true,” I plead. “He and Ana were sort of together. We were just really good friends.”

I reach for his hand, but his arms are folded tight, and he doesn’t release them.

“Adrian, I’ve never—” I was going to say that I’ve never lied to him, but that’s not true. I used to never lie to him, but then I did, and it was a huge one. “I’ve only ever lied to you once.”

“Oh yeah?” His voice is flat. “And when was that, Cassie?”

I hate the way he says my name, like it’s a curse. I want him to look at me. I pull his arm, and he turns reluctantly. I don’t know how to make him believe me, so I just tell him the truth.

“It was when I said I didn’t love you.”

I pray that it shows in my face as I wait for him to tell me to go. But it must because the hardness leaves his eyes, and he crushes me to him. We kiss, and this time there’s no one to interrupt.

My stomach swoops down to my feet, just like it did that first time. The colors of my painting swirl behind my eyelids. His body quivers when I pull off his shirt. My clothes dissolve under his rough hands. We make our way to the bed, and my last conscious thought is to wonder how in a million years I could have ever willingly given this up.

And Nelly was right: I don’t miss him at all.

 

***

I wake at dawn and creep to the bathroom. My eyes shine, and my lips are swollen from Adrian’s scruff. When I get back to the room, he’s still asleep, one arm thrown above his head. I crawl under the covers and rest my head on his chest.

“I love you,” I whisper, not wanting to wake him.

His arm strokes my back. “Say that again,” he says, his voice sleepy.

“I love you.”

“Again.”

I hear the smile in his voice and raise my head. He looks at me with luminous eyes, and his mouth is curved.

“I love you,” I say.

“One more time.”

I sit up. The view out the windows is just what I thought it would be. I trace the curve of his cheek with my finger. “I love you. Until the end of the world.”

His smile widens. “And after?”

I turn to the windows and think of what lies beyond the relative safety of that beautiful ring of mountains. Then I turn back and smile at him even as something cold climbs up my spine. “And definitely after.”


Epilogue



 



I’m in the kitchen, blanching and peeling tomatoes for canning. It’s a huge crop, and if we want to have enough to last the winter, we’ll be working for the next week straight. The autumn air has the chill of winter in it, but it’s not unwelcome this year. We hope that the cold will freeze the infected and give us the opportunity to finish them off. And we hope the ones we miss will end up like frozen meat, their muscles useless in the spring thaw.

It’s repetitive work but comforting. The thought of this food sustaining us in the dark hours of February does make it less arduous, like my mom always joked. I can almost feel her here with me, canning tomatoes like we did every fall. It doesn’t escape me that I’m living the life I wanted, with Adrian, and my heart gives a little hiccup. I know my parents would be glad to see it, too, barring the fact that there are hordes of undead roaming the world.

Bits stands next to me and helps to peel. Maybe I’m creating those same comforting memories for her, even in the midst of the end of the world. She has many mothers now, and we all love her fiercely. She’s our hope for the future, the reason we want to create a future. I smile at her, and her face lights up. Maybe all the horror she’s seen hasn’t completely destroyed her childhood. I hope it hasn’t.

A radio sits on a window ledge next to one of the cook stoves. We have them everywhere in case there’s an emergency and we have to head to the fences. The crackly voices on the radio announce things that need fixing, requests for help and even the occasional wisecrack. I find it amazing that humor has survived and that everyone here works to get along. I have a huge family now.

Almost every day there’s a radio call that people are at the gate, people who heard the broadcasts and made it here. But so many fewer than we’d hoped. We get one and two at a time. Last week there was a whole family, kids and all, and we rejoiced that they were alive, one intact family among millions of broken ones. I thought of the Washingtons and desperately hoped they were another exception to the rule.

The reports say it’s gotten worse out there, and people won’t be able to make it here in the winter. That means many will be dead by winter’s end from cold, hunger or infection. My thoughts are so loud that I miss the last radio call over the clanging of pots and jars.

“What did they say?” I ask. “I think I heard my name.”

“It sounded like it could have been. I think there’s someone at the gate, but I’m not sure,” says Mikayla, a bubbly caramel-skinned girl, who was here studying organic farming practices when Bornavirus hit.

Mike, down at the first gate, continues on the radio, “He’s headed up to the second gate now. Looks like Rambo, but Shelby says his jeans used to cost four hundred bucks.” He laughs good-naturedly. “Nice guy, needs a bath and a nap.”

My heart races. I think about stopping to call back on the radio. To clarify. But I don’t want to. I don’t want to be told I’m wrong. I want to believe for one minute more.

I grab Bits’s hand and turn to everyone. “I think it’s someone I know.”

“Go!” they shout, smiling.

Everyone dreams of the day when the someone at the gate may be for them. I grab our sweaters and look for my shoes in the pile by the door. I can’t find them, so I give up. Bits looks at me like I’ve lost my mind as I drag her out the door and run across the gravel driveway. I know that Ana and the others may not have heard the radio just yet. I don’t want to raise their hopes, but I can’t stop myself.

I turn to Bits. “Go get Ana. Tell her to come to the gate.”

She nods, her eyes wide, and takes off for the garden. I continue down the driveway, where the trees are dropping their leaves; shades of orange, yellow and red litter the road. My feet slap the ground, and I can hear my breath. I haven’t run like this since before we got here. I was running for my life then, but now I’m running with hope.

I race past the second gate and wave to Maureen. I come around a bend, and there he is. He walks with Dan, who’s probably telling him about the farm. I stop, panting, as he looks up. His shirt is dirty and creased, his hair flops in his eyes and his jeans are more brown than blue. A pistol sits on his hip, a rifle on his shoulder and a machete hangs from the other hip. Rambo, indeed.

“Peter!” I yell, and run to him.

His teeth are white against his smudged face when he smiles. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him so happy. That’s not true, I do: In those pictures of him as a kid. He’s a dead ringer for that kid now, minus the freckles.

I almost knock him down when I reach him. His pack thuds to the ground as he hugs me. I can’t believe it’s him. It’s Peter, who was dead; we all knew he was. I remember his face when we pulled away, how for an instant he’d looked happy, and I hug him tighter. I don’t realize I’m crying until I try to speak. “How?” I croak, but I can’t say any more than that.

“There were people in the building. Upstairs. They dropped down one of those ladders you hook to the window.”

That curtain in the window. It wasn’t just the breeze. I shake my head at his luck, our luck, and cry harder.

Peter’s eyes gleam. “When’d you turn into such a crybaby? Last time I saw you—crying. Here we are again—crying.”

I can’t stop my tears, but there’s no way I can let him get away with that. “Must’ve been the same time you found a sense of humor.”

He laughs. “That’s my girl.”

Then, finally, the tears stop, and I beam at him. “Not anymore. Your girl is up in the gardens, on her way down. We’re all here. We all made it because of you.”

I know he was afraid to ask, and the final bit of worry leaves his face. I want to tell him about how we got here, about Nelly, how Ana helped save him. But there’s time for that. Time. That’s something we don’t take for granted anymore.

Pure joy bubbles up, and I see it in his face, too. He laughs and spins me around and around like we’re ballroom dancing but stops short as Bits and Ana come around the bend. Bits flies into his arms with a scream of joy and wraps her appendages around him like an octopus.

He kisses her on the nose and inspects her face. “Bits, you got so many more freckles! I see one named Morris right there.”

Bits’s smile is blinding, and her tomato-stained hands hold on tight. “Peter, I missed you so much!”

Peter hugs her close. “I missed you, too, baby girl. So, so much.”

The rest of our group, and Adrian, have made it down the road. They hug Peter and ask a million questions at once.

I introduce Adrian, who shakes Peter’s hand with a smile. “I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m glad you made it here.”

Peter flashes me that gigantic grin again. I wink back and look for Ana. She stands apart, wearing a wide-brimmed hat that keeps the sun out of her eyes in the garden. She’s always out there, when she’s not trying to rope me into some sort of exercise or finding Lexers to destroy. She chews her lip and stares at Peter, uncertainty all over her face.

Peter whispers something in Bits’s ear. She jumps to the ground with a nod and smile. Peter makes his way to where Ana stands and stops a few steps away. Then, in a gesture that’s almost courtly, he holds out his hand.

“You know,” he says, with the hint of a smile, “I never did get that dance.”

Ana laughs and reaches for his hand. Her hat hits the ground when he pulls her to him and waltzes her around. Peter hasn’t forgotten the steps at all, but Ana keeps up, just like he said she would.

“Dance party!” Bits calls out, her voice echoing through the trees.

She takes Adrian in one hand and Nelly in the other and dances like she hears music. My dad used to grab my mom and dance her around the house, me and Eric, too. If we protested, he’d say, There’s always music playing somewhere. You just have to listen.

I have to believe that still: that there’s music playing somewhere out there. That somewhere else people are dancing. And, as Nelly spins me around, I think I can hear the faintest tinkle coming from far off. Penny and I link arms to skip in a circle and then cry with laughter when Nelly and Adrian copy us. Bits has roped Dan into the party, and he swings her through his legs and throws her in the air.

We must look ridiculous out here, dancing on a dirt road. But I don’t care because we can hear the music, and it’s getting louder. It drowns out the moans of the broken bodies that wander the world, unaware they’re destroying everything they once loved. It soothes the pain of the broken families and broken hearts we all have now.

James lands on Penny’s feet with every step, but I can tell he hears it, too. Even John nods along. Adrian catches me and holds me close, twirling Bits to Nelly as she squeals with delight. I’m full of happiness and hopelessness at the same time, laughing and crying at once. I don’t even know which tear is for what. Adrian smiles and brushes them with his thumb.

The hopelessness begins to recede. I mourn for the way the world was, but I have faith it will go on. When I was a kid and promised to love my parents until the end of the world and after, it was meant to be silly. It was impossible. When the world was over, it was over. But it turns out that’s not true. We may lose this after all; humans may become a mere blip on the radar screen of history.

But I’m not so sure about that, because the world has already ended, and we’re still here.
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Dedication



 



 

 

For Victoria and Nicholas, the ones who make me laugh.


Day 3

Screw You, Paradise

 



Hi, Diary! I should have started this when I got to the resort, but I was too busy working and drinking margaritas. They went down like heaven in the heat. Not just heat but humidity. The minute I stepped off the plane, I was soaked to the bone. I have been in showers that didn’t leave me this wet.

So let me recap.

 

* Day 1. Arrived in paradise.

* Day 2. Crashed into paradise.

 

Christ. Every muscle in my body hurts. I woke up soaked and in pain. The sun was a blast of hell that ripped the skin right off my body. I can’t believe what has happened to me the last few days. I mean, this was supposed to be a simple job in a vacation wonderland. All I had to do was look over a resort and make sure they weren’t skimming money.

Instead my plane crashed and the ocean puked me up on a deserted island.

My old Casio watch died in the water, so I pried the bottom off and inspected it. No water in there, but it was still dead as a doornail. I tied it to a branch and walked away. No sense in keeping the stupid thing, so I used it as a Christmas ornament for some lucky savage.

The trees grew tall and had big old palm-looking leaves on them like you see in pictures of the islands. The islands ... where the hell did I think I was? Freaking Disneyland? Of course I had washed up on an island.

About twenty feet away sat a beautiful white beach. I found my cushion from the crash and carried it to an area that looked like a good place to sleep. The trees closed in like a little room and then opened into a space about ten feet square. There was a lot of dead vegetation, but I pulled some of it aside and found sand underneath.

I thought about collecting some palm leaves to make a bed.

I wandered along the beach and marveled at the beautiful location. The crystal-clear water, the warm sand, the tolerable humidity, and the fact that I was still alive. I had to sit down and take a few breaths. Said a brief prayer to God, if he was listening to me way out in the middle of nowhere. I lay back on the warm sand, closed my eyes for a minute and inhaled the humidity.

It was exhausting. I felt like I was in a sauna. I sure hope I can find help, assuming there are others around. This can’t be a deserted island. Is there really such a thing?

I got up, walked to the water, stared at it and stared at it some more. I studied the horizon for a while, watched the waves roll in from far away. They crashed onto the beach, then the water rolled back out. Repeat. It was so natural that I almost expected to see a surfer riding a wave. Hang loose, dude, and bring back some help when you surf to Hawaii.

Where did I come up on the shore last night? The waves had washed away all signs of my tracks.

Hunger gnawed at my stomach again, and I realized for the first time that I had nothing to eat. I knew from watching documentaries that I had to find water before anything else. If I didn’t have water, I would die. A body can supposedly go a long time without food, but not the wet stuff. I didn’t want to put that to the test. No thank you.

I studied the palm trees but didn’t see any fruit or cups of soup hanging from them. Walked along the edge of the woods until I saw a small stream of water, and tasted it with a cautious tongue. It was warm but clear, so I took a few more sips. The flow was just a tiny trickle, and I kept getting silty stuff in my mouth, so I followed it to a pool.

A sheet of water flowed down from the side of a mountain, forming a small waterfall before hitting a curved cliff about ten feet high. Then it filled the pool before extending in four or five directions.

I drank my fill and decided it was time to find some food. A little on-the-job training was in order if I was going to become a survivalist. I had no idea how to hunt down chow, but how hard could it be? People have been doing it for thousands of years.

I set out for the beach and scanned the area for some small animals or something else to eat. I looked for crabs but didn’t come across any. I then searched for wild animals in the bushes. Nothing. Probably wild boar in the woods. Not sure how to catch them, but I thought a spear might work.

I wandered along the shore and found a stick that was relatively straight. I was lucky enough to have a Swiss army knife on me. It had a blade, scissors and a file. I started cutting at the tip, but the wood was soft from being in the water. I strolled along the shoreline and looked for a drier stick.

That’s when I saw a shape on the ground.

I rushed to the body with a gasp. Another survivor. I hoped it was a survivor and not a corpse. When I reached the form, I saw that it was a woman. She was lying curled up in a ball next to some kind of flower. It had little blue berries hanging near a brightly colored center. Its long leaves curled upward and had serrated edges. It was pretty in a vicious way, like a tulip made for killing small animals.

I turned her over with a thump. Her mouth was full of the little berries AND foam AND blood AND, I think, seawater. It was so gross! She gagged around the mess, so I flipped her back over like my own personal flapjack and hit her back a few times. Figured the berries were just stuck in her throat. She choked them out in a ball of goo that was none too pleasant. But then she turned her head and tried to bite me! What the hell? Why was this chick trying to eat me when all I wanted to do was help?

I jerked back quickly and shot her my best “Seriously?” look.

“You okay?” I asked her over and over, but she didn’t answer. In fact, she didn’t move.

I grabbed her around the waist from behind and lifted her up off the ground, then gave her the Heimlich maneuver. I tried to be polite and not feel her boobs through the silky shirt she was wearing, but they were kind of in the way. Another wad of goo flew out of her mouth.

I let go, and she stayed on her feet with her head bowed down. The weirdest thing? She was ice cold! Now how in the world did she get that way in this tropical wonderland? It had to be in the high nineties. I felt like the sun was going to beat me into the ground if I stayed out in it much longer. If she had a stash of ice, I wanted some of it.

I backed away, and she slowly turned toward me. Her lips pulled back from her teeth, and she snarled. I took her wrist, felt for a pulse but didn’t find one. She staggered toward me, so I sidestepped and moved around her. Then I touched her neck and managed to leave my finger there for a couple of seconds before her head turned and she tried to bite me again.

What the hell was wrong with this chick?

“Hold on. Jeez, I’m not going to feel you up!”

She didn’t seem to hear me. She kept snapping her teeth like she hadn’t had a bite to eat in days. I was starving, too, but I didn’t try to take a bite out of her!

I held her back, my hand on her chest, and tried not to touch her breasts, but hey, things happen, right, Diary? In all honesty, I wasn’t looking to cop a feel, I just wanted to stop her from trying to bite me. That’s when I noticed something scary.

She had no heartbeat.

We did a weird dance as she tried to bite me and I tried to see if she was alive. I backed off and rubbed my hands on my shirt. She came toward me one slow step at a time, but I kept backing up. I almost fell down as my heels struck a rock in the sand.

Then it hit me. I remembered this girl from the plane. She was with some big guy, and she was wearing a tiny skirt that flashed her legs and a shirt that showed off her boobs. I looked at her matted blond hair and blue eyes—make that “blue eye,” since the other was white and oversized like a sponge trapped in water.

Her skin should have been pink, or maybe white from being in the water and perhaps catching a chill. But it wasn’t. It was gray. Putrid gray, like the gray of something that isn’t fucking alive. Oh Jesus, Diary, I was about ready to freak the hell out. I wanted to run away from her and find some help or a gun or something.

She staggered toward me like she was drunk, and for half a second I thought maybe that was the whole problem. She got boozed up on the plane, and now she was recovering from spending all night in the ocean. Sure, that explained the lack of a pulse, dead puffy eyes and gray skin.

She had the worst hangover ever.

I couldn’t really process what was happening, so I waked away in a daze to find the closest thing I have to a home. My half-deflated cushion from the plane. Hello, home sweet home. You certainly are pathetic.

A few minutes later, she staggered past my hiding spot and kept on walking.

I started building a barricade later that night.


Day 4

My Girlfriend Has Crabs

 



I might kill her today.

The barricades are holding up okay. I dragged some deadwood up last night and crafted a tiny fence. She walked into it, fell back and then walked into it again. This dislodged some of the wood, but I shoved it back into place. I sat in the shade of a tiny tree, and she walked away as if I’d pulled a disappearing act.

Not too bright, that one. Sometimes when she walked away, I would call out to her. “Hey, hey, come back,” and she came right back like she had a hot date. It was pretty funny the first five or six times.

I don’t know her name. No idea. I thought of making one up, but none really came to mind. Maybe Helga. Sure, a nice thick name to match her intelligence. I saw this movie once where Tom Hanks was stuck on a deserted island and all he had was a stupid volleyball for a companion. This dead chick is my Wilson.

She is dead, quite dead. No pulse, no warmth, and no blood flow. She has a couple of cuts and scrapes, but they are just little furrows in the skin.  They are gray and puckered like weird lips. I wonder if they’re infected or something.

I’ve been thinking about making a rope out of old palm leaves and tying her to something. It would be a hell of a lot easier to just kill her, but then who am I going to talk to? I don’t have a volleyball with a cute smiley face drawn on. And if I kill her, how will I explain it when I get rescued? How will I tell them that some zombie chick tried to eat me and I had to take her down a notch by bashing in her head? I could show them the weird plant and berries, and maybe they could do something with it like find a cure for … I don ‘t know, being dead.

So with no one to talk to, I decided to keep her around. I don’t have a Friday like Robinson Crusoe. Instead, I have a slack gray face to tell my problems to. She was hot when she was alive. Those clothes cover some of her, but I can see her shape under them. I wonder if the rest of her skin is gray as well. Maybe under that tiny skirt, she is still as white as a virgin.

I should stop writing things like that. When I get off this cursed island, the book companies won’t want to hear about me lusting after some dead chick, no matter how horny I get. That would never make a good movie. Maybe a bad sitcom.

Jesus. Four days and I am already going insane.

Four days since I got here? Four days?! It seems like a lifetime.

How in the world did I end up here? I was pretty disoriented after I woke up on the beach, but I will try to recount the accident. If I wait much longer, I might have sunstroke and they’ll find my bones with this barely filled-out journal.

It all started when Cliff had emergency gallbladder surgery.

That they ended up sending me was shockingly poor management. I have about as much pull as a neutered puppy, and I’m about as scary as a wet paper bag.

But they needed a guy to go out there and look at the budgets for the resort, so that’s what I would do. Go in with my calculator, check out the accounting, act important, then leave and get a vacation out of the deal. I wanted Ally to go with me, but the company made it plain that I would have to pay her way. A grand just to get the plane ticket? If I had money like that, I wouldn’t blow it on a plane ticket. A new paint job for my car, maybe, but not a ticket.

They put me up at a spectacular hotel. It sat so close to the beach that I only had to walk ten or fifteen feet to reach the bar. Then it was a quick dash for the water, which was just as blue as blue cold be. There were palm trees everywhere, and I even saw a guy climbing up one to get some coconuts.

I was offered a massage after I got settled in. Asked if it was a man, because that would make me feel weird, but I was assured it was a woman. A beautiful woman, no less. Ally is a beautiful woman, in her way. I mean, she is a little taller than me and really doesn’t care about her hair like some of the model-looking girls I work with, but that’s cool. She laughs at my dumb jokes, and what else can you ask for? I also love the freckles that cover her face, neck and just about every inch of her body.

The lady at the counter told me to bring extra money for a tip. She sort of winked at me, so I winked back. I could spare five bucks if it was a good massage. I had one at the mall once, but it was by this big guy who pressed on my shoulders so hard I thought I was going to have his fingers indented into my skin for the rest of the week.

I didn’t care for the flight much. We flew into Port Jolito on a regular airliner, but getting to the island in a small plane that shook the whole time it wasn’t swooping up and down scared me to death. I drank a couple of beers and almost fell asleep a few times. Then we’d bang around and I would pop my eyes back open, afraid we were going to crash.

I think the pilot swooped down to the water a few times just to scare me. I could actually see things on the surface, like dolphins. Or sharks. Had to make a couple of bathroom trips since the plane was so tiny. It shook and shook. I swear I thought the thing was going to come apart.

The next day was a little bit better.

 

 

 

I hopped on a little puddle jumper (I heard one of the people in the tiny airport call it that), and we set out for the other island. I was all alone and sat toward the front.

The pilot kept his door open and sang the whole time. Bawdy songs about girls that I couldn’t imagine were true. He said his name was Mooney, but he said to call him by his nickname, Looney Mooney.

I told him I preferred not to.

He talked whenever he wasn’t singing, and he told me to head to the bar later so I could buy him a drink. I agreed but decided to hide out after my work was done. Probably safer that way.

The books weren’t as bad as I thought. I looked through them and broke out my laptop. I compiled a big spreadsheet in half a day and found out that the company was doing pretty well. Not much funny business that I could find. I dropped my results in an email and sent it off to my boss. He would be happy, and I still had a couple of days to enjoy the sun.

Tried to call Ally, but I guess she was out and about. I left her a message telling her how much I missed her. Then I ordered room service and had some rum while I watched the local channels, which were in the native language. There was some sort of variety show that had men chasing each other around on bicycles through a city that looked like a quiet place—except for these yahoos. I could see myself retiring here, maybe opening a bar and offering maps and advice to tourists.

I got the diary out. Had it in a plastic bag with a digital camera, some extra cash, a tube of sunscreen, and my iPod. The bag was just a big thick clear thing Ally bought me. I guess they make them for divers. It has a clasp made of plastic that closes so tight you can take the thing underwater and it won’t even leak. She said it was expensive, but it looks like a fancy Ziploc baggie to me.

Ally said that the way it rains here, I’d need something to keep my stuff dry. Turns out she was almost right. Rain, crashing into the ocean, whatever.

At the time, I felt more like a drink than quality time with the diary, so I put it away without writing anything and headed to the pool. With any luck, I wouldn’t run into the crazy pilot. If he saw me drinking, it might just encourage him. Then who the hell was going to fly the plane?

I sat by the pool, and someone brought me a drink menu. I ordered some fancy thing that came in a coconut shell. I enjoyed it so much that I ordered one more. I could drink those things every day. I may have dozed, because when I opened my eyes, the sun was getting low, and I had to rush back to the room to grab my bags.

The hotel staff acted very nice as I packed to leave. With my inspection complete, I imagine they were glad to get rid of me. The manager gave me his personal cell number and told me to call if I had any questions about the books. Then with smiles, pats on the back, a handshake or two, I left feeling like a celebrity. I bet Ally would have loved it there, though under the circumstances, I suppose I shouldn’t feel too guilty for not springing for a ticket for her.

I miss my girl. Speaking of which …

When my new girl wandered off, I hiked to the center of the island and drank some fresh water guzzling until I thought I was going to puke. I took my shirt off and splashed water over my body. Wish I could strip and bathe for real, but I would have to do it fast in case she came after me. Don’t want her chasing after me while I’m buck-ass naked.

I managed to find a couple of little starfish-looking things by the shore, but I almost puked when I ate them raw. I wondered how they would taste if I cooked them.

I had some matches from the resort. I’d almost forgotten that I’d put them in the waterproof bag. Luck was really on my side, since no amount of rubbing sticks was likely to work in my favor. I did try it for a minute, but all I got was really sore hands and a warm stick.

She found me and stood against the sticks I’d used to construct a crappy barrier. She didn’t push against them, just stood there staring at me. I would have to keep an eye on her.

Managed to get a fire going. Had to clear out a section of my new living area so I wouldn’t catch on fire when I slept. Stupid chick went bat shit insane, like she’d never seen a flame before. I had to build up a little palm leaf barrier so she couldn’t see it. Then she settled down.

God, she was like some ADD kid with Tourette’s syndrome. Maybe I can tie her to something, give me time to do some much-needed work. Need to do some exploring. Find food. Maybe cook one of the coconuts just to have a different flavor.

All day I have been fighting the runs. Coconut must be the best system cleaner in the world. Work for five minutes, pop a squat. Go get some water, pop a squat.

That reminds me. She doesn’t eat. (Though she did try to eat me the first day.) Haven’t seen her take a dump either. Then again, she is too stupid to raise her skirt and do it. God! The thought of her crapping in some silky Victoria’s Secret panties makes me want to throw up—not that I have anything in my stomach.

I’m going to get water and then write more. Nothing else to do except gather my thoughts and jot them down.

 

Food at last, and not a bad meal if I do say so myself.

I came back from the little waterfall, and she just stared at me. She moaned, her jaw opened wide and I saw the horror that was her mouth. She must have fallen down a few times, because her front teeth are a mess. Some are cracked, and some are just plain broken. Her tongue is a gray hunk that reminds me of a dry slug. When it slips out, she has trouble getting it back in. I saw her chewing on it a couple of times, and that made me shiver despite the stupid heat.

I noticed some bug had planted eggs in her dried-out eye. Reminded me of spider sacs, but they were moving. Maybe they are cocoons. I don’t watch enough Animal Planet to make a call. All I know is that I wish I could hold her down and squish them.

Anyway, she was standing in front of a tree and wasn’t moving, so I decided to sneak past her and go sleep in my little walled-off space. Only I noticed that her hair was moving around like it was alive. I felt my skin crawl, and I shivered all over like I had caught a chill in the ninety-plus-degree sun. I wanted to bash her over the head and stop whatever was moving in there. I even reached for a stick before I saw the blue-and-white claw poke out. I felt my mouth flood with saliva at the sight.

My girlfriend had crabs—in her hair.

I thought drool was going to burst from between my lips. It was like someone poured water in my mouth. I couldn’t stop thinking about the crab legs Ally and I ate in San Francisco last year.

I had this stick in my hand, and I really wanted that crab. I walked toward her as slowly as I could. She smelled sort of like old fish left out, and don’t even get me started on where that reek might be coming from. I hope it’s just from the crash and her spending all that time in the water.

Please be from the seawater!  Please be from the seawater!

One of the little crab claws poked out of the nest of blond hair and snapped at the air. I was just about close enough to grab it, but she must have sensed me behind her, because she turned—well, staggered, really—like she was on a bender. When she saw me, her eyes opened wide—even the one without the gross bug eggs in it—and her mouth snapped at the air.

I tried to ward her off with the stick, but she reached for me anyway. I slapped her hands away. Didn’t want to touch her skin, but I did and, man, was she cold. It actually felt good compared to the heat, sort of like touching a raw steak fresh from the fridge. I pushed her again, just enough to turn her away.

I made a grab for the crab’s claw, but the little bastard snapped at me. I was so hungry that I ignored the claw and let it close on my finger. It hurt like hell, so I tried to yank my hand back, but it wouldn’t let go. So there I was, dancing around this dead chick with my hand stuck in her hair. She reached for me over and over.  Those nasty broken teeth snapped at me. She almost got a bite! Zombie bite—crap. I’ve read enough and seen the movies. I know that if she bites me, I am fucked.

I jerked my hand away hard enough to free it and stuck my sore thumb in my mouth. Then I worried that I had touched her and somehow the zombie virus would get into me. I spat repeatedly and prayed I wouldn’t change into a shambling creature like her.

This was not working!

I pushed her back, and she staggered into a tree. I backed up and found a large piece of curved driftwood. I turned it over so the round part stuck up in the air. Then I built up a pile of sand around the other end so it wouldn’t fall over. Finally, I pounded on the rounded end until it made a little hump on the ground.

I led her away, about ten feet or so, then I ran back and stood behind my new trap. She found me after a minute or two, and it was a mind-numbing slow wait for her to stagger toward me. She moaned and hissed and, at one point, even put her arms up like some stupid Frankenstein chick.

It took forever, but she fell for it. She tripped just like I’d hoped and fell flat on her face. I’ve heard that saying many times, but I’d never seen it happen quite like this.

I jumped on her back and fought the crab. He was buried in her hair like he was stuck in a net. At first I was scared of his snapping claws, but I managed to unhook two legs. Meanwhile, she lay under me and struggled to get up. I had my legs around her slim waist, and her face was still pressed into the sand. I worried that she would suffocate, but she didn’t bother to lift her head.

I held the crab around the ass end of his shell. I’m sure I muttered a few obscenities at the stupid thing, but it just snapped at me and hissed little bubbles.

She lay there for a long time, just moving her head back and forth. I thought about finding a stick to finish her off, but I had to admit she was pretty entertaining. When I get off this cursed island, I know I will write a book about my adventures and sell a million copies. It will be even better if I manage to keep her alive.

She didn’t even try to get up. She just flopped around like a slow-moving fish out of water.

I went back to camp, got the fire going and cooked the little snapper. He had to be just about the best crab I have ever tasted.

Night is here, and I can barely make out the page, so I guess I’ll try and get some sleep.

Oh God. I have to take another shit.


Day 5

My Girlfriend Doesn’t Talk Much

 



I was so tired from running around with my new girl that I crashed without taking precautions last night. I woke and jerked upright, looked around for her, my mind freaking with the thought that she may have taken a bite out of me while I slept. Looked over my arms and chest in a rush, felt the skin for puncture marks. Then got up and looked around. That’s when I noticed she had not moved from her spot last night.  She was moving her arms and hands like she was swimming.

Fucking retard.

Hiked off to the stream and took a real bath. The morning was already muggy, so the water felt great. Used some sand to scrub my body as clean as I could. Wish I had some soap and shampoo. While I’m wishing for stuff, I guess I’ll wish for a burger and fries. God, I’m hungry.

The hike back sucked. I was covered in more sweat than when I made my trek to the pool. I wanted to stay at the stream all day, but I needed to figure out how to get some food. Decided I would try to sharpen a stick and jab it into a fish. Saw that on the TV show Survivorman once. He just threw it at the water and came up with something that flopped around on the end.

I was ready to eat something floppy.

The sun made me feel like my skin was on fire. The ground was rough, and all I have in the way of footwear was a pair of foam flip-flops. I wonder how long they’re going to last.

When I got to my little camp, I saw that the stacks of wood I had prepared for a signal fire were scattered everywhere. Looked like she tried to crawl over it. She was lying across a log with her ass in the air, skirt almost torn off.

Great.

I grabbed her ankle, dragged her away from the wood and pointed her toward the water. She snapped at me the entire time, turning her head back and forth as if she could reach me. She has shapely legs. Too bad they’re gray and covered in gunk.

Don’t think about the gunk! Don’t think about the gunk!

Wonder if I can give her a bath.

I chatted the entire time I dragged her. Asked her name, what she did for a living. Asked if she liked guys like me at all, guys who don’t have buckets of money and actually have to work for a living. Not like the chucklehead she was with on the plane.

It wasn’t that long ago that I was just a perv ogling her from the back of the plane.  Stupid plane! I know that pilot was drunk. So I told her all about the crash.

It started with that pilot. Looney Mooney with his shorts hung so low in the back I had to wonder if that was how he got his name.

Mooney wandered onto the plane, bumped into the wall, then smiled and nodded at the stewardess. His walk was sort of a weave as he made his way to the cockpit and shut the door. I hoped he wasn’t too sick. I knew he wasn’t drunk, because pilots aren’t allowed to drink before they fly. Right?

 

The stewardess was new. She didn’t smile much, but she did set up the few passengers with drinks early on. Come to think of it, where was she on the first flight? I guess the presence of additional people on the plane called for a stewardess.

She seemed nice and smiled whenever she passed my seat.

The only interesting part of getting on the plane was this hot girl that got on with this huge guy in a flower-print shirt. She was short but cute as all get out, with a figure to kill for. She had big perky boobs that poked out of a low-cut blouse. Her skirt was so short I got a glimpse of her upper thighs when she sat down. She laughed at the guy she was with.

A lot.

He must have been the funniest man in the world. Every time he said something to her, she cracked up like he was telling her the greatest joke in the world. He grinned back and wheezed like an asthmatic clown without the makeup.

They ordered drinks and that was that. A few more passengers got on, but for the most part, it was just me in the crap section and the rich snobs in the front.

I watched her from the back. She kept her attention on him, so I got to check her out every time she summoned the stewardess for more little bottles of booze. And she had to keep running to the bathroom.

At one point, the guy opened his bag and dug out a big gold bottle that looked like Cristal. I’m pretty sure that’s what the thing was. Asshole. He sucked it down like it was water. Probably has as much money as God, and with a hot chick like that at his side … I wish I could sit around and drink a two-hundred-dollar bottle of bubbly grape juice.

I guess I got part of my wish when SHE became my only companion. I think I would have settled for the booze.

It was about twenty minutes later when the plane bounced up and down a few times. I didn’t think it was a big deal until we started tilting forward. I’m no pilot, but I know a plane with its ass in the air is a bad thing.

I looked outside long enough to see the engine on the right side sputter, then spit smoke and bird feathers. Then it belched fire. Oh shit! Fire. Plane. Engine. This was not good, not good at all!

I can’t explain my next action. For the life of me, I don’t know what I was thinking.

I started tossing back alcohol like there was no tomorrow.

Come to think of it, there was no tomorrow! I guess if I couldn’t die screwing, I could settle for dying half drunk. So I guzzled cheap liquor and hoped it would hit my brain before we hit the water and exploded into a million pieces.

There was a lot of loud swearing from the front as the pilot tried to level out the plane, but no matter how many times he swore, we still hit the water. The noise was like dropping into hell. A half-second of silence and then screams from a woman. Looking back, I think it was ME screaming. Stuff flew everywhere, and I tasted salt water.

I think being in the back saved me. I remember when we struck. Then I blacked out. When I came to, I was spitting water and gasping for breath.

It was dark, almost night—guess I lost track of time. Smashing into the ocean will do that to you. I was still pretty buzzed and unsure if I had blacked out for an hour or a minute. I was holding on to my seat cushion, and there were plane parts all around me. I floated for a while and slowly sobered up. I called out again and again, “Are there any survivors?” but no one answered.

I floated for a long time and wondered if a shark was going to come along and eat my skinny white butt. I saw the beginning of Jaws over and over in my head.

The water was warm but not like a bathtub. It was more like a sink full of water that has been sitting around for a while. I wondered if I should be concerned about hypothermia. At least the seat was good at keeping me afloat—I bet I could’ve stayed on it for a week.

I was alone, in the dark, and I had no idea which way to go. I kicked my legs and hoped I was aiming for the nearest resort. I was sure they had those things as thick as McDonald’s restaurants in the tropics.

There were no sounds except the water that lapped against me as I swam.

The moon was barely visible behind a cloud. The cloud moved on, but another one took its place. I picked the moon as my new destination and kicked some more.

I’ve never had so much exercise in my life. Kicking, kicking and more kicking. I bobbed like a top even as I tried to push forward. I couldn’t tell if I was making any progress at all. It was all float, swim, float, swim, float, swim until my legs felt like they were stuck in Jell-O.

I floated like this for hours and even closed my eyes a couple of times. Didn’t help much. As soon as I felt like I was drifting off, water would wake me or the stuff would go into my ear.

Eventually, I hung in the sea like a corpse. I bet my skin looked like a prune. My balls were shriveled up and felt like they had retreated inside my gut. I had to wonder how long I could live like this. Then, to my complete and utter surprise, my feet touched sand. At first I jerked them up, because I thought it was a fish or a shark underneath me. Then I looked up and saw familiar shapes.

Trees!

I touched the bottom again and walked forward until I found the shore. I wept in relief and then threw up about thirty times. Old food, burning booze and seawater made a disgusting afterbirth.

I dragged myself up and out of the water and then along the beach, collapsed against a plant of some sort and then crashed hard. Like I said the first day: Screw you, paradise!

 

 

 

When I got tired of talking to the girl, I walked back to the wood and stacked it up again. I don’t know how I will light the fire when I see a plane or boat. Probably have to use my shirt. Or her clothes.

That might not look right. Stuck on the island and I burn the girl’s clothes instead of mine. Still, with that body, even the gray skin … I mean she was hot a day ago …

Holy shit—I am losing it!

She crawled across the sand, following me as I built up the woodpile again. She was just about the most disgusting dog that has ever followed me.

I felt bad about the bugs, so I sat on her back. I had to cock her head to the side and lean on it with my knee. Big-time wrestlers got nothing on my zombie-hold. I used the sharp end of a shell to dig out the eggs.

Some had started to hatch, so I took them back to the camp and held the shell near the fire until they were black. I figured if I cooked the hell out of them, it would destroy whatever zombie virus might be hiding in them.

I stared at them for a long time. They grew cold to the touch, but every time I held them to my lips, I couldn’t do the deed.

Finally I decided to suck it up and become a survivor. I closed my eyes and dumped the whole blackened mess into my mouth.

They tasted so bad that I almost threw up. I couldn’t even swallow them. I spit the horrid things out and then freaked because of the virus. What was I thinking? There was no telling how it spread. Now I would have to sit around and worry about turning into her. Her without awesome boobs.

I washed my mouth out with some water and sand and then headed to the beach.

The spear theory turned out to be shit. Caught a whole bunch of nothing. While I was staring at the water, waiting for a fin to show itself, I noticed a few little bubbles rising. Stuck my head under the water and looked around until I spotted a gray-and-black shell. Oysters! I found three and cooked them until they opened. Each had a tiny pearl, which I set aside. Then I gobbled the meat down like it was a T-bone. I never cared much for shellfish, but these had me back in the ocean looking for more so fast it would make your head spin.

I spent the afternoon collecting more of the little treasures. While I was ass up in the water, I heard a noise behind me. I spun around and caught a glimpse of grey—though shapely—legs. The rest of her was underwater! Oh God, she was going to drown!

I grabbed her ankle, dragged her out, and flipped her over.

Her face was blue, and water gurgled out of her mouth and nose. Her white dried-up eye didn’t look much better when it was wet. Her one good blue eye followed my movement as I dropped down and pressed on her chest with both hands. Water squirted out in a geyser, and I was stupidly in the line of fire. Blech!

She groan-gurgled a mouthful. When I lifted my hands from her chest, the water was sucked back into her mouth.

She snarled, but I pressed again. This time, I got the hell out of the way. See, I can learn.

“I’m not trying to get it on with you!” I complained when she took a snap at me.

She answered with a fresh gurgling groan. I dragged her to a big log and lifted her off the ground. I was simply too tired for this, so I dumped her, ass up, over the log and left her to drain.

No worse for wear, I took my oysters back to camp. Stoked up the fire and cooked them just like the others. Then I burned my fingers and mouth trying to get at the meat. I saved the pearls again. Maybe I’ll make her a necklace. That will look good when the rescuers arrive; they’ll see that I took good care of her. Plus I could use it as an apology for all the abuse. Yeah, chicks dig jewelry, right?

It’s getting late, so I guess I’ll go to sleep. Tomorrow, I plan to make a rope and tie her to something.

I can still hear her flopping around on the beach. I hope she doesn’t figure out how to stand up in the night. Crap, I better go check the barricade again.


Day 6

My Girlfriend likes to be Tied up

 



Woke to the sound of an airplane overhead.

I flew off my palm leaf mattress, stood up and took two stumbling steps before I tripped over her. She must have spent all night wiggling around the little barricade. If I had slept another half-hour, she would have had me. One bite and then we would be the perfect zombie couple. They’d find us and name us Dumb and Dumber.

I reared back to kick her, but she turned her head and looked at me with that one good eye. It was just as blue as a summer day and I felt—well, I felt a sense of pity for her undead ass.

Note to self: Make a damn rope and tie her to something.

 

 

So the plane (Dee Plane, Dee Plane) flew overheard, and I was jumping up and down like a maniac, screaming at the sky like I was the retard instead of her. I ran for the firewood, but she had scattered it all over the place in the night.

All right, now she is just fucking with me!

The plane flew off into the distance, and it was suddenly quiet again except for my stomach, which decided to growl like a chainsaw. I guessed I’d start with some high-fiber fruit and then try to dig up some oysters later. There was a weird blob of fish that looked like a big limp penis in the shallow water. I don’t know if I can cook it, but what the hell, beats starving to death.

I built up the wood stack again and stomped around, generally miserable. She hissed at me every time I went past her, but that’s okay. She can’t figure out how to stand up and give chase. I scowled at her, and she looked at me with that blank stare. Her gums look a little black today, and her teeth are turning green. I should bring some clean water and try to scrub her down.

That reminds me, she smells like death. Well, what I’m guessing death would smell like. It’s kind of like the smell of meat left out too long. I wonder how long until I run out of food and she starts looking like a steak.

 “Want anything while I’m at the stream?” I asked her. She moaned and hissed again.

 “Fine, no fruit for you.” I smacked her ass as I strolled away. Showed her ...

There seemed to be more water today. I should really follow the stream and find out where it leads. Maybe I am on the back end of some tropical getaway, lost and starving while some rich assholes are just living it up on the other side of the island. Maybe they have mai-tais, grilled steaks, French fries! Oh my God, I need some real food. On my way back, I looked all around for something to use as a rope. There were no vines hanging from the trees, just a bunch of huge leaves. I tore some down and tested how flexible they were. Wound one up and pulled on it. Then I took down another one and wound them together.

Never took basket weaving, never was a Boy Scout, and I never joined the Navy, although I learned how to crochet as a kid. That lonely summer when Grandmother taught me. You don’t let your grandmother down, Diary, you just don’t.

I collected a pile of leaves and carried them back. Found a pretty red flower growing in the shade of a palm tree and added it to my pile. If nothing else, I should be able to decorate my living space.

I got back and found she had crawled into my little sleeping area and made a mess of it. That would take a while to fix. Okay, enough of this. I sat on the other side of the barricade that wasn’t really much of a fence. I worked the branches back and forth to keep the fence in place, but if she ever goes at it with any force, she will break through it in a few minutes. I’m glad she isn’t that motivated.

I plopped down on the other side of the fence, and she started crawling toward me again. It’s like she doesn’t get how her arms can help her move; she just slithers like a big gray snake. I had plenty of time before she got near me. Her good eye is so dry … Wish she would blink it from time to time.

I should bring some water back for her so I can wet it. If I can cover her mouth, she might be more cooperative. At least she won’t be able to bite me.

I worked on my rope for a few hours and ate the fruit I left out to dry last night. A few small bugs on one meant some extra protein, even though I wanted to puke every time I chewed. I made a game out of how fast I could eat them. I grabbed a bunch of those little hopping sand fleas and shoved them into my mouth just as fast as I could. I found that if I got them in the back of my throat fast enough, I could just swallow and pretend they were raisins.

When I finished the rope, I found it was pretty strong. I yanked on the thing and then stood up and put my foot on one end against the ground and pulled. Looked like it would hold up nicely, at least until it dried out and fell apart.

I dropped onto her back and tried to ignore the smell. Jesus! I hadn’t needed my shirt thanks to the heat, so I tore off the bottom. It took a few tries to get the cloth around her neck and into her mouth without getting bitten.

Gagged, she was, for now, somewhat harmless. I lifted her to her feet and watched her try to keep her balance. She snarled and snapped at me over the cloth. I looped the rope around her throat and set off with her close behind, only she didn’t take well to her leash and fell flat on her face when I pulled too hard.

Oops.

I had to wrestle her stinky ass back on her feet again and decided to tie the rope around her waist instead.

With the first tug, she nearly fell again. Then I got an idea.

I let the slack out and moved to the end of the slack. She raised her arms toward me and moaned under her muffled gag, then stumbled after me. Can’t believe I have to play follow the leader.

I lead her to the stream, to the end away from where I like to bathe and gather water. Then came the delicate art of removing her clothes while she batted and snarled at me. She was wearing a really frilly white bra that spilled out a large pair of breasts when I tugged it down. Well good for her!

Too bad they are as cold as ice and mottled gray.

The rest of her clothes came off. I tossed her panties, because they were just nasty. I don’t even want to think about what they looked like, let alone write about it. Oh God. Cleaning down there should have been fun, but I just wanted to throw up.

She kept turning as I bathed her, doing the bob-and-snap dance. I washed her down with her silky shirt before putting it back on her. It’s see-through and helps offset the color of her skin. Her skirt went back on and hung limply around her waist, making a wet slapping noise as I led her back to camp.

I think I am getting used to being hungry, the constant gnawing ache. Sometimes my skin feels cold and clammy, even though the weather is hot and muggy. I saw a bird rifling through my stuff when I got back, but I was too slow to get him. I picked up a rock and threw it like I was aiming for home plate. It flew under him as he soared into the sky with a squawk.

I bet he would have tasted like chicken.

Tomorrow, I will try to build a snare. Maybe I can have a little KFC. I wonder how I will build a snare. Jesus. I don’t even know what a snare looks like.

I tied her to a tree and went oyster diving again. Found one of those long things that looks like a penis hanging out of a shell. It smelled terrible. but I’m gonna cook it in some coconut milk in the shell. Maybe I can choke it down.

When I got out of the water, I saw that she had managed to wrap herself around the tree so she was facing it, rope tight around her body. It took a while to get her untied. One of the starfish I pulled out tried to get away while I worked at her rope. But it only got about three inches. I tossed it on the fire with a grin.

 

It’s late, and I can barely keep my eyes open. The fire is stoked up nice and high. She doesn’t sleep, but I thought it would be nice to give her a little freedom, so I left the knot on the tree loose. Now she is walking in circles. Her clothes look clean, and her hair is actually nice tonight, not too badly matted. Put the red flower behind her ear, but now it is just hanging there, limp and dead.

She is like a little zombie carousel. Just watching her makes me sleepy. Round and round she goes; if she manages to get loose, away I’ll go.


Day 7

My Girlfriend Likes To Get Wet

 



Today it rained.

All. Goddamn. Day.

She stared up at the sky for hours as water washed over her body. It turned that shirt transparent again, leaving her breasts looking pretty much like a normal chick’s. I just pretended like she was alive. It was nice to get some relief, so to speak.

Huddled under the lean-to for hours and hours. I talked to her, which is just like talking to myself, since it is one sided. I don’t think about it like that. She is human, or was, so I can justify it in my mind.

So bored. I always had stuff to do at home when Ally was around. She worked odd hours, so sometimes I would be alone for a weekend. But I had video games and TV. I could catch up on all the shows like CSI and NCIS—which I’m pretty sure is just CSI spelled a different way.

How would those guys look at my new girlfriend? They would have to take blood samples, I’m sure—check her for trauma. Check me for drama as I squealed about what great care I was taking with her. They would make sure she wasn’t raped, which isn’t even a remote possibility. I may be alone and young and horny, but I am not into fucking dead chicks. Gross. That can’t feel good anyway; I mean, it would be all dry and stiff. Just thinking about is almost enough to put me off sex forever.

She managed to turn on her side, and after a few minutes of the rain pelting her, she drew her legs up so that her skirt rode up pretty high. God, why is she dead? She has such nice legs—as long as I ignore the gray. I managed to get some more relief while I watched her roll over a couple of times. Does that make me a sicko? I might have to strike this part from the diary once I am rescued.

Rain and more rain. Hovering in a corner right now while it pours down. Found a dry spot, and that is how I am writing to you, dear Diary. I wish night would get here so I can sleep. But this day may just go on forever.

Dragged the remains of the fire under the cover and then added a little more wood. Added some leaves to the shelter so that water stopped hitting me. Phew. As long as she doesn’t see the fire, I won’t have to put up with her screaming.

I should just put her out of her misery tomorrow morning. If I can work up the nerve.


Day 8

My Girlfriend’s Husband Smells

 



This morning, I woke huddled in my little sleeping area, shivering from the water that doused me overnight. The leaves I had added didn’t last long, and most of them lay soaked with rain on the other side of the lean-to. I really need to build up the shelter so I can stay dry. I have had a little luck weaving the big bladed ones together, so I think I’ll try to make a roof of some sort. Was thinking that if I created a triangular shape, it would let the water run off.

I stood and stretched. I was going to say good morning to her, but she wasn’t in her spot.

What the hell?

Her rope was broken in the middle. I looked around quickly, expecting her to jump out at me at any second, but she was nowhere to be seen. Her gag was on the ground; it looked like she had chewed through it. Not good. I might have to make a new one out of her skirt. The material looks stronger than the thin t-shirt I was wearing.

I walked to the beach and looked in the water, hoping she hadn’t wandered into it. I wonder how long she would be able to survive in the ocean. Probably until a shark got her. This presents an interesting question. If she bites an animal, will it turn into a zombie? Zombie sharks or zombie dolphins. Man, that is a freaky thought.

The water was crystal clear. The sand warm. It flowed around my toes as I wandered. If I had some beer, food, and a live girl, this would be paradise. I don’t know how big the island is yet. If she hadn’t turned up, I might have found out today.

I scanned the beach and thought I saw movement in the distance. Might have been a mirage. The water splashes up sometimes, and I think I am seeing things that aren’t there.

I walked along the waterline for a few minutes, and sure enough, it was her. She was on all fours. That was a new development. I wondered when she’d developed better motor skills.

She was on top of something. I couldn’t make it out, but it looked like a person. I started running, thoughts of another survivor leaping to mind. What if someone else made it and she was trying to eat them? Oh my God!

“Hey, HEY!” I yelled.

She turned her head, and her good eye locked on mine. She snarled around something in her mouth and then turned back to the thing on the ground. I came up alongside her and, to my horror, saw it was a body. It was a large person dressed in a flower-print shirt that looked awfully familiar.

The stench reached me, and I turned away to retch. I couldn’t afford to lose anything that was in my stomach, so I bit down on my gag reflex. I looked again, this time steeling my mind for the worst and realized who it was.

It was her husband. And she was eating him.

 

 

She had his shirt pulled up on one side, and a large chunk of his gut was missing. She ignored me as I walked around, both hands clenched over my mouth as I looked at the body. The last time I had seen him, he was laughing while feeling up his hot young wife. She had been vibrant, alive, flushed with champagne. Now they were both dead, although he was sure deader than her.

Oh crap! What if he came back to life like her? I couldn’t have two zombies wandering around my island. I would have to bash in his head. And her head, while I was at it. Should have done that on the first day, but … who would I talk to then?

Some choice, eh? Keep the one with boobs or take a chance on a big fat guy who was missing most of his stomach.

His head and one arm were in the water; the rest of his body was in the fetal position. I splashed into the surf and grabbed his arm, intent on dragging him out to sea. I thought I could weigh his body down with rocks. She hissed at me when I tugged on him, but she kept eating.

He must have weighed two-eighty in life. Now he was bloated and waterlogged. His head lolled out of the water, and I saw that his eyeballs were missing, eaten away by some sea creature, no doubt. His skin was pasty and puffy. There was no way that guy was coming back to life, I told myself over and over. He was too decayed, too full of water and crap. No way, man, no fucking way.

His fat ass was hard to move, so I yanked harder. There was a tear and a sucking noise, and suddenly I was falling into the water, holding his arm. I splashed and came up sputtering as seawater rushed into my nose and mouth. I stood up fast, wiping it off my face, and tossed the arm onto the beach with a squeal of horror. The fleshy part was facing me, and all the stringy gooey stuff that used to connect him to his shoulder was hanging there like a weird bowl of pasta. I was amazed that there was no blood. He probably bled out in the water. But how come he didn’t attract a shark or something?

She ignored me and kept chewing.

I stomped through the water and grabbed the end of the rope that trailed behind her. I gave it a hard tug, pulling her off his corpse. She stumbled to her feet. I gave another yank. She fell on her back and stared up at the sky as if in shock. But she kept chewing her mouthful of husband.

I used the rope to pull her farther away. She struggled but couldn’t figure out how to roll over. She must have crawled to the beach while I was asleep. I’m glad she didn’t try to come after me in the night. Last thing I need is for her to take a bite of my arm. Might wake up dead. I mean undead.

I didn’t want a repeat of the arm tearing off, so I grabbed his legs and pulled. He was so heavy! Maybe I should have torn him into pieces after all. It would’ve been a hell of a lot easier if I had an ax; then I could have hacked him apart.

I pulled and pulled. Worked the body inch by inch until it was in the water. Then he was easier to move. He wasn’t really buoyant anymore, probably due to his waterlogged clothes and skin. I wondered if it were possible for a body to stay in the water so long that all of the blood was replaced with seawater.

I was dragging him out to sea by his legs when his head surfaced. That eyeless socket regarded me with something like scorn. Could just be my imagination. I have been alone for close to a week now. Maybe it was starting to get to me—the insanity of being stuck on a deserted island with a damn zombie.

Alone.

Yeah, I know she is there, but she is this mindless shambling thing that wants to eat me. Does that sound like a good companion? At least Tom Hanks’s volleyball didn’t snarl and snap all the time.

I was in the water up to my neck when I figured it was far enough. I pushed him and hoped the current would take him out to sea.

It didn’t.

He sank so that only one leg stuck out of the water, then he started drifting back to shore. I could see the current pulling him. He rolled over, and his face was dragged along the sharp reef. That wouldn’t do much for his looks. I tugged him back out and then went underwater—pulling one leg with me. I found a large rock and wedged his foot under it. Took a few tries to lock him in place, but when I was done, only his neck and head were showing.

I realized I should take his clothes while I was at it. Might need those later.

It wasn’t hard to tug the shirt off his one-armed torso. I threw it to shore and went back for the pants, but there was no way I could tear them off unless I let him loose again.

She was freaking out by now, rolling over and over, trying to get to her side. In a furious push that looked like an old lady trying to get up (Help, help, I’ve fallen and I can’t get up!), she made one last attempt and actually rolled over onto her stomach and started crawling toward the arm. That gave me an idea of how to get her back to camp and keep her busy for the rest of the day.

I waded to shore, waterlogged like her ex, and grabbed the arm. It probably looked like I was shaking hands. She kept her eye on the meat the whole time. I shook it in front of her face. “You want some food, baby? Follow me. I got a one-course meal with your name on it.”

I walked away with his arm dragging in the sand. She followed close, her eye never leaving the pale ragged flesh.

I dropped the arm when we arrived back at camp. She leaned over and started nuzzling the flesh like a lover. I know, the irony, right? I tied the rope back together while she ignored me. I returned the courtesy by ignoring her chewing.

After that, I had pretty good luck with the surf and turf—although it was mostly surf. The turf came when I cooked a starfish in a weird papaya-looking fruit shell and ended up chowing down on one of the palm leaves I used to cover it up. Tasted gross, but it was one of the most filling meals I have had yet.

Meanwhile, she worked away on her own dinner and didn’t once snarl or snap at me, not even a single dirty look. She was as content as I have seen her on the island. I think that’s saying a lot, considering she is fucking dead.


Day 9

My Girlfriend Likes to Play with Herself

 



She didn’t give up on the arm. She kept gnawing away like it was a hunk of prime rib. Saliva squirted into my mouth when I thought of the last time I had eaten a good steak. I tried to think of the starfish and oysters as if they were a decent meal, but after a week on this cursed island, it’s all I can do to choke them down no matter how hungry I get.

I tied her up again, but she ignored me and went back to gnawing. She was no longer tearing out big chunks. She was just nuzzling the bones and meat like a … well, like a dog.

I spent the day working on my hut-to-be. I laid a foundation of palm leaves and branches, built them up so they were a few inches off the sand. I have been assaulted nightly by all kinds of bugs and things that bite. With any luck, the little bastards won’t be able to get me when I’m off the ground.

My idea of building a house like a tri-fold enclosure was paying off. I wove leaves all day to create the walls and ceiling. When I was done, I had something I could lie under. I stretched out and watched her stare at her prize. She didn’t move for a long time, and I wondered if she was thinking about anything in particular.

Zombies don’t think, they don’t feel, and they don’t talk. I know the stories and movies, but seeing one this close is something different all together. First of all, she is cold to the touch, and if you think I am enjoying her running around in what is left of her clothes, you are wrong. Her skin is gray and mottled. It looks like some really bad spackle on the side of a house. She only has one good eye; the other is dead and looks like a white almond.

The worst part is that she had been chewing on dead meat all night and day. I don’t even want to think about where it goes or how it gets back out. It’s not like she can take a crap. For all I know, the stuff she has been chowing down on is just sitting in her stomach and rotting. That’s probably what makes her breath so foul that I have to sit upwind.

 

 

And now she has a strip of skin stuck in her teeth and no idea how to get it out. She has been trying all morning. It just bounces off her chin as she snaps at it over and over again. It reminds me of the paddleball game where you bounce a ball off a small paddle that is attached via a rubber band. I bet she has tried to get that thing a hundred times already. Her one good eye stares down at it, but she can’t seem to get her hands to do anything like pull the skin off her broken teeth.

Boing. Snap. Boing. Snap. Boing. Snap. Skin, five hundred and forty. Zombie chick, zero.

I was busy making the hut when she fell on her face. She had reared back slowly and then let her mouth snap shut against air. She moved quicker than I have seen her move before, and it landed her on the ground.

I took the opportunity to stop working on the hut and find some smaller leaves. I got on her back again and tried to ignore the smell, the cold skin, and the clothes that were covered in dried blood. I tilted her head to the side as she snarled at me and used the leaves to pull the skin out from between her teeth. It was a long piece that was white and putrid. Spoiled and nasty.

I know when the rescue boat arrives and they read my diary, they will have trouble coming to grips with some of the things I had to do to the girl, but I promise I did everything as humanely as possible.

I tore part of her skirt off and wrapped it around her mouth. I’m still afraid of her bite.

I left her on the ground and went back to work on the hut. She rolled around and managed to get her hands trapped under her body and then bounced up and down like she was humping them.

It looked like she was playing with herself. The snarls and grunts didn’t help.

It rained later, so I took off my clothes and rubbed down with some sand. She looked at me blankly and continued thrusting her body up and down. So I decided to treat it like a vote of approval and did a little dance for her.

I dug out some oysters later and even tried to spear a fish. This ended in failure about fifty times. I took one last throw at a large fish and managed to spear a little tiny red one right next to it. I felt like I had just made the winning toss in the Olympics!

I nearly ran back to camp to show her what I had caught. I hooted and hollered, but she just rocked back and forth on her hands. After watching her for a few minutes, I slipped my hands under her waist and pulled her up to her feet. She steadied herself and turned her head ever so slowly to look at me with that one blue eye. I scraped a couple of maggots off her other eye, and I must say, it was a downright romantic moment.

Until she snarled at me and bit against the gag like she was going to rip my nose off. I backed away, sat on a rock, and watched her walk to the end of the rope, then strain against it. She was no more than three feet from me. Her eye crinkled up in rage—well, the good one did—and she reached for me with those hands that were now covered in sand, dried blood and chunks of her husband’s skin.

This is ridiculous. I should just kill her.

“Should I kill you, babe?”

Snarl.

“Should I take you out and leave you in the water, point you away from the island and then swim away?”

Snarl.

“Maybe hang you from a tree and set you on fire? Do you think a boat or plane would see that?”

Snarl.

These one-sided conversations were getting on my nerves. But she is my Wilson, so it is my obligation to chat with her. Tell her my problems. Tell her how I feel about stuff. Show her a good time on the island. Walk her from one end to the other. All the stuff a couple should do.

I cooked the fish and tossed her the raw fins. She stared at them from her tree, where she had managed to wrap herself up again. She howled against the gag and reached for me with one arm. I got a stick and pushed one of the fins toward her. She watched me, not the stick, not the fin. She kept her eye on me, and a gross pink fluid bubbled out of her mouth. I stopped in mid-chew and fought to keep my stomach calm. I wanted to turn and throw up. I knew that if I did that, I would have to re-eat the stuff, because I am so low on food. Managed to keep it down after a few breaths. Phew.

What the hell was that crap coming out of her mouth? If I didn’t know any better, I would have said it was foaming Alka-Seltzer in red Kool-Aid. I wonder if her guts are backed up from all the stuff she ate. I can’t take much more of this.

Tomorrow, I plan to explore the island. With any luck, I will find a better place to live.


Day 10

My Girlfriend Hates to be Left Alone

 



I spent the day exploring the island. It was a nice change of pace to get away from her. I wandered and tried to keep a map, but my drawing skills aren’t really up to snuff. I passed the stream, followed it to a tree-covered hill, and attempted to climb it. Quickly realized I am not cut out for being more than a few feet off the ground. All I could think about was falling and breaking a leg. That would be the end game for me.

The trees grew closer together here, and I had trouble getting through them. The stream ran cleaner but not cooler. I drank until I was full and then moved around the hill.

I came across some more fruit and attempted to eat them. I’m not sure what they were, but they tasted bitter, and they were very stringy. I choked down the flesh of one and pocketed a few others for later.

I found a new place to fish and dug out some more oysters. Ignoring their taste, I ate them raw. Funny how just a week ago, I would have turned my nose up at the thought of shellfish. Now I dream about that shit like it is filet mignon with crab and a bearnie … bernnie … ber—ah fuck it. Whatever you call that green sauce on top.

The day was coming to an end, so I walked back to camp. At least what I thought was camp. With my terrible sense of direction, I went the wrong way. Ended up down the beach from my makeshift home.

The night rolled in, and I was soon walking by the light of the moon. This sucked. If I didn’t find my camp soon, I would have to find somewhere else to sleep, because I was getting really tired.

Then I heard a splashing noise.

“Anyone there?” I called out, knowing that there was probably just the body of her husband. Maybe he came loose and washed up on shore. Maybe he was lying within reach, just waiting to grab me with his one hand as I strolled by.

I shuddered, turned away and made my way in the opposite direction.

I came across camp a few minutes later and plopped down behind my little homemade tent and stared up at the stars. Bugs attacked me immediately, going for every inch of exposed skin. I slapped at them as fast as I could, but I knew how this little battle would end. Me, zip. Bugs, about a billion.

I heard a noise in the distance and wondered if a bird was nearby. I gathered up a couple of rocks and listened. Then I realized there was one sound I was not hearing, and that was the sound of her.

I jumped to my feet and walked to the tree, hands held out before me in the dark. I felt around the base and only found a strand of broken rope.

Oh shit.

I heard a sound and leaped back, hit the little fence and went down hard. I was back on my feet in a second. I was sure I would be in pain from that spill in the morning.

If I lived that long.

I crept back to my shelter and stood outside it for a while, just staring into the darkness. I looked from corner to corner, shape to shape, and tree to tree. The moon was a sliver, so it was hard to make anything out. Every splash of water, every rustle of a leaf scared the crap out of me.

She would fall on me at any moment, and I would be too shocked to react, I just knew it. I was exhausted from my walk around the island, but my adrenaline was up, and I had no chance of falling asleep.

After standing in place for about half an hour, I decided to light a fire and catch her when she shambled into camp. Not much of a trap, I know, but I had to do something other than standing in place all night, freaked out that I might be turned into zombie kitty chow.

I sparked up the fire with a precious strip of paper and one of the remaining matches. It caught quickly, and I fed it wood until I had a cozy blaze going. I stood off to the side and waited for about an hour, but she didn’t shamble into camp.

I still heard rustling near the trees, but I hoped it was crabs or just a bunch of leaves rubbing together. I thought I should investigate. If my breakfast was walking around, I needed to gather them up. I started to make a torch a half-dozen times but always found a reason in the back of my head not to. What if she was waiting there? What if she had developed sudden smarts and planned a trap that starred me as the poor sap getting eaten instead of her dead husband.

An hour passed, and my fear grew. She should have come back by now and tried to attack me. She had been drawn to fire every time I lit one, even though she hates them. What was different now?

Went to the fire after another half-hour and took out a long stick that was burning on the end. I took a few breaths and started walking around the camp area. Then I expanded my circuit to encompass what I thought of as the perimeter. Like I was Rambo, like I knew where the bad guys were. I don’t have a bad-guy-o-meter in my head like they do in the movies. Instead, I have a freak-me-the-fuck-out-meter. If I stood out there much longer, I was probably going to die of fright. Any minute, I expected her to jump out and attack me, latch her disgusting teeth onto my neck and tear it out, just like in the movies.

I walked back and forth, flinching at every shadow, flicker, or breeze. She still didn’t lurch out at me.

I decided to investigate the area the noises had come from, hoping to score a crab or two. With the fire nice and hot, they would cook up moist and juicy in a few seconds. I started drooling at the thought.

I moved into the little copse and got close to the ground in hopes of spotting one of the little guys. That’s when the hand touched my ankle.

 

 

I’m pretty sure I screamed like a six-year-old girl as I fell down again. My breath came fast and furious as I scrambled backwards. She had laid a trap for me. Bitch! After all I had done for her.

 “What’s wrong with you? What the hell is wrong with you? I take care of you! I clean you! Why would you do that?”

Then I came across her body, and my words died in my throat. She was lying on her back with the rope wrapped around her body, one arm secured against her chest. The other reached for me. One of her legs was hooked over a branch; the other was bent at the knee and tucked under her thigh. Her skirt was around her waist, and it was the first thing I fixed. Then I unbent her leg and took the other off the branch and stretched them out, rubbing the sand off.

She still had the gag around her mouth, and her good eye was fixed on mine while she snapped behind the cloth. I did my best to straighten her clothes while she did her best to eat my arm. I helped her up and noticed she was starting to smell again. I would take her to the stream first thing in the morning and wash her off.

“I’m sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have left you like that. That wasn’t cool.”

I felt terrible. Zombie or not, I should take better care of her. I wouldn’t treat an enemy the way I was treating her. I took her back to the fire and sat her down. I tried to fix her hair, but it was ratted and lank, not greasy like I expect mine is tonight. I bet she doesn’t have oil at all from her head, being dead and all. Or because hot (even formerly hot) chicks don’t seem to have problems like that.

 “I’ll do better, baby. I will take care of you better than this. I know it’s hard, you know, being dead and all, but you deserve some common human decency.”

I felt bad about leaving her arms tied up, but I put out the fire, laid her gently on her back and then tugged a small log over her feet. With her childlike reflexes and lack of motor skills, she wouldn’t go far. I felt sleepy for the first time that night. I lay there for a few minutes, listening to her snarl behind the gag, and then sang a soft song I remembered from one of my favorite bands. She quieted down, and I did it again.

After that, I closed my eyes and slept like a baby.


Day 11

My Girlfriend Likes to Play House

 



I was walking along the shore near the spot where I deposited her dead husband when I saw a shape moving in the water. It had a hump, and for a second, I thought it was his head bobbing around. Then there was a flap as the thing moved a fin, and I realized it was a turtle.

Ah. How cute! I had a turtle once, when I was a kid. Mom made me keep it in a big glass aquarium. Maybe I could keep this one as a pet and get rid of the zombie girl. Sure. I could name him and set up an area for him to live in. I bet I could learn a lot from the old fellow, like how to catch fish. Did turtles eat fish? Thinking back to my old turtle, Zeus, I was pretty sure he ate leaves and crap like that.

Wait. Turtle. Meat … MEAT!

I splashed into the surf in a rush and managed to grab one back flipper before he could pull it into his shell. He turned to snap at m,e and I thought of her, the way she tries to bite me all the time like I’m a steak. I’m pretty damn hungry, but I don’t understand how another person can look that tasty.

Its body was about a foot and a half at its longest part. I hauled it in and grabbed the shell while it tried to retract everything. I raced to the shore and studied it as it tried to get away. It had its fins out again, and I touched them. The texture of the skin was strange, like old wet leather.

Now all I had to do was get the thing open.

I like animals, and I would normally never hurt one, but I was starving. I hadn’t had a decent meal in almost two weeks, and every day was a struggle just to get up and hunt for anything edible. The rumble in my stomach drove me on. It was a deep gnawing in my gut that went on at all times of the day and night. Even drinking a lot of water didn’t help. When I did that, I just had a hollow gurgly feeling, like I needed to throw up. Running with a gut full of water sounds like carrying a bucket of water. It’s all slosh slosh burp burp. I miss Coke and Mountain Dew. I miss beer, and as much as I hate the sour taste of wine, I wish I had a bottle of red and Ally by my side.

I had managed to make a sort of hand ax with some black rock I found. The stuff looked like glass, and if I chipped at it enough with another rock, it was as sharp as a knife. I am like some damn caveman making weapons out of rock. I miss my cooking knives, too, while I am bitching about things I miss. I also miss Twinkies, Ho-Hos and chocolate chip cookies. I miss coffee and my four-dollar mochas. In fact, if I had a cup of coffee right now, I would probably blow a blood vessel in my head.

I wondered if I should kill the thing first or just start cutting. I wasn’t looking forward to discovering what sound a turtle makes when it’s cut open.

I lugged it back to camp, laid it on its back and let one hand rest on its belly so it didn’t try to roll over and get away. She was sitting up where I left her, secured to a rock. Her legs were tied together so she couldn’t stand up. She stared at me with that blank look, her one eye fixed on me and then on the animal. She made biting motions, which I am getting used to.

I studied the turtle, and so did she. She seemed strangely fascinated with the thing. I went and took her gag off so she could maybe have a taste when I cut it up. I guessed that I would have to put the meat on the ground in front of her so she could lean over and eat it.

I held the knife above the turtle’s green neck. Its eyes stared at me with something like fear. Did it know I intended to cut its head off? I touched the neck, and it recoiled immediately. Then I had to wait again for it to stick its head out.

Meanwhile, she was trying to crawl toward the animal. The turtle sensed this and backed away. I let one of her arms free, because I wanted to see how she would interact with it. Would she think it was a pet? Would she try to attack it?

The turtle backed into me. I pushed it forward, but it stuck its legs and head back in its shell. That gave me a good idea for a shelter. If she wanted to be near me all the time, I would build a rock room and stay in it while she was out by the fire. It would be just like we had a home. Well, a home with a corpse in it.

 

 

The turtle got brave and lurched into motion. I was going to wait until it stretched its neck all the way out and then—whack!—that sucker would be ready to cook. Assuming I figured out how to get the meat out of its shell. God … Meat, how long had it been? Turtle soup—isn’t that a delicacy somewhere? It was about to be a delicacy in my stomach.

I was drooling, mesmerized by my meal walking away when she snapped her head forward and latched onto the turtle’s neck. That’s when I learned that turtles can make noise. They hiss like a really pissed-off cat. She ripped the head back and tore it half off. Blood gushed out and stained the sand a deep red. I wondered if I should be drinking it or something. Had to be a lot of minerals and protein.

Oh shit! The zombie stuff she had. If I got any of it in my mouth, would it change me too?

I reeled back while she lay tied on her side and ripped at the head. She used her free hand to hold it to her lips and ate every scrap of flesh hanging off the neck. The turtle kept trying to back away, but his legs moved slower and slower. After a while, there was just a little twitching and the only sound was her enjoying her meal. But she didn’t really look content. She didn’t look happy or sad. She just looked like a mindless eating machine.

I picked up the rest of the turtle and used my knife to cut off a leg. It was tough, and I had to tear a lot of muscle and sinew to get it loose. By the time it came off, it was covered in sand, so I walked to the water and washed it off.

I set it on a rock next to the fire, just a few inches away, and within moments, the smell of roasted meat hit my nose.

I looked up at the sun and almost said a thank you to whatever god may be looking out for me. I used a stick to turn the leg after a few minutes, when the leg looked blackened, and then waited for what seemed like hours.

She didn’t move, just ate, and I wondered again where the meat went. I studied the line of her body, the way her shirt hung loose over her midsection, and realized her stomach had grown much larger. Jeez, how much did she eat? She looked like she was pregnant.

No! Not pregnant. She had eaten at least one arm from her dead husband a few nights ago. The meat was probably sitting in there, rotting and bloating.

I had no energy for worrying about it tonight, so I took the turtle leg off the fire and set it on another rock to cool. I couldn’t wait long, so I tore a tiny piece of white meat off. I stared at it, wondering if it would turn me into her new zombie boyfriend. How much would that suck? The rescuers would find us, and my diary would never get made into a movie.

I gulped and then threw the meat onto the fire. I couldn’t take the chance. I didn’t want to die. I cried when I put the stupid turtle meat on the fire and watched it crackle and burn. I used the rock knife to cut out every scrap of meat and added those to the flame. The smell almost drove me insane.

I wanted to lean over and bash her head in with the same rock I used to slice open the turtle. Bash her head in so that whatever zombie brains she had were a big pile of mush on the ground. I wanted to jump up and down on them, stomp them into the ground.

I was so mad that I went back to the water and splashed into it. I stomped around until I came across one of those big floppy things that hang out of shells and look like a cow’s penis. I snatched it out of the water, took it back to camp and put it on the fire. A few minutes later, I had a filling meal that tasted like crap. Really and truly tasted like some shit I wouldn’t eat in a million years. Yet there I was, munching away like it was a chili dog. At least it filled the hollow pit of my stomach.

How can I forgive her? She is ruining what happiness I might have had, but she can’t help it. She is acting on pure instinct. She has no mind. She can’t figure out that when she does something like that, it is bad for me.

She was chewing away at the last of the turtle when I leaned over and moved some hair out of her face. My beautiful turtle-chomping zombie girlfriend. Well, sort of beautiful; her skin is so gray now it looks like a weird mottled, overripe piece of eggplant. And she is so cold. I let her sleep by me all night, but in the morning, she was still like ice.

I left her to play with the head while I went off and collected more items for our little house. I gathered fallen branches and large leaves and started building up a collection of rocks. The food might have been terrible, but it made me feel a hell of a lot better.

It will take a while, but I’m pretty sure I can build some kind of hut or house, something we can live in. I’ll make a little pen for her, so I don’t have to worry about her eating me in the middle of the night. I bet she will like that. A place out of the rain and cold and heat of day.

No rest for the wicked, back to work.


Day 12

My Girlfriend Goes on a Diet

 



Found a couple of bags today. One was a waterlogged overnight-style case filled with clothes and a couple of romance novels. I set those out to dry, thinking that maybe she would like to hear a story. There was also a sewing kit and a portable fishing reel with no pole. Oh holy hell, happy day. All I needed was some bait. I’m sure I could scrounge up some little critters to stick on the end of a fishing line. Then a stick, of course, and a way to secure the reel to the stick. The more I looked at the thing, the more I realized it might not be that great. Sort of like a car with no keys. I set it down and looked in the other luggage.

The second bag was a heavy plastic case that must have floated, because some of the clothes inside were mostly dry, though salt encrusted. There were a couple of porn mags inside, but they featured men engaged in sex, and I was not the least bit interested.

Still, I set them aside. Waste not, want not. They would make good kindling. Or maybe I could show them to her, see if that got her worked up.

I found an enema kit still in the box. Who the hell brings one of those on vacation? I nearly threw it away before I got an idea.

The rest of the contents included a little sewing kit and a hat. Just a baseball cap with some Jamaican team stitched on it, but it would keep the sun off my forehead. There was some lubricant, which I carefully set aside. I didn’t want to know who had used that stuff and for what. It said it was petroleum based, and I have to admit that it would probably work well on my lips, since they are cracked and dry as a bone.

I took the stuff back to the camp and then hauled her to her feet. She belched as I picked her up, and the smell of meat left to rot in her gut made me gag. The little bit of food in my stomach felt heavy and wanted a way out. I took a clean breath of air, closed my eyes and thought of a fresh bouquet of flowers.

Well, no sense in waiting any longer. Went to the beach and filled the enema bag with salt water and then rinsed the thing you jam up your ass—really well. I have never used one on myself, but there was this one time when Ally … uh, never mind. I scrubbed my hands in sand and salt water until they were raw.

Took the full bag back to the camp and set it aside so the top was pointed up. Then I put her against a tree and tied her there with some of the rope I had fashioned. The stuff was getting a little worn, but she didn’t seem to be that strong, not like the zombies I had seen in movies. Maybe it was a lack of food or blood. She wasn’t getting any of mine. That’s for sure.

Now came the tricky part. The whole time I maneuvered her into position, she fought me, even though her hands were tied at her side. She kept snapping her head forward as if she were going to get a bite of me through the gag.

I carefully removed the gag and then held her head back by pushing on her forehead. The smell from her mouth was wretched. I held my breath as long as I could. Rotted meat from her husband and God only knew what else made me think about going vegan.

I had a couple of oyster shells ready, and I put the first one in her mouth the next time she snapped at me. I had to be careful so she didn’t get a piece of my finger. I wiped my hand down and grabbed the second one and snapped it onto the top of her mouth so she looked like a weird inside-out shellfish.

Now I was able to get to work. I had reconsidered the lube and decided to use a lot of it for this delicate operation. I wet the tube from the enema, slathered it up good and thick and then slipped the plastic end into her mouth. I had to push it against the back of her throat, and she gagged against it. I thought that was interesting. She is dead, after all, and shouldn’t have a gag reflex. Maybe she was just fighting the tube. I sure as hell would be.

I ran the tube down as far as it would go and then left the hose hanging there. I grabbed the bottle and screwed it on tight and then squeezed all the water into her stomach. She gurgled as it ran down her throat. I had to hold her head tightly so she wouldn’t thrash around.

Once it was empty, I ran to the beach and filled it again and repeated Operation Get the Nasty Shit out of her Gut. After her stomach was full with a third one, I untied her and dragged her away from the tree. I affixed the rope to her feet and then pulled the hose out. I massaged her gut just under her now-sagging boobs. I pushed and prodded, hoping to get the water and rotted material mixed together.

With the help of a low branch, I pulled her into the air, feet first, so that all the stuff in her stomach ran out of her mouth.

I could describe the maggot-infested rotted meat in great detail. It would surely make a great addition to someone’s bizarre horror movie, but I won’t. Let me just say that it was the single most disgusting thing I have ever seen in my life. It was almost as bad when I repeated the process.

 

 

 

I don’t think she is any angrier with me today than usual. I took her to the stream afterward and gave her a long bath. I used a lot of the sunscreen to moisten her skin. I took my time and rubbed it all over her body, which was still cold to my touch. Her one good eye kept a constant watch on me, but she didn’t really react in any other way. If I were looking for any sort of gratitude, I wouldn’t find it here. With the meat out of her system, she must be a lot more comfortable, but you wouldn’t know it from looking at her.

Her clothes are getting worn out, the shirt hanging in strips. I could dress her in the stuff I found in the bags, but it’s all mostly ruined from the seawater. Besides, the clothes are all designed for a larger man, and I don’t want to waste them on her. I’m the live one here, and I need them more than she ever will.

I’m going to tie her to the tree and then go fishing.

Tomorrow, I will make her some new clothes.


Day 13

My Girlfriend Does the Hula

 



Had a pretty busy day today. I worked on the house … or hut … should probably just call it an enclosure. A homeless guy with a bunch of cardboard and wet paper towels could probably design a better home than this.

I saw a movie once where these two kids were stranded on an island and they somehow built a massive, multilevel mansion out of wood and palm leaves. Right now, I just needed something to keep me dry. I’ll worry about deserted-island engineering later.

I dragged more rocks over and managed to cut up some of the longer branches so I could build up a wall. I was planning to make it a sort of lean-to, but now I am going to elevate the roof and angle it so that the rain washes down to collect in the suitcase I dragged out of the sea yesterday. I may build a small space for her as well.

Tied her by her wrist to a tree that didn’t get much sun. Speaking of the sun, all that lotion I put on yesterday to moisturize her was a terrible idea. It just sat on top of her skin and didn’t soak in. So now she is covered in sand, because she falls down a lot. Each time I pick her up, it feels like I am picking up sandpaper. The shit has hardened everywhere.

I took one of the large shirts and tore off a sleeve and fashioned a new gag for her. She fought me the entire time as I wrapped it around her mouth. She smells so much better today now that the festering pile of meat is gone from her gut. I bet she is hungry, though. I mean, if she gets hungry. I’m a little confused on that point. If she had a full stomach, why was she always trying to take a bite out of me? Brain damage? Brain dead?

I have tried to reason with her. I talked to her, tried a little sign language, but nothing seems to get through. I offered some of the charred turtle. She chewed it once and then let the chunk of meat drool out of her mouth and down her chin. It left a black line that I had to clean up later, like she was a six year old.

There is no way I am giving her raw meat again, not after having to go through that whole disgusting process yesterday of jamming an enema tube down her throat. I had to dig a hole and then take a thick palm leaf and sort of scoop the nasty stuff in it. I felt like a giant cat covering shit. Fucking meow.

I managed to climb a tree today and get a couple of coconuts down. I broke one open and drank the wonderfully refreshing milk that was in the center. It went down like a dream, and the only thing I wished I had to go with it was some rum or tequila.

And a live girl—like Ally. She must be worried sick. I miss her like crazy. Sometimes I just lie on my little cot and think about all the fun we used to have together. She was a handful. Always coming and going. Ally was also sort of the hunter-gatherer of our relationship. She loved to fish, and she had no problem gutting, cleaning and smoking them. I had no problem eating them. This worked out well.

Staring at my new girlfriend, I decided that the clothes had to go, because they were torn up and covered in something I can only describe as goo. I didn’t exactly have replacements for her. Not unless I got real creative with the little crappy sewing kit I found yesterday. I had an idea, so I worked the rock knife into the shell and then all the way around it until it split open. I scraped out every last chunk of fruit and ate it like it was vanilla ice cream. I was never a huge coconut fan, so poor me, because it is now a staple of my diet. At first I left the shells in the direct sun to dry, but on second thought, I put them by the fire to dry faster.

I took her to the stream and removed her ragged clothes. They came away in tatters, and I tossed them in a heap. I don’t think she needs them anymore and, really, what purpose do they serve? Besides, they are a mess.

“Why can’t you be alive?” I asked her as I washed her breasts several times.

“Why can’t you talk?” I asked as I washed down her thighs. Too bad I don’t have any soap.

The smell of sunscreen was really strong, and I was happy that it wasn’t covering up the smell of decay. Ever since I found her body, I have been afraid she would start rotting.

“Why did you have to eat those weird berries?” I asked as I washed her butt. What guy doesn’t like to give his girlfriend a bath, right?

I went at her hair and got all the stuff out of it. It’s long and blond, and I bet it would look good with some shells woven into it. Or maybe I should cut it so it is easier to take care of. I bet I could take my black-rock knife and hack it off. She stared at me with that one good blue eye and moaned as I worked at her body. I pretended that she liked it instead of the truth: that if the gag were off, she would try to take a bite out of me.

I didn’t bother putting clothes on her. I took her cold hand in mine and led her back to the camp. Set her on the little pallet of leaves and tied her legs together so she couldn’t stand up and walk away. Then I grabbed the coconut halves and used the knife I found in the luggage to drill little holes in them. I worked on this for a few minutes, then got some fishing line and went to work.

I did get up early and try to fish, but it was a wasted effort. I found a tiny crab and hooked it, then tried dropping it in the water with one end tied to a stick. I didn’t even see a fish, let alone catch one. I need to think about where to fish later on today. I don’t think the fishing line is going to be much use unless I find a lake so I can bob the thing in the water. I just don’t have a fishing pole.

She snarled from her spot as I worked. Sheesh. I get no gratitude. I pretty much had the coconut halves ready, so I went to her side and crouched there and tried them on. I did some adjustments with the straps and then covered them in palm leaf strips so it didn’t look so tacky.

 

 

I untied her and then helped her up. She tried to come at me, but I pushed her away gently. She looked pretty good with the coconut halves making up a bikini top. Her breasts are pretty large, and they fill the halves. In fact, they press out of the top enough to give her some cleavage, gray though her skin is.

I tore up some more palm leaves and made a skirt out of them. It wasn’t perfect. Some of them kept falling out, but that was okay. She still looked like my little island girl. I wanted to go for the tropical look, but she looked more like those hula dolls people put on dashboards in their cars.

I put one of her pumps on, but she kept fighting me. So I just left her with the one. Now when she walks around, she sort of looks like she is dancing.

Yep, my girlfriend can do the hula, and it is kinda hot.


Day 14

My Girlfriend Moans a Lot

 



I spent the morning exploring more of the island. I have no sense of direction here. Well, I know the sun rises in the east and sets in the west, but I might have that mixed up. It’s an island, so there isn’t moss on the shaded side of trees to determine which way you are supposed to look. Not that I even know how that works. Kind of like building a fire. If I lose my matches, I am screwed. I couldn’t start a fire if you gave me two sticks and a pair of midgets to rub them together. That’s why I have to constantly go back and add stuff to the fire. Even if it burns down to just a pile of ashes, I have been able to shave some wood off a stick and puff until it catches.

Can’t count on her to help out. She just stares at me and growls all the time. Sometimes she moans, but in a way that is far from sexy. She moans like she is really bored. She moans at night when I hide from her. She moans when I walk by. Sometimes, she manages to stand up; then she walks toward me with her hands held out in front of her, and moans really loud.

I shouldn’t say negative things like that. The Lifetime Network will only want me to say positive things. They’ll want to hear about all the things I did to rescue my girl.

Speaking of which, when I left this morning, I tied her to the tree and moved her out of the sun. She doesn’t tan. Not anymore. She always has that gray color to her skin. I think it has something to do with the pigment dying. She has spent hours in the sun and doesn’t turn red. I wish I had some of that tanning stuff so I could paint her body and make it look like she has a tan. I remember that Ally once did that at a salon, and her white complexion turned an almost orange color. It was embarrassing, but I told her she looked hot.

So anyway, Diary, I decided to explore, so I went what I will call “the other way.” I’m used to going one way to explore the island, so today I headed for the other side. See, I don’t need a compass. I took a left out of the little campsite and went around the island. I found lots of interesting stuff, like more sand, and trees and shrubs. Jesus Christ, it looks JUST like the side I had already explored.

I got to a point where I thought I was halfway around the island, picking my way over bleached logs that washed up on the shore, around fallen branches, coconut shells and tons of black rocks. I started picking up large rocks and throwing them in the general direction of my campsite so I could gather them up later. I figure that if I toss them every day, I will have a big pile in a few weeks and I can finish my house.

When I get it built, it will probably be the wrong way or too heavy, and it will fall in on me. Probably bury me in a ton of stones. Break bones, pin me to the ground. Then I am screwed, because the next time she gets loose, she will bite whatever is exposed, and then I am bound for Zombie-Wilsonville.

At least collecting them is something to do. It’s not like I have a lot on my plate. I pretty much spend all day scavenging for food and trying not to lust after my dead girlfriend. Is it lust? I don’t know. I can’t exactly do her. I mean, that’s just disgusting. GROSS. But I can look at her and, well …

I saw a pair of birds hopping around, pretty little flyers with a rainbow of color. They weren’t parrots or anything, but they were bright. I had a brief fantasy about putting them in a cage and teaching them to talk. Pretty bird, want a piece of raw oyster? Want a piece of my pretty dead girlfriend? I want a piece of you!

My mouth flooded with so much saliva that I thought it would burst out between my lips. I’m glad there was no one to ask me a question, because the answer would have seen a river of drool leaking down my chin.

 

 

Bird, oh my God. I was tasting KFC already. In fact, I started shaking as I picked up a big black rock and threw it as hard as I could at the bird. The little beast must have seen me coming from a mile away. I missed him, and he squawked as he left with his little girlfriend. They headed toward the center of the island, and I marked the spot. Of course, when I walked another half a mile, I had completely lost the spot. I’m pretty sure it was near a tree. Brilliant.

I turned away and went back to the camp, head down, depressed about my escaped extra-crispy tropical bird meal. I stopped near a little spot where the water was stuck in a pool from the tide going out. There were some little tiny fish in it, so I grabbed them. Ate them raw, pretending they were a fine three-piece chicken meal. Except they weren’t; they were mushy and tasted like salt.

Yuck.

I got back to the camp and she was gone.

Again? Crap! For a zombie, she has turned into a pretty decent Houdini.

I’m getting tired of hunting for her. I need to build a cage. Besides, it gets so hot that I need to stay under cover during the day. It is like a sauna out there, but who wants to be in a sauna twenty-four hours a day? It sucks. By noon, I feel like I am covered in sweat, and it makes me want to live in the little lake.

I took off in the opposite direction I’d taken when I started out. I walked the beach and looked at the footprints. But they looked just like all of my footprints. Kinda hard to track someone in sand. It just looks like a bunch of shallow indentations. I had already determined that she was not smart enough to sneak up on me. Her idea of sneaking involves a lot of moaning and snarling behind a piece of cloth.

I caught sight of her moving toward the trees, and when I called out to her, she kept going. I yelled louder, but she ignored me. How rude.

“Yo, zombie chick! Come back!” I never got around to giving her a name, but I didn’t think she would mind zombie chick, as derogatory as it sounds.

“Come back, babe!” But she kept going. I think she is messing with me again.

I dashed after her, and she kept moving until I grabbed her arm and spun her around. She fell backwards, and I caught her in my arms. Her coconut halves hit my chest hard, and her hula skirt fell open to reveal her long gray legs. She snapped at me, but the cover over her mouth stopped her teeth from sinking into my cheek. It sort of felt like a kiss.

I wondered what she was after out here. What was she following? I heard a noise in the trees, and another pair of those birds took off. I had her in my arms, but I dropped her to snatch up a rock and throw it at the departing pair. They sailed away with a fresh squeal and were gone. I looked after them and then at her. She was lying there, good eye fixed on them, then head turning to watch them depart.

Had she really left the camp to follow the birds? That made no sense. She doesn’t have a brain. She can’t think for herself. She is dead. No pulse, no heartbeat, no breath.

Her eye swiveled back to me, and she snarled again.

I helped her up and took her hand in mine. Then we walked together, me tugging her by her wrist. After a few minutes of that, it became easier to put my hand around her cold shoulder and walk her back to the camp like young lovers on the beach. About the only thing I was in love with was the idea of bashing in her stupid head.


Day 15

My Girlfriend Likes to Cuddle

 



I’m glad I worked on the shelter. It started to rain last night when the sun was sinking below the horizon. It really does sink too; it’s like a big bloody clump that paints the water pink. I was reading a book to her, one of the romance novels I rescued from the luggage a few days ago. I didn’t care for it. For once, she was quiet and even stared at me as I read. Of course, her tongue was pressing against the gag, so I think she may have been imagining eating me.

I wonder if she has an imagination.

 

 

During the day, I managed to hit a whole group of starfish. I brought back four of the things. One was quite large, with a big red stripe on each arm. I had the bright idea to set a palm leaf in the sun with some seawater in it. This dried up, and I was left with a whole batch of salt. Now if I just had some pepper and a glass of whiskey, I would be a happy camper.

She sat on the ground while I ate and stared at my food. I spend a lot of time staring at stuff. Not much else to do. I used to stare at the TV and at movie screens, but now I was stuck replaying movies in my mind when I wanted some entertainment. I just wish that I had watched more porn. I’d like to have that stuff replaying in my mind. I mean, I’m still young. At this age, I should be horny a lot. It’s natural, right, Diary?

At one point, she leaned so far forward that she fell over on her face. I jumped to my feet and helped her up. She hissed at me, so I took the cloth off her face, figuring she was tired of having it there. She moaned, snarled, snapped and lunged at me with her teeth exposed. Her gums are going green, like she has gum disease or something. Too bad I don’t have Listerine, some toothpaste and maybe a horse brush.

I left her like that, but I did adjust the coconut halves over her boobs. I pressed them up so she had some cleavage and then tightened the strap so it would stay. It was kinda hot, but it would’ve been hotter if she weren’t so gray.

And dead.

Her good eye kept looking at me. Her dry sandpaper-looking (sandpaper-sounding, for that matter) tongue slid between her lips. Then she chewed on it. Not hard. She treated her tongue more like a pacifier. I took some of my water in a cupped palm leaf and tilted her head back. She snapped at me, but when she was staring straight up at the sky, she stopped, zoning out. I wet her lips, and some of the water ran down her chin. I poured a bit in, then a splash more. She didn’t really drink it, but it filled her mouth, and some ran down her cheeks and neck. The rest sort of gurgled down her throat. Reminded me of when you pull a stopper out of a sink of water and the stuff swirls around.

Wonder if I will have to hang her upside down later and get the water out. She didn’t seem to mind being upside down. She recovered like a champ, back on her feet in no time and with no ill effects.

The rain arrived later, and I tugged the new cover over my shelter. I had been busy cutting up the luggage I found and using it to construct the roof. Large patches of the fabric went into the construction, as did every stray palm leaf and thin branch I could locate. Water hit it and ran down the side. I angled it over the little rock shelter so the water would run off and get caught up in broad leaves and deposited in the big plastic overnight bag with its hard shell. It was a gaudy red, bright as blood, but it was a great addition. I swirled the water around the bottom, having cut out the liner. I had washed the container in the ocean and rubbed it down with sand. The water came faster, so I rinsed it out a few times. I wouldn’t have to trek to the stream tomorrow.

She looked miserable as water flattened her hair to her head. I stood her up and put her one shoe on. It was the only pump I had been able to locate. It made her stumble, but when I moved into the shelter, she walked around looking for me. I liked to think that she missed me, but I knew that what she really missed was the chance to chow on one of my appendages.

She stumbled in the rain like she was doing a little dance as she went around and around the tree. I had to go out and lead her the other way around a couple of times, because she got wrapped up.

Dancing in the rain for me. What a sweetie.

Thunder came later and rumbled across the sky. I pushed myself deeper into the enclosure and curled up with some of the clothes I had dried out. One piece was a floral-print dress that looked big enough to fit two women. I had some string but really no idea how to do an alteration. I had been thinking about how cute she would look in it.

Besides, I kind of like playing dress-up with her. Probably seems weird, but after being on this stupid rock for two weeks, just about anything was entertaining.

Lightning struck the other side of the island, and the ground shook a second later as thunder followed. I heard a noise after that. When I looked, she was freaking out. Another burst of lightning stabbed down, and the air smelled funny. Clean, but with a sharp edge to it.

She tried to pull away from the tree and howled at the blast. I couldn’t leave her like that, but the shelter was too small. I didn’t have anything to tie her to. She would just have to deal with it.

She started hooting and hollering like an animal stuck in a trap. She thrashed against the rope. I knew it wouldn’t hold if she got much more than those slow-motion lumbering steps going. She had broken away from my poor attempts to bind her a few too many times.

I untied the rope from the tree, and she seemed to calm down a bit. I wrapped it around her body so her arms were secure. Another lightning strike and she backed into me, almost knocking me down.

I tugged her close and moved to the little shelter. I took out a pair of socks that were bright green and tied them together, then added another pair to make the thing longer and carefully put it over her mouth so it was completely covered. A sock gag. A normal person would go nuts. Although, I read somewhere that some people like it. Probably married men.

There was no way for her to bite me. I dragged her to the ground, put one arm around her and tugged her body back against mine. She calmed down considerably after that. When the lightning struck again, she bucked against me, but I held her close.

It was nice to lie with a soft woman for a change. The lightning kept striking for a few more minutes and then, just like that, it was gone. She lay still for a while, and it was eerie to hold her, since she didn’t breathe. She was still cold and moved around every once in a while. I sat up and leaned on my elbow to see what she was doing. She had her mouth pressed against the ground. I think she was trying to push the gag off.

She quieted down, and I considered tying her to the tree again. But I hated the idea of having to get up and bring her back in if the storm returned. I gripped her tighter under the coconut halves and sighed contentedly. I was just starting to drift off when I thought I felt something suspiciously like a heartbeat. Then realized it was just another light blast of thunder. Ah, wishful thinking.


Day 16

My Girlfriend Hates my Friends

 



The rain stopped by the time I woke up. She kept thrashing around in the night like I was hurting her or something. Just by making her snuggle up to me … jeez. Does she even realize how much I do for her? I mean, I clean her, and let me tell you, that is no easy task. No one should have to clean the stuff I have cleaned from the places I have cleaned.

I keep her safe by not letting her stay in the sea. Like a few weeks ago, when I just happened to see her in the water and pulled her out by her legs. Then getting all of that rotten meat out of her stomach, that one almost sent me over the edge.

I have done my best to keep her alive. I mean, alive-ish? Wait … she is dead … no, undead … so that means I have done my best to keep her dead-alive. Now my head hurts. I hate logic.

She’s a zombie, for Christ’s sake. Everyone knows that when you see a zombie, you have free rein to kill it. But I don’t give in to that urge. In fact, I’ve done everything I can to keep her from getting hurt. But still she had to kick and snarl and move around all night. It was exhausting. After an hour of that, I took her back to the tree and tied her to it.

The thunder and lightning came back and scared her again, so I had to drag her ass back to the camp and hold her down. Finally, I took some clothes and wrapped her as tight as I could so she couldn’t even roll over.

In the morning, the storm was gone. Boy, was I happy about that. I had about a gallon of water, which I drank and washed off in. She watched me take my clothes off and bathe. I couldn’t help but waggle my junk at her. “Yeah, you can’t have this, can you?”

She didn’t answer.

Tired after all that up and down last night. Lucky for me, I don’t exactly have a schedule to stick to and can nap whenever I want. If I can get over the heat, that is. I was thinking about lying in the pool of water with my head on the sandy shore like a pillow. That would be a lot more comfortable than the damn humidity.

Later, I unwrapped her and took her for a walk. I have devised a way to tie her wrist so that I can pull her along. I don’t mean to treat her like a dog, but she does need the exercise, and it’s not like I put a leash around her neck or anything.

The sun was high, and I didn’t have my ball cap handy. I think I dropped it somewhere while chasing her across the island. So I flipped the turtle shell and gave it a once-over. It was lighter than it looked. I had rubbed sand in it to break away the dried meat, then washed it again before laying it by the fire to dry. I put it on my head. She took one look at me and recoiled like I was a monster. I growled at her, standing up with my hands raised. She snarled back.

I’m sure we made a cute couple.

We strolled along the beach, and I took the opportunity to splash water at her as I walked. I had my pant legs pulled up to my knees and walked in the shallow water. She followed but grumbled the whole time. Well, she doesn’t so much grumble as just make these odd noises. I think she is somehow getting air sucked into her stomach while she walks, and then it gets expelled. Which sounds like she is growling and burping at the same time. It may not be coming from her mouth, though, and I don’t want to think about that. Sometimes it sounds like she is farting. Ewwwww to farting zombies.

I have been worried about her rotting, since she is undead and all, so I took the opportunity to take her coconut top and grass skirt off again today and inspect her. I ran my hands over her body and pushed and poked stuff to make sure nothing was going bad. I bet it sounds weird, but if she starts to rot, what am I going to do? I don’t have any perfume I can splash on her. I don’t want a rotting zombie chick around.

We had wandered a bit farther when I heard noises in the distance. I stopped, and she walked into me. She tried to get her hands around my neck. Her mouth hit my neck like a kiss, and it felt like she was nuzzling against me. I took her arm and held her back while I listened to what sounded like voices.

Oh my God! I wanted to run and yell for help at the top of my lungs. After two weeks on this heap, I was going to be rescued at last. But what to do about my girl? No one would understand, and they might try to hurt her. I didn’t have a lot of rope with me; most of it was tied to the tree, so I would have to make do. I dragged her to a fallen branch and tied her wrist to it. The log it was attached to was huge. There was no way she could drag it with her.

I checked the binding again and decided it would have to do. I set off down the beach. The vegetation grew out almost to the water here, and I hadn’t really explored much past it. The tide was out, which made it easier to get around.

I came upon a scene that almost brought me to my knees. I felt tears stain my cheeks as I choked back a sob.

Pulled up on the sand was a boat with a long outrider like you see the Hawaiians or Polynesians ride in. There were long poles on it that the men obviously used for rowing. I wanted to shout for joy, but there was no one at the boat. I stumbled toward it like I had just found a steakhouse.

Then I saw two men leaning over near the edge of the vegetation and studying one of the weird flowers that my girl ate the first day. The thing that killed her and made her into a zombie.

“Hey!” I yelled.

One was on his feet in a flash. He was shirtless but had on a pair of Bermudas with a bunch of flowers all over them. Had a big old necklace of teeth and one that was some sort of flowers like a lei. He snatched a small spear that was at his side and stared at me like I was a ghost.

“Hey, help, I’ve been stuck here for two weeks! My plane crashed and I …”

The other was on his feet, but he wasn’t looking at me. Neither was the first one for that matter. They stared past me at something in the distance.

 

 

“Guys, you need to help me get off this island!” I walked toward them across the hot sand. I already had visions of being taken to their village, where I would be treated like a god, fed real food, and then returned to civilization like a conquering hero. I was sure to make the talk show circuits, be on the radio and have Hollywood knocking down my door. I might even have to come back here with an expedition and show them how I lived. People go crazy for that stuff, and I would give it to them.

They spoke to each other in low tones and started backing away toward the beach. I held out my hands. Why were they acting like that? Oh my God! I yanked the turtle shell off my head and threw it aside. I bet it scared them. Their eyes went wide, and they turned and ran for the boat.

 “No! Wait!” I yelled.

A shape brushed into me, then shambled toward them. She had gotten loose from her binding and looked ready for dinner. One of them threw a spear in haste and ran to the boat. The slim piece of wood missed her by about a foot and sank into the sand. The other guy was already pulling the tiny boat into the sea. She still had the cover on her mouth. She wasn’t any danger.

“She can’t hurt you! Wait! Please come back!”

But they were already in their boat and rowing like the thing was on fire.

She stumbled to the water and just kept going. I had to go after her and grab her around the waist to haul her back to the shore. She struggled, trying to turn and bite me. I took her to the shore and deposited her on the sand in a heap.

I hope they come back.

They have to come back.

She stared at me silently and then came after me like I was one of them instead of the guy who has been taking care of her. She had her hands out and, with her slow shambling walk, was about as dangerous as a pissed-off puppy. I walked away from her.

I pulled the spear out of the sand and walked back toward her with murder in my heart. I held the weapon low, but when I got closer, I moved it over my head as if I were going to throw it. If she keeps this up, I will never get off the island. She just scared off my first real rescue attempt. Dammit!

Life and death. Er, death and death. I could have just ended her then. I could have ended her any time. But my dilemma was there again. If I killed her, I would lose my only companion.

Maybe I’ll kill the bitch tomorrow.


Day 17

My Girlfriend Wants Some Time Apart

 



I couldn’t sleep. Tossed and turned all night on the little palm-leaf mattress. Tied her up a ways off and ignored her snarls. I half hoped those guys would return in the middle of the night and kill her for me. I can’t seem to do it. I guess I am just too chicken shit.

What if they never come back and I am stuck here for years? Years with her. She will probably fall apart before a month passes. I doubt her body will be able to hold up to all the crazy stuff on the island. Something is going to come along and eat her, or she is going to wander into the water one day when I’m not looking.

I stoked up the fire in the night, but I had to do it behind the lean-to so she didn't see it. After almost two weeks, it still scares her to see a roaring fire. I have never threatened to push her in. I don’t know why she goes bat-shit insane when she sees the flames. She’s like a child that has been burned and knows to fear flames. But as far as I know, she hasn’t been hurt by fire. Stupid Franken-zombie-chick.

Read the stupid romance book by the flickering light. The book was about a woman who lost her firefighter husband in a massive inferno at a skyscraper. He somehow pulled out nearly everyone in the building, but he went in one last time. He just had to be a hero instead of calling it a day and cracking open a cold one. Now she is settling for a cop, but she is scared that he’ll be killed in the line of duty. And, as if she didn’t have enough problems with men, she has a crush on her boss at work. God, what a stupid story. Who thinks this stuff up?

The book did get wet while floating around in the big hunk of luggage, so it was crinkly. Every time I turned a page, I thought it was going to fall out. Too bad she pissed me off so bad. Otherwise, I would’ve read to her. She seems to like that.

The mosquitoes were pretty bad. I’ve found that they stay away when she is near. They certainly don’t land on her and bite her. If they tried to bite her, I wonder if they would catch the virus? Oh no! What if they passed the disease onto me that way? If that was going to happen, I’m sure it would have by now, since I have been bitten about a million times. Stupid bugs. Some nights I want to roll around in the fire to stop the itching. I bet that would scare her off for good. Me running around in flames.

I lay awake and wondered how to kill her. I knew I would have to somehow destroy her head. I was thinking of using a rock, but if it was small, I would have to hit her a few times. I don’t really like blood, and I don’t like hurting people. I really didn’t like the idea of seeing her putrid brains splattered on the sand.

I suppose I could stick that spear in her eye and stir like I was scrambling eggs. But I bet that would be just as gross as using a rock. The stuff would probably leak out of her like liquid putty.

The way to make sure she’s dead for real would be to remove her head. I would need the knife for that, or maybe my little black hand-ax would do. The Swiss army knife would take a long time to cut through her neck. It would probably get stuck in her spine, and then how would I pop those bones apart? I might even break the blade trying to do it.

Maybe I could find a nice thick chunk of wood and smash her head. That sounded like the best idea. I could swing it like a baseball bat. If I did it hard enough, she wouldn’t even make a sound; she would just drop to the ground, dead—or dead again. I dropped a melon once, and the sound was like a hollow gurgle. That’s exactly what her head would sound like. Gross! I wish I had a safer way to do it, something more humane, but I don’t have a gun or a stick of dynamite.

I thought about looping a rope around her neck and hanging her from a tree. Maybe dropping her from a distance would snap her neck. I could try doing it with my hands, but I think that only works in movies.

Morning came slowly. The sun rose while I tossed and turned. I missed my bed, the little apartment that Ally and I shared in Los Angeles. I wonder how she’s doing. Does she miss me? She probably thought I was dead and wanted to move on. My poor Ally. Here I am contemplating killing a woman, and she is stuck at home worrying about me. How am I going to explain all this to her? She is the jealous sort, and I’m not looking forward to telling her how I rescued a dead chick and lived with her for a few weeks on a deserted island.

I strolled past her like she wasn’t even there as I went about my daily chores. I ignored her hoots and moans and just kept working. I bathed, dug up some oysters and even a couple of mussels. I had an idea to make a seafood soup but had nothing to cook it in. Found a few little crabs and added them to my catch, then picked up a coconut. That would be a treat, a cup of sweet coconut milk to wash down the food.

I set the shellfish by the fire and added some wood. Cut a hole in the top of the coconut and drank half the milk in one massive swallow that almost made me spit it back up through my nose. The crab popped, and some stuff came out of its mouth, so I took it off, cracked the shell and ate it steaming hot. Burned my mouth because my hands were shaking from being so damn hungry.

I have lost a lot of weight on this stupid island. No McDonald’s in sight, no steak dinners, or delicious French fries. No ice cream, chips, cookies, or cake. I miss regular food so much that some days I stare into space and think about the best meals I have eaten. Once, Ally and I were in San Francisco, and we stopped at this burger joint that had steak fries with this amazing garlic flavor due to gigantic chunks that clung to the potatoes like bugs. We ate so many that we couldn’t finish the burgers. I burped up garlic for days.

After breakfast, it was time to go check on her and put my plan into action. I wasn’t really looking for a stick, but on the way I found a nice one with a big bleached knot in it. I slung the zombie killer over my shoulder and set off again. The water was lapping at the sandy beach in gentle waves that set my mind at ease. I felt calm at the prospect of killing her. I felt cool and collected.

When I reached her, I found that she had managed to get herself wrapped around a tree. The length of rope was twisted around her body. She had one leg in the air, like she was trying to climb out of something but instead got it caught in the binding. It was that or she was the worst ballerina in history. I just don’t understand what possessed me to look between her legs while one was in the air.

One hand was behind her back, and she had a whole swarm of flies around her. I tugged at the rope and got her loose. When she turned to snap at me, I saw that a bunch of bugs had made a nest of her bad eye again.

The little maggots oozed out of the socket, wiggling and squirming around. It set my freshly full stomach on edge, made me want to turn my head and puke for the rest of the day. I had to look away and think calming thoughts.

I tripped her—a move at which I’ve had a lot of practice. I stood in front of her and waited until she grabbed at me. Then I took an arm, kicked one foot behind her knees, and sort of swept her off her feet. Not like a romantic thing, you know, just a quick way to put her on her stubborn ass.

Then I sat on her chest, my knees pinning her arms to the ground. There was a seashell close by, so I picked it up and scooped the little bugs out of her eye and ground them into the dirt. I removed her gag and then dug the bugs out of there as well.

“Did any of them crawl down your nasty throat?” I asked her.

Moan, snarl.

She pretty much has three words in her vocabulary—or zombulary. A moan, I’m pretty sure, is a way to tell me how much she cares about me. A snarl is a show of fierce protection. And, lest I forget, there is the ever-present hoot. A sort of forlorn call for her dead husband … or brains.

Every once in a while, she lets out a keening moan that is high in pitch and sounds downright sad. She mainly does that when she falls down. I suspect it is either gas or air leaving her lungs.

Her mouth wasn’t too bad today. I had to lean over and get a stick so I could dig out the little beetle that was making a home in her cheek. Smashed him on the sand. Her breath was terrible. Like rotten meat and garbage left out for weeks. Where is the bottle of Listerine when I need it? With her skills, she would probably just slurp the stuff into her gut. Then I would have to break out the enema bottle. Again.

Wait, why was I going through all this trouble? I was planning to smash her head in with the big knotted stick. I was going to watch her brains leak out. If it was even wet up there. Or watch the blood flow, if there was any left in her veins. It would probably ooze out like lukewarm Jell-O.

Who was I fooling? I couldn’t kill her. We had been through too much, seen too much, shared too much. But I had to do something in case the men in the boat came back. I had to put her somewhere. Maybe I could finish up the enclosure I was planning and leave her there. No, I think she needs to be made aware that I won’t tolerate her actions anymore. I will take her into the bushes and tie her to a tree nice and tight and then check on her each day.

I’ll probably have to make more rope and tie her tighter. Maybe I can figure out a way to get her off the ground so animals don’t start chewing on her feet.

I was deep in thought when I saw something floating in the water. Something that looked like a plane. Oh my God!

I jumped up and ran to the water and stared after the piece of wonderful that had just fallen into my lap. It was bobbing up and down like a top. The colors were the same as the plane I had crashed in. I made out more of the shape as it drifted toward the shore. It had to be the tail section.

I splashed into the water, intent on hauling it to shore. It would make a great start to the new shelter. At last, I will be able to sleep in something and not worry about my girl sneaking in for a love bite at the stroke of midnight.


Day 18

My Girlfriend has a Drinking Problem

 



Yesterday was the best day on the island!

Was planning to kill her, do her in—I had the bat ready and everything. Well, not a bat but a big branch of bleached wood with a knot in it. I had it all set. Break her skull and bury the remains. That’s how you take care of zombies, right? You hit them in the head—or shoot them, except I didn’t have a gun, and the spear would be too messy or more than likely miss. If it got stuck up in her noggin, it would be a bitch to guide her around with that stick hanging out.

I had the tool ready, but I saw part of the airplane drifting in the water. It was bobbing up and down like a big-ass top. I ran to the edge of the shore and stared at it where it floated about twenty feet away. I was concerned about the tide carrying it away or the current taking it deep underwater, so I risked it and dove into the surf. The waves weren’t too high, but my flip-flops tugged at the bottom of the sandy reef as I struggled to walk. When I was barely touching the bottom and my head was just above water, I broke into a swim, stretching out with long limbs in a gold-medalist breaststroke.

Who the hell was I kidding? I can’t swim worth a damn! Never could. I was lucky to do a half dog paddle I probably looked like one, too, with my head barely above the water as it splashed in my face. So goddamn sick of seawater. The stuff makes me want to gag. Reminds me of when I was a kid and had a sore throat. Mom used to make me gargle salt water.

I reached the plane in a few minutes and grabbed hold. I thought that if I latched onto it and floated, I would be able to catch my breath. When I tried to do that, it started to sink.

I took hold of a piece of wire hanging out of a hole and started paddling back toward the shore. It was slow going. When I got tired, I flipped onto my back and floated. I tried kicking from that position, but I couldn’t tell if I was still pointed at the beach or not. I had to keep flopping over and getting a fix on the tail, then looking at the beach and deciding I wasn't about to sink.

I was getting really tired, so I made one last-ditch effort at hauling the tail section in. I flipped over on my chest, but I was still pretty far out. In fact, it didn’t look like I had moved at all. I took a chance, set my feet down, and was greeted with the ocean bottom. I tugged on the wire with both hands as I struggled to get to shore.

I hauled, pulled, dragged and finally made it onto the beach. The cable was biting into my hand, so I let go. It was some sort of electric wire from inside the tail of the craft. I pulled the piece of plane up as far as I could onto the beach and collapsed on the sand. I lay there as the sun beat down on me, but I smiled at my success.

It’s hard to explain just how important the piece was. It was something from the crash. Something that I could latch onto. I sighed as I lay there knowing I would be able to use the big hunk of airplane to build up a new place. Maybe a place to keep her.

Oh shit!

I shot to my feet and looked around, but she was nowhere in sight. Now where the hell was she?

At least she wasn’t close, so I felt free to work at the tail. I pulled it up the rest of the way, huffing and puffing as it bit into the sand. I rolled it over when it dug too deep of a furrow, pulling it up higher.

It was so heavy that I could barely move it. Maybe it was just full of metal struts and stuff they put in places for stability. I bet I would be able to take it apart and use the parts for all kinds of things.

Water spilled out of the back end as I got it onto the shore. It ran and ran until there was hardly any left. Then it was easier to move—but not much.

The tail section was missing the wings on the back, or most of them. I tugged it around so I could see the inside, and gasped. It was filled with bags! I started hauling stuff out, luggage, packs, and a duffel bag. All were waterlogged. I opened them up and found a lot of clothes. I did find a box of chocolates, still wrapped. Chocolate-covered macadamia nuts to be exact. I tore the wrapper off with shaking fingers and ate every single one like it was nirvana. I was going to eat a couple and leave the rest for later, but it was useless. Might as well have put a juicy pork chop in front of me and asked me to hold off on eating the entire thing.

I found some sandals, which were too big, but I put them on anyway. My old flip-flops were falling apart. Last time I buy three-dollar shoes at Walmart on my way to a tropical vacation. I found some shorts that were too small and set them aside. Everything was soaked with seawater, so I would have to wash them in the stream and dry them out later.

I found some jewelry. Gaudy stuff like big jade-looking medallions that were clearly made of glass. Some big pearl earrings and a couple of tennis bracelets. The stuff looked cheap, like the jewelry my Aunt Mildred used to wear.

Another bag turned up a couple of waterlogged magazines. Porn! The kind I like: with women. Yeah, yeah, I have my zombie “babe,” but she is about as useful as tits on a bull. Although she does—or did—have a great pair herself.

Another suitcase turned up more clothes, a toothbrush, an electric shaver and some cheap suits like you used to see the guys wear in the ‘70s. On closer inspection, I realized one was a tux. Hey, maybe someone was off to get married. I flipped the button up and down on the razor, but it didn’t buzz even a little. Stupid waterlogged thing. I ran my hand over my shaggy chin. I used to shave daily. Ally likes it, says it makes me look young.

I set the razor aside. Maybe I could bust the battery out later and do something with it. Like build a generator and charge it. Then I could use the battery to power a boat across the ocean.

In the bottom of that bag, I found the best thing yet. A bottle of Patrón tequila. Big full bottle with the plastic still fixed to the cork. I cried like a baby.

The top was on nice and tight, so I broke the plastic seal, removed it, and took a cautious sniff. It smelled good. I tilted the bottle a bit and let a splash touch my tongue. It was pure, and there wasn’t a hint of seawater. I found a bottle of rum as well, not a brand I knew, but it was flavored with coconut. Oh, great! If I never taste coconut again, I can probably go to my grave with a smile on my face.

I carried my treasures to the campsite and hung up as many clothes as possible. I was surprised to see her lying on her back, staring at the sky. She has gotten pretty good at getting up when she falls over. I mean, the first few days, I had to help her up all the time, but now she can roll on her side, crawl to her hands and knees, then stand up. It isn’t the quickest or the prettiest process, since she frequently has her ass facing me. All this time, I was worried, wondering where she was, and it turns out she is chilling in the shade. Stupid zombie chick. I should really kill her. Instead, I watched her as she stared up with some sort of green gunk coming out of her mouth. I think it was stuff oozing out of her gums.

I know she’s a hottie—or was, in her day. For the most part, I would love to stare at her with her clothes off, but the zombified look is NOT hot. The gray skin, the red-rimmed dried-out eye that always seems to stare past me. She has scratches on her body that don’t heal, and her girly parts don’t work anymore. Yuck.

I was walking around with the tequila, taking sips and gasping each time. Not much food to buffer the stuff in my stomach meant a speedy buzz. I sat next to her and started to untangle her leg from the rope she had gotten wrapped up in. Probably came back to her home and got stuck. Poor thing. I ran my hands along her cold leg, which was still smooth. I brushed off bits of sand. I stopped at her thighs and didn’t dare go farther. She rolled left and right, but that hooked leg had her stuck good. I was thinking that I would get drunk and then smash her face in with the branch. I could do it. I just needed some liquid encouragement.

I took off her gag, helped her sit up a bit, put her head in my lap, and held her chin so she wouldn't turn and bite me in the junk. Then poured some booze in her mouth. She didn’t really react, so I gave her more. I was getting nicely buzzed, even though it looked like I had barely touched the bottle. Each drink burned like fire down my throat. I wondered if she felt it.

 

 

One sip for me, one sip for her. She should at least die happy. I bet she was a tequila girl when she was alive. She looks like the party type—or she did. Now she looks like a party zombie in a hula skirt.

I stood up and nearly fell over when the liquor hit my head like a branch—the same branch I was going to use on her. Well, not really. Metaphorically speaking. I staggered in a circle before wandering to where I had placed all the stuff I got off the plane. I picked up the costume jewelry, went back to her, and put it all on. She wore two necklaces and a pair of blue earrings that dangled almost to her shoulders. Her ears weren’t pierced, but that was okay. I just shoved them right on through her earlobes. She didn’t even flinch. I added a couple of bracelets. I even put one on her slim ankle, and it looked pretty good there.

Then I put the gag back on her and helped her up. We both staggered—me from the drinking, her from the zombifying. I didn’t think she could get drunk, but I bet that stuff will clean out her gut.

I guess tomorrow I can pump some more water in her stomach and hang her upside down. Maybe it will cut back on the death breath.

I tied her to the tree and went to fetch my new porn magazines. I passed out with my pants around my ankles. I’m not sure what was more embarrassing—the fact that I passed out like that or the fact that I knew I had an audience and it just made it better.


Day 19

My Girlfriend’s Husband is a Jerk

 



Fucking hangover.

I haven’t had one of those in a long time. At least since my first miserable day on this miserable island, if you can call that a hangover. More like a crash-over. I will never forget waking up on this stupid island all disoriented and hurting everywhere. Was that just a few weeks ago? Seems like a few months. Years. Seems like a lifetime.

I rolled over. Felt like I had a mouth full of sand. Then I brushed at my mouth and discovered I did. I guess I passed out on the ground and sucked in a few teaspoons of the stuff. I tried to spit, found out I didn’t have any saliva, so I attempted to wipe it out.

The bottle of tequila was right next to me. I actually considered taking a swig to wash the stuff out. But then I retched at the thought of that crap anywhere near my mouth. I stumbled to my feet, thanks to my pants hanging around my ankles. Jesus …

I patted her on the ass as I went by. Thump thump thump. It’s starting to feel like a sandbag. She had fallen over a log and lay bent over all night. God, I hope I didn’t try to do anything stupid last night while she had her ass in the air.

I walked to the stream, then collapsed next to it. I splashed water into my mouth, spit out silt, and then drank so much that I thought I was going to explode. It was warm, like usual, but I didn’t care. It was just about the best stuff I ever had in my mouth.

I wished I had a bottle of Motrin to stop the pounding in my head.

I was still nauseous, but I made it back to camp and collapsed in a heap. I lay on the palm mat and sweated out a half-gallon as the sun came out in full force. She kept moving around, scratching at the ground and kicking her legs around as she tried to figure out how to get off the log. Every once in a while, she moaned.

I dragged myself to my feet. With my hand shading my eyes from the cursed sun, I took a little stroll behind her. I kept my eyes everywhere but on her backside. Took a deep breath and prepared for the worst. I parted the dried grass skirt and studied the view. A couple of nasty-looking beetles had taken up residence in her nether regions.

I turned away and threw up for about an hour. Then I stumbled back to “bed.”

That would’ve been a good time to kill her. There was a large rock by her hands. It was about the size of a football. I could pick it up and smash the back of her head in. It would take all of about ten seconds. There was one problem with that plan. It would require moving, and I was content to lie on the mattress and think about dying.

I sighed the sigh of one content to pass the day in misery. But I had things to do. I had to get my hung-over ass up and go hunt for food. Check my crappy traps that don’t catch anything. Useless snares that couldn’t latch onto a wild elephant if it walked over one in slow motion.

I needed to eat. I needed to get up and get motivated. I considered cooking the shit out of the beetles, but that thought almost made me throw up again. I should try to spear fish. I haven't had much luck, but it did work once. Nice quiet work where I can stand in the cool ocean and just toss my crappy sharpened stick in the water. And get my arms and neck scorched from the sun.

She flopped around again, tried to stand, but it looked like her leg was hooked under another branch. Sucks not to have any motor skills, doesn’t it? She kept throwing her hand forward like she could get a grip on something and pull herself up, but the only thing at her fingertips was sand.

Time to get at it.

I hauled myself up and walked to the water. It was coming in at a brisk pace today, little waves splashing on the sandy shore. The large white airplane section was right where I had left it. I was happy that I pulled it so far up on shore. Otherwise it might be floating away again. Big piece of plane like that, I can build something with it. Of course, the best idea would be to just leave it there so any potential rescue craft can spot it.

I looked through the luggage again, sorted out the wet clothes, tossed more toiletries into a pile and inspected the actual bags for things I could use. I found more razors, the plastic kind. I had quite a growth of beard, but it was all scraggly and gross. I found shaving lotion, and when I hit the trigger, a gel squirted out on the ground. I scooped it up and sniffed it. Smelled like a little slice of civilization. I smeared some on the front of my shirt so I could smell it all day. It tried to foam but ended up leaving a blue stain behind.

I could cut up the bags later and add them to my shelter, which is still a long way from being finished. In fact, a strong tropical storm would turn my lean-to to kindling.

I went back to camp and ate some lunch. A gourmet meal of smoked oysters and coconut. I wish I had just one of the macadamia nuts from yesterday. When I opened the box, it was like I was a kid at Christmas. I couldn’t have stopped if someone put a gun to my head.

She was still lying spread eagle over the branch, so I untied her and helped her up. We did the usual snarl dance, which is when she tries to bite me, hands flopping around as she tries to get one around me, while I bat at them and snarl back for all the good it does. I left the one shoe on because she has trouble walking very fast. I got tired of her trying to latch onto me, so I tied her hands behind her back like she was my prisoner or something. She still flailed in slow motion, her body jittering back and forth like a weird gray snake charmer.

I sighed as I watched her. I really should have killed her today, but I had a terrible headache that wasn’t getting any better. I had hoped that moving around and sweating would help get the alcohol out of my system, but I still felt like someone took a sledgehammer to the back of my skull. Sometimes, when I stopped moving, the pain throbbed in unison with my heart.

I sat her down and put a branch over her lap so she was stuck to the ground. Her feet scratched at the ground as her legs moved back and forth. She kept her eye on me, that startling blue orb that follows me wherever I go. I put her out of my mind and tried to think of my bed in our little apartment. It was old and sagged a little on both sides where we slept, but I would give just about anything to be in it right now.

I closed my eyes, and the sound of the surf rushing over the shore made my head swim.

I dozed and had a little dream about Ally walking around in an American flag and nothing else. She was singing the theme to Gilligan’s Island, and the whole cast of the show stood behind her, offering advice on my predicament.

There was a crash that broke the dream and threw my mind into mush as I struggled to wake up. Had she somehow gotten out from under the branch? I turned over and tried to ignore it, but the sound of moaning made me open my eyes to an absolute horror. I swear I let out a small scream that sounded like a six-year-old girl with a skinned knee. I came to my feet and started running so fast you would think my ass was on fire.

A monstrosity had smashed into the camp. It was at least six feet tall and walked with a limp. The face was a mass of skin that hung in strips. One arm hung at its side; the other was missing. The body was bloated to twice the size of a person—giving the figure a cartoonish look. It didn’t help that he was fat to begin with. Now he kind of looked like a fucked-up Macy’s Parade balloon. He didn’t have on any clothes. His dick should have been dangling, but it was a gnawed-away stump.

Gaping wounds hung open all over him, but they didn’t leak blood. The man’s hair hung in clumps around his head. The smell was horrid, like seafood left to rot. A week ago, I came across a big fish that was sitting in the sun and it wasn’t as foul as this. I was about fifty feet away when my terror gave way to reason. I stopped, turned toward camp and took some deep breaths. Stupid hangover. I got my nerve up, grabbed a branch of bleached wood—the same one I had been planning to kill her with—and ran back. I pushed aside the branches and leaves until I could see into my camp. The man had stopped and was staring at her. She stared back at him. They both moaned.

Oh Jesus, I knew him! It was her husband. My skin crawled at the complete horror before me. The dead man and his dead wife. Him with his big bloated body, her with her slim figure and death breath. How long had he floated in the water before coming back to life and making his way back to shore?

How sweet. A reunion … from hell. Sound the bells; the lovebirds are back together. He stumbled toward her, but she just sat there with her hands behind her back and the branch over her lap. Oh crap, he was going to kill her.

I ran into camp, yelling at the top of my lungs,

“Hey, hey! Leave her alone!”

 

 

He turned toward me with empty eye sockets trained on me like he could still see. One had some gooey stuff hanging out of it. The other was white but livid, lined with pus and some kind of fish eggs. A bunch of barnacles had latched onto some exposed cheekbone right below the eye. Others sprouted on his arm and kneecaps, probably spots where bone peeked through. I wanted to run away, set the place on fire, swim back to civilization—anything to get away from this horror.

He drew back his lip, just the top one—the other was torn away—and snarled at me the way she does. But he didn’t have a gag to protect me from his bite. Ah crap! I held the stick in front of me as he turned his massive waterlogged body my way. I thrust it at him, but he kept coming. So I resorted to some ninja moves. I swept the branch down low to knock his feet out from under him, but he didn’t budge. In fact, the impact rang up my arm and made my hands numb. Some ninja.

I jerked back as he brought up one hand to grab me, but I didn’t have to worry, since most of his digits were eaten away. White flesh hung from his hand, but the bones were still intact. I thought of that Disney movie with the pirates that turned into skeletons at night. I stepped back, but the stump of his hand still whacked my shoulder pretty hard.

I shuddered as I threw an adrenaline-fueled swat at his head. This one connected, and he fell over on his side. I could have sworn the island moved when he hit the ground. Water ran out of his mouth and pooled on the sand. He couldn’t shut his mouth, and neither could I. Him because barnacles were growing on his jaw. Me because I was screaming like a kid who just saw the boogeyman.

What the hell? This guy crawls out of the ocean after being out there for a week and decides to rekindle his marriage? What a jerk. I hit him in the gut a couple of times just for good measure. Each time the stick struck, it caused a jet of water to shoot out of his mouth like a surfacing whale.

Well this is just great. What am I going to do with two freaking zombies?


Day 20

My Girlfriend Wants a Threesome

 



God, I’m tired.

Yesterday, I managed to get a gag on the husband. I used a shirt from one of the suitcases, wound it up, tied it in the middle so it made a ball, then I put that in his mouth. I had to time it just right. He was trying to roll over, so I had to actually touch his disgusting flesh and squeeze the thing in there. He was snapping at me. When he went for the cloth gag, I sort of smashed it in there, tying it behind his neck. I smiled at my handiwork as he chewed on the cloth. He tried to roll over again. This time seawater came out of his nose, dribbling onto the ground.

I took some of my homemade rope, tied it around a big rock and attached it to one of his ankles. Hey look, he has on a ball and chain—next to his ball and chain.

I helped her up and untied her hands. She couldn’t balance with them behind her back, so I had to keep holding her upright. She brought them forward ever so slowly and tried to latch them onto my neck. I pushed her away, and she stumbled on her husband’s legs and fell again. Her hand caught in my shorts and tugged me down with her. I landed on the squishy tub of saltwater-logged lard with her on top of me.

Oh my God! I was stuck in a zombie sandwich!

I screamed as loud as I could as he tried to get his arm over me. Is this how I was going to die?

Stuck between an undead married couple like we were in some freaky porno movie. She tried to bite me, he tried to bite me, and I tried to yell my head off. My skin crawled as goose bumps erupted all over me. I wanted to torch every inch of flesh that had touched the damned dead things. I wanted to burn the spots and then rub them in alcohol. I rolled to the side and she went with me. I hit the ground on my back and she fell on top of me so she was straddling my waist. She started going for my neck again.

I bucked under her, but she was very persistent in trying to bite me. Her husband tried to roll over to do the same thing. I rolled again, this time so I could dislodge her, then I was on my feet, wiping at my body in disgust. I had zombie goo all over me. I yelled again, just for good measure. She just stared at me with that one luminous blue eye, snarling deep in her throat.

You and me both, babe. Frustration sucks.

He rolled onto his stomach, got his hand under his body, and tried to push himself up. I ran over and kicked him in the head, but it was like kicking a sack of rotten potatoes. If I had a gun, I could just end this. Shoot him in the face and maybe her while I was at it. The huge, bloated monstrosity seemed too large to kill in any conventional way. I looked around for a rock, but that would mean I would have to lean over to smash his head. I didn’t think I could stand to get any more zombie goo on me today.

Then I had an idea. Maybe I could get close to him by using something to shield me from the blows—maybe one of the pieces of luggage. I could put one of the big, inflexible bags over my upper body, cut a hole in the top and wear it. I didn’t want to get any crap on my other clothes, so I thought I should put something else on. I looked around at the few clothes I had cleaned up and saw the big floral-print dress. Of course!

Sure, I would look ridiculous, but the zombified lovers wouldn’t care. They wouldn’t care one little bit.

 

 

I grabbed the dress and my knife and ran to the shore. I stripped off my clothes, jumped in the surf, and scrubbed every inch of my body with sand. I came out, brushing the hair out off my face, and did it again. Then I let the hot sun dry me. I donned the dress, hiked it up, and looped the bottom up so my feet were free. It was actually quite comfortable, but it billowed around me, so I tied a knot in the side. It had a plunging neckline, which let lots of air in over my chest. This should protect me from any flying zombie bits and goo.

I grabbed one of the suitcases, a large one that was pretty dry. I used my knife to cut out the bottom. Kept glancing back over my shoulder in case he figured out how to chase me. The stuff was tough with a thick weave that was hard and barely flexible. I cut a hole in the top for my head and then a couple of holes for my arms. I slid it over my body and felt ready for war. No way could he hurt me now, and there was no way I could get any gunk on me.

I went back to camp and found he was on his feet. He came at me and I stepped aside. I snatched up my turtle helmet and slid it onto my head like a World War II soldier. I ran to the other side of camp and picked up the spear. I felt like a real warrior now.

We danced back and forth. At first I didn’t want to hit him with the spear. I was worried about how it would feel to stab him. As he swung his arm at me, however, I dodged in and drove the spear point into his body. Fucker. Try to take over my island. How about some metal in your diet? I yanked it out, but it hadn’t gone in very far. I tried to slap him across the temple with it. Maybe that would make him settle down. I went for his eye with the tip, but only managed to scrape his forehead.

This was exhausting, but at least I understood a little bit about what our ancestors had gone through while fighting mammoths and stuff like that. He moved toward me, swinging that massive waterlogged arm. Some of the beads flew off, but I turned at the last second so they hit the top of the helmet instead. I swung in and drove the spear point into his chest. It skittered across his ribs, opening his skin with a nasty cut. It didn’t bleed, and he didn’t look like he cared or even felt it.

I heard shouting in the distance and turned. He almost got me when I looked. He stumbled toward me and caught me across the chest with his arm. It knocked me back, but I stayed on my feet.

I looked again to see that my island visitors from a few days ago had arrived. There were three of them, and they looked just as terrified as the last time they were here.

I turned and ran toward them, yelling, “Hey, wait! I need help! Don’t run off again! Please!”

I came pounding across the beach as they stared at me with their mouths wide open. I waved the spear over my head to show them I wasn’t interested in fighting. I didn’t think my “armor” would protect me if they started throwing their own spears.

They screamed and ran back toward their boats. One had a look of such complete fear on his face that I actually felt sorry for him. I looked behind me, and there was my girlfriend with her husband in tow. It scared the shit out of me too! He moved slowly, but he was building momentum, his one arm flailing at me. I ran toward the men as they ran to their canoes. One turned and shook his spear at me. His eyes were wide open, and his mouth was stretched in a giant O.

“No, please take me with you!”

It was too late. They were already rowing while casting quick glances behind them as if we were going to wade into the water and follow them. I wish her asshole husband would follow them along the bottom of the ocean and get eaten by a shark or a whale.

I turned on them. I was furious. She had her hands out, but she didn’t look down. So, like usual, she tripped on a piece of wood that had washed up on the shore. I ignored her and marched toward the husband. I drew the spear back, over my head, took two fast steps forward, and drove the thing into his chest. It went in this time, passing through all sorts of gross mushy stuff. As the spear went in, a bunch of pus showered my face.

I went crazy.

I ripped the turtle helmet off my head and started beating him. When I was done, his skull was a mass of stuff that looked like spilled beans or something. Like a can or six had been opened and dumped on the sand.

Oh God! What had I done? I didn’t mean to kill him, not really. I thought about it, I really did. I was pretty sure I was ready to kill him, but when I got used to how slow and dumb he was, I just felt sorry for the poor zombie dude. I thought I would wear him down with the spear and armor, then tie him to something. I have lived with one zombie companion, why not two?

Did this make me a murderer?

I had to bathe again. Then I pulled my girl off her dead husband, since she was feasting on his body—for the second time. She was going at a leg this time. God, that was going to be messy. She must have worked at the flesh like a rabid dog until her gag came loose. I was so beyond sickened that I couldn’t even throw up. I dragged her back to the camp, put her gag back on and tied her to the tree.

Then I collapsed and slept until dawn.

 

This morning, I went back to the body and studied it. I tried to move it, but it was far too heavy. I went back to camp and got my razor-sharp piece of rock and went to work. The arm came off first.

His muscles and stuff were still soft. The only hard part was when I had to rip the bone out of the shoulder. I had to put my foot against his side and pull for all I was worth. His other arm was just a stump, so I went at his legs. These came off as well, but it took a long time. The second one was stubborn, so I had to plant my foot in his crotch and pull on his knee. The sound of the bone coming out of the wet socket was like using a plunger on a toilet.

I didn’t have the energy to stay at it. I had to go hunt and fish. The only good thing was that I threw a rock at a pair of birds and actually hit one of them. It couldn’t fly off, so it flopped around on the ground. I picked it up and twisted its neck until it snapped. I pulled all the feathers off, roasted it and ate every bite, going so far as to crack the bones and suck out anything in them. Earlier today, I didn’t think I could take down a pissed-off zombie husband. Now I could twist birds’ heads like it was no big deal.

It was a rough day, and I deserved a drink. I cracked open the rum and took a long swallow, which burned all the way down to my soul. Sang a song, read a little to my girl. Drank more. Suddenly, my hangover was gone, so I kept on drinking. I wish I had enough booze to become an alcoholic on this cursed island. After a while, I slept like a rock.


Day 21

My Girlfriend is a Moaner

 



What to do with the body? What to do? In the movies, the guy always has a plan. I didn’t. I don’t even know what I am going to do from day to day. My plans consisted of deciding to hunt food for the day, then determining whether I should save some for the next day or just eat it all so I had extra energy to do it all again.

It’s so hot! I swear this place gets warmer every day. I took my shirt off and fetched my Jamaica cap. It was a lot more comfortable than the damn turtle shell, which smells terrible.

I had to dispose of the body, but I wasn’t sure how to do it. I dug into the sand, but not for very long. I bet I got down less than six inches, since there was a layer of rock under it. I would need a shovel, or it would take me a week to make the hole with my little rock tool.

I could have dragged the parts into the bushes, but she might find them. I didn’t need to have her eating him again. I already needed to clean her out, and I was not at all looking forward to that little chore.

I stood on the beach in the beating sun and looked around my little slice of paradise. I could have tried putting the parts in the water, but they might float back to shore. Or I could have buried them under some rocks, but fish might eat them, and I was seriously concerned about the zombie virus. Now that he had come back to life, what did it mean for the things that nibbled on him? That gave me an idea, but first I had to dispose of the body.

I went back at him with the sharp rock. I was glad that he had dried out a little bit, but he was still far from a regular stiff. His upper body was probably a hundred and twenty-five pounds. How the hell was I going to move it? I would have to slice it open. God!

She sat on the ground and stared at me with that blank look. I walked over, ran my hand through her hair, and told her she was still beautiful to me. She showed her broken teeth around the gag. She snarled, growled, moaned, and did her usual “I want to eat you” stare with her pretty blue eye. I cleaned out a couple of bug eggs from her dried eye and smashed them on the ground.

I helped her to her feet, took the log off her lap and let her stretch her legs a bit. She stumbled around in a circle, then went to her husband. She dropped down beside his torso and leaned over to bite him. I shuddered, pulled her off, marched her to the tree, and tied her up again while she fussed at me. I went back, grabbed his leg and dragged it behind me as I headed for the beach. I was hoping some great idea would hit me if I started walking, and hit me it did.

I had been looking in the wrong direction, which was down. I should have been looking up. Of course. Up!

I dragged the leg to a tree and looped the nasty thing over my shoulder. It was like carrying a mass of meat that reeked of rotten fish. It dripped and oozed congealed blood. I tried not to gag as I grabbed hold of a branch and tugged myself up. I got one foot on another branch and was soon a few feet off the ground. When I was about fifteen feet up, I maneuvered the leg so it hung over a large branch.

She couldn’t reach that, not in a million years. I went back for the other leg and put it in another tree. This one was easier, because it still had a shoe on, so I had a way to tie the thing to a branch. It actually stretched between two branches.

The arm went in another tree, but now I had the torso and head to deal with. I took the rock and went to work on his fat neck. It reminded me of videos where guys are cutting off whale blubber. Each shallow cut separated some flesh, which was white and puckered.

I pushed his body to roll him over and realized that the head wasn’t that heavy. Didn’t even want to think about what I had to do. I wanted to go fishing, hunt, find some food and then rest for the whole day. My body hurt everywhere from the battle yesterday, and I wanted to sleep.

I sighed and set the rock against his gut, just under his ribcage, and pushed hard. A terrible noise came out like a long, nasty fart as trapped air escaped from the wound. I fell back as stuff squirted out. The smell was horrendous. I backed away like a crab, my feet kicking at the sand until I ran into her and she tried to sink her teeth into my shoulder. Idiot. She still had her gag on. I jumped to my feet and shook my finger at her.

No!

This was getting messy. There were already chunks of him all over the place, and now a river of pink water was leaking onto the sand. I decided to move him close to the water so I could work and have the tide clean up the mess later.

I dragged him, which wasn’t easy, since I had already removed his legs and arm. It left a line of gore behind him, but there was nothing to be done about it. I would have to move that sand around to clean it up. The rock knife was slippery in my hand, so I rubbed it in sand and started cutting again.

It took about an hour to get through his gut, but in the end, I got it separated into two halves. I would go through the ribcage and slice him sideways, but it was too hard to cut through all that bone.

His guts were the worst. They were a putrid gray color with hardly any blood—just lots of water. I dug out his intestines and the rest of his organs and stuff that fell out, loaded those into one of the suitcases and hauled it away to dump in the woods. The bottom of the torso went into another bag, and I dragged it away as well. Now I just had his upper body to deal with.

Good Christ. Was it Miller time yet?

One of the bags that washed up had turned out to be a very nice backpack. I loaded his upper half into it, then strapped it on. All kinds of stuff squished together and then fell out of the bag as I adjusted it. I gathered up the parts and put them back in. Staggered forward as the weight shifted, but then I straightened up and was able to move with him back there.

 

 

I went back to the trees and found a nice thick one to climb. I went up about twenty feet and then slid out of the backpack. I fixed it to a pair of branches so he would have a nice view of the water as it came in and out. I made my way down the tree, then went to the beach and bathed in the surf.

I was exhausted, but I had to eat. I waded out and dug up some oysters. I got five of them—wow. I chased a crab and took my feast back to the camp. After a night and a day, the fire was down to almost nothing. She watched me as I stoked it back up, but she didn’t say anything. I had to move the little palm tree wall in front so the flames wouldn’t freak her out.

After a few minutes of silence, I decided to say something first.

“I’m sorry about your husband. I think he has a good view now.”

She snarled back at me.

“I didn’t mean to, you know. It was an accident. I just wanted to get him worn out, then tie him to something. You like it, why wouldn’t he?”

She moaned at me.

“It was nothing personal. I bet he was a nice guy and all. He was rich, right? A girl like you would be with a rich guy. Not some dork like me.” I smiled. This is the part where the girl says, “You’re all I need. I don’t care about money, cars and jewelry. I just care about you.” Then you take her to bed for like a whole weekend. The only place I was taking her was to test as an anchor if she pissed me off again.

She growled at me.

“We’re better off without him. We don’t need him messing up our relationship, right?”

Moan.

“Just you and me, baby. Just you and me.”

I broke out the rum and drank half the bottle.


Day 22

My girlfriend is a Dirty Pirate

 



Yesterday, I was concerned about leaving the husband’s blood everywhere. Would it do anything bad to animals or sea creatures? I found a crab this morning. Quick little bastard that tried to snap me a few times. Snapping. I’m used to that after three weeks on a deserted island with a freaking zombie.

God—I should just kill her and get it over with. Then bury the body and kiss my million-dollar book deal goodbye. I’ll never get on CNN if I off her. I might get a mention when they find her body, but it won’t be the kind of mention I want.

Maybe I should find a different place for her husband’s parts. I guess I can try finding a soft spot in the jungle to bury him.

I took my prize to a little arena I had built. When I was a kid, we lived near the water. Sometimes, we would get crabs worked up and put them in a little arena to fight. I had the same idea here, except he would be fighting the zombie disease. And if it caught it, I would just smoosh the little bastard.

I had a few chunks of her husband’s blood and flesh in the place, just tiny bits of it. The plan was to put the crab in and wait for him to eat some. I don’t know if a zombie crab would even freak me out. I’ve seen enough crazy shit in the last three weeks to last a lifetime.

The crab marched around in circles, but he wasn’t interested in the blood and bits of goo. I picked some up and tried to feed him, but he fought back by latching onto one of my thumbs. Ouch! I shook him loose and almost tossed him on the fire right then and there.

I grabbed a stick and let him latch onto that with one claw, then moved it so he could get his other claw on it. Holding him in the air, I grabbed him around the back and angled him up. Took the gooey stuff and pressed it against his little mouth. He tried to fight back, but I pressed until some coated his little feeler things. I took another piece and did the same thing. Then I smeared blood on his mouth.

Put him back in the little prison and waited. I dug a hole and put seawater in, but it drained into the sand. I got a makeup bag out of my supply of suitcases, filled it with seawater, and put that in the hole with him. He wandered up to it, trying to fit his body in.

Ah, shit! I fed him that zombie crap; now I won’t be able to eat him. I looked over at her. She was attached to the tree by her neck this morning. She didn’t exactly smile encouragingly. She moaned at me, low in her throat. I pretended like she was trying to be sexy. Then I thought about the aroma drifting toward me and gagged.

That brings me back to problem number two.

She smells. Bad. I mean she smells rotten. It’s not like I can give her a bath with soap. Every time I get close to her, I have to hold my nose or the smell almost knocks me over. I mean she smells like … well, death. For a while, it was the stuff in her stomach, and yeah, I planned to clean that out again today. I was able to cover up the smell of fish and seawater by dousing her in some Old Spice cologne I found in a bag. But now, it just sat on top of the stink.

While I waited on the crab, I took her to the stream and removed her hula girl outfit. That is something else I can do today: make her a new grass skirt. I suppose I could dress her in some of the clothes I found, but if you had a chance to dress a girl up like this, you would do it, right?

Right?

RIGHT?!

I took her coconut top off and sat her in the stream by using my well-practiced zombie-tripping technique. She fell near the edge of the water and tried to bite my arm. I yanked it back from the gag, then double-checked to make sure it was still secure. I loosened it and re-tied it just in case.

I took a tiny bottle of Head and Shoulders from one of the bags I had found in the tail section. It had maybe half a teaspoon of shampoo in it. I had used half the other day on myself. Now I was going to use my last smear of shampoo on a dead girl. As I scrubbed, some of the hair came out in clumps. I tossed these aside and tried to ignore the open wounds left on her head.

I washed her body as best I could and picked the bugs from various crevices. Dear Diary, let me just say that you do not want the details of some of the places I had to go to get to them. I washed her all over, but it was not fun. I used to enjoy this, especially her top half, but now she was getting stiff in all the wrong places. Her breasts no longer give way when I push against them. I could feel a lump in there and wondered if she had a cancer growth or something. Then I realized her flesh was shriveling around her implants. I can’t believe I used to think they were real. Just goes to show, zombify a chick and her true colors come out.

I tugged her away from the stream and into the sun so she could dry off. I tied her to a tree and she stared up at the sun for a while.

I went back to check on the crab, but there was no change. I pushed him and he turned to snap his claws at my stick. When I went back to her, she was hooting and calling at the sky. I don’t get that. Does she think she can talk to the clouds? I touched her cheek, and she turned her cold face to look at me. A spider had taken up residence by her ear, and it looked like it was checking out the cavity as a place to hide or catch prey. I knocked it off her head, and when it hit the ground, I mushed it.

Then I ate it.

It wasn’t that big, and a little protein doesn’t hurt when you are starving to death. It was pretty stupid, though. What if the spider had the zombie virus? God damn it! Was I going to end up spending my entire life worrying about every little morsel I ate?

I put her coconut halves back on and tied them tight so she looked like she had cleavage again—a little shriveled now, but something to look at just the same. I took my time tucking them in, enjoying how they felt, since in a few more days, they would probably be as hard as potatoes. She stared at the sun, then at me. Whenever her good eye settled on me, she drew her lips back from her teeth.

I brushed sand off her face, avoiding her teeth. Her dead eye is getting pretty bad. It looks like a raisin and just sort of floats there. I reached out, touched it, and the thing rolled around. It had a hollow feel in the socket, like a dried acorn in a shell when you shake it. How come that doesn’t bother her? I clenched my teeth and touched the eye with both fingers, which was a huge mistake, because it came loose.

Dropped the eye, jumping back as if it were a bug trying to bite me. Well, that wasn’t so bright. Now she would have a hole. I left her alone for a bit and went out to find some rocks. She walked around in circles. I wonder if she has trouble with depth perception, only having one eye and all. I kept an eye on her the entire time, since both of mine work. I wonder why she doesn’t try to follow or bite me as much as she used to. She was always trying to attack me. Now she wanders around like a lost puppy. I think her body may be slowing down and affecting the way her brain works.

I brought back some small rocks and held them near her eye. She snarled at me a few times, but there was no snapping. I hoped her body wasn’t going bad and dying. Wait, she is already dead. I assured myself of that fact by putting my head on her chest and listening for a heartbeat again. Nothing, I thought I heard a thump once, a week ago, but there was nothing now.

She smelled so bad. I dropped the rocks and got the supplies. There was no use in putting it off. In went the enema tube, and I pumped her full of water. She had to hang upside down for a while as the chunks of her hubby drained. Again. It was like I was replaying a bad movie.

While the stuff oozed out, I went back and checked out the crab. It was still dancing around, and when I put a stick near its head, it snapped at it with lightning speed. That assured me that maybe the virus couldn’t be passed on to other animals. I played around with it for a while, showing it the stick and then jerking it back when it tried to get a piece.

I grabbed the bottle of tequila, figuring I could spare a capful or two to sterilize her guts. I let her down from the tree, helped her to her feet, and gave her a few swallows. I took her to the camp and got her cleaned up. She still smelled terrible, so I dumped half a bottle of cologne on her. I didn’t find any perfume in the bags, real shame about that. She would just have to settle for smelling manly.

Better than smelling deadly.

I think I need to start sleeping downwind.

She was far too compliant. I have to wonder what is going on inside her head. What does she think about all day? Does she even see me as a person? For all I know, she sees me as a walking, talking box of KFC fresh from the fryer.

I used some of the lipstick I had found to paint one of the rocks and jammed it in her eye socket. The color wasn’t so great, a bright red, but I didn’t have any other choices.

 

 

Her grass skirt was destroyed, and I wasn’t in the mood to make anything else for her. I watched her sway as she walked around in circles with just the coconut top on. I didn’t see a need to tie her to the tree. She just ignored me unless I got too close. From a distance, her stone eye was sort of pretty with the lipstick laid on thick.

I went back to the crab. Poked and prodded him for a while. He moved around in circles and fought the stick. I found myself talking to him. After a while, I started calling him Spike for no particular reason.

“Tough guy, eh?” I asked in my best … what was that guy’s name? Had his lip curled down and had an accent that was all attitude. Not Pesci. Too young. No it was … oh yeah, Cagney. My impression sucked.

I bet I could keep this one. Tie him to something like my girl. He wouldn’t be much trouble. I could feed him and bring him fresh water. It was only fair. Besides, his color was gorgeous. He had the most amazing blue hues.

I turned the stick over and stabbed him through the center. He kicked and flailed, but stopped after a few seconds. I picked off the outer top shell and tossed him in the fire. Smelled delightful, but I'm not taking a chance on the zombie cooties being in the stupid animal. He was a little guy anyway. I can always go spend a few hours looking for another one. Not much else on my calendar today.

After killing Spike, I took the shell parts and used the file on a large one to shape it into a disc. I cut two small holes in it and used the fake gold chain from one of the pieces of costume jewelry I found a few days ago to construct a string. Then I threaded it into the blue disc and tied it to her head.

Beautiful. Her blue eye is back. The only problem is that now she looks like a pirate.


Day 23

My Girlfriend is a Biter

 



I went exploring again today, and it was pretty amazing. I have come to the realization that I may never get rescued from this cursed island. I haven’t seen any more planes, and the guys in the boats have not returned. The last two times, they ran off in terror, so why should they bother coming back? One of my biggest fears is that they know the properties of the strange berries she ate, the ones that turned her into a zombie.

I wonder if this is the sort of thing that led to the belief in zombies in Haiti. Maybe the berries grow there as well. I should really bring some back to civilization. In fact, I am going to do just that. I will put some in one of the medicine bottles I found. Whatever drugs were in them are now long gone. They dissolved in the ocean while the bags were floating around.

I think one was some sort of antibiotic, because the letters were rubbed off except for the last two, which were “IN.” I’ve taken penicillin and even Cipro once, which has a much longer name and ends with “floxin” or something like that. I took that stuff for an abscess that grew near my ass. It was so gross being hunched up over a table while three or four doctors did stuff back there. The antibiotic made me sick as a dog by the fourth or fifth day, but I took the whole bottle anyway.

I decided to hit the beach and just walk for a while. Maybe I would find the other side of the island after all. It’s not as hot today as it has been, and some low clouds probably contributed to this. I left her behind. Why tie her up anymore? She just stares at the sun as she hoots and hollers like some weird zombie bird. Zombie birds? Talk about bird flu.

I’ve been on this cursed island for three weeks, but I have barely explored it. At first, I was worried about getting hurt. I worried about leaving her behind, because I thought she might get loose and ambush me when I returned. Now I know she couldn’t ambush a panda bear on Quaaludes.

No compass, so I went left this time. I walked for a good while until I couldn’t even see the part of the island I started on. I soon passed the farthest area I had ever explored, and I kept going. It looked much the same as it did everywhere else. Sand, rocks and water. Yep, it was a beach. When I get off this place, if I ever see a beach again, I will probably claw my eyes out, stomp on them and then jump off the nearest cliff.

I heard a noise behind me and turned to see that she was following. She lumbered along on unsteady feet, her shuffling walk a sad sight. Gray skin on display—and lots of it, since she didn’t have anything on her lower half.

I turned to go back and take her to camp, but then changed my mind. She obviously wanted to get some exercise as much as I did. So I let her follow.

Haha—zombie exercise. They sure do have a great diet. I mean, it’s all protein. Zombies don’t need carbs. I just about fell over laughing at the witty comments in my head. What do they call that?

The big word for going crazy … psych-something or other. I have that. I need a doctor. I need a lobotomy. I need to talk to someone who’s alive!

FUCK!

I reached a section of palm trees that hung over the seawater in a close pattern. I decided to take a break and enjoy the scenery. The water bottle I carried was a constructed from a coconut shell with a small hole in the top. I capped it with a stick and hung it at my side by a strap I adapted from a piece of luggage. I was getting to be a real boy scout. I took the top off and drank the water, which tasted like coconut. Another thing I won’t miss when I leave the island. I used to love coconut. Now the smell makes me want to gag.

I waited in the shade, and after about fifteen minutes, she finally reached my location. I jumped out of the bushes and said, “BOO” really loud.

She kept walking.

Damn! Her zombie brain must be overloaded. I ran past her, stopped a few feet away and taunted her to hurry up. She continued on her unsteady feet, but now she had her hands in front of her in what I like to call the classic zombie stroll. A long, low moan came at me.

I grinned and continued on my way.

The island is much bigger than I thought. It would take hours, maybe an entire day to walk all the way around it. I kept expecting to come across a hotel or something, a place that some rich people own or a resort that promises total seclusion. That would be just my luck, stuck here for weeks and there are people sunning themselves on the beach. “I say, old boy, you look a bit tuckered out. Have a coconut frosty.”

There were small paths between some of the trees, and I started down a few of them, but the foliage grew thicker the farther I went. Back on the beach, I found a few holes in the sand and knew what that meant. I had to move fast, but if I could get my hand in one quick enough, I could usually pull out a clam. I cracked these on rocks and ate them raw. It used to gross me out, but now I just want the protein, so I gag through the horrid taste. I spent some time digging out a few and made a tidy meal out of the little suckers. Maybe I should figure out how to smoke these things. Alley used to love them. Nah. Better to just swallow them and hope they don’t try to crawl back up my throat.

The next path was wider. I was able to follow it deeper than the previous ones. There were a lot of trees, and plants with huge flowers on them. I heard chirping and saw a pair of birds fly away from a low shrub. I felt around, but didn’t turn up any eggs. Now that would be a treat. Maybe I could scramble them, pour them on a big flat rock and cook them on the fire. Too bad I didn’t have any cheese or bacon. While I am wishing for stuff, I may as well wish for a steak and a baked potato.

Early in my career as a deserted island survivor, I dug around in the ground for some sort of roots. I remember once having tubers, and they were a lot like potatoes. I didn’t have any luck, just like every other hunting trip I have attempted.

The sound of something moving in the bushes caught my attention. I thought maybe it was one of the visitors—maybe some people who have lived here all along and I was too stupid to explore and discover them.

Then I heard a plane in the distance, and all thoughts of exploration disappeared. I yelled as loud as I could, “Hey, I’m down here!” knowing as I did it that there was no way they would hear me this far below. I ran for the shore with my hands waving. I guess all the excitement woke up my little friend.

The thing that came out of the bushes heard me all right; it heard me and then some. I glanced back as I ran, and it was right behind me. Nasty son of a bitch with tusks and a shaggy coat of hair. Sort of looked like a really mad little goat. I reached the edge of the shore and kept going. I almost ran into my girl. It looked like she finally caught up. She was shambling around with her face pointed up at the sun.

 “Watch out!” I yelled, then broke into a stupid grin at my words. What was she going to do? Jump out of the way?

 

 

I ran right into the water with the stupid pig thing right behind me. I splashed in up to my knees and then to my waist before turning around to see the monster stop at the surf. It shook its head and let out a loud squeal. I yelled back at it, but it must have thought my challenge a bit lacking since it had just chased me halfway across the fucking island.

God, if I just had that spear, I could have tried to take him—or her—out and have myself a nice meal.

It turned to see my girl and set off after her. She didn’t even look at it. She just had that dazed look on her face. The pig screamed and smashed into her, which took her to the ground. A tusk went into her leg and then slid back out as she tumbled over. She flopped forward and, by sheer luck, got one arm over the little critter.

I think that was just the thing to wake her up. And me. I felt a sudden terror at the prospect of that pig ripping her to shreds. How dare he try to kill my zombie chick?

I looked around and found a large rock in the water. It was slick with seaweed, but I grabbed it and stalked toward the stupid animal. She rolled over and lowered her head for a bite.

The gag came loose and flew out of her mouth as she rubbed her lips up and down, probably trying to find a good place to take a chunk. They rolled around for a few seconds while I danced around them, looking for a break in the action. I intended to smash the pig’s head in as soon as it stopped moving long enough. I was trying to avoid flailing legs as I looked for my opening. It was squealing to get free from what looked like an iron grip. She kept biting into him and tore at his flesh like a mad dog. She was actually growling at the animal.

I brought the rock up and smashed it into the pig, aiming for the head, but I got excited and hit its back instead. It screamed and tried to turn, so I hit it again and again.

After a while, it didn’t move; it just lay there in a bloody heap in her lap. I panted hard and sat down next to her. That blue eye swiveled toward me, and I wondered if she was at all grateful. It was impossible to understand the look. The eye patch didn’t help. I tugged at the pig, but she held on for dear life. Or dear death? Dear unlife? Whatever …

I pulled, but she didn’t let go. I wanted to haul the piggy back to camp, chop it up and eat it. Ribs! I could eat ribs! If I could cut it open. I finally took one of her arms and pulled it loose. She gave up, and I was able to pry the heavy corpse from her. She came at me, of course, but I batted her hands aside as I had done many, many times before.

She gave up on me pretty quickly. I guess a zombie really can learn new tricks. Her eye trained on the prize. She leaped at it and managed to rip it free from my hands, before sinking to the ground and going for the neck. She ripped out a huge hairy chunk.

I tore the pig free again and started dragging it back to camp. She tried to stand, but fell. I couldn’t help but look at the huge gash on the calf of her leg. Bone, pus—grey-covered muscles and tendons made me think of a medical class on cadavers. I would have to look at it later, unfortunately. For now, all I wanted was to cut this pig up and eat until I couldn’t move. Then eat more.

It was a tough sucker to slice up, and I drooled the entire time as I took hunks of skin off. Then I removed a rear leg, cut the skin loose, yanked it down the raw meat covering bone, and put it near the fire. I stoked up the flames with some fresh wood. I was thinking of cutting strips and hanging them near the smoke to make pig jerky. I didn’t know much about making stuff like that, but I was going to learn really fast. That or die from overeating.

I was shaking with thoughts of how wonderful the meat was going to be when she finally crawled back into camp. She was drooling a smear of red down her chin that I tried to ignore. I slipped a gag over her mouth again. She put only half an effort into snapping at me.

I checked out her leg, and it wasn’t as bad as I thought. The horn had gone in and then out cleanly. I brought back some seawater to pour over the gash, then I tore up a shirt that was too big for me and wrapped it around the wound. Later, I planned to boil some water and pour it in there. Not like she would feel it.

I tied her to the tree, but she just lay at its base like she was depressed or something. A depressed zombie? What sort of drugs do you give a zombie that is down? Zoloft starts with a Z.  If I come up with a cure, I will call it ZedLoft.

I turned the meat and burned my fingers in the process, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to eat. One side was crispy, and I waited for it to cool so I could tear a chunk off. It might have been the longest thirty seconds of my life.

I caught a glimpse of her while I was studying the meat. Couldn’t help but think of all the blood she had on her face from biting the pig.

Biting into the pig.

Biting …

I stood up and screamed at the sky, then I stomped on the ground like it was my mortal enemy. Take that, ground. See how I do? I kept on screaming until my voice was completely raw. Then I couldn’t scream anymore.

She had bitten into the pig. Now the pig probably had the zombie virus, and I couldn’t take a chance on eating it. What the hell was I thinking? I wasn’t. I was starving. I pushed the rest of the corpse into the fire, curled up in a ball and cried until I fell asleep.


Day 24

My Girlfriend Likes it When I Talk Dirty

 



Rose at the crack of dawn, because there was nothing else to do. When the sun starts to shine, I have to get motivated. I find that I am more and more tired every day. I’m sure it’s a lack of vitamins, decent food, and well, let’s be honest here, Diary, a lack of love. My zombie girl is about the worst girlfriend ever. I swear she hates me.

My stomach was a big hollow pit that started growling before I could even take a piss. I should be eating a big pile of pig meat right now, but she had to ruin that too. Back to shellfish and crab today, if I can catch any. I realized later that feeding the crab the zombie meat didn't affect him. Then again, I don’t even know if he got any down. Had a zombie bitten the crab, that might be a different matter. I hope I have my zombie lore straight.

I would kill for a cup of coffee. I haven’t had any in weeks. I am over the withdrawal symptoms, but that doesn’t make it right. The headaches, the shakes, the cold sweat. A lifetime of caffeine addiction was hard to break, but I didn’t really have a choice. No Starbucks stands with young girls named Amber or Gwen on this island.

I have been here for twenty-two days, and I wonder if they are even looking for us. The crash must have been near here, because I didn’t float in the water for very long that first day. At least I don’t think so. I was out for the count. It’s really a wonder I didn’t drown. Of course, she survived as well, only to turn into a zombie when she got to the island.

When I tied her up last night, I made up my mind, once again, to kill her in the morning. But I find I am not really in the mood for it. I’m not in the mood for anything. I don’t even want to get up! I want to lie here and be miserable. Yeah, yeah, poor me.  I should throw a pity party, but there’s no one to invite.

Ally would have none of that if she were here. She’d stare at me over her wire-frame glasses and say, “Get your butt in gear, Mister.” And then she would hit me with one of those sunny smiles that make me feel like I am on top of the world.

I looked over at her, but she didn’t even smile. She leered; that is a good word. She looked at me with that slack gray face, drooping eye, and the blue eye patch that covered her empty socket. I think some of her teeth are missing. I bet when she bit into that stupid pig, it shook some loose. Where’s a dentist when you need one? Hey, Doc! Got a deader here! Think you can fix her up? Maybe some orthodontics to straighten up the crooked ones, the snaggly ones? How about that big space in back where her molars fell out? Eh, Doc?

“What the hell are you staring at?” I shouted at her. I picked up a couple of chunks of driftwood and threw them at her. One might have hit her on the chest. She didn’t even bat an eye.

She just stared at me.

“Why don’t you go away? Leave me alone! Filthy fucking zombie bitch! I hate you!”

I got to my feet and walked over to her. I picked up a rock and held it at my side. I yanked the rope loose from the tree and threw it at her. She hissed and snarled behind the gag. She reached for me, and I slapped her hand aside. How long was I going to have to put up with her?

“Go find your own place! Find someone else to take care of you! Why don’t you fuck off?” I yelled and shoved her away. She took one stumbling step and fell to her hands and knees. I planted my foot on her ass and gave her a shove. She went down flat, sprawled to the ground spread eagle. I wished she were wearing something besides the coconut halves.

She worked her way to her feet ever so slowly. I held the rock over her head and felt around in my brain for the courage to go through with it. To be a man and put her out of her—and my—misery. She crawled to her feet and walked toward the beach. I didn’t have the energy to go after her. I should at least put some pants on her or something.

The sun was a big ball of misery. I fished for a few agonizing hours but only came up with a couple of large starfish. Yay. Stuff tastes like shit; I hate them. I cooked them, peeled off the hard shell and ate every bite, though, starfish guts and all. I wonder if these things are a delicacy in some part of the world. I found a coconut on my way back to camp and devoured it too. I think it was worse than the starfish.

 

 

Here is the thing about starfish, Diary. I saw them as a kid and thought they were cute. They are not cute. They are gross, and they smell. They have a million little feeler things on the bottom, and the texture is really weird when you crunch on a freshly cooked one. I have tried them raw, and they taste bitter and sort of like shit. I heard once that they regenerate if you cut off a piece. Whatever. I just choke the little fuckers down and hope I don’t puke.

I went to the pool of water that is a few minutes from camp and soaked for what seemed like hours. I sang songs, talked to a rock, you know, crazy stuff like that. Have I mentioned that I am bored? I hung out under the waterfall and let it fall on my shoulders in the hope it would take some of the tension away.

I was underwater, seeing how long I could hold my breath, and had just counted to sixty when I came up for air. She was standing at the edge of the water on unsteady legs. She took a shambling step back when I appeared, and she snarled at me like I was a hunk of sirloin.

I snarled back.

She took another step forward and then fell. I shook my head and got out of the water. I didn’t have anything to dry off with, but in the heat, it didn’t really matter. I grabbed her leg and stretched it out. The big hole in her calf was easier to see in the day. The damage was pretty bad. A normal person would have trouble standing up on that thing, but she managed it somehow.

I splashed some water on it and looked her over. I was always careful about this part. The pool of water flows out to a stream so I always make sure the water that touches her is on the move. I would hate to get any of her zombie crap in my mouth while out for a swim.

Dear God, she was a mess. I started to clean her up. Pulled the little bugs out of the wound first. They were just getting settled in, so there weren’t any maggots yet. That was a pleasant surprise. I tugged her into the water and went at her body with a small rock. Smashed critters, beetles, anything that had made a home in her various cracks and crevices. I mean really, if she met some studly zombie guy and he tried to give it to her, he would probably lose his junk to the things living up there.

The eye patch was the worst. There was a large caterpillar thing living in there. I took it out and held it up to the light. It wiggled and all those little legs twitched at the air as if trying to find something to latch onto. I should have left the rock eye in the hole. I rinsed him in the water, took a handful of sand and scrubbed him down, then rinsed him again. She lay on her back and stared at the sky, making those little hooting noises.

I showed her the big bug. He was long enough to reach my wrist from where he dangled between my thumb and forefinger. I smiled at her as I pulled the bug’s head off. It came away like a weird gooey caramel—same color. I just wish it tasted like a caramel. I think the little feelers had a salty, crunchy flavor. I tried to imagine they were French fries.

“You may be as dumb as a brick, but you make a good food container.” I patted her knee. “Stupid zombie twit. No, really, I have seen fence posts with more sense than you. If you ever get your hands on something live again, please don’t bite it.”

Her eye swiveled to meet mine, but I couldn’t read her expression, her being dead and all. I put her eye patch in place, double-checked her gag, and then just stared at her for a few minutes. Splotches of skin have started to dry up around her shoulders and on her legs. I touched one, and it felt like old leather or something. Not like when you touch a nice jacket. This was cold and rough.

I pushed on a spot again and the patch shifted, then tore free. I jumped back and stared at the flesh underneath, except it wasn’t anything like flesh. Flesh was the nasty shit I just knocked off her leg. This was a dried-out layer of blood over the muscles and sinews, which were in really bad shape. She rolled to her side and stood up, and the hunk of dead skin hung there like a magnet that drew my eyes. The layer under it sort of crunched up and down as she took a step toward me.

I was not in the mood to fight her. I slipped on my beat-up shorts and made the long trek to the beach so I could gather more food.

It was hotter than usual, and it was a relief to walk into the seawater when I got to my favorite spot. I was up to my chest and enjoying the coolness while I tried to stay still, spear tip in the water, just waiting for some likely fish to swim by. I would settle for a medium-sized one. Hell, a small one for that matter, if I could just get the spear tip into its body.

I looked back toward the island to see if she had caught up with me, but there was no sign of her. I saw the parts of her husband hanging in the tree, and I felt sorry for him. Poor bastard. I bet when he took off in the plane with his hot wife, he didn’t have any idea that within a week he would die, float in the water, end up as food for his dead wife, come back as a zombie, and be killed again. Life’s a bitch on a deserted island. Then you get hacked into little pieces.

Why wouldn’t Hollywood turn that into a movie? It had everything. It had a romance, death, a plane crash, and a hero. Plus, it had freaking zombies, and everyone loves a good zombie movie!

A shape flashed by, and I speared down in the hope that it was a fish. I was too slow and didn’t hit anything. I walked a few steps along the reef, but the thing was gone. I went back to watching the water. Every once in a while, I ducked my head in the water and opened my eyes to look around for likely victims.

I looked up in time to see a large shape moving toward me. There was barely any sound as it passed through the water, only a whisper like a wave parting over a rock. No warning! The silent hunter had arrived, and I just about jumped out of my skin. It had a large fin, which was oddly tilted to the side instead of straight up and down. I backed up.

Shark! It was a freaking shark!

I backed up another step and slipped on a slimy rock. This explained a lot. No wonder there wasn’t anything to hunt. Everything got the hell out of the way before it arrived. I took one more step before panic set in. I lifted the spear above my head and ran, in slow motion thanks to the drag of the water, back to shore.

I could feel the bastard bearing down on me as I tried to swim-run my way through the water. I let out a couple of screams that I’m sure sounded less than manly. I looked behind me and the fin had rolled over on the other side. Was the shark drunk? He came at me, passed by and hit the reef at a really fast rate. His fin flew up as he came to a stop.

I made it to shore and clawed my way up the beach, just like I did the first day here. Deja-damn-vu. I collapsed and stared at a pair of nasty gray feet that had stopped just in front of my face.

She was standing in front of me. staring at the water. I followed her gaze to the giant gray shark that flopped around like he was drowning on air. He really was gray, like a weird shade. I know sharks are gray and all, but he was almost a patchy color like …

I got to my feet and took a step toward the thing. I wondered if I could kill and eat him before she bit him. That would be cool. How bad could shark steaks be? He flopped a lot more like a … well, I was gonna say like a fish out of water. Oh haha! I am so damn funny today. Is that what they call irony?

He lifted his upper body in the air and brought it down hard. A piece of something flew out of his mouth and hit the sand in front of me. What the hell? It looked like part of a hand. Wow, man killer indeed.

I stared at the partial fingers and got a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

I took another step toward the shark and stared into its eyes, which should be big and spooky, right?

Isn’t that how sharks look? Like they are ready to eat you at any moment?

No …

I looked closer, even got a few feet away and crouched down.

It reared up again, and I could see that it had no eyes. They were eaten away in the socket. Both of them were just stringy crap like weird jellyfish. I fell back on my ass and stared at the mouth that kept snapping at me just like a certain girl on my little chunk of paradise.

Jesus fucking wept.

I didn’t just have a zombie shark. I had a BEACHED zombie shark.

I wonder if there is a cliff around that I can jump off.


Day 25

My Girlfriend Sucks

 



Hi, Diary!

Look, another day and I am still alive on this cursed island. I can’t believe I once found this place beautiful. If I ever make a million dollars, I am going to use the money to firebomb this hole back into the ocean. I hate it here, I H A T E it. I hate everything about this pit of despair. The heat, the humidity. I don’t think living in a sauna is the ideal life. No siree-bob.

Don’t even get me started on the damn zombies. So a girl was bad enough. I mean, I could find humor in it. Laugh at her as she fell down—a lot. When I first found her body, she was still pretty good looking. I mean, I wouldn’t do her. That would be sick and wrong. Right? But she was better than looking at palm trees. Know what I mean? I got to play dress-up, treat her like my doll, make fun of her, paint her face like a clown. That was a fun day, clowning around with my pet zombie.

And now I have a zombie shark to worry about.

I went to the waterfront and looked at him. He was so pitiful, stuck on the shore with his tail flapping up and down. He should be dead. Scratch that; he is dead. Undead. What sick god comes up with a zombie shark? Seriously, if I had a ship right now, I would take this thing back to civilization just like they did King Kong, and I would sell him to some circus owner. Then they could have my girl and make a whole zombie circus. Maybe I could run it. I’d call it the “circus zombies of the damned,” because that is what I am. Damned on this stupid rock.

He snapped at me even though I was standing a good twenty or thirty feet away. He just snapped over and over again like I was right in front of him. He had these giant teeth, and they were surrounded by some weird gummy green crap like seaweed that had gone bad.

I cleaned up my girl, but the only plans I had for this thing was to kill it.

I had the spear, and I was ready for war. Again, sorta. Like the day her husband came back to the island. That day sucked. I had a feeling this day was going to suck worse. I was lost in thought when I felt her hand on my shoulder. I just about jumped out of my skin!

She had crept right up on me and looped her hand up over my hand to grab my neck. I stumbled back into her, and we went down in a heap. She had the gag on, so I wasn’t that worried about being bit. She still managed to get her mouth near my ear and was making disgusting noises as she tried to bite it. A rotten smell hit me, and I was reminded of cleaning out a refrigerator after something has gone bad and sat for months.

The noise was worse, like a bite and inhale at the same time. Her lips touched my neck and I lost it. It sounded like she was trying to give me a hickey. Yep, my girlfriend sucks. I tore her arm from around my neck and came to my feet. She lay there with her legs spread, and I tried like hell not to look between them. I was afraid of what I would see, afraid of what she might have been up to in the middle of the night.

Oh God, oh God, oh God, there were indeed things down there, moving around—things that looked like some kind of larvae. I was going to have to clean them up. Oh God, oh God, oh God! God damn it!

I snatched up the spear and stomped across the hot sand, which was like walking through a layer of Silly Putty. The shark waited for me with a vacant look in his eyes. Vacant because he had no eyes. It wouldn’t be untrue to say he didn’t know what he was in for. Not that it mattered. They probably rely on smell like in the shows on TV where they dump a bucket of blood in the water and the sharks come racing.

His eyes were dried out and looked like hollow sockets. Weird stuff still hung there, but it was dry and looked like string. He curled his body as I walked along beside him, and tried to get a bite of me. I wasn’t interested in that. I liked my legs right where they were.

The tide was rolling in, and I could see waves for a change. Usually it was pretty calm here. Don’t know why I haven’t attempted to build a raft and sail away yet. Probably because I don’t know the first thing about making a waterborne craft. If I could do that, then I would have left weeks ago. Probably been swept away to sea, drowned. Nah, I was much safer on the ground.

Then again, I had the tail section from the plane. Maybe I could use that. I have some netting from inside the section and a lot of logs. I could build a small cover out of palm trees and sticks. I would have to leave her behind, of course. Probably wouldn’t have to go far. The visitors to my little slice of paradise probably came from somewhere nearby. I would probably reach another island in a matter of hours. Maybe half a day. If I sailed past one, there had to be others after it. Or so I reasoned.

I actually looked around the immediate area for stuff to build a raft with. There were a lot of small logs and some other debris, like sticks I could use for the raft if I decided to make one. I should use a piece of paper and try to draw out what I want to do. Or at least make a guess at what I’m going to make. I’m no artist, despite my stick-figure artwork, eh, Diary?

Ally is going to get such a kick out of the pictures I have drawn. I might have to get rid of a few of them, since they are racy. I hope she doesn’t get too mad about me dressing the zombie up like a hula girl. She will be mad about a lot of stuff. I should maybe hide this diary, but what about the Hollywood guys who will want to hear my amazing tale of survival against all odds, against all zombies. What if Oprah wants me on her show? What if I have to talk about all the stuff I have done?

Well, that’s in the future. My immediate concern was killing a zombie shark.

 

 

I walked around him on both sides. He smelled worse than she did, and she smelled like death. He had a definite stench from the sea, but it also reminded me of the time someone pulled a prank on me at work. They hid an open can of tuna behind my desk, and as it rotted, it smelled a little worse each day. After a few weeks, I wasn’t able to go into my office and had to call the maintenance guys to hunt around for the source.

I didn’t know who did it. Probably Derek from IT. The guy hates me for some reason. I call them a lot for all the viruses and stuff my machine gets, but that is no reason to do something so mean. Well, I bet they are missing me now. I just bet they are. I do all the accounting on the office supplies, so without me, they are probably out of coffee, and they can kiss bagel Friday goodbye.

The surf was picking up, bashing away at the reef, but I had time before it was far enough in to suck the bastard back out to sea. I would have to kill him while I had the chance. Kill him again. Just eating the dead guy’s hand killed him and brought him back, or zombified him. Whatever I am supposed to call the damn disease. Did that mean it would do the same to me? I was pretty sure I had gotten parts of the husband in my mouth when we fought. I was covered in crap after that, and it took me a while to wash it off. Was the zombie virus racing through my body?

I felt fine. I felt as healthy as could be expected, given the circumstances. If I turned into one of them, I was going to be really pissed.

I took the spear and stabbed at the shark. I hit the side of his head, and it went sideways, cutting a big slice in his cheek. Tough sucker. He turned his dry head toward me and snapped a few times.

I tried again but this time drove it in harder. Once again the spear slid along his cheek and did little damage. I lifted the spear and then smacked him on the head. There ya go. Bad shark, die!

He didn’t care for that one bit, so I tried again with the stabbing. I ran to the other side and drove the spear into his eye socket. It went in, but the massive gray head reared to the side and ripped the spear out of my hand. Ah, crap!

She was back on her feet and, of course, picked that time to come at me. If it weren’t for bad timing, she would have no timing at all. I had to dance out of the way of the swinging spear only to have her try to latch onto me. Christ! Caught between a zombie girl and a beached zombie shark. Why won’t this thing die? Oh yeah …

I pushed her off me, but she hung on, then fell. I backed up a step as she ended up on all fours. The shark popped his head around and the spear caught her right across the ass, which sent her flying. Stupid shark, you don’t hit my girl!

I tried to grab the spear but had to jump back because it came in too fast. She got up and staggered in a circle as if she couldn’t get her bearings. Then she walked toward the shark with her hands out like she was going to eat him.

To my horror, he was big enough to get a bite of her. She went down as the spear caught her again. This time her legs went up in the air and her head smacked into the sand. Then she rolled to the side, got one foot up in the air and tried to stand, but the shark’s mouth closed on her ankle and, just like that, snapped her foot off.

“No!” I yelled and dashed in.

I grabbed the spear and pulled back as hard as I could. Sonofabitch! I was pissed beyond words. I could see the foot in his mouth before he crunched down on it. He snapped once more and then the foot was gone. I waited until he thrashed his head the other way and then jabbed the spear into his eye again, this time with everything I had. It went in, past some stuff that crunched. It didn’t move as fast this time, so I kicked the end of the spear, and it slid in about a foot.

He slowed down but didn’t stop moving, so I grabbed the handle and turned it like I was beating eggs. Scrambled zombie shark brain, yum yum. The big creature shuddered and then his head flopped down on the beach.

She lay on her back, staring at the sun, completely unconcerned that she had just lost her foot.

I looked at the stub of a leg, and it wasn’t bleeding. Just had some stringy stuff hanging out of the end. No blood, no mess. I picked her up and plopped her over my shoulder. Huffing and puffing from the physical exhaustion of battling the zombie shark, I went back to camp so I could call it a night. Time to see how much rum is left in the bottle.


Day 26

My Girlfriend Beats Me Up

 



I tied her to the tree last night, and she didn’t complain—she never does. When morning arrived, it was a blast of sunlight that left my head throbbing like I was inside a large bell. A large bell like they put on churches and then ring to announce stuff like death. I think it rang eight million times for all the brain cells I killed last night.

Maybe it isn’t such a great idea to drink myself into oblivion on the island. Not like I can afford another night like that. I am almost out of booze anyway. I polished off the rum and threw the bottle at her as I ranted about missing Ally and how a stupid zombie girl can’t do a damn thing for me. I feel bad about it now, really guilty. I should make it up to her.  Too bad I don’t have some fresh husband to feed to her.

She hissed at me as I got close. Her lips drew back around the blue strip of cloth, but her eye stared past me. I stroked her stringy hair and told her I was sorry for throwing the empty bottle at her. I don’t think I hit her, but maybe it did. I heard it thunk off something. I looked around for it, but it must have flown into the bushes.

I grabbed her leg and looked at the ragged wound. It was festering already. The skin was gray and puffy, but also dried out. A couple of bugs were working the flesh, so I squashed them. That was going to be a big problem if I didn’t take care of it. I didn’t have a hard time imagining the things that might work their way under her flesh and make a home.

The skin was rotted; there was no doubt about it. It was putrid and black and smelled terrible. When I was a kid, I had a cut on my foot I was scared to tell my mother about. When it got really bad and leaked pus, it had a similar smell. I wondered if she’d be okay if I wrapped the stump.

I didn’t know how she was going to get around either. I guessed she would have to crawl everywhere. That was going to be a pain in the ass when it came time to bathe her at the pool. I might have to carry her stinky ass there. GROSS!

Diary, I really hate that I can’t bring myself to just put her out of her misery. She is so pathetic. Yet every once in a while, that blue eye looks into mine and I feel overwhelming pity for her. She has been the only thing on the island I can relate to. Well, besides the booze. Although that isn’t much of a relationship. Unless you call indulging too much and feeling like shit the next day a good relationship. Kinda like a night of crazy sex where your girlfriend wants to try new things. Things you don’t like so much.

I dragged her to the fire by her feet. I mean by her foot. I figured that any kind of wrapping wouldn’t last long and would smell even worse in a day or three. I needed to stop the rot while I could. The thing was oozing brown pus, and when some of it dripped on my pants, I decided I would have to burn the damn things.

I tugged her closer to the flame and stoked it up by blowing on it and feeding it a little bit of wood. She kept trying to get up, but I pushed her back down. It wasn’t hard. I have seen two year olds who are more coordinated than she is.

I pulled her closer, got a look between her legs and regretted it. I really needed to clean that stuff up. I hoped I had some alcohol left—for me, not her.

I blew on the flame a little more and dragged her closer. She got a look at the flame and tried to back up like a weird three-legged crab. I held her, but she thrashed against me. Her gross leg came up, smacking me across the face pretty hard. My ear rang immediately, and the side of my face went numb. I fell to the side, freaking out because that crap that was oozing out of her leg was now on my face.

I wiped at it with the sleeve of my shirt, but it didn’t do any good. I could still feel the goop on my cheek. I rolled back up and made a grab for her, because she was sliding across the sand on her ass. I pulled her back and clamped my arm over her leg and wrestled her close to my body. There was no way she was going to get the best of me.

 

 

She thrashed around as I tugged her leg into the fire. Her other leg hit my head, and I almost became the one in the flames. I heard bells this time, and I think I saw stars. I turned to make another grab, but I was slowing down. This time her flailing foot caught me upside the temple and I went over.

I don’t know how long I lay on my side, gasping in air and sand. Everything seemed out of focus when I opened my eyes, like I was seeing things through a tunnel.

Sand? Check.

Palm trees? Check.

Pissed-off zombie chick? Check.

I rolled to my left as she fell on me. She landed on my side, and her arm drove into my stomach. Jesus Christ! She was kicking my ass and she wasn’t even trying hard!

I rolled a couple of times, but the pain from the hangover and from getting kicked in the head—repeatedly—left me unable to get any air past my lips and into my lungs.

I staggered to all fours. She came down on me again, this time with her hand looped over my neck just like yesterday when she tried to attack me during the shark killing. She was heavier than I remembered, but it was probably just from feeling so beaten down.

I managed to get a breath and then shrugged her to the side. I fell on top of her this time, and when I did, a bunch of weird sounds came out of various parts of her body. The stench of rotting meat hit me like a weight. I gagged and threw up all over her back. How long had she been building up all those gasses? Holy shit, it smelled worse than death. Worse than Lenny Cansta, a kid I used to go to middle school with who had the worst farts of any single person I have ever known. He once cleared out wood shop with a ripper that put the band saw to shame. Even the teacher looked green.

This was worse!

I wanted to scream at the sky. I managed to wipe some of the puke off my face, grabbed her leg in a tight grip, and dragged her to the fire before she could protest any more. I stuck her stump in and pressed it against a flaming log. The smell of cooking meat, seared and burning, hit my nose. I couldn’t help it. I started drooling.

She went crazy, but it wasn’t from pain. Ever since the first night I found her, she was terrified of fire. Weird that such a primal urge would survive her changing into this undead thing. She couldn’t have any brain cells left, and it made me wonder if she was able to feel anything else. Like a sense of loyalty to the guy who has saved her ass more than once.

She scrambled away from the fire with her leg trailing smoke. She tried to stand, but it was a wasted effort as she fell flat on her face. I noticed that more of those patches of skin were appearing on her body, and dragging her hadn’t helped. Some flesh hung loose, as if the dead skin cells were getting together and planning to mutiny and escape from her body.

I walked to the pool in a daze. When I reached it, I got my clothes off and collapsed. I wiped zombie pus off my head, then dunked my head to let the moderately cool water soak into my bones. It felt fantastic, so I stayed in the water for what seemed like hours. I napped by the side of the pool on the soft sand, and air blew over my body, cooling it for a few minutes before the heat started beating at me again.

My face hurt, and I could feel lumps from where she’d kicked me. My reflection in the water showed I had a black eye and one of my cheeks was puffed out. She got me good, but in the end, I managed to stop the rot. Score one for me!

I had to hunt, of course. When I walked to camp to find some fresh clothes, she was still trying to stand up … and falling down over and over again. I couldn't help it. I pointed and laughed. Petty of me? Maybe, but that’s how I was feeling. It wasn’t being beat up by a girl that bugged me. It was being beat up by a zombie girl.

I headed to the beach with my rock tool and stopped at the plane tail section. She crawled behind me, but at the rate she was going, it would probably take her an hour to catch up. She still growled and snarled behind her gag. Bitch, bitch, bitch. No amount of whining was going to help her at this point.

I was checking out the end of the plane section. It was open. The cap—or whatever goes back there—had come off. This part of the plane was pretty good sized. I thought that I could sleep in it if I rolled it over and got the big gaping holes down. Better yet, maybe I could use it to construct a raft. I could mount the piece between a couple of logs and use the hatch to get in and out. It would keep me dry. I might even be able to sleep in the thing. I would need a larger hole in the back to tie everything to, though.

I stomped on the cap a couple of times, and it flew off with a crack. I looked at the opening and figured it should be okay. I would need to punch holes in it so that I could get the rope and parts of the straps in.

I went to the beach and dug up some clams, then fished for oysters and starfish. I saw what I thought was a lobster, but the little bastard had huge claws, and my spear was still stuck in the twice-dead shark. I bet shark tastes good when you are starving. Too bad I won’t find out.

I was coming back out of the water when I spotted her crawling across the sand. She was leaving a group of bushes. Big-bladed things that I hated. I got into a patch of them once and had to back out slowly. The serrated edges were sharp enough to cut me in two.

She came out with scratches all over her body. Oh God, those would never heal. I think I need to start dressing her in normal clothes again. I do have that floral-print dress, but it was made for a girl a lot bigger than her tiny frame. I fought a mammoth zombie-husband in it and won. She might like wearing something that stinks like him.

I needed to make something for the foot so she could get around. I sniffed my oysters as I walked back to camp, and when I went past the tail section, I had a great idea!

I dropped the food on a rock by the fire so it could cook slowly, then ran back to pick up the cap. It was sort of square and had a wide end that had some flat piece flanged under so that when I laid it on the ground, it stood up and was quite stable.

I ate and felt more or less full. Some damn French fries would cap off that meal. While I’m dreaming, again, I may as well dream of biscuits and a hot fudge fucking sundae.

I sat down to work on the piece. First, I ran some of the cargo netting under it and tied it in the center so it made a cross. I left some of the strap through the small hole, long enough to reach the middle of her leg. Then I tied a big lump in the middle, so I could control how much of the straps stayed loose.

It was about an hour later when she crawled back into camp with her eye fixed on my crotch like it was prime rib. I waited until she got close, then fell on her back and held her down. I pulled her leg back, the one missing the foot, and tried out the new fitting.

It was a bit tight. I moved the straps around so they didn’t cross each other. Then I put it over her calf and pushed until it wouldn’t move any more. I tapped it a few times, then took the ends I had left hanging, pulled them up and tied them to her knee. Wow, this might work.

I helped her up and stood her before me. She was very unsteady on the square hunk of metal. I saw the ends bite into her flesh, but I don’t think she cared. She fell the first few times she took a step. Around the eighth or ninth time, she seemed to get her footing and was able to walk a few feet.

Now she makes a cool “thonk and slide” sound when she walks.

At least she’s mobile again. I took her top off and tried not to stare at her shriveled breasts. They looked like peaches left in the sun for a few days. I looped the dress over her head and let it settle around her shoulders. She looks a lot better now. What a change!

“You look much better, babe.”

Snarl.

“Really, the color suits your eyes. I mean eye.”

Snarl.

Thunk. Slide. Thunk. Slide. At least I will hear her coming now. It was just about as effective as a cowbell.


Day 27

My Girlfriend Whines a Lot

 



The raft is coming along great! I rolled a pair of logs close to each other and then dragged the tail section from the plane between them. I rolled more logs on either side of those and—looky here—we had ourselves a floating fortress. There was plenty of webbing in the plane, so I took it all out, tore it apart, tied it up with half-assed knots that would make a boy scout cry, and then attempted to wrap the logs together.

I laid smaller logs next to the big ones in the hope it would help stabilize the craft. Then I grabbed a bunch of strips of palm trees I have been drying out and made more rope out of them, just like I have been using to keep my girl secured. I brought her to the site and let her stomp around a little while I worked. She got a bead on me with her eye, which was getting really dry and nasty these days. I can’t imagine it works. What if she just senses me somehow, like a zombie psychic? Maybe being dead gives her special powers of the mind that I can’t imagine.

Nah, she is too dumb for that.

The new foot is holding up surprisingly well. It slows her down a lot, and it is noisy as hell. It sounds like she is a robot with that big heavy metal plate on her leg. I found another use for it. If I put her near a big log and kick the plate under it, she gets stuck for a while before she wiggles it loose.

The plan was to build the raft until I had no more material. Launch it, see if it floats and then, well, float away. Oh darn! I hadn’t thought of that. How did I get it to move in the water? Perhaps I could try to make some sort of sail with all the clothes I have saved up. I don’t have a way to sew them all together. I would have to make oars.

I got the first three logs tied together before I ran low on stuff to tie them with. It only left me a half-raft, and I would need to store stuff like food and water on the rest. I don’t have much. I didn’t come across any treasure left by a pirate. Don’t have any souvenirs. I don’t even have my bags from the trip.

I went back and retrieved some of the clothes and tore them into strips so I could make more rope. The jeans were the best. They were thick, made of strong fabric. The dresses and silk shirts didn’t seem that great, but on closer inspection, the silky stuff was much stronger than I thought. I wound some together and found out I couldn't tear it apart no matter how hard I tried.

I managed to get another three logs tied together, and it was looking like a proper raft, almost like something you would see in a movie—almost. I found a long stick and tied a couple of pieces of broken luggage to it. I had to tear the hard plastic cases apart with the rock knife, but in the end, I had a broad-bladed oar. It should be strong enough to get me a decent way out to sea.

I’m in a good mood today. Making the raft has really lifted my spirits. I feel like a new man. I guess I am a new man, as much weight as I have lost. I got a glimpse of my face in the water as I worked and almost didn’t recognize myself. I’ve given up shaving. Without shaving cream, the crappy plastic razors I found the first few days left my face a rash of blazing pain. My eyes looked sunken in, sort of hollow. They looked—wild.

“Do I look crazy to you?” I asked my zombie, who was stuck with her metal foot under a log.

Snarl.

I should write a top 40 pop tune called Snarl.

“I didn’t think so either, baby.”

I fished for about an hour, gathering up much more than I usually would. I cooked some of the food, but I put the rest in a luggage piece that was filled with water. It was probably a makeup bag when it was in use; now it’s my refrigerator.

I went back to fishing, diving deep to dig up oysters in the beautiful blue surf. The clouds were rolling in, and I was sure it would rain before the day was over. That wouldn’t help get the raft built any quicker. Damn!

I checked on her, but she was still stomping up and down. I lifted the hem of her dress to inspect her leg wound, and I was hit with the smell of scorched meat again. It made me think of medium rare filet mignons with a side of sautéed mushrooms. I had to force myself to look at her rotting body to stop my mouth from drooling.

What a mess. I have written it before, and I will write it again. I should just kill her.

I’ll do it before I push the raft into the water.

I went back to the construction site and inspected my handiwork again. I pulled on one log and then the other to make sure everything was solidly constructed. The clouds continued to roll in while I tried to work faster. When the rain came, I decided to check out my hatch idea.

As is frequently the case, the rain didn’t exactly fall like a virgin spring day. It came down in bucketloads. Imagine standing under a shower. Now multiply the shower by twenty. That is what it felt like.

I jumped up on the hull and slid inside the opening. I had a bunch of palm leaves woven together with twigs that I used as a hatch. The large end was shut with something similar, a wall to protect me from the worst of the elements. That end was up in the air, thanks to the logs, so only a really heavy wave would get inside. I slid it shut and lay down to take a nap. Giant drops pelted the top in a pattern that reminded me of a really angry heavy-metal musician learning drums. Staccato, that is one way to describe it. Fucking loud and annoying. That is another way.

I was kept more or less dry, even though a small river of water developed in the center of the tail section. I found that if I lay on my side, it didn’t run against my back. I faced the wall and noticed stains for the first time. Probably where the seawater was eating away at the sides. This part of the plane was used mostly to hold the tail in place, or so I surmised.

It went on for about fifteen minutes at this pace. I was pretty sure it would stop soon; that’s how it usually works. Except for one night when it dumped for several hours, the dousings were over quickly.

I heard her howl when the first pulse of thunder rolled across the sky. It started a ways out and then felt like a train was going past. I wish it had been a train—a train to Hawaii. Scratch that, a train to somewhere cold, like Finland. Isn’t that where they build the ice hotels? Everywhere you look—ice! Fuck me, but that sounds like heaven after the weeks I have had in this hellhole.

She howled again as the thunder ripped another one. A few minutes later, I felt impact as lightning cracked into the ground. I popped my head out in the rain to see her struggling against the log. She was pulling against it so hard that the log was actually rocking back and forth. If she kept it up, she would lose the new metal foot I had made for her—or the rest of her leg. Then I would have to tie a stick on there. She would be just a parrot away from becoming a zombie pirate.

I jumped out of the hatch, which wasn’t as easy as it sounds. I thought I could just get my legs back out, but it turned out it was almost impossible to slither out the opposite way from how I’d come in. I had to go back toward the front, which had a much larger space, and then turn around.

I moved the palm leaves aside and popped out. The rain hit me and soaked me to the bone. It was pounding against me for all it was worth. I ran to her side and pushed against the log. Her good eye held a look of panic. I think. Kinda hard to judge what was behind that thing.

The oddest thing happened when I took her slimy hand in mine. And not just the pieces of skin sliding off her dead digits. Yeah, that was gross, but I’m getting used to sick stuff coming out of her various openings. Anyway, I took her hand in mine, and she calmed down right away. She didn’t snarl, she didn’t hoot or growl; she just stared at me until I took a step and tugged her hand. She clumped behind me as I walked back to the raft.

 

 

Now I had a problem. The large part of the tail had that little covering I built. It faced away from the water, and I was hesitant to break it open. It had taken a good bit of effort to create the damn thing. I guess I didn’t really have a choice. As the rain came down and drenched us both, I worked the end of it free, then tugged it off more or less in one piece. The little bit of strap I used to secure it in place came free without tearing, so I pushed it inside the opening for later reuse.

I crawled inside and then slid around so my feet went backwards. I pushed myself into the space and settled against the sides.

Now, I know it would be the polite thing to invite my lady friend into the little hovel, but she stinks. I mean, she really smells, and she has stuff falling off her body. I wouldn’t be able to sleep next to that. No one could sleep next to her. Another burst of lightning tore across the sky, and she let out something like a scream behind the gag.

Poor thing!

Taking her hand in mine, I pulled her so that her upper body was forced to bend over to fit in the space with me. I backed up as far as I could and then tried to settle in for the downpour. I should have just gone back to camp, but she seemed so quiet now that she was with me. She laid her head to the side so that her eye could stare at me. She doesn’t blink, ever, which is pretty freaky, but that eye can move when it wants to.

“Is that better?”

She didn’t snarl for a change. Well look at Miss Smarty Pants. Finally knows when to keep her inhuman noises to herself.

Lightning lit the sky again. She jumped forward a little but calmed down until the thunder once again shook the ground. Then she let out a high-pitched noise that almost sounded like a whine. I patted her hand and ran my hand over her head, which turned up what I thought was a beetle of some sort. Scratch that; it was a furry spider. I smashed it against the side of the wall, then wished I had saved it for the fire. I learned a few weeks ago that they taste pretty good when cooked.

She sort of moaned at me. I thought of it as cooing. When the rain and lightning calmed down, it was like a switch went off in her head. She tried to stand up and bashed her head against the top of the plane, so I pushed her out. Of course, she tried to bite me a couple of times.


Day 28

My Girlfriend is Falling Apart

 



We barely made it back to camp last night before the rain started up again. She slowly—I mean slowly—craned her neck back until she was staring straight at the sky. I thought she was going to break out in a song from the way her mouth opened and her eye rolled back in her head. Was this her way of showing fear?

I took her to the tree, the big one with the huge leaves that kept her fairly dry, and tied her up. She lunged at me as I walked away, one arm reaching for my shoulder, but she missed me by a good two or three feet. I think she has lost whatever depth perception she used to have. After the night before, I pretended that she didn’t want me to go. Sorry, honey. I have work to do.

I dashed to my little lean-to, which leaked because I hadn’t fixed the walls in a while, even though I kept meaning to. I shifted the parts aside until I could find a decent place to lie down that wasn’t dripping rain. I took out the last of the romance novels and read it out loud. In this one, a woman was on a journey to discover herself while sleeping with a bunch of men. I think the only thing she discovered was a really good orgasm.

There was a lot of inner reflection. Silly stuff about how she felt and how much she worried about how the men in her life regarded her. She went on for pages about how she was unloved and neglected by most of them until she met Mr. Right, who happened to be a pilot. I wish there were a pilot here so he could fly my ass off this rock. It was just plain silly, but I read it anyway. I think she has enjoyed this one just as much as the others.

I finally fell asleep after taking the last deep drink of the tequila. I was down to just a few shots, if that. I slurped them down and used fresh raindrops as a chaser. It did the trick and helped me fall asleep. The last thing I saw before I closed my eyes was her staring at me like I was a bowl of chicken teriyaki. She looked ridiculous with the gag on her rotting mouth.

I woke up and started singing almost immediately. I was so happy because I was going to work on the raft all day, and with any luck, I would leave the island tomorrow. I blew a kiss to her as I went by. She snarled at me, then started clumping around the tree in circles like she used to do. Well, I guess I’m not the only one feeling chipper this morning.

I untied her and left her alone. She could do whatever she wanted to as long as she kept her teeth safely behind the gag. I was pretty sure I would have to fight her off once or twice today, but hey, who doesn’t want a girl’s attention?

The first thing I did was get as many oysters and clams as I could. The night before, I had left the luggage with my collection of shellfish in a pool of water to keep them fresh. I added to the collection and tossed out the ones I thought were dead. If they moved again, I would re-add them. As hungry as I have been, I have no desire to cook dead stuff and eat it. That doesn’t sound right. Freshly dead stuff. Like saying freshly live stuff, this brought back bad memories of finding her quivering body. Finding her husband as he lumbered toward me. Finding the dead shark with the death breath. I don’t think I will ever be able to watch a zombie movie again for as long as I live.

She wandered near a couple of times, but only came at me once. I pushed her away and batted at her, deflecting her clumsy attacks. I hit her hand as she tried to get it around my neck, and one of her fingers snapped backwards and stuck there. I grabbed her wrist to take a look. I tried to push the finger back in the right direction, but when I did, it came loose and fell off. I held the finger in one hand and did a double take. Crap, she really was falling apart.

I pushed her away and tossed the finger aside. On second thought, I dug a hole in the sand and buried it. No sense in creating more zombie animals. She stumbled away on her heavy metal foot and walked in circles for a while. Every time she spun past me, she hissed or snarled but couldn’t really form the thought to come after me again. Just in case, I escorted her to the tree where her husband’s rotting parts were hanging and left her facing it. She stared up at one of his legs and snarled like she was still pissed at him.

Caught some of the little fish that collect near the pools of water the tide leaves in the rocks. Not my favorite, but every little bit helps. I planned to hang them near the fire all night so they would dry out and turn into tiny-fish jerky. They would go great with some of the salt I have been making from dried out seawater. Sea salt from the islands. I should come back and start a business. Right after I firebomb this goddamn island back into the ocean.

The bindings on the raft were holding up pretty well. A day by the beach seemed to have hardened them with the same salt I was going to use to start my new company. If the sea-salt business doesn’t work out, and how can it not, maybe I will hire someone to research the berries here. I could bring them back and give them to a pharmaceutical company. Maybe they could make some longevity pills or something.

Or keep people alive for a while.

Or start a zombie invasion. Yeah, I have seen the movies. It only takes one evil doctor in a laboratory to start that shit up, and then everyone is forced to live in a farmhouse and fight the things day and night. Screw that.

Still, I went to the little evil flowers and studied them for a few minutes. I tried to stay away from this area, because I knew how dangerous it was. If she ate the berries, there was no telling what other animals would try to ingest them.

The flower was still in bloom, a beautiful violet-colored blossom with those wicked-looking serrated blades for leaves. The berries hung under them and reminded me of blueberries, but smaller. I took a stick and knocked a few off, then scooped them toward me.

Just a couple of inches away—death and rebirth. I studied them and decided that they needed to go with me. I wrapped some in a leaf and then double-wrapped that with another. Took those back to the camp, put them in one of the medicine bottles, and stashed them in the backpack along with all the other things I had, which didn’t amount to much. I had the lighter that I kept in the plastic storage bag Ally bought me. I had my previously waterlogged wallet and what is left of my ID cards.

An empty bottle of tequila I would save to use for water.

I took a couple of the books I had collected over the last few weeks, the ones I had read and disliked the least. I thought about bringing the enema kit, but what was the point? I was going to leave her here to rot. There just wasn’t room on the raft, and what the hell was I going to do with a zombie chick who is falling apart?

Would I be sad to leave her behind? A little bit. But when I came back to show the Hollywood guys where I had lived and how I had survived, she would still be there as proof. That was going to be a great day. I bet I was going to be on Oprah with my girlfriend, Ally, who waited so patiently for me to survive. Everyone would want to hear my story, and I would give it to them. I might write a book about it based on you, dear Diary. I mean how hard can it be to write a book with zombies in it?

I got back to fishing and hunting. There had been no sign of pigs or boars or whatever that tusked thing was that she killed. I wish one would show up so I could cook it. Boar jerky probably tasted amazing. A lot better than the spiny starfish I was used to living on.

She wasn’t near the tree when I got back to camp. I heard some leaves crashing together not far from the raft, so I went to investigate. She was indeed caught in a pair of branches. When I went to free her, she didn’t even try to bite me. What the hell is wrong with her lately? I have gotten so used to being on guard from this killing machine that it was strange not to have my hands up to fend off her attacks. She just followed me back to the beach with a few tugs. I stopped near the tree her hubby was in.

I wonder how he is doing up there? If I walk out into the water, I can just see his rotting head. I don’t like to do that. I waved at his shape nonetheless and went back to adding shellfish to my “refrigerator.”

Tomorrow is the day. I can’t wait!

I looked her over later in the day. Took off her dress and left it on the ground. I was going to bring it with me in case I needed the cloth to fix the raft. She had a lot more of those patches of dead skin. Dead skin. That sounds funny, since her whole body is dead.

A couple of the patches of skin fell off, and I could see the dried tendons underneath. Come to think of it, she does sort of creak and make weird noises when she walks. Like paper sliding together. I have seen some petty gross things in the past few weeks, so I think that can explain my curiosity and my following actions.

 

 

I grabbed her arm and studied one of the gross holes left in her skin. Her forearm had several of these places, so I pushed against one only to discover that it was really dry. The tendons inside were almost hard. They didn’t squish like they should. I pushed one aside and looked at her to see if she felt it. She didn’t show any sign of pain or even irritability. Of course, with her mouth in that weird grin from the gag, it is hard to tell if she is making a face at all.

I dug deeper, pushing aside sandy stuff that sprinkled on the ground, and touched the bone. I pushed it a few times to see if it was hollow, but it seemed as hard as a rock. That must be good. She started to pull her hand away, and I could feel the leathery tendons tighten over my finger. I jerked it out of the hole and looked at it to make sure it wasn’t cut.

Then I did something stupid. I smelled my finger.

When I was done puking, I went to the pool of water and scrubbed my hands in sand and water. I rubbed so hard that I almost drew blood.

I don’t know what to do with her. With those big sores, she is going to be filled with bugs soon. I can’t have them eating my girl from the inside out. One day she will have so many in her that she will just fall apart, and that will be a real shame. Diary, I need her so I can sell my story. Who is going to believe that I lived on a deserted island with a zombie for a month and didn’t kill her or go crazy? Or go crazy and kill her?

I went back to camp and tossed her clothes in a heap. Then I went over her body and cleaned up as many of the little critters as I could. It was a thankless job, but she put up with it. In fact, she only tried to bite me a couple of times.

I moved her eye patch aside and cleaned out a spider that was living there. He was a nasty-looking thing that had green legs with red spots all over them. I dug him out with a stick and tossed him on the fire.

I helped her up, stuck her metal foot under a log (that will keep her out of zombie trouble) and went back to work on the raft.

It was just about done. There wasn’t much to it. Six logs—not really logs, more like long thick sticks about ten inches around—with the tail section secured to the top so I can sleep in it. I have some food saved up, and I have been collecting coconuts for the last few days. Have about ten or eleven of them. I plan to zip them in a bag and secure it to the top of the raft.

I took everything of importance I could find and added it. Knife, empty bottles. The Vaseline and even the magazines.

The raft is all set. It’s on a bunch of smaller logs, so all I have to do is give it a push and it will roll right into the water. Too bad I don’t have a compass, but I plan to pick a star at night and aim for it. A nice bright star. What to do with the girl? What to do …

Well, Diary, I will call it a night. It’s a big day tomorrow. Damn! I just noticed that I am running out of pages. I don’t know what I will write on when they are full, but with any luck, I will be rescued by then.


Day 29

My Girlfriend is Dead Weight

 



I had trouble sleeping last night, because I was so excited! I got up a few times and paced around in the middle of the night. Smacked bugs, rubbed one out, sang a few songs, stuff like that. It was so hot that I lay sweating for hours before exhaustion finally took over and I slept. I woke up just before dawn and felt like I had sand in my eyes because they were so dry.

I went down and checked the tide, but it was still out about twenty feet. I started getting ready by rolling a log behind the raft and finding a strong branch I could use to launch it. I went over all of the knots and straps again, looking for any loose ones, but they were all holding up pretty well.

The heat was already starting to piss me off, so I got in the water and gathered some shellfish. There was a good-sized crab I managed to snatch up by once again offering my hand as bait. This is not a good way to catch crabs, because they are fast little bastards in the water. He reared back, and I thought I would get my hand out of the way in time. He got me right between the thumb and first finger. It was like a bolt of pain ripped my hand apart. I grabbed him by the back of his shell, marched back to the fire and promptly threw him on it.

I took great pleasure in watching him wither and crackle while I showed him my hurt hand. She was staring at me, making those little hooting noises. That better not be laughter.

“You’re next if it is.”

I untied her after breakfast and let her thump around. She had a few new bugs on her, but no spiders this time. I flicked them off but didn’t eat any. Since the shark incident, I have been scared to eat anything that has come in contact with her or her zombie kin.

I checked the tide, but it was moving so slowly it seemed like it would never get to the raft. I was excited and scared at the same time. I was leaving my safe haven and putting my trust in the water, which was a bad idea, since I can’t swim very well. But I’ve had a lot of on-the-job training over the last month. I guess as a last resort, I could eat some of the berries before I went under, then I would come back, just like her.

But then I would be a zombie underwater. How long could I walk around the bottom of the ocean before pressure smooshed me or some big predator ate me? I could see it now: walking around in circles for days when a big whale sees my undead ass as a quick snack.

A zombie whale! That would teach some whale hunter. What would Captain Ahab have done if he was hunting Moby-fucking-zombie-whale? He probably would have cut his losses with the leg and gone back to being pissed off at the world.

She clumped past me. I waved at her, but she didn’t bother waving back. I threw a couple of pebbles at her, but she just kept on going. She stopped under the tree her husband was in and stared at the trunk for a while. Then she turned around and walked the other way, like she was a guard or something. She did this for a long time.

I wonder if she is worried about me leaving. Can she sense that this is our last day together? I went to her and took her hand to lead her to the stream. I might as well give her a farewell bath. I mainly splashed water on her, but she didn’t even react. So I sat her down in the end of the stream and let the water rush over her for a while.

She looked at me with her one good eye, then snarled and snapped a few times. I washed her hair and even tried to use some sand to scrub it, but it didn’t do much good. Besides, big clumps of it came out, and I had to toss them into the woods.

“Are you going to miss me?”

Snarl.

“I bet you are. I bet you are going to be so lonely.”

Snarl, snap, snarl.

I should write a country song about how my girl got her snarl back.

“I’ll come back for you. Really, I will. I’ll come back with a bunch of scientists, specialists and doctors, and we will do everything we can for you. Or bash in your head. I won’t lie, though, baby. They might want to take you apart and slice up your brain.”

She just stared at me, so I helped her out of the water and let her dry as we walked. Her skin was so cold when I held her hand with its missing finger. The absence of the digit bothered me, so I took her other hand and led her back to the beach.

I was having second thoughts about bringing her with me. I didn’t think it was a good idea to leave her. Without me, she would walk into the ocean within a couple of days, and then she would be lost forever—or until she walked out on some beach and started eating people. How would I prove my story?

I supposed I could tie her to the tree, which would make it a lot easier to find her when I came back. But I was almost out of rope, so if I tied her up, she would be on a really short chain, unable to move more than a few feet from camp. I doubted it would even work. She is a crafty little zombie. She has become the Houdini of the undead. It seems like every time I figure out a way to secure her to something, she figures out a way to escape.

I could tie her up in the tree so any potential predators wouldn’t get her. But then I worried that birds might peck pieces out of her body. Not that there are a lot of birds around. But even one or two could do a lot of damage over the course of a month. Plus, they might turn into zombie birds. Yikes! They might carry the disease to some other city or country. Besides. How would I get her body up in a tree?

I already knew what I had to do. I just wasn’t sure how to do it. I knew that I couldn’t leave her here. I have known it for a while, but I didn’t want to admit it. I had to take her. I had to figure out a way to drag her with me. I didn’t have room on the raft, and how could I control her? If I tied her down and the raft came apart, then she might float away. I couldn’t put her in the tail section. We couldn’t both fit. Besides, she stinks and is falling apart. And I would have to spend all my time making sure she didn’t bite me.

I went back to the raft and looked it over. It was so pathetic that I barely had room to move around, let alone carry her along with me. I walked the beach and dug up a few more clams near the water. I walked farther along the beach and thought I spotted a big sea cucumber thing. I waded into the water but gave up when I realized it was probably just a rock.

I wandered even farther but didn’t find any treasure. This section of the beach just doesn’t attract that many fish or crabs for some reason.

I heard talking—maybe chanting—and blamed it on the sun. Hello, cruel heat. Why do you have to play mind games with my rapidly departing intellect?

I took a step toward the trees. Then another. The noise was getting louder, and I was starting to think it wasn’t related to my scorched mind at all. I was hearing voices, and they weren’t in my head!

Was I about to be rescued at long last? Here I was, all set to run myself out of Dodge, and the cavalry had finally arrived. That was just my luck. I heard a saying once that if it weren’t for bad luck, you wouldn’t have any luck. My luck was so bad it was trying to ass fuck me while messing with my mind.

Another step and then I was in the bush. I moved toward the beach where the islanders had made landfall not so long ago. Or was it? Was that a week ago? A month? Twenty years? It seemed that long.  Time wasn’t really my friend here. When I was at the hotel, I sure wished time would stop.

Stupid time.

But back to the voices—the ones NOT in my head.

I stepped faster, sure footed like a bush hunter. If this was Africa, I would have purchased a cool hat and whip when I arrived. I might even have a leather jacket, because that’s what the famous archeologist Dr. Jones wore. It might be a hundred and ten, but nothing broke his cool.

The beach was just ahead, and I was now able to make out movement. Not a mirage but people. A lot of people. More people than I had seen in weeks.

I should run out and greet them. I wish I had something to offer, like a tray of ice-cold coconut slices. What the fuck was I thinking? As soon as they saw me, they would probably try to kill me. I had chased them off last time, even if I didn’t mean to.

I stood behind the leaves and watched the men get out of their boats. I was pretty sure it was the same visitors as before. They wore the same kind of clothes. I remembered the big boy with the tropical-print shirt. What, was it on sale at Village-R-Us?

They didn’t look so happy go lucky this time. They looked irritated.

I was hoping my rescuers would arrive with food and beer. These guys were arriving with weapons. They had huge shields made out of leaves woven tightly together. They were also building a whole stack of spears. Then one of them pulled out something different, something that looked like a blow gun. Or a really long pipe. If it shoots darts, then it is silent but deadly in a different way than the coconut-powered gas that I seem to emit on a regular basis.

Ah, shit. They were here, and they were here for me and her Highness. The princess zombie had finally drawn the attention of someone who could do something about her rotted state. I had to get off the island, but how could I make a run for it if they had those cool boats? They would be on me within minutes. Then it would be bye bye, zombie girl and bye bye, big Hollywood paycheck. And maybe bye bye, my life.

I needed a plan. I needed a way to distract them, a way to destroy the boats, and a way to get off the island without getting me and my girl filled with holes. There was no way I could be sure they would let me live. They might be savages, headhunters even! Maybe that was what they were after all along!

I took a few deep breaths and then went to retrieve her.

I led my girl along the well-worn path to the little lake I was so fond of spending my days in. My plan was pretty simple. I was going to hide her somewhere they would never think to look. Then I would go back and take care of them.

Just to be clear, I had no idea how I was going to take care of them.

I used some rope to tie her in a neat zombie bundle. With her hands at her sides and her legs tied together, I was able to tug her into the water. Now this may come as a surprise to you, oh dear Diary, but instead of sinking like dead weight, she floated. I dragged her corpse out to the center of the lake, took a deep breath and then swam for the bottom.

Once I had her on the floor of the lake, which was only seven or eight feet deep, I was able to drag a few large rocks to hold her down there. A few bubbles rose to the surface, but as I sank her, they stopped when her lungs were full of water.

It was time to put part two of my non-plan into effect. I was going to do what I did best.

I was going to hide.


Day 30

My Girlfriend Hates Long Goodbyes

 



Night fell. It fell hard ... I’ve always wanted to say that.

I found a nice little cubbyhole up above the waterfall. Not much space, and it smelled like shit. Pretty sure an animal lives in here. I wish the little bastard had made it to my camp for a barbecue.

I pulled some giant leaves over the tiny entryway and waited. I heard the men stomping below and talking in some language that may as well have been French. I didn’t understand a single word.

I resisted the urge to look at them, to peek between the leaves and see what they were up to. Of course they passed my girl where she lay on the bottom of the lake. I hoped there were no piranhas or other carnivores in the lake. If she got eaten, I was not getting my movie deal!

So night fell, as I said. I waited and waited until the moon was as high in the sky as I have ever seen. I crept out to the camp the islanders had made and found them passed out, surrounded by these wooden containers that must have had booze in them.  It turns out the blow gun was not a gun at all. It had a pipe end that was filled with something black. What were these guys up to?

To make matters worse, a few of the flowers lay limp next to the giant pipe. Holy shit! Were they smoking the zombie berries? If they all woke up dead and howling for blood, I was so far beyond fucked it made my head spin.

I moved along the beach and hid behind rocks and trees when I had to. I didn’t have much in the way of weapons. Just my Swiss army knife. I guess I could cover their mouths, one at time, and slit their throats. With my luck, they would hear me, and the only thing getting cut would be my neck.

The boats were a ways from the camp. I went to them and looked around but didn’t really find anything interesting. Some dried fish in a wrapper. I ate that shit like it was a fucking four-course French meal at Chez Soufflé. They had a bunch of spears and things that I suspected were torches.

They had runners strapped to the sides of the boats. Big things that hung over the side and probably kept the boat from tipping over. I started to cut through one when I got an idea. I didn’t stop cutting, though. That would be part of the fun.

Three boats were all they needed for their army. I took my time at each one, sawing while constantly looking over my shoulder.

Come and kill my girl, will you?

I wanted to be brave, but I expected them to wake up at any moment and chop off my head and shrink it for their witch doctor. These guys always have witch doctors, right?

Once I had the runners loose, I crept into the camp and stole a piece of wood that was sticking out of the fire. The men, there were eight or nine of them in all, snored like it was going out of style. One guy was so big I was afraid the island would shift if he bolted to his feet.

I was just stepping away from the huddled bodies when one of them farted and rolled over. I froze and closed my eyes. I figured that if they couldn’t see my white eyeballs, they wouldn’t see me at all. Maybe they would think I was just a dream.

In the movies, this is the part where the guy wakes up, sees the other guy sneaking into their camp, calls the alarm, and the creeper has to beat the hell out of them all.

The only thing that was going to get beat was my ass.

But luck was on my side—for once. I haven’t had a lot of that in the last few weeks. I guess I was due.

He started snoring again—this linebacker dressed in shorts and a rumpled Hawaiian shirt.

I was out of the camp in no time, running to the boats. I uncovered a few of their torches and laid them along the waterside, where they wouldn’t see them. It was just a matter of some blowing while holding the smoldering stick to the side of one.

It was a slow flame at first, but it caught on soon enough. Then the fire was licking up the side of the little craft.

I proceeded to torch the other vessels. I was quite a ways down the beach when I heard the first cries. As soon as they tried to move one, they would be in for a shock.

It was time to GO!

I headed for the water first. I took a dip while the sky lit up near the beach. I’m sure they would be able to drag the boats into the water to put out the flames, but with no floaty things on the ends, they were unlikely to be able to follow me.

I dove into the water and pushed the rocks off her. Her eyes were almost pretty in the water. The one that is still blue. The socket I had covered had a little fish living in it, and that just about scared me to death. There was hardly any light to begin with, but with her O of a mouth and fluttering nonexistent eye, I was thankful to be in the water, considering I almost shit my pants.

I dragged her to the shore and tried to pick her up. Stupid clothes were heavy, so I stripped them off. I hauled her over my shoulder and then took off for my camp. Water leaked out of her mouth and across my back the whole way. She even burped a few times.

“We are going on a trip. You say I never take you to nice places. Well, guess again, baby.”

Gurgle gurgle.

“That’s right, another tropical paradise where you will hopefully become a star.”

I dumped her in a heap. They had made a mess, going through my stuff. I gathered as much as I could and tossed items into bags and cases. Christ! They would be here any minute!

 I found my turtle hat and threw it on the raft just in case I wanted to protect my head from the heat or had to fight another giant zombie. Hah, like that will happen. The little cooler was hanging by a rope, floating a foot from the raft. I grabbed the dress she was wearing yesterday and brought it along. I had been planning to use it to help fix the raft if I had to tie some logs together. Now I had another idea.

I put it on her and led her back to the raft as fast as I could. I tossed her to the floor of my vessel and pushed off. The raft didn’t move at first, so I stood back and kicked it.

Noises behind me. Were they on their way to spear me and steal my raft?

She stared at the water like she had never seen anything wet before. She hooted and snarled at the moon, head tipping back to take in the full circle of white light.

I kicked again, and this time, the raft slid along the logs and into the water. I smiled at my ingenuity and waded along as I pushed it. The surf was barely moving, so it was just a matter of walking it as far as I could and then kicking my legs and pushing away from the beach.

I climbed on board and rowed while pushing her down. The raft was barely large enough for me, let alone her and her stink.

She sat down the next time I pushed her and stared at me in all her naked glory. Before she fell, I got a look at her backside. Her ass has shrunken so that it looks like the butt of a seventy-year-old woman. Her legs, which were once long and flawless, look like blue cheese.

Her breasts, which I couldn’t take my eyes off just a month ago, are these things that look like really big raisins with nipples. The implants are so plain now that I can’t believe I used to think she was real up there. Good thing she is a nightmare to look at. I was able to concentrate on getting the hell out of here.

I put the big dress on her and then tied it around her legs nice and tight. Had to lay her down for that, then I had to fight her to keep her from attacking me.

My hands were shaking. At any moment, I expected the islanders to burst though the jungle, howling for blood.

I had to set her down, but she didn’t fight back much. She just stared at the shape of her husband in the trees and hooted every once in a while. I considered making a gag to shut her the hell up.

I secured her legs together with the dress pulled all the way down to her ankles, then I took the metal piece off her leg and tossed it toward the hollowed tail section. Say hello to my new anchor.

The end of her leg was rotted and smelled terrible. Pus and crap dripped from between the exposed bone and where I thought I had burned it closed, some of the skin had been pulled back, so that critters had been able to gnaw away at the end. I wrapped it in a piece of cloth. I didn’t want to see any barnacles growing on her like her husband, Barnacle Douche-Waffle. God, that guy was a jerk.

I took a pair of thick dry logs I had brought along just for the hell of it. We floated away from the island at a snail’s pace so I rowed every few minutes to get a little momentum.

I had to push her down again. She snarled at me when her head hit a log.

“Sheesh, I’m trying to help you here.” I blew up the enema bag, screwed on the end and tied it tight so it wouldn’t leak. I set that in front of her and grabbed the shirts. The logs were first. I used one shirt to secure one log under each arm. The inflated enema bag was next. I used the other shirt to tie it under her chin. I figured it would keep her head from dipping in the water and make her float better.

I tugged her off the raft and pushed her into the water. Just as I had hoped, she floated like a weird zombie top. Or like one of those bobbers you put on a string before you drop it in the water to let you know when a fish nibbles at it.

I crawled up on the raft and picked up my oar. I rowed away, only pausing once to give the island the bird with both hands. Stupid island. I hope I never see you again. Stupid island visitors. I hope you guys can get home someday.

She snarled at me from the water where she was dragged along behind. Water kept splashing up into her face, but she didn’t care.

I sat on the top of the tail section and rowed twice on one side, then twice on the other. Still, the current carried us away. I tried to fight it, but it was a losing battle. The raft was dragged along the side of the island instead of away from it, but soon enough, my old home was falling into the distance.

I stared out at the ocean, at the beautiful blue water as we were carried farther and farther away. I felt a sense of relief, a sense that I would soon be picked up or land on a civilized island. I know there are islands everywhere out here, because I saw them on the maps, and they weren’t that far apart.

After a few hours, the sun started to set and I lost track of the island. I was going to have to trust to the current. I looked in every direction, but there was no sign of land yet. I looked back at the island, or where I thought the island had been, but there was no sign of it. All I saw was beautiful blue water.

Water water everywhere. EVERYWHERE. I couldn’t even tell in what direction I was floating. That’s when I realized I may have made a mistake. I was stuck on the open ocean with a few days’ food, a little bit of water and an undead zombie chick.

Damn it! I have to hang my ass over the side of the raft and take a dump. Hope that stuff doesn’t float into her.


Day 3?

My Girlfriend Ain’t no Juliet

 



I’m writing while sitting in the hatch of the raft.

It’s a bumpy ride, so I have to write slow.

I have been at sea for three days, I think. The lack of food and water has made me a very unhappy raft camper. I thought for sure I would hit another island in a day, two at most. Now it’s day three on the water. I feel like shit. I feel lost and miserable. I finished the last romance book last night as I stared at the sea. Fifth time I read that one, and it wasn’t any better than the first. I read them aloud so she could listen, but she has somehow become turned around and can’t even see me. All she does is moan. I have to put up with it day and night.

Moan moan moan.

My lips were so dry that the act of licking them was like licking a dry potato. My body was weak, and I felt like I hadn't eaten in a week. I ate all of my supplies in a day and a half. Note to self: If you are going out to sea, bring more food!

The water was gone in a day. I tried to ration it, but I sweated out so much that I felt dehydrated a few hours after we left. Getting in the water didn't help the feeling much, though it did help me cool off.

I planned to get in the water later and turn her around. If I get too depressed, I guess I can just let go and float until I can’t float anymore. All of my worries would be over. She would have to hang out until someone found her. She’d float for weeks, and with any luck, predators wouldn't eat her.

But it was too much to leave her to chance. I really would have to do her in if it came to that. I would have to find a way to bash in her brain at last.

Cold at night and too hot during the day. Everything was wet. I tried to dry out my clothes, but water splashed over the side of the raft every few seconds, so it was a losing battle. I had some coconuts left, but the tool I use to cut them open slipped in my wet hands yesterday and went over the side. I scrambled for it, but the last log was already loose, and I was too afraid to put any more weight on it.

Not much more to write today. I want to keep the diary dry, so I will stop here. Only a few damn pages left anyway. Another day and my gut feels like it has never had food in it. I feel so tired and thirsty. I know that seawater will kill me, and I also know it tastes terrible. Of course, I had to try some just to see how bad it was. Sure I was on the island and tasted it every day, but never when I was this thirsty. It just pissed me off when I got some in my mouth. Cold and wet, but it sucked the life right out of my tongue along with any moisture. If that albatross flew by right now, he would probably shit on my head.

She hooted every once in a while. When the moon came out at night, she freaked a little and moaned like she was horny. I talked to her, but she just stared at me. So bored. I started reading one of the books again, but that had no effect on her.

Is that smoke?

Did they figure out how to chase me down? Maybe they built a giant steamer out of the parts of their boats and are after me. They plan to burn us on the boat, kill my girl. God, I’m delirious.

 

Land at last. I think the tide caught us and slingshot us around the side of the island. I fought it, wrestled control back and even made some progress in getting to the beach.

It was almost time to make landfall.

Time to prepare to hit the beach. I will write more if I don’t piss off some natives and get speared. Or cooked. Or both. I don’t even know what day it is. I think I have been missing for thirty-six days or maybe it is thirty-five. Yesterday was miserable, and now I have fresh problems. Oh, Diary, I should have just stayed on the first island.

 

We landed all right and we were greeted like heroes, just like I had always imagined. Looks of awe turned to disgust—wait, I am getting too far ahead. I’m just so tired. I feel like I haven’t slept in weeks.

I rowed for all I was worth and landed with my girl in tow. One head popped up, and I heard a little scream. A pair of people came out of the bushes and ran at me at full speed. I almost turned and jumped back on the raft.

They looked terrible! I thought at first it was more zombies, but I was still holding my oar, so I prepared to beat them to death.

 “We’re rescued!” a man yelled. Was he talking to me? He was dressed in the tatters of a white shirt and tan Bermudas. The woman was in worse shape. She wore the remains of a skirt and a shirt that was tied in the middle. She had no shoes, and her hair reminded me of that chick with snakes on her head.

The guy's voice sounded familiar. Oh shit, it was the pilot of the plane!

“Mooney?” He picked me up in a big bear hug and started crying. So did I.

He had no idea just how fucked we all were.

The woman was the stewardess, and she had somehow kept her shirt in one piece. Her faded nametag read “Eileen.” She hugged me too. They were both thin and wasted, and they didn’t smell that great. Not that I did. I probably smelled like seaweed and fish.

“Food? Water?” I croaked.  My mouth felt like it was coated in salt.

It turns out they had a little better luck at hunting that I did, and they had a small supply of jerky from a baby boar that Mooney killed. I ate it and then drank a few sips of water. They had to collect it in whatever they could, because they relied on the rain. No pool of water here. They had to get it all from the sky. The water tasted old, but I didn’t care one bit. It tasted like heaven as far as I was concerned.

They filled me in on what had happened since the crash. They floated for a day or two on luggage and then swam to the island. Mooney had been a boy scout when he was young, and he remembered how to make fires and set proper snares. They were hungry a lot, but they seemed to be in decent shape, all things considered. I had been on a seafood diet, but they had meat—red meat—and it was just about the best thing I had ever eaten in my life.

“What about the black box?” I was convinced it was just a matter of time before they found it and us. Planes always have those things on them. It had to be a law!

“We didn’t have one. They took it out a year ago, because it was broken, but they never replaced it. Different rules on the island and all.”

I wanted to pick up a rock and bash myself over the head. This was not how I had seen the rescue going. We were supposed to land on a resort or be picked up by a cruise ship or maybe find islanders.

“What did you bring with you?” Mooney asked as he pointed at the water. I was wondering how I could break the news to them that I had a zombie girl in tow. I guessed now was the time.

“It's one of the passengers. She’s been living on the island with me. But there’s something wrong with her. You have to let me explain.” It was going to be the mother of all explanations. Yeah, I have a pet zombie. She smells, and she is falling apart. At least with the dress on, they couldn't see all of the damage her body had sustained over the last month.

I sat down as my knees gave out. I was exhausted. I needed rest more than anything. Eileen put her hand on my shoulder, and I felt like crying at the touch of a live person. Mooney had decided to take matters into his own hands and walked toward the water.

“Mooney, wait! She isn’t what you think she is!” I tried to say, but he was red in the face.

“Sick bastard!” he yelled at me. “What the hell did you do to this woman?”

He had some kind of pocketknife, and he was cutting her loose. I tried to get to my feet but nearly fell down as a dizzy spell hit. I felt like the whole world was crashing in on me. I wanted to pack it in and go back to the first island. I didn't need these people, and they didn't need to mess with my girl!

“Eileen, help me here!”

She jumped to her feet and walked into the surf.

“Don't take the gag off! No matter what!” I yelled, but it was too late. He had her out of the water already and was working at the knot. I heard her moan, and struggled to my feet.

Eileen stared at me over her shoulder as she stomped away. She looked pretty pissed. I went after them on shaky legs.

He carried her out of the water. She had her head against his chest, and her dress was tattered around the bottom but still covered up most of her body. He made it to shore and was in the process of setting her down when she looped an arm over his neck and moved her head against his throat like a lover. Then his eyes went wide as blood flew like he’d been stabbed. She had latched onto the side of his neck and torn a piece out. He dropped her on her ass and fell to the ground with his hand over his neck, trying to stop the blood, but it was like a river.

I couldn’t help it. I rolled my eyes.

Rookie.

I caught up with them and saw that the damage was really bad.

“Gah Gah Gah,” he tried to say, sounding like a bird. He shook his hands around but didn’t take flight. Instead, he pitched forward and flopped around on the ground. I wanted to help him attach a bandage, but all I had on me was a wet shirt and even wetter pants. I stood over him as the sand turned red, but I did back up when the blood got close to me.

Eileen stared at him in horror and let loose a little scream. It wasn't so bad, but she was just getting warmed up. The second scream almost knocked me over.

Eileen went nuts. She started hitting me like I had bitten him. I tried to hold her back, but she was throwing her hands at me so fast I had to turn and run. I got about fifteen feet away when she stopped and went back to Mooney’s side.

His legs bumped up and down against the sand like he was having a slow-motion seizure. I shook my head because I couldn’t believe what was happening. I wanted to get back on my damn raft and row for the middle of the ocean so I could drown myself. Leave them alone and let them sort it out. I was sick to death of all the zombies, the hunger, the thirst. I was sick of being alone, and I was sick of missing Ally.

I stomped the ground in frustration, then turned and went back for them. The stewardess had pushed my little zombie off of Mooney, and my girl was rolling around in the surf. She had blood on her face and a huge stain that ran down her throat and onto her dress. Her hands held a hunk of meat to her mouth. The thing was stringy with sinew. Now, I am no expert on ripped-out throats, but she seemed to have done a very thorough job.

I gagged for the hundredth time this week and staggered as the soft sand turned my weak legs against me. I fell down, and the breath was driven from my body. I got to all fours, yelling a warning.

“Stay away from her! She's a zombie!”

“Are you fucking stupid?” the woman yelled back.

Um.

I got to my feet and moved toward them again. I bet I looked like a zombie myself. The woman turned and walked backwards until she hit a rock and fell on her butt. Her hands flew back to stop the fall, but she still must have come down pretty hard, because I heard an “Umph.”

The man—the dead man—had stopped twitching, and my girl was dragging herself across the sand toward him. She had her eye set on the bloody gash that used to be his throat.

I felt weak as a newborn, but I had to make sure she didn’t get too much of him. I would have to drag her away.

Then I realized that wasn’t such a big problem. It was, in fact, among the least of my worries.

I think I said the F word about twenty times as I grabbed a rock—a big sucker—and lifted it over my head. In the surf, just ahead of me, dead Mooney was struggling to sit up, and he didn’t look happy. He looked fucking dead.

I came up behind the zombified airplane pilot and threw the rock like a basketball player aiming for a teammate.

From a foot away, I missed.

He turned and fixed his eyes on me, then reached for my feet. I tried to step back, but he hit my ankle pretty hard. Now it was my turn to fall down. He slithered over the sand and, in my weak condition, it was all I could do to push him away. I backtracked, moving like a crab with my butt on the sand until I was a few feet away. He came to his hands and knees and tried to stand. I heard the stewardess scream behind me.

I got up and kicked him in the head, which was like kicking a tree. It hurt! The man fell to his side and then started to get up again. Christ, there was about to be a whole island of zombies, and wouldn’t that be a shame?

I kicked him again, right in the noggin, a big old soccer kick like you see the guys do in the World Cup. His head popped up, and then he went down flat, but his hands were moving again.  I was too weak to wrestle a gag on him. He was a big fresh zombie, and even if I’d had the strength I possessed a few weeks ago, I doubt I could’ve managed to tie him to anything.

This time, I didn’t mess around. I grabbed the rock and swung it into the back of his head. He slumped to the sand, so I lifted it high and used gravity to help propel his forehead deep into the surf. The noise was horrendous. Instead of turning to throw up, I lifted the bloody rock again and smashed his pulped head one more time.

I was gasping for breath. Out of my mind. I had spent three or four days on the ocean, lost, hungry, thirsty and confused, only to end up in this new version of the tropical vacation from hell. The stewardess yelled one more time but waved my hand in the air in the universal “I got this” gesture.

Leaning forward, I took in big deep breaths. I wanted to sleep for about a week, wake up and sleep some more.

After a moment, I got up but wondered where my girlfriend was. It would be just like her to go back to the fresh dead body and chow down, but that wasn’t the case. I turned to look for her and nearly choked on my own gasp. She had her face buried in the neck of the stewardess and was slurping like a baby. I screamed for her to stop and ran to the women even though I could tell it was too late. I dragged her off and back a few feet, but she slithered toward the body again. It was only when the woman started moving that my girl backed off and set her eyes on me. I didn’t have the energy left today, so I pointed her at the pilot, slapped her ass and pushed her away.

The stewardess was missing most of her throat, just like the pilot. Blood was everywhere. Her eyes were staring at the sky, but they both swiveled like marbles in Jell-O to meet mine.

This was just great. I have always wanted a ménage à trois, but this is fucking ridiculous.

Now I had two zombies.

I wondered if there was a cliff on this stupid island I could jump off.

It was too much to deal with, so I dragged the stewardess to the pilot and left the girls to eat their fill.

I walked along the beach and contemplated my next move. Should I just kill myself? Kill the girls? Kill the girls and then kill myself? I’m not really the killing type. Never have been, even though I have killed two zombies in the last month—which doesn’t count. If they haul me in front of a court, I can always argue that they weren’t alive in the first place.

Zombie Slayer. When I get back to civilization, I will get a t-shirt made up and wear it with pride.

I spent the rest of the day pilfering the survivors’ supplies. They had dried jerky and water. I drank and ate until I felt like I was going to explode.

Later I sat on a tree branch and watched the girls as they ate the pilot. They nuzzled the meat, tore off chunks and feasted like there was no tomorrow.

They ignored me when I went to the raft and undid some of the rope. I had my next course of action, but the sun was setting. I knew I would run out of time, so tomorrow would work out just fine. I picked up the ropes and items I had used to float my girl behind the raft and took them to camp.

I went for her first. It was just like old times. I looped a gag over her mouth and dragged her by her ankle to a tree. The rope was waiting, so I secured her and then hooked a log over her lap so she wouldn't get away.

Eileen wasn't as easy. She was a fresh zombie and rather spry. I went to throw the cloth over her head, but she backed up into me. Her head whipped around, and she snapped her blood-covered teeth less than an inch from my hand. I jerked it back and pushed her. She fell on her side, and I dropped on her. The gag took a few tries to get over her mouth, and I had to be really careful not to let those cracking snappers take a piece of me.

I dragged her to the tree as well and tied her up. She was livid, eyes glaring at me like she was genuinely mad. Stupid zombie girl. Girls.

I laid rope next to each one, right under a nice long tree branch. Tomorrow, they were going over it. I tossed the rest of the items near them. Good thing I remembered to pack the Vaseline. The enema bag and hose went into the pile as well.

I hope when someone finds us, they don’t find three zombies. I’ll probably get used to having them around, and one day I’ll slip up. Then it’ll all be over. We will be a happy family of undead lovers.

At least they have simmered down and look sort of sleepy from their meal. They managed to face each other and have been in a staring contest ever since.

Well, Diary, I have run out of room in this stupid book. My hand is sore, and every inch of my body hurts. I hope to get a fire going behind some cover so they don’t freak out. In the morning, I will get them all cleaned up and then figure out how in the world I will survive with my two Zombie-Wilsons.


Day Whatever

A new beginning?

 



Good Morning, Diary

Fuck you six ways from Sunday.

My one last link to my old life, and all I can think about is how much I want to burn you. Burning you in the six pits of hell might be appropriate. How do you like the sound of that, ol’ Diary? Wanna meet a fiery end? I could roast a crab over your pages and then piss on the ashes. Then I could grind them into the sand like a …

But I can’t do such a thing. You are worth so much more to me. So much in fact that I am going to keep writing in you. But I’m going to write in you upside down, the ultimate play on words. It sort of gives “read between the lines” a new meaning.

Now that I have told you off, I would like to offer a special letter to my dearly dead companion.

 

Dear … whatever the hell your name is,

Sometimes I hate you. Sometimes I want to pick up a rock and bash in your head. Back when we first started this mad adventure together, you were young and hot. You were spry and nubile. You could rock a coconut bra like no one else’s business. 

Now you are dead and rotting. You smell, baby, there is no other way to put it.

Back on our first island, our lovers’ paradise, where I took care of you, let you eat part of your dead husband, let you run around without a care in the world, we had something special. Now don’t get me wrong. I know nothing could ever happen between us. Let’s be honest here, baby: You’re about as lively as a rock. I have seen stuffed animals with more life than you. 

But sometimes I do care about you. That should be clear by now. I saved you from that stupid zombie shark after it ate your foot. Do you remember that? I saved you from drowning a few times. Like that third or fourth day we were on the island. I was trying to fish, and you were trying to mermaid you self over to me like I was a fresh can of spam. I had to pull you out of the water. Now the jury is still out on whether or not you can even drown to death, er, undeath, I mean double death, or whatever form of afterlife you seem destined for.

Remember how I figured out a way to clean out your disgusting rotted meat stomach with seawater and a little leverage? Those were the days. You were still sort of fresh and looked pretty good in the coconut bra and grass skirt. Now your clothing is hanging in strips. You look like hell, baby. I wish you would take better care of yourself.

Remember when I was going to leave you on the island and sail off? Plans changed, sure. I let you bob along like a little top. And when we got to our new island paradise, I had to beat yet another guy to death to protect you. Why, if someone ever gets the real story here, they may just start asking questions. For instance: Why do I always kill the men around here? But it’s not like that, baby. It’s not like that at all. 

And now our happy family includes Eileen. She isn’t too happy about being a zombie. I can see that in her eyes. I would hazard a guess that she hates it. She is always staring at me with that same look—the one that says, “Hey, look at the walking Happy Meal.”

So here we are, the three of us on our island paradise. Our lovely home in the sun. Just you, me, another dead chick, and the ocean. 

After I burn the diary, I think I should burn you. But that would look bad, eh, my lovely lady? Burning you and scattering the ashes. What will I tell the nice men in white coats who want to talk to me about my feelings when I am at the mental institution, as surely I must end up? Will I tell them I kept a dead girl as a zombie companion? They will ask questions, and they will wonder just how lonely I got. 

Not THAT lonely.

So someday, long from now, when we are back in civilization and you are restored to life, I hope you read this letter and understand that I did my best to take care of you. Really.

Sorry about the enema tube down your gut.

With love and desperation. 

Me.

 

I’m glad I got that out of my system. I may be on a new island with a new zombie girl, but something about all this is familiar. Maybe because I just spent a month in the same situation? At any rate, it is really good to be back on dry land after spending days and days on the water with my zombie top floating along behind me.

She didn’t even get prune skin. Some little critters did pick at her leg, though, the one missing the foot. I had to bandage it up with some cloth and then jam it back into the metal strut. There is also something reassuring about her pad-and-clomp zombie walk.

It’s late, and I found some coconuts. Wow, shocker. Fucking coconuts. I thought about tossing them in the ocean, but in the end I cracked one open and ate my fill. I can’t wait to get up in the middle of the night with the runs—again.

God, I hate coconuts.

God, I hate zombies.

GOD, I HATE THIS FUCKING DIARY.
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Chapter 1



 



I paused on the way to my two o’clock meeting, and watched the woman standing outside the restroom with her forehead against the wall, clawing at the paint. After a long moment, I hesitantly reached out. “Excuse me, are you all right?”

At the sound of my voice, Melanie from Accounting turned her head. Her skin had a sickly jaundiced pallor to it, her eyes glazed over. She stared, swaying from side to side in a stilted trance-like manner.

I winced. “Christ, you look like shit.”

She groaned, the jerky motion causing the line of drool hanging from her mouth to swing from side to side. She cocked her head as though trying to figure me out.

I took a cautious step back, not wanting to catch whatever bug was taking my coworkers and half of the Midwest by storm today. Ever since lunch, people had started complaining of indigestion. The cafeteria’s daily special had been known to bring on afternoon bouts of heartburn, but this was crazy. “You had the taco salad, too, huh?”

The door to the women’s restroom swung open and a blur ran past us, startling me and knocking Melanie out of her stupor. Her lips curled in a snarl. Then she lunged at me, her jaws snapping.

“Shit!” Lucky for me, she moved slowly and I sidestepped to the left, leaving her to stumble clumsily onto her stomach. My papers fluttered to the floor while she floundered around. I threw out my hands. “What the fuck, Mel!”

She glared up at me, this time vocalizing a guttural growl that sent shivers up my neck. She jerkily dragged herself up. Fear crept into my nerves. I edged around her, careful to keep my distance, and pulled the bathroom door open and jumped inside.

I put all my weight into pushing the door closed, but Melanie was over twice my size. She heaved the door open, tumbled inside, and took me down. The air whooshed from my lungs. She pressed against me, her jaws snapping like she wanted to swear-to-God eat me.

Holy hell, I’d been scared in my life before, but this went beyond terror. When folks talk about fight or flight instincts, it’s really fight and flight instincts. Everything I’d learned from self-defense classes was forgotten as I held my forearm against her neck while kicking and pushing with everything I had to get out from under her.

My arm shook under the weight. With a surge, I rolled her off me and shoved away. She grabbed at me, her fingers snagging my shirt and taking most of a sleeve with her with a loud rip. With nothing left to pull, the back of her head collided into the wall with a solid smack.

The bathroom door opened, and a high-pitched shriek pierced the air.

“Help!” I yelled while kicking away from Melanie, my Doc Martens squeaking across the floor, but whoever had opened the door had already disappeared.

A staccato pounding erupted from one of the bathroom stalls, matching the beating of my heart.

Knocking her head against the wall didn’t slow down Melanie in the least. If anything, she was more pissed off than ever, now crawling at me like a clumsy, rabid dog. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the yellow “caution: wet floor” sign propped in the corner. I grabbed it and swung just as she closed the distance, nailing her across the cheek.

Snarling, she charged and I swung again, this time breaking her nose. Thick brown blood sprayed out with every snort and hiss. She came back at me like I hadn’t even hit her. With no time to swing, I shoved the hinged end of the plastic sign forward as hard as I could, karate-chopping her in the throat. The force knocked her back just enough for me to get solidly onto the balls of my feet.

Having her windpipe crushed put an end to the animal sounds and stopped her from spraying any more blood. Yet, even though she clearly couldn’t breathe, she came at me again like she didn’t even need air.

Terror froze my muscles.

My instructor had said a throat chop would take down an assailant in mere seconds. Yet, it had done nothing to stop a desk jockey from Accounting.

With the pounding and growling escalating from the bathroom stall a few feet away, I started swinging the sign relentlessly at Melanie’s head. My heart pounded and my breaths came in gulps, yet Melanie kept on coming at me.

When she moved to pounce, I slammed the sign into her temple, causing her to misjudge her attack, and she head butted the wall instead. She turned around. Her forehead was a bloody mess, and she still didn’t seem fazed.

“What the hell?” I asked breathlessly and swung again. The now-bloody sign’s corner nailed her in the eye, knocking an eyeball out of its socket. Another hit made her eyeball swing until it finally flew free and bounced off the wall. I swung again and again and again, my blows echoed by whoever was pounding on the stall door.

Bones crunched, and Melanie collapsed face-forward onto the floor.

More of that gelatinous coffee-colored blood trickled from her head and pooled on the floor. I hit her with the sign one more time to make sure she wasn’t playing possum, and I was about to kick her when the stall door swung open and Julie, the new girl, tumbled onto the floor. She looked up at me with that same sickly, ravenous look.

“Agh!” I smacked her in the face with the sign, and ran out of the bathroom, throwing the sign at her before I yanked the door open.

And I found myself in utter chaos.

I flattened against the wall in the corner where I’d come across Melanie earlier. Copies of my meeting agenda still littered the floor. Cubicle city was generally a quiet place except for the white noise piped in, but now people were running, shouting, and screaming. The pounding of work shoes across hollow floors echoed around me. Over a nearby cubicle wall, I watched as one man tackled another to the ground, his mouth clamping onto his victim’s throat. The other man screamed. Red dots splattered the beige fabric walls.

I’d like to think that it was because I was in shock that I didn’t run to help. But to be honest, I was scared shitless. Still watching the wall where the men went down, I ducked and crabbed down the hall, trying to ignore the anguished screams, focused only on avoiding the crazies. When the man’s screams abruptly stopped, something in my brain kicked me into gear, and I took off running toward my cubicle.

A hand reached out for me, and I twisted away. The work alarms blared. Phones were ringing everywhere. There were more screams and shouts in every direction. Some were begging for help, others were crying.

“Calm down! It will be okay!” a woman yelled from her desk. The next second, bloodied hands grabbed her and yanked her down as she let out an earsplitting scream.

Someone ran into me and I jumped back to find Alan from my team. He looked behind him before looking at me, his eyes wide. “This shit’s fucked up. I’m outta here,” he said under his breath as he headed past me.

Biting my lip, I glanced down the direction of my cube a dozen long feet away, where my bag and car keys waited in a drawer, and then turned back to Alan. “Wait up,” I called out. “I’m coming, too.”

He kept moving, and I sprinted to catch up. He slowed down, looking to the right, and I tugged him to the left. “This way.”

We ran in the opposite direction of the mass exodus heading toward the main elevators. Alan hit the down button at the rarely used back bay of elevators. While we waited, a terrifying image shot through my mind of Melanie jumping out from the small six-by-six compartment.

Just as the elevator dinged, I grabbed Alan’s elbow and tugged. “Stairs.”

“Why?” he asked but followed me around the corner to the back stairs.

There were several others already heading down the steps. Alan pushed ahead of me, and I stayed at his back as he shoved past others, followed by a chorus of “hey” and “watch it.”

We were only on floor eight, so we made it down the stairs fairly quickly. I paused at the third floor landing when I saw two men tackle a third man. One bit a chunk out of the guy’s face while the other went for the screamer’s throat. My adrenaline had already taken over, and my feet kept moving despite my shock. A gunshot rang out somewhere on the first floor. It was kind of like watching disasters on TV. It’s so horrendously surreal that it doesn’t fully register in the brain as reality. The whole Prima Insurance building had turned into the set of a slasher film, and unwillingness to face reality was the only reason I hadn’t frozen.

Alan flung open the large glass doors. I rushed outside, shading my eyes against the afternoon sun, and scanned the parking lot. Some spaces were empty, some cars were tearing out of the lot, but most were still peacefully parked, waiting for their owners.

Gunfire erupted somewhere in the distance.

“Where’s your car?” I asked breathlessly.

He turned around and looked at me like he’d forgotten I was still there. “Uh.” He looked around. “Over there.” He pointed to Lot C and took off toward it.

We were panting, but we sprinted all the way to his car, making wide arcs around other people running to their cars. It was a warm spring day, and my clothes clung to my sweaty skin.

Alan was an early-morning person, so his small Mitsubishi was parked only a few cars down the second row. He fumbled with his keys before holding out the fob. The lights flashed, and I yanked open the passenger door.

I swept the papers and CDs off the seat with a brisk move and fell onto the hot black leather. I had my door locked before Alan had the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, and he squealed the tires in reverse, throwing me against the dash.

I hastily fastened my seatbelt and held on.

“What the hell is going on around here?” he muttered, throwing the car into gear and squealing the tires again.

I swallowed. “No idea.”

For the past two weeks, there’d been talk about a fast-spreading epidemic in South America that had been quickly moving northward, though I hadn’t worried. The Midwest was a long distance from South America, and we’d closed our borders to Mexico over a week ago. And most of the military stood between us and them to make sure the borders stayed closed.

Strange. The epidemic in South America was said to cause violent symptoms, exactly like what I’d seen today.

Maybe I should’ve worried.

Today had started as a typical Thursday. I’d listened to the radio on the commute to work. There’d been more talk on the growing epidemic, but local news overshadowed talks of the epidemic. At Prima, gossip ran wild all morning about last night’s attacks on joggers and walkers in nearly every southern state west of the Mississippi. Several paranoid employees had called in sick today.

Then, two cooks in the cafeteria got into some kind a brawl just before lunch. One left in an ambulance, and the other had been taken away in handcuffs. The news was reporting similar attacks across the Midwest and Western United States. With all that, would Prima close for the day? Hell, no.

Several worried employees had already left for home to pick up their kids from school. And now, not even three hours after lunch, half of the office was going ape-shit crazy on each other. Whatever was going on, it felt like I was caught in the middle of Ground Zero for some seriously screwed up shit.

I focused on breathing in and out. I reached for the radio and fumbled with the knob. I wrung my shaking hands, wiped them on my black pants, but they kept shaking.

Alan cranked up the volume, and I noticed his hands were shaking even worse.

“Reports are coming in from Kansas City, Des Moines, and Minneapolis of a fast-spreading pandemic. Seek shelter immediately and avoid contact with anyone infected. The infected will display violent tendencies and attack without provocation. They do not respond to reason,” an unfamiliar even-toned woman reported. “If you or a loved one is infected, you should quarantine yourself immediately so as not to spread the virus. Do not go to the hospitals as they are at full capacity. Stay tuned for more information.”

“That’s it?” Alan asked. “That’s all those idiots have to say about this thing? Nothing like how it’s transmitted, or what we can do to protect ourselves?”

“Give it time,” I said. The news last night had shown footage of random people attacking others without provocation, but I’d assumed the attacks were the result of some new illegal drug gone bad. The idea of a pandemic made my jaw clench.

My dad was a doctor. My mom was a nurse.

My parents, early-retiree snowbirds, lived in a southern suburb of Des Moines. With me as their only child, they kept their house in town for the warmer months while moving to Arizona every winter. I prayed that they were safe at home, that they didn’t think to go help out at the hospital. I had to believe they saw the news this morning and knew better than to get caught in the middle of some off-the-charts violent pandemic.

I wanted to call them to make sure they were all right, but my phone was tucked into my bag, which was still sitting in a drawer at my cubicle. I looked over at Alan. “Can I use your phone?”

He felt his pockets and then frantically swerved around a fender bender before shooting through a red light. Sirens blared as a police car sped past us.

“I think it’s still on my desk,” Alan replied in between panting breaths.

“This is crazy,” I said. “Everyone’s gone crazy.”

“It’s got to be a terrorist attack,” he said. “Chemical warfare or something that’s making people go nuts. It’s like they’re jacked up on serious shit like bath salts or something. Damn it!” He swerved again. “This traffic is insane.” He turned to me, his glasses slipping down his sweaty nose. “You live on the north side, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, why?”

“I’m way out on the east side. Mind if we hit your place until the roads open up?” His voice cracked and he wiped his face.

“Sure.” I scrutinized him. “Are you okay?”

He grabbed the wheel with both hands. “No, I’m not okay! What about today would make you think that I’m okay? That anything’s okay? It’s World War III out there. No, it’s worse than that. It’s like the end of the world out there!”

I got it, I really did. The proverbial shit had hit the fan, and the rational part of my mind had decided to curl up in the fetal position. “We got out early,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. “Hopefully we can beat the worst of the traffic.”

As though on cue, a car veered in front of us and rammed into the concrete separating the lanes. “Watch out!” I shouted as Alan cranked the wheel, nearly sideswiping the vehicle. I could’ve sworn the driver looked in the same bad way that Melanie had. The SUV behind us wasn’t so lucky because it rammed into the jackknifed car and started a domino-effect pile-up behind us.

Alan and I stared at each other, and he stepped on the gas.

In the background, the radio station had switched to interviewing people outside one of the hospitals.

“I thought the kid was lost. I bent down to help, and the little bugger bit me! Can you believe that? The kid damn near took my thumb clean off! He went nuts, like he had rabies or something. And now they won’t let me into the hospital. They’ve got barricades in front of the doors, and cops are in full riot gear, just standing around everywhere. I’m stuck outside bleeding, and no one is telling us what’s going on. We have a right to know!”

“You think you got it bad?” another male voice chimed in. “You should’ve been downtown. This old bum attacked a woman. I saw it all. He was stumbling around all drunk-like, and then he just attacked. He went straight for that poor gal’s throat like he thought he was a vampire or something. A couple guys tried to pull him off her, but he wouldn’t let go. I jumped in to help, and he tore a chunk out of my arm. He wouldn’t stop. Some guy had to shoot him. Can you believe it? It was insane, man. What’s the world coming to?”

My heart felt like it was going to jump out of my chest, and I found myself on the verge of hyperventilating. I punched in another radio station, only to find the same barrage of stories. No one had any useful information, just more of those horrific tales. I leaned back, tried to tune out the radio, and focused on the traffic outside. With every mile, the number of vehicles on the side of the road increased. Some cars were in pileups, others looked like they had stopped haphazardly, as though their drivers had decided to simply stop driving.

I sucked in a deep breath. “I think I killed Melanie,” I said quietly.

“Melanie Carlson?”

“What?” I glanced at Alan. “Oh. No. The other Melanie.”

“Oh.” He frowned. “Did she try to hurt you?”

“Of course she tried to hurt me. She tried to eat me.”

Alan was quiet for a time. “I bet she could eat a lot.”

I belted out a laugh. Not because it was funny but because my adrenaline high was coming down, and with it, my shock. Alan laughed, too, though the stress was getting to him. He wiped his sweaty forehead with his arm and kept driving.

I’d killed someone today. The truth really hit me just then, and I let my head fall against the headrest. I hadn’t even thought about the repercussions. Would I go to jail, even though it was an open-and-shut case of self-defense? I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. I’d lose my job. That was a given. How the hell would I pay the bills?

And then there was Melanie. That poor woman’s final minutes were in a bathroom of all places.

“No, no, no, no,” Alan chanted.

Startled, I glanced up to find a massive pileup of cars dead ahead. Vehicles were mashed together, filling up every inch of open space in the four lanes in front of us. An ambulance and two police cars were on scene but no tow trucks yet. Concrete prevented us from getting into the lanes of oncoming traffic, and a deep ditch prevented escape off to the right.

“Can you turn around? Take the last exit?” I asked.

He was staring in the rear-view mirror. “I don’t think so. It’s getting pretty crowded back there. Maybe we can find a way around this mess.”

Doubtful, I scanned the wreck as we drew closer. People were running away, but not everyone. One cop was handcuffing a man who kept twisting his neck, trying to bite him. Several others were standing by cars, helping free the drivers and passengers. I narrowed my eyes.

Hell. They weren’t helping free the people still in cars. “Oh, God,” I whispered.

“What is it?” Alan asked.

“We have to get out of here,” I said, staring at the crazies attacking the people in cars. It was like the entire world decided to go cannibal at the same time.

He frowned, pointing ahead. “Exactly how do you think we are going to get past this mess?”

“I mean now, Alan.”

A man jumped out of his car and started firing his pistol into the mob. The sound must’ve finally registered what was underway because Alan’s eyes widened, and he yanked the car around. Something slammed into our car and an explosive force threw me against the seat. Dazed, I blinked to see that we were now facing another direction.

Powder from the airbags sent dust flurries in the air. I shoved at the deflating white bag. The driver of the car that had t-boned us was still hidden behind his airbags. I glanced back at the horde of crazies to find them looking in our direction.

I unlatched my seatbelt and tugged on Alan’s arm. “C’mon. We need to get out of here.”

He muttered something, and shook his head as though to clear it.

“Stupid idiot!”

I looked outside to see the other driver climb groggily out of his car, shaking his fist. He stepped up to Alan’s door, and pounded on the window. “Moron! What were you thinking turning around in the middle of the road like that?” he yelled.

“Back off!” Alan growled right back.

Alan was not a large man. He was my height and had maybe thirty pounds on me. To see him yelling at a pissed off guy only added fire to a tinderbox. Then I saw them coming our way. “Uh, Alan?”

“What!”

I pointed at several crazies with pallid skin stumbling toward us, their jaundiced sights homed in on the man standing outside our car. Their faces and chests were blood-soaked, and a few sported violent injuries of their own. One hobbled along with a broken leg. Another was missing an arm. Still another looked like half her throat had been ripped out. They moved slowly and jerkily but were relentlessly closing the distance. Alan looked and gasped.

The man outside continued to yell until he realized Alan was no longer paying any attention to him. He followed Alan’s gaze. He cried out and took off running back to his car but was too late. All of the crazies attacked him at once. The driver screamed. It was an awful, bloodcurdling scream, but I couldn’t see what was happening under the pile of writhing flesh and gushing blood. Not that I wanted to.

I glanced at Alan, and then opened the door and ran.


Chapter 2



 



Tires squealed as cars rammed into the bottleneck. Gunshots rang though the air. With Alan at my back, we sprinted away from the crazies and into the oncoming traffic.

I headed straight for the midnight blue eighteen-wheeler just rolling in, with an American flag painted on its trailer, dwarfing the vehicles around it. Even though the truck was still moving, I jumped up on the driver’s side step, pulled on the locked door handle, and pounded on the window. “Please let me in!”

The driver scowled. His eyes were covered by aviator-style sunglasses, and I couldn’t see if he was watching me, the crazies, or something else. His lower lip bulged with chew, and with a wave of his hand he motioned me away.

I tried the handle again. No luck. I risked a quick glance behind me to see that, sure enough, the group of crazies that had been huddled around a small truck was now headed this way. I swung back to the truck driver. “Please!”

After a long second, the window opened, and the barrel of a shotgun pressed against my chest.

I didn’t fall back. I didn’t jump to the side. Instead, I stood there as though waiting for him to shoot me. “I’ve got nowhere else to go,” I said weakly.

He scowled even more, causing lines in his five o’clock shadow. He kept the shotgun level at my chest. “You bit?”

I gave my head a fervent shake. “No.” Then I frowned, confused. “Why?”

He seemed satisfied with my answer, though he also didn’t seem in the mood to elaborate. He cranked his head around mine and nodded toward Alan, who was hanging on right behind me. “How about you? You don’t look so good.”

I glanced back to find a sweaty, pale Alan.

“I’m f-fine,” Alan replied with a stutter. When the trucker didn’t respond, Alan threw up his hands. “I was just in a freaking car accident, man!”

The crazies were less than thirty feet away and quickly closing in. I snapped my gaze back to the trucker, pleading. “Mister, please!”

He moved his head slightly to check out the crazies closing in. He spit off to my right and pulled in his gun. “If you want to live, you’d better climb in.”

I heard the pop of the door unlocking, and I stepped to the side to open it. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I murmured as I crawled over him, knocking his cap askew, on my way to the passenger seat. Once there, I fastened the seatbelt as fast as I could in case the trucker changed his mind and tried to shove me out. Alan came in right behind me, only he collapsed in the cab behind us. The driver slammed the door shut, set the gun between him and the door, and grabbed the long shifter. Air shot from the brakes.

A crazy rammed the door and clawed at the now-closed window. The truck lurched forward, and the man in a bloodied business suit tumbled off the truck.

“Damn zeds,” the driver muttered, his hat still crooked.

“Zeds?” I frowned, recognizing the term. “You don’t mean…”

He pointed outside where several crazies stood literally dead ahead of us. “You know damn well what they are.”

What the trucker had said made perfect sense, but it shouldn’t be possible. Yet, not only did one of the infected try to eat me less than an hour ago, they moved like zeds—zombies—clumsily and relentlessly. No different from the crazies in front of us now. With no regard to their well-being, they kept shambling toward the truck barreling down the road on its way to meet them.

“I guess you’re right,” I said softly as the realization of fiction becoming reality hammered at the tension headache already pounding behind my forehead.

The driver stepped on the gas, and I sucked in a breath. The heavy rig rammed through the group of crazies like a bowling ball, only these pins left behind goo and flecks of skin.

“Holy shit,” I muttered as the trucker ran over zeds like they were nothing more than small speed bumps. The windshield wipers smeared brown streaks across the glass. He kept picking up speed, setting us up for a bull’s-eye approach to the roadblock. I braced my legs against the dash the instant before he rammed into a small car jackknifed between an SUV and a minivan. Something heavy slammed against the back of my seat, followed by a muffled moan.

I looked back to find Alan crumpled on the floor. “You okay?”

“Nnnh, yeah.”

The truck shoved the car to the side with metal-on-metal screeching. As we carved our way through the wreckage, the rig knocked around the sedan the zeds had swarmed earlier. The driver, still strapped inside, reached out to us with his only remaining arm. Even though he no longer had a face, the man watched us with unblinking eyes while his mouth opened and closed.

I shivered and turned away.

Once we broke through the bottleneck and put distance between us and the zeds, the road opened up. In the distance, a few cars entered from the next ramp, but most of the traffic was headed in the opposite direction.

I grinned. “Hot damn! We got through!”

In response, the trucker glared. “I’d be surprised if I didn’t bust something,” he growled out. “She’s not made for this sort of abuse.”

I glanced in the side mirror to see a line of vehicles following us, though the zeds were closing in on the cars on both sides. The woman in a convertible never stood a chance. I snapped my gaze straight ahead to the open highway. After a moment, I found my voice again. “What you did back there…thanks. I mean it. You saved our lives.”

He grumbled something under his breath.

The open road looked like freedom, and for the first time since getting mauled by Melanie I let myself relax. I felt halfway in control again even though I knew it was a false feeling. Too much had changed since this morning. I loved routines. I hated chaos.

Five days a week I sat in a small mushroom-colored cubicle in a sea of mushroom-colored cubicles, at the same desk I’d sat at for over five years since college. I was an actuary, which my parents thought was a pretty big deal, but really it just meant I ran a lot of reports and analyzed spreadsheets.

Two years ago, I’d saved up enough money to make a decent down payment on a fixer-upper in the Gussdale district, and most of my free time went to renovating the old bungalow. Well, to that, and flying. My Piper Cub was the one splurge I’d allowed myself after college. Dad had been a pilot, and I got my pilot’s license the same week I got my driver’s license. I rubbed my bare arm where the Cub logo tattoo—a fuzzy teddy bear—looked up at me.

After today, I’d probably never get the chance to log another hour in the Cub. The entire world had fallen apart before my eyes. After running a finger wistfully over the teddy bear, I looked out the window.

Startled, I pointed to the sign. “My exit is the next one coming up.”

A small nod was the only acknowledgement I got before the trucker picked up a soda can from a cup holder and spit in it.

Another grunt from the back seat reminded me that I wasn’t the only passenger. I turned around. Alan was lying on the floor, his face covered by his arm. “How are you holding up back there?”

No response. I frowned. He hadn’t hit the back of my seat that hard. “Alan?”

Still nothing.

“Alan,” I said louder.

Alan looked at me then. His tongue was hanging out as though he was panting. His eyes had yellowed, and his features morphed from confused to dull. Then he moaned.

“Oh, shit.” I unlatched my seatbelt. The trucker was watching me, and he caught on fast.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, taking his foot off the gas and reaching for his shotgun.

My intent was to grab Alan and toss him out of the truck before he went crazy. It seemed like there was a short window when Melanie had been out of it before going into raging attack mode. But I didn’t get the chance.

I was halfway to Alan when the shotgun went off.

The next split-second was a blur. The shot blasted my eardrums. Alan’s face literally split in half. Brownish blood and brain matter sprayed the cabin and me, and Alan’s body slammed against the back wall. I may have yelled, but I couldn’t hear it if I had. The only sound in my world at that moment was a loud, throbbing, constant ringing.

Even though I thought I’d just recovered from shock, it was amazing how quickly I was thrown right back into it. I stared at Alan’s crumpled body in a daze. Dark liquid spread out from his head. I felt the truck come to a stop.

The trucker leveled the gun on me and said something.

“What?” I asked, his words nowhere near as loud as the ringing in my ears.

“I said…one good reason…blow your brains out.”

It took a moment for his words to make sense in my head. Then I watched him, numbly, for a moment. “I can’t.”

A flash of genuine surprise crossed his face, but the expression was lost all too quickly to anger. “I asked if you were bit, goddammit.”

“I’m not bit,” I said, before shaking my head.

He motioned to Alan. “And him?”

“I thought Alan was just freaked out from everything.”

The driver sat there and scrutinized me for what seemed like an eternity. “Are you cut? Did you get any blood in your mouth or eyes?”

I looked down at my clothes damp with Alan’s blood. With my black clothes, the dark blood blended in but the flecks of skin and brain dotted my shirt. “I’m okay.”

“You sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

“You better be more than ‘pretty sure,’ Cash. Because this thing spreads through contact. Blood-to-blood, saliva-to-blood. If you got it, you’re going to be like your boyfriend before long.”

I didn’t answer.

He motioned over my shoulder. “Get out.”

I looked out the window. I was still at least three miles from home. I thought of my tiny bungalow in a neighborhood full of tiny houses. How many neighbors were already sick? With my car still back at the office, where could I go?

Outside was already turning into a war zone…

A man boarding up windows on his house just off the interstate.

Two people running down a street.

The occasional pops of gunfire becoming constant echoes of rat-tat-tat.

A shape stumbling around a tree.

How many zeds stood between me and home?

The only thing I knew was that I would never even make it to my front door, let alone to my parents’ house on the other side of town. It was both a miracle and luck that I’d already made it this far. Out there, on foot, I didn’t stand a chance.

Operating on autopilot, I opened the door but couldn’t make my legs obey. I lowered my head, and the tears came. It wasn’t an act. I didn’t want to cry, I never cried, but the tears just kept coming. My shoulders shook from exhaustion as much as from adrenaline and hopelessness.

Silence filled the cab for what seemed like an eternity, before I heard a heavy sigh. “I know I’m going to regret this. If you start looking sick, I swear to God I won’t hesitate to fill your brain with buckshot. If you’re not sick, I’ll give you one day.” He held up a finger. “One day. Then you’re on your own. Got it?”

Sniffling, I nodded vigorously. “You won’t regret it, I swear.”

“I already do,” he grumbled.

I went to pull the door shut; he nudged me with the barrel. “Nuh, uh,” he said. “Get rid of your boyfriend first. And be quick about it. He’s stinking up my cabin.”

I looked back and winced. “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said weakly before my gag reflex kicked in. I twisted and reached out the door just in time to throw up the pepperoni pizza I’d had for lunch. After several heaves, I was able to sit up again. Taking a deep breath, I glanced at the trucker. He was watching me carefully, but at least he didn’t mistake my retching for getting “sick” and shoot me.

I wiped my chin and headed to the back of the cab. Fortunately, Alan was slouched over, his face hidden in his lap, which made it a bit easier to pretend that this wasn’t someone I’d worked alongside every weekday. Dark, brownish blood and brain bits were splattered everywhere. Dazedly, I noticed the blood around Alan seemed darker and more congealed than it should have been, but I was no expert. My parents would know that kind of detail. I nudged him with my toe to make sure he was really dead, as though a shotgun blast to the head hadn’t been convincing enough. No response. Some of the tension in my spine released.

Once I could breathe without gagging, I glanced around. A stack of folded bedding sat neatly in the corner, and I grabbed the top sheet already speckled with dark spots. Breathing through my mouth, I knelt by Alan and none-too-gracefully rolled him into the sheet. Frowning, I noticed his pants had been ripped, and I nudged the material aside to see a jagged wound in the shape of a human mouth.

“He was bit,” I said, taking a long breath to keep from throwing up. “In the calf.”

“Figured something like that was the case,” the trucker replied.

I continued wrapping Alan in the sheet, trying to distance myself by imagining this was anything but a human body, but my subconscious kept reminding me. Once he was fully wrapped, I tugged and dragged him to the door and had meant to lower him gently to the ground, but he was heavier than me and the position was awkward. The sheet-wrapped body slipped right out of my hands and landed on the concrete shoulder of the interstate with a solid thud.

I stared at the body. While Alan deserved better than to be left at the side of the road to rot, I really, really didn’t want to leave the safety of the truck and risk being left behind. Biting my lip, I turned back to the trucker.

He shifted the truck back into gear. “You’re cleaning up the rest of this mess when we get to my place.”

I collapsed onto the seat and slammed the door shut just as the truck moved forward. I let out a breath and stared outside, focusing on nothing in particular as the trucker drove and weaved around cars. As we left the city behind, traffic shrunk to nil. Other than a couple small military convoys and state troopers, few vehicles were heading into town, and those vehicles were speeding down the interstate, as though they were in a hurry to get to Des Moines.

No doubt they were trying to get to their families.

While I’m abandoning mine.

I sat in a numb trance, my head resting on the headrest. Stay safe, mom and dad. I’m coming back. I promise.

The radio was on, but the CB radio was louder, with truckers constantly reporting in status of the interstates. All the talk was of zeds and blocked roads. Every couple minutes I found the trucker eying me.

“I still feel okay,” I said each time I caught him looking at me.

Seemingly assured that I wasn’t going to go zed on him, he put on a Bluetooth and reported in on the CB. “This is Clutch dead-heading at yard stick 153 on I-80 reporting in. Avoid I-80 eastbound near Des Moines. Just passed through a bad 10-50 with zeds rubber necking the area. Over.”

“10-4, Clutch. This is Dog Man. Heading west from The Windy. How’s the big road westbound outside city limits? Over.”

“Hammer lane for now, Dog Man. But I wouldn’t count on it staying that way. Two Rivers has been overrun. Zed city. Over.”

Zed city. I thought of my parents, and the rock in my gut grew into a boulder, and I hugged myself. They’d be so worried right now, unable to get a hold of me.

They were okay, safe at home. They had to be okay.

“Same with The Windy,” the other driver said. “Also heard The Circle and The Gateway are zed city, too. Whatever this thing is, it’s spreading hard and fast. I saw a guy get nearly decapitated and he was back on his feet in two minutes joining up with the other nut jobs. Have three beavers on board, and hoping to make the Big Miss by dark. Over.”

“Picked up a seat cover myself. Watch your six, Dog Man. Clutch over and out.”

Clutch removed his Bluetooth, clicked off the CB, and turned the radio back up.

He shot me a look, then returned his focus to the road. I noticed he wasn’t as old as I’d first assumed—mid-forties, maybe. And he was big and tough and scary. He’d straightened his cap, hiding more of his brown crew cut. He wore nothing fancy, just old jeans and a T-shirt, with tattoos covering his arms. His clothes were clean, whereas I looked like I’d just escaped a war zone.

Which was too damn near the truth.

Clutch nodded toward the red cooler at my feet. “Grab me a beer, Cash.” Then he tacked on, “Grab something for yourself if you’re thirsty.”

I didn’t care that his last sentence came out more like a gripe than an offer. I reached in and pulled out a beer and a bottle of water from the ice. “My name’s Mia. You go by Clutch?” I asked. “Or, at least that’s your CB handle, right?”

He didn’t reply.

I handed him the can and opened the plastic bottle. The water was cold and oh so good. After throwing up, my throat was raw and my mouth tasted awful. The water soothed and I swooshed it around my teeth. I drank the entire bottle before opening my eyes. “So,” I said, drawing out the word. “Where are we headed?”

“My place.”

Three long tones beeped on the radio.

“About time,” he said as he cranked up the volume.

“This is the Emergency Broadcast System. This is not a test. Repeat, this is not a test.”

Three more tones sounded before a man’s voice came on. “This is Doctor Jon Meriden, managing director of the Center for the Disease Control. A state of emergency has been declared for the continental United States. An epidemic is now affecting the Midwest and quickly spreading. Houston and Kansas City are considered the worst locations and should be avoided. Cases of the virus have been reported in all major cities in the United States, southern Canada, and all of South and Central America. Any borders that remained opened as of this morning have now been closed. Cases are also being reported at Hong Kong International Airport.

The virus has been confirmed to be a member of the Marburgvirus family. Scientists are working hard to identify the new virus, and it is believed to have originated in South America. However, due to its symptoms and the mannerisms of the infected, we’ve assigned the layman term zombiism to the superbug.

Symptoms include slow and awkward movement, jaundice, and severe violent propensities. We strongly urge you to distance yourself from anyone displaying these symptoms. If you come into contact with someone displaying any of these symptoms, the CDC recommends quarantining yourself. If you are infected, symptoms will begin to appear anywhere from minutes up to an hour, depending on severity of initial infection. The more severe the initial infection, the quicker you will succumb to the virus. Treatment is not available at this time.

We have traced the entry of the virus into the United States to several dozen contaminated shipments of produce from Mexico. At this time, we recommend you do not eat any fresh produce imported within the past three days.

The superbug is transmitted through contact with bodily fluid of an infected person. The slang term ‘zed’ is trending across the Internet and radio. Should you hear this term, it simply refers to an infected person or persons.

Due to the ease of the virus’ transmission, all public transportation and air travel have been suspended until further notice. Travel is not advisable and is considered unsafe. If you must leave your current location, expect delays and likely increases in lawlessness. Emergency responders may be overwhelmed. Please be patient and remain where you are. Gather emergency supplies should you need to evacuate to a temporary location. Do not panic.

All military units have been assigned to contain the spread. All inactive and retired military personnel have been reactivated and should immediately report to the nearest base for assignment. Martial law is now in effect. Stay inside, stay safe, and help will be on the way.

We will report on all channels every thirty minutes. For more information, go to www.emergency.cdc.gov online.”

Three tones sounded once more, and the radio resumed to what sounded like a national talk show sharing more information about the “zombie outbreak” and how to protect against zeds.

“How are you feeling?”

I glanced over at the man next to me. His hands were tight on the wheel as he watched me.

“Fine.” I realized he was asking about symptoms rather than my emotional well-being. “Really, I’m still okay.” Terror had long since given way to hopelessness. “The world’s seriously fucked, isn’t it,” I stated quietly.

“Yeah.” He spit into the soda can. “We’re all fucked.”


Chapter 3



 



When we pulled into Clutch’s driveway, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a sign that read: Abandon all hope, all ye who enter here.

Not that the farm wasn’t lovely. Fields and woodlands went on for miles and miles. Just above a valley, a long gravel lane led us through several acres of woods, with flowers blooming along both sides. The lane opened up to a classic farm setup: a two-story white farmhouse standing boldly alone with three sheds as backdrop. A tabby cat lounged under a tree, watching me.

Clutch pulled up along the largest shed and cut the engine. The whole scene was idyllic…and very, very isolated. I was alone with a stranger who’d killed Alan and run down several zeds like they were nothing.

Sure, I’d killed Melanie, so I guess I wasn’t any different. But, what if he changed his mind about letting me stay for the night and killed me? Almost as bad, what if he wanted “favors” in exchange for shelter? I’d been terrified of being alone in this mess, but I suddenly wondered if being alone wasn’t the safer option.

“What’s up, Cash? You’re looking at me like I’m about to dismember you.”

Startled, I realized Clutch had taken off his sunglasses and was now watching me. His piercing hazel eyes seemed to see too far into me.

I blinked a few times. “Just feeling like a fish out of water. That’s all,” I replied in a rush, opening the door and jumping outside. In the fresh air, I stretched my tight muscles as I stood before the sun dipping low in the sky. The weather was beautiful, a spring evening with a gentle breeze.

Clutch walked toward the house, and I followed. “I wouldn’t have guessed you for living on a farm,” I said.

“Why?”

“With you being a truck driver—”

“I’m from a fourth-generation farming family on this land. I just drive truck in the off season for extra income.”

He unlocked the porch door, but instead of opening it, he turned around and studied me for several long moments.

Any confidence I’d built bled away under his scrutiny.

“Stay here,” he ordered. He didn’t wait for an answer before disappearing inside, leaving me to wait. The peaceful chirping of crickets was the only sound besides the ringing in my ears, and I realized that the same isolation I feared about this place was the key quality that made it all the safer. The farm was in the middle of nowhere, far from any city. The yard was big enough to see zeds coming from the woods on any side, and the trees concealed us from the roads.

Clutch returned with an armful of rags, some rubber gloves, a garbage bag, and a couple spray bottles. “There better not be a spot left in the cab when I check it out.”

I nodded dutifully, taking the supplies.

“There’s a light in the cab. Just be sure to turn it off when you’re finished. I want to keep everything fully charged in this cluster fuck.”

“Light off when I’m done,” I replied with a robot-like tone.

He grunted before turning back into the house.

With a sigh, I headed back to the truck and started scrubbing away every last drop and bit of Alan.

 

****

 

Four hours later, I peeled off the yellow gloves covered in brown goo and chemicals. With a sigh, I dropped them into the garbage bag and tied it shut. Even with the industrial-strength stain remover, Alan’s blood had been a bitch to scrub away, and I wouldn’t know if I got everything until daylight. I’d been desperately motivated to do a good job. I only hoped it was good enough that Clutch wouldn’t make me leave before the National Guard got the whole zed thing under control and I could return home.

I sprayed every surface in the cab with one more round of disinfectant before turning off the light and stepping outside and groaned. I was flat-out exhausted. My arms were numb. My lower back hurt. My thigh muscles ached. Every inch of my body throbbed.

Despite the stench, I’d kept the truck doors closed while I cleaned in case any zeds showed up. After taking several deep breaths of fresh night air, I sprayed my grimy body with disinfectant, knowing it probably didn’t do any good, but figured it also couldn’t hurt.

The half-moon was fully overhead now, sharing just enough of its light for me to hurry to the house without tripping over anything. I was half surprised to find the porch door unlocked. Looking down at my Doc Martens, I suspected the black leather was as grimy as I felt. But, there was no way in hell I could scrub them until tomorrow when—hopefully—I could feel my fingertips again. Stepping inside, I took off my boots and left them on the unlit porch.

A savory, meaty smell wafted forth, and my stomach growled. It was late, and I’d lost whatever had been left of my lunch after Alan died. I hustled forward, only to be blocked at the mudroom by a towering Clutch. He was wearing different clothes, and his hair was still wet. Gray peppered his stubble. Lines marked skin that had seen a lot of the outdoors.

He was handsome in a hard way. Maybe it was his eyes. There was an intensity in his gaze. Even without his tattoos, he would’ve had an aura of power.

Or, maybe it was because he had a pistol leveled on me.

My eyes widened as I met his gaze.

He grimaced. “Relax. If I was going to kill you, I would’ve done it outside where you wouldn’t make a mess.”

I chortled. Like that made me feel any better.

It was then I noticed that he was also holding a rag and a small bottle of gun oil. “You were cleaning your gun.”

He looked me up and down before narrowing his eyes. “Take off your clothes.”

I pulled together the collar of my utterly destroyed shirt. “What?”

“I don’t mean it that way. Jesus.” He ran the back of his hand over his face. He laid his weapon on the washer, reached behind him, and pulled out a garbage bag. “You’re covered in zed sludge, and I don’t know how contagious that shit is. Everything’s got to go. I’ll burn it tomorrow.”

He held open the garbage bag. I shot him a hard glare while I unbuttoned what was left of my shirt.

He sighed. “Don’t worry. I won’t look. You’re not my type, anyway. Too scrawny.”

“Scrawny?” I asked but received no response.

Clutch kept his word, looking over my head while I stripped out of my disgusting clothes. I stopped at my bra and underwear. “Nothing soaked through.”

He glanced down and grimaced, like he wasn’t enjoying himself. I scowled. I wasn’t that hard on the eyes, and I was petite, most certainly not scrawny.

“Turn around,” he ordered. “I have to check.”

I gingerly spun and felt his eyes on my back. I shivered, more self-conscious than I’d ever been in my life. If I’d known how this day was going to turn out, I wouldn’t have worn a thong. Then again, I would’ve done many things differently.

“I think they’re savable,” Clutch drawled out in a rough voice. “Throw both in the wash when you’re done with your shower.”

Turning back to face him, I covered my chest as best I could with my arms, though thankfully Clutch was busy looking anywhere but at me.

“The shower’s upstairs. Second door on your left. I set out something you can wear for tonight. Dinner will be ready by the time you’re done.”

“Got it,” I said and hustled past him.

“Oh, and Cash…”

I paused.

“Be sure to scrub good and hard,” he called out behind me. “You’ve got bits of your boyfriend’s brain in your hair.”

Bile rose in my throat, and I bolted up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Once in the bathroom, I took deep breaths, refusing to look in the mirror. When I had control of myself again, I pulled off my remaining clothes in a rush, cranked on the shower, and hopped in before it was warm.

The cold water that ran down the drain was brown at first, with little flecks of things I didn’t want to think about. I set the water as hot as I could stand, grabbed the washcloth, and started scrubbing. Clutch clearly wasn’t married, because the shower/tub combo only had a bar of soap and a bottle of generic shampoo.

I washed my hair three times before I felt relatively confident that it was clean. And, I scrubbed at my skin until it was red, standing under the spray until it was lukewarm.

Stepping out, I grabbed the towel left out on top of a thin stack of clothes, and dried myself off. I caught my breath when I looked into the mirror. Dark circles underlined my bloodshot eyes. Fresh bruises marred my chest courtesy of Melanie. I looked like shit, plain and simple.

Picking up the clothes he’d left, I found a pair of white long john bottoms and a gray T-shirt with ARMY across the front. Both were huge on me. The shirt nearly went to my knees, and the bottoms slid down every time I moved. Sifting through the well-stocked medicine cabinet, I found a couple large safety pins and tightened the long johns around my waist.

I couldn’t find a brush, so it took ten painful minutes to finger-comb through my snarled, unconditioned mess. Finally, my strands began to resemble hair again, with its bold red streaks interlaced with the black. Reaching for the dental floss, I pulled out a long strand and used it to tie my hair back before it snarled all over again.

Glancing down at the discarded pile of underwear, I grimaced. I really didn’t want to touch anything that I’d worn today. I probably should’ve tossed it, but I went ahead and wrapped the towel around the tiny pile of undergarments and carried everything down to the washer in the mudroom.

I walked past the kitchen on my way to the mudroom, and saw Clutch pulling plates from a cabinet. His back was to me, though I had no doubt he knew I was there. His back was broad, like he worked out every day. He was well over twice my size. Part of me felt safer, part of me worried how easily he could overpower me.

My stomach growled loudly, and I hustled to the mudroom. After stuffing my dirty clothes in the washer along with Clutch’s clothes that were already in the tub, I went double-duty with the detergent, and started it up.

When I returned to the kitchen, he handed me a cold beer, silverware, and a plate covered with a huge steak, a baked potato, and steak sauce poured over the entire thing. He motioned to the living room. “I eat in there.” He grabbed his own beer and dinner, and I followed him, taking the couch when he claimed the recliner.

I dug in before opening the beer. I was thirsty, but I was even hungrier. With the plate on my lap, I sawed at the T-bone, cutting off the next piece while chewing on a piece twice the size I should’ve cut. “This is really good.”

My words were muffled as I chewed loudly, but Clutch seemed to make them out. “It sucks wasting a good T-bone on the stove, but I don’t know how long the grid will stay up. Figured I may as well clean out the freezer now.”

I swallowed, the steak going down painfully hard in my suddenly constricted throat. I cracked opened the beer and took a long swig. I hadn’t even thought about losing electricity. What else would give out? Water? Phone lines?

Stores would be closed, which meant no fresh food. My sudden reality made me set my fork down. “How long do you think it will be until the military makes it safe again?”

His left brow rose. “I think it’s already too late. The outbreak spread too fast and too hard. If we didn’t get out when we did today, I doubt we’d be talking tonight. You better start getting used to this way of life.”

“But the military—”

“Doesn’t stand a chance against millions of zeds,” he interrupted. “It’s a numbers game. The zeds are spreading too fast. There’s no way our guys can keep them in check. Not without nuking every populated area. And that would also take out any survivors.”

The next bite tasted like cardboard. And the one after that. If nearly everyone turned into a zed, there wouldn’t be anyone left to fight them. Even soldiers weren’t impervious to a zed’s bite if they were caught unaware or without ammo.

If I hadn’t hitched a ride with Clutch, I’d still be in Des Moines, surrounded by zeds right now. Out here, miles from any town, I was relatively safe. More important, I wasn’t in this alone. I looked up. “I have skills.” Not really. “I can help.” I have no idea how. “Give me one more day, and I’ll prove it.”

He shook his head and held up a finger. “The deal’s for one day.”

“An extra pair of eyes and an extra pair of hands can’t hurt. I can help,” I added.

“Do you know how to fire a gun? String a snare?”

“I can learn.”

“It would take you months to become proficient, even if you had the aptitude for it.” He leaned back. “You’ll only slow me down and eat my food.”

“Then I’ll go out and get us more food.”

“First time I take you with me, you’ll get bit, and then I’ll have to put you down.”

“I’ll be careful.” I jutted out my chin. “Besides, I killed a zed today.”

“Really?” The corners of his mouth curled upward. “And exactly how did you manage that?”

I thought for a moment. With sheer luck and a miracle. “With a ‘wet floor’ sign.”

He looked confused at first, then smirked, but shook it off. “You’ll be a drain. You’ll use up more resources than you could possibly bring in.”

“I’ll go get us whatever we need. If something happens to me, then you’ll be on your own again. It’s a no-lose situation for you.”

He rubbed his eyes. “Not good enough. I’m not set up here to take in strays.” He looked up, his gaze hard with resolve. “The deal was for one day. Come tomorrow, you’re on your own. I’ll get you to a car, but then we’re done.”

I wanted to argue. God, I wanted to beg him to change his mind. Instead, I looked down at my plate and gave a tight nod.

Clutch turned on the TV, and flipped through channels. It looked like nearly all the channels were offline. Only one news channel remained, and the reporter was giving updates on the major cities. With the TV as a backdrop, we finished the meal in silence.

When Clutch stood, I came to my feet. “Here,” I said, reaching for his plate. “I’ll clean up.”

He probably thought I was trying to show him how I could help, and he’d be right. He eyed me for a moment before holding out his plate. “I’ll secure outside. When you’re done, there are a couple plastic jugs I set out. Fill them with water.”

“But you’re out in the country,” I said. “Don’t you have well water?”

“I do,” he said. “But the pumps still need electricity. I have a manual pump outside that will still work if the power goes out, but that’s no reason to not be prepared in case it’s too dangerous to leave the house.”

“Oh.” I headed toward the kitchen and paused. I debated for a moment before asking, “Do you have a phone? I’d like to call my parents. They’re still in Des Moines.”

A flash of sympathy flashed on his face, and he pulled out a cell phone and set it on the side table. “I tried to make a call earlier but couldn’t get through. Phone lines are probably still choked.” The look on my face must’ve bothered him, because he added on, “But go ahead and give it a shot.”

“Thanks.”

He left without another word, and I went about cleaning up. After filling the five-gallon jugs, I sat on the couch and watched the cell phone still resting on the side table. I’d been putting off the call, afraid of having my worst fears confirmed. After cracking my knuckles, I grabbed the phone and punched in my parents’ number.

Call Failed.

Next, I tried to send a text message.

Message failed.

“Damn it,” I muttered, tossing the phone on the cushion next to me and leaning back, covering my eyes.

“No luck?”

I jumped at Clutch’s voice. “Service is still swamped. I’ll try again in the morning.”

He turned away.

“Need help with anything else?” I scanned the room, and my eyes fell on the windows. “I could help you board up the windows.”

He followed my gaze. “I’ll get to those tomorrow. I’m far enough out of town that as long as we keep dark and quiet, we should be okay for tonight. From what I’ve seen, zeds operate with minimal physical acuity. It won’t take much to defend this place against a few who find their way near the house.”

“I can help in the morning,” I offered hopefully. “Many hands make light work, you know.”

He watched me. “Get some sleep, Cash. You’ll need your strength for tomorrow.”

He turned and headed up the stairs. He didn’t say I was staying. But he also didn’t say I was leaving, and I clung onto that tiny splinter of hope.

“Why do you call me Cash?” I asked as I followed him upstairs.

“You were dressed like Johnny Cash when you jumped onto my truck.”

“Oh.” I thought for a moment “I guess I do wear black a lot.” I glanced down at the oversized T-shirt and long johns. “But not always.”

Clutch showed me to the guest bedroom containing only an old dresser and a full-sized bed. No pictures hung on the wall. The bedding was flannel and, though dated, looked enticingly comfortable.

I pulled back the comforter and found myself shoved onto my stomach. Clutch’s weight bore down on me from behind. My face pressed against the mattress. I tried to fend him off, but he managed to pull my arms behind my back, and I heard the zip of a plastic cord as it tightened around my wrists.

“Asshole!” I yelled out, kicking, while he all too easily did the same to my ankles.

“You keep going on like that, Cash,” he murmured from behind me. “We’re going to have zeds from a twenty-mile radius upon us.”

I quieted, kicking at him as he backed away. No matter what he had planned, I refused to go down without a fight. “Asshole,” I muttered.

Clutch pulled the comforter out from under me. I tried to roll off the bed, but he pulled me back and then, surprisingly, covered me with the blankets. He positioned the pillow under my head.

Frowning I looked up at him. “What are you doing?” My voice cracked.

“I don’t want to wake up to find a zed loose in my house,” he said before walking to the door, where he paused. “If you don’t turn, I won’t have to kill you in the morning.”

Then he turned out the light and left me alone in the dark.


Chapter 4



 



I bolted awake at the sound of a thunderous gunshot. My wrists and ankles were free, the plastic ties lying in broken pieces beside me. I jumped to my feet, and every muscle in my body protested. With a wince, I made my way to the window. The sun had not yet peeked above the trees bordering the backyard, but in the glimmer of morning light I caught sight of Clutch dragging a body and disappearing around the side of a smaller shed.

A zed? Someone else?

I scanned for more signs but found nothing. The yard stood empty except for a large vegetable garden that had been tilled for spring planting and three, twenty-foot cylinders of propane sitting side-by-side. Beyond the yard stood acres and acres of woodland, making it impossible to see if there were more intruders out there.

The birds had started singing their morning songs again, which meant my hearing hadn’t been permanently damaged by the shotgun blast yesterday. The birds chirped like the world was peaceful, but they lied. The world was deadly and vicious. And, instead of getting ready for work, I was about to head out and fight for my life.

I rubbed the pink scrapes that marred my wrists where I’d wriggled to pull free last night, but the plastic hadn’t stretched. I wanted to crawl back into bed and pretend that it was Wednesday—not Friday—the day before the world I knew ended. But, I needed an early start if I was going to find a safe place before dark. After a quick stop at the bathroom, I headed downstairs to find Clutch sitting in his recliner, decked out in camos, eating eggs, and watching the news.

“Breakfast is in the kitchen,” he said without taking his eyes off the TV.

I wanted to strangle him for what he’d done to me last night. But while I’d lain in bed, working at my restraints, I’d realized he was protecting himself. To be honest, I would have done the same if I’d been in his place had I thought of it. This whole time I’d been thinking of how bad I had it, never once thinking of how bad he had it. Clutch had allowed two strangers—one infected—into his truck and brought one of those strangers into his home. Before I’d fallen asleep, I’d made the vow to myself to let go any remaining anger.

I’d enough to deal with the way it was.

I stepped into the kitchen to find fried eggs, bacon, and toast already on a plate. After having a huge steak dinner, I was surprised that my stomach was already growling. Then again, running for your life burns a lot more calories than punching keys on a computer.

I took my seat on the couch and dug in while watching some national news channel. The reporter looked ragged, like he hadn’t slept or been home since yesterday. A map of the United States was behind him with red Xs over every major city. The map then expanded to the world, showing parts of Europe and much of Asia in red.

“The infected are considered dead by all medical definitions, but yet they continue to move…and feed,” the reporter said. “For lack of a better term, they are undead. Their bodily functions, such as heart rate and blood pressure are nonexistent. Their blood has congealed and they will not bleed out, which the CDC believes accounts for their stiff gaits.

If you must come into contact with the infected, use extreme caution. Destroying the brain stem is the only known method of killing an infected. Due to lack of blood flow, the brain seems to be their only critical organ. A bullet directly through any other normally vital organ, such as the heart, has proven ineffective. However, they can be incapacitated by decapitation or removal of limbs, but they will continue to pose some risk even incapacitated.

The high fever that sets in before the virus takes over seems to destroy most brain activity, which means they can be outsmarted if you do not panic. The infected are violent and hungry and do not seem to require rest. The CDC believes that their insatiable hunger is caused by the superbug altering the hypothalamus in a way to promote transmission of the virus. While a bite is the fastest way to transmit the virus, any direct contact with infected saliva or blood may lead to infection. Even a small open wound, such as a scratch or blister, carries risk of infection. The CDC does not believe the infection can be transmitted by mosquitoes or through contact with animals bitten by the infected, but that doesn’t rule out the possibility of infection through those means.

We have reason to believe the virus originated from a new biologically engineered pesticide where the cells were coated with silica. When the pesticide was combined with a specific cleaning agent, the cells were shown to mutate.

There is no cure. Infection rate is believed to be at or near one hundred percent. Once infected, the virus will take control of your body, and you will either die or turn violent. This was all the information we received before we lost contact with the CDC.”

Clutch tossed me his cell phone. “Phone service seems to be unclogged,” he said while the reporter started reading off a paper he’d just been handed.

I stared at the phone’s screen and already knew why the phone lines were no longer clogged. There weren’t enough people left to make calls. No one left to go to work or school. Ah, but the schools would be closed today, anyway. “Today’s Good Friday.”

“So?”

I shrugged. “No reason, I guess.” I swallowed and redialed the number I called nearly every day of my adult life. I tried not to think about how my parents could’ve been calling my phone over and over and not getting an answer. And if they hadn’t been trying to call…I tried not to think about that at all.

After the fourth ring, the call went to voicemail. My heart panged.

Hi. You’ve reached the Ryans. We can’t come to the phone right now, but if you leave a message, we’ll return your call as soon as possible.

I took a deep breath and tried to sound cheerful. “Hey, Mom and Dad. I hope you’re okay. I wanted to let you know that I’m out of town and safe. And I’ll see you soon.” I went to hang up, then added, “I love you.”

I also sent a text message to them before I opened my email though the phone’s web browser. Nothing but the usual spam. I sent off a quick email, filling my parents in on where I was and assuring them I was safe. I left out the parts about Melanie and Alan and sleeping tied up the night before.

With that done, I handed the phone back to Clutch. “Thanks.”

He gave me an almost gentle look before he reached behind him and plugged the phone back into its charger.

I thought back to the gunshot this morning. “Any zeds pass through the area yet?”

He paused. “Just one.”

Something in the way he spoke made me look up. “You knew him, didn’t you?”

After a moment, he gave a tight nod.

“Sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

After that, the news reporter’s voice was the only sound as I finished my breakfast. The military had set up roadblocks and bombed bridges, but I suspected Clutch was right. They were facing a losing battle at containing the zeds.

The reporter ran through a list of every major city considered no longer viable, which was government-speak for saying the military had pulled out and the city had been overrun by zeds. He could’ve saved ten minutes by saying nowhere was safe, because there didn’t seem a city left unaffected in the States. Contact had even been lost with Hawaii and was spotty with Europe and Asia. The northern parts of Canada and Alaska seemed to be the only places still keeping ahead of the outbreak, and I imagined masses of survivors were heading north already.

Clutch got to his feet, and I moved into action, taking his plate and heading into the kitchen to clean up. He disappeared down the hall, reemerging once I’d finished, with knives and guns strapped to his chest, waist, and thighs. Yesterday, I would’ve been terrified. Today, I felt protected. He may be dumping me off, but at least I’d be safe as long as I was still with him.

Which wouldn’t be for much longer.

A sense of doom weighed me down as I laced up my stained Docs, tucking the long johns into the boots. I tied the oversized shirt at my waist so it wouldn’t get in the way in case I had to run.

Coming to full height at over a half-foot above me, Clutch nodded, and I followed him silently out of the house and toward the big rig. Every step I took dripped dread onto my veins. When we reached the truck, he opened the passenger door and climbed up and inside. I waited under the sunshine, leaning against the tin building, while he spent the next several minutes examining the cab. Done, he hopped out and looked me up and down.

My muscles tensed, and I held my breath. Clutch would send me off on my own soon. While I wanted to make sure my parents were safe, I couldn’t imagine how I’d possibly get to them without getting myself killed. I’d barely gotten out of town yesterday. To head back to the city after a day of those things infecting others…I shivered.

“We need to get you gloves if you’re going to help hang boards over the windows. Those hands of yours will get all sliced up otherwise.”

It took me a long moment before his words sank in, and my clenched jaw inched open. Without thinking, I squealed and hugged him. “Thank you!”

I let go about the time he pushed me away.

I held out my hands. “I won’t let you down. I swear it.”

“It’s just for another two days,” he said, holding up two fingers. “As I told you before, I don’t have the supplies to take in an orphan. Then you’ll be on your own. Got it?”

I nodded, hoping, praying that I’d be able to convince him otherwise within two days. “Deal.”

“Okay, Cash,” he drawled. “Let’s get this place secure.”

 

****

 

Three days later…

 

Clutch and I got along just fine. His clothes were huge on me, but it was nothing that an extra hole in one of his tactical belts couldn’t fix. He liked things quiet. When he did talk, he barked out military jargon and acronyms I didn’t know. I felt the nervous need to fill the silence. Even with a bad shoulder, he was a hell of a lot stronger than me. Without caffeine, headaches shortened my temper. When Clutch ran out of chewing tobacco two days ago, he got cranky.

But I never complained. Not once, even though more than once I had to walk away to cool down.

After all, Clutch was the only thing that stood between me and a world full of zeds.

“When the power goes out, we can’t count on the generator. It’s damn fussy and works only some of the time, and when it works it’s noisy as all hell,” Clutch said while we worked on setting up an early warning system around the perimeter. “As soon as we use up the perishables in the freezer, we’re going to have to ration.”

I strung another tin can on the wire. “I’ll start inventorying food and supplies tonight, and I can start planting in the garden in a couple weeks. My mom and I had just picked up supplies for expanding her herb garden last weekend.”

I swallowed a lump, remembering that had been the last time I’d been with my mother. Focusing on surviving kept me busy enough to not dwell on Mom and Dad, but I still thought about them. Often.

“We’ll have to make a run into town for seeds.”

“Oh. Okay.” Until the outbreak, I’d never realized how dependent I’d been on stores for everything. While we could set up the farm for long-term survival, there were some bare essentials, such as seeds, that we needed from town to get us started. Once we had a garden, we could prep our own seeds for next year, though I had a lot to learn.

Not that I could even think of everything I’d yet to learn without stressing. Surviving each day was enough of a struggle. “How about all those bags of seed in your shed? Can we use those?”

“The seed corn and soybeans?”

“Yeah.”

“We can, but we won’t want to depend on them. Seed corn is bland. It doesn’t taste anything like sweet corn, but it would provide some basic nutrition at least. Soybeans are a solid option. But no matter what we plant, we’re going to have to go old school and plant by hand. The tractors and combine make too much noise.”

I nodded in acceptance. Funny thing, before all this, I’d always been the leader with both coworkers and with friends. Now, I found that I could follow just as easily. Strange how quickly people can change.

Clutch’s life before the outbreak had been completely different from mine. He knew his stuff. He’d served two tours in Afghanistan and became a doomsday prepper when the economy turned to shit a few years back. I had complete trust in him, even though I’d known him for only a few days. To be honest, I trusted him more than I had anyone in my life, maybe even more than my parents.

I still couldn’t reach them, though I continued to send them an email every day. The email became my journal, proof that I still existed. I’d never gotten a reply, so I could only hope that they were hunkered down somewhere safe without access to the Internet. I knew it was a weak hope, but I held onto it nonetheless.

The last news channel had gone offline yesterday, leaving nothing on the TV. We’d scanned radio stations every few hours. Nothing was left on FM, and only random updates were sent through AM, and most of those came from folks holed up like us. No one reported anything on Des Moines, and I had to assume that whatever was left of the military had pulled out. Each night, I prayed for my parents’ safety, even though in the pit of my stomach I suspected I’d never see them again.

“That should cover everything for now.” Clutch came to his feet after tying the last wire. “I’m heading out.”

Taken aback, I stood. “What for?”

“The chaos should have settled down enough by now. I need to scout the area to see what we’re up against. And I need to start stocking up our supplies before looters clear out the town.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said right away.

“No.”

“I can stay in the truck and watch for zeds. It can’t hurt to have an extra pair of eyes.”

His lips thinned before he released a drawn-out sigh. “Let’s get you some gear.”

Feeling a surge of anxious excitement, I headed back to the house with Clutch.

“Come on,” he said, and I followed him into the room he’d disappeared to every day. A metal desk sat in the center and a bookcase filled with books, magazines, and boxes covered much of one wall in the small room.

It looked like Clutch had an extensive library of manuals covering the spectrum from survival and first aid to gardening and canning. There was an entire section on organic farming. “Nice library,” I said.

“I like to be prepared.” He pulled out a book and then twisted on something. A loud click sounded, and he pulled the entire bookcase out. Behind it was an even smaller room, lined with metal cabinets and a rack of least a dozen guns, knives, and other weapons.

My jaw dropped. “Holy shit, Clutch. You’ve got a hidden room.”

“Gramps had this room put in way back during the Depression. He’d always said a person needed to be prepared for the worst.” He motioned me to come closer. “Give me your belt.”

I pulled it off, and held up my pants—an old pair of Clutch’s cargos—while he slid a sheath and holster onto the canvas strap.

He handed it back to me. I was still fastening the belt when he held out a knife. “This tanto is yours to keep. It’s a good blade, so take care of it. This should be your go-to weapon in close quarters, especially in dealing with zeds.”

I slid it into a black plastic sheath, which he then snapped shut.

“Have you ever fired a gun?”

“Sure. I had a BB gun when I was a kid.”

He gave me the same exasperated look I’d seen many times over the past few days. “I’ll take that as a ‘no’.” He held up a gun and stepped through the basics of loading the cartridge and firing it. He dumped bullets into my left hand and handed me the pistol in the other.

I looked at the gun in my hand, the gun rack, then at the gun in his holster. “Why’s mine so much smaller than yours?”

“That’s because mine’s a Glock and yours is a .22. Yours is a great starter pistol because it doesn’t have much recoil. Show me you can use it well, and I’ll let you try my 9mm.”

Dropping the extra ammo into a cargo pocket, I repeated everything he’d shown me to make sure I understood.

“We can’t afford to attract attention, so only go for your pistol as a last resort. And whatever you do, don’t fire unless your target is less than eight feet away. Save your bullets. The .22 is a baby and will just piss them off from any distance greater than that.”

“Thanks.” I holstered the gun.

“Be careful. If you’re bit, you’ll turn. There are no second chances out there. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

He locked up, grabbed a small backpack of extra gear, and we headed to the shed where his black 4x4 super cab pickup truck waited. He topped off the gas tank at one of two large cylindrical fuel tanks set up behind the shed. We were strapped in and heading down the lane in no time.

Clutch drove slowly down the gravel road, turning left, then left again. He continued until he’d made a full square loop around the house. The next time, he went one road farther out, and repeated the process. He slowed down near each of the three farmhouses we passed but never stopped. I saw no signs of zeds, but I also saw no people. Cattle still grazed in the fields. Everything looked deceptively normal, completely different than how busy Des Moines had been a few days earlier.

“We’ll check each one out later,” he said, moving on. We continued the scouting mission, me watching for zeds and Clutch watching for I-don’t-know-what until we pulled onto a paved road, and he came to stop.

“What if there are people still living there?” I asked.

“Then we leave them be. I’m not taking in any more strays.”

I had thought about that, too. And, though I knew it was selfish, I didn’t want to have another mouth to feed. We had a good thing going, and another person would only throw a wrench into that dynamic. I also felt guilty thinking that way, knowing we were equipped to help others. “At least we’ll know who’s in the area. We only clear out the places that have been abandoned. Mark the others as off-limits.” I thought for a moment. “What now?”

He turned right. “Let’s check out town.”

I swallowed. It had been over three days, but it felt like an hour ago now that we were back on the road. “Are you sure it’s not too dangerous?”

“We have to know what we’re dealing with. Today will be a quick recon. Just to the edge of town. I need to hit two stores before they’re looted…if we’re not too late already.”

We drove for several miles without seeing a single car or zed. Only one house, with its windows boarded, showed signs of survivors. As Clutch didn’t know them, he quickly laid down the law that we’d avoid that particular farm for now.

My anxiety climbed when we passed a sign that read: Fox Hills, 3 miles.

I focused on breathing normally while scanning for zeds.

He stopped the truck at a roadblock. Cars and debris were piled across the road.

“Who do you think did that?” I asked.

“National Guard,” he replied. “I heard it on the CB during the outbreak. When they saw that zeds prefer to stick to flat surfaces, they blocked all the roads to contain the spread as much as they could.”

Clutch pulled the truck into the steep ditch, and I held on, waiting for the truck to tip over. It sure felt close, but once past the roadblock, he climbed back onto the road, nearly getting stuck in the mud at the bottom.

Just on the other side of the roadblock was a sign indicating that we’d just entered Fox Hills’ city limits. It wasn’t a huge town. According to the sign, 5,613 souls lived here. But the idea of 5,613 zeds lumbering around was downright petrifying.

We came to the Wal-Mart first, a new monolith standing alone on the outskirts of town. A couple dozen cars sat in the parking lot like the store was still open, and I wondered where the drivers to those cars were. “I need some things if we’re stopping.”

His brows furrowed. “What do you need?”

“Some clothes that fit would be good. A sports bra.” The lacey bra I’d been wearing was pretty but worthless for the work I’d been doing the last few days. “And…” I bit my lip. “I’m going to need some, uh, feminine products within a couple weeks.”

“I’ll see what we can find,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “You definitely need gear. My clothes are too loose on you. Too easy for a zed to grab. Same with your hair.”

“My hair?” I twirled a handful of the long, silky strands.

“A zed could grab it and pull you down.”

“Oh,” I said quietly, and disappointment flared. “I suppose I could cut it.”

I heard another engine and jerked my head to find the source. A red SUV came tearing around the corner of the Wal-Mart, and one of the cardboard boxes stacked on top tumbled off. As it approached and slowed, I gripped the arm rest. Inside, I could see three occupants. A male driver, a woman in the passenger seat, and a teenage boy leaning forward between the two front seats. Clutch stopped, and they pulled up alongside. The man was favoring his bloody arm, while the woman, who I assumed to be his wife, cried in the seat next to him. She was pale and bleeding profusely from her cheek and neck. Bitten.

“They’re neighbors,” Clutch said before rolling down the window. “Good people. They live a few miles west of me.”

The man leaned against his steering wheel as he rolled down his window.

“Frank,” Clutch said with a slight tilt of his head.

“Clutch,” the man replied, and I cocked my head. Everyone called him Clutch?

Clutch nodded toward the Wal-Mart. “How’s the pickings?”

“I bet there’s plenty in there,” Frank said. “But we just grabbed what we could off the back of a truck behind the building. There are zeds everywhere. Even in the unloading area.”

Clutch nodded. “You bit?”

The other man grimaced, and then looked at his wife and son. “Afraid so. We both are. We needed food and underestimated the bastards. They just never stop.”

My jaw tightened. Clutch and I were about to do the same thing, maybe even to the same store, and I wondered how many zeds were where we were headed.

“Sorry to hear that,” Clutch said before nodding toward the backseat. “And your boy?”

“Jasen’s too fast,” the man replied with a proud smile in his son’s direction. “The zeds can’t get close to him.”

I looked from the teenager to his parents and back again. Wet streaks lined his cheeks, and his eyes were red. Oh, the poor kid knew exactly what was in store for his parents.

“He’s not safe with you, you know,” Clutch said in a low voice.

Frank lowered his head. “I know.” He gave a long look at his wife. “We’re just going to get these supplies home for Jasen before…”

Silence filled the air.

Frank’s wife leaned forward. “Please, Clutch,” she said, sobbing and oblivious to her injury. “Please look after our son. He’s just a boy.”

“I’m not a boy, Mom,” the teenager replied. “I can take care of myself. I’ll be all right.”

Clutch didn’t speak for the longest time. When he did, his words sounded like they were weighted down. “Jase, how about you come on over and climb in my truck.”

Jase’s mother gasped. “Oh, thank you! Jasen’s a good boy. He’s strong and smart and you won’t be sorry. God bless you, Clutch.”

Frank’s face instantly lifted. “You’re a good man. I wish I could—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Clutch interrupted.

“I’m not leaving you guys,” Jasen broke in from the backseat.

“Jasen,” his father said, sounding exhausted. “You’ve got to go.”

“Not until you get sick. The guy on the radio said that he heard that not everyone got sick,” he replied.

“That’s just a rumor, Jase,” his father said.

“Besides, Betsy’s still at home,” Jasen said. “I’m not leaving her locked in the house to starve to death.”

“Betsy?” I asked.

“The dog,” Frank replied with a sigh.

“Your parents are going to get sick, Jase,” Clutch replied. “Soon.”

“I know,” he replied, the words barely above a whisper. “I can’t abandon them now. They need me.”

“Go with Clutch, Jasen,” his mother pleaded to her son. “You’ll be safe.”

“I’m not leaving you like this, Mom.”

Clutch sighed. “We’re burning daylight. The offer stands, Jase. You know where I live. Come on by anytime. I’ll be home in a few hours. Just be careful to not attract any attention.”

Jasen nodded before sinking back into the shadowed seat.

“No, Jasen,” his mother said. “You go with Clutch.”

Clutch rolled up the window and pulled away, and we could hear Jasen’s mother piteous cries for us to stop.

“He’s going to die, staying with them like that,” I said.

“Probably,” Clutch replied. “But it’s his choice. If he left with us, that regret of abandoning his parents would fester and eat him up inside. If he makes it through the day, maybe we’ll see him again.”

“Maybe,” I mused, wondering what it would be like to have to take in a kid. Clutch already complained about the amount of food I ate. A teenage boy could easily eat twice my share. If Clutch suspected there wasn’t enough to go around, would someone have to leave? The thought sat like a rock in my stomach, because I suspected if Clutch had to choose, he’d choose the son of a friend over an unskilled girl he didn’t even know four days ago.

“So everyone calls you Clutch?” I asked, forcing myself to change the subject. “I thought that was just your CB handle.”

“It came from a tractor incident back in grade school,” he replied.

My brows rose. “What happened?”

“Don’t ask.”

I smacked the leather and smirked. “You’re killing me here.”

“Well,” he drawled out. “When I was just learning how to drive the tractor, I hit the gas instead of the brakes, and drove into my dad’s shed.”

I burst out laughing. “I bet your dad wasn’t happy.”

“No. No, he wasn’t.”

I caught a movement that had been nearly hidden by a minivan, and I sobered. “Look,” I said, pointing at the blonde woman coming around the minivan.

Dark stains marred the front of her shirt and her mouth. Her arms, what was left of them, swung limply with each step. Then I saw the boy hobbling behind her, dragging his left leg. He couldn’t have been more than three or four. He was also covered in blood. He followed her like she was his mother, though according to the news, zeds retained minimal cognitive functions, let alone memories.

I shivered at the thought of a kid getting attacked. What kind of monster would go for a kid?

“You can’t think of them as people anymore,” Clutch said, and I found him watching me. “That kid would kill you the first chance he got. Any of them out there would. They’re the enemy. Out here, you either have to kill them or be killed.”

“I know,” I said as Clutch drove past a row of new houses. A garbage can sat at the end of each driveway waiting for a pickup that would never come, a stark reminder that civilization had just stopped. “But knowing it is easier than seeing it.”

“You’d better come to terms with it quick because we’re stopping up here.”

I looked out the window to see Clutch pull up to a row of old brick buildings. He stopped in front of a pharmacy, wedged between a barber shop and a clothing store. The sign overhead read Gedden’s Drug. The store was small and easy to miss. The glass window next to the door was intact. Through it, I could see decently lit aisles, and everything looked quiet and nothing appeared out of place. A Closed sign hung on the glass door, and I hoped they’d locked up before any zeds got inside.

“No telling how many are wandering around outside so we’ll have to be careful,” Clutch said, and I followed his gaze to the end of the block, where another zed limped across the street. Tires squealed, and a truck lurched around the corner, barreling right over the zed. Someone let out a whoop, and the truck tore past us.

Clutch gripped his gun. Neither of us moved until they’d turned another corner.

“Trouble?” I asked.

“Don’t know.” He drove us around the store and down an alley alongside the building to the lower-level back entrance off the street. It only had one door, and it was closed. The small parking lot backed up to the river.

I grimaced. Two cars sat in spaces marked Employee Parking. At least the door to the pharmacy was still intact. “Looks like we may have a couple helpful smiles in the aisles,” I said, nodding toward the cars. “At least it doesn’t look like anyone else has been here yet.”

“Looters think short-term. The idiots will go for things like cash, booze, and electronics. The smarter ones will go for food, drugs, and ammo first. I’m surprised no addicts have hit this store yet for pain killers, so we need to treat this run as our only shot. The more drugs we can load up on now could save our lives when winter hits.”

That’s what I respected about Clutch. He was always thinking ahead. Not just a day ahead, but months and years ahead. Being a prepper, he already had a full year’s supply of food tucked away in his basement. Well, six to eight month’s supply now that he had me hanging around. The basement was lined with shelves, and every shelf was filled with food, water, and supplies.

His need to be prepared started with something he’d seen in the military, but I was thankful for his worst-case-scenario mindset now. “So what’s the plan?”

“I go in and check it out. You keep watch out here. Keep the doors locked and stay low. If that truck comes around again, lay on the horn, and we’ll cut our losses. If everything’s good, when I give you the all-clear, follow me in. Once inside, get to the pharmacy and load up on every antibiotic and any other drug you can find for sickness and injuries. When in doubt, throw it in the cart. What we can’t use ourselves, we can barter with. We won’t be coming back. I’ll hit the aisles for painkillers, Imodium, and other supplies. If anything happens, you run straight to the truck and lock yourself inside. I got a key and can unlock it from the outside. Got it?”

I nodded, though the entire time my mind was locked on the potential for caffeine. Clutch had to be the only trucker in the world who didn’t drink coffee. My life had done a one-eighty, and while I’d fallen into a new routine more easily than I’d expected, my brain hadn’t. It still craved its daily fix, and reminded me with a headache every morning.

Clutch checked the door, and it didn’t open. With the butt of his rifle, he broke the glass, unlocked the door, and disappeared inside.

Silence put every single one of my nerves on edge. I scanned the open lot, watched the door, and then repeated the process. After a couple minutes, my leg started to shake with nervous adrenaline. No zeds showed up in the alley or from another building. After five minutes, I was convinced we’d arrived without being noticed. After five and half minutes, I opened the door and stepped onto the pavement.

Come on, Clutch. Where are you?

I had taken four steps closer to the building, still looking out for zeds or looters, when the back door opened, and Clutch held up his hand. All-clear.

I closed the distance in a heartbeat. “Any problems?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

I followed him into the building and up the stairs. He hopped over a bundle, and I stopped cold. A body wearing a white lab coat lay crumpled on the steps. The dark gore around its head looked fresh. Even though it had only been days since the zeds came out, I was surprised how quickly I was becoming desensitized to the sight of dead bodies.

I glanced up at Clutch. “Your doing?”

He looked over his shoulder and shot me a quick nod before continuing on. With my teeth clenched tight, I took a cautious step over the body, part of me afraid that it would twist around and bite me in the ankle, just like Alan had been. As soon as I cleared the body, I rushed up the remaining steps to meet up with Clutch at the top.

“I took out two zeds, so the place should be cleared, but be careful. They’re slow, which makes them quiet.” He motioned to the left. “Pharmacy’s that way.”

I nodded and watched Clutch head off in the opposite direction. I nervously edged toward the counter with PHARMACY written in all caps above it. Clutch was counting on me. This was my first chance to show him I could help him in the field. When I approached the pharmacy, another fear hit me as I stared at the rows and rows of drugs. How the hell would I know what to take?

I grabbed two red shopping baskets and jumped over the counter. Nearest to the counter, I recognized a few of the names, such as Prednisone and Amoxicillin, so I assumed that this was where the most common stuff was kept and used my arm to slide everything into the cart. From there, everything looked to be arranged alphabetically, so I just grabbed anything that sounded or looked remotely useful, leaving little behind for the next looters.

When two baskets were overfilled, I climbed back over the counter to track down Clutch. I heard him rustle off to my side. I smiled, turned, and lifted my baskets. “Look what—”

A zed tumbled from the top shelf of the aisle and landed in a heap in front of me. It clumsily climbed to its feet. It still wore a smock with the name LAURA on a pin. A chunk was missing from its neck, but it looked otherwise uninjured. Except for the jaundice and hungry stare fixed on me.

“Clutch!” I dropped the baskets. The zed staggered toward me, and I reached for the knife, but it didn’t budge. I realized it was still snapped into its sheath, and I fidgeted with getting the tanto free. The zed was almost upon me. I instinctively shoved it back. Its mouth snapped at me. I finally pulled the blade free. The tip of another blade suddenly protruded from its mouth, and I stumbled back.

The blade disappeared. The zed collapsed, revealing the man behind it glaring at me.

“You bit?” Clutch asked.

I shook my head.

He picked up at least a dozen shopping bags, sliding them up his arms and shoulders, watching me. “Let’s go.”

Still holding onto the knife, I grabbed the baskets and hustled around the zed.

Clutch moved fast. He was back to the stairs and down the steps by the time I reached him. I’d expected him to head straight to the truck and half expected him to leave me behind. But he stood at the door, waiting for me.

Outside, he checked around and under the truck. He didn’t speak, just opened my door and then climbed in on his side. I dropped the baskets in the backseat and was in the front seat by the time he revved the engine. He tore out of the parking lot and turned in the direction of the farm.

The tension was palpable in the cab.

“She dropped down from the top shelf. She must’ve hidden up there to get away when she was attacked, and stayed until I walked by—”

The steering wheel creaked under Clutch’s grip. I didn’t speak another word the rest of the way back to the farm. Unease roiled through me as he pulled up to the house and slammed on the brakes. I grabbed the baskets, tossing in bottles and boxes that had spilled out on the rough ride back. Once outside, I closed the door and stood for a moment. When I turned and looked at Clutch, he was looking straight ahead, both hands on the wheel.

I knocked on the window.

He moved, and the window rolled down.

“I messed up,” I said. “You told me to be careful and I wasn’t. You told me to run, and I didn’t. I should’ve been ready.”

“No, Cash,” Clutch graveled out. “I was the one who messed up. I knew you weren’t ready, but I let you come along. You’re not ready, and you’ll never be ready.”

And then he drove off, leaving me standing under quiet, gray clouds.
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Clutch didn’t return to the farm.

I paced the yard for over an hour, checking traps and alarms, waiting for him. At first, I’d been afraid that he’d send me packing and I’d be on my own. But then my fear morphed into something much more useful.

Anger.

I wasn’t mad at Clutch.

He’d been right all along.

I was mad at myself for not being stronger, for not being prepared. Even if he let me stay, I had to be able to depend on myself to get out of trouble, and right now I couldn’t.

I headed straight back to the house, grabbed the kitchen shears, and walked upstairs. I put the garbage can in the bathroom sink. I stared in the mirror for a long second. Then I sucked in a deep breath, lifted the shears, and chopped off a twenty-four-inch chunk of hair.

Then, I cut a second chunk.

I cut until there was nothing left to cut.

It had taken me years to grow my hair to the length it’d been. I’d always considered it my best feature. Yet, now, without all that hair, my head felt light and free. Empowering. After running a hand through the dark stubble, I nodded to myself and headed back outside.

I marched to the smallest tin shed for supplies before picking out a solid tree in the middle of the open backyard and sprayed the outline of a zed on its trunk. Then I hammered the sandbag I’d stuffed with rags about where a head would go.

I took out my knife and put everything I had in my swing, completely missing the bag and impaling the tree instead.

“Damn it,” I muttered, examining the tanto blade to make sure I hadn’t damaged it. Taking a deep breath, I focused on the bag and swung very slowly, this time hitting the bag nearly dead center.

I’d never had any kind of training with weapons except for pepper spray, so it was improv based on what I’d seen on TV and what I knew about zeds. Slashing would be a waste of energy since to kill a zed its brain had to be destroyed. I knew better than to throw the knife because, if I threw my knife, I’d no longer have it to take down the next zed lurking around the corner. I had neither the strength nor the weapon to decapitate. And so I focused on stabbing.

I spent the next five hours trying to figure out how to kill a zed using nothing but my knife. I grunted as I thrust and stabbed at the bag, the entire time Clutch’s words you’re not ready echoed in my ears. But he was wrong about one thing.

“I will be ready.” I said out loud before every strike.

The poor tree suffered. I missed the bag as often as I hit it. I almost sliced myself wide open once. After that, I became more conscious of every movement. With short breaks to rehydrate, another two hours of stabbing, with sweat drenching my skin, I finally discovered my rhythm. Stabbing became a semi-natural extension of my body, though I knew I’d be foolish to assume I was an expert yet. The tree didn’t move or bite.

Zeds were a different story.

An engine rumbled in the distance. I sheathed my blade, grabbed the canteen, and took a long drink of water before setting off toward the house to meet Clutch at the driveway. As the engine noise grew louder, I slowed. Whatever was coming down the drive wasn’t nearly as hearty sounding as Clutch’s throaty truck.

Setting down the canteen, I pulled out my pistol and moved cautiously toward the drive. A familiar red SUV emerged from the tree line. Several boxes were still on top, and it looked like the back was piled full of clothes and bags. The SUV stopped abruptly in front of the house, and two boxes tumbled onto the ground. I warily holstered the .22 when I saw the driver.

He didn’t look so good.

Frank’s teenage son sat, shoulders slumped, with both hands gripping the wheel. The kid stared at the house. He was covered in blood, though most of it was crimson, not thick and brown like that of zeds. The painful realization hit me that, with Clutch gone, the responsibility fell on me to prevent the kid from turning.

I waited. After a moment, he wiped his eyes and then opened the door and stepped out. He was a tall kid for his age, about the same height as Clutch. But, where Clutch was filled out with muscle, Frank’s lanky son was still very much a boy.

“You’re Jase, right?” I asked. “Call me….” I’d first thought to give him my real name but realized that Mia Ryan no longer existed. Who I’d been died four days ago during the outbreak. “Call me Cash.”

He held out his bloodied hand, noticed it, and pulled it back. He simply nodded instead. “Where’s Clutch?” he asked.

“He’ll be back later.” I took in a deep breath before speaking my next words. “I hate to ask this, but I have to.” I paused. “Are you bit?”

He looked down and shook his head. “No,” he croaked, and he cleared his throat. “I’m not bit.”

“That’s a lot of blood for not being bit,” I countered.

He shook his head harder this time. “It’s Betsy’s.” His voice cracked again, and he glanced back in the truck, running a filthy hand through already mussed sandy blond hair.

The poor kid looked like he was about to break. I wanted to make Jase take off his shirt to prove he hadn’t been bitten, but instead I kept one hand near my pistol and put the other hand on his shoulder. “Well, let’s get you cleaned up then.”

He wiped his nose and then nodded, taking a few steps with me toward the house. Then he stopped and pulled away. “Wait. I can’t leave Betsy…”

Frowning, I watched as he went around to the other side of the SUV. He returned, carrying what looked to be a small collie. Much of the fur on her back was matted with blood, and her eyes were glazed over. Whenever Jase moved, she whimpered.

I grimaced. Betsy looked in bad shape. With the amount of blood on her fur and covering Jase’s shirt, I doubted even a vet could help.

When we reached the house, I didn’t open the door. “Listen, Jase. You know how contagious zed blood is. You and Betsy can come into the mudroom, but you can’t come inside, not until you’re both cleaned up and in the clear. Got it?”

Jase nodded and sniffled again.

“All right.” I opened the door and he stepped inside, cradling the dog to his chest.

Inside the mudroom, I rummaged through the cabinets until I found where Clutch kept his rags and cleaning towels. I grabbed the thickest one in the pile and made a nest on the floor. Jase carefully set Betsy down on the towel, but she still yelped at the movement, her back legs kicking out. He collapsed next to her, keeping a hand on her, and making small cooing sounds.

I left them, locking the door behind me. It took some time, but I found a disposable plastic bowl that would work. I returned to Jase a few minutes later to find him petting Betsy. The motions seemed as soothing to him as it was for the dog. I set down the plastic bowl full of water near Betsy, but I doubted she’d drink. Her eyes had closed, her breathing labored.

I put a glass of water on a shelf near Jase before taking a seat across from them. The news had said that dogs didn’t turn, that bites were simply fatal, but I kept a close watch on both the collie and the teen, anyway. I’d left the .22 in its holster but had it ready.

“Mom turned first,” Jase said softly. “Dad told me to leave the room, but I stayed and watched. He shot her. Right in the head. He had to shoot her twice before she quit moving. God, the blood…” He sucked in a breath. “Then Dad, he turned the rifle on himself, but he just couldn’t do it.” He rested his head on the wall behind him. “We’re Catholic, ya know. He couldn’t do it. He shot Mom because it wasn’t murder since zeds don’t have souls. But he had to be able to get back to Mom.”

I stayed silent. I didn’t voice my thought that Frank had been selfish. No boy should be asked to kill his own father.

As Jase spoke, his voice became stronger. “So he handed the rifle to me. He hated himself for it. I could tell. But I didn’t mind. He was my dad, ya know? He raised me good.” His voice cracked and it took him a couple breaths to continue. “It was my turn to take care of him. But, then he started to turn…and then I…”

He looked at me then. “I couldn’t do it. When he looked at me, I thought that he was still in there, somewhere, but then he came at me. I stumbled back and tripped. Dad—no, he wasn’t Dad anymore—when he growled at me, I knew he was gone.”

Jase’s gaze went to the collie, her breaths had become weak and shallow. “Betsy was yapping, and then she jumped at him. Can you imagine a twenty-three pound fur ball flying through the air?” He chuckled, and then put his head in his lap. “He picked her up, just like he did every day to let her kiss him. Except this time, he bit into her. God,” he cried out. “He just kept biting and biting. Betsy was crying out so loud. I raised the rifle and started shooting. I shot at him until the mag was empty, but he didn’t even slow down. So I ran at him. I used the butt of the rifle to nail him in the head. I don’t know how many times I hit him before he finally let her go.”

Jase sighed. When he spoke again, the words were just a whisper. “At least Dad’s with Mom now.”

I found his lip trembling. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

“It’s my fault. If I’d shot him when I should have, Betsy wouldn’t have been bitten. She’d be fine now. She jumped in to save me. It’s my fault.”

“No,” I scolded. “We all make our own choices. You waited because you loved him. Betsy attacked because she loved you. Don’t drown out her bravery with your regret. Honor her by holding memories of her bravery.”

He sniffled and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you, Betsy Baby.”

The dog showed no reaction, and Jase leaned forward and hugged onto her.

My vision blurred, and I looked away, while the boy said good-bye to his dog.

After several minutes, when I was confident that Betsy wasn’t coming back, I climbed to my feet and stepped outside to give the kid space. From inside, I could hear Jase sobbing.

I walked out to the small shed, grabbed a shovel, and picked out a patch of grass under a shade tree. It took me over forty minutes to dig a hole that would hold a twenty-three pound bundle.

By the time I returned, I was pleasantly surprised to discover a boy, not a zed. Jase’s face was red and blotchy, but he’d stopped crying. His hand rested on Betsy. His eyes held a faraway look that I’d seen in Clutch’s gaze every now and then. It was a look of someone who’d been to hell and didn’t get out in one piece.

Something tugged Jase back, because his eyes slowly focused on me. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it.

“I have a nice spot picked out back,” I said, breaking the silence.

With thin lips, he carefully wrapped the collie into the towel and followed me. He clutched his precious package against him and kissed her before setting her down gently in the center of the hole. I intentionally moved slowly and dropped the first shovel of dirt carefully onto the bloodied towel. Jase clasped his hands together and his lips moved as he recited prayers.

“I didn’t bury them,” he said aloud. “Mom and Dad. I-I couldn’t do it.”

I paused. “I’ll see that they get a proper burial.”

He swallowed visibly, and then nodded.

I went back to shoveling. The hole filled in quickly, until a small mound of black soil was all that remained of Betsy. Leaning on the shovel, I looked at Jase. He was clearly exhausted. The poor kid should be at school, hanging with his friends, not burying his family. We had about an hour before the sunset. “I’m going to get started on dinner,” I said. “Take all the time you need.”

With that, I left Jase to mourn. If he hadn’t turned yet, I figured the odds were low that he would. I returned the shovel to the shed, and headed back inside, locking the front door behind me, just to play it safe. Jase knocked just a few minutes later. I grabbed a garbage bag and went out to meet him. He’d already kicked off his tennis shoes. I held open the bag. “Anything with blood on it goes. Leave the shoes outside.” Though I had my doubts, I added, “We’ll see if we can scrub them clean tomorrow.”

“I packed clothes. They’re still outside,” Jase said in a daze.

“You can grab them in the morning,” I said, still holding out the bag.

In went his T-shirt, then his jeans and socks, and I looked him over for bites. Other than some bruises and a few scratches, he looked unharmed. But the scratches worried me.

When he went to pull his boxers off, I stopped him. “If there’s no blood on them, toss them into the washer in the mudroom on your way in. The shower is on the second floor. I’ll grab some clothes for you, and set them outside the bathroom door for you.”

“Thanks, Cash,” he said and I moved to let him in.

“And be sure to scrub good and hard.” After a moment, it hit me that I’d just echoed words Clutch had told me the first night.

While Jase showered, I set three steaks under the broiler, skipping the sides. I was simply too hungry and too tired to go to the effort. I jogged upstairs and stopped outside Clutch’s bedroom door. I reached for the handle but paused. I’d never been in there, and it felt almost like I’d breach some unspoken rule by stepping inside.

Instead, I turned and headed into my room and grabbed a pair of long johns and a T-shirt from my pile. They’d fit Jase better than they fit me and would get him through the night. Dropping the clothes at the bathroom door, I hustled back downstairs and finished cooking the steaks.

I wrapped Clutch’s steak in tinfoil and set it in the refrigerator. Each of the remaining steaks went on a plate. Just like Clutch had done, I drizzled steak sauce over each steak and grabbed a bag of potato chips.

Jase came down the stairs. “I’m not very hungry tonight.”

I dumped some chips on both plates, and handed him a plate. “Eat. You need to keep your energy up.”

He followed me like a lost puppy into the living room, much like I’d felt four days earlier. I took an edge of the couch and motioned for Jase to sit. I wolfed my steak down while he pecked at his. After cleaning off my plate, I grabbed a beer. I’d almost grabbed two but changed my mind and poured a glass of water instead for Jase. After a quick stop in Clutch’s office for something I’d need later, I scanned through the TV and radio stations but came across nothing but static.

Clutch had left his phone at home, and I sent an email to my parents. Even though I suspected no one was left to read them, I kept writing them. I needed to send the email as much as I hoped my parents read them. By the time I sent the email, Jase had finished his dinner. He looked out of place, and I wondered if I’d looked that insecure when Clutch took me in. “Let’s get you to bed,” I said, coming to my feet.

That it wasn’t yet nine and Jase didn’t object was a clear sign the kid was beat. He followed me up to my room. Instead of turning on the light, I said, “Now that the sun has set, don’t use lights upstairs. We don’t have the windows upstairs boarded, and the light is too easy to see from a distance.”

“Okay,” Jase said as he felt out the dark room.

Even though he didn’t act sick, I knew what I needed to do. I pulled out the zip ties I’d picked up in the office. “Listen, Jase…”

He turned around, noticed the plastic. His eyes widened and he took a step back.

I sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to do this, but it’s a necessary precaution until we have this whole zed virus figured out. If you turn, and I’m asleep, well, you see what I’m saying. We both know you’re bigger and probably stronger than me. If you fight, I won’t be able to get these on you. So I’m asking you…please let me tie your ankles and wrists. It’s only for tonight and it’s just a minor discomfort. Come morning, if you’re healthy, the ties will come off. Will you do that for me, Jase?”

After a moment, he nodded and then took small steps toward me. He gave me his back, and I strung the restraint around his wrists, careful to not make them too tight but making sure they would do the trick. I went to the bed and pulled back the blankets. Jase laid down in an almost robotic manner, and I pulled the strap around his ankles.

Stepping back, I tried to smile. “I know it’s not comfortable, but it’s only for one night. Try not to think about it.”

“It’s okay,” he said, rolling to his side. “I get it.”

I patted his back. “You’re a good kid, Jase.”

“I’m not a kid,” he muttered.

Sadness pricked at my heart. “No, you’re not.” Not after today.

I locked his door, and headed downstairs. I cleaned the mudroom and headed back inside, leaving the SUV and everything inside for tomorrow. At eleven, after a hot shower, I locked the door, figuring I’d hear Clutch drive in. I curled up on the sofa and passed out within seconds.

I was dreaming of cans rattling when something niggled at my subconscious, a warning percolating to the surface.

Cans rattling…

I shot awake.

The sound of tin banging against tin continued. I jumped up from the sofa and grabbed my belt with the .22 and knife strapped on and was ready to go. That the cans still rattled was an ominous sign that a shitload of zeds was passing through.

Once I pinpointed the direction the sound was coming from, I opened the window. From the outside, the window was completely covered by wood two-by-sixes, except for small sniper holes covered by plywood sliders.

With a clear night sky and a full moon, the yard was brighter than the living room, and I sighed in relief. Only one adult zed. It was hard to make out any more details in the dark at this distance. Sure enough, the dumb bastard had snagged the tripwire and was now dragging a line of cans as it lumbered across the yard.

I don’t know if zeds retained some hint of humanity and they sought out houses or if it was a predatory instinct. Whatever it was had the zed heading straight toward the house as it sniffed at the air. I scanned the yard for more, but saw no others.

I glanced at the .22 in my hand. My heart hammered a warning: don’t go out there.

I headed into Clutch’s gun room and used only a flashlight to not screw with my night vision. I shone the light over the guns, settling on a cluster of hunting-style rifles and shotguns that looked less complicated than the black military-style rifles. I grabbed the rifle in the middle that looked the most straightforward but also big enough to get the job done.

Holding the flashlight in my mouth, I checked the weapon, burning precious time since I really had no idea what I was doing. Once I verified that its magazine was loaded, I turned off the light and headed back to the window.

Careful to be silent, I slid the barrel through the sniper hole and took aim. The zed was less than a hundred feet away and lumbering through an open area, spotlighted by the moon.

I pulled the trigger.

Nothing. Not even a click.

Mentally cursing, I pulled the rifle back and looked at it. Stupid safety. I slid the black switch and aimed again. My first shot clipped the zed’s neck and nearly knocked it down, but it kept coming. The recoil kicked my collarbone, sending white pain shooting through my shoulder. It took me a moment to fix my aim.

“Cash?” Jase called out from upstairs.

“Just a zed passing through,” I said. “Go back to sleep, Jase.”

I took a deep breath. The second shot took out the zed.

Silence filled the night.

My collarbone pulsed from the recoil.

I knelt against the window, watching, waiting for more zeds to show up at the sound of the shots.

After my knees hurt and my tired eyes could no longer focus, I closed the sniper hole, switched the safety back on, and collapsed on the sofa.

My grip on the rifle never relaxed as I faded off to sleep.

 

****

 

I awoke the next morning to find Clutch watching me. He was in his recliner, eating steak sandwiched between two biscuits. He was wearing the same clothes from yesterday, and he looked utterly exhausted.

“You cut your hair,” he said, rubbing his shoulder.

I sat up and ruffled my hair, and found that it was sticking up everywhere. After a couple attempts at trying to tamp it down, I gave up. “Your warning system works,” I said. “A zed snagged on it last night.”

Clutch nodded like he’d already seen the corpse. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” I reached for the rifle but realized it was gone. I glanced around, but it was nowhere in sight. I paused and remembered the most important thing. “Jase is staying with us now.”

“I know,” he replied with his mouth full. “I saw the SUV outside.”

I came to my feet. “I should go check on him.”

Clutch swallowed. “Already did. He’s not sick, so I cut him loose, and he’s out cold.”

I let out a deep breath and closed my eyes. “Thank God.”

“You did good.”

I swallowed and faced Clutch. “About yesterday, I’m sorry. I—”

“Do we have any eggs left?” he cut in, coming to his feet. He stretched his back, and his joints cracked and popped.

I frowned. “Yeah, I think so. Why?”

“I’m hungry. If you wouldn’t mind cooking up a couple for me, that’d be great.”

I thought about pressing Clutch to talk more, but then I simply replied with a “sure” and headed for the kitchen to fry up several of our last dozen eggs. I stood there, thinking about Clutch. He was the sort to shove things deep down. If he didn’t want to talk about something, it was impressive how quickly he could change the subject. I imagined he’d done that his whole life. I already knew about the bad dreams—I heard the muffled sounds and curses he let out in his sleep. Twice I’d stopped outside his closed bedroom door. Once I touched the handle. But I hadn’t entered. Not yet, anyway.

I slid eggs on each plate, and I paused by the mudroom. Inside the door was a pile of military and hunting gear. Lots of OD—olive drab—with tags still attached.

I headed back to the living room and handed a plate to Clutch. He glanced up with his bloodshot eyes.

“Where’d you find all the military stuff?” I asked, taking my seat.

“There’s a surplus store in town, and it hadn’t been hit yet.”

I raised a brow. “I figured that would be a hot place for looters.”

“Me, too. Surprisingly, it wasn’t even locked. Most of its gear was still there.”

“Any zeds?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

The room was quiet, except for the clanging of forks on plates.

“You were right yesterday,” I said quietly.

Clutch paused for a second before taking another bite.

“You’re right,” I said louder. “I’m not ready yet. But I will be. I swear it. The way I see it, there’s two types of people left in this world: survivors and victims. And I sure as hell plan on being a survivor. All I ask is that you give me a chance.”

He gave a hint of a smile, but the dark circles under his eyes overshadowed any other expression.

“Why don’t you get some sleep,” I offered. “I can work on whatever you need today. Once Jase is up, I can start getting him up to speed.”

We sat in silence for a moment, before he nodded. “Move everything from the back of the truck to the office and sort it. I grabbed whatever shit I could, but there’s got to be a lot more to grab at the surplus warehouse out of town.”

“You bet,” I answered, popping to my feet.

He nodded, rubbed his stubble, and then stood and moved slowly and stiffly up the stairs. He paused. “Be careful out there, Cash. Zeds will start drifting through these parts in bigger numbers soon. I saw three on this road yesterday.”

“I’ll keep on the look-out.”

Ten minutes later, I had rubber gloves on and checked out the SUV, while keeping a constant watch for zeds. Fortunately, the vehicle had leather seats, making it easier to clean. Jase had put Betsy on the passenger floor mat, so I threw it out. After scrubbing down everything with bleach and disinfectant, I grabbed a wheelbarrow and went to the backyard to where I’d killed the zed last night.

With most of his head gone, it was impossible to tell its age, but by the filthy coveralls and flannel shirt, I’d guessed it had been a nearby farmer. Spring winds buffeted me today, but at least the zed was downwind so I didn’t have to smell its rankness. After dumping the body into the fire pit and tossing the rubber gloves on top, I poured some gasoline over the corpse and felt pride when I tossed the lit match. I hadn’t freaked out. I’d protected the house. For the first time since this mess started, I felt like I had a shot at surviving in this new world.

I ran a hand through my short hair. Already I was glad I’d cut it, for more reasons than to eliminate the risk of zeds grabbing at it. The winds would’ve turned it into a snarled mess by now, and I no longer had to deal with the hassle of hair in my eyes.

After the fire charred the zed, I cleaned out the SUV, dumping everything into the mudroom. From there, I headed to the truck. When Clutch said he’d loaded up everything he could, he wasn’t exaggerating. Both the bed and backseat were piled full of tan, green, and black gear.

It bothered me that he had put himself in danger. He had gone on a looting run, with no lookout, no backup, because he couldn’t count on me. Never again.

On my tenth or so trip, Jase joined me. He was still wearing the long johns and T-shirt from last night. He was moving slowly, looking around like a lost lamb. He’d pulled out a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from a bag I’d carried in from his SUV.

“Hold up,” I called out and closed the distance and handed him the armful of duffels and other things. “Take this to the office. It’s past the kitchen and to your right. Then, once you change into your clothes, help me unload the rest of the truck.”

“My shoes—”

“Are now melted rubber,” I said. “Go through the gear in the office. There might be some boots to fit you. Otherwise, we’ll grab shoes from your house.”

At the mention of his house, his face fell. Jase was quite a bit taller than me, but in his face, he was still a boy, a boy who’d seen far too much. I hadn’t really thought about how bad he’d had it since yesterday. I grabbed the armful back from him and set it on top of a box. “Let me see your wrists.”

He held them out. There were some faint pink lines, but it was obvious he hadn’t struggled.

“I’m sorry about having to do that. You know that, right?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

“Did you have breakfast yet?”

He shrugged.

I cocked my head. “What did you have?”

He jutted out his chin. “I had some chips.”

I rolled my eyes. “C’mon. I’ll make you something. You’re going to need your energy. I plan to keep you busy.”

He muttered something but obeyed. I washed up and cooked up the rest of the eggs and toast. It was already ten in the morning. I figured it would get him through until lunch at least. “Clutch was out all night and is sleeping in, so keep it down. Once you change clothes, you can help me finish unloading.”

He slid the eggs between the slices of toast and squeezed the sandwich together. “Sure thing, Cash.”

I ruffled his hair, and he wrinkled his nose.

I smiled. “I think we’ll get along all right.”

Several dozen trips later, Jase and I had filled the small space of the office with surplus gear and had sorted out the groceries, toilet paper, and other odds and ends from the SUV.

We spent the next two hours quietly sorting all the gear into piles. Clothing by size, bags by type, cots, and everything else in piles of similar items. I even made a pile of my own stuff. Cargo pants with large pockets, button-down camo shirts made of not-so-soft hearty canvas, black sports bras, olive drab tank tops, a heavy-duty rain jacket, a thick winter coat, a tactical belt, and two pair of boots. My old Doc Martens had held up great so far, but the abuse was already starting to show.

I changed in the mudroom. It felt good to wear something in my size. The knife and gun sat more comfortably against my waist on the smaller belt. For the first time in a long time, I felt a genuine smile.

I went back to find Jase, and he started chuckling. “You look like G. I. Jane.”

“Looks who’s talking. You look pretty badass yourself. OD looks good on you.” He’d already changed out of his clothes and into fatigues, changing his look from high schooler to soldier in the blink of an eye. He still had a youthful face, but the clothes infused him with confidence that I hadn’t seen this morning.

“Dad always thought I’d join the ROTC,” he said, and the smile dropped from his face. His next words were barely a whisper. “I-I don’t think I can go back there.”

I sobered. “Clutch and I will take care of it. Let me know anything else you want from your house, and I’ll see that we pick it up.”

After a stalled silence, he mumbled, “Thanks.”

I motioned him up. “Let’s grab some fresh air.”

Jase followed me outside. It wasn’t yet time for lunch, so we walked the perimeter, checking Clutch’s simple yet effective early-warning systems.

“You’re lucky you found Clutch,” Jase said as we walked.

“It wasn’t just luck,” I replied.

“What do you mean?”

I kneeled, checking a tripwire. When I stood, I faced Jase. “My mom always hated that I didn’t go to church.” I smiled, remembering how she scolded me. Then I sobered. “I was never what you call a true believer so once I moved into my own place, I quit going through the motions. I don’t know why I’m still here when so many good people aren’t, but I think there had to be something more at play than just luck when Clutch pulled up and took me in when I needed help the most.”

“You’re saying it’s a miracle or destiny or something like that why Clutch saved you?”

“Is that any different than luck?” I scanned the yard one more time and then headed over to my tree.

I pulled out my blade and began practicing. Jase sat off to the side, watching me but more often watching the mound of dirt a couple trees down. There was nothing I could say. He needed time, and I hoped that with time, he’d heal.

“Can I get weapons, too?” he asked while I stabbed.

“Ask Clutch,” I replied. I’d give him weapons if I could, but it wasn’t my place. Every weapon here belonged to Clutch, except for the two he’d given me. If and how he distributed his weapons was up to him. “Now, keep an eye out for zeds.”

The rhythm came easier today, like my body remembered the motions from last night. Muscles in my biceps and thighs reminded me that I needed to get in better shape. And I worked at doing exactly that.

After about an hour into my workout, I had to tape up the sandbag because it’d been thoroughly shredded. With the bag wrapped in silver, I went back at it.

“Put your left leg forward a bit more. You’ll be less likely to be knocked off balance.”

I jumped to find Clutch behind me. He’d shaved and had changed clothes, though he wore as many guns and knives as usual.

I turned back to the tree and spread out my feet. After a few awkward stabs, the wider stance put more strength into each thrust.

Jase clapped. “Looking good, Cash.”

“Now come at me,” Clutch said.

My eyes widened, and I held up the tanto. “With a knife?”

He chuckled. “I’ve been watching you. I’m not worried.”

My attack was hesitant, and he scowled. “Damn it, Cash. You can do better than that.”

My next attack wasn’t much better, but as I got more and more aggressive, Clutch had to work at avoiding me.

“Better,” he said. “But you need to remember that evasion should always be your first choice. If you’re forced into an attack, defensive maneuvers are more important than taking the offensive. Zeds will come at you with their teeth and hands. Looters and common criminals will be worse because they can think and use weapons.”

The next time I attacked, Clutch swung out, and I barely jumped out of the way in time. I was thrown off balance, and he knocked me down with a kick from behind.

“You’re relying too much on your weapon. Put it away, and focus on your body. You need to be able to protect yourself using just your hands and whatever is readily available.”

I sheathed the blade and spent the next hour alternating between getting my ass handed to me and watching Jase get his ass handed to him by a seasoned military vet. I was on the ground more than I was on my feet. Clutch was relentless. Once, I nearly got the upper hand with a self-defense kick to his knee, but he jumped back before my foot connected. In return, I got a well-placed hit to my solar plexus.

I collapsed to the ground next to Jase and sucked in air.

Clutch took a seat on the grass next to us and rubbed his shoulder. “Tomorrow we’ll head a few miles out and practice shooting.”

“I can shoot,” Jase quickly offered up.

“What’s your weapon?” Clutch countered.

“I’m a decent shot with a rifle. I’ve hunted both deer and ducks before.”

“Well then, we’ll see what you can do,” Clutch said.

I laid back on the soft grass, staring up at the clouds. Lying there, I realized that even though Clutch was no longer on active duty, he’d never really left the military. He was a Ranger—he had to be one of the best in my mind—and I think that was how he defined himself. Though I suspected his nightmares came from the tours he’d served. Driving the truck, farming, those were just jobs. Clutch was a soldier. He worked out every day as though he were still in the military. And now he expected the same from Jase and me.

Every part of me felt bruised, while Clutch wasn’t even breathing heavily, though I knew his joints ached at the end of each long day. Cracking my neck, I glanced at Clutch who was cleaning his nails with his knife. I noticed his nose had a bump from where it had been broken.

Under his gruff exterior, I could tell he was fiercely protective of me and now Jase. Clutch would’ve made a great father, that was, if he could’ve tamed his militant ways. Then I realized, for all I knew, he was a father. “You have any kids? A wife? Girlfriend, maybe?”

The knife paused, and he looked at me. “Why?”

I shrugged. “Just curious.”

“Clutch had a hottie around for a while,” Jase chimed in. “I saw you two in town a few times. She was blonde, curvy, and…” he whistled.

After a minute, Clutch sighed. “I never found someone I wanted to settle down with.”

A wide grin spread over my face. “See? Sharing isn’t so hard now, is it?”

He smirked before looking up to the sky. “Looks like a storm will be rolling in later.” He pulled himself up, held out a hand, and helped me to my feet. “Not too many folks know about the warehouse for Doyle’s military surplus store, but someone will come across it soon enough. It’s too close to Camp Fox for it to be missed. I want to get a truckload or two while we still can.” He glanced at Jase and me for a moment. “I could use a lookout.”

My brows rose with hope. “I’m in.”

He turned to Jase. “Think you can hold down the fort?”

Jase jumped to his feet. “You can count on me, sir.”

“I’d better show you what to do in case anyone or thing shows up.” They started to head off, and Clutch paused, turning to me. “Meet at the truck in fifteen.”

“Wilco,” I replied with a grin and a salute. Knowing this was my second chance, I took off at a jog to get ready.

Fifteen minutes later, I leaned against Clutch’s truck, holding on to a two-foot-long bolt cutter. When Clutch appeared with weapons and the backpack he always carried, I nodded toward the house. “Do you think he’ll be okay?”

“Kids are resilient. Give it time. He’ll get there.”

We climbed in and headed down a different gravel road than we’d driven down the day before. Fields of black, waiting to be planted, went on for miles and miles.

“Where’s this surplus warehouse?”

“It’s southeast of town. At an old farmers’ co-op,” he replied.

We drove along for a while, past several farmhouses. I saw only one zed wandering in the fields, but I think I saw another one standing at the window inside one of the houses we passed.

The winds had started to pick up, almost whistling through the truck. Then I saw something. “Wait,” I said.

Clutch slowed. “What is it?”

I pointed to the big galvanized corn bins. “I thought I saw someone.”

“Zed?”

I shook my head. “A woman, I think. She was running too fast, but she must be running from something.”

Neither of us missed the two men sprinting toward the bins next, also far too fast to be lumbering zeds.

Clutch’s jaw clenched. “Sonofabitch.”

A woman’s scream pierced the air, and I gasped, cranking my neck to try to see anything.

“Damn it.” He yanked the truck into the driveway, throwing me against the door. He reached for the shotgun. “Stay here and stay low. Whatever you hear, do not let yourself be seen.”

“Okay,” I said, frowning.

“Is the safety off the .22?”

I pulled out the pistol and checked. “Yes.” I also unsnapped my knife’s sheath.

“Stay out of sight.” He gave me one last look and then jumped out of the truck and flattened against the side of the bin.

I moved the seat back as far as it could go and crouched on the floor, holding the gun in one hand, and the bolt cutter in the other. The driver’s window faced the bin, but from my low vantage point, all I could see was metal and sky.

Shouts and gunfire erupted, and I tried to make myself invisible. Then…silence.

A minute later, Clutch opened the door and I jumped up. “What happened?”

“I took down both tangos, and I’m going to check out the other buildings in case they weren’t alone. Stay put.”

“And the woman?”

He grimaced, and then slammed the door.

I retook my position on the floor and waited. Was she dead? Whatever it was couldn’t have been good because Clutch had looked enraged. I wanted to go check on the woman, to see if I could help, but I didn’t want to break my word to Clutch even more.

After three minutes ticked by, my muscles began to cramp. The door snapped open behind me, and before I could turn, an arm wrapped around my neck and yanked me from the truck. I tried to yell out but couldn’t breathe. I struggled but was only pulled harder against my assailant.

“Well, well, well. What do we have here,” an unfamiliar male voice whispered in my ear. His breath reeked of booze and his body stank of sweat.

I swung the bolt cutter behind me, and he cursed. His grip relaxed enough so I could suck in air. I twisted around and swung again. But, this time he was ready. He caught the bolt cutter and wrenched it from my hand. I went to punch him, but he grabbed my wrist and jerked me tight against him as though we were slow dancing. He chuckled. Shivers covered my skin. The winds howled around us.

I looked up into the face of a man with a half-grown beard and greasy hair. He pulled me even tighter against him while he licked my cheek, and I winced. “Oh, we’re going to have fun, you and me.”

He threw me to the ground and fell on top of me. My face was shoved into the dirt. Panic blurred my vision. He was too busy grabbing at my pants to notice that I still had the pistol. I couldn’t get onto my back, but when he yanked on my cargos, I was able to aim it under my armpit. I fired, and he cursed, jumping back. “Wha?!”

I spun onto my back and fired three more shots. The first shot had only startled him. My next three hit him solidly in the chest and stomach. It was different than in the movies. There was no blood spray, only three red dots growing on his shirt. He looked down and frowned as though he hadn’t felt any pain.

He looked up and his face turned red. “Bitch!” he yelled, spittle flying from his mouth. He tackled me, punching me in the face, and—blinded by white and black stars—I pummeled his head with the gun handle. I kept pounding his temple until he fell lax. With a grunt, I kicked him off me.

I pulled myself up into a sitting position, gasping and spitting blood, unable to see through the stars. Every inch of my face hurt. He’d very nearly knocked me out. As my tunnel vision slowly widened, I could see Clutch running toward me. When he got close, he looked at me and then at the guy who was already starting to come back to consciousness. I struggled to aim my gun, but Clutch was in the way. He kicked the man in the gut and then fired two shots at my attacker’s head.

Clutch knelt by me. “You okay?”

I came to my knees, spit out some more blood, and ran my tongue over the nasty cut on my lip. “I need a bigger gun.”

He belted out a single laugh, helped me to my feet, and held me up until the wooziness passed.

I rubbed my cheek. “Damn, that guy hit like a sledgehammer.”

“He’s had plenty of practice.”

I looked up at him, but he was scanning the area.

“The woman…” I said.

“They hurt her. Bad.”

Shivers crawled over my skin. There were too many victims of the zeds already. Adding more unnecessary victims poured acid onto my emotions. I looked over at the guy Clutch had put down. “I’m glad you killed him.”

“Some folks need to die.”

A flurry of movement caught my eye, and I turned to see another man run toward a truck in the distance. “Clutch!” I yelled, wincing at the sharp pain in my cut lip.

Clutch turned, a look of unadulterated fury washed over his face, and he bolted after the man.

The guy was a couple hundred feet away. My .22 was worthless at this distance, so I ran for the truck, jumped in the driver’s seat, and gunned the engine, kicking up pebbles.

Clutch was closing the distance, but he was still too far away. The man had already climbed into a dusty blue minivan. Clutch kept running even as the vehicle cranked around and sped directly toward him.

Clutch stopped, took aim, and fired at the windshield. Buckshot fractured the glass. The minivan was going to hit him head-on, but he fired again. I was on my way to T-bone the van, but I wasn’t going to get there in time.

At the last second, Clutch dove to the side.

I floored it to intersect the van, but it sped away, spinning out on the gravel road before straightening and tearing away from us.

I stopped, got out, and ran toward Clutch.

He was already on his feet, checking the shotgun.

“Are you okay?”

“Fucker got away.” He grimaced. “I didn’t recognize him, but he knows that there’s someone else out here now. We’ll have to be on our guard.”

“If we hurry, we might be able to chase him down.”

He shook his head. “It’ll draw too much attention. We’ll find him again.”

I nodded tightly, and then looked at the bin and started walking.

“Cash, you don’t need to see that. I’ll take care of it.”

I kept walking. The girl wasn’t far away, just out of the line of sight from the truck. She was covered in dried blood and bruises, making it impossible to tell her age, but she looked young. Probably hadn’t even graduated from high school yet. Could’ve been one of Jase’s classmates, even. Her nose was broken and one arm was bent at an unnatural angle. All the skin had been scraped from her knees.

She was nearly naked, her skin sallow. The wind flapped the tatters of clothing left on her. Her poor body looked like she’d been abused and broken since the virus outbreak started. She belonged in a hospital. Now, without doctors and medical technology, there was nothing that could be done. She lay there, one eye swollen shut, staring into nothingness. It was a blank stare. I thought she’d already died, but then she blinked.

I realized that it was only her spirit that had already died.

A tear trickled down her cheek. I came down on a knee and wiped the tear away with my thumb. I found it hard to breathe, like a fist had wrapped around my heart.

She tried to speak. Her pale, broken lips moved but no sound came out.

I pointed the pistol at her temple. “I’m sorry.” They were the only words I could manage to get out without choking.

She closed her eye and gave a weak smile.

I held the .22 as close as I could get it without touching and pulled the trigger. The blast made me jump, and I let out a sob.

I came back to my feet, staring at the girl, her destroyed features now relaxed.

Finally, she’d found peace.

Tears streamed down my cheeks.

I knew Clutch stood at my back. I had a protector, something this girl had never had. The first raindrops landed on her, creating shiny trails through the blood and grime. I turned my face to the sky to let the cool rain wash away my tears. But the rain could wash away neither the sins nor the memories of what had taken place here today.
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“I agree,” Clutch said as we shoveled mud into the hole where Jase’s parents now rested. “Zed sludge is the foulest odor in the world.”

I would’ve chuckled except I was still too focused on breathing through my mouth, my bandana doing little to block the stench. The mud stuck to our shovels, making the process tedious, but we both agreed that Jase needed to know that his parents had received a proper burial.

“I’ll finish up here. You want to finish loading the truck?” Clutch asked.

“Gladly,” I said and jogged away before Clutch could change his mind. I sucked in fresh air, though hints of decay still saturated the air.

Jase had made one hell of a mess in the living room. Frank’s wife hadn’t been too nasty, just a zed corpse with a headshot in the earliest stages of bloating. But Frank could’ve been an extra in a horror film. His head had been nothing but pulp, and from his chest up, he’d been covered in dried blood and sticky brown goo. The blood, if I had to guess, was canine.

Propped outside the front door sat bags and boxes filled with everything we’d found useful in the house. I grabbed the other two rifles Jase had told Clutch about and slid them behind the front seat before loading the remaining food from the cabinets and supplies into the back of Clutch’s black pickup truck.

This morning, Jase had also asked for us to grab his Xbox, and Clutch snorted out a “hell, no” before going off about how we were about to find ourselves in the dark ages. I grabbed the Xbox, anyway.

By the time I’d loaded the last bag, Clutch was headed my way.

He tugged down his bandana and didn’t look happy. “Ready to hit the next stop?”

I swallowed and gave a tight nod.

Neither one of us spoke on the drive to the corn bin where we buried the girl. We strung the bodies of her assailants together with a tie strap and propped them against the corn bin.

Finished, I pulled out a can of red spray paint I’d found at Jase’s house and painted large letters on the bin above the men: R-A-P-I-S-T-S.

I stared at the letters for a couple minutes. With no law enforcement, it seemed fitting to somehow note these men’s crimes. When I tossed the can on the ground, Clutch gave me a nod and headed back to the truck.

We drove around for an hour, scanning for the minivan, and only saw a zed here and there. The bastard was either long gone or had gone to ground, and neither option did us any good. I felt like our duty wouldn’t be done be until we could find the fourth rapist. Only then would the poor girl finally be avenged.

All in all, taking care of corpses took us five hours. We sat in the truck and ate the sandwiches I’d made this morning.

“Check out the warehouse next?” I asked between bites. I had the bolt cutters along, and Clutch had been hankering to get his hands onto all the surplus gear.

He nodded while he chewed.

Not even a minute later, thunder rolled, and the damn rain picked up again. I watched heavy drops pelt the windshield. “It’ll be tough watching for zeds in this.”

“Agreed. We’ll try again tomorrow,” he grumbled as he wiped his hands on his pants.

“At least the storms should keep other looters away, too,” I offered.

He grunted. “We can only hope.” And he started the truck.

By the time we’d returned to the farm, the rain had become relentless. Jase stepped out from his cover under a nearby shrub. With the rain parka, he blended seamlessly into the foliage around him. He unlocked the heavy chain and pushed at the gate. Metal screeched as he shoved it open. Something clanged, and the gate broke free from its rollers and swung out at an odd angle.

“Damn it. I knew we were going to have problems with that piece of shit gate,” Clutch muttered before gunning the engine through the open space. Once through, he jumped out of the truck and I followed.

It took all our strength to right the gate. The wind pushed against us and the hail pelted our heads. Once the gate was back in place, we tied it to the barbed wire fence we’d reinforced with chain link on each side. It wasn’t pretty but it would at least hold the gate and slow down anyone—alive or otherwise—trying to get onto the farm.

A thunderous boom shook the ground. A crack echoed through the air, followed by a large branch off an old maple tree slamming into the ditch behind us.

“C’mon!” Clutch yelled out, his voice a whisper over the wind. “We need to get inside. Now!”

We ran to the truck. Even though there was a backseat, Jase and I both tumbled onto the front bucket seat.

The truck lurched forward, buffeted by the wind that seemed to come at us from every direction. “This one’s going to be bad,” Clutch muttered.

Going to be? Spring storms in the Midwest were known to get nasty. But, maybe because I’d lived in a city where buildings tempered the winds, I didn’t remember a storm this bad in a long time.

Hail bombarded the truck, the noise deafening. When we reached the shed, both Jase and I tumbled out to slide open the large door. The hail hurt, and the wind had become vicious. The sky had turned an ominous green. We started pulling the door shut while Clutch drove the truck into the shed. Once in, he jumped out and helped slide the large door closed.

Hail sounded like an atrocious muddle of drums on the shed’s metal roof.

Then the screaming winds mysteriously stilled and the hail stopped.

We all stood and looked up as if we could see through a metal roof. Chills crawled over my skin.

“This can’t be good,” Jase said.

“We should get to the cellar,” I said. I headed to the side door to make a break for the house, but Clutch stopped me.

“No time. This way.”

Jase and I hustled behind Clutch through the winding stacks of seed corn waiting to be planted and to the far corner of the shed. He moved aside a couple empty pallets to reveal an earthen-colored tarp. He lifted the tarp and opened a round steel hatch.

“Cool! A bomb shelter,” Jase said from behind me.

“I wouldn’t call it that,” Clutch said, getting down on his hands and knees and pulling out a lantern. He pressed a button, the light clicked on, and he handed it to me.

The winds picked up again, howling like banshees, touting impending doom.

Holding the lantern in one hand, I gingerly climbed down the ladder into the dark hole. The small light lit up the dismally small space below. It couldn’t have been more than a five-by-five-foot hole, with the walls taken up by shelves of food, water, and a shotgun vacuum-sealed in plastic. A small square fan covered what I assumed to be the only air vent in the bunker.

Jase landed right behind me. “Cozy.”

The walls were rough concrete, but it still smelled of dank earth. “What is this place, Clutch?” I asked.

“My TEOTWAWKI hole,” he replied after locking the door above us. “Made it myself.”

Sudden silence boomed in the small space.

“The End Of The World As We Know It,” I clarified to Jase when he shot me a confused glance. Clutch had used the acronym the day I met him, back when I could still rely on the Internet to get my answers.

“I built it to support one person for fourteen days. But it’s tornado-proof, so we’ll be safe for tonight. There’s no way anyone or anything is going to get in here without a blow torch and several hours of extra time.” He tore open a plastic bag and pulled out a metallic sheet. “I have only one blanket, so we’ll have to share.”

As I sat next to Jase and dried my pistol, I wondered what would await us in the shed when we went to open the hatch in the morning.

 

****

 

“We could set up a fenced-in pasture out back,” I offered while we sat around a huge breakfast feast, cleaning out the last of the food from the freezer and refrigerator. Since the storm had blown the power out, the mood was somber. My final bite of steak marked the beginning of rationing. Clutch said we’d get used to being hungry. I wasn’t so sure.

More so, it was an eerie feeling to know that there was no one left to bring the power grid back up. Even though Clutch had a generator, he’d made it clear that it was for winter use only. It was old and loud and would only attract attention. It also used diesel fuel, and he had only a couple hundred gallons left in the diesel tank out back that had been used for his farm equipment before the outbreak.

No more TV, radio, or ice. No more Internet. No more email to my parents.

“Livestock will attract zeds,” Clutch countered, bringing my attention back. “Besides, that’s too much meat for the three of us. It’ll go bad too quick.”

“Not if we find goats,” I said.

“Have you seen any goats around?” Clutch said.

“What if we smoked the meat?” I asked.

“Mm, I love jerky,” Jase added. “Can we try it, Clutch?”

He scowled. “That means we’d have to keep a watch on the fire. If it puts out smoke that can be seen over the trees, then we can’t use it. The smell of smoked meat may also pose a risk. It could attract attention.”

“We’ll make sure it’s good and sealed,” I said. “Any risk whatsoever and we won’t use it.”

He watched me for a moment. “And you know how to make a smokehouse?”

I shrugged, and then smirked. “No, but I bet you have something in your library.”

He sighed. “See what you can find. But I check over anything you build before you start a fire in it.”

“Deal,” I said, and Jase gave me a high-five.

“Don’t you first need to build that chicken coop you’ve been talking about?” Clutch added.

I’d planned a pen out of chicken wire and two-by-fours to be connected to the smaller shed so that zeds, wildlife, and raiders couldn’t easily get to the chickens. It wouldn’t be pretty, but it would do the job. “I saw chickens at a farm a couple miles that way.” I pointed. “I’ll pick them up today and put them in the shed until I’m done with the coop. They won’t last long on their own.”

“That’s the Pierson’s,” Jase added. “They’re nice. Moved in just a couple years ago.”

“We’ll stop on our way back from Home Depot if there’s time,” Clutch replied. “If we don’t get that roof patched, we’re going to have serious problems, no thanks to all these rains.”

While we’d huddled together in our underground tomb, a twister had blown through. We’d been fortunate. The machine shed and two smaller surrounding sheds were left untouched except for some dents and bent corners courtesy of wind damage. The storm had uprooted one tree and split another in the backyard, but we decided to leave them where they fell since they provided decent obstacles for zeds.

One of the wood covers had snapped off a ground-floor window—a quick repair. The only real damage was to the roof of the house. When we checked out the roof the next morning, all Clutch said was, “I’ve been meaning to get that roof redone one of these years.”

“And the surplus,” I added. If Clutch thought there was some badass stuff tucked away in the warehouse, it was going to be Christmas for us. I was keeping my fingers crossed for a Jeep.

“It’s going to be a busy day,” Clutch said.

“I’ll stay back and guard the house,” Jase offered.

“Negative. You’re both coming. Home Depot is big. If I knew where I could get shingles anywhere else, I would, believe me. I need extra eyes and ears there.”

“But who’s going to protect the farm when we’re gone?” he asked.

“We’ll lock the gate up good and tight before we go. That should cover us for a few hours,” Clutch replied. “And you can carry in today’s water before you gear up.”

Jase slumped.

I gave him a reassuring pat. With the power out, we had to get our water from the manual pump outside.

A thump against the outside wall sent us all to our feet. “I’ll check it out from the living room,” I whispered, pulling out my pistol. Clutch had upgraded my .22 to a Glock 9mm after the run-in with the rapists, and the weight felt good in my grip.

“I’ll take upstairs,” Jase whispered before taking the stairs three steps at a time.

Clutch nodded and reached for his rifle.

I headed toward the source of the sound and paused, waiting for the next thump. When it came, I took the window on my left and slid open the peephole. The yard looked clear under the overcast sky, though with the peephole, I couldn’t see anything against the walls.

I turned to Clutch who was now behind me and shrugged. When I turned around to look outside again, I found a jaundiced face staring back at me. I jumped. “Shit!”

“Ahhnn.” The zed pounded on the wood and began to chant the meaningless sound over and over as though it was saying, “Let me in.” The window frame vibrated under the pressure.

“Cash?” Clutch asked.

I lifted my pistol, held it just inside the sniper hole, and fired. The pounding stopped and daylight shone through the hole once again.

Jase came running down the stairs a moment later. “The yard’s clear. That was the only one I could see.”

“It never should’ve gotten this close to the house. We need to take shorter breaks with the three of us together,” Clutch said. “No more than fifteen minutes without anyone on guard every three hours.”

“That gives us less time to plan and report status,” I said.

“We should use treadmills,” Jase said.

“What?” Clutch and I asked at the same time.

Jase gave us a wide grin. “Treadmills. We should surround the house with them. Any zed who comes up to the house will step onto a treadmill and will just keep walking and walking. Then we don’t have to stand guard at all.”

“Exactly how are you going to power a hundred treadmills?” Clutch asked.

Jase shrugged. “Solar power, maybe.”

“Oh, solar power. Of course. I’ll pick some up on my next grocery trip,” I said drily.

Jase flipped me the bird. “Jeez, can’t you guys take a joke?”

I smiled, though Jase had a point. It was too hard to find humor in a world that had given up.

Clutch sighed. “C’mon. Let’s hit the road.”

Jase’s smile dropped. “I’ll grab my stuff.”

As we headed out to repair the gate, the weather reflected Jase’s mood. The sun refused to shine, giving reign to a gray mist instead. I felt sorry for the kid. Going into Fox Hills would bring back a lifetime of memories for him. Where he went to school, where his mom picked up groceries—everything we’d drive by would be a stark reminder of what he’d lost.

With the gate back in place and operational, Jase sulked in the backseat while Clutch drove down the gravel road. Jase feigned nonchalance, but in the side mirror I noticed that he stiffened as we drove by the empty ranch house he grew up in. It looked deceptively welcoming, the scene of death hidden within its red brick walls. My overactive imagination feared that Jase’s parents somehow had come back again and dug out of their graves. Fortunately, the house disappeared behind us with no sign of zeds, those related to Jase or otherwise.

Another mile down the road, Jase and I got out to move a small tree that had fallen across the gravel. Broken branches littered the gravel, and one low part over a culvert showed signs that the road had been underwater a few hours earlier.

A bloated zed lay floundering under the shallow rapids of a rushing creek beyond the culvert. Trapped under a log, its arms flapped clumsily at the water.

“I don’t get it,” Jase said from the backseat. “That thing’s probably been underwater all night. How can it still be alive?”

“They’re not alive, they’re just…echoes of life,” I answered honestly. It’s what I told myself every day so that I no longer thought of them as people. When the time came to kill—not in self-defense like when Melanie had attacked me—if I believed that they still felt or thought, I wasn’t quite sure I could go through with it.

When we reached Fox Hills, we had to lay down plywood in the muddy ditch to get around the roadblock. From there, Clutch drove down Main Street, straight through the center of town. The store we needed was on the opposite side of town, and rather than burn precious gas, he’d made the call to risk driving through the more populated areas of town. It also gave us a chance to see how many zeds we’d have to deal with if we were to start looting houses.

Last night’s storm had wreaked havoc on Fox Hills. Plastic trash bins that had lined driveways the day of the outbreak were now strewn about. Garbage was scattered everywhere. Diapers, magazines, and milk cartons littered every open space, looking like the aftermath of a wild party. Every now and then we saw a zed with its head shoved in a garbage bag, going after an easy meal.

“They’ll eat anything,” Jase said.

“Yeah,” I replied, though we all already knew their favorite meal.

Clutch drove around trees that had been ripped from the ground, and their branches crunched under the truck’s tires along with garbage. A tree had smashed a convertible. A Honda and a Chevy were slammed together like bumper cars. Every now and then, we saw a zed lying motionless on the ground, which meant they must’ve taken serious blows to the head during the storm. But the storm hadn’t taken out nearly enough. More zeds than I’d seen last time wandered aimlessly outside, open doors and broken windows the only hints as to where they’d come from, though I suspected most of the zeds still lumbered around inside their homes.

I held the pistol on my lap. I had the tanto, but it was still in its sheath. My real confidence builder was the crowbar I’d found in one of Clutch’s sheds. Whenever we left the farm, I carried the crowbar since the knife was short and required me to get awfully close and personal to do any damage. The crowbar, on the other hand, was a power driver of cold iron.

At the sound of the truck’s engine, zeds turned and lumbered in our direction, sniffing at the air, but as we put distance between us and them, they soon lost focus and returned back to their eerie shuffling.

“Hey, you!” Jase yelled, opening his window. “Over here!”

Several zeds emerged from the shadows, coming at us. At the way their expressions changed when they homed in on us, I could imagine their mouths watering at the sight of three healthy people.

“Hell, kid. Are you calling every zed to us?” Clutch spat out, stepping on the gas.

“What are you doing, Jase?” I asked.

He kept waving, not answering our questions, but after a moment, he slumped back in his seat. “I saw someone. A lady. But she darted around the corner of that house over there.”

“We ain’t a search-and-rescue, kid,” Clutch said, then added more softly, “Roll up the window.”

“But we have to help others if we can,” Jase countered.

“She didn’t want our help,” I said. I’d seen her, too. She looked in her late fifties or early sixties, and she’d been carrying a baseball bat. We’d made eye contact just before she ran. Was it bad that I was glad that she’d run away rather than toward us? Any orphan we took in was another mouth to feed.

I was pretty sure I saw another couple—a man and a woman—watching us through shuttered windows from a small starter home. I didn’t mention them to Jase. I figured if they needed help bad enough, they’d run to us.

It wasn’t our job to play hero.

Selfish? Hell, yeah.

But honest. And necessary to survive. After all, I was only human.

Besides, after seeing what had happened to the girl at the corn bin, I realized that laws and scruples were no longer viable in this new world. Now, people scared me as badly as zeds.

What I saw next made me burst out laughing.

The guys turned to me, and I pointed. “Look. A zed kabob.” Off to my right, a zed had somehow gotten itself skewered onto a still-upright parking meter, with the thick round top of the meter embedded in its ribcage. Its arms and legs flailed uselessly like it was trying to air-swim. The guys didn’t find it funny, and we continued on.

A stoplight was down in one intersection, and we had to turn around and find a detour. Two more detours past smashed cars and fallen power lines, and we were back on Main Street. I carefully noted every obstruction on a small notepad.

It took us twenty-three minutes to drive six miles through town and to our destination. Home Depot was a new massive store on the outskirts, sidled up against an old elementary school of all things. A wood privacy fence went out from behind the school to enclose what I assumed to be the playground.

A sense of bad omen settled into my stomach. I turned in my seat to face Jase. “When the outbreak hit, when did they let out the schools?”

He shrugged. “I don’t think they officially closed, but I know some parents picked up their kids, anyway. It all happened so fast. At the high school, some of the teachers let us out early, and I drove my bike home. But those who rode buses…I-I don’t know how they got home.”

I grimaced. “I’m guessing school is still in session.”

“You have a bike?” Clutch asked.

Jase nodded. “Mom and Dad got me a kickass Suzuki for my birthday. I’ve been practicing up for motocross. I’m going—I mean, I was going to race at the county fair this summer.”

I could hear the enthusiasm in Jase’s voice bleed out as he spoke.

“The bike’s at your house now?” Clutch asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“Because a bike is the perfect vehicle for us to scout the farm and surrounding area. We’ll pick it up on our way back. Don’t worry. You’ll get plenty of motocross practice in.” He sighed as he turned into the large parking lot. “Add the bike to our ever-growing to-do list.”

Jase gave a low whistle. “That’s a lot of cars.”

“Are you sure there’s nowhere else that might have roofing supplies?” I asked.

Clutch grimaced. “’Fraid not.”

He pulled into an open area toward the back of the parking lot. If zeds came at us, the one thing we had on them was speed. Having the truck at a distance from the store could be a lifesaver when it came to putting space between us and hungry zeds.

We checked our gear and weapons. We left the Kevlar vests at home since they were heavy and zeds tended to go for the face or extremities. With the black Kevlar helmets and gloves, we looked like Special Forces, but I felt nothing like an experienced soldier.

Clutch looked at both of us. “All right, we’ve got to be smart about this. No fuck-ups. We get what we need, then we’re out of there. The other supplies in there aren’t worth the risk, not until we know the place is cleared out. We go in silent and we stick together. We know zeds hunt off their senses, so we move slow and silent. Always keep a direct line to the exit. If either of you screw up, I might decide to leave your ass behind. Got it?”

Both Jase and I nodded.

Clutch left the keys in the ignition in case we needed to make a quick getaway, or, worse, in case he didn’t leave the store with us. “Let’s do this. Exactly as I taught you. Follow my lead. Silence from here on out,” he said and opened the door.

I gripped the crowbar. We moved as a trio of dark-colored shapes slowly through the parking lot. I’d expected that we’d have to take out a couple zeds in the parking lot, but nothing emerged from around the cars. Not a good sign. Because the owners of those cars had to be somewhere.

We flattened against the wall on either side of the wide glass entrance, and Clutch bent around to scan the area. He frowned and led us down the sidewalk to the exit door. He scanned the interior longer this time before finally nodding. Forcing myself to breathe, I stepped next to Clutch, holding the crowbar up. The sliding door didn’t automatically open. Just as we’d expected, the power grid for the entire area was down. Clutch pulled at the door while I stood ready to knock back any zed that may attack. Jase stood at our backs, a rifle slung on his back and a long wood-handled axe in his hands.

Clutch pried the door open just enough for us to squeeze through one at a time. Clutch went in first. Once through, he crouched and flattened himself against one of the checkout counters. He held his machete out while he checked the area behind him.

When he gave us the all-clear, I went in next, moving exactly as Clutch had done. When Jase reached me, he tapped my left shoulder. Ready. I did the same to Clutch’s shoulder, just like how he’d made us practice.

Clutch moved to the edge of the counter and looked left and right. After making a quick hand motion, he crossed the aisle, keeping slow and low, until he flattened against the other side. I moved but abruptly pulled back when I saw a zed in the aisle, sniffing at the air. Taking a breath, I waited until it faced the other direction, and I crossed the aisle. Jase followed.

We continued this process, avoiding zeds and following Clutch, as we moved deep into the belly of the store. For the number of cars outside, there were surprisingly few zeds meandering around, which made me wonder exactly where all the drivers to those cars had gone.

Clutch clearly frequented this store because he led us to the aisle we needed without any wrong turns or detours except to bypass zeds. I opened the duffel, and he slid in several heavy stacks of shingles. Jase stayed at my back and scanned the entire time.

“Uh, guys?” Jase whispered.

I glanced up to see a zed come around the corner and into our aisle. It’d been badly gnawed. One of its arms was nothing but white bone and stringy sinew. We didn’t move, hoping it wouldn’t see us.

We weren’t that lucky.

It only took a couple seconds for the zed to sniff the air and home in on us. It moaned and stumbled toward us. It’s like a freaking bloodhound, I thought to myself. Clutch stood, walked right up to it, and swung, his machete taking off the top of the zed’s head with a single powerful slice. The zed collapsed, and he caught the body just before it hit the floor and laid it down quietly.

He returned and grabbed the duffel as though nothing happened. On our way out, we nearly walked into a small group of zeds and were forced to backtrack. As we neared another aisle, Jase nudged me. “Look,” he whispered and pointed at a glass display case.

My mouth opened, and I tugged Clutch and then pointed.

He saw the display case, looked around, and then headed toward it. On proud display behind the glass was a little piece of heaven. Small camping axes, knives of all sizes, and the Cadillac—black machetes. While Clutch’s arsenal of rifles and pistols was impressive, he had few blades, with the exception of a machete and a wood axe, his blades were knives.

He felt around the back of the display case, then around the edges. When the glass didn’t slide open, he grabbed Jase’s axe.

“It’s locked. Get ready to move fast,” Clutch whispered. “Know what you want, and grab it. Don’t try for everything. We head straight to the truck two seconds after this breaks.”

He stood, laid an empty duffel against the glass, and then brought down the heavy end of the axe. Even with the fabric, the sound of breaking glass echoed through the store.

Clutch grabbed a couple small axes in one swoop, and then got out of the way. Jase and I were smaller and could reach in at the same time. We both went for the machetes, and then I grabbed an axe, sliding both into my belt.

“Let’s go,” Clutch said aloud, and we headed down the aisle.

We made it two rows over before we hit a roadblock of a half dozen zeds. We turned to the left and ran. Jase pulled ahead, though Clutch was quick. I struggled to keep up, my shorter legs a clear detriment in outrunning zeds.

The guys came to a screeching halt in front of me. The zeds had discovered the opened door, and had flocked toward it, moaning as they pressed through. That was, until they saw us, and their moans grew in volume as they changed direction en masse toward us.

A quick glance at the entrance door proved no better option.

Clutch looked around. “There’s a door to the lumberyard on the side.” He took off at a run. We followed, weaving around stray zeds. Clutch kicked the door open, and we burst outside.

I sucked in a breath.

At least fifty zeds turned our way. They must’ve fled outside when the outbreak happened, only to be corralled in the lumberyard. The herd moaned and came at us. We ran toward the front gate, only to find it locked with a big ass padlock.

“Oh, shit,” Jase said. “We’re so dead.”

We couldn’t go back inside because we’d already drawn the attention of every indoor zed. The herd closed in. Some were wearing orange vests with nametags, others in casual jeans and T-shirts.

“We need to get to higher ground. Stay with me,” Clutch called out and led the charge.

He ran toward the herd, and then cut to the left to dodge outstretched arms. Jase was insanely fast and moved ahead of Clutch in no time. By the time I reached the corner, the herd had blocked off the aisle the guys had taken, and I cut to the right, jumping over a stack of hoses. A zed stood in my way, and I swung the crowbar, smashing its head and knocking him to the side. I kept running, dodging zeds, swinging only when I had to, until I found the guys again.

Jase was climbing the lumber stacks on long shelves lining the back wall. Clutch had climbed into a forklift and was headed straight toward me. I ran to the side as Clutch skewered the closest zed. He jumped off the still-moving forklift and quickly caught up to me. “Get your ass in gear, Cash!”

With one final surge, I flung the crowbar onto the second shelf before leaping for a stack of two-by-fours. I’d been working out, but one week of strength-building didn’t cut it. I awkwardly held on to the end of a two-by-four and prayed it wouldn’t give. When it didn’t move, I swung, trying to get my leg over the edge. A zed grabbed onto my foot, and I kicked out. Its grip relaxed, and I used its head to step off, pushing myself onto the shelf.

Clutch had also leapt onto the shelf, though he made it look easy.

Gasping for air, I got back on my feet, and followed Clutch. I grabbed on to a metal shelf post, and pulled myself up to the next level. A gloved hand reached out from above, and I grabbed on, letting Clutch pull me up to the stack he and Jase were on. I hugged on to him as soon as I felt the solid surface under my knees.

Still on a knee, Clutch pulled back and looked me over. “You all right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”

“Come and get us, you stinky zed bastards!” Jase yelled out, flipping the zed the bird. Jase was on his knees, panting, looking over the edge.

“Jesus,” I said. “You’re a freaking mutant, Jase. I’ve never seen anyone run that fast.”

He grinned. “State 100-meter and 400-meter relays. Twice. Not to mention Fox Hills’ varsity football team’s best tight end.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Until I looked over the side. The zeds gathered below, looking up, reaching and groaning, as though begging us to come back down. Some tried to climb, but they fell back after the first step.

We’d use up all our ammo to clear out the herd below. And who knew how many more the noise would draw out. Already, the zeds from inside the store were filtering outside to join the soggy herd surrounding us. Why were there so many here? It had taken Alan nearly an hour to turn. That should’ve given most of these folks time to get home and turn there. Though, I remember the news had said that the worse the injury, the faster they turned. Many of the zeds below had serious bites.

And they looked ravenous.

I glanced at Clutch, who seemed to be thinking the same thing.

“C’mon,” he said. “Let’s get to the top.”

I poked my head out and looked up. There were three more shelves to climb. The fact that I was scared of heights did nothing to help my nerves. Jase took the lead. He climbed like a monkey, amped up on pure adrenaline. Clutch went next. Even with the heavy duffel and being laden with weapons, he climbed like he carried little extra weight. I double-checked my weapons to make sure they were secure, and I started to pull myself up the side. It was like climbing a rope on a jungle gym, except the bars were unforgiving, and if I fell, I’d get eaten.

At each level, Clutch helped pull me up, and we took a few minutes to rest, although I think it was mostly for my benefit. If it hadn’t been for the gloves, my hands would’ve been raw. Even with the gloves, I felt blisters forming.

Once we reached the top, I lay down on the stack of thick plywood and panted. Clutch scanned the area, and I pulled myself up to gauge the situation. Large shelves holding stacks of wood, blocks, and boxes lined the three walls. We had plenty of horizontal movement up here, but getting to the ground without becoming zed-food would be a challenge.

Clutch set down the duffel. “You two stay here. I’m going to check things out.”

I pulled myself up as Clutch leapt onto the next shelf over. He moved slowly but with a gracefulness that belied his size as he leapt from one shelf to the next. I looked out over the wall to see open countryside. A zed shambled along here and there, but otherwise, it was wide-open. The problem was we were a good twenty feet up, without any ladder or rope to get down the wall.

“We’re so dead,” Jase said at my side. “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

I punched him in the arm. “I don’t ever want to hear you say those words again. Clutch will figure out something.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied quietly.

We sat in silence after that. When Clutch finally returned, Jase didn’t complain, not once.

“Find anything promising?” I asked.

Clutch pulled off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. “It’s a hell of a jump, but the roof of the elementary school looks like our only shot. Our other option is to wait it out and hope these guys move on.”

“You think they’ll move on?” I asked.

“No chance in hell,” Clutch quickly replied.

I slid my gloves back on. “I guess we’d better get going then.”

The shelf we needed was four over from the one we were on, and I moved more cautiously than Clutch. Once I reached the shelf, I looked over at the school. “For once, I wish you were exaggerating,” I grumbled. When he’d said it was going to be a big jump, he should’ve said it was going to be an Olympian feat. Not only was the roof nearly a good five feet lower, there was what looked like an eight-foot gap between the shelf and the roof. If I didn’t make the roof, the fall would likely kill me.

To make matters worse, a lone zed was stuck in the alley, blocked on one side by the playground fence and the other by a car. It was on the ground, its legs mangled as though it had been caught between the car and the fence at some point, and it had dragged itself around in circles, if the brown trail was any indication.

“Oh, Jesus—”

My glare cut off Jase’s words and he clamped his mouth shut.

“If I go first,” Clutch said. “One of you will have to throw me the duffel.”

I almost chuckled at the absurdity. There was no way I could throw a fifty-pound bag two feet, let alone fifteen. “I’ll go first,” I said. “I’ll catch.” What I meant was, I’ll use my body to block the bag’s momentum and hopefully not die upon impact.

He nodded, and I backed up to the edge of the shelf overlooking the lumberyard. If I thought about it, I knew I’d freak, so I didn’t wait. I took three big breaths before sprinting forward. At the other edge, I kicked off into a scary-as-shit long-jump. Just when I thought I’d never reach the edge of the roof, I landed on the flat surface, falling forward instantly. The air whooshed from my lungs, and my teeth snapped shut painfully when I hit my chin. I slid down a couple feet before coming to a stop on the abrasive shingles.

I rolled over and coughed and wheezed.

“You okay?” Clutch called out, and I held up my thumb.

Once I could breathe again, I pulled myself up and inched my way back up to the peak. “Throw me the bag.”

Clutch held up the bag, and I held out my arms and swallowed. Jase stood off to the side, watching with wide eyes. Clutch swung the duffel in a wide arc and released it with a grunt. I stood there and waited for the smack-down, and Clutch’s aim was dead-on. The duffel hit me square in the stomach, and I fell backward, holding it to me. I slid several feet down the roof, but the duffel’s canvas helped slow my descent. By the time I sat up, I found Clutch on the roof with me.

“Nice catch.”

I coughed and handed him the duffel. “I don’t think I have tits anymore.”

He gave that deep rumble of a chuckle, heaved the bag onto his back, and winced.

“Your shoulder?”

He rubbed it. “Yeah. Twisted it when I threw the duffel.”

He reached out with his other hand and helped me to my feet. We looked over at Jase. He stood there, frozen. The zed in the alley was groaning, reaching up.

I motioned him over with one hand while still holding my bruised ribs with my other. “You can do it, monkey boy.”

He looked down once more and then slowly backed up. With a half-crouch, he rocked back and forth before kicking off. He easily closed the distance and landed solidly on the roof. But his footing gave way, and he kicked out and went tumbling down the side. He grabbed at the roof but kept sliding until he disappeared over the edge.

“Jase!”

Clutch and I moved cautiously down the angled roof to the edge. Jase was on the ground, holding onto his ankle. Instead of the parking lot side, Jase had fallen into the playground. Shit. I scanned the enclosed area but saw no movement.

Jase winced. “My ankle. I think it’s broken.”

“Can you stand?” Clutch asked.

Jase grunted, was able to get to his feet, but he favored his right leg.

“Good. Now, do you see a door in the fence? Or, is there anything around you can use to climb back up here?”

As Jase looked around, I scanned the privacy fence, but found only a gate at one end, and it had a large, shiny padlock on it.

“There’s nothing down here,” Jase said, holding up his hands in defeat.

“Jase, do you see any zeds around?” I asked.

“Not out here. I see some inside, though. Oh, God. They see me.”

“Bloody hell,” I muttered. “I’ll handle this.”

Clutch eyed me. “Cash…”

“He’s injured. I’m not. You can pull me up once we get Jase to safety.” Before I had a chance to think about how dumb the idea was, I shimmied down, holding onto the edge until I had to let go. The drop sent shockwaves up my shins, but I landed without twisting anything.

“Godammit, Cash,” Clutch said from above.

I also heard a small pounding behind me. I turned to see children watching us through a classroom window. They were young, one of the earlier grades, and they were no longer alive. They watched us hungrily, smacking their small hands against the glass.

I hooked my fingers together to make a step. “Climb up, and be quick about it.”

Jase didn’t argue. With a grunt, he stepped into my cupped hands with his good leg. I lifted his weight as high as I could, using my legs. Clutch reached down from the roof. It wasn’t quite enough. Jase stepped onto my shoulder, and then his weight vanished. I looked up to see his legs disappear onto the roof.

Clutch reappeared an instant later. “Now get your ass up here, Cash.”

I jogged around the playground, looking for a jump rope but finding only rubber balls and jungle gyms. I fidgeted with the padlock at the gate, but I had nothing to pick the lock with, not that I even knew how to pick a lock. I tried to jump up to grab the top of the privacy fence, but it was too high. With a sigh, I looked at the windows, each filled with hungry, hollow little faces.

“Is there any rope in the truck?” I asked.

Clutch thought for a moment. “I’ve got tie straps.” He moved. “I’ll come down, and you can go grab them.”

I held up my hand. “No. Then you’ll be stuck down here. Go for the truck.”

Glass shattered, and I jerked around to find a teacher stepping through the now-broken window. I pulled out my new machete. “Get Jase to the truck. I’ll catch up.”

“We’re not leaving,” Clutch yelled back.

I swung the machete, nearly decapitating a teacher with its hands and forearms covered with little bites. “Go. Hurry!” I wasn’t used to the blade, so my aim was off. The second swing killed it. Small zeds tumbled out of the window. A gunshot rang out. A boy in jeans and a sports jersey dropped. Another shot. A girl with pigtails dropped. Several more shots and the rest of the zed kids dropped. The ones still held inside were pounding harder on the glass now, in a frenzy to get out.

I looked up at Clutch to find him reloading. “The shots will draw more zeds to the school,” I yelled up. “Take Jase and get to the truck before the parking lot fills up.”

“No,” Clutch replied.

I watched him. More glass behind me shattered. “I won’t let you die for me.” After a quick glance at the newcomers, I went for the only door that I knew would be unlocked.

“Cash!”

I pushed open the glass door with my left hand, and swung the machete at the first zed with my right. The kid went right down. The hallway was not nearly as congested as the classrooms, which I noticed nearly all had their doors closed.

I jogged down the hallway, shoving zed kids out of my way, thankful for the thick gloves and jacket I’d worn. A zed could bite through it eventually, but at least it’d have to work at it.

I turned the corner into the main hallway and froze. A couple dozen three- and four-foot tall zeds with three adult zeds turned to face me. One growled, and the groans began. They lurched forward.

I spun around to backtrack, but the hall had filled in behind me as well, with a zed wearing a tag reading HALL MONITOR leading the group. I lunged for the double door to my left and jumped inside. After making sure the door was shut tight, I spun on my heel.

“Fuck me.”

I’d found the school cafeteria. Food trays were scattered across the floors. The buffet line had been ravaged. Several bodies, with most of their skin and muscle gone, were sprawled on the floor, covered in writhing maggots. And now, the large room was full of food-stained, bloodied zeds, and every single one of the bastards were focused on me.

They staggered toward me with outreached arms, and I jumped up onto a table, then onto the next table, sliding through spaghetti sauce that I knew wasn’t really spaghetti sauce.

I slid the machete in my belt and leapt, grabbing the fluorescent light hanging from the ceiling. Surprisingly, it held. Miraculously, my adrenaline helped me pull myself up, safely out of reach of the small arms. But larger arms connected to zeds in lunch lady uniforms reached perilously close.

“I’m not going to die,” I muttered and punched up at the ceiling. The white panel moved, and I realized this was one of those drop-down ceilings that allowed space for wiring and cables.

Gripping the metal frame, I swung and kicked up, knocking out another white panel, catching my foot on the frame. Using the strength of my legs, I was able to pull myself up and above the frame.

A sea of jaundiced dead faces looked up at me, growling, reaching, and chomping. I moved carefully and slowly onto the next frame, careful to distribute my weight over two rows of metal framing. I had no idea how much weight these ceilings were meant to hold, but they sure as hell couldn’t have been built for human travel.

I crawled over one panel to the next, pausing every few panels to catch my breath. My directions were jumbled in the darkness. I had no idea if I was heading toward the parking lot, back to the playground, or if I was going in circles. I lifted the edge of the panel to find that I was still in the cafeteria. Zeds stood under the opening I’d made in the ceiling in the opposite side of the room, still looking up, sniffing the air, reaching, mouths opening and closing like baby birds.

A crack of light filtered in through the corner I’d lifted and lit up the wall of concrete blocks in front of me. Shit. The ceiling ended where the wall separated the cafeteria from the hallway. My arms and legs were already shaking. I had to figure out something or else I’d fall right down into the cafeteria again. Except this time, I’d never have the strength to get back up here.

But there was nothing up here except space, wiring, and…air ducts. My attention shot to the large duct leading straight through the center of the cafeteria and through the concrete wall. Many smaller ducts ran off it like a spider’s legs. Ducts looked so much bigger in the movies, but I prayed that this one would be big enough. It had to be.

I made my way toward the metal duct. Sweat burned my eyes and tickled my neck as rivulets ran down to soak my shirt. By the time I reached the duct, I was exhausted and clumsy, nearly tumbling off the ceiling grid twice. I moved alongside the duct until I found where one section ended and another began. Both were held together by screws. I pulled out my tanto and used the tip to unscrew the first screw, and then the next. It was a painfully slow process to take out the six screws on the sides I could reach.

I pushed against the duct but it didn’t budge. Trading my knife for the axe, I pulled back a few measly inches and swung. The metal clanged and dented, echoed by moaning and shuffling below. A couple dozen hits later, the duct broke open. I slid the axe inside and shoved myself through. Sharp metal from the axe’s damage dug into me, but I continued to squeeze into the tiny boxed-in darkness until I filled up the area of the duct.

I sneezed in the dust-laden air, causing the zeds below to echo with moans. Using my elbows, I pulled myself forward. I could see nothing except light filtered in from vents every eight feet or so.

At each vent, I paused and looked down. The hallway was filled with shoulder-to-shoulder zeds sniffing the air. When the duct split into three pathways, I decided to head left over the hallway, hoping it would bring me to the front doors. I followed the duct, through several more intersections.

I sobbed out in exhausted frustration. My cramped muscles burned. My helmet clanged against the metal, but there was no space to take it off and leave it behind. When I finally reached a vent where I could see the front doors, I rested my head against the vent and nearly cried.

The glass doors were blocked by zeds.

Biting back a whimper, I backed up about ten feet until I came to an intersection and I took the first right. This duct led to a room with a couple office-style desks. It wasn’t a classroom, which gave me some hope.

Seeing no movement below, I fidgeted with the vent until I figured out how to remove it, and it dropped, landing on the floor with an echoing clang. Something moaned, and a shadow moved. A female, wearing khakis and a blue blouse with dark stains, stepped on the vent and looked around.

“Can’t I get a break?” I muttered.

Moving slowly, I reached out of the duct with the axe. The zed looked up right as I swung. The axe caught it in the forehead, and it tumbled back, taking the axe with it.

I grabbed my machete and waited for another one, but none came. I breathed in and out and waited. Dropping down feet first into a room with possible zeds was not my idea of a good time.

Careful to not bang my helmet on the metal, I lowered my head out of the vent to scan the room. It was an office with two desks and glass walls. The principal’s office was just on the other side of the glass wall to the right, and it was still occupied by a zed in a tailored skirt suit. She rocked on her feet, looking out the window.

The other glass walls faced two angles of the hallway, giving full views of the zed near the front doors. At least both doors were closed, but I had no idea if they were locked or would hold back the weight of zeds pushing against them.

I’d be in a fishbowl the moment I dropped.

Like the principal’s office, the fourth wall had a nice wide window overlooking the school parking lot. I could make out only one zed, and it was trapped inside a car. Maybe the zeds who’d escaped the Home Depot had followed Clutch’s truck when he left with Jase.

God, I hated maybes.

Unless the window was heavily tinted, the sun had nearly set, which meant I’d been crawling around this place for at least eight hours. I wasn’t the least bit surprised, not with how exhausted and thirsty I was. I even wondered if I’d be able to stand once I got out of this duct. My stomach had quit growling hours ago. My throat was parched, and my clothes were soaked.

I pulled my head back in, and shimmied forward over the opening so that I could back up and drop feet first into the room. I would’ve preferred to go head first to see around, but the opening was too tight, and there would be nothing to grab onto to keep me from breaking my neck from the drop.

After sliding the machete back into my belt, I squeezed through as quietly and motionlessly as I could to not draw attention. About halfway through, I heard a pounding on the glass. I shoved myself through the rest of the way, and I finally popped through, dropping onto the floor.

The moment I landed, every zed, including the principal, clambered to get to me. Putting a foot on the dead zed’s chest, I grabbed the axe handle and yanked it free. I ran to the window, swung the axe, and the glass shattered apart. The hallway door behind me cracked. I saw a handbag under the desk. I grabbed it and jumped on the desk and through the window.

I had no time to barricade the window, and I started running through the parking lot. Clutch’s truck was long gone, which I’d expected. They would’ve been idiots to wait around to get overtaken by zeds for the slightest chance that I’d survived.

Three zeds came out from around a minivan in front of me. I stopped, dropped the purse, and pulled out my Glock. Three shots. Three went down.

Slinging the bag over my shoulder, I ran to the car where I’d seen the zeds and ducked behind the trunk. I dumped out the contents of the large purple purse, and sifted through the pile of crap that had tumbled out until I found the one thing I needed. Coming up on a knee, I held up the car key, and hit the unlock button. Lights flashed and chirped on a car parked near the front door.

Five zeds had already emerged through the broken glass window. It wouldn’t take long for the parking lot to be flooded. With the Glock in one hand, the key ring dangling off my pinky, and the axe in another, I ran toward the car.

The zeds staggered toward me, but I was faster. With a cursory look through the car’s windows, I yanked open the car door and climbed inside.

Dropping the axe on the passenger seat and the gun on my lap, I slid the key into the ignition. The engine started with pop music blaring from the speakers, and I shoved the gear into reverse. The car barreled over the zeds coming around behind and struggled as it dragged itself over the bodies.

I needed a tank. I got a fucking Prius.

Zeds stumbled at the car, and I swung the car around, shifted gears, and peeled out. I took off my helmet and threw it onto the seat next to me and turned off the CD player before picking up speed. I barreled right down Main Street, taking out another four zeds on my way through. The Prius was no truck and one of the zeds clung onto the hood for several blocks before I finally managed to throw him off.

The compact car wasn’t made for demolition, but I was counting on its gas mileage. It showed a near-empty tank of gas (who the hell drives on an empty tank?), but being a Prius, the computer indicated it had plenty to get me back to the farm. I sped straight back through town the way we’d come this morning, and nearly ran into a Humvee at the second detour. It was full of people, including the couple I’d seen this morning.

The blond guy manning the .30 cal machine gun on top waved me down. He might’ve been a soldier, or he might’ve been friends with the bastard raiders from earlier. I stepped on the gas, and the tires actually squealed as I sped away.

The Humvee followed for several blocks before slowing and breaking away. I checked the rearview mirror all the way back to the farm to make sure I wasn’t followed. When I reached the lane, I found the gate closed but unlocked, and I frowned.

This wasn’t like Clutch. He never made mistakes like this.

I didn’t have the strength, but somehow I managed to slide the gate open and then closed and locked it. As I drove down the lane, I scanned the trees for raiders and zeds, but my eyes could barely focus. My body was way past its limits. I prayed that the farm was still safe because I wasn’t sure I could defend it.

When I pulled into view of the house, I cried out with relief. Clutch stood at the truck, holding two rifles and a shitload of ammo. He set everything down. “Cash!” he yelled, jogging toward me.

I got out of the Prius, and stumbled to my knees. Adrenaline had abandoned me, leaving me utterly without strength. But then Clutch was there, picking me up.

“You’re safe now,” he murmured as he carried me into the house.

Sighing, I rested my head against his chest and listened to his steady breathing. I laid my hand over his pounding heart. It felt good to feel something alive again. I’d killed children today. Even though they were zeds, they still wore the guise of innocence. And still, I found killing was easy.

It’s the living with yourself afterward that’s tough.


GREED

The Fourth Circle of Hell

 



 

Chapter 7



 



Exhaustion claimed me, and I sank deeper into Clutch’s safe arms.

Saying nothing, he carried me into the house and rather than bringing me to the sofa where I’d slept since Jase came to live here, he carried me upstairs.

“Cash! We were so freaking worried!” Jase yelled out through the open door of his bedroom.

Without pausing at Jase’s room, Clutch carried me straight into his bedroom. I barely stayed awake while he helped me out of my sweat- and dust-drenched layers, leaving me in only my sports bra and underwear.

He left, returning moments later with wet washcloths. He ran the cloths gently over my skin, likely checking me for bites and injuries more than cleaning me, but I didn’t care. His touch felt good.

Finished, he helped me crawl under the blankets of his king-sized bed, and tucked them around me. I groaned at the protective comfort of the blankets and pulled them tighter to me. “So good to be home.”

Clutch grunted before disappearing again, and the next thing I knew he was nudging me awake. I grumbled as he lifted my head up and held a glass of water to my lips. My hands wrapped around his fingers on the glass while I clumsily slurped at the contents. The cool water drenched the dust and debris lodged in my raw throat and I coughed. Once I could breathe again, I gulped down the rest. He wiped water from my chin before he lowered my head back to the pillow and stepped away.

At the door he paused. “I never should’ve left you behind,” he said, his voice a rough whisper.

I shook my head. “I made you go.”

“No. You didn’t.” Then he walked away, closing the door behind him, leaving behind only silence.

“Clutch,” I called out with a cough, but he never returned. At first I fought to stay awake so I could talk some sense into him, but all too quickly I surrendered to a dreamless sleep.

I slept through most of the next day, though I remember Clutch checking on me several times. Each time, his calloused hand brushed across my forehead and he made me drink water before letting me doze off again. One time, he wouldn’t leave until I’d eaten a protein bar. I grumbled, he grumbled, and I ate it. Then I fell back asleep.

Nightmares of children that were no longer children yanked me back to consciousness. Luckily, instead of the moans of zeds, I came awake to the sound of stacking plates and the smell of warm food.

Every muscle in my body griped when I climbed out of bed. After a full-body stretch, I forced myself through fifty sit-ups and fifty push-ups to get my blood pumping. My body hated me for it, but I pushed through it. Finished, I headed across the hall to the bedroom I’d given up to Jase when he moved in, and grabbed fresh clothes from a drawer I’d kept in the dresser.

Without power, we had no water pressure for a shower the three of us shared. I sighed in relief when I found four buckets of clean water waiting next to the tub. I poured them into the tub, stripped, and settled into the biting cold water, trying to scrub away the memories from yesterday, with little success.

Not having warm water tended to speed up the cleaning process. Shivering, I jogged down the steps to find Clutch cooking dinner on the tabletop propane grill we’d moved into the kitchen after the power went out. He gave me a small nod before turning his attention back to the food. I grabbed a spoon and reached into the pot, but he grabbed my wrist. “Nuh-uh. You have to wait like the rest of us.”

I pouted and then smirked. “Hurry up. I’m starving,” I ordered and headed into the living room, the only light from a small lantern.

“Hey, Cash,” Jase called from the sofa.

I nodded toward his left foot propped up on a chair, a thick wrapping around his ankle. “How’s the leg?”

He rubbed his ankle. “It’s just a sprain. Clutch says the swelling will be down enough in another day or two that I can start putting some weight on it again.” He looked up. “Wow, you slept for like twenty-four hours straight.”

“She needed it,” Clutch said before handing Jase and me each a bowl.

I grabbed a seat next to Jase and dug into tonight’s specialty—a steaming mix of mystery meat, beans, and rice.

Clutch returned with his own bowl and a warm beer.

“So tell me about the school. Were there more zeds inside?” Jase asked.

I paused before taking a bite. “Yeah.”

“What was it like? I bet it was scary,” he continued.

I kept chewing. The memories were bad enough for me. No one else needed to have them haunting their conscience.

Clutch gave me a knowing look but said nothing. He finished his dinner and beer before I was even halfway through mine. He came to his feet. “I should get back outside.”

I looked up. “Have you been covering both Jase’s and my shifts?”

He didn’t reply, but the dark circles under his eyes told me enough. He looked beat, and I’d bet he hadn’t slept once in the past two days.

“I’ll cover all of tonight,” I said. “You’re on bed rest, effective immediately.”

He raised a brow. “You’re ordering me around now?”

I smiled. Then nodded.

A smirk tugged at his lips before he relented. “Wake me when you need a break. Don’t overdo it because, at sunrise, we need to start hitting the farms around here hard and fast. A vehicle drove by slow yesterday, which I’d bet are looters scanning this area.”

“Shit,” I muttered. While I’d expected looters to sniff around this area sometime, I’d also hoped that they’d take their own sweet time before doing so. There were literally hundreds of miles of roads in the area. Why couldn’t they leave our four-mile stretch alone?

“We need everything we can get and fast,” Clutch added. “And, I’m out of beer and almost out of whiskey.”

I grimaced. “I can’t believe you’d drink warm beer.”

“Warm beer is better than no beer.”

“Point taken.” I shooed him away. “Now go. Hit the sack. You’re even grumpier when you’re tired.”

He grunted and cracked his neck. “Be careful out there. I saw a group of zeds pass through the field yesterday. We’ve been lucky they’ve mostly avoided the woods so far.”

“I wonder why they haven’t hit the woods more,” I said. After all, if I was a predator, they’d be a prime spot.

“I’m thinking they prefer taking easier routes since they can’t get around as easily as us,” Clutch replied before disappearing up the stairs.

So far, most zeds we’d seen had stuck to open flatlands like roads, yards, and fields. But a few had stumbled through the woods already, so they certainly didn’t have an allergy to shrubbery.

I would’ve eaten faster, but my stomach was cramping from going nearly two days on only a protein bar, and I had to pace myself. At least I was wide awake. A near-coma was exactly what my body had needed. My muscles were amped. I wished it was morning already so that we could get started on looting the nearby farms. We’d been forced to put it off while we fortified the farm against looters. But we needed food and supplies. Even though winter was at least eight months away, we needed to hoard anything we could to prepare.

Running into zeds or looters was a chance we had to take.

“You were lucky you got back to the farm when you did,” Jase mumbled with a mouth full of food. “Clutch was packing up to head back into town for you. I wanted to come, but he said I had to stay back and hold down the fort.”

“He was an idiot,” I said. When I’d seen Clutch loading weapons into the truck, I’d already figured he wasn’t heading out for another solo looting run. Going anywhere after dark was a suicide run, especially to a particular elementary school. Clutch could’ve gotten himself killed for the infinitesimal chance that I was still alive. It was a miracle I’d gotten back to the house when I did. If he’d gone into town to look for me…if he hadn’t returned…

With a shiver, I came to my feet and headed into the kitchen to clean up, all the time praying that those thoughts would never become reality.

After I had my weapons strapped on, I stopped by the living room. “You need help getting upstairs?” I asked.

Jase looked up from the book he’d been reading and shook his head. “Nah. I’ll hang down here for a bit. I’m tired of being in bed.” He thumped the book down. “I hate being cooped up like this.”

“You’ll be back on your feet before you know it.” I gave him a quick wave and then headed outside. The sun had set, and I walked the perimeter around the house first. I’d always hated night-watch. Now, I had a whole new perspective. Even in the dark where zeds could lurk, I found the open space and fresh air a vast improvement over the school’s cramped air ducts.

The walk down the long lane, with trees lining both sides, seemed easier tonight. Sure, a zed could shuffle out from the darkness at any moment, but the idea didn’t terrify me as much as it had less than two days ago.

There was hardly a breeze, with every sound lingering in the air. My natural warning system of crickets chirping and frogs croaking was in full effect tonight. Insects and animals tended to go silent when zeds were around.

At the end of the lane, the gate stood solidly fastened to the barbed wire and chain link fence doubled up on both sides. I double-checked the locks. It was the only opening in the fence lining Clutch’s property along the roadside. We’d reinforced the old fence with reams of chain link we’d taken from Jase’s farm, but we needed much more to make it strong enough to hold back zeds and to build a secondary fence around the house.

A single human could climb easily over the fence or come through the woods, but with the deep ditches for Iowa winters, vehicles could enter the farm only through the gate. And, except for a couple trails, the woods surrounding the house served as a barrier against vehicles on three sides.

But the woods wouldn’t hold back zeds, not for long. Clutch owned a few hundred acres and with a fence only along the roadside, the other three sides were wide-open fields. If the zeds passed through in large groups, we’d have some serious problems on our hands.

I leaned on the metal gate, staring out at the star-studded sky. The stars were so much brighter here than in Des Moines…or at least when too many city lights clouded the nights. I guess the stars would shine just as brightly everywhere now.

A clear night and smooth air: it would’ve been a perfect night for a flight. God, I missed watching the sun set from the air.

Even more, I missed my parents. They lived in a residential area not far from downtown. Mom had diabetes and needed daily insulin shots. If they were still in town, they’d be surrounded by hundreds of thousands of zeds by now. The first week, I mentioned the idea of heading into Des Moines for them, but Clutch had said it was too dangerous. After seeing Fox Hills, a town point five percent the size of the Des Moines area filled with zeds, I couldn’t argue his logic.

My only regret was that I’d never even gotten the chance to say good-bye.

A rhythmic scraping sound off to my left drew my attention. Careful to avoid Clutch’s booby traps, I made my way down the fence line until the zed came into sight. A green John Deere hat hung crookedly on its head. It had been an older man, with short white hair peeking out from under the hat. Its facial features were impossible to make out since decay had already started to set in. It dragged one leg, its boot grating the gravel with each step in a monotonous rhythm.

Step.

Scrape.

Step.

Scrape.

The signature sound of a zed.

Once I made sure it didn’t have any friends, I stepped up to the fence. “Hey, fucktard.”

The zed lifted its head, and sniffed in my direction. Even with yellowish pupils, it seemed to see fine because it moaned and shuffled its way straight toward me, stumbling while walking down the ditch. When it finally regained its footing and dragged itself up to the fence, I pulled out my machete.

When it reached for me, I swung. Its head lobbed off and bounced on the ground. Its fingers had tangled in the fence, and I kicked the body, sending it backward into the ditch. Its hat had fallen off and landed near the head.

I leaned over the fence and watched the head for a good ten minutes. The thing just kept watching me, moving its mouth. I narrowed my eyes but couldn’t see any kind of humanity left in its gaze. Its eyes were truly devoid of anything.

After scanning the area one more time, I climbed over the fence, looked at the head, and then brought the heel of my foot down. Its front teeth shattered. I stomped again and again until the skull crushed inward and the mouth finally stilled.

I picked up the hat and tossed it onto the body. The smell would be worse tomorrow, when I could safely move the zed’s body farther away and cover it with dirt since we’d decided to quit burning the zeds we took down. It was too much work and the smoke could be seen and smelled from too far away.

The crickets resumed their chirping. The stars still shone brightly, happy in their places so far away from a world consumed by death. And so I climbed back over the fence and continued my patrol.

I rehydrated every hour. At four a.m., I headed into the house to check on the guys. Jase was sleeping soundly on the couch, a paperback copy of the SAS Survival Handbook sprawled open across his chest. I gently tugged it from under his hand, dog-eared the page, and set it on the floor. I tiptoed up the stairs and paused outside Clutch’s room. Muffled grunts came from the other side. Every night was the same. A couple hours after he fell asleep, the nightmares would come.

Every other night, I listened, waiting for him to wake or fall back into a restful sleep.

Tonight, I turned the knob and entered.

Clutch lay in the middle of the bed, the sheets tossed around him. His skin gleamed with sweat. He grunted and jerked, lost within his dream.

Careful to not disturb him, I sat down on the edge of the mattress. I reached out and laid my palm on his chest. His blade swung out.

I sucked in a breath.

He stopped just before slicing my throat ear to ear. Blinking, his eyes grew wide. “Jesus.” He fell back onto the mattress, pulling the knife away. “Damn, Cash. I could’ve killed you.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. “You were having a bad dream.” Again.

He rolled onto his side, facing away from me. “It was nothing.”

I slid up on the bed, sitting with my back against the headboard. “Tell me about it.”

“Everything all right outside?” he asked instead.

I sighed, disappointed. “Just one. No problems.”

“What time is it?” he asked, sounding all too tired himself.

“Four.”

He sat up. “I can take over the patrol now.”

“No,” I replied, not moving. “I’m wide awake.”

He lay for a moment before sighing. “What are you doing?”

“I’m staying until you fall asleep.”

After several long seconds, he gave me his back. “Have it your way.”

I rested my head against the headboard and sat there in silence, waiting. I remembered when I’d had bad dreams as a kid, my dad would stay with me until I fell asleep. His presence chased away the imaginary monsters. I had no idea if it would help Clutch. His monsters were bigger and badder, but I couldn’t let him go on every night facing them alone.

After Clutch’s breathing became deep and regular, I crept from his room, grabbed another protein bar, and headed back outside. I had time to make another pass around the farm before the sky morphed from black to purple to orange. The world, for once, was at peace, and I savored watching the sun rise over the horizon.

Clutch emerged from the house looking refreshed, and we were ready to hit the road before the sun was fully over the horizon, with dew still creating sparkles on the grass. Jase limped outside to see us off, leaning on a tall stick for support, and armed to the teeth.

“I swear it, guys,” Jase said. “It doesn’t hurt bad. Take your time. I’ll cover the place today.”

Clutch nodded at Jase’s stick. “Then why are you still using your crutch?”

Jase pursed his lips.

Clutch narrowed his eyes. “The only way you’re staying behind is if you can shimmy up on the roof. That way, you can scan while you start replacing the busted shingles.”

Jase grinned. “Heck, yeah, I can do that.”

“Be sure to bring plenty of ammo with you. Watching for looters and zeds is more important than patching the roof,” Clutch added. He started to turn, then paused. “Oh, and use a mallet. I don’t want you drawing every zed in a ten-mile radius.”

Jase gave an enthusiastic nod. “You bet!” He grabbed his stick and hopped back into the house.

I smirked. “You were planning on letting him stay behind all along.”

He shrugged. “Ready?”

I held out my hand. “After you.”

With a fleeting smile, he headed toward the truck, and I followed.

On our drive, we came across a group of zeds feasting on a cow while the rest of the herd huddled together in the far corner of the pasture. I gripped my rifle tighter.

“We need to conserve our ammo,” Clutch said as though reading my thoughts. “They’re still a ways from the farm. Maybe they’ll keep moving on.”

“We should at least cut the fence,” I said. “Give the rest of the cattle a chance.”

He sighed before slowing to a stop. “We won’t be able to save all the livestock. The zeds will get to all of it eventually.”

“I know, but at least we can help these few.”

He jumped out and opened the back door and pulled out a bolt cutter. I got out and held my rifle at the ready. The fence was a simple barbed-wire, taking Clutch no more than four quick snips to open up a section for the cattle to escape should they find the gap. We were back on the road seconds later.

We saw a couple dozen more zeds, mostly alone or in pairs, walking aimlessly on roads and through fields. As we entered an older residential part of Fox Hills—what Jase named Chow Town after the Home Depot experience—the area was eerily quiet. With no people or cars, nothing moved except for the occasional zed.

“Where is everyone?” I asked softly.

Clutch didn’t reply, just kept on driving.

When he pulled in between two zeds meandering on the pavement and into the parking lot, I let out a sigh of relief. Mabel’s Garden Center was nothing near the size of Home Depot, meaning that there shouldn’t have been nearly as many people there when the outbreak hit.

Hopefully.

Still, my stomach was in knots.

I kept my fingers crossed that the remaining zeds in the area had already moved on to find food elsewhere. Clutch backed the truck up to the front doors, so we could load and then get away quickly. We moved silently from the truck, knowing that even though the area seemed relatively clear, zeds lurked everywhere.

He looked at me. “You can stay outside and stand guard if you want. I can cover the greenhouse.”

I pulled out the small axe and shook my head. “No. Let’s stick to the plan.”

We opened our doors at the same time. I scalped the first zed with a quick strike to its temple, and it fell lifelessly to the ground. I turned to see Clutch standing over a dead zed.

We walked up to the front glass doors and looked inside. A cashier still hovered at his cash register. With an axe in one hand and the machete in another, Clutch rapped on the glass, and the zed turned around. Its empty gaze leveled hungrily on us, and it stumbled forward. Another one emerged from an aisle. It had been an older woman, still wearing gardening gloves, and she’d been badly chewed upon. A third, another employee, headed toward the doors.

We waited until all three were at the doors, before counting down…three, two, one. I yanked the door open and jumped back. Clutch swung the axe and then swung the machete. One of the zeds refused to go down after a glancing blow, but my axe to its forehead finished the job.

We dragged the bodies out of our way, and scanned the rest of the place, finding only one more zed trapped under a collapsed shelf.

We wasted no time in grabbing all the heirloom seeds, fertilizer, and fencing we could find. If we could plant enough crops, we could get through the winter and have plenty of seeds for next year. We might even be able to take in another survivor or two, which we desperately needed. Defending an entire farm with only three people was exhausting work.

We were heading back to the front doors to close up the greenhouse when we saw them. All four men wore military fatigues—much like ours—and had automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. With shaved heads, the men looked all the same: white, dirty, and mean.

And they were currently in the back of Clutch’s truck, stealing our loot.

Clutch threw me a quick glance, then whispered, “Stay inside, and be ready to run in case this goes to shit.”

“Be careful.” I pulled the rifle off my shoulder and leaned against the door, aiming at the men busy moving things from our truck to theirs.

Clutch fired a shot into the air, and they froze like skittish deer, one of them dropping his stolen cargo. They scrambled to raise their rifles as Clutch took a couple steps forward, keeping his Glock leveled on them.

The cleanest looking of the men relaxed and grinned. “Clutch! It’s good to see a familiar face.”

Clutch narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing here, Sean?”

One of the other men stepped forward. “You’re taking things that don’t belong to you.”

“And it belongs to you?” Clutch countered. “I knew Mabel, and she’s lying dead inside.”

“It doesn’t matter, Clutch. It’s the rules,” Sean said. “All supplies must go through the Fox Hills militia for reallocation. We divvy them out to citizens based on need.”

Clutch chuckled, though there was no humor in the sound. “Based on whose need? Yours or theirs?”

“You’ll turn over the truck, the supplies, and that girl with you,” another man called out, pointing at me.

“Good luck with that,” Clutch said before turning back to Sean. “Where’s the government order establishing a militia?”

“There’s no government anymore,” Sean replied.

“Camp Fox has fallen?”

Sean stammered. “We—we’re working in collaboration with the National Guard. We’re helping them out.”

“And who’s in charge of this little militia?” Clutch asked.

“Doyle,” one of the men said. “And he’ll kick your ass for getting in our way.”

“Let me see the government order from Camp Fox instating Doyle as head of the militia,” Clutch said. “Until then, you’re all just bandits. And, I’ll shoot any man who tries to take anything of mine.”

The men kept their fully automatic rifles raised.

“But Clutch…” Sean pleaded

“You going to shoot me, boy?” Clutch guffawed at the man who looked about my age. “You might get in a lucky shot or two, but I guaran-fucking-tee that I’m taking every last one of your sorry asses with me. And I don’t give a flying fuck that you’ve sold seed corn to me before, Sean.”

“Let’s just kill this asshole and be done with it,” one of the men said, and I leveled the rifle to aim dead center in the middle of his forehead.

“Dibs on the girl,” the third man added.

“Screw you,” I called out, keeping my aim steady.

“Soon, girly,” the man with the toothy grin said.

Sean patted the air. “There’s going to be no shooting today. We’re leaving.” The men around him raised an uproar. Sean snapped around to his compatriots. “We’re leaving! This place is going to be crawling with zeds soon enough the way it is.” Sean turned to Clutch, looking exasperated. “You can keep this stuff from today, just because we have a history. But the militia is in charge around here. You’d be best to join up or get out of our way. And your little girl over there needs to be moved in with the other civilians at our camp for protection. The rules have changed. I’d watch your back if I were you.”

With that final warning, they climbed into their truck. One of the men in the truck bed fired several shots into the sky. They whooped and one flipped us off as they sped away, kicking up rocks.

“Assholes,” I muttered, coming around to stand by Clutch.

“Sean was right.” He looked at me. “We’re going to have to watch our backs. They’ve seen us. Sean knows where I live. And they know I won’t play along with their games. That makes me an enemy. As for you…” He looked me up and down.

I shivered, even though the sun shone brightly in the sky. “Then we’d best avoid them.”

He locked the lift gate and headed to the driver’s side. “These guys are nothing but Doyle’s dogs, using the façade of a militia to take what they want.”

“Who’s this Doyle guy?” I asked. “Someone to worry about?”

“He’s a cocky asshole who’s owned the surplus store for decades. He’s also one hell of a survivalist. Armageddon would’ve been a wet dream for him.”

 

****

 

We spent the next two weeks converting the farmhouse into a fortress and planting gardens, all the while killing any zeds that made the mistake of stumbling too close to the farm. We set up a sniper’s nest not far from the gate to watch for Doyle’s Dogs—what we’d nicknamed the self-proclaimed militia.

Jase turned out to be a great asset. Even though he slept until ten every morning, once awake, he was boundless energy, and his ankle healed quickly. Between the two of us, we could lift nearly as much as Clutch could.

We covered the first floor windows with chain link fence to hold back zeds and fastened strips of fencing up to the second floor windows, giving us a way to get inside in case the front door was blocked. We even boarded up the front door, leaving the only entrance in and out through the cellar door, which could be better secured from the inside. We reinforced the gate at the end of the drive so that intruders with anything less than a tank or heavy bolt cutters would have a tough time cutting the chains to get through.

Using the fertilizer we’d picked up at the greenhouse, Clutch introduced Jase and me to the art of setting explosive booby traps, multiplying the reliability of our existing perimeter protection tenfold.

But the three of us worked together only when absolutely necessary. Most of the time, we rotated shifts to have one person on guard duty. No more zeds passed through the yard, but more and more were showing up on the roads and in the fields. Only Clutch scouted the woods. Jase and I were neither gutsy enough nor good enough yet to go deep into the acres of tangled trees alone, though Clutch regularly reminded me that I needed to get familiar with those woods sometime. If the Dogs came at us, hiding in the woods could make the difference between life and death.

We figured that, at the speed zeds shambled along, it would take only a few months before they started spreading outward from Des Moines in a mass exodus. The four or five thousand zeds in Fox Hills were another story. We had to be ready for them now.

One thing that bothered me was that we hadn’t seen signs of any more uninfected humans. Clutch had said that they’d hide out as long as they could, but it had been three weeks since the outbreak. Most would’ve run out of food by now and would be forced to loot. Not hearing any other traffic made me wonder exactly how few of us remained.

The hours not spent on fortifying the farm were spent training for self-defense and killing. My strength and skills improved quickly, though I had a long ways to go. I could now do fifty diamond pushups without stopping. And, my caffeine headaches had finally gone away. Jase was already in good shape from playing in sports. Even with his still-healing ankle, he could run up to windows, check out a house, and be on his way back to the truck before zeds had a clue he was there.

Where Jase was our designated runner, I learned I had a natural affinity for being a sniper. Clutch, of course, was our diplomat should any Dogs show up. He excelled at hand-to-hand combat and could handle any weapon. He was also our strategist. Building on our areas of specialty, Clutch began to lay out plans—for both offense and defense. We were transforming from three individuals into a team.

Hoo-fucking-rah.

Clutch gave both Jase and me our own rifles. They were matching M24s with all the accessories. I hadn’t even heard of an M24 before the outbreak. Now, I spent hours practicing dry shooting, disassembling, and cleaning until I could use it in complete blackness. I could load the cartridges blindfolded.

Only when I’d perfected dry shooting—aligning my body position, sight picture, breathing, and trigger squeeze—did Clutch let me fire a real round. Rather than setting up a shooting range, Clutch had taken me several miles out until we’d come across zeds. At each outing, I was only allowed to use one cartridge to conserve ammo, which meant that I had to make every shot count.

The only differences between dry and real shooting were the noise and the recoil, both of which I’d been expecting and was ready for. It was during that first time, when I took out three zeds back-to-back at a hundred yards, that I saw the rare glimpse of pride in Clutch’s eyes.

Back at the farm, I’d studied the art of learning my surroundings. I trained myself to look and listen while remaining focused on something else.

I could stab the sandbag head every time, better than Jase, and I’d even dodged a couple of Clutch’s moves. But I was nowhere near Clutch’s class. He could still take me down any time he wanted. I gained a worship-like appreciation for Army Rangers after seeing what he was capable of.

“Every corner poses a risk,” he said after knocking me on my butt. Again.

“Silence is my friend,” I replied, coming to my feet.

“What is your best weapon?” He lashed out.

I dove to the side. “I am.”

“What is your second best weapon?”

“Anything I can use to shoot, stab, blow up, strike, or throw.”

Clutch moved, and I found myself in a choke-hold.

“OODA?” he asked, loosening his hold somewhat.

“Observe. Orient. Decide…” I pushed back into him, but he anticipated my move and pushed forward, and I elbowed him in the stomach. He relaxed his grip, and I twisted away. “Act.”

He stepped back a safe distance and crossed his arms over his chest. “And your mantra?”

I smiled. He’d given me an assignment the night before to come up with one rule, which I could meditate on to prep for any mission, to keep from getting too nervous. His was Hit ’em hard and hit ’em often. I wanted something that spoke more to my own internal muse. “Get ’em where I want ’em.”

“Meaning?”

“To never be stupid. Never let them get me where they can overpower me or take me down. Turn my opponent’s actions to my advantage.”

Clutch nodded. “That’ll do.” He looked around the yard. “That’s enough for today.”

I tugged off my leather gloves. Clutch was adamant that we wore gloves any time we worked or trained so that they became like a second skin. They made me clumsy at first, but I preferred them now, even with the rifle. If they could keep me from getting a cut that could get infected, or worse, a zed bite, they were priceless.

Walking back to the house, I scanned the yard. Jase would be at the end of the lane right now, checking the gate. He ran six laps a day down the long lane to scout for zeds and raiders. He’d turned into a regular grunt. Even though we all were decked out in military gear, Jase took the style to heart. He practiced running, crawling, and combat like he was at boot camp. I’d even found him trying out different types of mud to camouflage his face the other day.

But I also knew what he did at the end of the lane. He’d pause at the gate, and stare wistfully down the road, in the direction of his old home. It was a hard reminder of what he’d lost.

Keeping busy helped me to not think about my parents.

I kept very, very busy.

We remained vigilant, day and night, watching for intruders, especially for Doyle’s Dogs. At night, we took three-hour rotations, to give each of us a solid six-hour sleeping break. With the physical labor, I could fall asleep the second my head hit the pillow on the sofa. I’d gotten into a routine and was pulling my own weight next to the guys. We needed more people, but the simple fact was, aside from Doyle’s Dogs and possibly Camp Fox, we’d come across no one else in some time. Even the house with boarded windows now appeared abandoned, with its front door broken wide open.

As for our house, even if zeds could get inside, which I doubted, Clutch had jerry-rigged the stairs with C4 that he could blow at a moment’s notice. I never knew C4 was even legal, so I had no idea how he had come to own it. Fifty foot of paracord was placed next to each upstairs window in case the house was overrun. In the cellar, we’d built a fake wall in front of the shelves to hide our food just in case looters managed to break in.

In the gardens, Jase stood watch while I planted, and then we rotated every hour. We’d planted nearly all the seeds we’d taken from the greenhouse. We’d even planted a few herbs so we wouldn’t be doomed with overly bland food all winter, though salt was already missed.

Even with all the food in the cellar, we only had enough food to get us into the winter. We had to grow a hell of a lot of food if we wanted to survive. The fields weren’t safe—too much open space, and we couldn’t eat the corn or soybean seed as it had all been treated with pesticides and herbicides. So we planned to plant by hand seed corn and soybeans in rows closest to the farm since he had all the seed already on hand.

Clutch estimated that we’d converted the backyard into one and a half acres of garden. Within a year, living off the land would become our only source of food. It was terrifying yet empowering.

After the quick seven-step process—which had to be done in order—of getting into the house without setting off a trap, Clutch headed to the kitchen and I turned on the small battery-powered radio and began my routine during every break of slowly scanning both radio bands. Like every other day, FM was quiet. AM had a couple of transmissions, but they must’ve been too far away because static drowned out the voices. As I continued to scan stations, Clutch said, “Wait. Go back.”

I tuned the knob, and turned up the volume. The man spoke in a slow monotone, which was why I’d gone right past the station the first time.

“…militia now controls the towns in southern Iowa and some in northern Missouri. I drove near Des Moines two days ago. Had to see it for myself. The rumors are true. It’s scorched. The military dropped H6s on it at least a week ago since there were only a few fires left burning.”

I suddenly found it hard to breathe, and I fell back on my butt. Des Moines…bombed? Mom. Dad. While I’d known their odds were hopeless, knowing with certainty…I pressed my hand to my heart.

Clutch handed me a glass of water. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe they got out.”

His words were clumsy and rushed, and I knew he didn’t believe them. “Yeah, maybe,” I lied right back, breathless. The finality of the situation forced me to finally admit to myself that I’d been clinging to a strand of false hope for too long. Jaw clenched, I tried not to think about my parents, focusing instead on the stranger’s words.

“…I heard all major cities have been bombed to contain the spread, and any intact military units have pulled back. Though, it’s safe to assume there’s not much government or military left. At least one National Guard base is taking in survivors in Iowa, and that’s Camp Fox. Camp Dodge was destroyed along with Des Moines. I don’t have status on any Iowa units at this time.

During the American Revolution, the active forces in the field against the tyranny never amounted to more than three percent of the colonists. We are the three percenters of today. We are the militia, and we will survive this war. We will defeat the zed scourge and rebuild. I’m wired into stations across the country and will broadcast every day at 0900. This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe and know that you’re not alone. Three percenters, unite!”

Silence came from the speakers, and I sat and stared at the radio.

“Any news?” Jase asked, walking into the living room, sweaty from his run.

“Des Moines was bombed,” Clutch said in a low, rumbly voice.

Jase smiled. “Hopefully they cleared out all the zeds so they won’t be heading this direction.”

I tossed him a glare and then turned away.

“Oh,” Jase said after a moment. “Damn, Cash. I’m sorry. I forgot—”

“It’s time we head out,” Clutch said.

I turned back to see him standing and motioning me to get up. My limbs felt like they’d been filled with lead, but I dragged myself to my feet.

“Where are we going?” Jase asked.

“To check out the Pierson farm and pick up those chickens Cash has been wanting,” Clutch said.

“If they’re even still alive,” I mumbled.

Clutch ignored me. “But you’re staying back and guarding the house. We’ll be back within three hours.”

Jase looked relieved that he didn’t have to go. “You got it, boss.”

“Whenever we’re away from my farm, we’re at risk of being overtaken,” Clutch said to me. “So we’ll clear the house and buildings first. Then, if everything’s clear, we’ll grab the chickens, food, and supplies.”

“Do you think it’s safe?” I asked.

“I haven’t seen any of the Dogs on this road yet. Maybe it’s because they’re giving me this road as long as I stay off the others.”

I nodded, but I also knew any time he used the word “maybe”, he didn’t mean it. Besides, the men we’d come across at the greenhouse seemed too greedy to give up a few miles along one quiet gravel road.

I grabbed my helmet and gear before rustling around for a couple duffels Clutch had gotten from his surplus run. This time, I packed a bottle of water and a protein bar in my jacket, a lesson I learned after finding myself empty-handed at the elementary school. Clutch was already downstairs, geared up and eating a protein bar. We needed the chickens. Having fresh food would be a much-needed morale boost for all three of us.

In the truck, I asked, “How many lived there?” Up until now, we’d only grabbed anything off farms that didn’t require entering buildings, waiting for numbers to thin out. That was before we realized that zeds just kept on going.

We all knew we should’ve started cleaning out the nearby houses earlier, knowing that it was just a matter of time before the Dogs raided the area. But by the same token, they could’ve been watching us already, waiting for the time we left the safety of the farm to come after us or the supplies on the farm.

We had to be careful. We didn’t yet know which farmhouses hid infected inside. The only way to tell was to check them out. Chances were, occupants—infected or otherwise—would likely be hostile. I gripped the machete.

“Two. The Piersons were a young couple. Just starting out,” he replied, as we reversed the seven steps to get out of the house and headed for the truck.

Clutch drove slowly enough to not kick up any dust on the gravel road while I scanned for zeds and looters.

A creek meandered down the end of Clutch’s property line. With all the rains, the Fox River had flooded, filling its tributaries, this creek being one. The ground had given way not far from the road, and I saw why we hadn’t seen more than a few zeds for a couple days. “It’s better than a mousetrap,” I said, watching the zeds trapped in the mud.

They moved in dull, slow motions that only served to have the mud pull them in deeper. One zed was naked, with mud smeared over his bloated body. All the zeds were bloated, looking as though they’d ingested twice their body weight with polluted water. A pair had been pulled so deep that they’d become stuck under the dirty water, their mouths opening and closing like fish.

“Stop,” I said.

Clutch pulled to a stop and watched me.

“Once everything dries up, they could break free,” I said.

He looked outside, thought for a moment, and then nodded.

I opened the door, lifted my rifle, and took aim. The naked zed went down. I fired again. Fourteen shots. Twelve dead zeds. I needed to work on my aim.

“Happy now?” he asked when I settled back in.

I smiled. Twelve fewer zeds to trespass onto the farm. “Very.”

The Pierson farm was only another mile down the road, just past a farmhouse much in need of a new paint job. “Since it’s so close, we can check out this one next,” I mentioned as we drove past.

“Earl’s,” he replied. “A bit of a hermit, so he may have ridden out the outbreak. If he’s not around, we may be able to pick up an extra gun or two.”

A new green combine sat next to a machine shed. I thought back to the zed I’d decapitated a couple weeks back. “Was Earl a tall, skinny guy? Wore a John Deere hat?”

Clutch narrowed an eye at me. “Yeah, why?”

“We don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I guess we’ll check out his place next, then.”

He stopped before turning into the Pierson’s driveway, while we scanned their farm, but it looked quiet and untouched. But we knew that wasn’t the case.

We knew at least Tom Pierson was home. The house was close enough to the road that on two different drive-bys we clearly saw a man staring blankly out the window. Close enough for the man inside to see us and start thumping bloody fists against the glass. I suspected the only reason he hadn’t broken the glass yet was because zeds seemed to have a limited ability to retain focus.

Even though he wasn’t standing in the window now, we knew better than to believe the house was safe. We had at least one zed waiting inside. The question was, where was Tom’s wife? She could be in the house, or she could be lurking around the chicken shed. Or, if she was lucky, she got away.

I’d already learned that very few people tended to get lucky in this world.

Thunder boomed in the distance, startling me.

“You okay?” Clutch asked.

I nodded. “Sounds like another storm’s coming.”

Clutch parked the truck behind the Pierson’s Ford truck and cut the engine. The garage door had been left open, and the driver’s door was left ajar.

“We’ll clear out the house first since we know Tom’s in there. Then the yard,” Clutch rumbled in his rough voice. “Be ready.”

We moved with slow, silent steps into the attached garage. Putting my back to Clutch’s, we scanned the two stalls. He checked out both vehicles. I bent down to check under the vehicles. When I came to my feet, I gave him the sign for okay.

We stopped at the door leading from the garage to the house. Streaks of dried blood marred the paint. Clutch reached for the handle and turned it slowly. The hinges protested with a small creak. He looked inside and then took a step in. I immediately followed, checking behind the door and then taking the side of the door opposite from Clutch.

Even wearing a Kevlar helmet with the face shield down, the stench of decay and excrement was overpowering, and I forced myself to breathe through my mouth. No zed had emerged yet, which meant that maybe it hadn’t heard the door open.

Or maybe it just moved slowly.

A zed that I assumed had once been Tom Pierson ambled around the corner right when Clutch took a step forward. It saw us and gave a guttural hiss. I was closer. I swung, cleaving the top section of its head clean off. Some brown goo hemorrhaged from the wound, but not nearly as much as had come from Alan’s head in the back of Clutch’s rig. It seemed like the longer they’d been infected, the less “wet” they were…and a hell of a lot more smelly. I gagged and tried to block the stench that made me think of what moldy cottage cheese, rotten eggs, and putrid ground beef blended together would smell like.

Clutch kneeled by the body, and lifted its shirt. “Looks like someone unloaded a small caliber into him. If I had to guess, I’d say it was done after he turned.” Then Clutch stood, stepped over the body, and moved into the next room.

I followed, hoping the smell would improve. It didn’t. The living room was a mess. Broken glass and suitcases littered the floor. On the coffee table sat a purse with several hundred dollars scattered about. It looked like the guy’s wife was planning an escape. Too bad money couldn’t have helped her. I noticed the pistol then. It was a .22, similar to my first pistol. I picked it up and checked the cartridge. Empty. I frowned and slid the .22 into the back of my belt. “I don’t think she got out.”

Clutch’s lips thinned and he nodded before moving through the room and into the hallway. He took the stairs with silent steps, and I had to concentrate to be as quiet. Upstairs, there were no signs of struggle, though there were clear signs that someone had been in a hurry to pack. Drawers were pulled open, clothes draped the bed.

But no dark stains or bodies.

I checked under the bed while Clutch checked the closet. We repeated the process with the next three rooms. “Clear,” I said, though fear nagged at me. Where had she gone? Had she managed to flee the house before she turned?

We headed back down the stairs and finished off the rest of the ground floor. When we came to the last closed door, I groaned when I saw the blood on the handle. “It had to be the basement, didn’t it.”

I reached over and pulled out the flashlight from Clutch’s belt, and clicked it on. He motioned three-two-one before opening the door. Pitch black and vile stench greeted us. Beneath the smell of decay that haunted the entire house, the basement also smelled of wet earth and mildew.

With no windows to let in light, I realized that this must be a cellar like the one at Clutch’s house. I shone the light down the stairs to reveal dried blood stains on the steps but no movement. I glanced at Clutch. With a shrug, he called out, “Any zed-fucks down there?”

Something clanked, and then something grunted. The sounds of moaning, shuffling, and banging continued.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I sang, shining the light across the floor to draw it out. There’d been plenty of blood, and I suspected this was where Tom’s wife escaped after being attacked. Dark water covered at least a third of the floor, and I realized that without power, sump pumps could no longer do their jobs.

At the edge of the water, the light fell on a horribly damaged carcass of something small that had tufts of yellow fur still attached. I cringed. “Ah, geez. She ate the cat.”

A shape fell forward, and I jumped.

“And there’s the missus,” Clutch said drily.

Mrs. Pierson must’ve been brutally attacked by the man she’d trusted most in the world. Bites spanned the zed’s neck, hands, and arms. Scratches covered its face, but I suspected those were from the cat fighting for its life. The zed stumbled forward, reaching for the light with each step. Clutch pulled out his Glock but didn’t fire.

The zed kicked the first stair step. Bumped into it again. The third time, it fell forward.

“How about that,” I said. “They can’t climb stairs.”

As it dragged itself up, it started the process over again.

“But they never get tired,” Clutch replied. “I bet if it kept at it long enough, it’d get lucky and fall up the stairs.” He fired the gun, and the zed fell backward, its hand making a small splash in the standing water.

“Let’s make this quick,” he muttered, taking the first step.

I kept the light in front of us, moving it to scan the sides. It was an unsettling feeling, entering the literal bowels of the house, not knowing what else could be down here. At the foot of the stairs, Clutch motioned for the flashlight. He took it and shone it across the basement. I held the machete in front of me.

Fortunately, the basement was wide open, with no doors or rooms, let alone shelves or boxes. In fact, the only things down there were two corpses, one zed and one tabby housecat. “There’s nothing down here. Maybe they’ve always had flooding issues with it,” I said, thinking aloud.

“Good,” he muttered. “Let’s get out of here.”

He wasted no time hustling back up the stairs.

“Don’t like dark basements?” I asked when he shut the basement door behind us.

“Not one bit.”

I chortled.

“What?”

“I never would’ve guessed you to be afraid of anything.”

After a moment, he shrugged. “I’m only human.”

The thought of Clutch getting hurt—or worse—quickly sobered me. “Yeah. Guess so.”

With the house clear, we moved quickly through to inventory food and supplies to load later. The Piersons weren’t very good planners. They had little to offer, so we went ahead and loaded everything we found into one suitcase. I was about to open the refrigerator when Clutch pressed his hand over mine. “Before you do that, I’d hold my breath if I were you.”

I bit my lip. “Oh. Good call.”

Clutch stepped back as I sucked in a breath and opened the refrigerator. And I was glad I did. Milk, leftovers, and raw meat filled the shelves. I moved quickly, grabbing only the items I was hoping to find. Aluminum cans.

I pulled out the twelve-pack of light beer and the four cans of soda and slammed the door shut. I lifted the beer and smiled. I made the mistake of inhaling to brag about my find, and gagged from the lingering stench from the refrigerator.

Clutch smirked and opened the door to the garage.

I pushed past him and sucked in fresh air. He came out behind me and dropped the suitcase into the back of the truck. He pulled out an old wire carrier he’d found somewhere along the way. “Let’s wrap this up.”

I put the twelve-pack and soda in the back and followed. We’d only burned a half hour clearing the house, leaving us plenty of time for the only other building on the farm. It looked like an old hog house that had been converted to store machinery. A large caged-in chicken area had been built onto the side with a door leading into the old shed. The door was closed, likely blown shut in the storms. Four chickens and one rooster pecked at the grass. Their feathers were matted, and they were scrawny. They had to be near starving, with nothing to eat but what they could find in the twenty-by-twenty area of grass fenced in for their home.

They seemed agitated, ruffling their feathers and chattering away. I realized why when I saw the furred shape nearly hidden in the shadow of the tractor. It was big, maybe a wolf, and I nudged Clutch and pointed.

“Looks like we’re not the only ones eying these chickens.”

He took several steps toward the beast and waved his hands. “Shoo. Get out of here.”

It growled, showing its teeth.

Clutch stomped closer. “Sorry, bud. But we need these chickens as bad as you.”

It kept growling even as it backed up with every step Clutch took forward, until it turned and ran off. It was actually a mutt, big but skinny. Probably some farm dog in the area. I felt a bit bad that he’d probably suffered as badly as any of us had since the outbreak, going from an easy diet of dog food to having to fend for himself. But I didn’t feel bad enough to toss him a chicken. Clutch was right. We needed them.

Other than the dog, there was nothing to scare up around the building. Only a tractor and lawn mower sat in the shed, making it easy enough to check for zeds.

Inside the building stood a chicken coop made out of plywood, probably used to protect the chickens at night and during cold weather. I knocked on the door and listened for any movement. When I heard none, I opened the door, with Clutch at my back. Inside was hay and wooden roosts. Eight white-feathered bodies lay dead across the floor, likely from starvation or thirst, if the empty water and food bowls were any sign. A few eggs rested undisturbed in the nest boxes, but I left those, unwilling to test their level of rottenness.

There was another door across from us, and I opened this one without worry, having already seen where it led from the outside. “Hey, chickies,” I said, taking a step onto the grass.

They came running to me, clucking happy little welcomes, and I grinned. “They’re tame.”

“Get them loaded up,” Clutch said from the doorway. “I’m going to check out the fuel situation, and see if the vehicles have anything worthwhile.”

“I’ll take it from here.” I didn’t even look up. I was too busy enjoying being the center of chicken attention.

“And be careful,” he warned.

I was sweating by the time I got three of the five chickens loaded into the carrier. Just because they were friendly creatures that couldn’t fly didn’t make them easy to catch.

Taking a break, I grabbed the three large bags of chicken feed from inside the building and tossed them in the truck next to the portable fuel tank, which Clutch was finishing siphoning gas into from the Piersons’ two cars.

Finished, he disconnected the portable pump’s cables from his truck battery, and slid the pump handle behind the tank. He’d used the portable tank for his tractors in the fields, but it hadn’t taken him long to dump the diesel from the tank so we could use it for gasoline.

Clutch eyed the two chickens still milling in their fenced area and raised an eyebrow.

I shrugged. “They needed a break.”

He smirked, leaning on the truck.

I went back to work getting the last two chickens into the carrier. I must’ve worn them out because I caught both in less than five minutes, only falling on my ass once. The scraggly chickens didn’t look pleased to be cramped in a little cage, but I figured I’d earn their forgiveness by giving them a dry home with plenty of food and water.

I turned to find Clutch with his head in his hands. “What’s wrong?”

He looked up, laughing. “I’ve never seen anyone work so hard to catch chickens before.”

I lifted the cage. “Want me to release them and you take a shot?”

He cleared his throat. “You know, they’re starving. You could’ve put a bit of feed in the kennel, and they would’ve practically run into it.”

I wanted to snap back some smart remark, but he was right so I flipped him the bird instead.

A boom sounded in the distance, and Clutch’s face fell.

Confused, I looked around. “That didn’t sound like thunder.”

His brow furrowed. He stepped back and snapped his head in the direction of the farm. “That was an explosion.”

Shock blasted through me.

“The gate,” he said before taking off at a run toward the truck. I walked as quickly as I could, without risking injuring the caged fowl. He had the engine going by the time I set the carrier in the back. I hopped in the front, and he tore out the driveway and sped out of the driveway and onto the road. I grabbed my rifle and Clutch pulled out his Blaser—a heavy, impressive rifle with an even more impressive scope.

I opened my window and leveled my rifle on the frame as he slowed. As we approached the farm, we found the gate collapsed and a Jeep on the other side with a blown axle. The bloodied driver slumped over the steering wheel must’ve taken shrapnel. Two other men with shaved heads were outside the Jeep, walking down the lane toward the house. One was clutching his bloody arm. The other held his rifle in front of him. He must’ve heard our approach, because he snapped around. His eyes widened, and he nudged the guy next to him and aimed his rifle at the truck.

“Follow my lead,” Clutch said. He drove over the fallen gate and pulled off to the right of the lane where no booby traps had been set and stopped. “This is private property!” he yelled out. “Stop where you are and lower your weapons, or you will be shot.”

They didn’t lower their weapons. “This area is in the jurisdiction of the Fox Hills militia!” the injured man yelled back. “You have to pay tribute to stay on these lands.”

Clutch fired, and I startled. The injured man fell to the ground and didn’t move.

The other raider’s eyes widened. “You killed him, you fucking bastard!”

“This is your one and only chance,” Clutch said. “Drop your weapon. Leave in the next ten seconds and live. If you or any of your buddies comes near my place again, you will be shot on sight.”

“But you can’t. I’m with the militia!” He glanced from his dead buddy and back to Clutch.

“Seven,” Clutch said.

“But, but my Jeep is busted!” He pointed to the sky. “It’s going to be dark soon. There’s zeds out there.”

“Five.”

The guy paused, then dropped his rifle like it was on fire and ran toward the road. Once he passed the truck, he yelled, “Doyle will kill you for this!”

Clutch got out of the truck and aimed.

I froze.

The guy went down with one echoing shot.

In shock, I stepped out of the truck as Jase came running from the woods. “I was watching them the whole time. I wasn’t going to let them get to the house, I swear,” he said, breathless.

“I know,” I said, squeezing Jase’s shoulder.

He grimaced and took a step back. “Dang, you stink like a zed that took a shit bath.”

Another shot fired, and we yanked around to see Clutch standing beside the Jeep, the driver now sporting a gunshot to the head. Clutch looked up. “Let’s get this mess cleaned up.”

“Do you think they’ll know these guys were here?” Jase asked.

“Oh, they’ll know all right.” Clutch looked outward. “Doyle started the war today.”
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Two weeks later

 

Jase slammed his machete through the forehead of the first zed, while I split the skull of the second one right down the middle. I stood back and let Jase take down the third, wielding his machete like a broadsword.

“I’m getting sick of Doyle’s Dogs throwing zeds at us,” he muttered as he wiped his blade on the grass.

For the past three days, a garbage truck had driven down this road and dumped hungry zeds over the gate. On the first day, they dropped one. The next day it was two. Today, they were up to three. Tomorrow, it’d be four.

Eventually, it’d be a truckload.

They were toying with us, plain and simple. With every assault, they were saying, surrender or we’ll kill you.

“C’mon. They’re giving us practice,” I said, tugging a dead zed to the ditch. “What else is there to do on a Friday night besides killing zeds?”

Jase paused while dragging another zed and cocked his head. “Is it Friday?”

I shrugged. “No idea. Doesn’t matter, I guess. We should be heading in for the night.”

“Yeah. The fabulous dinner I made is getting cold,” he said with a sly grin.

I looked down the road where the green garbage truck disappeared in the distance. After today’s dump, the truck sported several new bullet holes, courtesy of Clutch, who was just coming down from his sniper’s nest in the tree. But the bullet holes weren’t enough. We needed to disable that damn truck. And soon.

Clutch checked his Blaser. “I should’ve taken care of those Dogs back at the greenhouse. Then they wouldn’t have known about this place.”

I didn’t need to voice my agreement. Clutch was right. If we’d killed Sean and his buddies—without getting ourselves killed in the process—we could go about our business and no one would be the wiser. For the past few days, Clutch had been beating himself up about letting Sean get away and outing our location.

But it wasn’t his fault any more than it was mine. They’d caught us off guard and now we were dealing with the repercussions.

We headed back to the Jeep. It had taken the guys two full days, but they had the Dogs’ Rubicon running again. Jase had even added his own brand of style by painting “Zom-B-Gone” across the back.

The Jeep could get through anything the truck could, but it was smaller and faster to get in and out of, unlike the efficient Prius, which the guys bitched about every time they climbed in. And so the Jeep had joined Jase’s motorcycle as a scouting vehicle around the farm.

Jase claimed driving rights and I snagged the passenger seat, leaving Clutch to hop in the back. When Jase gunned the engine, I grabbed onto the windshield. “Do you even have a driver’s license?”

“Of course,” Jase replied indignantly, and then shrugged. “Well, basically. I’ve got a school permit. But I’ve been driving tractors for most my life.”

I would’ve snapped back a witty remark, but my stomach growled. “What’s for dinner tonight, Jase? I hope it’s take-out from Pizza Hut. I could really go for a Cheese Lover’s with extra cheese.”

“I’d take Red Lobster,” Clutch added. “All-you-can-eat shrimp.”

“It’s better,” Jase said. “Tonight you get my specialty: Spam and rice.”

I let out a dramatic sigh with a hand fluttering to my chest. “My favorite.”

“Stop the Jeep,” Clutch ordered, and Jase slammed the brakes.

“What’s up?” I asked.

Clutch held up a finger. “Sh.”

I heard it then. The hearty growl of a big engine heading down the road.

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “They’re coming back already?”

“Sounds different.” Clutch said. “Get back to the gate, but be careful. Don’t get made into a target.”

“Did I mention that I’m getting sick of this shit?” Jase muttered as he whipped the Jeep around.

I picked my M24 off the floor and checked the cartridge. Jase parked at our usual spot just before the last curve in the lane leading to the gate, and Clutch took off running for his sniper’s nest. Now that we were out of sight, I hopped out and flattened against a large tree, Jase took a tree on the opposite side of the lane.

A deep-throated engine purred nearby, and I poked my head around the tree to see a desert-tan Humvee parked at the gate. A single soldier climbed out of the passenger side. Another soldier stood behind a .30 cal mounted on the vehicle, leaving who knew how many more men with rifles hidden inside.

The soldier standing outside the Humvee held his rifle in the air before putting it back on the seat and then closing the door. He said something to the gunner, who took a step back from the .30 cal.

The soldier walked up to the gate. “This is Captain Masden with the United States National Guard,” he called out. “I’m unarmed and have come here to talk.”

This was one of those times I wished we had ear pieces so I could check in with Clutch. I wanted to ask him what to do, but I couldn’t risk him leaving his spot in the tree. He was our best and last defense.

Masden checked out the pile of zeds in the ditch before looking up and scanning the tree line. “I know you’re out there. I give you my word that my men will not fire unless you shoot first.”

I glanced over at Jase and held up my hand. Stay put. He didn’t look happy, but he readjusted his rifle to get a better view of the gate.

I propped my matching M24 against the tree so I could get to it easily in case things went to hell. “Don’t cross the gate. I’m coming out.” I waited a second before taking that first step around the tree. Knowing Clutch had me covered gave me the confidence I needed to walk up to the gate and into the view of the soldiers, even though I had no doubt each and every one of them had me in their sights.

Masden was attractive and well built, with tan skin and blond hair. Fatigues fit him nicely. The last time I’d seen him, it had been in Fox Hills, and he’d been behind the Humvee’s .30 cal.

When he saw me, his eyes widened slightly in surprise.

I walked warily up to the gate and stopped just on the other side from the soldier.

He held out his hand. “I’m Captain Tyler Masden. But you can call me Tyler.”

I shook his hand. “I’m Cash.”

His lips twitched. “Cash?”

I took a breath. “What brings you here, Tyler?”

He smiled. His grin was warm, inviting, and hinted at a flirtatious personality. “I represent Camp Fox. We try to locate all survivors, and either bring them to the Camp for safety or see how we can help. Someone mentioned that there was a small camp of survivors out here.” His smile fell. “It’s also my responsibility to make sure some level of law is still obeyed.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Meaning?”

He sighed. “I received a report of insurgents in this vicinity. My source said there were folks stealing from other survivors.”

“You’re looking in the wrong place for thieves,” I said. “We’ve had supplies stolen from us, but we’ve never taken anything from a survivor.”

His brows lifted. “Did you see who did it?”

“Of course,” I said. “They held us at gunpoint. It was Doyle’s Dogs. The so-called militia. And they’ve hit us more than once.”

Tyler shook his head. “We send them out with supplies to help survivors, not to steal from them.”

I cocked my head. “And you believe that?”

He lowered his head and rubbed his temples. “Honestly, I don’t know what to believe anymore when it comes to the militia.”

I felt sorry for him. His intentions seemed genuine, but we still had a problem to deal with. “If the Dogs are working with you, then you clearly have a communication problem or you’re lying to me.”

He sighed. His eyes narrowed and he smiled. “I’ve seen you before.”

“In Chow Town,” I said. “It looked like you were picking up survivors.”

“Chow Town.” He gave a tight chuckle. “That’s a good name for it. Yeah, I’ve been through there quite a few times.” Then he slowly shook his head. “Dang, I wish you would’ve stopped.”

“I’d had a long day,” I said.

“Too bad. I wanted to meet you. And, I could’ve offered you Camp Fox’s hospitality.”

My breath hardened. “The Dogs wanted to lock me up with the other women for my own ‘safety’,” I said with air quotes. “If you’re offering the same kind of hospitality as the militia, I’m not interested.”

Tyler’s jaw tightened. “The reserve militia was formed to kill zeds and rescue survivors. They have clear orders to send over any survivors to Camp Fox. They don’t have the authority to house any survivors except for the minutemen and their families.”

Even Tyler didn’t sound like he believed his own words.

When I didn’t speak, he continued. “Listen, I know they may be a bit unorthodox, but they’re keeping the zeds clear of the Camp. And they’ve brought in eighty-seven survivors already. Maybe you misunderstood them.”

“Maybe not,” I said.

He glanced at the pile of zeds in the ditch, and then took a step closer and leaned on the gate. “It looks like you’re having your own share of problems with zeds. If you’re not ready to relocate to the Camp, I could have Doyle send over a squad every day or so to help clear the area.”

I belted out a laugh, and Tyler frowned. “What’s so funny?”

I pointed to the pile. “Those zeds are courtesy of Doyle.”

He stepped back. “What are you talking about?”

I leaned on the gate. “Dogs come by in a garbage truck every day and dump zeds over our gate because we refused to pay tribute to the militia. We had no problem keeping zeds out of this area until the Dogs started importing them.”

Tyler cursed. Then he reached up and his thumb brushed against my cheek, startling me. “Come to the Camp. Doyle has no authority there. You’ll be safe from him and the militia.” He motioned toward the tree line. “All of your friends here can come, too. Out here, alone, it’s too dangerous. I’ve heard about entire herds of zeds moving through Missouri right now. At the Camp we’re rebuilding the way things used to be.”

I stood and watched him for a moment. “How long do you think Camp Fox is safe from Doyle?”

“Doyle reports into Lieutenant Colonel Lendt, and we’ve treated the militia fairly. I might not agree with Doyle’s methods, let alone like the guy, but he’s been effective in eliminating zeds. Even if he did try something incredibly stupid,” he replied. “He has only eighteen men, most of them farmers or desk jockeys. We have over fifty trained troops holding down a base with a fortified perimeter. No one would be dumb enough to go up against Camp Fox.”

From what I’d seen of the Dogs so far, I figured they’d be exactly that kind of dumb once they got enough numbers. The Camp would be Eden for the militia.

“Well,” Tyler drawled. “I’m going to have a talk with Doyle. I’ll make sure these attacks stop. Still, I’m glad I found out about your camp.”

I cocked my head.

He grinned. “Because I got to meet you.”

I couldn’t help but smile in return.

He leaned on the fence, closer to me. “How about I come back in three days, just to check in?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”

“How many of you are here?”

I narrowed my eyes and tensed. “Why does that matter?”

He held up his hands. “Relax. I’m not scoping out the place. I’m only asking so that I can bring back some MREs when I return. That’s all.”

“There are several of us here,” I replied simply. “Any food would be appreciated, and we could really use some 9mm rounds if you’ve got extra.”

“I’ll see what I can scrounge up.” He paused and glanced back at the Humvee before looking back to me. “The offer stands. If you or anyone here wants to relocate to the Camp, you just let me know. You’d like it there.”

I nodded. “Thanks. I’ll mention it to the others.” I didn’t mention that the others had been listening the entire time.

He reached into his pocket, smiled, and handed me a candy bar. “See you three days from now.”

 

****

 

Three days later

 

Clutch was crankier than usual while we scouted the woods. “I don’t trust them to not take control of us or our resources.”

“I don’t either,” I said. “But Tyler offered to bring us supplies.”

“Feels like bribery.” He shook his head. “We can’t count on them for help. We take care of ourselves.”

“But we can’t turn down any food or supplies,” I said.

“He’s working with the Dogs.”

“But he doesn’t trust them.” I shrugged. “Not completely, anyway.”

“He was flirting with you.”

I stopped and looked at Clutch. After a moment, I put a hand dramatically over my heart. “My, oh my. Is big bad Clutch jealous?”

He scowled.

I laughed. “Tyler’s too pretty and not nearly grumpy enough to hold my attention.”

Clutch narrowed his eyes. “What—”

A pained howl sounded beyond the trees, yanking our attention back to the woods.

“That sounds close,” I said.

Clutch took the lead and jogged us through the trees, keeping our weapons ready for any zeds that could be skulking around.

More cries followed, and we closed in on the pitiful sounds.

At the edge of the woods, three zeds tore at a fallen tree trunk. A fourth zed, several feet away, chewed on something with golden fur.

A tiny shriek shot out from inside the log, and I gave Clutch a quick glance. He gave a nod, and we moved in. One of the zeds saw us right away. It came to its feet with a moan, bringing the attention of the other two at the log.

Clutch swung first. He took the zed’s head clean off. My swing went wide and landed in the shoulder of the second. I stepped back and swung again, this time my machete lodged into the skull. I kicked up, planting my boot against its chest, and yanked the blade free. I pulled my weapon up just as the third zed reached for me, but Clutch decapitated it, just like he’d done the first, before slamming his machete through both heads on the ground.

The fourth zed looked up and snarled, its mouth covered in fresh blood. Bites and scratches covered its face, chest, and arms, enough that would have caused serious injuries in a human. It went after Clutch, and I stepped around it and took off half its head from behind. It fell, dropping the carcass it’d been feeding on.

I edged closer to the hollow tree trunk and got down on my knees. I rested my weapon against the trunk, and Clutch stood guard.

I leaned down to find the source of the whimpering inside.

Pups.

They were much smaller than the animal the zeds had been feeding on. She’d likely been their mother and had sacrificed herself defending her den. Two pups were already dead, one struggled to breathe. Without obvious injuries, I suspected they’d been crushed when the zeds dug at them in a frenzy. The fourth pup in the far back corner continued to whimper. I reached in. It cried louder and nipped at my gloved fingers.

I gently blanketed the pup with my hand. It was cornered and began to wiggle fervently. Wrapping my fingers around it, I picked it up as gently as possible and pulled it free. She screeched in my hand as I examined her, and then I pulled her against my chest. “Shh. It’s going to be okay, sweetie,” I murmured.

She couldn’t have weighed more than a couple pounds. After a moment, the pup’s shrieks turned into whimpers before it finally quieted but continued to shake.

Clutch came up behind me.

“There’s another one in there, but he’s hurt pretty bad,” I said, while stroking the pup’s fur with my thumb.

He took a deep breath, bent down, and reached in with both his hands. When he stood, his hands were empty. “It’s taken care of.”

I gave him a tight smile and held up the pup. “She’s definitely a mutt, but she’s cute in a mutty sort of way.”

He chuckled. “It’s not a mutt. It’s a mangy coyote.”

A coyote? “Oh. Well, it’s a she.”

He shook his head. “Coyote are wild. They’re not domesticated like dogs.”

“But she’ll die if we leave her behind.”

“That’s nature, Cash.”

“There’s been enough death already,” I said quietly.

After a moment, he scowled. “Let me see it.”

I reluctantly held her out.

He picked her up by the scruff of her neck, looked her over, and then handed her back. “It doesn’t look injured or sick. But it’s young, not even weaned yet. It’ll probably die, no matter what we do. I don’t know much about coyotes except that they’re a nuisance.”

The pup snuggled into my arm and I scratched her oversized ears. “I’ll take care of her.”

“I can’t believe you’re bringing a coyote home,” Clutch said.

I shot him a smile. “We’re all leftovers in this world. She’s no different.” I carried her in one hand, grabbed my machete in my other hand, and started heading back into the woods. “I think she’ll fit in nicely.”

Clutch caught up and we walked in silence through the woods. Once we reached the yard, I lifted the pup. “What should we call her?”

“Ugly.”

“Har, har.” I smiled. “Jase is going to love her.”

By the time we crossed the yard and reached the house, the pup had nearly chewed a hole through my glove. Jase rode up on his bike and pointed, his head cocked. “What kind of dog is that?”

“Coyote,” Clutch replied.

Jase raised a brow. “A coyote? For real?”

“She’s yours if you want her,” I offered.

His eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

He held out his hands, and I handed the pup over. “Hey, little Mutt,” he murmured, scratching her back.

I smiled. As soon as I held the pup, I’d hoped she could help fill the void for Jase. “Hopefully, she’ll take to the powdered milk,” I said. “And you’ll need to make up a little bed or kennel for her.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said and headed off into the house.

“Make sure it doesn’t have fleas before you bring it inside,” Clutch called out, but Jase was already gone.

Clutch tried to give me one of his hard looks but failed. When his lips curled upward, I knew he’d also seen the light in Jase’s eyes.

There were too few moments like that to brush them off.

“Let’s check the gate,” he growled. “The kid’s going to be worthless the rest of the day.”

I tried not to grin as I jumped in the Jeep, and Clutch shrugged off the backpack of extra gear he always carried now and drove us down the lane. About midway there, we heard the now-familiar sound of the garbage truck.

“Those sonsabitches just won’t quit,” he muttered before gunning the engine. “Get ready.”

I lifted my rifle.

He stopped at the bend in the lane, and we got out and took cover behind the trees.

The garbage truck had stopped and was in progress of backing up. Either someone different was driving today or Sean was drunk off his ass, because the truck nearly backed straight into the ditch.

It would’ve been a lot easier for us if it had. But the driver overcorrected at the last moment and nearly went into the ditch on the other side. The back of the truck smashed into the gate, and the dump box opened. The box needed a couple more feet of space behind the truck to rotate. Terrible metal-on-metal screeching sounds ensued as the box tangled in the gate, lifting it, until something broke, and both the box and gate slammed to the ground, taking several feet of the barbed wire fence with it.

One zed caught between the box and gate was cut in half. The remaining five zeds began to crawl over it and onto the ground.

“You got to be kidding me,” Clutch cursed. “You got the zeds?”

My first shot went through a zed’s eye. “Yeah,” I said.

“Good.” Clutch walked straight toward the truck that was now trying to pull away, but it was locked onto the gate. It wasn’t an ordinary garbage truck. They’d welded metal over the wheels so we couldn’t shoot the tires. Same with the windshield and windows. With the exception of a few peepholes, everything had been covered by sheets of metal. Otherwise we would’ve shot them the first time they’d invaded our territory.

Its tires spun, trying to break free, and the collapsed gate protested.

I took down the next four zeds with easy back-to-back shots as they tried to drag themselves to their feet. One final shot took down the half of zed still caught between the gate and truck.

Clutch came to a stop less than a dozen feet from the truck. Its engine and wheels suddenly calmed. A barrel poked through the slot in the driver’s side window, but Clutch fired first. His shot was close enough to hit or scare the driver because the barrel disappeared back inside the cab, and the truck engine roared. The gate moved several feet with the truck.

Clutch jogged up to the window, stuck the barrel of his rifle through and started firing.

I sprinted toward Clutch, holding my rifle ready. He quit firing by the time I reached the truck. Everything had stilled, with only the sound of the truck’s engine going.

I reached for the door handle and looked up to Clutch. He took a step back, aimed, then nodded. I flung the door open and jumped back, pulling up my rifle. But the two men inside didn’t move. Blood had splattered the interior. The driver was slumped over the wheel, and the passenger was lying back, sprawled across the vinyl seat. Neither was Sean.

Clutch took a step closer and fired two shots, one into each man.

A couple months ago, I would’ve found that action heartless. Now, I would’ve done it myself if he hadn’t shot first. These Dogs had attacked my home and the only people left in the world that I cared about. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t do. The only thing that scared me was how quickly and easily I’d slid into a ruthless way of thinking.

Jase came tearing down the lane on his bike. He jumped off and jogged toward us, holding his rifle. “What the heck happened here?”

“We won this round,” I said since Clutch was busy examining the mangled gate.

The pouch attached to Jase’s belt wiggled and whimpered. I cocked my head. A furry head with big ears poked out and looked around before disappearing back inside the pouch.

“It’s okay, Mutt,” Jase said, patting the pouch. “Just taking care of bad guys.”

“The gate’s fucked,” Clutch said, walking up to us. He sighed and then kicked the gravel. “Godammit. I’ve had enough of this shit.”

“Without their truck and two men down, it should take them some time to regroup,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Clutch said. “The game’s changed. This is the second time I’ve killed Doyle’s men. He’ll up the ante next. I need to see what we’re up against.”

My brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” he turned to me, “that I need to see what kind of numbers and firepower Doyle’s got at his disposal.”

My jaw dropped. “Going to see Doyle is suicide.”

Of all the shitty timing, the Humvee pulled up outside the gate. When Tyler stepped out, I kept an eye on Clutch to make sure he wasn’t going to gun down the newcomers. He didn’t shoot. Instead, he stomped forward to meet Tyler at the gate. I followed, not trusting the situation.

“What happened here?” Tyler asked as we approached.

While I knew Clutch had been in the military, it surprised me when he saluted Tyler.

Tyler’s brows lifted, and he saluted back.

“Captain,” Clutch said. “You can’t control your own goddamn militia.”

“They attacked again?”

“Every fucking day.” Clutch pointed at the truck. “Take a look. It’s pretty clear who the aggressor was here. We’re being forced to defend our home against the militia.”

Tyler walked alongside the truck, pausing at the open cab and again at the zeds, before returning to the gate by us. He leaned toward me. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “No thanks to the Dogs.”

Tyler looked at Clutch. “You have my word. I’ll do my best so that this won’t happen again.”

“That’s what you said last time,” Clutch said. “No. I’ll make sure they won’t bother us again.”

Tyler ran a hand through his hair. “Those two minutemen lying dead in that truck were sworn in. Attacking the militia is the same as attacking Camp Fox. Even though this was a clear case of self-defense, I can’t let you go after Doyle on your own. We have to go through the proper channels.”

My hands flung to my hips. “So the Dogs have get-out-of-jail cards to kill, steal, and rape?”

“I’m not saying that,” Tyler replied quickly. “You have to understand. It’s a tricky situation.”

Clutch paced, stopped, and paced some more. “If you want to help, take us to Doyle.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tyler cautioned.

Clutch spun on his heel and pointed at Tyler. “I’m going to see Doyle with or without your help, Captain. You can either take me to him or stay out of my way. Doesn’t matter.”

Tyler frowned and stared at the truck for several agonizing moments. Finally, he spoke. “I was going to see Doyle today, anyway. You can ride along.” He held up a finger. “But I have to take the lead. Doyle can be a bit…difficult.”

“Difficult?” I asked. “You said he reported to this Lendt guy.”

“He does, but Lendt’s offered him some leniency as long as the militia delivers results,” Tyler said before motioning toward the Humvee. A soldier stepped out from the back, followed by a teenager in jeans and a T-shirt carrying a cardboard box.

“Eddy!” Jase called out, coming out from where he’d taken cover behind a shrub.

The new kid nearly dropped the box in his rush. Tyler grabbed the box, and Eddy hurdled a collapsed part of the fence. “Jase!”

While the two teenagers slapped each other’s shoulders and bantered, Tyler set the box on the gate. “MREs. Enough to feed six for one week.”

Clutch took the box, set it on the ground next to him, and rummaged through it. “How about ammo?”

Tyler shook his head. “I can’t authorize the transfer of ammo. Even if I could, Camp Fox is an armory, not a munitions site. We barely have enough for ourselves.”

Clutch’s lips tightened. He headed back to the Jeep and grabbed his backpack. “Let’s go meet Doyle.”

Tyler didn’t look pleased, but he motioned to the young, clean-cut man behind him, who walked up to us. “I’ll leave Corporal Smith behind to help bury the minutemen and guard the place.”

“How do I know I can trust your man?” Clutch countered.

I put a hand on Clutch’s forearm and looked at Tyler. “If he stays, he’s not allowed in the house, and he does what Jase says. Aside from the MREs, you haven’t exactly proven that we can trust Camp Fox.”

Clutch’s jaw was clenched, but he nodded. He turned to Jase. “You get all that?”

Jase looked up from where he and Eddy were playing with Mutt. “Yeah. Want me to start working on the gate?”

“No,” Clutch said. “That truck isn’t going anywhere. It’s a better barricade than the gate was right now. We’ll get it fixed tomorrow. Just keep an eye out.”

“Can I stay, Captain?” Eddy asked.

“Eddy and I were in the same class. We played football together,” Jase added, and then stuck out his chest. “Of course, I could outrun Eddy any day of the week.”

Eddy razzed Jase right back while Tyler smiled. “You both stay out of trouble. We’ll be back in a couple hours. Smitty has a radio, so have him call me if you need anything.” The corporal jumped the fence and Clutch gave him a once-over as he walked over to the two boys.

“Let my mom know I’m all right, okay, Captain?” Eddy asked.

Tyler gave him a thumbs up before turning back to us, and he looked at my M24. “You won’t need your rifles on this trip.”

I clutched it harder as I climbed over the gate. “I always need my rifle.”

He opened his mouth to speak but shut it. He waved at the Humvee. “Nick, Griz, Tack, you’re with me.”

Clutch hopped the fence, his Blaser in tow. He brushed past Tyler, and opened the back door of the Humvee. I climbed in, followed by Clutch who sidled next to me.

Tyler took the front passenger seat, and I noticed another soldier behind the steering wheel. In the rear of the vehicle, I found two more soldiers: a black man at the .30 cal and a younger, lanky white man who, after seeing us, closed his eyes and leaned his back against the side. Even though neither looked aggressive, I was glad Clutch had sat next to me.

“Meet some of my team,” Tyler motioned to the other men. “Tack and Griz are handling the .30, and Nick’s our fine driver. Guys, meet Cash and…” Tyler turned in his seat to face Clutch. “I didn’t get your name and rank.”

“Seibert, Joseph. Sergeant First Class,” Clutch replied.

“With what unit, Sarge?” Tyler countered quickly.

“75 Ranger Regiment.”

“Hoorah,” the soldier manning the .30 cal called out.

Tyler nodded to the man who spoke. “Griz back there is a Ranger, too.”

“Hoorah,” Clutch replied, lifting a fist in the air.

“Being with the Rangers, I’m guessing you saw some action, then,” Tyler said.

Clutch gave a tight nod. “OEF-A. Two tours.”

Tyler whistled. “Two tours in Afghanistan? Yeah, that counts as action. Have you thought about joining up at Camp Fox? We could use a soldier with your experience.”

“How long do you think the Camp will be safe, Captain?” Clutch asked. “All those people confined in one place are going to attract zeds. And, all that heavy equipment is going to attract no-gooders. I’ll support your efforts, but I’ve got my own people to protect. I can’t relocate my people to Camp Fox until I know you can maintain a defensible position.”

“I could order you to relocate to the Camp, Sarge,” Tyler said. “All troops, including retired and inactive, were recalled to service when the outbreak started. And all remaining able-bodied men were called in for the reserve militia.”

Clutch jutted out his chin. “Too bad I didn’t get the memo.”

Tyler pursed his lips. “I’ll let that slide for now. I don’t want to force you, but we need you. There may come a time when I’ll have to order you back to duty, and that time could come soon.”

Clutch’s lips thinned and the tension thickened the air. “Yes, sir.”

“If the militia is tied to Camp Fox, why do you let them do whatever they want?” I asked.

“What they did wasn’t right,” Tyler replied. “I’ll make sure we get to the bottom of it, though it won’t matter much longer. The militia is just a temporary structure until order can be restored.” Then he gave me one of those warm smiles. “Have you thought more about moving to the Camp? As you saw, one of your folks has a classmate there.”

“Jase can make his own decisions. But I go where Clutch goes.” Feeling a hard gaze on me, I turned and found Clutch scrutinizing me. Did he want me with him? Did he want me to go to the Camp? It drove me nuts that I couldn’t make out his expression.

“Well, there’s a lot of folks counting on our help at the Camp, and Sarge could make a big difference helping us rebuild,” Tyler said.

“I’m a patriot, Captain, but I’m not suicidal,” Clutch said. “Any notion at rebuilding is delusional until you put an end to the militia and fold them under your command. Do it before it’s too late.”

“Zeds!” Griz yelled behind me, and gunfire blasted from the Humvee.

The noise was deafening, and I gripped my rifle tighter. I snapped my eyes from one window to the next. Then I saw through the windshield several zeds collapse on the road.

“Are we clear?” Tyler called out after the shooting stopped.

“All clear,” the gunner yelled, and the Humvee sped up.

I leaned back and caught my breath. I looked at my window, contemplated rolling it down so I could shoot if needed, but decided to leave it up—the glass would provide some protection against zeds. I glanced to my right at Clutch. He gave me a questioning look. I forced a half-smile, and he turned his gaze back outside.

Tyler made a couple calls on his radio. Every few minutes, the gunner fired, and a zed fell. When we crossed Fox River, zeds floated in the water. Some lay on the mud banks. All dead. In a muddy field not far from the river, sat a tractor riddled with bullet holes. Inside, a body lay slumped over the steering wheel. “You’ve cleared out this entire area?” I asked.

Tyler nodded. “As much as we can. But more show up every day. Most are coming down from Chow Town. There’s simply too many there for us to clean out without risking lives and burning through too much ammo. So we wait and hit the ones that migrate in our direction.”

“How about the survivors still in town?” I asked.

“We used to make drive-throughs every day. At first, we’d fill our trucks with survivors. But after a couple weeks, we were lucky to find one or two, if any. Then a mob of zeds took down one of our Humvees. So Lendt cancelled the drive-throughs. The risk wasn’t worth the payout.” He pointed outside. “We’re almost there.”

In the middle of a flat marshland stood an old farmers’ cooperative. Three large grain silos reached for the sky, with smoke billowing from the top of one. Tall chain fences reinforced with plywood and two-by-fours buffered the buildings from the road. What hung outside those walls made me grimace. Surrounding the militia camp, every fifty feet or so, a dead zed hung from a pole like a scarecrow.

“Do you think the zeds get the hint?”

“Doubt it,” Clutch muttered.

On an ancient-looking billboard was written faded letters. I had to squint to read the words:

Doyle’s Iowa Surplus

& Paintball Supplies:

Open Seven Days a Week.

The paint had long since faded, leaving only the bold capital letters D-I-S on the first line easily legible from a distance. Still, I shivered when I read Doyle’s name. This made what we were about to do feel all the more real.

“It seems odd to have a surplus warehouse in the middle of farm country,” I said while Clutch rolled down his window.

“Camp Fox is only five miles straight east of here,” Tyler said. “This place is owned by a retired farmer, Dale Doyle. He had a connection with some brass at Fox a while back, and he worked out a deal to buy surplus at a hefty discount. It was right about the time they built the new farmer’s co-op on the other side of town, so he bought this place at a rock bottom price.”

“And it looks like the deal has already been sweetened,” Clutch muttered, nodding toward the two armored vehicles sitting at the gate. “How many M1117’s did you guys hand over to Doyle?”

“They needed lead-in trucks for survivor runs,” Tyler replied quietly.

“Christ, Captain,” Clutch said. “You’re handing Doyle everything he needs to take over the Camp.”

“Watch your tone, sergeant. The militia has been instrumental in clearing zeds from the area and locating survivors. Doyle may have one hell of a temper and a superiority complex, but he’s turned farmers and kids into a militia that gets results.”

The Humvee slowed to a stop at the gate.

Guard towers stood behind the fence, one on each side of the gate. A man in each tower had his rifle aimed at us. Two more men—one of them Sean—with automatic rifles stepped through a small door next to the gate.

Sean saw Clutch and visibly tensed. After a moment’s hesitation, he warily walked up to Tyler’s window, while the other man stood back several feet with his rifle leveled on the Humvee.

Sean nodded toward us in the backseat. “What are they doing here, Captain?”

Tyler rested his arm on his door. “Open the gate, Sean. I’m here to see Doyle.”

Sean pursed his lips, clutching an AR-15 that matched the rifles Tyler’s team carried. “I’m afraid I can’t, sir.” He nodded in Clutch’s direction. “I can’t let in any unauthorized people. Not until I clear it with Doyle.”

“It’s not the reserve militia’s place to turn back any citizen,” Tyler gritted out.

“Doyle’s orders,” Sean replied.

“I have the authority here, Private,” Tyler snapped. “Open the damn gate!”

The man behind Sean lifted his rifle. “You assholes from Camp Fox don’t tell us what to do. That bastard killed our friends!” His wild-eyes homed in on Clutch at the same time he aimed his rifle.

I sucked in a breath. Pulled up my rifle. Clutch was in the way. I couldn’t get a clear shot.

“Fuck this,” Clutch muttered as he lifted his rifle and pulled the trigger.
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The Dog yelped, dropped his rifle, and cradled his hand to his chest.

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” Tyler yelled, jumping out from the front seat.

I waited for the Dogs to gun us down, but they never did. Clutch sat, unmoving, next to me, with his Blaser leveled on the whimpering Dog.

"Beware the man with only one gun, because he knows how to use it. Ain’t that right, Clutch,” an older man with a voice that sounded like he’d smoked a pack a day for forty years straight said as he emerged from the door at the gate.

“Doyle,” Clutch muttered under his breath.

I frowned. This was Doyle?

This man could have been anyone’s grandfather. He was tall and slim, with a casual swagger in his step. His cap and sunglasses hid many features, though weathered skin and tufts of white hair curling out from his cap hinted at an advanced age.

Nevertheless, I held my breath as he picked the rifle off the ground and handed it back to the whimpering man who now sported a bullet hole through his hand. Tyler stood between the Humvee and Doyle, as though protecting us.

“At ease, men,” Doyle said. “We don’t turn folks away. Especially one of our own.”

“But, Doyle,” Sean said with a frown, not lowering his rifle from Clutch and me. “You said—”

“But, nuthin’,” Doyle interrupted. He motioned to one of the guard boxes above the fence. “Open up.”

Metal clanged and two Dogs pushed open the creaky gate.

Wary, I kept an eye on Doyle as he stopped in front of Tyler. The older man looked harmless enough, though I knew to trust my gut. And my gut was screaming at me to shoot him already, grab Clutch, and get the hell out of there.

I’d seen enough. We needed to get as far from these guys as we could and fast.

“Sorry about the confusion, Captain,” Doyle said. “My boys simply tend to get a bit energetic in protecting their families.”

“Bullshit, Sergeant Doyle,” Tyler snapped. “You need to get your minutemen in line.”

Doyle smirked, and then shrugged. “Guess you’re just going to have to eat that bullshit, Masden. I report to Lendt, not you. You can’t touch me, not as long as my little militia is handling your zed problem. You know it, and I know it.”

I watched Tyler tense as he seethed with anger. “Lendt’s given you leniency, true, and I trust his judgment. But he also trusts my judgment. And after the stories I’ve been hearing from several survivors—including the ones with me today—I’m not convinced your militia should remain separate from Camp Fox, let alone continue to receive supplies.”

Doyle narrowed his eyes at Tyler but said nothing before moving around Tyler to lean on Clutch’s door.

Clutch was clearly tense but he pulled his rifle back inside the window and rested it on his lap. I readjusted mine so that I could take out Doyle in a split second if I had to.

The older man looked me over. His gaze narrowed and his lips turned downward. When Tyler slammed the front door shut, Doyle returned his focus to Clutch. I knew he’d already made his mind up about me: he didn’t like me, plain and simple.

My lip curled in return. Feeling’s mutual, bud.

“We need to talk,” Clutch stated.

“We’ll talk,” Doyle said, giving Clutch a wide smile. “But first, let’s get you folks inside where it’s safe. Damn zeds are starting to come out of the woodwork.” He swaggered back through the now-open gate.

An ominous feeling grew heavy in my gut as our Humvee passed through the high gate and several Dogs closed in around us. “Well, we’re in,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “And I’m ready to leave.”

Clutch watched me for a moment and then gave a nearly imperceptible nod.

I cradled my rifle as I kept an eye on the Dogs. The man Clutch had shot held his injured hand to his chest as he disappeared inside the first building. Except for one, the remaining men warily watched Clutch like he’d do the same to them. The only guard who didn’t seem concerned was the one too busy leering at me.

I’d seen him once before, when he’d called dibs on me at the greenhouse. I had wanted to shoot him then, too.

When we made eye contact, the weasel wagged his tongue and blew me a kiss. I would’ve flipped him the bird if I wasn’t holding my rifle so tightly. Instead, I turned away to find Clutch watching me, his jaw tight. “Don’t leave my side,” he said gruffly.

I swallowed a nervous chuckle. Like I’d even want to. “I just want to get back to the farm as fast as possible.”

Tyler turned in his seat. “No matter what happens, there’s not to be one more shot fired here, understood? This situation is a tinderbox that’s been getting hotter for some time.”

“Unless we’re forced to protect ourselves, you mean,” I corrected. “Where’d Doyle get these guys? Prison?”

Tyler’s lips pursed. “Stick with me, and everything will be okay. Doyle knows better than to mess with Camp Fox. Still, I’m surprised none of them got trigger-happy when Clutch shot one of their friends. We’re damned lucky to be alive,” Tyler replied.

“That shit-for-brains was less than a second away from opening fire on us,” Clutch grated out.

“How do you know that for sure, Sarge?” Tyler asked.

Clutch inhaled and then narrowed his gaze on Tyler. “I’ve seen that look before, plenty of times. I know.”

Clutch’s words evidently sunk in because Tyler seemed to accept them and turned away.

Inside the fence wasn’t any more pleasant than outside. I counted twenty armed men in the camp. No telling how many more were either hidden behind doors or out looting the countryside. I looked at Tyler. “How many Dogs did you say there were?”

“Eighteen,” he replied quietly.

Which would’ve made sixteen after their latest garbage drop-off today. “Looks like Doyle’s been adding to his ranks.”

“Yeah,” Tyler replied, sounding none too pleased.

Doyle stepped in front of the Humvee, and Nick brought us to a stop. The gate behind us closed with a loud clank, locking us inside the camp, which appropriately, felt like a prison.

“They’ve got quite the setup here,” I noted, and Clutch nodded, not looking any happier than I felt.

Second-guessing Clutch’s idea to gain intel on the militia, I stole a glance at him when he reached for the door. He had on his “hard” look, making it impossible to see any emotion except badassness. “Stay with me,” he repeated his words from earlier as he opened the door, grabbed his pack, and climbed out.

Rather than opening the door next to me—and closest to the leering Weasel—I slid across the seat and followed Clutch.

“Seen enough yet?” I whispered.

“I don’t know what Doyle’s endgame is yet,” he replied just as softly.

Nick remained with the vehicle, while Griz and Tack got out to stand next to Tyler.

“Leave your gear in the Humvee,” Doyle said as he walked toward us. “You’re safe within these walls. You won’t need guns here.”

“No,” Clutch said simply, adamantly.

Doyle looked at me.

I gripped my rifle harder.

“As long as there are zeds, they can keep their weapons,” Tyler said. “That’s an order.”

After a guffaw, Doyle relented with a brush of his hand. “Have it your way. Keep them, but you won’t need them. You’re under my protection here.”

I didn’t exactly feel safe under Doyle’s “protection,” and from the look on both Clutch and Tyler’s faces, they felt the same.

“While we’re here, you can also brief me,” Tyler said. “I’ve told you this before: I’ve got concerns about how many rations you’ve been going through lately. And you have no authority to grow your numbers, not without Lendt’s approval.”

Doyle grunted and turned, leading our group through the militia camp. Three rundown grain silos towered into the sky. A line of smoke trailed out from the dome of one. A faded Iowa Hawkeye logo was painted across one silo. A large white cross was painted on the side of a long tin building with writing and graffiti all along its side. Overgrown grass and dandelions cropped up everywhere not covered by gravel. People milled about, including even a few children.

Woodsy smoke corrupted the fresh spring breeze. As we passed a small fire with a turkey fryer filled with boiling water, I asked, “What are all the camp fires for?”

“Cooking. Purifying water,” Doyle replied. “Our generators aren’t big enough to power the entire camp, so anything we can do the old fashioned way, we do. Besides, the smoke also helps keep the smell down.”

“Not worried about smoke or the smell of smoke attracting zeds?” I countered, knowing that we only cooked at night to mask the visibility of smoke.

Doyle smiled. “I say, let ’em come.”

As we moved into the shadows of the silos, I noticed two young women stirring a pot on a fire. The scraping of metal against metal overpowered the crackling wood. As we walked past, one of the women jerked up, revealing a black eye. Utter despair radiated through her swollen, red eyes. She quickly looked away, focusing all too intently on the pot.

My jaw tightened. “Tell me, Doyle. How many folks are here by their own free will?”

“Everyone is given a choice when they arrive,” he replied without turning. “They can choose to abide by my rules and stay here or go it alone outside the walls.”

“But only the minutemen and their families stay here,” Tyler added, while watching the young woman. “The militia has strict orders to bring all other survivors to Camp Fox.”

“Of course,” Doyle replied. “And others have chosen to stay to support the militia.”

Glancing back at the young woman, I doubted Doyle’s words. If Clutch hadn’t been with me that day at the greenhouse, I suspected I’d be in her situation now: trapped. I found both Tyler and Clutch stopped, still eying the woman, before glancing at one another. Whatever passed between them, I couldn’t see, but they both started to follow Doyle again.

The gravel crunched under my feet as Doyle led us alongside a long warehouse. The words “Gone but not forgotten” were painted on the faded wood siding under the white cross, with dozens of names painted around it.

Many names were separated into smaller groupings, each under a different last name. Lynn, Wahl, Hogan … the names went on and on, and I realized that while I didn’t trust the Dogs, many of them had suffered as much, if not more, than I had.

At the end of the building, Doyle opened a door and gestured, “Welcome to my office and my home.”

Tyler stepped inside, followed by his men. Clutch waited for me, his hard expression impossible to read. Just as I was about to step through the door, I heard a wretched cry. Pausing, I turned to the smallest of the silos. Then another cry, louder, almost forlorn, and I could make out a single syllable in its whimper. Please.

I shot a glance at Clutch before looking to Doyle. “I didn’t realize zeds cried.”

His lips curled upward. “Didn’t you, now.”

He turned and disappeared inside, and I stared at Clutch, frozen.

Because we both knew that zeds didn’t cry.
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Clutch stepped through the doorway. “What the fuck is going on inside that silo?”

“It’s our smokehouse,” Doyle replied calmly.

“Not that one,” Tyler said. “I heard it, too. It sounded like a person in the middle silo.”

Doyle lifted his hands. “It’s not what you think, gentlemen. Any survivor who wants to join the militia must go through survival training. I need to know that every man on my team will obey me, no matter what the order. No man becomes a minuteman until every man on my team knows he can count on him with his life. What’s going on within that silo is nothing more than a hazing ritual every man undergoes when he’s ready to take on the title of ‘minuteman’.”

“Then show us,” Clutch demanded.

Doyle smiled smugly. “I’d be happy to, but first, let’s eat. I’m starving.”

No one moved.

“You have my word,” Doyle added. “Now, come and have a seat. I’ve asked for some leftovers to be brought in for us.” Doyle motioned us to a table. The room, with one large bay window, offered a generous view of much of the camp. In the corner sat a large wood desk covered in stacks of papers and books.

We moved cautiously inside.

Doyle laughed silently, as though he found something funny. “You know, Clutch, most folks wouldn’t have the balls to rob me like you did.”

“I figured your store was fair game,” Clutch replied. “How was I to know you survived the outbreak?”

Doyle held up a hand. “Fair enough. But you killed five of my men. You’re lucky I didn’t repay kind with kind.”

“Seven. The two men you sent today are dead,” Tyler said, and Doyle’s face tightened. Tyler continued. “While their deaths are tragic, I’m not arresting anyone. Attacking civilians stops now, Doyle. If anything like this happens again, I’m putting you in the brig and having your militia reassigned to Camp Fox.”

Doyle’s lips tightened. “Most of my men are simple farmers. The stress of the outbreak may have proved too much for some to handle. But I don’t have anyone with military training here to help. If Clutch joined my team, I could ensure there’d be no more…misunderstandings.”

Clutch and Tyler chortled in stereo. I frowned. Where the hell had Doyle gotten the idea that Clutch would join the Dogs? Hell, he’d been attacking us for the past week, and now he thought Clutch would sign up with a smile. He should hate Clutch for killing his men. It was almost as if he’d wanted Clutch to come to him all along. But why?

“You don’t have the authority,” Tyler said. “This man is Army and has been reactivated. He goes to Camp Fox under Lendt’s command.”

I could feel the tension roiling off Clutch, yet he sat there, saying nothing.

“Bah!” Doyle waved a hand through the air. “It’d be a waste for Clutch to join Fox, and he doesn’t want to, anyway.”

Tyler narrowed his eyes. “How would you know?”

Doyle blew him off. “Besides, the National Guard has never been anything but wet nurses. The militia is the people’s real protector. I’ve seen the future, and it ain’t pretty. The only way to protect people is to be hard. That Clutch took out two of my men today proves it all the more. Clutch would be a good fit here.”

“Excuse me? You don’t have the authority.” Tyler came to his feet, and the two soldiers with him stepped closer.

Doyle ignored him. “Really, Clutch, tell me. Do you think you can hold down your farm against the zeds that will be pouring out from every major city with only a kid and a wetback?”

My jaw dropped, and I stood. “Wetback?”

Clutch grabbed my arm, whether to protect me or keep me from going for Doyle’s throat, I didn’t know. He glared. “Watch it, Doyle.”

I put a hand on my hip. “My mother was Puerto Rican, and my dad was Irish. I was born here, just like my parents, and my parents’ parents before them. That makes me as American as anyone in this room, so back off.”

Doyle smirked. “No wonder you’re keeping this one for yourself. She’s feisty. She’d make good bait.”

I went to raise my rifle, but Clutch latched onto my forearm. I tried to rein back my temper, failing miserably.

“Fucking racist,” Griz gritted out from behind me.

I nodded.

“Enough!” Tyler slammed a fist on the table. “This ends now, Doyle. You hear me? No more games. We’re all in this shithole together and need to be working together.”

A door off to our side opened, and I swung my rifle around.

The three women carrying platters entered the room and froze, eyes wide.

Doyle motioned to the women. “Come in, come in.” He sat down as though everything was dandy. “Have a seat. Oh, and Captain, I’ve already sent a plate out to your driver.”

“Thank you.” Tyler eyed the room cautiously as he and the soldiers with him pulled out wood chairs. He waited until Clutch and I took our seats before taking his own chair. I propped my rifle against the table next to Clutch’s, keeping it in easy reach.

As Doyle poured the wine, I realized that all we were missing was Jesus because it sure as hell felt like we’d been brought in for the Last Supper.

Even with the heavy atmosphere, my mouth watered and my stomach growled as the aroma of roasted ham wafted through the air. Clutch hadn’t yet let us butcher a hog or cow, not until we worked the kinks out of the smokehouse. When the older woman set down the tray full of meat, I made a mental note to finish the smokehouse tomorrow.

“It looks delicious. Thank you, my dear,” Doyle said, briefly holding the woman’s hand.

She smiled and kissed his forehead before leaving the room.

On the second platter lay a round loaf of bread and spring greens. “Mm, I missed bread,” I murmured and craved to dig in, but I didn’t trust Doyle. I watched him, and he smirked like he enjoyed having that kind of power over me. He took his time tearing off a chunk of bread and popped it into his mouth. After he swallowed, I pulled off a piece. As I took my first bite, I found Clutch watching me with a hint of a smile.

I savored the first taste of bread in two months. It had a heavy, whole-grain taste, making it easy to eat without any butter. I tore off a piece for him. “I like carbs.”

Before leaving, two of the women bowed to Doyle as though he was a god. There seemed to be a lot of that going on around here. I watched the two Dogs standing behind their leader, not eating. After swallowing, I turned to Doyle. “Why do you make your guys shave their heads?”

“It started as a matter of hygiene,” Doyle said while carving the ham. “It took me less than a week to start up the militia, but within two weeks, three men already had lice. Now, it’s become a badge of honor, and all new minutemen have their heads shaved before their training even begins.”

“But you didn’t shave your hair,” I said.

“No, I didn’t.” He took another bite.

As I chewed, I suspected their shaved heads had little to do with hygiene and everything to do with Doyle’s need for control. Not that I would ever say those words to his face, and I started to believe that Doyle had wanted Clutch to come to him all along.

Doyle handed plates to Tyler, who then passed them along to Griz and Tack.

“You keep this much extra food around?” Tyler asked.

“My men need to keep their strength up,” Doyle replied.

“No wonder why you’re going through rations at over twice the per capita rate at Camp Fox,” Tyler said. “Last week I let it slide because of the survivors you brought in. But, your ration list is even longer this week. Yet, you’ve brought no more survivors to the Camp in four days.”

“Just because we haven’t found any more survivors, doesn’t mean my men aren’t working hard.” Doyle handed a plate to Clutch, who then handed it to me.

I waited impatiently for Doyle to eat first. Could I trust the man enough to not poison us?

Hell, no.

“You need to start rationing better,” Tyler said. “Camp Fox doesn’t have enough supplies to keep this up. Our munitions are already under forty percent. With how many more zeds are projected to show up over the next few months, you need to conserve.”

Doyle handed a final plate to Clutch before taking one for himself. “Without supplies, we can’t clear out Fox Hills and make it habitable again.”

Tyler didn’t look happy. “I have three times as many men as you, yet you’re going through more supplies. You’re forcing my hand. I’m going to talk with Lendt about cutting your rations.”

Doyle gritted his teeth. “You don’t have the authority, Masden. Lendt runs the show, not you. And with Clutch joining up, we’re going to need more supplies so we can hit the zeds even harder.”

Clutch pounded a fist on the table “Godammit, Doyle. Get it through that thick skull of yours. I’m never hooking up with you and your crew of lowlifes.”

“I bet with the right persuasion, you would,” Doyle replied quietly.

Clutch looked at me. “Let’s go.” He came to his feet, grabbed his rifle, and headed straight for the door.

The scrape of silverware on plates turned to silence.

Still chewing, I jumped up, grabbed my rifle, and followed Clutch.

“Hold up.” Doyle shoved to his feet.

Clutch paused, his hand on the handle.

Doyle approached, his two Dogs alongside him. “Let me show you something.”

Tyler stood, throwing a worrisome glance in my direction. Griz and Tack didn’t look any happier.

Clutch stepped to the side, and Doyle walked outside, and we all followed him toward the northern edge of the camp. I kept eying Clutch, and I suspected that he knew, as I did, that Doyle’s attempt at pretenses had just vanished.

As we walked, the sickly sour reek of decay became more and more prevalent.

Clutch was scowling. “What is this about, Doyle?”

“Patience. You’ll see soon enough.”

A Dog wearing a surgical mask stood at a chain-link door built into the plywood-covered fence. Doyle wrapped a bandana around his face and motioned to the guard, who hastily unbolted the lock and held the door open. He tilted his head as his leader walked through.

Cautiously, I followed Clutch through the door, with Tyler, Griz, Tack, and Doyle’s two guards at my back.

I nearly threw up the food I’d just eaten. The stench was horrific. No wonder they’d had so many fires burning within the fences. They weren’t for preparing food and water. They were to cover the stench of death.

With my hand covering my nose and mouth, I edged toward the rim of the deep pit piled high with bodies. Hundreds of zeds were piled onto one another. None moved. All showed severe head trauma. Many had been burned, but the bodies on top were fresh, not yet burned. Half-rotted corpses sprawled upon one another, as though they’d been dumped there, dozens or more at a time.

The zeds on top looked like they’d been killed within the last couple days. What had been an older woman in a floral apron lay contorted, with one leg bent behind its back, staring lifelessly at me through gray glassy eyes.

Not far from her lay a toddler with a Tonka truck in a death-grip to its chest. She’d been young when she died, smaller than the ones I’d seen at the school.

The school.

I swayed, and Clutch leaned closer, his solid mass grounding me.

“Zeds rely on their sense of smell more. The stink seems to serve as a natural deterrent,” Doyle said. “And it helps mask the scents that humans live within the fence.”

I shook my head, unconvinced. The risk of disease seemed too high to have this much death near the camp.

“Why are you showing us this?” Clutch asked from my side.

“Zeds are an inconvenient bunch.” Doyle said. “My men have taken out nearly five hundred deadheads since the outbreak. But we’re seeing zeds passing through in greater numbers every week. My militia is the only thing standing between genocide and survival.”

“Your militia?” Tyler asked. “Careful, Doyle. You’re toeing the line.”

Doyle brushed him off with a wave of his hand.

Tyler frowned. “I’ve given you leeway since your men have been doing a good job at taking down zeds. But that doesn’t mean you’re not replaceable.”

Doyle’s face reddened. “You have no concept of the type of leadership that’s needed in times like these.”

Tyler took a step closer. “I have a better idea than you think.”

Clutch chortled. “I’m done with this bullshit. I’m taking Cash and we’re heading back to my farm.” He pointed at Doyle. “And from this moment on, your Dogs will leave us alone and stick with their job of killing zeds. Any act of aggression toward my people will result in more of your men being killed. Got it? I’m not fucking around, Doyle.”

Doyle stiffened. “You need to remember one thing: You don’t want to be my enemy.”
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“Are you threatening me?” Clutch demanded, stepping between Doyle and me.

“If I was threatening you,” Doyle said. “I’d have said how easy it would be to have you all shot and thrown into the pit to rot with these corpses and no one would be the wiser. I’m simply saying I’m someone you’d much rather have as a friend than as an enemy.”

I glanced at Clutch who looked as tense as I felt. Without looking down, I checked my rifle to make sure the safety was off. I realized now it had been a mistake coming here today. Doyle was a power-monger. And he clearly wanted Clutch. That Doyle wanted Clutch alive or dead, I hadn’t yet figured out.

“Watch it,” Tyler said. “You’re grossly overstepping your bounds.”

Doyle pointed at the pit full of zeds. “My men are protecting the Fox River valley. If we hadn’t destroyed these monsters, how many more lives would be lost by now? We are not asking for gratitude. All I ask for is a little support and regular supplies. You need to talk to Lendt and get him to grant my men full access to Camp Fox’s resources. Enough of this rationing bullshit.”

“No,” Tyler said. “From what I’ve seen lately, I’m going to advise Lendt that the militia should be reassigned under my command.”

Doyle pulled down his bandana. “And exactly what do you think you’ve seen, Masden?”

Tyler jutted out his chin. “I know you’re feeding me bullshit every week. For starters, do you think I wouldn’t notice that you have a hell of a lot more people on this camp than just the militia and their families?”

“It takes a lot of support resources to run a successful militia.”

“If you haven’t been killing so many zeds and bringing in survivors, I would’ve shut you down a month ago,” Tyler snapped back.

Doyle watched Tyler carefully. “You should tread carefully, Captain. Times have changed. Nature will take its course, just as it always has. The weak will die, leaving only the strong. If we waste our efforts protecting the weak…” Doyle shot a gaze at me before turning back to Tyler, “then we will all fall to the zed horde. You are incorrect, Captain. As the leader of the militia, I have the right to do whatever it takes to ensure my men are the strong.”

“You’re fighting each other when we should all be fighting the zeds together,” Clutch growled out. “You two can work out your own shit. I’m out of here.”

With that he turned, shot me a look, and headed back to the door, with me at his side. The guard from earlier blocked the door.

“Out of my way, boy,” Clutch ordered.

The man looked nervously past our shoulders and didn’t move.

“Think it through, Clutch,” Doyle called out, sounded exasperated. “You’re trained to analyze every situation. You know joining with me is the only logical decision.”

Clutch’s back straightened and he turned around. “And if I don’t?”

“Then you’ll realize your mistake when you find you’re unable to protect your own people.”

“Now that sounds an awful lot like a threat,” Clutch said.

“Enough, Doyle!” Tyler yelled out. “Sarge isn’t militia. He’s retired military and has been recalled to active duty as of thirty seconds ago,” Tyler said, his voice deeper and louder than before. “How he serves is Lendt’s decision. We’ll continue this discussion later at Lendt’s office.”

I heard it then. The hearty growl of a big engine. I searched until I found a green garbage truck barreling toward us. This truck was undamaged and didn’t have all the armor plating, but it was from the same garbage company. When it approached, I tensed.

It stopped, then turned and backed up toward the pit, the sound of beep-beep-beep echoing around us. The back lifted and dumped two more bodies onto the pile. I covered my nose and scanned the pile to make sure none were moving.

“You see, Captain,” Doyle said. “How many lives did we save today?”

Tyler didn’t reply.

Smugly smiling, Doyle turned to the man getting out of the truck. “I trust everything went well, Keith?”

The driver bowed to Doyle before speaking. “No problems.”

I gasped. “You.”

The man looked. His eyes widened, and he froze.

We’d found the fourth rapist. The one who got away.

Clutch and I raised our rifles at the same time. Doyle’s guards and Tyler and his men raised their rifles in response.

“Whoa.” Tyler held up one hand above his rifle. “What’s going on here?”

“Stand back,” Clutch nodded to the newcomer Keith, “That rat bastard is responsible for the rape, torture, and death of a young woman.”

“Do you have proof?” Tyler countered, though Tack and Griz both moved their rifles onto the Dogs.

“We both saw it,” I said. “She tried to escape and he was one of the four chasing her.”

“I didn’t do nothing!” Keith shrieked.

I looked at Clutch. His hard gaze told me everything I needed to know. I aimed my rifle and fired. Keith fell back, into the pit, a bullet hole through his forehead.

I expected to be riddled with bullets, but surprisingly, no one else fired even though everyone except Doyle held a rifle.

Doyle’s lips thinned. “You’ll be sorry for doing that, girl.”

Tyler leveled his rifle on Doyle. “We have laws, Doyle. I’m arresting her, and she’s coming with me to stand trial.”

“If you’d seen what he and his friends had done, Captain,” Clutch growled, “you’d have done the same thing.”

“Everyone, stand down,” Tyler commanded.

None of the Dogs lowered their weapons, and so no one else did.

“Doyle, your men are ordered to stand down,” Tyler said, reaching out to me, but Clutch grabbed me first and pulled me against him.

“That Dog got what he deserved,” Clutch said.

He took us a step back, and then froze.

“No!” I cried out when I saw Doyle’s pistol aimed point blank at Clutch’s temple. I turned to Tyler. “Clutch is innocent.”

“The only way anyone leaves here is if I allow it,” Doyle countered.

“You are disobeying a direct order, Doyle,” Tyler stated. “This camp is under the jurisdiction of Camp Fox. If you do not have your men stand down now, you will be stripped of rank and deemed outlaws. This is your last warning.”

Doyle snorted. “My camp, my rules. It’s you who need to lower your weapons.”

“If your men open fire,” Tyler said, keeping his rifle aimed at Doyle. “You’ll be the first one dead. Now, you are ordered to stand down!”

Clutch’s eyes were completely focused on me. “Let them go, Doyle,” he said, “and I’ll join your crew.”

I shook my head. Don’t do this.

After a lengthy pause, Doyle pulled away his pistol and sneered. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood today, Masden. You have five minutes to clear out of my camp.”

“Get her out of here, Captain,” Clutch ground out.

“The militia is done, Doyle,” Tyler said. “Effective immediately.”

Doyle belted out a laugh. “Camp Fox needs me. I don’t need you.” He sobered. “And you’re wasting your minutes.”

Tyler reached for me. “You don’t have to do this, Clutch,” I begged.

Clutch’s face hardened and he turned away, gritting his teeth while one of the Dogs disarmed him.

“Well, this worked out better than I expected,” Doyle said to one of his men.

Tyler grabbed my wrist. He pulled me through the doorway and through the camp, flanked by Griz and Tack.

Knots tightened in my gut with every step. Doyle had wanted Clutch. Defeated and under his control. And we’d let him do it. He’d expected Clutch to kill the rapist so he could imprison him. When I killed the man, Clutch had volunteered to stay, making Doyle’s job easy. Doyle had got exactly what he’d wanted. Clutch was no longer a threat, leaving those he cared about easy game for the Dogs.

With a surge, I twisted free and grabbed Tyler’s arms. “Clutch is a good man. He doesn’t belong here. Promise me you’ll try to get him out of here.”

Tyler watched me for a moment. Maybe he understood, maybe he saw something in my eyes. He gave a thin smile. “I’ll do what I can.”

When his words registered as truth in my mind, I nodded and inhaled. “Good.” I headed to the waiting Humvee, a thousand rescue scenarios running through my mind.

The only problem was, without Clutch, I couldn’t do anything, let alone pull off a rescue.

Before I climbed into the Humvee, I looked back one last time to find Clutch, but only saw Doyle watching us smugly, promising retribution. Clutch had sacrificed himself for our freedom. And it was a waste, because Doyle wouldn’t stop until we were all dead.
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I remembered the feeling of plastic restraints cutting into my wrists from my first night with Clutch. I understood why Tyler felt like he had to arrest me, and before the outbreak I would’ve agreed with him.

But the world had changed.

I felt even edgier without the weight of my gear and weapons. Being defenseless in the middle of zed country, with Clutch undergoing who knows what back at Doyle’s camp, unnerved me.

I sighed. “You didn’t need to tie me up. I’m not a danger to you.”

Tyler turned from the window to me, looking none too pleased. “You killed an unarmed man today.”

If he only knew the facts. “And I don’t regret it.”

Yes, I’d shot that criminal knowing that shit would hit the fan as a result. The man was dead, anyway. I’d simply fired before Clutch did. He was going to pull the trigger. I’d seen it in his eyes, just like he’d seen it in the eyes of the Dog he shot back at Doyle’s gate. So, I killed the man to keep Clutch safe. I just hadn’t figured that Clutch would be a victim in the ensuing cluster fuck. When I saw him again—and I promised myself I would—I was going to wring his freaking neck for playing hero.

Nick shot me a tender glance before returning his focus to driving, and I could feel eyes on my back from Griz and Tack behind me as well. None of them had seen what the Dogs had done to that poor girl. Still, being this close to the militia camp, they must’ve seen things or heard stories when it came to Doyle and his cronies.

“You know Doyle,” I said. “He never would’ve let you take one of his Dogs into custody to stand trial. Face it, the only thing that kept that rapist from getting off free was my bullet.”

Tyler narrowed his gaze. “How can you be so cavalier about taking a man’s life?”

“You didn’t see what they did,” I replied quietly, remembering her broken body and hollow eyes.

He was quiet for a moment. “In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t many of us left. We have to keep faith in justice. We’ll never make it if we each take the law into our own hands.”

I chortled. “We’ll never make it if we don’t take the law into our own hands.” It was futile trying to convince Tyler that the world was no longer wrapped with a comforting blanket of rules and traditions. We could no longer afford the luxury of hiding accountability beneath layers of red tape. Doyle wouldn’t follow the rules. Neither could we. In a matter of days, we’d toppled from thinking we were wolves to realizing that we were only rabbits.

I broke eye contact to look out the window. We were approaching tall chain-link fences, topped with razor wire, surrounding what looked to be at least ten acres of a National Guard base.

Camp Fox.

Too wide open for a solid defense. Too many areas for zeds to break through.

A white wind turbine rotated smoothly, towering above the base. My jaw dropped. “You have power?”

Tyler nodded. “Camp Fox has had its own wind energy for over five years now.”

“Showers?”

His lips curved. “Yes, we even have hot water.” I rested my head on the seat and fantasized about standing under a steamy shower as we approached the gate. Unfortunately, I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of fantasies. Not with Clutch’s—and my—current situation.

Several Humvees and armored vehicles rested on the other side of the tall fence. Camp Fox certainly wasn’t lacking firepower, though Clutch and I had watched on television while cities like D.C. and L.A. fell, despite having massive military power on their streets.

Two soldiers stood while a third stepped inside a guard’s box and opened the gate. They saluted Tyler as we passed through the gate, and he saluted in return. It was then I realized that I might never see the farm again.

“Will Smitty stay with Jase and Eddy tonight?” I asked, knowing that Jase had to be getting worried before long.

“I’m having the boys brought here tonight,” Tyler replied. “I’ll see that you connect with Jase tomorrow morning. I thought it would be safer than leaving him at the farm.”

“I suppose so,” I murmured, though I wasn’t exactly confident in Camp Fox’s strength, not after seeing the way Doyle had scoffed at Tyler.

Beyond the gate stood several small pens holding livestock. A lone bull with wide horns stood in a closed-off area across the road. No doubt this setup was to protect the animals from zeds, but to me, it was like setting out bait. Once zeds depleted the local population, they’d come in hordes to Camp Fox in search for food.

A single zed was easy to kill. They were dumb, slow things. Easy to outthink and outmaneuver. But a herd never tired. Tall fences and bullets couldn’t protect these people. They were rounded up for an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord. I felt a hundred times safer at the farm, where we were ready to bug out at the first sign of herds.

As the Humvee curved around the Camp’s winding roads, people milled around, some worked the gardens while others carried loads. Two young children played with a ball. Several looked up as we passed. Many smiled and waved as though these men were their saviors, which I supposed was true.

Seeing so many people in one place, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of hope. Maybe Jase would be safer here than alone at the farm, for at least now. Maybe Tyler was right. Maybe Camp Fox could recreate civilization. Maybe, just maybe, they could withstand zeds.

We continued past several barracks, all of which had people in regular clothes walking nearby. After another few blocks, Nick pulled to a stop outside a square brick building with a sign that read Camp Fox HQ outside.

Griz and Tack climbed out back before Tyler opened his door. Each man grabbed my arms and pulled me across the seat. With my wrists tied, I nearly stumbled climbing down from the Humvee.

As soon as Tack shut the door, the Humvee drove off, leaving the four of us standing alone in the small parking lot. The sun had already begun to set, casting a warm orange glow onto the red bricks. Clutch was in the direction of the falling sun. What would he be doing now? Would he be tied up like I was, or was he playing along with Doyle?

Tyler tugged me along and I had to hurry to keep up with his longer strides. Griz and Tack followed us up the steps and through the double doors.

Inside, the building seemed innocuous. With the exception of military insignias, the main area could’ve passed for any town hall. Tyler stopped us at the front desk, where a man and woman sat. He was in uniform, while she wore jeans. “Is the Colonel available?” Tyler asked.

The woman spoke first. “He is. Shall I let him know you’re coming?”

“Yes, thank you,” Tyler nodded and then turned to me. A pained look flashed across his face before he turned to the two soldiers with us. “Escort the prisoner to interrogation room one.” He gave me a final, almost-pained glance before turning on his heel and hurrying down a hallway.

Tension grew in my muscles.

“This way, sugar,” Griz said.

With one man on either side, they walked me down a hallway, stopping when we came to an opened door.

Tack flipped a switch, and light flooded the room. The room sat empty except for a table and two chairs.

Griz nudged me inside, and I winced at the sudden brightness. With his rifle, he motioned to a chair. “Take a seat.”

I swallowed and obeyed and was somewhat surprised that they didn’t restrain me to the chair, not that I was an expert on interrogations. The sum of my experience came from what I’d seen on TV. They left me alone, closing the door behind them. I suspected at least one of them remained just outside the door, but I could neither see nor hear them.

The room was small, maybe eight-by-eight, without any windows. No one-way mirror covered the wall, though I supposed video cameras had long since replaced one-way mirrors.

I closed my eyes. Focused on my breathing. Silently repeated my mantra to soothe my nerves until I realized there was no way to get the upper hand in this situation.

I was at their mercy, plain and simple.

Long after my butt had gone numb in the cold metal chair, the door opened, and I started.

A man I didn’t recognize walked in first, followed by Tyler. The newcomer was tall, his face craggy, and looked to be in his late forties. He took the other chair, while Tyler stood off to the side.

“I’m Lieutenant Colonel John Lendt.” The man sitting across from me looked every bit the leader Tyler had made him out to be. A piercing, sharp gaze, hard jaw, and strong shoulders hinted that this man was confident in both his intelligence and strength. He was downright intimidating without even trying.

“I’m Cash. I’d shake your hand, but my hands are preoccupied.”

“Just Cash?” He raised a brow.

I shrugged. “I’m no longer who I was before.”

One corner of his mouth rose. “I disagree. Who we were shapes us into who we are, and who we are shapes us into who we’ll become.” He leaned back. “But we’re not here to talk philosophy, are we. Captain Masden witnessed you shooting an unarmed man without provocation today. What do you have to say to that charge?”

A thousand different responses shot through my brain. I settled on simple honesty. “Yes, I shot him, but I had provocation.”

His brows tightened. “You realize that under military law the punishment for murder is death.”

I looked down at the table and swallowed.

Lendt came to his feet. “Sergeant Nicholas Lee has volunteered to lead your defense. I’ll have a tribunal scheduled for the day after tomorrow. No need to delay this messy business, but you have my word that you’ll be treated fairly.”

Tyler followed Lendt out of the room.

I frowned. This was an interrogation? No questions about why I’d done it?

“This way.”

Griz stood in the doorway, motioning to me, and I rose and followed him, feeling as though my doom was already sealed. Numbness coated my thoughts as they escorted me out the other side of the building and across a wide sidewalk to a low one-story building. Inside, the short hallway was lined with several cell doors and more hallways, though I could hear no one else nearby. They put me into the first tiny, windowless cell with a narrow bed and a steel latrine and sink.

“Hold still for a moment,” Griz said just before I felt a tug and the plastic restraint snapped free. I rubbed my wrists and faced the two soldiers as one shut the steel door.

Tack faced me through the bars in the door’s window. “The bastard got what he deserved,” he said before disappearing, leaving me alone in my cell.

I collapsed onto the bed and stared at the gray ceiling. How had everything gone to shit so quickly?

Silence boomed off the walls in response.

I thought of Jase. He knew people here. They could look out for him.

But Clutch…

For all I knew, he was lying dead in that zed pit right now.

The sound of boot steps echoing down the hallway brought me back, and I pulled myself up and walked toward the door in time to meet the driver from the Humvee.

He was looking to his left. “Open up.”

“I can’t, sir,” an unfamiliar voice said. “Colonel’s orders. He said the prisoner is a flight risk.”

Nick rolled his eyes before turning to me. “Hi, Cash. I’m Sergeant Nick Lee.”

“I remember,” I replied. “Good to see you again.”

“I’ll represent you at your trial. Since you already admitted to the murder, I think our best defense is to prove that there was no premeditation, and, therefore, this wasn’t first-degree murder. That way, you’ll just get time in the brig, and the death sentence gets ruled out.”

I watched him for a moment. “Why are you helping me, Nick?”

He shrugged, and then lowered his voice. “I’ve seen some shit. Bad things that have happened to women and men. We’ve all heard rumors. If you said both you and your friend saw this guy hurt a girl, I believe it. Now, if we can get your friend to testify, it will help your cause. The fact that he’s a veteran is even better.” He paused for a moment. “But, honestly, I don’t think we’ll be able to get him here for the trial.”

Not that I was surprised. Still, having my thoughts spoken aloud burned. “Can’t Lendt order him to come to the Camp?”

“Sure, but I don’t think it will do any good. Colonel Lendt ordered Doyle to come to the Camp after Masden filled him in, and Doyle hasn’t shown up yet.” Nick grinned. “And, Colonel Lendt doesn’t take kindly to being screwed with. I think he’s finally going to make Doyle come to heel and break up the militia.”

“Watch out for Doyle,” I said, a rock forming in my gut.

“What’s he going to do? Attack Camp Fox?” He smirked. “Don’t worry. We have many times the resources and firepower that Doyle’s got. We’re safe enough here. Let’s start prepping for your trial. Start at the beginning, and tell me everything.”

 

****

 

Several hours later, I woke, sweating and heart racing. I dreamed that Clutch was in the room with me. Except that he was a zed.

A siren pierced the night’s silence, and I lunged to the door. “What’s going on?” I called out, hoping someone was nearby.

“Echo Four reporting in, requesting status. Over.”

The soldier’s voice was to my right, but I couldn’t see him around the corner.

“All units report immediately to assigned defense points. Camp Fox is under attack. Zed Alert. Code Five. This is not a drill. Over.”

The voice on the radio repeated the message two more times before my guard stepped in front of my door, his eyes wide.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

He stared at me for a moment, and then took off running. A door opened and closed. Then silence.

“Damn it,” I muttered, kicking at my door. Without any visible doorknob or hinges, all I could do was shove at the door, but it was solid steel. Still I tried. Trying was better than accepting that I’d die in this tomb, either from starvation or when the zeds would finally find me. I turned and walked over to the bed. Pulled at the frame but it was screwed into the concrete floor. I returned to the door. After long minutes of kicking, a door opened somewhere. Buried under the piercing siren, I heard gunfire and screams.

Nick’s helmeted visage filled the window in my door, startling me. “It was Doyle,” he said, panting. “His men cut through the fence and laid down flares. Set off the sirens. They must’ve gone out and drawn all the zeds in the area here.”

He pulled off his helmet and wiped his forehead. “Doyle zed-bombed us.”


Chapter 13



 



“There are zeds everywhere,” Nick said, putting his helmet back on. “I can’t believe it. Doyle attacked us. He really did it.”

I pressed my hand over my heart as his words sunk in. While I didn’t doubt Doyle’s ruthlessness, the reality that he’d attack hundreds of innocent people made no sense. I pressed against the door. “Let me out. I can help.”

Nick noisily fidgeted with keys. “This is your only shot. Lendt will make you stand trial, and you’ll end up either in the brig or worse. And that’s just not right. I’ve seen shit the Dogs have done. You’ve got to run.”

More rattles, I heard a click, and the door swung open. I jumped out of my cell to find Nick already jogging away, his boot steps echoing through the empty hallway. When he opened the door, the gunfire sounded way too close, but there was no way zeds should have managed to cross acres of the outer camp to get to the center.

Before I stepped outside, I paused. “I have no weapon.”

He patted a couple pockets with his hand not holding an AR-15 and pulled out a folding knife with a camo paint scheme. “It’s not much, but it’s all I can spare.”

I opened the blade. “Better than nothing.”

Nick gave my shoulder a quick pat. “Head east. That’s the quickest way out of here. I got to get to my squad. As soon as all the civvies are in their barracks, we’re going to start unloading the heavies on the zeds.” Nick sprinted toward the tanks and Humvees rolling in, likely to congregate around the barracks in the distance, and I hoped that Jase was safe.

Movement in the darkness off to Nick’s left kicked me into action. “Your nine o’clock!” I shouted, running toward him.

He twisted to his left where at least a dozen zeds tumbled out of the shadows. He held down the trigger, firing into the onslaught and taking down several zeds, but most bullets embedded harmlessly into their torsos and limbs.

I sprinted to close the distance between Nick and me.

A zed wearing a business suit emerged from the darkness behind Nick. I spun around it and embedded the knife up to its hilt into the back of the zed’s skull. I hadn’t been sure the blade was long enough until the zed collapsed.

Nick’s rifle clicked on empty. He dropped it and pulled out a pistol that looked like a Beretta 9mm.

“Conserve your ammo,” I said as I picked up the empty rifle. “Remember to go for head shots!”

Wild-eyed, he fired into the thinning group, and I pocketed the knife. I jogged over to the zeds on the fringe, ones too shot up to walk, and swung down the rifle butt, making sure to crush each skull before moving onto the next.

After Nick quit shooting, I slammed the rifle into the last moving zed.

Walking back, I held out the AR-15, now dripping with brown sludge. He finished reloading his pistol, holstered it, and looked up. He grimaced at the rifle, but took it and reloaded.

“Hasn’t anyone trained you guys on the art of killing zeds?” I held a finger to my temple. “Always go for headshots. One shot, one kill. Anywhere else is a waste of ammo unless you’re overwhelmed and have to slow them down.”

“Lay off me, I’m just ROTC,” Nick said, reloading the rifle. “It’s just different when they’re right there. They should never have gotten this far into the Camp.”

Screams erupted in the distance, and we both jerked around.

Nick’s eyes widened. “They breached the barracks!”

No. Jase!

We took off running toward the barracks, where gunfire flashed like lightning bugs in the night.

Several zeds lumbered after us along the way, but we easily outran any Nick didn’t take down with headshots.

By the time we reached the first barrack, cries seemed to be coming from everywhere. Zeds pounded at each of the doors and windows of the barrack. The people inside stood huddled together under the lights, making them look like fish in a fishbowl. Soldiers in full battle armor, unable to fire without risking casualties to friendly fire inside, used bayonet-knives, axes, and crowbars to take out the zeds and were making headway.

I came down on a knee by a soldier who’d lost his helmet and had been chewed to a pulpy mess. I relieved him of his rifle and knife before rummaging through his pockets to find two fresh magazines. His warm blood soaked my hands, making the mags slippery.

After reloading the rifle, I found a pale Nick nervously waiting for me instead of helping his comrades, his lack of experience all too obvious.

.30 cal machine guns belted out rounds into the darkness.

The first barrack had been nearly cleared by the troops. I tugged Nick’s arm. “Let’s check the other barracks.”

We ran down the long building to the second barrack. Only a few zeds shuffled by its doors and windows. With no lights on inside, it was impossible to see if the barrack was inhabited, but I suspected these civilians had been smart enough to hide from the zeds.

The third barrack was a different story. Its doors were thrown wide open, and the soldiers were firing directly inside. The lights were on, and I couldn’t make out who was zed and who wasn’t.

I ran toward the building, searching for Jase. I wasn’t used to the AR-15 so I got close to the crowd before I fired. My first shot went right through a zed’s brainpan. The rifle had less recoil than I was used to, and I took down two more zeds before running to a more open spot and repeating the process.

The ground was covered with hundreds of zeds, some not moving, some dragging themselves toward prey. But, for every zed on the ground, there were four still on their feet. I didn’t count my rounds, knew I couldn’t have more than a dozen shots left if I was lucky.

When the rifle clicked on empty, I swung it at the zed nearest me. The rifle got tangled in the zed’s clothing, so I let go and dodged to the side, narrowly missing a petite zed. I pulled out the longer bayonet knife I lifted off the dead soldier and planted it through the zed’s eye, and it tumbled backward, collapsing to the ground.

I tried to get closer to the barrack, slashing at zeds, but it was impossible. More zeds were closing in every minute. I was forced to retreat and I ran toward the first Humvee. Manning the .30 cal was Tyler. A soldier leaned against Tyler’s back, clutching a neck wound, but still managing to fire rifle shots at zeds coming at them from behind.

Something grabbed my foot, and I looked down to find a zed missing half its torso gnawing on my boot. I lifted my foot and brought it down on its head, breaking its nose. My next stomp was met with a pleasant-sounding crack of its skull fracturing.

I jumped onto the back of Tyler’s Humvee. The other soldier had collapsed, either unconscious or dead. I relieved him of his rifle, checked him for ammo (found none), and shoved him off, knowing he could turn any moment.

I hadn’t seen Jase yet, so I had to assume he was safely locked inside one of the other barracks. The alternative I couldn’t deal with. As for Clutch, I hadn’t seen any signs of militia yet, and I prayed that he hadn’t been pulled into this mess.

Zeds, for all their viciousness, had a tough time climbing. Several relentlessly tried to get onto the Humvee but kept falling back. But, it wouldn’t take long for enough zeds to surround us that they’d literally get pushed up onto the vehicle.

I searched around the bed of the Humvee for a mag, finding nothing for my rifle, but I did pull out a fresh belt of .30 cal rounds from under the pile of used shells and held it up for Tyler. He fed the belt into the gun, gave me a quick nod, and started firing again.

I noticed the Beretta in his holster and I tapped his arm as a heads up before freeing the pistol from his holster. At the back of the Humvee, I shot any zed that got too close. Then I stopped.

“Shit,” I muttered when I watched the others use the bodies of the fallen to get higher. I swallowed, backed up a step closer to Tyler. We were surrounded on a small island that was about to get a whole lot smaller. I switched from killing zeds to my original plan of kicking them back.

An artillery blast nearby blinded me momentarily, and I remembered Nick’s comment about bringing out the heavies. Through the windows of the long barrack, zeds were tearing into the people, ripping them apart like ravenous harpies. Many people had been dismembered, bodies covering the floors like gnarled stumps, while zed continued to feed. Dark blood covered everything.

Even with all the chaos, the noise and smells around the third barrack drew all the zeds to it. Civilians began to emerge from the other barracks, carrying weapons and joining the fray.

My heart lurched. The familiar saunter was unmistakable. Jase. I watched as he fought alongside Eddy, each teenager firing his own AR-15, and Mutt tucked into a pocket, seemingly fearless. “Be safe,” I whispered before being forced to deal with my own issues.

I fired my last two bullets into a zed that made it onto the Humvee and resumed kicking the monsters back. My muscles burned and shook from exhaustion, but I kept pushing.

Finally, somehow, the tides began to shift. With the zeds centralized around the third barrack, Tyler shouted commands into his radio, and the troops formed a front against the mass. Soldiers with grenade launchers unleashed a fury of explosions onto the undead invaders.

Tyler’s .30 cal clicked on empty. The sudden lack of vibration and noise washed despair over me. Tyler and I shared a knowing glance.

The soldier I’d shoved off the back had turned and now jumped at the truck. Freshly turned zeds were nearly as fast and agile as humans, and it worked its way through the lumbering rotted lot to climb onto the Humvee. It lunged at Tyler first, who was already pulling out his knife. I grabbed the zed’s shirt to slow it down. It twisted around and lashed out at me. I jumped back, nearly tumbling off the edge and into the sea of waiting arms. As the zed came at me, Tyler shoved a blade through the skull of what used to be one of Camp Fox’s loyal soldiers.

The zed collapsed, and Tyler fell to his knees, his shoulders slumped. “Jonesie was a good man.”

I rested a hand on his back.

Tyler’s head sagged. “He was the last of my original squad.”

I stood there, staring out over the clawed hands reaching for us. Every now and then one fell. Confused, I scanned to find several troops shooting their way toward us. The heaviness from my chest lifted, and I was able to suck in a breath. “Look.” I pulled Tyler up. “See? It’s going to be okay.”

By the time the soldiers reached us, no zeds were left standing. Single shots were fired sporadically as soldiers put down zeds still moving.

I jumped down, stumbling over bodies. The Camp was utter carnage. Blood mixed with brown goo. I searched for signs of Jase, and found him with Eddy, finishing off wounded zeds. I smiled. You’re going to be all right.

My smile faded when I caught a glimpse of camouflage propped against the side of the barrack, and I burst toward him. But I wasn’t fast enough. “Nick!” I cried out right as the badly injured soldier shoved his pistol in his own mouth and pulled the trigger.

I collapsed to my knees.

I never saw the zed until it fell upon me.


Chapter 14



 



I rolled over, kicking away from the zed, and stabbed it through its eye before I realized that someone had already shot it from behind. Brown sludge seeped from the eye like half-set pudding, and I fell onto my butt, gagging at the stench.

“You okay?”

I looked up to see Griz standing before me.

“I am now,” I said.

He held out a hand and pulled me up. “Hoorah,” he grunted before heading after another zed that needed put down.

I stood near the third barrack—what remained of it, anyway—which was now a giant campfire, with flickers of embers and glints of soot showering us. Corpses covered the ground around me. Most lay unmoving. One zed had a blade through its mouth, pinning it to the ground. It chewed at the handle even while it convulsed and spasmed.

Someone had turned the sirens off, but the remaining sounds—cries of the dying—were heart-wrenching. A woman’s weeping drew me to the shadows to my left. I edged closer, keeping the knife ready. She lay amid the corpses, her shoulder and leg badly chewed. She didn’t have long before she turned, not with injuries that bad. She was clawing at the dirt with wretched, bloody hands, trying to pull herself toward something. “My baby,” she cried over and over.

I frowned and looked to where she was trying to drag herself. A tiny body lay unmoving on the ground, its limbs twisted in unnatural ways.

I kept the knife ready in case the infant had turned, though I supposed it’d have no teeth to bite with. I rolled the baby over to find myself looking at the lifeless eyes of an infant, his fear frozen in his features at death. With such severe injuries, if he were going to turn, he would’ve by now. I’d seen a handful of people who’d died instead of turning. Maybe their bodies weren’t strong enough to support the virus, maybe they had some kind of immunity, who knew. I figured those were the lucky ones.

I lifted the baby’s broken body as gently as I could and carried him over to his mother. She reached out with her uninjured arm and pulled him to her. She buried her face in his hair and rocked him, murmuring loving words into his ears.

I left her alone while I went back to where Nick lay propped against the building and got what I needed.

I reloaded the Beretta as I walked toward the woman. Tears blurred my aim, but I was close enough it wouldn’t matter. I fired twice at point blank.

Her suffering was over.

A hand touched my shoulder, and I snapped around to see Tyler.

He grabbed my free hand. “Come with me.”

He led me down the block. He only let go to shoot a stray zed.

At the end of the block, he commandeered a Jeep. He drove in silence, taking me through the winding roads. As we approached the open square, I stared at the silhouette of the lone gallows under the moonlight.

“You were going to hang me?” I asked. “Is that part of your so-called justice system?”

“It wasn’t for you,” Tyler said quickly. “It was for a convict who killed one civilian and injured another when they caught him stealing food.”

I rode numbly as Tyler drove us to an area of the camp where several large garages stood. In the fence was a gate that had been blasted open.

Tyler parked and looked me over. “Lendt’s a stickler for rules, so even though you helped tonight, he’ll still have you stand trial. I agree with him that you should stand trial, but the game’s changed. But, I also think that, sometimes, the rules need to be broken. With all the chaos, it would’ve been easy for you to escape.”

I cocked my head at Tyler’s words.

“Though I wish it wasn’t the case, we have to part ways. At least until I can get the charges against you reduced,” Tyler said.

Before getting out, I paused. “Take care of Jase. He’s a good kid.”

Without waiting for a response, I jumped out and set a brisk pace into the darkness.

“Hold up,” Tyler said, catching up.

I swallowed, then turned. He handed me another clip and then placed his hand behind my neck and kissed my forehead. “Be careful out there.”

I gave a small smile and started walking again.

“Watch your six,” Tyler called out behind me.

I paused for a moment, and then took off at a full run through the gate and into the night.

 

****

 

The east horizon was growing lighter than the west, meaning that dawn wasn’t far behind. I jogged down the road to cover as much distance as possible before the sun would betray me to any Dogs and zeds in the area. I ran around a few zed stragglers on the roads, but didn’t stop to kill them, instead, moving as quickly as I could before more showed.

My lungs burned. My body was drenched with sweat, and I’d run less than five miles because I could just make out the outline of Doyle’s camp in my path.

I wanted to burst into the camp and save Clutch. Except stupid heroics would only get us both killed. Clutch had always told me to never go on an offensive without being prepared. He’d told me often, “Whatever you didn’t plan for, that’s what’s going to happen.” Worse, after the Camp attack (What the hell was Doyle thinking, to go after Camp Fox like that?), the Dogs would be on high alert, waiting for repercussions, and ready to gun me down the moment I stepped near their camp.

“I’m coming back for you,” I promised Clutch and kept jogging.

As the first rays of sunlight ebbed over the horizon, I detoured through a field that had been freshly plowed in the spring but already showed signs of being retaken by prairie grasses. The ground was rough, and I slowed to a walk to not twist an ankle. Within minutes, I entered the woods that lined the field, where the trees could hide me from both zeds and Dogs.

But trees could hide zeds just as well.

When the sun lit up the world, I moved slowly but steadily toward the farm. I figured I had around thirty miles to go, which would take me a full day at the rate I was moving.

Spending a night in the woods with zeds wasn’t my idea of fun, but any nearby houses could have Dogs. So I kept moving through the woods like a predator but feeling more like prey.

When I came to a road, I didn’t cross. Still too close to Doyle’s camp. I walked alongside the highway, weaving through trees until I came to small creek running under the road through a round culvert. Keeping my larger knife firmly in my grip, I crept closer, stepping into the water. Cold water climbed up my legs and trickled down into my boots, and I grimaced. Soggy feet would be hell in a few hours.

I moved slowly to prevent splashing water. Finally, I reached the metal culvert, and thankfully it was empty except for a few inches of water rippling through it.

My throat was parched. I wanted to drink from the stream so badly, but between farm runoff and the potential for zeds or dead bodies to be lying in it upstream, there was too great a risk of dysentery.

The culvert was small. I had to wade through it on my hands and knees, and with every move forward, I prayed that nothing hungry waited on the other side. God, I wished there was another way, but I had to cross. The road curved around to the east, and I needed to go west.

When I came out the other side, it was blissfully peaceful, with nothing but the sounds of the water burbling into the creek below. Feet forward, I pushed myself out but slipped on the wet metal.

I hissed at the sharp pain. “Shit!” I watched the blood as it grew from the deep slice across my palm. Red tinted the water as the blood dripped from my hand and washed downstream. Having no gear meant having no first aid kit. I leaned back and held my hand up to slow the bleeding. The cut was deep and wide and would likely get infected if I didn’t take care of it properly soon.

The sun was high overhead. My tongue felt like it had doubled in size from dehydration and sat like a giant cotton ball in my mouth. My stomach growled, but hunger was an easier thing to ignore.

With my hand still bleeding, I continued moving through the woods, surprised at the absence of zeds, especially with their seemingly excellent sense of smell. Doyle’s Dogs did a hell of a job, either by keeping their area cleaned out or by leading every zed in the area into Camp Fox. Regardless, it made my trip back to the farm easier.

But it wasn’t faster. I still had to pause at every tree to scan for movement.

I came across my first zed in the woods sometime during late afternoon. It’d been a man about my age, wearing a sporty T-shirt with a big logo. I couldn’t see any injuries. In fact, as the dull infected features went, its were almost gentle behind gold-rimmed sunglasses. That was, until it sniffed the air and snarled.

Taking a breath, I stepped out and it lunged. I jumped around the tree and came up behind the zed, shoved the knife through the base of its skull, and pushed upward.

Its body shuddered, and then collapsed.

Zeds were vicious monsters, but they had their Achilles heels. One of those was that they couldn’t corner worth a shit.

I bent down and lifted the zed’s left wrist with a silver watch strapped around it. Five-fifteen.

Less than three hours until sunset. I was moving slower than I’d planned.

I couldn’t make it much longer. I had to find clean water soon. Taking on the risk of creating noise, I moved faster through the woods, sloshing through two more creeks until I stopped at a mulberry bush laden with green and dark berries. Most weren’t ripe, but I ate several handfuls, anyway.

With my energy somewhat renewed, I continued searching for a house to stay in for the night. When I finally saw the shape of a house in the distance, I sighed. “Thank God.”

I set off into a jog toward the clearing. When I emerged from the woods, I slowed down, and then stopped. “Oh, fuck me.”

Because standing before me wasn’t just one house. It was Chow Town.


Chapter 15



 



I’d traveled too far north.

Clutch’s farm was southwest of town. Camp Fox was southeast of town.

I never should’ve gotten close to Chow Town.

Without a GPS or compass, I’d let the woods guide me right to the backyard of a large two-story house in a row of cookie-cutter two-story houses in a newer sub-development for as far I could see.

“Sonofabitch.”

I walked past the play set and up to the patio door. Certainly, not all of these houses had zeds inside. I crossed my fingers. After looking inside and seeing no signs of zeds or violence, I rapped on the glass. A clamor erupted from somewhere deep inside the house.

I sprinted over a short chain-link fence and into the next yard. That was the good thing about zeds. They clung to the out of sight, out of mind philosophy and lost focus on their prey quickly if they couldn’t see, hear, or smell it. But once they’d homed in on a target, they could be damn near relentless.

I didn’t even knock at the next house. I could see overturned chairs, something dead and furry and on the floor, and a shape hovering at the kitchen window. I crept away from the patio door.

Finally, at the fifth house—one with a nice rock garden in its backyard—I rapped on the glass and waited and rapped again.

Silence greeted me.

Even better, the patio door had been left unlocked, and it slid open silently and smoothly. I pulled out my larger knife and stepped inside, carefully closing and locking the door behind me.

The air was stale and hinted of rotten fruit but didn’t contain the all-too-familiar stench of infection and decay.

I tiptoed across the open dining room and noticed drawers left ajar in the kitchen as though someone had left in a hurry. I bypassed the kitchen to the adjacent living room. No signs of struggle. Checked out the hallway, closets, a nicely finished basement, and upstairs. The master bed hadn’t been made yet, and several shirts lay strewn across the mattress. “Thank God,” I muttered and hustled downstairs. Whoever lived here must’ve left town as soon as the outbreak hit. If they got lucky, maybe they got to wherever it was they’d been headed.

Back in the kitchen, I turned on the faucet. Nothing, as expected. Before checking the refrigerator for liquids, I walked into the large walk-in pantry and smiled. Inside was bliss. It wasn’t fully stocked by any means, but a dozen or so cans of food, several bottles of wine, and a case of flavored water waited on the shelves. I went straight for the water, tearing through the plastic, and grabbed two bottles. I chugged the first down without stopping.

I leaned back against a shelf, careful to avoid the fuzzy green bread. There was enough here to last me a week, maybe longer. Since this neighborhood hadn’t been looted yet, the Dogs must’ve had the same idea as us when it came to Chow Town. The risk of drawing out a herd of zeds in this town was too high to take as long as we could still find food in solitary, secluded farmhouses with no more than a few zeds to deal with at one time.

It was a good reminder that I had to remain silent and unseen. I’d already stirred up zeds in at least three nearby houses. I could only hope they’d given up by now and gone back to lumbering around their homes. They could easily break out of the homes, especially through the all-glass patio doors. Clearly, they hadn’t had a reason to…until possibly now.

No matter. I planned to be back to the farm by dark, which was only an hour or so away.

I closed the kitchen blinds and patio shades to hide my movements.

I grabbed a can of fruit cocktail and looked around for a can opener. “Of course,” I muttered when I noticed the power opener on the counter. Rather than wasting time hunting around for tools, I opted instead for a jar of peanuts while sipping a second bottle of water.

Finished, I grabbed my knife off the countertop, and headed back up to the master bedroom and adjacent bathroom. I peeled off my clothes caked with sludge, blood, sweat, and dirt.

Without water pressure, a shower was impossible. Instead, I grabbed a half-empty bottle of shampoo and soap from the shower. I dipped a washcloth in the tank behind the toilet and thoroughly scrubbed myself. After I’d used nearly all the water in the tank and made a mess of the floor, I grabbed a tube of Neosporin and Band-Aids for my palm that still oozed blood.

Leaving the wrappers on the counter, I headed into the walk-in closet and sifted through clothes until I found a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt that fit. I hurriedly dressed, fastened my belt and weapons, and ventured to the garage. I tapped lightly on the door and heard nothing in response. This time, rather than going slowly, I threw open the door and scanned the three stalls.

I sighed with a smile and leaned back against the wall. Not only was the garage clear, but a Ford sat in one stall. After a quick sweep under the sedan, I opened the car door and a beeping tone reverberated throughout the garage, energetically telling me that both the keys were still in the ignition and the battery wasn’t dead. I turned the battery on and found that the car still had over a half tank of gas. I turned off the battery and patted the dash. “You’ll do just fine,” I said as I hopped back into the house.

It took me several trips to carry all the food to the car. After another search of the house, I found a baseball bat. By then, the sun had long since set. Without knowing the roads—and roadblocks—in this area, I did one final sweep of the house before settling in for the night in an upstairs bedroom facing the street.

Even though there was no way zeds knew where I was, I didn’t sleep well. After an especially violent nightmare of Clutch being attacked by zeds, I shot awake as dawn was just beginning to light up the street.

I went down on a knee to look out the window, and fell back on my butt. Now, at least twenty zeds milled around the street below me, sniffing the air, as though sensing prey in the area. Their sheer numbers could crush the car with me in it.

I cupped my head in my hands. How the hell…

After watching the herd for over an hour, I accepted the fact that they weren’t going anywhere, and I changed my bandages and ate cereal out of the box.

And waited.

Their numbers never changed throughout the day. Some came, some went. Zeds shuffled in lazy circles as though waiting for food to come to them.

It wasn’t until night returned that something snagged their attention and the street cleared except for a few stragglers. Now. I hustled to the garage. When I opened the car door, something thumped on the other side of the garage door.

I stood there, holding my breath.

Another thump.

I edged closer to the garage door and inched onto my toes to peer out the high windows. Under the moonlight, I could see a single zed on the other side, but as it banged at the door, it drew the attention of others. I came back down on my heels, my breath coming in short pants. Soon, a second pair of fists joined the first at the door.

“Shit!” I whispered.

If I waited any longer, the noise could draw out every zed in the area. It probably wouldn’t take more than the weight of twenty or so to push in a garage door.

They had me exactly where they wanted me: in a gift box, ready to open.

I did a slow three-sixty, looking for anything to distract the zeds, trying to concentrate above the ruckus.

Then it hit me.

Get ’em where I want ’em.

I wanted them as far from the garage as possible.

I went back to the car, pulled out the bat and headed back into the house. I headed down the hallway and to the office near the front door. I took a swing and smashed the front windows. Home run.

I rushed back to the garage, looked out through the windows and found the thumping had stopped. I tossed the bat onto the front seat and grabbed the cord on the garage door.

One, two, three.

I yanked the cord, and the door opened with a clatter. I jumped into the car and slammed the door shut as I slid the key into the ignition. The car roared to life, and I had the tires squealing in reverse.

A zed slammed into the car before I was out of the garage. The car lurched over its body. More zeds shuffled from the darkness, filling the street with their relentless groans. As soon as I was on the street, I slammed on the brakes, shoved the car into drive, and rammed into zeds head-on.

The car snagged on bodies as I drove over them, and the right wheel ended up off the ground, leaving only the left front wheel with any traction, and it was burning rubber uselessly. I rocked the car between gears, using reverse and forward to try to nudge free like I was stuck in snow.

By now, the zeds that I’d drawn to the house had turned their attention to the car. The window behind me shattered. I pulled out my Beretta while keeping my foot on the gas. Zeds pushed against the car as they tried to get to me from all sides. The extra weight pushed the car forward, and the right tire caught traction. The car took off, pitching to a near stop when plowing through a wall of zeds trying to block me in.

Somehow, the car made it through and the strays slid off the hood. I took the first right, realizing too late that it was a cul-de-sac. “Shit!” Spinning around, I got back on the main street.

When the number of zeds dissipated, I chanced a glance in the rearview mirror. One reached out to me under the moonlight. It looked young—too much like Jase—though months in the sun had baked its skin into a jaundiced husk.

I sped away. Since I was on the edge of town, it took only three turns, some lawn driving around a roadblock, and a couple curb-checks before Chow Town disappeared behind me.

I drove west until I came to a familiar stretch of road. The car made a clacking sound and the steering wheel shuddered if I went over twenty, not that I could drive any faster without headlights, which would give away my location. According to the car’s clock, it took me over an hour to make it to the gravel road the farm was on.

As I turned onto the gravel road, I slammed on the brakes. Taillights in the distance signaled a vehicle leaving the farm. After the taillights disappeared and no other lights appeared, I crept forward and parked the car by the garage of Jase’s old house, making sure it was hidden from the road. After a wistful glance at the beat-up sedan with an arm caught in the bumper, I stepped into the night.

I didn’t like the idea of walking at night, but I couldn’t risk driving into an ambush at the farm. The smell of smoke was strong in the air, and a bad feeling formed in my gut.

As I closed the distance between Jase’s house and Clutch’s farm, the smell of smoke grew stronger every minute. When I noticed the garbage truck had been shoved into the ditch, I avoided the lane and walked through a field that never got planted and into the trees enclosing the farm. I crept soundlessly through the woods, expecting a zed to pop out from behind every tree.

Not a single zed sniffed me out, likely thanks to the blanket of smoke over the area. Soon, I could see a glow through the trees and hear the crackle of a large campfire. I cautiously moved close enough to see the yard.

Or what was left of it. I gasped and covered my mouth. “No.”

The Dogs had burned everything to the ground.


Chapter 16



 



I gripped the baseball bat as I fell to my knees. The house was nothing but a charred framework and a pile of burning ash and blackened debris with still-glowing embers.

This farm had become my home when the outbreak hit. It was a fortress. I was safe here. Months of hard work, the supplies, weapons, all the food we’d stored, gone.

It made no sense. Clutch had willingly joined the Dogs. Why would they destroy his farm? They wouldn’t do something like this to one of their own. Which meant…

“No.” I had to lean on the bat to keep from collapsing.

Clutch was dead.

I clenched my eyes closed. If only I’d gotten here earlier. If I’d returned to the farm last night, I could’ve prevented this somehow.

I chortled. Who was I kidding?

Like I could’ve single-handedly held back the Dogs.

Furious, I pulled myself back to my feet. In the distance, I saw two men with shaved heads leaning against their truck parked in the lane several hundred feet away. Too far away for me to overhear their conversation. I looked for more Dogs but found none.

I heard a rustle to my right and saw three zeds encircle me, groaning through jaws that no longer worked. They were badly burned, their arms and faces charred.

I grabbed the baseball bat and swung, crushing the first zed’s skull like it was a T-ball. The second zed was on me too quickly and I kicked its ankles together, knocking its feet out from under it. I left it floundering on the ground, while I swung at the third, nailing it in the chest. The force knocked it back, and my second swing crumpled its head.

After smashing the zed on the ground, I turned back to the house.

All the food, weapons…gone.

Everything Clutch, Jase, and I had built was destroyed. The Dogs had burned the fuel tanks, and it looked like the explosions took down two of the three sheds. Only the smallest shed still stood, though its door was open, and I suspected any valuable contents gone. They’d even slashed the tires on the poor Prius.

After giving the house a final brokenhearted look, I headed past the burnt gardens, careful to keep the still-burning house between the Dogs and me, and cautiously around the backside of the largest shed, held up only by Clutch’s combine. Feathers littered the ground, though I couldn’t find any sign of the chickens.

Coming down on a knee, I pulled at the tin and debris as quietly as possible. Blood dripped from my hand. When I finally pulled away the last bit of plywood, I sighed in relief.

The Dogs hadn’t discovered Clutch’s TEOTWAWKI bunker.

I opened the round door and climbed down a few steps. With one final look around, I noticed the Dogs were still lounging by their truck, and I tugged the plywood up so it’d cover the bunker door.

“Damn Dogs,” I muttered before shutting the door and descending into the darkness.

Knowing I was secure, I curled up on the floor and slept.

That was, until the door overhead opened.


Chapter 17



 



“Why the hell didn’t you lock the door?” Clutch demanded in a gruff whisper, the moonlight casting him in an imposing silhouette.

“Clutch?” I asked, pointing the Beretta at him.

“Lower the gun, Cash. I’m coming down,” he replied before closing—and locking—the door above him.

A lantern in Clutch’s hand suddenly cast a gentle glow in the small space.

“I forgot the door locked,” I said in a daze as I watched him climb down the ladder. Sweat glistened off his shaved head. Then I dropped the pistol and jumped him from behind. “You’re alive!”

He was hot and sweaty and I didn’t care. He turned around and pulled me into a full embrace.

“How?” I asked, holding on tight.

He rubbed my shoulder. “Doyle sent out most of his Dogs that first night. He left me in the silo with only one guard.” He paused. “I got out. That’s all that matters.”

I pulled back to look at him. Emotion laced his words. “Let me guess. You pissed off Doyle in the process.”

“Yeah.” He ran a hand over his now-shaved head and grimaced, like he didn’t enjoy the feel. “Were you here when they…”

“No,” I replied quickly. “I got here after.”

“Good.” He paused. “Jase?”

“He’s at Camp Fox. He’s safe.”

Clutch sighed, and then looked around. “We can’t stay here. Dogs will be sniffing around my farm until I’m caught or dead. There were two waiting outside tonight.”

Probably the same two that I’d seen. “I’m glad you’re here,” I said softly. I felt safe with Clutch in this bunker, but I’d already realized it could all too easily become our tomb. Only one way in or out. Only one air vent that could be too easily blocked from the outside.

He slid to the floor. “The captain let you go?” he asked gruffly.

“Yeah.”

“Good. I couldn’t tell if he was playing to get you away from Doyle or if he was actually thinking of arresting you.”

“He let me go,” I said instead, sitting back down. Clutch didn’t need to be burdened with the details. Not with his home lying in ruins above our heads. I wrinkled my nose. “You smell.”

He grunted, resting his head against the wall. “Thirty-six hours in the woods will do that.”

I grabbed a bottle of water and tapped it on his arm. “Here.”

He took the bottle, and then grabbed my wrist. “What’s this?”

I tugged back my injured hand. “Just a cut I picked up yesterday.”

“Why weren’t you wearing your gloves?” He narrowed his eyes and frowned. “Whose clothes are those?”

I shrugged.

“Hell.” His jaw clenched. “Masden didn’t let you go, did he?”

“He let me go,” I replied. “I just had to find my own way back home.”

Clutch pounded the floor. “Sonofabitch. When I find him, I’m going—”

“You’re going to do nothing,” I interrupted. “We’ve got enough shit to deal with right now than take on Camp Fox, don’t you think?”

“And your gear?” he asked, hoarsely.

“Somewhere at Camp Fox.”

Clutch glared for a moment before taking a long draw of water and leaning his head back again, eyes closed. When his eyes opened, he leveled a hard gaze on me. “You all right now?”

I smiled and moved to sidle up next to him. “Yeah, I’m okay.” I laid my uninjured hand on his knee. “You?”

He grunted again—his typical response of consent—and rolled up his sleeve. “I got lucky.”

My eyes widened. “Holy shit.”

There, on his forearm, was a dark bruise in the perfect semi-circle outline of human teeth.

“I was lucky I had long sleeves. But still, when they lock on, they bite hard. The bastards have got jaws like pit bulls.”

I gingerly touched the marks and whistled. “I think you got very lucky.”

“Your turn.” He nodded to my hand.

“I cleaned it this morning,” I said as I pulled back the first Band-Aid. Even in the dim light, the skin around the cut was red and swollen.

His brow furrowed. He grabbed a first aid kit off a shelf and motioned for my hand.

I held it out, and he gently peeled off each Band-Aid. He pulled out a small plastic bottle and poured it into my palm. I hissed as liquid fire shot through my arm. “Jesus, Clutch. Are you trying to kill me?”

“It’s just alcohol. Don’t be a baby.”

I wasn’t being a baby. It seriously burned. He dabbed a cotton swab at it until the sharp agonizing pain numbed into a constant throb. He covered my palm with a bandage and wrapped gauze around it.

“I’ll clean your cut again in the morning,” He said after putting the kit back.

Then he grabbed my uninjured hand and rested his forehead against it.

I rubbed his thumb. “It’ll be okay.” And I meant it. I knew that as long as Clutch was with me, everything would be fine.

He chuckled drily, the sound devoid of humor. “We’ve got no weapons, no food, no shelter. Doyle crippled us with one easy blow. Jase is at Camp Fox. And Masden made it clear that if we go after Doyle, we’re attacking Camp Fox.”

“Doyle’s no longer with Camp Fox,” I said. “He zed-bombed them a few hours after we were separated.”

“Jesus.” Clutch’s muscles tensed under me. “So that’s where the Dogs went.”

“I guess Doyle saw a shot and took it.”

“Were you there?” he asked quietly.

I nodded and laid my head on his shoulder. “They lost one of their barracks along with several troops in the attack.” I thought of Nick. “They lost some good folks.”

“The Camp will be better prepared against Doyle next time.”

“You sure there will be a next time?”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” he said, his voice low. “Doyle has a hard view on how to survive, and he assumes everyone will see that he’s right.” He chuckled. “He actually believed I’d willingly join his Dogs. Doesn’t matter now. The only good thing is that Doyle will no longer get support from Camp Fox. I bet Lendt’s guys are keeping the Dogs running as we speak. That should distract Doyle enough until we can secure a new location. We’ll scout out places in the morning. How are we on weapons?”

“I’ve got a Beretta with nine rounds, a baseball bat, and two knives. And whatever else you have.”

“It’s not enough,” he said.

“It’ll be enough,” I said, snuggling closer. I wasn’t worried. I had Clutch back. I knew everything would be okay, and I found myself falling soundly asleep, safe in his arms.

 

****

 

I woke up with my entire body stiff from lying on hard, damp concrete. Being underground, I had no idea what time it was. I could’ve been asleep for only an hour or ten hours. I’d slept soundly, except for when Clutch’s nightmares began, and I’d held onto him until he fell back into a more peaceful sleep.

Unfortunately, PTSD isn’t curable. It’s a way of life.

Clutch was already awake and heating something in a tin can. When he noticed I was awake, he tossed me a Gatorade. I caught it with my injured hand and winced. He then handed me a metal spork and a tin can wrapped with a towel.

I yawned. “What time is it?”

Clutch put another can on the tiny stove and glanced at his watch. “Five-forty. It should still be dark enough to take out the Dogs that are topside before they see us.”

After we ate our refried beans, Clutch rummaged through the shelves and pulled out a shotgun that had been vacuum-sealed in plastic. He loaded several shells into it. “I go first. If there’s more than two, we’ll wait them out. You stay by the shed and take out any Dogs who try to get away.”

I checked the Beretta and grabbed the baseball bat. “Ready.”

Clutch slung the shotgun over his shoulder and climbed the ladder. At the top, he slowly unlocked and opened the door a couple inches. No light came in. After a long moment, he held up a single finger and pointed to my right.

Only one Dog? Could we get that lucky?

I followed up the ladder and outside. The cool, damp morning breeze swept away any lingering sleepiness as I crawled behind a pile of tin while Clutch moved toward a four-by-four truck sitting in the drive. The Dog was sitting in his truck, facing away from us and watching the driveway.

It was too easy. Clutch snuck up behind the truck and had the shotgun leveled point blank through the open window before the Dog even noticed.

“Hands on your head,” Clutch ordered.

The Dog obeyed instantly. Clutch opened the truck door and stepped to the side. “Out of the truck and on your knees.”

“Don’t shoot!” the scrawny teen cried as he fell from the truck and onto his knees. An AR-15 tumbled harmlessly off his lap.

“How many are with you?” Clutch asked, kicking the rifle away.

“I’m alone. I swear it,” the guy answered, keeping his hands on his head. “Please don’t kill me.”

“I won’t if you keep telling the truth,” Clutch said.

“You…you won’t?” The young man sounded genuinely surprised.

I could’ve asked Clutch the same thing. I scanned the area and saw a shape shambling around the edge of the woods. I pulled out the bat and stalked toward it while keeping an eye on the Dog kneeling before Clutch.

“I’m going to ask you some questions,” Clutch said. “Take my advice. Don’t lie.”

The Dog nodded furiously.

“What are your orders?”

“Wa-watch for you. Call in if I see you.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes!”

“Why are you alone?”

The Dog didn’t answer.

“Don’t make me repeat myself,” Clutch said.

“Camp Fox invaded our camp,” the kid quickly replied. “A lot of guys are busy relocating their families.”

The zed had noticed the two men and was making its way toward them. At first, I thought it was bloated, but then I realized it was pregnant, probably near-term when it’d been bitten. Bile rose in my throat as I readied the bat. A purse hung across the zed’s body, and it hobbled in one sandal. It hissed and turned to me when I approached. I swung. Its head broke open like a beanbag.

“When’s the next shift arrive?” Clutch asked, turning back to the Dog after watching me kill the zed.

“Eight o’clock,” he replied, his voice cracking.

When I approached the Dog from behind, Clutch nodded, and I disarmed him, startling him. The Dog was young, not much older than Jase, and obviously scared shitless.

“Cripes, kid,” Clutch said. “You’re too young to be caught up with the likes of Doyle.”

The Dog jutted out his chin. “Doyle saved my life. We’re going to make Fox Hills safe again.”

“Keep telling yourself that, kid,” Clutch said.

I lifted a two-way radio I’d found on the Dog’s belt.

Clutch narrowed his eyes. “How often do you report in?”

The Dog swallowed. “The bottom of every hour.”

Clutch glanced at his watch. “Looks like you got seven minutes. What’s the code for all-clear?”

He didn’t answer.

“The code for all-clear?” Clutch asked more firmly, lifting his shotgun.

“The eagle soars,” he replied quickly.

Clutch held out the two-way radio. “Report in. This time, with the right code for all-clear, and I’ll let your last fib pass.”

The Dog’s jaw dropped before he snapped it shut. He nodded tightly. He took the radio, took a deep breath, and clicked the side. “Hamster reporting in. Over.”

“Base. Report. Over.”

“The swallow has flown, repeat, the swallow has flown. Over.”

A slight pause.

“Affirmative. The swallow has flown. Over.”

The Dog handed the radio back to Clutch.

“You aren’t a bad kid. It’s too bad you got hooked up with Doyle.”

“I owe my life to Doyle,” he replied.

“And he’s made sure he gets exactly that from you,” Clutch said. “Dammit, kid. You shouldn’t have lied on the radio.”

“Wha—what?” The Dog’s wide eyes shot up. “No!” he cried out the instant before Clutch blew his brains out.

My mouth fell open.

Clutch slung his shotgun back over his shoulder. “The Dogs need to work on their codes. The Swallow Has Flown is an acronym for the Shit’s Hit the Fan. Code 101.” He kicked at the gravel. “Goddammit, kid, why’d you have to go and force my hand?”

“How much time do you think we have?” I asked, staring at the Dog’s body.

“If he was telling the truth that Lendt hit Doyle’s Camp, then it may take them awhile. Then again, they could have a unit close by already.”

“We better hurry, then.”

We ran back to the bunker. Clutch disappeared inside and came back seconds later with a stuffed backpack. He fastened the door closed and set a combination lock that I hadn’t noticed on top of the door before. We covered the door with tin and debris.

Clutch eyed his big rig, which looked like the Dogs had fun taking a bulldozer to it. “She was a good rig,” he growled.

“We’ll take the Dog’s truck,” I offered, not seeing Clutch’s pickup truck or Jeep anywhere. “I left a car at Jase’s house along with enough supplies to get us by for a few days.”

We sprinted back to the truck and tore down the lane. Clutch turned onto the gravel road, and fortunately, there was no dust in either direction indicating that Dogs were on their way. “We got lucky this morning,” Clutch said.

“I’ll take every bit of luck I can get,” I said.

Clutch nodded. “We can’t risk stopping and grabbing the car right now. We’ll come back for everything else in the bunker and the car after we’ve secured a new location.”

I leaned back, a weight on my chest. I’d already been thinking through how soon I had to transplant the seeds from the garden before it was too late. Not to mention having to start all over with looting runs. It was hard the first time, when we had so much to work with. Now? We were screwed. I swallowed. “Any thoughts on where we can hide that’s safe from Dogs?”

Clutch shrugged. “They avoid Chow Town.”

“Oh, hell, no,” I said in a rush. When he eyed me suspiciously, I tacked on, “Trust me.”

“Any farm we move to won’t be any safer than mine was,” he said. “That leaves our only option to head out of the area. Or…wait a second.” He snapped his fingers. “I got it.”

He cranked a hard left on the next road and stepped on the gas.

“Where are we headed?”

“Fox National Park. It’s as far from any town as we can get without venturing into unknown territory.”

Thirty minutes later, we drove through the park’s winding narrow roads. Clutch took us deep and high into the hilly park, and we saw no zeds, though I knew the monsters lurked in these woods just like they had everywhere else. Clutch stopped at the DNR office that seemed to be near the park’s highest point. Only a park ranger’s truck sat outside.

“This might be the best location for our camp,” Clutch said, reloading his shotgun. “We’ll check the cabins, too. They should keep keys to all the cabins somewhere inside.”

I looked around. The A-line cabin sat on a ledge, leaving only three sides vulnerable to zeds. The narrow park roads would be easy enough to block. The place gave me a good vibe. I picked up the rifle I’d lifted from the Dog. “Let’s do this.”

Birds chirped in the distance, and a warm breeze blew scents of evergreens over me. Side-by-side, we moved to the two-story cabin.

Clutch checked the door. It opened.

He glanced at me, and I nodded, clutching the rifle. He rapped on the window. Nothing. He rapped again. Still nothing.

After a moment of waiting, Clutch took the lead inside. A familiar stench polluted the air. Dammit.

Clutch grimaced.

I sighed before calling out, “Hey, stinkface. Where are you?”

Something shuffled from above. My gaze shot upward to see a lone zed move around the open loft. It was wearing a brown DNR uniform and had wild, shaggy hair. It groaned and tried to walk toward us, but the railing stopped it. It continued to batter the railing, reaching out, until finally it toppled over and crashed to the ground floor.

The zed landed head-first, the impact sounding like a shattered light bulb. Its brittle skull collapsed into itself.

“That was easy,” I said. Then the stench hit me. I pinched my nose. “God, that’s awful.”

Clutch held his forearm over his nose. “Let’s hurry up and get Smelly outside.”

Each grabbing a foot, we dragged the corpse outside and sent it off the deep slope that went off each side of the cabin. It tumbled down, disappearing into the trees below.

The rest of the office was thankfully clear, and the zed had made surprisingly little mess upstairs.

“He was here alone,” I said.

“He must’ve gotten infected before he came into work.”

We stood on the second floor, looking out through the two-story window over the wide expanse of the park. Trees went on for as far as the eye could see. No signs of violence.

“I like it here,” I said.

“Yeah. Me, too,” Clutch replied.

It was even more peaceful than the farm. Here, it was as though we were alone, free, and safe. As long as everyone thought we were dead, we had a chance.

But, we weren’t safe.

Because as long as Doyle and the zeds were still out there, we’d never be safe.
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Chapter 18



 



Ten days later

 

The wet spring had turned into a humid summer. The park was lush and green, with only the sounds of nature as background music.

It was a pleasant mirage.

Clutch and I tried to make the best of the shitty situation. Despite having no fences, the park turned out to be a decent camp, its hills a natural deterrent to zeds. Another huge perk: the park’s water supply was fed by a rural water tower, so water had suddenly become the least of our worries.

We were careful in our movements in case any Dogs passed through. After losing our stockpile, we had to start nearly from scratch. Fortunately, one of the rooms in the park’s DNR office contained boxes of stuff either left at the park or confiscated by park rangers.

I used several hours of sunlight every day fishing and setting snares. But, living on protein alone was draining us, especially with the exercise regimen Clutch had us on. In just over a week, I noticed I had less stamina and energy. Even the cut on my hand was taking longer to heal.

I’d been sifting through the park’s library to find out which plants and berries were edible in the area. The park no doubt had a wealth of food that could be eaten, but getting to it was the challenge. There was no telling what trees a zed could be lurking behind. And so I started to dig up soil around the edges of the office’s parking lot for a new garden.

“Ready to hit the road?” Clutch said, coming down the stairs.

He looked set for battle in his camos while I’d been stuck in the same designer jeans for the past ten days, though we’d both been wearing T-shirts from the gift shop.

I grabbed the plastic water bottles I’d been refilling every day. “Ready.”

Clutch gave a quick nod and headed for the door. Stubble covered his head now and would be as long as my thicker hair in no time.

“We need fuel,” he said over his shoulder. “The truck has less than a half tank left.”

“Seeds are critical, too,” I added. “Ooh, and gardening tools. Maybe a net. Definitely food. Weapons would be nice.”

Clutch raised a brow. “Anything else?”

I smirked. “I’ll be sure to let you know.” I followed him to the truck. “Do you know any farms in the area?”

He shook his head. “No, but there’s a gas station not far from here. It was a hotspot for day-trippers loading up on ice and beer before heading into the park. They might also have some camping supplies.”

I climbed in and rolled down the window. “Did you bring the hose?”

He held up a five-foot length of rubber water hose I’d found at the office and cut into sections. My life had become a state of improvising. Finding tools or weapons in everything.

He started the engine. “If we can get gas from the tanks, then we’ll be able to head farther out for your wish list items. It’s pretty rural around here and far enough away from where Doyle’s camp was that it may still be good for looting without running into anyone.”

As Clutch weaved through the maze he’d been making of the park roads, I kept an eye out for intruders. When I was working on food, he was busy blocking off the roads and marking safe routes on park maps. The roadblocks signaled that there were survivors in the park, but—more important—the roadblocks would slow down zeds and especially Dogs in getting to us.

Only three zeds had passed near the park office since we moved there, and they’d been on the roads. Since the roadblocks went up, no zeds had passed through. We figured the hills and trees caused too many problems for the decomposing shamblers, so they likely wouldn’t show up at the office unless they were lost or had homed in on us. And we were far enough inside the camp, that zeds should have no way of hearing, seeing, or smelling us.

Still, without much for weapons, we’d been brainstorming ways to corral zed stragglers into traps. We had plenty of ideas, but so far no manpower or tools to make anything work.

We passed several of the park’s cabins in the heart of the park. With over two dozen buildings, we could set up a small town of survivors here, though the park’s rough and wooded landscape wasn’t exactly ideal for growing food or scouting for zeds. When I mentioned the idea of bringing others onto the park, Clutch changed the subject. I suspected the loss of Jase to Camp Fox had hit him harder than he let on.

Ever since the run-in with Doyle, Clutch’s PTSD had worsened. His nightmares lasted longer, and during the days, he often had a distant look. Whatever had happened had really hit Clutch hard. Since he refused to talk about it, all I could do was hope that time would help heal the wounds on his soul.

I pointed to a cabin nearly hidden by trees. “That’s our bug-out cabin, right?”

“Yeah. You’re starting to get the park figured out.”

I smiled and leaned back. Clutch had covered more of the park than I had so far. He’d found us the most secluded rendezvous cabin should we get separated and couldn’t get back to the office. He’d shown it to me a couple times already, but it was easy to get lost in hundreds of wooded acres with no straight roads.

I noticed the time on the truck’s clock. “Oh, it’s almost nine.”

“Got it.” He clicked on the radio to AM 1340. Every day, for a mid-morning break, we’d sit in the truck to listen to Hawkeye’s broadcasts.

Like clockwork, the usual static silenced in favor of a voice. The broadcaster was either a hundred miles away or had poor equipment. We could barely hear his broadcast unless we turned the radio all the way up.

“This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340.

I have more news about zed-free zones for you. It sounds like Montana has built a city with high walls. But, if you are thinking of making the trip to Montana City, think again. Right now, they are only allowing Montana citizens into the city. Anyone else will be turned away. But, what’s important is that there are zed-free zones out there. There is hope from the plague monsters wandering our lands.

For news closer to home, Lt. Col. Lendt’s announcement last week that requires any Iowa militia to be commanded by a military officer has stirred backlash across the state. I’ve heard rumors that some militias are banding together against Camp Fox rather than submitting to Lendt’s power play.

The militias are made up of good people, folks who’ve stepped up and volunteered to fight against the zed scourge. And now the government is trying to control them.

Here’s my question for today: if all militias are forced to report into Camp Fox, what’s to stop Lendt from misusing his power and becoming a despot over us survivors? I leave you with a warning: absolute power corrupts absolutely, my friends.

This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe, stay strong, and know that you’re not alone.”

Hawkeye rarely had good news and showed no love for Lendt, but the final words he spoke every day grounded me.

You’re not alone.

Even though we hadn’t seen another living soul for ten days.

A large sign displaying gas prices that would never change again peeked out from the trees. As we neared the station, the stink hit me, and I wrinkled my nose. “Oh, that’s horrible.”

“Jesus,” Clutch said, holding his forearm over his nose. “Smells like the sewer backed up.”

“Lovely,” I muttered. Add one more annoying trait of the apocalypse to an every-growing list.

Today, we at least had the benefit of dealing with fewer zeds at the gas station than we would have if the outbreak had hit during tourist season. Even so, there were still a half-dozen cars in the lot. Four zeds wandering nearby bee-lined for our truck the moment we approached. One was covered in dried mud, one was naked and chewed up, and all four were shriveled by months under the sun.

“How the hell do some of these guys end up naked?” I asked. Seeing a zed was bad enough. Seeing all of a zed was enough to make a stomach roil.

Clutch shrugged. “Caught on the shitter, maybe.”

They stumbled in our direction as though coming to greet us, and Clutch stepped on the gas, taking down two with his first hit. He put the truck into reverse and rammed into the third. The naked zed moved too slowly and was too far away to be a problem.

Clutch stopped near the underground gas tank cover.

I swung open the door and clobbered the female zed struggling to get up with two newly broken legs. Clutch was out of the truck with a tire iron and taking down the least rotted of the bunch, and I walked up to the crusty mud-covered zed and gagged.

Shit. Not mud. My eyes watered, and I swung extra hard to make sure I finished it off quickly and moved away.

When I turned to Clutch, he was just finishing off the naked zed that had finally reached us.

“Keep an eye out.” He got down on his knees and pulled out his knife.

I stood at his back, gripping the bat covered in layers of dark stains, and analyzed the wide one-story building. The gas station was covered in slate and had three glass doors, one to each section: the gas station in the middle, the liquor side to the left, and a small café to the right. The glass was shattered on the large door to the gas station. Two zeds lay dead in the shadow of the overhang.

“Damn,” I muttered. “Looks like we aren’t the first here.”

With some muscle, he pried the cover open and peered inside. “At least there’s plenty of gas.”

“How do you know it’s not diesel?” I asked.

“Smells like gas,” he replied, going for the hose. He dropped one end into the underground tank, and held out the other with a smirk. “Want to do the honors?”

I handed him the bat and grabbed the hose. “Sure.” I opened the gas cap, and then sucked hard at the hose.

I’d never siphoned gas before, but it looked to be a relatively easy thing to do.

Nothing happened.

I looked up.

He smirked. “Keep sucking.”

I scowled but did what he said. At first there was nothing, then came the fumes, then the liquid.

“Ack!” I coughed out in between spitting out gasoline and shoving the hose into the truck’s gas tank. Tears ran down my face. “That shit burns.” More coughing.

Clutch chuckled while he pulled out a five-gallon red gas can from the back of the truck. “That’s why I didn’t want to do it.”

I flipped him the bird before spitting again. At least I couldn’t smell the sewage anymore. “Next time, you siphon,” I muttered when I could speak again.

After we finished fueling and resealed the underground tank, Clutch backed the truck up to the building. When he jumped out, he looked at me. “Ready to do this?”

I blew out a lungful of air. “Yup.”

It was times like these when I especially missed the farm. We’d had enough weapons and ammunition to start a small war, over six months’ supply of food stockpiled, and had it secure as any place could be without being a high-security prison. We’d reached the point where we didn’t have to go into high-risk places like these to survive. I sighed. We had no choice now.

We either adapted or we’d die.

I held the baseball bat tight in my grip as Clutch rapped on the broken glass, sending several shards crashing onto the concrete. Every sound was razor blade to my nerves.

A distant thump greeted us. There was definitely something waiting inside. Clutch gave me one more look before stepping through the door. I quickly followed and pulled back the bat to swing, but no zeds attacked. Instead, a stack of pastel Easter bunnies smiled at us in front of long aisles shrouded in shadows.

The place gave me the creeps.

Whoever had come here before us couldn’t have left with much. All of the shelves looked fully stocked. When I noticed the cash register open and a near-empty shelf of Marlboros, I rolled my eyes. Money and cigarettes. Whoever had that kind of shit for brains was likely shuffling around the countryside now.

Then again, their idiocy was a good sign. It meant more goodies for us.

“I look out, you fill?”

I turned to see that Clutch had grabbed all the plastic bags off the counter. I swiped a small item from a shelf behind the counter, pocketed it, gripped the bat, and did a three-sixty to scan for zeds. Hearing no signs of any predators—other than the constant thumping coming from the back of the store, I grabbed the bags.

“Let’s do this.”

With tension prickling my nerves, I started in the grocery aisle, filling up five bags with soup, canned meat, saltines, and anything else with a decent shelf life. The bags were flimsy and couldn’t hold much weight, and I slid each bag onto my arm to start another. I skipped most of the candy bars, instead going for nuts and fruit chews. Then, out to the truck to drop off full bags and back inside for more.

While grabbing batteries, something thumped on the bathroom door behind us, startling me. Memories from a different bathroom on the day of the outbreak doused me with ice, and I dropped a bag.

“Don’t worry. It can’t get out,” Clutch said, picking up the bag.

“I know.” I hastily grabbed a few bottles of water, more for the reusable bottles than for the water and made another drop of supplies into the back of the truck.

After two more trips, one to the automotive aisle and one for soap and cleaning supplies, I leaned against the truck. “What else?”

“The best part.” He headed left, and I followed him into the liquor section. Most of the top shelves were empty, and several bottles were broken on the floor. Clutch slid the bat under an arm and grabbed a couple bottles of whiskey and I pointed at the Everclear. He dumped the bottles into bags, and I grunted at the weight.

I glanced out the front window to find the parking lot still wide open. “Still looking good. Knock on wood.”

Clutch shot me a glare. “Cash, don’t jinx us,” he warned.

I shook my head. For being a badass, he sure was superstitious. Smirking, I followed him back through the gas station and toward the front door. Before stepping through, I had a feeling of being watched and I paused. I looked to my left toward the café.

“Clutch,” I whispered, and he stepped back in.

“What is it?”

I glanced at him before looking again.

A glass door separated it from the rest of the station. When we’d first entered, it was empty. Now, on the other side, two jaundiced pairs of eyes stared at us. Two zeds—one who’d been a boy no more than twelve and one who’d been a slightly younger girl—stood. They were likely siblings, with the same hair color and similar features, but it was always hard to tell after bodies started to decompose.

Neither moved nor pounded on the glass. They simply watched. That was eerie enough. But what spooked me more was that they were holding hands.

Clutch tugged me outside. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter 19



 



It had been a surprisingly low-key day. Zeds were blissfully few and far between, and we’d yet to see a Dog.

After the gas station, we hit two farms. The first was a quaint white house with an old couple inside who’d taken fate into their own hands by blowing out their brains. They were ripe, had likely killed themselves not long after the outbreak. Annoying flies buzzed around my head while I said a silent prayer for them.

“…Amen.” I tugged the shotgun from the old man’s stiff grip and went about my looting.

We’d gained some spices, home-canned foods, and much-needed canning supplies (even though neither Clutch nor I had any idea how to can), taking a load off our biggest stressor of not having any way to store food for the winter. The old couple had also been avid gardeners, but all the sprouts in the garage had long since wilted from lack of water. I’d found a few packets of squash and several gardening tools. It was a start.

At the next farm, the only sign of the outbreak were two graves with blades of grass just starting to break through the dirt. Hope pinged at my heart for the survivor who’d dug these graves. We’d spent several minutes calling out and searching, but no one answered.

Inside, we found the cabinets empty and little else in the house. Though, I discovered that the clothes in a teenager’s room were a near perfect fit, even though they were boy’s clothes. When I stripped out of my jeans, I paused in front of the mirror on the back of the door.

I had a solid farmer’s tan from spending nearly every day in the sun without sunscreen. Messy dark spikes did nothing to soften my blunt features. My curves had disappeared, leaving behind straight, hard lines. No wonder I could wear a boy’s clothes. Sure, Clutch had become leaner, too, but he’d been in good shape before so the change didn’t seem so severe. Me? Even my parents wouldn’t recognize me.

Mia Ryan truly was gone.

In a daze, I emptied the pockets of my old jeans, grabbed an armful of new clothes, and headed outside.

Frowning, I scanned the open area. “Clutch?”

He poked around the corner of a tin building, and he was grinning like a schoolboy. “There’s a fuel farm here. They’ve got an entire tank of gasoline. You won’t have to suck gas for a while.”

I couldn’t help but return his smile. Another backup plan to our backup plans. “I’ll mark it on the map. But you’re sucking gas next time.”

By the time we had everything unpacked at the park, it was time to cook my morning catch: two trout, one bass, and a small rabbit. It was a typical meal. Most days we burned more calories than we took in.

Every day, I’d wait until twilight to start a fire, when the darkness smothered the smoke, though I couldn’t do anything about the smell of fire attracting notice downwind. After a couple dismal failures in the first days at the park, I had finally gotten the hang of cooking meats so that they’d last through the next evening.

It was the first night in a long time we had seasonings for our meat. I closed my eyes. “Mm, I never knew salt could be so decadent.”

Clutch leaned back, rubbed his shoulder, and took a long swig of amber whiskey.

“Oh. I almost forgot…” I reached in my pocket and threw the can at Clutch. “Happy birthday.”

He frowned. “My birthday’s in December.”

I shrugged. “I had no idea when it was, so I took a guess.”

He looked at the can of chewing tobacco and smiled. “My brand, even.”

I smiled. “I know.”

He tucked it into his pocket.

“You’re not going to open it?” I asked.

“Nope,” he replied with a smile. “I’m saving it.”

After a moment, he came to his feet and stared out the window. The park office had no generator. The two-story A-line window of the cabin faced the west, so we had plenty of light up until sunset. After the sun went down, we either had to use precious batteries (we had even fewer candles) or get by in the dark. Fortunately, the days were getting longer, so sunset meant bedtime, or as Clutch called it, rack time.

Clutch turned. “I’m going to lock up.”

I wiped off the tin dishes we used, and arranged our weapons near the two twin-sized mattresses Clutch had taken from one of the cabins. I made sure the shotguns were loaded and looked over our bleak inventory. An AR-15 with three clips, the two shotguns along with an extra shotgun we’d found in a locked cabinet in the office, a box of shotgun shells, a baseball bat, a camping axe I’d found in one of the lost-and-found boxes, and a few knives. We’d also found a tranq gun in the same cabinet as the shotgun, but we figured we’d have to be pretty desperate to try that on a zed.

Darkness had taken over the world by the time Clutch came upstairs. With only the two of us and few zeds in the park, we no longer did patrols like we had at the farm. Since the office sat on a ridge, it was the safest lodging in the park, but it didn’t yet have a fraction of the security features we’d built around Clutch’s house. If someone managed to break through the door or windows we’d yet to board up, we were fucked.

He lay down without a word, and I watched the stars wink peacefully back at me until I drifted off.

I awoke to the sounds of Clutch’s nightmares, just like I did every night. He mumbled and tossed and turned. Like every night, I crawled over to him and wrapped an arm around him. He rarely woke, but when he did, he’d roll over and pull me to him like I was his anchor.

His muscles tensed and he shot awake.

“Shh,” I murmured. “It’s just a bad dream.” I pressed him back down and placed a gentle kiss on his forehead.

He looked up at me. In the moonlight, his gaze moved to my lips.

I ran a hand over his short hair and gave him a soft smile.

He cupped my neck and pulled me to where his lips met mine. It was just a brush, but then I deepened it, pressing my lips against his. For a long second, he didn’t move. Then he grabbed me and rolled, pinning me beneath him. He took over. He came crashing down to me, kissing me hard and deep, with take-no-prisoners intensity, and a moan escaped from my lips and into his mouth.

My thighs spread to cradle him, and he shifted, lodging him tight against me. I’d been careful never to cross the line into intimacy, but now that we had, I’d rather give up breathing than his kiss. After seconds—or minutes—of kissing me senseless, he pulled back, leaving me gasping for air.

He, too, was breathing heavily. His calloused hand brushed against me, and I shuddered in pleasure as he tugged off my underwear and shoved out of his boxer briefs. He cupped my ass and pulled me tight against him. I could feel his cock, hot and throbbing, press against my core.

“Clutch,” I begged and grabbed his head, pulling him into a brutal, raw kiss.

He replied with a growl. He slid his arms under my back, grabbed my shoulders, and plunged into me. I raked at him, widening my thighs, pulling him to me with all my strength, but his weight held me in place. He clamped onto my hips to pull me even closer. He thrust hard and deep. Exactly what I wanted—what I needed.

His low growls combined with my shameless cries. The next instant I cried out, freefalling into a climax. Clutch’s back arched and he bellowed as he pulled out, shooting a burst of seed onto the blanket.

I lay there, boneless, while he rolled onto his side, panting and sweaty. He lowered his head to the mattress next to mine, and pulled me tight against him.

Time was lost while I floated, the mattress unfeeling below me.

“I killed her.”

The words were soft, barely audible. “What?” I asked, confused.

“At the Dogs’ camp…” Clutch rolled onto his back. “Doyle left me in the silo, with one guard outside. Only it wasn’t a Dog. It was a woman.”

I pulled myself up onto my elbows and watched Clutch.

“He’d threatened to go after you and Jase if I tried to escape. He assumed I wouldn’t try it. He was wrong. He posted her outside my door. She had no training, no experience.”

I laid a hand on his heart. His muscles tensed.

“I killed her. Broke her neck so I could get out. I had to make sure you were safe.”

He jerked away, got up, and stood in front of the window.

I came to my feet. “It’s not your fault. Doyle forced your hand.”

“He didn’t force me to kill her.”

I walked over to him and watched him stare out over the dark valley below. “He did, in a way. He forced your hand. You did what you had to do. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be alive today. I wouldn’t be alive today.”

He turned, looked into my eyes for a moment, then pulled away and grabbed his clothes and a bottle of whiskey. He paused at the top step. “She was Doyle’s wife.”


Chapter 20



 



Three days later

“There’s one coming up your six,” Clutch called out before diving behind a pew to reload. I twisted around and blasted buckshot into the head of an exceptionally overweight zed, pumped my shotgun, and then took out the aggressive one reaching for Clutch.

I continued shooting, taking out their legs if I couldn’t get a good headshot. Clutch rejoined, and the church was like a Tarantino film, full of gunfire and gore. I used up my last two shells on a priest wearing a collar stained with dried blood.

“Reloading!” I yelled out and scrambled back several steps. I rushed to slide the shells into the shotgun while a zed in the form of a decrepit old woman stumbled toward me, its head askew with a broken neck. I’d only gotten five shells loaded when it closed in. I swung the gun up and shot it in the chest. The force sent it flying back, and my second shot was a direct hit to its face.

I looked around for what to shoot next but saw no zeds still standing. I frowned. “We’re clear already?”

“All clear,” Clutch said as he pulled out a knife.

I finished reloading my shotgun before slinging it over my shoulder and pulling out my knife. We went around to each zed, making sure it wouldn’t come back. Shotguns packed a punch, but they didn’t always get the job done.

Afterward, we stood at the baptismal fountain, washing up under the watchful gray gaze of a statue of the Virgin Mary. “Jesus,” I said, and then glanced at the crucifix hanging at the front of the church. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Did everyone in a ten-mile radius come to church when the outbreak hit?”

“Plenty of folks get religious when things turn to shit.”

My eyes fell on the priest. “Guess the priest would’ve had his hands full giving last rites.”

“Too bad the dead didn’t actually stay dead.”

I dried my hands on my jeans and scanned the corpses and toppled pews. “We used up a lot of ammo.”

“It’ll all be worth it if this place hasn’t been looted yet.”

I grinned and clapped. “Let’s check it out.”

 

****

 

What we discovered quickly proved Clutch right. We’d struck gold at the Catholic church in the town nearest to the park, if you could call six houses and a church with an attached reception hall a town. According to the banner hanging outside, they’d been collecting donations for a local food pantry to help the needy at Easter.

And we definitely qualified as needy.

“See if you can’t find a P-38,” Clutch said as he rifled through cupboards in the kitchen.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I called out in reply, stacking another box of canned food near the front door with the dozen other boxes. “You know, for a small town, these guys were really generous.”

I headed back to the kitchen. “Everything’s boxed up and ready to go.”

“Aha, a P-38.” Clutch held up a small metal can opener not much bigger than a razor blade. He pocketed it.

My brow furrowed. “It’s a can opener?”

“It’s a P-38.”

With a sigh, I rolled my eyes. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

We headed to the stack of boxes. “You carry, I watch,” I said.

Clutch lifted two boxes and grunted. “Did you have to pack them so full?”

I patted his shoulder. “Just doing my part to help you stay in shape.” With the shotgun in one hand, I propped open the door with a brick. After a quick sweep of the area between us and the truck, I motioned Clutch forward. “Clear.”

He carried the boxes outside, and I stayed close, constantly scanning a full three-sixty around us. Afternoon shadows of tall trees danced like taunting spirits across the tombstones in the quaint cemetery on the other side of the church.

I opened the back of the truck, Clutch slid the boxes onto the bed, and we headed back for more boxes. We were getting efficient at looting, but we both knew that there’d be nothing left to loot in another year. We’d deal with that problem a year from now.

On the third load, I came to a hard stop.

“Aw, hell.” In one smooth move, Clutch set down the boxes and swung his shotgun around.

Parked next to our truck was a Humvee.

Don’t let it be Dogs. Don’t let it be Dogs. I treaded cautiously toward it, careful to keep the truck between us and them.

As I neared the vehicle, I let out a breath as Griz stepped out from the driver’s seat and waved while still speaking into the handheld radio. Tack emerged from the other side of the Humvee. He casually gripped a rifle, looking none too bothered that we had two shotguns aimed at them.

When Griz put down the radio, I lowered my weapon. “What brings you boys all the way out here?”

“Standard recon,” Griz replied. “Damn, I never expected to run across the pair of you. That teaches me for betting against Tack.”

I lifted a brow.

Griz busted out a wide grin. “The odds were twenty to one that you two were zeds. Tack was the only one to bet on both of you.”

Tack gave a nod.

“Thanks.” I lifted a brow. “I think.”

“So everyone thinks we’re dead?” Clutch asked by my side.

“Everyone at Fox, anyway,” Griz replied. “With the exception of Tack, me, and now Captain Masden.”

Ah, so that was whom he’d been talking to on the radio.

Griz, joined by Tack, headed our way. Griz whistled at the church. “Gutsy move to clear out a church. We’ve learned to keep our distance from churches. They’re right up there with grocery stores and police stations as being zed hubs.”

“Beggars can’t be choosy,” I said.

Griz nodded to the boxes. “Here, we can help.”

“We’re good,” Clutch said, grabbing the boxes.

Griz held out his hands. “We’re not trying to take what you’ve rightfully stolen.”

“Recon, you say? You guys still out looking for survivors?” I asked.

“Some, but our focus has shifted more to tracking down Doyle. His guys are still a pain in the ass.”

My muscles tightened as I watched Clutch for any sign of emotion. I knew he’d never forgive himself for killing that woman. Not that Doyle would be any less forgiving if he found out Clutch was still alive.

“Lendt hasn’t taken care of him yet?” Clutch asked.

Griz frowned and shook his head. “We busted into Doyle’s camp and caught several of his men and freed some of his ‘indentured servants’.”

I cocked my head. “Indentured servants?”

“That’s what Doyle told them,” Griz said. “Doyle convinced them that Camp Fox wasn’t safe. So, for food and shelter, they had to sign contracts to service the militia for seven years. Lendt figured his attack on Camp Fox was as much to convince people that with him was the only safe place.”

My jaw dropped. “Holy. Shit.”

“But he’s surprisingly wily for his age,” Griz added. “His guys have gone guerrilla on our patrols, but there have been no more attacks on the Camp, so we know we’ve got him on the run.”

“I wouldn’t be foolish enough to count on that assumption,” Clutch said, pushing the box onto the truck bed and heading back for more.

“We’re not,” Griz said, keeping up. “But we’ll get him one of these days. You can bet on it.”

“It doesn’t sound like you’ve made the smartest bets yet,” I said with a smirk before stepping back to the reception hall. Tack and Griz followed.

Tack picked up a box, and Griz lifted the top. “Who would’ve guessed that cheap toilet paper would become a luxury item?”

“How’s Camp Fox holding up? The civilians are all safe?” I asked, thinking of one in particular.

Griz sighed. “We’re getting by, but Doyle’s attack put a hurt on our supplies. Before long, we’ll be out doing what you’re doing.”

Tack dropped the box into the back of the truck and faced me. “That friend of yours, Jasen Flannigan, he’s all right. Fitting right in at the Camp.”

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. When I reopened my eyes, I smiled. “Thank you.”

Griz and Clutch set down the last of the boxes.

“We’d better head back,” Clutch said.

I checked the sun sitting just above the roof of a two-story house across the street. Zeds tended to disappear at night, especially on cloudy nights. I suspected it was some sort of instinctual need for self-preservation. They couldn’t see any better than us, so they could walk right into a river or off a ledge in the dark. Not that they were bright enough to avoid doing that in the daylight.

Except last night was a full moon. Tonight wouldn’t be much better, without a cloud in the sky. It would be a good night to be back at the park and locked in before the sun set.

“I saw what they did to your farm. That’s a damn shame,” Griz said. “Where you staying now?”

Clutch narrowed his eyes. “Why do you want to know?”

“I’m guessing it’s out this way,” Griz said, looking around. “We’re tight on resources, but whenever we have a squad out this way, I can have them stop by to check in to see how things are going.”

“Things are going fine,” Clutch retorted.

“I read you loud and clear. But, the attack really cut into our numbers and decimated our ammo supply. We’ve started training civilians, but we could use all the help we can get.”

“Help?” I asked with a hand on my hip. “Tell me something, do they still have the prison cell waiting for me?”

Griz’s lips thinned and shook his head. “Lendt’s wiped the slate clear on anyone charged with assaulting the militia. After the stunt Doyle pulled, Lendt realized that he had to revisit his approach to military law. Hell, you just might get a medal now.”

I didn’t share his confidence. “Clutch is right. We need to get going.”

“Hold up.” Griz jogged back to the Humvee and pulled out something. “This radio pack is fully charged, and it’s got an adapter for a cig lighter. I already dialed in our frequency. Call if you need anything. Leave it on so we can reach you. If we see any herds or any of Doyle’s guys sniffing around this area, we’ll let you know.”

Clutch nodded and took it.

“Thanks, Griz,” I said and followed Clutch to the truck.

“Do you think they’ll try to reach us?” I asked, closing the door.

“Yeah.” Clutch paused. “The radio is Masden’s way of saying I’ve been called back to duty.”


Chapter 21



 



“Why can’t anyone just leave us the fuck alone?” Clutch growled as we drove back to the church two days later.

I reached out and intertwined my fingers with his. “That’s because we’re irresistible.”

Neither of us laughed. I wasn’t any more comfortable with the idea of tying ourselves to Camp Fox than Clutch. When Tyler had called in on the radio this morning and said he needed to meet with us, a rock had formed in my stomach and had been expanding ever since.

As we rolled up to the church, we found two Humvees waiting for us.

When Clutch turned off the ignition, the back door on the first Humvee flung open, a nearly full-grown coyote jumped down and a teenager with a wide grin stepped out.

My eyes widened. “Jase!”

He waved wildly and met me midway with a bear hug. Clutch came up from behind me and patted him on the shoulder. “Damn, it’s good to see you, kid.”

Jase took a step back. “Man, when Griz told me you guys were okay…well, it’s just good to see you. Really, really good.”

The golden coyote sat behind Jase, and I grinned. “I see Mutt’s turned out all right.”

He bent down and picked up the furry canine, and she licked his cheek. “Yeah, she’s a regular zed hunter now. She comes with me scouting.”

Clutch frowned. “You go on scouting missions?”

“Yeah.” Jase nodded back at Tyler, Griz, and Tack, who were now walking our way. “They asked for folks to join up after the attack. Eddy and I are on Captain Masden’s squad.” He stepped to the side, making room for Tyler, while Griz and Tack stood back with their rifles ready, scanning the area.

Tyler smiled at me. “It’s good to see you again.” He held out his hand, and I shook it, having a hard time returning his smile.

Tyler didn’t even try to shake Clutch’s hand. Tyler never liked Clutch, and Clutch still held a grudge against Tyler for abandoning me in zed and Dog country. I wasn’t angry. Not anymore. Tyler had simply been trying to do the right thing in a world where all the old rules had changed.

I still wanted to punch him.

“What do you want, Captain?” Clutch said.

Tyler gave a thin smile. “Always to the point, Sarge. I respect that. Griz said he filled you in on our current situation with Doyle and his minutemen.”

“He said you guys were at war,” Clutch said.

Tyler chortled. “It’s been more like a hunt than a war. Though, Jase might have found a game changer.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

“Your boy here came across one of Doyle’s outposts.”

“When are you going in?” Clutch asked.

“Tonight.”

Clutch narrowed his eyes. “But you’re not here for a briefing.”

“You’re right, Sarge. To be honest, we’re tight on resources. Before the outbreak, we didn’t have many troops with real field experience. And Doyle’s attack on the Camp put a hell of a hurtin’ on us. You’ve served two tours, Sarge. I need you out there with my men tonight. It’s not a request.”

I watched Clutch turn and pace the sidewalk. When he returned, he ran a hand through his short hair. “What’s the SITREP?”

“From what Jase and Southpaw reported, this isn’t Doyle’s primary camp, but we believe he’s running out of multiple small camps instead of one larger camp now. Nevertheless, the camp Jase and Southpaw found would be a critical hit from a payback perspective. The payload is three fuel tankers, which we believe constitute all of Doyle’s mobile fuel reserves. We could really use that fuel at Camp Fox, so we can’t go in with guns blazing and risk blowing the trucks sky-high.”

He motioned to Jase who handed Clutch his iPhone. After Clutch scrolled through the pictures, he handed the phone to me. Three fuel tankers sat side by side at a rest stop. Calling it an outpost was an exaggeration. There were no fences, hardly any people, and only the single building. If the trucks were lined up, I would’ve driven by without looking twice.

“As for tangos,” Tyler continued. “We’re looking at no more than five guys on duty at any time, but they’re likely patched into Doyle through handheld radios we provided the militia awhile back. I think Doyle figured this place is far enough north that we wouldn’t find it.”

“Which rest stop is this?” Clutch asked.

“It’s about twenty miles north of Chow Town, just south of the ethanol plant.”

“I know the place,” Clutch said.

“I’m leading the mission, and I’m taking my entire squad with me. That makes ten of us. With you, it’d be eleven.”

Silence boomed, and I noticed Clutch watching Jase. “If I do this, both the kid and Cash are on my team.”

Tyler nodded. “I was planning on that.” He turned to me. “Since you’re not ex-mil, I couldn’t make you come along, but your assistance is appreciated.”

I gave a tight nod.

Tyler faced Clutch and continued. “Griz has Alpha team. You’ll take Bravo team. That brings our total to twelve troops for the mission. It should be an easy in-and-out.”

Clutch shot me a strained glance before turning back to Tyler. “Hoorah.”

Tyler smiled. “We head out at zero-three. I’ll make sure you both have clearance into Camp Fox. We meet inside the front gate. Got it?”

“Cash and I need weapons and gear,” Clutch added.

“Roger that,” Tyler said. “Those are two things we still have in good supply. Ammunition is another story.”

“How low are you?” Clutch asked.

“If we’re careful, we might have just enough to take Doyle down. But we’re going to have to get creative with the zeds.”

Clutch nodded and headed back to the truck. I shot Jase a quick smile before following.

We drove away, and neither Clutch nor I spoke until after we passed by the farms we’d looted a few days earlier. “I guess it’s official. We’re with Camp Fox,” I said.

Clutch took in a deep breath. “Yeah, guess so.”

My eyes widened. “Wait. Turn around.”

He hit the brakes and did a one-eighty. He frowned. “What’d you see?”

I hurriedly pointed to a house with a couple rustic tin buildings. “Turn in here.”

He pulled into the drive. “Is that—?”

“Yeah.”

He stopped the truck next to the old tree, with dozens of red apples dangling from it. I shot him a wide grin before we both rushed out to the tree. The apples were high, and I had to jump to reach one. When I bit into it, tart juices splattered, and I groaned. “Mm, so good.”

Clutch didn’t reply. He was too busy chewing on his own apple.

It had been so long since we had fresh fruit. These tart apples were meant for pies, but they tasted like heaven. Clutch finished his before I finished mine and grabbed another apple. I tossed my core, and he held the apple out to me. I grinned, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him into a long, sugary kiss. Bliss.

I pulled away to find Clutch wearing one his rare smiles.

My smile fell at the same time the blood in my veins froze. “Watch out!”

He twisted around just as the zed tackled him.

I reached for my shotgun and realized I’d left it in the truck.

I pulled out my knife and ran at the zed snapping its teeth at Clutch, who was holding it back. I grabbed its legs and yanked it to the side, got to my knees and shoved the knife through its cheekbone. Clutch was next to me, stabbing it through its eye. Jumping to my feet I turned around to find at least a half dozen more heading our way, all looking less than friendly and more than hungry.

“We’ve got trouble,” I murmured.

“Truck” was all Clutch said, and we both sprinted back to the still-running vehicle.

As Clutch tore out of there, I watched the zeds through the back window. They stood under the apple tree, watching us, as though daring us to come back.

I turned back around and sighed. For more apples, I just might.
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“You’ll stay at my side and do everything I say,” Clutch said on our way to Camp Fox. “This situation could go FUBAR in a flash. I don’t like you this close to the action, but I’d rather have you with me than alone at the park.”

I yawned, then saluted. “Yes, Sergeant Bad Ass, sir.”

He muttered something under his breath. I grinned and went back to scanning the dark landscape.

It took us two hours driving without headlights and around the ever-growing numbers of zeds to get to Camp Fox. By then, my nerves had amped up a million levels. I’d fought against zeds plenty. This was my first time playing the aggressor against other people, and I felt sorely unprepared.

At the Camp’s front gate, we found a friendly reception and load of gear and weapons waiting for us. Clutch helped me gear up before fastening on his own armor. As I checked out my new sniper rifle, Tyler drove up with a Humvee full of troops with faces painted black.

They stepped outside and we all formed a circle around Tyler.

He looked over everyone, and then threw me a plastic container. I unscrewed the lid to find what I guessed was dark face paint. Clutch dipped two fingers in and started wiping it across his face, and I did the same.

“Sarge, you’ve got Tack, Southpaw, Cash, Eddy, and Jase,” Tyler said. “Everyone else is with Griz and me. Here’s the plan.”

 

****

 

Two hours later, Bravo team lay flat on the grassy hill behind the rest stop, waiting for Tyler’s signal. To my right, Mutt, an honorary member of Bravo, was sprawled out next to Jase, seemingly unconcerned that shit was about to hit the proverbial fan. Eddy was on Jase’s other side, one of his legs shaking. To my left, with Clutch between us, was Southpaw, the other sniper in Bravo. Tack was silent and unmoving next to Southpaw, and I couldn’t tell if he was even awake.

Clutch looked like he was analyzing the situation, and I turned my attention back to my target. There were two guards on the backside of the rest stop, one on each corner. Southpaw and I each had our assigned target in our sights for the past ten minutes. Just waiting for the signal.

We each had a role in the straight-forward mission: Go at them from both sides. Take down the guards. Smoke out any hiding in the rest stop and neutralize. Grab the fuel trucks and reclaim any weapons and ammunition.

Clutch tensed, and I suspected he was getting the call from Tyler. Camp Fox had been ill-equipped for war, leaving only the three mission leaders with headsets.

“Bravo. Received.” Clutch turned to Southpaw and then to me. “Green light.” He paused for a three-count while we each readied to fire. “Green light, go.”

I inhaled. As I exhaled, I pulled the trigger. My target fell to the ground, unmoving. My shot was echoed by Southpaw’s rifle, and his target collapsed.

“Nice.” Clutch held up two fingers and motioned back and forth.

Show time.

Clutch took the lead, with Tack, Jase, and Eddy lined up one by one in trail. Southpaw and I stayed behind to take out Dogs before they posed a risk to our guys, though I suspected Clutch’s motive was to keep me out of danger, leaving Southpaw behind to cover me.

The rest stop, right off the interstate, was a smart location for moving large trucks. Instead of fences, every forty feet or so, there was a zed, buried up to its knees and chained to the ground. Interesting defense.

Lights erupted from an amped-up pickup truck and its horn blared.

“Shit!” I muttered.

“Guess the surprise is up,” Southpaw said from my left, sounding none too happy.

Alpha team reached the rest stop as soon as the first Dog emerged. Clutch took him out with a clean chest shot.

Clutch slammed against the building, nearly dropping his gun. It was then I noticed the Dog he’d shot wasn’t a man at all but a young woman. As Clutch leaned against the building, I wanted to shout, she’s a Dog, goddammit! Instead, I fired off a shot at the next Dog coming through the door.

The shot snapped Clutch out of his stupor. He pulled up his rifle, shot a glance my way, and headed back into the fray. Jase fired off several shots, and I heard him yell. Mutt took off running and jumped onto an injured Dog trying to flee. The coyote tore at his throat and clawed at his skin until the Dog’s screams found silence.

Clutch pressed his hand to his ear. He made a hand motion. Eddy and Jase ran toward one of the fuel trucks, with Mutt on their heels. Four of Alpha team met them at the trucks, and a pair climbed into each of the three trucks.

Heavy engines roared to life, and the lights on the fuel tankers came on one by one. As they started rolling, Southpaw and I continued to lay down fire whenever we saw a Dog.

Clutch held up a hand and shouted, “Pull back. Company’s coming!”

When Clutch and Tack reached our position, Southpaw and I sprinted with them into the darkness. Bullets zinged past us and I wanted to dive for cover but kept running.

Southpaw stumbled, and I stopped to help him. He was trying to pull himself back up while holding his side.

“South’s down!” I yelled, bending down to pull him up. Clutch moved me out of the way and he and Tack grabbed the fallen soldier.

I fired off cover fire as the guys ran past me.

“Haul ass, Cash!” Clutch yelled.

I fired off three more shots and reached the guys as they were loading Southpaw into the back of the Humvee. We climbed inside, and Clutch took the driver’s seat. He was cussing at Tyler, but I couldn’t make out the jargon.

But I did notice the onslaught of headlights in the distance, and they were coming right at us.
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Clutch sped dangerously fast without headlights. I had no idea how he managed to keep the Humvee on the road. He pressed two fingers against his headset. “We have one man down.”

A pause.

“Affirm. Bravo team is still a go. Repeat, Bravo is still a go.”

A pause.

“Wilco. Bravo, over and out.” Clutch grimaced and turned on the headlights.

My eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

Clutch clenched his jaw. “Alpha is rendezvousing with the tankers to provide firepower support to the Camp. We’re to lead as many Dogs as we can away from the convoy.”

I swallowed, found it hard to breathe, and immediately started reloading my rifle.

He glanced at me and then took a quick look in back where Tack was busy tending to Southpaw. “How’s he doing?”

Tack didn’t answer.

“Tack, report.”

The soldier looked up slowly. “It was clean, through and through, no organs hit. But…I think he’s gone.”

Clutch hit the wheel. “Fuck!”

“I don’t get it,” Tack added on though in a daze. “It wasn’t that bad of hit. He should be conscious and talking to us right now.”

I looked around and noticed lights—a lot of them—closing in. “Do you know this area?” I asked.

“Not good enough.” Clutch cranked a hard left, sending me against the door, and he barreled down the on-ramp and onto the interstate. “Let’s hope for no roadblocks.”

Something chinked the metal, sounding like a rock chip, except we were on pavement.

“Tack, take the .30,” Clutch ordered. “Cash, feed him ammo.”

I started crawling into the back.

“Shit!” Tack yelled and jumped back.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It’s Southpaw. He’s turning!”

“How’s that possible?” I fumbled with my rifle.

Southpaw plowed into the much smaller Tack, but I was close enough I barely had to aim. I fired an ear-ringing shot, and Southpaw collapsed on top of Tack.

Tack sat up and shoved off his comrade.

I kept my rifle leveled. “Are you bit?”

He kicked away Southpaw’s body. “No.”

“What the hell was that?” Clutch asked.

“No idea,” I said, making my way to Tack. We hadn’t been close to any of the zeds in the area. So how in the world had Southpaw gotten infected? More pings against the metal reminded me that I didn’t have the luxury to think right now.

Tack fired rounds at the headlights behind us. The first vehicle swerved but then straightened out, but at least we now had more space between us and them. Another pair of lights came up alongside the first, and flashes of gunfire from both trucks winked back at us.

“Can’t you go faster?” I yelled toward Clutch.

“Humvee,” he replied as if that explained everything.

I fed more ammo to Tack.

Clutch jerked the Humvee onto an exit ramp, knocking me across the floor and onto Southpaw’s body. As I pulled myself back up, I saw the sign that read Fox Hills 3 miles, and by the look on Tack’s face, he’d seen it, too, though he went back to firing.

“You’re taking us to Chow Town?” I asked.

“We can’t outrun the Dogs, and they’d be crazy to follow us into town.”

We’d be crazy to go into town, I wanted to say. Instead, I warned, “It’s almost dawn.”

Clutch kept on driving. “I plan on only making a quick drive-through.”

As Clutch suspected, the Dogs backed off when we passed the sign that read Welcome to Fox Hills, Midwest’s hidden gem, pop. 5,613. Clutch drove the Humvee off the shoulder and through the ditch, around the blocked road, and into the Wal-Mart’s parking lot. Already, at least a dozen dark shadows lumbered toward us.

The truck behind us stopped but kept its machine gun leveled at us. The other trucks peeled out and headed in different directions. “Fuck!” Clutch stepped on the gas. “The shits are trying to block us in town.”

Clutch turned left on the first street, running over a zed wearing a gaudy shirt, its sequins glittering in our headlights. “Come on, come on, come on,” he muttered as he sped faster and faster.

When we reached the next road leading out of town, on the other side of the roadblock was one of the Dogs’ trucks. They fired off several shots, and Clutch slammed on the brakes. He made a U-turn and headed for the next street. The gunfire had drawn zeds out from the darkness. Clutch dodged some and hit more on his way to one of the few roads leading out of town. Chow Town wasn’t a large town. With a river running along two sides and all bridges blocked or destroyed during the outbreak, there weren’t many roads leading out of town.

Clutch slowed, and I saw the Dogs on the other side of the roadblock.

The wheel creaked under Clutch’s grip. “Shit.”

“If we can’t get out of town, we need to find a place to lie low until the Dogs clear out,” I said, fear tightening my muscles as I remembered how well that worked the last time I was here. I looked from Tack to Clutch. “Any ideas?”

“My apartment is about three miles from here,” Tack said.

I frowned. “Apartments sound too dangerous.”

“When that sun comes up, anywhere is going to be too dangerous,” Clutch said.

“How about the pharmacy we cleared out? It’s not far,” I said.

Clutch shook his head. “The glass windows will make it hard to hide.”

“My girlfriend’s house is across the street from First Baptist. She went to Des Moines with her parents shopping when…you know, so the house should be clear,” Tack said.

Clutch sighed. “Let’s give it a shot.”

Tack gave directions, and Clutch weaved around cars and cut through yards. A lump formed in my gut when I saw the zeds building behind us.

As soon as we hit a side street, Clutch stepped on the gas to put some distance between us and them. “We’re going to have to move fast. Run to the back door. Don’t be noticed. If you are, take care of any that home in on us. Tack, you make sure you get us inside fast. Then we’re going into silence so no zeds get a bead on us. Got it?”

“Got it,” I said.

“Tack, grab any extra ammo off Southpaw. I have a feeling we’re going to need every round,” Clutch said before relaying our next coordinates to Tyler.

A moment later, Tack pointed. “There. That two-story brick one. That’s the place.”

“Let’s do this.” Clutch cut the engine of the Humvee while it was still rolling into the driveway, and I jumped out.

It was dark enough that the herd of zeds about a block away was only an ominous fog of shapes. Sweeping trees cast ominous dark shadows over the yard, hiding God only knows what. Clutch scanned the backyard alongside me.

Tack checked the back door. When it didn’t open, he lifted a flower pot and grabbed a key. He opened the door and disappeared inside.

I went to follow but stopped cold. I pulled out my knife, walked down the steps, and stood on the patio. A zed emerged from the shadows. It groaned, and I lunged forward and stabbed it through the top of its head. I looked around for more. Clutch tugged my arm and motioned to the door.

I followed him inside. He locked the door, and I found us in a kitchen. Aside from the earliest glimmer of dawn coming through the windows, it was pitch black inside. I moved slowly to not make any noise and closed the blinds on the kitchen window. I turned, leaned on the sink, and inhaled.

Death.

I smelled death.

I stepped cautiously into the living room, where Tack was closing the curtains. The smell was stronger here. He noticed me, held up a hand, and whispered, “It’s Daisy.”

“Daisy?” I mouthed back.

“Golden Retriever.”

Relief replaced my tension. Now all we had to do was wait it out.

Something thumped against the window.

Tack and I both stiffened. Clutch walked silently into the room. Thump.

I flattened against the wall and peered out of the crack at the end of the curtain. Several zeds grabbed at the Humvee. Even more zeds stood on the other side of the window, sniffing at the air.

Thump, thump.

I stepped back, mouth opened. Impossible. They couldn’t possibly find us through brick and glass. Clutch exchanged places with me and he looked outside. Tack looked outside from the other edge of the curtain.

Both looked as surprised as I felt.

The pounding on the glass grew, and more zeds joined in.

“If I can get to the Humvee, I can unleash the .30 on them,” Tack whispered.

“There’s too many,” Clutch said in a low voice. “When that glass breaks, we’re going to have to make a run for it.”

All three of us checked our weapons one last time.

The glass shattered.

Clutch yelled, “Run!”

And we did.
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We bolted out the back door. Tack fired the first shots, clearing the patio. Clutch took the lead from there. I gripped my rifle as I sprinted behind him, with Tack at my side. It was still dark, but the coming dawn shed enough light to reveal outlines of zeds waiting in the shadows.

We ran in the opposite direction than we’d come. We ran through backyards, turning at fences and dodging zeds, shooting open escape routes. Once we broke from the herd near the house, Clutch set the pace at a quick jog, faster than any zed but slow enough that we could keep this pace for some time, if we had to.

And we had to. My clothes were soaked and my muscles burned by the time the sun reached into the sky. It was already easily eighty degrees and it was still morning. Body armor held the heat against my skin.

We could outrun any zed easily enough. But more just kept showing up. Around every corner, out of every alley. As soon as we got away from one herd, we’d find ourselves smack dab in the middle of another, and we’d have to zig and zag around houses and cars.

Tack ran out of ammo first. I was out eight rounds later. When Clutch’s rifle clicked empty, I think we all sucked in a collective breath. With nothing but pistols and knives, we kept running. The sun baked my head under the helmet, and I had to drop my rifle and backpack to keep up with the guys’ longer strides. My lungs couldn’t suck enough air by the time the zeds’ numbers dwindled and we reached an industrial park. Clutch slowed to a stop, bent over with his hands braced on his legs, and panted. I fell back against a wall, sucking air. Tack walked slowly, his hands on his hips, while he caught his breath.

Tack huffed, pointed to the north, his finger shaky. “There’s an old bridge that leads out of town just beyond these buildings.”

Clutch reported our status to Tyler, and then faced us. “They got the trucks back to Camp Fox okay.”

“Thank God,” I panted out.

Clutch did a slow three-sixty. Sweat dripped from his brow. “We have to keep moving. Too much open space. We’re easy targets out here.”

As though on cue, two zeds stumbled around the corner. The first, a farmer in jeans and cowboy boots, lumbered forward. At its side came a heavily tattooed biker zed with an intricate dragon climbing its sunbaked arm.

Two shots and the zeds fell. I turned to find Tack with his pistol still leveled where the zeds had been standing a second earlier.

Clutch sucked in another breath. “Let’s move out. It won’t take long for these guys’ pals to catch up.”

It took all my strength to push off from the wall and propel myself forward. Every boot step pounded the pavement. Every building seemed a mile long. We wheezed air. I stumbled over a curb.

At the end of an old warehouse, a bridge waited, its iron trusses reaching upward like welcoming arms. Several cars were smashed on it, preventing any vehicles from crossing.

Bodies rotted on the ground, but surprisingly, there were no zeds walking around.

I came to a stop at the same time Clutch and Tack must’ve seen it. A truck was parked not far from the bridge. The machine gun mounted on back was pointed right at us.

The Dogs were waiting for us.
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“Shit!” I flattened myself against the wall, and Clutch and Tack did the same. “Think they saw us?” I asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But they had to hear Tack’s shots,” Clutch replied. “They’re probably stationed there to hold us back until the herd gets here. They’ve got front row seats for watching us get shredded.”

“There’s no way we can cross that bridge without getting gunned down,” Tack said.

“And there’s bound to be zeds in the river,” I added.

A zed came around the far corner of the building. It moaned and kept walking toward us, followed by at a least a hundred more, and more kept showing up. My heart lurched. “Looks like the party is about to start.”

“Time’s up,” Clutch said. “We have to take our chances at the bridge.”

“Wait,” I said, and I examined the iron bridge. “What if we go under the bridge?”

Both men looked at me.

“The undersides of some of these bridges are just big I-beams. We might be able to shimmy across.”

Clutch’s brow furrowed. “It could work. If we stay low and behind the roadblock, the Dogs might not be able to hit us.”

Moans and shuffling steps grew closer. The herd was halfway down the building now.

“Give it a shot?” Tack asked.

“Why not.” Clutch took off in a hunched-over run.

I followed and Tack hung back to cover our flank. It was hard to run bent over, weighted down by what remained of my gear and exhausted from nearly four hours of running through half the alleys and backstreets of Chow Town. I stumbled and Tack helped me back to my feet. My legs were jelly, but from somewhere deep inside, fresh adrenaline numbed my body and senses, and I kept moving behind Clutch toward the bridge.

Two zeds emerged from the bridge and came at us, but they were easy enough to maneuver around. I dove to the edge of the embankment. Clutch already had a leg over the embankment. He held out a hand. “Grab on to me,” he ordered. I reached out, and he snatched me against him and took a step down the embankment. He lost his footing and slid onto his back, pulling me against his chest. We slid several feet down before Clutch found traction again.

One of the zeds rolled past us and into the river below. The second followed a second later, grabbing Clutch’s arm on its way down. We were dragged several feet before I was able to kick it loose, and it tumbled away.

Clutch held me tight. I lay against him, panting. I looked down, and swallowed. If we’d slid another fifteen feet, we would’ve landed right on top of a couple dozen hungry zeds hungrily trapped at the edge of the river. They couldn’t climb the steep incline, and they couldn’t enter the river without being swept away (which I suspected was what had happened to quite a few zeds already).

“Don’t do that again,” I muttered against Clutch’s chest.

“Yeah,” he replied breathlessly. Then he pressed a couple fingers to his headset. “Bravo needs pickup now. We’ve got half of Chow Town waiting for us on one side of the bridge, and Dogs set up to chase us down on the other.”

Silence except for the growing hum of moans and shuffling feet.

Clutch scowled. “Copy that. Three hours. Over and out.”

I pulled out a flask and took a quick drink. It was still half full, but no telling how long we’d be out here. There was no sound of engines, which meant the Dogs were still there but hopefully still oblivious to us. “Did you see how many Dogs were in that truck?”

Clutch shook his head.

I continued. “Once we get across we might be close enough to get clear shots.”

“That’s assuming they don’t take us out while we’re climbing across,” Clutch replied.

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I whispered and glanced back to find Tack climbing up onto an I-beam under the bridge.

I pulled away from Clutch but kept close by his side as I crawled toward Tack. The underside of the bridge was a zigzag of iron. After cracking my knuckles, I grabbed onto an I-beam. The beams were large, so there was plenty to grab on to, but I wasn’t convinced I had the strength in my fingers and arms to get all the way across. I slid my legs around an I-beam and shimmied toward Tack.

He was already several feet ahead and putting more distance between us. I followed, with Clutch behind me. It wasn’t a long bridge by bridge standards, but the arm strength it took for pulling myself across, it could’ve been the Golden Gate. Every time a gunshot rang out, I froze, waiting to feel horrible piercing pain. But none ever came. At only about a third of the way across, my arms shook, as much from my fear of heights as from my own body weight.

At the halfway point, two I-beams intersected and I was able to lean on one to catch my breath, though the humid air did nothing to help my breathing. Afraid if I stopped too long, I’d never get across, and so I continued. Minute by minute, putting one hand before the other, I made it to the three-quarters point, then only ten feet left. Eight, six, four.

By the time I reached the end, I had nothing left. I literally dropped off the bridge and collapsed onto the ground next to Tack. I rolled onto my back and grasped long grass with both hands.

Clutch dropped next to me, and we all lay there for several moments. When Tack moved, I stayed put, watching him Army crawl up the hill and scout the scene. This side wasn’t quite as steep and—thankfully—zed-free. He backed himself down to us.

“SITREP?” Clutch asked.

“I see only two Dogs,” Tack replied in a hoarse whisper. “One driver and one gunner. The driver looks like he’s taking a lunch break. The gunner is busy watching the herd behind us. I think they’ve got him spooked. I count three zeds at the tree line. A few more dead on the ground.”

Which explained the random gunshots.

“Can we get close enough to take them out without being seen?” Clutch asked.

“Maybe,” Tack replied. “It looks like the gunner is still watching the other side of the bridge for us.”

Clutch nodded and pulled out his pistol. “We head for the tree line. That way, if we’re seen, we can still find cover. Cash, you take the driver. I’ll take the gunny. Tack, make sure we’re covered.” He didn’t wait for a response.

“There’s no telling how many zeds are in those trees,” Tack warned.

I shot him a quick glance, grabbed my pistol and crawled up the hill, and stopped next to Clutch while he scanned the area. The truck sat less than a hundred yards off. Easy shot with a rifle any day of the week, except I no longer had my rifle. The driver’s side window was open, and he was taking a bite out of an MRE. The gunner in the back of the truck was leaning on the cab, still intently watching the bridge.

Clutch took off at a run toward the trees, and I dragged myself behind him. No shots fired from the truck. Clutch slid behind a wide tree, and I slammed into him, unable to stop my forward momentum. He caught me before I knocked us both down. Tack grabbed the tree next to us. A shadow moved several feet away, and Clutch took off, weaving around trees for the truck. A skinny zed emerged from a tree to our right, and Tack shoved a blade through its head.

When we reached the trees closest to the truck, we were no more than ten feet away from the zeds making their way to the truck.

“Ready?” Clutch asked.

“Ready,” I whispered.

He motioned. “Now.”

We ran out and started firing. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the gunner spin the .30 cal toward us. Machine gun fire drowned out the pops of our pistols. My first shot planted harmlessly into the truck door, but as I closed the distance, my aim improved. The driver snapped back, and red splattered the passenger window. The .30 cal died soon after, leaving behind silence.

“Clear,” I said.

“Clear,” Clutch echoed before turning around. “How many zeds now?”

“Five,” Tack replied, coming up from behind.

I sighed, and Clutch rubbed my shoulder. “Just a bit longer,” he murmured.

The five zeds had broken from their way to the truck and reached out toward us. That zeds always seemed to prefer their prey living over the freshly deceased had never made any sense to me. I would’ve thought they’d go for the easy meal, but it seemed like they were predators at heart.

Tack took down the nearest zed. I fired a single shot at the zed on the left, and Clutch fired several shots to take out the cluster of three. No one bothered to make sure they were down for good. Seemed like we all had the same idea: get away from Chow Town as quickly as possible.

Tack jumped in the back of the four-by-four and threw the dead gunner off. I opened the door and found the driver still sputtering blood. Air hissed through the hole in his cheek. He wasn’t moving, just in the final death throes. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him out the truck, let him collapse onto the ground at Clutch’s feet.

Clutch rifled through the man’s pockets. Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I noticed another zed emerging from the tree line. “There are more headed our way,” I said.

Clutch climbed behind the wheel, and pressed his headset. “Bravo is Oscar Mike in a Dog truck. Repeat, Bravo is Oscar Mike. ETA is one hour, over and out.”

I sat down on the leather seat and sighed. Every muscle in my body was exhausted. After two long breaths with my eyes closed, I grabbed bottles of water and protein bars off the floor and tossed them to the guys. Between bites, I sifted through the glove box, finding a box of condoms, a flashlight, and a six-shooter. I grabbed everything.

I checked out the handheld radio on the seat. “I wonder when these guys were supposed to check in.”

“Fingers crossed, they just did,” Clutch said. “We could use extra time to put some distance between their last location and us.”

If Clutch had said anything else, I missed it. I fell asleep somewhere between ten and twenty seconds into the drive.

I awoke with Clutch nudging me, and I grumbled. “Lemme sleep.”

“We’re at Camp Fox.”

I may have snarled at him, but I opened the door, climbed out, and grunted at my quickly stiffening muscles. I wasn’t going to be able to move tomorrow.

“Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” Tyler said walking toward us with a wide smile.

Jase ran out from behind his captain and pulled me into a hug. Mutt hopped around us. Jase stepped back and wrinkled his nose. “Jesus. You guys need showers.”

“Happy to see you, too,” I mumbled, and I really was. Seeing the kid alive and well made me feel like everything we’d gone through had been worth it.

“How many were lost?” Clutch asked.

“Three brave souls,” Tyler replied. “But we gained fuel trucks and cut into Doyle’s numbers.” Then his jaw tightened. “How’d Southpaw bite it?”

“It was the darndest thing,” Tack said. “He was shot. Then he turned.”

Tyler frowned. “Same thing happened to two of Alpha team. The only thing we can figure out is that the Dogs dipped their ammo in zed blood.”

I raised my brows. “Wow, that’s low.”

“But smart,” Clutch said. “They don’t have to be accurate, only good enough to nick one of us with a shot, and we’re no longer an issue.” Then he frowned. “I’d think the guns would jam from sticky bullets.”

Tyler grimaced. “It’s messed up, true enough. Let’s head to my office and debrief.”

“Later,” Clutch said. “Bravo team needs rest first.”

Tyler moved his gaze slowly over the three of us before nodding. “Understood. But we need to debrief as soon as you’re up. We have extra racks in the troops’ barracks if you want to stay. Tack can show you around.”

Clutch looked to me, and I shrugged. “Okay, for now at least.”

Tyler smiled. “You’ll find Camp Fox is more secure than ever. You’re safe here.”

“You haven’t seen our camp yet,” Clutch replied.

“No, I haven’t,” Tyler said. “Where are you at now?”

Clutch paused before speaking. “We’re at Fox Park. Cash and I thought it could be made into a solid fallback location for the Camp. It needs a lot of work, but we should always prepare for the worst.”

“Agreed. I’ll mention the park to Colonel Lendt. A fallback location doesn’t sound like a bad idea, though I doubt we’ll need it. We’ve got Doyle on the run and the zeds will be gone come winter.”

“What makes you so sure the zeds will die out when winter comes?” I asked.

“Their bodies are decaying, and they are running off the most basic of instincts,” he replied. “They’ll die from exposure because they’re not smart enough to seek shelter. That is, if their bodies don’t rot away by then.”

After watching a zed continue to function completely under water for days, I had my doubts. “And if they don’t die off or rot away?”

Tyler shrugged. “Then we keep killing them.”
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Ten days later

 

“One vehicle coming in at our two o’clock,” Jase said while he adjusted his night-vision binoculars. “I can’t make out how many are inside yet, but Mutt doesn’t like this situation.”

I threw a quick glance at the fidgeting coyote at Jase’s ankles before returning focus to my rifle’s scope. “Does she like any situation?”

“Sure,” he replied. “Dinnertime, bedtime, walks, any time there’s a chance to steal someone’s food.”

I chuckled as I lay on my stomach, the approaching vehicle in my sights. I was here in case things went to shit.

Hmph.

I’d figured things had gone to shit the moment two Dogs called Tyler on the radio, asking for amnesty, especially with one of those Dogs being Sean. How many zeds had he personally dumped over the gate at the farm? I didn’t trust him. Not one bit.

Clutch had agreed. That’s why he took a second squad to come at the Dogs from behind in case this was an ambush. I wanted to be on his team, but unlike Clutch and even Jase, I wasn’t particularly strong in the field, making Clutch pleased since he preferred me to be as far from the action as possible. At least I was a good shot, and so I was made one of Camp Fox’s designated snipers.

The truck came to a stop at the prearranged intersection one hundred yards from our current position. Tyler might be an idealist but even he knew better than to allow Dogs to enter the Camp unescorted.

I adjusted my scope on the driver. Sean, what are you up to?

I moved a millimeter to the left to make out the passenger. Weasel. This situation just kept getting better and better.

“I only see two Dogs,” Jase said.

“Same here,” I added.

“Okay. Give them the signal,” Tyler said while lying on the ground several feet from me.

Eddy came to his feet and clicked his flashlight on and off three times.

A light flashed three times in response from the Dogs’ truck.

“That’s our cue.” Tyler looked at the three of us. “These guys may be on the level, but play it safe. If anything smells funny, we cut and run.”

“Yes, sir,” the boys said, and I tacked on a “got it.”

Jase and Eddy had become hardened soldiers seemingly overnight, though I guess that’s what this world did to a person. They were young, and they clearly looked to Tyler as their hero, even though he couldn’t have been more than ten years their elder. When not with Tyler, they were often with Eddy’s mother, who had quickly adopted Jase as one of her own.

“Hold up. We’ve got incoming,” Jase said.

“Dogs?” Tyler asked.

“No. Zeds. Ten o’clock.”

“Cash, if you’ve got a shot, take it,” Tyler ordered.

I adjusted my scope. It was dark, but the night scope lit up the zeds just fine. I focused first on the hunched-over zed. Pop. Then on the hunched over petite zed. Pop. Then on the large lumbering male. Fire engulfed it before I pulled the trigger.

I squinted at the sudden flames. “That wasn’t me.”

“It looks like someone from the truck threw a Molotov cocktail,” Tyler said. “Jesus, just what we need. A flaming zed setting the countryside on fire” He pressed his headset. “Bravo, this is Alpha. Hold off. The Dogs are attacking the zeds only. Over.”

“This is Bravo. Copy that,” Clutch replied in my headset.

Tyler turned back to me. “Finish this before Sarge gets trigger happy.”

It was easy to find my target, since it was on fire and wobbling from side to side. “Swiggity swire, guess what’s on fire,” I murmured and pulled the trigger. Then smiled. “Swiggity swed, guess what’s dead.”

“All clear,” Jase said.

“Then let’s pick up our guests,” Tyler said, coming to his feet. “Let’s do this just like we planned. Jase, you’re with me. Cash, you cover us and wait for pickup from Bravo. Eddy will have your six.”

I gave Tyler a thumbs up.

“If these guys mess with us, try to avoid kill shots. We need the information they have.”

I gave him another thumbs up.

I heard the Humvee start up and pull away, but I never took my eyes off the Dogs, waiting for them to make a wrong move. But the two men stood in front of their truck with its lights on. They stood without rifles and arms held out.

A gunshot behind me startled me, and I yanked around to see Eddy standing, facing away from me “Eddy?” I asked.

“Just one zed,” he replied. “All clear.”

I refocused. The Humvee headed down the gravel hill and stopped in front of them. Tyler and Jase got out and walked toward the Dogs.

Clutch’s voice came through my headset. “This is Bravo. Get your asses out of there, Alpha. You’ve got a world of hungry trouble heading your way.”

I looked up from my scope but couldn’t make out anything in the dark fields. I narrowed my eyes and realized that the darkness itself was moving. My eyes widened. There went the assumption that zeds moved less at night. I looked through my scope to target the nearest risks.

“Be ready, Eddy,” I said. “Because a shitload of zeds are headed this way.”
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I took my time targeting the zeds nearest to Tyler’s Humvee.

Get ’em where I want ’em.

Only when I knew I had kill shots, I fired. After four zeds fell, I clicked my headset. “This is Sweeper,” I said, using the call sign Tyler had given me after seeing me take out a zed over a hundred meters out. “Clear out, and I’ll lay cover as long as possible.”

Eddy fired more shots behind me, and it took everything to not turn around.

“Talk to me, Eddy,” I said.

“We need to get out of here soon. Very, very soon!”

I aimed and fired, accompanied by a symphony of gunfire to my right.

“This is Bravo. We’ll pick up Sweeper as soon as you’re clear.”

I would’ve told Clutch to hurry up, but I didn’t want to take my hand off my rifle for even a second. I fired three more shots before a Molotov cocktail flew through the air. I noticed Tyler yanking a Dog to the Humvee. As soon as the Dogs were loaded into the vehicle, I switched my sights back to the herd, with the fire spreading.

Eddy was sending off long bursts behind me.

“Alpha is Oscar Mike. Clear out!”

I continued to fire until I had to reload. The gunfire to my distant right became sporadic.

“This is Bravo. Sweeper, we’re on our way, so be ready.”

I clicked the mag into place, and turned around to help Eddy. A couple dozen dark shapes were tripping over their fallen comrades on their way after us. I lifted my rifle and started firing.

When they closed in too tight, I backed up and fired at their legs to slow them down. Headlights came up the hill from behind me, shining light on the zeds. It was a sight that I knew would give me nightmares for years. Jaundiced eyes reflected light almost like cats. Zeds opened and closed their stained mouths like they were imagining what it would be like to chew on us. They reached out to us with clawed, gnarled fingers—those who still had fingers, anyway.

The .30 cal on Clutch’s Humvee cut down the first line of zeds.

I grabbed Eddy and we sprinted toward the Humvee. The back door swung open and we tumbled inside.

Griz sped off. Tack stayed at the .30 cal.

“You okay?” Clutch demanded from his position in the front passenger seat.

“We’re good. We’re not bit,” I replied before rolling off Eddy and leaning back.

"Zeds take the whole ‘you are what you eat’ thing way too seriously," Eddy chuckled then dropped his head back. “Jesus, that was close.”

“Yeah.” I sighed and eyed Clutch. “The information those two Dogs have better be worth it.”

 

****

 

“…The militias are struggling, but they’re still fighting the good fight. Keep them in your prayers.

In further news, I’ve yet to verify the rumors circulating that a centralized government is being organized and that new ‘super’ cities are being architected. I’ve asked Lt. Col. Lendt at Camp Fox for confirmation, but I’ve gotten no response. Same story, different day. But I’m going to keep asking. You hear me, Lendt? I’m going to keep asking until you give me an answer or send in your troops and shut me up.

Here’s my thought for the day: The zeds are the enemy, so why is Lendt withholding information that could save lives? My advice? Trust no one, my friends, whether they have a pulse or not.

This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe and know that you’re not alone.”

“That radio jockey is a splinter in my sphincter,” Lendt said as he sat down at the table where Clutch, Jase, Eddy, and I were eating leftovers from dinner. Mutt was tearing into our scraps on the floor.

“Have you met with Hawkeye before?” I asked, twirling more spaghetti around my fork.

“He hasn’t even tried to contact me,” Lendt replied. “And I’m not exactly a hard person to find.”

Hawkeye’s transmission was a recorded broadcast, one that I’d heard earlier, but they replayed his daily transmissions every four hours at the request of the civilians on base. His voice had something familiar about it, yet I couldn’t quite place him.

Not yet, anyway.

“Well, are you withholding information?” I asked.

“What goddamn information do I have to withhold?” Lendt countered, then cracked his neck. “Folks think that just because I’m a colonel that I have some super-secret handshake. I know as much as anyone else. NORAD hasn’t made contact yet. Everything I hear is from other bases in the same boat as we are.”

“Have you thought about tracking down Hawkeye to set the record straight? Maybe offer to have him interview you on the air?” I asked. “It sounds like he’s trying to rile up the civvies against you.” Then it hit me. Hawkeye disliked Lendt, just like Doyle had. Yet, Lendt had done all right by me so far.

Lendt chuckled. “He’s definitely trying to rile folks up, but he’s a conspiracy theorist, and that’s what conspiracy theorists do. He’s one of those people who’s suspicious of anyone in authority. It doesn’t matter what I say, he’d find a way to make me out to be the asshole.”

Tyler set his tray on the table and saluted.

“At ease, Captain,” Lendt said.

Tyler took a seat and started cutting his spaghetti. “The two men are being kept in the brig tonight for both their and our safety, per your orders, sir.”

“They should be executed for treason,” Clutch said.

“Agreed,” I added quickly, especially when I discovered Weasel was the second Dog. I’d had the heebie-jeebies since.

“They will stand trial.” Lendt smirked. “Then they’ll be executed.”

Tyler frowned and put down his fork. “They surrendered. They deserve a fair trial. Doyle put a militia together as quickly as Camp Fox moved into action at the outbreak. A lot of good men joined up to help, and a lot of the people here now owe their lives to the militia. Now, we’re going to kill them for signing up to help and then going AWOL when they realized Doyle was no longer out for the greater good?”

“They’d had no problems obeying Doyle until now,” I countered. “Why the sudden change?”

Tyler held up a hand. “I’m just playing devil’s advocate, but maybe they did want out, but they couldn’t get out until now. Have you thought of that?”

“Have you thought that they may be here under Doyle’s direction?” Clutch asked, raising the same argument we’d been having ever since the Dogs contacted Lendt. “We should be thinking of what Doyle would want in this camp.”
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Three days later    

 

My aim was off. The machete slit the zed’s windpipe wide open instead of cleaving its skull. The near-severed head swayed, and my next swing scalped it, sending half of its brain and what had been long blonde hair to the ground.

Clutch had brought Jase and me back out to the apple orchard to win back the apple tree and for some much-needed close-up fighting. I didn’t realize how badly I’d needed the exercise. I had become so dependent on my rifle that I’d let myself get rusty in hand-to-hand combat.

I swung the machete I’d grabbed from Jase’s stash and took off the arm of the zed reaching for me. It hissed and reached out with the other. I swung again. This time, the machete snagged on bone and didn’t go all the way through. I kicked the zed back and yanked my weapon free. When it came at me again, I quit playing with it and finished it with a slanted blow down its face. Half of its head and face slid off, and I looked to see how many zeds remained.

Five.

Clutch demolished one.

Four.

I went for the ugliest zed next. Its nose had rotted off and only one ear remained. I made my way around it, careful to keep plenty of open space between me and everything else. It had been one of Clutch’s first rules he’d taught me: never back yourself into a corner.

The zed followed my movements.

I let it come to me. Get ’em where I want ’em.

I raised the machete and brought it down in a straight line and shredded the zed from its chin down to its privates. “Oh, God.” I stepped back, trying not to breathe, but the stench caused bile to rise in my throat.

The zed’s organs tumbled out, jiggling with each step it took toward me. Clutch finished it off since I was too busy puking.

“Let’s not do that again,” Clutch advised, holding his arm over his nose.

“Yeah,” I said, now dealing with the foul aftertaste in my mouth.

“Hey, guys. Check this one out,” Jase said from behind us.

I wiped my mouth and turned to find Jase grinning. In front of him was the last standing zed missing its hands and the lower part of its jaw.

“Finish it,” Clutch said. “This isn’t a game.”

Jase shot an adolescent glare before taking his axe and bringing it down on the zed’s skull. We double checked every zed before I grabbed an apple off the tree and took a bite.

Jase turned to the shed. “C’mon, Mutt. It’s all clear.”

Mutt peeked from the shadows, and then trotted over to brush against her master. He handed her an apple.

“She’s quite the fighter,” I said.

Jase shrugged. “She’s more of a lover than a fighter.”

The coyote preferred to keep her distance from zeds. I remembered that feeling. While I still hated zeds, I no longer froze in terror when I saw one. Maybe I was numb to the violence, but I could kill without feeling a single pang of guilt. Sometimes, when I spent too much time thinking, I wondered if we hadn’t reached the end of the world but that we’d reached the end of humanity.

Something hit my head, and I jerked around to find Jase pulling back to throw another apple at me.

“Nice. Real nice,” I muttered and picked up the apple and stepped out of the way as Clutch backed the truck up to the tree. I hopped onto the bed and started plucking ripe apples from the tree.

Jase joined me and we plucked several bushels of fresh apples while Clutch stood watch. Jase said Mutt was on guard duty, too, though with the way the coyote was sprawled out in the sunshine, I found that hard to believe.

On our way to the park, our work at the Camp done for now, we stopped at the gas station to grab more supplies. Several more zeds had meandered onto the lot, but they were easily dispatched. I’d forgotten how much easier looting was with three of us, rather than just two.

When Jase went to open the glass doors to the restaurant, I stopped. “Not there.”

The two kid zeds were nowhere in sight, but it still didn’t feel right. I’d never seen zeds retain any semblance of humanity, but this pair had seemed different. Maybe I’d let them get to me and my mind played tricks on me. They haunted my dreams. But that day, when we’d seen them, they’d showed no aggression. It had seriously freaked me out.

I didn’t tell Jase about them, and Clutch had simply nodded in agreement as he walked into the store and started clearing shelves.

I looked across the shelves, and hopelessness wrenched my heart. This gas station was an easy place to loot yet many of the shelves were still full, aside from what we’d taken the last time. Were there really so few people left?

Listless, I helped Clutch fill the large bags we’d brought. The only other sound was the zed still thumping against the bathroom door. We’d cleared out much of the store before I realized there were only two of us. “Where’s Jase?” I asked.

Clutch nodded toward the liquor section.     

I rolled my eyes, and we headed into the section to find Jase with a nearly full cart.

“Not that,” Clutch said, grabbing the wine coolers from Jase’s hands. “If you’re going to drink, do it right.” He handed the kid a bottle of whiskey. I grabbed the remaining bottles of Everclear and vodka, but didn’t have any intention to drink it. Alcohol worked great for disinfecting wounds, starting fires, and especially cleaning zed goo off things.

I grabbed an armful of wine bottles. “We should get going,” I said. “I want to get unloaded before dark.”

Jase hurriedly grabbed a couple more bottles before heading out with us. Mutt waited in the back of the truck, chewing on an apple.

“Save some for us,” I called out.

The coyote raised her ears and then bit into another apple.

Clutch took a draw of whiskey before climbing in behind the wheel. Jase watched, grabbed a bottle, and took a drink. He coughed and bent over.

I patted his shoulder. “You’re in the big leagues now.” I hopped into the truck and Jase climbed in the back several seconds later.

Clutch smirked. “You look a little green around the gills.”

“I’m. Fine,” he choked out.

“Give it time,” Clutch said. “It’ll get easier.”

And it did.

By sunset, Jase was drunk for the first time in his life, and we discovered he was a happy drunk, finding pretty much anything and everything funny. We sat in the park office, and the booze helped the MREs from Camp Fox taste better. And I had long since noticed that apples and wine paired beautifully together for dessert. Clutch was quiet, though he’d already put a hurting on his bottle of whiskey.

Still, it had been a nice night. The three of us together again and not running for our lives.

A couple hours later, we’d all passed out, though I awoke to the sounds of Clutch’s nightmares. They were even worse when he drank, and he drank often.

“He still has them,” Jase said quietly.

I found Jase propped up on an elbow.

“Yeah.”

“He should get help,” he said. “There’s someone at Camp Fox he can talk to.”

“Get some sleep,” I replied.

Jase collapsed with a thud, and I figured he was asleep by the time his head hit the pillow.

I wrapped myself tighter around Clutch, and he quieted somewhat, but I could never break through his pain. Sometimes I wondered if he thought he deserved the nightmares and depression because of the things he’d done. He’d never said anything to that effect, because if he had, I would’ve firmly reminded him that everything he’d done was to save lives and that he was a hero. But, those kinds of words would fall on deaf ears. Clutch was the hardest on himself.

In the months that I’d known him, Clutch had opened only a tiniest sliver of himself to me. He kept things bottled up inside, acting impervious all day. But a mind was a pressure cooker. It could only take so much before it must let off steam or else explode. Clutch’s nightmares and killing zeds were his steam.

I was afraid of what would happen if he ever exploded.
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“Wake up! Wake up!”

I bolted awake and then grabbed my throbbing head. “Shh,” I ordered Jase as I reached for a bottle of water.

Clutch pulled himself to his feet, and I grimaced at him before taking a long swig. How could he drink three times as much as me yet wake up ready to take on the world?

“What happened?” Clutch asked, stretching his shoulders.

“Captain Masden just called on the radio. Colonel Lendt was killed, and both Dogs have gone missing.”

I got to my feet and stood, in stunned paralysis, as his words cut through my cotton-filled brain. While we’d been drinking and enjoying ourselves, the Dogs had escaped, killed Lendt, and did God only knew what else at the Camp.

We should’ve been there.

Clutch scrambled into his clothes, and I kicked it into gear and hurried as fast I could in a hangover haze. We were loaded into the truck in less than five minutes. Clutch drove while I finished dressing and we all took turns with the Tylenol, food, and water. Twenty-two miles later, I started to feel semi-human again.

When we reached Camp Fox, the gate opened and the guards motioned us through. Clutch sped down the winding roads until we stopped at a familiar brick building. I grabbed my rifle.

We jogged up the steps and through the doors of HQ, which had now become town hall, to find at least half of the Camp’s population milling around. Some looked like they were in shock, others looked downright pissed.

“Tell us what’s going on!” someone shouted.

“We have a traitor!” someone else shouted back.

“String them up!”

The shouting and finger pointing continued. I gave Clutch the look, the one that insinuated we were mice about to step into a mousetrap.

Tack motioned to us from across the crowd, and we weaved toward where he was blocking people from entering the hallway. He looked like he was about to be overrun. “Captain Masden needs every hand on deck. He’s in the Colonel’s office,” he said, moving aside to let us through.

Clutch nodded, and Jase and I followed him down the hall. We stepped inside to find the walls riddled with bullets. Five body bags littered the floor, making dark heaps across the wood.

“Crap,” Jase said breathlessly.

When Tyler saw us, he patted the injured man’s shoulder and headed our way. “Glad you could make it. We’ve got a Charlie Foxtrot on our hands.”

“The two Dogs,” I said.

Tyler nodded tightly. “Likely, since they went missing late last night.”

“How’d they escape?” Clutch asked, the tone inferring he knew they’d escaped all along.

“Someone killed the guard and let them out.” Tyler rubbed his neck. “Damn it, I should’ve known better.”

“Who carries the keys?” Clutch asked, ignoring Tyler’s self-criticism.

“Doesn’t matter,” he replied, shaking his head. “The guard on duty always carries a set. They could’ve gotten the keys off the guard.”

Clutch walked over to one of the five body bags and unzipped it, frowned, then rezipped it.

Tyler rubbed his temples. “Lendt had coffee every morning with the civilian leadership council. These guys knew exactly when and where to hit.”

“What’s the status on the Dogs, Captain?” Clutch asked, all business.

“Unaccounted for,” Tyler replied. “I need every troop out there looking for who did this. I can’t trust the civilians. They’d turn this hunt into a lynch mob.”

“You can count on us,” I said.

Tyler smiled weakly. “I know. Griz is on point. Go see him at the chow hall for your assigned sectors. You’re relieved.”

He turned and walked off, leaving the three of us standing alone.

“I guess Tyler’s in charge now,” I said quietly.

“C’mon,” Clutch said and he led the way back down the hall and through the agitated crowd, several of whom threw us distrusting glares. When we reached the cafeteria, Griz was standing with Smitty. Both looked exhausted, though Smitty looked more tense than usual.

“Perfect timing,” Griz said. “Jase, you’re with Smitty. He’ll fill you in.”

“Yes, sir,” Jase said and jogged to catch up with the slender, clean-cut soldier heading outside.

“Where do you need us?” Clutch asked before I could.

Griz turned and pointed at a spot on the map laid out across the table. “I’ve broken the Camp into sectors. We’re too short-staffed, so every pair gets two sectors. You guys have sectors thirty-one and thirty-two, but stay together. Whatever you do, don’t split up. Since everyone’s been accounted for, the traitor is still walking around. If you find the Dogs, we need them alive to interrogate them.”

“Understood,” Clutch said. “That it?”

He handed Clutch a radio. “Let’s find those assholes.”

Clutch and I headed out. Sectors thirty-one and thirty-two were on the far edge of the base so we drove there. We silently walked through buildings and examined every shadow, finding nothing. The Dogs should’ve been on their way back to Doyle by now. It made no sense for them to stick around after their job was done.

I smelled a familiar stench and stopped cold. I narrowed my eyes at the shadows near the outer fence. “What’s that?”

Clutch took slow steps closer while I held my rifle at the ready.

I lingered until he got down on a knee and I came closer.

I kicked at the two zeds—one male, one female—tied together. They watched us, their mouths taped shut and their hands cut off. Each zed was cut wide open, with entrails oozing out. The stench was horrible, though they’d been open for long enough for some of the horrendous odor to dissipate. “What the hell is going on?” I asked.

“No fucking clue.” Clutch stood, raised his rifle, and finished the two zeds.

These zeds were connected to Dogs, somehow. “Why would someone order a zed delivery here?” I thought aloud. “And why the hell would someone cut them open?”

Having zeds inside the Camp was dangerous enough, especially if they got free and leaked their infectious goo all over the place.

I took a step back. “Oh, shit.”

“What is it?” he asked.

“The Dogs aren’t done yet. They’re going to spread the infection.”
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Clutch and I looked at each other.

We left the stinking corpses and took off running back to the truck.

A blast detonated in the distance, and smoke rose from the direction of HQ.

My heart pounded. “No!”

We raced back to find soot-covered people pouring out of the building. Many were injured and wet with blood. Clutch slammed on the brakes just as Griz and several troops ran toward the building. I jumped out and yanked Griz back. “Anyone who got hit with shrapnel is infected!”

Griz’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

I pointed at the building. “They used zed-soaked grenades!”

His eyes widened. “Are you sure? You’ve got to be fucking sure about this.”

Clutch came up. “Yeah, Griz. They’re using dirty bombs.”

The soldier muttered out a string of curses before raising his handheld radio. “This is Griz. Anyone injured by the grenade blast is infected. You are ordered to eliminate anyone injured. Repeat. Kill anyone injured. Over.”

Chatter erupted on the radio.

Repeat last.

Say again.

You’re joking, right?

Griz sighed. “You heard me right! I’m not fucking with you! The Dogs used dirty bombs, goddammit. Kill the injured!”

“God help us all,” Griz said and opened fire on survivors.

Screams erupted. People went berserk, running wildly away from us, seeking shelter.

I raised my rifle. My hands shook. My aim needed to be right. I took a deep breath and sought out the most injured. They would turn first.

I fired.

A woman holding her bloody stomach fell. From my side, Clutch fired into the crowd. The sounds of more gunfire from both sides filled the air.

I took down a man with a head wound. Then a kid getting trampled in the chaos that had overtaken the Camp.

As if spooked by something, people switched directions and starting running toward us.

A zed with a massive chest wound sunk its teeth into the neck of a screaming man. I fired off two shots back to back, taking both down.

Clutch grabbed me. “Run!”

We sprinted toward the truck. The stampede was nearly upon us. Clutch grabbed my waist and threw me onto the bed. I grabbed his shirt to pull him up, but he was yanked from my grasp.

“Clutch!” I screamed, but I couldn’t find him anywhere in the mass of running people.

People reached for me but were smashed against the truck by the sheer force of numbers. The four-by-four wobbled from side to side. A woman shrieked like a yippy dog as she was squeezed between the truck and people until she drowned under the stampede.

“Godammit! Clutch!”

In a panic, I continued firing as I crept to the edge, searching for him on the ground. A familiar man shoved a kid down on his way past.

“Sean,” I growled out. He looked up right when I shot him. Weasel was only a few feet behind Sean, and I killed him with my last round.

The truck was rocking so much that I dropped the clip while reloading.

The stampede thinned out as the people spread out. Bringing up the rear were mostly zeds. When they first turned, zeds were nearly as fast as humans, and they were taking down people left and right, like they were at a wine tasting party.

I went through three more clips before I pulled out the machete. I jumped off the back of the truck and stumbled over bodies on the ground. I hacked at zeds and slashed anyone still living who bore shrapnel wounds. I shoved bodies aside.

“Clutch!” I screamed until my voice gave out. I kept going, pushing over bodies, searching, until my gaze fell on camo fatigues.

I dropped to my knees and pulled the lifeless man onto my lap and started sobbing.

I’d found Clutch.
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Three days later

 

Forty-two.

That’s how many Camp Fox survivors made it to the park. After surviving the zed outbreak, only one out of every seventeen civilians survived the Dogs’ attack. Of that number, over half the survivors were troops, as they’d been spread across the base hunting the Dogs when the attack started.

Forty-two was barely enough to protect the park from zeds, let alone protect it against the risk of Dogs. Same story, different day.

I snuggled against Clutch and held his hand, just like I had every day since the attack. On the first day, his fingers had trembled, but the doctor said not to think anything of it, that the spasms were due to the swelling on his brain. Even though Clutch no longer showed any response, I still held hope.

Jase clung to hope, too. He slept alone in a beanbag chair on the other side of Clutch’s bed every night. He no longer had his faithful sidekick. The timid coyote had sacrificed herself to save her master when a zed tackled Jase. It seemed like he’d lost enough that he no longer had much to say.

He blamed himself for her death. But no more than I blamed myself for Clutch’s situation.

Griz, Tack, Smitty, Eddy, even Tyler had come through without injuries. A selfish, dark shadow deep inside me was angry that they were okay while Clutch lay lifeless on the bed. It had all seemed so unfair. But as soon as the guys stopped by to offer respect, I’d been ashamed of my thoughts. Those men were heroes as much as Clutch. They’d just gotten lucky this time.

Clutch had been crushed under the stampede. His back was broken, along with three ribs, both legs, and his left wrist. He also had a dislocated shoulder and a fractured skull. If—when— he woke, the doc said he could have permanent brain damage. And he’d be paralyzed from the waist down.

Still, I prayed for him to wake.

I needed him to wake.

On the nightstand next to his bed—against doctor’s orders—sat a fully loaded Glock and the can of chewing tobacco I’d given him. The doctor—a general practitioner—figured that if Clutch woke up, he’d be suicidal, and would put a bullet through his brain. I disagreed.

The Clutch I knew would never pull the trigger.

I only hoped that when Clutch woke, he’d still be the man I knew.

In the background, Hawkeye’s latest transmission droned on over the beeps of Clutch’s life support system.

“…The time is coming soon when we can all relocate to a zed-free zone. At the right time, I will give you all a date and time to meet, and we will head out together. A militia has volunteered to protect us on our journey. There is strength in numbers, my friends. Until tomorrow, this is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe and know that you’re not alone.”

Griz burst through the door and I nearly fell out of bed.

I got to my feet, gently, so as not to disturb Clutch’s broken body. “What’s wrong?”

“You better come quick.”

I placed a kiss to Clutch’s forehead and ran with Griz to his Jeep. “Where are we going?”

“Jase’s cabin.”

I sucked in a breath. No!

Fear stung my nerves. He’d been so quiet lately. He’d probably been planning on taking his own life since the attack, and I’d been so obsessed with Clutch that I ignored the signs.

I held on tightly as Griz squealed tires around winding roads through the dense morning fog. Three other vehicles were already parked at the cabin when we got there. I ran inside.

Expecting to find Jase’s lifeless body, I was surprised to find Jase alive and well, and I let out a breath that I felt like I’d been holding since Griz grabbed me.

Then I noticed Jase had a rifle leveled at his best friend. Eddy kneeled on the floor, whimpering, with his wrists restrained behind his back. Tyler stood nearby, his arms folded over his chest.

I frowned. “What’s going on?”

“Eddy couldn’t take the guilt eating away at him anymore,” Jase said with a cutting edge to his voice. “He’d figured his mom was exempt from getting chewed up by zeds. He figured wrong.”

“None of that was supposed to happen. I swear it!” Eddy pleaded. “No one except Colonel Lendt was supposed to get hurt.”

My jaw dropped. Eddy was the traitor? Of all people, a kid betrayed us?

Eddy sobbed. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was trying to help everyone. I screwed up.”

“What you did is not called screwing up. It’s called treason,” Tyler said coolly. “Your actions brought about the deaths of over three hundred innocent people, including your own mother.”

Eddy lowered his head and sniffled, his body quivering.

“You can start making amends by giving us Doyle’s location,” Tyler said.

Eddy looked up, confused. He shook his head. “I had nothing to do with Doyle. Hawkeye arranged everything, even getting the two Dogs into Camp Fox.”

Tyler frowned. “The AM jockey?”

The blood drained from my head as I finally placed Hawkeye’s voice.

Eddy nodded. “Hawkeye had proof of zed-free zones that welcomed survivors. We could go there and be safe. But he’d said that Lendt didn’t tell us about the zones because he didn’t want to lose his power and control over everything and everyone at Camp Fox.”

“And Hawkeye showed you this proof?”

“Hawkeye told me.”

Tyler slowly shook his head. “Son, you were played for a fool. Hawkeye’s the one interested in power and control. Not Lendt.”

Eddy sniffled before looking across the faces in the room. His gaze stopped at one and morphed into a glare. “It’s your fault. Mom would still be alive if it wasn’t for you.”

The room temp dropped twenty degrees when every pair of eyes turned to Smitty.

Smitty’s gaze darted to Tyler. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

Eddy’s glare narrowed. “You said everything would be all right. That we were helping everyone.”

Smitty fidgeted. “Stupid kid thinks to throw a scapegoat out to save his own ass. Don’t try to pull me into this, Eddy. This is all on you.”

Tyler took a step forward and shook his head. “You’ve always been a lousy poker player, Smitty.” He nodded to Tack and Griz who I noticed both already had a pistol aimed at their fellow soldier. “Arrest him. Put him with Eddy.”

Surprisingly, Smitty didn’t rabbit. He stood, jaw clenched, while Tack disarmed and restrained him and Griz held the weapon level on him.

“I don’t get it. Why, Corporal?” Tyler asked.

Smitty snorted. “When I joined up, I vowed to defend this country against all threats, domestic and foreign.”

I rolled my eyes. How cliché. “And how does killing innocents fall under that?”

“None of that was supposed to happen. Hawkeye had said only the leadership had to go, so then everyone could relocate to the zed-free zone. The Dogs must’ve disobeyed orders. Maybe Doyle got wind of their plans and turned them.”

“Hawkeye is Doyle, you idiot,” I said and then walked out.
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Two days later

 

Tyler led a public tribunal for Eddy and Smitty where shouts for death had erupted within seconds. Tyler passed judgment two minutes later and condemned both to die—not by hanging but by zeds. Not a single person cried for leniency.

It’d taken only three months for society to return to Old Testament ways of thinking.

Tyler delayed the execution one day to make arrangements and assemble volunteers. Jase had been the first to step up. I had been the second, quickly followed by Griz and Tack.

After I checked on Clutch, we headed out from the park in Camp Fox’s heaviest duty truck—a HEMTT—that was nearly impenetrable against zeds. It made Doyle’s garbage trucks look like Tonkas.

Tyler sat up front in the cab with Griz, who drove us to Camp Fox. Tyler rode along because he felt like it was his responsibility to see his decisions through. He’d become a recluse since the trial. I imagined the hard decisions he’d been forced to make were tearing him up inside. Me? I thought Smitty and Eddy had it coming after the pain they’d caused. They’d been idiots to believe there were safe zed-free zones out there, let alone that we could move hundreds of people across states to such zones. Before the outbreak, I never would’ve thought I could become so ruthless. Now, I realized it was the only way to survive.

The rest of us sat in the HEMTT’s open back with the prisoners. The numbers of zeds in fields and on the roads grew as we neared the camp, though we’d already figured most would still be within Camp Fox. Zeds weren’t exactly adventurous unless in a herd. They were lemmings like that. Now if we could only find a giant cliff and lead them to it.

As we passed Doyle’s abandoned camp, I was surprised to find relatively few zeds in the area. I was even more surprised to find the gate closed. “I thought Lendt’s guys had blown open the gate,” I said.

Jase shrugged, not taking his gaze off Eddy sitting across from him. “Guess not.”

The thought nagged at me until we reached Camp Fox. The gate stood wide open from when the base was evacuated, and several zeds wandered around near the guard box. Griz ran over three on his way through.

The HEMTT drove slowly down the road, swerving around bodies, and came to a stop a couple hundred meters inside. We couldn’t risk going too deep into the Camp where the risk of being overtaken by zeds was too high. Even here, I could make out over twenty stragglers wandering around the open grass area.

I stood. “This is it.”

Both Eddy and Smitty looked scared shitless, though Smitty also looked pissed off as though he thought he should be exempt from punishment.

Jase grabbed Eddy’s arm and forced him to stand while Tack and I dragged Smitty to his feet.

Eddy looked across our faces with wide eyes as though one of us could pardon him. He watched me and paled. Then I realized he was looking past me. “Mom?”

Eddy tried to lunge forward, but Jase held him back. “Mom!”

About thirty meters away, a female zed with the same hair color as Eddy cocked its head and sniffed the air. Then it started to shuffle toward the truck.

“Mom.” His lips trembled and tears fell down his face. “I’m so sorry.”

The breath hardened in my lungs. Of all the shitty, rotten luck.

Tyler climbed up. “It’s time. Eddy, you’re up.”

Eddy bit back a sob. “But my mom’s out there.”

Compassion flashed in Tyler’s eyes. He opened his mouth to speak but clamped it shut. After a moment he nodded to Jase.

With a clenched jaw, Jase nudged Eddy to the edge and cut his wrist restraints. I half expected Jase to shove his friend off the truck as payback for Mutt’s death, but instead he lowered Eddy gently to the ground.

Eddy stood there for a moment before looking up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

“I know,” Tyler said quietly.

Eddy’s feet looked like they’d been tied to sandbags with the way he trudged away from the truck and straight toward his mother. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

The zed held its arms out and pulled Eddy into an embrace that almost seemed motherly. Until it lowered its mouth, jaws wide open, and clamped onto his throat. Eddy screamed and fell back, taking the zed with him.

Smitty jerked, and I tightened my grip. “You did this. Watch,” I ordered, though it was taking all my strength to watch the execution play out. If I was here alone, I would’ve put a bullet through Eddy’s skull to end his pain, but Tyler had been adamant about setting an example of what happened to traitors. There simply weren’t enough of us left. We had to be able to depend on each other with our lives, or else we were all doomed.

Tyler had declared that Eddy’s death would be first so that Smitty would have to watch what was about to happen to him. Everyone knew that Smitty had coerced the weaker boy to help. Eddy had simply been an unfortunate lackey, and I even found myself feeling sorry for the kid.

Smitty was the real traitor.

Eddy’s screams turned into a gurgle before quieting. He spasmed as a nearby zed joined in on his shoulder.

On the HEMTT, Jase reached under the seat and pulled out one of the long wooden spears the survivors had been making from the park’s trees. Camp Fox hadn’t had much ammunition before the outbreak. Now, their ammo supply was dangerously low and would likely run out by fall. We were forced to find new weapons. Jase walked to the side and skewered a zed that had been trying to climb onto the truck.

Eddy had quit moving, and I let out a breath. His suffering was thankfully over.

The zeds stepped back. They didn’t like the taste of their own.

It wouldn’t take long now.

The smell of urine snagged me, and I looked down to find that Smitty had pissed himself. Not that I could blame him. Death by zeds wasn’t an easy way to go, but it was easier than he deserved.

The two zeds drenched in Eddy’s blood sniffed at the air and turned toward the HEMTT. At least a dozen zeds were already on the way from every direction. Jase killed another that had reached the truck.

Eddy’s foot jerked.

Smitty tensed. “Don’t do this. Please.”

The two zeds reached the truck. Jase impaled the first, a male. He paused before killing what had been Eddy’s mother. He inhaled. Then thrust.

What had been Eddy climbed to its feet. Blood was already congealing and browning around its throat and shoulder. It turned to the HEMTT and started jogging toward us.

Tyler turned. “Now.”

We shoved Smitty off, and he collapsed, with his wrists still restrained, onto the ground ten feet below. He hopped up and started to run.

Tyler raised his pistol and shot the man in the leg.

Smitty grunted and fell onto his knee.

I reached down for a spear and killed an older zed bumping up against the back of the HEMTT.

Smitty tried to get back to his feet, but Eddy came up from behind and clamped onto his head. Smitty cried out and tried to shake Eddy off, but the zed held on, biting his scalp over and over. Smitty fell forward, screaming, twisting back and forth, but fresh zeds were strong, and Eddy hadn’t been badly injured before he turned. The zed pinned the man and tore at his face. Smitty’s high-pitched screams drew the attention of zeds that had been heading toward the truck.

Two more zeds joined in on Smitty’s legs.

His screams abruptly stopped. A man could only take so much pain before the body shut down. Though his heart must’ve still kept beating since the zeds continued to chew for several minutes before backing away, leaving behind a mangled corpse.

Eddy was the first to reach the HEMTT. Jase thrust his spear through Eddy’s eye, and the zed that had been Jase’s friend fell.

Tack and I took out the next two zeds.

We waited. More zeds came, and we killed them.

Smitty’s body quaked. It sat up. Its face and scalp were nearly gone, except for patches of skin and hair. For being a fresh zed, it took over a minute to climb to its feet with chewed up legs and restrained wrists. Once up, it hobbled right at the HEMTT.

Tack gave Smitty final rest.

“Let’s go,” Tyler said and thumped the roof of the cab. The HEMTT roared to life, and Griz drove, leaving nearly a hundred zeds slowly wandering toward us from the bowels of the camp.

Tyler sat next to me, leaned forward, and put his head in his hands. Jase stared off into the distance, and Tack pretended to sleep. When we approached Doyle’s old camp, I stared at the gate. It didn’t make sense that they’d lock up after they cleared the place. Light glinted off the silo with the faded Iowa Hawkeye logo, and I narrowed my eyes. The silos were old. Nothing should be glinting off rusted steel and dull aluminum. Then I saw another glint.

Binoculars.

I nudged Tyler. He looked up, his features worn by exhaustion.

“Doyle’s camp isn’t abandoned,” I said.

He frowned. “I cleared it out myself. By the time I got there, the place was a graveyard. Doyle had already moved all his supplies out. Only three injured Dogs were left behind.”

I shook my head. “So why is there someone up on the silo watching us?”

When the truth hit, he leaned back and air whooshed from his lungs. “Jesus. Doyle’s been under our noses the whole time.”
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Three days later

 

“I believe we should take him off the respirator,” the doctor said. “We simply don’t have the resources to use equipment and medicine on terminal patients when it could be used on others.”

I didn’t let go of Clutch’s hand. “You said he could still wake up.”

“He could, and I’ve seen much worse cases wake up in the past. But given these primitive medical facilities—”

“As long as there’s a chance, he stays on.” I came to my feet, kissed Clutch, and walked past the doctor. I paused at the door. “And if you take him off, I swear to God, I will crucify you in the middle of Chow Town for the zeds to tear you apart.”

Without waiting for a response, I stepped outside the park office AKA town hall AKA makeshift hospital. Wind cooled my cheeks, though anger still simmered just below the surface. It took several deep breaths before I could focus on what needed done.

My truck was parked just past the humming generators. I climbed in, gunned the engine, and put it into gear. With the window open, I rested an elbow on the door while I meandered through the park, savoring the fresh air, before finally heading into Tyler’s cabin, where all troops not sleeping or on guard-duty sat.

It was the same as yesterday, and the day before that. Droning debates on how to attack Doyle with not nearly enough manpower and even less ammo. When it came down to it, there wasn’t a single feasible plan that didn’t run the risk of losing a life, and Tyler refused to sacrifice one more person for Doyle.

People rotated through as they rolled on and off shift. I listened, offering up a comment here and there, until it was my time to stand guard at one of the park’s four entrances.

The hours at the gate alongside Jase bled by.

“I heard what the doctor said,” Jase said a couple hours into our shift.

I leaned against a tree. “Yeah?”

“I would’ve punched him for even suggesting pulling the plug.”

“Believe me, I considered it.” I watched a bald eagle fly over.

“Don’t give up on him,” Jase said.

“Never.”

 

****

 

The following morning, I kissed Clutch good-bye.

“Be safe,” I whispered and left him.

Numb, I returned to my cabin, shaved my head, loaded everything I needed into the truck, and drove away from the park. I had a plan to take out Doyle that involved the loss of only one life, though I had “borrowed” some of Tyler’s ammunition stash during the night to make it work.

The Fox Hills Municipal Airport was only a couple miles northeast of town, not far from the river. I parked next to the only row of hangars, where seven old tin buildings of various faded colors stood side by side. I geared up with every weapon I owned and grabbed the crowbar.

A decrepit, lone zed meandered down by the last hangar. I rapped gently on the first hangar. Nothing. I checked the door. Locked. I pried it open and looked inside. An old Cessna 172. It would work but the nose wheel would make it more difficult to land in a field. I checked the next three hangars. One was empty, one held a Beech Bonanza, and I stopped at the fourth. Perfect. Inside awaited a yellow taildragger. On its tail, the Piper Cub logo matched the tattoo on my forearm.

The old hangar door pushed opened easily without power, and I pulled out the small plane. I returned to the truck and grabbed the duffel bag, admiring the way the airplane shone in the sunlight as I headed back toward it. Its owner had taken good care of the classic.

The badly decomposed zed had finally made it within twenty feet of the Cub. I met it halfway, and finished it off with my crowbar. I opened the duffel, kneeled, pulled out my knife, but paused before I cut the zed open. After a moment, I stood, sheathed my knife, and lifted my chin. “No,” I said simply.

I checked the Cub over, made sure the gas tanks were full, and loaded everything up. It took only two hand props to start, and I climbed inside, leaving the door and window open. I skipped the warm-up because engine noise would quickly draw attention, and a plane this small would never survive a collision with a zed. The wheels broke free from the runway at under fifty MPH before the first zeds emerged from the tree line.

The wind made the flight bumpy. They’d hear me coming, but I didn’t care. If Doyle hadn’t fled his camp already, he would never abandon his camp.

The silos of Doyle’s camp came into view eight minutes later. I descended as I approached. I flew right over the camp, looking down to see shaved heads looking up at me. They looked filthy and half-starved. Then I saw the only man without a shaved head. He waved his arms at his Dogs, and someone fired. Then a symphony of gunfire sounded around me.

Where the hell had they gotten their hands on all that firepower? Camp Fox had cut them off, yet these guys were shooting like they had an unlimited supply of ammo. Nevertheless, I couldn’t turn back now. I started my one-eighty.

Get ’em where I want ’em.

I grabbed the duffel from the seat in front of me. I set the bag on my lap and opened it. As I neared the camp with nearly all of its occupants outside firing at me, I searched out Doyle. When I found him, I pulled the pin on the first grenade and dropped it. But the wind and velocity grabbed at the grenade, and it blew at least fifty feet away.

“Dammit,” I muttered and quickly pulled the pins on two more, dropping them.

Dogs were running in different directions while continuing to send fully automatic gunfire my way. I tightly circled overhead, dropping grenades onto the camp.

Sudden agony pierced my calf, sending searing pain every time I touched the rudder pedal, but I remained focused on my mission.

The propane tanks in the camp exploded, and the blast rocked the small Cub.

I righted the plane and continued to drop grenades until the bag was empty. Then I broke away and cut the engine to land silently in a hay field just on the other side of a band of trees, hiding me from the camp. I went to climb out of the plane and winced, grabbing my left calf. My hand came away bloody.

I’d been shot.

If they were using tainted bullets, the virus was now flowing in my veins.

Not much time now. I had to hurry.

I grimaced and tied a bandana around the wound and climbed out. I reached in for my rifle and started to limp my way into the trees and toward the camp.

I figured the Dogs would’ve assumed this was a hit-and-run attack. Since no trucks broke down their gates, they were now safe.

That’s where they’d be wrong.
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What came next had to be up close and personal.

I approached the camp from its backside. The zed pit was still there, full of rotting corpses. I held up my rifle, using the scope to scan the ground, then the silos. It still looked like an abandoned camp except for the smoke.

Even I hadn’t given Doyle’s camp a second thought when we’d evacuated Camp Fox. We’d all been fools to not double check.

As I limped closer, I could hear the voices. They sounded like an echo of the dying at Camp Fox. My heart clenched. I’d caused this. I knew not all these people were bad, some were simply misled. I inhaled deeply and moved forward. There was no other way.

Sometimes, only killing would stop further killing.

I’d planned to dip the grenades in zed goo and give them a taste of their own medicine. I’d believed they deserved the karma after the hundreds of innocents they’d slaughtered. But, at the last moment I realized I couldn’t go through with that. I refused to sink to their level. These men were getting off easy.

Not all would be so lucky. The noise would attract zeds from Camp Fox, which was part of my plan. I was counting on them to take care of anyone I missed.

No guard stood at the gate by the pit, and I cracked the gate open and peered inside. Through the dusty, smoky haze, I could see contorted bodies littering the ground. Some moved, many didn’t. I limped across the camp, quickly glancing from body to body. One man covered in blood reached out to me for help but I continued on.

With my shaved head, no one seemed to notice me through the haze. They were all preoccupied. After I ran out of bodies to check, I gritted my teeth and headed toward Doyle’s office.

I’d really hoped to finish him off the easy way.

I didn’t even pause before throwing the steel door open.

Inside, I found Doyle alone, sitting with one leg up on a desk, wrapping his bloodied forearm. When he looked up, his eyes widened, and he reached for his rifle propped behind his desk.

“Don’t,” I ordered, pulling shut and dead bolting the door behind me.

He leaned back and watched me. His faded yellow cap was stained and bloody cuts crisscrossed his soot-covered face. “Where’s Clutch? I figured he’d come to finish the job himself.”

“He’s on his way,” I lied.

Doyle seemed to relax. “So, you’re here to keep me company until he gets here, is that it?”

“That’s it.” I kept my rifle leveled on Doyle. “I don’t get you. You had a good thing going with Camp Fox. Then you had to go and screw things up by going after them. Twice.”

“Hmph.” Doyle leaned back. “It never would’ve lasted. Both Lendt and I were spreading my resources thin protecting the weak. Everyone would’ve all died if I didn’t change the game. It’s really quite simple. The weak had to die so that the strong can thrive.”

I stared at him for a moment. “That’s insane.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Think about it. We have limited food, limited supplies. Yet, too many people to do anything efficiently. Thinning our numbers for the strongest to survive has been the way of every species throughout history.”

“But that’s so…heartless,” I said, finding it hard to breathe.

He chuckled. “There’s no room for that sort of thing in this world.”

“You’re wrong,” I said coldly. “There’s no room for you in this world.”

He and I looked at one another for a split second. A wide grin crossed his face. “Your rifle’s empty.”

I dropped my weapon and pulled out my machete. The rifle had served its purpose as a prop. It had gotten me in front of Doyle.

He lunged, and I was too slow. We crashed to the floor, and the machete slid across the floor. He was strong for his age, stronger and bigger than me. I wasn’t able to buck him off, so I rolled, squeezing out from under him. He caught me from behind and put a chokehold on me.

I couldn’t breathe and knew I only had seconds before the lack of blood to my brain would render me unconscious. I threw my head back in an attempt to break his nose, but I hit his collarbone instead.

He grunted and then chuckled. “I’m going to have fun killing you. Clutch took Missy from me. I wonder how he’ll like it when I kill his whore.”

I pulled out my knife and stabbed him in the fleshy softness on his side.

He cursed and his grip weakened.

I shoved back onto him and rolled myself off, jumping to my feet. The room was spinning but my tunnel vision was slowly widening.

Doyle pulled himself up, holding his side. It looked like a shallow wound, just enough to piss him off.

“I’m going to keep you alive even longer for that,” he snarled out.

Someone knocked, and Doyle turned toward the door, “Get in here now!”

Whoever was on the other side yelled something and started kicking at the door.

I pulled out the last grenade from my pocket and pulled the pin. Doyle’s eyes widened.

I smiled. “You had it backwards. I’m going to have fun killing you.”

I tossed the grenade.

He rolled behind his desk. The grenade bounced off the wall behind him. He raised his rifle at me and sprayed bullets across the room.

I dove onto the table, knocking it on its side as I tumbled to the floor.

The room exploded.

I swam in a sea of vertigo and a high-pitched ringing. My body was numb and yet hurt everywhere at the same time. A faint pounding echoed somewhere in the distance. I dragged myself toward the overturned desk and clawed at the body lying there. I saw six glassy eyes staring back at me with my triple-vision, and I collapsed on my back. The floor felt less solid here. I rolled over and felt around the wood. I pried at a floorboard, and it lifted easily, revealing darkness below.

I pushed myself in and crashed onto the rough-hewn floor. Rifles tumbled down, nearly suffocating me. The floorboard snapped shut, leaving scanty light filtering through the cracks above.

I clawed out from under the rifles to an open space. My fingers wrapped around an ammo clip. There were more weapons down here than Doyle had ever received from Camp Fox. Clearly, Doyle either had other connections or had been preparing for war for a long time.

A door slammed open and boot steps pounded the floor above me.

“Doyle! No!” A man’s voice yelled, and the shuffling of boot steps increased.

They’d find me. Within a few seconds, I’d be dead. I no longer cared. I’d done what I had to do. Doyle would never hurt Clutch or Jase or anyone else ever again. I closed my eyes and the noise above me faded into oblivion.

 

****

 

I woke up.

It was pure dark in the hole. Not even a splinter of sunlight fought through the cracks.

I sat up, and every cell in my body hated me for it. Pushing through the pain, I felt around the wall until I found a light switch. With a click, fluorescent lights lit up a basement that went the length of the building above it. It was filled with racks and racks of rifles, surplus gear, food, and wooden crates. Not far from where I sat was a desk with what I guessed to be radio equipment.

All the time Tyler had searched for Doyle, he’d been quite literally under our noses.

Shaking my head, I pulled myself to my feet. My leg hurt worse.

I stood there for a moment.

I was still alive.

I wasn’t a zed.

I’m alive!

Hope infused my muscles and I climbed the ladder behind me. I listened for long minutes for voices or movement of any kind. When silence greeted me, I pushed the floorboard up and pulled myself onto the floor.

The clear night sky blanketed the room with enough glow that I could see Doyle’s mangled body still lying prone near the desk. I was surprised the Dogs hadn’t moved him unless…

I crawled to the blown-out window and peered outside. Across the campground, zeds shambled, several with shaved heads. I ducked and glanced at the door standing wide open. It was only a matter of time before a zed discovered me.

The gates were too far away. I’d never reach them with a bum leg. I’d seen no vehicles. The silos were halfway across the camp.

A dark shape hovered near the door, and I pushed myself to my feet and pulled out my knife. As soon as the zed crossed the threshold, I shoved the blade through its temple. It collapsed, and I saw two more zeds turn toward me.

I stepped over the zed and outside into plain sight. Something moaned to my right, and I swung, hitting a zed’s shaved head just as its arms reached for me. I twisted to my left, leapt onto the broken window ledge, and grabbed the edge of the roof. The knife tumbled from my grip and clinked as it bounced off the ground. With every ounce of strength, I pulled myself up. One of the fresher Dog zeds had nearly reached me by the time I pulled my feet up.

Panting, exhausted, I dragged myself onto the roof and rolled onto my back, staring into the night sky, the one place incorruptible by zeds.

I saw Clutch, wearing one of his rare smiles, reaching out to me for a dance. Standing not far from us were my parents, holding each other’s hands and watching us with warm love in their eyes. Jase and Mutt were playing fetch. He looked up and laughed.

It was a good dream.

A soothing peace came over me, even while the zeds moaned and shuffled below.

I’d survived hell. Maybe there was such a thing as hope after all.

Taking a deep breath of fresh air, my body relaxed, and I smiled up at the night sky full of stars.


Afterword



 



100 Days in Deadland is set in near-future Midwest America decimated by a zombie plague. In this truly unique story, our heroine, Cash, and her guide, Clutch, are forced on a journey through hell that echoes the one Dante and Virgil took in the “Inferno,” the world-renowned first poem in Dante Alighieri’s epic medieval tale, The Divine Comedy. In both tales, there are nine circles of hell that must be survived, and the thirty-four cantos of the “Inferno” are reflected in the thirty-four chapters of 100 Days in Deadland...reimagined zombie apocalypse style.

100 Days in Deadland follows the pair of survivors, caught up in the sudden rush of the zombie plague, which begins on Thursday, the day before Good Friday. Once thrown into Dante’s “Inferno”, Cash and Clutch come across the three types of sinful beasts: the self-indulgent (zombies), the violent (survivors), and the malicious (Doyle, who represents Satan).

In each circle of hell, Cash and Clutch witness the same sins that Dante and Virgil had many centuries ago. However, where Dante often stood on the sidelines, Cash is thrown deep into the action. As Cash progresses through each circle of hell, she is changed by her environment. And, like Dante, Cash survives each circle by holding onto hope, having faith in her guide (Clutch, who represents the poet Virgil), and demonstrating unrelenting perseverance.

Like Dante’s “Inferno,” 100 Days in Deadland is a story of the human condition, showing how our experiences change us. You will find violence, heartbreak, and tragedy. However, you will also find perseverance, compassion, and hope. Dante’s “Inferno” also lays out four key components of every apocalyptical (and even every zombie) story: the end of the world as we know it, cause and effect of the human condition, perseverance, and—as shown in the poem’s last line—enduring hope:

“It was from there that we emerged, to see—once more—the stars.”

Symbolism to the “Inferno” is lush on nearly every page of 100 Days in Deadland, from the obvious call-out, “Abandon all hope all ye who enter here” in chapter three to the subtlest hints, such as Cash shooting awake to the sound of a “thunderous” blast at the beginning of chapter four. The weather, such as the violent winds and storms starting in Lust (when Cash and Clutch come across the victim with pale lips at the corn bin, i.e. the “carnal tower”), echoes both the atmosphere of the “Inferno.”

In chapter six, Cash ends up in a cafeteria full of hungry zeds, not much different from the sixth canto, which held tortured souls cursed with “insatiable hunger.” In chapter seven, when Cash and Clutch arrive at the Pierson farm, they find money left on the table, a modest reminder of the Dante’s message that money can’t buy peace.

Doyle’s camp represents Dis, the evil city in the Inferno that holds the darkest secrets and the most violent and treacherous sinners. Its true name is implied in chapter eight by the sign reading Doyle’s Iowa Surplus, where only the capital letters are easily recognizable in the faded paint, foreshadowing that the camp will play a pivotal role in the final circle of Hell, where Cash must defeat Doyle.

In addition to Cash taking a journey parallel to that which Dante took, hundreds more echoes of Dante’s “Inferno” can be found in 100 Days in Deadland. But, the story you just read is not and never was meant to be a replacement for Dante’s “Inferno.” It is not designed to help you get an “A” in English if you read this novel instead of Dante Alighieri’s epic poem. This story was meant to be an enjoyable read, which I hope is exactly how you found it.
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Detection of Zonbistis spp. in clinical specimen or isolation of Zonbistis spp. from wound or ingestion.

 

Case Classification
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Confirmed: A clinically compatible case with confirmatory laboratory results.

 

Comments

The virus is believed to have originated in a genetically modified pesticide undergoing testing in Brazil. When the pesticide was combined with an organic cleaning agent, the silica-coated cells of the pesticide were shown to have mutated into Zonbistis.
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Prologue



 



Jamie Leighton.  Redhead, 5’8” tall.  Fair skin, slight build.  Pretty green eyes, and long fingers.

Anything – no, everything – but ordinary.  But to the casual observer, there was nothing extraordinary about her.  Most of the time she was Baby to her husband Jack, Mom to her two girls, Jesse, 8,  and Trina, 6, and she was just beautiful to me.  I miss her.

When she first turned, the aftermath was terrifying.  I swore I’d help her if it was the last thing I ever did.  Turns out it wasn’t the last thing or the first thing or any goddamned thing, because there was and is a shitload of stuff to do and it never seems to get to be a smaller shitload.

I’m Flex Sheridan.  Jamie used to share my last name with me.  My baby sister.

I’ll tell you how this started.  The process will introduce you to me and my friends, but your guess will be as good as mine as to what comes next for us in this bizarre new world.  Any other time I’d sound crazy as shit, but if you’re reading this, then you know I’m not.

The dead have risen.  Either that or they never quite made it into the ground, but either way I’ll tell you this: They’re out there and they are hungry.  And getting hungrier every day.  They are persistent.  And they have more ingenuity and instinct than I’d have ever given them credit for in the beginning. 

And they have some abilities that concern us greatly.

I’d started using the term abnormals to describe them because Jamie’s one of them.  As much as I knew they were similar to – fuck that, they were zombies and there’s no way to get around it – I couldn’t bear calling them that name.  It seemed to be disrespectful to my sister.  Hemp and Gem humored me in that respect initially, but we all eventually gave up the ruse.  Zombies they were, and zombies they would ever be until intense brain trauma.

But even in the beginning, in the heat of a good fight, we all slipped the Z word occasionally.  I sure as hell didn’t treat any of these zombies with any semblance of the kindness that I gave my sister.  Not even close.  And my sister was so not my sister anymore. 

I’ve been reluctant to use the word zombie, because I don’t want to give this recount of our experiences anything like a comic feel.  There’s nothing funny about it, and again – if you’re alive to read this, then you know that already.  There is not much laughing going on these days.

Nowadays the only person who can make me laugh is Gem.  Gemina Cardoza is her full name, but she hates it.  Says her name sounds like a syrup spokesperson.  So she goes by Gem, which is fine by me, because she is my precious gem, that’s for sure.

She’s out rounding up supplies with Charlie right now.  You might wonder, in a world where zombie-like creatures are wandering the earth, why I’d let her go with someone else besides me.  That’s because you don’t know Gem, and you don’t know Charlie.  If you did, you wouldn’t wonder.  I’m wearing the other half of our two-ways, and if they get in any trouble, I’ll get a double-tap on the talk button.  That means they’ve run into some of them.   If I get a triple tap next, that means they’ve dispatched them by bullet or arrow, and we’re back to cool. 

But if I get a single tap first, or after the double tap, that means COME NOW WE’RE FUCKED and that means no time for punctuation or mixed case letters. 

We carry automatic weapons and other fun toys, and we’ve got pretty good experience using them.  Heck, we’re even teaching the six-year-old how to handle a gun, and  surprisingly, she’s coming along pretty well.  Nonetheless, none of us have gotten killed or wounded yet, and we’re skilled enough that we don’t waste a lot of ammo. 

Fuck if I didn’t knock on some wood after I wrote that just now. 

If I hear a single tap on that walkie, or even think I heard one, then as many of us as are left at the base head out fast.  We have an itinerary.  I know where they’re going.  We have flare guns, too.  I know where to look and when I see the flare, I head for it.  Our vehicles are fortified and fast, and we make good time.  We’re always heavily armed when we’re out in the wild world.

We got each other’s backs.  In this world, you need a partner or you’re dead.  Gem is mine.   And I’m hers.

And now we have little Trina and of course Bunsen and her brood.  But that’ll come later.  That part should be told a little at a time.

Hemphill Chatsworth is one of us, part of our posse, if you will.  He goes by Hemp and he’s British.  That doesn’t mean anything to you or me, but I’m telling you to explain his name.  He’s definitely not southern born.

Hemp’s 32 years old and he’s a scientist.  He’s got two degrees that have come in very handy since the plague, or whatever you want to call it, came along.  He’s got a Biology degree with a major in Epidemiology.  He couldn’t have gotten that shit more perfect except that he also got his Engineering degree.  Mechanical engineering.  So not only did the son-of-a-bitch want to know how the human body worked, he wanted to know how machines worked and how to design them.  His mind works in images.  We talk about something we need – in particular, something to wipe out large numbers of zombies at once, and he visualizes it; creates it in his mind.  We’ve yet to build any of them, but Gem, our resident artist, has laid out some sketches of his equipment, and I know they’ll be effective.  These raw blueprints are structured in his mind’s eye, and Gem’s hands help make them a buildable reality.

With Hemp’s two degrees, clearly his parents had too much money, but now he’s ours; mine and Gem’s, and nobody better ever try to take him away from us.

And it’s only recently that we met.  But if he tries to leave, we’ll either follow him or kill him.  Okay, I’m kidding there.  Killing him would do no good, but that’s how strongly we feel about Hemp.  We’ve got a good partnership, though, and if he needs something, Gem and I are going to do our damndest to get it for him.  Either way, he’s not going anywhere without us.  The guy is a genius, and we can use a good genius for like – forever.

Go ahead.  Picture him.  You’ll be wrong.  The guy looks just like a So-Cal surfer.  He’s around 5’10”, sandy blonde hair, muscular.  His father was half Irish and half Indian, so he has dark skin, but his mother was a petite blonde, so he’s got that towhead thing going on.  And he got his mom’s blue eyes.  So far he’s borderline single, but it looks like that’s about to change.  The right woman for a guy is definitely harder to come by these days, but Gem and I are thinking that’s worked itself out.

Yep.  Charlie’s a girl.  I think I’d like to tell that part of the story in order, too.  But suffice it to say she loves her heavy metal rock, she is proficient with a crossbow, and we’re pretty sure that Hemp digs her.  And besides that, Gem and I are convinced that her apprenticeship with Hemp in the lab isn’t solely because she has a fascination with science.

Wow.  All that shit happened in less than four days.  Unbelievable. 

So you’ll meet Charlie later.  But with or without a woman, Hemp has his lab, and it really is his world.  Like a kid at Disneyland, he has to force himself to leave it, or be dragged out. 

No radio taps from Gem or Charlie so far, and that’s good.  If they double tap me, I won’t be good for shit until the triple comes.  In fact, I’m already about to jump out of my skin and into my truck.

So while Gem and Charlie are out hunting-gathering, Hemp’s in the mobile lab, and I’m working on this, you ought to get to know me.  I’m writing this down, and I’m trying to include all the words exchanged between us along the way so you can see how we dealt with things.  This was all new, so we had nothing at all upon which to base how we should react to anything that happened. 

Now, we’ve got lots to do, so there’s not a ton of time for me to get into the beginning of this – well, my beginning.  Everyone’s is different.  Equally horrible, I’m sure – I don’t have any copyright on that shit – but different.

With a name like Flex, people remember me.   But just because of the name.  Physically, I’m nothing too oddball.  Six feet tall, medium build.  45 years old.  I got a square jaw and a goatee, green eyes.  I keep my hair trimmed short because Gem or I do the cutting and it’s easier.    Overall, I’m your generic American male.

Jamie was born about six years after me.  She’ll be thirty-nine on her next birthday, but one way or the other, I’m pretty sure she won’t be celebrating it.

Right now I’m in Georgia, back home.  And since it’s July, it’s hot.  But just over three days ago, when I first found out that Jamie needed my help, I jammed to Florida.  And since I can only tell this part of the story from my perspective, then that’s what you’re gonna hear.  Brace yourself.

It’s fucked up.


Chapter 1

Flex Sheridan’s Chronicle

 



Late June, 2011

 

“Hey, Flex,” her voice said, recognizing my number on her cell phone.  She sounded tired.

“Afternoon, beautiful.  How are my girls?  I was thinking about heading down to see you guys.  It’s been six months.”

Jamie sighed.  “I’m not sure now’s a good time, Flex.  Jack and the girls are fine, but I have a headache.  A doozie.”  She sounded more distracted than disappointed.

“That sucks,” I said.  “Migraine?”

There was a pause on the line.  “Yes and no . . . not really.  Not the normal one.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know how . . . fuck!  Fuck!”

“Jamie, what’s wrong?”  She never cussed, and two fucks in a row was unheard of.  There was more silence.

“Jamie?”

“I’m here,” her voice came, weaker.  “I didn’t have the prisms, you know?  How I always see prisms in my peripheral vision before one of these comes on?  I felt restless, not able to sleep, but having dreams while I was wide awake, like fantasies of . . . of . . . I hate to even say it, but, like cannibalism.  Scared the heck out of me, Flex.  I don’t . . . ”  She trailed off again.

I waited, but had to prompt her.

“Like what?  Nightmares?” I asked.

“I don’t know.  Not like normal nightmares.  These were like flashes.  Pictures. Images.  Just brief, terrible . . . Fuck!  Hold on.”

“Jamie, are you okay?  You should be in bed!”

The line was still live, but she said nothing.  I heard her breathing, raspy, short.

“Flex?”  She was back.

“I’m here, Jamie.”

“I’m not right," she said, sounding distracted.  "I’m so fucking hungry.  I’m ravenous, Flex.  Like I’m starving!”

“And you’re dropping the F-bomb more than I’ve ever heard you.  What’s that about?”

“If you knew, Flex.  If you knew how this felt!  The dreams were terrible, dark visions of . . . I don’t know.  Hell, maybe.  Darkness.  Evil.  I felt it.  I woke up soaked, and the covers were wrapped around me like I was spinning in my bed.  Jack said he tried to wake me, but I just kept mumbling and thrashing.”

“Jamie, I want you to get to bed.  I’m coming over.  Right now I’m in Atlanta, so it’ll take me about 5 hours to get to Gainesville from here.”

“Flex, you don’t have to come.  I’ll . . . I’ll . . . FUCK!”

The phone dropped.  I heard screaming.  First it was the terrible sound of Jamie screaming.  Next I heard what sounded like a door slamming against a wall. 

My fingers gripped the phone like a vice.  Then I heard Jack’s voice in the room, calling for Jamie.  I heard some bumping sounds, and then his voice, louder, into the mouthpiece.

“Hello?  Who is this?”

“Jack!  It’s me, Flex.  What’s happened to Jamie?  She was telling me about her headache, some dreams she had last night, and then she just screamed.  Where is she?”

Jack’s breathing was panicked.  “I heard it from my desk in the bedroom, and ran in here.  The phone was on the floor, and the door’s wide open.  She doesn’t do that because of the swimming pool and the girls.  Flex, hold on.  Let me check on Jesse and Trina.”

I held the phone for what seemed to be ten minutes, though it could not have been more than one.  His voice finally came back on the line.

“They’re fine.  In their room.  Flex, I have to go.  I have –”

There was a loud noise.  Crashing.  Crunching.  A splintering of wood.  My fingers – hell, my whole hand was white from the grip I had on my cell.  The words I heard right before the line went dead sent an icy chill from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. 

“Jamie!  No!  What are you – Jamie!”  It was Jack’s voice.

Then just four words from my sister.

“I’m so fucking hungry –” and a loud, wet sound, followed by a deafening thump as the phone apparently hit the floor.

I held onto the phone and listened.  I screamed for Jamie, pleading for someone to pick up the dropped cell, but it sounded muffled, as though something were on top of it, blocking the receiver. 

And I’m thankful.  The sound I heard next was like the one just before the thump, but almost more final – a dull, wet impact.  Then squishing-slurping sounds.  Throaty groans, seemingly of some kind of pleasure. 

I didn’t know what it meant then.  I sure do now.

I held onto the phone for a good ten minutes, listening in horror before I heard a sound that rocked me nearly off my feet.

Jesse and Trina screaming.  Ear piercing shrieks.  A reaction of horror, pure and unadulterated.

I flipped the phone shut, jammed it into my pocket and bolted out of my house and into my Chevy.  I fired it up and sent rocks spinning as I headed for the main road.  I hit the I85 south in ten minutes and looked at my watch.  It was 4:00 PM.  My tears didn’t start to fall until the interstate changed to I75 and I pushed it up to 95 miles an hour.

I did not bother to dial the house again.  The minutes passed like hours.

 

*****

 

It wasn’t possible to keep up the speed all the way.  I had to stop for gas twice.  The old Suburban wasn’t built for efficiency, and fuel prices sucked ass.

I crossed the state line around 7:30.  It was still light out because of Daylight Savings Time, and probably would be until just before 9:00 at night.  Good.  I wanted light, and lots of it.

Writing this, I’m really thinking back on that day – one of the blackest days of my life – and I realize that on the road to Gainesville, some shit should have caught my attention that just didn’t.

There were fewer cars on the road, but there were more accidents than usual.  Bad ones.  Had it been an ordinary day there were probably six or seven times I would’ve pulled over to either help or see if everyone was okay, but that particular day I had my own problems, and I was distracted.  I’m sure I missed a lot of what was happening along the way.

When I think back to that drive, I remember seeing at least three cars completely flipped over, sitting on the shoulder or smack in the middle of I75 on their roofs.  I must have been in some kind of shock not to really wonder about it.  All that aside, there were other signs.

Thanks to the self-service credit card readers at gas pumps and quarter-operated air pumps for the tires, you never even have to speak to the attendants at most gas stations.  So I should have found it odd that the attendant began staggering out of his little room toward me as I was getting back in the Suburban, but it barely registered at the time.  I knew I’d paid up, finished my fueling, and didn’t give him a second thought.  I looked at him, threw him a quick wave, but I didn’t see him  Not really.  He was probably only two feet behind my truck when I hit the gas.

And now that I think back, there was something wrong with him.  His jerky movements, the strangeness of his eyes.  His purposeful intent as he approached me.  His eyes weren’t really . . . what’s the word?

They weren’t there.

In retrospect – fucking hindsight again – I’m damned lucky.  I was carrying only a 5-shot Smith & Wesson .38 Special at the time, and while it would have been plenty of firepower, there’d have been no reason to think I needed it until it was too late. 

They say the lightning strike most likely to kill somebody is the first lightning strike of the storm.  That’s because it’s when people least expect it.  For me, the zombie at the gas station was the first lightning strike.  And I was just lucky enough to be out of its reach.

No sense in looking back.  But what I’m saying is the signs were there.  It had begun and I had no clue.  I told Jamie I was in Atlanta – well, that’s not entirely correct.  I’m outside of Atlanta, in an area called Lula.  It’s unincorporated, sparsely populated, and only about 20 minutes outside of civilization.  But for that 20 minutes of driving, there’s nothing.  So where I live feels pretty isolated. 

And these days I tend to like it that way. 

You should know that at this point I hadn’t reconnected with Gem yet.  I was on my own, having had my way with a number of women through the years, and lots of them having had their way with me.  In fact, it seems women had just plain had it with me.

Not that I was a bad guy.  I never slept with a woman I didn’t believe I cared for at the time.  How long that went on depended a lot on them.  I wasn’t attracted to the completely dependent type with no interests other than me, the kind that sat around and waited for me to decide what to do, and I didn’t like the ones that seemed not to really care if I was there or not.  I was seeking a balance; a woman who had her own life and interests, had an interest in mine, but who didn’t hang everything on my plans, and who didn’t hang on my every word.

That was Gem.  She was the best fit I’d ever had.  Beautiful and tough.  Comfortable and easy.  No guilt, no pressure, but great sex.  And when I had something for work that I needed to do, she was genuinely interested. 

Hell, I was only an electrician, but if I had a circuit layout to design, she’d sit there and drink coffee and just watch me lay it out as though what I did was art, a creation.  In a way, I guess it was, but not like her stuff.  She was a true artist.  Paint and clay ran through her veins.

She’d always been an artist and illustrator, but the latter was more for architectural design, and it bored the shit out of her.  It was a way to make money when her art wasn’t moving in the local galleries, but there was too much structure and no freedom of expression.  I could always tell when she was working on building illustrations; she was grouchy and cussed a lot.  She’d put down her weed for coffee and the edginess showed.  But even her architectural drawings were amazing to me; the perspective, the shading.  No bullshit.  She was and is pure artistry, and I got into watching her do her thing.  When she got into her own creations, whether with paint, clay, copper or paper, she blew my mind.  The woman could make a shit statue that blew my mind, for Christ’s sake.  As for her mind, it functioned in this world, but also in an alternate world; we’ll call it the abstract world.  She saw things differently.  Nothing sequential about her – she had her own approach, is about the only way I can explain it.  She shifted the order to suit her brain and made it work even better out of order. 

A genius in her own right.  And I lost her.  I didn’t even realize how important she was to me until I did.  I guess I’ll explain that later.  Back to the problem of the day.  Shit.  The problem of the rest of time, unless something drastic changes.  The Zombie problem.  There.  I used the word, and if you laugh, then it’s years later and the problem is just a footnote in history.

And you have no fucking idea how insane it really was.

 

*****

 

I pulled up to 45 Randall Street in Gainesville at 8:42.  Light was fading with the fast dropping sun, now a glow on the horizon.  I’d wanted to get there earlier, but I was there now, and that was all that mattered.  I threw the transmission into park when I slid to a stop ten feet from the door.

The screen door was closed, but the front door remained open.  There was something splattered on the screen and I ignored it as I had all the bad signs along the way. 

“Jamie!” I yelled, slamming the door of the truck as I sprinted toward the house.  I looked around.  Her house was isolated from the neighbors by virtue of her acre lot and a heavy growth of trees all around.  The single streetlight on the gravel road just at the entrance of her driveway was just flickering into life as the sun dropped completely.  No lights were on in the house, but I could still see okay; the sky still glowed a light blue, but would soon fade to a moonless black.

I felt the .38 in the back of my pants, but I didn’t pull it out.  It was Jamie and Jack’s house, for God’s sake.  I’d never need it here.  I approached the front porch and jumped the steps, landing outside the door.  I grabbed the screen door handle and my hand immediately became wet with something cold, slick.

I pulled back suddenly, and rubbed my fingers together.  The wetness felt familiar.  It was dark inside now, and I couldn’t see through the netting of the screen, so I wiped my hand on my jeans and pulled the door open.  As I took two steps into the room my hand fell on the light switch, and I flipped it to the ‘on’ position.

And suddenly my feet were slipping like a goddamned cartoon coyote, as I tried fruitlessly to backpedal.  The blood drained from my face, and I felt pale and weak.  My left boot abruptly gripped the rough floorboards and I was propelled backward through the door and onto my back, sliding all the way down the two steps into the dirt.  I heard screaming, then realized it was me.

I scrambled back to my feet and ran to the truck where I grabbed my cell phone off the dash.  I opened it and punched in 911.

It rang several times before the familiar tone sounded, followed by a voice that said, “All circuits are busy.  Please try your call again later.”

I threw it back inside my truck and slammed the door.  My hand moved to rub the pain where the .38 had jammed into my back when I fell.  I removed the gun, and though I knew it was loaded, I flipped it open and checked anyway.  With 911 down and out, I was on my own.

My right hand shook as I aimed the revolver toward the light filtering through the blood-spattered screen door.  I willed myself to go back inside.  I didn’t want to.  I wanted to go back in there as much as I wanted to sit down in a sadistic dentist’s chair and have a root canal without anesthesia, but I didn’t have any choice.

I pulled the door open again, felt the wetness, this time all too aware what it really was.  It was everywhere.  Blood.  Jack’s blood.  Who else’s?  Jesse’s?  Trina’s?  Where the hell was Jamie, and who did this?

Moving along the wall, I looked down and took in the scene.  Jack’s body lay sprawled on the floor, his shirt torn open.  His chest had been splayed open, and it was fairly easy to tell what the weapon was, because it was still embedded in his abdomen.  The small hand axe’s wooden handle had smeared, bloody handprints on it.  What appeared to be small handprints.  Not a child’s kind of small.

A woman’s.  Jamie’s kind of small.

But it was not the axe in his stomach, nor the gaping hole that should have revealed Jack’s heart but didn’t – now it was just an empty pocket – that drew my attention.  It was his head.  A serrated steak knife lay beside it, and the dome shaped chunk of the top of Jack’s skull lay just behind the body.  It had been sawed off with the knife.

I turned and puked into the sink in the counter behind me.  I puked my guts and kept puking until nothing else came out.  Then I dry heaved a few times just for good measure.  There was nothing left.

I had to see what the prize was.  Why cut open his head?  Why cut open his chest?  I could see the heart was gone – it was just a dark hole.  I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and slid along the wall back toward the door and bent down, my gun aimed down the dark hallway just in case. 

“Holy hell,” I said.  “Holy fucking hell.”  His head was empty.  The brain was gone.  I’m no doctor, and I didn’t have to be to know what I was seeing was the nub of the brain stem.

What had Jack done?  Had he gotten mixed up in some gambling shit?  Borrowed money from the wrong people?  He fucking delivered coffee or something!  He was about the most benign guy I’d ever met.  Who would want to kill him, and where the hell were Jamie and the girls?

I strained to focus, trying to get my heart to stop slamming so hard in my chest.  It was still about 80 times faster than normal, but the gun in my hand calmed me a little, and allowed me to take in the rest of the scene. 

There were footprints.  They looked like women’s shoes.  Flats.  About Jamie’s size.  Tracking through the blood.  There were what appeared to be knee prints, too.  And hand prints.  I didn’t know what to think.  Had Jamie come in and found him like this and dropped to her knees beside him?  I refused to think about what I’d heard Jamie’s voice say on the phone nearly 6 hours ago now. 

I’m so fucking hungry . . .

I needed to find the girls.  I backed away from the horror scene splayed out in the entry and moved into the hallway, gun held out.  I flipped on the light and the yellow glow washed down the hallway and bathed the living room, chasing away the shadows.  Both were empty.  I wanted to call the girls, but the last thing I wanted them to do was to run into that room and see what I’d seen. 

But they already had, hadn’t they?  I’d heard them screaming over the phone line.

“Jamie!  Jesse!  Trina!”  I called.  “It’s Uncle Flex!  Don’t be afraid.  Come on out here if you hear me.  I’ll get you out of here!”

Nothing.

I moved down the hallway.  There were two bedrooms down there.  One just up on the left side.  Directly across from that entry there were two double bi-fold doors where the laundry room was.  Not much room in there.  Washer.  Dryer.  A large sink.  Down at the end there was a door outside, a bathroom on the left, and the other bedroom on the right side.  That was the master bedroom. 

As I approached the first bedroom door, I heard a low thump.  I stopped.  There was no wall switch in this room.  There was a lamp plugged into an outlet.   I’d stayed in this room a lot because while it was the girls’ room, when I’d visit, the girls would share a bed and I’d sleep in the other twin sized setup, my feet hanging off the end of the tiny mattress.  The lamp was right between the two beds, but the darkness was complete, and I didn’t want to stumble around, giving up my present location to whoever had done this thing. 

And I didn’t bring a damned flashlight. 

“Jesse?” I whispered.  If she was here, and she was hiding, I didn’t want to frighten her anymore than she already was.  “Trina?  It’s Uncle Flex.  If you’re in here, come to me now.  I’m right by the door.”

Something slammed into my legs and I felt it closing around me. I almost staggered back, but caught myself on the doorframe with my free hand.  I recognized the feel of little arms around my upper legs.

“Uncle Flex,” came the tiny voice.  “Mommy’s . . . scaring me.”

I knelt down and pulled little Trina into my arms.  “Shh, baby.  I got you now.  Is your sister in here with you?”

Her body shuddered in my grip and I pulled her tighter to me.  I felt her shaking her head no.  “Mommy took her.  Mommy’s real sick.”   She wouldn’t speak above an airy whisper.

“Close your eyes, sweetheart.  I’m taking you outside.”

She pressed her face into my shoulder as I scooped her into my arms and stood, backing out of the room and into the hallway again.  I hurried down the hall toward the door, holding her tight to me with one hand, and the gun barrel leading the way like an arrowhead.  As I got into the entry where Jack’s body lay sprawled and exposed, she sensed it.  Trina pressed her face tighter into me.  I pushed open the screen door and walked directly to the Suburban.  I looked in all directions.  If Jamie somehow did do this, it was her I looked for.  In my mind it was still impossible.  A maniac had done this; had broken in, killed Jack, and taken Jamie and Jesse while Trina hid.  The 6-year old was just confused and frightened.

But I had seen the handprints.  The footprints.  There was something really fucked up and inexplicable going on.  I pulled open the truck’s door and deposited Trina gently inside.    She held onto my arms as I tried to let her go. 

“Baby, I have to find your sister and mama, so you stay –”

“Don’t find mama don’t find mama don’t find mama,” she stammered, hyperventilating, her body shaking. 

“Okay, Trina.  Okay.  If I find her, I won’t bring her here, but I think she’s sick, honey.”

Trina, her hair over her face and her eyes wide, said “She took Jess.  She’s gonna eat Jess.  She was eating daddy.”  Then she erupted into tears.

I stared at her.  I didn’t know what to say to her.  What she had just said was my greatest fear, and what my crazy, freaked out brain was thinking since I’d seen the horrifying scene in the entry and connected that with what I’d heard on the phone, but I wasn’t in that mindset then.  I was not programmed to believe that human beings – human beings in my family that I loved – could be out there killing other human beings that I loved and . . . and eating them.

“Stay here,” I told her.  And when I close the door, I want you to lock it and lay down on the floor over there.  And stay down.  Understand?”

She nodded.  I kissed her little cheek, rubbed the back of her head with my hand, and pulled away.  “On the floor now.”  She obeyed, and I pushed down the lock and closed the door until I heard it latch.

Then I headed out into the moonless night, looking for my sister and my niece.   And not really wanting to find them.


Chapter 2



 



I walked away from the Suburban, turning back once more to make sure Trina had her head down.  No sign of her.   Good.

No calling out to anyone this time.  As quiet as I could be.  I needed my heart and my brain, and even more than that, Trina needed me to keep them, so stealth was my new modus operandi.

I planned to go back inside the house where I would have light.  I’d not yet completed my search there, and before I considered going into the back yard, I would be bathing that area in the light from the back porch – and the switch was only accessible from inside.

Holding the Smith & Wesson out in front of me, I used one finger to hook around the slimy screen door handle.  I didn’t want any more of that blood on me.  I’d already touched enough and seen enough.  I had no idea how much more I’d see as the next days passed.

I eased the door open.  Everything inside was as it had been.  With a last glance toward my truck, I went inside and guided the door closed quietly behind me.  I moved back down the hall and stopped by the kitchen.

A flashlight.  Who didn’t have one in the junk drawer?  I went in and opened it.  Sure, I knew which one it was – I’d been here a thousand times –  and as soon as I opened the drawer I saw the four inch LED light with the rubber power button.  I pushed it, and that sucker lit up like a tiny football stadium.

I smiled then.  I was proud of myself.  I have no idea when the next time I smiled was.  I might have done it for Trina – to make her feel like everything was okay, but it wasn’t real.  I may have done it for Gem, when I saw her again – no maybe about it;  I did smile when I saw Gem again, but that’s for later.

The hallway was foreboding, and I didn’t get why.  I knew there were still unexplored places down there, but it was so out of place for me to feel anything but comfort and a desire for a beer in this home.  All I’d ever experienced before this night was love in this place.  Now I could add terror and relief to that list.  But right now I was back to the terror part.  I was an electrician, and the worst thing I usually run into is the odd spider or rat.

I stopped across from the laundry room and stared for a moment at the closed bi-fold doors.  The hall light was still burning, so I didn’t need my flashlight yet.  I pulled open one of the doors, and in the silence of the house, it squealed like a 16 penny nail being dragged over a chalkboard.

Then I saw the dress.  It was hanging out of the closed washer lid.  I’d seen the dress before.  I’d seen Jesse wearing it.  My breath caught in my throat, and I transferred my gun to my left hand and pointed it down toward the end of the empty hallway where the door to the back patio was, just to make sure I was ready in case someone – or something – appeared there.

I turned my eyes back to the washer.  The closed lid.  Jesse’s dress.  It no longer looked like a washer, but like a coffin.  A crypt.  Then I snapped, realizing I had to take action and shake off the bullshit fear I was experiencing.  One more glance down the hall.

Empty.  Back to the washer.  I pulled that lid up as fast as I could.  The washer was turned off, but the tub was filled with dirty water.  Rust colored.  The dress was white with red polka dots, so it could have been the color running into the water, but my heart pounded out the words in my ears: It’s Jesse in there. 

My jaw was sore from clenching my teeth together, and my gun hand was shaking.  I tugged firmly on that dress, sure I’d feel the resistance of a little girl’s dead body weighing it down.  But it slid out easily and fell to the floor. 

An involuntary sigh of relief left my body.  Back to relief.  Thank God.  It was so much better than the terror part.  The dress was not on Jesse.  The dress was just a dress, and I didn’t care how it got like that.  I moved away from the utility room and further down the hall.  I pulled the mini flashlight out of my pocket and shined it into the bathroom on the left at the end of the hall.  Nothing in there.  No closets big enough to hide in, so I pushed the door back to make sure nothing – okay, nobody – hid behind it, and then pulled it softly closed.  I shined the light toward the master bedroom and saw nothing.  As I went to reach inside to hit the light switch, I heard a sound, like a metallic reverberation and a thud.  My hand froze.

It sounded kind of random, like it was being made by a something, not a someone.  I discovered I was holding my breath again, and my sore jaw reminded me not to clench my teeth so tightly.  I checked behind me again, down the hall, looked at the bathroom door.  I reached over and tried to turn the knob to the patio door.  It was locked.  Everything was as it had been just a moment ago, which really shouldn’t have surprised or relieved me, but it did both.  I felt with my fingers along the wall of the bedroom, found and flipped the light switch up, and the room came into view.  Nobody lay in wait.  The metallic banging sound persisted. 

Then I looked down and saw them.  How could I have missed them?  The bloody footprints that led into the bedroom did not appear until they stained this carpeting.  The carpeting in the hallway had been a deep brown, and the blood, having dried to a darker color, was not readily visible.  But as I looked back behind me, I saw not only the blood on the floor, but the blood on the walls.  How could I have missed it?  My heart pounded in my chest suddenly, and I could hear it in my ears.  It drowned out every other sound and I gripped the revolver with both hands, swinging it to all corners of the room, my eyes falling toward the floor as I stepped after the bloody footprints.  They led to the window.

It was open.  The sheer curtains were blowing into the room, and the half-open aluminum mini blinds were banging against the wall.  The bloody handprints were all around the window, on the sheers, and on the sill.  I saw a footprint on the sill and I guessed what had happened.

Trina had slipped into her bedroom closet, or under a bed while running from her mother.  Jesse had run into the back room and was trapped when her mother, covered in blood and God knew what kind of gore, came in behind her.  Jesse opened the window and scrambled through it, and she had been pursued by something that was no longer her mother, but something . . . something hungry.  Something with a hunger that apparently could not be satisfied.

I wanted to turn on the light, but there was no time.  If there was any chance – any chance at all that Jesse was alive – that Jamie was not responsible for this and that she was alive, I had to find them.  I had wasted enough time.

I pulled the flashlight and pushed the button, lighting the 10 mini LED lights.  I stepped through the window and onto the back patio.  The hall door would have taken me out to the same area, but I wanted the benefit of following the bloody footprints directly.  I didn’t want to have to pick up the trail again.

I shone the light down.  They were fading now, but every now and then there was a dark chunk of something on the concrete pool deck, and the trail led toward the dark water of the pool.  And then away. 

When Jack and Jamie had been discussing putting in a pool, she’d mentioned considering a black-bottomed pool.  I’d heard that wasn’t the best idea, because chlorine would fade it in time, but she did it anyway.  What it served to do was to make the pool appear as black and murky as a pond when the moon was non-existent.  But I could see the bloody footprints stopped on the edge of the water, and then several prints and chunks of gore were centralized on the edge.

Jamie – or what used to be Jamie – stopped here.  For a long time.  Watching?  Waiting? 

Fuck.  Jesse.

I jammed the gun into my pants and dove into the water.  I could see nothing, but I swam hard to the bottom and ran my hands along it at the deepest point, moving side to side until – until my hands fell on cloth.  And skin.  I screamed underwater, the bubbles escaping my mouth, and I pulled on the child’s body, lifting her out of the watery prison, toward the surface.  When I broke through I had her pressed against me, her lifeless, limp body.  I paddled with my free arm, struggling up the inclined bottom of the pool until I was in the shallow end and could walk more easily.  When I reached the edge, I rested my niece’s body down on the pool deck and leaned over her, pressing my hands on her chest, pumping, pumping, but feeling nothing in response. 

I realized with each compression I was saying, “Come on!  Come on!  Breathe!” but I couldn’t stop myself.  It was as if my very words could force this little girl to come back to life.  Breathing hard, I finally gave up.  I dropped my head down beside hers and I cried, pulling her cheek to mine.  Cold.  But her body was intact.  She was not torn open.  She had not been attacked.

She had drowned.

And when I looked up, I saw what was, at one time, my sister staring back at me.  She stood just outside of the pool enclosure, her skin pale white, her cap-sleeved tee shirt torn and bloody, her mouth open to reveal gnashing teeth that looked like they were always chewing, chewing, eating, eating. 

“Jamie,” I said softly.  “Jamie, it’s me, Flex.”

Her eyes filled with something like concern for just a split second.  Then she started to tear at the screening, trying to get to where we were.  The door was right in front of her, but it was closed. 

And she spoke as she did this.  Not clear.  Garbled.  But the words I could still make out.

“I’m hungry hungry starving hungry hungry . . .”  Her eyes glowed, but there was no light reflecting in them.  The pupils were dilated huge, so that no irises were visible, only black.  Against her pale white skin, this increased the oddness of it.  Her hair, once so shiny and beautiful, was stringy and even beginning to fall out in places.  What had happened to her had happened fast.  I couldn’t imagine that we’d spoken on the phone just earlier that day.

“Jamie, baby.  It’s me, Flex!  I’ll help you!  You’re sick, sis.  Just sick.  Sit down there on the grass, and I’ll get someone to help you!  Just stay there and –”

I stopped talking.  She didn’t hear anything, and her guttural grunts and moans as she continued tearing down the screen mesh just obscured what I was trying to get across.  She was making headway through the screen and as it broke through, she began her scramble over the lower crossbar. 

I looked at her, then looked at sweet Jesse’s limp body lying on the concrete in front of me, and there was no way I was going to let this . . . this thing get to her.  I’d never forgive myself.  I pulled Jesse’s soaked body into my arms and back into the water.  I carried her to the deep end and let her body slip beneath the surface to the dark bottom again.

As I headed back toward the shallow end, the Jamie-thing had made it through and was staggering toward the pool.  I stood about five feet from the edge and watched her.  As she reached the edge of the pool again, she stopped and stared down.

Afraid?  Unable to judge the water, perhaps even confused as to what it was?

In my mind I kept thinking cure.  The gun was in my hand, but I knew I would not be using it on my sister.  Whatever she was, whatever she’d become, she was Jamie, my kid sister, and I loved her more than anyone else on this entire planet.  She had not killed her daughter directly, though clearly she’d been the cause of her death.  But I had to use that logic; she was incapable, even at this strange stage of metamorphosis, or whatever it was, of killing her own child.

And so I had to capture her somehow.  Get her to a doctor. 

Something.

As I stared at her an idea began to formulate.  She stood stock still, staring into the water toward me, her teeth gnashing, gnashing.  I was horrified to see her so far gone.

I could not get too near her.  Trina was relying on me, and if this was contagious, it wouldn’t do to become infected.  If not airborne, it could be transferred by bodily fluids, and Jamie looked to be capable of spreading her share of them right now.  She could not be allowed to be too near me or Trina.

I stood there, the idea continuing to take shape.  The pool cover was a bubble wrap type material, only thicker.  It was rolled up on a long cylinder at the deep end of the pool, operated by a hand crank.  If I wanted to pull it out, I had only to grab onto it and start to pull it across the pool.  I could safely work in the water, because apparently Jamie did not want to work in the water.  I looked at the large roll and felt in the front pocket of my jeans.  My pocket knife was there. 

I looked at the Jamie-thing again, gauging her reluctance to come in after me, and while I could read nothing in her features, she hadn’t moved.  Aside from her mouth, she stood perfectly still.  Occasionally she moaned, and the gnashing was constant.  Her face did not turn away from me.  I can’t say she saw me, but she knew exactly where I was.

I turned and cupped the knife in my hand and swam to the far edge.  As I reached it, I leaned out and took the bubble plastic in my hand and pushed off the edge back toward the middle of the pool, unspooling it behind me.  When my feet could touch the bottom again, I stood, one eye on Jamie and the other on my work.  With my pocket knife, I began cutting the plastic off at about an eight foot length.  It was about fourteen feet wide.  Still light and easy to work with.  I had just finished cutting through the last two feet and had started rolling it up so that the width would become my length.  When I glanced back toward Jamie I saw that she was no longer alone.

There was a man walking up behind her.

“Stop!” I shouted.  “Stay away from her!”  The man didn’t falter.  His gait was strange.  Unsteady, jerky.  Jamie, apparently sensing his presence behind her, turned her body and head to see him, but did not step out of his path.  Her movement was enough to allow me to see his face. 

He was her.  They were the same.  My God, he had the disease too, and he seemed more determined.  Chills shot so fast down my spine I was surprised the pool didn’t ripple as they sped past the water line.  I pocketed the knife and pulled the gun out of the back of my pants, then shook what water I could from it.  The man-creature walked around Jamie as though he didn’t see her, his eyes on me.  He walked to the pool’s edge, just opposite where I stood.  Jamie had remained at the corner, eyes on me, but had never walked the edge to be closer. 

He may have been hungrier than even she was.  His teeth and jaws also gnashed and worked at chewing nothing, and he had the same eyes.  His feet now hung over the edge of the pool’s coping, and he looked from my face to the surface of the water. 

“Hey, you, ya fuck!  You’re not coming in here,” I yelled, my voice tremulous.  “Get out of here, or I’ll put a bullet –”

And it was as if he dared me to do it.  Suddenly he was falling forward, his body stiff as a board, his eyes staring through me as he plummeted toward the dark water and into my sanctuary.  His eyes were somehow black, yet aglow with an internal light of their own.  His jaws working back and forth, up and down, anticipating my flesh.  Mid-fall, I jerked my arm up and pulled the trigger hard, shooting him square in the forehead.  Two more quick pulls of the trigger and his left eye was blown out of the socket and his right cheekbone disintegrated.

The booming sound shook me to the bone as I gripped the bubble wrap in my hands and pushed back away from where his body splashed into the water.  I scrambled to the opposite side and pressed myself against the pool wall.  Jamie still had not moved, or even seemed to have noticed the encounter at all.  As the thing’s body floated toward me, now motionless, I nudged it away from me with the now rolled up bubble wrap.  When I was sure it was floating away – and to the shallow end of the pool, for I did not want it to sink down anywhere near my Jesse – I scrambled out of the water.  I still didn’t know whether this horror was transmitted via air, fluid, or what, but I didn’t want to be in any water this thing might secrete his fluids into.

Once I was out, Jamie started toward me.  It was the water she was afraid of, this woman who was once a hell of a swimmer.  But now I was out, and she was still hungry, because her guttural words came again, and she stepped slowly, erratically toward me.  Not fast, but steady.  I tucked my gun back into the back of my pants and hefted the roll of bubble wrap.  It was rolled up like a rug, long and stiff enough for me to use as a tool to push her away. 

If I could push her down, then I would execute my plan.

Or try, at least. 

Starting around the back side of the pool, I hurried around it and soon was in the middle of the yard, between the pool and the patio.  Jamie’s eyes stayed on me, and she jerked steadily toward me.

“Hungry hungry hungry . . .”

But it sounded like “ungy ungy ungy.”

Suddenly I was overwhelmed.  My sister was messed up – majorly messed up, and I started to cry.  I backed up as she staggered toward me, and it broke my heart to know she would kill me against her will, that she loved me and she would fucking kill me and never even have any conscious awareness she’d done it.  I prodded her with the bubble wrap, and she staggered backward.  When she was off balance, I pushed her with it again. 

I spun around to her side and pushed her toward the side yard fence with the roll, and this time she did fall over.  As she moaned out loud, and her newfound lack of coordination made it a struggle to roll onto her stomach so she could pull her knees under her and get up, I stood over her and flipped open the roll of bubble wrap like an evacuation slide on an airplane.  Like a lizard’s tongue, it uncoiled on her opposite side, all fourteen feet of it.  Her prone body was parallel to the eight foot length, and I kicked her square in the center of her back, push-rolling her onto the sheeting.  Another kick and she was far enough on the sheeting that I could grab the edge, which I pulled over her flailing arms.  I then rolled her over onto her stomach again.  Her arms were forced down to her sides, and I gained more confidence as I rolled her further and further along the fourteen foot length of the plastic, tighter and tighter.  By the time I got to the end, she was a mummy entombed in the roll, unable to move, and unable to bite or get to me with mouth or hands.

Her moans grew more frantic, but were muffled now.

I lay on top of the roll, feeling her struggling beneath me, but to no avail; my breath heaved and my heart pounded.  I was still crying, but now most of it was with relief.  I had no idea what I’d do with her, but I had her.  I had her. 

Maybe I could find someone to help her.

 

*****

 

Cinching the sheeting together where I ran out of length, I struggled to drag the bundle containing my sister toward the house.   An old garden hose lay coiled there, and I picked it up to test it for usefulness.  The rubber was still soft enough to use for my purposes, so I cut an 8’ length of it and split it lengthwise with my pocketknife.  Now I had two pieces pliable enough to tie like a rope.  I sat on the roll with Jamie’s body inside it, and tied one length tightly around the end where her head was, and repeated the procedure where her feet were. 

I took note that she was quiet now.  But I felt her shifting within, so could tell she was still alive – if that was even a word I could use to describe her anymore.  At the time, I really didn’t know.

As I did this, I kept my eye on the pool and on the yard beyond where I sat working, because if there had been one curious zombie-neighbor, there could be more.  And I wasn’t comfortable anymore with just the .38 and three more rounds of ammo.  I needed way more firepower if this was as widespread as I had begun to fear.

Trina was on my mind.  She was locked in the truck, and should be safe if she just stayed put, but she was six years old and not extremely logical.  I felt a sudden sense of dread and urgency even greater than what had seemed to become the new normal.

I stood and looked down at the roll containing Jamie.  Slight movement.  No insane struggling, no screaming.  Stillness.  Silence.  I could take a moment and go check on Trina.

My gun was in my hand as I opened the screen door and walked around the corner to the side yard.  The rear of the Suburban was visible, and looked okay.  I broke into a slight jog and seconds later I was at the truck.  I knocked softly on the window so as not to frighten Trina.  A second later I saw her little face appear before mine behind the glass.  She waved her little hand back and forth, her mouth unsmiling.  I pointed at the lock, and she pulled it up.

I opened the door.  “Hey, baby.  Good girl.”

“Did you find Jesse and mommy?” she asked.

I didn’t want to have this conversation, so I lied to her, the way adults are supposed to lie to kids when what they’ve got to tell them would shatter their worlds.

“No, baby.  I think maybe your mommy felt better and they went and hid.  I’m hoping they took your daddy’s car and drove to Jacksonville.”  This was a lot of bullshit that she’d likely have trouble sorting through.  I was just talking off the top of my head so had no idea what I’d said the moment it was out of my mouth.  I hoped she wouldn’t ask any questions and test my powers of recall, and I got lucky.

She nodded.  “I hope she’s better.  Maybe she was pretending, like at Halloween.”

“I think you’re right, honey.  Just play-scary, like Halloween.  Now I have something to do that’s going to take me about an hour.  But first I’ve got to hook your daddy’s trailer up my car so we can bring some stuff with us.  I want you to stay right here, just like you were, and if you feel the car bouncing and stuff, it’s just me.  Get back on the floor and see if you can go to sleep for awhile, okay?”

She nodded.  I looked at her for a moment.  “Baby, wait right here, okay?  Just a sec.”

She nodded.  I locked and closed the door again, and ran back inside the house.  I ran right by the scene in the entry and to the girls’ bedroom.   I grabbed the two twin sized Disney Princess comforters from the beds and ran back to the truck.  I unlocked it with my key and pulled the door open.  Her head popped up.

“Here, Trinie,” I said, using my pet name for her.  “I know it’s warm out, but I want you out of sight.  Cover yourself with this and stay on the floor, okay?”

She nodded, her blonde hair bouncing with her cute little head.  “Okay, Uncle Flexy.”  That was her pet name for me.

“On the floor,” I said.  I pushed the lock knob down again and closed the door tight.

The trailer was parked up against the side of the house.  I didn’t want to start the truck’s engine because of the noise, so I lifted the tongue of the trailer and walked backward, rolling it over the uneven ground toward my Suburban.  I passed the truck and spun the trailer slowly around, then dropped it down onto the tow ball, snapping the latch into place.  I plugged in the electrical connector just to be safe.  Hauling what I planned to haul, it wouldn’t be smart to get pulled over, though I kind of doubted that dead running lights were something the police would be concerned with right now.  They’d be more likely to take you for a criminal if you were hunched over somebody sawing the top of their skull off with a steak knife.

That job complete, I had three more tasks left before I could get my ass on the road.  I was exhausted, but the adrenaline was still coursing through my veins, and sleep was the last thing on my mind.

My next task was to bury Jesse.  That sweet little girl who loved to play checkers with me.  The one who really taught me the rules of hopscotch, and who could beat me at both even when I wasn’t letting her.

But first I needed to get Jamie secured in the back of the equipment hauler.  I went back inside the screened pool enclosure and lifted one end of the cylindrical shaped sarcophagus I created for Jamie, then dragged it behind me as I walked backward toward the Suburban.  The plastic slid fairly easily over the ground, and I got her to the trailer in just over a minute.  I lowered the rear hatch, which converted into a ramp, and dragged her up onto it.  There were two coils of nylon rope in on the trailer, so I tied one length around the center of the bundle in case the hose slipped or loosened.  No loud noises from Jamie so far, but I could still feel slight movement, so I knew she was alive – or at least not completely dead.   Afterward, I lashed the bundle containing my former sister to the passenger-side railing of the open trailer using the steel tie-down rings.

She would not be going anywhere.  I didn’t know what to do with her.  This wouldn’t do for very long, but  I didn’t have any choice, and this was all I could do right now.

Before I could lay Jesse to rest, I had to retrieve her from the bottom of the pool, but it would not do to have her body lying exposed in case it drew more of them.   I would be better off digging her grave and getting her afterward.

 I walked around to the side of the pool enclosure to the small shed.  It wasn’t locked, and inside was everything I’d need.  There was  a tarp, but I didn’t want to wrap her body in that.  I grabbed a spade shovel and took note of the empty space that I believed once accommodated the small axe that was now inside the house – or more specifically, embedded in Jack’s flesh. 

I walked back out and tested the earth in several spots.  It had rained earlier, so the ground was moist, to my relief.  I started digging the grave for my darling Jesse directly behind the shed.  The rear fence blocked sight of me from anybody who might still be alive, or anyone who might want to come at me for whatever reason – I still wasn’t completely sure, at least at that point, what was happening.  I would love to be as blind to the new dangers of the world as I was at that particular moment in time, but I’m no fool.  The saying used to go ‘what you don’t know can’t hurt you,’ but it’s changed in this world.  Now it’s ‘what you don’t know can eat you.’

From my vantage point, I could look around the corner and see the cab of my truck, so that made me feel better about leaving Jamie so close to Trina.

The grave was not too big.  Just about four and a half feet long by two feet wide.    I wanted to make it about another foot deep, but I didn’t have the time or, as it turned out, the energy.  The adrenaline had started to dissipate, after all.  Using the shovel as a support, I propped it outside the hole and leaned on it as I stepped up and out.

“Flex?”

The unexpected voice made me draw back, and I almost fell back into the small grave.

She stood barely five feet in front of me.  It was Gem.

“Jesus Christ, Flex!  It is you!”  She ran to me and I threw the shovel down and took her into my arms.  I wrapped them around her and squeezed her so tight to me that I almost couldn’t breathe.  We didn’t say a word for the longest time, and when she pulled away from me, I looked into her face, her eyes.

She kissed me gently on the mouth, then pulled back, her eyes meeting mine, a question in them.

I broke the silence, but there was nothing awkward about it.  “Gem, I’ve been thinking about you.  And here you are.  God I missed you.”

“Me, too,” she said.  Then: “Flex, I’m scared.  Uncle Rogelio is . . . one of them, and there were so many of them in Miami that I had to get out of there.  He killed my Aunt Ana, Flex!  I can’t tell you how. . . You do know what’s happening to people, right?”  She searched my eyes, waiting for my answer.

I nodded.  “Gem, I know.  This is the only firsthand experience I’ve had so far.  It’s fucking bad here.”

Gem shook her head.  “I know, Flex.  You were on my mind for weeks before this all happened, but once I realized something bizarre was going on, I knew I had to find you.”

“Gem, I’m glad you’re here, and there’s a lot I need to tell you – none of it good.  Jamie’s one of them.  She killed Jack, near as I can tell, and Jesse . . . well, Jess is dead.  She drowned in the pool trying to escape her mom.”

Gem’s face fell, and tears immediately formed in her eyes.  “Oh, Flex.  Oh, my God.  Not little Jess.”  Her expression became more distressed.  “Where’s Trina?  Is she okay?”

I nodded and pulled her against me again.  She put her head on my chest and I breathed her in.  “Trina’s in my truck, locked in, lying on the floor.  She’s a good little hider, and she’s been really good, listening to what I’ve told her to do.”

Gem held onto me for another long moment, then pulled back.  “So this . . . grave.  It’s for Jess?”

I nodded.  “She’s still in the pool.  I didn’t want to get her until . . . you know.”  I looked at the grave.  “I think it’s good enough now.”

“Give me your keys,” she said.  “I need to go to Trina.”

I fished them out of my pocket and handed them to her.  “I’m glad you’re here, Gem.  You are the one person I needed to see now.  I think the only person.”

She shrugged.  “It was the same with me.  Go get her, and I’ll sit with Trina for a bit.  But don’t finish this without me.  I want to see her.”

I nodded and headed toward the pool, turning back to watch her walk to the Suburban.  The one that got away was back.  I must not have done everything wrong.

I reached the edge of the pool again and scanned the water.  The zombie I’d killed was caught in the side ladder.  He’d floated into it and his arm was caught, so he was not sinking down to where Jesse’s body lay.  I entered at the steps and just walked in.  When I was chest deep, I dove down and found her again.

 

*****

 

Back at the Suburban, I tapped on the window.  Trina sat beside Gem, another of her favorite big people in the world, and was talking animatedly.  I noticed a machine gun of some type on the dashboard, and noted to myself that this was not my weapon.  Gem rolled down the window.

“Is that an Uzi?” I asked, shaking my head.  “I’m ready.   Bring that other comforter with you.”

She nodded.  No words were necessary.  Gem pulled the twin comforter from the floorboard, and turned to Trina.  “On the floor, door locked, not a peep, right?”

“Like I’m playing hide and seek,” Trina said, smiling.

“Just like that,” Gem responded.  “Shhh.”

“Shhh,” repeated Trina, crawling onto the floor.  Gem dropped the other comforter on top of her and rolled the driver’s side window back up.  She got out of the truck, clicked the lock and closed the door.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Back at the gravesite Gem knelt down over Jesse’s body.  I had rested her on her back and had done my best to straighten her clothes and hair.  Despite her condition, her hair and clothes soaking wet, she still looked beautiful.

“I never should have had to see you like this, Jesse,” Gem said.  She stroked the child’s face and hair, then lowered her face to Jesse’s and kissed her cheek, then her forehead.  “Rest in peace, little rabbit, you.”

It was what she’d always called Jesse.  Jesse loved it, because she loved rabbits.  In fact, against her mother’s better judgment, Gem had convinced Jamie to let her read Watership Down to Jesse, who from the beginning, adored the tale of Fiver, Hazel and their warren of rabbits.

When Gem was done with her goodbyes, I knelt down beside Jesse and touched her face.  I dropped down and put her cheek against mine.  “I love you, little one.  And I want you to know that wasn’t your mama you were running from.  She loves you.  Your mama would never do anything to hurt you.”

I stared down at her for a long time, kissed her cheek and stood.  “Let’s wrap her.”

Gem spread out the comforter and I picked Jesse up and placed her on it.  Gem carefully folded the blanket over and around her, tucking it in tightly on all sides.  Together, we lifted her and placed her inside the grave. 

In silence, we covered her body with soil until only a mound of earth was visible before us. 

“Jamie’s in the equipment hauler hooked up to the Suburban.”

“How?” asked Gem.

“Wrapped in a big bubble wrap sheet.  A piece of the pool cover.  Like a mummy.”

Gem stared at me.  I knew the question in her eyes before she vocalized it.

“Because, Gem, I can’t leave her.  I have to see if she can be cured . . . something.  I can’t just shoot her, and I won’t leave her to do what she did to – well, I just can’t.”

“I get that, babe.  If you’re sure she’s secure, that’s good enough for me.”

She had the sub machine gun slung over her shoulder and with her crazy long locks, she reminded me of a female Rambo. 

“I miss hearing you call me babe, Gem,” I said.  “I’ve missed it for a long time.”

“Well, you won’t miss it anymore, babe.  Because I’ve felt exactly the same since the last time I saw you.  Now let’s get out of here.  I smell fire.”


Chapter 3



 



With Trina out cold between us, I drove.  I turned toward Georgia.  There were two reasons.  Gem had said Miami was a mess, and it was also a dead end.  Without a boat you couldn’t get anywhere from south Florida – but I suppose hiding out in the Everglades wasn’t the worst of ideas.  Who knows?  Maybe the Seminole tribe had some ideas of how to deal with this crap.

The Center for Disease Control was on Clifton Road in Atlanta, and I knew exactly how to get there, even without the GPS.  Plus, it was my stomping grounds, and the location of my house seemed like a benefit right about now.

Gem had been right about fire.  The air was thick with smoke and the horizon glowed with the light of several of them burning all around us.  Perhaps some people were trying to dispatch the zombies by burning down the buildings that contained them.  I knew we needed more firepower to deal with this.  At least I did.  Gem’s gun was perfection.

“We need to get off at one of the downtown exits and hit a pawn shop,” I said.  We’ll find some guns there, I’d imagine.”

“You really should think bigger,” Gem said, smiling at me.  I couldn’t help but return it. 

“Bigger?”

“Police station.  Evidence locker.  Big city.  Lots of confiscated automatic weapons in evidence lockers.”

“What have you been up to since I last saw you?” I asked. 

“This and that,” she said.  “I’ve got some friends on the force, and the best guns and the best weed comes from the evidence lockers.”

“So we’re kind of counting on this epidemic having taken out these police stations so we can get in and get the weapons, right?”

Gem shrugged.  “You should have seen Miami, Flex.  I’m lucky to be here now.  Uncle Rogelio was gone – gone.  I should have killed him – I really should have, I loved that bastard, and I couldn’t.   I had stayed overnight at his place, and when I woke up in the morning, he . . . it was . . .”

I put a hand over hers.  “Later, Gem.  You don’t need to go over it now.  Let’s worry about staying alive first.”

We decided to stay on the semi-deserted side roads as much as possible, which wasn’t that difficult from Gainesville.  I75, the main highway through Florida, was packed to the gills – all four lanes.  I wasn’t keen on stopping the car at all, much less sitting in traffic.  And I knew I’d need gas a couple of times before reaching home again.   We’d have to look for either somewhere entirely unaffected by the zombie problem – as best we could judge, or a place where the devastation was complete and everybody was already dead.  We clearly preferred the former.

Either way, I had zero intention of sitting on the freeway for days on end, as if a Category 5 hurricane was bearing down on the state and every soul was leaving.   The satellites were still orbiting around the planet Earth, and Gem had brought her GPS with her, so it got us quite effectively off the main grid and onto State Route  24 to State Route 26, eventually dumping us out onto US-19, where we would hit Tallahassee.  And with 181,000 people, there might be a decent cache of lethal street weapons in the main downtown police station. 

But again, we were counting on some easy way in and out, and if it proved to be a mess, we would not risk little Trina.  We’d make do with the guns we had to get us to Atlanta.  The CDC seemed like a logical place to start.

 

*****

 

It was impossible to stay completely off the grid, and as we encountered people, everyone was either freaked out and fleeing, or freaking someone else out, causing them to flee.  Or causing them to die.  We had talked a bit when we first left Jamie’s house and had decided not to be heroes.  The world had changed today, and people were pretty much on their own.  We’d just have to worry about us for now.

If we saw a child being pursued by one of them, or if one was in immediate danger, we’d play it by ear.  We knew that.  But around us, right here just in the state of Florida, there were thousands of children in danger right now.  Logically, we knew we’d better just worry about the little girl sitting between us at the moment. 

 When we hit the city limits it became obvious that we were going to have trouble shielding Trina from what was happening around us.  A child could only take so much horror, and this one had seen enough from her own mother to carry her for the rest of her life. 

I pulled the car over in a secluded spot.  Jamming the gear lever into park, I looked at Gem and mouthed the words, “We need something for her.”  I put the palms of my hands together and put them to my cheek with my eyes closed.  I quickly looked down at Trina, who was staring blankly through the front windshield.  We needed to put this kid to sleep.  Even on the floorboard of the truck she could hear what was happening, and at this point I don’t know what exactly I expected would happen.  I just had a feeling that stuff would be happening.

Gem nodded and punched the GPS a few times, pulling up Points of Interest.  She entered Pharmacy and got several.  There was one just five minutes away.  A Walgreens.

“Okay,” I said.  “Let’s get there first.  Then after we’re done getting what we need – or trying a second pharmacy, you use that trick to pull up a police or FBI building in this area.”

The GPS worked flawlessly.  We pulled up to the Walgreens in the exact time it estimated. 

Gem looked around, scanning the parking lot and beyond.   I did the same.  There were seven cars in the lot, so it had to be a 24-hour location.   I guessed at least three or four of the cars belonged to employees. 

I looked at my watch and saw it was 1:30 in the morning.

“You go inside, Flex.  Take my gun.  I’ll take your .38 and stay here with Trini.”

“If the employees know what’s happening with these things, I might be able to convince them to help.”

“And if not?”

“You’re my secret weapon.  If I can’t convince them with charm and good looks, then I’ll show them your gun and tell them that for fucking sure they’d rather deal with me than you.  Of course, that would carry more weight if they actually knew you.”

“Good cop, bad cop.  Got it.  Go get the stuff, but don’t be stupid.  There are lots of pharmacies.”

“Here.”  I handed her the .38 and she passed me the Uzi.  “There are only three rounds left in it, but I’ve got a box of fifty in the glove compartment.”

“Check.  Reloading now.”  Gem popped open the glove compartment.

After closing the door, I banged on the glass with the heel of my hand and said in a loud enough voice to penetrate the glass, “If everything goes to shit, I want you to take off.  The keys are in the ignition.  Just go if you see trouble.  I won’t say not to check on me later if you can, but don’t wait, Gem.  Go.”

Gem nodded, and I didn’t believe her for one second.

Walking to the entrance of the store, I looked back at the truck and scanned the parking lot again.  I pulled on  the door handle, but it was locked.  Slinging the rifle over my shoulder, I put my cupped hands to the door, and peered in.  The fluorescent lights blazed, lighting up every aisle like daytime, but nobody was visible inside.

At first glance, that is.  Then I saw it.  Near the entrance to aisle 5.  A foot on the floor sticking out of the row of merchandise.  I’m sure it was connected to a body, but I could only see the foot from outside.  I could see some blood by the foot, but not much.  I imagined there was much more near the source of the deadly wound – if the owner of the foot was indeed dead.  It didn’t move, so it was my conclusion that it was so.

Now I scanned the rest of the store more carefully.  On the same wall as the entrance door, to my extreme right, was a middle aged woman who had apparently been pouring coins into the machine that tallies how much change you saved in your peanut butter jar over the last year, and gives you a receipt to convert that change into paper money.  She never got her receipt.  Her throat was ripped open, and she lay on her back.  Had it been just her throat, I might have been able to lie to myself and make up some other reason she was dead, but her eyes were . . . gone.  The two sockets had been torn at and – what?  hammered on? – until the skull beneath cracked and pushed inward, and the two individual sockets joined together. 

I turned and headed back to the Suburban and motioned to Gem to roll down the window fast.  She did.

“Dead people inside.  I’m not comfortable leaving you out here.  This is getting sketchier by the minute.”

“Babe, it got sketchy for me in Miami, but I know you’re just getting used to all of it.  Did you see anyone alive . . . or, well, moving?”

I shook my head.

“Then get what you need and hurry.  We’ll be fine.  Just do me a favor and check on your trailer cargo before you go back inside.  And if they have an electronics department, pick up some of those two-way radios.  They come in pairs, and tourists like to buy them.”

“Are you sure you’ll be –“

“Go,” she said, sternly.

She rolled up the window again and showed me the Smith & Wesson.  She’d already put Trina back on the floor beneath the comforter again.

I went to the trailer and reached down to check the tie-downs holding Jamie.  She-It was moaning now, a steady, low hum almost, seemingly vibrating the bundle.  If she was starving before, now she had to be near insatiable with hunger.  I felt like a kid who had found a turtle.  I had no idea how to feed it or what it would eat. 

The truth was, subconsciously I knew what it would eat, but if that was how it was going to be, then my sister would die.  I would not be feeding her that.  Ever.

Satisfied she was secure and harmless to the occupants of my truck, I ran back to the store entrance again.   I saw two flashlight beams in the distance about a quarter mile away, but they bobbed off in the opposite direction.  I had no idea what percentage of the population had succumbed to this sickness or whatever it was, but if it was just ten percent, it was still a huge problem.

I reached the door, held Gem’s Uzi out in front of me and kicked it hard.  The latch snapped and I pulled it outward, swinging it open easily.  In Florida, all doors, either commercial or residential, pulled outward.  Hurricane force winds could easily blow doors in if not, so this was an ordinance.  From the outside, they’re all pulls.

 I stepped inside the store and swung the barrel of the rifle from side to side, moving toward the front of the store.  I went to the cashier’s counter which ran the entire length of that wall, from the side where the registers were located to the photo processing department on the far end.  Leaning over the counter and scanning the length, I saw nobody back there, either crouching there hiding, or dead.  I almost instinctively called out, but I checked myself.  No sense in alerting any of the . . . I just didn’t know how to think of them yet.  The infected.

Moving along the front row, I found a hinged access flap and lifted it to get behind the counter.  I grabbed three or four of the cloth shopping bags and some flashlights hanging on pegs on the wall, and took handfuls of the right batteries for them.  On instinct, I snatched four packs of Marlboro reds from the cigarette rack.  I’d quit years ago, but fuck it.  My last worry right now might be cancer.  I tossed six or seven Bic lighters in the bags, too.  No telling when making fire would become important again, besides lighting my smokes.

I scanned the length of the aisles as I moved laterally along the store, but saw no movement.  I laid the gun on the counter quickly, then undid my belt buckle and pulled the wide leather belt almost all the way off.  I re-threaded it, feeding it through the handle loops of one bag on my right hip, then through my back belt loops and through the handles of the other two bags before re-buckling it.  I didn’t need to try to shoot and hold bags, too.   I hefted the gun again and continued moving down the front toward the opposite wall from the entry.  That was where the photo and electronics department was.  And right where Gem said they’d be were the two-way radios.  I grabbed two sets and threw them in the bag.  Likewise, I took about ten two-packs of 9 volt alkalines and added them to my shopping bag. 

I turned to head toward the pharmacy when I stopped dead in my tracks.  They had been relatively quiet, but in my defense, James Taylor was playing over the speaker system in the store, so I might not have heard them over Fire and Rain.  Three of them.  Two women and a man – or three of the infected that might have once been described in these human terms.  Now, since the infection – since the hunger – their skin was yellowish gray, and the veins, blue-black and very visible now, ran like little roadmaps under the thin opaque skin. They were on top of a man who was dead, and they were gnawing on him, deep into him.  He was very dead.  There was almost nothing left of him, but these were apparently very efficient eating machines, and felt he was still worth the time and effort. 

While I can’t say it was steady, my gun was pointed directly at them, and I stared.  I didn’t fire.  It was a morbid fascination.   In the back of my mind, I thought: How sweet.  They’re sharing.

I’m not entirely sure why, because there were other bodies around, and each could have had their own.  So why this one?  What was especially attractive about this flesh?  It appeared to have been a white man, but there wasn’t enough of him left to determine age.  His clothes looked blue collar, and there’s a certain diet associated with middle vs. upper class, possibly more meat and fried foods as you made your way down the food chain – which was a strange choice of words, I admit – from elitist wealthy to dirt-poor.    Could it be his diet just gave him a more irresistible fragrance?

All of this took place in a split-second in my head.   I made a mental note of this sharing behavior.  Something I might mention to the CDC personnel when we got up there, if anyone was there to meet us who might want the information.

My eyes sharply focused on the three diners, I stepped slowly backward until I was out of the aisle, then cut over by three rows, reaching the body of the man attached to the foot I’d seen from outside the store.  In his open palm, partially on the floor, lay a gun.  It was a 9mm Glock.  I reached down and picked it up, and from my new angle, I discovered how he had died. 

With the Glock.  He had taken his own life at the sight of the creatures eating his customers. An efficient single bullet to the temple.  His name, according to his nametag, was Tony.

Thanks for the gun, Tony.  

I looked behind and in front of me, then in both directions over the top of the aisles.  No immediate danger.  I leaned the rifle against one of the aisle-long merchandise racks and popped the magazine.  It was a 17-round mag and it was missing three.  One in the chamber, so he’d fired only twice.  So fifteen rounds at ready.  I shoved the pistol into the front waistband of my pants and fed the Uzi’s strap back over my shoulder, holding it in firing position as I made my way down the aisle again.  The pharmacy wasn’t necessarily what I needed.  Just half a Benadryl allergy pill would put Trina out long enough for us to get her away from the scary stuff, and that included our scary conversations about the scary stuff.  Jamie had mentioned to me some months earlier that she’d used this amount for Trina’s allergies in the past, and she tolerated it well, though it did pretty much send her to la-la land. 

As I scanned the ceiling-hung signs to find the location of allergy medications, I heard it and froze.

Shuffling sounds came seemingly from all directions, and all at once.  I looked behind me at Tony’s body, sprawled on the floor at the entrance to my aisle, and realized there was no time to get back there.  I knelt down and aimed the weapon.

And then they appeared.  At the opposite end of the aisle.  Five of them.  Two females and three males.  Meat and gore stained the front of their clothes, and I recognized a couple of them as the ones who had been dining in the far aisle.  Onward to fresh meat, and I suppose that was me.

As though confirming this, they stared at me.  Gnashing.  Just like Jamie.  And her neighbor.  It was as if  their lips would no longer cover their teeth, maybe like the skin had been purged of all moisture, and the now parched lips just dried out and pulled back.  No matter, the teeth just showed, and it added to the visual horror of the presentation.  And to make matters worse, their black, dead tongues flitted in and out intermittently as the gnashing went on.  This group was moving steadily toward me, and not as slowly as I would have liked.  A fast shuffle.  Textbook zombie lore, but just a bit faster.  The difference between watching INDY racing on television and in real life.  You just can’t get a feel for how fast the fuckers really go.

 I turned to make a break toward the front of the store, but stopped short.  Two more stood by that end of the aisle, and they, too, stared at me.  Were they operating like a wolf pack?  Working together to trap me?  They may not give me much credit, but had I been faced with this crap without a gun, I’d have leapt over the top of the merchandise rack and into the next aisle on adrenaline alone, and would’ve still had enough energy left over to run the Walgreens floor polisher for an hour or two. 

The two new zombies didn’t seem to care about Tony’s body.  They ignored it and started moving up the aisle toward me.  Having had only one encounter with these things before, and believing in my mind that Jamie did hear me, no matter about her lack of response, I tried an appeal.

I held the gun up, my finger on the trigger, and I talked loud.  “Look.  I want out of here, and I don’t need to fuck anyone up in the process,” I looked for signs of understanding, acknowledgement.  It didn’t appear that was going to be the case.  As I stood dead center, the seven infected shuffled toward me, their pace neither slower nor faster, and not one of them attempting any negotiations with me. 

“Stop the fuck right there!” I screamed at the two coming up on my rear, but they kept sliding toward me, gnashing, flitting, and looking very hungry.

I sprayed the Uzi’s 600 round-per-minute blast at them for a split second, aiming low.  The rounds tore through their midsections, and nearly cut them in half.  They flew backward and dropped to the floor.

Two down, I thought.

And as I watched in amazement, these zombie things began crawling with their arms and hands, dragging their destroyed bodies toward me, resuming their even slower, but no less determined progress up the aisle in my direction.

I looked back at the five, who were now within fourteen feet of me.  I didn’t know how much ammo was in Gem’s gun, and I didn’t have time to check now, but I now figured that head shots were my best option.  To test my theory, I pulled out the Glock, turned toward the two crawlers, took four steps toward them so I wouldn’t miss, and put a bullet in each of their skulls.  A reddish-black fluid leaked out, and they lay motionless, gnashless.

Then I turned, slung the rifle around to rest against my back, and with my shopping bags dangling from my belt and the Glock in my hand, I walked determinedly toward the five zombies walking toward me, and I stopped six feet in front of them.

“Last fuckin’ chance,” I said.

Two more shuffles and I’d had it.  Five taps, five bullets in five brains.  I had a pile of five zombies in front of me.

I could have stood there for a long time, looking at that pile of dead bodies.  But the longer I stood there looking at them, the more they just looked like people.  Like I’d just murdered five human beings right there in the Walgreens.

But they weren’t that, were they?  Not by the time I got to them – or when they almost got to me.  They weren’t people anymore at all.

They were creatures.  Damned TV zombies, only real.  I wanted to know stuff, like did they have heartbeats, audible skills, any vocal skills.  I’d heard Jamie moaning, but these had been quiet or unintelligible. 

Jamie.  Jamie the zombie. 

My mind suddenly snapped to the present and I realized if there were seven in here, there could be more.  I ran down each aisle, the Glock ready.  Eight rounds left, plus what remained in the machine gun.  I found nobody else, but I did find the Benadryl.  I put three bottles in my bag, then ran to the food aisle and put several cans of pop-top canned chili, some canned tamales, two six-packs of water, and two boxes of Cheerios under my arm.

Heart healthy.  To balance out the chili and tamales.

I ran from the store to the truck, all my goodies bouncing on my belt.  Gem had flung the door open and slid to the passenger side again before I got there.  Focusing on the open door, I tripped on something and nearly fell into the cab.  Two bodies lay outside the passenger door, stacked almost on top of one another.

“What the fuck, Gem!” I said, slamming the door.

Her face was calm.  “They came up on the driver’s side, and Trina saw them.  I pushed her back down, got out the other door, walked around to your side and put two bullets in their heads.”

I stared at her.

“Flex, they were fucking with Trina.  With this baby girl who’s had her share of being fucked with.  I did what I had to do.”

“No apology expected or deserved, baby.  Thank you.”

“We fired at exactly the same time,” she said.  “I heard your gun discharge at the same time I shot these two.  You’re lucky I could restrain myself from going inside, but I have a good sixth sense, and I knew you were okay.”

“So I guess we’re through keeping the scary talk in hushed tones?  Trini?  You okay, baby?”

Gem shook her head.  “She fainted, Flex.  The poor thing fainted when she saw those lipless fucks outside the door.”

I tossed all the stuff into the back seat.  “We’ll talk about what happened inside later.  I think we’d better start taking some notes.   For now, I think you should wake her up and make her take half of one of these.”  I pulled the Benadryl out of the bag and gave the bottle to her.   Gem lifted Trina from the floor and bounced her in her lap gently.  Trina moaned. 

“Are there any more of those things in there?” Gem asked.

“None . . . moving anymore.  But I can tell you, there were more of them in there than us.  And all the ones like us were – ”

I looked at Trina, who was stirring awake from Gem’s bouncing.  I just ran my finger across my neck in a slashing motion.

“I get it,” she said.

I nodded.  “Oh, and I got us a new gun.”  I spun the tires and headed north.  “It works pretty good.”

Gem put ‘Police Stations’ in the Points of Interest in the GPS and we pulled out.

“Want some chili?” I asked.

She hit the “GO” button, and the GPS routed it.

 

“It says we’ll be there in ten minutes,” she said.  “I’m pretty sure I can eat a can of chili in ten minutes.”


Chapter 4



 



We turned the headlights off as we rolled into the area where the police station was located.  It was a somewhat residential street, East 7 Avenue.  The police station was on the corner of that road and Officer Ponce Avenue, and a sign indicating PARKING featured an arrow pointing down the latter. 

It was now almost 2:30 in the morning, and neither of us was familiar with Tallahassee.  We had put the radio on and heard static on too many stations.  There was a news radio station out of Orlando that was still broadcasting, and they had a pretty strong signal, because it was still coming in. 

They were calling it a virus, and they said it started as a migraine-like head pain, then attacked the temporal lobe of the brain first, and quickly.  This was, they reported, the portion of the brain that held memory.  Destroying that first made the victims forget who they or their loved ones were. 

This worried me, because it was the logical first step in making anyone fair game.  No sensitivities or emotions, no soft spot for anyone.  Husband.  Wife.  Child.  All just food.  As for what exactly made them hunger for flesh, it wasn’t really being talked about – not openly.  It was inferred but not specifically mentioned, because it was essentially cannibalism, and people frowned on that shit even if you were in a plane crash in the mountains in the snow and had to eat your pilot.

The next thing destroyed by the virus was the hypothalamus portion of the brain, where hunger and thirst were controlled.  Only it did not destroy it, per se, rather it ramped it up to the extreme.  This portion of the brain, according to the reporter, who seemed to have learned a ton of brain info in the last several hours, also controlled the heart, lungs, and other involuntary actions we humans so easily perform.

But it stopped these.  Again, not so much spoken, but implied by the talking heads.  So the virus killed off your memory, shut down your involuntary bodily functions, and made you ravenous.

Sorry, but sound the buzzer please.  BZZZZZZZZT!  Symptom number two should kill you dead, and nobody seemed to have an answer for why the fuck you could continue to walk around without breathing and with no heartbeat.  And I swear, from my confrontation with them in the store, I saw their nostrils flaring as they held their eyes on me, so they could smell.  They can smell.

And did this disease affect the actual dead?  And if the answer was yes, did they reanimate?  What happened if you just died naturally?  Did this act like a safety net?

Not so fast, partner.  Heaven can wait, ‘cause I gotcha.  Now get out there and eat, because you’re starving!

If it did affect the dead, did it only do this prior to embalming?  There were too many questions running around in my head, and to be honest, the fucking radio was freaking me out a bit.  I had enough just looking at some of these victims on the side of the road.  Gem had a death grip on the butt of that 9mm, and I had the .38 between my legs.

Lights still out, I turned left on Officer Ponce Way, and the parking lot entrance was about 100 yards down on the left.  I stopped at the pivoting barrier and realized in seconds that the power was out, and pulling the parking card was not going to get me anywhere.  I gunned the engine and slammed through the flimsy pressboard arm with the stop sign painted on it, and flew into the parking lot, the trailer bouncing over the speed bump behind me.  I cringed, remembering Jamie on that trailer.

No cars moved in the lot and nobody crept around that we could see.  The parking lot served three buildings, and snaked between them.

“We’ll need more ammo for the Uzi,” said Gem.  “Maybe at the station.”

“If we can get in,” I said.  “The three of us are okay, so maybe some of them are, too.”

Gem nodded agreement.  “But it doesn’t mean they won’t help us, either.  If things are as bad as we believe, they may welcome the assistance of any . . . well, normals out there. They must realize there’s nothing to do but kill –”

Gem stopped talking suddenly, and looked ashamed.  I touched her hand.  “Look.  I said when we left Jamie’s, I had hope.  I still hold onto some of it.  Hell, I’ve got this fantasy that I unwrap her from that pool cover shit, and she’s back to normal, like I made her some sort of cocoon or something, but I know in my heart . . . well, I don’t even want to vocalize it.”

“I don’t blame you for not wanting to give up yet, Flex.  I love her, too.”

“Okay.   I know you do, Gem.  Now, the game plan.  This is it.”

The building on the left was large and concrete.  There were several police cars parked in front.  No activity.  No fewer than eight dead bodies lay on the stone steps leading inside.  All had massive head wounds but three of them.   Those three had no heads at all.

Gem pointed.  “There’s an alley.  Turn in there.”

I did, and it was even darker here.  But it did curve around and run behind the main building.  There were three open spaces in a row, and I pulled the Suburban and trailer combo into them and threw it into park. 

Gem had installed batteries in the flashes and the walkies while I drove.  Twice along the way I’d had to run the truck/trailer combo off the road to get around stopped vehicles, and the flashlights came in very handy to see just where an open path was.

I clipped a radio on my belt.  We’d already chosen channel 19 and tested them.  Range was advertised to be over twenty miles, but I doubted it.  Besides that, I didn’t plan on ever being that far away from Gem again.

“Let me go,” Gem said.

“I don’t think so.”  I reached for her arm as she leaned Trina against me and opened the door.  She wasn’t smiling.

“You can’t stop me, babe.  You’ve got Trina to consider and I made it all the way from Miami to Gainesville on my own.  That’s quite a story, and when we finally do stop and sit and have a nice cup of coffee, I’ll share with you some of the shit I saw and dealt with on my way to find your ass, including where this innocent little girl of yours got this kickass gun.”

She got out and held the door, the rifle slung over her shoulder and the Glock in her other hand.  “So pardon my rant, but if you think you’ve got some advantage on me mentally, I’ll remind you that you don’t.  As for physically, you are nicely built, but pound for pound, I am quite powerful myself.”

She shut the door and before she could walk away I waved at her to open it again.  She did.

“What?”

“You’ll need this.”  I unclipped the walkie from my belt and handed it to her.  Then I unclipped the other one off the visor.  “Won’t do you too much good if I’m talkin’ to myself, will it?”

“Smartass,” she said, slamming the door and throwing me a sarcastic salute as she headed into the station building.

I watched her walk away.  I was worried, but I smiled.  Damn, I loved that woman.  It was good to have her back.

 

*****

 

She was gone five minutes before I spoke to her.  “Update, babe.  You in?”

Gem came right on.  The signal was perfect, and she was crystal clear.  “Not yet.  I’ve been keeping against the walls, and the back entrances are all secured.  I’m going around to the front.”

I shook my head.  With each step she was farther away, and the more nervous I got.  I couldn’t lose her again.  “If you get in, then find your way to the back and unlock those doors.  If you get in trouble, I have to get in fast.”

“When I get in, babe, I’ll do that.  Want me to stay on, give you live updates?”

“As long as you don’t alert anyone of your presence, sure.  Keep an eye.”

There was silence for the next ten minutes.  I sunk down low in the seat.  The Benadryl had done its job, and Trina was out like a light.  As I scanned the street, I absently stroked her blonde hair, and found myself saying a silent prayer for her future.  I included myself and Gem – and threw in the rest of humanity just for good measure.

The radio crackled to life.   “Babe, I’m in.  Remember all the dead people on the front steps?”

“It hasn’t slipped my mind, Gem.”

“They probably fled from here.  It looks like a slaughterhouse.  Cops dead everywhere, guns in hand.  Looks like they got knocked out or something, then they were attacked.  Weird.  Almost like they were gassed, then eaten.”

“Really?  I’d expect cops to shoot center mass like they’re trained, but none of this would’ve happened that fast.  They should have had time to fire again and try a head shot I’d think.”

“I don’t know, Flex,” Gem said.  “Looks like they  just passed out and then got eaten.”

“Jesus,” I said.  “Gem, hurry and get out of there.”

It was quiet for too long.  “Gem,” I said.  “You there?”

“Yeah, Flex.  I am.  I hear some noises coming from the back of the building.  Closer to you.”

“I want you to get this back door unlocked.  Do you think you can find these doors and avoid whoever’s making the noise?”

“I sounds like someone yelling for help,” she said.  “I should help them, Flex.”

“I agree, baby.  But get that door open first.  And when you do, use your flashlight to signal to me it’s unlocked.  You might need to prop it so it doesn’t auto-lock.”

Gem knew her shit, so there was no reason for me to worry.  I expected within ten minutes I’d see the signal flashes, but I kept asking myself how many rounds I’d fired from the Uzi inside the Walgreens.

At 10 rounds per second, you could empty the entire 32 round magazine in 3.2 seconds.  Had I cut down the two zombies at the drugstore in the .2 seconds?  A full half second?  Time flies when you’re firing a sub machine gun.  I had no idea.  I hoped she checked the mag and I hoped it was full when I first saw the gun.  She had the Glock, but I knew she only had limited rounds left in it.  Then it struck me.  She was in a fucking police station.  There would be guns on every downed officer.  I let out a sigh of relief.  There it was again.  Blessed relief.

I rolled my window down an inch so I could hear noise from outside.  The area, as far as the eye could see, was eerily quiet and motionless.  I was glad.  I heard a sudden click.

I looked left at the building, and two quick flashes of light shone from the doors.  More relief.  I clicked on.  “Beautiful, baby.  Thanks.  Did you find out who was yelling?”

“It’s right around the corner.  I’ve got the walkie turned way down.  Trina still down?”

“Like a has-been fighter in his comeback bout.  Did you grab any more guns?”

Despite her being quiet, I heard a low laugh over the radio.  “Do I look like an octopus?  I got a couple Berettas.  It looks clear from here – think you can carry Trina over here real quick and take this stuff from me?”

I looked around.  “Sure.  Hold on.  I reached an arm beneath the sleeping girl and pulled her onto my chest, her head tucking in beside mine.  I pulled the .38 off the dash and hooked my finger around the handle and opened the door of the Suburban.  Closing the door only lightly, I ran toward the building, Trina bouncing in my arms. 

“Probably not the smartest thing we’ve done,” I said.  Give ‘em here.”

She pulled my pants away from my waist and tucked one, then the second gun inside my waistband.  “You’re a regular man of steel,” she said.  “Okay.   You’re loaded for bear.  Get back to the truck.”

I looked at her.  “Sure you don’t want to trade?  You’ve done good, babe.  Let me go finish up?”

“I’ve already got the layout, Flex.  I’ll just –”

“Help!  Help me, somebody help me!  Can you hear me?”  The voice echoed through the police building.

“Jesus, Flex!  Get back to the truck!”

“Bullshit,” I said, pushing her inside and pulling the door shut behind me.

“Trina is with you, Flex.  Trina!”

“Yes, and you’re with me, too.  And you’re protective of this little girl, and you know as well as I do that she’ll never be safer than when she’s near you and you’re armed.  So move.”

Gem glared at me again, and headed down the brick-lined hallway, painted in a glossy white.  At the end of the hallway there was a door to the left.  She unhooked a key ring from her belt and unlocked it.

“Is that a police belt?”

“A sergeant was wearing it, and he had the key.  Skeleton key.  Opens every door in the place.”

“Damn, you’re good,” I said.  And I meant it.

We hurried through the door and turned left, then right.  There was another steel door with a reinforced glass view hole.  I looked down, and saw two bodies on the floor about halfway down the hallway.  The door at the far end was held open with a chair.  Nobody moved.  “Guess we go in, huh?” I said.

Gem nodded and inserted the key, turning it until a metallic click sounded.  She pushed and it opened quietly.

The moment we stepped through the door, a voice came from one of the cells.  “Hello?   Is anyone there?”

We stopped short and analyzed the layout.  Six cells down on the right, six on the left.  We could see a nose sticking through the bars halfway down on the right.  Then hands waved.  “Hey, down here!  Down here!”

The voice had a British accent.  The hands didn’t look rough, but smooth.  In Florida, in June, the arms were covered by long sleeves, folded back at the wrist – about as casual as a long-sleeved shirt wearer who was comfortable in them might get.

“Who are you?” Gem called, as we approached the cell. 

Trina was still out cold, dead weight in my arms, as I held my .38 pointed at the body of one of the uniform-clad officers on the cell block floor.

“Chatsworth,” he said.  “Hemphill Chatsworth.”

We stepped into his view, me holding a little girl, sweating up a storm, and Gem, a hot Latin woman, also soaked with sweat, hefting an Uzi.  We must have been a sight.

“Hemphill Chatsworth,” said Gem, smiling.  “Now that’s a mouthful.”

The man nodded, and even smiled slightly.  “Hemp.  Hemp to people who know me.”

“What are you doing in this cell, Hemp?” I asked.  “What went wrong in your life that you ended up in jail?”

“First off he goes by Hemp,” Gem said.  “Drug dealer, naturally.”

“No, no,” he said.  “I shut the cell door.  Locked myself in.  I’m just glad it was open in the first place so I could get away from them.”  He bent down and brought up his hand holding a stainless steel .45 Automatic.

I tensed as Gem swung her Uzi quickly, pointing it at his head.  “Drop that shit now!”

Hemp did.   He flung the gun to the other side of the cell and it skittered off the concrete floor and into the wall.  “It’s empty!  Empty!” he shouted, cowering.

“Why’d you grab it!” Gem said, her muscles tense as she held the gun on him.

“To show you if I was supposed to be in here I would not have a damned gun!” he said, holding his hands in front of him in a defensive gesture.

Gem’s muscles relaxed.  So did mine.  She looked at me and shrugged.  “Makes sense.”

“I agree,” I said.  “I’m glad this kid’s on Benadryl.  Fuck me.”

Gem lowered the weapon, glanced again at the propped door, then turned back to the  British man in the cage.  “Who were you trying to get away from?  When was this?”

Gem stepped back and aimed the Uzi toward the open door where the chair lay angled and propped beneath the doorknob.  Chatsworth must have noticed Gem eyeing the door nervously. 

“I put that chair there when I ran in.  I was afraid I’d be locked in if it latched, and then this happened.  I’ve lost track of time, and – Jesus, I forgot I even had a watch on.”  He looked at his watch.  “I’ve been in here about an hour now.  These two were coming after me, and I shot them in the leg to start – thought it might deter them – but they didn’t take their eyes off me, and kept coming.  It wasn’t like they saw me – more like they were drawn to me.  I shot one in the chest, and he still kept coming.  Christ, what the devil is happening here?”

“So you figured out the head shot is all that kills them,” I said.  “Good.  It doesn’t take long.  You take out both of these?”

Hemp nodded.  “Yes, but I only got the one in the head.  The other—”

“Flex, MOVE!”  Gem’s voice was panicked, and she pulled me hard toward her and yanked me against the concrete wall next to Hemp’s cell.  As my back contacted the wall and I dropped my gun to keep from losing my grip on Trina, I saw why.  The zombie on the cell block floor had begun to move and had pulled itself  toward me until its gaping, gnashing mouth must have been inches from my ankle.  Fucking inches.

Gem leapt back and pulled the trigger of the Uzi, holding it down as at least 25 high velocity rounds separated the zombie’s head from his shoulders and nearly shattered our eardrums, echoing in the brick and steel block.  When it was over, she leaned against the cell, breathing hard, her shoulders heaving. 

I stood there speechless, as did Hemp.  He sat on his knees, staring at her back, and a second later she turned  and glared at Hemp.  “Did you get the other one in the head?  Are you fucking sure?”

I moved Trina into one arm and reached out and took the Uzi from her.  “Here.”  I put Trina in her arms.  “I got this.  Relax.”  I walked over to the body lying directly across the narrow block, up against the opposite bank of cells.  With my foot, I kicked the body over so it rolled onto its back.  Yep.  It was a one of them.  The teeth were pulled back, the eyes staring blankly and sunken, the black veins running over every inch of its body. 

There were two bullet holes.  One in its forehead, and the other in the now destroyed chin.   I lowered the barrel of the Uzi to his cranium to make sure.  I gave it a short burst and felt better.

“Okay,” I said.  “Let’s get our friend out of that cage and go get us some evidence.”


Chapter 5



 



Hemp was no pussy.  I could tell right away.  He grabbed the empty .45 from the cell floor and tucked it in his pants.

“Popular gun,” Hemp said.  “If we don’t find any ammo in evidence, I can find a bit on some of the police officers.”

I led this time, and once we got on the second floor through a stairwell, the signs directing us to evidence were pretty clear.  It was on the third floor.   We stayed keenly aware of sounds other than ours, and kept our gun barrels high.  Only head shots were of any value.  This had become instinct now.  I imagine even Hemp – especially Hemp – had learned that lesson.  He brought up the rear as the only guy without a loaded weapon. 

Then I remembered.  Hell, how could I forget?  I reached into my waistband and handed him one of the Berettas.  “Check the magazine.”

I hadn’t considered that Hemp may have never handled a gun before except during his emergency in the cell, but he quickly pressed the magazine release button, dropping it into his hand.  He looked at the side of the mag at the view slots counted the rounds, and slammed the mag back home.

I shook my head.  “Good.  You seem to know your way around a pistol.  Now just remember to aim high and don’t shoot if we’re in the general direction you’re pointing.”

“Understood,” Hemp confirmed.  

I took Trina from Gem again.  She was getting awfully heavy, and I was ready to get this done and get back on the road.

“This is it,” Gem said.  She put her key in the lock and turned it.  The lock spun and the door clicked open.  Our crew of Ghostbusters, or whatever we were these days, walked in.  The power was out – not sure why, but the emergency lights were running on fast fading batteries and were no longer very bright.  The lighting was equivalent to that of a romantic restaurant and the more time that passed, the worse it would be come.   Flashlights were effective, but they also screamed “I’M RIGHT FUCKING HERE!” to anyone within view.

“I’ll get the back wall and first couple of aisles.  Hemp, get these two.  We’re looking for badass firearms and ammo of any and all kinds.”

Gem found a two-tiered rolling cart with a rubber-lined surface.  Perfect to transport our swag.  I headed down the far wall, and Gem hit the middle.  I could hear her sliding some drawers open, and Hemp was already investigating his rows.

I reached a wide, metal two-door cabinet around three-quarters of the way down the aisle.  It was locked, but it did not appear to be designed for strength, because I was able to force the flimsy knob to turn.  I yanked hard on the handle and the door popped open.

I stood back and whistled, throwing my caution of the things that ate people to the wind.  And then I laughed so hard I almost pissed my pants.  Trina started to stir in my arms and I tried to contain myself.  But I had a damned good reason.

I’d hit the motherload.

 

*****

 

“This one is a US built weapon, the Calico M960,” Hemp said.  His sandy, almost white-blonde hair hung into his eyes and he shook it back to the side.  “The beauty of it is the high-capacity, helical-feed magazine.  This firearm holds . . . hold on.”

He went back to the cabinet and sorted through a few of the boxes.  When he turned around again he had a round, steel magazine in his hand.  “This one holds 100 rounds.  There’s a fifty in there too, but I thought this one might make us all a bit happier.  With a full magazine it’s going to be quite heavy – not something you’d want to run too far with.”

Gem looked at me.  She was holding Trina again, who was more awake, but nodding off now and then.  She shrugged, then asked, “And you know all this because you do what for a living?”

“Scientist,” he said.  “Biology degree with a focus on epidemiology, primarily.  That’s why I’m so interested in this infection, or whatever it is.  Everything I learn and observe might help me understand more about it.  How it spreads, what it does.”

“So you study human epidemics, that sort of thing?” I asked.

Hemp nodded.  He was just under six feet tall, and a good looking guy.  I liked him immediately. 

“But how do you know about guns?” I asked.  “That’s the obvious question.”

Hemp smiled.  “I’ve had a fascination with guns of all kinds for years.  It’s part of the reason I got my second degree in mechanical engineering.  My father used to pick me up broken guns from pawn shops – got them for next to nothing.  When I was six, I’d break them down, figure out how to re-bore the cylinders, steel wool the rods, and I’d basically restore them.  By the time I turned thirteen I was more interested in machine guns.  They were much more interesting and complex, and being a teenager, my dad felt I was responsible enough to start breaking them down. I got a part time job and started paying for them myself, but my dad still had to go make the purchase.”  He smiled.

My eyebrows could not have gotten higher.  Gem said it first.  “So you’ve got degrees in epidemiology and mechanical engineering.  Flex, our stories suck compared to his.  Hemp, Flex Sheridan there is an electrician, but don’t sell him short – he does do commercial work, too.  I’m an artist.  I work in several mediums, but none of them will immediately help us out of the shit storm that has befallen the state of Florida, and I’m assuming the entire world.  So if I could, I’d handcuff you to Flex now and keep you with us, because I think you are going to be very helpful.”

“You said a bad word,” Trina said in a very soft voice.

“Sorry, baby,” Gem said, stroking her hair.  “Gemmy’s had a hard day.”

Hemp threw his hands out to his sides, the magazine still clutched in his left.  “I don’t have to be convinced here,” he said.  “You are the only uninfecteds I’ve seen, and the fact that we’re not all victims of it means there’s a reason.  I don’t know what it is, but it might be something we have in common, or maybe it affects people at different rates, based on diet, physiology, whatever.  But as for me, I just drove down to Florida from Atlanta all by myself to check out the Kennedy Space Center.  I’ve got no wife or kids, and I don’t even have a girlfriend right now.  So don’t take this wrong, but you will do just fine.”

“Safety in numbers?”  Gem pulled up a wooden chair and sat in it with Trina resting against her shoulder, awake still, but staring into space. 

Hemp nodded.  “You already saved me once.  I might have starved to death in that cell.”

“I’d like to chit-chat all day,” I said.  “But we need to find out which weapons we have matching ammo for and stack ‘em in that cart right there.  Then we need to work our way down the stairs somehow, get back to the Suburban and get out of here.  I think it’s about as weird as hell that we haven’t run into more of these things, but we’re bound to hit some big numbers sometime.  The sooner we’re mobile, the better I’m going to feel.”

“Especially with this one,” Gem said, bouncing Trina on her knee.

We all got to work.  Soon, all of our weapons carried the weight of full magazines.

And we had plenty of ammo and firepower to spare.

 

*****

 

We left the police station without incident at around 4:30 in the morning.  We made it to the Suburban without encountering any people or any infecteds, and I had them all get inside the SUV while I checked on Jamie.

My gun at ready, and found Jamie still in her cocoon, undisturbed.  I thought again about her hunger.  She wasn’t moaning now.  I placed my hand on the bundle and said “Sis, if I can somehow wake you from this nightmare, I will.  I promise you.”  I got back in the driver’s seat.  I was still wide awake.

 After stopping at a gas station that clearly still had power, and being surprised that my swipe credit card still activated the pump, I got back in and started the engine.

I told Hemp what the situation was as we rolled along Thomasville Road, AKA Interstate 61,  heading north.  Gem volunteered to sit in the back seat with Trina, while Hemp sat in front.

“I want to warn you, Flex,” said Hemp.  “I’ll talk about this with you, fully realizing it’s sensitive.  When I refer to your sister, I am going use the same terminology and analyses that I would with regard to any of the infected, so please, do your best to forget that she is so closely related.  It’s not my intention to offend.”

“I got it,” I said.  “Understood.”

“Okay, the first thing I want to tell you is that the likelihood that there will be a cure anytime soon for such a widespread, fast-moving disease – we’ll call it that for now for lack of a better term – is almost nil.” 

He paused for a moment, as though to allow it to sink into my thick brain.  It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, so it was probably smart of him.  I said nothing, but nodded at him.

“Okay, now, think odds.  Of the people who are capable of finding the cure to this, scientists such as myself – and many of them far smarter than me, I might add – a large portion are inevitably becoming infected.  It’s the odds playing out, which means there is at least a 50/50 chance that the person who was going to discover the cure for this, if one can be found, is one of the infected.”

Gem added, “And judging from what we’ve run into already, I’d say it’s much greater odds than 50/50.  I’d put it at closer to 90/10.  And that’s conservative.  We’ve literally run into nobody alive who was calling for help but you.”

Thomasville Road turned into Interstate 319.  Along the way we came across several of the dead-but-not-dead things, but we encountered no living human beings.  This was dashing our hopes, encounter by encounter.  By the time we passed, they were too far behind us to be a threat.  Most were . . . eating, and a little distracted.

“I don’t know about leaving them all alive.  They’d kill any of us, so aren’t they the enemy?”  Gem looked at me.  “I’m sorry, Flex.  But –”

“Gem, you don’t have to walk on eggshells with me.  But I don’t want to call them zombies, or creatures or monsters, or anything like it.  How about . . . let’s call them abnormals for now.”

Hemp nodded.  “Abnormals.  That works.  And Flex, let me share with you that I think it’s good we have one of them subdued.  The only way a cure of any kind will be found is if they can be analyzed, examined.”

“I don’t want her hurt in any way, Hemp.   Not one hair.  I’m worried about her hunger.  She could –”

I stopped talking.  I wasn’t sure she could die.  I didn’t know enough.  I looked at Hemp.  “Can she die?”

“She can be killed, as you know already, with trauma to the head – most likely the brain.  But as for starvation?  It’s too soon.  They are clearly ravenous.  This is what drives them.  And that’s important for you to remember about your sister.  This is not a vindictive or vengeful thing, what they’re doing.  They are hungry, and that’s all they are.”

I nodded.  “Wolves and bears can’t be blamed for killing, either.  It’s a survival instinct.  But they kill just the same, and when their populations get too high, it’s hunting season.  Gem’s right.”  I felt her hand on my shoulder.  I was glad for it.  What I said next, I didn’t want to say.  But I knew it was true.

“We’ve got to kill them all.”

But when we reached the state line, that seemed next to impossible.  We needed fuel again, saw a Texaco sign brightly lit, and had gotten off at the first exit inside Georgia. 

At least 50 of them blocked the road, some hunched over bodies, feasting.  Others moving toward our truck.  Some moved slowly, lackadaisically, but others, if it were possible, seemed excited at the prospect of us, and moved at a faster clip.  I hoped it was just my imagination.

“Holy fuck,” said Gem.

“You said another really bad word, Gemmy.”

“Baby, you get on the floor.  Now.”

“Get the 100-rounders,” I said.  “We’re going to need them.”

Hemp already had one in each hand and Gem’s was leaning against her door.  With the abnormals twenty-five feet from the Suburban, we opened the doors and stepped into our biggest battle yet.

 

*****

 

“Where the fuck did they all come from?” I called out, and Gem, already firing into the group, answered.

“Not sure babe, but I plan to send as many as I can to Hell!”  She took aim and blasted the heads off of three of them that were within twenty feet.

Hemp did know his weapons.  He charged forward toward them for a good, predictable shot, and in six short bursts, took seven of them down.  For my part, I’d taken five out, and from our first estimate,  we should’ve had right around thirty-five to go.  We were wrong.  There were dozens of them outside of our line of fire, making their way toward us along the shoulder behind the many cars that either crashed or had been hastily parked there.  In my peripheral vision, I could see a few of them flanking us, and that didn’t make any sense at all for things with just one emotion – hunger.

“Hemp, do you see what’s happening?” I ran back to the truck and yanked open the door.  “Trina, no matter what you hear, you keep your head down, do you hear me?” 

“Yes, Uncle Flexy,” she answered from under her comforter.

“Okay, sweetheart.”  I pulled the key and leaned over and pushed the lock down on the passenger side, then locked the driver’s door and slammed it.  I wanted to leave the rear doors open for quick access to the other weapons and ammo in case we needed them.

“Hemp, what do you think?” I called.  Gem was focused.  I glanced at her every now and then, in between shots.

“I think I’m glad we got these high-capacity magazines,” he said.  “It’s going to be close.”

“Gem, watch!  There’s two on your right!”  I had my share of them working their way on my left, too, so took careful aim in the lightening sky and brought down six more in a spray of crimson that painted the gravel red.

We were in a isosceles triangle formation with Hemp out front, Gem on the right side of the Suburban, and me on the left.  Hemp was using his M960 efficiently, and with minimal use of rounds, he was taking them out down the middle, leaving the side trackers to us.  There was a car just to Gem’s right, and that’s how they got so close to her.

Gem turned and blew the heads completely off the two closest when they were just feet away from her.  The light breeze blew the blood spray back toward her and she turned away momentarily to keep it out of her face.  As she did so, she saw two more behind her.  I had ducked down low to see beneath the Suburban, and saw their legs moving toward her.  I heard her gun click.

“Run toward Hemp!” I shouted at Gem, and dropped to my stomach on the pavement.  I fired a long burst, turning the creatures’ legs into stumps.  Then I ran around the truck and turned their gnashing faces and heads into pulp.  “That’s the fucking way we do it, asshole!” I shouted.  This fucker had almost gotten the jump on my woman, and that shit was NOT acceptable.

“Gem!”  She turned toward me, gratitude on her face.  I threw my gun to her and she deftly caught it.  In one swift motion she turned and took out no fewer than ten of the slow walkers on her right.  I was back at the car, yanking the rear door open to grab another fully loaded rifle.  This was one of the newest machine guns in the mix, A Daewoo K7 from the early 2000’s.  It only had a 32 round magazine on it, so I set it to the three-round burst mode.  With speed, I could take out two or three of them per burst.

I slammed the door in time to turn and find one of them almost right behind me.  Behind him were four more, coming out of the ditch from behind an old Nissan Sentra.  I shot him in the mouth, and his head broke into two sloppy halves that slid down his body.  As he fell, the others came into my sights, and I used two more quick bursts to take them down. 

One of them could have been no older than sixteen years.  I stared at the body on the ground for a moment.  Somebody’s son.  Maybe they’d been on their way down to Orlando to see Disney World for the first time. 

But this was no longer that family.  These were not people now, and it was becoming clearer to me with every one of them I . . . murdered.

Stop that shit, Flex.  Stop it.

Subconsciously I heard the gunfire all around me grow more and more infrequent.  I shook off my heavy thoughts and ran around the rear of the trailer, scanned the freeway exit we’d driven up as far as I could see, then ran around the other side of the Suburban where Gem was in the process of shooting what used to be a woman wearing a “I’m With Stupid” shirt featuring an arrow pointing up.  Stupid went down in a pool of muck.

“How we doin’, guys?” Gem called, her eyes peeled for movement, her head moving side to side as she focused on the fading shadows around her. 

I respected that woman more than ever.  I never knew what was inside her, her strength, the pure will she possessed.  I knew she had all the things I wanted, but I had no idea she also had what I needed.  Everything I needed.  There were so many things I wanted to say to her, but we hadn’t had the time since this whole thing began.  When we got back to my house, I’d make the time. 

“Good,” Hemp said.  “I’m thinking . . . almost afraid to say it, but I’m thinking we’ve got them.”

I checked the area behind the cars again, and walked forward.  Hemp followed while Gem stayed near the Suburban and peered inside to check on Trina.  Hemp and I scouted about fifty yards or so out in front of our vehicle.  We both got to our knees and searched under the cars.  All the bodies we encountered were either half-eaten human beings or abnormals with serious – and I mean deadly serious – head trauma.

“Hemp,” I said, pointing at a Toyota Highlander that was rocking back and forth.  I used hand motions to him as we separated and approached the vehicle from two sides.  I saw the cause of the rocking almost immediately.  Feet stuck out of the rear passenger side door.  We’d been unable to see it as we walked by earlier on the other side of a crashed minivan.

I walked slowly, gun held at ready, and moved closer so I could see what was happening inside.  When I finally could see, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing.

It looked like a man in the throes of a fight with a polar bearskin rug.  He moaned and thrashed, and I stood there for a moment in shock at the sight.  But if he was alive, I needed to get to him.  I leaned my gun against the van and reached down and grabbed both his ankles.  Before I realized that his skin mashed like putty in my grip, I was pulling him out of the SUV.  When his body rolled over as he slid off the seat and onto the ground, I saw his gnashing, bloody teeth, and massive bite marks in his vein-riddled face.

Faster than I could have imagined possible, he leaned forward, his hand snatching for my wrist, and he had me.  His grip was much stronger than I could have imagined, and he was also far more flexible, bending almost in half to bring his horrifying face to where his hand held me.  His mouth stretched open, his nose wrinkled and his lidless eyes grew wide as he prepared to take a bite of me.

An explosion rang out beside my ear, and I felt the burn of hot powder, followed by a high-pitched ringing, like a fucking tuning fork was embedded in my brain.

The hand loosened, and I fell back hard.  I recall thinking I was going to hit my head on the pavement and there was nothing I could do to stop it. 

It was the last thing I remember until I felt the wet towel on my face.

Only it wasn’t a towel.

 

*****

 

“Flex.  Flex, baby, wake up.” 

It was . . . could it be?  Gem’s voice?

“C’mon, baby.  You’re the one who’s always on a time schedule.  All your structure and bullshit.  We gotta go.”

Something wet slid across my mouth and cheek.  Was Gem licking me?  I tried to open my eyes, and found they worked.  Light flooded into them, and I saw a white and pink blur over me.    I squeezed them closed again, flushing away the haze, and opened them.   Another lick.   A big one.

“Jesus, you two, get that thing away from me!”  I wasn’t even sure what it was yet, but it was licking me.

“C’mon, now,” said Hemp’s voice.

I opened my eyes again, and this time I saw Hemp pulling the collar of a giant white dog with blood matted in the fur on its chin and all along its front legs and chest.

“Is he okay?” I asked.   “Where the hell did he come from?”

Gem answered.  “Well, a couple of things first.  He’s a she, and you saved her, Flex.  Damned zombie was – sorry, I mean abnormal – was trying to eat her for breakfast.”

Cobwebs still abounded in my head.  “Shit, that was the rug?  I didn’t know what I was seeing!  I thought the guy was freaking out, trying to bury himself under a big fur rug or something.  When I grabbed his legs, it felt wrong, but . . . fucknuts!”

“Fucknuts?” Hemp said, amused.  “This is what you come up with after almost being partially eaten?”

Gem looked at Hemp and smiled.  “It’s an inside joke.  It’s a pretty universal exclamation, actually.”

“The thing was gnawing on this big girl’s leg, and she was taking off a good portion of his face,” Hemp said.

“And you were letting her lick me?  What if she’s infected?”

Hemp might as well have called me a moron.  His face went absolutely sarcastic, and the only thing he left out was rolling his eyes.  “Flex.  We’ve driven across north Florida and did you see one zombie – shit – abnormal dog?  Did you see any dogs feasting on human flesh the entire way?  This tells me – and granted, I’m only a scientist who specializes in epidemics – that it doesn’t spread to dogs.   Perhaps other animals, but not canines.  You’ll be fine.”

I sat up and stretched out my arms.  “How’s Trina?”

Gem held out her hand to me and I took it.  “She’s great.  I fed her a few handfuls of Cheerios and some of the fruit rollups you got.  Then I gave her a Benadryl, and she’s back out.”

“Did she see any of –”

“No,” Gem said.  I rolled up a blanket in the side window put the sunshade in the windshield.  She’s okay.  And I want to take this girl with us, too.”

“What the hell is it?”  I stared at the dog.  “She’s big, and fat as hell.”

Hemp laughed.  “She’s a Great Pyrenees, and she’s pregnant.”

I brushed off my pants and looked from Hemp to Gem to the giant blood red and white cotton ball looking up at me, panting and smiling.  “Well, if we aren’t turning into one big fucking happy family.”

“I’ll drive,” Gem said.  “You look like you could use a can of chili and a nap.”

I didn’t argue.


Chapter 6



 



We made it to the CDC in Atlanta well into the morning.  Our encounters with others, either alive or otherwise, was limited.  Nothing seemed to make sense.  Visible people on the streets were almost non-existent, aside from the abnormals – it was as though the survivors were holing up somewhere, avoiding the creatures that seemed to have only one purpose.

The guard gate at the entrance to the Center for Disease Control complex of buildings was far more fortified than the flimsy bar we’d breached to enter the parking lot at the police building back in Tallahassee.  As we approached the barrier and small building, we saw a man inside, slumped over his keyboard, the back of his head and neck raw meat and being worried by a swarm of flies.  Hemp and I got out of the truck and cautiously approached the open door.  One of the abnormals was on the ground with a hole in the back of its skull, apparently caught in the act of feasting on the guard.

“Wonder if the head shot was lucky, or from experience,” Hemp pondered. 

“Bothers me that the radio is dark now,” I said.  It had been nothing but static and canned music from automated stations for the last two hours.  “That means that as far as these radio towers can transmit, life has changed.”

A sound came in the distance.  A high-pitched, yet deep shriek.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked, and Hemp answered, the engineer that he was.

“Airliner!” he shouted.

It grew louder and louder as Hemp and I turned and looked all around us.  The deep, rumbling sound became ear-shattering, a deafening roar.  We instinctively ducked down and ran back to the truck, our knees bent and our eyes scanning the sky.  Over the horizon from behind the gate entrance, an enormous Japan Air passenger plane came into view, no higher than half a mile off the ground, losing altitude fast.  The trajectory had it coming right over the top of us, but we had no idea how fast it was dropping.

“What the fuck?” yelled Gem through the open window.  She had no view of the sky from inside the Suburban, but turned in her seat and saw the plane looming larger than life through the rear window, and heading straight for the truck.

“Jesus Christ!” she cried, and instinctively threw herself over Trina as they both tucked down, pressing their bodies into the seat.  The enormous Boeing 777, now no more than five hundred feet above, thundered directly overhead, beginning to angle sharply to the left.  The left wing cut through the top of the guard building we were just in, and it shattered into a million pieces that blew into the sky, mostly following the trajectory of the plane itself.

Hitting the guard building did nothing to the plane’s momentum or angle, insignificant as it was in size and construction.  Hemp and I had dropped down onto our stomachs beside the truck, our necks craned as we watched the plane rocket overhead slanting to a greater and greater degree.  The whooshing jet blast kicked a torrent of dust and gravel up into our faces, sandblasting the truck, and nearly blowing us beneath it, even as it rocked the entire vehicle on its suspension.  Then, within an eighth mile, the tip of the huge wing punched into the paved drive ahead, sending chunks of asphalt as big as Volkswagens flying into the air. 

The huge plane with its nearly 200 foot wingspan cartwheeled three times before exploding in a ball of flame and searing heat that blasted our dazed faces even from that distance.  Its speed ensured forward momentum, though, and it eventually slammed into the solid concrete CDC building identified with a large sign as Building #1.  The walls collapsed into a fiery mishmash of stone, metal and bodies as the aircraft finally came to rest, now unrecognizable in its complete destruction.

Hemp and I shook off the dust and dirt as we slowly got to our feet, unable to take our eyes off the devastation.  Then I thought of the girls.

“Holy shit,” I said, pulling open the door of the SUV.  “You guys okay?”

“Had to happen,” Gem said.  “Pilots aren’t immune, are they?”

“He was probably headed to land at Hartsfield-Jackson,” said Hemp.  “Didn’t quite make it.”

We all knew, but didn’t really discuss the fact that there was more than one possibility.  Either the pilot had become infected or the co-pilot had metamorphosed and had attacked him.  The other scenario is that while the flight attendants were accessing the cockpit, multiple passengers overtook him or her, and all hell ensued.

“Well, we can scratch that building off our list,” I said.

“Not too big a deal,” said Hemp.  “It’s mostly administrative.  “I mean, it would not be where people would go if there was an outbreak of some kind.  The buildings with secure airtight bunkers are deeper within the complex.”

“Did you spend a lot of time here?” Gem asked.

“Absolutely.  I did quite a bit of work here during the swine flu scare, as well as some pretty intense research on some other viruses that were never shared with the public.”

“Doesn’t keeping epidemics from the public defeat the purpose of the CDC?” I asked.  “Aren’t they supposed to tell the public how to avoid contracting diseases and viruses?”

Hemp looked somber.  “Flex, there was no preventing the ones I’m referring to.  It only would have served to send people into a panic.  But that said, the one that seems to have gained a footing – this one –  is more devastating than any I saw.  If not for us, I’d call this one a world-ender.”

“If not for us?”

Gem interjected.  “I think Hemp means that with us alive and uninfected, there’s a chance this thing runs its course.  People like us will be left to repopulate and rebuild.”

“It remains to be seen how long these people last once they’ve become infected.  I won’t know anything until I’m able to study some of them; learn about their new physiology, heart, lungs, brains, motor skills, communication skills, if any.”

I shook my head.  “I don’t think there are any communication skills.  Just body language, and that’s always the same.  I’m hungry, and you’re food.”

Gem smiled at me.  “Flexy, was that a joke?”

“Fuck, don’t I wish,” I said.  “Let’s get through this barrier and past that mess and see what we find in these other buildings.  Hemp, lead the way, brother.”

“First things first,” he said.  He walked over to the automatic barrier and analyzed it for a moment.  Then he removed a plastic cover, pulled a lever, and the gate unlatched.  A moment later he was rolling it open.

“You are an engineer,” Gem said.

It had taken him under sixty seconds.

“Yes, I am,” he said, smiling. 

The heat from the blazing aircraft could be felt through the side windows of the Suburban as we drove past the tangled wreckage.   There were torsos, trunks, arms, legs, and various other unidentifiable body parts strewn among the seats, metal and burning plastic chunks.  We had to skirt over a hundred and fifty feet to the left just to get the Suburban past the debris.

“That was close,” Gem said, hugging Trina to her side.  “You okay, baby?”

Trina looked up at her and nodded.  “Yeah.  But I’m hungry.”

“We’ll get some food when we stop.  Want more Cheerios?”

“I guess.  Do we have any milk and sugar?”

“I’m afraid not, sweetie.  Maybe Gemmy will stop and get us some.  It might not be that cold, though.”

“Okay,” Trina said.

I was a bit worried about her.  She seemed to be in shock.  I was no expert, but wouldn’t be surprised.  I was even happier to have Gem with her.  Trina loved Gem.

“Pull up here, to Building #3,” Hemp said.  “If their emergency systems are up, then they’ve got cameras and should be able to see us at the entry.  There are two large bunkers beneath this building, with storage garages, and laboratories are on the upper levels.  We should be able to achieve whatever we might expect right here.”

“And what do we expect?” I asked.  “I don’t think I really had any idea.  Just seemed like the place to go.”

“Equipment, maybe some explanations, too.  If anybody here is still . . . well, human.”  Hemp shrugged.  “And you’re right.  It’s our best bet.”

 

 

We got out of the Suburban and Gem scooped up Trina and carried her in her arms.  We relegated the dog to the vehicle for the time being – there was not much sense in having her running around in her condition, not sure exactly what might come around the next bend.

There were no abnormals around – at least not yet – so we felt relatively safe, what with the tremendous firepower we’d obtained, now strapped across our shoulders.  Gem, holding Trina, had settled for the Glock tucked into her waistband, her precious Uzi left behind for the time being.

The door looked secure.  The camera was there as Hemp said it would be, and we all looked up at it and waved our arms.  Gem had had an idea for a sign, which we made in the truck before coming out.  It said:

 

UNINFECTED.  

NEED HELP!

 

I had a black Sharpie in the glove compartment and we’d used the inside cover of the old Suburban’s maintenance record book.  It wasn’t that big, but it should do it if anyone was inside to read it.  While we realized it would be clear we were not one of them, we wanted to stress the point that we were well aware of them.

“Do you hear that?” I asked.

Everyone was quiet for a moment.  “Yes.  Sounds like a generator,” said Hemp.

“Then somebody’s alive?” Gem said.

“Here’s hoping.”   I pounded on the door, and we stood back and looked again at the camera.  I thrust the sign right in front of the camera again.

An intercom clicked.  “Dr. Chatsworth, is that you?”

Hemp’s eyes brightened.  “Uh, yes, it is.  Who is that, please?”

“It’s Max, Dr. Chats – I mean, Max Romero!”

“Max, God it’s good to hear your voice.  Can you allow us to come in?  What’s the situation inside?”

“Jesus, Dr. Chatsworth.  I can’t tell you how happy I am you’re here.  I’m . . . well, I’m locked inside one of the labs right now.  Some of our people were infected, and I barely made it in here.  Jesus, Dr.  Franklin Lang – or what used to be Dr. Lang – attacked me.  And what the hell was that noise?  About ten minutes ago I heard a loud rumbling sound and the ground actually shook beneath my feet!”

Gem spoke up.  “A passenger plane crashed outside and slid into your building number one.  It was an enormous explosion.”

“Jesus.  I was on the phone with Dr. Snipes and Dr. Wilder.  They were in building one working on some documentation.  I guess they’re . . .”

“They’re gone, I’m afraid,” said Gem.  “That building is rubble, and what’s not destroyed is burning.  I’m sorry.”

The smoke was beginning to build where we stood, and it was getting thick and hard to breathe.  There was a light breeze blowing the smoke and fumes in our direction, and along with the wind created by the fire itself, I knew we couldn’t stay out here for long.  I tried to be tolerant as Hemp got a feel for the landscape of things.

Hemp looked at us and shook his head.  “They weren’t exactly friends, but I did work closely with Dr. Lang.  He was an excellent scientist.  Max, do you have control of the door switch from there?”

“Yes, Dr. Chatsworth, I can buzz the door from here, but you have to be careful.  I see you’ve got weapons, and that’s good, because at this point, I have no idea what you’ll find in the unsecured areas of the building.”

“What of the EIS staff?” Hemp asked.  He turned to us and said “Epidemic Intelligence Service.  These are the ones to get busy when a new threat appears.”  He looked again at the camera.  “Have any of them been able to initiate an analysis of this?”

I was getting impatient.  “I hate to interrupt Hemp, but would you mind if he buzzes us in?  We’re pretty exposed out here.”

Gem spoke up.  “Flex, we’d better get as much information as we can before we go inside.  Hemp’s talking to him now, but once we gain access, we have no idea what we’re going to run into or if we’ll ever get to him at all.”  She looked up at the camera and shrugged.  “Sorry, Max, but there’s no guarantee we’ll make it to you or that you’ll be alive if and when we do get there.”

“I understand,” Max said.  “What else can I tell you, Dr. Chatsworth?”

“Can you tell me if the abnormals – that’s what we’re calling them for the time being – are concentrated or more prevalent in a particular area of the building?  So we can avoid it if possible?”

The click came again.  “This started yesterday evening,” said Max.  “I was having some dinner in the cafeteria, and it seemed as though after some initial complaints about headaches – severe, migraine-type  headaches from what I understand – those who had them just dropped.  Like they passed out.  When they got back up, they’d . . . well, they’d just changed.  Eyes, skin, motor skills.”

“That fast,” said Hemp.  “Reminds me of what I saw in the Tallahassee police station.  I’d seen some of them farther along outside, which is why I went in for help.  But inside the police station, everything was chaos.  I went in for help, and ended up . . . well, you know.”

Max came on again.  “Two of the cafeteria staff attacked Dr. Hanzek, and I sat there holding a sandwich in the back of the room, not sure what was happening.  Then I saw they were trying to eat him, and he was screaming.  But Dr. Chatsworth, they weren’t just trying.  They were eating him.”

Max spoke rapidly, and I felt for him.  He was the first uninfected we’d come across, and this is what we were all feeling.  A sense of dread and confusion about what was happening to the world as we had known it.

“I just got up and ran.  That’s when I almost collided with Dr. Lang, who looked the same as the others.  I didn’t notice at first, I was so in shock from what had just happened.  I started to say something to him, but it was clear he was gone.  He grabbed my shirt and I tried to pull his arm off me, and his skin . . . it was mushy or something.  His eyes were vapid, nothing there, but I got the impression he could still see me.  I was able to fight my way free of him, and I just ran in here and activated the lock.”

Hemp looked worried.  “Max, how long has the generator been running?”

Click.  “About sixteen hours now.  But it feeds from multiple huge underground LP tanks, so it can literally run for a couple of weeks.”

“Good,” Hemp said.  “If it shuts down, the door locks release.  Max, when’s the last time you heard noise from outside the lab where you are?”

“Not since about six hours ago.  There’s a small refrigerator in here, so I’ve got some food and water, but no weapons.  I wasn’t willing to venture outside here and check the status.”

I spoke.  “There’s evidence that some of the abnormals made it outside, but we don’t know where they came from.  Hemp?  Do you think you have everything you need for now?”

He nodded.  “Yes, I believe so.  Max, we’re going to come in now, so activate the lock release.  Which lab are you in?  We’ll try to get to you first.”

“Second level, lab 202.  I don’t think I’d recommend taking the elevator.  You won’t know what you’ll be facing when the doors open, but I’ll leave that to you.  Top of the stairs, right hallway, 2 door on the left.”

“Okay, hit it.  We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

The solenoid hummed and the bolt retracted.  We pulled the door open and went inside.

 

*****

 

We stepped inside and looked in both directions.  I felt better with a death grip on one of the several Daewoo K7s we’d confiscated, and Hemp was trying out one of the three Heckler and Koch MP5s we’d nabbed.

The H&K was the most widely used submachine gun among law enforcement, and looked pretty badass besides.  Nice and compact, with a 30-round magazine and a 2-round burst setting, Hemp had a full magazine installed and two jammed in his belt.

Gem brought up the rear with Trina in her arms.  She looked exhausted, and I knew she’d never say anything.  I knew from experience that Trina, despite weighing only about 40 pounds, could start to feel very heavy after hauling her around for just a short while. 

“Baby, are you okay with carrying her?” I asked.

Gem nodded, but pulled back and looked at Trina.  “Trini, baby, do you think you’d like to walk and hold Gemmy’s hand for a little while?”

“Uh huh,” she said.  “I can walk.  Where are we?”

“We’re in a big building, and we’re going to a laboratory to see friend of Hemp’s.”  Gem put her down and she looked up at us and held out her hand.  Gem took it.

“I’m not tired,” she said, yawning.

“I know you’re not, baby.  You don’t get tired because you’re a big girl.”

I smiled at Gem.  “Stay about eight to ten feet behind us.  If anything’s up here, we’ll dispatch it before you two know what happened.”

“Stairwell’s on the left here.  Or do you want to take the elevator?” asked Hemp.

Unlike most buildings with backup power systems, this facility had a large generator capable of running nearly every piece of powered equipment that might ordinarily operate, with the exception of some minor, non-essential devices.  As Hemp told us on the road, they could have to survive in this building for some time, and the capability to continue the experiments necessary to find an antidote to any given virus or infection was crucial.

“I think your friend might be right,” I said.  “Let’s forget the elevator.  We can push the doors open and get the lay of the land.  That way we can avoid the ‘Here’s Johnny!’ factor and enter at our own speed.”

“Stairwell’s here,” Hemp said.  He pulled open the door to the left of the entry.  Steel corrugated steps led up to the second level in two flights.  Hemp craned his neck, pointing his gun up the well.  We could see through the steel stair treads, and it appeared to be deserted.  Hemp confirmed it and waved us onward.

“Hemp, you go first.  I’m bringing up the rear.  Gem, you and Trina between us.”

We got organized and headed up.  It was a quick trip up the 20 steps to the second floor landing.  Hemp held his MP5 pointed upward, and his hand on the door.  “Everyone ready?” he asked.

We nodded.  He pulled.  It didn’t move.  Our eyes fell on the card reader mounted on the wall to the left of the door and all of us groaned at once.

“Fuck.  I forgot about this.”  Hemp looked guilty.

“I see our vernacular is catching on.  Don’t worry about it.  We’ll just take the elevator,” I said.

“That won’t work, either.  We’re going to have to get a card off . . . well, a body, if we can find one.  The elevator will open, but you won’t be able to make it go anywhere unless you’ve got a swipe card.” 

“Well, to be fair, Max might have reminded us of that,” I said.

Gem sighed.  “I think we can chalk it up to a bit of stress and give him a pass on that oversight.”

“I’ll go back down and find something somewhere,” I said.  Hemp waved his hand. 

“Nope.  Me.  I know where to look, I know how to handle this weapon, and I should’ve thought about it.  You three stay here, and I’ll be right back.  I don’t think this will take too long.”

“Okay, buddy.  Be careful,” I said.  “If you’re not back in ten, we’re coming after you.”

“I’ll be back in five,” he said, smiling.  He trotted down the stairs with more energy that I was feeling, and Gem and I watched him disappear down the stairwell and around the corner.

“Bollocks!”

I looked at Gem and shrugged.  She smiled at me.

“What’s wrong, Hemp,” she called.

“I can’t get out.”  His voice echoed up the concrete and steel stairwell.

“That door’s locked too?  I thought this was a fire escape.”  Gem looked confused.

“Hold on,” Hemp called up.  “Okay, okay.  I got it.  The doors to the interior levels lock automatically.  There’s another door down here that leads outside, so I just have to go out and have Max let me in again.  Sit tight.  Start your ten minute counter.”

But I didn’t have to wait ten minutes.  We heard the door click open and Hemp screamed.  Just as we heard the first rounds explode out of the barrel of his MP5, the door clicked closed and we heard nothing but silence again.

“Hemp!” I yelled.  Nothing.  He was outside with whatever had caused him to discharge his weapon.

“Stay here, Gem,” I yelled as I started down the metal stairs, taking them two at a time.  “Keep your Glock ready.”

I reached the first floor landing and pushed the door bar slowly.  The door opened, and smoky, fuel-enriched oxygen and sunlight poured through.  I saw nothing straight ahead, but as I stepped completely out, the wall behind my head exploded, a diagonal zipper pattern appearing on the surface just above me.  I dove to the ground, landing on my elbow and hip and swung my rifle in the direction of the incoming rounds, and fired off a two second burst that put twenty rounds in the direction of what I hoped was the source.

I was apparently pretty close, because the gunfire stopped long enough for me to jump back to my feet and run for a small alcove in the building’s wall to the right of the door.  “Hemp!” I shouted.

“Over here,” he said, and it sounded like he was just on the other side of the outcropping behind which I was concealed. 

“Cover me!” I called, and it was followed by machine gun fire.  I dove around the outcropping and back to the solid brick wall, and he was beside me, crouched down, slamming another magazine into his Heckler and Koch.

“Where are they?” I asked, trying to keep my voice as low as possible.

“In one of the patrol Jeeps,” Hemp said.  “I’m not sure why they’re shooting at me, except maybe they’re a tad on edge about now.”

“Did you try to identify yourself?”

“They can’t hear anything over their own gunfire, unfortunately.  We’re just going to have to –”

His words were cut off when the open-cab Jeep drove past again and two uniformed men, one brandishing a machine gun of his own, came back into view.   Hemp and I said nothing.  We both raised our weapons and sent a continuous barrage of lead at the vehicle and its occupants.

The driver was clearly hit.  Crimson spray erupted from his head and his body flew out and rolled as the small truck spun sharply toward us, and onto two wheels.  My gun was empty, but Hemp had deftly ejected his magazine and slammed another one in.   As the jeep’s undercarriage and fuel tank were exposed, Hemp fired into it, turning it into an instantaneous fireball.

We watched it for a moment, hoping there wasn’t another vehicle behind it.  After two minutes of no movement or activity, we approached the body of the man who had flown free of the burning four-wheeler.  Hemp knelt beside the man.

“We’ve got our key card,” he said.  “I just hate that we had to kill more uninfecteds to get it.”

“They didn’t give us a choice,” Hemp.  “You know that.”

“I know.  But I’ve a feeling we’re going to be alone enough in this world.  I can’t stand making it more so.”

I patted him on the back and he stood.  The key card Hemp held in his hand had the metallic strip intact, but a clean 9mm bullet hole ran right through the man’s photograph.  His name was Louis Franklin, he looked to be about 24 years old, and thankfully, Hemp did not know him or his family.


Chapter 7



 



We went back to the truck, checked on the dog, who was lost in what was apparently a pretty good dream when we arrived, and loaded up on ammo again.  We’d not intended on using so much in one fell swoop, which just served to remind us that you never knew what you were going to encounter, so better to be over prepared, even if it meant carrying a little extra weight.

We closed the door and started back toward Building #2’s entry door.

“You going to name the dog?” Hemp asked.

“I think we’ll let Trina do that,” I said.  “She needs something to occupy that little mind of hers besides her family.  She’s never going to see them again – at least from what it looks like now.”

Hemp put a hand on my shoulder as we approached the entrance door.  We wouldn’t need to be buzzed in this time.  Hemp swiped the card.  “Flex, I know we’re all clinging to a bit of hope here, but you do realize your sister’s condition is unlikely to ever be reversed, don’t you?”

I pulled the door open about an inch and looked at him.  “I know that.  In my heart I know that holding on to this particle of hope is foolish, but meeting you and learning your background has given me that much more hope,” I said, holding my thumb and forefinger about an inch apart.  “Just that much, but it’s enough.  I can’t even tell you what she means to me.”

“Let’s go find Max,” Hemp said, nodding at the door.  “He may be able to give us more, which might further our ability to make a game plan.” 

I pulled it open and we went inside, and back into the stairwell.

When we got back to the second floor landing, Gem was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall, and Trina curled up against her.  The Glock was in her hand, resting against her knee.

“Finally,” she said, getting to her feet.  “What happened out there?”

“Couple of guards just started shooting at us.  Had some pretty high-powered guns themselves, but we got the jump on them, because one was driving and only one was shooting.”

Hemp swiped the card to the second level and the door latch clicked.  He pulled it open and poked his head into the hallway.  “Clear,” he said.

We moved out into the hallway as a unit, same formation as before with Hemp in the lead, Gem pulling Trina along by her hand, and me bringing up the rear.  The level was clear.  The lab in which Max was locked was just 50 yards down the hall, and we made it there without incident.  Hemp rapped on the door.

A round face peered through the wire-reinforced glass, then smiled.   A moment later the lock clicked, and the door swung in.

“Dr. Chatsworth!” shouted Max, as though he had found a long-lost friend.  He took Hemp’s hand and clasped it with both of his.  “I can’t tell you what a relief it is to see you!”

Max Romero was a short man, around five-and-a-half feet tall, bald with hair on both sides of his head.  He wore wire framed round glasses, and his skin was a medium brown tone as a result of his Mexican heritage.

“Max, please meet Gem, Flex and little Trina here.  We’ve got a dog in the car, but no name for her yet.”

Max took everyone’s hand and shook them as introductions were made, except for Trina, whom he patted on top of the head, letting his hand pause on her cheek.  “It’s so good to meet all of you.  It’s been harrowing here all by myself.  I’ve kept my eye on that camera, but you’re the only ones to show up so far.”

“We met a couple of your guards downstairs just now,” I said.  “Unfortunately, they tried to kill me and Hemp, and we had to turn it around on them.”

Max looked confused for a moment.  “Hemp?  Oh, Hemp!  Sorry, Dr. Chatsworth.  I knew you went by that, but our relationship has always been on more of a professional level.”

“Please,” Hemp said.  “Just call me Hemp at this point.  Max, what have you learned about this thing?  Anything?”

Max shook his head slowly.  “Not much, I’m afraid.  The headaches that precede the main symptoms, which can drive you crazy on their own, are powerful.  A couple of colleagues I was speaking with had the headaches, and trying to ask them questions about it was like trying to get a 2-month old puppy to focus on learning a trick.  The pain was intense and completely distracting.  At that time, I had no idea what it would become.”

“Did they say anything about dreams?”

Max’s eyes went round.  “Yes, they did, as a matter of fact.  Horrible dreams the night before.  Then they woke up with the headache, and . . . well, we know what comes next.”

“Do you have a plan, Max?”  Gem asked the question.  Her eyes were intense.  “What you’re going to do?”

He nodded.  “I made a commitment to the CDC, and as an extension of that, to the American people.  So, if you can help me secure at least this building, I’d be content staying here and helping direct anyone else who might come this way looking for help.”

“It is the most logical place,” I said.  “It’s the first place I considered coming.  Even before I ran into Hemp, here.”

“I’ve got what’s basically a Ham radio here, and I’ve set it to automatically scan the frequencies.  I’ve heard a few snippets of people talking.  As far away as Texas.  So there are others out there.”

“Have you spoken to any of them?” I asked.

Max nodded.  “Only so far as to tell them that the infection is here in Georgia, too.  And that for all intents and purposes, the CDC is out of commission.  If they stop by, I can direct them to where I know the uninfecteds are located, but there’s no sense in them coming here if we’re unable to offer any real assistance.”

I nodded, knowing he was right.  It would be good for people to know what frequency the CDC was on, so that Max could give out any information he was able, but as for them coming here, it wasn’t helpful.  The living, uninfected needed to get together with others.  Safety in numbers.

“I’m concerned about your generator, Max.  You’re not going to be able to stay here long if that runs out.  You said a couple of weeks.  Is there enough food here to hold you?

“Absolutely.  I could eat here for a couple of months, since the generator also keeps our main freezer going.  But that gen is going to have about another 11 days before it shuts down hard, and for good.”

“How do you refuel it?” Gem asked.

“We have some huge above-ground LP tanks here, as well.  Not feeding to the generator supply tanks, but we keep the additional LP gas on hand for many other uses.  Burners, heaters, torches.  Behind this building.”

“How far from the generator tanks?” Hemp asked.

“I have no idea where the gen tanks are buried, but I assume they’re close to the gens themselves.  Northeast corner of the building.  And the above-ground tanks are on the same side of the building, but about a hundred or so yards away.”

“Okay,” Hemp said.  “Max, are you staying here?  Or do you want to join us?”

Max didn’t hesitate.  “I have to stay, Dr. Chatsworth.  I feel an obligation.”

“Okay, then.  I thought you’d feel that way,” Hemp nodded.  “But here’s what we’re going to try to do.”  He turned to me.  “Flex, if we can find enough black pipe, I want to run it from the spare tanks to the feed for the underground LP tanks.  Depending on the size and how full they are, that ought to keep Max here up and running for up to a month or more if power draw is minimized.”

“Yeah,” I said.  “And in a month, we never know what course this thing might take.  The infecteds might all be dead, and at that point Max could leave the building safely.”

“It could go the other way, too.”  Max looked at Hemp with concern in his eyes.

“Let’s hope not,” Hemp said.  “Max, are there any of the mobile labs downstairs?  Those converted motor homes?”

Max nodded.  “We have six of them down there.  One is brand new.  A 2011 that we just took delivery on.  Nice 40 foot with four slide-outs.”

“I know this might go against your grain, but would you mind if we took one?”  Hemp looked directly into Max’s eyes.

Max laughed.  “Dr. Chatsworth, if you’re going to take the time to increase my lifeline here, then of course you can take what you need!  Having you out there working on this thing is about all I can ask for.  I know you’ll do what you can to find a cure or a way to stop this thing.  Don’t ask, just take.”

“I think I’ve got an idea,” Gem said.  “Trina, I want you to stay here with Dr. Romero, okay?  He’s going to give you a soda.”  She looked at Max and nodded, and he nodded back.  “We’re going to go out and clear the rest of this building of anything we find.”

Max walked us to a building layout diagram on the wall.  He pointed.  “We’re here right now.  Above ground there’s one level above this floor, this level, and the first floor.  Below ground we have the garages where the mobile labs and other vehicles are located.  I’d guess you start at the top, work your way down.  The key card you have should get you into restricted areas, too.”

“Any areas we should stay out of?  Perhaps due to airborne contaminates?”

Max shook his head.  “No experimentation with anything extraordinary right now.  You’re safe, aside from the obvious.”

“Okay,” I said.  Let’s get this done.  Then, if we’re smart, we’ll secure all the doors, get a nice long nap, re-pipe the LP gas line, and pick our lab and go.”

“I need a bigger gun before we do this,” Gem said.  “And I’d like to bring our furry girl inside, too.”  She smiled.

We had our plan.  We went outside to get the dog and Gem’s favorite Uzi.

 

*****

 

After returning to the lab with no confrontations of any kind, we began to wonder where all the infecteds were.  Max had told us that there were 110 to 130 people in building #2 at any given time, particularly at the time of the first encounter with those who had turned into whatever they had become.

Hemp had also been vocalizing his questions about how the virus or infection might evolve, and how quickly it might happen.  Would these creatures become more aggressive?   Smarter?  Would their senses evolve with their growing hunger, allowing them to better find their prey?

Too many questions and not enough answers – yet.  But they would come, we knew, in time.

“Elevator this time?” Hemp said.

“Why not?   We’re loaded up with magazines and we’ll need to preserve energy,” Gem said.

“Let’s go,” I said.  “This building’s not going to clear itself.”

We got into the elevator, which was already on the 2 floor.  Hemp slid the card and the lights flashed on.  He hit the 3 button and the hydraulics kicked in.

We rose smoothly to the top floor and the car stopped.  The doors didn’t open immediately, but when they did, we all involuntarily jumped back.

The room was filled with feasting infecteds.  Blood and gore was strewn all around the landing, and bloody handprints were smeared on the walls.  The stench blasted us in the face the moment the doors opened, and Hemp began slamming the palm of his hand on the second floor button again the moment he laid eyes on the horrifying scene in front of us.

Then, all at once, every creature within eyeshot raised their dead faces and looked right at us.

“Fuck.  Hemp, swipe the card!  The card!”  Gem’s gun was held out in front of her, but she didn’t pull the trigger.  None of the infecteds had moved yet, but from our short distance away, it was uncanny how we could see their dead-looking nostrils flare to twice their former size.

Smelling us.

Then they were on the move.  Simultaneously, it seemed.  The things stood straight up, and as though listening to one command, they all moved toward us at once.

Too fast.  Gem fired her Uzi at about a five and a half foot height, and took out six abnormals with one lateral spray of bullets.  Their heads turned into pulp and their bodies twisted to the left and right depending on how they were hit.  One of the creatures survived the shot only taking a hit in the shoulder, and as his body spun around, he launched himself forward toward the elevator door.

And then the man-thing was lying on the elevator floor between us, its disgusting mouth constantly masticating, its remaining teeth scraping along the leather outer of my shoe as its hand reached out and snatched hold of Hemp’s leg.  He was dressed in a lab coat, once white, but now smeared with gore and blood.  Grey matter sprinkled the shoulders, and he immediately lost a tooth trying to bite through my leather boots as I tried to kick him loose.

“I don’t want to shoot your foot!” Gem shouted, then threw her submachine gun over her shoulder and pulled the Glock from her waistband.  She put it against the thing’s head, angling the barrel away from my foot, and fired.  

The shot rang in our ears in the confines of the elevator car and the thing’s head exploded, its body crumpling to the floor.  The doors closed, then bounced open, hitting the creature’s legs.

“Jesus, we have to move him – in or out!”

More of the things were moving toward us from a distant hall.

“Let’s get out, then!” Gem shouted.  “We came up here to clear the floor, right?”  Her voice was high-pitched and her accent was prominent under stress.  I looked at Hemp and we knew she was right.  He yanked his leg free of the dead thing’s grip, and we all jumped out, our weapons back in the kill position.

“Stand back, cover this area in thirds!” I shouted.  “I got left, Gem, you get the middle, and Hemp, get the right!” 

Two of them, formerly young women, which was fairly evident from the long, flowing blonde hair on one of them and the above-the-knee length skirt on the other, were munching on another woman, this one older, evident by the grey hair and a mustard-colored pantsuit.  The young women’s legs were grey-green with the now familiar roadmap of veins running just beneath the opaque skin.  One had been doing a good job on the center of the woman’s back, specifically the fleshy part at the waist, and the other had been gnawing on the side of the woman’s neck.  Aside from their jaws pulling the meat from her body in stringy mouthfuls, the woman’s body lay still.  She was now dead – mercifully so.

But I must have smelled better, because they were  drawn to me without question.  The flaring nostrils as they rushed toward me mesmerized me for a moment, and in each of them I saw Jamie.  I held my weapon out, wanting to pull the trigger, but wondering in the back of my mind who once loved them, who might be unaffected and be at home, barricaded in the house, perhaps even calling their cell phones wondering why they weren’t answering, but fearing – no, knowing – the worst had happened.

Now they moved.   Almost as though they were supercharged by electrical probes, they rushed toward me in a jerky-quick motion. I was still trying to put who they once were straight in my mind when I heard that voice – the grounding voice – call out.

It was Gem.  “Flex, shoot them!”

I did, finally.  I sprayed them with two quick two-round bursts, dropping them for the last time in a splatter-spray of red and gray, along with a mist of unknown fluids that added to the horrific stench in the room – the stench of decaying flesh and the unbreath of the undead.

Hemp had just fired on and extinguished the hunger of two more abnormals heading straight for him, their incisors working and grinding together in anticipation of fresh flesh.  That finished his magazine, and he ejected it and tried to snap another in, but he didn’t see the abnormal that had just slid around the corner – and I mean slid, leaving a slimy, bloody smear-print of its body along the wall.

This was apparently a janitor, wearing grey coveralls and a name tag that I could not read from my vantage point.  Had that tag been on his head rather than his chest, I’d have blown it apart.

“Hemp, DUCK!” I screamed, and he dropped down onto his haunches, the creature toppling over him rather than into him.  It was like the old Dick Van Dyke show where the actor tripped over the ottoman and onto the carpet, only there was no comic return to his feet this time.  Rather the thing flipped over and landed on its back looking rather surprised – if that was possible – to see me standing over it with my Heckler and Koch. 

The surprise disappeared when I blew hits head apart, inadvertently splattering Hemp with the thing’s brains and maybe the left eyeball.

I looked up again, and then over at Gem.  She was eyeing me, too – there seemed to be a lull.  Taking a quick count, it appeared we’d killed at least 22 of them, and gaining confidence and experience, we’d kept our ammo usage to a minimum. 

Gem came over to where I stood as I held out a helping hand to Hemp.  He took it and pulled himself back to his feet.

“Thanks,” he said.  “I owe you one.”

“We’re gonna need a fucking calculator if we start that shit, friend.  It’s on me.”

“I hope Trina and Max are okay,” Gem said.  “Why did they concentrate up here?”

“More labs up here, plus the cafeteria and staff lounge is on this level,” said Hemp.  “Makes sense, really.”

“But why right here?”

“Look at all the bodies,” I said.  “All the uninfecteds.  They obviously ran for the elevator, and perhaps some just couldn’t get in fast enough.  A pileup at the doors, an attack from the abnormals, and the feast ensued.”

“This area became the food court,” Gem said, not smiling.  “But some had to make it, right?  Max can’t be the only one who got away.”

Hemp shrugged.  “I don’t know if Max thought of it – but he’s got a PA system there where he can announce throughout all the buildings.  I’m fairly certain the abnormals can’t hear and understand language, so he should start making hourly announcements saying where he is.”

“That could be his plan for after we leave,” Gem said.  “But for now, we need to sweep the rest of this floor.  Is there much left, Hemp?”

“I’m guessing most of the abnormals made their way toward the scent of food, but let’s stick together and go room by room anyway.  If we find anyone else, we can escort them down to Max.”

“What if they’re infected and haven’t turned yet?”

“And Max?  What if he’s infected and . . . “

“Fuck this.  You guys clear the floor.  I’m going back to Trina.”

I nodded.  She was right.  I trusted the Max I’d met downstairs, but we didn’t know enough about this illness or virus or disease or whatever the hell it was to have any real knowledge about its gestation period.

“Go, baby.  We’ll hurry this up and be back down.  Got more ammo?”

She lifted her top and showed me her waistband – two more full magazines inside.  “Got it,” she said.  “See you boys down there.”

The elevator doors slid open again, having hit the creature’s legs that still protruded from it.  Gem stepped in over him, and Hemp and I grabbed the thing’s legs and pulled it out of the elevator.  Hemp then reached in, slid his card, and Gem hit the button for the second floor. 

She waved, looked into my eyes with concern, and the doors closed.  I hated that part.  I hated any part where Gem wasn’t with me. 

I did not want to lose her again.

 

*****

 

 

Hemp and I continued our way through the third level.  We cleared the cafeteria and the lounge, only having to use another twenty rounds combined.  We encountered fourteen more abnormals, and all-told on that level, we had found twenty-four uninfecteds who had ultimately become sustenance for the afflicted.

We worked our way back to the elevator, and I looked again at the scene laid out on the landing.  The smell was putrid and the floor ran wet with blood and raw, human meat.  Entrails snaked out of abdomens, and grey matter of the abnormals whose heads we’d blown apart splattered everything.  We had to be extremely careful not to slip in it.

As Hemp pushed the elevator call button, my eyes were drawn again to the two young women – well, formerly young women – that I had shot.  Then my eyes went to the woman they had been eating.

But she was gone.  Or more accurately, her body was gone.

Hemp approached and put a hand on my shoulder.

“Elevator’s here,” he said.  Then: “Flex, what’s wrong?”

I turned to face him.  “I don’t know how, but the woman these two were eating is gone.”  I pointed at the bodies of the two abnormals I’d taken out.  “There was a woman in a mustard –”

I never finished my sentence.  Hemp reached toward me with his short but muscular right arm, grabbed my shirt and yanked me toward him.  I was taken by surprise as the academic weapons expert sidestepped me and practically threw me inside the open elevator.  As I hit the back wall, still in disbelief, he swung his K7 straight out and blew the head off the woman in the mustard pantsuit.  When this was done, he looked at me as he held the elevator door open.

Hemp’s eyes were disbelieving.  “She was dead?  Are you sure?”  He looked at her body and clearly saw the chewed hole in her side and back.

I nodded my head frantically.  “She’s half eaten, Hemp.  Yes, I’m sure she was dead.”

“Agreed, but she wasn’t dead just then,” he said.  “Which means being eaten is only enough to spread the infection, not to actually kill.  So we’ve got a job to do before we head back down.”

I knew immediately what he meant.  We had at least twenty-five head shots to administer before we could get back down to the second level, check on Gem, Trina and Max, and proceed with our plan.

We got started.  It was done in less than five minutes.

 

*****

 

Everything was fine when we returned to the lab.  The 2 floor was still quiet, and Max hadn’t turned into one of them and eaten Trina or Gem yet.  I could tell by the way Gem was hanging onto that Uzi that it was unlikely anyone or anything would get the jump on her.

After verifying that the girls were okay, Hemp and I moved back into the second floor hall.  The south hallway led to a connecting tunnel that would once have taken you to Building #1, but the door at the end was closed, and we could smell fire.  Building #1 must have been engulfed in flames by now.  Since the tunnel was constructed entirely of steel and glass, there was little risk that the fire would spread to Building #2 from that point.

There were small offices and closets located here, and after searching them, we’d be finished with the 2 floor.  Storage closets on the left side and four offices, two on each side of the hallway.

“I’ll take the offices on the right, and you get the others.  We’ll split the closets. 

Hemp nodded and pulled open the door to the office closest to him.  I did the same.  I flicked on the light, and saw movement from the corner of my eye.

I swung my Daewoo toward the far corner desk.  “Stand up.  If you understand my voice, you’re in no danger.”

I saw the tips of delicate fingers at first, then the hands, followed by arms in a white lab coat, blonde hair, and then a face.  It was the extremely frightened face of a young woman on the edge of sanity.  Her eyes wide, her lip quivering, she began sobbing when she saw me.

“You can put your arms down,” I said.  I moved quickly around the rest of the small office, and saw nothing.  When I walked to her and looked down, I realized what had sent her into a panic.  One of the abnormals, a bullet hole cleanly in the center of its forehead, lay crumpled by her feet.   It, too, wore a lab coat.  The name tag on that one said Professor Anthony Mihalovich.

I assumed a guard had come in on a search while the woman was hidden, encountered the former professor, and had either become familiar with what had to be done to kill the creatures, or got lucky.  Either way, this woman was alive, and not one of the abnormals because of that single bullet hole in Mihalovich’s head. 

I took her arm with my hand and gently pulled until her legs involuntarily moved away from the thing.  “Come on,” I said.  “Come over here.”

She let me lead her, her head drooped, her eyes on the ground.  I stopped about two feet from the door and stood in front of her.  I lifted the young woman’s chin gently with my fingers.  “Look at me,” I said.

She lifted her fearful face to mine.  Her eyes darted between mine.

“What’s your name?” I asked, softly.

“Cynthia Preston,” she said in a flat, monotone.

“My name’s Flex Sheridan and I’m here to help you.  You’re going to be okay, Cynthia.  Trust me on that.  Now let’s get out of here.”

I met Hemp in the hallway.  The adjacent office was vacant, and Hemp had already checked out the other office on my side.  The closets also proved to be empty – nobody hiding there.  But at least we had one more uninfected – one more hope for humankind.

But still the odds for our existence did not look good.  The number of infecteds clearly outnumbered the others.  And now that we knew the symptoms could be passed through a bite or perhaps even scratches, I was beginning to have my doubts about any sort of positive outcome.

But I couldn’t let Cynthia know that. 

“We’ll have to examine you for cuts and scratches back in the lab,” I told her.  “Don’t worry – there’s a woman with us who’ll take care of that.”

She nodded.  We went.

 

*****

 

“Floors two and three are clear?” asked Max.

Hemp nodded.  “Yes.  All clear.  Now we just have to complete the first floor sweep and hope the garage level is safe.”

Gem came back in the room with Cynthia Preston.  She had been in a small office – all glass, but they stood behind some filing cabinets for the physical inspection.

“She’s got some small cuts, but not from human contact so far as I can tell,” Gem said.  “No bites or scratches that might have come from teeth or nails.”

“Any headache?” asked Max.

“No, not at all,” Cynthia said.  “I’m exhausted, but my head feels fine.”

She had clearly calmed down somewhat.  Hemp and I had dropped her off with Max, Gem and Trina, then we’d completed the other hallway and room searches.  Not many areas to get to without swipe cards, so if you weren’t in one of the labs when the transmutation hit you, you didn’t likely access one afterward.

“I’d suggest you stay here with Max.  We’re going to set it up so he’s got power available to him for over a month, and there should be plenty of food.  Nobody knows how long this will go on, but the CDC is the best place to be.”

She nodded.  “I’m only an assistant, but when this started, I heard things.  People I worked with were leaving, rushing home to check on their families.  The main outbreak happened on the third floor, and some made it down and out and I guess to their cars.”

She sat heavily into one of the rolling lab chairs.  “My mother is at home, taking care of my daughter, Taylor.”  Cynthia began to cry and Gem sat in another of the chairs and rolled up beside her.

“Cynthia, honey, how far away is she?  Where’s your mother?”

“Two miles,” she said.  “She lives two miles west of here.”

Gem looked at me as she asked the next question.  “Cynthia, how old is your daughter?”

I rolled my eyes.

“She’s eight.”

I tried to turn away from Gem’s glare.  “We have a lot of work to do,” I said, knowing this wasn’t going to go well for me somehow.

“Flex, I’ll go.  Trina can stay with Cynthia and Max, since both have already been checked out for cuts and bites – a quick run there and back.  If her daughter and mom are okay, I’ll bring them back with me.”

Cynthia’s face looked grateful.  “I have to go with you, please,” she said.  Her eyes pleaded, too.

Gem wasn’t done.  “I have a GPS in the vehicle, Cynthia.  You give me the address and you don’t need to come.  It is dangerous out there, and unless you’re experienced with firearms, you’ll be putting both of us at greater risk.”

“Babe, would you mind stepping into the hallway with me for just a moment?” I asked.

She obliged.  I let the door rest against the jamb without latching, and spoke in a low voice.

“You know the odds are against both of them being okay, right?  And if one or the other is infected, we can assume it’s over.”

“I didn’t assume you were infected.  Or Trina.  I came looking for you, which is what she wants to do, Flex.  And if you don’t mind, I’d like to assume we’ll find them alive.”  Gem stopped talking for a moment, looked through the wire-reinforced window in the lab door at Cynthia Preston, and then back at me.

“And if they’re not okay, at least she’ll know, one way or the other.  That’s important.”

I shook my head.  “I can’t stop you, can I?  Even if I refuse you use of my truck?”

“I’ll just find something else to use.”

I wanted to laugh and kick her ass at the same time.  Nothing had really changed, but looking at her now, her expression so defiant, I realized this was why I was nuts about her.  Headstrong and a pain in the ass, but tough as hell and frightened of nothing.

So I kissed her.  I pulled her face to mine and I closed my eyes and kissed the shit out of her.  When I pulled away, her eyes opened slowly, and her mouth turned upward into a smile.  She said nothing, but stared into my eyes.

“I know you’re smart and tough, but I just got you back,” I said.

She held both my wrists with her small, long-fingered hands.  “And you won’t lose me,” she said.

“So you say.  And I better not.  But promise me you’ll convince her to stay here.  I don’t want her to distract you and put you at risk any more than you will be.  Okay?”

Gem nodded, then put her arms around my neck and pressed her lips to mine, softer this time.  My lips parted, and I reveled in the taste of her, the softness of her mouth.  We finished the kiss and I closed my eyes and rested my cheek against hers.  “I love you, Gem.  Make it fast, okay?”

She promised.

We went back inside, and Gem sat with Cynthia until the woman was nodding, tears rolling down her swollen cheeks.

She had agreed to stay and let Gem investigate.  Gem wrote down the address and Cynthia’s mother’s full name.  She jotted the name ‘Taylor’ down beside it.  Her daughter.  She produced a photograph from her wallet, taken from a purse she seemed surprised was still clutched in her hands.

“Take the Uzi and get plenty of spare mags from the truck before you head out.  If you’re not back in an hour, we’re coming after you.”

Give me forty-five minutes.”

“Wait!” I called just as the door was closing.  She stopped and I reached into my belt bag.  “Take this.  Its range won’t be the advertised 20 miles, but it should work for two to three.”

She took the walkie from me.  “This place is well within that.  Good.  I like this.”

“You like it,” I said, smiling.  “If you get into any trouble just hit that button and yell.”  I turned to Max.  “There are other gassed up vehicles in that garage, right?”

“Absolutely.  They keep them full and ready to roll.  You might be impressed with the selection.”

I turned back to Gem.  “Okay, now that my brain is back in gear and I know we’ll have a way to communicate and come after you if necessary, get going and hurry back.”

The dog and I looked worriedly at the door as it closed.  I looked from it to Trina, who was awake, but staring blankly at the floor.”

“Trini, I think it’s time to name that girl.  She can’t go through her life as dog.  What if you were only called girl your whole life?”

Despite her exhaustion, she smiled.  “That’s silly, Uncle Flexy.  Everybody’s got a name.”

I nodded toward the Great Pyrenees.  “Not her.  At least not one we know.”

She smiled.  “I’ll think of something.”

 “And while you’re at it, you should start thinking about seeing if Max has a bowl to give her some water.  And you should start thinking about names for the puppies, too.”

With that, she began looking around the room for much needed inspiration.


Chapter 8



 



Because we needed to leave Trina, Cynthia and the dog without a name with Max, we were acutely aware that we were without Gem and the firepower she provided.  We’d brought enough spare 9mm ammo with us that we felt satisfied we had enough, but I grabbed the first axe I found in a fire hose cabinet, and Hemp snatched another when we reached a second station.

If we ran into any uninfecteds, they would absolutely shit their pants.  I imagined what we looked like.  No sleep in a full day, sweating, dirty, bloody and bruised.

And brandishing submachine guns and axes.

I looked at Hemp.  “Did you see the movie They Live?”

We stepped into the service elevator that ran down to the garage level.  “No,” he said.  “Who’s in it?  Anyone I’d have heard of?”

“Not a chance,” I said.  “But there’s a great line in it.”

Hemp swiped his card, hitting the G button.  The car began to fall smoothly.  “And what’s that?”

I smiled.  “I came here to chew some bubble gum and kick some ass.  And I’m all out of bubble gum.”

“You Americans are all a bunch of John Waynes, aren’t you?” 

I shrugged and we both managed a good laugh.

When the doors slid open it was into wall of zombies.

There.  I said it.  Fucking zombies.  I could use respectable terminology when I was dealing with Jamie, but right now, it was the first thing that came to mind.

Rapid decomposition of their skin had turned it pocked, wrinkled and flaky, and as they pushed against one another to access the oversized cargo elevator, the dead skin flew into the air like tiny winged gnats.

And they reeked.

“Get over!  Over!” Hemp shouted, and I did.  He swung his axe neck-height, and whacked the heads from the first two he hit, the axe blade embedding into a third’s neck, the black-red blood spraying every visible surface.  A disgusting stench that smelled like mold and shit accompanied the horrid mist.  

The moan-scream the things made seemed unlike the sounds they emitted when we were shooting them, perhaps because they were dying differently.  I made a mental note to mention my observation to Hemp later as I swung in a broad sweep from right to left and at a downward angle, chopping diagonally through the head of another lab-coated freak whose teeth were exposed all the way back to the molars on the left side, and who had bitten his tongue off; it was now hanging by a couple of blue veins out of the side of his gaping pie hole. 

Thankfully, he dropped and I didn’t have to stare at him for long.  I’d only slammed into the collarbone of the next one, which drove him to his knees, a short round mechanic-looking man-monster with Phil on his embroidered name badge.  I yanked the axe toward me and it sliced into his neck further then came free, but before I could pull it back for another swing, he was coming at me, jerking along on his knees.

Hemp had relinquished his axe and now swung the Daewoo submachine gun around.  He took out the fat fucker coming at me first, then sprayed the door left to right and back, taking out six more of them.  Shell casings rained down hot, peppering me and the zombies coming at us.  As the front line of them fell we found five more right behind them, and now I had time to pull the H&K around to assist.

Good thing.  Hemp’s MP5 clicked, out of ammo as I sent round after round into the next layer of hungry predators outside the elevator.  The pile was building now, and if there were more out there, then neither Hemp nor I could see them from our positions on the floor.

But as Hemp slammed his magazine back into the Daewoo, we did see something.

Something disturbing.  The fat fucker was getting his nose chewed off.

By a head.  A fucking head.

I looked at Hemp, and he followed my eyes back to the pile of zombies stacked in the elevator opening. As the doors attempted repeatedly to close, one side kept bumping the severed head of one of the undead creatures onto its face where it rolled until it hit the bump of the nose, then rolled back, again to be hit by the door, like a too-softly hit pinball falling back to the flippers.

And it gnashed, biting its tongue in half as we watched, a pus-blood-bile liquid running down its cheek as it did so.  The eyes searched frantically for the food we knew it could still smell, and that food was us.  And as we looked on in wonder and horror, the other severed head munched on the fat fucker’s nose relentlessly, and was making impressive progress.

I shot the one on the right, and Hemp shot the one on the left.  We stood up and took a very close look at the barricade we would have to clear before we could either begin our work on the gas line or meet the others we would have to slaughter.

I took a deep breath, then turned and puked in the corner of the elevator car.  I heaved up an entire can of half-digested chili.

Hemp looked away and tried to breathe through his mouth.

And then he puked, too.  Right on the fat fucker.  When he was done, we wiped our putrid mouths on our sleeves and started kicking the bodies aside as best we could, making sure none of them were without severe brain trauma.  Then we climbed the stack of really dead zombies.

At the top of the mound, we found we were in the clear.  All told there had been another eighteen of them.

I was really beginning to wonder how outnumbered the uninfecteds in this world were.

And then I thought of Gem and reached for my radio.

 

*****

 

“Flex, I can’t talk,” she said.  “I can’t believe what I’m seeing.”

My icy stare focused on nothing.  I pressed the walkie transmit button almost hard enough to break the plastic.

“What’s wrong?” I asked in a desperate whisper, because it seemed she was trying to be quiet, and it was automatic.

There was a pause.  “Hold on,” she said.

I did.

Then: “I had to move farther away from them before I felt comfortable talking.  Listen, I think I’ve found Cynthia’s daughter, Taylor.  And she’s alive.  But Flex, I’ve never been so scared in my life.  The things are fucking stockpiling bodies.”

I wanted to check the batteries in the walkie, because I didn’t want to hear what I thought I just did.  “Gem.  Are you in any danger now?”

“I’m not, or I don’t think so, anyway.  Not right now.  But Flex, they’re stacking dead bodies in the house.  Like a meat locker.”

“Is it cold in the house?”

“I have no idea, but this house has a generator running, so the A/C might be on.  Looks like it’s supplied from an underground tank or something, and they seem to know the difference.”

“How many are there?”

“I’ve only seen eight or nine moving around, but the bodies are piled two deep as far as I can see into the house, and I can’t figure out how they got so many.  I mean, hasn’t this only been going on for a couple of days?”

I jammed my finger on the transmit button again.  “Gem, you’d better be sure you’re safe.  Secondly how the hell did you get close enough to see what you just described to me, and find the girl?  That doesn’t sound safe at all.”

“Flex, I’ve got the binocs from your truck, so I scoped it out from a good distance away.  If they’ve got a enhanced sense of smell, then it’s either not as good as the binocular power or the wind is with me, or both.  Anyway, I need you and Hemp if we’re going to get this girl.”

“Where is she, Gem?”

There was a long hesitation.  When her voice came back through the speaker, it was cracking and on the edge of tears.  “She’s . . . Christ, she’s beneath another body  just inside the door, Flex.  She’s keeping her eyes squeezed shut, but once in a while, when one of them is behind her, she opens them.  Fuck, Flex.  I have to get her, but –”

“But you’ll wait.  I’m coming.  I’m going to leave Hemp here to work on this gas line.  We have to get this going so we can keep the promise we made to Max and get the hell to my house where we can start to put together a plan for our future.”

“Okay,” she said.  “But Flex, hurry.  This kid’s going to be scarred for life, and I want – oh, shit.”

 I felt like I was wasting time.  I needed to be there with her now.  “What, Gem?  What?”

“The son-of-a-bitch is – holy crap – he’s dragging a body out of the next door neighbor’s house, toward this one.  Can they have that much awareness?”

I didn’t know.  I looked at Hemp and pressed the button so Gem could hear me.  “Hemp, could these things know that preserving the bodies in a cool area would protect their food source?  I mean, from what you’ve seen so far?”

Hemp shook his head.  “I’ve not seen that kind of thought structure so far.  The group movement, which looked coordinated, could have only been them all catching the whiff of a scent all at once.  But self preservation?  Food storage?  Doesn’t sound likely.”

I held the button.  “Did you hear that?”

She came back on.  “I did, but unless this was some sort of Reverend Jim Jones, Guyana, Kool-Aid mass-suicide thing, then these people were captured and stacked by these freaks.  And I’m only seeing a part of it.  Now Hurry, Flex, or I’m going rogue.”

“Got it.  Get back to the truck.  We’ll do what we can for the girl when I get there and you’re less likely to die in the process.  Promise me?”

“Okay, but hurry.  Head out the same gate we came through and turn right on the first access road.  You take that same road two miles, then cut your engine, roll in and just park on the corner when you get to Oregon Street.  I’ll be watching for you.”

“Got it babe,” I said.  “Ten minutes.  I’ll radio if it’s going to be longer.”

I clicked off.  “Hemp, let’s check out some of the beefier hard tops.  I think I need protection that a ragtop Jeep’s not going to provide.”

 

*****

 

The Hummer 2 was perfect.  Turns out the government still used them despite crazy gas prices, even while they preached hybrid technology to the masses.  It had a full tank with six 5-gallon cans of extra gas anchored to a rack on the rear bumper.

Hemp had been running around the large garage investigating.  The space was massive, and the walls that were not bay doors were loaded with racks of black pipe, PVC, flat steel, angle iron, and other fabrication materials.  There were rolling tool chests jammed full of every kind of tool and corresponding cutting bit you could think of.  Upon our first inspection of the stuff I knew he’d be in the Toys R Us of engineering.

He came back, winded.  “Could get pretty crazy out there, Flex,” Hemp said.  “If you can spare about fifteen minutes and pitch in, I think I can make this ride a tad safer and more of what you John Wayne types might call bad ass.”

I clicked on to Gem.  “Babe, are you staying clear?  How’s the girl?”

“I can’t see her from where I am now, Flex.  Why?”

“I’ll leave in about fifteen minutes.  You’ve got to wait.  It’s an idea of Hemp’s for the truck I’m bringing.”

“Hurry, Flex.  If you’re not here in twenty, I’m loading up and going in after her.”

I didn’t say anything.  I looked at Hemp.  “What’s the plan?”

Hemp used the striker to light the acetylene torch, then started heating four steel flat irons around one inch wide and fifteen inches long.  When the steel glowed red, he started hammering on them.  He had shrugged out of his Daewoo earlier, and now eyeballed the gun, hammering on the steel rods.  He bent them the way he wanted them, and when he was done, all were identical.  I was duly impressed.

“These mounts will bolt to the doors on both sides.  You won’t have side windows, but nothing should be able to get close enough to you for you to need them,” he said as he drilled holes in the top of each u-shaped piece with the ultra sharp ¼” diamond-tipped bit.  “They should rest nicely over the door panel when you roll down the windows.”

Wearing leather gloves, he spun open the bench vise and repositioned the pieces, then pulled the drill press down again and again, drilling more holes at the ends of all four pieces.  Then he unclamped them again and dropped the hot steel into a bucket of water beside the bench.  They splashed in with a quick hiss and sank to the bottom.

“Give them a couple of seconds to cool then roll down the windows on the Hummer and center them on the door panels on both the driver and passenger sides.  I’m using the Daewoo because the barrel is thick and cylindrical and will mount well using a couple of beefy U-bolts.  Take two of these big metal screws for each one to mount them.  There’s a good driver drill right here.”

He handed me a big Makita.

“You did two too many,” I said.

“You don’t think we’re leaving your truck unprotected, do you?  I’m doing it, I might as well whip out four of them.  We’ve got enough of the K7s.”

I shook my head.  “Hemp, you are amazing, man.”  I grabbed the steel pieces out of the water and got the bolts and the driver bit I needed. 

 “When I screw through the door it’s going to break the glass,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter.  Let it shatter.  Hurry, Gem’s waiting for you.  I’ll finish the pivot pieces.”

The mounts attached perfectly in less than five minutes.  The windows did shatter with a loud pop as the screw pressure drove the tempered glass past its limit. 

By the time I’d mounted them to the Hummer, Hemp had completed four heavy-duty U-Bolt mounts.  He had found oversized wing nuts for quick installation and removal of the weapon on the pivoting bracket.  Pure genius.

“I’ll mount this one on the passenger side further out on the barrel, since you’ll be the only one in the vehicle initially.  You’ll need to be able to fire the weapon from the driver’s seat.  These bolts are hardened steel, and will handle the kick without damaging the pivot or mount.”

Hemp checked his watch.  “You’ve got four more minutes to get out of here.”  He finished mounting the gun and tightened the wing nuts with a t-handled wrench that he handed to me afterward.  “Try it out.  Get in.  You’ll have to mount the other K7 when you get back to your truck.  Do that first, okay?  Before you go in.”

I nodded and got inside the Hummer.  Sitting comfortably in the driver’s seat, I could hold my hand out and grip the weapon.  When the magazine was empty, it would easily tilt up, allowing me to eject the mag and put in a new one.

“Bitchen,” I said.  “Fuckin’ bitchen.”

“We’ll do your Suburban when you get back.  Now go.  I’ll get started on the gas line.”

I handed him my H&K and the extra mags.  He dropped his Daewoo mags onto the passenger seat. 

“Thanks, Hemp.  We were lucky to run into you in that police station.”

He nodded and smiled.  “Go get ‘em, cowboy.”

I left with a minute and a half to spare.

 

Gem’s directions were easy and perfect.  When I drove up I parked and cut the engine.  Gem was at my window in seconds.

“Sweet ride, babe.  You were faster than I thought,” she said, touching the bracket on the door panel.

“Hemp’s quick.  Gem, I can’t even tell you how good he is.  Check it out.”  I leaned back so she could see the submachine gun mounted on the opposite door.

“Wow,” she said.  “Nice.  Now let’s go.”

“Grab me another K7 real fast.  I promised Hemp I’d do this first.  It’ll attach in less than a minute and you said I’m early.”

She nodded and retrieved the gun.  I rested it on the bracket, dropped the U-bolt down on top and slid the lower bracket on to it.  Once the wing nuts were tight I tested the pivot and mount.  It was perfect for either my left or right hand, depending on what the situation called for.

“Ready?” she asked.

I wasn’t.  I’d have rather stayed right there with my double machine gun-protected Hummer, but I nodded anyway.  “Let’s go get that little girl,” I said.

With spare mags for the Uzi and the other MP5 I’d gotten out of the truck – mainly because I’d grown to like that gun quite a bit – we tested the wind for directional change as any golfer would.  We tossed grass in the air.

We would approach the house from downwind just to be safe, and lucky for us that meant from the front of the house where the captives were being held.

For a moment I almost ran to check on Jamie on the trailer, but then immediately remembered that Gem had wisely unhooked the trailer from the hitch ball and left it in the parking lot back at the CDC.  I’d seen it in my rear view mirror as I pulled out, and it appeared to be intact and secure.

Gem and I crouched down and stayed under cover.  By the time we were devising a plan, we realized that many of the people in that house were still alive.  Some were feigning sleep or death, we couldn’t be sure.  The old ‘close your eyes and they can’t see you’ trick.  The only problem with that was the zombies could clearly smell fresh meat, so your little jig would be up sooner than later.

“They’re stocking them up, Flex.  Like a fucking food bank.  I’ve only seen the front rooms.  I have no idea who, what, how many – none of it – from the beginning of the hallway to the back of the house.”

I knew that we could take a good number out at low risk with our high-powered weapons, but when the mag emptied, there was that damned pesky delay where you had to eject and reload.  That was an opportunity for them, and the more there were, the more likely you could be taken by surprise.  And more than once it had seemed these things knew when you were more vulnerable.  Or perhaps when you were less threatening.

“Okay, my plan sucks, but I don’t have a better one right now.  I say we start out at the house next door, see if any of these things are over there.  That way we’re not surprised if this turns out to be a house filled with zombies. If not, we go back to the storage house, do our best to stay downwind, and we kill any motherfucker that gets in our way.”

“You’re calling them zombies, Flexy.”

“I know, and it’s the only word that works.  Now listen.  We make sure we’ve killed every one of them in the near vicinity, then we start getting the live uninfecteds out of there.  Starting with Taylor.”

“What do you mean you don’t have a better plan?” Gem asked.  “That sounds like a kickass plan to me.”

We executed it.  To our relief, the house next door was empty.  If any zombies were here, they had departed.

From the experience at the pharmacy, I had learned what I believed to be something these things had in common:  They would not necessarily leave a meal to bite into another meal.  In other words, as long as the meat they were currently chomping on was tasty and fresh, you could probably walk right by them and they would simply continue to feed.  But if that blood ran dry, they would instantly look for the closest fresh meat.

And you didn’t want that to be you.

The double-door entry stood wide open, revealing the double-stacked bodies just inside.

“I can’t tell how far it goes back.  Maybe it’s just two or three deep,” whispered Gem.

“We’ll start at the front.  I’ll try to get Taylor first, and we’ll start pulling them out.”

Gem nodded.  “Maybe we can snap them out of it enough to run.  Then we’ll start shooting the shit out of the place, and run when we’re out of ammo.”

“That’s worse than my plan,” I said.  “Ever heard of stealth?”

I was surprised at no encounters.  Gem had counted eight or nine earlier, but now they were nowhere to be seen.  I couldn’t wait any longer.  I crouched and ran low into the doorway.  I saw the woman on top of Taylor was breathing rapidly, but her eyes were squeezed closed.  I touched her shoulder and she tensed and screamed.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” I whispered.  “Now relax and let me move you.”

I felt the woman’s body relax more, but not completely.  I crouched down, threw her over my shoulder.  Then, under the burden of her weight, I leaned down and tapped the little girl on the arm.

“Is your name Taylor?” I asked.

With her eyes squeezed shut, she nodded.

“Okay, baby girl.  You’ll be out of here in a minute.  We’re going to take you to your mother.”

I stood up again and headed for the door.  I carried the woman fifteen feet away from the house, lowered her to the ground and said, “Keep moving.  You’re downwind, but there could be more out there.  Hide, but keep an eye on us in case we need help.”

We needed a better plan than this.

 I turned and saw Gem pulling Cynthia’s daughter out.  She had slung the gun over her shoulder and now held the girl in her arms and carried her to where I had just dropped the other woman, who had followed instructions.  I could no longer see her from my vantage point.

I had no idea if her scent could be detected by the zombies, but the wind was blowing from the direction of the house, so things still looked good for our little operation at this point.

Kneeling beside the girl Gem said, “Now you see that truck, where I’m pointing over there?  You run as fast as you can to that truck and you get inside, okay?  The one with windows, not the other one.  I’m going to take you to your mama once we’re done here.  Tuck down on the floor, throw that blanket over you, and don’t move, okay?”

As the girl nodded and took off running unsteadily toward the Suburban, I admired the child’s uncanny resilience in the face of things that would drive many adults to lunacy.  You know, stuff like zombies taking over the streets.

And she was the second brave child I’d encountered since this thing started.  It gave me hope.

Ready to go back inside, I scanned the yard in front of the house and saw some movement around the back left corner.  Almost imperceptible.  And only for a split-second.  It was, I believed, a hand.  It swung into view and disappeared again.

Gem made her way to my side after watching that the girl made it to the truck.  Neither of us knew what happened to the first woman, but we’d told her to find cover and hide and she apparently had.  Good advice taken for a change. 

“Have you got a plan yet, or are we sticking to mine?” Gem asked.

“Just going with yours.  Have any revisions?”

“As a matter of fact, I think I do, Flex-man.  We’ve got lots of gasoline and not far to drive back to the CDC.  Once we get all the live ones out of that death house, I want to torch that sucker.”

I nodded.  “Good, but we can’t just have our refugees run to the four winds, we have to have a centralized place they can go to get away from these things.  Somewhere air tight where they can’t be detected through scent.”

Gem was quiet a minute.  I was thinking, too.  Then at the same time, we both said: “7-Eleven!”

 “They usually have a walk-in cooler, right?” Gem asked.

“Yep, and we passed one about ¼ mile up the road on the way here.  Problem solved.”  I stroked her hair.  “Like minds,” I said.  “Let’s go.”

We hurried to the Hummer and its cache of gasoline.  Quickly, we unstrapped two of the Jerry cans and hauled them with us back to the house.  I kept my eye on that left corner but saw nothing more.  I still wasn’t satisfied.

For now we put the cans to the left side of the front entry.  As we brought our guns around to kill position again, I touched Gem on the shoulder.  “Baby, you realize we’re probably not going to be able to get them all to safety.  Some of them look pretty frail.”

“I know, but as many as we can get,” she said.  “And the others . . . the ones who can’t make it.  Flex, we can’t let them die at the hands of these things.”

I knew she was right, but I did not want to execute innocent people.  We were in a fucked up position.  We both wanted to take them all.

We went back in, our plan to focus on the ones who could hear and respond.  It seemed until we touched them that they were in some sort of trance, dazed, or perhaps just too frightened to move – for fear of being dragged away or killed on the spot.   Who am I kidding.  Eaten on the spot.  I couldn’t blame them.

“You keep clearing them out,” I told Gem.  “I saw something around the side of the house a few minutes ago.  Just fire your weapon if you need me.”

I moved slowly along the side of the house, looking in the windows as I moved along the wall.  All the other rooms had been empty of people aside from the two front rooms stacked with people.

But now, peering low through the window of the back bedroom, I saw something my mind wouldn’t comprehend.  I did not want to be seeing it at all.

The nine zombies that Gem had originally seen were all here, apparently, and they were feeding.  Each was face-deep in a human carcass, except for one.  It was no carcass.  This human being was alive, and as I stood at the window, the victim’s face turned in my direction, his eyes pleaded, his teeth clenched – his brain intact, for now.

The creature was tearing at the fleshy part of the man’s left calf, ripping long tendrils of arteries and chunks of fat out at each pull of the jaw.  Like a nature video of lions or hyenas feeding, only horrifically different.

I dropped down onto the ground, my heart pounding, my breath stutter-stepping in and out of my lungs.  Fuck.  I couldn’t shoot or I’d get all their attention.

I crouched and ran back to the front of the house.  Gem had gotten another six people out, and some of the men who had been atop the pile were now helping her get the others rousted from their terrified slumber.  Another fifteen people were stirring.  The rooms were not large, and there were perhaps twenty or so people remaining.

Eleven would not be moving.  They were already dead.  Heart attacks, strokes, whatever.  Their fear was over.

“Damn, Gem.  Good.  Unbelievable.”

She was exhausted.  “What did you find?”

“I found the nine you saw earlier.  The back room is the feeding room, clearly.”

“Feeding room?  What the fuck?”

“I don’t know.  All I know is all nine are there, and they’re eating.  One guy is still alive, but I couldn’t put him out of his misery.  Let’s get the rest of the ones that are going to make it out of here.”

We worked for another fifteen minutes.  None of the creatures in the back of the house were apparently willing to leave their meals to investigate.

“Did you leave Hemp a radio?” Gem asked.

“I couldn’t.  You have the other package in the Suburban.”

“Shit!  Okay.  I just don’t want him coming here now.  I hope he trusts us to take care of ourselves.”

I nodded.  “Nothing we can do, but yeah.  I hope so, too.  He’s got enough to occupy him there.  And he’s armed, so I think he’ll be okay just in case there are some abnormals we didn’t find.  That garage was a mess.”

The crowd of near-victims we’d freed were making their way toward the convenience store at a speed I would have liked to triple down on, and they’d picked up the first woman we pulled out.  Before they took off, I’d gone to the Suburban, checked on Taylor and pulled two AK-47s we’d acquisitioned from the Tallahassee evidence locker and given them to two of the more qualified survivors.  One was a woman, Marion, in her mid-forties, and the other was a young man in his early thirties, Bobby.  Both were ex-military.  They brought up the front and rear.  I knew with hustle, they could be at the 7-Eleven in ten minutes, but hustle was in short supply within the group of refugees.

Then we heard it.  The low moan.

It sounded like a low, deep hum.  I looked at Gem.

“What is it?” she asked.  We both stared out into the now bright day.

And then we saw them.  They were coming from both sides of the neighboring houses.  Pouring from around the corners, some turning toward the departing group, and some toward us.

“There are too many of them,” Gem said.  “If they get to that group they’ll slaughter them!”

I watched helplessly.  We were now upwind from the zombies and the group of people heading out.  One or two of the group had now noticed the creatures behind them and had screamed.  Those screams now turned into a cacophony of screams as the entire group started to run with all they had.  Several of them fell, and were being trampled by the others in a desperate attempt not to be taken back to that house under any circumstances.

“Gem!” I shouted.  “Here!”   I pulled out my pocket knife.  I flipped the blade open and ran a long cut down my forearm.  Then another.  The blood flowed immediately.  I then switched hands and cut my other arm in the same way.  “Now you, Gem.  Hurry.”

Gem took the knife, pulled up her sheer long sleeves and ran two long, quick cuts, deeper than I would have done it, down both arms.  “We’ll draw them to us with the smell of fresh blood,” she said.  “Good idea.”

And it didn’t take long.  With the warm blood running from our arms in rivulets, dropping onto the worn porch’s wood slats, the wind carried the scent to the creatures, and now they had all turned toward us.

The hum intensified.  Low moans of hunger and the anticipation of ecstasy.

“You wanted to torch it,” I said.  “Let’s draw them in.”

The creatures were moving faster as a single unit now, their motions erratic and unsteady, but unwavering.  There must have been at least a hundred of them.  Men, women, children.  All now the same.  No political differences, no religious differences.  No races.  Finally, Rodney King’s ancient comment “Why can’t we all just get along?” had come true.  They all agreed on one thing.

Human flesh was tasty and they wanted it.  No argument.


Chapter 9



 



Gem and I grabbed the Jerry cans and untwisted the caps.  We doused each side of the porch and moved inside the house.  We’d gotten all the living out.   Some did not make it beyond the front yard before succumbing, but at least we wouldn’t have to worry about burning anyone alive.

Together we moved through the front two rooms, one eye always on the front of the house.   We splashed the pungent gasoline on the remaining bodies, the walls, and the floor.  Plenty left.  Our plan might work.

They were only fifty yards away now.  Coming fast.  Well, fast for them.

And then we saw it.  The bodies of the dead were beginning to move.  Almost imperceptible at first.  A twitch of a finger.  Neck.  A foot.

“Shit!  Do you see this, Gem?”

Her face was aghast.  “I checked those three for a pulse, Flex.  All dead.  All of them.”

“And I checked the others.  The one on the far side of the room, almost in the hallway, started to get to his feet.  His face turned, and the skin was pallid, the lips drawn, the eyes white and unseeing.

The nostrils flared.

I walked fast toward it and fired one shot into its brain.  It fell in a heap.

I hurried back to the porch and with the blade, drew another long cut down my forearm.  I wanted to keep them coming at all costs.  That one hurt.   I ran back inside.

“They’re here, babe.  Put some coffee on,” I said. “Oh, did you get that pastry pack at Costco we talked about?”

“Very fucking funny, sweetheart.  Focus,” Gem said, the humor in her voice imperceptible.

We walked cautiously through the front rooms, cognizant of the twitching, awakening things on the floor, but believing we had the time advantage.  They’d already been soaked in gasoline, so should torch easily when we started the fire. 

We moved down the hallway.  I splashed the gas on the left wall, and Gem on the right.  We came to an open door and Gem involuntarily jumped back.

I whispered, “The other side rooms were empty.  This is the feeding room, apparently.”

“Jesus Christ,” said Gem. 

The man I’d seen earlier had died now.  I could tell because half his brain, accessed through the gaping hole in the back of his neck, was in the creature’s mouth that lay atop him.

Behind us the zombies had entered the house and were now crowding into the hallway.

“Let’s clear a path,” I said.

We put the gas cans, now 2/3 empty, on the ground, swung our machine guns around, and began to blow the brains out of the feeders.  That took all of eight seconds. 

Twelve feet behind us the thrum of zombie moans was loud, vibrating our eardrums.  We grabbed our gas cans and continued the dousing of the house, as we stepped over zombie and human bodies on our way to the rear windows.

I reached the back wall, and with the last of my gas, splashed it as far as I could in all directions, then threw the can.  Gem followed suit.  She tossed her can then smashed out the lower half of the window with the butt of her gun and jumped out into the back yard.

I shattered the window behind me and waited.  I wanted to see them come into the room.  I wanted to know they were in here, because I wanted all hundred or so of these fuckers to fit inside this house for the big show.

When they were three feet from me, I turned and leapt out the window.

“I like it when a plan comes together,” Gem said.  Her face was tired, and her eyes never left the windows.  She’d moved about eight feet away from the house, her gun leveled at the window she’d jumped out of.

“Let’s light that sucker,” I said.  We fired our guns simultaneously through both windows.

Nothing.

We looked at each other.  We fired again.

Still no fire.

“Fuck!” I shouted.  “This always works in the movies!”

“I’ll run to the suburban and get matches or a lighter or something,” Gem shouted over the incessant hum-moaning.  Some of them had reached the windows and were starting to come through.  I used a quick burst on them, blowing their heads apart in a spray of gore.  “Go!” I shouted.

I crouched down and kept moving my gun between both windows.  Gem was running hard when she disappeared around the corner.

I picked off three more.  My radio squealed.  I pulled it off my belt and said, “Gem?”

Her voice came back on, low, but calm.  “Flex, they’re almost all inside now.  Can you hold them in back there?”

I pushed the button.  “Yeah, for a bit.  I’ve got two magazines with me.  How long?”

“Any second.  There are about a dozen . . . there they go . . . okay.  Okay.  Get ready to get back, babe.”

I shot five more as they fell from the window and attempted to get to their feet.  I was getting very good at the cranial shots. 

As I fired at another, a woman this time, that had tried to step out and fell on its face, I heard Gem’s voice on the radio.  “Okay, Flexy, jump back NOW!”

I fired once more, then turned and charged away from the building.  An eruption went off behind me as the fume-filled house went up in an instant fireball with a phfwooomph!  The sudden heat blasted my body and I smelled singed hair even as I put more distance between the house and myself.

I landed in the grass, and still gripping my gun, rolled onto my stomach.  The last one I’d fired on had not been hit, but she did catch fire with the ignition of the house.  She came toward me, her hair on fire, and I raised my weapon again.  I shot her square in the nose and the back of her head blew apart, like a biological firework packed with flesh, bone and hair.

Two more fell out of the window, scrambled – as much as they could scramble – to their feet, and staggered toward me.  I cut them off at the legs, then walked easily up to them and fired a single round into each of their brains.  I was fucking sick of the theatrics.

I just wanted the assholes to stay down and die already.

I heard gunfire from the front of the house as two more zombies dropped from the window.

“Give me a goddamned break, would you?” I shouted, getting irritated now.  Gem might be in trouble, and I did not have the time for this shit, two-by-two.

I turned at looked at them.  They weren’t making much progress toward me – they were already in flames – but I provided final head shots to both of them just the same.

I turned, then stopped.  Glanced at the windows again.  Waited.

I reached for my radio to tell Gem I’d be coming and not to shoot me.  But it wasn’t there.

I scanned the ground.  It must have fallen off my belt.  I ran back toward the house and the four zombies I’d just taken out, and didn’t see it. 

More gunfire from the front.  As long as I heard that I knew Gem was still okay.

I walked up to the prone zombie closest to the window.  It was the most likely spot.  I leaned back and kicked the squishy body over with my boot.

And there it was.  A tad bloody, but still intact.  I ripped a piece of the nearest zombie’s shirt and used it as a insulator.  Fucking wished I had latex gloves.  That would be on my next shopping list at Walgreens.

I brought the radio close to my mouth, but not too close.  I hit the button.  “Gem, what’s happening?”

I waited only a split-second before she answered.  My heart immediately slowed when I heard her calm voice.

“Baby, I’m fine.  Just some stragglers.”

“Same here.  I think I’ve got ‘em all now,” I said.

“Bastards stink,” she said.

“Smell better when they’re on fire,” I answered, walking back around the house.  “I’m coming around now.  Don’t shoot me.”

I clipped the radio back on my belt.  When I reached her she swung around with her rifle pointed at me.

“Whoa, Nelly.”

“Need to announce yourself,” she said.  “I almost blew your head off.”

“I thought I just did, on the radio.”

“Sorry.  Must have missed that part.”

We stood together and looked out at the street leading to the 7-Eleven.  There were no bodies in the road.  Apparently the group of escapees had helped the fallen and continued to their destination.

“Let’s go see what we can do to get them set up and get back to the CDC,” I said.  “Hemp’s got to be worried by now.”

“Do we know if one of that group is Cynthia’s mother?”

I shook my head.  “We’ll let Taylor tell us when we get there.  I sure hope so.”

When we got back to the vehicles, Taylor was still under the blanket.  She was fine.  Gem drove her to the store, following behind me in my armed Hummer.

They had made it.

The cheers were subdued, but cheers nonetheless when we opened the door to the walk-in cooler and saw the tired, frightened eyes of our new friends.

It was a good feeling to see so many of us all at once.

 

“If you don’t mind, we’d like to spend a few minutes with Marion and Bobby,” I said, addressing the crowd of approximately twenty-five.  “Only because they’re military trained.  Not to say there aren’t others of you, but for now we’ll go over some things with them and they can pass it along to you.”

Everyone nodded tiredly, and Bobby and Marion stepped outside the cooler with us.  “Look, we don’t want to stay out here too long.  Smells, you know.  But there are some things you need to know to make it.”

“First off,” Gem said, “get more guns.  You’ll need as many as you can all carry and handle.  Next, head shots.  In the brain.  It’s the only thing that will kill them.”

I nodded as Gem shared information.  “Headaches.  It seems to either come on with a massive headache, like a migraine, or how I just saw it happen.  Upon the death of the uninfected.”

Bobby and Marion stared at us.  Bobby spoke.  “When they . . . die?”

Gem nodded.  “Within ten or fifteen minutes they’re back.  But not the same.  Not at all the same.”

“And the heads can live without the bodies, so we can’t stress enough to inflict massive trauma on the brain.  Cutting off he head just makes a dangerous bowling ball with teeth.  You get bit, you become one.  Scratched, we’re pretty sure you become one.  There’s a lot we don’t know, but just act like what we’re telling you is gospel, and you should live to tell your grandkids about this.”

“Where are you going?” Marion asked.  “Can we come with you?”

I shook my head.  “Guys, I’m just like you are.  I’m not suited to be part of a big group.  I don’t have big plans at this point, and for Christ’s sake, I don’t want to be a leader.  I think we’d like to remain a foursome.  Well, plus our dog.”

Gem stared at me.  “They need help, Flex.”

I stood at looked at Gem’s eyes, the concern there.  I looked back at the sunken eyes of Bobby, a short but solid, stocky man with a round face and dark hair parted at the side with his share of cowlicks.  Marion stared back, her wire-rimmed glasses askew, hair pulled back in a pony.  She was about 6’3” and towered over all of us by at least three inches.  She scratched her freckled nose.

“Okay, look.  What we’ve just shared with you will help you a lot.  Get food, water, medicine whatever you can and stock up on non-perishables.  I’m going to leave you with the Hummer we brought.  It’s set up with dual machine guns and should give you a hell of a fighting chance to get wherever you’re going.  But you – as a group – need to decide where that is.  You must understand that we haven’t got a clue where we’re headed, much less where our next stop will be.”

“And get some of these,” Gem said, unclipping the radio from her belt.  “Cell phones, as you already likely know, don’t work anymore.  Use channel 19.  It’s what we normally broadcast and listen on.  Alternate is 16.  These claim to have a range of thirty to thirty-five miles, but that’s only if I’m standing on a mountain looking at you down in the valley.  Otherwise, 1-3 miles on a good day.  But on that good day, if  you pick up any other groups in the area you can play it by ear.”

“Find out the talents of the people in your group,” I said.  “Engineers, scientists, teachers, police, military.  It’ll tell you how to organize them.  They’re understandably traumatized, and right now they just have an overwhelming need to be back with their families, to rejoin their old lives.  But those lives are history.  They’re gone forever.  They have to realize it, or they’ll die, and you might, too.”

“Any questions?” Gem asked. 

Bobby shook his head, then nodded.  “Too many, I guess,” he said.  “You guys saved us back there.  I don’t even remember how I got in that house, but I remember everything from the moment you woke us up.”

“We’ll add that to the mystery of this whole, horrible thing,” Gem said.  “We’re working with a pretty smart scientist, and the more information we gather about what and how these infecteds work, the more likely he’ll develop a way to cure them or a way to destroy them.  But know this: we’re working on it.”

We finished our explanations and shook hands with them.  Before they went back inside, I pulled Marion aside.

“Marion, would you be able to go in there and see if you have a Lillian Middleton with you?  Taylor’s her granddaughter, and we found her mother back at the CDC.”

Her face became hopeful.  “Are there others there?  Do they have a plan for this . . . this situation?”

I shook my head.  “There’s only one man that we found alive there.  The others are turned or dead.  Listen, I have to ask you something, because the basis for my question is probably the most important first step you could take.  And I apologize for being a bit scattered here, but our friend is at the CDC and hasn’t heard from us in around two hours.  He’s going to be worried.”

“I understand,” she said, bumping her glasses back up her nose with one finger.  “What is it?”

“Has anyone complained about headaches since you all got here?”

“No, but what you said about the migraines – I knew it already.  It’s how – well, it’s how my husband’s began.”  Her eyes began to tear up.  “I didn’t make a connection.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “There’s nobody it’s not going to touch.”

“It’s beginning to sink in,” she said, fidgeting with the AK-47’s strap.

Gem came out of the cooler and stood there listening to me, leaning against the wall as Taylor leaned against her legs.  Her hands rested on the girl’s shoulders.  Her Uzi hung off the side of her body, the barrel angled toward the floor.  There was a thoughtful expression on her face.  I smiled at her briefly but continued with my conversation.

“Marion, you need to quietly determine with absolute certainty whether any of your people here have headaches.  Or head pain of any kind.  I’m not saying you have to take any action, but you’ll want to keep an eye on them.  A close eye.  Someone should stand watch – probably more than one – through the night anyway, but monitor them, too.  And you’re going to want to get more weapons soon.  We hit the evidence locker at the Tallahassee PD, but any large department should do it.”

“How can we find you?”

“I don’t know where we’re going to be, but like I said, get either a ham radio, CB, or the handhelds.  The range varies, but put them on scan and just listen.  Ultimately, I think all three will be in use”

Gem chimed in.  “He’s right, Marion.  The best way to survive is with numbers and firepower.  Build your group as quickly as you can, and you and Bobby and whomever else you deem qualified should start working on a plan.”

At that moment, a loud noise came from outside, like a freight train in the stillness of the new world day.  Gem gave Taylor’s hand quickly over to Marion, and we ran to the front door of the convenience store and unlocked it.  Nobody was visible, but a lumbering, gleaming bus came charging up the street, then attempted to slow suddenly as it turned into the store parking lot.  A heavy layer of gravel lay over the asphalt, and the multi-ton motor home could not decelerate fast enough for its sudden right turn.  The driver whipped the wheel back to the left when the traction broke.  But it was all too fast.

The Class A behemoth was at least forty feet long.  It started sliding sideways through the gravel, its huge rear end careening toward the front of the store.  The rear half of the monster slid at four times the speed of the rest of the bus, as though it were cracked like a whip. 

Gem and I tucked and covered our faces as the gravel shot into the air in dusty clouds, peppering every glass and metal surface with tiny rocks and sand as it finally came to rest about a foot from the expansive glass panels of the 7-Eleven.

We fanned our hands in front of us to clear the dust.  Hemp sat in the driver’s seat, smiling broadly.

“Bloody fuck what a ride!” he yelled, sticking his head out of the window.  “I didn’t have any damned way to get hold of you, and you’d been gone over two hours!   When I saw your cars I cranked the wheel!”

“And almost flipped this sucker over,” said Gem.

“Isn’t it fabulous?” Hemp beamed.

I looked at the gun turrets he’d engineered in the sides.  Four of them, just awaiting firearms from our collection.  I didn’t have much doubt that Hemp had used his recollection of what guns remained in our arsenal to determine spacing, size and placement of the turrets. 

I laughed, and the sound seemed oddly out of place.  “Well, Hemp.  I’m sure glad you came.  But we were just leaving.”

“We’ve found a bunch of uninfecteds, Hemp.  Do you think you might have any questions for them?”

He shrugged from the motor home’s cockpit.  “I can think of something, I’m sure,” he said.  “Let me at them.”

As Gem and I gathered up some food and medical items from the store shelves, we let Hemp go in the cooler and probe around a bit.  He had a nice, gentle demeanor, and we knew he’d be the perfect debriefer.  He spent about fifteen minutes asking various questions.  From inside the cooler we’d hear his muffled British accent, then a muffled response.  Of course if he learned anything he’d fill us in later.

Taylor’s grandmother wasn’t present in the room, which meant that she was one of the dead, the turned, or the burned.  We did not mention her again.

When Hemp finished, he told them there were several buses at the CDC, and any one of them would carry them all.  They had bars on the windows, so were somewhat fortified.  They’d have that and the Hummer. 

For us, the Suburban would be fitted with machine guns before long, too, so we’d still have a pretty well-protected rolling convoy of vehicles.  Overall, everyone was in good shape.

I wanted to get to my house.  I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like a good place to hole up and make a plan.  Figure out what we would be doing for the foreseeable future.  Train.  Whatever.  I just knew I wanted to get my ragtag group – my new family – to my house as soon as possible.

As Hemp came out, I touched his arm.  “Hemp, how’s that gas line coming?”

“I finished that.  Straight shot, just six 20-foot lengths, some couplings, a couple of 90-degree elbows, a union, and some pipe dope.  Done deal.”

“And now you want me to ask what you did with the next hour and fifty minutes, right?

“Spent that on the gun turrets.”

“On that motor home there,” I confirmed.

“Not a motor home, chap.  Mobile Lab.”  He grinned.  “And I started playing with another vehicle after that.  So there’s some stuff to go over before we head out.  We need some versatility in transportation, I think.”

I returned the smile on Hemp’s face that was so wide it threatened to split his head in two.

“First things first,” I said. “Let’s get this girl to her mother.”

“I get to drive something with guns,” Gem said.

I smiled.  “Baby, that goes without saying.  When mama’s happy, everybody’s happy.”


Chapter 10



 



We got back to the CDC garage without incident and pulled the Suburban and the mobile lab into the garage, rolling the door closed.  It was now going on 4:00 in the afternoon.  I wanted to get the hell out of here before nightfall.  With the speed at which Hemp was capable of designing, fabricating and working, it wouldn’t be a problem.  The summer days were long, with daylight sticking around until near 8:30 PM.  I figured we could be out of here by 6:00 or so, and Lula was only about 60 miles from the CDC. 

We had only to hop on the I85 to the I985 to get there in just over an hour and a half – if all was clear on the road, and we didn’t expect that.  No more exits if we could avoid it, though.  We didn’t need a repeat of that offramp debacle.

The gas line that Hemp had run was expertly done, supported by several makeshift support platforms placed at strategic locations to relieve stress on the long pipe run.  We could rest assured that Max would be supplied with a long-lasting supply of fuel for the generator.  He might have to come down and service it a few times, and try to keep his power draw to a minimum, but he should be good for a month or more.  There’s no telling what the military might organize before that, or if this thing would run its course, which was my great hope.

We weren’t bad at this, but we didn’t want to do it for the rest of time. 

We did our best to keep Taylor completely away from the gory remnants of the massive zombie kill we engaged in at the service elevator, so we took her into an interior hallway and we went up on the passenger elevator.  When we arrived at Max’s enclave, all was well. 

It was extraordinarily well when Cynthia saw her daughter.  She leapt out of her chair and ran to the door, falling down on her knees.  She scooped Taylor into her arms and kissed her neck, face, lips and the top of her head.  She felt her all over to make sure nothing was broken or hurt, and she pulled her to her again, and wrapped her arms around her in an embrace that I did not believe would end.  I didn’t blame her for a moment.  This was her little girl.

Not a word was exchanged between them.  The child’s eyes were squeezed closed as though the nightmare was over and the good dream from which she did not want to awaken had begun.  Over Taylor’s head, Cynthia looked into our smiling faces; Gem, Hemp and I must have looked like three morons, our smiles fixed, our expressions tender.

“Thank you all so much,” she mouthed.  Her eyes said enough.

As though on queue, we all nodded and turned to head back downstairs.  Before I left the room I said, “Max, I had to give away the Hummer.  Found a bunch of uninfecteds about a mile and a half from here.”

“That’s good news,” he said.  “A good sign.  Did you tell them I’m here?”

“It’s great news, and yes, we did.  They might contact you, so keep your radios on scan.” I said.  “But I’m going to need another vehicle, if you think you can spare it.”

“We already worked it out, Flex,” said Hemp.  “You gotta check out the Crown Vic I got you.”

“A fucking Ford?” I asked, incredulous.

“I guess you might describe it in those disparaging terms, but it’s a rolling fortress.  We need something kind of nimble and quick, but tough.  The cops drive these things for a reason.”

“Okay.  You can convince me when we get back down there.”

We waved to Max and Cynthia, who still held Taylor in her arms.

 

*****

 

“It’s armored,” Hemp said, smiling.  He walked to the tool box and grabbed a small sledge hammer. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Gem asked. 

Hemp ignored her and raised his arm, slamming the six pound sledge into the windshield glass.

Nothing.

“Jesus,” I said.  “Airplane glass?”

Hemp nodded.  “Exactly.  Tested with frozen chickens fired at it at high speed.”

“Fuck off,” I said.

“True.  It’s called a Chicken Gun, but it’s really sort of a cannon.  Airplanes are only likely to hit birds in flight, so that’s how they test the most vulnerable part, the cockpit windshield.”

“Cool,” Gem said.  She took the sledge from Hemp and gave it a try.  The windshield shuddered, but sounded with a dull thud and did not give or shatter.

“No guns,” said Gem.  “I’m driving the Suburban.”

“I’ll fix that,” Hemp said.  “Of course, but I think we’d feel better that of the three vehicles you drive this and take Trina.  Nothing can get in or penetrate the car, at all.  Period.”

“But you’re gonna mount a nice big gun on it, right?”  Gem was serious.

“Well, we’re limited right now on what we can mount because of what we have, but I think we’ve got enough to make you feel safe in this car.”

Hemp walked to a work bench on the east side of the room and carried back what appeared to be a compact machine gun.  “AK-47,” he said.  “The most widely produced assault rifle in the world.  I’ve got a ball bearing mount planned, kind of like a Lazy Susan.  This will allow the machine gun to sit directly center above the front cockpit area.  It’ll lock firmly into place when in the forward position, and that lines up the magazine for easy replacement.  I’ll cut a slot in the roof for the magazine to travel in as it turns.  You see?  I’ve already figured all this out.”

I watched the expression on Gem’s face.  It was awesome to see her so interested in this.  “Tell us about the engine, Hemp.  Anything special?”

“It’s got all you need under the hood.  A 4.6 liter V8 delivering around 240 horsepower.  But the door panels are lined with  B6 ballistic steel.  Plus, there’s B4 steel on the roof, which will make it harder for me to –”

“But how do I fire the AK, and how do I know I’m aimed at what I want to kill?” Gem was back to the gun.  One track mind.

“Really?  You don’t think I’ve thought this through?  How long have we known one another?” Hemp laughed.

Gem looked at her watch.  “About 20 hours,” she said.  “Okay, go on.”

“Alright.  I’ve wired up a video sight that I’ll mount to the gun.  It’s basically a camera.  We’ll essentially have an A/B switch on the dashboard here, and when you hit B, the GPS monitor screen will turn into your gun sight.  This gun, on the ball bearing ring mount, will spin all the way around and stay stable in any position.”

“And I fire it how?”

“You pull a handle.  Just like an old time toilet flush or calling the porter on the Orient Express.”

“And this will be completed when?”

Hemp stuck a mask on his head and picked up the cutting torch and clipped it to his belt.   With both hands, he hefted a circular steel plate about fifteen inches in diameter from the bench and climbed up on top of the car, walking on his knees up the hood, not leaving even the slightest impressions in the heavy duty exterior.  He rested his steel plate in the center of the forward cockpit roof and used his striker to light the torch.  Lowering his face shield, he said, “Believe it or not, a little more than half an hour.”

He started to cut with a shower of sparks.

 

*****

 

Gem was having some fun with the 360 degree submachine gun welded to the top of her Crown Victoria.

At first I had no idea how she was spotting the infecteds in the fading twilight; the trip had taken longer than we’d planned due to road blockages and alternate routes, so day had begun to melt into night, and there was no moon.

Then I remembered.  These creatures had a strange, luminescent eye shine that threw me off; I’d seen it in the dead eyes of Jamie’s neighbor, the swimmer who got dead before he could breast stroke his way to my brain for perhaps his first meal of human grey matter.

But when Gem saw the eye shine glimmer in the night, she pushed the B button on the dash and swung her AK-toward the shine using the pivot handle Hemp had rigged up.

In a display – almost a cocky display, if you ask me – of confidence, Hemp had used a sharpie to draw crosshairs on the GPS monitor screen in the Crown Vic, so when she was lined up with the zombie, she’d yank her trigger handle down like a trucker blowing her horn at a passing rig.

And we not only saw crimson-brown sprays of zombie blood fly from their exploding heads as we passed, we saw their dropping bodies fall away, and nothing but Gem’s white toothy smile in the rear view mirror of my Suburban.  She was really enjoying this, and was getting quite good at it.

Hemp was bringing up the rear in his mobile lab, which he had equipped with some items he believed he’d need in his efforts to help Jamie and discover a cure for this thing.  It was a diesel pusher with a bangin’ motor and a stock turbo system that allowed it to eat up highway, never losing a beat.

I looked beside me.  Trina slept, poor thing.  I was going to put her with Gem, but she was sleeping anyway, and Gem was so into the gun that I knew she’d want to play with it on the way.  Like I said before, when mama’s happy.

I grabbed my radio and pressed the talk button.

“Hey, guys.  I want to stop at Home Depot and pick up another generator.  I have one at my house, but I’d like to pick up the biggest one they have.”

“I hear they’re on sale,” Gem said.  “Free to the living.”

“Walking dead need not apply,” Hemp said.

I thought of Jamie, still strapped to the goddamned trailer.  Hemp had suggested we take her out and strap her down on the examination table he’d brought in his lab, but it wasn’t mounted yet, and I didn’t want to take any chances.  We’d checked her again before leaving the CDC and she was okay.  Alive in her present form of living, anyway.  I didn’t want to change anything.  We’d gotten her this far.

A siren blared in the distance as we approached Lula.  It did not appear to be any nearer or farther away at any given time, so we guessed it was just stuck on.  I wondered about, but did not discuss aloud, the police officer who went with the car from which the siren blared.  He’d once served his community, and since then he had either become the hunter or the hunted.  I wasn’t sure which I wished upon him.

When we arrived at the Home Depot, which was just three miles – three long, desolate miles – from my home, I ran inside, armed with my Daewoo.  There was a pallet out front piled high with Generac 17,500 watt cart-mount generators, but the frames had to be assembled, so they weren’t exactly portable yet.  One was upended and had fallen halfway out of its box, as if someone had attempted to lift it and failed miserably.  These suckers weighed almost 400 lbs, so a forklift would be needed to drop it onto my trailer.

I ran around to the garden center and pulled open the gate.  I saw the lime green forklift fifteen feet to my left and ran for it.  I jumped on, turned the key until it beeped, then fired the propane burning engine, which caught instantly.  I drove that bitch like a bat out of hell through the gate and up to the stack.

I’d had enough fun in large buildings that initially appeared deserted.  I didn’t need to have any more.

I’d told Hemp to stay in the land yacht he was driving, but next thing I knew he was beside me, helping me shimmy the next undamaged generator over the tips of my raised forks.

“Thanks, pal.  Appreciate it.”

“Pal.  Such a John Wayne word.”

We slid the gen completely onto the forks, made sure it was balanced, and I jumped back in the driver’s seat.  “Get back in your shoebox.  I got it from here.”

In another minute I had the gen lowered onto the trailer.  In another ten minutes we pulled up to my house, my ragtag group of survivors.  It was time to do some planning, some training, and some learning.

I thought we had the right combination of talents to do just that.

 

*****

 

The first order of business when we arrived at my home, after getting our pregnant bitch settled on a soft pile of blankets on the front porch, was to get Jamie off that trailer and onto one of the exam tables in the mobile lab.  I didn’t want Trina seeing her.

Now keep in mind, I tried to get that damned dog to come into the house and settle in where it was cooler, but she was having none of it.  Despite the tiny buns baking in her oven, she seemed to want to stand watch, albeit lying down.

As I had assumed would be the case, there was no power to my home.  Gas was still flowing, and since I had a gas range and water heater, that worked out fine.  My house was on a well with its own pump, and my whole house generator was in perfect working order as I always maintained it.  There was a full underground tank filled with 500 gallons of propane, so we were prepared for baths or showers.  When Gem put Trina down on a couch inside, she fell fast asleep, so Gem offered to help with Jamie.  I reluctantly accepted.  Gem hadn’t seen her yet, and while she’d seen others like her – or in the same condition anyway, she had known Jamie.  She had loved my sister.

Hemp was suddenly very CDC-like.  His British accent was crisp and professional.  “The most important thing, and I can’t stress this point enough, is to not contact her with your hands, and do not let her scratch or bite you,” he said.

He stood before the roll, and untied the ropes that held her to the trailer.  “Flex, do you have any leather work gloves?”

 “Of course.  Four or five pairs.”

“Get them, would you?  I think Gem and I can manage to carry her into the lab.”

I nodded and ran to the detached garage.  I kept the K7 ready as well, not taking any chances.  Nothing jumped out at me or otherwise tried to eat me.  Within two minutes I was back at the converted motor home and Gem and Hemp were just getting Jamie’s wrapped body in through the door.

I followed them inside.  “Put her on top of the table and we’ll get her secured before we cut away the bubble wrap,” said Hemp.

“It’s a pool cover, actually,” I said.  “It was pretty much all I had to work with.”

“It was fine, Flex,” Hemp said.  “She couldn’t see through it, nor could she claw or bite through it.”

I pressed on the shape at both ends, then said, “Give me a hand.  I need to end-for-end this.  This side is her head.”

Hemp and I turned it.  “Gloves?” Gem asked.

“Yes.  Everyone,” Hemp answered.

Gem put her gloves on, and I followed suit.  After we all had our miniscule protective gear on, Hemp approached Jamie’s unsecured body with scissors.

“I need to cut a strip out of the middle so my cross restraints can be flat against the body rather than over the wrapping.”

He began cutting across the center at what he estimated was her torso, until he’d exposed the forearm on each side and her clothing in the middle.  About a three-inch strip was exposed.  He took a nylon strap equipped with clip hooks on each side and secured one end to a steel ring on the left underside of the table, brought the strap over Jamie’s body, and clipped the other end to the opposite tie-down ring.  Then he pulled the loose length of nylon and drew it tight.

He repeated this further down, between her shins and her knees.  When he was satisfied, he took the scissors again and looked at me and Gem.

“I’ve not seen her at all, but Flex, you haven’t seen her since you wrapped her.  I want to warn you, she may have changed.”

“How so?” Gem asked.

“I don’t know.  But she might have experienced some further . . . well, decomposition or metamorphosis, whatever the case may be.  I’ve yet to determine the biological makeup of the abnormals.  Regular indicators, such as heartbeat, blood pressure, temperature, and lung functions haven’t been measured.  What I’m saying – and I can’t believe I’m saying it – is if this is some sort of reanimation, which the living severed heads seem to indicate it may be – then it might be difficult for you to accept when you see her.  Especially considering it’s your sister.”

“I saw a bit of the head thing back at Cynthia’s house,” Gem said.  “That shit was disturbing.”

I don’t know why, but I laughed.  Then Hemp smiled, and Gem looked at both of us and she burst into laughter.

“There’s not a fucking thing about the past 36 hours that hasn’t been disturbing,” said Gem, rubbing her face with her gloved hands.  Her exhaustion was present in her voice – even in her wonderful laugh.

“Baby, that’s an understatement, and I’m having a hard time accepting any of this,” I said.  “But I have to, so please, cut this stuff away and let me see my sister.”

Hemp nodded and began cutting from the feet up the center of the layers of plastic.  Gem peeled it to the side as he cut from south to north, feet to head.  When he got to the first strap, he cut beneath it and poked the scissor blade in above it and continued his cut.  He repeated this as he got to the strap holding the chest.

He put down the scissors.  “I want to restrain the head before we go on.”

 “Understood,” I said.  “Got what you need?”

Hemp nodded.  He opened the drawer and withdrew a 2” strap, which he placed directly on top of the area where the forehead generally was, and repeated the steps to fasten and tighten it.  He then took a large saw and cut away the excess length of bubble plastic that extended beyond the top of her head.

He began his cut from the top of the head toward the feet.  Cutting essentially straight down between the eyes.  As the plastic peeled away, we saw what nobody wanted to see, but the first thing we were bombarded with was the reek.

I thought it was the clothing at first; we’d not been this close to any of the ones we battled, but did get a pretty good whiff of the ones trying to get in the freight elevator.

But this smell was putrid; the smell of an advanced case of halitosis or gum disease on someone’s breath. No, even that didn’t cover it.  The smell was like a dead body that was deteriorating and decomposing in front of us, cysts, pustules, oozing sores, and just plain rotting skin and tissue.

As saddened as I was, I ran to the small stainless sink and threw up.  I turned on the water and the pump kicked in, and Gem quickly followed suit. 

Hemp was steadfast, looking away to provide us our dignity, but nowhere near sick.  Disease, epidemics, these things were his specialty.  This is what he steeled himself to deal with, though he’d never dealt with anything like this before.

Returning to Jamie, I forced myself to analyze her.  She had become worse.  Much worse.  I wasn’t familiar with the course of typical decomposition, so didn’t know whether or not what I was seeing fell into line with that.  I only knew that nothing that looked like this should be alive in any way, or conscious of anything at all.

And it was at that very moment that I resolved to end her suffering as soon as humanly possible.

And I know that was an ironic choice of words.

Her eyes were dead, but not dead.  They peered straight ahead, and as Hemp pulled away the remainder of the bubble wrap, she struggled to turn her head, the skin now rotting from it in patches, pulling away in spots and generally drying out, some of it falling away with the plastic.

And I saw, just briefly, the beginning of the glow that many of the creatures’ eyes we’d seen had taken on.  It looked almost like a chemical reaction, or some sort of mist.  Then it was gone, and I wasn’t sure that I hadn’t imagined it.

Hemp hadn’t noticed it.  He was busy trying to unwrap her further.

Trying to look at anything but that face, I looked down at this thing, no longer recognizable as my kid sister.  I stared at the plastic only, and as the three of us tugged and pulled the rest of the wrap away, she was suddenly there on the table, fully exposed.

Her mouth opened in a silent scream, no more skin even pretending to be lips; pulled completely back, her teeth and ulcer-covered gums exposed.

Her face suddenly and inexplicably jerked directly toward Hemp and her gnashing began anew, with a manic speed and force.  Her teeth ground together so hard I watched in horror as one of her front teeth shattered, and the other half just fell out and into her throat.  She seemed not to notice.

Her black, swollen tongue darted around within the cavern of her mouth, and her wrists struggled beneath the restraints that held her forearms, and I could see the potential for her to pull her arms out. 

There were additional wrist straps we couldn’t attach until the wrapping was gone, so I reached down quickly with my glove-clad hands and seized her right wrist, jamming it through the thick leather loop and cinching it tight around it.  Gem did the same thing on the other side, and Hemp hurried around to repeat the actions on her ankles.  Her head was pretty well secured, but after Hemp finished with her ankles, he pulled the head strap tighter for good measure.

I turned away then.  Took three steps away from the table.

“Flex.”  It was Gem’s voice.  She said no more.  She came up to me, pulled her gloves off, and pulled me against her.  I resisted for a moment, but Gem knew me.  She knew what I needed right then and it was her.  With her cheek against mine, warm and comforting, I felt her breath on my neck and kept my eyes closed as she worked her soothing magic on my very soul.  We stayed like that for what must have been five minutes. 

Hemp was silent, giving us the time we needed.  He was a good guy, and he understood.  When I felt composed, I kissed Gem on the lips and touched my forehead to hers.

“Thanks, babe.  I don’t know how you do that.”

“It did as much for me,” she said, smiling.

I pulled away and walked back to the table.  “Okay, tell me what you see, Professor.”  Gem pulled her gloves back on and stood beside me.

“Her fingernails are black, her skin is essentially rotting from its skeletal framework,” Hemp said.  “It’s not the absolute norm for death, but for this level of death, it may well be.  I’ve not seen any of the others this closely, and under this kind of lighting.”

“How far can this go with her still able to … live?” I asked.

“I’m not sure you can call this state alive,” Hemp answered.  “I don’t see any rise and fall of the chest, indicating there is no actual pulmonary function, no breathing.”

I looked at Gem, who remained silent and solemn.  “So, Hemp.  She’s essentially a dead person who is starving, and driven toward the taste of human flesh.”

Hemp ignored my statement.  “I feel odd leaving her like this, but I’m too tired to make any real progress with her tonight.  I’d like to do some basic tests in the morning.  Check some of those things we discussed earlier.” 

 Gem removed her gloves again, then lifted my hands and pulled mine off.  “Let’s go get Trina bathed,” she said.  “I think you could use some cleanup, too.”

She looked at Hemp.  “Do you want to put a sheet or something over her?”

Hemp nodded.  “I thought of that, and it might actually be a comfort to her rather than leaving her exposed.”  He shrugged.  “I have no idea.  At any rate, go ahead.  See you in a bit.  I’ll lock this up and stand watch.  When you’re finished I’ll have my shower.”

 

*****

 

Gem and I planned to shower together, right after we set up a tub for Trina.  I sat in a nearby chair as Gem washed her, and the little girl practically slept through the process.

I looked on at the gentleness with which Gem washed Trina’s hair and sponged her back, and I fell more deeply in love with her right there.  She would essentially be this baby girl’s mama now, and I’d be her daddy.  And I was proud to have this woman by my side.  I didn’t know if Jamie would ever be able to reclaim that job from Gem, but I did know that Gem would be the best mother ever.

And my mind turned to my sweet Jesse, Trina’s eight-year-old sister.  I thought of her, saw her beautiful smiling face in my mind’s eye, and I fell into sobs.  My body bent in half against its will, and I shuddered, tears leaking from my eyes, and I was unable to stop.  I stood up quickly and left the room.  I couldn’t let Trina wonder where this sadness came from.

But I cried for Trina.  And Jesse.  And all who would miss her, and all who would never have the chance to know her.  I cried for her mother who didn’t mean to kill her little girl, and for Gem, who also loved little Jess.  Her little rabbit.  Well, now that rabbit would bound along the waving grasses of Watership Down for eternity.

My tears subsided, but when I felt Gem’s hand on my back, I turned and folded into her arms, and we held each other tight.  I buried my face in her neck and cried with her, and no words needed to be exchanged.  Everything had changed, we’d lost those we loved, and had found each other again.

“I put Trina to bed,” she said.  “Hemp is standing watch while we shower.”

She stood facing me in the bathroom.  I said nothing, but looked into her deep brown eyes and searched them.  I did not have to look very long to see the love she felt for me. 

My arms hung limp by my sides.  Gem hooked her fingers beneath my tee shirt and pulled it up and over my head, then began unbuckling my belt.  Just her touch aroused me in a way I couldn’t explain.  After all we’d been through, our thorough exhaustion, this woman being near me was almost enough to wipe it all away.

As she opened my belt and undid the button on my jeans, lowering the zipper and dropping them down around my ankles, I reached up and began to unbutton her sheer cotton blouse.  I pushed it back off her shoulders, revealing her light brown, cotton bra.  I unsnapped the front hook and peeled it away.

She had begun to undo her own jeans, and slid them easily off.  She put her foot on my jeans, heaped around my ankles, and I stepped out of them.  I reached out for her and pulled her warm, bare body against mine, only our underwear preventing full contact top to bottom.  Warm.  Soft.  I hadn’t felt her for so long, I couldn’t contain my enthusiasm.  She looked down between us.

“Flexy, we have to free this.  Too constricting.” 

She turned and opened the door of the bathroom cabinet and withdrew a pair of scissors.  She pulled my boxer briefs out on the side and cut slowly down with the scissors until they popped free of my leg.  Then she repeated the same thing on the opposite side and they fell away.

“You don’t do anything the traditional way, do you?” I said, smiling.

“What’s the fun in that?” she said.  “Now come in.  You’re a dirty boy and I’m going to get you nice and clean.”

And she did.  She used lather.  Lots of lather.

 

*****

 

I slid on a fresh pair of jeans and walked out to check on Hemp after I recovered from my lovemaking session with Gem – the first in far too long, and an extended one at that.   We fell back in bed afterward and Gem produced one of the packs of smokes that I’d grabbed from the pharmacy.  We both lit one.  It felt good; the stress of the past couple of days had taken its toll on both of us.

Hemp was standing, leaning against one of the porch columns, his Calico M960 hanging loosely in his hands.

“You probably want a shower and some rest,” I said, opening the screen door and walking up next to him.   “I guess I’d have heard if you’d had to use that thing,” I said. 

Hemp had clearly become fond of that weapon, and not just for its 50 and 100 round magazines.  Because it blew the shit out of the enemy and was lightweight.  Almost every fifth sentence out of Hemps mouth was how damned light it was.

“No need to shoot anything yet, and yes, about two days of sleep should do it,” he said.

“Hemp, do you have a family?  Here, I mean?”

“Don’t have a family anywhere, Flex.  No siblings, both parents passed away when I was just out of my teens.”

“Sorry,” I said.  “But they did a good job with you.  Likeable, smart.   Were you ever married?”

Hemp laughed softly, but a deep sadness touched his eyes, too.  “I was, my friend.  I was.  A beautiful woman, too.  Too good for me.  Married her when I was 24 and she died during childbirth.  Along with my baby boy.”

“Shit,” I said, fishing a smoke from behind my ear.  “I’m fuckin’ sorry I brought it up, Hemp.”

“No, she was the love of my life,” he said.  “Just the time I had with her was worth all the days before them.  I haven’t found anyone as good as her since, so I just . . . well, took a couple of years off, then just kind of played the field, as you Americans say.”

“There’s something to be said for that,” I said.  “But I just found Gem again – rather she found me – just before we found you.  I’d been with her a couple of years and it ended over a year ago.  When this shit hit the fan, apparently the only person we could think about was each other.”

Hemp smiled and tossed me a pack of matches from the table beside the railing.  “She’s good for you.  And you’re good for her.  And she’s beautiful,” he said.

I nodded.  “No shit.  Fuckin’ beautiful.  And a heart as big as Texas.”

“I think I need someone,” Hemp said.  “This world is going to seem lonely enough from this point on.  I have this longing all of a sudden to find someone I can’t live without.”

“Speakin’ of that, we gotta make a plan I suppose,” I said.

Hemp nodded, scanning the yard again.  “Yes, sir.  Back to reality.  If we’re going to be here a while, I’m going to want to pick up a couple of security camera sets and motion activated alarms and such.  Battery backups, that sort of thing.”

I nodded and slid down in the Adirondack chair on my front porch and Hemp plopped down in the chair beside me.

 “I don’t see a whole lot of value in hitting the road and leaving ourselves exposed.  Things will likely only get worse as this thing goes along.”

“I know,” said Hemp.  “The first group of people we found was frightened and cooperative.  Grateful for our help.  There will be others that want to take what we’ve accumulated and created.  And that’s aside from the abnormals.”

We hadn’t seen any activity around the house since our arrival.  That wasn’t to say the wind couldn’t shift and alert a nearby abnormal or twenty, or a hundred for that matter, with an appetite, and we could become a destination for them at any time. 

“My feeling, too.  I think protection is our first rule of order.”

“I’ve got some ideas for some equipment – weapons systems, I suppose.  I’ll need some of Gem’s artistry skills, and since you’re an electrician, you’ll need to help with the wiring schematics for the powered machines.”

“Shouldn’t a lot of this stuff run without electricity?  In case we’re in a situation where we don’t have that option?”

Hemp waved off my concern.  “Absolutely.  And I’ve got some ideas for crank-wound, kinetically-powered weapons systems that can either catapult or eject projectiles.  Damaging projectiles.”

I laughed out loud.  I suppose the sex with Gem and the shower had brightened my outlook.  I think I’d place the influence both things had on my demeanor in that order, leaning heavily on the sex with Gem.  At the same time – and for the same reasons – I felt like I could collapse in a blissful heap at a moment’s notice. 

But it felt good to be having this conversation about our protection and our plans.  Hemp’s mind must have been devising and designing the entire time he was driving, because he’d filled six pages of tightly written notes in a legal pad he’d found in the kitchen just since Gem and I went in to get wet. 

“Gem’s getting some sleep now, Hemp.  Why don’t you get in and get a shower and some shuteye.  At least three or four hours.”

Hemp shook his head.  “I won’t need that much, Flex, but thanks.  My mind is racing at 150 kilometers per hour, and I can’t stop it.  I’m thinking about your sister, how there’s so much I need to do with regard to her, more weapons and surveillance systems –”

“Hemp, Hemp, slow down.  You’ve done a lot – a fucking shitload of stuff so far.  My aunt would’ve said we couldn’t have done that in a month of Sundays, and she’d be right.  So go in, have the shower, close your eyes for a while.  We need that brain of yours to be fresh.”

“I don’t like the sound of that anymore, Flex.”  Hemp was smiling, but the truth behind that particular joke gave me, and I’m sure him, a bit of a shudder.

“Okay, let’s say sharp,” I said.

He stood and passed me the Calico.  “Okay.  I’ll do it.  Stay awake now, and fire that thing off if you see anything.  I’ve got my MP5 to keep by my bed.  Speaking of that, where am I sleeping?”

“There’s a spare bedroom, end of the hall to the left.  Only a full size, but I spent money on a good mattress for when Jamie and Jack – well, it’s comfortable.”

“Got it.  Thanks.  I’ll go check on the pooch before I hit the shower.”

“Name’s Bunsen.”

“Bunsen?”

“Yep.  After the burner.  Apparently our Trina spent a tad too much time with Max when deciding what to name the girl.”

“Bunsen.  Sounds like a boy name.”

“If it works for a six-year-old girl and makes her happy, I think Bunsen will do just fine.”

Hemp smiled, waved, and went inside.  I propped the M960 on my leg, leaned back in the Adirondack and scanned the dark horizon for any moving shadows.

Or any flickers of eye shine.

The July night was hot and muggy, but the Georgia weather was the last thing on my mind that evening.


Chapter 11



 



We slept in shifts, and there were no incidents through the night.   By the time 8:00 AM rolled around, we’d all had enough and felt like drinking some coffee and feeling normal for the first time in a couple of days. 

The spaced-out feeling of being up for two days hadn’t completely left us, but Gem sure looked better, and Trina was chattering to Bunsen as though she were entirely human.  That she was as big as a human was a fact.  Pregnant, she was bigger than most.

Hemp came in through the front door and laid his gun down beside the table.  “I’ll have it with two sugars,” He said, apparently assuming I’d deliver the coffee to him as he plopped down into the wood spindle-back chair.  He found the remote on the table and clicked it.  I had satellite, so if anyone was broadcasting at all, there might be some chance we’d get it.

But nothing showed up.  Static on every channel.  He clicked it off again, not wanting to waste generator fuel on nothing and took the cup of coffee I handed him.

“I’d have taken you for a tea man,” I said.

“Most tea is for pussies.  American tea, that is.”  He looked suddenly at Trina.  “I’m sorry, young lady.  That was rude of me.”

“What’s a pussy?” Trina asked, her eyes curious.

Gem stepped around the table and sat beside her.  “It’s a bad word for someone who’s not brave,” she said.

“Well put,” I said.

She turned her head quickly toward Hemp and gave him that little girl’s you said a bad word face.

He nodded and patted the top of her head.  “I only meant that Earl Grey is about the only tea you can find here that a real man would drink.  Trina, do I need to put a quarter in some jar somewhere?”

“Not this time,” Trina said.  “I didn’t know that one.  But I will next time,” she added matter-of-factly.

“So what’s the plan?  We feel good enough that we don’t need a lookout right now?”  Gem glanced back and forth between me and Hemp.

“Gun’s right here,” Hemp said.

I patted mine, leaning against the kitchen island.  “Mine, too.”

Gem tossed her head toward the sofa where her Uzi rested.  “Okay, I guess we can beat a few zomb – abnormals – to the punch.”

“Regardless, the plan is to hit a Radio Shack or a Best Buy and see if we can get the camera systems we need,” Hemp said.  “I’d also like to set up some snares in the woods around here.”

“Snares?”

Hemp nodded.  “I know it seems kind of archaic, but there are woods on three sides of this property, as Flex knows, and that makes it fairly simple for someone who’s driven to get very close to this house without being seen.”

“But snares?”  Gem wrinkled her nose at me as she took a deep sip from her hot coffee.  Her expression quickly turned into one of utter bliss.  She did love her coffee.

“I was up early, and with my trusty MP5 by my side, I took a walk along the woods line.  There are clear paths where animals make their way, and these are the same paths that anything or anybody else will make their way.”

“So booby-trap the obvious paths,” Gem said.  “And what about the poor animals?”

I sat down next to Gem at the table.

Hemp shrugged.  “We’ll need meat, Gem.  Flex, what kind of animals you got in these woods anyway?”

“Oh, shit, that’s right,” Gem said, then slapped her hand over her mouth and smiled as Trina glared at her.

“A few bears, not too many.  “Deer, some feral pigs.  I guess a zombie or two.”

“So you can joke about it but we have to call them abnormals?  Great.”  Gem shook her head and swatted my arm, causing me to spill my coffee onto the table.

I shrugged.  “I don’t care anymore.  What they are they are.  What they are, Jamie is.  After seeing her last night, I don’t know how to balance terminology versus fear versus hatred versus survival instinct.  I love her, but that is not her.  Not anymore.”

Gem’s demeanor changed, and she got up and got a towel from the kitchen and wiped up my spilled coffee.  “I’m sorry, baby.”

I put my hand over hers and nodded.  I never wanted her to feel bad, because I knew her heart and it was nothing but good.

Hemp chimed in, returning the conversation back to his intended task.  “Okay, back to the snares.  I know how to construct tripwire snares, large or small.  If we’re going after food, rabbits, small game, we can set some up on the smaller paths.  The trails that lead to your yard, the bigger ones, we’ll set up some heavier duty traps using some pretty large stones.  I saw a few good ones out there that should work nicely.  With the deteriorated condition of some of these infecteds, and the probability that they’ll only get worse as time goes on, that still ought to do it.  Considering we only need an upper branch capable of supporting that kind of weight, we should be able to set some of these up in pretty strategic locations.”

“Are you hoping to use this system as protection?  Doesn’t seem very efficient,” I said.

“I think he’s looking to use it more as an early warning system that they’re finding their way here, babe,” Gem said.  “If we start seeing them snared, we know they’re onto our scent.”

“Precisely,” Hemp said.

“I guess it’s better than packing mud cakes along the walkway and trying to get footprints,” I said.

“What are we, six years old again?” Gem laughed.

“Hey, it was fun when I was six.”  I stood.  “I say we get started today.  But when we head out, I think I’d like to take the Crown Vic and we should all go.  The dog we can lock in the house and we can leave Jamie in the lab.”

“Bunsen,” said Trina.  “Her name’s Bunsen.”

“Got it.  Bunsen,” I said.

Gem, as was her custom, grabbed a note pad and made a list.  First stop, Radio Shack.  More walkies and batteries and surveillance camera systems. 

Next stop, another police station.  We needed to load up on more guns and ammo.  Or a good pawn shop.  Some of the shit they kept in the back could be interesting.  Hell, even some of the ranch homes would have nice caches of weapons.  We were in Georgia, and there was no shortage of guns here.

And Hemp wanted some medical equipment.  Particularly an EEG machine.  We put that on the list, but we weren’t sure we would have the time, freedom of movement, or the ability to find everything on our list today.  After writing a while, Gem looked up.

“What’s the military doing about all of this you think?” she asked.  “I have to believe some of them survived and are mobilizing.”

“I haven’t seen one plane or helicopter other than the one that almost crashed on us since this thing began,” I said.

“That is almost impossibly unlikely,” Hemp said.  There should be crashed airliners and small craft littering the country.”

“I’m sure if we travel far enough,” I said, “we’ll find them.  But for now, let’s get ready to go the store.”

“Forget the useless wallets, just get the guns,” Gem said, smiling as she hefted her Uzi.

“Note to self,” I said.  “Stop by the vinyl store and grab the Beatles’ White Album.  Someone needs to hear ‘Happiness is a Warm Gun.’”

“I already know that,” Gem smiled.  “But happiness also involves my Flexy.”

 

My house is a ranch, one story with four bedrooms and three baths.  I built it a few years ago, and Gem was very familiar with the layout.  It was pretty typical, and had a nice long front porch with two steps leading up and a wood railing on all sides except at the steps.

When I built it I was conscious of the fact that I was somewhat removed from any neighbors, so had security on my mind.  The thick growth of trees in the surrounding forest was exactly what I wanted, and the only easy way in or out of my property was through a long, winding gravel drive.  I’d graded it very flat, and any vehicle could access it with no problem.  I’d kept the curves on the soft side, which is what allowed the huge mobile lab to make the drive up to the house.

There was a gate at the bottom, the wood swinging type, that I most often closed.  I’d left it open when I headed out to Jamie and Jack’s house because other things were on my mind, but if I had to leave for any extended period of time, I always closed and locked it. 

I locked it when we left this time.  Hemp suggested we replace the beefy Master Lock with a combo type that any one of us could open without a key.  There was no telling what might happen; one of us might lose a key in a scuffle, and the growth on the sides of the fence was very thick, brambly and virtually impassable.  Hemp was right again.  Gem added the combo lock to the list.

As Hemp hopped back in the car after swinging the gate closed and securing the lock, Gem said, “Hemp, would barbell weights work in place of rocks?  For your snares, I mean?”

Hemp nodded.  “Good idea.  I think 60 lbs per snare would work fine.  If you can imagine having that much tension pulling one of your legs in the air, I guess you could figure out how hard it might be to free yourself from the snag.”

“Try 40 lbs.  I’m not that ambitious,” Gem said.

“Fuck.  It would take 150 lbs to tame that tiger,” I said.

“Only if I were looking at you just out of my reach,” Gem quipped.

I smiled and drove on.  Hemp had a little smile on his face as he looked back and forth between me and Gem.  I knew he was lonely, and I could tell he wished he had someone to banter with.   Besides us, I mean.  And it made sense.  When he told me the story of his wife and son, I felt for him.  He was a great guy, and I couldn’t imagine that with his surfer looks and intellect that he wouldn’t make any woman a bit weak in the knees.

Plus, he was funny.  But what did I expect?  The Monty Python guys were all Brits, and damn, they cracked the shit out of me.

As I left the gravel drive and hit the street I said, “I think we might just hit a local hardware store, and there’s a Target there where we might get the rest.  We’ve got some diverse needs.”

I hit the gas and the Crown Vic’s new tires bit into the pavement and screamed off like the son-of-a-bitch cop car it could’ve been.

Everyone inside smiled.  Even Trina.

And I was rethinking Fords.  It was a strange, new world, indeed.

 

*****

 

  When we pulled into the hardware store parking lot, the door to the store hung open, tottering on one hinge.  A body lay in the doorway face down, and we could see the back of the skull bashed in, a black mottled pool on the ground around it, clotted and thick.

The flies had not been affected.  They still buzzed around in a swarm at our approach.  None of us wanted to stay in the car, but Gem volunteered to keep Trina on her lap and play whatever game she wanted to play to occupy her. 

On the way to town, Trina had asked us if we were on our way to pick up her mommy and Jesse.  She didn’t mention her father Jack, and it may be because in her mind she already knew he was gone.  She had been in that house after all, and seeing him like that must have been a nightmare.  We were all surprised she slept through the night last night, but she was exhausted, and perhaps even the nightmares couldn’t overpower her need to rejuvenate.

In answer to her question I turned my eyes to Gem.  She shook her head slowly, then looked into Trina’s eyes.  “We’re still trying to find them, baby.  Don’t you worry.  They both love you.  Just remember that when you miss them.”

Trina said nothing.  We promised to get her some dollies at the store if she’d be good and stay with Gem.  This seemed to make her forget for the time being.

Normally I hate to lie.  Not this time.  I wanted to lie to her forever.  Make her believe they were still on this earth.

And it kept nagging at me.  What we’d seen at the CDC. Those things coming back to life because we didn’t destroy their brains.

I hadn’t done anything to Jesse’s brain.  Had she crawled from her earthen grave, now one of them?  Was she out there now, even as we faced the horrors of this modified existence, hungry, hungry, starving?

I put it out of my mind.  We had to know more.  I didn’t want to picture my Jess like that.  But it nagged.

Hemp and I stepped past the body, scattering the flies.  I waved them away from my face – they had just been feasting on dead flesh and I didn’t like the idea of them anywhere near my eyes or mouth.   We had handheld flashlights, but I knew the first thing I wanted.  First we reconnoitered the aisles to make sure none of the hungry dead were lying in wait, if they could even do that, and were relieved to find we were alone in the store.

It wasn’t a big store, and at the entry the light filtering in through the storefront windows was enough to see by.  About 15 aisles, a local store that specialized in the things the local people most often needed.  Generators, plumbing parts, electrical.  I headed for the flashlight section and found what I was looking for immediately.  While the front of the store was bathed in light, the rear aisles wouldn’t be.   I grabbed all they had on the rack and went to the end cap where the AAA batteries were hung.  I took down a 24 pack and popped it open and began loading batteries into a couple of the LED headlamps.  Hemp had made his way to the aisle where the rope was stocked.

“Hemp!  Where are you, buddy?”

“Aisle 7.  Found some good high tensile, thin rope.”

I turned into the aisle and met him.  He’d taken a small shopping basket and had put six rolls of the rope in it.   I gave him a headlamp. 

“Bloody good idea, Flex.”  He strapped it on his head and slid the switch.  The light was excellent and directed. 

He said, “I need some very strong, thin fishing line or something.  A fifty pound strength would work well if they have it.”

“Aisle 12 is fishing and camping gear.  You good here?  I’m heading over to electrical.  Stuff for wiring the cameras.”

“Get as much video cable as you can,” he said.  I’d like to spread out our field of vision, so we’ll probably have some long runs.  Also get some splicing connectors, and if you can find them, some motion detectors.  No sense in using the power unless they see something coming.  Then they can kick on, and that’ll draw our attention.”

I moved around the edge of the row and made my way down to electrical, grabbing one of the light plastic shopping carts along the way.  The kind with the long pole on top so you can’t take them out through the door.  Damned staff was too lazy to go retrieve them from the parking lot.

And now there was no staff.  Good move, maybe.

I grabbed four motion detectors along the way, then came to the cable wire and pushed all the rolls off the hanging rods into my cart.  Same with the connectors.

Then I had a thought.  I knew the walkies were okay for a couple of miles at best with obstacles in the way.  A super tall antenna would be a big help.  The area where we were located wasn’t too hilly, so if I could get an extension antenna wire up high enough, it would open up our distance, perhaps closer to the 28 miles promised by some of the newer walkies.  I decided to get the cameras first, then look for something that I could build a makeshift antenna tower with. 

“Nothing over here,” Hemp called.  “I’m going into the back to see if they’ve got extra stock.  There’s a hanger and price for the 50 lb, but it’s empty.  I’ll use 30 lb if I have to, but I prefer stronger.”

“Gotcha.  I’m getting what we need here.  Hey, Hemp!  They have video surveillance kits!  6-camera, easy setup.”

Hemp didn’t reply.  I unloaded three full sets for 18 cameras.  That ought to do it.  Hardware stores sure tried to cater to everyone’s needs these days, and I was glad.  Radio Shack was officially off the list.

Next, I went to the lock section and found a beefy, 2” hasp master lock with a four-number combination.  I didn’t figure the number would have to be that complex considering what we were trying to keep out.  I dropped two of them in my basket, too.

Now for the antenna.  I was thinking some ½” copper pipe, joined by couplings to a height of 100’ might do it.  So ten 10’ sections were on my list.  Along with the proper flux and solder and a nice soldering torch to sweat the pipe together.  It could be assembled in less than an hour.  Standing it up might be a trick, but I was sure Hemp would be able to figure it out.  He was an engineer, after all.

I dropped the couplings, solder and torch in my basket, and grabbed the ten lengths of pipe and hefted them out to the Crown Victoria.  They clearly weren’t going to fit inside, so I put them down, ran back inside to grab some more rope, and headed back out.  Gem helped me bundle them, then we used massive strips of duct tape to secure them to the top of the car just to the side of our mounted AK-47.

Okay, Gem’s AK-47.  She loved that thing.

The day was heating up.  It was already around 80 degrees.

“Hemp!”

There was no reply.  It had been over eight minutes.  “Hemp!”

Still nothing.

I left my cart and swung my K7 around to kill position and stood stock still.  I heard a bumping sound from the back of the store.

And I ran.  I ran to the stockroom door and yanked it open, my headlight bathing each place I turned my head.  The room was rectangular, and had several rows of shelves that ran nearly floor to ceiling.  My light was nearly absorbed by the room, and only directly ahead of me was illuminated.  Hemp was not anywhere in sight, and so far he hadn’t answered.  Chills began their trek up and down my spine. 

“Hemp!  Where are you?   Can you hear me, man?”

Still nothing.  A shuffle.  Off to my left.  I yelled again.  “Hemp!  Answer me or I might shoot you!”

I didn’t think for a second that Hemp would think this was anything like funny.  He wasn’t a stupid man.

I turned left and walked quietly, looking down each aisle, my headlamp exposing anything that might move.

Nothing did.

A grunt. 

I screamed like a native warrior and ran to the last aisle, turning the corner at speed.  A large man, formerly alive but no longer, with peeling skin and reddish-pink glowing eyes, stood right there, stopped dead center at the beginning of the fifty-foot aisle.  To stop my forward momentum so that I didn’t crash into the thing, I dropped my gun to hang awkwardly from the shoulder strap, windmilling my arms madly as I struggled to reverse course. 

The nostrils flared wide – very wide – and in its moment of what must have been surprise, it just stared down at me.  He must have been at least 6’7”, and because he was wearing basketball shorts and a jersey I assumed he’d been playing a little b-ball when his world changed.  I felt like I was facing Larry Bird with flesh-eating virus.

His white-yellow teeth shone in my light, and he came at me the next split second, just as I began to make some progress away from him.  He didn’t physically move fast, but his sheer size made every step like two of mine.  I was startled; he was too close.  I continued my stagger backward, lost my balance again and fell, and as I looked up, he appeared to be ready to drop right on top of me. 

I scrambled to my feet again and my gun clattered to the floor.  As I scurried away, my left foot caught the weapon, kicking it in my intended direction of retreat.  I turned my head back to see what chance I had of getting away when my light fell on a disturbing sight.

Hemp’s shoes.  The soles shone in my light.  He was unconscious on the floor in the middle of the aisle.

I kicked the gun hard forward again as I continued to put distance between me and the lumbering zombie, whose eyes, even without the illumination from my headlamp, glowed after me.  Then, in one fluid motion, I scooped the gun from the ground, rolled onto my back and blasted no fewer than 20 rounds into that huge, deteriorating, fat head of his, laying him down like a pile of bricks smashed by a wrecking ball. 

As I watched the mass of meat and gore that used to be his face, I saw his eyes slowly fade to black.  I stared for a moment.  The shine was life.  Somehow.  In their eyes.  I had not given it enough thought, I now knew. If Hemp was still alive, we would give it the analysis it deserved.

If he wasn’t, I had no idea what we would do.

I knew the creature was gone, finally dead, therefore no longer a threat.  I ran down the aisle closest to me, all the way to the end, and turned left.  I still didn’t want to skirt past the thing, no matter how sure I was that it was dead.

I got to the end aisle and saw Hemp on the floor.  Kneeling down beside him, I took his arm and gently turned him over.  He was out cold, but breathing.

He looked unharmed.  Externally, at least.  No blood.  No injury.  No scratches or bites that looked human inflicted.  Tucking down, I pulled him up by the waist and somewhat to his feet.  I bent forward and rested him over my right shoulder, then struggled to stand up.  After nearly going over backward, I regained my balance and walk-jogged to the door of the stockroom, pushed through it, and back into the aisle where my cart was.  I lowered Hemp inside the cart and he folded up on top of the cable. 

Not wanting to make Hemp’s trip in vain, I pushed over to his basket and loaded the stuff in his cart into mine, on top of him.  Then I ran for the door.

I’m not sure why I was still spooked.  I was almost certain that one creature was the only danger here, but it was like I was eight years old again, and I was conjuring up goblins and ghosts and a thousand arms reaching out to grab my shirttail and drag me into hell.

But I made it to the door.  It did not occur to me at that moment, since I lacked complete and utter sanity, that the cart would not fit around the body in the doorway, or that the fucking metal rod that was sticking up would hit the door frame.  So, in a perfectly logical scenario, I pushed that overloaded cart full speed through the entry door, the wheels slamming into the torn-up body on the ground and the 1” metal pipe attached to the cart slamming into the glass wall above the door.  As a result, the cart containing Hemp and our precious supplies went into a stutter-flip, sending Hemp and all the crap piled on top of him tumbling to the ground.

I realized at the last second what had happened, and I tried to hang onto the cart, but all I did was slow it ever-so-slightly.  Gem saw what had happened and practically leapt from the Crown Vic.  She looked at me, her eyes wide.

“Jesus!” she shouted.  “Are you guys alright?”

“I’m fine!  He’s unconscious.  Get him into the car!”

I stopped, my breath burning my lungs with each draw, and looked behind me.  Nothing in the store moved.

I realized she wouldn’t be able to do it alone since Hemp was dead weight.  I ran to Gem and helped her lift Hemp into the car.  Then I slammed the door and went back to right the basket and pick up our strewn supplies.  I would not sacrifice this stuff that we needed for self-preservation.

Less than thirty seconds later I had the stuff in the trunk of the Ford.  I jumped back into the car and fired the engine.

“Fuck this.  Let’s get back to the house.”

Gem was slapping Hemp in the face, and not softly.  He would not wake up.

“Baby, he’s not coming to!” she said.  “What happened in there?”

“I can’t talk right now,” I said. 

And nobody said a word until we got through the gate and into the security of my house again.

We stared at Hemp, who we’d laid on the couch.

And we waited.

With our guns at ready.


Chapter 12



 



Hemp didn’t wake on his own.  About 65 minutes after his encounter, Gem sat on the couch beside him and shook him gently by the shoulders.  His eyes fluttered open and he moaned.

When he started to stir, Gem got quickly off the sofa, picked up her gun and held it, barrel pointed toward the floor.

“Man.  What happened?  Gem, why do you have your gun?”

We looked at him.  We’d never heard the creatures speak other than in early stages and only to tell us how hungryhungryhungry they were, so we figured he was okay.

“You got got by a zombie,” Gem said.  “Sorry, but until I heard something intelligible out of you . . .”

“I got . . . got?”

“In the hardware store,” I said.  “You went into the stock room, I started to worry, and next thing I knew you were out on the floor and I was running from a dead basketball player.”

Hemp tried to sit up, then abandoned the idea.  He put a hand to his head.  “I don’t remember any of it.  Just putting some things in my basket, and thinking I’d look in back for more stock.”

“Bad move as it turns out,” I said.  “We either need a buddy system rule or just to approach every situation as if one of these things is around the corner.  I’m very surprised this thing got the jump on you.”

“I have no idea how it did.  I don’t remember seeing it at all.  Bloody hell, I don’t even remember the stock room.”

“How are you feeling now?” Gem asked.

Hemp nodded.  “Okay.  The grogginess is going away pretty fast.”

Gem snapped her fingers.  “This is too familiar.  It’s exactly what we found with the people in Cynthia’s house, stored for food.  Exactly.  They were out, save for a couple of them.  Taylor was awake, but perhaps in a paralytic state.  Flex?”

“Come to think of it, yes.  Hemp, you were out, but the problem is, you didn’t wake on your own until Gem shook you.  And even that didn’t work for well over an hour.”

Hemp looked confused.  “But how?  Did it strangle me, cut off my oxygen supply?”

“Not a mark on you, buddy.  Except on your elbow – a bruise.  Probably from falling.”

“I need to find out what this is.”

I thought for a moment about the eye shine.  Everyone had noticed it, and this was as good a time as any to bring it up.

“Hemp, have you thought about the eye shine aspect of these creatures?  What causes it, and what, if anything, its purpose might be?”

“To be honest,” Hemp said, “I’ve kind of avoided verbalizing about it too much because it made no sense.  But I have tossed it around in my mind, and I will need to do some tests on Jamie if I want to come up with any answers.”

Gem realized she was still holding her gun and leaned it against the end of the sofa.  Trina walked into the room and bounced on her feet a full foot in the air.

“Bunsen is having her babies!” she shouted.  “Two so far!”

Despite the seriousness of the discussion on the floor, we all smiled at this news.   Even Hemp.

“Well, let’s go get some warm towels and see if mama needs anything!” Gem said.

“The miracle of childbirth,” Hemp said, rubbing his face with both hands and getting unsteadily to his feet.

Trina jumped in the air clapping her hands, and ran into the utility room where they had set up Bunsen on a large quilt.  When they walked in, she was in the process of pushing out her fourth puppy.   Two of the other three were already latched onto a nipple, and suckling away.

We all watched this with smiles on our faces.  This was indeed the miracle of life, and we had no idea how many things would be born over the next year, how many would die, and how many would refuse to stay dead.

What we did know, by the time it was over, was that there were six more tiny souls on this planet than there were just a few moments ago, and it did our hearts good to see it.  We let nature take its course, and Trina and the rest of us mourned to see the seventh pup come out stillborn. 

It lay there and never moved.  It was born dead, and after an hour we knew it would clearly stay dead.  It was the first actual confirmation that this reanimation condition did not affect the canine population.

“They’re so wet and sticky,” said Trina.

“Yes, they are.  Don’t worry.  Bunsen will get them cleaned up.  We’ll help her if she’ll let us,” Gem said.

“Aunt Gemmy, Bunsen is very nice.  She’ll really like it if we help her.”

Gem pulled Trina into her lap on the folding chair she sat on as she watched the other squirming pups searching for nipples, finding them, and drinking of their mother’s sustenance.

Hemp stood from his chair.  “I have some work to do.  Flex, if you think you can handle the camera installation, I’d like to do some stuff in the lab.”

“I’m a fuckin’ electrician, so I think I can handle some cable runs and wire connectors.”

“Just fucking with you, old man,” Hemp said, smiling.

“Hemp, I’m not sure about you going in there alone,” Gem said.  “Not after what happened at the store.”

“I know.  We need more bodies,” said Hemp.

“I don’t know if I’d put it like that,” I said.  “Maybe we need more warm bodies.”

“Point taken.  Okay, first things first,” Hemp said.  “I guess we should get the cameras up.  That way we’ll have a sense of security, and that will set us at ease.”

“And keep us alive,” added Gem.  “Which sets me at great ease.”

“Me, too,” I said.  “And I already have an alarm system in the house, so I’ll just program it to chime when a door or window opens.  I usually turn that off.”

I walked over to the panel and punched the buttons, then tried the front door and a window.  Beep Beep.

“Good,” said Hemp.  “Once the cameras are installed, I’d like to see if we can secure an EEG machine.  I’ve got some ideas how to use it to do some testing – on Jamie, if that’s okay with you, Flex.”

“Hey, if your tests can help her, then there’s no reason I can think of to say no.  I’m sure she’d agree with us.”

“How do you feel right now?” I asked Hemp.

“Good.  No headache, nothing.  No memory of it and no effects that I can pinpoint.”

I looked at his eyes.  Bright and normal.  No mist.  No glow.

“Good,” I said.  I want to go out and get that EEG machine now.   We never got any more guns either, so I want to grab more of them eventually, and we sure as hell need some signal flares.”

“Hemp, if you stay with Trina, Bunsen and the babies, Flexy and I can see about getting this stuff.”

“Okay, but if you’re looking for the EEG machine, will you know it when you see it?”

“Will it say “EEG?” asked Gem.

“Might say electroencephalography.”

“Wanna write that down?” said Gem, smiling.

“Sure.”

“The hospital in Gainesville is about 18 minutes away from here – eleven miles.  We already know the road is pretty clear from here to there, so this shouldn’t be a bad trip, so long as we’re not ambushed or put to sleep.”

“Or both,” Gem said.  “Nothing is getting closer than a dozen feet away from me.  Not if Suzi has anything to say about it.”

“Suzi?” I smiled.

“Suzi the Uzi.”

“Cute.  What rhymes with Daewoo?”

“Not even sure you’re pronouncing it right,” Gem said.  “You’re going to have to stick with K7.”

“That’s no fun.  You ready?”

Gem shook her head.  “Not yet.”  She went to Hemp and hugged him hard.  He returned her embrace, and when she pulled away, she said, “Hemp, I can tell you I love you already.  You’re a good guy, and we appreciate being able to call you our friend.”

She hugged him again and he smiled over her shoulder at me as I looked on.

“She’s right, you know,” I said.  “Something about our situation has brought us close together fast.”

They broke the embrace and Gem kissed him on the cheek.

Hemp blushed.  “Just get the stuff and get back here.  Anything goes wrong, then I want you to forget what you don’t have and just get back.”

“I have to go stock up on ammo and hug Trina,” Gem said.  “Then I’m ready.  Give me three minutes, baby.”

And she was ready in two.

 

*****

 

With a full stock of ammo, our walkies and a shitload of spit and vinegar, Gem and I headed out for what we hoped would be an uneventful eleven-mile drive.

“Road looks good,” said Gem, scanning side to side, her hand gripping the K-7 mounted on the Suburban.

We’d brought the truck to haul any equipment we might pilfer, and while it had no side windows, it was damned well protected, just as the Hummer had been.  I’d topped off the gas tank with four 5-gallon cans I had stored in my shed at the house.  We’d brought the cans with us in case an opportunity to refill them presented itself.  Lots of the rural farms had hand-crank fuel pumps plugged into their underground tanks for fueling up their tractors and other equipment.

“We’re already halfway there,” I said.  It was now already 2:00 in the afternoon.  The incident with Hemp had eaten up a good part of the day, followed by the more joyous incident with Bunsen and her new brood.

The road took a dip up ahead.  Years ago a large sinkhole had opened up in the highway; it was nearly a half mile wide, and made the news all over the country.  This hole was eventually filled in and paved over, but it had left in its wake a fairly steep downhill, then a peak that most people enjoyed driving over.   The kids tended to haul ass down and up, trying to get their cars airborne.  If they knew what that shit did to their suspension, they’d think better, but I knew damned well I’d do the same thing if I was nineteen.  Fuck yes.

“Hold on, babydoll!” I shouted, and hit the gas.  The big Suburban plunged down the hill, reaching about sixty miles per hour.  I raced along the short valley, maintaining speed, and hit the uphill at sixty-five.  I was pretty sure I’d get at least the front tires off the ground when I came up to the top of that hill.

“Baby, this is fun, but you can’t see what’s over that hill – be careful!”

And I realized she was right.  Could be a wrecked car just out of sight, but I didn’t remember seeing any on the way here, and I was committed now.  I kept my foot on the gas and hit the top.

My front wheels did indeed leave the ground, and when they came down, Gem let out a rare scream and her door-mounted machine gun slammed into action, her finger hard on the trigger.

Because they were there.  A dozen of them from my quick count, staggering in the middle of the street as though they had a destination in mind, and I immediately hoped it wasn’t my place.

I saw them only as my bumper crashed into the heads of four of them, knocking them backward and undoubtedly putting four nice dents in my bumper.  As my front tires met pavement and rolled over their crumpling bodies, I could almost feel my transmission housing, rear axle and tires catch them underneath, pushing them into and grinding them along the pavement.  I visualized their twisting bodies caught beneath the Suburban, scraping against asphalt, bones shattering, already-damaged faces being torn up further.

But we also knew it wouldn’t necessarily kill them.

We’d cleared them all and were about 300 yards away from them.

“Pull this fucker around, Flex!” shouted Gem.  She ejected the empty magazine from the K-7 and smacked another into the gun as I stopped and spun the truck around to face them.

The others who didn’t get run down had turned toward us, as though they had gotten a whiff of us and needed to have a taste.  I started driving slowly toward them to give Gem a better shot.  

I stopped about fifty feet away and said, “Wait, baby.  Wait until they’re a bit closer.”  I felt guilty.  “Sorry for being an idiot.  I thought we could use some fun.”

Gem gawked at me.  “Flexy, this crew of walking dead would’ve been here whether we were doing thirty miles per hour or seventy.  Your speed is what immediately took out four of them.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “Wait … not yet.  Let them get a little closer.” 

“Keep the engine running, and I’ll do that,” Gem answered.

She spun her machine gun forward, as did I.  We’d removed the side mirrors right after installing the guns, as we quickly discovered we didn’t have the full range of motion that we needed.  Problem solved. 

Our eyes peeled straight ahead, our fingers rested on our respective triggers, I noticed the four I’d run over were trying to get back on their feet.  Only two of them managed to stand, as the other two, a man in a tattered business suit and a woman in a police uniform, could only crawl on their elbows, the damage done by my Chevy evident.

But the other eight zombies were making decent progress.  Three of them were completely nude, and I hadn’t seen that before.  It disturbed me; it just brought home that everything was gone.  Their modesty, awareness, just everything they had ever known, and now it was just food that they craved.

“I want to shoot now,” Gem said, when they were twenty feet in front of us.

It obviously wasn’t a request.  The reverberating, staccato sound of round after round exploding from Gem’s window mount machine gun explained that to me in terms that I – and possibly other guns – could understand.  I joined her.  We took out seven of them, their heads exploding into particles of blood, brains and skull fragments, their bodies jerking like marionette dolls until they finally fell to the ground in heaps of gore.

But with the side mounts, there was one more son-of-a-bitch wearing an “Obama/Biden 2012” tee shirt that neither of us could hit.

“Fucker’s in a no-kill zone,” Gem said, grabbing Suzi from the floorboard.  She hefted the Uzi and tried to lean out of the window for a shot, but the Daewoo mounted on the door frame blocked her.

“Fuck, Flex, I can’t get him.”

And he was at the hood.  And he climbed onto the hood.  And now he crawled directly toward the windshield, his dead face staring at us or through us, and we were freaked out and mesmerized at the same time.

He started mouthing the windshield, his bulbous tongue licking the smashed bugs there, trying to get to us, but unaware that the thick tempered glass wouldn’t allow it.

I stared at the thing gnashing and sucking the glass, its nostrils flaring wide, and I turned on the windshield wipers.  I know.  It was dumb.  This wasn’t a bug I could just wipe away.

“Me or you,” I whispered. 

“You this time,” Gem said, completely out of typical Gem fashion.

“Okay.”

I opened my door and looked quickly behind the car to make sure none of them had come out from somewhere else to overwhelm us.  None had.  I swung the door closed and stepped to the side of the hood, my Daewoo leveled at its head.  He was still pressed against the windshield, and I already regretted not having side windows.  I wasn’t going to accidentally blow out the windshield, that was for sure.  I wished like hell that the Suburban had a gun like the Ford.  I’d have to put it on Hemp’s list.

“Here, freakshow,” I said, in a sing-song voice.  “Come on, you ugly fuck, I’m right here.”

This one was an older man, thick in the middle, but still muscular.  He was wearing Nike tennis shoes, which were probably what helped him gain enough purchase to climb up on the hood in the first place.

“You’re scaring my woman, you asshole!” I finally yelled, and though my words likely had no affect, he finally looked directly at me.

And his eyes captured my attention.  Even here, in the bright daylight, I could see a slight fog over them, yet they didn’t appear obscured.  I swore I could see this fog almost misting off them, like a low-hanging cloud on a field of grass.  I shook it off and focused on the sight of my weapon.

He quit trying to bite through the glass.  He started to crawl sideways across the hood toward me, and I backed up two steps. 

My eyes on him, I also took some quick glances at the crawlers and walkers down the street.  They were clearly hurting, for their progress was nowhere near as fast as their zombie counterparts.  But they were coming.  Like mosquitoes to a bug zapper.

And then I was suddenly very tired of this shit.  I put the K-7 directly to the side of the thing’s skull, and as its arm rose jerkily up to grab the gun, I blew all awareness – and half of its brain – clean out of its ugly fucking head.  The blood and skull frags splattered onto the windshield, but it didn’t crack or shatter.  Gem reached over and hit the washer and wipers.  Now the glass was smeared with bloody streaks until about the fifth swipe – then it cleared enough that I wouldn’t have to clean it before driving.

But now I had a dead, bloody zombie sprawled on my hood like some kind of fucked up, morbid prize hunter.  I might as well have mounted his destroyed head as a hood ornament.

I looked through the window and Gem shrugged and gave me a nervous smile.  Then she did a little “pushing” motion with her hands, like I should get this thing off there. 

I hopped back in the truck, threw it into reverse, and punched it.  The body slid in its own muck, then rolled quickly off the hood, leaving a nice muddy-blood smear in its stead.

“The others are yours,” I said, throwing the Chevy into drive.  “Your window.”

I came to within ten feet of them, cranked hard left, and lined Gem up.  In a show of talent, she used very short bursts with her new best friend Suzi, and sent each one of them to the Hell they should have – and might have already been – living in.

When we got back on the road, we didn’t say anything.  I held her hand in mine as they rested on the seat between us.  The hospital loomed ahead, and I knew then that our little shopping trip was just getting started.

And I was already fucking sick and tired of this new zombie world.  I wondered when they would all be dead, or if they ever would be.  I didn’t know what had created them, what continued to create them, and how we had avoided becoming one of them.  We’d all struggle to learn the answer.  But one thing was for sure.  I knew well that Hemp, Gem and I could not kill them all by ourselves and set the world back onto its faltering axis.

I pulled up to the emergency entrance and looked at Gem.  She squeezed my hand again.

“I love you, baby,” she said.

“I know.  Right back atcha.  Now let’s get us an EEG machine and I’m thinking some pain killers.”

Her eyes brightened.  “I forgot all about the weed I stole from the evidence locker!  Let’s go.  Now I have something to get back home for.  Besides our family.”

I shook my head and laughed, and we got out.  And that was one more reason I loved my Gem.

She sure the fuck knew how to make me laugh.


Chapter 13



 



The hospital was dark.  Really dark.  We’d worn the headlamps I’d gotten from the hardware store, and with fresh batteries, they were kickass.  Plenty of light.

But the smell was putrid.  I could practically see the ooze flowing out of the broken skulls of the decomposing bodies on the floor everywhere our eyes fell.  I wasn’t sure how it was done, but their brains, in every case, were absent from their skulls, cracked open like raw eggs.  I wondered how they accessed this part of the human body, and then I knew.

It was clear.  They did not use tools; I’d not seen any level of awareness or intelligence that would suggest they had this ability.  It was a primal, instinctive action.  They clearly slammed the heads of their victims into the floor until they cracked and shattered and provided access to  the meat that these beings craved.

Gray matter.  Brains. 

I had no idea what this part of the human body provided them or what drew them to it.  But based on what we saw, it was what they wanted.  Had to have.

It was what they craved.

But Gem and I didn’t want to see any more.  We watched for movement as we made our way through the lobby and followed the signs to neurosurgery.

Gem walked slowly, moving her head from side to side, her light illuminating the hallway intersections we came to.  So far nobody else appeared.  And nothing else.

“You see why I did this now?” Gem asked.

“You mean put a headlamp on Suzi the Uzi?”

“Yep.  I’ll tell you why.”

I hadn’t asked, but I was up for some conversation.

“I did it because I might be shooting at some zombie or other, and hear something off to the other side.  I don’t necessarily want to have to find the fucker again if I look away and look back, so I want a light where I’m shooting, and one on my head, too.”

“I never questioned your motives, Gem.  I had no doubt that there was a logical reason.”

I said this, all the while thinking it was actually a damned good idea, and I should’ve done the same thing.  It would make her happy when I outfitted my K-7 with one.

My radio crackled, and I looked at Gem.  “What the fuck?”

“Flex, you read me?”

It was Hemp’s voice.  I grabbed the radio from my belt and pushed the talk button.

“Hemp!  Where the hell are you?”

“I’m at your place,” he said, the voice crackly, but clear enough.  “I got the antenna put together and up.”

“Dude, that’s eleven miles away!  I thought for a minute you were out front or something.  Beautiful!”

Gem almost clapped, but she didn’t want to take her hands off Suzi. 

 “We’re okay, Hemp.  We’re in the hospital, and it smells like a morgue that went out of business and abandoned about a thousand corpses, but so far no movers.”

“Okay, good.  I just wanted to test this, so get back to it.  Have you found the EEG yet?”

“No, still heading to the right department.”

“Alright.  Trina’s out here with me.  The sunshine feels good, the gate’s locked, and I’m well armed.  We’re fine here, but hurry your rear ends up and get back here safely, okay?”

“You got it, Hemp.  Out.”

“Out,” came Hemp’s voice.

I looked at Gem.  “That guy kills me.  Damned smart!”

“Why do you think I kissed him before we left?” she said.

We walked past a row of gurneys lined up in the hallway.  All empty except one.  That one had a body in it with something sticking out of its head.  It didn’t move.

Gem approached it and saw it was one of them, an infected.  But it wasn’t going anywhere now.  The thing protruding from its head was an arrow.  Gem looked at it in disbelief, then touched the arrow as though making sure it was real.  Physical.

“Crossbow?” I asked.

“That, or fucking Robin Hood is roaming the building.  Either way, someone took this one out.  See how the arrow goes in at an angle?”

I leaned over to look, my light shining on the entry point, right through the eye socket.

“Yeah.  It came from that way.”  I pointed down the hallway in our direction of travel.

Gem and I continued our slow progress down the corridor, stepping over puddles of muck and blood, watching for moving zombie heads or anything else that might either scare the shit out of us or pose actual danger.

Then we heard a door close up ahead.  Not loud.  A light click.

“I am so sick of hearing shit when we’re in scary places!” Gem said, frustrated.  “I’d like, just once, for you and me to be able to roam around a building filled with dead bodies and not be worried about bad shit happening.”

“I feel your frustration, but I’m still compelled to find out what that was, aren’t you?”

She nodded, but didn’t take another step.  “Yeah, exactly.  That’s my point.  I can’t resist it, but I can’t help thinking that you and I don’t get much quality time.  Ugh.”

“Ugh?”

“Yes.”

“Are you ready to start walking?”

“I’m ready to start cursing in Spanish.”

“Let’s walk instead.”

She took off, walking tentatively, and I followed.  We weren’t sure which door had closed, but we figured sounds didn’t do much for the creatures, so we started calling out.

“Is anyone there?  We’re uninfected, and just trying to survive, like you,” I began.  “We can share information or help if you need it.”

Gem tried next.  “Look, dickweed, whoever you are.  If you’re a zombie, then get your ass out here where I can blow your head off.  If you’re not a zombie, we’re not going to hurt you, ‘cause that’s not what we do.”

“More good cop, bad cop?”

Gem shrugged.

A voice came from behind the door we stood directly in front of.

“What if I hurt you?”

Gem and I stared at one another.  “A girl?” I whispered.

Gem nodded.  “I think so,” she whispered back.

“My name’s Gem and the guy I’m with is Flex.  We’re staying at his place in Lula, about 11 miles from here.  Are you okay?”

Nothing.  Then, after about fifteen seconds:  “I’m alright.  I took a few of those fucks down, but I’m alright myself.”

“Do you need help?” I asked.

“What have you got?” the voice said.

“Guns, food, power, shelter, picking up more every day.”

“And a nice mobile lab, if that impresses you,” added Gem.

The doorknob turned.  Gem and I stepped back, our headlamps directed to the door, our guns at ready, but angled toward the floor.  It opened fully and an arrow poked through.

“Would you drop that damned thing?” I asked.

“I will if you’ll move your damned lights out of my eyes and lower those guns some more!”

We realized we were blinding the dirty blonde girl, so we directed the bright beams of light down at the floor by pivoting the mini lights on their hinges. 

She lowered her weapon.

“So you’re the crossbow girl,” I said.

“We saw some of your handiwork,” Gem said.  “Good aim.  How close were you when you took out the one down there?”  She pointed at the gurney 25 yards back.

“I was right about here,” she said.  “Name’s Charlene Sanders, but they call me Charlie.”

“Who calls you that?” Gem asked.

The girl shrugged.  Her AC/DC tee shirt was too small for her, but it looked clean.  She looked a bit harried, but was clearly tough as nails and pretty hot, actually.

“I guess that’s right,” she said.  “Nobody calls me that anymore.  Unless you do.”

“Flex Sheridan, Charlie.  Nice to meet you.”  I held out my hand and she held her crossbow in one hand and shook mine.

“I’m Gem.  Charlie, we’d like to help you if you’ll trust us.  We’ve got a very small group, but we’re working on a lot of things to stay safe.  You trying to get anywhere in particular?”

The girl shook her head.  She looked about twenty-two years old, but this situation tended to make peoples’ faces appear older.  She might be as young as nineteen.

Charlie seemed to relax.  “Making plans isn’t working so well for me.  I’m more about reacting right now than taking action.  So yeah.  I guess I could see if what you’re doing is something I’d like to be doing.”

“Where does your family live?” Gem asked.

“About ten miles from here,” Charlie said.  “Only child, my dad left when I was fifteen.  My mom wasn’t one of the infecteds as you seem to be calling them, but she’s gone.  I don’t want to talk about it.”

“My sister is infected,” I said.  “I love her.  I can’t bring myself to just casually start calling them zombies, but I can’t kid myself – they’re very zombie-like, so sometimes we slip.  But I prefer to call them abnormals, infecteds, you know.”

“I get it,” Charlie said.  “You’re a good brother.”

“I guess so.  Okay,” I said.  “First things first.  We need an EEG machine for our buddy.”

“Who’s your buddy?” she asked.

“His name’s Hemp.  British guy, good lookin’, shitloads of brains.”

She laughed, and it was genuine and more relaxed than I would’ve expected.

“Well, he should keep them under wraps, then.  These things have a taste for them.”

“I think we’re going to get along just fine,” said Gem, smiling.  “Let’s get our shit done and get out of this stink hole.”

The three of us moved down the hallway and came to the door marked Neurosurgery.  We pushed the door open slowly and shone our lights down the vacant hallway.

“Why did you come here, to the hospital?” I asked the newcomer.

“Shine your light down here,” Charlie said, motioning to her thigh.

We both did, and it revealed a good tear in her pants that was soaked around the edges with blood.  She pulled the tear apart, and we saw a deep gash that was still pumping blood.

“I’m like a fucking scented candle to these freaks,” she said.  “Like walking chum.”

“Shit,” said Gem.  “We’ll need to bandage that up fast.  You feel okay?”

Charlie nodded.  “Yeah.  I was searching wrecked cars for supplies and when I left an old Volkswagen Thing, the damned tin body was split open and I caught an edge.”

I laughed.  “A Thing?  I had no idea any of them were still on the road.”

“I’m pretty sure it was the last one,” Charlie said.  “I’d never seen one before.  Even after I got cut I had to look on the back to see what the hell it was.”

“It was the fucking 70’s, that’s what it was.  Everybody was so stoned they’d buy anything,” Gem laughed.

It felt good to hear her laugh.  I looked forward to a lifetime of it.

“Okay, let’s find that machine and get the hell out of here.”

 

*****

 

A few minutes later we reached a door that said neurology, and Charlie pushed through it with little hesitation.  This girl would either fit right in with us or set us on edge every five minutes, and I just didn’t know which yet. 

Her crossbow held steady in front of her, she waited until our headlamps lit the room and told her it was clear before lowering it and looking back at us.

“Okay.  What’s this thing gonna look like anyway?”

I unclipped the radio from my belt.  I wasn’t sure this deep into the building if Hemp would still copy us, but I pushed the button anyway.

“Hemp, come in,” I said.  “Charlie wants to know what the EEG machine’s going to look like.”

Brief static.  “Charlie?” came the answer.

Gem laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile.  “Yes, Charlie,” I said, holding the button down.  “We’ve run into another uninfected, and she’s a tough one.  We’ll be bringing her back to my place.  So … can you describe the machine?”

“There will be a computer and monitor, for sure,” he said.  “You might see something electronic with several small holes in it – likely plastic, but it’ll have the outline of a head on it.  Telling you where each electrode plugs in.”

I saw a computer on the other side of the room and went to it.  What Hemp described was lying in a tray beside it.

“Fuck, Hemp.  Tell me the name Cadwell Laboratories means something to you.”

Static.  “Yep.  They are a manufacturer of a damned good machine.  I think it’s called the Easy II.”

“Hold on,” I said, picking up the device.  “Well, you don’t get the Easy II – this one’s called the Easy III, so I think you’ve got the newer model.  It’s got a Dell computer system, and I think a 17” LCD monitor.  Is that all right?”

Hemp came back on.  “Perfect, Flex.  Don’t forget the electrodes and cables – everything.  Is it on a cart?”

“It is,” I said.

“Bring the whole thing.  You don’t know what’s important and what’s not, so we can avoid you choosing to leave something behind that I might need.  And grab a second monitor if you can find one.”

I said to Gem and Charlie, “This is it.  What we came for.  So let’s get it unplugged, wrapped up and ready to move.”

I returned my attention back to the walkie as Gem and Charlie started preparing the machine.  “Anything else I can grab?  Stuff we might need?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to have pain meds and as much alcohol, bandages, gauze, you know – basic first aid stuff as you can carry,” said Hemp.  “There’s some in the lab, but not enough for my taste.”

Hemp was right.  I had a small supply at the house, but this was a brand new, scary-as-shit world.  We had no idea of the ratio between infecteds and uninfecteds, so it was feasible that hospitals could get emptied out of medications and first aid supplies.  Drug stores abounded, but summer heat, fires, anything could destroy them or at the very least, degrade the quality.  Hemp might know how to prolong the life of medications – some sort of storage method. 

Luckily we had no diabetics among us – no need for regular injections or life-sustaining medications.  Problems like that might serve to destroy another chunk of the remaining human population, but not from our group, anyway.

Gem and Charlie had the machine all ready, and we pushed for the door again.  As we made our way back by the zombie with the arrow through his brain, I looked at Charlie and said, “Damned nice work, kid.”

“Kid,” she muttered.  “Been hearing that shit all my life.  I’m twenty-six.”

Stopping off at two exam rooms along the way, we gathered the other supplies Hemp suggested.  We didn’t have any more encounters with the living dead, and while Gem and I were happy as shit about that, I think Charlie was a tad disappointed.

I think she loved that crossbow, and if the truth be known, I wanted to see her use it.  I didn’t know at that time how often I’d get to see that.

We still had to go back out into the world, and it was kind of eerie, the lack of the creatures, or life of any kind.  The dogs had begun teaming up, and we’d seen a couple of small packs of them on the way to the hospital, but for the most part, the local animals were nocturnal, and well-hidden in daylight hours.  Lula’s population at last census in 2009 was just under 2,500.

Overall, I really couldn’t have picked a better location to live in a situation like this; small town means fewer people, and that means fewer of them. 

Fewer of us, too.

Gem seemed to voice my thoughts.  “I wonder if they’re holed up in another meat locker like the last group we found,” she said.  “With a food stock.”

“I still don’t know what that’s about or how they had the organizational skills to put it together,” I said.  “They’re single-minded, so far as I can tell.  Cracking heads and eating food.  I don’t think they can fire generators or work a thermostat.”

“Maybe not, but like the scariest fucking squirrels on the planet, they seem to like to forage and stock up a bunch of fresh brains in case of hard times.”

The drive back to the house was uneventful.  We saw a group of around ten infecteds lumbering around about two blocks from the hospital, but they didn’t seem to have a particular direction in mind, and were utterly disorganized.

I pulled the car over and we all stared in their direction for a while.  The light breeze was blowing in our faces, so we knew they could not catch wind of us.  I imagined them close up, their hopeless jaws and teeth chewing on food that was not yet there to sustain them.

“Is that how it starts?” I asked aloud.

Gem shook her head and looked at Charlie.

“Maybe,” said Charlie.  “They turn into these things, wander aimlessly for a while, and then they begin to learn from their kind.  Just like us, they learn those things they gotta do to survive.”

“Shit,” I said.  “The punk rocker crossbow girl is waxing philosophical.”

“I want to kill them.”

“Not this time,” I said.  I want to get you back to my place.”

Gem put an arm across Charlie’s shoulder.  “Babe, now I know we’re going to get along just fine.”

 

*****

 

We returned to my house, showed Charlie how to access the gate and lock it again, and drove in.  Hemp sat in a glider-rocker on the front porch with Trina looking more miniature than usual in the large Adirondack chair beside him.  She was drinking a juice box of lemonade, and he was drinking a beer.

When we drove up he stood and made his way to the Suburban, Trina following close behind.

“Hood’s a mess,” said Hemp.  “Close call?”

“Yeah, I have to talk to you about the no-kill spot.  We might need a roof mount on this one, too,” Gem said, dropping out of the cab followed by Charlie, who got out of the passenger side rear door.

“Hey,” she said, extending her right hand, but without releasing her crossbow, which was still gripped in her left.

“So you’re the girl named Charlie,” said Hemp, taking her hand.  He then pulled her in for a hug and she didn’t resist.

He spoke into her ear, but loud enough for me and Gem to hear, “I’m Hemp.  And I’ve gotten just a bit more touchy-feely since I met these two.  I appreciate living, breathing humans all the more, so please, excuse my invasion of your personal space, but I am truly happy to meet you.”

After Hemp pulled back and let her go, Charlie said, “It’s nice to meet you too, Hemp.  Gem and Flex say you’re a good guy, and from first impressions, I get that, too.  Now who’s this?” she asked, smiling at Trina.

“That little one is my niece Trina,” I said.

“What’s that?” Trina asked, pointing to the muck on the hood.

“It’s paint,” said Charlie.  Then she knelt down and put the crossbow down in the dirt.  She dusted her hands off and put them on Trina’s shoulders.  “You are such a little beauty,” she said, smiling.

“Mommy says I’m a princess,” Trina beamed.  “My doggie just had puppies!”

“You’re kidding me!” Charlie said, her eyes wide.  “How many?”

“Like a hundred,” Trina said.  “Wanna come see?  They’re inside.”

“A hundred puppies!” said Charlie, smiling up at the rest of us.  She raised her eyebrows as if to ask if she could go with Trina.

We all nodded.

She stood and Trina put her hand in Charlie’s without hesitation and led her toward the house.

Hemp picked up the crossbow.  “Nice one,” he said.  “Can she use it?”

“Shit yes, she can use it,” answered Gem.  “I’m looking forward to having her show me how to use it.”

Hemp spread his hands apart.  “Well, let’s take a look at that EEG!  I appreciate that you brought a pretty girl home with you, but that is, after all, why you left in the first place.”

“You’re right, pal.  But one thing – she’s twenty-six, so you might want to treat her more like a woman than a girl.  I think she’d appreciate it.”

I noticed a slight smile touch Hemp’s lips at that moment.  It seems that came as good news.

We helped Hemp carry the equipment to the mobile lab.  He put on a gas mask, checked on Jamie, and came back in the front area of the motor home.

“She’s okay, but decomposition is continuing.  I don’t know if it’s different when they’re getting regular food, but it’s not pretty, Flex.”

“Should we feed her something?” I asked.  “Hemp, she’s basically been without anything at all to eat since I put her in that plastic.  No matter what she is, she must be starving.”

Gem took my hand in hers as we waited for an answer.

Hemp thought a long time before answering.  “Flex, I don’t know what she feels or doesn’t feel.  I know she is not alive in the typical sense.  She has no heartbeat.  With the EEG I intend to learn more about her brainwave activity, but for now, under restraint, she’s not exhibiting any signs of pain or suffering.”

I nodded slowly.  “Okay.  But as for my question of food.  Would trying to feed her something alter any of your planned tests?  Would it hurt anything?”

“I don’t really know,” Hemp answered.  “The eye vapor or mist we discovered seems to be minimal.  Her eyes are not very obscured, which means this vapor, whatever it is, is quite low.  If feeding her increases this, that actually might be a good thing; I need to gather some sort of sample to analyze.”

It all made good sense to me.  His professional way of explaining the scientific side to me did help me set aside my emotions somewhat.

“So I hate to keep going back to this, but if we do feed her, what do we feed her?”

Hemp put up a finger and nodded.  “I set a few small snares in the woods today after I worked on the antenna, so I might be able to come up with the brains or flesh of a rabbit or squirrel by morning.  I can do an analysis of her condition before and after.  You know, see if there’s any change at all.”

“Wear protection around her,” Gem said.  “We don’t need you passing out again.”

“I have been, and I will,” Hemp said.  “Been there, done that, as they say.  Gem, about the physical touch aspect of it.  You had to actually touch me before I awakened, correct?”

Gem nodded quickly.  “Yes, but as I told you earlier, even that didn’t work right away.  But yes, it was the same as with the other people we found.  Once we touched them, they awoke fairly easily; but it’s as though they were content to sleep indefinitely until awakened.  I’m only glad it was us who woke them instead of them.”

I paced away from him and stared at the first aid supplies I’d dropped on the counter as I awaited Hemp’s thoughts.

“So perhaps it’s more of a light coma rather than a sleep,” he said.  “I might have to purposely expose myself to it with the EEG connected to me to see exactly what it does to my brain.”

“Bullshit,” Gem and I said in unison.

“I’m afraid it is very important, especially if this is one of the methods they use to subdue their victims.”

“You’ve already been exposed once,” I said.  “We know it doesn’t kill you, but we don’t know if the effect is the same the second time.  So it’ll be my turn if we try it.”

“Flex,” Gem said, grabbing my arm.  “Let’s just assume this is how it works and figure out how to deal with it.  I don’t want you to do that!”

“Sorry, babe.  I don’t have a choice.  I’ll be fine.  Hemp was, and he is.”

Gem shook her head.  “I don’t know how it’ll help anything.”

“Kind of like sulking,” I said.  “I don’t know how it’ll help anything either, especially when I’ve made my decision.”

Gem said nothing, but went to the door and left the motor home.  I waited for her to look back, but she didn’t.

And I knew it was only because she loved and cared for me, but I still felt empty standing there without her and her worried face.

“It’s a plan.  See if you catch anything tomorrow.  If you do, we’ll feed her and see if the vapor returns.  If it does, I’m your man.”

Hemp nodded.  “Speaking of food, I’m hungry.  Why don’t we have an early dinner today.”

I agreed.  I was famished.

And I needed some Gem time.  I couldn’t stand it when that woman was upset with me.  Just like old times.  I loved the shit out of her, and I think I’d do almost anything to make her happy.  Almost.  But this was so important that she’d have to just come around.

We went in the house and brainstormed over the menu for those of us who had broader tastes than flesh and brains.

 

*****

 

Over the next day we set up the larger snares using Hemps uncanny knowledge of physics and counterweight.  It was ingenious.  We’d gone out to a local gym to gather the necessities that we’d been unable to get the previous trip out, and now had twenty of the plastic-coated, 20 lb  barbell weights, and we’d also been able to secure some 50 lb braided fishing line.  We had enough materials to construct around 10 large snares capable of capturing a man or woman.  Using a small weight initially, we tossed the line over a heavy tree branch near the most likely courses of access to my property.

It sounds easier than it was.  Many of the tree branches weren’t heavy enough to support the weight, but eventually, we located enough strategically located trees to get the job done.

Once the line was over the branches, we tied two of the 20 lb weights to each one, and pulled the weights up about 10 feet.  Once in the air, the natural friction created between the cord and the branch itself made it easier than I would have thought to hold it up there.  Hemp suggested a 20 lb monofilament fishing line as our tripwire, and that was secured between two moderately heavy sticks stuck into the ground.  A large slip-loop was placed on the ground around the tripwire, and when completed, we tested it by using a log that weighed around 80 lbs and about the thickness of a man’s leg.

Once tripped, the left-side stick gave way, releasing the weights which dropped fast, drawing the slip-loop closed.  One end of the log was snagged, and by virtue of the 40 lbs of counterweight, lifted easily into the air.  The snag was tight as shit.

This would catch a zombie.

“Not a protective measure,” Hemp said, reiterating his reasons for building them.  “Not in the literal sense.  If we catch one, chalk it up to a stray who got lucky.  If we have a forest full, we’d better get the hell out of there.”

“So no checking traps alone,” I agreed.  “Buddy system, fully armed and on alert.”

The whole process took us over four hours, because all the branches were at different heights, and one design wouldn’t work.  Different lengths of cord, obstacles on the ground such as stumps and other things that might prevent the loop from closing as intended.

Hemp’s smaller traps had yielded two small squirrels and a rabbit.  We decided to save any rabbits for the humans, and use the squirrels to feed Jamie.  We realized it might not be enough to create the vapor, but it was all we had.  And we agreed not to let Trina see the rabbits ever.  They’d remind her of her sister, and she’d cry because they were dead besides.

Hemp agreed to feed the squirrel to Jamie, and I was glad.  I didn’t want to do it, and I didn’t want to watch it, though I didn’t come out and say it.  I was still mourning her loss, and while it didn’t feel right in my soul to want to avoid seeing her, much less watch her eat forest rodents, I knew it was the best thing for my sanity.

I’d skinned and cleaned small game before, so I did the honors.

“You’re pretty good at this stuff,” Hemp said, watching as I stripped the hide off each squirrel.

“Practice, that’s all,” I said.  “I’ve never messed with the heads, though.  Shouldn’t be more than a spoonful of gray matter in either one.”

“I don’t know what it is about the brain that these creatures need, but a squirrel brain should work as well as the next specie as far as makeup of the organ itself.”

“Think you’ll be able to eventually figure it out?” I asked.

Hemp shrugged.  “Time will tell.  I’m going to work on the EEG machine tomorrow morning, so I should have some sort of update for you after I’m able to hook it up and get some preliminary testing completed.”

I finished dressing the squirrels and had each tiny skull split and the brains exposed.  As I’d assumed, the brain was minuscule.  Together, it might be a couple of mouthfuls.

Hemp took the metal platter I’d put the meat on and put his hand on the lab door.

“Ready, Flex?”

“No,” I said.  “Not really.”

He looked at me.  “Flex, I’ll film the experiment.  I have two small video cameras that came stocked in the lab.  Let me set one up, run the feeding test, and if you feel you can handle it, we’ll watch it together later.  But if it does work, I’m going to want to test the eye vapor on you right away, just in case it dissipates over time.”

“Sounds good,” I said.  “Perfect.  Thanks, Hemp.”

I went back to the house.  As I walked the short distance, I saw Charlie coming along the path toward me.  On her way to the lab.  I stopped as she reached me.

“Hey,” she said.  “How are you doing?”

“I’m okay,” I said.  “You going inside the lab?”

“I thought I would.”

“Good,” I said.  “I really don’t want him doing this by himself.  He’s got a few gas masks.  Wear one.”

“Absolutely.”

She held her crossbow in her left hand and a Coca Cola in her right, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.  She was wearing a set of scrubs, one of many we pilfered from the hospital.  I realized, since she’d showered and gotten cleaned up, that she was quite an attractive young woman – even in the baggy outfit.

I knew that Hemp had noticed, too.  He’d been showing her around the lab, and she’d taken a clear interest in his work, and I wasn’t so sure she hadn’t taken an interest in him, too.  I hoped she had.  In the short time we’d known her – just over a day – both Gem and I had grown to like her a lot.

I watched her continue toward the mobile lab, then waited until she’d rapped gently on the door and gone inside.


Chapter 14



 



I was wiring up a perimeter camera to the entry fence with Gem standing guard with Suzi.  Well, not so much standing guard.  Really she was sitting in a folding lawn chair, slowly scanning the area outside our little compound for intruders.

We had a nice long run of cable on this camera, the farthest from the house – but we had plenty of wire, and when I pushed the shiny new connectors onto the terminals, the red light blinked on.  This was not a panning camera, so I directed its wide-angle view down the gravel road so as not to miss anything or anyone taking the path of least resistance.  It allowed a view of the drive itself, and an area of about 25 feet on either side, though it was virtually impassable beyond the drive.

The eye shine would show up a glowing white on the black and white monitors, but that would be like nickel-sized fireflies flitting around.  It would be hard to miss on any camera.

I’d considered electrifying the fence, but the generator was under enough load, and I wasn’t even sure how electricity would affect these creatures.  Chalk it up to watching too much TV, but I’d have liked to do it anyway.

As I was packing up my small toolbox, the Crown Vic came barreling down the gravel drive, the idle gun locked into forward position and Hemp and Charlie’s faces staring excitedly through the windshield.  We didn’t see Trina at first, but she was there, sitting between Charlie’s legs, smiling at the bumpy ride.

The car stopped and they got out. 

“It worked!” Hemp shouted as he approached us.

“Yes, it did,” Charlie said.  “Like immediately.”

“What did?” Trina said.  “What worked?”

Hemp tousled her hair.  “Just an experiment Uncle Hemp’s working on, that’s all.”

“The food, meager as it was, seemed to allow the stuff to regenerate,” said Charlie.  “We had masks on, and we’re lucky we did.”

“So it’s time?” I asked.  I could feel Gem’s eyes on me as she stood, the Uzi slung over her shoulder.  She’d begun to accept what I was going to do, but clearly didn’t want to discuss it.  She folded the lawn chair and went to the Suburban, opened the rear door and put it inside.

“It’s time, my friend,” he said.  “I was able to capture a sample of the vapor, too.  It’s somewhat viscous, slightly thicker than the air, but I’ve determined where it originates.”

Gem looked interested now.  “Where, Hemp?” she asked.

Charlie was actually smiling.  “From the tear ducts,” she said.  “It sprays from the tear ducts, almost like one of those water misters.”

Hemp added,  “When it’s not in use, it still leaks out, coating the eye, which is what gives them the glow we see.  It’s kind of phosphorescent.  Glow-in-the-dark.”

I considered it for a moment.  “Any tests you can do to determine the makeup of it?”

“There are some chemical analysis devices in the lab that should be able to break it down, but as for how long it’ll take, I have no clue.  While it’s obviously organic, it’s not something we have in our bodies, unless of course it’s created in part by the decomposition of the body itself.”

“This shit gets curiouser and curiouser,” I said.  “I’m done here.  We might as well get this over with.”

Hemp and Charlie got back in the Crown Vic, Trina in tow.   I got in the Suburban, but Gem stood outside and stared at me through the open side window.

“I think I’ll walk back.”

“This is important,” I said.  I stared at her for a long time, saw the sadness in her eyes, and nodded.

“I’ll be okay, baby.  You know that in your heart.”

“If you knew my heart, you wouldn’t do this.”

Anger overtook me unexpectedly.

“You know what?  Get the fuck in the truck, babe.  You’re worried I might die or something, right?  If that’s the case, then I’m not going to let you walk back, lose the minute or so of time with me, and live to regret it the rest of your life.  I fucking love you and whether you’re mad at me or not does nothing to change that fact.  So get in.”

“You’re so sexy when you tell me how it is,” she said, a smile forming on her mouth. 

She got in, put her hand on my leg, and I put the Chevy in gear. 

I drove like I was 90 years old.  Time with my Gem was more important than ever.

When I pulled up and parked, the other three were already standing outside the Ford.  Charlie, with Trina’s hand in hers, walked directly up to Gem.

“You want to go in while he does this?”

Gem shook her head.  “I fucking love that man, Charlie.  I’d try to kill her or rip her head off or something if I saw her doing anything to him, so no.  I’ll stay with Trina, you video this, and I’ll see if I can bring myself to watch it later.

“Language,” Trina said, glaring at Gem.

Charlie smiled and took Gem’s hand.  “I get it, and yes, of course I’ll be there and if something goes wrong, I’ll put an arrow in her head myself.”

“Good.”  Gem turned to Hemp, who was unlocking the lab door.

“Film it,” she said.  “And don’t leave anything out!”

Hemp winked at her and smiled.  “Absolutely, Miss Cardoza.  We can watch it later over popcorn.”

I could see his light attitude set Gem’s mind at ease.  She laughed at the formality he’d used and came to me.

“Last chance to get out of it,” she said.

I shook my head.

“You know me better,” I said.

“Shit yes, I do.  Wish I didn’t.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said.  “The actual process should be quick.  Then you can dote over me while I’m out.”

“Try and stop me.”

I put my hand behind her neck and pulled her to me, kissing her mouth and then resting my cheek against hers.  The warm smoothness made me want to linger there, to nuzzle her, breathe in her sweetness, but I pulled away, gave her a quick peck on the forehead, and put one last squeeze on her hand before turning and walking up the steps and into the lab.

Hemp had placed a second gurney beside the one on which Jamie lay.  The strapping of her extremities had been reworked to secure her well, but none of the straps dug into her ever-thinning skin.  I stood there a moment looking down at this thing that was once my sister.

Her right eye, while still exhibiting the gaseous vapor layer over it, had caved into her head.  The tear duct was not part of the disintegrating eye itself, so was not affected, but the glowing vapor just lay in a thicker pool there.

“Decomposition is bad.  Getting worse,” I said.  I felt like I was stalling, just making conversation, but the smell was foul and putrid – too disgusting to ignore.

“The masks are becoming a necessity just to be inside the room with her,” Hemp said.  “After a few more tests, Flex, I don’t know how long – ”

“I know,” I interrupted.  I knew what he meant, and I had come around – almost.  I’d almost come around, and come to the realization that my sister had to be put to rest.

And then we’d have to find some way to tell little Trina that she would never see her mommy again.

 

*****

 

“Okay, Flex, I want you to talk to me while whatever is happening takes place.  Don’t stop talking.”

“Until I pass out, right?”

The many EEG electrodes were plugged into the machine, trailing like spaghetti to the rubber skull cap I wore.

“If you can keep talking after, then do so,” he said.

Charlie smiled at this, her mask tight on her face.  Hemp’s mask was off for now, and I wasn’t getting one.  I was on the gurney, but Hemp had rolled it about five feet away from Jamie’s until we were ready.

“Okay,” I said.  “Roll me over.  I’m ready.”

Charlie moved to the two cameras and pushed the buttons.  Red lights shone on each.

“We’re filming,” she announced.  “EEG machine recording.”

“Good,” Hemp said.  “Sure you’re ready?”

“Yes.  Go,” I said.

Hemp had loosened the strap on Jamie’s head so that she could turn it.  Her neck was still restrained, so there was no fear she could move far enough to get at me. 

Hemp strapped his mask on and pulled the rubber straps tight.  He pushed my gurney slowly beside Jamie’s, and I lay there, our heads side by side. 

I turned to face her.

And she turned to face me.  The mist in her eyes glowed in the dimmed light, which Hemp had said might help to calm her and me.

“Jamie,” I said.  “I love you, and I always will.  You’re my sister first and what . . . you’ve become second.”

Her teeth gnashed again, the newfound strength from her meager food intake bringing her back to her previous hungry self. But now it was worse, as the skin around her mouth was almost entirely gone, and her tongue was blistered and black.  I felt like I was going to throw up.

“I feel nauseous,” I said.  “But I don’t know if it’s because . . . because . . . I don’t know . . . “

“Flex?  Are you okay?” 

Hemp’s muffled voice through his mask, but faint.

I felt weak, and my arms felt as though they were rubber.  I couldn’t lift them.  And I realized I couldn’t move my legs.  It was hard to breath.  I wanted to turn my head away, but my neck wouldn’t work either.

“Paralyzed,” I muttered. 

And that was the last thing I remember.

 

 

I woke up late the next morning to Gem’s hands on my shoulders, her palm lightly slapping my face.  My body felt heavy, my head ached.  But within ten minutes, I felt as though none of it happened, except that I was starving.

And not for brains.  I smelled bacon and eggs.

Gem was sitting on the edge of the gurney next to me, but I was now inside the house.  They’d rolled me over while I was out.  I tried to sit up, but Gem held me down.

“Baby, relax for a little longer.  Do you feel okay?”

“Let me sit up and I’ll tell you.”

She did.  I swung my legs off the gurney and put my feet on the floor.  I stood, felt shaky for a second or two, then gained my footing.

“I’m good, I think.  Hungry as hell, but good.”

“You didn’t wake until we touched you,” Hemp said.  “Same as me and the group at the 7-Eleven.”

 “You said you were paralyzed,” Charlie said.  “Right before you went blank.  Eyes open, but gone.”

“Lights were dim, nobody home,” Gem said, smiling.

Charlie was dressed in one of Hemp’s shirts.  Cambridge University Alumni.  She looked cute, but I was sure she’d rather be wearing a Sex Pistols shirt or maybe The Clash, sticking with the British theme.

“So it seems to be a paralytic agent in the vapor,” Hemp said.  “Analysis is still underway.”

“Whatever it is, it’s effective,” I said.  “I didn’t stand a chance, and I’m clearly not susceptible to the plague, virus, or whatever the hell it is.”

Hemp sat down on the sofa and stared into space.  “The virus itself is completely separate from this.  This is some sort of side effect from decomposition and the condition, as far as I can tell.  Perhaps like some sort of chloroform gas, but with additional interesting properties.”

“Like the paralyzing effect,” I suggested.

“Exactly.”

“Well, I want some of that bacon and those eggs I smell.  After that, I should be back to normal.  Gem?  You still mad at me?”

She shook her head.  “The breakfast I’m about to plate for you should prove that I’m not.  Plus . . . what I’ll serve you later.”

I smiled.  And I looked forward to both.

“Coffee?”

“Of course, baby.  A big mug.”

And I ate enough for both of us. 

 

*****

 

After I finished eating, Hemp and I went out to check our snare traps.  All empty.  We were relieved, to say the least.  Finally, I asked about the video.

“It’s interesting, Flex,” Hemp said.  “When you were close to her and the process began, I realized how I was taken so quickly by the one in the hardware store.”

He paused a minute, as though the memory of that day disturbed him.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The mist . . . well, I think you’ve got to see it.  Let’s watch it and talk about it then, okay?”

“Sure,” I said tentatively.  “That’s fine.”

We walked back to the house, our guns at ready, but we didn’t need them.  The isolation of my property had done the trick for now.   For now, but who knew how long that would last.

When we walked in, Gem was playing with Trina.  Playing might be the wrong word; she was showing her a .22 caliber long barrel revolver.  She looked up at me and smiled. 

“I’m introducing her to firearms.  Hope that’s okay.”

“It’s empty, right?”

Gem looked at me, and I knew the look.  I shrugged and laughed.  “Okay, okay.  Sorry.  Yeah, she needs to know how to handle them, and I guess it can’t be too soon.”

“Good little gun, too.  Takes the long rifle rounds.  She should be able to handle this one with live ammo before too long.”

Charlie was sitting on the other side watching the training session, and smiled at Hemp as he came in.

“Is it video time?” she asked.

“It is,” he said.  “I want to show him the vapor.”

Trina held the empty .22 up and Gem instructed her.

“You see the little V shaped thingy closest to your eye?  And you see that little I shaped thing at the end of the barrel?  You want to point at something, make sure the I thing is right in the center of the V thing, and then pull the trigger very slowly until you hear a click.”

Trina held the gun up more easily than I would have believed she could.  It was a .22 Magnum Taurus revolver with a five inch barrel, and it weighed just under two pounds.  It would be a pretty easy trigger pull, but I was wondering if we’d have to modify the grip to allow her little hand around it.  When I heard the click as she pulled the trigger, and then another five subsequent clicks, I knew I was mistaken.  The true test of her ability to handle it  would come later, when we were actually willing to let her fire it.

“You have to learn the proper way to hold the gun, especially when you’re not using it.  The end you point must always be pointed away from people, and you never have your finger on the trigger unless you plan to fire it.  Got it?”

Trina nodded.  “I always point it away from people.  Dogs, too?”

“Especially dogs,” Gem said, smiling again.

“And my finger on the trigger.”

“No, your finger off the trigger.  When you’re not ready to shoot it.”

“Off the trigger.”

“Right.”

Charlie patted Gem on the leg and Gem smiled at her.

“You want to go watch the video with the guys?  I’ll watch Trina.”

“I wanna go!” said Trina.  “I wanna see a video!”

“You and I will watch a video in here, okay?  We’ll watch Lion King.”

Trina’s eyes lit up.  “Can we watch Little Mermaid instead?”

Charlie smiled and held out her hand.  “Of course.  Little Mermaid it is.”

“Goody!” she shouted.

I watched her holding the gun in one hand, and all the while she held the barrel away from everyone.  I was instantly proud of her, assuming it was intentional.

“I have to put this away first,” she said.  She stood, opened the wood case, and holding the barrel away from everyone, she placed it in the box and closed the lid, spinning the double combination lock wheels.

She looked at every one in sequence.  “Did I do it right?”

We all applauded.  No more words needed to be said.  Trina jumped in the air, grabbed Charlie by the hand and led her to the television.  She knelt down and got the DVD out of the rack, removed it from the sleeve, and popped it in.

“We’ll see you in a bit,” Charlie said.  “Enjoy the movie.”

“You, too,” said Gem, leading the way to the lab.

 

*****

 

Hemp pressed play on the DVD player and the flat panel LCD monitor showed the gurneys.  It was split screen, as there were two cameras and that’s how Hemp manipulated the recording.

One camera was behind our heads and high up, angling down at our faces.  I still had difficulty looking at her, the non-stop jaw-moving, the black tongue visible behind the rotting teeth. 

It was not, and is not my sister any longer, and in my heart I knew it was true.  Even recovery, if it were possible, would leave her a vision of horror to her only remaining child.  I would not, I knew, do that to either of them.

The other camera showed us from the foot of the gurneys, and showed our bodies in their entirety.

And that was the moment I turned my head to face her, and she turned to face me.  I could see on both camera views the sheer vapor, its coral-colored mist seeming to become more dense and visible on the screen, rising from her eyes. 

And then, with her face looking directly at me, her mouth movement intensifying, the mist seemed to become a spray, but in slow motion, such as a fog machine would billow it out.  The lights were dimmed further in the room.

“I dimmed the lights to see if the eyes created the phosphorescent glow, or if the mist carried the properties on its own.”

“Wow,” said Gem.  “It’s the vapor.  That’s why her eyes weren’t glowing before, when she hadn’t eaten, right?”

Hemp nodded.  “It seems nourishment, either from food eaten just before death or anytime after entering this state, is what is required for this particular component to trigger.  It may evolve, too.  Perhaps it increases in potency as they consume more food.”

“Brains,” I said.  “Not food.”

As we watched in silence, the directed mist overtook me, nearly engulfing my entire head.  Suddenly, the image of me on the screen shuddered from head to foot, my neck straightened, and I was staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.

Conversely, Jamie’s body twisted and pulled against the restraints, her back arched to the extreme.  Her arms and legs strained against the straps so powerfully that they  cut into her rotting, ever-thinning skin.  Around these gouges that would never heal, from beneath the straps, a blackish-red ooze leaked out and soaked into the white sheet and pad between her and the gurney.

And then, as soon as the desired effect had been achieved,  the spray-mist slowed, then stopped.  My eyes had closed, and now my body was limp, my breathing slow, my chest barely rising and falling.

The mist over my head dissipated slowly, the red cloud dissolving into nothing.  I was out cold.

“You see, Flex,” said Hemp, “it’s as though she knew that the creation of the mist itself weakened her, so when it was no longer necessary, in other words, because you had succumbed, she stopped it.”

“Fuck me,” Gem said.  “That means they can think.  Like in that house, Flexy.  The fact that they knocked all those people out to fucking eat their brains when they pleased tells us they know what they’re capable of.”

She snapped her fingers.  “Unless it’s instinctive, like a puppy searching for its mother’s nipples right after being born.”  She shook her head in disgust at her own idea.

“You have something there,” I said.  “Right after they’re born.  These creatures are essentially born, aren’t they?  Hemp, could it be a transformation, complete with instinctive knowledge, like Gem said?”

“I’ve thought about it a lot,” said Hemp.  “Because as you know, I don’t think of much else these days.  But I  searched for examples of it in nature, and about the closest thing I can come up with would be a comparison to a creature that morphs into something else on its own, such as a caterpillar into a butterfly, that instinctively knows how to fly even though it’s never done so before.”

“Jesus.  I’m glad these fuckers can’t fly,” Gem said.  “That would pretty much make me throw in the towel.”

“I guess I’d start practicing my trap shooting,” I said, taking Gem’s hand.  “Hemp, when will your testing of the vapor be complete?”

“Looks like it’s winding down.  I should have the results by tonight or tomorrow.”

I nodded.  “Good.  I can tell you, and you probably experienced the same thing, there aren’t any real after-effects.  I didn’t feel hung over, no headache, nothing.  So whatever it is, it keeps you out until someone shakes you awake, but once you’re awake, you’re fine.”

“Exactly,” Hemp confirmed.  “Except for the fact that the entire event seems to be fading from my memory.  Though I know I did, I don’t remember going into the stockroom anymore at all.  No real memory of walking to the door, opening it, and then seeing the abnormal.”

“Fuck it,” I said.  “Zombie.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, anyway.  I just said abnormal.”

“Do you think pushing the vapor like Jamie did weakens them for a time?” Gem asked.

Hemp considered the question.  “She was straining very hard against the restraints, so there is effort involved.  When Flex was out, she stopped and dropped back to the bed, fairly motionless.  So I’d say the answer’s yes.”

“So they’d be vulnerable.  I wonder if they have enough strength to vapor two people in rapid succession.  Or at the same time,” Gem said.

“We got a lot of shit to figure out,” I said.  “But we don’t know what’s important and what’s not.”

“Anything that can help us cure them, kill or otherwise defeat them is important, and right now, the more we know the better.  Period.  Even if we learn things that don’t seem to help us, every piece of information is part of the puzzle, and ultimately, the solution.”  Hemp shrugged.

“If there is a solution,” said Gem.

“Yes.  If there is one.”

“God, I hope there is one.  I’d like my world back.”  Gem took my hand and pulled me up out of my seat, then put her arms around my neck and kissed me there.  I wrapped my arms around her and closed my eyes.

I had her.  No matter what happened, I had my Gem.  And whatever battles lay ahead, we would fight them together.

Hemp, Charlie, me, Gem, and Trina.

And Bunsen.


Chapter 15



 



“We’re going shopping,” Charlie announced, her crossbow strap over her shoulder.

Earlier, she had been in the yard with Gem showing her how to use the weapon.  The sight on the bow was similar to a long rifle, but gauging the drop of the arrow at a given distance was the true trick.  Bullets didn’t fly near the same as a long shaft, so there was a learning curve.

From a distance, as I typed on this chronicle, I occasionally looked up and smiled at the two.  Charlie had set up a target made out of some old, padded chair seats  that were in my storage shed.  One on top for the head, two side-by-side for center mass, and one lower for the groin area.  She disregarded and provided no representation for the legs . . . I suppose she never considered shooting to maim.

“What are you shopping for this time?” I asked, leaning back from the desk, stretching.

“Canned meat, vacuum packed shit that’ll last forever.  We need to get stuff with high calories and lots of preservatives.”

Today Charlie was wearing a tee shirt that said “Animals Taste Good,” with silhouettes below the saying of a pig, a cow, and a chicken.  With the shirt she wore her usual blue jeans with lots of holes. 

Gem stuck her head in behind Charlie, Trina in tow.

“Did you see me with that crossbow, Flexy?  I fucking kick ass with that thing.”

“Gemmy!” said Trina.  “Bad word!”

“Look, Trini,” Gem said, kneeling down.  You might not have noticed at your budding age, but sooner or later you’re going to have to realize that we’re in a new world.”

I glared at her for a moment, and she held up one finger, telling me to let her finish.  I silently agreed.

She continued: “First rule:  In the new world, fuck is not a bad word.  It’s just a very versatile word that can be used as a noun, a verb, or an adjective.  Shit is right there with it, and it can almost be used anywhere fuck can.”

I laughed.  “You may not be as good with the crossbow as Charlie, baby, but you sure know how not to waste a good global catastrophe.”

“You watch,” she said.  “You take care of Trini, okay?  After we get some food we’re hitting Dick’s Sporting Goods.  I’m getting me a top-of-the-line crossbow.  Charlie wants a new one too, now that they’re affordable and all.”

“And all,” I echoed.

“How’s the book coming?” asked Charlie.

I’d told everyone I was writing all of this down just in case something happened.  I didn’t know how many people in the world were safe enough to spend the time writing rather than running or worrying or just plain being eaten, but I didn’t want to risk that nobody would.  Surely there would be some future generations of humans that would want to know what some of us went through.

“Very good.  I’m almost there, caught up.  In fact, I am here.  I’m going to have to wait for shit to happen before I can write more, actually.  And if you don’t mind, I’d like that shit to be boring, if you think you can help me out on that.”

“We’ll do our best,” Gem said, leaning down to kiss my mouth.  I rested my hand on her arm. 

“Take your radios, weapons, flares, everything.  And you know the drill.  Double tap if you get into trouble.”

I reached into my desk and pulled out my radio, flipping the power switch on.

“Remember, double tap the talk button if you encounter some of them, single tap after that if you need me to get to you fast, and triple tap me if the threat is eliminated.

“Double, then triple or single.”

“Yes.  Easy to remember.  Single is quick and you need me there quick.”

“Good,” said Gem.  “We’re going now, dad.”

“You are one funny girl.  Be home by eleven.”

They smiled and headed to the Suburban even though Gem preferred the Crown Vic.  She clearly thought she needed payload capacity for this particular shopping trip. 

As I watched them walk away, Gem with her reliable Suzi on her shoulder, Charlie with her weapon of choice, I marveled at what a tight group we’d become and how fast it had all happened.  Charlie had only been with us a day and a half, but it was as though she had been with us for months.  Hell, years.

I wondered if the honeymoon would end, or if we’d all just grow closer.  I knew I’d never let Gem go again, and I knew instinctively that she felt exactly the same.  We’d made that mistake once, and you don’t get second chances dropping around to see if you wanted them all that often.

I won’t need a third chance. 

I started writing more as I remembered it.  I filled in areas of the story, changed some stuff.  Generally cleaned it up.

 

I flipped off the computer monitor as Hemp came into the dining room where I’d set up to write.  Trina had fallen asleep on the sofa in the living room, and remained out.    Turns out the new world where fuck was no longer a dirty word really tired her out.

Gem and Charlie had been gone a long time and I was getting impatient.  Shit, I know Gem is probably better on her own than me, and doubly so with Charlie by her side, but it doesn’t mean I’m not smart enough to know anyone can get caught off guard now and then.  I picked up my two-way and pushed the button. 

Violating the “click to start” rule we’d agreed upon, I said, “Fuck me, Gem.  Can’t you guys check in now and then?”

I sat down on the sofa next to the lightly snoring Trina and waited.  There was silence for at least twenty seconds before a response came, slightly sarcastic

“May I help you?” came over the radio.

I clicked on again, waving at Hemp to sit.  “Just checking,” I said.  “How’s it going?”

“We’re five minutes out.   And we only ran into a group of about eight of them.  They didn’t see us.  We were downwind, and behind them, so . . . lucky.”

“Where were they?” I asked.

She clicked back on and said, “I’ll talk to you in a minute,” then clicked off. 

Just about six minutes later she and Charlie strode into the room.  “How are you feeling?” Gem asked, leaning down to kiss me.

“Feel great,” I said.  “Perfect.  What did you guys find?”

“What didn’t we find?” asked Charlie.  “Gem and I got kickass new bows, fuckin’ titanium.”

Trina stirred awake and looked up at Gem and Charlie: “Cool shit,” she said.  “What’s tintimium?”

“Titanium,” corrected Gem.  “Very strong material.  Fuckin’ tough.”   She turned back to me.  “You asked me where the zombies were,” she said.  “About two miles from here.  The ones I saw.  But I have to tell you, sweetie.  Strange.  Know how so many are starting to look worn and decomposed?  Similar to Jamie, but exposed to the elements and other zombies, bumps, bruises, just the everyday shit of zombie life that can play hell on your complexion?”

“So these didn’t look like that?”

She shook her head, and Charlie spoke up.

“These looked kind of strong.  But if they only turned a week ago, then why?  Who were they – where were they before they turned?  Why did it take them so long?  Isolation chamber?  Nuthouse?  In the International Space Station?”

“We need to capture one of them,” Hemp said.  “I could run some blood tests, other stuff.  I need to run blood tests on all of us, too.  See if I can find a common component we share that kept us all from getting this disease.  DNA would be better, but there’s no way I have what I need to run that kind of sophisticated testing.  Nor the proper environment, really.”

“It would give us a goal, anyway,” I said.  “Right now I feel like we’re existing in a fucking Mad Max flick or something, just trying to survive and protect ourselves while the world outside becomes more and more of a wasteland.”

“Not far off, babe,” Gem said.

She reached back and pulled her long hair down from where it was tied, and it fell down past her shoulders, a brown cascade.  I watched her move, smooth, graceful.  She was Latin – Guatemalan, specifically.  Her walk was smooth and fluid.  Her hips swayed in a way that still distracted me and made me bump into stuff.  I’d seen Hemp bump into stuff, too, but I didn’t begrudge him that.

Charlie was beautiful enough that I actually almost fell down the steps of the lab as I watched her target practice with her crossbow.  I am but a man.  Gem would laugh if I told her.  I’m pretty sure about that.  I smiled at the thought then returned to reality.

“Did you get that EEG machine reconfigured for your new experiment?”

Hemp nodded.  “Yes I did.  That’s why I came in, actually.  Calibrated it and connected it to a display monitor, ran some tests too, with some pretty interesting results.”

“What were the tests?” Gem asked.

“It’s a visual, almost infrared image of the brain activity.  Looks kind of like a sonogram in color.  Would you like to see the recording?”

“Let’s go,” I said.  I lightly slapped the top of Gem’s leg, and stood.

We climbed up inside the mobile lab.

“I recorded it on the computer, so I’ll just play it back.  I was the benchmark brain,” said Hemp. 

“Not sure that’s fair, Hemp.  You’re a smart fucker,” Gem said, smiling. 

“A brain’s a brain as far as an EEG is concerned.”

“This looks different than the layout you had with my test,” I said, glancing at the closed door behind which Jamie lay on the stainless steel table.

“It is.  Completely switched stuff around, but I had a different goal.  Compartmentalization study.”

Hemp leaned down and took the mouse.  “Okay, first I set up a fan that would direct my body scent out through the exhaust vent system, completely away from the subject.  The test results might have been skewed if Jamie were to smell me.  Then I masked up and hooked the electrodes to Jamie’s skull.  Fully awake.  I hooked the other set up to mine.  Now keep in mind, there are certain brainwaves that are expected.  I still get really nervous when they’re fully active and aware and in the same room with me.  Because of that, I would expect my brainwaves to shift depending on my proximity to them.  Plain fear.”

He clicked the mouse, and two boxes appeared on the screen, an oblong image within each.  The colors within the static-like image shifted and changed.  The one on the left said “Benchmark” above it, and the one on the right said “Subject.”  The left one was multi-colored and evenly spattered with every color, like a smooth, multi colored static.  Constantly shifting, but somehow consistent.

“Wow,” Gem said.

“Yeah, wow,” I echoed.  “What’s with Jamie’s side ?  It’s like a flat static maroon color.  Almost perfectly still.”

Hemp nodded.  “For now.  But wait until I step in front of it, into its line of sight.  In about fifteen seconds.”

We waited.

“Okay, now,” he said.

But he didn’t need to say anything.  It was as if the brain waves in the subject became intensified and were suddenly channeled forward.  The image condensed into a tight, almost flat, compressed group in the center, and it looked as if the static pixels were concentrated and pushing in one direction.

Gem pointed at the screen.  “I take it the front of the head is in this direction?”  She pointed to the top of the images.

“Correct,” said Hemp.  When it saw me, the image changed, and the brain waves kicked in, concentrated, as though they were directed at me – the source of its desired nourishment.  Now look at mine, keeping in mind she was exhibiting some aggressive behavior, sending me a bit into panic mode.”

We looked at his brain wave image, and noted that many of the colors within it had shifted.  Red was the primary color now, and they were more erratic, like a colony of ants that had just been stomped on.

“That’s fear,” Hemp said.  “Yours might look at bit different,” he said.  “I prefer the quiet and safety of a lab with all the protective gear, etcetera, so while I’ve killed my share, while unarmed I still don’t feel comfortable around them, even when they’re restrained.”

“I don’t think any of us will get used to it, Hemp,” I said.  “But what does this tell you?”

“It tells me that their focus is singular.  It is for the food, and it’s the only thing that affects their brains this way.  I tried other things.  Some of the machine guns.  I attached them to a steel cart and rolled them in front of her, making sure I stayed out of her line of vision.  First test in about five more seconds.”

And then the image changed.  Hemp’s EEG readout had returned to its former pattern, having left the proximity zone that made him nervous, but Jamie’s brainwaves changed entirely.  Her brain seemed to compartmentalize; To concentrate into tighter configurations in certain quadrants of her brain.

“What the hell does that mean?” Gem said.  She looked alarmed.

“Do they recognize danger?” I asked.

“It seems, to a degree, that they sense when they’re confronted with something that could harm or kill them.  And I’ve thought back to the situation you explained at your sister’s house, when you first found her.”

“What?” I asked.

“By the pool.  You said she didn’t enter the pool.  Well, I checked her as I was re-securing the restraints, and she has a broken left arm.  She’s had it since we brought her here, which means it was probably broken before you even discovered her at the house.”

I nodded.  She had possibly done it during her climb through the window when she followed Jesse into the back yard.  When she’d been clawing at the screen, she’d primarily used her right arm, and I didn’t give it much thought at the time.

“So you’re saying she sensed the danger her broken bone may cause her – she’d be unable to tread water – so she stayed out?  That’s all that kept her from me?”

“The other one came in, you said.”

I was shaking my head in disbelief.  “Yeah, but I thought it fell in.  I really didn’t think it intended to come after me.”

“Was it conscious?” Gem asked.  “Or instinctive?  Do you think they have an awareness of their physical condition and capabilities?”

Hemp shrugged.  “Doesn’t really matter.  Whether instinct or awareness, it makes them somewhat logical.  And something that eats flesh and brains that also has any sort of logic is more dangerous.  That’s exactly why I wanted to show you this now.”

“Jeez, Hemp.  In just two days we’ve learned they can stockpile and organize to a degree, work together, they recognize external dangers to themselves, recognize their own internal limitations, whether it be injury or a mere lack of ability, and that they have a fucking knockout vapor that can mist out of their eyes.  And besides all that, you’ve showed us conclusively that their brains are not only registering scent, which made sense, but now the sight of us makes them hungry.”

 “I’m sorry for all the grand news,” Hemp said.

I slapped him on the back, and said “It’s what you do, Hemp.  It’s why we all gotta stick together.”


Chapter 16



 



Over the following week we made several runs out to various hardware stores to gather supplies.  In an industrial lot, we found a brand spanking new, heavy duty  6’ x 24’ box trailer.  It had wood plank floors riveted down, and was perfect for our needs. 

Everyone worked together on a project for the first time, even Trina.  She’d haul welding rod as needed, and Gem and I worked to bolt things down, attach racks, and carry in stock.  Charlie used a hole saw to cut in gun turrets like those in the lab just in case any of us – or all of us – got trapped in there and had to defend it.  Above each turret, which were inserted at various levels to accommodate our varying heights, fisheye peepholes like the ones you’d install in your front door were mounted.  That way we could use them to get a good view of our attackers.

We found a good deal on a 3500 watt generator which we mounted on top of the large, flat triangular tongue pad.

Everything was an excellent deal now.  Retailers were practically giving the shit away.

While the gen was necessarily on the outside of the trailer for exhaust purposes, we cut in a locking hatch to access fuel, oil and power switches from inside the trailer.

This was to be our mobile garage.  Hemp had begun designing things in his head – mostly large-scale zombie killing machines.  We needed to have the ability to fabricate these items while we were on the move, and the only way to ensure it was to have a mobile garage travelling with us.

It was nearly as important – Gem thought it might be more important – than the lab.  But with Hemp articulating his needs, Gem’s artistry in putting the design down on paper, and my schematic layout abilities, we were a good team.  After the blueprint was done, the plan was that Hemp, with help from all of us, would build them.  Or, if we came across a group that we needed to trade with, these plans for the ACME Zombie Killer III, might get us some good stuff in return.

The first thing we installed were aluminum work benches.  We’d be hauling it with the Suburban, so a turbo might be in order for that vehicle.  Easy enough to install.

The rear work bench was actually located at the front end of the trailer opposite the doors, was 3’ deep and the width of the trailer.  It was the only of its kind.  Beneath this table is where we installed the generator access hatch.

There was another 10’ work bench made of aluminum; however it was only 2’ deep.  With the portable welder on its rolling cart, we’d be able to move it outside to weld any larger parts necessary.

On the interior and exterior of each side, Hemp manufactured racks that we bolted on for hauling wood and metal rods, flat, and angle iron and some 1” and 2” square metal tubing.  PVC was plentiful, but not that necessary unless some plumbing work presented itself, so we did take a few lengths of that, too.

Per Hemp’s specs, Gem and I brought in the necessities: Full Craftsman mechanics tool set, check.  Arc Welder, Heliarc Welder, welding rod for both, Acetylene torch cart, air compressor.  Power tools of all kinds, including but not limited to a scroll saw, table saw, compound miter saw, router, drill press, punches, chisels, pretty much everything we could think of that we might need.  As weight was an issue, we didn’t want to overstock.  We could always toss anything that proved to be unnecessary if weight became an issue.

For cooling, we didn’t want to use too much power, or any at all if it could be avoided.  So for that, Hemp suggested the spinning vents that are typically mounted over the attic of a home.  Wind blows, they spin and draw hot air out through the top.  The normal process would be to work in the trailer with the doors open, but in this world anything could happen.

And we expected it would.  So each spinning exhaust had a sliding hatch beneath it to close it off and prevent our scent from escaping, drawing any zombies to us.

Speaking of zombies, the machines we expected to design and build in this garage were to be for nothing else but killing.

Head trauma-type killing in particular.

Guns were nice, but there were times you needed more automated equipment, set off by much the same kind of tripwire as would set off the forest traps. 

We’d yet to find anything in our human snares; that was good.  We all enjoyed the feeling that we were alone out here, and the only time any of us really felt concern was when we found it necessary to head back out to gather supplies.  But we did have our system, and we were beginning to get used to it.

Our encounters with the walking almost-dead seemed to be becoming more frequent.  Many of the creatures who lumbered into Lula had come from surrounding areas, all of which were also small populations.  Athens was fully 38 miles away and Atlanta was over 65.

But sure enough, when we went out, we inevitably ran into a group of them, usually spotting them from a distance because we were on the lookout, and more often than not, it was a larger group than the last we’d seen.

One evening we got a shout out on the HAM radio.  It was the group we’d left the Hummer 2 with at the 7-Eleven.  They’d secured their own HAM radio as we’d suggested, and we kept ours on constant scan, so when they made an attempt, we were able to pick them up.

Marion and Bobby were still leading the group.  They’d gotten one of the buses from the CDC, and said they’d picked up another twelve uninfecteds so far.  Three more of their former group had died, turned immediately to zombies, and had to be dispatched.

It was hard for them, we knew.  In times like these, strangers can suddenly become very close, as we all discovered.

And while there was safety in numbers in typical scenarios, it seems the numbers of both zombies and otherwise were greater in the big city.  I preferred my little hideaway.

We told them that we’d always be listening, and we’d try to keep them up to date on where we were and where we were headed.  It wasn’t that we wanted a larger group to slow us down, but it did feel good to know there were others out there, fighting and trying to survive, perhaps eventually returning the world to the living.

One evening, about three weeks after the whole thing began, Hemp and I sat together on the porch while the girls were looking at what to whip up for dinner.  He was on the cushioned sofa, and I sat on the chain-hung wood swing bench, slowly moving forward and back.

We’d been laying out plans for a cool, kinetically activated machine that would spin 50 7-1/2” circular saw blades through the air at varying heights, but all ranging between 4’10” and 5’10”.  It would spin them out at an RPM of 1,750, at a forward speed of 150 MPH, and at a distance of about 100 feet before they became ineffective.  This was all speculation, but I completely trusted Hemp’s brain, and I knew he’d considered the weight, size and every other factor.

Wind was the one thing we’d be unable to control.  This would likely be a weapon for a still day, but the closer you placed the machine to the tripwire, the more effective it would be.  Heads would be a-shreddin’.

“I think it’s time I said good bye,” I said.

Hemp nodded.  He knew what I meant. 

“To Jamie.”

Now it was my turn to nod. 

“What she’s going through is no way to exist, Flex.  I know you know that.  And recovery . . . well, I’ve already concluded it’s not possible.  Not at this advanced stage, anyway.”

“And she was almost this bad three days after we found her,” I said.  “They go downhill fast.”

“But they don’t die without the brain trauma, and they seem to maintain enough strength to feed.  Maybe not enough for the vapor, but again, the natural order of their abilities is get food, then get abilities to catch food easier.”

Gem walked out of the house.  She sat on the wood bench swing beside me and rested her hand on my knee.

“We’re talking about Jamie,” I said.

“Is it time?” she asked, her eyes focused on mine.

“It’s past time.  I know that.”

“I love her, too, Flex.  Everyone who knew her did.”

“And nearly everyone who loves her is gone,” I said.  “Except for Trina and us.”

“We’ll have to tell her somehow.  It’s her mother, and Trina has to know she’s gone.”

“Yes, and I want to – I have to – tell her the truth.  Not about the zombie shit, but that her mommy and sister died.  She needs to come to terms with death.”

Gem was quiet for a long time.  She gently pushed the swing back and forth, one leg tucked beneath her, the other pushing off from the porch.  Then she looked at me and squeezed my leg where her hand rested. 

“One of the puppies isn’t doing well,” said Gem.  “The one named Beaker.  Runt male, stopped eating completely.  Maybe wait until we see what happens there?  A little introduction to death before the big one?”

“Well, if we can save it shouldn’t we?” I asked.  No sense in killing something just to make something else easier.

“Jesus, Flexy, don’t you think we’ve tried bottle feeding?  We weren’t sacrificing the poor boy.”

I laughed, and it was a quiet, insincere sound.  “I know better.  Sorry.  I suppose little Beaker better figure out which way to go fast, then.  I can’t allow Jamie this existence much longer.”

I hesitated.  I didn’t want to commit.  It was like not wanting to say you’re full because the dinner tastes so good you want to keep eating.  Or not telling anyone you’re quitting smoking because you know you won’t be able to do it.  I didn’t want to say I would end my sister’s life tonight, because I knew there was a damned good chance I’d fucking chicken out.  But I steeled myself and formed the words anyway.

“Tonight, Gem.  I want to let her be at peace tonight.”

Gem’s eyes welled up and she stared at the faded boards of my porch deck.  She didn’t look up.  Then she stood from the bench swing and went back in the house.  She wasn’t mad.  I knew she was thinking about her little Rabbit, her little Jesse, buried in that godforsaken hole at the only home she’d ever known.  She was thinking about that little girl’s father, whom she’d also known and loved, and she was thinking about all the other horrors we’d faced. 

And now I was forced to vocalize that I had decided to kill my baby sister.  Gem knew more than me.

She realized what making that decision would do to me even more than I did.


Chapter 17



 



We could all feel it.  It was palpable, like a putrid scent in the air or a low-hanging mist would be impossible to ignore.  The solemnity of the task that lay ahead had us all on the edge of tears. 

Even Hemp couldn’t be consoled.  He’d treated Jamie with a respect that none of us would have afforded to any of the other infecteds.  He considered pain a factor when he poked, prodded, or attached things to her skin, or when he removed them.

He treated this thing like she was a member of the family, because she was.

I knew this.  I’d seen it.  And I appreciated it.

But how to do it; how to take her life, for as much of a life as it was.  How to make sure it was clean and effective.  Hemp had some ideas, but I needed to make sure it would be fast.

Our guns lying in the grass beside us beneath a 12’ x 12’ canopy set up with aluminum poles and thin guy wires, Hemp and I reclined in the grass watching the girls – and I mean all of them – working some target practice.

As they watched, Charlie walked to the target with a hammer and three nails.  She hammered in a nail at the top of the plywood backboard, and two at the bottom left and right.  Then she pulled a ½” diameter rope from around her waist and tied it around all three of them, essentially drawing an isosceles triangle.

She walked back and pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back.

“Ready?” she asked Trina.

Trina nodded.

“Don’t blink.”

“I won’t,” said Trina.  Gem stood beside them and smiled.

Flex watched with intensity. 

And Charlie counted quickly to three.  One arrow flew, then another, and another.  That fast.

And in each section of the triangle, the arrows pierced the center of the rope.

“Holy shit!” said Hemp.

“Took the words right out of my mouth,” I said.

 “Nice,” said Gem.  “I gotta learn that shit.”

And so the girls continued practice.

Yes, even Trina.  She had become excellent at holding the Taurus .22 steady, and her trigger pulls were almost tender for a child of her years.  What none of us knew was if she would be prepared for the kick and the bang of a live round.

“I’d like to put a round in there for her,” Gem called to me. 

I nodded and held a thumbs up, then said, “Trini, this is a big deal, now you listen to Auntie Gem very carefully, okay?”

Trina had been listening to the heftier booms that the other guns made, though she was wearing ear protection as well as eye protection.  She whipped off the earphones and said, “I get to shoot it?  Really shoot it?”

“If you listen to Gemmy you can do it more than once,” I said.

She leapt in the air again and again, and I did notice that as she held the gun, it remained pointed away from everyone.  If she could do it at this excitement level, I think she was about trained.

Gem knelt down and slid a bullet into the cartridge.  Then, looking quickly at me, she slid another in and snapped it closed again, spinning the cylinder around to take advantage of the loads.  She then handed the gun back to Trina and turned her gently by the shoulders toward the nearest target.

“Now you NEVER shoot while someone is down range.  If you see anyone who is not a bad person in the direction of your gun, keep the barrel down, away from them, and never shoot it.  Now.  Think you’re ready to put a hole in that target?”

“Ready!” she shouted. 

I could not wipe the smile from my face.  This is exactly what I needed.  Hemp was in a similar state.  I slapped him on the arm, and we both smiled bigger.

Trina raised the gun with both little hands.  She pulled back the hammer with both thumbs working together.

Her arms straight out, she held the gun steady.

“Trini, I want you to aim for the center dot.  It’s red.  Just do the best you can, and remember how I told you to use the sights, okay?”

One eye was squeezed shut.  “I got it in there now,” she said.  “The stick thing is balanced in the V thing.  Can I shoot?”

“Remember the kick, baby,” I said. 

“Okay.  Shoot,” Gem said.

She fired the gun.  A hole appeared two inches from the center of the target, and Trina staggered back one step, like an Olympic gymnast who’d just missed her landing with a slight over rotation.

“Did I hit it?” she asked?

Gem applauded, and Charlie laid down her weapon and did the same.  Hemp and I stood and gave her the ovation she deserved.

“Yes!  You nearly hit the bull’s-eye!”

Trina knelt down, put the gun on the ground, then stood up, raised both hands in the air and jumped up, screaming, “Fuck yes, I did!  Yay!”

And we all looked at each other and laughed our asses off.

After a few more shots and more respectful handling of the .22, we felt comfortable that Trina was getting the hang of it.  Turns out she wasn’t as good as her first shot, but her little arms were getting tired.  She’d been playing with the empty gun long before she’d been allowed to load it, so we gave her some slack.

Gem, Charlie and Trina packed up their weapons and started talking about dinner and picking up some more fuel the next day.  Waving at us, they headed for the house.

We waved back, but as Hemp started to get up, I took him by the arm, holding him there.  The evening was fading to dusk, and Jamie wouldn’t leave my mind.

“I think I’d like to do it, Hemp.  No fanfare.  A bullet to the brain.  We know it works, we know it’s quick.  I don’t want to try anything cute that makes her suffer in any way.”

“Understood,” he said.  “Maybe let Gem say a goodbye, first?”

“I’m sure she’ll come in with me.  You don’t have to.  I think I’d actually prefer it be just me and Gem with her.”

“I don’t have any opposition to that, Flex.  You both loved her.  Makes sense.  Charlie and I will stay with Trina, and you can have your talk with her after.”

“I understand Beaker died about an hour ago,” I said.

Hemp nodded.  “Yeah.  We didn’t tell her yet.  Thought we’d just remove the pup and tell her when she noticed.  She knew he wasn’t doing well, so we tried to prepare her by explaining that especially in dogs, with such large litters, it’s quite common for some not to survive.”

“And did she grasp that?”

“She got into the whole heaven thing, and of course we explained that all good people and animals go there when they die.  Seemed like a good lead-in.”

“Right.  You’re right.  It was.”

I looked at my watch.  “I don’t think I want to eat before I do this,” I said.  “I’m hungry, but so is she.  The difference is, I’ll get to eat eventually – if I can.  She’ll never get what she wants.”

“I get it, Flex.  Want me to send Gem out?”

I nodded.  “Yeah.  Please.  Make sure Trina doesn’t leave the house, and ask Gem to bring the .44 Magnum with her, if you would.”

He nodded and stood, patted me on the shoulder, gave it a squeeze, then began walking toward the house.

I had my K7 with me, but whatever gun I used would be of no use to me anymore.  And I loved the Daewoo, so I couldn’t render it useless.  All I needed was one good, well-placed round.  The .44 would do the trick.

Hemp disappeared inside the house and I waited a moment in the fading daylight before mounting the steps to the lab.

 

*****

 

Gem came in a few moments later, the .44 tucked in her waistband, her Uzi in its usual position over her shoulder, held there by the new brightly colored and beaded strap she and Trina had worked on.

She put down her gun, took out the .44 and put it on one of the stainless tables, then she came to me and put her arms around my neck.  She pressed her cheek to mine and we didn’t say a word.

I realized I was shaking.  The moment had come, and there was no backing out.  I’d put if off for weeks, and some good had come out of that decision; all we’d learned, watching her progression and recording it so that we wouldn’t forget. 

I’d never watch the recordings again, but Hemp would find cause to, most likely.  Good.  The record of Jamie’s last days should be of some use to humankind.  The old Jamie would have wanted to do good.  Only good.  It was who she was.

I thought of being there with her in the room when Trina was born; she knew I had no kids and wasn’t likely to, so she asked if I’d like to watch my niece come into the world.  I’d never been present during a birth, and it was the miracle of life – and one I was grateful to see.

For that reason, Trina was special to me.  I saw her just as the light of this bright world touched her for the first time, and at that moment, she touched my heart forever.  I’d never known I had enough love inside my heart for this child too, as I’d already been surprised once with Jesse.

And now, as Gem pulled away and looked into my watering eyes, I knew the time had come and I needed to say my goodbyes.

I took Gem by the hand and we walked to the back room and opened the door.  Hemp had re-secured Jamie’s head, so she could not turn it.  There were no lights on in this room, as the generator would continuously run out of fuel if we kept too many things running, so I took two candles from the nearby counter and lit them with a fireplace lighter kept with them for that purpose.

We went inside and placed one on each side of the table upon which my sister was strapped.  The light flickered back and forth, its dimness mercifully concealing much of the deterioration of my sister’s face and skin.

I moved beside her and without hesitation, rested my hand on her bare arm.  She was cold; her skin rough and dry beneath my touch.  But I slid my thumb over it just the same, and stroked her as tenderly as I could manage.

“Jamie . . .” I began.  “It’s me, Flex.  Your brother.  I’m the one who used to chase you with lizards when we were kids, who protected you when you felt threatened, and who loved you more than I believe I ever told you.  I’m the one who you made so happy when you married Jack.  I could see the love in his eyes and in your eyes, and I longed for that.  And when you had Jesse, I fell in love with her.  She was beautiful like you, and Jamie, she’s at peace.  You’ll be with her real soon.”

My eyes welled up and I had to stop.  Gem took my other hand and held tight to me.  I was shaking, and my watering eyes had become rivers.  I was starting to sob, but I bit my lip and continued, as best I could.

“And your little Trina is just inside the house over there, my house.  And Gem is back now, and I think we’ve got what you and Jack had, Jamie.  We’ve got that kind of love, and we’re taking good care of Trina.  We plan to raise her just as you would’ve done.”

“Except we’re letting her say fuck,” Gem said, smiling.

“Yes, except we’re letting her say fuck,” I repeated, and my laugh broke my sadness.  “But she’s a smart little one, Jamie.  Like her mama.  Smart.  And beautiful, too.  So I want you to go to sleep tonight, Jamie, and I want you to take Jesse’s hand and be her mama again.  She knows so well that you never meant to harm her.”

Gem leaned forward and released my hand.  “Jamie,” she said.  “I always loved you.  I wanted to be a mommy like you someday . . . I just didn’t realize I’d be called to be a mommy to your Trina.  But Jamie, I promise you with everything in me, I’ll always talk about you as an angel in heaven, and I’ll let her know you’re looking down on her, watching after her, and making sure she’s safe.  I promise you that, Jamie.  And for that, I only want you to promise me one thing.”

And Gem’s tears began to flow in a torrent.  I didn’t think she’d be able to say the one more thing.  But she closed her eyes and put a hand on Jamie’s shoulder.

“You take good care of my little rabbit, okay?  Take good care of her, please?  And remind her how much your brother and I love her.”

And with that, we both stood back.  I went to the counter and picked up the gun.  Gem took a thick sheet from the shelf against the wall and opened it into a quarter square, and laid it over Jamie’s face, already dim in the candle light. 

I placed the gun against her head, made sure I would hit her brain, and without hesitation, I fired once.

Then I fired again.

The echo of the .44 would stay with me forever.

The thing that had consumed my baby sister was dead.

And my Jamie was at peace.


Chapter 18



 



Within fifteen seconds of the sound of the gunshots, the door to the lab opened, and Charlie came in with Hemp behind her.  I looked, and saw Trina standing just outside at the bottom of the stairs. 

Gem saw her too, and went to her and took her hand.  Hemp came to me and put his hands on my shoulders, facing me.

“I’m sorry, mate.  I know you loved her, and because you did, it was the right thing to do.  Now you and Gem take Trina inside, and Charlie and I will prepare her body for burial.”

I nodded.  I thought I should say thank you, but I didn’t think I could utter anything without breaking down.  As I walked by her, Charlie held her hand out and I took it briefly.  The small squeeze told me everything I needed to know and feel.  I was so glad we found her and made her a part of our little family.

I took Gem’s other hand and the three of us made our way back to the house.  I’d forgotten my gun, but in typical Gem fashion, Suzi was hanging off her shoulder at ready.

It was more than three hours before Charlie and Hemp came back in.  I didn’t realize it had been so long until they returned.  My mind was far away, and Trina had long gone to bed, leaving Gem and me in a comfortable silence – the silent thoughts of those we loved and would never see again.

“We dug the grave for a service tomorrow morning, Flex,” Hemp said.  “At the back of the yard.”

“Near the tree line,” Charlie added.  “It’s shady and beautiful there, so . . .”

“It’s perfect,” I said.  “Thank you both so much for doing that for her, and for us.”

They sat in the arm chairs opposite the sofa and leaned back, the sweat still glistening on their skin.  It was now September in Georgia, and the nights were hot, too.  Digging in this weather was not an easy task.

“We’re a family,” Charlie said.  “I’ve felt it since I first arrived here at this house.  I loved the two of you immediately, but meeting Hemp and Trina just drove it all home for me.  I lost my blood family, but I’m not without.”

Gem stood and went to Charlie.  She held her arms out.

“Get up, you sweaty mess.  I need a hug.”

Charlie couldn’t suppress a smile, and she stood with a grunt, and put her arms around Gem’s neck, as Gem’s arms wrapped tightly around her.

“This is going to sound really stupid,” Gem said.  She pulled away, put her palms on both of Charlie’s cheeks, and said, “You’re fucking awesome, and I love you, too.”

Then she put her cheek to Charlie’s, closed her eyes, and eventually pulled away and went back to her seat.  Charlie fell back into her chair smiling.

“So tomorrow, then,” I said.  “First light?”

Hemp looked at me and nodded.  “Sure.  Let’s get up early and dress in our Sunday best, for what they are.  A light breakfast, then we’ll have a service.”

I smiled.  “Tomorrow is Sunday, isn’t it?  That’s appropriate.  Jamie would’ve taken the girls to church while Jack would’ve played pool with his friends.  She didn’t care, though.  She told me once that he worked so hard during the week that if he wanted to play pool rather than sit in a pew, then he deserved it.  He loved her all the more for it.”

“I’m exhausted,” Gem said.  She looked at her watch.  It was 11:30.  “Flex and I didn’t even think about food tonight, so we’ll look forward to that breakfast, light or heavy.”

She held out her hand, and I groaned myself to my feet.  “Night, guys.  Thanks again.  Love you both.”

They both waved at me, and I let Gem pull me toward our bed.

Then she stopped short, pulled me back in the living room, grabbed Suzi, and proceeded back toward the bedroom, me in tow.

“I’m slipping.  Getting too comfortable,” she said.

As Gem and I lay in bed, my arm over her shoulder and our bodies tucked together, I said, “I never thought much about that Springsteen song, Atlantic City.  But there’s a repeating verse that I can’t get out of my head.”

“What’s that, baby?”

“Now, baby, everything dies, honey, that's a fact But maybe everything that dies someday comes back...”

“That is eerie.  I don’t think I like that song anymore,” Gem said.

Her breathing grew long and steady, and within a minute, I knew she was asleep.  And I was right behind her.

 

*****

 

The next morning we all got up and did what we said we’d do.  It was Sunday, so we put on our cleanest, if not our best clothes – it was time to do laundry, and we all hated it – and went in for breakfast.   Hemp had learned to make bread sometime or other, and during the big bread machine craze I actually bought one, along with all the mixes needed.

Hemp put it to work and we had some nice bread, sliced just right.  Charlie made some cinnamon toast with light butter, and coffee all around.  It was perfect.  But the hard part was about to happen, and I watched Trina gobble down her last piece of toast before clearing my throat.

“Trina, we have to talk to you about something.”

“Are we not gonna be able to say fuck anymore?” she said, indignantly.

Gem shook her head.  “That’s not it, baby.  You can still say it.  It’s about your mommy and big sister.”

“Jesse?  Mommy?  Are they back?”

“No, they’re not, Trini,” I said.  “There was . . . well, you know some of what’s going on?  How we carry guns around and we watch for bad people?”

“Yes.  And always to listen to the adults when they tell me to do something because it’s different now.”

“Well,” I said.  “you always listened really good.  But what I have to tell you is hard, because I love your mommy and Jesse, too.”

I looked at Gem, and my words were stuck in my throat.  She took my hand beneath the table and squeezed.

“Trina, your mommy and sister have gone to Heaven.  They’ve become angels now, and they’re watching over all of us now.”

Trina stared at me, her eyes excited at first at the thought, but then her brow furrowed, and her little eyes wrinkled as much as little eyes can.

“They . . . died?”

Hearing the words come out of her lips caught me off guard.  I hadn’t been able to use the ‘dead’ or ‘death’ or ‘died’ words.  But she had.

I nodded.  “That’s right, Trini.  So you won’t see them anymore – not in the physical sense, anyway.  But whenever you see something that makes you smile or laugh, you’ll know that they’re smiling and laughing, too.  That’s how it works.  They feel your joy, and it gives them joy, too.”

She nodded, and Gem smiled at me.

“So when I’m happy, mommy and Jesse are happy?  So if I’m happy all the time, so will they be?”

“I’m pretty sure it works just like that.  I know we’ll miss them, but I do have some picture albums here that we can look at when you want.  And remember the video, too.  Do you think that would make you sad, or do you think that would make you happy?”

Trina smiled.  “I’d be happy to see them on a video.”

Charlie said, “I tell you what, Trina.  We’re going to have a ceremony this morning where we get to say good bye to your mommy and sister.  We’re all going to take something that means a lot to us, put it in a hole in the ground, and we say a prayer over it, then cover it up.  And then we say a prayer for your mommy and sister, too.  And you can bring wildflowers.”

“Beaker means a lot to me.  Can I bury him in the hole?”

We all looked at one another in shock.

“You knew he died?” Hemp asked.

“Yeah,” Trina said.  “I found him yesterday.  I figured it out.”

“He was sick, baby,” Charlie said.  “He’s at peace now.  Sure you can bring him.  We’ll put him in a little box and you can decorate it if you like.”

“Okay,” she said.  “I’ll decorate it first, then we can put him in.  I think that’s better.”

Charlie laughed.  “Yes.  Makes much more sense.  I’ll get you some markers and we’ll get the kitchen cleaned up while you prepare the box.”

 

*****

 

The ceremony was short and sweet.  We’d all been through enough.  Last night, Hemp and Charlie had wrapped Jamie’s body tightly in stretch wrap that’s normally used for palletized goods, making the cocoon airtight.  They then dug the hole, put her in the grave, and covered her with about two feet of dirt.  Two more feet remained to be filled, so as far as Trina knew, this was just a symbolic hole.

I had a tee-shirt from a Billy Vera and the Beaters concert that Jamie had given me, and I put that in the grave.  Gem had a tattered copy of Watership Down that she had left at my place before we split up, and was delighted to find it.  She knew it was the perfect tribute to her Rabbit, so she kissed it and dropped it in as well.

Hemp had picked up some Earl Grey tea at the store, and threw two teabags in – one for Jesse and one for Jamie.  His British contribution.

And following in my footsteps, Charlie tossed in her beloved AC/DC concert tee shirt. 

And finally, in a gloriously decorated little cardboard box, Trina knelt down and dropped the box containing her lost pup Beaker into the hole. 

We stood back in silence, and I closed my eyes.

“We honor the lives of Jamie and Jesse, the love they shared and the light they shined on this Earth.  As we stand here missing them in our hearts and souls, we also turn our faces to the heavens and know they’re looking down upon us with love and hope for the future.  God bless the two newest angels – our guardian angels – whose presence will give us comfort for the remainder of our lives.”

Tears streamed down the faces of each of us.  We all came together, arms around one another, and when our group embrace met its natural conclusion, Hemp and I picked up the shovels and began filling in the hole.

When the earth was mounded over the grave, Trina took the handful of tiny wildflowers she’d found and put them in the center of the grave.

She was a brave, strong little girl, like her mommy and sister.  My heart ached for the loss we shared.

Then we all began walking back to the house.

Gem and Charlie got there first, with Trina between them, swinging on their hands.  Hemp and I brought up the rear, our guns over our shoulders. 

The girls had entered the house already, but when Hemp and I were twenty feet from the door, we heard a sound from beyond the tree line.

A snapping, crackling sound, the sound of a tree branch rustling.  Startled moans. 

Then again.  And again. 

The moans were constant now.

I looked toward the forest, then back at Hemp, then checked my gun even as he checked his.  We both had additional magazines on us.

“You and me,” I said.  “Now.”

“You’ve got to warn them,” Hemp said.

He was right and I knew it.  I ran to the door and stuck my head in.  “Stay inside, get your weapons and wait for us.”

Gem looked at me, her face pale.  “Flex, what is –”

“No time,” I interrupted. “Be ready, but stay inside.”

I rejoined Hemp and we jogged toward the forest.

 

*****

 

As we ducked under the low-hanging branches, we scanned the line of traps.   The four we could see had all snagged zombies.  Three males and one female struggled against the snares, but to no avail.  Hemp ran toward the first one and fired a shot into the thing’s brain and it fell still.

I didn’t like going in, but we’d committed.  I ran to the second trap and as the woman-creature floundered there, snarling, snapping, and trying to scratch me with her remaining fingernails, I fired directly into her face, destroying it, and the brain behind it.  That one also fell motionless.

And then we heard rustling all around us.  I looked up to see twenty – no, at least thirty of them closing in.

We were surrounded.

Hemp ran to me, and we positioned ourselves back-to-back, our guns held up.

And we worked our way through magazine after magazine of ammo, knowing we would run out before they were all dead.

“The girls,” I said, turning my head toward Hemp.

“I know,” Hemp replied, in between shots.

“God help them,” I said.  “Please, let there be a God to help them.”

I fired my weapon with intensity, exploding the heads of the zombies approaching me and Hemp from all sides, and I felt his back against me reverberating as he did the same.

My eyes glanced at the sky, and for just a brief moment, I prayed that the guardian angels that were once my Jesse and Jamie – the ones we promised Trina were there – really existed, that they were really looking down on us, and that they were truly guarding us.

All of us.

 

A new chapter of our war with the walking dead had begun.

 

 

 

The End

(Of The Beginning)
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Chapter 1



 



Lazy Eye held the pistol to Darlene’s head and licked his lips. “I said to take your fucking clothes off.”

Darlene held her hands up and away from her body. “Is that a two-twenty six?”

Lazy Eye looked confused. He shook the pistol and motioned at her with his free hand. “I won’t ask again.”

“I think you’re right about that.” Darlene slipped her head down and to the left, bringing her extended fingers up and into his throat. Before he’d even stumbled she had gripped his arm, dislodged the pistol and heard his shoulder pop out of its socket.

Lazy Eye went to scream but she covered his mouth, drove her knee into his stomach, and picked up the pistol in seconds.

“Shut the fuck up or I will shoot you, motherfucker.” She had no intention of actually shooting him, since they were surrounded by undead. None of them were close enough to be an immediate threat, but they were there. The gunshot would get them moving toward her for miles out here.

Under her the man struggled vainly. Darlene pointed the pistol at his head and he finally took the hint and stopped struggling. “This is a Sig Sauer 226 model, and a nice one at that. You don’t strike me as being a Navy SEAL or a Texas Ranger, so I’m guessing you found it. Too bad. It’s an excellent piece. Mind if I keep it?”

Lazy Eye didn’t say anything. His good eye focused on her face before looking down at her dangling boobs at eye level. He licked his lips again.

“Idiot.” She sat up, pulled a hunting knife from her boot and shook her head. “Here you go; the last thing you’ll ever see.” With that she pulled her dirty T-shirt top up and revealed her tits to the man, who openly drooled on the ground.

“Nice, I know.” Darlene leaned close to him and just as his fingertip brushed against her hard left nipple she plunged the blade into his stomach and twisted. He gurgled as she drove the blade deeper into him and Darlene closed her eyes and tried to think of happy thoughts. She couldn’t and began to cry softly. As much as a scumbag as this guy was, he was still living and didn’t deserve to die. “Better you than me,” she mumbled. She cursed herself for not hearing him sneak up on her to begin with. So busy scanning the distance for the dead she’d not heard the living until he was on her.

At this point in the game the only people still living were usually those stealthy enough, fast enough or lucky enough to keep from being ripped apart. Lazy Eye had obviously been lucky until today.

She cleaned the blade on his clothes and checked him for supplies, food, anything. He had nothing in his pockets. His boots were too big for him and he wore three pairs of socks despite being out in the Florida heat of summer. “Where did you come from?” she whispered to his lifeless body before doing the horrific task of sawing through his neck with her knife to keep him from reanimating and trying to rape her again.

He looked decently well-fed and he’d bathed in the last few days. His underwear was clean and his shirt still had a slight laundry detergent smell to it, something Darlene hadn’t smelled in too long. He had a camp somewhere close, possibly a home where he had a makeshift washer.

She was in the dunes near the beach, with several undead lurking on the road behind her. Any noise would alert them. Darlene scanned the beach itself and watched as two zombies shambled from the surf and moved in different directions. They were everywhere.

Three days ago Darlene had cold-camped on a Georgia beach in a lifeguard chair. She’d woken to five zombies chasing after a child, no more than seven, down the sand. Before she could jump down and help three undead fell from the dunes behind her and gave chase as well. It was all she could do to sit in silence without making a sound as more and more came into view and went north in pursuit of fresh prey.

Now, she decided to journey the way Lazy Eye had appeared and see if she could find his camp. The going was slow, especially since she was trying to be as quiet as possible. A dead man, clothes shredded and covering only his shoulders, stumbled a few feet to her left and she froze. His penis was engorged with blood, rivulets dripping from its bloated head. He was one of the dangerous ones: the undead that still had a functioning sexual organ and would love nothing more than to use it on her, stretch her and rip into her and kill her. She shuddered at the thought.

Five tense minutes later he suddenly stopped and turned away from her and crashed through the sand toward the road. Darlene continued to move as the sun beat down upon her, sun-burnt and hurting. Six or seven months ago she was freezing, stuck in a blizzard during winter near Baltimore. She’d nearly died from sickness and watched as the living around her had succumbed to frostbite or the undead that hadn’t frozen. She imagined that by now they’d thawed out and were hunting for the living.

A service road came into view, devoid of immediate danger. She joined the sandy strip up into the dunes. From this vantage point she could see for miles: A1A ran from north to south, riddled with moving bodies; a small town was to the west, smoldering and destroyed; and to the north over a collapsed bridge stood a gas station, which looked intact from this distance. She decided to make for it. Maybe there was some food left over, a stray can of soda. Crumbs would suffice at this point. Darlene hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning and that meal was a rotting orange and some rain water. For weeks she’d stayed away from mirrored surfaces when possible, knowing that her once full figure was now a mess. “Even at the end of the fucking world you’re still worried about how your ass looks in a tight pair of jeans,” she whispered and grinned.

In order to get to the gas station she needed to traverse the broken bridge or wade through fast-moving sea water from the ocean. She didn’t know if she had enough strength to make it. That had never stopped her before.

Praying to a God she no longer believed in, she moved slowly in that direction, skirting the undead and glad that they were so spread out.

She wondered why there were so many zombies concentrated in this strip of land. Once she’d gotten safely across the river and onto A1A she thought she’d be safer. With the Atlantic Ocean to the east and the river to her west, land consisted of a block or two of houses in length at any given point, but where she stood there wasn’t much of anything but sand dunes. Usually the dead convened around destroyed towns, burnt-out buildings or car pileups.

There were no undead pulling themselves from the river as she stood on its banks. The bridge was unmanageable to cross, with a large chunk of it missing and presumably sitting at the bottom of the river. Darlene wondered how zombies could destroy a bridge like that, but decided that her fellow humans had most likely done the deed.

Most of the property damage she’d encountered since this had begun was man-made, with looting, raping and fires done without the zombies’ help. Man had turned on man. Instead of helping one another they’d decided to kill for that last scrap of food. Safety in numbers? Not if it meant having to share a can of soup. It was easier to bash your former friend and neighbor in the head with the can rather then sharing it.

With the sun overhead and the smell of the water before her, Darlene could almost imagine that everything was normal again. Somewhere a bird actually chirped and she could almost sense the fish in the water and the ants and spiders in the grass. She was on vacation with her father, enjoying the Florida beaches and the warmth before heading back to the harsh Maine winter. They would stop later and eat at an amazing local restaurant that sold fresh seafood platters, local beer, and had tiki torches and real palm trees adjacent to the open-air dining room.

She took in a deep breath to get the rich taste of suntan oil, mixed drinks and fried fish into her nostrils. When she choked on the stench of the undead moving silently toward her she sighed. The machete strapped to her back was quietly unsheathed and she said good-bye to her father and her vacation dreams once again.
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He was alone and his skin was sloughing off from so much time in the seawater. His clothes were missing as well as his left arm and his hair. Darlene stepped back and took a swing with the machete, slicing through its neck like butter. She didn’t even wait for him to fall before turning and stepping into the cold water of the river.

How many had she dispatched since it began? How many zombies had she destroyed? How many of the living did she have to kill as well? Barry came to mind, but he was only one of a score of men and women she’d had to fight and put down to keep from being killed herself. The first to die by her hands had been her father…

“Enough of this shit,” she whispered and began moving into the water, holding her machete and two guns overhead. Luckily this was a small tributary of the actual river so she got chest-deep into it before it leveled out and she could start rising again. Her head bobbed left to right, left to right, prepared for a zombie to grip her ankle or shoot from the water. Instead, she stood on the far bank and looked around at more dunes and the sand-covered road that led to the gas station. This side of the bridge no zombies were shuffling about. She wanted to be as quiet as she could so that they wouldn’t be.

As she approached the gas station she held out the Desert Eagle in her right hand and the machete swinging in her left. She was as wary about zombies as the living at this point. Friends were few and far between. Darlene figured that if there was anything of value in the gas station she’d be fighting for it. Just another day in paradise.

A chain-link fence surrounded the property, barbwire strung across the top. There was no discernable gate as far as she could see. She hated being so exposed but no trees, bushes or even dunes were between the water and the fence.

Darlene hesitated before moving to her left and away from the road leading to the gas station. Behind the property the back road wound up over another, smaller bridge, leading to a two-story house. It, too, was boxed in with the fence. The road leading between the two buildings was fenced in as well. Whoever was up in the house was probably watching her. Even now they would be getting into position with a rifle if they had one, her head in the cross-hairs. She closed her eyes and counted to five.

“I guess not,” she whispered when her head didn’t explode. It was almost… disappointing that she was still alive. She buried the thought in her head, swimming from the heat, lack of food and water, and the constant fear with each step she took.

To keep her mind off of it she checked and rechecked her weapons and she walked directly to the fence and stared at the gas station. If the owners were going to kill her they didn’t have long-range weapons. She guessed that they’d make their way down the fenced-in road soon enough. Best see what the lay of the land was like until the confrontation.

The pumps were still intact, although sand and debris had been flung up and around them. The road itself was nearly obliterated with the natural elements as well. When Darlene noticed that the windows were unbroken and the main door complete she smiled.

Hopping the fence was no easy task in her physical state but she managed it. Her jeans had become snagged on the barbed wire and one leg was shredded. Darlene had to stop at the top and keep her head from swimming and dumping her face-first to the ground. She’d lost way too much way too fast and her muscle mass was being depleted at an alarming rate, but the alternative was much worse. She breathed in the salt air as she approached the gas station with her Desert Eagle drawn.

She hoped that the owners weren’t inside.

The windows and doors had been covered from inside with cardboard. So far, so good. 

The front door was locked as she suspected. She walked slowly around the building, trying to catch a glimpse of anything inside but there wasn’t even a crack.

The bay doors to the garage area were chained and padlocked from outside, the large windows covered as well. When Darlene got to the back she glanced at the house but didn’t notice any movement. For the moment there was no pursuit and no gunshots.

The back door leading into the garage was unlocked and she hesitated before turning the knob all the way and opening it. Caution made her stare intently at the door frame for tell-tale wiring or booby-traps. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

Six nights ago she’d come upon a camp of the living, nestled between a smoldering bowling alley and a dilapidated fast food restaurant. They had somehow dragged a damaged car into the gaps at either end and positioned guards with rifles to watch. She was pondering whether or not to reveal herself and perhaps join them when she tripped over a wire. Luckily it wasn’t attached to explosives but simply to rusted cans. When it clanged the alarm three shots had rung out in quick succession in the general area that she was moments before.

The undead in the area began moving toward them. Darlene had beat a hasty retreat, dodging the undead until she could escape into a used car lot and hide in the flatbed of a Toyota Tacoma until she fell asleep. The next morning there was nothing left of the group except for blood and a few scraps of food.

“Fuck it,” she whispered and turned the knob. It didn’t explode, no shrapnel flew from a hidden gun, and no green glop fell from the top of the door. Silence greeted her as she stepped inside and shut the door behind her.

It was dark and she waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. She held her machete out just in case something dead was moving on her in the blackness.

The garage area was empty save for some grease stains on the cement floor. She hoped that a red tool setup was present so she could find a few weapons: big wrenches, hammers or even a saw. Her machete was getting dull from so much use. She’d need to sharpen it or find another weapon sooner than later.

Even though she could now see that the room was empty, she took her time and stalked around. Maybe something was hidden in a dark corner.

The only thing she found was the door leading into the rest of the gas station. It was also covered with cardboard, which she found odd. Covering the windows leading to the outside made sense.

This door was also unlocked. Again, she checked it for wires before turning the handle completely. Darlene noticed her hand was shaking. Her nerves were shot and she wondered for the hundredth times today whether all of this was worth it or not. She was physically and mentally exhausted, each day another trial and tribulation.

Darlene composed herself and shrugged her aching shoulders. “Get over it, bitch. Time to kill something.”

The knob turned easily enough and she swung the door open, leading with the Desert Eagle. The first thing she noticed was the hum of the coffee makers, then the lights glowing from the soda coolers, and then the two men sitting at a table playing cards.

“Deal me in, boys,” she said and realized how stupid and cliché it was. Darlene didn’t care. The coffee smelled like heaven and she hoped they had cream and sugar.
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“Holy shit,” was all one of the men could say before Darlene was upon them, holding the gun to his head.

They were both middle-aged but clean. They smelled of deodorant instead of shit. They wore coveralls and baseball caps, clean sneakers and they were clean-shaven. Darlene hadn’t shaved in God-knows how long. I could scare them with my damn bush, she thought.

They stood in this pose for at least two minutes, Darlene with the gun to one’s head and eyeing both. She had no idea what she was going to do at this point. She was too tired to take them both on and knew as soon as she pulled the trigger on the first one the second was close enough to grab her.

“Can I help you?” the second one managed, hands in the air.

“You can start by getting me a cup of that coffee.”

He smiled slightly. “When was the last time you ate?”

“None of your fucking business. Move before your lover here gets his brains splattered on the floor.”

“Yes, ma’am. Just relax, we can work this out.” The man took three strides to the coffee pots. Darlene pressed the gun to the other’s head and tried not to let him see her hand shaking.

“Never tell a woman to relax.”

“Sorry,” he said as he turned. He had a small-caliber pistol in his hand.

Darlene pulled the trigger on instinct and it saved her life. The explosion of his partner’s head wasn’t expected and his shot went wide. Darlene shot him in the stomach and he fell to the floor.

When she heard him moaning she swung around the table and leveled the gun at his head. “Move and you die.”

“Too late, I think. You bitch.” He tried vainly to cover the blood pouring from his midsection. His eyes were already glossing over.

She went to him, standing over him with the gun. “I can end this now or leave you here to bleed to death.”

“Doesn’t much matter,” he choked out the words.

“Oh, but it does.” Darlene leaned closer. “All I wanted was some fucking coffee.”

He actually laughed at that, and began coughing and screaming in pain.

“Shut up.”

He complied.

“It’s your choice.”

“Kill me,” he managed.

“Who’s at the house?”

“No one.”

“Liar.”

“I swear. Joe and I were the last two left. The others turned about a week ago.”

“Then why were you sitting here playing cards?”

He coughed blood. She repeated the question.

“Why the fuck not? We had enough food and drink here, and the house was overrun with dead fuckers. We trapped them inside and came out here. What else could we do?”

“It doesn’t look like there’s a ton of food left in here.”

He tried to roll onto his side but she threatened him with a kick and he stopped moving. “The bulk of the food is stacked in the house. There’s enough food and water there to last a lifetime. Fucking Gary fucked up. Why did he have to go out and explore? Fuck.”

“How many in the house?”

“Eight.”

“What about that fucker I met before?”

“Who?”

“The asshole with the lazy eye.”

He shook his head. “No idea who you’re talking about. We’ve been cut off from everything since this shit started. We were smart enough to raid two Publix in the area for supplies.”

“How is the power on?”

“Shit, the whole grid never shut off. You got power from here to St. Augustine. Fuck,” he said and squirmed on the floor. “Shoot me.”

Darlene pulled the trigger without preamble and shot him in the head. She hoped the fences around the building would keep the undead out. She was sure they had heard the commotion and gunfire.

At this moment she didn’t care. All she wanted was a sip of the coffee. She poured a cup, added powdered creamer and chipped off a chunk of hardened sugar from a bowl, and held the cup to her nose. She remembered this smell, although she knew the coffee was stale, it had been burnt, and watered down. As soon as her tongue touched the hot brew it sent a ripple through her body. She remembered having a favorite coffee mug, a taupe one with an old, grumpy woman on the side. Below her it said ‘…not before my first sip…’ Darlene started to weep softly as she took a seat and held the cup with both hands.
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The undead had heard the gunshots. They came in twos and threes, walking across the channel and standing at the fence, dripping water and body parts. Darlene counted at least twenty at one point, all directly in front of the gas station and bumping against the fence as they tried to move forward. She kept quiet and watched them through a small hole in the cardboard covering the door. After an hour most of them moved off in random directions.

Darlene chewed on her fifth and final beef jerky strip. The two men had minimal supplies. They could have survived about a week on the snacks. Four cans of soup and three vacuum-sealed packs of noodles.  Darlene admired what they’d done: the coolers had been cleaned out, and the spoiled milk and flat carbonated beverages replaced by various sizes of containers of water, crammed onto the sliding shelves and stacked inside the coolers themselves. She estimated about three hundred bottles of water, enough to get her through the next six months or so. Not to mention that the faucets in the bathroom still spat water and she could easily refill as she drank.

The candy was all spoiled or stale, and she had enough cigarettes and tobacco products to get lung cancer. Despite what she’d heard, the Twinkies were actually hard. With the air conditioning still working nothing smelled, but there were only a few items that were still edible. The beer had been either finished off or raided a long time ago.

Darlene found some pink women’s razors and shaving cream and ventured into the bathroom to shave and wash up. There was plenty of soap and deodorant stacked neatly under the sink, as well as washcloths and ibuprofen bottles. Before attacking the jungle that was her legs and privates she popped three pills and swallowed them with tap water. They scratched down her dry throat.

Her clothes were peeled off and dispatched to the far corner. She wouldn’t have been surprised if they had suddenly stood and made a run for it. Right now she’d give anything for a bra that fit and undies that didn’t have rips in them.

As she applied shaving cream she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in air conditioning. “You never get used to the smell of the dead or the smell of your own filth,” she whispered. Soon the floor was stained with shaving cream, hair and dirt.

On a whim she checked the store for makeup but found none. She went back into the bathroom and finished, scrubbing her face with most of a bar of soap. For the first time in too long she stared at herself in the dirty mirror and cringed. Her cheekbones were sunken, her eyes puffy and red. Her once-lustrous hair hung in knots, her lips chapped and her chin bruised.

Darlene had never been a skinny woman – she preferred thinking of herself as curvy – but now she was downright anorexic. She guessed that she was hovering at around one hundred and five pounds, a far cry from the healthy one-fifty she normally carried. Her body was sore, black and blue covering her legs and arms, and she could spend a week counting all of the cuts across her body.

She stopped looking at herself in the mirror while she gathered her clothes and began the task of washing them under the hot water from the tap. The dirt and grime filled the sink and she noticed for the first time all of the holes and rips in her jeans and T-shirt. She’d need to find new clothing before she had to make her way naked in this dead world.

Sometimes you forget about the things you no longer have, she thought as she eyed a stack of toilet paper rolls. She was going to enjoy her time here, at least until the food ran out. Then it was back into the wild and fending for the next meal.

Later, after a dinner of cold chicken noodle soup and three bottles of water, she took both bodies outside. She didn’t have the strength to bury them but figured that tomorrow she would have to. They yielded little in the way of supplies: the keys to the store, house keys she assumed were from the house up the road, a pack of gum, two pocketknives, and a dead cell phone. The small-caliber gun was empty; he’d used his last shot. She left the gun on the ground where he’d dropped it.

Darlene tossed the cell phone around in her hand and laughed. It was funny what people still clung to, even when they were of no practical use. She reached into her pocket and fingered her keychain. Her house key, her car key and the key to her dad’s house were there, all useless. Yet she had them with her at all times.

She peeked outside again but there was nothing hanging around the fence. She knew they were out there. They were always out there. The glow from the coolers was enough light to see by, so she didn’t have to stumble around in the dark.

Behind the counter were two pillows and three blankets, which Darlene hadn’t used in months. Darlene curled up on the floor, wrapping herself in one of the blankets and stuffing both pillows under her head. It wasn’t the greatest of comforts but it beat sleeping in trees, under porches and in cold abandoned buildings. Her body, newly cleaned after weeks of dipping into dirty rain water or rivers and oceans, felt relaxed. Her mind was racing and she hoped that she could sleep. How ironic would that be, if I finally get a decent spot to sleep on, and I can’t?

She woke with a start and fought back an imaginary attacker. It was just one of the blankets that had wrapped around her legs. Her Desert Eagle, never far from her grasp, was put down on the ground next to her. While the floor had been better than being outside, her back hurt and she had a pounding headache.

By playing with the coffee machines she figured out a safe way to make two packs of the noodles and a pot of coffee for breakfast. After eating she cleaned up the store, getting everything of value together on the counter and separating the items into plastic shopping bags. In the cooler she found four cardboard boxes that could hold two dozen bottles of water each, but she had no idea how to then transport them.

Three hours later she had run out of work to do and knew that she had been stalling. She didn’t want to go outside and dig two graves for the men. A part of her didn’t even care about doing it, but she felt compelled. They had been alive, after all, and it would be proper to bury them and say something.

Back outside the sun was fierce, with no clouds in the Florida sky. The two bodies were right where she’d left them. She wasn’t surprised, but then again not much could surprise her at this point. If they had been dancing or missing when she’d come outside it wouldn’t have shocked her. In fact, it now disappointed her that she’d have to bury them. She needed a shovel, which she didn’t have.

The house up the road was quiet. She wondered if they had a shed out back, and if she could keep enough distance from the house in the event that the undead inside could escape. There were no zombies outside the fence in the immediate area. Darlene decided to chance it. The sandy road leading to the house offered nothing save a few old footprints.

By the time she reached the bridge she was drenched in sweat. “I need another bath,” she whispered. From here the grounds were overgrown with weeds poking through the sand. The dirt road was dusty and rutted from long-ago traffic. The front yard had, at one time, been landscaped. A section of stone wall ran the length of the driveway to the left, now showing wear in a spot and leaning back. A line of short bushes had been planted on the right, now all stunted and dead.

The house loomed before her in the midday heat like a creature ready to pounce. The windows had been boarded hastily from outside, the front door jammed with two rocking chairs and nailed shut.

Darlene was holding her breath as she put a hesitant foot on the first step. “Go around to the back,” she whispered. She didn’t need to be going onto the porch; she already knew what awaited her inside. She felt like the stupid chick in every horror movie that ignores the scary noises downstairs and goes into the basement, clad in her underwear, and then is amazed when an axe is sticking out of her head.

She put her full weight down on her foot. Not a sound. The wooden steps were solid. Gingerly she made it up the remaining four steps and stood at the front door with her Desert Eagle in hand. She didn’t have eight bullets left – three in the Desert Eagle, three in the Sig Sauer 226 - or even know if he had been telling the truth about the number inside. Maybe it was one and he wanted to scare her away. Maybe there weren’t any dead inside and the house was filled with food and drink, piles of clothing and form-fitting bras and panties with the tags still attached.

The next step forward and the boards creaked.

Darlene fell back when the banging inside started, right in front of her. It sounded like a hundred undead were inside, slamming against the wall. The windows and door shook with the impact.

Scared and ashamed at how easily she’d been rattled, Darlene ran from the porch and around to the back, in search of a shed and a shovel.
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As she finished burying the two men night was falling. The sounds of the trapped had brought more undead to investigate. Darlene counted almost thirty of them on the other side of the fence groaning and reaching for her. She ignored them as best she could.

At first she was going to simply walk up to them and begin smacking them with the shovel, but she knew it would be futile. The fence would keep her from doing permanent damage. In a strange way she was enjoying the company after being alone for so long. Even if her company wanted to rip off her head and fuck her headless corpse.

Back inside she drank more water and made a can of sirloin burger soup. As a kid she’d hated eating soup, but her father insisted on making it a meal at least once per week. She remembered dreading it when her parents came home from food shopping and her father stacked another three cans on the topmost shelf for later in the week.

Exhausted, Darlene checked the locks on the doors, stared into the darkness outside for lights, listened for noises, and then finally turned in for the night.

The next morning she rose, cleaned up, ate more noodle soup, and was mildly disappointed to see that the undead had moved on during the night. She wished she had binoculars so that she could climb onto the roof and see for miles.

With nothing else to do today, she ignored the still, hot air of the room and decided to clean. The undead already knew she was here so she decided to prop open the front door and the side garage door to get a nice cross-breeze flowing. Darlene supposed she could raise the large garage doors but then it might attract too much attention. The zombies weren’t the only thing she had to fear; out here there was probably more than one Lazy Eye and a noise that loud would give her away.

Besides, the air felt nice when she opened the doors. She found some over-priced toothbrushes on a shelf peg and decided to give this place a thorough cleaning. A bottle of cheap bleach and some spray bottles of cleaning supplies were in the small stockroom. The mop and mop bucket were both broken and looked like they hadn’t been used a long time before the end of the world. It was just as well. For the first time in months Darlene had a task besides finding food, shelter, and trying not to get killed. She dropped to her hands and knees in front of the counter and began to wash the floor, one inch at a time.

The blankets and pillows smelled funky, so they were hand-washed in the sink before she took them outside and draped them over the gas pumps to dry in the ocean breeze.

A lone zombie crested the dunes over the broken bridge, moving away from her. She wondered if they ever stopped, ever grew tired or ever had a real destination in mind when noises didn’t compel them to move in a certain direction. Once again she longed for days that were long gone. In movies she used to watch with her father when she was a kid the zombies would come at night, dark and dreary, gray and overcast, with rain and lightning strikes silhouetting the background.

Darlene’s reality was even more disturbing: blue, clear skies, the smell of the beach, the sound of the pounding surf, and the undead. She couldn’t remember the last time it had rained since she’d been this far south. She wasn’t complaining after the long, cold winter in Baltimore, but still… a little rainfall would be nice, something to break up the sun and the heat.

Once again, before going back inside to continue her cleaning project, she stepped around the side of the station and looked at the house.

It was quiet, as she knew it would be. She almost wished they’d found a way out, one at a time, so she could finish them off and grab the treasure inside. She felt like Laura Croft or Indiana Jones, only they weren’t too scared to kick down the door and start shooting and killing with a trusted machete. Instead, she decided to go inside and keep scrubbing with a damn toothbrush.

At first the noise was so unexpected and so far away that she ignored it and went back inside. It seemed like a distant memory. Every now and then, especially after a fitful night of nightmares, she would sometimes wake and hear a voice or a radio playing or traffic in the distance. Fully awake she would cease to hear anything but the wind or the undead.

As it got closer she stopped and stared at the ceiling. “What the Hell?” she whispered. Back outside she stared at the sky.

She heard a plane.

“Where are you?” Darlene spun in a circle, looking and looking. There was no cloud cover. It grew louder, the sound of the engine. It might be a Cessna, something small. It wasn’t a commercial airliner. Did it matter at this point, anyway?

Darlene couldn’t remember the last time a plane, helicopter or air balloon had been spotted in the sky. She shielded her eyes from the glare and wished there was a sunglass rack inside. It made her laugh to think of her standing out here with a pair of huge white tourist sunglasses on and one of those huge weaved hats on her head.

She was positively giggling by the time the plane, indeed a Cessna, shot overhead from the west, glided straight out to sea and then shot up the coast to the north.

Immediately a score of zombies appeared and began to follow the smoke trail in the sky.

Darlene ran inside, locked up, grabbed two bags of groceries, and decided to follow.
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She lost sight and sound of the plane by the time she hopped the fence. Getting back across the water was easier because it was low tide, but she still watched for submerged undead. Back across she moved as fast as she could on A1A. A mob of zombies were ahead of her, following the plane. She knew from experience that they would give up once it was completely gone. She didn’t want to be around when that happened. A single zombie or even two or three wasn’t a problem in wide open spaces, but twenty or thirty could easily surround you or trip you up.

After half a mile the undead began veering off into random directions. Most of them moved toward the east and the beach. Three stayed course on the road. Trying to be as quiet as possible while still moving, Darlene quickened her pace and was soon past them. One of them grunted but when she saw that none were before her she began to jog.

Bad move.

The noise of her bags jangling brought two undead from out of nowhere, directly in her path. She shouldered through them, getting slashed with rotting fingernails as she moved. Now she was running. Two abandoned cars were in the road and she stayed as far away as possible. It was a good thing because a zombie, legless, was behind the lead car. She could hear its jaws snap as she ran past.

Up ahead, about a quarter mile, a solitary zombie was heading north. Darlene slowed her pace and watched it. She was breathing heavily from her short run and was frustrated to be so out of shape. “You’re fucking twenty-eight, not eighty-eight,” she whispered.

The zombie suddenly fell forward and was gone.

Darlene stopped and looked around. Only open road and sand greeted her. She walked quickly to the spot where the zombie had been and saw a crater in the road. Ten feet below the zombie struggled to move, run through on a bevy of sharp wooden spikes in the hole. He wasn’t alone. Three more had been caught as well, their bodies falling to pieces on the spikes. Darlene looked around again. The trap was man-made, running across the road. To either side large wooden stakes had been driven into the dunes at angles meant to impale.

On the other side of the pit she noticed several tripwires. The dunes to the west were covered in short pieces of sharpened metal. She’d have to proceed with caution. The paranoid feeling of being watched came over her and she ducked down instinctively and moved toward the beach, careful to watch what she was stepping on.

The waves were strong today, slapping against a horrific sight: a whale, half submerged in the surf, was being eviscerated by a group of zombies. Darlene nearly puked when she saw one of them trying to ejaculate on the dead, bloated creature as other zombies pulled off chunks of flesh. The scene was surreal; gulls fought with the zombies for pieces. She wasn’t surprised when one of the gulls got too close and his head was promptly bitten off.

Sticking to the dunes, Darlene tried to ignore the scene and not fall apart. She’d seen some disgusting things in the last few months, things that might have made the old her go mad. Now she tried to chalk it up to just another nauseating sight in the long line of many. There were plenty more in her future, she guessed.

She supposed that the secret was to keep moving and not think too long on any one thing. When this first started she tried to think of pleasant thoughts like vacations on the Maine coast as a child or going to see the Red Sox with her family or playing in the park at the end of her street. Nightmares about zombies coming out of the surf, Fenway Park overrun by the undead and other children dismembered on the slide and the swings at the park forced her to look ahead. Always look ahead. 

She circumvented the road pit about two hundred feet north before trying to get on stable ground once again. The road was devoid of footprints and traps. Up ahead a charred school bus was on its side, blocking the path. To either side the sand had built up, creating an effective barrier. Darlene doubted that it was natural.

There was no movement from inside or around the bus but she proceeded with caution. If there was going to be an ambush – from undead or living – this would be perfect. She had the machete and the Desert Eagle at the ready as she took tentative steps forward, eyes darting all around her.

To the right, closest to the beach, was a path through the dune. She could either try to climb the bus or follow the trail and go around it via the beach.

Ignoring a nagging feeling in her head, Darlene moved quickly, leading with the machete. The dune sloped up and it was a hard climb. When she reached the top, she slid down, then ran onto the beach and stopped. A crude wooden fence had been built on the sand to the north, braced with debris and car parts, creating an effective barrier for the thirty or forty zombies that were trying to move past it.

“What the Hell?” Darlene managed before the group turned as one and began moving toward her. She knew that climbing the loose sand behind her would only get her caught so she decided to make her stand. If today was the day to die, so be it.

Instead of standing back and letting them come to her she took the battle to them, slicing at the closest with the machete and connecting with its arm. The limb was tossed through the air. Moving to her left, she chopped at another. Her goal was to get to the fence and try to climb over before she was grabbed and killed.

A zombie to her right suddenly staggered, its head shattered. A thick arrow protruded from it. She caught a glimpse before it fell and was swallowed up by the moving horde.

She glanced to the north, in the direction she assumed the arrow had come from, just as another was shot from above on the dune. It ripped into the face of a zombie. Darlene thanked whoever was helping her out and slashed and jabbed with the machete, dropping two more as she got closer to the fence.

She was a whirlwind of motion, clearing a path before her. Arrows filled the air around her. A zombie stood between her and the fence. As she swung to decapitate it she felt a stinging in her left arm.

Looking down, she saw the blood and the arrow, which had neatly pierced her forearm and lodged the tip into her side. She made a frantic swing of the machete at the nearest undead but her vision clouded.

She fell to one knee, still trying to defend herself, as the darkness overtook her.
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Darkness.

Not gloomy like the middle of the night, sleeping under a cloudy sky with the undead all around you. This was black, stifling, closing in on her. Darlene tried to scream but her throat was too tight, her body unable to move. The night had weight and it was pressing against her, holding her under like an ocean.

“Fuck,” she managed to croak and turn on her side. There was a bed under her, soft covers and pillows. The air was cool, and she heard the distant hum of a central air unit. She smelled bacon cooking. She stretched her legs and thought she was dreaming.

A pain shot up her side and her left arm and she nearly passed out. She was awake, unfortunately. She remembered the fight on the beach and the arrow. Gingerly she felt her arm. It was bandaged, as well as her side. She realized with a start as she came fully awake that she was naked.

She rose on wobbling legs, her feet touching cold tile floor. Reaching in the dark, she found an end table and a lamp with her fingers. She clicked the button, figuring that it was futile. Instead, the lamp came to life, casting the room in a soft glow.

The bedroom was small. The bed, covered in navy blue sheets and six matching pillows, was only part of the meager furnishings. The end table with lamp and a plush chair in the corner were the other half. She moved slowly, her body stiff and her arm and side on fire, to the door she figured was the closet. It was empty.

She opened the other door to a dark hallway. Beyond it a candle was lit on a kitchen table and she smelled bacon again. Her mouth watered.

“Are you awake?” a male voice asked softly from the kitchen.

Darlene was startled. It sounded like her father. But her father was… unconsciously she went for her Desert Eagle but it was gone. “Where are my clothes?”

“Oops. Sorry. They just came out of the dryer.”

“Dryer? Where the fuck am I?”

The man laughed, his silhouette suddenly blocking the candle. He was big, wearing dark clothes and some sort of hat. He was covering his face with one arm and holding a laundry basket with the other. “Sorry, I lost track of time. Here are your clothes. I took the liberty of washing them, although they are a bit rough. You’ll find some undergarments in there that might fit you, they are brand new. Some shirts and a pair of jeans John-John thought might fit you.”

When Darlene didn’t move the man placed the basket slowly on the floor and walked back into the kitchen.

“Where are my weapons?” she asked, scampering to the clothes and grabbing them. She stepped back into the room, keeping the hall and kitchen in her sights.

“I cleaned the Desert Eagle. Nice piece. The Sig Sauer is actually mine. Your machete is pretty rusted and nicked, but I imagine I could sharpen it for you.”

Darlene dumped the clothes on the bed. Her ripped undies were there but a new pair of black thongs was a better choice. She slipped them on. They were a tad small but they hugged her skinny hips and didn’t dig too deep into her ass crack. A black T-shirt and tight blue jeans were perfect. She almost cried when she saw white socks, actual white and not gray, and smelling of liquid Tide and not puddle water. Her sneakers had been cleaned a bit, although they had multiple holes in them.

“Where am I?” she asked.

There was a pause as dishes were clanged. “I won’t bite you. You’re a guest in my home. Please join me for breakfast.”

Darlene went down the hall and stepped into the kitchen. It was small and cozy, with wood paneling covering the walls. The small window over the sink had been covered with a painting – Darlene recognized it as a reprint of Van Gogh’s Starry Night. Her mother had the same print above the television in her living room. The kitchen table was covered with boxes of ammunition, tools and electronic instruments.

Despite the candles spaced on the counters, Darlene could see that the electricity was working. The refrigerator hummed and she could hear the ice maker working. The bags she’d taken with her were sitting on the far counter.

Bacon was sizzling in a frying pan on the stove, a plate of scrambled eggs nearby. “Want toast with that? I have strawberry jam.”

“Sure.” Darlene was motioned to take a chair at the table. While she pushed boxes of shotgun shells to one side she stared at the man.

He was in his mid-sixties, with a shock of gray hair under a John Deere baseball cap. His clean-shaven face wore a mischievous smile. He winked at her with clear and piercing blue eyes. He whistled off-key as he sliced from a loaf of bread. “Just be a second,” he said over his shoulder. “Have a good sleep?”

“I guess.” Darlene remembered her manners. “Do you need any help?”

“Nah. Almost finished.” He put two pieces of bread into the toaster on the near counter. “Actually, you can fetch us a couple of cold beers from the fridge.”

“Isn’t it morning?”

He shrugged and laughed, almost choking as he tried to stop himself. “It’s actually about noon, little lady, and high time for a beer. When’s the last time you had a cold one?”

“I can’t remember.” Darlene stood and went to the fridge, feeling safe but off-kilter in the home and with this stranger. “I’m Darlene, by the way. Darlene Bobich.”

‘You can call me Murph.” He slid the bacon off of the skillet and onto a paper towel on a plate. “Give me a Bud, if you don’t mind.”

The refrigerator was loaded with items Darlene thought she’d never see again: four different kinds of beer, a plastic jug of milk, a small tub of butter, bags of various vegetables, and bottles of ketchup and mayonnaise. She pulled a Bud and a Corona and sat back down. Her plate was waiting and she nearly drooled at the sight.

“Toast will be right up. Did you say yes to jam?”

“Yes, yes.” Darlene wanted to wait for her host but Murph must have seen her staring at the food.

“Eat, Jesus, girl, don’t wait for me. I’ll catch up.” The toast popped and he tossed it onto a plate. “I have too much food here sometimes.” He turned to her and winked. “You happen to be visiting at one of those times.”

The eggs tasted like heaven, the bacon like sex. She ran her fingers around the plate when she thought he wasn’t looking, getting every last crumb into her mouth.

Murph laughed when he sat down across from her and handed her a slice of jam-covered toast. “I guess you were hungry, Darlene Bobich. Can’t say I’m surprised. You seem absolutely wasting away to nothing. Those clothes were hanging off of you.”

She gripped the toast but hesitated to bite it. “Who undressed me?”

Murph’s face grew red and he put his head down. “I did. I needed to dress that nasty wound, and your clothes were falling off.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome.” He looked up at her. “I didn’t do anything to you, just so you know. I’m a gentleman, by and by.”

Darlene smiled and bit into her divine toast. “I’m afraid my best years are behind me.”

Murph laughed. “I may be sixty-six but I’m still a man. You clean up nicely. There’s a shower down the hall when you’re done with breakfast.”

“Thought this was lunch.”

“In today’s world, I can call this Murph-meal and no one could argue, right? The rules have all changed.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“I think your arm will be just fine. The arrow poked right through without hitting anything vital. It only skinned your side. It might be sore for a few weeks but you’ll live.”

“Thanks. Who shot me? You?”

“Nah, I’m not that good a shot anymore. Twenty or thirty years ago I would have killed you, and you’d have been dead before the arrow was through your skull.”

“Pleasant.”

“Um, sorry.” Murph scooped up some scrambled egg. “John-John shot you.”

“Who’s that?”

“My son. He’ll be around shortly. He came by to see you yesterday but you were still sleeping.”

“How long have I been here?”

“Almost three days. You had a fever and lost a lot of blood.” Murph put down his fork. “You also gave me a scare with that nasty bite on your ankle. It seemed to be… old.”

Darlene stood suddenly and grabbed her plate. “I’ll do the dishes if you want. That would be fair.”

“Don’t worry about that. Go take a shower; there are some towels and pajamas that should fit you in there already.”

“Thank you for everything.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Darlene tried to ignore Murph when he glanced at her ankle as she went past him and went to take a real shower.
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“Care for a pinch?” Murph asked Darlene, holding out some tobacco from a plastic bag.

“Not a fan, but I’m glad for the beer.” Darlene leaned back on the couch and put the cold Corona to her forehead. She was sweating despite the air conditioning. “All I’m missing is a lime.”

“I could probably get a few.” Murph put the pinch in his mouth and grinned. “I went almost a year without. I’d rather die than be without it. Everyone needs a vice, right?”

“I guess so.” Darlene closed her eyes. After the shower she felt tired again, but at least she finally had real shampoo and hot water in her hair. Murph had even put some mascara and lip gloss in the bathroom, which she took her time applying.

“You look better, especially with the makeup.”

Darlene must have given him a look because he put his hands up. “I’m just saying that you clean up better, that’s all. Shit, I’m too old for you, missy. I have a daughter your age.” Murph looked away. “Had a daughter.”

Darlene sat up. “Want to talk about it?”

“Shit, what’s to talk about? Ninety percent of the world died and tried to kill the other ten percent. We happen to be the unlucky ten percent. I’m sure everyone and everything you loved is long gone as well. No use crying over it.”

“I guess so. Want a beer?”

“Nah, but feel free to drink me out of house and home.”

Darlene laughed. “I’d be more than happy to help around this place. It could use a woman’s touch.”

“I suppose so. I can always get more beer.”

“How?”

“That’s a trade secret, missy.”

Darlene went to the refrigerator and grabbed the last Corona. “Where in Hell are we, anyway?”

“We’re about five miles from Hammond Beach, and about twenty south of St. Augustine.”

“How are we safe?”

Murph laughed and slapped his knee. “I forgot. You were passed out when John-John brought you here. Come with me.”

He led her through the front door. A cool ocean breeze made her smile as she stepped out onto a porch and stared at the ocean. The sun was setting behind her, shadows under the house. “We’re in a stilt house?” she said with a laugh.

“Twenty feet above the ground. They can’t reach us up here. Or there,” Murph said and pointed to a nearby house. “Or there.” Darlene counted ten stilt houses strung across the beach in a perfect line. “Every house is occupied or was occupied.”

“By who?”

“Survivors. Let’s get inside before we’re spotted.”

“By who?”

Murph laughed. “The living bastards that can still climb a ladder.”

Back inside, they took their spots in the living room. Murph sat down in a well-worn chair and put his feet up on the coffee table. “I’d still give my left one for a nice Big Mac.”

“I never thought I’d have a breakfast of bacon and eggs again.”

“I have some fish in the freezer for tomorrow. Most nights I make some grilled veggies and toss in a baked potato. Sound good?”

“If you let me I can make something special.”

“I’m listening.”

Darlene rose and went to the kitchen. “I can make a stew with the potatoes and veggies. Do you have cans of chicken broth?”

“I think I have two cans of beef broth in the cabinet. Never knew what to do with them.”

“Perfect. Come on, Murph, I’m going to teach you how to make Bobich Stew.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Together they cooked, Murph following directions and cutting the vegetables while Darlene prepared the potatoes and the broth. Once dinner was ready they went back to their spots and ate in silence.

“I’ll clean the dishes. Least I can do.” Darlene was feeling a bit tipsy from the beer and after the great meal she wanted to crawl back into that bed and sleep for a week.

“I need to dress that wound again,” Murph said. “Don’t want my new houseguest up and dying on me. Especially since she can cook and do dishes.”

Darlene tensed when she heard footsteps outside. She went for her Desert Eagle, still on the table, but Murph waved her off. “It’s John-John. He does that tapping noise on the top of the ladder to let me know it’s him.”

“You can’t be too safe.”

“I agree.”

The door opened and John-John stepped inside, carrying a backpack and a compound bow over his shoulder. His blue eyes locked onto Darlene. When she smiled at him he looked away and put his gear down.

“What kind of bow is that?” she asked.

“Jennings Cobra. I have three of them.”

“Nice. What kind of arrows do you use?”

John-John shrugged. “Whatever I can find. We raided a sporting goods store about six months back and found a pallet of them, all different kinds.”

“He’s gotten pretty good at it. He can hit a zombie in the face from a hundred feet,” Murph said.

“I guess I got lucky you hit me here,” Darlene said and gently tapped her arm.

John-John gritted his teeth. “You had no business trying to fight so many of them. I couldn’t get a clear shot at the ones closest to you.”

“Relax, I was teasing.” Darlene sat down on the couch and stared at John-John. He was a younger image of his father, a few years older than her but in great physical shape. Under his gray T-shirt she could see his well-defined body, his arms popping out of his sleeves. He was built, and he was cute. She couldn’t help stare at the bulge in his jeans. What’s wrong with me? Oh, yeah, I haven’t been laid in months.

“John-John and I share this house and the next one over. We use that one for supplies, weapons and such.”

“John, please call me John.” He shot a look at his father. “I haven’t been John-John since I was twelve.”

“You’ll always be John-John.” Murph stood. “It’s time for bed. You kids get some rest as well. Big day tomorrow.”

They both wished him a good night and John took his father’s seat.

“What’s tomorrow?” Darlene asked.

“What?”

“He said something about a big day tomorrow.”

John laughed. “He says that every night. For thirty-five years I’ve been hearing that line.”

He’s thirty-five, Darlene thought, and made a mental note. Only seven years older and hot as Hell. She smiled.

“What’s the matter?”

“What do you mean?” Darlene asked. She twirled her hair and tried to look casual when she took another swig of beer.

“Nothing.” John rose. “I need to get some sleep. I actually have a big day ahead of me tomorrow. We’re running low on supplies and I need to take a run up to St. Augustine and see if I can get some work or trade.”

“Need company?”

John hesitated. “We’ll see. Good-night. There are two vacant houses, so if you are planning on staying I’m sure Griff will let you have one.”

“Who’s Griff?”

“I’m sure you’ll meet him tomorrow. Nothing much goes on without Griff and Peter and Kayla knowing. I’m sure they have a hundred questions for you.”

Without another word John retired to a back bedroom.

Darlene was hoping for a seductive look, even a glance back when he walked out, but she got nothing. She heard his door close and heard the lock engage. She didn’t blame him; these days the living were just as awful as the dead.

Darlene finished her beer and decided to slip into bed and play with herself until she passed out.
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Darlene was disappointed but not surprised when she woke the next morning and saw that John had already left. Murph had a pot of coffee brewing and he was scrambling eggs. “Morning, missy,” he said. “I hope you slept well.”

“Haven’t slept like that in, well, months. It sure beats sleeping in dumpsters and in abandoned houses.”

“I would imagine.” Murph slid some eggs onto two plates.

Darlene poured coffee for them and sat at the table. “How long have you lived here?”

“About four months.”

“Really? I just assumed this had always been your home.”

“Fat chance. These stilt houses go for close to a million bucks… well, they did before. When we got here this one was empty so we moved in. Pretty much everything you see was already here.”

“Where are you from originally?”

“Pensacola. Born and raised in Florida.” Murph forked some eggs. “I’m guessing from that accent that you’re from either Boston or Rhode Island.”

“A bit farther north. I’m from Maine. Born and raised, as they say.”

“Ever been to Florida before all this?”

“No, I had never been farther south than Manhattan. How about you?”

“Never been farther than Virginia myself. I’ve never even seen snow in person.”

“You haven’t missed much. I just spent a winter buried in it in Baltimore and it was not fun.”

“I’m getting too old to keep moving, but if I had a chance I’d love to go up there and see it before I die.”

“If I never see another snowflake I’ll be happy. If I never see the temperature dip below thirty-two I’ll be happy as well.” Darlene sipped her coffee. “God, how I miss having good coffee.”

“That’s the last of it for awhile, I’m afraid.”

“Can we get more?” Darlene blurted. She felt foolish for saying it, like a spoiled brat.

“Eventually. It depends on what gets flown in and what we have to trade.”

“John went to St. Augustine to get supplies?”

“Yes, and to trade if possible. We’re running low on everything right now.”

“I’m sorry.” Darlene put her coffee mug down. “I thought you had enough food. I’m imposing.”

“I always welcome the company. And I imagine you’ll only be sticking around for a few days.”

Darlene frowned. “Is my welcome over?”

Murph laughed. “Not at all. But most people that stumble upon us and don’t want to raid us stay a few days before moving on to the safety of St. Augustine.”

“Why don’t you?”

Murph waved his hand. “I’m too damn old to climb down the ladder to this place. Damn near shit when I got up here. I’m actually afraid of heights. John does all of the running for the two of us and I inventory what we have, clean, cook, all of that. Truth be told I’m more of a burden to my kid.”

“It sounds like you hold your own.”

“I suppose.” Murph winked. “I suppose you’re just trying to be nice.”

“Whatever.” Darlene put the coffee mug to her lip but stopped.

“Something wrong?”

“The Sig Sauer.”

“What about it?” Murph said and smiled. He patted his hip. “That’s the longest in five years it’s been away from me.”

“I took it off of someone.”

“I imagine that would be Carl.”

“Lazy eye?”

“Yeah, that’s Carl. He was only here for two days before he grabbed the gun, a box of food, the rest of the water, and my new pair of boots. Where is he now?”

“Near Hammond Beach.”

“Doing what?” Murph said and grinned. “I’m guessing Carl didn’t give you the Sig because you’re so damn cute.”

“Stranger things have happened, right?”

“I can’t argue that.” Murph pulled the weapon from his waistband and put it on the table. “It’s actually yours now. You found it fair and square. My loss is your gain.”

Darlene put a hand on the gun. “True. Thanks for giving it back.”

Murph laughed. “This is actually the spot where you tell me, ‘no, no, I can’t separate a man from his prized weapon, you saved my life, you keep it.’ Anything I’m saying make sense?”

“Nope.” Darlene made to put the Sig Sauer in her own waistband. Laughing, she put it back on the table. “Just fucking with you, Murph.”

“And a great sense of humor, too? God, what a package you are.”

Darlene cleared the table when they were done. “Now what?”

“Now I usually sit and wait for him to return.” Murph sat on the couch. “Want to watch a movie?”

“Seriously? I can’t remember the last time I watched a movie, or heard a song, anything. This guy Jonathan, he was part of the Rear Guard, and I used to work with him and a couple of others. We’d watch the caravan from the back and make sure nothing snuck up on us, whether it was alive or dead. Jonathan had an MP3 player. He used to let me listen to songs when we were resting. Unfortunately the batteries died and he was always hoping to find more.”

“Did he ever?”

Darlene sat down. “No. He died.”

“He was one of them?”

“Yes, and it was my fault. I… I shot him, it was pure instinct. I…”

“You don’t have to talk about it.”

Darlene wiped a tear from her eye. “I’d rather not.”

“Fair enough. Why don’t you go and see if you like one of the movies?”

Darlene went to the DVD rack to the left of the plasma TV and browsed the titles. “I’m guessing a guy lived here.”

“My kind of guy.”

“John Wayne movies, Bruce Willis, Clint Eastwood, a ton of war movies, westerns, Charlton Heston, Stallone, Chuck Norris… not one chick flick.”

“I threw those into the ocean.”

Darlene shot him a dirty look.

“Just teasing, missy. I think this was some rich guy’s Man Lair.”

“His what?”

“I found not only all of these macho movies but a huge box of pornographic movies and magazines, as well as enough alcohol to inebriate Miami. There were guns, ammo, flak vests, an SUV and a couple of jet-ski’s down below, and a drawer filled with various condoms and sexual devices. Whoever this guy was, he was a player, as the young kids say.”

“Where’s all that stuff now?”

Murph shrugged. “Most of it is worthless, to be realistic. I traded most of it away for food and water.”

“You kept these shitty movies?”

“They are classics. Most of them, anyway. A man needs entertainment in these harsh times or he’d go stir crazy. We still have some of the alcohol, a case of rum somewhere.”

“What about the guns? The SUV?”

“Worthless. I traded the guns and ammo for one of the bows John-John uses, and some clothes. Guns are too loud; they get the dead coming for miles with a single shot. The SUV and jet-skis were traded for a case of soda and fresh-cut meat. We ate steaks for a week.”

“Got any left?”

“We don’t have much left. I imagine we have another week of supplies for the three of us. Unless, of course, you move on.”

“I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere for awhile, if that’s alright with you. This is the first normal place I’ve been in since I can remember. No sense leaving just now, right? Besides, we have to watch every one of these shitty movies before I can go anywhere.”

“I hear ya.”

“How about we start with Rocky and then Jaws?”

“Fine with me. If I start to snore just kick me.”

“Same goes for me.”
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Griff wasn’t what Darlene expected. He was short, balding, with greasy hair and a greasy smile, pushing seventy. His clothes were unkempt and dirty, even though Darlene supposed he had access to a washer and dryer like Murph. Griff looked like his wardrobe and personal hygiene hadn’t changed since the world went nuts.

Kayla, on the other hand, was in her forties and beautiful. Darlene wasn’t into other women but she had to admire the way Kayla carried herself. The AK-47 in her strong hands didn’t hurt, either. She wore a simple gray T-shirt, tight black jeans and Doc Marten boots. Her red hair was tied back and she wore no makeup. She was a natural beauty and didn’t really need it. Darlene noticed a few freckles dotting her cheeks and nose.

“See anything you like?” Kayla said to Darlene as she shouldered the AK-47.

Darlene blushed and looked away. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Kayla winked. “You’re pretty hot yourself.”

Griff shot her a dirty look. “Enough with your lesbian bullshit for once. Every gal you see doesn’t want to jump in bed with you.”

“Not all, but some.” Kayla smiled and licked her bottom lip. “Definitely this one.”

“Thanks, but I prefer a hard cock,” Darlene said.

“Jesus.” The other person before Darlene was Peter, and by his face it was obvious he was related to Griff and Kayla. He was pudgy around his middle but his arms were massive. His red-blonde hair flowed down his shoulders in curly locks, his face a bushy beard. “Can’t we ever talk to chicks without you hitting on them?”

“Nope.” Kayla patted him on the back. “Besides, you have no shot with this one, Petey. She’s way out of your league.”

Peter glanced at Darlene and then looked at his father for help. Griff just shrugged and spit tobacco juice over the edge of the deck. Darlene had gone to see Griff and his family just before dark. Murph had simply told her which stilt house.

“I’m too damn old to climb the ladder. Do me a favor, though, and ask Griff if he has any chewing tobacco. Tell him I’ll pay him next time he comes up to see me,” Murph said.

A day of lounging, watching movies and napping had put Darlene in a great frame of mind but she was sluggish. She could get used to this easy life and almost forget about the reality of what was going on not far from here, and all over the world.

“So…” Darlene said uneasily. Kayla was coming on way too strong; Peter was trying desperately to check out her ass and boobs without being caught, and so far Griff hadn’t said much of anything.

Griff spit again and then opened the door. “Come on in and make yourself comfortable.”

Darlene entered and smiled when she heard Griff tell his kids to stay outside. For emphasis he locked the door. “Have a seat. They’ll come in through the backdoor in a bit. For now, we can talk in peace.”

“Nice place you have here.”

Griff shrugged. “It’s not mine.” He sat heavily in the chair and groaned. “I suppose it is mine now, but truth be told I wish I was back home in South Carolina preparing to die.”

“That’s an odd way of looking at it.”

“I suppose you could make that argument.” Griff pulled a small clear baggie from his pocket and tossed it to Darlene. “That’s for Murph. Lord knows he pushed you over here for some chaw. Tell him he owes me.”

“Will do.”

Griff sat up in his chair. “Let’s cut to the chase, because I’m not getting any younger. Why are you here?”

“I’m just trying to survive.”

“Are you planning on going up to St. Augustine?”

“I hadn’t planned anything. From the way Murph was talking I don’t know if I have a real choice.”

“What do you mean?” Griff pulled another baggie from his pocket and took a pinch, putting the tobacco in his mouth. “Everyone has a choice.”

“He seemed like he was expecting me to split as soon as possible and head over to St. Augustine. I’m not even sure what’s there.”

“Civilization. Rebuilding. Electricity. When this started the people up there were smart enough to not just sit around and watch the boob tube and worry. They started blocking the roads, sealing off the main city from everything. The roads in and out were sandbagged and armed men and women patrolled them.”

“Amazing.”

“Not really, just smart. And they weren’t the only ones to do so.”

Darlene frowned. “What?”

“There are pockets, cities and towns and villages, all over the world, that have so far succeeded in fighting off the undead hordes. Places like Chicago, Austin, Boise, Cooperstown, Salt Lake City, Reading… the list goes on.”

“How do you know that?”

“We get information from St. Augustine regularly. We act as their southern patrols and, in turn, they supply us with information and weapons to operate.”

“Where else?”

“I know of a few small places that have survived. A place called Belford in New Jersey, the town of Falls River in Massachusetts, somewhere called Dexter, Maine –“

“You’re a liar,” Darlene blurted. “You can’t know that.”

“All I can do is pass along the information.”

“Dexter was aflame when I left.”

“From what I understand, after the harsh winter past, they were able to rebuild and fortify the roads in and out. The undead up there froze in place. It was easy to chop them down like trees.”

Darlene folded in the chair. Was it possible? Had she run so far, hundreds and hundreds of miles, to escape the zombies, when all she had to do was stay at home?

“From reports, it was touch and go for many. About ninety-five percent of the population was killed. You made the right choice leaving.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“You’re still alive.”

“While everything I knew, everyone I loved is dead. Or are they?”

Griff shrugged. “Who knows? You very likely might be dead right now if you’d stayed. Perhaps someone you loved would have had to kill you by now.”

Darlene was feeling overwhelmed and switched the subject before she started to cry. “I’d like to stay here for a while, if that’s alright with you.”

“I don’t have a problem with it. As long as Murph says it’s alright. I can get you the keys for one of the empty houses tomorrow. You’ll be on your own as far as food, furniture and weapons are concerned. I’m sure everyone will pitch in and help you out. Any skills you have will be appreciated as well.”

The backdoor opened.

“Time to leave. It was nice to meet you,” Griff said. “Forgive me if I don’t see you down, but I’m too damn old for that.”
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John held up a finger, staring at Darlene.

“God, just ask me out already,” she whispered.

He waved his hand for her to be quiet. Darlene covered her mouth to stifle a smile and a laugh. When you were out here, with John and a compound bow, you took it seriously.

Two walking corpses were directly below them, shuffling aimlessly on the road. They were both wearing the tattered remains of police officers, holstered guns still at their sides.

John pointed two fingers at Darlene and they both notched an arrow to their bow. She stared down the shaft at the zombie on the left and aimed right between his eyes.

A low grunt from John was the signal and they let fly at the same time. John’s zombie took the arrow in his forehead, and he fell silently to the ground.

Darlene’s arrow shot high and wide left, missing by at least five feet. Before she could pull another arrow out, John had already fired a second and the arrow ripped through the zombie’s left eye, putting him down.

“Shit,” she murmured.

John looked aggravated but didn’t say a word. Instead he put his bow down, pulled a Bowie knife, and slid down the sand dune. Darlene, embarrassed, followed. This was her third day in a row out with John looking for supplies. So far they’d encountered dozens of the undead, nothing salvageable, and she still hadn’t hit a target.

“Can’t I just use my machete? I can’t even count how many I’ve killed with this thing.”

“It’s a close-range weapon. What do you do when there are fifteen of them surrounding you?”

“Swing for the fences,” Darlene replied.

“I’m amazed you’re still alive.”

“Lucky, I guess.” Darlene stood watch as John removed the service pistols, extra ammo, two dead walkie-talkies and handcuffs from the two expired cops.

“With any luck there’ll be a squad car around here with a shotgun and a trunk filled with supplies.”

“Which way?” Darlene asked.

“We can cut through and get to a main highway.”

“Have you been out this way before?”

“Not really. I’ve picked the peninsula from Anastasia Island to Ormond-by-the-Sea clean over the last twelve months. There isn’t much left but sand and zombies.”

“I beg to differ.”

John stopped. “What do you mean?”

“I found a spot filled with bottles of water.”

“You’re lying.”

“And you’re rude.” In the last three days John had been gruff and short with Darlene. He’d spent most of his time in the stilt house in his room with the door closed. Murph said that John had a wife and two young children, and he’d been looking for them. Their bodies hadn’t been found, but the chance that they were living was small. Despite trying to be nice to John – for the sake of getting along and because, honestly, he was a hunk – Darlene wasn’t getting too far with him. Murph had suggested that Darlene earn her keep and learn to shoot, but so far it was backfiring. John had even pled with his father this morning to let him go by himself.

“Where is this magical land of bottled water?” John said sarcastically.

“Forget it.” Darlene started walking away. “I’ll just save that card up my sleeve for the next guy that comes along. Maybe he won’t be such a fucking dick.”

“Nice mouth.”

“Nice attitude. Do you always treat women this shitty?”

John grabbed her arm and stopped her.

He was on the ground, his back and head slamming to the sand, before he could catch his breath.

“Don’t put your fucking hands on me, got it?” Darlene shook her head and stepped away before she attacked him again. She could feel the anger in her, coursing through her body like a spring. She was ready to snap.

“Got it. Loud and clear.” John stood and brushed himself off, face red in embarrassment. “I am sorry. It’s just that…”

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just keep moving before we’re surrounded.”

John put up a hand in protest but Darlene was already twenty feet from him, moving quickly onto a zombie that had appeared. She drew her machete and chopped into its thick neck, driving it backwards. A second cut and its head fell to the sand.

“I don’t need this,” Darlene said and put the compound bow and arrows on the ground. She shook the machete. “I’d rather die with this in my hand than try to work with that. Sorry.”

“Not a problem.” John picked up the equipment. “You’re a pretty shitty shot, anyway.” He put on his best smile.

“Whatever.” Darlene turned away again. She hoped he would think she was being a bitch and not forgiving him, but the reality was that his smile melted her. She didn’t want to see her return smile.

“We can cut through these side streets and we’ll emerge onto Route 1. With any luck the cop car will be there.”

They kept to the middle of the street as they moved from the beachside to a totaled neighborhood. The only bodies were charred and unmoving, the houses rotting and scorched. John explained that he’d ransacked this area a few months ago.

“What were you before this?” Darlene asked as they got to the end of the street and pushed through a debris-strewn field. They could see Route 1 ahead.

“I was a cop in Tallahassee. I was doing my rounds when this… thing happened to everyone. I was across town. My wife and girls were home. I shot my way through miles of undead before getting there.”

“What happened?”

“They were gone. Packed and left. The ironic part is that the zombies hadn’t even gotten to that part of town yet. I packed some food, my extra weapons and ammo, and drove to my father’s house. He was ready to go. We went in search of them.”

Darlene and John emerged onto a deserted highway. “There’s the cop car,” she said.

They approached cautiously, watching both sides of the road for movement. Just beyond the squad car a pickup truck had flipped across the southbound lane, wedging at least six cars behind it. John pointed to the pileup. They couldn’t see anything moving, but to the outside were thick woods.

John had an arrow notched and ready to fire. As they drew closer he put it away and drew his knife again. Darlene had the machete out.

They moved in opposite directions to get around the squad car. Both doors were opened, which wasn’t a good sign. Darlene checked the woods one more time. Empty. Quiet. The hair on the back of her neck rose like in a bad horror movie. She wanted to throw up as she rounded the car and leveled the machete at the open door.

John was on the other side, but there was no one in the car. No blood, no gore, no body parts. “Shotgun,” he said and climbed into the passenger side. “And a box of shells. Sweet.”

Darlene relaxed and leaned against the car. “Now what?”

“The keys are in it.”

“So?”

“So we drive this baby as far back as we can and then go home. It’s been too long since I’ve driven one.”

“Who says you can drive?” Darlene went to climb into the car but John was already in the driver’s seat and smiling. He turned the key and it began to click.

“So much for that idea.”

“Not really. It isn’t completely dead. I bet I can get her started. She’s been sitting out here for months.” John popped the hood and got out. “Get in and I’ll tell you when to start it.”

Darlene jumped in. “Sure, but don’t expect me to move over. I’m the driver, I own the road.”

John laughed and raised the hood, peering around it at Darlene. “Don’t do anything until I tell you.”

“You got it.” Darlene could hear a crow in the distance. She wondered why animals hadn’t been affected by the virus, or the plague, or whatever this really was. Maybe Murph knew the answer. She had so many questions for him but never found the time to ask, too content to sit and relax and watch movies.

The last three days had been the best days in too long, sharing conversation, food and company with another human being. Darlene wondered how many days, weeks or even months between actual conversations she’d had. Besides whispering to herself, of course. “I wonder if I’m crazy,” she murmured.

“What?” John asked from under the hood. “Did you say something?”

“Just wondering what’s taking so damn long.”

“Give me a second. Patience is a virtue.”

Darlene laughed. “Whatever.”

John poked his head around the hood and grinned. “Try it.”

Darlene turned the key and the car hesitated, trying to turn over. For a second she thought it would but it went back to clicking.

“The belt is loose. Without tools I can’t fix it. Pop the trunk.” John went around and fished through the trunk. “He actually had tools.”

“Is that a big deal?” Darlene asked, getting out and stretching her legs. A quick look around told her they were still alone.

“For a cop car? Hell yeah. Everyone knows that you don’t leave shit in a cop car, especially personal items.” John slid under the front of the car.

“Cops stealing from cops. What’s wrong with that picture?”

“That’s reality sometimes. You can’t trust anyone,” John said.

Darlene got back in and sat down, rubbing her eyes. It was hot today, like every other Florida day. She started to hum a Tori Amos tune and wondered if Tori was wandering around California or New York trying to eat people.

“Try it again.”

Darlene turned the key. The engine stuttered but then roared to life.

“Told you I could do it,” John said and slammed the hood closed. “Move over, I’m driving.”

“John, get in the car. Now.”

“Not until you move over.”

“Get in the fucking car.” Darlene drew her Desert Eagle and fired just over John’s shoulder.

John turned just as seven zombies came within ten feet of them. A glance in the rearview mirror and Darlene held her breath. There were ten coming up behind her and more wandering in from the woods.
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The first zombie Darlene slammed into with the car landed on the hood. Darlene screamed and pissed herself.

“Left! Left!” John yelled. “Shoot for that gap.”

Route 1 was flooded with slow-moving undead, obstacles drawn to the speeding car. She was only doing thirty as she hit the second and third and forth, the car fishtailing as she bump-bumped over the bodies. Unlike movies, hitting them was slowing her down and she knew it was only a matter of time before she lost control of the car and ended up in a ditch.

They appeared like ants from either side of the road, an endless stream of corpses. Darlene wondered aloud why there were so many.

“We’re close to the outskirts of St. Augustine right now. We’re trapped between the barriers of the city and these creatures now. There might be hundreds, thousands of them out here.” John wiped sweat from his brow. “Just keep driving.”

Darlene hit another two zombies, two smaller children, and felt the car lurch to her right. She overcorrected and the car spun out. Her chest slammed into the steering wheel, jarring her.

“Are you alright?” John asked.

“Sure.” She lifted her gun and pulled the trigger, just in front of his face, as John covered his ears. The shot, through the opened passenger window, missed her mark. “You drive.”

“What?”

Darlene got out of the car, firing at anything close enough to get to them. She ran around the car and slipped into the passenger side. John slid over the seat, threw the car in gear and floored it, immediately running over three undead.

A mile away, after barreling through ten more undead blocking the path, the road opened up. Single stray zombies crossed their path and it was easy for John to skirt around them.

“Up ahead is the 207 bridge. We should cross back over there instead of running north into another cluster of them,” John said. “It feels good to drive again.”

“Yeah, the three minutes I drove were exciting.” Darlene laughed. “My hands are shaking.”

“My hands always shake, if that’s any consolation.”

They turned onto Route 207, the gas station and restaurant a smoldering pile of rubble at the entrance. Zombies lurched around the structures but they were too far away to be a threat.

“We need to be very careful when we get out.”

“Why are we getting out?” Darlene asked but then saw why. The 207 bridge had been barricaded on this side with a pile of damaged cars, a makeshift fence of wood and metal, and chunks of cement.

John parked right in front of the barrier. “Watch either side when we get out.”

They emerged and went to the wall, John searching frantically. “There’s a path hidden up here somewhere. I was told that once you get onto the bridge you can safely cross.”

A fence had also been erected to either side of the bridge, following the waterline. Zombies were pulling themselves from the water and throwing themselves against the hurdle.

Darlene trained her Desert Eagle on the road they’d just come from, but it was empty. So far so good. With any luck we’ll be across and closer to home before they come. Darlene didn’t like the fact that trees covered both sides of the road. There could be a horde a few feet away and she wouldn’t know it. She checked her ammo. Murph had surprised her with two clips for the Desert Eagle, for which she was grateful.

“I think I found it.”

“It’s about time,” Darlene said sarcastically. Every second out here, exposed with their backs to the proverbial wall was a mistake. “Lead the way.”

“I just need to push this block out of the way. You can see the path behind it. I think I need your help,” John said.

Darlene glanced down the road one more time and did a double-take. “They’re here.”

A score of zombies had emerged from the left side of the road, pushing through the underbrush and from between the trees. Further down, near the turnoff to 207, she could see a dozen more catching up.

“We have about five minutes before we’re attacked, just so you know.” Darlene didn’t want to start shooting and draw more attention to them. Five more undead appeared from the other side of the road and started toward them. “Talk to me.”

“I can’t get it.” John was sweating as he tugged on the cement block barring their path. “You need to help me.”

“I think you need to help me. They’re getting too close.” Before Darlene could point and fire John was already moving past her with an arrow notched to the bow.

The two closest zombies were put down in quick succession. “Don’t fire unless they get within six feet of me. I can take them out at a farther range. Just feed me arrows until we can clear a zone.”

John began cutting them down, bombarding the undead with arrows to the head. Darlene had to admit that she was impressed. One came from their left and almost got to them before Darlene saw him and put the Desert Eagle almost to his forehead before shooting.

“That was too close for comfort,” she said.

“I agree.” John had cleared them within twenty feet but more now stalked from the woods. “There might be a hundred. I don’t have enough arrows and you don’t have enough bullets.”

“What do we do?”

“Start shooting. If we can clear them another twenty feet we might have time to get the cement moved.”

“I hope so.” Darlene began picking them off, concentrating on the left-hand side while John went to work on the right.

“This is hopeless,” John said. For every one they dropped another two now took its place, coming out of the woods from only fifteen feet away on either side.

They kept at it. Darlene finished her clip and put in a new one, wondering if this would be the last one she’d ever have and wondering if she should save two bullets for them.

She hadn’t told John or Murph about survivors in Maine. Her goal was to stay here through the summer and winter, build up her strength and supplies and then head north. She knew that patience was not her strong suit but she didn’t want to risk another winter in the northeast. Now she wished she’d told John and Murph of her plan. Somehow she felt like she’d eventually be abandoning them, even though she owed nothing real to them and them to her. Still…

John fired his last arrow a second before her pistol was empty. They immediately turned and fumbled with the cement block. They’d managed to clear a thirty foot zone before them but the zombies would close it soon enough.

The cement block moved a few inches and John was able to get his hands under it. “Push it,” he yelled, trying to keep the weight from falling and crushing his hands.

When the machine gun fire started he almost dropped it.

“Who the fuck is that?” Darlene asked.

A figure, dressed in black, face covered in a black hood, was sitting on a Harley Davidson shooting an M4 assault rifle. He tossed a grenade into the tree line.

“We’re saved,” Darlene said.

“No. That’s Azrael.” John worked frantically to move the block. “If we don’t move this he’ll shoot us dead as quick as he’ll shoot zombies.”

The grenade went off in the woods.

“Shit.” Darlene put her back into it to lift the cement block as a bullet bounced off of the fence next to her.
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They got the cement block off to the side and John stepped over it, reaching back to help Darlene. “Behind you!” he shouted.

She turned, pulling her machete and cutting with it in one motion. An arm from the nearest undead flew into the water. She began hacking at its neck and on the third slice it severed.

“Let’s go, he’s still firing!” John urged her.

Darlene kicked another zombie back into the pack, who now pushed to get at her. The sound of bullets hitting zombies and ricocheting off of the asphalt was making her shake and she tried to duck and fight at the same time.

“Now!” John finally said. “He’ll shoot us both.”

She took one wide swing and cut into another neck before jumping back and over the cement block.

“Help me push it back!” John said as he gripped it again and put his shoulder into it. Darlene joined him, a bullet ricocheting just past her chin. It was easier to push it back into place and despite the hands trying to reach over and grab them they managed to set it so it couldn’t be moved.

“Run,” John said and began moving across the bridge, which was completely empty of debris, cars or bodies.

Darlene followed close behind, marveling at how odd it was to have found such refuge amidst all of the chaos. You could put your head down and imagine cars coming up behind you, tourists roaring toward the beaches. To either side the river lapped at the pylons, another lazy summer day.

The sound of gunfire receding in the distance broke her from the spell. When they got halfway over the bridge they stopped.

Another explosion rocked the trees, and they watched as smoke and fire billowed near the bridge, a tree dropping into the river.

“Was he throwing grenades?” Darlene asked.

“Yeah.” John put his hands on his knees and tried to catch his breath. Finally he sat down in the middle of the bridge. “He won’t follow us.”

“Are you sure?”

“Not really.” John put his head down on the sun-baked asphalt and stretched his legs.

“What are you doing?”

“Enjoying a nap. Grab it while you can.”

“You’re not serious.”

“Damn serious. Where else, besides back home, will you ever be safe? There’s no way the zombies can get to us.”

“What about … whatever his name is on the bike?” Darlene sat down next to him.

“If he wants to he’ll shoot us long distance. I’m not worried about him. I’m worried about the noise we created and the dozens of zombies amassing on the eastern end of the bridge.”

“Who is he?”

“I told you. Azrael.”

“Like the bad cat in the Smurfs cartoon?”

John laughed. “As in the Angel of Death.”

Darlene shrugged. “I think the old guy from the cartoon was worse.”

“Papa Smurf?”

“Forget it.” Darlene stood back up and brushed off her pants. “Who is he?”

“Some lunatic. He’s been around for a few months. He sets all of these roadblocks and traps. When we sent someone to talk to him he started shooting. Now we just stay clear of him and he inadvertently helps us with his work. That place that we met? He set all of that up; I just use it to kill them.”

“You mean the place where you tried to kill me?”

“Not quite. If I wanted to I would have killed you.”

Darlene laughed and playfully nudged him with her foot. “I’m too fast a target for you. I’m like a panther.”

“Really? I could’ve easily hit those boobs of yours.”

“Pervert,” Darlene said and went to kick him harder this time. John grabbed her foot and yanked her. She fell onto him and he circled her in a bear hug.

“You were saying?” he whispered in her ear.

Darlene immediately reacted in two very different ways: her body stiffened at his touch, so unused to physical contact that was not violent; and she also got wet. “Get off of me,” she said and rolled her eyes when her voice quivered. She wanted him inside of her, right here on the bridge, Azrael and zombies be damned.

“Sorry.” John pulled away from her and sat up. He turned his head away from her. “I got carried away.”

“It’s alright. Just two adults having some fun, right?”

“I’m married,” he finally said.

“I know.” Darlene stood and walked over to the edge, looking down at the water. “It’s just…”

“We should get going if we’re going to get home before dark.” John took a few steps away from Darlene.

“Is she out there?” Darlene asked.

“Yes. Somewhere she’s alive and waiting for me. She’s safe and right now laughing with my daughters.”

“I hope so.”

John turned and eyed her, his eyes swollen. “I can feel her, like she’s sending me messages or something.”

Darlene nodded. She really did hope for his sake that they were alive, no matter how remote the chance was. “Where’s your uniform?” she asked, changing the subject.

“What uniform?” John asked and turned back the way they’d come. “I think he left. I don’t hear gunfire or explosions.”

“That’s good.”

“The problem will be getting past the ones that were alerted on the other side by all of the noise. I hope we gave them enough time to get bored and move along.”

“Uniform,” Darlene said as she started walking.

“I still don’t get it.”

“You told me you were a cop. In every horror movie, especially zombie movies, the hero has a heart of gold, a knowing smile, and a cop uniform on.”

“Sorry. After a year I decided to retire the uniform and put on more comfortable clothes.”

“The uniform would have been better. It would give you that authority, that sense of righteous purpose.”

John snickered. “I already have a sense of righteous purpose.”

“Any idea what that is?”

“Not a clue.” John laughed. “But it sounds pompous. I like it.”

“I thought you would. And next time you talk about my tits I’ll shoot you.”

“As long as it’s with a bow, I’ll be safe.”

“Fuck you,” Darlene said and missed with a punch.

“You wish.”

You have no idea, Darlene thought and tried to concentrate on walking next to him.
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There was a soft thud on the stairs below her new house. Darlene drew her Desert Eagle, always on her side, and walked quietly to the front door. Someone or something was coming up the steps unannounced, a great way to get a bullet between the eyes.

She opened the door and trained the weapon on the top of the stairs.

Another step and then nothing. “Hello?” a female voice called up. “Are you home?”

“Bitch.” Darlene went to the stairs and looked down. Kayla was coming up the steps holding a picnic basket. Her white T-shirt was tight across her bra-less chest and tied under it, revealing her taut stomach and pierced bellybutton.

“I’m just bringing you a housewarming present.”

“A picnic basket?” Darlene asked, trying not to stare as Kayla came up and stood next to her. I’m not a fucking lesbian, but she is sexy. Darlene wanted to slap the thought from her head.

“No, me, silly.” Kayla laughed. “This is just for after, when we’re hungry.”

“I’ve already explained myself.” Darlene couldn’t help the edge in her voice. Kayla might be beautiful but she was also so damn arrogant.

“I’m just teasing. I brought a bottle of wine, some fresh cheese and crackers. Peter went into St. Augustine yesterday and I asked him to pick me up a few things.”

“That is kind,” Darlene said. “Won’t you come in?”

The house was a mess. Griff had decided after Darlene and John came back and told of the run-in with Azrael that she needed her own place to relax for a couple of days before deciding what she wanted to do. She knew what she wanted to do: stay for a few months, gather supplies, weapons and information, and then head back north to home. For now, this would be her home.

Most of the furniture was very expensive and very gaudy. The woman of the house – the owners were a middle-aged couple of obvious wealth – had made it very feminine, with gold trim, seraph ornaments, light colored rooms and muted amber hues on the upholstery. There were doilies and covers on almost everything. The family had owned horses, and there were statues, plaques and photos adorning every room in the house save for the back room.

The back room was the man’s cave, filled with football memorabilia, a sixty-inch plasma television, surround sound, and a vast pornography collection. Darlene had wasted no time in rummaging through the DVD’s in hope of finding something to get her off, but it was exclusively lesbian videos, and most of them of the group variety.

“It looks like the Soprano’s threw up in here,” Kayla blurted.

Darlene couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, they were definitely from New York or New Jersey. The guy has a room full of New York Jets crap. Want any of it?”

“Any baseball bats? We could always use weapons.” Kayla set the basket on the kitchen table as she moved through the rooms. “It could use some work, but nothing a garbage can couldn’t solve. I see they liked horses.”

“You could say that. I keep expecting to open up an extra bedroom and finding a zombie horse or something.”

“That would be fun. I’m sure we’ll be happy here together,” Kayla said.

“No fucking –“

“Wow, are you easy to rile up. I’m just busting your chops. Relax. I promise to not make you uncomfortable, as long as you stop staring at my tits. Is that fair?”

Darlene blushed and looked away. “No idea what you’re talking about, but not a problem.” Darlene went back into the kitchen and began unloading the basket.

Kayla came in and opened the cabinet, procuring two wine glasses. “These are probably worth a grand a piece.” She sat down at the table.

“Worthless now.” Darlene put the cheese and crackers onto a tray.

“Not really. Trust me, there’s always someone who wants what they haven’t got. Most of this junk here could be brought to the city and traded for perishables. There’s a market for just about anything.”

“The only thing I need short-term is new clothes. A nice, comfortable pair of jeans, some sneakers that fit, a pack of socks, a bra that doesn’t make my girls bounce when I run from zombies, and some panties.”

“You strike me as a g-string kinda gal,” Kayla said and grinned.

Darlene couldn’t help but smile. “You said you’d play nice.”

“You haven’t stopped looking at them yet.” Kayla sat up in her chair. “Say the word and this shirt comes off.”

“Pour the wine.” Darlene went to the drawer and got a knife for the cheese. “And I prefer thongs.”

‘I prefer nothing. It’s easier to bury your face that way.”

“You’re sick.” Darlene cut the cheese into squares and placed them on a plate, fixing the crackers in a nice pattern. “Lunch is served.”

Kayla sipped at the wine and ignored the food.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Darlene asked around a mouthful of cheese and crackers.

“I ate before I came over. This is for you.” Kayla tapped on a wine bottle. “I’m going to do a liquid lunch today. Won’t you join me?”

‘I think I might,” Darlene said with a laugh. She raised her glass. “A toast.”

Kayla lifted hers. “A toast to what?”

“Life.”

“And still being alive.” Kayla tapped her glass against Darlene’s and finished hers in one gulp. She quickly refilled her glass.

“You’ll get drunk that way.”

“That’s the idea.” Kayla pointed at Darlene’s glass. “Keep up.”

“I don’t think so.” Darlene put a hunk of cheese into her mouth.

“Suit yourself.” Kayla sipped her wine and sat back. “Let’s talk about nothing of consequence for a bit.” She glanced out the window. “It’s a beautiful day today, isn’t it?”

“It’s another sunny, hot day. I never thought I’d pray for rain, but it would be great to break the days apart.” Darlene finished her glass and smiled when Kayla poured her another one. “This is my last one.”

Three glasses later the bottle was empty and they’d retired to the living room, stretched out on the couch. Darlene was feeling great, giddy and light-headed. She tried to stand but fell down onto Kayla with a laugh. “I need to pee,” she slurred.

“I think you need to relax first.” Kayla helped her sit up next to her. “Close your eyes.”

Darlene’s eyes grew wide. Even in her drunken stupor she had some senses working. “I don’t want this.”

“Want what?” Kayla said and stroked Darlene’s face with her fingers, tracing her chin. “I would never do anything that you didn’t want.”

Darlene closed her eyes and relaxed. The wine was making her feel good and free. For the first time in forever she didn’t worry about being bitten or being raped or being ripped apart. She only felt… horny, if she were being honest with herself. Would it be so bad to make love to Kayla? She was beautiful. You could do a lot worse than her, Darlene thought. Under normal circumstances she wouldn’t even dream of this, but there was nothing normal about anything.

Darlene leaned forward and puckered her lips.

Kayla held her close and Darlene could feel her breath in her ear. “I would love nothing more than to have you, to taste every part of you, to make you cum.” Kayla kissed her softly on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Darlene opened her eyes confused. “You’re leaving?”

“Trust me, it’s for the better.”

“I don’t think so.”

Kayla put a hand on Darlene’s arm and let it linger. “I do. Go get some food into your system.”

As Kayla left Darlene went to a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Grey Goose. I’ll get some more drink into me, thank you very much.
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Darlene woke up to the sound of pouring rain. Her head felt like someone had run it over and she swore that she would never drink wine again. Her stomach lurched as she struggled out of the bed, eye on the bathroom door. ‘Please let me make it,” she whispered.

She didn’t. She crumbled in the doorway of the bathroom and spewed her stomach contents on the floor. Closing her eyes, she swore that she’d never drink another drop of alcohol.

The rain stopped midmorning, jarring a stiff Darlene from the floor. Her head still hurt and her sides felt like she’d been kicked in the ribs. She had no idea how long she’d been unconscious. The smell of the floor and her clothes made her gag.

Getting to the couch took her twenty minutes, her limbs refusing to work for her. She was so exhausted by the time she hit the cushions that she closed her eyes and fell back asleep.

A knock at the door jarred her awake, a stabbing pain in her forehead. “Go away,” she tried to say but her throat was so dry that she simply made a squeaking noise. At this point, if it were a horde of zombies, she’d gladly let them eat her. Anything to stop the pain.

“Darlene?”

It was John. He knocked again. “Are you alright?”

Darlene glanced down at her stained shirt and sighed. She put her fingers through her hair and came away with something gray and sticky. She had to laugh, but knew it would hurt.

John knocked on the door again.

“Come in,” she finally managed. As the door opened – she was so glad that it was unlocked and she didn’t have to spend an hour trying to rise and unlock it – she propped herself on a couch pillow with an elbow and tried to smile. Maybe he won’t notice how I look, or how I smell. 

John stopped in his tracks. “Oh my God, are you alright?”

“Sure.”

“You look like…”

“Shit?” she finally said.

“Well, yeah,” John said and sat down on a chair across from her. He made a face. “What is that smell?”

“Crackers, cheese and wine.” Darlene felt her stomach roiling again. “I might need some help to the bathroom.”

John rose and helped her slowly to her feet. They moved gingerly to the bathroom. “Let’s try to hit the toilet bowl this time,” John said and stepped over the explosion in the doorway.

“Hold my hair back,” Darlene said and dropped to the floor, her face buried in the bowl.

“This is how most of my dates in high school ended,” John quipped.

Despite the situation and the rising bile in her throat Darlene laughed.

“Of course, it was awkward the next day in class when she would tell everyone about holding my hair back while I puked.”

“You are quite the comedian,” Darlene said before emptying what was left of her stomach into the water. Three gags later and she was finished for now.

“Let’s get you back into bed. Is there any way you can change yourself?” John asked.

“None whatsoever.” Darlene was getting sicker just by smelling her clothes. “If you promise to not ravish me, I’ll let you strip me.”

“I promise.” He lifted her up off of the floor and carried-dragged-shuffled her to the bedroom.

Darlene put her face near his and smiled. “Of course, once all of this is over, feel free to ravish me.”

John grimaced. “Your breath could knock a buzzard off of a shit wagon.” He put her at arm’s length, made sure she was balanced, and stripped off her shirt.

“See anything you like?” Darlene asked. She knew she was being silly but she was getting very self-conscious and very embarrassed.

“Nothing sexier than a girl covered in puke.”

Darlene put her hands on her hips and was proud that she didn’t fall over. She exaggerated a pout with her bottom lip. “Are you saying I’m ugly?”

John shook his head, looked away from her, and unbuttoned her pants. “I’m not saying that at all.”

“Then you think I’m ugly?”

John got her pants down to her ankles and she stepped out of them. She caught him glancing quickly at the front of her blue thongs.

“Get into bed. Can you manage that?” John said.

“Care to join me?” Darlene said as she crawled onto the bed and put her ass in the air. “See anything you like?”

John’s face grew red and he turned away. “I have to go.”

“Do you really?” Despite being weak and sick she wanted him. She knew she was being stupid and desperate but she didn’t care.

John stared into her eyes. “I’m married.”

Darlene had nothing to say to that. “I’m sorry,” she finally whispered and got under the covers.

“I’ll see you later.” John turned and walked away.

“Wait, John.”

“Yes?” John didn’t even turn as he stopped.

“I’m really, really sorry. Please come back in a few hours and check on me. Please.”

“I will.”


Chapter 16



 



“Feeling better?”

“Much.” Darlene was standing on the porch, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. She held a glass of water in her hands. “I needed a few more hours of sleep, I guess.”

John leaned on the rail. “You were a mess.”

“Thanks.” Darlene sipped at the cold water. “I appreciate you reminding me of that.” She stared at John. “And thanks for coming back and checking up on me, and for putting me into bed in the first place.” Darlene looked back to the ocean. “I’m really sorry for what I said, that was so stupid of me.”

“Forget it.”

“I can’t. I was being selfish and stupid.”

“You were being human.”

Darlene shook her head. “I hope we can still be friends.”

John put a tentative hand on her shoulder. “Of course we can still be friends.”

“Good. I’ll never bring it up again.”

“Fair enough. Besides, now I know how you feel about me.” John smiled and winked. “It’s obvious you have a crush on me.”

“You dick.”

The sky was clear in the fading light of day, the heat shimmering off of the sand surrounding them. No trace of the rains remained. Welcome to Florida, she thought.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” John said slowly.

“Yes, they are real.” She squeezed her chest.

John laughed. “Are you always so forward?”

“Is that your question?”

“My first question.”

“I never was before. I was always very shy, if you can believe that. I grew up in a very small and very close-knit little town in Maine. I was the ugly duckling growing up.”

“I doubt that.”

“It’s true. I didn’t have a boyfriend until my senior year, and that ended horribly. My father worked in factories all of his life. My father actually helped manufacture the Desert Eagle I carry. He gave that gun to me on my sixteenth birthday and taught me how to shoot it.”

“Do you think he’s still alive?”

Darlene looked him in the eyes. “I killed him with the Desert Eagle when he turned.”

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault. Anyway, that feels like a hundred years ago. I’ve been through so much in the last few months. Hell, I’ve been through so much in the last few weeks and days. I’m sometimes amazed that I haven’t simply collapsed and given up.”

“I feel the same way. For me the motivation to see my wife and kids keeps me going.” John grew quiet and stared into the darkness creeping over the water.

Darlene figured that she’d give him some room and not broach the subject again. It was obvious after this morning and his words and body language now that it was all still fresh in his mind. He’d never gotten over the fact that he was here and they were somewhere else. And more than likely dead or worse right now.

“I know it’s such a long shot that they are alive. My dad keeps trying to change the subject when I bring them up. It’s like that time that the little boy went missing in the mall and the mother was on TV pleading with his abductor to return him safely. Three weeks later she was still on the news, crying and ranting, for the safe return of her son. We all knew the truth. We knew her son was beyond help and wouldn’t return to her alive.” John rubbed his eyes.

“I don’t remember that, but the story is common enough.”

“It happened at the mall where I worked in Tallahassee. A month later they found his body. It was buried in six inches of mud a half a mile behind the mall. They’d scoured that area for days and days without finding him. The autopsy confirmed that he had been killed within hours of the kidnapping.”

“That’s awful.” Darlene didn’t know what else to say.

“Yes, it is. But his mom had hope, whether it was realistic or not. I have to have hope, don’t I?”

“Of course you do. You need that to keep going, to get up every day and face the terror that has become our existence. I commend you for that.”

John glanced at Darlene and smiled. “Now, for my real question.”

“Shoot.”

John pointed at her ankle. “Want to tell me about that bite and why you’re still alive?”

Darlene squirmed and her first instinct was to get up and go inside. Unconsciously she scratched at the dark mark on her ankle under her sock. “How do you know? Don’t tell me you stripped me completely down this morning. How embarrassing.”

“Not at all, although I did get to see you without a shirt and pants.”

Darlene put her head down and feigned embarrassment. “Great.”

“My dad told me about it the day you showed up here. He said it didn’t look that fresh, although it was still raw-looking and the blood just under the skin was black. He thought for sure you’d turn any minute, but you never did.”

“Why didn’t he say anything?”

“I think he was just happy to see you still alive. It was obvious that you had no symptoms.”

“I don’t really want to talk about it.” Darlene covered her ankle with her hand. “Not yet. I still have nightmares.”

“Fair enough.”

Darlene turned to John and grinned. “I thought you said you were a cop.”

John hesitated. “I am.”

“A mall cop?”

“It’s still a cop.”

Darlene laughed. “And all this time I thought I was being protected by this hardcore police officer. I put my life in the hands of a guy who chases skateboarders from the parking lot.”

“Ouch.”

“The guy who gets a discount in the food court.”

“Stop,” John said and tried not to laugh. “You call me mean.”

“The guy who drives around the parking lot at nine-fifteen at night to make sure the makeup girls and stock boys get to their car safely.”

“You’re killing me. What did you do for a living?”

“I was a makeup girl in a mall.”

“Not funny.”

Darlene slapped the deck. “I wish I were joking.”


Chapter 17



 



Darlene, John and a dozen others moved quickly down A1A, clearing a path through the zombies coming from the south. Bridgette Charland, fourteen and preferring to be called Bri, carried John’s extra arrows slung over her shoulders. It was obvious to everyone that she had a massive crush on him.

Six hours ago a broken CB radio transmission had announced from one of the southern safe spots near Daytona Beach that a flood of refugees were coming east and north from Orlando. The city, twice the size of St. Augustine, had collapsed under its own weight and with so many zombie attacks.

“There’s a spiked pit to the left,” someone called out. They were entering Flagler Beach and the junction of Route 100. At some point this had been a central point for survivors. Now it was desolate. Traps and ditches had been built to either side of the road and the beach littered with fencing, makeshift walls and abandoned cars.

While the group took a quick break and no undead were in the immediate vicinity, Darlene accompanied three men inside a restaurant called the Golden Lion, its wind-faded sign a regal lion. The bar area was covered in sand, as the glass partitions had been destroyed. The kitchen yielded nothing worth taking, the food stores emptied.

Darlene went slowly up the stairs to the top deck of the place. She imagined how beautiful this would have been in times past, with the drinks and good food, company, the wind blowing in your hair and the smell of the surf and sand. She stared at the beach, covered in debris, and imagined sunbathers, children frolicking in the waves, lifeguards in their chairs, some Jimmy Buffet music playing from a small radio.

“John says we’re ready to head out.” Bri stood at the head of the stairs. She looked so young, too young to be out here in danger. Darlene supposed there was nothing but danger, no matter where you were. She wanted to say something soothing to the girl. She couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t be condescending to the teen.

They went back out into the street and got back into formation. Darlene took the sweep to the far right with her machete while John was to the left, arrow notched. So far the zombies had been light, with months of fortifying the few bridges that remained to the peninsula. Farther south, near Ormond Beach and Daytona Beach it would be a different story unless an unknown group of survivors had staked a claim there.

“Just up ahead is where our reach stops. There’s a state park around a bend and we were able to pull a group of RV’s into the road and build a wall. The beach in that spot has also been fenced in, and the park has a natural rock wall that we added to. After that it could get messy,” Eric White said. He was an older man that used to be in construction and had built quite a bit of the traps and walls in this area. His long, white ponytail dripped down his back, sweat running off onto his shirtless chest. He carried a hand crossbow that he was quite proud of, having found it in a junk pile and fashioned it back to working condition. Darlene thought someone had once said that Eric had been a consultant on one of those antique restoration reality television shows. She could see that. Eric took the time to explain in great detail everything he was doing and to what purpose.

It was slow moving with having to rely on close-quarters fighting for the most part. You couldn’t shoot a gun out here in the open, where it would carry for miles and draw in hundreds of the undead. Darlene was glad that John had finally stopped insisting that she use a bow and arrow, especially since the last time four days ago when she shot so wide that she’d almost hit an onlooker. She gripped her trusted machete and scanned the buildings and lots for enemies.

A zombie lumbered from Martin’s restaurant, crashing through the mangled front door. Someone put an arrow between its eyes. Darlene didn’t give it a second glance. She had ceased to even wonder whether or not they were male or female, young or old.

In the movies the zombies wore ironic uniforms like bloody nurses, hacked up lawyers and mutilated military men still wearing their helmets. Out here it was too hard to discern what profession they had been when alive. Their clothing was dirty, ripped and drab, covered in gore and dark stains.

Eric ran past her with a large meat cleaver in hand to cut off the zombie’s head. Darlene just kept moving, trying her best to smell the salty air instead of the rot and decay. Her heels crunched through a bloodstained path and she looked away and made pretend it was the crunch of seashells underfoot.

A flock of seabirds cruised by on an updraft and they all stopped and watched as the creatures flew out of sight.

“I’d love to know where they’re hiding,” John said and everyone laughed.

The mood shifted as soon as they got around the bend and the RV’s came into view. The wall stood twelve feet high in places, wood haphazardly nailed to the sides of the RVs to hook them together, cement and debris poured into the cracks between them.

Cars had been wedged in the gaps as well, with glass and rotting upholstery strewn across the street. Darlene looked away when she realized that body parts were also present.

“What’s that noise?” someone asked as they got closer.

“They’re on the other side.” Eric ran ahead, scaling the steps of an RV and getting onto the roof in a single move. “Fuck,” he managed.

Darlene and John got onto the top of another RV, helping others up. Whoever had put this together had done it smartly: the roofs had been reinforced with plywood and strips of steel and beams for support. Several rusting lawn chairs were bolted to the tops, a wind-ravaged plastic cooler on each roof.

The undead stood, thirty deep in places, trying to push forward. They could see more heading from the dunes on both sides and straight down A1A.

“Time to clear a path,” John said and let loose with a volley of arrows.

Darlene could only stand off to the side and marvel at the proficiency of the bowmen in their group. She imagined that this is what the Middle Ages must have been like, with archers facing down the hordes of Mongols and Saxons. Something like that. She was never too clear on her ancient history, and supposed it didn’t really matter now.

“This isn’t working,” John finally admitted. While there were two score undead lying motionless, another five score had wandered up and were waiting their turn. Bri was already digging into the second quiver of arrows and there were a handful of undead still up, arrow shafts jutting from shoulders, necks and chests.

“I’m going down,” Darlene said and drew her machete again.

“I don’t think so.” John stared at Darlene.

“Please, daddy, please?” she said sarcastically before slipping down onto the small hood of the RV and dropping between three zombies. She quickly dispatched them and kicked away, giving her some room to move.

“Good idea,” Eric said and drew his meat cleaver.

John, shaking his head, went back to firing arrows, working as close to Darlene as he could without accidentally hitting her again.

Eric and Darlene went back to back, the bodies piling up at their feet. Soon a gap was cleared, allowing the bowmen to shoot down the road as the zombies approached.

“Let’s move onto the other side,” John said. The group climbed down. “Darlene,” John called.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t do that again.”

“Do what?” Darlene asked. She didn’t bother to stop and talk to him, working her way forward as she spied another foe.

John ran and caught up with her. He put a hand on her shoulder. “That was stupid to jump down and you know it.”

“You even said yourself that it wasn’t working. I thought I’d either take the fight to them or wait until they rotted and hit the ground.”

“Don’t do that again,” he repeated.

“Are you going to send me to my room now?”

Eric stepped in between them. “Can you two wait until we get back to do this? We have some company ahead.”

“Fine,” John and Darlene both said.

“You two need to get a room,” Eric said with a laugh.


Chapter 18



 



The road ahead was desolate, the pounding waves to their left and hulking, silent condominiums to their right. The nearest condo, its windows destroyed and doors flung open, looked ready to crash into the dirty swimming pool. A mangled corpse on a lounge recliner still took in the sun.

Darlene wondered how much longer she could go on like this. Running from the dead, going meal to meal and wondering if it would be her last, meeting the living and watching them die around her and then try to kill her. Was it all worth it anymore? Her stomach growled in answer. Even though she’d been eating better since joining this group, her weight was still down and her strength not what it once was. She felt like she was running out of time.

A zombie stumbled out from the dunes and was quickly dispatched with minimal effort from Eric.

Will I ever get back home? Is home still Maine, or is home wherever I stop? Is Maine still there at this point? Darlene felt a headache coming on and decided to live in the moment, as if that were possible. Shutting out the bad thoughts and the hopeful thoughts was sometimes just as hard as living this nightmare day to day.

John edged up to Darlene as they paced. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Darlene smiled at him.

She knew she’d confused him and he stopped walking. “Huh?” he finally managed.

Darlene looked away from him. “You have to know that I care about you.”

“I care about you, too.”

She looked at him and dropped her smile. “You know that I care about you.”

It was his turn to smile. “And I care about you.”

“Are you this stupid?”

He stepped closer to her. “Right now, with everything going on… let’s just get through today.”

“How do we know there’s going to be a tomorrow, John?”

He shrugged. “I guess we don’t. But we have to try.” John looked away at the ocean. “If I give up hope that my family is out there, somewhere, alive, what do I have?”

“You have this moment, you have people around you, surrounding you, that care for you now.”

“You want to return to Maine. What if you found out Maine had fallen completely and there was nothing left there for you?”

“I’d either drop or I’d keep going. You can’t base every action and every move on a what-if. You still need to get by. What if you found out she was gone, do you think she’d be happy to know that you then gave up? I think she’d want you to be happy and survive.”

“I don’t want to stop searching for her.”

“Who said to?”

“It’s just…”

“Getting involved with me, with anyone, doesn’t mean you love her less or forgot about her. It just means you’re living in the moment.” Darlene leaned forward and kissed his cheek.

“I really care about you.” John grabbed and hugged her, burying his face in her shoulder.

Darlene held him tightly as he sobbed. When Eric turned to investigate she waved him off and he nodded, moving away with the group.

John gently pushed away and wiped a tear from his eye. “Not very manly, I know.”

“If you were a real cop I would have thought less of you. I’ve seen plenty of mall cops cry.”

John laughed. “That’s what I love about you.”

They both stared awkwardly at one another before finally kissing.

Darlene closed her eyes and probed his mouth with her tongue, feeling his body respond and press against her. His hands gripped the small of her back. She wanted to enjoy this moment forever.

“Incoming,” someone yelled.

John pushed her away and smiled. “You’re a pretty good kisser for a makeup girl.”

“I bet you say that to all the mall workers.”

They jogged ahead and joined the group.

Eric had his binoculars out, studying the approaching group. “Damn, there must be hundreds of them.” He smiled and handed the binoculars to John. “We might have found a couple thousand survivors.”

A few people clapped and Bri hugged John.

“Okay, let’s go meet our new friends. I’m sure they’re tired, hungry and being followed by a horde of undead. We need to keep them moving, make sure no one has fallen behind, and half of us take up a rear position to keep the slower ones from getting lost.”

“I’ll take the rear guard,” Darlene said. She’d walked many miles in this spot before. She felt elated just now, like she was accomplishing something positive in this negative world. “As cliché as that sounds,” she whispered.

John got an arrow ready. “Watch for the undead coming from either side. With this many living moving and making noise, there’s bound to be quite a few others coming to investigate.”

“We just need to get them back into Flagler and we’ll be safer there. A group from St. Augustine is coming up behind us and we’ll hand the refugees off to them.” Eric smiled. ‘This is going to be a great day for mankind.”

The small group came into sight of the mass within fifteen minutes, people stretching across the two lanes and over the dunes.

Bri began to wave and run ahead. Everyone smiled and laughed, the warm sun shining down on this wonderful scene.

Bri stopped in her tracks and turned back, only feet from the refugees. She looked at Darlene with panic in her eyes. “They’re dead.”

Indeed, hundreds and hundreds of recently deceased were shambling towards them.


Sons of The New Patriots



 



Doug Conrad tried his best to smile despite the six rifles pointing at his head and genitalia. “We seek sanctuary. We are starving. We have women with us who need help.”

He noticed at least two rifles suddenly dip and point away from him. Doug loved horny dudes thinking with their genitalia. All it took was the mention of some pussy and they forgot about ass-fucking zombies and malnutrition and disease. You couldn’t trump the lure of pussy.

He rubbed his face to look weary, but it was actually to keep them from seeing his smile. He knew that the gate to the shipyard would be opening any moment. They’d be cautious and take his weapons – but not his blade, they’d never find the blade – and escort him to their leader. They’d trade news of the outside world, trade a few weapons, foodstuffs, supplies, then the shipyard boys will get all friendly and see what it would involve to get a pussy or two for the evening. If it turned ugly or these shipyard boys were desperate and/or starving they’d simply try to kill them and take the supplies, food and women.

Doug knew that wasn’t going to happen. Even now he had ten of his trusted men scaling fences and hiding on buildings, flanking the boys with the guns pointing at his balls. At a simple hand gesture they’d fire and kill anyone in the compound. Doug didn’t want that. He didn’t want the shooting. Not because he hated violence or bloodshed. He was simply tired of those fucking zombies that had been following them all the way from Orlando.

Central Florida had been a bust. As soon as they got there the damn internal strife of such a large, unorganized city had reared its head. Factions opposed to taking in new refugees clashed with the old-school save-everyone group.

The road from Connecticut had been long and deadly. Doug remembered all of his loyal men he’d lost over the months, especially in the beginning. He didn’t believe in God but he believed that the human race had pissed someone or something off pretty fucking bad, and payback was such a bitch these days.

He’d learned early enough that despite the world being fucked, ‘normal’ people didn’t trust bikers or militia. He’d ordered his loyalists to hide or remove their Sons of The New Patriots insignias and shirts to try to blend in with the locals and gain access. It was a waste of bullets and manpower to storm into a town and kill everyone just to find three bottles of swamp water and a half-eaten candy bar. Diplomacy had gotten them farther south than the noise of gunfire. Doug figured that close to a million undead were moving in his general direction from the northeast, and he wanted to keep moving away from them.

Without tipping his hand he glanced and saw that Rusty Byers was in position with his AK-47 to the left, in perfect range to kill everyone in the yard if it came down to that. He hoped it didn’t, because any stray bullet could puncture a gas tank or punch a hole through one of the boats. They needed every boat they could get and as quickly as possible. He glanced back at the dozens of people milling about up the road, waiting for him to save them. Like a fucking messiah. Doug would sacrifice every last one of these losers to save himself and his loyalists. They were meat to him, trading pieces to get his way. Even the women were expendable, although he’d made a mental note of about ten that would be fun to fuck once they got onto the open water and had a brief respite.

Already, hundreds of the refugees had turned to the north and to ‘freedom’ in St. Augustine. He knew they’d never make it and he was surprised that they’d all managed to get this far. The old and the weak had been overrun as soon as they hit I-4 in Orlando, and that was the distraction that they needed to get away for the time being. But the undead didn’t rest and they were still coming and picking up stragglers every mile with all of the damn noise thousands of people make.

A boat or two would get them north without having to fight a horde of zombies, and if there were women to fuck and food to eat, so much the better.

He wanted to yell out for them to hurry the fuck up, but decided not to. Instead he walked slowly in a circle and kicked at some pebbles on the road. He began counting backwards from one hundred. By the time he hit one, if they didn’t open the gate, he would crack his knuckles and that would spark the bloodbath.

The people behind him thought he was a sound and honorable person. They thought he had been a simple school teacher in New Britain, Connecticut. They thought he had a loving wife and small child he was trying to find. They were sheep, stupid and easily lead by a stupid heart-wrenching story.

Before this was all over he would end up killing most of them, sparing only the ones who joined his cause. He’d rape as many of the women as he could before slitting their throats and leaving them for the zombies. That was just the way it had to be.

Fifty five… fifty four… fifty three…

Nothing personal. Doug Conrad needed to survive above all else. If he’d ever bothered to have a wife and kids he would have sacrificed them by now. No big deal. Prison had taught him about survival but the Sons of The New Patriots had taught him about getting what he wanted despite the corrupt government, God and the religious crazies interfering with his Constitutional rights, conservatives screaming about guns killing people, and the flood of minorities ruining the America he loved.

Ten… nine… eight… 

“You can come in, but only you. Show us your hands and no funny business,” one of the armed men yelled from the shipyard.

Funny business? There was going to be nothing funny about the way this played out. Doug put on a grim face and walked slowly into the compound.

They patted him down, missing his blade like the bunch of idiots that they were. “My name is Doug. We seek help.”

“Shut up,” one of the men said. He was dirty but looked well-fed, which was a great sign. There was food here. “Charlie will be out soon. Until then you need to shut up.”

Doug nodded and wanted so bad to crack his knuckles but decided not to. No use in wasting a good bullet on this peon. He wanted to see who the fuck Charlie was and then go from there.

Charlie appeared within a few minutes and Doug was not impressed. He was old and walked with a cane, his gray hair and wispy beard framing his tired eyes and thin lips. He coughed into a liver-spotted hand as he stopped six feet from Doug and simply stared at him.

“I come seeking help,” Doug finally said.

“You’re not wanted here,” Charlie croaked. “You need to take all of these dirty people with you.”

One of Charlie’s men whispered into his ear, pointing at the gates.

“I’ve no use for that,” Charlie said.

“But the men do.”

Doug couldn’t help but smile. It always came down to the pussy. He decided to cut to the chase. “I have women with us, women who you can keep in exchange for two boats and supplies.”

“How many?” Charlie asked.

Doug pointed back to the gate. “There are scores of them to choose from. Would ten suffice?”

The man next to Charlie spat on the ground. “There are twice as many men here.”

Charlie shook his head. ‘You idiot,” he muttered.

Doug grinned. “Twenty women for twenty men seems fair,” he said loudly. “If we can just complete this deal and be on our way –“

“I’ll have to think on it,” Charlie said.

“We have no time for that. There’s a horde of zombies following within minutes of us, and we’d just as soon leave.”

Charlie glanced behind him at the gate. “We’ve counted at least a thousand people out there. How do you plan on getting a thousand people onto two boats?”

“I don’t. I plan on getting as many as I can.”

Charlie shook his head. “I don’t believe you. If your intention was to save as many as you could, you would have asked for as many boats as we’d be willing to part with. Instead, you’ve already decided how many of these people will survive.”

“That might be the case, but right now I’d just as soon make the deal and be on my way.”

Charlie stared at Doug and scratched his cane into the dirt. “I’ll think on it.”

A scream from outside the compound shattered the moment.

Doug ran to the gate and could see the people pinned between the gates and the road behind them. Most began moving north, abandoning him and his plan.

“I need an answer now.”

“When I am ready.”

“Damn you, you’ve sentenced these people to die,” Doug said.

“My loyalty lies with the people under my command and not some vagabonds that beg on my doorstep.”

“Fuck you,” Doug finally said. He cracked his knuckles and pulled the blade from the sleeve of his shirt.

The sound of quick gunfire sounded and bullets hit targets all around the yard. Before Doug could reach Charlie his head exploded.

“Get the gates,” Doug yelled. “Follow the plan.”

The gates were opened but as soon as people tried to enter they were met with guns in their face.

Doug strode forward. “Not so fast. We can only take a handful of you with us.” He pointed at two women at the gate. “You two can come in.”

As the two women ran past Doug a man called out to one of them and tried to enter. He was shot in the face.

“I decide who enters.” Doug ignored the animalistic noises coming from the back of the refugees. Flanked by three gunmen, he began methodically picking women to enter.

“We need some men as well,” Rusty said as he came up.

“Sorry, sometimes my dick gets the best of me.” Doug pointed at three random men who looked like they could fight.

“What about the rest of us? Will you leave us to die?” someone screamed.

“I don’t care what you do. Once we leave you’re welcome to take the yard. But we need the supplies and the boats first.”

A boy of no more than fourteen stepped forward carrying a skateboard. “I’m going.”

Doug laughed. “I don’t think so.”

“Fuck you, old man; I’m going with you and the rest of your loser friends.” The boy stared defiantly at Doug.

“You got balls, kid. Fuck it, you can come. Grab some supplies and let’s get moving.”

Finished with picking the survivors, they marched backwards towards the boats, making sure that no one tried to get past them or attack.

“We’re ready to go. All aboard,” Rusty called out.

They had to shoot a few people that tried to board the boats, but most people were simply plunging into the water or trying vainly to hide behind the remaining dry-docked boats and the few buildings.

As they pulled away from the dock, Doug stood on the deck and watched the chaos unfold, a smile etched on his weathered face.
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