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-Chapter 1-
 

I stumbled my way up the worn, carpeted stairs of Aunt Jenny’s small apartment. It was one-thirty in the morning and I was drunk. My hand slipped off the doorknob more than once and, realizing it was locked, dropped my purse so I could dig through the jumbled mess for my keys. I finally fished them out from the bottom. I wobbled when I stood, teetering on tall, black heels. The door swung open just as I reached for the lock.
“Orissa!” Aunt Jenny cried, her hand flying to her chest.
“Sorry,” I mumbled.
“It’s ok,” she breathed, looking relieved. “I just wasn’t expecting you so early. Well, early for you.” Echoes of muffled, angry voices floated down the hall. “They’ve been at it all night,” she sighed and ushered me in.
“Did you wait up for me?” I asked, as I shakily removed my shoes.
“Yes, well, no. I told you I wasn’t going to keep tabs. But I worry.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“Oh, yeah. And you can bail yourself out of jail.”
I glared at Aunt Jenny. “That was over a month ago. Can’t we drop it?”
“Yes, sorry.” She shook her head. “You should have called me though. I would have picked you up.”
I shrugged. “Thanks. Maybe next time.” I tripped over the ottoman as I crossed the small living room.
“Had enough?” she asked, with just a hint of laughter in her voice.
“I,” I began, standing up straight, “was doing my part to stimulate the economy.” Well, I was doing my part to make sure others stimulated the economy. My money hadn’t paid for any of the liquor I had drunk.
“I should have opened a bar,” Aunt Jenny joked. She gathered up her dishes from the coffee table. “Did you have fun at least?”
“Yes. I rocked karaoke. And I got two numbers.”
“Two?”
I smiled and nodded.
Aunt Jenny just laughed and slightly shook her head. “So how come you came home early?”
“There was a fight,” I blurted, my logic filter turned off due to overindulgence in alcohol. There were always fights in bars. But this fight was…different. I had just talked to him, the tall guy in the blue shirt, before he snapped. No one knew what caused it, but suddenly his hands wrapped around the bouncer’s throat. It took three guys to pull him off. Blue Shirt was sputtering, screaming, clawing; he even tried to bite the guy. I skipped out right as the police showed up. From the parking lot I watched them tase Blue Shirt to subdue him. “And my abs hurt,” I covered up, not wanting to discuss the fight.
“Your abs hurt?” Aunt Jenny raised an eyebrow incredulously.
“Yeah, I must have worked out too hard.” I put my hand over my right side. “I’m feeling kinda nauseous, so I’m gonna go to bed.”
“Ok, night. Remember I work in the morning, so I’ll see you after, alright?”
“Yup. Night.” I weaved my way to my tiny room. I stripped out of my clothes and collapsed onto the bed. Too tired to shower, I fell asleep, not waking until after ten the next morning. I was overcome with dizziness when I sat up. Thinking I just needed a big glass of water and some food, I forced myself out of bed. I didn’t make it to the kitchen. Instead, I detoured to the bathroom, doubled over and threw up. I hadn’t drunk
that
much, had I?
I feebly made it to the couch, my right side aching. “I’m never drinking again,” I told Finickus, Aunt Jenny’s fat, white cat. I turned the TV on, surfing through channels that were talking about the recent violent outbreaks or the Second Great Depression. I drifted in and out of sleep, not wanting to move or eat, until Aunt Jenny came home later that afternoon.
“Are you alright, Orissa?” she asked when I declined a grilled cheese sandwich.
“Yeah. I just don’t feel too great.”
She frowned, set her half eaten sandwich down and knelt next to the couch. She pressed her hand to my forehead and told me I had a fever. I shrugged, since drinking raises your temperature; it was no big deal. When she asked if my side still hurt and I said yes, her brow furrowed with worry.
“What?” I asked, sitting up too fast.
“I think you have appendicitis.”
“No,” I immediately disagreed. “I just overdid it last night.”
She nodded and went back to her dinner. I tried to fall back asleep. The pain was getting worse and I felt sicker by the minute. An hour later, Aunt Jenny insisted I go get a blood test. I groaned, knowing she was probably right.
It didn’t take long to get to the hospital. I had yet to be on this side of town and was more than a little surprised at the amount of ‘out of business’ signs I saw on boarded up windows. I knew many were struggling in this Depression, but I was under the impression that bigger cities like Indy were doing ok.
I was wrong.
The hospital, however, was doing great. Smaller towns that couldn’t afford to keep their own hospitals going flocked here. The ER was so busy that I had to wait over an hour just to freaking get my blood drawn. Pissed, nauseous and tired, I refused to put on the stupid paper robe. My nurse was old and it didn’t take ESP to sense that she desperately wanted to retire. I wanted to tell her to get over herself and be thankful she at least has a job. Seeing the needles in her hand made me change my mind.
“There’s no yes or no test,” she explained, when she came back with the results another hour later. “Your white blood cell count is high, so it is likely that you do need to have your appendix removed.”
“Likely? You mean they could cut me open and realize I don’t need it out?”
“Yes. That is possible. The surgeon will mostly likely remove it anyway.”
“Lovely.” I didn’t have health insurance and I sure as hell didn’t want to pay for a surgery I might not need.
“Put this on,” she said gruffly, tossing the ugly robe on my bed. I rolled my eyes but obliged, wanting to get this whole thing over with…I was in a lot of pain by now. I changed just in time for my crabby-ass nurse to retrieve me for surgery. I curiously looked around the hospital as she wheeled me down the hall. I made eye contact with a tall, dark haired man as he exited a room. I was instantly drawn to his big, blue eyes. He smiled politely at me, revealing perfect white teeth. I was so mesmerized by his beauty I barely noticed the green scrubs and lab coat he was wearing. If he was my doctor, surgery might not be so bad after all.
My mouth was dry. My head was fuzzy. I didn’t know why I was in so much pain or where I was. My eyes just wouldn’t open so I listened and heard nothing. Every breath took effort and I tried to call out for help. But no one came. It felt like hours passed before I drifted back to sleep. When I woke up the second time, a young, dark skinned nurse was adjusting my IV’s.
“Good morning, Orissa!” she said brightly. “Surgery went well.”
“Did I really need it out?” Damn it, even though I just woke up from surgery, money was still my main concern.
“Yes. It was close to bursting,” she informed me.
“Oh. Good, I guess.”
“Your mom is waiting outside, do you want me to get her now?”
“My
mom?”
“Petite, short brown hair…that’s not her?”
“No. She’s my aunt. Yes, she can come in.”
Aunt Jenny came in with a vase full of flowers. I wanted to glare at her and tell her it was a waste of money but I only smiled, too weak to argue. She gushed over me for a bit, making sure everything was ok. She promised she’d be back after work even though I told her I’d be fine on my own. The hospital had cable, after all.
With the pain medication, the next four days spent in the hospital went by quickly. I caught a glimpse of the hot doctor again as I was leaving, making me wish I had come in my bar clothes rather than purple pajama pants. For the next five days, I did nothing but park my ass on the couch or in bed. Since no new shows were being aired anymore, I amused myself by watching reruns of
Family Guy, flipping to the news stations during commercials.
I had nightmares about the broadcasts I had seen reporting a huge increase in unexplained deaths and small, and seemingly random, outbursts of violence across the country. Friends turned on friends and one witness described her attacker’s behaviors like those of Blue Shirt to the tee. It freaked me out and made me very glad I had insisted on taking martial arts lessons instead of ballet, like my mother wished.
A little over two weeks after my surgery I forced myself out of bed. I slowly cleaned the apartment. I even made banana bread out of the browning bananas that had been forgotten on top of the refrigerator. I had a follow up appointment at the hospital at two-thirty. I hadn’t dressed in anything but pajamas, done my hair, or worn makeup in the last two weeks. Deciding that putting effort in my appearance today would help cheer me up, I slipped into my favorite tight jeans, a midriff showing black cami with a brown leather jacket over top. I traded the heels I initially put on for a pair of flat, tall leather boots. Since it wasn’t that far, I decided I’d walk; halfway there I felt so drained I wasted my extra cash on a cab.
Feeling pissy from pain, I hastily got directions to where I needed to go. I hated elevators; I was always afraid of getting stuck. And the hospital was crowded—more crowded than normal. All I needed was to get trapped inside an overly stuffed box full of strangers. Despite my pain I took the stairs. Going slow, I was concentrating so hard on not acknowledging that I hurt I didn’t notice him. Blood ran down a gash on his cheek. Hands bound behind him in handcuffs, he head butted his police escort and madly dove down the stairs.
We collided. I desperately reached out for the railing—without success. He brought me down with him and, when we stopped tumbling, he crouched over me, drooling and growling. There were collective shouts of panic as people watched, gaping open-mouthed at the lunatic above me. The only items in my possession were my purse and a notebook. My purse was somewhere underneath me but the notebook was still clutched in my death grip. Not knowing what else to do, I slapped him across the face with the notebook, grimacing at the blood and drool that splattered its cover.
While it wasn’t my first weapon of choice, it worked. The guy was stunned, giving me enough time to knee him in the balls and roll away from him. I sprung up and kicked him hard in the side, immobilizing him long enough for the cop to recover his assailant. I backed away, my vision fading. A strong hand caught me just as I passed out. I remember seeing his big, blue eyes and his mouth moving, but I couldn’t recall what he said.
I came to in an exam room. My purse and notebook were on a chair next to the hard, foam bed. Stiffly, I sat up, gathered my things and opened the door.
“Whoa, where do you think you’re going?” a deep male voice asked in an alluring Irish accent.
I spun around, not a smart move at the moment. Blood rushed to my head and I felt dizzy again. The doctor with the pretty blue eyes put his arm out, thinking I’d faint again, but I held my ground. He led me back into the room. After I was lying on the uncomfortable bed, he said,
“You were just in here a few weeks ago for surgery, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Appendectomy?”
“Yep.”
He carefully touched my side. “Does this hurt?”
“I just had my stomach sliced open and part of my guts ripped out. Of course it hurts.”
He laughed. “Does it hurt anymore than it did before you fell?”
“No.” I sat up. “It hurt before then too. But my back didn’t.”
“You seem to be healing fast,” he said, as he inspected the incision site. “But I’d still like to run some more tests and do a CT scan to make sure the fall didn’t damage you. You could be bleeding internally.” He looked into my eyes. “Did you hit your head?”
“Uh, yeah, I think.” It happened so fast. The guy diving down a flight of stairs. The blood, the primal growls rumbling in his throat. There was something else, too. It was in his eyes, well, kind of. It was more like there
wasn’t
something in his eyes. It was as if all the humanity was gone and all that was left was raw, animal instinct. I forced a half smile. That was a stupid thing to think. There is no way I could tell all that from the two seconds I had to look at the maniac. “What was with that guy?”
“I’m not really sure,” Dr. Blue Eyes said, looking at the floor. He was lying. “Why don’t you change into a gown and I’ll get you set up for a scan right away.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pill bottle. He filled a Dixie cup with water from a bottle and handed me the pills. He closed the door and left. Assuming the pills were a strong pain killer, I popped them in my mouth, willing them to take effect right away. I carefully folded my clothes on the chair and put on the stupid gown. At least this gown was more substantial than the last one.
To keep from feeling freaked out, I rummaged through the drawers to find paper towels. Using hand sanitizer, I cleaned the drying bodily fluids from the notebook. When I was satisfied it was clean enough, I sat back down and opened it, flipping nostalgically through the pages.
Someone screamed.
It startled me, and I jumped. The quick movements hurt my recovering abdomen. Another scream was followed by a loud bang. Half tempted to get up and see what was going on, I reminded myself that this was a hospital and screaming probably wasn’t uncommon.
I turned to the first page in my notebook, smiling at what I was reading. I was starting to feel kind of sleepy from the pills; my mind felt at ease and my muscles were relaxed. Then, all of the sudden, something clattered to the floor outside the door. Someone screamed again: a long, a harrowing, horror movie scream. Then a gun fired.
My blood ran cold. What the hell? I gripped the notebook tight and swallowed. The screaming started again, this time coming from multiple people. Three consecutive gun shots put an end to their shouts. I heard more panicked shouts as people ran up and down the hall. What sounded like heavy objects clattered to the floor. I tossed the notebook to the side and carefully put my legs over the edge of the bed. Slowly, I inched toward the door.
Something thrust against it and I jumped. Pain radiated through my side and I feared I had ripped my stitches out. I smelled it before the high pitched beeping confirmed it: smoke. I needed to get out, even if it meant facing what was out there. I grabbed the cold, metal, round knob and twisted. The door didn’t open; something had fallen in front of it, blocking its path. I was locked in. Smoke billowed in from the vents. Panic rose in my chest. Desperately, I slammed my body against the door. Every move hurt but I needed to get out of this room if I wanted to live. Again and again, I tried forcing the door open. My vision blurred. My legs buckled. “Fuck,” I swore, wishing I hadn’t taken the pain pills. Then I lost consciousness.
It was the emergency sirens that woke me up. I sat up, a migraine threatening to form, and realized I wasn’t in the exam room anymore. I was in what looked like a basement, laid on a cot on the floor. Two backup flood lights were the only source of illumination. I was surrounded by many other people, patients by the looks of it. Children cried right along with the howling of the sirens. I ran my hands through my hair trying to make sense of what was happening.
It was bad, that much I could tell. That was as far as I got, however, since the medicine still poisoned my veins. Then I saw him, looking all calm and professional in his scrubs and lab coat. A fire burned inside me, fueling my ability to get up. I attempted to angrily march over to Dr. Blue Eyes but staggered along the way.
“You!” I shouted. “You drugged me! What the hell is going on! What are you doing to us?”
Alarmed, he rose up and move away from the crying girl he was soothing. “Calm down, it’ll be ok.” He put his hand on my arm. I jerked it away and shoved him.
“Be ok? What, after you surgically attach us to each other? Yeah, I’ve seen the
Human Centipede
you creep!”
He took hold of my arms. I tried to fight him off I but was too weak. My head pounded and any force hurt my side.
“Calm down and I’ll explain,” he whispered. “You’re scaring everyone more than they already are.”
“They should be scared. He’s trying to kill us!” I shouted, able to break free from his hold. “He’s going to kill us!”
“Quiet! They’ll hear you!”
“Good! Hey! HEY!” I screamed, hoping someone would hear me. The exit sign loomed ahead like a mirage. If only I could get out, maybe I could get help. Come back and save everyone. Dr. Blue Eyes grabbed me again, this time with more force. He held me back, telling me to calm down over and over. Still, I fought. I might be weak and drugged to all hell, but I wasn’t going down without a fight.
“I’m sorry,” he said, not meeting my eyes.
Then I felt the needle pierce my skin.
Once again, I woke up from a drug induced sleep. This time, I woke up in restraints. It wasn’t the first time it’s happened, but this was very different than my wild night with Danny Merdock. A young nurse sat on the floor several feet in front of me. She hugged her knees, slowly rocking back and forth.
“Hello,” I croaked.
She turned, tears streaming down her face.
“What…what is happening?” I managed to ask.
She shook her head. “‘And there shall be signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars; and upon the earth distress of nations, with perplexity; the sea and the waves roaring; Men's hearts failing them for fear, and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth: for the powers of heaven shall be shaken.’” She turned away and went back to rocking.
Ok, not much help there. I pulled against the restraints, noticing for the first time that I was hooked up to an IV. How long was I out? Something moved next to me. I turned to see a small set of green eyes staring at me.
“Can I help you?” I asked the girl. She had to be no older than ten.
“I’ve been waiting for you to wake up,” she told me. She clutched a stuffed animal close to her chest. Her ears were pierced; pink sapphires barely glinted in the dull light. Her hair and eyebrows were gone and she was very frail.
“Why?”
“You seem strong. I think you can save us.”
“Maybe. You need to undo these buckles for me, though. Then I’ll get us out of here,” I lied.
“I don’t want to leave here.”
“Why?” I asked again.
“We’re safe here!” she whispered.
“Safe? Safe from what?”
“The monsters.” She looked around nervously. Heavy footfalls made her squeal and dart away.
A shadow fell over my bed. “You’re not going to attack me again, are you?” There was no mistaking that Irish accent.
“Obviously not,” I retorted.
“Promise and I’ll let you go.”
“Why, so you can drug me again?” I asked.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said and almost sounded honest.
“Please. Then why else am I trapped in a basement tied to a bed?”
“Let me explain,” he said gently.
“Explain away.”
He sat at the foot of my small bed. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the violence.” He didn’t wait for a response before continuing. “There are—were—some things about it that we doctors were aware of that you—the public- weren’t. The Center for Disease Control asked us to keep it quiet. They didn’t want anyone to panic. They said they’d get it under control…”
“Will you get to the point?”
“The point is that the violence is caused by a virus.”
I wished I could sit up and dubiously stare down Dr. Blue Eyes. I wasn’t buying his bullshit. “A virus?”
“Yes.” He twisted so he could look me in the eye. “Have you ever heard of Phineas Gage?”
“Yeah,” I said, getting a flashback to Psych 101. “The guy that got the railroad spike blown through his head.”
“Good. And do you remember what was so significant about him?”
“Uh, he lived?”
“True, but the damage to his brain caused his personality to change.”
“Ok, I remember that part. What does this have to do with anything?”
“The virus. It causes damage to the frontal lobes—”
“—And then people go crazy.”
“Right.”
“Holy shit.” Blue Shirt, the guy on the stairs… “Ok, but why am I down here?” I still hadn’t fully decided to believe this crazy story yet.
“This is the part I’m sorry about.” He cast his eyes down. “We’re safe down here. Everyone else left.”
“Why would they leave?” As the words slipped from my lips, I realized the answer. If there really was some crazy-making virus, everyone would leave. It would be mass panic, just like in the movies. “Never mind.”
“I’m Padraic Sheehan,” he said, getting up and unbuckling the restraints. In a swift jerk, the IV was pulled from my vein.
“Orissa.” I sat up and rubbed my wrists, examining the room. We were definitely in a basement. There were several beds, a few cots, and mostly blankets scattered around the room. Old medical supplies, broken wheel chairs, and dusty boxes cluttered the already crowded room. The people occupying the make-shift beds were ragged, to say the least. A handful were hooked up to machines, many were bandaged and others looked too old to move. Over in the corner, a couple sat huddled together, holding their new baby. I got why we were here. “Why didn’t you leave?”
Padraic smiled softly. “I couldn’t leave my patients,” he said. An old man a few beds down from me started wheezing. Padraic got up and hurried over, doing his best to soothe the man’s pain. Trying to fathom what little information I had been given, I ran my eyes over every single person in the room. There seemed to be one other doctor: an old, gray haired woman who fell into the ‘too old to run’ category and three nurses. I counted forty-seven patients, including myself and excluding the baby.
The little girl was back. She set her stuffed cat on my bed and stared at me again.
“I’m Zoe,” she told me.
“Hi Zoe. I’m Orissa.”
“That’s a pretty name,” she said, climbing up on my bed.
I shrugged. “It’s a city in India.”
“Where you born there?”
“Nope. Conceived there.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means my parents were in India when—you know what, never mind. You’ll figure it out when you’re older.”
“You don’t look sick.”
“I’m not, not really, I guess. I had my appendix taken out.”
“That sounds like it hurt.”
“Nah, it wasn’t so bad,” I promised.
“Did your mommy and daddy leave you too?” she asked. She walked her cat up and down the bed.
“They left a long time ago.” Well, that was partially true. It was really my decision to stay behind. “Zoe, have you seen the monsters?”
She nodded and hugged her cat.
“Can you tell me what they look like?” I asked gently.
“They look like people, ‘cuz that’s what they are. But they want to eat your brains.”
“Oh, thanks.” This kid has obviously seen too many horror movies. I needed to talk to an adult, preferably one who’d seen the ‘monsters’. I also needed my clothes.
A middle aged woman walked over to us. She was dressed in pink scrub pants and a butterfly patterned shirt.
“Hey, Zoe-Boey. Whatcha doing?”
“Hi Hilary! I’m talking to Orissa. She hasn’t seen the monsters yet.”
“Ah. Hopefully she never will. Have you eaten yet?” When Zoe shook her head, Hilary instructed her to find Jason and eat dinner. Without giving me a chance to ask any questions, Hilary led to me a small, dirty bathroom. It worked, she assured me, though the water in the shower never got hot. It certainly felt good to be clean. I begrudgingly put the hospital gown back on, happy Hilary had given me a pair of bleach stained scrub bottoms to go under it, and padded my way back into our little group.
A teenage boy handed me a sandwich and it was only when I looked down at the plain, white bread that I realized how hungry I was. I snarfed it down, draining the bottle of apple juice that came along with it. Surprisingly I was tired, but sleep could wait; I needed answers first. I sought out Padraic, who was changing a bloody bandage on a sandy haired man. He saw me waiting, nodding in acknowledgment. I retreated back to my bed, which was really a gurney, and sat. A few minutes later, Padraic joined me.
“You need to tell me more,” I pleaded.
“I don’t know much more.”
“Then tell me what you do know.”
“Ok.” He nodded. “A few weeks ago we started seeing odd, isolated cases of what seemed to be psychotic behavior. At the same time, an alarming number of people came in complaining of headaches and dying within twenty-four hours of admittance. We didn’t see the connection then. We know now it’s the same virus. It seems to do three things: make you insane, kill you, or do nothing.”
“How is it spread?”
“We don’t know for sure yet. I’m guessing through the water. It started on the west coast and now it’s here.”
My heart fell into a bottomless pit. “It’s nationwide?”
“Yes.”
“H-how long was I out for?”
“Almost three days,” he admitted, sounding ashamed.
“What the hell, Padraic?” I jumped off the gurney, wincing in pain. “Why?”
 He waved his hand at me. “That’s why. I thought it would give you time to heal. You seem to be quite the fighter. I didn’t think you’d rest.”
“You’re right I’m not going to rest! I want out of here!” I stared at him, for once in my life, unable to come up with anything to argue with. Sighing, I sat back down. “Tell me about these ‘monsters’.”
“It comes on suddenly, with very few symptoms. The victim might seem agitated or angry, but then they-they just snap,” he snapped his fingers, “like that. And aren’t human anymore. Like a rabid dog.”
“Is there a cure?”
His blue eyes met mine. “No, we’ve only been able to autopsy a few of the bodies before the CDC took them away but the virus completely kills parts of the brain.”
“Then how are they alive?”
“It seems the virus doesn’t affect the parts of the brain, right away, that control basic life skills, like breathing and eating. All aspects of humanity: drive, memory, and emotion are gone. The victims are never the same and never will be. The virus turns them into angry, raging monsters.”
“And then what?”
“The central nervous system starts to shut down. I haven’t seen anyone who has had the virus for that long, though.”
“Lovely.”
“Are you alright, Orissa? This is a lot of information to take in at once.”
“Yeah,” I said quickly. “I’m no stranger to horrible things.”
“If you say so.”
“How many?” I asked suddenly.
“How many what?”
“How many people got infected?”
“I’m not sure. After the outbreak, everyone panicked. We were told to stay in our houses and that the local authorities would send out buses to take us to quarantines.”
“But you knew they wouldn’t take us sick, injured people,” I said bitterly.
“Right.”
“So you stayed?”
“Yes.”
“With the lot that’s gonna die?”
He narrowed his eyes a bit. “You don’t know that. Not everyone here is at death’s door.”
I looked around the room once more. True, there were several people who, like me, were on the mend. A few more didn’t look sick or injured at all. Maybe they were here with someone, a family member perhaps, and couldn’t stand the thought of leaving them behind.
“Could any of us be infected?” I asked, apprehensive to hear the response.
“No. It’s been long enough; we would have known by now. My guess is that most of us are resistant to the virus.”
“Good.” I nervously twisted a section of my dark hair around my fingers. “So what’s our plan?”
“Survive.”
“I know that. We can’t stay in this basement forever though.”
“We have food that will last us…awhile. As long as the generators stay on, what is in the freezers will tide us over. The storage for the cafeteria is down here.”
“And when the food runs out?”
“I’m hoping someone will come rescue us by then.”
“Hopefully,” I agreed ruefully.
The room we slept in was pretty secure. It was dark and cavernous, but it only had one exit and a heavy metal door guarded it. To get to the food storage, we had to walk down a dark hallway past the boiler room. To conserve what little power we had left, all unnecessary lights had been shut off. No one ever went to get food alone. Jason, an eighteen year old boy, had taken over the role of patrol guard. Armed with a twisted piece of metal, he made sure the coast was clear. As far as anyone knew, our little party had made it into the basement without being followed, shutting the main doors before anyone had a chance to come in.
Sonja, Jason’s younger sister, had taken upon herself the position of keeping up morale. She organized activities for the kids and tried her best to entertain us. For the next week, I allowed myself to fade into the background. I was still weak, my body still in pain. I didn’t want to think about anything or anyone. I didn’t want to wonder what had happened to Aunt Jenny. I lied to Padraic about being in pain so he gave me more morphine. If I wasn’t sleeping, I was talking to Zoe. She devised a storytelling game where we alternated adding words to some sort of epic tale. Maybe I was in shock. Maybe the truth of the matter hadn’t hit me since I didn’t see any of it. While others cried and prayed, I sat calmly by myself, sticking to my routine of eating breakfast, doing what little yoga my body could handle and getting my morphine shot.
That night, Megan and Heath’s newborn son wouldn’t stop crying. No one could fault her or the baby, but she apologized again and again. I was trying to force myself to pass out when I heard it. The thick, metal door blocked out most of the sound. I sat up, closing my eyes. Yes, I knew I heard it.
“There’s someone out there!” I whispered. “Shhh!” I added, when anxious murmurs broke out. Some thought it was a rescue mission and we were saved. Others, myself included, didn’t trust what was on the other side of the door.
Then they knocked.
“Hello?” a female voice called. “Is anyone in there?”
Jason and Padraic slowly cracked the door. They looked at each other and nodded, stepping aside to let two ragged girls limp inside. One was dirty and worn, but otherwise unharmed. She helped her bloody friend walk. Hilary rushed over, bringing the injured girl into the bathroom to wash out her wounds.
I seemed to be the only one that didn’t trust them. Outsiders, I thought, we didn’t know anything about them, but everyone else saw them as heroes, survivors. Rebecca and her injured friend Karli brought news of the outside world. It wasn’t what any of us wanted to hear.
They guessed about half the population of the town had evacuated. The other half wasn’t so lucky. They thought that more than half of the remaining either died or got the virus, leaving less than a fourth of the entire population alive. They spoke so mathematically that it was hard to envision the dead bodies that scattered the streets. They had survived by hiding in Karli’s little sister’s treehouse. Hunger forced them out of the trees. On their search for food, Karli got attacked by one of the ‘monsters’. By a major stroke of luck, they found the hospital. Exhausted, both girls slipped into a deep sleep.
No one bothered to keep track of time. There were no windows in the basement, so it was impossible to tell what time of day it was. I assumed my body kept with a fairly consistent cycle and felt tired at night, around ten or eleven. The girls had shown up several hours past that. I had one quick nightmare about death and turning evil when I heard the slurping. I sat up, pissed that someone got into our carefully rationed food, when I saw her silhouette.
She was standing over Mr. McKanthor, an eighty-something year old man who was dying of cancer. Padraic told me that Mr. McKanthor wouldn’t make it much longer, even with the medications he had been taking. Without them…it was only a matter of time. Something splattered on the floor. Thinking it was his IV bag and that Karli was fixing it, I turned over to go back to sleep. But there was something not right. The liquid was dark and thick. I sat up, eyes widening in terror.
Blood. It was blood that covered the floor.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 2-
 

Mr. McKanthor was dead. His head flopped back, dead eyes staring at the ceiling. Karli’s hands were shining with blood. She reached down, rummaging through his intestines, grabbed onto something that stretched and snapped, and shoved it into her mouth. Frozen in horror, I watched her do it again and again. She was infected. She had gone mad. Zoe calling them monsters wasn’t an exaggeration. My mind raced. I needed to stop her, but with what?
As I mulled it over, Sonja sat up. “Hey, what are you doing to—” she began, her voice dying with a sharp intake of breath. Then she screamed. Karli growled at the noise and lunged for her. Without thinking, I leapt off my bed. Jason, who was next to his sister, startled awake. He used his body as a shield, blocking Karli’s psychotic rage from killing his sister. I was by his side in two seconds, picking up his metal weapon and hitting Karli as hard as possible over the head with it.
She didn’t even react to the pain. She clawed and bit at Jason, who struggled to keep her at arm’s length. I hit her two more times; nothing. It was as if I was hitting her with a pool noodle. Knowing Jason couldn’t fight her off forever, I grabbed her hair and yanked her back. She snarled at me, thrashing blood covered hands in the air.
She crouched, reminding me of an animal stalking prey. Also adapting a predator mindset, I was ready when she jumped at me again. My foot hit her square in the chest. She gasped for air and stumbled back, tripping over a cot. Her head hit the hard concrete with a gut wrenching thud. My fingers gripped the metal pipe so hard my knuckles turned white. She unnaturally pulled herself up, a rumbling growl coming from deep inside her throat. Her lips snarled and she flung herself forward. I dodged out of the way, grabbed her arm, and spun her face first into the wall.
“Nooo!” Rebecca screamed from behind me. Ignoring her desperate calls to spare her friend, I advanced on Karli. I didn’t want to kill the girl. I grabbed a fistful of her hair and smacked her head into the brick wall again. She wobbled, attempted to wrap her hands around my throat, but finally sunk to the ground.
I heard her sneakers scuffing on the gritty floor. But I didn’t see her launch herself in the air. She landed on my back, knocking the wind out of me. Paralyzed, I lay there in terror. Someone must have pulled her off of me. Padraic’s hand grabbed mine and he yanked me out of the way. I scrambled to my feet, clutching onto Padraic for support. I gasped for breath, turning to see Jason struggling with Rebecca.
Like Karli, she was snarling and growling. Recovered, I sprang forward, pipe still in hand, and drove the pointy end into her stomach. Jason let her go and she collapsed, her body twitching as her blood poured out.
The metal pipe clamored to the ground. I slowly became aware that I wasn’t alone. The children cried and the rest gaped at me in horror. My eyes refused to move off of Rebecca’s dying body. Someone took my hand and gave it a gentle tug. Shaken from my nightmare of a reverie, I faced Padraic.
“I…I…” My voice died as I spoke. Shaking my head, I robotically walked back to my bed.
Little Zoe tiptoed over. “You killed the monsters!” she practically cheered. “You are a hero!”
“No,” I breathed. I hadn’t killed two monsters. I had killed two humans, taking their lives and their souls. It had to be done, right?
Jason, Padraic, and two men I hadn’t bothered to learn the names of moved the bodies out of out safe room. Though I was far from tired I laid back down, pulling the thin sheet up over me. Clutching her toy cat, Zoe silently climbed in next to me.
“I feel safe with you,” she whispered. I put my arms around her, suddenly feeling very protective of this sick little girl. We didn’t move while the others went about cleaning the blood. They all left me alone and finally, after what felt like an eternity, I fell back asleep.
I didn’t ask for my morphine shot the next morning. I went on with my usual yoga routine, showing Zoe the basics of the Sun Salutation. She stayed close to me while we ate breakfast, which consisted of a small bowl of cereal, powdered milk, and canned fruit. I could feel their eyes on me as I stuck the plastic spoon in my mouth. I couldn’t say I blamed them; for many days now I was portraying a pathetic, weak girl, eating only enough to stay alive, getting my drugs and hiding under the covers. Jason looked at me with a doey-eyed look I knew all too well. I smiled a tight smile and looked back at my meager meal.
“Is no one gonna talk about this?” a strangled voice choked out. It was the young nurse, the one who spouted out biblical end of days shit. She stood, extending her hand and pointing at me. “She
killed
two people and no one seems to care.”
“She saved us,” Jason defended. “You saw it. Those girls we let in…” he shook his head. “They weren’t human anymore. If Orissa hadn’t killed them then they would have killed us.”
“You can’t refute that,” Padraic agreed. “Nor forget that they had killed first. And we-we can’t let anyone else in. It’s too dangerous.” That caused a hush of murmurs to break out amongst everyone. Half seemed to agree, some objected, others doubted there was anyone left to let in. “It shouldn’t be too much longer until the rescue groups come and save us.” Though he spoke confidently and smiled like he meant it, I knew Padraic was lying. No one was coming. Hell, maybe all of FEMA had died too.
I cleared my throat. “You all can thank me anytime.” I stood, wishing I could make a dramatic exit as I marched away from the group to the corner of the room that housed old wheelchairs. I flopped down in one, bored, annoyed, scared, and on edge. I picked at the crackling foam armrest.
“You didn’t ask for painkillers today,” Padraic said, coming up behind me.
“Nope.”
“I’m gonna guess you never needed them.”
“Nope,” I repeated.
“Then why?”
 I sighed and shrugged. “Why not? What else am I going to do?” I dug my nails into the foam. I didn’t want to tell him that I hadn’t taken the virus outbreak seriously until I saw it firsthand and until now my plan was to get out of this Godforsaken basement. “I knew I needed that time to heal, so what better way than to do it in an almost happy, drug induced coma?”
“You could be more, more social?” he suggested.
“What’s the point?”
“It’s good for you, for everyone, and I see Zoe’s taken a shine to you.”
When I didn’t answer, he walked away. I stayed in that corner for the rest of the morning, busy being pissed off at everything. Around what I assumed was noon, I accompanied Jason to the storage closet. At first glance, the large pantry seemed to house a lot of food. But when you mentally divided it up among fifty-two—well, now fifty-one— people eating three times a day, it wouldn’t last us more than a week.
Since Padraic seemed to have taken on the leadership role, I pulled him aside after we ate our yummy lunch of microwaved, frozen pizza.
“You told me there was enough food to last ‘awhile’,” I said. He only frowned. “Why did you lie? We’re lucky if we make it another week.”
His shoulders sagged. “I know.”
“Then why didn’t you say something?”
“What was I supposed to do?” he begged.
“I don’t know, go find more?”
“I can’t leave—”
“—my patients, I know,” I finished for him, rolling my eyes. “Great plan. Stay here and medicate the shit out of them while they starve to death!”
“Shh! Orissa, I don’t want the kids to know.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “If we just wait a few more days, maybe someone will come for us like they promised.”
“No one is coming! Don’t you get that?” I waved my hands around. “Don’t you all get that? No one is coming for us, and we can’t stay here forever.” Megan’s baby cried, as if he knew the truth my words held.
Jason nodded. “What should we do?” he asked.
“Get out of here, leave. This basement will be our tomb. The food will run out…and what about when winter comes?”
Padraic took my hand in his. “Orissa,” he said, his accent heavy when he spoke my name. “Come talk to me out here.” He took me out of the safe room and closed the door. “I know, I know we will run out of food, I know it will be cold in the winter.”
“Then why aren’t you doing anything about it?”
“There’s not much I can do; these people are sick, Orissa. They physically cannot survive without their medications.”
“So you’re just going to stay here and die with them?”
“Yes, I will take care of them for as long as I can.”
Stupid, noble Irish man. “Let me bring food,” I offered, thinking it might be enough to let me escape after I brought back some food.
“From where?”
“Anywhere, I think a grocery store would be a good start.”
“We don’t know what it’s like out there.”
“Exactly. It might not be so bad,” I tried.
“Don’t be a fool, Orissa.”
“We have to at least try,” I pleaded, hoping to appeal to his empathetic side. “And I’m not your prisoner. You can’t keep me here against my will.”
“Ok, but you’re not going alone. I’m coming with.”
I rolled my eyes at his chivalry. Objecting might have been the decent thing to do, insisting that he was more valuable here than dead. But I really didn’t want to go out there alone. “Fine. Let’s go.”
“Now?”
“No, we’ll wait until the crazies go to sleep. Of course now. When else?”
He nodded. “Right. I’ll go tell the others.”
“Hurry up, ok?” I wanted to leave before fear stopped me.
“Alright.” He scuttled back into the room. I leaned against the wall, wishing I was familiar with this town. Several minutes later, Padraic returned. He wasn’t alone. Jason, Sonja, and the two guys that helped moved the bodies accompanied him. “They’re coming too,” he informed me.
“No,” I replied shortly. Padraic seemed to be in good shape. I was banking on him keeping up with me. I was quick, a natural athlete, as my grandmother liked to say. I could take care of myself, but five others?
“Safety in numbers,” one of the men said with a wry smile.
“Weapons,” I sighed, “You need weapons.” Annoyed no one had thought that far ahead, I went back into the safe room, pulling apart machinery to make spears and shanks. They were robust at best, but better than nothing. “Alright,” I said, examining the two feet of metal I had in my hands. I fashioned a point at the end of the rod I took out of one of those things that holds an IV up. “Where is the closest grocery store?”
Jason and Sonja weren’t from this town either. Padraic lived on the opposite side, away from the slums, but the two men were familiar.
“There’s one a block away,” the older of the two men told me. “On foot, it’s just a few minutes walk.”
“Great, let’s go.” I wanted to know his name, but didn’t ask. What was the point of getting chummy with people that might die? I led the way up the dark stairs, unlocking the main basement doors slowly. Suddenly dreading leaving the safety of this dungeon, my hand shook as I pushed the door open.
No one breathed. Since I was in the front, I peered around the door. This hall was dark as well; dull emergency lights cast shadows on the ransacked hospital. I watched, I waited, I saw nothing. Tentatively, I moved out of the stairwell. I had no idea where we were. Knowing we had to be somewhere in the middle of the hospital, I went to the right. Muscles stiff with anticipation, my eyes darted madly around for any signs of life. Padraic nodded for me to continue. I rounded a corner and froze.
“What is it?” Sonja whimpered.
“Nothing bad just…” I motioned to the glass shattered all over the tile. I was barefoot.
“I’ll carry you over it,” Padraic offered. Knowing how this situation fared for Bruce Willis in
Die Hard, I didn’t balk at his proposal. We were a good ten feet past the glass when he finally set me down.
“Thanks. My clothes,” I started, “where are they?”
Padraic didn’t know what I meant.
“The exam room I was in. Where is it?”
“Orissa, I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he advised.
“You can’t carry me over every sharp thing,” I added pointedly.
Jason butted in saying, “She’s right.”
“Thank you,” I noted, pressing a smile. With a sigh, Padraic directed us to the exam room. Bodies littered the hall. The smell was nauseating. Sonja clutched her brother’s arm, not wanting to look at the decaying humans. I slipped into the room, jumping over the heavy hospital bed that blocked the door; it must have been what fell against it and trapped me inside. My clothes were still there and I hurriedly got dressed. I dumped the contents of my purse onto the floor, only putting back what I really needed: the notebook, keys, a bottle of hand sanitizer, lip balm, a hair tie and my taser. I debated if I needed my wallet. Not wanting to just leave it here, I pulled out my ID and the little cash I still had, stuffing it into my leather bag. My cell phone had died days ago. Seeing it as useless, I left it on the floor. I slung the strap over my head, pulled on my boots and dashed out of the room.
Padraic pointed to the right. Silently, we walked through the hospital, passing more bodies. Sunlight filtered through the dirt and blood splattered windows in the lobby. Something scuttled behind the front desk. I whirled around, raising the piece of metal. Sonja let out a muffled scream. She was our weak link, I knew in that moment. And Jason would die trying to protect his sister. He stood in front of her, ready to defend her if need be.
“Shh!” I whispered harshly, shaking my head. Sonja pressed her hand over her mouth, tears welling in her eyes. Carefully, I advanced. Whatever was lurking behind the desk grumbled, moving quickly and rumpling papers. Picking up what was supposed to be a decorative vase from the desk, I threw it as far as I could to the side. It clattered loudly on the ground.
The thing lurched out, seeking the source of the noise. Half of its face was burned and bloody, inhibiting me to guess its sex or gender. One leg was twisted, obviously broken. Still, it moved with impressive speed. At first it was too distracted by the noise. It abruptly skidded to a stop and sniffed the air. Slowly, it turned to look at us, salivating. It snarled and roared before coming after us.
Sonja screamed, grabbing onto Jason for dear life. I circled around, raising my metal rod to crash it down in its head. The thing turned so fast it startled me. I recoiled, tripping over a fallen stack of medical files, my weapon bouncing out of my hand and rolling away from me. I pulled my knees to my chest and kicked, hitting the disgusting person in the chest. It staggered back. The older man I didn’t know hit it over the head with his weapon: a broken two by four.
The thing dropped to its knees. I sprang up, grabbed the rod and drove it through its chest; blood weakly splattered out. I yanked my weapon back, panting. My eyes met the older man’s. “I don’t know your name,” I spat out.
“Logan,” he said. “I’m Logan.”
“Orissa.”
He winked. “I know. I think we all know.”
“Oh. And you?” I asked the younger man.
“Deron.”
“Ok.” I nodded. My heart was still racing. “We need to go on.” The sliding doors didn’t open when we stepped in front of them. Out of habit, everyone waited a beat before remembering that the power had been shut off. I put my hands on the glass and shoved the doors to the side. Slowly, they opened. We exited the hospital; the bright sunlight too much for our eyes, since we were used to the dimness of the basement. I blinked, barely able to keep my eyes open.
The world was dead. No matter where I looked, I saw nothing but desolate ruins of the city. Cars run off the roads, doors left ajar. Windows smashed and doors broken. A dog trotted down the street. He saw us and booked off in the opposite direction.
“Which way?” I asked no one in particular.
“Follow me,” Logan said, waving his hand for us to follow. Unscathed, we trudged west. Jason kept a strong hold of Sonja’s hand. The gesture comforted her, I knew. Still, I wanted to tell him that it was better he keep both hands on his weapon. No one dared speak until we reached the grocery store parking lot. The glass front had been broken, causing a small flicker of fear to rise up in me.
From what I had been told, the virus outbreak came on so suddenly no one had time to prepare. I was banking on the fact that the stores hadn’t been emptied, that people left in a chaotic panic, leaving canned food and water behind. If I was wrong…I shook my head. We’d be dead, that was for sure.
The air was cold, characteristic of an Indiana October. The sun beat down warmly upon us. If it wasn’t for the decay that lay around me, I could have said today was a picturesque fall day. I swallowed, nodded at Padraic and stepped inside the store.
The thick cobwebs confused me for all of two seconds. Halloween decorations colorfully decorated the registers. Stepping over a broken jack-o-lantern, I eased further into the store. I was tempted to shout out ‘hello’ just for the hell of it. It would take the guesswork out of whether or not we were alone. A rusty squeak and a metallic clang sent my nerves on end. I spun around, almost slipping on pumpkin parts, only to see Sonja guiltily shrug as she pushed a cart.
“How else are we going to carry everything?” she asked apologetically.
“You’re right,” Padraic said, and got a cart himself. “There’s no way we can carry everything back.” He pushed his cart forward, realized the wheel stuck and rattled loudly, and traded it in for another.
“Sonja, Jason, Padraic,” I said in a low voice. “Get water. That should be your first priority. If there’s still room left in your cart, get juice, preferably the 100% kind, not the sugary crap. Deron, Logan, and I will find food. Be quiet. Two of you load up supplies while the other watches. Scream only if necessary.”
Without giving anyone a chance to dispute my plan, I strode forward, bypassing the deli section of the store, which I could smell from several aisles over. Sunlight illuminated the front of the store; its rays not reaching the back. In the dark, we fumbled with dumping boxes of beef jerky, dried fruit and nuts into our cart.
“Maybe there’s more in the back,” I said, as I took the last box of beef jerky off of the shelf.
“Maybe,” Deron agreed.
“We need to find a flashlight first,” I instructed, squinting to read the hanging signs that tell what section we are in. We detoured down the snack food isle; Deron suggested we get chips and cookies for the kids. Chips and cookies weren’t healthy when you weren’t trying to survive.
“If there’s still room,” I told him. “We need to save room for the important stuff.” When we walked down the personal hygiene section, I pulled toothbrushes off the rack. My teeth felt absolutely disgusting. “Jack pot!” I excitedly exclaimed after seeing a display of batteries. I emptied it into the cart, telling Deron to open a pack to put in the flashlight he had picked up. Feeling we needed the room for food, I only put six packs in the cart. Deron flicked on the light. Logan pushed the cart and I led, staying alert for infected people. We successfully raided the storage room. Our cart was now over flowing with jerky, nuts, yogurt covered raisins, crackers, and cans of fruit and vegetables.
The carts rattled and scuffled along the pavement. We made it out of the parking lot before we noticed him, casually walking down the street. His arms swung at his sides and he appeared overall relaxed, head tipped slightly to enjoy the warm sun. Nevertheless, we halted, jolting our carts to a standstill so abruptly a few cans of peas flew out and rolled away. The noise caught his attention. He dropped down to his hand and knees and screamed.
“I got it!” I shouted, brandishing my metal rod like a sword. I rushed ahead, waiting for the maniac to cross the street. He jumped up and down, looking like a crazed baboon, screaming. My heart thumped, my breathing quickened. What was he waiting for? Just run across the street like a good insane person and get this over with. His eyes darted all around. Maybe he couldn’t see me? Apart from being a crazed, homicidal lunatic, something looked…off. His skin was pale and had a blue tint. I edged forward another foot. His eyes were void of color.
He leapt up, arms out, coming toward me. I swung the metal, hitting him in the teeth.
“Keep moving!” I yelled behind me. I hit the crazy over the head one more time before plunging the pointy end into his chest. Using my foot to pry him off my weapon, I turned, and nearly screamed myself. Thick, brown blood oozed out of his wound. The crazy sat up, unfazed and still alive. What the hell? I had stabbed him right in the heart. He couldn’t be alive.
Slowly, he rose and reached out at me. For good measure, I stabbed him in the heart again without success. He didn’t so much as look down at the gaping holes in his chest. Hands shaking, I rammed the rod into his forehead. That did the trick. Instantly, he died, or re-died…whatever you’d call it. I looked at the others across the street and, if possible, panicked even more.
“Go!” I shouted. Padraic whipped around and shouted. Sonja screamed. Jason pushed his cart forward, breaking into a sprint. “GO!” I shouted again. Logan slowly started forward with our heavy cart. Rooted in fear, I watched them lumber from the parking lot. Moving slowly and groaning, I doubted they could easily catch us.
There was no mistake: Zoe’s monsters had become full-fledged zombies.
I hurried after the group. The loaded carts no doubt slowed them down. I needed to do something. Skidding to a stop, I desperately looked around for something, anything, to use against them. Three cans of peas rolled to a stop in the middle of the road. I dove to get them, chucking the first can as hard as I could into the herd of seven zombies that stalked us. It didn’t even hit one, just exploded in a waste of food on the ground. Actually aiming this time, I threw the second can into the face of a female zombie. It broke her jaw, her bones hanging on limp fragments of skin. She kept moving.
“Shit,” I swore and blindly threw the last can, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference anyhow. The zombies were gaining speed, catching scent of their prey. We couldn’t outrun them, not with the carts. Sonja’s shouts yanked my attention away from the zombies. Another one limped forward, dragging a broken ankle. My mind raced. I wasn’t about to die at the hands of these creatures. No, not today, not ever. “This way!” I shouted. “Leave the carts!” I darted around an abandoned car, weaving my way over debris to the back of the store. Without checking to see if any of my living companions had followed, I jumped and yanked down the roof access ladder and frantically climbed up.
I startled when Sonja joined me, doubting her ability to move quickly. I pulled her away from the edge just in time for Jason to madly scramble out of the way. Deron plopped down next, followed by Logan. Padraic was last, tumultuously pulling the ladder up away from the grubby hands of the zombies.
“What…the…fuck?” Jason panted.
“Zombies,” I breathed.
“No,” Padraic said, catching his breath. “That’s not possible.”
Jason motioned to the edge of the building. “You wanna tell me
that’s
not possible. What the hell else are they?!”
Below us, the zombies gathered, smacking the sides of the shopping center and moaning. The stench of death was heavy in the crisp, fall air.
“Can they get up?” Sonja asked, her voice quivering.
“No,” Logan answered, precariously leaning over the edge. “The ladder is too high. They’d have to jump.”
“But Orissa was able to get it down.”
“She jumped,” Logan went on. “I don’t think they are smart enough anymore.”
Deron looked down. “I hope you’re right.”
Looking dismally down, I shook my head. “They came out of nowhere. Sons of bitches are faster than they look.”
“Yeah,” Sonja agreed. “Aren’t zombies supposed to be slow?”
“Zombie’s aren’t supposed to be,” Padraic remarked. His blue eyes met mine; he was scared.
“No,” I agreed. “But they are now.”
“Orissa,” Jason asked. “What do we do now?”
I shook my head, running my hand through my hair. “I-I don’t know.” I was too fazed by the zombies to think it was weird he was asking me for advice. “Wait. I don’t think they will stay down there forever. Then we get back to the hospital.” As much as I hated being trapped, it was safe.
“But they
can
wait forever,” Sonja argued. “They’re dead. We’re the ones who can’t wait.”
“I know,” I said, pacing around. “Ok.” I sat back down. “We wait for now, hope they disperse and create a diversion. That’s all I have for now.”
My plan seemed to go over, since everyone agreed, but it wasn’t like we had a genius back up plan to rely on. Before we knew it, the sun was setting and the zombies still milled about below us. Without the sun it was cold, really freaking cold. We huddled together, deciding to sleep in shifts. There was no way I would be able to fall asleep, no matter how tired I was. Turns out, neither could Jason or Logan. We took the first watch, each taking a direction to gaze blindly at. Somewhere in the hazy dawn of morning, I leaned against an air vent and drifted into a light sleep.
Not even twenty minutes later, I woke up, my heart pounding. Tiredness clung on to me, urging me to close my eyes. Padraic spoke softly to Sonja. Deron walked around the perimeter. Ok, we were safe…for now. I let myself get pulled back under. I woke up again not long after. My brain just wouldn’t let my body relax. For the next two hours I repeated the irritating pattern of barely falling asleep and then startling awake.
This time, I got up. As I stood to stretch, Logan waved me down. Instantly, I dropped. Army crawling over to him, I nonverbally asked what was going on.
“The zombies are leaving,” he mouthed. I peered over the edge, my heart swelling with joy. They were yards away, moving on to find another source of food. No one dared move a muscle until they were long out of sight.
“What do we do now?” Sonja asked me.
I turned to Padraic. “Do you have a car? I mean at the hospital?”
“Yeah I—”
“Good. Our new plan is to get back. We are not equipped to fight them. I’ll go first, and when I say run, run. Got it?” After being satisfied everyone listened, I climbed down the ladder. Not wanting to make any noise, I jumped the last six feet to the ground, the shock stinging my ankles. After checking to see if the coast was clear, I rounded the corner. “Run!” I loudly whispered. I sprinted forward, leaving everyone else in the dust, passing the carts of food. I leapt over random crap that made the streets a freaking obstacle course.
A lone zombie meandered about with one of his arms missing. I pulled the metal rod from my boot and rammed it through his eye. Instantly he went limp. In the few seconds it took me to kill—or re-kill him— the others caught up. Nodding in approval, Padraic took my hand, encouraging me to go on. I yanked my hand free; it was easier to run with the ability to swing my arms at my sides.
My lungs burned by the time my feet graced the hospital entrance. I put my hands on my knees, gasping for air. I was nearly recovered by the time the others made it in. Once everyone else was able to breathe normally again, we picked our way into the hospital. Adrenaline running, I jumped at every sound, expecting to see a zombie, or worse, a fully mobile, fast-moving crazy person.
But what we found was much, much worse. The heavy metal door had been pried open. A horde of zombies stomped around the safe room and everyone inside lay dead on the floor.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 3-
 

“No!” Sonja started forward, tears streaming down her face. I shoved her aside, into Jason’s arms, and slammed the door shut. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
“There has to be twenty zombies in there and who knows what else,” I told her.
“They could still be alive!” She reached for the door. Jason grabbed her around the waist, pulling her off her feet.
“Shut up!” I whispered. “They respond to sound.”
“What do we do?” Padraic asked, his eyes filled with fear. I felt a small twist of pity for him at seeing everyone he tried to save resorted to zombie food.
“Your car. Where is it?”
“The garage.”
“Keys?”
His face went blank for a moment. “Third floor. In my locker.”
“Was it locked?”
“Yes,” he answered.
“Combination or keys?”
“Combination.”
“Ok, then, take me there,” I said.
He nodded. My hands shook. I forced a stoic expression and eased away from the door. I had just put one foot on the basement stairs when I heard her call my name.
“Zoe!” I clamped my hand over my mouth.
“Orissa!” her weak voice carried through the dark hall. “Help me, Orissa!”
“Zoe, you need to be quiet!” I called as loudly as I dared. Padraic rushed forward, following her voice. I reached out to grab him, my hand missing the back of his lab coat by only an inch. The crazy person, however, was close enough to grab him around the throat. Having left my only weapon in the broken skull of a zombie, I dropped and spun, kicking the crazy’s legs out from under him. He fell, taking Padraic with him. I hadn’t counted on that.
Padraic scrambled to get away. The crazy snarled and hissed, trying with enraged might to bite into the doctor’s flesh. His cacophonous screams were sure to get the other zombies’ attention. Careful not to miss and nail Padraic in the face, I kicked the back of the crazy’s skull, forgetting that they didn’t react to pain. I needed to kill him before he killed Padraic.
I remembered Nurse End-of-Days’ words. I didn’t want to kill a living person. But my desire for not wanting Padraic, a living, non-crazy person, to die was greater. I tangled my fingers in the crazy’s hair and yanked. He growled, released Padraic and turned on me.
“Get me something!” I yelled, annoyed no one was helping us. The crazy slunk on all fours, hissing. Misjudging his strength, I tried to counter his jump with my own weight. He slammed into me, whacking me against the wall. My head hit hard, sending black, sharp pain throughout my body. My legs threatened to buckle. The crazy opened his mouth, set on ripping his flat teeth into my flesh. Letting my knees give out was actually a good idea. I slid down the wall, darted in between his legs, got back on my feet and kicked him into the wall in seconds. Padraic outstretched his hand, holding a broken brick. I took it, and, closing my eyes, brought it down on the crazy’s head.
The brick fell out of my grip. It sickened me; the crack of his head, the way he still growled as his blood gushed out. Padraic took my hand and pulled me to him.
“Are you alright?” he asked, breathing heavily.
“Yes,” I answered, too worked up to tell him that no, I wasn’t alright you freaking idiot, I just killed someone.
“Ok, good.”
I heard Logan shout. He and Deron were fighting off zombies. At least their attackers were slow moving. I picked up the brick and ran over, smashing in the skull of one of the zombies. Its blood splattered and I slammed my eyes shut just in time to block out the infectious ooze.
“There’re too many!” Deron panted.
“We have to get out of here!” I agreed.
Padraic objected. “Where are Sonja and Jason?”
“Zoe,” I said under my breath. Sonja would have wanted to find her and Jason wouldn’t have let them go alone. “Five minutes,” I told him, though I had no way of tracking the time. “If we don’t see them then we leave. Or get killed.” His blue eyes met mine, begrudgingly nodding. “I’m not dying in a basement,” I said with finality. I wanted so badly to race up the basement stairs. But I knew I could never live with myself if I did nothing. I had to try to save them.
Logan took out another zombie. Three more took its place. Like an angry hive, zombies filtered out of the safe room. We couldn’t fight them all. Even if we had proper weapons. There were just too freaking many.
“This way!” Padraic suggested, jogging ahead. Still holding the brain covered brick, I followed. We blindly crashed down the hall, hearts racing. Padraic stopped suddenly and I bumped into him. “Shh!” he said, instantly irritating me. I wasn’t making a sound. His shushing was highly unnecessary. I pushed past him as if that would help me see into the darkness. Something sizzled behind me. With a pop, a match blazed alive. Logan held it up, casting the flickering light around us. The match only stayed lit long enough to momentarily illuminate the face of a half mad woman. She babbled incoherently, repeatedly walking into the wall. She hid from the light, retreating away.
No one moved. I held my breath, hating for how loudly it escaped from my lungs. Terror pulsed through my body. I couldn’t help the tremors that took over. With hands just as shaky, Logan lit another match. The woman was gone.
“Maybe she’s gone for good,” I suggested quietly, knowing it wasn’t true. “Let’s keep going.”
“Where are we going?” Padraic asked, his hand finding its way into mine. I gripped his fingers tightly, trying to will the shakiness from my muscles.
“We need out,” I said. Then the match burned out. When Logan stuck another, the woman was behind Deron. “Look out!” I cried, pulling my hand from Padraic’s. I was fast; she was faster. She wrapped her arms around Deron’s neck and sunk her teeth into his skin. He yelled and staggered back. She released and clamped down again, blood spurting out of the first wound. Padraic grabbed my hand again.
“She severed an artery; there’s no way…” he cut off. There’s no way Deron can live was what he meant.
“Come on!” I shouted, racing forward in the darkness. I tripped over God knows what, falling hard on my knees. “Mother fucker!” I loudly swore.
“Orissa?” a frail voice called.
“Zoe!” I shouted back.
“I got her!” someone, presumably Jason, yelled back.
“Where are you?” I asked, cursing myself for not grabbing a flashlight. “Don’t move, just keep talking and I’ll follow your voice.”
Padraic—or at least I thought it was Padraic—helped me up. I took hold of his wrist. “Hold onto each other,” I instructed, not wanting to get separated. “Jason,” I called. “Talk to me.”
“Ok.”
“I mean keep talking. Talk until I find you.” Or until a zombie eats your brains.
“We are in the basement. It’s dark. Uh, and cold.”His voice grew louder.
“Keep talking,” I instructed.
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Tell me how you ended up here,” I quickly responded, saying the first thing that popped into my mind.
“Sonja and I came here with our mom. She had a headache and…”
“Never mind, what’s your favorite sport?”
“Football. I like the Colts.”
Finally, I felt body heat. My fingers touched warm flesh. I was almost afraid to ask.
“Orissa?” Sonja whimpered.
“Yeah. Grab onto me.”
“Orissa!” Zoe cried.
Thank God, I let out a breath of relief. “Ok, everyone needs to be really, really quiet,” I directed. “Logan, got any more matches?”
“Just three,” he told me.
“Turn—everyone. Then light one.”
The match fizzed. For now, we were alone in the hall. Along with Zoe, Hilary and another young girl made it out of the safe room. I took the lead, finding my brick and holding it up, ready for a fight. I could hear the shuffling and moaning of the zombies as we darted around a corner. The girl coughed loudly and wheezed. Great, we had a sick asthmatic with a cough loud enough to wake the dead. Literally.
The zombies’ pace quickened. The girl doubled over, unable to catch her breath. The second to last match faded to its end just in time for me to see Padraic pick her up and toss her over his shoulder. Logan struck the last match; if we didn’t find the hall with the stairs soon we were screwed. The fire came and went with no such luck.
Running my hand along the wall in front of me, I led the group down another hall. Every few seconds I stopped, listening for the dragging of feet. I was about to give up when a very dull glow came into view. Dim light from the security lights shone above the stairwell. Once everyone was out, I slammed the heavy door shut, a moot attempt, I know.
“Keys,” I reminded Padraic. I needed to keep moving. If I stopped, my body would react. And I couldn’t have that right now. Logan took the coughing girl from Padraic. And Jason still held Zoe. I couldn’t expect them to race up two flights of stairs. Though it wasn’t as pitch black as the basement thanks to the emergency lights in every hall, it was still too dark to be confident that nothing was lurking. Hesitantly, I opened a door marked ‘janitor closet’.
“Hey!” I said to the darkness. When nothing came rushing at me, I said, “Everyone get in here. Padraic and I will get the keys.” Jason tried to protest, but I shoved him in the closet and shut the door. I took my bag and gave it to Sonja.
“There is a taser inside. It won’t hurt a zombie, but I think it can slow down a crazy. Press it against their heart.”
“Ok,” she said weakly.
“Which way?” I asked Padraic. His face was pale of color and his body twitched. Well, I wasn’t the only one not handling this with full composure, at least.
“Uh,” he looked around. “This way.”
We ran to the stairwell. Our footfalls echoed loudly. We encountered nothing as we made our way down the hall on the third floor, which only made me more nervous. Maybe the zombies could go downstairs but had yet to master going up?
“What kind of car do you have?” I asked suddenly.
Padraic gave me a ‘what the hell does it matter’ look. “A Range Rover.”
Figures. I rolled my eyes. “How many people fit in it?”
“Oh,” he said, cluing into what I was getting at the whole time. “Five.”
“I suppose we all will fit. It’s not like we have a choice.”
From inside a room, a crazy jumped out, knocking me to the ground. “Get the keys!” I demanded. “I can hold him off. Go!” He hissed and snapped. Oddly, my martial arts instructor’s voice rang in my head.
Remember that you are worth defending, Orissa, he had told me. We had spent several months ignoring the traditional methods and focused on self defense. I was confident I could get away with minimal harm from a human attacker. I knew the weak points, and I knew going for the eyes, nose, and throat were good ways to stop an attack. But that relied on inflicting pain, and the crazies didn’t react to pain. The crazy’s hands wrapped around my throat.
In a minute I would pass out.
With my free hand, I struck the crazy’s face, shoving my palm into his nose, driving the bone up. Unable to breathe, he let me go. I scrambled out from under him, uprighting myself. I had nothing to kill him with. A med cart sat a foot behind me. I grabbed it and shoved it at him. He fell back, tumbling over an overturned wheelchair. I had been trained on how to fight, not how to kill.
You are worth defending.
And so was everyone else. The madman crouched, saliva dripping from his mouth as he growled. My body hummed with adrenaline. A biohazard trash can had fallen off the med cart and cracked, spilling dirty, used needles all over the floor.
“Here goes nothing,” I said, as I dove down to get one. I pulled the needle back and lunged, driving it into the man’s chest. I pushed it in; the needle bent on his sternum, not killing him with a bubble of air as I hoped. Defeated, I backed into a room, gagging instantly at the smell of the rotting corpse that had been left in the bed. Expeditiously, I scanned the room. There was a small bathroom across from me. And the door opened into the room. I circled around the bed, knocking over the IV stand. The tubes pulled the corpse’s arm, and I grimaced, not wanting to look.
My heart was racing so fast I thought I was going to have a heart attack. With my back to the bathroom, I stood completely still, hoping that the crazy would act as predictable as I assumed. I was relieved when he jumped. I dropped out of the way, spun and slammed the door on his hand. I wheeled the bed in front of the door and booked it out of the room. Padraic was racing down the hall, keys in hand, thank God.
“Run!” I shouted and took off, not bothering to wait for him. I tore down the stairs. My thighs burned from the exertion. Forcing myself to use some grace, I slowed and tried not to stomp down the last section of stairs.
“We have to go this way,” Padraic breathlessly told me, pointing away from the closet. “To the parking garage.”
“Ok.” For a minute, we caught our breath. I darted out of the stairwell to the closet. Silently, I waved everyone to follow Padraic. No zombies got in our way as we hurriedly jogged to the parking lot. They must all be in the basement, a fact for which I was both thankful and wary of; why would the zombies stick together?
We piled into the Range Rover, sitting on top of each other. Padraic gunned it out of the parking garage, smashing through the motion censored gate.
“Where are we going?” he asked, his voice cracking in fear.
“My house,” I answered instantly. “I have some things that might be useful.”
The farther we got from the hospital, the less zombies we saw. I didn’t know what to make of that either. I hadn’t stopped shaking as I ran up the steps to Aunt Jenny’s apartment. I felt sick with anxious fear. I fumbled with the lock, dropping my keys two times before I finally unlocked the damn door.
When no overwhelming stench of death hit me, I walked inside. Everything was where it should be. The banana bread I had made the day of the outbreak sat on the stove moldy, but untouched. Maybe Aunt Jenny had gotten out in time. A hard ball of guilt wound its way around my stomach, telling me that she would have tried, at the very least, to find me. I was her favorite (if only) niece, as she liked to remind me. There was nothing I could do about it now.
Along with locking the door, Logan shoved a chair under the handle. It was a good idea, but executed prematurely. We didn’t know if we were alone. I crossed the living room into the kitchen, rustling around in the knife draw for the biggest knife I could find. Something rattled the bathroom door. Sonja screamed and I wished it was humane to gag her. No one liked a screamer.
Logan looked at me. I nodded. I raised the knife, moving my feet as quietly as I could. He put his hand on the doorknob, mouthing ‘on three’. I counted along with him.
One, two, three!
The door opened. A cat ran out.
“Damn it, Finickus,” I swore, letting my hand fall to my side. What was he doing trapped in the bathroom? A big bag of cat food had been dumped on the floor and the sink and tub filled with water. “Oh,” I said out loud, feeling a bit of hope. Aunt Jenny had left him with plenty of food and water. That meant she had left. And she also provided us with something valuable to wash up with.
I peered into the living room. Hilary, Jason and Sonja sat on the couch. Zoe traded her pink stuffed cat for Finickus. Logan looked out the window and Padraic tried to get the other young girl to breathe normally.
“Take slow breaths, Lisa,” he said, his voice calming. The girl gasped for air, tears rolling down her face. I felt bad for her for being in pain but, mostly, because I had no faith in her survival. I walked into the room; a fuzzy feeling surrounded me when I saw Aunt Jenny’s unfinished tea on the coffee table. Then I felt their eyes. Every one of my seven companions, looked at me.
“What do we do now?” Jason asked.
“I don’t know,” I quickly answered. I didn’t like the hope in his voice.
“I’m tired,” Zoe whimpered. “And hungry.”
“We should rest,” Padraic suggested.
I couldn’t disagree. My body ached and I was exhausted. “Not all at once,” I told him, leaving the living room to search for food. There was nothing readily available that offered much, if any, nourishment. I extracted a bag of pretzels and a box of Oreos from the cupboard. Aunt Jenny was a fan of canned soup, but without a microwave or range top to heat it up on, it wouldn’t be easy to choke down. Remembering that Finickus preferred tuna over canned cat food, I opened the cupboard under the sink and found ten cans. Perfect, one for each. I opened the cans, plopped one upside down on the floor for Finickus and delivered our less than tasty breakfast.
Zoe, Lisa, and Sonja curled up together in Aunt Jenny’s bed after they ate, falling quickly asleep. I went into the bathroom and gave myself the coldest sponge bath ever, using water from the tub. I even managed to wash my hair. I stood in front of the mirror, staring into my green eyes as I brushed it out. We couldn’t stay here. There was nothing left and too many zombies and crazies. I wanted to go north, to see if one of the only people I truly loved in this world was still alive. I put my bathrobe on and darted across the hall into my bedroom. I hadn’t bothered to unpack anything except my clothes.
I’ll be the first to admit my wardrobe was more than a little bipolar. The right side of my closet was full of ‘going out’ clothes: tight jeans, short skirts and dresses, low cut tops that showed off my boobs and the likes. The left side housed practical clothing from my summers spent at my grandparents’ Kentucky farm: comfortable pants, thermal shirts good for layering, old tank tops that were meant for getting dirty. I changed into a clean pair of underwear before pulling on a pair of stretchy skinny jeans that would be good for running but still offered more protection than thin athletic pants. I yanked a long sleeve shirt on before stuffing my arms into a fleece lined, brown hoodie. I pulled mismatching socks from my drawer.
I guessed Sonja to be about my size, though not quite as tall. I yanked a pair of loose fitting jeans so hard the hanger broke. Oh well. It’s not like I’d be needing it. I picked out a thick hooded sweatshirt and another pair of socks. I could provide Lisa and Zoe with sweaters and hoodies too, but nothing I or Aunt Jenny owned would fit Hilary. And then there were the guys to think about. Padraic definitely couldn’t gallivant around in thin scrubs.
I dragged a suitcase out from under the bed, throwing a few more long-sleeve shirts, another pair of pants, several more pairs of underwear and socks in it. Without explaining what I was doing, I rummaged through the small apartment looking for anything that could be useful. I took minimal personal hygiene supplies from the bathroom, vitamins, a can opener and the rest of the knives from the kitchen along with matches, candles, bleach and duct tape.
“Feel free to help,” I snapped at the remaining four that sat dumbly in the living room.
“What are you doing?” Padraic asked, his voice level.
“Getting supplies,” I replied, though I assumed it was obvious.
“How can I help?”
“Get supplies,” I huffed, covering my nose as I opened the fridge and poured the spoiled milk down the sink, rinsing the container with water from the bathtub.
“What are you doing?” Jason asked innocently, thinking I was cleaning. “I mean, does it matter anymore?”
“It’s for gas,” I explained. “We need to get as much as we can.”
“How? I don’t think the gas pumps work.”
I chuckled. “Do you know how a siphon works?”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“You will,” I promised. Together, we gathered up anything we could think was useful. I raked my long hair to the side, pulling it over my left shoulder and braiding it. “You need clothes,” I told Padraic. Right as I was about to suggest we go to his or Logan’s house, it dawned on me that tons of other people lived in this apartment complex. Leaving Logan and Hilary to guard the sleeping girls, I led the way into the hall, pacing to the neighbor’s door. I knocked and pressed my ear to the door. Nothing stirred inside. Stepping back, I kicked the door.
It didn’t break. I kicked it again, right next to the dead bolt. The frame buckled. Two more kicks and I was in. When I caught Jason looking at me like I was Wonder Woman, I said,
“These are really cheap doors. They break easily.” The smell of decay hit us. I almost puked when I saw the dead bodies lying on the floor. Both had gunshot wounds to the head. I pried the gun from a wilted, dead hand, clicked on the safety and stuck it in the back of my pants. “There has to be ammo in here somewhere,” I said. “Look for a box of bullets. And take anything that could be useful.”
Padraic and I left Jason and went back into the hall. Padraic kicked the next door in on his second try, revealing to me that he was stronger than I expected. Another body lay on the floor, though this one must have died from the virus. We loaded up a bag with canned beans, tuna, and crackers. A set of keys hung on the wall. I grabbed them and went on to ransack the medicine cabinet.
“Padraic!” I called when my hands gripped something. “Will this help?” I tossed him the inhaler. He read the label.
“Yeah, I think so.” He gawked admirably at me. Glaring, I told him to hurry up and check the closet for clothes. I knocked on the next door. “Why are you knocking?” Padraic asked.
“One, I’m listening to see if anything reacts to the sound. And two, if someone kicked down my door, I’d shoot them.”
“Oh, right.”
Eventually, we completely split up. I felt like I was burglarizing when I nosed through cabinets and drawers. I kept looking behind me, both for crazies or the homeowners, as if they would show up any second. Even if they did, what would they do? I wondered if there were any police left. It certainly felt like we were the last ones in the city, which couldn’t be true. If we had made it, surely others had. And what about Rebecca and Karli? Yes, they got infected in the end, but they survived for awhile and they weren’t prepared for the outbreak.
“Preparation is the key to survival,” I mumbled.
“What did you say?” Padraic asked, startling me. I hadn’t heard him sneak up behind me.
“Nothing. It’s just something my grandpa used to tell me.” I looked at the unopened bottles of cranberry juice in his hands. “Awesome, that’s my favorite,” I said honestly.
“Mine too.”
“Now only if I had a little Vodka…” I said with a hint of laughter, meeting Padraic’s eyes. He had changed into jeans and a light blue T-shirt. Since his body wasn’t covered up in baggy scrubs, I noticed for the first time that, though he was slender, he was firm and well built. A gray jacket was folded over his arm.
“We should get back and rest.”
“Sure.”
We found Jason at the end of the hall, proudly carrying a box full of what he thought was useful supplies. I’d have to go through it later. We dumped everything out in the middle of Aunt Jenny’s living room, sorting the stuff into piles.
“So,” Hilary asked, pulled a sweater over her scrubs. “What is our plan?”
“Go North,” I said, my face serious and neutral. “There might be quarantine by Chicago since there are so many people.”
“There were a lot of people here,” Padraic interjected.
“It’s worth a shot,” I spat. “And it’s not that far. Since we have no traffic laws to abide by, it will take less than half a day.” He still didn’t look convinced. “And if there’s nothing we can try something else.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
I pressed my cold hands on my cheeks, red and warm from the rush of looting others’ homes. “That’s where I’m going. You don’t have to come then.”
Padraic actually leaned away with surprise. “Split up?”
I shrugged. “That’s where I’m going,” I repeated.
“North,” he questioned. “You said it yourself: it’s getting colder every day. Shouldn’t we go south?”
“Eventually,” I said, since that was part of my original plan. But I couldn’t go without seeing if she was alive or not. “I’m going to check Chicago first. Since it’s close,” I reiterated, my voice level.
“Do you really think there’s a quarantine there?” Hilary asked.
“It’s my best guess,” I lied. I’m a good liar. I could look someone in the eyes while I did it and my stories always stayed consistent. Over the years I’ve discovered the best lies were the simplest lies. The less you have to remember, the less of a chance you have of messing it up and blowing your cover. “If we leave now we can make it there before nightfall.”
“Leave tonight?” Jason asked, displeased at my haste.
“Why not? It’s not like we have anything holding us back. The sooner the better anyway. It’s only a matter of time before those, those things realize we are up here.”
Padraic shook his head. “We’re not rested. The five of us didn’t get much sleep on that rooftop,” he reminded me. Even though only a few hours had passed since this morning, the whole hiding on the roof from zombies seemed like it happened days ago. I hated that he was right.
“Fine. We’ll rest. It will give me more time to get supplies and find a good car. But as soon as the sun comes up tomorrow morning, I’m leaving and I’m not forcing anyone to come with me.”
“We can’t stay here,” Jason voiced my earlier reasoning. “We will die.”
“We will,” Logan said softly, meeting my eyes. “Tomorrow morning it is, then. We will go north to find the quarantine.”
I nodded. “Well, I’m gonna rest up then. One of you guys should too, so someone can take the night watch with me tonight.” I walked out of the living room, pausing right before I got to my door. “And maybe barricade the door. It’s easy to get in, as you all saw.” I kicked off my boots, set the gun on my nightstand and crawled under the covers. I was tired. My body was sore and my side pinched when I moved. I hoped my insides had healed enough to not rip open. I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind. I hadn’t truly wanted to split up, but maybe it would be better to. If she wasn’t alive then I’d be going there for nothing. No, she’s alive, I told myself. And if not, well, the others could just deal with it. I was sure I could find
something
to make the trip worthwhile.
I hadn’t wanted to entertain the thought of possibly being the only ones left. When we ventured out tomorrow, I was sure, we would find others doing the same. We could all band together and survive this somehow.
I
would survive this somehow.
I slept for a whole forty-five minutes. Unable to shut my mind off or feel safe enough to let my guard drop, the long nap was the best I would get. Wanting my sore muscles to have a chance to feel better, I stayed in bed for another hour, trying not to think about zombies. Unsuccessfully, of course. Something didn’t seem right. And it wasn’t the obvious there-is-a-zombie-apocalypse thing happening. I threw back the covers and got out of bed, prepared to go interrogate Padraic.
Logan, Jason, and Hilary sat at the kitchen table, playing cards. Padraic slept on the couch. Damn it. I wasn’t about to wake him up. I sat at the table next to Jason. My stomach growled. Jason nodded, silently telling me he was hungry too. Soup seemed appetizing, if only I could heat it up.
“I can,” I said aloud. I got up, my chair scooting on the tile. I padded into the living room and took several candles from my ‘candle and lighter’ pile. I arranged them on the counter in between four tall, glass cups. I set a pot on the cups, dumped the soup in and waited.
“You’re brilliant,” Jason told me when I dished the warm soup into bowls.
“So I’ve been told,” I said with a smile and devoured my soup. The girls woke up, the smell of food driving them out of their slumber. After they ate, I played several painstakingly boring games of Go Fish. Time passed by so slowly. But when the sun began to sink, I felt a hand of dread grip my heart. It would make sense that the crazies couldn’t see in the dark. They were still human, after all. Like me, darkness left them vulnerable. I had a nagging feeling that it left me more vulnerable. The crazies had nothing to lose. I wished I had found a pair of night vision goggles.
I tossed my cards in the middle of the table. I strode to the door, removing the chair that had been repropped under the handle.
“What are you doing?” Logan asked.
“I’m going to see what’s up there,” I said, pointing above me, meaning the third floor. “Before it gets dark.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“Ok,” I agreed. I wasn’t too keen on going up there alone anyway. He picked up a knife and joined me by the door. “I’ll knock, but don’t open the door until you make sure it’s us, ok?” I told Jason. He nodded. “Keep them safe,” I added before he had the chance to try and join us. With Logan close behind, I nervously walked to the stairs. I clicked the safety off of the gun.
“Do you know how to use that?” he asked skeptically.
“Yes,” I replied shortly.
“If you say so.” He didn’t question me any further. Out of everyone, I thought I could get along with Logan the easiest.
There was a zombie in the apartment of the first door we forcefully opened. I think he had been old when the virus took him. It was hard to tell due to the decomposing state of his skin. My heart raced in fear and I struggled to hold the gun steady. Instead of rushing at us, opened mouthed and hungry, the zombie dragged his feet slowly in our direction, tripping over a rumpled rug. I looked at Logan, who stared back at me just as confused. I lowered the gun, not wanting to waste any ammo. Logan crossed the room and sunk the knife into the zombie’s back, piercing the heart. But it didn’t die.
“Haven’t you seen any zombie movies?” I exasperated. “You have to get the brain.” I held back a giggle, turning around just as the knife sliced through the air, aiming for the bottom of the zombie’s skull. I did a quick sweep of the apartment, finding nothing of significance. Wiping the bloody knife on a towel, Logan followed me down the hall.
“Wait,” I told him, holing up a hand. “Do you hear that?”
“No,” he said after a second.
“Well it stopped now.” I shook my head. I knew I had heard something. “It was like a high pitched whine,” I explained, moving forward. With the gun ready in my right hand, I pressed my ear against another door, three down from where we had been. I heard it again. “There!” I whispered. It sounded familiar and very non-zombie.
“Skip this one?” Logan suggested.
“Don’t you want to know what’s in there?” I asked.

“No. Let’s go back and eat.”
“We just ate. I know it’s not much, but we have to get used to it.” I shook my head and knocked on the door. A dog barked. “It’s alive!” I exclaimed, realizing as soon as the words escaped my mouth that what I said was dumb and obvious. “Maybe others are,” I added, knocking again. “Hello?!” No one answered. I frowned and Logan shrugged. I stepped aside and let him kick the door.
The dog bounded at me. Terror flashed through my veins as the Doberman jumped, putting his paws on me. Instead of biting me, he licked me. The stub of his cropped tail waggled feverishly and he licked my face, whining.
“Hi, buddy,” I said, pushing the dog down. The place reeked of dog feces and urine. “Are your owners home?” Logan was looking around, seemingly unbothered by the smell. “No one’s here,” I summed up and went back into the hall, gagging. Assuming the dog’s owners had done what Aunt Jenny had done for Finickus, they were long gone. Before I could read the dog’s ID tag, he took off. “You’re welcome,” I muttered.
I told Logan to check the end of the hall while I searched the rest of the apartments on this end. The next home held more dead bodies. I closed the door, trapping the smell and the flies. The next apartment I broke into was more interesting.
If I met the guy who lived here in a bar I probably would have laughed at him. He had to be the biggest movie nerd in history; posters of recognizable wizards and dragons covered the walls in the living room. The display case next to the couch housed several comic book figurines, a very fake looking machine gun, and a set of knives. Several swords hung on the wall and a bow rested on the coffee table. I wondered if it was even worth checking out the weapon replicas.
The first sword I removed from the wall was heavy. Heavy and sharp yet impractical. The next one was shorter, just as sharp and maybe doable. I tossed it on the couch and contemplated whether or not I should consider taking it. Running with a sword probably wasn’t as easy to do as it looked in the movies. The knives were nicely made but dull, the leather carrying case they were in, however, could come in handy.
I picked up a bow, examining the gold swirls etched and painted into the wood. It was pretty, even I had to admit. I’ve shot a bow many times; I preferred them when hunting since they were silent. But I’d never used a long bow like the one I was holding. The bows I had were modern and camouflaged, not delicate and Elven like this one. I pulled back on the string with ease. Not even a twenty pound pull, I thought and set it down. I picked up a metal knight’s helmet, tapping my fingers to test its strength out of curiosity. I sighed, dropped it and moved on to the bookshelf behind me.
Along with books, DVDs, and more figurines, the shelf held more replicas. I found two daggers that could be useful and one very sharp Samurai sword. These weapons could easily stab through anyone, but they still weren’t ideal. You had to be close to something to stab it.
“Why couldn’t you be some weird gun fanatic?” I spoke to no one. I rolled the weapons up in a sheet, found a case of bottled water and a jar of peanuts, shoved those in a bag and took the lot into the hall. I kicked open the next door to reveal an empty apartment. I was starting to feel the weight of not sleeping. One more and I’ll find Logan, I promised myself.
Whoever lived here took everything useful. I was annoyed but glad that I wasn’t the only one in this crappy apartment complex who knew what was important to survive. The glass door to the balcony had been left open. Wind blew the pictures that had been scattered along the floor. I stepped on them as I went to step out into the open air. The sunlight was fading fast and I wanted to have everything ready and waiting for tomorrow.
It was unnerving how quiet the city was. No rush of traffic, no cars honking, no sirens or people talking or laughing or children playing. Wishing for binoculars, I looked out. I held out the gun, wishing I could fire and test for accuracy. I wasn’t about to waste a bullet and I didn’t want the shot to ring out and give away our hiding spot.
I grabbed the cheap plastic handle to the door and slid it halfway before coming to the conclusion that closing it was pointless. It was only a matter of time before the whole building turned to ruins or became overrun by zombies or crazies.
A very pretty face beamed up at me from a photograph. I crouched down, putting the gun on the floor, and picked up the picture. The girl looked familiar. She was beautiful, with golden brown skin and perfect dark hair. I inspected another photo, trying to place her face that I knew I’d seen before.
“Collette Gravois,” I recalled. She used to be a famous model. She had her own TV show and lingerie line a few years back. I’d wasted much of my hard earned money on her sexy Brazilin lace designs. Then the Depression hit and frivolous spending came to an end. No one cared what your clothes, let alone bra, looked like when you couldn’t afford food.
I wondered how she ended up in Indy and especially here. Or maybe she hadn’t. Maybe these photos belonged to a friend. I thumbed through the remnants of an album of Collette at a theme park, wearing normal clothes and looking happy. She was probably dead right now.
Something flashed. I snapped my attention to the balcony door. It had come from outside. I waited for it to happen again. And then I saw his reflection, fading sunlight glinting off the knife in his hand.
“Jesus, Logan. You scared me.” I held up a picture of Collette in a bikini. “Know who this is?” I turned, expecting Logan’s eyes to bulge at the scantily clad model. He tipped his head down and stared, drool dripping from his mouth. Something wasn’t right. My brain didn’t have time to form a logical thought. Everything happened so fast. With a yell, Logan flew at me, knife raised. I tried to move out of the way. My feet slipped on the photographs, and I fell, sprawled on the floor. He was on me, pinning me down. I watched his reflection as he raised his arm. With horror, I saw the reflection of the knife cut through the air and into my back.
 

-Chapter 4-
 

I screamed in pain. I thrashed around, desperate to get out from under him. The wound hurt; pain rippled through my body, running up and down my spine. I didn’t have time to focus on that if I wanted to live. Logan was bigger and stronger than me. Since I was face down, I was defenseless. I snapped my legs up, driving the heel of my boot into his back. If he wasn’t infected, it might have worked. Inflicting pain did nothing to the crazies.
Out of nowhere he raced into the room. His body flew in a graceful leap and collided with Logan, knocking him off me. Growling, the Doberman circled him. Logan crouched down, knife raised. Running on adrenaline, I staggered up. I took hold of a lamp, yanking its cord from the wall. With all the force I could muster, I slammed it over Logan’s head.
It didn’t hurt him, I suppose, but it disoriented him long enough for the dog to jump. His jaws closed around Logan’s arm, his flesh tearing instantly. I didn’t want to kill Logan. Just a few minutes ago we were talking. He was fine.
“Logan!” I yelled, hoping to spark some sort of remembrance. He only growled at me, fighting against the dog. Afraid he might stab the Doberman, I kicked him in the chest. As soon as my foot made contact I fell, the stab wound throbbing. The knife slipped from his fingers, my blood splattering the floor as it clattered to the ground. Logan fell back, hitting his head on the balcony door.
The balcony.
With a plan, I forced myself up. The dog stood by me, growling and showing his fangs. I closed my eyes and kicked Logan again, bracing for the pain that would surely follow. It hurt like hell, but my plan worked. He back stepped, taking his crazy ass out onto the balcony.
“Get him,” I said to the dog, not knowing if it was a command he knew. Whether he listened to me or not, the Doberman lunged again, sinking his teeth into Logan’s arm. I pushed on the weak metal railing. Like Aunt Jenny’s, it was loose. I never felt safe leaning on her railing; it felt like it would give away at any second.
“Good dog,” I said and put my hand on his back, hoping he wouldn’t turn around and bite me. Thankfully he let go. I shoved Logan. He tipped backward, crashing into the rusting white metal. It creaked and groaned and finally gave way. I grabbed the dog’s collar, jumped back inside and closed the glass door right as Logan toppled down.
I sank to my knees. I felt like I was going to throw up. I couldn’t catch my breath or slow my pounding heart. The dog nosed me as if he wanted praise.
“Thanks,” I said, unhappy with how high pitched and shaky my voice was. My hands trembled even worse. My fingers didn’t want to cooperate in grasping the chipping metal ID tag that hung from the dog’s neck. “Argos,” I said, finally reading his name. His whole butt shook with excitement at the sound of his name. He licked sweat off my face and trotted off. I pulled myself up, trudging back to Aunt Jenny’s apartment.
“Orissa!” Zoe cried, practically falling out of her chair. She was the first to notice the blood. In an explosion of chaos, Padraic was woken. He was concerned over the amount of blood I had lost. Before anyone could drill me with questions, he took me into the bathroom and closed the door. He had to help me remove my shirt. As the shock wore off, the pain settled in. He pressed a clean towel to the wound, told me to hold it and scuttled out to get some medical supplies.
“Do you think you could stand to let me stitch it closed?” he asked.
The blood drained from my face at the thought of a sewing needle repeatedly piercing my skin. “Does it need it?”
“I’d say so.”
“Ok then. Do it fast.”
Padraic’s hands were soft and gentle. He didn’t have gloves but didn’t balk at my blood.
“Were you strangled?” he asked, apparently seeing the red marks on my neck.
“Yeah.”
“Why didn’t you say anything?”
“It didn’t kill me. And I’ve been strangled before. It’s no big deal.”
“Oh, I beg to differ. Want to tell me what happened up there now?”
I didn’t want to talk about it ever. The needle poked into my flesh. “Logan.”
“He got attacked?”
“Not quite.”
“He did this?” Padraic’s hands stopped moving.
“He was infected. I-I had no idea. He was fine and then ten minutes later…” I felt tears attempt to form, whether it was from the pain or the horrible loss, I didn’t know. I blinked them back. “I don’t even know how he got infected. I thought you said we were all immune.”
“Resistant,” he corrected, pulling the thread up. It yanked my skin in a sickening manor. “Viruses evolve and change. One strand could do nothing while a slightly different strand could be fatal.”
“But how did he get it? We haven’t drunk any water and I’m sure he didn’t get bitten.”
Padraic clipped the thread, rubbed some sort of salve on the wound and bandaged it up. He sat on the counter, wiping his bloody hands on a wet rag.
“He got scraped and cut fighting the zombies, right?”
“Didn’t we all?” I asked feebly.
“Yes. And that’s what worries me. You said you didn’t think he got bitten, insinuating you think the virus is transmitted through saliva. Maybe that’s not the only way.”
“What do you mean?”
“Take AIDS, for example. If someone with AIDS bled on that fresh cut…”
“I’d get it.”
“Exactly.”
My eyes locked with Padraic’s. He looked almost excited about his discovery but terrified at the same time. This upped the ‘we all get the zombie virus, go crazy, or die’ factor. “How do we tell the others about Logan,” he asked.
“I’m sure they already suspect it.” I unfolded my shirt, which I had wadded up and squeezed while I was being sewn shut. I stuck my fingers through the hole in my hoodie. “And he had to freaking ruin my hoodie.”
“Is he still out there?”
“Nope.”
“Did you…?”
“Yep.”
“After he stabbed you?”
“No, I killed him then he stabbed me,” I jeered derisively.
“I got that,” he said quickly. “I meant that I’m a little impressed and a lot surprised you were able to put up a fight after going through that.”
“Well,” I said, standing and not mentioning the dog; I didn’t know if my canine savior would ever come back. “It’s not the first time I’ve been stabbed.”
“You are an interesting girl, Orissa.”
I’d been called a lot of things in my life, though interesting was never one of them. “I guess.” I dropped my torn and bloody clothes on the ground. “Am I good to go, doctor?”
His blue eyes only looked at my chest for a second. “It’s as good as I can get it with what I have. I’d like you to take antibiotics to prevent an infection.”
“Well we don’t have any,” I spat, inhaling deeply. I hoped he understood that my anger was directed at the annoying lack of supplies and not him. He didn’t look away from my eyes. Granted, I was wearing a plain, pink bra, not sexy in the least with no frills or lace. It irritated me that he didn’t stare at my boobs like a normal guy. Did he not find me attractive? I turned in the mirror and discovered the back of the bra was covered in blood. My skin had been perfectly cleaned though. “Thanks,” I added. “I guess having a doctor around during a zombie apocalypse is a good thing.”
“As is having a girl who can kick some ass,” he added.
“It is,” I agreed with a friendly smile and opened the door. In the privacy of my room, I let myself wince at the pain. I held up a hand mirror to inspect the reflection in my big mirror. The knife had cut me to the left of my spine. The blade hadn’t cut too deep, thank God; instead it dragged a three inch, nasty line across my shoulder blade. My skin prickled and tugged with every movement. Carefully, I stuck the bandage back to my skin and went to the closet.
It was agonizing to unhook my bra. It hurt so bad to reach behind that I considered not putting another one on in its place. The only front clasping bra I owned was my go to ‘going out’ bra, since it was everything the modest pink bra wasn’t; it was deep purple, lacey and a ridiculous push up. Might as well look good if I die, right? It hurt like hell to pull the cream colored camisole over my head and even worse to reach my left arm back to put it in the sleeve of a red, plaid shirt. I buttoned it halfway. My jewelry box contained mostly cheap, costume jewelry, good for the bar scene but nowhere classier.
I owned one real silver pendant. When the price of silver skyrocketed two years ago, I sold every piece of it I had to pay for school, except this. I draped the thin chain around my neck, biting my lip at the pain it caused my injured back and buckled the clasp. I turned it around so the little silver leaf rested under my collar bone. Once belonging to my grandmother, this necklace brought back memories. Memories were nice and all, but did nothing for survival. I dropped the lid on my jewelry box and went to join the others.
“Here,” Padraic said, extending his hand. “This will help.”
“Why are you always so eager to drug me?” I asked, taking the pills anyway.
“You said that before. But I didn’t drug you.”
“Yes you did. Before everything happened. You gave me pills and everything went fuzzy.”
Padraic shook his head. “I gave you Tylenol.”
“It had to be stronger than that.”
“No. You passed out from the gas.”
“Gas?” I sat cross legged on the floor, once again sorting through our meager stash of supplies.
“They came through, the police or soldiers maybe. They were in all black…I couldn’t tell.” He shook his head. “Crowd control,” he suggested with a frown.
“Oh.” I thought back. Screams followed by gun shots. And then the smoke alarms going off. Obviously, the hospital hadn’t burned down. “Why would they gas the place?”
“I don’t know,” he said absently.
Jason and Sonja sat next to me. “What’s the plan?” Jason asked.
“We leave,” I said shortly. “As soon as the sun is up.”
“And then what?” Sonja inquired.
“We hope to find others and a place to stay and wait this out.” Even if that were possible, I mused, what would it be like? Would we have anything to live for? Half the world was dead.
It was twelve thirty-three. The battery powered alarm clock told me so when I pressed the button to illuminate the screen. I sat at the table next to Padraic while the others slept. A circle of candles offered the only light, reminding me of a cheesy séance scene in a low budget horror film. I watched the flames bob up and down, hypnotized.
“So,” Padraic’s voice broke the laconism. “What’s your story?”
“My story?”
“Yes. You’ve been strangled and stabbed before. Why?”
I crossed my arms. “What does it matter to you?”
“I’m curious.”
My story was colorful and long. It wasn’t something I eagerly devolved into. Ever. “I’ve made some bad choices.”
“I think we all can say that,” he chuckled.
“What about you? What’s your story?”
I watched him lean back in the uncomfortable chair. “I was born and raised in Dublin, came here for med school, liked it, and decided to stay.” He laughed. “There’s not much to my story. I had a normal childhood, studied more than partied in college and became a social recluse during my residency. I don’t have much free time but when I do I like to read. The most exciting thing I’ve ever done in my life is go scuba diving.”
“Oh,” I said, imagining some grand, stone house in the Irish countryside. “I’ve been to the Hill of Tara, well, what’s left of it.”
“Really?”
“When I was sixteen. It was very…green.” And enchanting and enthralling and magical. Padraic didn’t need to know that. “But I liked it.”
“I’ve only been there once, and I was young. I was convinced I’d find a leprechaun,” he admitted. “Why did you go there?”
“My stepdad, Ted, likes to travel.”
“Where else have you been?”
“All over, but mostly third world countries.”
“Why is that?”
“Ted runs mission groups.”
“Wow, that’s a very compassionate thing to do.”
“I guess, if you can say leaving your own country that’s full of poor, starving children to go help people thousands of miles away is compassionate.”
Padraic must have seen the resentment in my eyes because he promptly changed the subject. “So you’re not going to tell me why you got stabbed before?”
I pulled on my braid, hesitant to tell Padraic about my shady past when his own teen years were probably spent eating perfect potatoes with his perfect family in his perfect house. “I got mixed up with some bad people who did bad things. I was majorly in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Truth was, I didn’t just get ‘mixed up’ with a drug runner. I purposely sought him out, hoping to piss Ted off. He and my mother had planned a mission to China that year and would be gone not only for my birthday but Christmas as well. I had hoped they’d be so upset they’d stay home and try to discipline me. I got to spend Christmas with my mom alright; she sat next to my hospital bed while I suffered a knife wound to the gut. It knocked me out of my ‘befriend the druggies’ scene at least.
“Care to elaborate?” he pushed.
“Undercover drug bust gone south.”
“Sounds intense.”
I shrugged, accidentally lifting my left shoulder. I winced and swore. I could see Padraic frown, with the yellow light dancing over his attractive face. I stood, needing to stretch my muscles, and paced around the living room.
“You should rest your shoulder and back,” he told me, getting up as well. “To give it time to heal.”
“I don’t think I have the time,” I sighed but sat on the couch. Padraic sunk down next to me. The candles on the table didn’t offer much light over here.
“Were you undercover?” he persisted on knowing my story.
“Nope.”
“Oh,” he scoffed.
“The funny thing is, I never used.”
“Then why were you there?”
“It’s complicated,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to admit to my selfishness. Years later, I regretted my wasted childhood.
“We have time.”
I sighed. I hadn’t taken a trip down this bad memory lane in years. And I wasn’t about to go tonight. “Why are you a doctor?”
“I wanted to help people. I grew up seeing my dad heal and cure. I thought he was performing miracles. One day he brought me to a lab and showed me cells and bacteria and viruses under a microscope. He said it wasn’t miracles that saved lives, it was science. I was hooked.”
I wanted to say something about science and the current virus but kept my mouth shut. “I wanted to be an actress or a signer,” I informed him.
“You’re pretty enough.”
“Yea, thanks. But Hollywood has no money anymore.”
“Or audience, now.” He laughed, and eventually, I did too. “So did you just come here from California then?”
“No.” I came here from jail, another thing Padraic didn’t need to know. “I dropped out of school last year and got a job waiting tables. That didn’t work out so I moved in with my aunt.”
“What were you going to school for?”
“Business, then theatre, then communications, then psychology. I couldn’t make up my mind.” I yawned.
“Tired?”
“Yes,” I said, seeing no point in lying. “But I can’t sleep. My brain won’t shut off.”
“You can’t stay awake forever,” he said very doctorly. He got up and rooted around in our medical bag. “Take two of these. It will help you relax. I’ll keep watch.”
The offer was tempting. “What if something happens and I’m too groggy to fight?”
“You shouldn’t fight with that cut on your back. If you were my patient, I’d restrict your activity.”
“Good thing I’m not your patient.” I hungrily eyed the large pain pills. I took them from Padraic’s hand, about to pop them into my mouth when something scratched at the door. I jumped, the pills bouncing away on the cold tile.
Padraic didn’t move. I sprung up, snatched my gun and looked out the peep hole, though I knew perfectly well I couldn’t see in the dark. Then I heard him whine.
“Argos,” I whispered and moved the chair out of the way. The Doberman bolted inside as soon as the door opened. In his excitement, he jumped on me, pushing me back into the door. The pressure on my cut radiated throughout my body. I needed those pills.
“You know this dog?” Padraic asked, kneeling down. Argos ran over to greet him.
“Kinda. He was upstairs. I let him out and he ran away.”
“He seems friendly.”
“He isn’t to the infected,” I said in a way that conveyed what I had seen.
“What should we do with him?”
“I don’t know.” I put the chair back and took a bowl from the cabinet. Filling it with water from the bathtub, I set it on the floor for Argos to eagerly lap up. I gave him some of Finickus’ food. I didn’t want to leave the dog just as much as I didn’t want to take care of an animal while running for our lives. “I think he can fend for himself.”
“I’m sure he can,” Padraic agreed.
I sat on the couch, pulling a crocheted blanket over me. With his mouth still dripping with water, Argos leapt up next to me, curling in a ball, resting his head on my lap. “He can see in the dark,” I quietly added. “We can’t.”
“He’d be a good watch dog,” Padraic suggested. I thought about it, weighing the options. Padraic again urged me to sleep. With Argo’s hearing and sight better than and humans’, I felt as safe as I could and eventually drifted to sleep.
The sun had risen, fully risen. Cursing, I stood. Argos had moved to the floor, sprawled out in the middle of the living room. He woke when I got up, standing and stretching before greeting me. Padraic was asleep, looking comfortable with his feet propped up in the recliner.
“Nice,” I huffed. “Glad we were so well protected.”
“I took over,” Jason said. I whirled around, causing pain to flicker at the site of my torn skin. It wasn’t as bad as before.
“Oh. Thanks.” I was annoyed for sleeping so late, though even I had to admit it felt good. I woke everyone up, made them eat a lousy breakfast and dress in warm clothes. Nerves tingled throughout me at the thought of leaving. For a little over a month, this had been home. It was warm and welcoming just as much as it was run down and crappy. We couldn’t stay here forever. We’d run out of food and water. Plus, the bathroom would really start to stink.
“So we’re just going to get in the cars and drive?” Hilary asked.
“Yeah. I found a map,” I told her, patting my purse. I put the most important things in there: a water bottle, a bag of mixed nuts, the gun and bullets, a flashlight and a knife. I had a feeling like I was forgetting something. I looked reassuringly at the three large duffle bags full of more food, clothes, medical stuff, and miscellaneous things I thought we could use. What was in my purse was my ‘emergency get away’ supplies.
I stiffly slipped my arms into a brown, leather bomber jacket. I had two sets of keys and needed to find what cars they belonged to. Of course, the easiest thing to do would be to hit the panic button. It would lead me, and the zombies, right to the car.
Zoe ungracefully walked from the bedroom wearing a pair of my pajama pants. The hems caught under her slippers and she tripped, dropping Finickus, her stuffed cat, and a plastic bag of cat food. Argos took off, chasing the fat cat around the apartment.
“Argos, no!” I yelled, wondering if the dog would even bother listening to me. Somewhat surprisingly, he did. Since this complex didn’t allow big dogs (and especially wouldn’t allow ‘aggressive’ breeds) I figured his owners made sure he was well trained as to not piss off the wrong person. Lisa helped Zoe up, scooping up the spilled cat food while Zoe picked Finickus back up, soothing him like a baby. I hadn’t planned on taking Finickus. He had no value to us, wouldn’t help us survive. How could I tell that to Zoe?
I rooted through one of the bags until I retrieved a pair of scissors. Careful not to clip her skin, I cut several inches off the hem of the pants. She needed to be able to run if she had to. I wanted to wrap Zoe in a blanket and tuck her in the backseat of the SUV. I was banking on Jason or Padraic carrying her, which wouldn’t work with that stupid cat in her arms. As if he could read my mind, Finickus looked at me and meowed.
I had nothing against that cat. His white fur on every piece of clothing I owned pissed me off, but he was friendly and had kept me company while I was recovering. Still, I couldn’t justify having another mouth to feed. He’s just one cat, and he’ll probably run away the first chance he gets.
“Ok,” I said, getting everyone’s attention. “I’ll make sure the coast is clear. Jason, Padraic, and Hilary, take the bags. Sonja, keep track of Zoe and Lisa.” I ran my finger up and down the barrel of the gun. “I’m gonna check the apartment closest to the doors. If it’s safe, hide in there until I figure out which car these keys go to.”
“Orissa,” Padraic objected. “No. You can’t do this alone. Especially with that nasty cut on your back.”
“We don’t really have a choice.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“No,” I immediately replied. “You need to stay with the others. And carry the third bag.”
“I can carry it,” Sonja offered. I could tell by the look in her eyes she didn’t want me going on my own either. I wasn’t too keen on that idea myself, but I didn’t see it happening any other way.
“I’m fast. If anything is down there, I can run back here. And,” I added to appease everyone. “I won’t really be alone. Argos will come with me.”
“This is stupid, Orissa,” Padraic said, running a hand over his rumpled dark hair. “We can come up with something else. Something that doesn’t involve you going out unguarded.”
I motioned to the dog. “I’ll be guarded. He can hear better than me. If anything is coming, he’ll know before I do.” Before he could come up with another logical counter argument, I dragged the chair away from the door and opened it. Argos went first. I waited, taking his silence as clearance. As soon as my feet were in the hall, I wanted to be back inside. I was scared, and the flaws in my plan slapped me in the face.
What if the first floor was overrun with zombies? What if crazies lurked in the shadows? What would I really do? Use the remaining eight bullets before trying to manically load another magazine?
There wasn’t a choice.
I worked on taking slow, steady breaths as I descended the stairs. Argos was nowhere in sight, yet the jingling of his tags echoed through the empty halls. I’d have to take them off as soon as I got the chance. That is
if
I got the chance.
We hadn’t braved searching the first floor. On ground level, it seemed more of a threat to dangers, unlike the second and third, above the dangerous reality. I stopped in the middle of the hall and closed my eyes, listening.
Something moved to my left. With the gun raised, I whirled around.
“What the hell!?” I yelled.
“Sorry!” Padraic said, arms held out.
“I could have shot you!” I shook my head. “Why the hell did you sneak up on me?”
“I didn’t want to say anything in case we weren’t alone.”
“Oh, well great thinking. Now they probably heard me yelling.”
“How is that my fault?”
“You snuck up on me!”
“I said I was sorry!”
“Sorry isn’t going to make the zombies go ‘oh, I better not see if that’s food!’” I hissed. Argos’ growl interrupted my anger. “Stay here,” I demanded. Padraic didn’t listen. He gripped one of the movie daggers, looking oddly out of place.
Down the hall and around a corner, Argos pawed at a door. I pressed my ear against it. Suddenly, something bumped into the door. I jumped back. The thing clawed at the door, making horrible gurgling growls.
“Zombie,” I mouthed. I didn’t know what to do. Should we bust down the door and kill it? It had been in there for weeks, I didn’t see it getting out now. I took hold of Padraic’s wrist and pulled him along.
“You’re gonna leave it?” he asked, his mouth open in alarm.
“I don’t think it will get out. Come on, we’re wasting time.”
The rest of the complex was zombie free. I stood guard while Padraic went and got the others. I had wanted them to stay safely on the second floor in case something happened, but Padraic insisted we all be ready.
Too bad I was right.
A horde of zombies shuffled around the parking lot. I stood, transfixed on their jerky movements, rotten skin and rumbling, unified moan. A blur of black whizzed past me. I didn’t have time to scream his name. Argos leapt onto a zombie, knocking him to the ground. The movement gained the attention of the others; soon six more dragged their feet in Argos’ direction.
My heart ached for the dog. I pulled the gun, aimed and shot. The scope was off. The bullet hit the zombie in the neck instead of the head, which was where I was aiming. Its head flopped back, arms flailing to the sides. Then it collapsed.
“What the…?” I muttered. I shot one more, this time in the ear, before telling myself not to waste any more bullets on a dog. My heart hammering, I pulled the keys from my pocket. Seeing no use in being surreptitious anymore, I hit the lock button. A small SUV beeped in response.
“Thank God,” I whispered. This was exactly what we needed. I flew to the door, my hands shaking as I unlocked it. I jumped in, jammed the keys in the ignition and started the engine. “Son of a bitch!” I hit the steering wheel. The ‘check engine’ light came on. Taking a car with engine problems isn’t a good idea even if you’re not running for your life. We couldn’t rely on this.
The second set of keys didn’t have a remote. The Chevy symbol was etched into the black top of the key, which helped narrow it down. The parking lot was nearly empty; only three Chevys were in sight. The truck would be too convenient. The Camaro, however, was the least practical. And it was a match.
I didn’t know how to drive a stick. I had always planned on learning but the opportunity came and went. The engine roared to life. I forced the stick in any direction it would move. In reverse, the car jolted back, slamming into another car. Fumbling, I moved the stick one over. The engine squealed, but we were moving.
Leaving the engine running, I jumped out and ran inside. “Go!” I yelled, waving them out. “Hurry! There are zombies out there!” I caught Padraic’s arm. “Keys,” I instructed. He reached into his pocket. “The Camaro’s a stick,” I explained shortly. “I don’t drive a stick.”
“I can,” Hilary said. She hoisted her bag up on her shoulder and darted out. My fingers closed around the Range Rover’s keys and I was off again. I didn’t want to look for Argos. I couldn’t stomach the sight of zombies ripping his flesh off of his body, shoving into their decomposing mouths. The Range Rover was close to the main doors; we snuck out through the back. I ran around the building, my thighs burning from moving so fast. I could barely breathe as I started the SUV.
I almost hit him. I slammed on the break and swerved, threatening to tip over the vehicle. There he stood, practically untouched, wagging his stump of a tail. I opened my door and called him. With ease, Argos jumped inside, stepping over me and into the passenger seat. Tires squealing, I pressed the gas pedal hard. I jumped out, almost forgetting to put the SUV in park, to help load the remaining bags and Zoe. By some miracle, Finickus remained wrapped tightly in her arms.
The zombies that had chased Argos were making their way back with disturbing speed. I scrambled to throw the heavy bag of food and water into the back of the SUV. Argos sniffed the air, showing his teeth and turning in the direction of the zombies. He tried to jump out of the back of the open SUV. I reached out for him on impulse, my fingers wrapping around his collar. He jerked me forward, pulling my left arm which sent ripples of pain across my torn flesh.
I involuntarily cried out. Padraic appeared from thin air, getting Argos back in the Range Rover. He shut the door, put his fingers through mine and moved forward, only to get stopped by a zombie. Letting go of my hand, Padraic swung the dagger at the zombie, slicing its chest. Pale yellow pus and blood oozed out.
Argos barked and Zoe screamed. More zombies were coming. We were about to be surrounded. The zombie in front of us staggered, waving its hands blindly in our direction. The eyes were clouded over. I didn’t think it could see very well anymore.
“Drop!” I whispered to Padraic. His eyes questioned me, but he followed suit. I crawled under the running SUV, desperately moving away from the zombie. My hands burned from pulling myself along the pavement as I scrambled up. The zombie had just figured out where we had disappeared to. Padraic kicked it in the face and dragged himself into the clear.
I shot another zombie in the shoulder as I frantically got into the car. With no real destination in mind, Padraic gunned it. We tore out of the parking lot, past a herd of zombies, and onto the main road.
“The highway,” I panted. Padraic made a U turn (an illegal U turn, but who’s gonna stop us?). It was a little sickening to remember the full carts of food, water and supplies left to fester in the street. I told myself there’d be other stores to rob.
More zombies than I could count meandered around the chaotic streets, with absolutely no signs of human life. It was horrifying and frightening beyond describing. And it confirmed my worst fear: we were the only survivors in the city.
Cars were pulled over on the side of the road with their doors left hanging open. Suitcases, bags and other personal belongings lay scattered and forgotten amidst the occasional dead body. Where had everyone gone? Following the body trail seemed like a literal dead end. I kept my mouth shut. I needed to go north. I had to see if she was alive.
The number of zombies dwindled the farther we got from the heart of the city. I waited until we made it ten minutes without seeing the dead milling about to say that we needed to stop for gas.
“Where?” Padraic asked. “I don’t think the gas stations will accept my credit card anymore. That and I don’t have it.”
I rolled my eyes. “We need to stop at a house, preferably one with a nice garden. Then, you’ll see.”
“A garden?”
“Yes.”
“Can I ask why?”
“You’ll see,” I repeated. A house with a nice garden promised a hose and gardening tools. I didn’t need the entire hose, just a few feet of it. “Get off on the next exit,” I told him. “And we’ll try to find a neighborhood.”
Every minute that passed without finding what I was looking for felt like a waste. I nervously wound my braid around my fingers, thinking about her, hoping she was somehow still alive. I had zoned out when Padraic said,
“Is this ok?”
“It’s perfect.” I straightened, almost smiling at the sight of the large houses. We passed three massive brick homes and pulled into the driveway of an impressive colonial style that was elaborately decorated for Halloween. “Stay here,” I told Padraic. Looking back at Zoe, I added, “If anything happens, drive. I’ll meet you at the front of the neighborhood.”
“Orissa…” he shook his head.
“Keep her safe,” I persisted. “Come on, Argos, let’s go.”
The decent thing to do was knock, which is what I did. No one answered the door, as I suspected. I peered in through the big, living room window, kicking a fake grave site out of the way. I knocked on the glass too, just in case. I looked, I watched, and I waited.
Nothing.
I picked up a decorative brick, red hot pain searing through my open flesh as I did so, and threw it against the glass. It shattered, not as neatly as it does in movies. Using a stupid plastic skeleton arm, I broke away the rest, allowing Argos and myself to get through without slicing ourselves open.
“Hello,” I called out quietly. “If anyone is hiding in here, sorry I broke your window. And I’m not a zombie, so don’t shoot.”
Still nothing.
The house was incredible. The décor looked like something out of a magazine. Everything was grand and must have cost a fortune, but it wasn’t overdone. Whoever lived here had good taste. And apparently a dog; Argos happily picked up a rawhide bone.
“Maybe I’ll find you some food,” I told him. My first priority was the kitchen and the garage. Every nonperishable item had been taken, including all beverages. There was a small bag of dog food in the walk-in pantry. It wouldn’t last Argos long, though it was better than nothing. With the food in one hand and gun in the other, Argos and I carefully picked our way into the garage.
“Yes,” I whispered when my eyes feasted on the shiny, pearl white Cadillac parked in front of me. It was roomy, way better for a long road trip than the sports car Hilary drove. I went back into the house and began somewhat frantically looking for the keys. An odd feeling began to form in my stomach, a feeling of dread and anxiety. Not that it was odd to feel given the circumstances. I wanted out of the house. I was wasting time. That’s all it was. I knew I needed to hurry.
Giving up and sadly leaving the Escalade behind, I grabbed a pair of garden shears and exited through the back to find a hose. I pulled a few feet out and cut it. I stood, sighed and bent down again. It could be helpful to have two siphons.
A gun fired behind me. I jumped, dropping the shears. I snatched up my own gun, expecting to turn and see a dead zombie and the person who saved me from it. My heart raced when I turned. There was no zombie, only a man.
And his gun was pointed at me.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 5-
 

“Don’t shoot!” I cried, holding up my arms. “I’m not crazy or a zombie!”
“Like hell you aren’t!” the man shouted, aim unwavering.
“I’m not, I promise! I haven’t been bitten!”
“It’s not the virus that’s making you crazy,” he said angrily, moving forward, rifle in hand. “Damn looters started already!”
“I’m not looting,” I said back, though in all fairness, I had broken into someone’s house. Where had this guy come from? And where was Argos? “No-no one lives here,” I tried. I debated if I should raise my gun. I could drop to the ground, shoot him in the leg, take his gun and make a run for it. No, that was a crappy thing to do. The man came closer. I could see his hands shake ever so slightly. My heart pounded and my palms sweat. I swallowed hard and stepped in his direction. “What’s it to you, anyway?”
“People lived in that house.”
“Lived, see? No one does anymore.”
He raised the gun so that the barrel was parallel to my forehead. Argos trotted around the house. He stopped and looked at me, assessing the situation. From what I knew about him, he didn’t view humans as threats. If he could just stay quiet…I had my doubts about him not getting shot.
“No!” the man continued. “You shouldn’t break into other people’s houses, even though times are bad.”
I nearly rolled my eyes. Was he going to lecture me or shoot me? I fixed my gaze on his, unblinking. I’ve always been good at reading people. It’s partially why I’m good at getting away with crap. This guy was as easy to read as a highway billboard, and right now he was scared shitless.
“Zombie!” I yelled, diverting my eyes to the left. The man jumped, thankfully not pulling the trigger on impulse, and turned. I ducked out of the way, grabbed the gun and shoved it back and in his face. He staggered, crying out in pain, losing his grip on the gun.
And now it was in my hands.
“Listen here, you little prick,” I said venomously. “Times are worse than bad. For all we know, we could be the only ones left. Don’t waste a human life trying to be all ‘above the law’. There is no law anymore.”
He reeled back, terrified. Someone ran through the decorative planters along the house, feet crunching the lava rocks. I whipped around, my pistol aimed.
“Orissa!” Padraic called. “I heard the shot. I wanted to make sure you were alri—” he cut off, skidding to a stop. His eyes flashed from me to the man several times. Once he decided the guy wasn’t crazy, he asked. “What is going on?”
“He,” I jeered, “tried to kill me.”
“Why?” Padraic blurted, having to be logical.
“Cause he’s an idiot,” I replied. “It doesn’t matter. I got what we need so let’s go.”
“Wait,” Padraic said. “Are there more? More people alive?”
“Maybe,” the man said bitterly.
“That’s great! You should get them and come with us. We’re going to find the quarantine.”
I clicked the safety on my pistol and stuck it in my waistband, refusing to wince at the pain my shoulder caused me. Switching the rifle to my right hand, I checked the remaining ammo; there were six bullets left.
“No,” the man said firmly. “We decided to stay. We have supplies.”
“It won’t last forever,” Padraic said gravely.
“I have enough,” he said, putting his hand on his chin. I gathered up the hoses and the dog food, plopping them down in front of Padraic. That was when I noticed the sweat running down the guy’s face. Sure, nerves could make you sweaty, but not on this chilly fall day.
“What kind of food do you have?” I asked.
“Uh, lots of dried stuff. It will last.” His eyes moved to the left as he spoke.
“He’s lying,” I called him out.
Padraic shook his head. “Why would he lie?”
“I don’t know. But he is.” I aimed the gun at him. “Why are you lying?”
The guy shook his head. Blood dripped from his nose.
Padraic inhaled sharply. “You’re infected,” he alleged. “When?”
The guy twitched. “Yesterday.”
“It’s starting to set in, isn’t it? You’re having violent urges.”
“Yes, I mean, no! I know it’s wrong. I know she’s wrong,” he yelled, pointing at me. “She broke into that house. I had to shoot her. She broke the law.”
Oh, was Padraic right. The craziness was setting in. Argos growled. We needed to leave, like yesterday.
“Well,” Padraic appealed. “I’m very sorry about that. Though I really don’t see how it’s relevant anymore.”
“I was doing what was right,” the half crazy droned. “She was wrong to break in. I had to make it right.”
“I don’t think we’re going to be able to reason with him,” I whispered to Padraic. “Listen, mister, why don’t you go inside and do what’s right and let us leave, ok?”
“Are there really others?” Padraic just had to ask.
“No,” the guy said. “They left me.”
I knew that would pull on Padraic’s heartstrings. They were right leaving him. Obviously none of Mr. Almost Crazy’s friends couldn’t stomach killing him just yet. And I couldn’t either. Not when he was semi-lucid.
“I’m sorry,” I told him and really meant it. “You know it was the best thing though. And that’s why we have to leave you too.” I backed up.
“Do I have your permission to go in the house?” he asked, suddenly looking at me curiously.
“Yes. You have not only my permission, but my blessing. Please go in the house.” Argos growled again. Logan snapped in just minutes. We didn’t have long before this guy turned homicidal. Padraic carried the supplies back to the car, getting in without saying a word.
“Did you kill a zombie, Orissa?” Zoe asked me, her big green eyes almost alive with excitement.
“Yes,” I lied. “Two of them, actually.”
“Don’t lie,” Padraic said. My heart actually skipped a beat. “She killed one and Argos got the other.”
“Oh,” Zoe said and hugged Argos. “Good dog.”
We drove back to the highway, making it only twenty minutes before we saw the line of unmoving cars. It was impassable, but not entirely impossible.
“Stop,” I told Padraic. Leaving Argos in the car, I climbed up on the roof of the Range Rover. “Hello!” I called, my voice echoing. Nothing came running out from under the cars, from the grassy median or the overgrown sides of the road. I jumped down, regretting it instantly. What I wouldn’t give for an ice pack right now. I opened the door to let Argos out.
“What are you doing now?” Padraic asked.
“Getting gas. Come on, I’ll show you.”
Jason, Sonja and Hilary got out of their car, clueless as to what went down back at the fancy neighborhood. I told them the same lie we had told Zoe and then showed them how to siphon the gas from cars. It didn’t take long to fill up our containers and get going again.
“Turn here,” I instructed Padraic forty minutes later. I angled the map away from him, though I knew he could see the signs.
“Where are we going?” he asked, glancing at me.
“I went to school here,” I explained. “There was a disaster plan. I had forgotten about it until now. It’s worth a try checking out, right?”
“If you say so.”
I hated that I felt guilty. I didn’t want to feel anything towards Padraic. I wanted to find her—if she was alive—and go to my grandparents’ farm. Padraic wasn’t in that equation.
The campus was full of zombies.
“Damn it all to hell,” I swore under my breath. Padraic drove slowly, hoping to sneak by unnoticed. I kept my eyes focused on the glove box in front of me. I didn’t want to look at the faces, afraid of seeing someone I might know.
We reached the dorm, passing a dozen zombies. Hilary pulled up next to us.
“What’s the plan?” Jason asked, too loud for my liking.
I didn’t meet his eyes when I spoke. “Disaster relief planning. Might be inside. I went to school here.” Damn it, I was giving myself away. “I’ll go check it out.”
“Not alone,” Jason shouted.
“He’s right, Orissa,” Padraic had to agree of course.
“Anyone know how to handle a gun?” I asked, with little hope I’d get a response.
“I’ve gone to the shooting range before, but that’s about the extent of my experience,” Jason admitted.
“I can shoot,” Lisa’s hoarse voice came from the back.
“No,” Padraic and I said in unison, finally agreeing on something. The poor girl could barely speak let alone defend herself from crazies.
“I’m going alone,” I said to appease my guilty conscious. That, and I really didn’t want to see any of my companions get hurt. “If I’m not back in ten minutes, go on without me.”
“Orissa, no!” Padraic hit the steering wheel. “You can’t do this.”
“Someone has to. And I know the layout of the building.”
“Let me come with you,” he insisted.
I raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever shot a gun in your life?”
“N-no.”
“Exactly.”
“Just point and shoot, right? It can’t be that hard,” he tried.
“If your target is right in front of you, no, it’s not that hard. I’m hoping we don’t have to get that close.”
“Then let Jason go.”
“Fine.” I unbuckled my seat belt. “Can everyone else fit in here? You know, just in case?” I turned to face Zoe, who had fallen asleep. “Argos will come with me, so there’s more room. And seriously, Padraic,” I said, putting my hand on his, “do not wait for us.”
“Ok,” he said. And then he hugged me. It was an odd sensation; his stiff, warm embrace and the pain it caused since his hand settled on top of the stab wound. “Don’t make me leave without you,” he begged.
“I’ll try my hardest,” I promised and got out of the SUV, calling for Argos to follow. I gave Jason the rifle, warned him there were only six rounds left and stood guard while the others piled into the Range Rover. It was weird, marching into the large, brick dorm, striding past a zombie that writhed on the ground, its legs apparently eaten off. It was such an epic moment, so dangerous and stupid yet here I was, going in without hesitation. I didn’t have time to give an ‘all or nothing’ speech, didn’t have time to prep myself for what I might find.
I was thinking about how lame action movies were in depicting real life when we walked up the first set of stairs. Argos had raced ahead again, wanting to be the first to check everything out. Luck must be on our side, I thought, since all was silent.
I fucking jinxed us.
The hall was full of zombies. I grabbed Jason, pulling him down on the stairs. Fear choked me, not of the zombies but of the realization that there is no way she made it out alive. Not with this many. Oh God, what if she was one of them? What if her pretty face was rotting and deteriorating and her only drive in life was to shove human flesh into her festering, noxious mouth?
No. She was alive. She had to be. I had told her what to do. Ok, I hadn’t told her what to do if the world is overcome with a virus that turns you into a homicidal maniac before you zombify, but she’s smart.
I counted thirteen zombies, groaning as they roamed the halls. And there had to be more that we couldn’t see. It was dark in here, the only light coming from the windows at the end of the hall and the weak sunlight that filtered through open dorm room doors. Argos’ short fur stood on end as he growled. I tried to shush him unsuccessfully. In theory, Jason and I could shoot every zombie in sight. And we’d be screwed and out of bullets. I needed to come up with a plan.
I couldn’t crawl through the ceiling tiles, they’d give way. Investigating upstairs and trying to climb down through an open window wouldn’t work in this brick dormitory; I’d probably fall and not to my death, just break something and painfully lay helpless on the ground while zombie teeth tore through my skin and gorged on my intestines.
Nervously, I chewed on the inside of my lip. A distraction was the only plausible way to go. I just needed to come up with one. Stressed, I bit down hard and made myself bleed. Cursing, I swallowed the metallic substance.
“Blood,” I whispered, wiping the inside of my mouth with my finger.
“What are you talking about?” Jason asked.
“We can distract them with blood, I think.”
“So you want to bleed all over the floor and run away?”
“That’s exactly what I want to do.”
“That’s a horrible idea,” he told me.
“You got a better one?”
“Well, no. Do you really want to risk an open wound around them, though?”
“Who-who told you?”
Jason’s eyes pierced mine. “I’m not stupid, Orissa. If this really is a virus, it will spread like one.”
“Oh, right,” I said, feeling bad for not giving him more credit. The fact that the zombie virus was contagious through blood wasn’t my secret to keep. I had hoped that by not sharing, it would keep the calm, or what was left of the calm.
“We need to do something, we’re wasting time,” I whispered.
“Ok.” He crouched down, peering down the hall. “There’s not really an emergency relief group in here.”
“No.”
“Who are we looking for? Your boyfriend?”
“Nope.”
“Sister?”
“Nope.”
“Brother?”
“Wrong again. Now shush!” I hissed. My mind turned. I needed to come up with something, anything to get in the hall. Her room was in the middle on the left, right behind a fat zombie, munching on another zombie’s arm.
Sick.
“Upstairs,” I whispered, holding onto Argos as we tiptoed up. There were no zombies up here. A girl quickly walked out of a room, blood dripping down her face, growling. “Shit!” I cursed. “A crazy.”
“Did she see us?”
“I don’t think so. We have to take her out. We-we just have to.”
We sank down on the stairs. The girl looked like a freshman, young and at one point, innocent. And now she was insane, covered with crusting, brown blood. I wondered if she knew it happened, like the guy back at the colonial house. What would it feel like? Confusion, I’d imagine. I’d want to die. If no one would kill me, I’d do it myself. But could I? Maybe my sense of right and wrong would get skewed too.
The girl muttered incoherent grumbles and crossed the hall. I struggled to take hold of Argos, who desperately wanted to bolt forward. In the two seconds it took the crazy to go from one room to another, I saw the bite marks on her arms.
Zombies went after crazies.
It made sense, why they would. Crazies still had beating hearts and fresh blood. They were in the process of dying, or un-dying, but they were one hundred percent alive.
“I have a plan,” I said excitedly and whispered it to Jason. He took Argos, leaving me alone on the stairwell. I had more faith in the dog than I did in Jason’s ability to shoot. This stairwell was dark and dreary without the threat of getting eaten alive. It was downright terrifying today.
I smelled him. That’s how I knew a zombie had crawled up the stairs. I put my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming in frustration. Dammit Jason, I specifically told you to
close the door!
One of the zombie’s eyes was hanging out of his head, flopping around with each jerky movement. His hands slapped the cold tile stairs. I couldn’t shoot him. It wasn’t time yet. Jason couldn’t have made it to the other side; he needed more time.
Frantically, I pressed myself against the wall, praying he wouldn’t see me. My body prickled with fear, every nerve on end. I wasn’t sure I could move my feet even if I tried. This zombie was slow and I did after all have the gun, but he wasn’t going to ruin my plan.
He kept moving, probably following the scent of fresh blood. I should have kicked it down the stairs when I had a chance. Idiotically, I didn’t. And now it was above me, two stairs away from the top. The zombie turned, its only good eye bloodshot and dull. The pupil twitched. I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. If I could momentarily stop my heart from beating, I would have.
It felt like a year passed. The zombie didn’t continue on. He just stood there. My eyes were glued to him, I was afraid to blink; afraid the minute movement would set him off. The knock echoed through the stairs. I jumped. I needed to act, now.
And this son of a bitch was in my way.
“Fuck it,” I said, and shot him in the head. I leapt past his finally dead body and burst through the doors. “HEY! Come and get me, you meat-eating freak!” I shouted. With a harrowing scream, the crazy took off after me. I sprinted down the stairs, my body chattering with adrenaline. I slammed into the doors on the second floor, drawing my gun. The crazy had tripped over the zombie body, acting as a perfect booby trap and allowing me to gain a few seconds head start. I shot her, the bullet hitting her arm like I planned.
Blood—fresh, juicy, and red – stained her already filthy Purdue University hoodie.
“Smell that, you stupid zombies? Come and get it while it’s fresh!”
All of the zombies marched in our direction in a petrifying parade. The crazy ignored me, going for the bigger crowd. She was no match for them. Without further ado, I madly dashed down the stairs, across the lobby, the commons and into another stairwell where Jason waited.
“It worked!” he said in disbelief.
I nodded, too winded to speak. I grabbed his arm and dragged him back up onto the second floor. Distracted with the yummy crazy girl, all the zombies surrounded her body, fighting to get a piece. We reached her room; the door was still closed but not locked. If possible, I felt even more nervous as I opened it.
The room was empty. I didn’t let myself think about it being good or bad. I couldn’t just leave. Not after all we went through. There had to be something, some clue, like a note saying where she had gone.
And there was: the calendar on the wall. A big X was drawn through every completed day. The last X was on Friday, October 21st. She had at least made it until them. I didn’t know what day it was today. I had no idea how much time had passed. A week, maybe? Two weeks? My appointment for a checkup was only a few days after that. That’s when the virus hit Indy. Had it hit the campus sooner?
‘Seth’s Party’ was written in black and orange marker in the Saturday, October 22nd
square. Yes! Seth, she’d be with Seth! And Seth lived…shit. He lived in a frat house. But which one?
“Betas,” I said out loud.
“What?” Jason asked.
“Seth is a…a beta something. Or a something beta. Shit! I can’t remember!”
“The Beta Theta Pi’s?” he asked, picking up a flyer for the Beta’s annual Halloween party.
“Yes! Oh thank God, thank you! She could be there, let’s go.”
Three zombies couldn’t get their grubby hands on the body. They wandered away, moaning loudly as if complaining. I shot one in the ear, its brains exploding like a jar of overheated spaghetti sauce. Jason aimed, fired, and missed. Argos barked. I slipped my fingers under his collar before he had the chance to take off.
“Heel!” I told him. That word had no effect. I dragged him along, causing pain to radiate once again through my torn skin. The bright sunlight seemed unreal after the living house of hell we had just been in. Birds even chirped. I felt like someone was mocking us.
I caught a glimpse of Padraic’s broad smile as we bolted from the dormitory. We dove into the Camaro, with me yelling at Jason to drive before he got the keys back into the ignition. No sooner than the engine roared to life, a dozen zombies ran outside.
Literally ran.
Full bellies must have given them an energy boost. Argos snapped and snarled at the window. Jason slammed the pedal down. The engine revved but we didn’t move.
“Put it in first gear!” I shouted, pulse pounding. The zombies were close. “No, that’s third, or second! Shit, I don’t know!”
He moved the clutch, punched the gas and the car stalled. A fat zombie pounded on my window.
“Ok, ok,” I ranted. I had a boyfriend who drove a stick. I’d watched him shift gears before and vaguely remembered him explaining how to do it. I had driven his truck once; he had his hand over mine, shifting the gears for me. “Put it in neutral and turn the car off,” I instructed. Two more zombies clawed at the car, their nails scraping against the metal. We were being surrounded. My hands shook. A newly turned zombie clambered onto the hood, roaring and desperately trying to claw through the glass to get us.
Argos jumped at her, saliva spraying as he fiercely barked. I struggled to push him back and out of the way. I closed my eyes, trying to remember what we had to do. The car shook when another zombie climbed on the hood. The young, female zombie climbed on top of the car, nails raking against the T-Tops. They wouldn’t hold much longer.
The fat zombie made it around the car and was banging on the driver’s side window, blocking out the sun. Jason turned the key; nothing happened. More zombies circled the car. We were going to die, there was just no way out of this. Trapped like sardines in a can, the zombies would peel back the lid that was the top of the car and tear us to pieces.
The Camaro lurched, struck on the side. It threw me sideways into Jason. Oh, God, they were trying to roll the car! Horrified, I turned. Three zombies on my side withered down, thick blood streaking the window.
“Padraic,” I said and watched the black Range Rover back up and jolt forward, pinning the zombies between his grill and the Camaro. They popped like zits, guts and pus oozing from every orifice. “Again,” I told Jason, remembering that I needed to do something with the clutch. It was hard to shout out instructions over Argos barking. Jason heard me and the most beautiful sound of the engine rang out. “Please work,” I prayed and shifted into what I hoped was first gear. The car lurched forward, running over several zombies. Jason jerked the wheel, hoping to knock off the bitch on the top of the car. He hit a stop sign, bashing out the passenger side lights. The zombie girl flew off, rolling on the pavement, her rotten skin peeling off with ease on the rough street.
I forgot about going to the Beta Theta Pi house. My brain’s only thought was getting the hell away from here and surviving. It took a minute of video game style driving through the abandoned streets of Purdue for me to break out of my timorous haze. I looked around, not able to fathom where we were logically. I had spent four and half years on this campus; I should know it well. Passing the Beering Hall of Liberal Arts and Education building jarred my memory.
“We need to get on State Street,” I told Jason, knowing fully that he had no idea where that was. I gave directions. Some of the buildings had been burned down. My stomach twisted at the sight of them, at the sight of what our world had been reduced to. I debated if we should try the highway and sneak in the back. Afraid it would be another frozen traffic jam, I decided against it.
We drove through the perfectly manicured lawn, smashing over Halloween decorations and trampling the bushes.
“Maybe you should stay here and keep the car running,” I said as my trembling hands gripped the door. My wide eyes scanned the yard. When I saw nothing, I got out of the car, Argos right behind me.
“No,” he countered. “Hilary needs to drive. It’s no secret I don’t know how to drive a stick.”
“Right.” The Range Rover stopped next to us. Zombie parts stuck to the front. Without thinking, Padraic got out and rushed over. He put his hands on my shoulders, his blue eyes drilling into mine.
“Are you hurt?” he asked.
“Not really.”
“Good.” Still holding onto me, he looked up at the huge, brick fraternity house. “What are we doing here?”
“Um, looking for supplies.”
“You’re not going in there,” he stated.
I turned to the house. The front door was open and most of the windows had been shattered. There was no hope, really, and I knew it. I had made it this far and I wasn’t leaving. Not without exhausting every possibility.
“I have to,” I blurted.
“No you don’t. We don’t need supplies; we have enough to last us awhile.”
“Weapons. We need more guns.”
“I don’t think you are going to find any guns in a Frat house, Orissa.”
“I doubt you ever were in a fraternity. You’d be surprised at what you might find,” I tried.
“I’m sure that house is filled with surprises, but not an arsenal.”
“You don’t know that,” I spat back, knowing it was a horrible attempt to sway his mind.
“Orissa, there are strict weapon laws in place here.”
Before I could come up with some stupid lie, a crazy burst through the open door. Argos got to it first, taking it down and clamping his sharp teeth into its face. Four more took its place. Jason shot at one, actually hitting him in the shoulder.
The gunfire echoed across the lawn like a dinner bell, drawing more crazies and a few zombies from neighboring houses. I shot one crazy and two zombies in the head. Padraic had the dagger from earlier. Before I could acknowledge whether or not it was a bad idea, I shoved a new magazine into the .22 and traded him weapons. I didn’t trust him in hand-to-hand combat and I didn’t want to see him get hurt.
“Aim for the heart,” I told him, hoping that if he missed the bullet would still have a chance of lodging in a stomach or face. I yanked the sheath off the dagger and rushed forward. “I’ve come here to pledge,” I leered at the crazies. They whipped around at the sound of my voice, drawing some of the danger away from the rest of my party.
I crouched, waiting. It would have worked out better if one was a bit faster than the other but, no, they got to me simultaneously. Taking a stance, I leaned back and kicked the bigger of the two crazies in the stomach, planting my foot back on the ground and whirling in one swift movement, the blade slicing through the air.
It caught the other crazy across the chest. Any normal person would have fallen, shouting in pain, clutching their bleeding front in fear and agony. I leaned back, avoiding his blood crusted hands, swooping the dagger up and into his neck. Blood splattered and I closed my eyes, not wanting to get infected.
In that second the big crazy jumped at me, his fat arms wrapping around my waist. We fell to the ground with him on top of me. Jostled out of my hand on impact, the dagger lay only inches away from my fingers. Fatty licked the crazy’s blood from my face, swallowed gratifyingly, opened his mouth and dove down. I caught his head with my hands. Drool fell on my neck as I desperately tried to push his face away. On instinct, I kneed him in the balls. Crazy didn’t even react. I tangled my fingers in his blonde curls and twisted.
It was revolting, the sound and feeling of a spine snapping. Revolting, but efficient. His body went limp. I rolled him off just in time to get attacked again. A slender, dark haired crazy boy growled at me, showing off his fangs.
What the fuck, fangs!? My fingers closed around the welcome metal of the dagger and I flipped myself onto my feet, ducking out of the way of his body as he dove through the air at me. He rolled to his feet and dove again, a predictable move I easily avoided. The first crazy I sliced crawled after me. He was running out of blood and wouldn’t make it much farther.
I was ready when Fangy jumped. He stabbed himself, impaling his heart on the dagger, body twitching and then going limp. I crawled out from under him, eager to roll him over and look at his teeth. I pried his mouth open and laughed. The fangs were plastic, held onto his teeth by putty. Oh, right. Halloween. He was dressed up as a vampire.
I whirled around. Two zombies lay dead on the ground. I didn’t recall hearing the guns fire. Obviously, they had. Jason stared at me with his mouth agape. I wiped my hands, which were covered in blood, on the grass and jogged over.
“I’m going in,” I said. “I think they all came out already and are hopefully dead. Or deader, in the case of the zombies.”
Padraic’s eyes were filled with wonder. He slowly nodded, though I doubted he knew what he was doing. Leave it to him to go into shock.
“Guard the girls,” I instructed. “There’s a zombie across the street.” Jason immediately raised the rifle. “No,” I said, putting my hand on the long barrel. “It doesn’t have legs.” I watched it drag its pathetic body through the grass. “If I’m not out in ten minutes, go.”
I turned and ran. The chance of running into more zombies or crazies scared me. My muscles were alive with the fight-or-flight syndrome, and I was ready for a fight. Something moved behind me. I spun, dagger raised.
“Argos, don’t do that!” I whispered. He was absolutely disgusting, covered with blood and thin zombie skin. He whizzed past me. I heard his paws bounding up the stairs. The Beta house was big, really big. And, currently, elaborately decorated for a Halloween party. It helped me pretend the dead humans in the hallway were merely props.
If she were here, she would be upstairs. Like Argos, I quickly ascended the stairs. The smell of death was so strong I gagged, retching up what little I had to eat that morning. My bloody hands did little to help when I covered my nose. “Hello!” I called, hoping to draw someone out—friend or foe. I couldn’t be in this hall anymore. Not with the decaying bodies and the smell. I wanted out.
Argos had disappeared again. He was a bad ass when it came to taking down enemies; he was lacking on the loyal guard dog side. Forcing myself to not give up, I went to the end of the hall. Something moved behind a closed door. Its footsteps weren’t clear. When I thought I heard dragging feet, I hightailed it out of there. It seemed closed doors were a challenge to zombies, and this one could stay in there.
Argos barked. My nerves jolted with electricity. He barked again. I took off, running past dead students, Halloween decorations and disheveled furniture. Damn this house for being so big. I was panting by the time I got to Argos. He was looking at the ceiling. My eyes flew to it and I gasped.
“Hello?” I tried again. “Is anyone alive up there?”
“Orissa?” a muffled voice replied. The attic stairs creaked as she pushed them down. “Oh my God, Orissa!”
Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. “Raeya. You’re alive.” I couldn’t help the gooney smile that broke out across my face. I couldn’t believe it. Half of me didn’t. Maybe I had died, and this was heaven. An arm was strewn a few feet from me. No, this was no heaven.
This would be hell.
I stumbled up the stairs, throwing my arms around my best friend. “I knew you were alive,” I exclaimed.
“I’ve been waiting for you,” she cried. “See,” she said to someone behind her. “I told you she would save us.”
We broke apart, Raeya still holding onto my hands. Two people huddle behind her; there was a boy I didn’t recognize and a blonde girl who looked vaguely familiar. Still smiling, I looked Raeya up and down, realizing that she was in costume.
“A sexy nurse?” I teased. “How original, though I have to say the 1980’s yellow blazer puts a brand new spin on it.”
“I was cold and it was the only jacket up here,” she retorted. “And, please, do I have to remind you of some of the cliché costumes you’ve worn?”
“They fit my personality,” I countered. “But this, this is so not you. I bet Seth picked it out in hopes of a little role playing later on.” Then it hit me. Seth wasn’t in the attic. “Oh, God, Seth?” Raeya shook her head, tears rolling down her face. I hugged her again. “I’m so sorry, Raeya.”
She sniffled and nodded. I looked around the attic; the junk had been pushed aside and blankets had been spread out, even covering the windows as make shift curtains in an attempt to make the drafty room seem homey. That would have been Raeya’s doing. The blonde girl was dressed up as Little Red Riding Hood, her red cloak wrapped tightly around her body. The boy had on dirty overalls and a stained white shirt with what looked something that was supposed to be blood, except it was too bright red to be real. His pale makeup had been streaked across his face, making his costume indiscernible.
“What are you supposed to be?” I asked, though it was beyond important.
“A zombie,” he replied gravely.
I burst into laughter. “Sorry,” I muttered, trying to compose myself. “We need to go. Do you have any weapons?” Raeya grabbed a tennis racket and a can opener, holding them up proudly. “That’s it? You have nothing sharp or pointy?”
“No,” Raeya said quietly, her shoulders sagging.
“It’s better than nothing. It’s good, really good,” I told her reassuringly. “Let’s go.” The four of us had just made it to the stairwell when one of the cars honked. “Dumbass,” I hissed, imagining Padraic honking impatiently. “Why doesn’t he just tell all the zombies we are here?”
Turns out, he didn’t have to. They already knew.
Jason stood on top of the Range Rover, rifle pointed. He shot, hitting someone somewhere. Blood splattered in the air. Still, they marched. There had to be dozens of them.
“Get in the car!” I yelled to Jason. I gripped the dagger, preparing myself. “Go to the cars,” I shouted to Raeya and the others. Our sprint was interrupted by a crazy and four zombies. The guy yelled, throwing his hands in the air. He ran forward, desperately wanting in the safety of a car and leaving the three of us girls to defend ourselves.
I heard the gun fire a few more times and I knew before I saw Jason swinging the gun like a baseball bat that he was out of bullets. I went for the closest zombie, eviscerating him in one quick swipe of the blade. His intestines fell out, darkened, rotting and foul smelling. The zombie kept walking, unaware that his organs were spilling with each jarring step he took.
His large intestine flopped out, hanging and swinging as he moved. It tangled around his feet. With horrified curiosity, I watched the zombie fall, tripping over his own insides. Someone screamed. A slow moving zombie advanced on Raeya. Its skin was flaking off in chunks and most of its hair was missing. It came at her opened mouthed; most of its teeth were gone. The few that remained hung limply on dangling roots.
“This is for Seth!” she shouted and swung her tennis racket. Like a rotten tomato, the zombie’s skull popped. “Eww!” Raeya squealed, shaking her tennis racket. Bits of gooey zombie stuck to the wires. “He’s all gummy!”
Gummy, but easy to kill. I looked up just in time to see Jason slip and fall.
“Jason!” I screamed. Another gun fired. Padraic. I couldn’t see what was going on. We needed to get to the car. The slow marching horde of zombies was getting closer every second. The crazy hissed, eyes on Raeya. Another zombie limped forward. It too was flaking apart. “Get that one!” I yelled to Raeya. She held her tennis racket out, at the ready.
“Which one?”
“That one!” I said, as I took on the crazy. “The gummy one!” This crazy must have been at the point of dying, or undying. Her skin was gray and she twitched uncontrollably. She grabbed my arm, nails digging into my wrist. Underestimating her strength, I yanked my arm back expecting to easily free myself. She countered, whipping me forward. My head cracked against hers. Little spots clouded my vision. I stumbled, catching one foot on the other and fell.
With her death grip around my wrist, she fell too. She growled, opened her mouth and bit me.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 6-
 

It hurt like hell. I somersaulted back, breaking the connection. For my own pleasure, I kicked her hard in the ribs before sending the dagger into the nape of her neck. Raeya was beating a deteriorating zombie over the head. Chunks of its skull came up each time she raised the racket, splattering her costume with blood.
The Range Rover zoomed over, hitting a zombie on its way. Padraic was driving and Jason was in the passenger seat. He had made it.
“Raeya, let’s go!” I shouted and looked around for Argos. “ARGOS!” I yelled. We didn’t have time to wait. Sonja threw open the back door, beckoning us in. “Argos!” I shouted again. Raeya leapt in, cramming into the back next to Sonja and Zoe. As soon as I was in, Padraic pressed the pedal down, speeding away from the zombies.
I madly looked for the dog, heart sinking when he was nowhere in sight. The street was full of zombies. We couldn’t hit them all without getting stuck. Padraic swerved onto the sidewalk, bumping over planters as we detoured around the zombies. We had driven almost a mile when Zoe yelled ‘stop!’
There he was, running like wild, chasing after us. Padraic slammed on the brakes so suddenly that Hilary almost rear ended us in the Camaro. Jason opened his door and Argos jumped in, his stumpy tail wagging. Careful not to elbow Zoe in the face, I climbed into the back. Raeya leaned out of the way to allow Argos to join me. He licked my face excitedly.
“Good boy,” I breathed.
As the adrenaline wore off, the pain hit me. My stab wound was agonizing and I had a serious stitch in my side. Not to mention the bumps and bruises I received in the fights. Trembling with fear, I looked at my right arm. Little half moons imprinted the leather. It had stopped her teeth from sinking into my skin. This was my new favorite jacket.
We just kept driving north, speeding down the roads until there was nothing. Really, nothing except barren cornfields. No one had spoken in the time it took us to get to this desolate place. Padraic stepped off the gas and let the SUV coast to a stop. He turned it off and said,
“Care to tell me what that was all about?”
I didn’t need to lie anymore. I rescued Raeya. I didn’t care if he hated me for the rest of my life (and the rest of my life might end today). “I-I brought you an assistant,” I said innocently. I watched Padraic’s confusion show obviously on his face.
“I was at a costume party,” Raeya mutter through clenched teeth, pulling the ugly yellow blazer around herself. She narrowed her eyes at me before laughing.
“What is going on?” Padraic asked, sounding angry.
“Let’s get out and talk about this,” I suggested. Sitting on the bag of medical supplies wasn’t comfortable. I put the gun in my bag, slinging the strap over my head. I didn’t see anything, though I’d rather be safe than sorry.
“That’s the purse I got you!” Raeya pointed as we got out of the car. I patted the leather satchel and half smiled.
“Yeah. It came in handy after all.”
“I knew it would! I told you, everyone needs a practical bag.”
I didn’t like the bag at first. It was bigger than anything I liked to carry. It was made out of nice leather and was expensive, so it was a waste not to use it. Plus, it reminded me of my best friend. Roomy, sturdy with a latching top, who knew this would be the perfect purse to have when the apocalypse struck?
Zoe had taken the ties out of her hood and fashioned a leash for Finickus. She tied one end around his neck and the other around her wrist. Holding him tightly, she got out of the car, walking into the street with Sonja and Jason.
“Orissa,” Padraic began. “There never was a quarantine, was there?”
“No,” I confessed.
“Why did you lie?” There was pain behind his pretty eyes. I felt guilty; I shouldn’t have lied.
I grabbed Raeya’s hand. “This is my best friend, Raeya. I had to get her.”
“Hi,” Raeya said with a smile and wave, trying to break the tension. “Nice to meet you.”
“Yeah…you too,” Padraic muttered, taken aback by her formality. “Then why didn’t you just say so?” he asked me.
I shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d come with. It was a shot in the dark, no offense Raeya.”
“None taken,” Raeya assured me.
“I didn’t even know for sure she was alive. But I had to check, I just had to,” I admitted.
Padraic shook his head. “You didn’t have to lie. And about a quarantine? That was low, Orissa. We all had hope—”
“—you had your chance!” I interrupted. “But you didn’t take it. There is no magical quarantine, Padraic. And, besides, how would I know more about a quarantine than you?
You
were the one who told me about the zombies in the first place! No one wanted us because we were too sick and too weak. They don’t want us, don’t you get it! There is no one coming! There is no place to go!”
“That doesn’t mean you had to lie!”
“I didn’t have a choice!”
“Yes, you did! You could have told us, uh,
the truth!”
“No, ‘cuz you wouldn’t have followed me there!”
“Wonder why? Maybe because it was a bad idea and you knew it?” he countered.
“No, well yes, but it worked out, didn’t it? And really, did you
really
believe that I knew about a quarantine?”
Padraic dropped his voice. “Deep down, I knew it wasn’t true. B-but I wanted to believe it. I wanted to be rescued. I wanted to be safe,” he sighed wearily and then smiled. “You saved three people.”
“Yeah. I did, I guess. And I’m sorry, alright? Really, I am. I never wanted to purposely put you in danger. I couldn’t go anywhere else without checking if she was alive.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the car, putting pressure on my wound. I winced.
“Are you hurt?” he asked, no longer angry.
“Not anymore than before.”
“What about your side?” he said, going into full doctor mode. “You had surgery not all that long ago. And you-you were amazing back there.”
“You had surgery?” Raeya asked, her voice high. “And didn’t tell me?”
“I knew you would worry,” I said meekly. “I had my appendix out.”
“Riss! You should have told me!”
“Nah, it was no big deal.”
Jason loudly cleared his throat. I hadn’t realized the others had gathered around. Out of the dimness of the attic, I recognized the blonde as Lauren Hill. By some evil twist of fate we had at least one class together every year. I couldn’t stand her. She came from an upper-middle class family that wasn’t touched by the depression, always had perfect hair, and acted like she was better than everyone, though she lacked any credible reason to back that up.
There was a minute of awkward introductions. Zombie boy introduced himself as Spencer and sounded like he might burst into tears at any second. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Padraic look Lauren up and down. It seemed at first that he was checking her out.
“Did any of you get hurt?” he asked. He was checking for infection. They told him no and I wanted to add that they didn’t due to being giant sissies and running away, leaving Raeya and me to kill the bastards that used to be their friends. Lisa and Zoe mentioned being hungry. Now was as good a time as any to eat. With three extra people, our food would go fast. We needed to find more.
Raeya and I took our cans of tuna and walked a few feet down the road. I wanted to be alone with her, to make sure she was ok since losing her boyfriend. We settled down on the pavement, dumping the extra water from our cans and eating it with our fingers. Padraic joined us, sitting cross legged next to me.
“How did you survive?” he asked Raeya, staring at her wide-eyed.
“I had a list,” Raeya replied, as if that was a normal thing to say.
“You had a list?” Padraic repeated.
“Well, not physically. Orissa helped me make it awhile ago...it was a disaster plan for regular disaster then. But I remembered what I wrote. And I did what I thought Orissa would do. If anyone could survive something like this, it’s her.”
“And Orissa,” he continued, “how do you know how to-to
survive?”
I looked at Raeya and smirked, remembering the years spent with my grandpa. “Trust me; I was put to the test.”
“How? You need to explain. Are you some sort of government agent? Is that why you are so insistent that no one is coming?”
“No,” I said, almost laughing.
“Give me something,” he pleaded with a charming smile. “The way you fought back there…it was amazing.”
“I’ve been taking martial art lessons since I was twelve,” I supplied.
“That’s the key to survival?” he asked, not convinced.
“Listen,” I said, shoving the last of the tuna in my mouth. “We can talk in the car. We’re wasting daylight.” I stood up and carefully stretched. I extended a hand for Raeya and pulled her to her feet. Already an inch taller than me, she towered over me in three inch heels. “We need to find you some practical shoes.”
“And a new outfit!” she exclaimed. “I am not going to be a sexy nurse forever.”
I laughed. “I have some clothes in the car.”
“Nothing of yours will fit me, Riss.”
“Oh shut up, yes it will.”
The three of us walked together. I called for Argos, who had run off the moment he got out of the car. A few seconds went by without seeing him, causing a flicker of fear to strike in my heart.
“Maybe I should put you on a leash,” I told him when he finally galloped to the car. I opened a can of tuna for him, dumping the contents on the ground. I felt their eyes on me. When I turned, all nine of my companions were looking at me. “What?”
“W-what do we do now?” Hilary asked.
I waited for someone else to make a suggestion. Why were they asking me? I kicked the empty tuna can aside, not knowing if I should feel bad about littering. Did it matter anymore? “Well,” I started, my brain turning on its survival mode. “There are ten of us plus Argos and only two cars. We need to find another vehicle, preferably one with four-wheel drive. And a hybrid would be nice, but beggars can’t be choosers, right? We’ll take what we can get.”
“And where are we going to find a car?” Lauren asked. Maybe only I heard the doubting jeer in her voice.
“We need to find another town, not a big city since they seem to be overrun with infected people. If we’re lucky, the virus will have killed the majority of the people who stayed behind.”
“How does that make us lucky?” Lauren pursed her lips, eyebrows raised.
“Let’s think about it: less zombies, less crazies, and more supplies for us.” I rolled my eyes. Raeya shot me the ‘be nice’ look. She knew I was no fan of Lauren’s.
“It makes sense,” Jason told her. “We were able to get a ton of stuff in Indy.”
“Can I see all this stuff?” Lauren requested.
Jason rolled loose gravel under his foot, running his hand through his messy, brown hair. “We, uh, ran into some complications.”
I removed the strap from my satchel and dropped it on the ground. We needed to get the car situation sorted out first. In short distances, cramming into the Camaro wasn’t a big deal. Even I couldn’t expect anyone to put up with being stuck in the back with no leg room for hours. Lisa and Zoe were the smallest. Though I didn’t want to not have Zoe in my sight or protection, it made sense to put them in the back. Hilary, by default, would drive and I knew I couldn’t handle Lauren being in the same car with me for more than ten minutes.
Raeya had picked up my purse and extracted the notebook. She pulled the pen from the metal spiral and sat on the hood of the Range Rover.
“Ok,” she said. “We need to first find shelter, right? Then another car and food.” She quickly scribbled it down. “Then what, after that?”
“Head south,” I answered, so used to Raeya’s incessant list making it didn’t strike me as odd. “We don’t want to be here for the winter.”
“Just anywhere?”
“I had a place in mind.” I joined her on the hood of the car, not wanting to play the lead role anymore. I just wanted to talk to my best friend. “My grandparents’ farm.”
“And then what?”
I sighed and rested my head on her shoulder. “I don’t know.”
She put her head on mine and, for just a second, I thought we’d be alright as long as we stuck together. “Can you come up with something? I already wrote a number five. I need to put something there.”
“Go to Disney World and live in the castle.”
Raeya’s body twinged with excitement. “Can we?”
“No. Well, maybe. I don’t know what it’s like there. A zombie Mickey Mouse would scar me for life. Let’s avoid the theme parks.”
She recapped the pen and set the notebook down. “What’s the point, Orissa? What’s the point of going on living in a world like this?”
“We just have to, don’t we?”
“I guess. There has to be more, right? More people like us?”
“I’m sure there are. And I’m sure there are real quarantines,” I said, wanting to believe it.
“If anyone will get us there, it’s you.”
I jumped off the SUV. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
She gave me a half smile. “I know.”
“Tonight,” I said loud enough for everyone to hear me. “We should start heading south. Kentucky is our current destination.”
“What’s in Kentucky?” Jason asked.
“It’s where we grew up,” I explained, glancing at Raeya. “We know the area and it’s warmer, it’s worth a try.”
“You’re from Kentucky?” Zoe asked, scrunching up her nose. “You don’t have an accent.”
“I wasn’t born there,” I told her. “Not everyone from Kentucky has accents, either. That’s a stereotype,” I explained.
“Oh,” she said apologetically. I shrugged to show her it was ok. We resituated our bags and loaded into the cars. Padraic and Spencer sat up front in the Range Rover, Raeya, Jason and Sonja sat in the backseats and I nestled down next to Argos in the cargo area. Using the sun as our guide, we headed south. It wasn’t long before we entered a desolate town, empty long before the virus hit.
“This is one of those ghost towns, isn’t it?” Sonja asked her brother.
“I think so,” he said quietly while looking out the window. “I’ve never seen one in person.”
According to the news, several hundred new ghost towns existed all over the United States. When the Second Great Depression hit, small, farming communities were the first to go. It was cheaper to buy crops that were grown in a lab, and they were available all year round. Why pay the extra few dollars for freshly grown produce that was only sellable a few months out of the year?
The farmers ran out of money, went bankrupt, and were forced to leave their fields. They flocked to big cities, trying to find a job. One by one they left, eventually pulling so many away from the town that there was simply nothing left. Without the farming families, restaurants lost customers, business lost clients…it was a scary fast domino effect.
A small town near where my grandparents lived had ghosted out. I drove through it two years ago, unnerved then by how people just picked up and left. If it didn’t fit in their car, they left it. Old oak tables, handmade furniture, livestock, and much, much more were left behind. It wasn’t long before the ghost towns started housing America’s most unwanted. The drug dealers and hookers didn’t seem fazed by the Depression, instead viewed it as an opportunity. They would take over two or three houses, man guards on the main roads and continue on about their ‘businesses’.
I hoped this wasn’t one of those towns. Not that it would matter, I supposed. It had been years since any of the fields had seen a plow and the remaining cars were covered in rust. A white farmhouse sat empty in an overgrown field. It had a detached garage and the barn was a good distance away. If we were going to camp out tonight, this was the place to do it.
Argos and I went first. I wanted Raeya to stay in the car where she was relatively safe. She objected and only agreed when I reminded her of the impractical footwear she had on. Padraic and Jason followed behind me. The old, wooden floor boards creaked when I walked across the porch. Refusing to let myself acknowledge the fact this could be the perfect set for a horror movie, I opened the door. The inside was just as haunting: crumbling drywall, sagging ceilings, and soft floorboards. The only light filtered in through the broken windows in the front. Thick dust coated the unbroken glass, making the passage of light impossible. Rain had obviously soaked the once beautiful wooden floorboards and I wondered if we would crash through to the basement.
The house smelled of things forgotten. Broken glass crunched under my feet. Faded cotton curtains weakly blew in the wind on a bent curtain rod, offering little protection from the elements. Torn cardboard boxes lay on their sides, their contents spilled and scattered across the floor. The room stank of animal droppings, and, judging by the way Argos sniffed through the random crap strewn about, mice and rats had made this house their home.
The back of the house was more substantial; the windows hadn’t been broken so rain and snow hadn’t had a chance to ruin the foundation. An old refrigerator greeted us with the smell of food that was beyond rotting and to the point of growing. There were crusty dishes in the sink and an overturned table.
The door that led to the basement had a small hook-and-eye type latch that was still locked. Figuring that a zombie or crazy hadn’t relatched it, we bypassed the basement and moved to the stairs. Each one groaned under the stress of my weight. Pictures hung on the wall, faded and dirty, showcasing a once happy family.
There was a hole in the ceiling. The carpet underneath it was moldy, squishy, and horribly foul smelling. I was pretty sure someone used the toilet and never flushed, and the bedroom across from it was trashed.
“We can’t stay here,” Padraic said, covering his nose. “If the asbestos doesn’t kill us, the black mold will.”
I sighed; he was right. This house had a perfect vantage point and was secluded. And, except for rodents, raccoons, and possibly an opossum, the house was empty. I whistled for Argos and jogged down the stairs. Jason exited first, telling the others the house was no good. Argos pounced, scaring a mouse from its newspaper home. I whistled again and got no response.
“Get over here, Argos!” When the dog didn’t listen, I strode over, not minding my footing. Suddenly, the floor gave way. The gun flew from my hands as I wildly reached out. Only one foot sunk down, and I felt stupid for acting so dramatic. Padraic flew over to help; his added weight only weakened the water damaged floor even more. He leapt out of the way just as I yanked my foot free.
“Are you ok?” he asked.
“Fine,” I answered, shaking my foot. My ankle was now a little sore, great. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Good plan,” he agreed and extended his hand.
“I don’t need help,” I said, not meaning for it to sound as rude as it did.
“Obviously you can take care of yourself. I didn’t mean to insult you.” He dropped his hand and cast his eyes down. Dammit, he was offended.
“No, it-it’s ok. Thanks.” I picked up the gun and forced a smile. “Help me to the door?” I outstretched my hand. Once again, I was taken aback at the softness of his skin. I curiously wondered if the rest of his skin was just as soft. It took about half an hour to find more houses. Nothing in a ghost town would be spectacular. I knew we could find something better than the old farmhouse, which had to have been abandoned long before the Depression.
Raeya pointed out a once quaint, white Cape Cod complete with a picket fence and weed filled flowerbeds. In its glory, the house could have been featured on the cover of one of those county life magazines. All of the windows on the first floor had been carefully boarded up and the shutters were closed upstairs; the owners intended on coming back. We quietly got out of the cars. We were probably in what had once been the heart of the town. Empty houses lined the streets, some preserved just like the Cape Cod in front of us. Argos sniffed the air.
Holding my breath, I waited. His head jerked to the right and he darted across the street. A raccoon shot out of an overturned trash can. My breath came out in a whoosh; at least it wasn’t a zombie. Leaves covered the cobblestone path, filling the air with a sweet aroma. I signaled to the left, instructing Padraic and Jason to go around that side of the house while I took the right side.
Everything was sealed tight. It seemed a shame to bash in the boards when they offered such good protection. With a shovel we found in the shed, Padraic and Jason carefully pried off three boards from the kitchen window. Padraic broke the glass and hoisted me up, his hands lingering on my waist. I shimmied through, trying my hardest to avoid the shards in the sink. I jumped off the counter, nervous that someone had been sealed inside the house, making it a zombie time capsule. I reached into my bag, pulling out and turning on a flashlight. With cautious steps, I weaved my way to the front door. I quickly unlocked it and threw it open, blinking at the bright sunlight.
Argos, giving up on chasing the raccoon, rejoined us. We let him explore the house, waiting in the safety of the foyer, to see if the coast was clear. Like I suspected, it was. I waved everyone in. We had three flashlights and a decent amount of candles. The boarded up windows blocked out all natural light, kept intruders out, but also didn’t allow us to see anything around us. Leaving Raeya in charge of lighting the dark house, I went back outside.
The shed was dark as well. I shouldn’t have given my flashlight to Zoe. My body blocked most of the light when I stepped inside. I rummaged through the tools, cutting my finger on a rusty blade. I swore and stuck my finger in my mouth, sucking the metallic blood away.
“What are you looking for?” Padraic asked, his accent heavy.
“A hammer and nails.”
“Why?”
“I’d feel better if we put the bottom board back on the kitchen window.”
“Me too,” he agreed. “Want this?”
I turned to see a flashlight. I eagerly took it from him, scouring over the shelves. I grabbed a box of nails but was unable to find a hammer. Who has nails but no hammer? Oh well, we could use a rock to pound the nails. Padraic and Jason set to work on the window. Each time the round rock hit the nail, the sound resonated up and down the street. No one said anything—no one needed to—but we were thinking the same thing. If this town had been ghosted, truly ghosted, before the virus, there would be no one here to become infected. But if not, they would seek out the echoing hammer.



I didn’t like not seeing outside. A thousand zombies could swarm the house and, as long as they were quiet, we wouldn’t know. Nevertheless, I went back in. Raeya and Sonja were removing the dust covers from the furniture. The house smelled a little stale, as expected, but didn’t seem in bad shape. Whoever lived here clearly took pride in their home and saw to it that things were kept in good condition. Too bad they’d never come back.
There were two small bedrooms upstairs facing the street with the master bedroom across the hall. The rooms were clean and the beds were made. A knot formed in my chest when I thought about the people who had lived here. Things seemed bad then, when losing your job was your worst fear. And now, now there was a virus, a horrible, incurable virus. I sat on the bed in the master bedroom, pleased to find the mattress to be that expensive memory foam, and buried my head in my hands.
I was determined to stay alive just as much as I was determined to keep Raeya alive. And I thought I could. The two of us at least. Now there were eight others to think about. I hated that they looked to me as their leader. I hated that the responsibility of their survival fell on my shoulders. Most of all, I hated that I didn’t think I could do it.
“Rissy?” Raeya called. I jumped up, hardening my expression.
“Yeah?”
She came into the room. “I was just wondering where you were.” She looked around, shining the flashlight on the walls. “This place was nice, once upon a time.”
“Yeah, once upon a time.” She pointed the flashlight at me. I closed my eyes and turned away. “Raeya, you’re blinding me.”
“Oh, sorry. Wait!” She stepped closer, the light still on my face. “You’re bleeding!”
“Huh?”
‘”You have blood on your cheek. Did you cut yourself on the glass?”
“No, oh.” I held up my left hand. “I cut my finger. And I must have touched my face. That’s all.”
“Do you have any first aid stuff?”
“Yeah. I’ll have Padraic patch it up for me. It’s no biggie. I even forgot about it.”
“Padraic?” Raeya asked, confused.
“Oh, he’s a doctor.”
“Awesome. You did well, bringing him along,” she joked. I took my jacket off and threw it on the bed, marking it as ours for the night. Raeya sunk down next to me. “It’s hard to believe this is happening, isn’t it?”
“Sometimes.”
“I keep hoping I’ll wake up from a horrible nightmare and realize everything is ok.”
“Everything will be ok, someday.” I felt like I was lying. How the hell could anything be ok after this?
“I thought it was a joke, at first,” she said so quietly it was almost a whisper. “I was at the Halloween party. Seth said his head hurt and went up to his room to lie down. I-I thought he had too much to drink. I was having fun. When the first guy wigged out, I thought it was a Halloween prank.” She closed her eyes, remembering. “Then he punched someone. I don’t even know who because the person had a mask on. My mind stopped thinking it was a prank; it had gone too far. I was sure he was on something, like bath salts or something that make people crazy. Then another one crashed through the window. Glass stuck into his skin, b-but I don’t think he felt any pain. That’s when I knew. I knew something absolutely horrible had happened.”
My mind flashed to last year’s Halloween. Dressed up as a sexy police officer, I dragged Raeya out to party. We got there early, wanting to snag good seats close to the bar. Raeya looked too elegant for the bar scene, wearing a short, black dress, her shoulder length, dark hair perfectly curled. She wore a beautifully hand crafted, black Venetian mask. She looked like she belonged on the stage of some fancy ballet show, not sitting next to her slutty, drunk friend. I bought us our first drinks that night and downed my Vodka and Redbull in less than five minutes. Raeya sipped at hers, afraid of getting drunk too fast and feeling sick.
I was already buzzed when the bar began to get busy. I made eye contact with a guy with dark hair and dark eyes. He smiled coyly and eventually made it over to us. He asked if I would dance with him, shouting over the music. I put my hand on his chest and told him I would if he bought me and my friend a drink. He obliged, ordered us something fruity and then proceeded to lead me to the dance floor. I put up with him for two songs before weaving my way through the crowd to find Raeya. I dragged her from her seat and made her dance with me. By the time she finished her second drink, she was shaking it on the floor.
We closed down the bar that night, getting a ride back to Raeya’s from a Mustang full of frat boys. I dropped out of school the year prior, seeing it pointless to waste money on a degree when no one could get a job. Raeya had just started working on her master’s degree. I tried to talk her out of it only once; she insisted having two degrees would make her invaluable after the Depression was over. And, she reminded me, since she was a Residence Assistant, she had free housing.
“I went upstairs to find Seth.” Raeya’s voice pulled me out of my reverie. “I thought he was sleeping, but…” She couldn’t finish her sentence. Big tears rolled down her cheeks. My heart broke as each one splattered on her lap, her head held down in pain. I hugged her again, trying not to think about Seth. She broke down in sobs. I kept my arms around her while she cried, wishing there was some way I could take away her pain.
Lisa’s coughing echoed up the hall. There was a scurry of movement followed by someone loudly stomping up the stairs. It was Sonja, asking me what bag the inhaler was in. I accompanied her back to the cars and dug through the medical bag until I found the little red thing. She sprinted back into the house, calling for Padraic. I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Sure, we
thought
this place was zombie free, but that didn’t mean to run around shouting. I opened up my suitcase, pulling out a pair of black athletic pants, socks, underwear, a black, long sleeved thermal shirt, and a hooded sweatshirt.
I folded the clothes over my arm and grabbed the strap of the food bag. The weight was too much for my injured back. Not wanting to appear weak, I grabbed another hoodie and socks from the suitcase for Lauren. Sharing my very limited clothing with her was the last thing I wanted to do, though I didn’t have much of a choice. With my hands full of clothes, I asked Jason to bring in the food.
Raeya was stripping the bed when I went back upstairs.
“I found clean sheets in the closet,” she explained. “I already shook the dust out.” I held the clothes up. “Thank God,” she exclaimed, kicking off her heels. “I wish I could shower before changing.”
“Me too, but I don’t think we are gonna find a working shower anytime soon.”
“I know.” She pulled her blood stained nurse costume over her head and looked around for a hamper.
“I don’t think it matters,” I said, trying not to laugh. She nodded and quickly changed. Since it was dark, she didn’t notice the details of the sweatshirt until we got into the fairly well lit living room.
“Hey! This is mine!” She looked down at the screen print of an elephant. “From the sanctuary. I’m surprised you still have it!”
“You must have left it. I knew I’d get it back to you eventually.”
Jason spread the food out on the table, sorting it into categories. We had soup, bread, peanut butter, a variety of fruit, and a medley of junk food. As far as beverages, we had about two cases of water, several bottles of juice, two gallons of Gatorade and a few cans of pop.
It wouldn’t last us long.
Reminding everyone that we had a small lunch not that long ago, I refilled the pistol’s cartridges and laid out the few weapons I had. Two guns—one with no bullets—two daggers and a sword. It was pathetic.
“Should we look in the other houses tomorrow?” a male voice came from behind me. There was no mistaking that accent.
“Maybe,” I told Padraic. “I don’t think we’ll find much though. The people here had time to gather what they needed and wanted.”
“Would it be a waste of time?”
“Maybe. We won’t know until we try.” I unloaded the gun, deciding I should try my best to clean it.
“How do you know how to do that?” he asked, watching me take apart the pistol.
“My grandpa taught me how to shoot,” I replied flatly, focused on what was in my hands.
“I’d never shot a gun before,” he told me as if it was a surprise.
I nodded, not knowing what to say. I put the pistol back together; it was new and didn’t need cleaning. Plus, I had nothing to clean it with.
“How many bullets do you have left?” Padraic sat next to me, his leg brushing against mine.
“Not many.” I shook the box of bullets. “It is missing a lot of bullets, though I don’t think this gun was used much—if at all—before it blew its owners’ brains out. They probably bought it for self defense.”
“I’ve heard that people who buy guns for that reason are more likely to get hurt with them.”
“I have too. I think it’s because they don’t know how to use them. Guns are more than point-and-shoot, you know.”
“Yeah, I found that out. What kind of gun is it?”
“A Beretta .22, single action.”
“You can tell all that by looking at it?”
“Yes. I have—had—one. It’s awesome for target practice. My grandpa gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday.”
“Sounds like an interesting guy.”
“He is.” I stuck the loaded cartridge back in the gun and clicked the safety on.
“So, you guys just shot for fun?”
“Sometimes.”
“Were you close to him?”
“Yeah. I spent every summer at his farm since I was old enough to walk.”
“Sounds nice.”
“It was.” I stood, shoving the gun in the back of my pants. “I’m gonna patrol around, see what’s out there before the sun fully sets.” I didn’t even make it out of the kitchen before Padraic objected.
“Orissa, really…”
“Really, what?”
“You shouldn’t go out alone.”
“I’ll take Argos.”
“I’m coming,” he told me.
“Stay here,” I suggested. “Do doctor things.”
“Doctor things? I think you’re grasping at straws now.” He stood. “You’re not in charge of me, Orissa.”
“Fine, come with. But if you get hurt or killed, don’t complain to me.”
Raeya wasn’t happy about me going out looking for trouble either, but she knew better than to object. I advised her to lock the door and only answer when I knocked a rehearsed, repetitive knock.
The fire red trees were alive with birds, loudly chirping and chattering. Seeing the Range Rover parked on the curb brought a question to mind.
“The GPS in your car, it doesn’t work, right?”
“Right. It says the satellite signal was lost.”
“Why?”
“It’s because of everything that’s going on.”
“That doesn’t make sense.” I pulled the band from my braid, combing out my hair with my fingers. “Are there zombies in space? There’s no reason satellite signals would be lost.”
“I don’t really know how that stuff works,” Padraic said, his blue eyes fixing on mine.
“Me neither,” I admitted. “It just doesn’t seem right.”
“Does any of this?”
“Hell no.” I sighed, scuffing my feet along the pavement, kicking leaves as I did so. Argos trotted ahead, following a scent trail into someone’s yard. We walked in silence until we reached a fork in the road. I stopped in the middle, looking to my left and right. More houses lined the street to my left. Turning right, a park came into view. Swings blew slightly in the breeze, displaying rusty chains and peeling rubber seats. We passed through the overgrown baseball field, emerging onto what used to be the main street of the town.
“When did you move to the city?” Padraic asked, unable to keep quiet.
“Uh, about a month or so ago.”
“Looking for a job after college?”
“Not exactly.” I walked faster, less than eager to talk about my reasons for moving in with Aunt Jenny. The windows to the post office were shattered, though it didn’t look like zombie virus infected people did it. Stones had been thrown through, and cigarettes and beer bottles littered the dusty, tile floor. We hiked up and down the street, finding everything to be empty. The stitch in my side came back and I clutched it, trying to push the pain away.
“You doing alright?” Padraic sounded concerned.
“I’ll be fine,” I said through gritted teeth. I took a deep breath and dropped my hand, marching forward with as much dignity as I could muster.
“Why do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Act like nothing can touch you.”
“I’m not acting,” I retorted.
“Orissa,” he exhaled, reaching out, his fingers wrapping around me. “Stop. You’re in pain. Just stop for a minute.”
“Fine.” With his hand still on mine, Padraic led me to a long forgotten bench. Sitting felt good. I let out a deep breath, wishing I could relax.
“This must have been a nice town at one time,” Padraic noted.
“Yeah, seems like it.”
“Maybe we could stay here awhile.”
“We don’t have enough food to stay. And remember what happens in the winter?”
“Yes, I know it gets cold,” he said, smiling. “It’s a nice day today, as far as fall days go, wouldn’t you say?”
“I guess.”
“Look,” Padraic pointed to the sunset. “My gran used to tell me that red sunsets are a sign of good things to come.”
“It reminds me of blood. Like not even the sun can shine through all the blood and death anymore.” I spoke hoarsely, vaguely aware of the concerned look Padraic was giving me. “The sun shines on us and the sun shines on them. Human, zombie, or crazy, we are all under the same sky.”
“Hmm.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t figure you out, Orissa.”
“There’s not much to figure,” I assured him.
“I disagree. You put up this ‘I’m too tough to give a shit’ front, but underneath it, I can tell that’s not who you really are.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Am I?”
“I said so,” I urged, trying not to sound unsure.
“I disagree.” A faint smile pulled his full lips up. “I bet I can crack you.”
“Take your best shot.” I leaned back, painfully stretching my abdomen.
“Just tell me true or false, alright?”
“Sure.”
“You had your heart broken.”
I snorted back a laugh. “Who hasn’t?”
“Ah,” he nudged my leg with his, “the truth comes out.”
“Next question.”
“You were really close to the person who broke your heart.”
“You kinda have to be close to a person to give them enough of your heart to break,” I said.
“Ok, yes. You thought you could trust them.”
“True.”
“And you didn’t see it coming.”
“True.”
“Your world shattered after they broke your heart,” he said softly.
“True.”
“And you had to start all over because everything you thought you knew was gone.”
“True.”
“You thought you’d never love anyone again.”
“False.”
His winning streak broken, Padraic frowned. “They hurt you so much, you closed off your heart to anyone else.”
“False,” I said after a moment’s consideration.
“It’s hard for you to trust new people.”
“Very true.”
“And that’s because of what happened.”
“True.”
“You gave everything to this person.”
“True.”
“You thought you’d be together forever.”
“False. And come on, what am I sixteen? I know better than to expect forever.”
“Hah! Expect. Expectations. You don’t get close to people because you’re afraid of them not living up to your expectations.”
“Saying true will make me sound like a horrible bitch. I might be a bitch at times, but not a horrible one….I like to think at least.” Padraic softly laughed. “What about you? You seemed to be drawing from personal experiences there.”
His smile disappeared. “It seems we both have our secrets.” His blue eyes got misty and he looked above me, pretending to examine the courthouse across the street. I wondered how someone could break his heart. He was a hot, Irish doctor. Isn’t that what girls want? But I knew his type: a do-gooder. When you wear your heart on your sleeve, it’s easy to break.
“Why aren’t you mad?” I blurted.
“Mad?”
Really? How could he be clueless? “I lied to you.”
“Orissa, I thought we resolved that.”
“Still, don’t you hold some sort of resentment toward me?”
“No.”
“I would be mad at you,” I assumed.
Padraic crossed his arms. “It was wrong of you to lie, there’s no way around that. But you did it to save someone you care about. And you did.”
I couldn’t pinpoint why his understanding bothered me. Maybe, deep down, I was mad at myself for being so selfish. I supposed, really, it didn’t matter. I needed to get through this alive before I started worrying about my inner self. Padraic didn’t try to speak on the walk back. Argos met us halfway to the house, proudly carrying a dead rabbit. I pushed the gate open, happy that it creaked loudly, and walked up the cobblestone. Padraic stopped short. I spun around, fear grasping my heart. Instinctively, I drew the gun, moving into a defensive stance.
“What is it?” Padraic asked.
“Did you see something?”
“No,” he answered.
“Why did you stop so fast then?”
“Oh.” He looked down, blood tinting his cheeks. “I-I just wanted to tell you something.”
“Couldn’t it have waited until we were inside?” I asked, nerves on end.
He laughed. “Yeah, I’m sorry. Anyway, I wanted to let you know that I’d follow you anywhere.”
I had the gun pointed at his face. I blinked, lowered it, and clicked the safety on. “Like you have a choice,” I teased.
“I did, and still do.”
“Not if you want to live,” I reminded him. I smiled once and knocked on the heavy, wooden door, glad that awkward moment was over. The smell of lemon scented cleaning products was heavy in the air, hitting me as soon as Lauren answered the door. Raeya, wearing yellow, rubber gloves, sprayed the counters in the kitchen.
“What are you doing?” I asked, setting the gun on the table.
“I found disinfectant under the sink,” she explained, holding up the bottle. “This house is neat, but not clean.”
“I don’t think it matters anymore, Raeya.”
“I don’t want to eat off a dirty surface,” she said matter of factly. She sprayed the table next, wiping it down with a towel. “And,” she added, lowering her voice, “I’m trying to eliminate germs. I know Zoe can’t fight them off very well.”
Feeling like I was getting stabbed all over again, the sudden remembrance of Zoe’s fragile state set in. There was so much else to worry about and fear; I had pushed our normal issues under the rug.
“Good idea. I knew I rescued you for a reason.” I beamed at her. After Raeya was satisfied, she made peanut butter sandwiches for everyone, serving them on paper towels—she had found a roll under the sink as well. We divided up the fruit, knowing it would be the first to go bad, and ate a bland but filling dinner.
Spencer had a watch. Deciding for the adults to take six hours shifts, everyone but Padraic, Hilary, and Spencer went upstairs to sleep. Zoe, Raeya, and I shared the bed in the master bedroom. Argos stretched out at our feet. His weight was heavy and annoying, but he offered heat for our cold toes. Zoe, who was nestled in between Raeya and myself, fell asleep quickly. She always seemed tired, and it worried me. I felt like I had barely slept when Hilary gently shook me awake. I whispered to her to just let Raeya sleep. I saw Hilary frown in the dim candlelight but she did as I requested. Padraic was making his way up the stairs, rubbing his eyes.
“Did you get any sleep?” he asked gently.
“Enough,” I replied. “I can’t really sleep given the conditions.”
“Me neither.” He smiled weakly and brushed past me. I was tired and needed to move around to keep myself vigilant. I packed up all of our stuff, sticking the bottle of cleaning spray and paper towels in the bag with the medical supplies.
“Want any help?” Jason asked.
“No, thanks. You can sit on the couch and rest. I’ve got it.”
“I can help.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, meaning it to be interpreted as me being nice and letting him rest. Jason’s shoulders sagged and he slunk away. I laid out fruit and nuts for breakfast. I wanted everything ready to go as soon as the sun was up. I knew we could get to Kentucky in roughly six hours. If the roads weren’t blocked, maybe faster since we had no traffic laws to obey anymore. I had no idea where we were at the moment, and I wasn’t the best with directions.
Zoe started coughing that morning. With her lowered immune system, she caught what Lisa had. I could tell Lisa felt horrible, though Padraic assured her over and over that it wasn’t her fault. I overheard Hilary telling Padraic that Zoe’s medication was running low. I had to give her credit for grabbing it when they ran for their lives from the basement days ago.
We loaded into the cars. Padraic’s eyes were full of worry when he looked at Zoe, making a lump form in my throat. He wrapped her in a blanket and placed Finickus on her lap. She tied the leash to her wrist again. I got in the back of the Range Rover next to Argos.
“Do you have any music?” I asked Padraic as he steered down the country road.
“I listened to satellite radio mostly. But I have a few CDs under the passenger seat.”
Raeya dug them out, handed one to Spencer, who popped it in. Padraic liked coffeehouse music, totally not my style but it was better than nothing.
Three hours later we pulled over next to a vast field of nothingness, still nowhere near the highway. Everyone got out, using the break to stretch and pee. I inspected the flat land on either side of us. It was quiet and still, with no signs of zombies or humans. I walked over to the Camaro to check on Zoe. Hot from being wrapped up in blankets in a car with the heater on, she removed her extra layer of pants and her sweatshirt. Her arms were covered with bruises. When she caught me staring, she said,
“I bruise easily.” She put her hand over her arm. “Look! It’s a hand print!”
I smiled along with her but it really made me feel sick. Padraic gave Zoe and Lisa a bottle of water, telling them he wanted them to drink the whole thing by the time we got to Kentucky. I admired the way he was with them: patient, caring, and so calm. He made them peanut butter sandwiches with the last few pieces of bread. The rest of us snacked on junk food.
“After eating nothing but Twinkies and beer for two weeks, I would have loved a sandwich,” Lauren scoffed under her breath. I met Raeya’s eyes, telling myself it wasn’t worth it to get into it with Lauren.
“Twinkies and beer?” Padraic inquired.
“It was a frat house,” Raeya cleared up. “But we did have more than that.”
 “Oh yeah,” Lauren said with a wave of her hand. “I forgot about the thawed frozen pizzas.”
“Maybe we’ll find food in Kentucky,” Sonja said hopefully.
“Yeah. Kentucky,” Lauren spat and turned away. Shaking his head, Padraic shot me a glance and smiled. I returned the smile. We piled into the cars again, wasting another hour looking for the highway. Once we found it, we drove steadily, making good time. Of course, we had to run into a pileup. I stopped counting the cars involved after thirteen.
“Hang on,” I said as Padraic put the Range Rover in reverse. “I don’t see any zombies, do you?”
“No,” Raeya answered automatically. “No!” she said louder. “Orissa, please don’t get out.”
“This is the perfect place to find a car. There’s a ton of them!”
“They probably don’t have gas. Or keys.”
“We won’t know—”
“Until we look,” she finished. “Fine.”
“Um,” Padraic started. “No. We can’t see through the cars. Anything could be out there.”
“Just let me check,” I offered.
“Here,” he said, motioning to the sunroof. There was a moment of jumbled movement as Raeya and I traded places. I shimmied my way through the sunroof, climbing onto the sun warmed roof of the car. I stood, carefully placing my feet on either sides of the open sunroof. Shielding the sun from my eyes, I scanned the crash. Many of the doors had been left open on the cars in the peoples’ mad rush to escape. Those weren’t worth trying; the batteries had long been drained. The gas tanks, however, might have something to give.
I knelt down, sticking my head over the window. “I don’t see anything moving. We need gas at the very least. Keep the car running if it makes you feel better. I need one person to siphon gas with me to speed up the process.”
“Is it safe?” Raeya asked.
“As far as I can tell.”
“I’ll help. We should look inside the cars too. I’d love a pair of shoes.”
I grinned, reaching inside for my bag. As soon as I jumped off the SUV, Padraic turned it around and cut the engine. Hilary pulled up next to him and rolled down the window. I quickly explained my plan. She nodded and got out to help. Sonja took my place on top of the Range Rover, acting as our lookout. Lauren sat, stretching out her legs, on the Camaro. It was too low to offer a good vantage point, though I didn’t say anything. I didn’t trust Lauren enough to rely on her to keep a watchful eye for the rest of us.
Cautiously, we combed through the cars. Spencer and Jason were in charge of getting gas, filling up both cars and hopefully gathering enough to fill a third. Feeling anxious pressure to get on our way, I rummaged through cars that looked the most promising. Several were locked and the ones that weren’t were missing keys. Purses, food, books, phones, and wallets were left behind. Where had the people gone? I imagined a camouflage bus rolling up, whisking everyone away to some heavenly quarantine. Or, more realistically, everyone became infected and took off in search of fresh blood.
A dead, rotting corpse leaned against the window in a rusty, old pickup. I could smell him through the closed windows and doors. I went around an upside down minivan, trying to avoid seeing the passengers who—luckily—died in the crash. At least it was over for them. A red sedan sat with the door ajar on the shoulder. A body of what I guessed to be a woman based on the long, blood crusted hair, flopped out, her face chewed off.
Shuddering, I hurried past. After many more failed attempts, I found a decent car with the keys on the driver’s seat. I put them in the ignition and fired up the car without a problem. I looked behind me: there was my problem. I was boxed in, with cars on every side.
“Son of a bitch!” I hit the steering wheel. I shut the car off, mad I hadn’t considered maneuvering the car before. Feeling like I was dragging my feet, I trudged back to the Range Rover. “See anything?” I asked Sonja, pulling the strap of my bag over my head.
“Nothing,” she answered, sweeping her eyes over the highway. “Argos ran away.”
“He’ll be back,” I assured her, only feeling mild panic. I sat on the bumper, wishing for a glass of water. My mouth was so dry.
“Can we go now?” Lauren asked loudly.
“Soon enough,” I said shortly, though, I was just as eager to leave. I stayed in my spot, taking over Lauren’s job as watchman. Spencer and Jason found three gallons of water with the safety seals still around the caps. Ecstatically, I ripped one off, putting the jug to my lips. Water ran down my face as I drank. I passed the jug to Jason, who drank and passed it to Sonja. After Spencer took a long drink, he offered it to Lauren.
“Ew, I’m not drinking that after you four just did,” she scoffed.
Sharing drinks never bothered me. I knew it grossed some people out—Raeya included—and I respected that. Given our current situation, fear of cooties needed to be overcome.
“Sorry we didn’t pack cups,” I spat.
“Can’t I have a bottle of water?”
“Can’t you just drink from the jug like the rest of us?”
“Zoe and Lisa got their own water bottles.”
“Zoe and Lisa are very sick children who can’t risk getting sick from other people’s germs,” I reminded her.
“So you admit to having germs then.”
I threw my hands up. “We all have germs.”
Padraic and Raeya joined us.
“Who has germs?” Raeya asked.
“Everyone, apparently,” Lauren pouted.
“We do,” Padraic told her. “Why is that a problem?”
Lauren pointed to the plastic gallon of water. “They want to share from that. I think it’s gross.”
“I think we should only open one at a time,” I interjected. “The others have seals. We should keep them that way until we need them.”
Padraic shrugged. “I suppose it’s a good idea. As a doctor, I normally advise against sharing food and drinks, but I think we have to bypass what we normally do.” He picked up the water and took a drink. “And you can pour it into your mouth, if that makes it less gross.”
“I want my own bottle,” Lauren insisted.
“Oh my God,” I vented. “Just take a damn bottle and shut up.” I grabbed a small bottle from inside the Range Rover and chucked it at her. She barely caught it, shrieking that she broke a nail.
Raeya called me over to show me that she found a pair of purple Pumas that were her size, as well as more snack food. Hilary did as well; she was the last to return, setting her armload of sustenance on the hood of the Camaro. It was time to eat again. Everyone agreed on picnicking in a less crowded area where we felt a little safer. Argos trotted to us in time to jump in the back of the Range Rover and lay down before we stuffed the extra water and food in the back.
Zoe woke up when Hilary started the engine. She said she had to pee and couldn’t hold it any longer. I told her I’d come and keep watch for zombies. She was shy and didn’t want anyone to see her so we ventured farther from the cars than I would have liked. I took her behind a semi truck, promising her the boys couldn’t see.
She had just pulled up her pants when I heard it. The gargling snarl. I took Zoe’s hand, whispering for her to be quiet. We weaved our way around the semi. My heart was racing. The crazy banged on a car window nearby, scaring Zoe. She jumped and whimpered, clutching onto me. I put my finger up to my lips and shook my head. Zoe nodded.
Her slippers skidded with each step, sounding so incredibly loud. I picked her up and instantly wished I hadn’t. Though she didn’t weigh much, my battered body couldn’t handle much at the moment. Keeping my eyes on the crazy, I didn’t pay attention to what was in front of me. My foot caught on something metal. It scraped the street, echoing like a beacon.
Shit.
I froze. We were several yards from our cars. Our companions could no doubt see us. I set Zoe down, holding onto her hand so tight I had to be hurting her. My bag was in the car. I had nothing. I looked at what I had kicked. It was a bent rim, which had probably been popped off in the accident. I picked it up thinking I could use it as a shield.
Poor little Zoe covered her mouth. Her eyes bulged and her body convulsed. She was trying not to cough. Tears filled her big, green eyes. The crazy spotted us, lips curling to reveal her teeth. Like an animal, she growled and lunged forward.
“Get to the car,” I instructed. “Now! Go!” She took off, tripping and falling. Hands bloody from the asphalt, she scrambled up. Raeya, who was in the driver’s seat of the SUV, opened her door. I glimpsed Zoe climbing in right as I swung the rim.
It hit the crazy in the jaw. It seemed to only anger her and she came at me with even more fury. I was sore, so sore. Every muscle was stiff. It felt like the stitches ripped out of my shoulder as I leaned back and kicked her in the chest.
She caught my foot.
I wasn’t counting on any logic coming from her. She yanked and I fell, the wind getting knocked out of me on impact. She was over me, sniffing as if sizing me up. The horn honked. The crazy’s attention snapped to it, long enough for me to grab her hair and twist her head.
Her neck didn’t snap. She flopped to the side, off of me. I crawled away, reaching for the tire rim. Her grubby hands closed around my ankle. I thrashed wildly, breaking her hold. I forced myself up, grasping the rim. The rusty metal sliced open the palm of my hand as I whipped it. It broke her nose. Blood dripped down her face but it did nothing to slow her down.
He flew over me in a flash of fur and fangs. Argos’ teeth sunk into the crazy’s jugular. He shook his head, tearing open her flesh. She clawed at him, not reacting to the pain. When her body finally went limp, I weakly slipped my unbloodied hand under his collar and limped back to the SUV. Raeya stomped on the gas as soon as Argos and I were in. I pressed my thumb on the cut on my left hand, trying to stop the bleeding. We raced down the highway, getting off at the first exit. Not bothering with the map, Raeya turned to the right.
“Pull over,” Padraic told her.
“No way. We’re too close.” Raeya’s eyes were wide in fear and her knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel.
“Orissa’s bleeding,” he reminded her.
“It’s just a flesh wound,” I said with a horrible British accent. Raeya laughed, turning to me. Her humor disappeared as soon she saw the blood. “Really, it’s ok. It’s just my hand.” At least the pain of this cut made me forget about my agonizing gash on my back and my recently cut open abs.
“You’re already injured, Orissa,” Padraic told me as if I’d forgotten. “And even though it’s just your hand you can still lose a decent amount of blood.”
“I know,” I agreed. “When we find a clearing we can pull over.” The next few minutes passed painfully slow. Raeya pulled into an empty church parking lot. We let Argos out first; he was proving to be more and more badass as the days went on. Padraic got some first aid supplies and met me around the side of the car. He unfolded my hand, pouring water over it to try to wash away the still oozing blood. I watched as he scrubbed out the dirt and carefully extracted little shards of metal.
“Have you had a tetanus shot recently?” he asked.
“Yeah, I have actually. A few months ago.”
“Good,” he said, exhaling. Tiredness hit me and I leaned on the car. “Orissa?” he asked.
“Yeah?”
“You doing alright? Well, I know you’re not alright, alright.”
“I’m tired,” I confessed. “That’s all.”
“Do you want to try to find a place for the night?”
“No. I want to go home,” I said without thinking. “I mean, Kentucky,” I added quickly. Padraic didn’t mention my slip up as he bandaged my hand.
“I know you’ll hate this, but I think it would be best if we found some sort of rubber gloves to put over your hand to keep zombie blood out.”
Yes, I hated that idea. Nevertheless, it was smart. “Sure.”
Zoe was next, crying as Padraic cleaned her cuts. She hugged me once she was patched up.
“Thank you for saving me, Orissa.”
“You don’t have to thank me, Zoe. I’d save you anytime.”
“You got hurt because of me.”
“No, I got hurt because of the monsters. That’s not your fault.”
“I’m not worth saving,” she cried.
“Don’t ever say that!”
“But I’m not. My mommy didn’t come back for me.”
I kissed the top of her head. I wanted to tell her that her mother was a douche-bag asshole that didn’t deserve to have children. “I’m sure she tried,” I lied.
“No,” Zoe objected. “They were with me. In my room at the hospital. They left when the monsters showed up. They went to get my brothers but didn’t take me.”
I held her tightly. I wished I could punch her mother in the throat. How can you leave your own daughter, no matter how sick she was? “Are you hungry?”
“Not really.”
“Oh, well you should eat anyway.”
Raeya had already started making lunches for everyone. We got back in the cars after we ate. Padraic offered to sit in the back again, letting me have the front where it was more comfortable. Raeya looked at the map, somehow knowing where we were. She traced our route with her finger, telling me we only had a few hours left and that we should make it to the farm by nightfall.
Deciding to not drive on the highways again, we detoured through town. I closed my eyes, enjoying the heat blowing on my feet. The Range Rover slowed, jerking me back to reality. I looked around, trying to discern the reason for stopping.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“It’s a stop sign, Rissy,” she said, looking at me like I was crazy.
“Ray, it’s ok to blow through stop signs.”
“Oh, right.” She pressed the gas pedal. “If a zombie cop pulls me over, you are so paying the ticket.” She grinned and we both laughed.
“You girls have an odd sense of humor,” Padraic observed. I shrugged, knowing it to be true. I closed my eyes and sighed.
“Go to sleep, Orissa,” Raeya said quietly. “I know you’re tired.”
“I’m fine.”
“You are such a liar.”
I felt safe while we were moving. It didn’t take long before I drifted to sleep. We stopped once more for a quick pit stop. It was dark now, so no one wanted to be out of the car for longer than necessary. Two hours, Raeya calculated, and we would be there.
I was feeling sleepy again. The car was warm and I was as comfortable as I was going to get. No one spoke, leaving me to believe they had drifted to sleep as well. I closed my eyes, resting my head against the cool glass.
“Rissy!” Raeya hissed, shaking me. “Rissy!”
“Huh?”
“Look!”
In the distance, a set of headlights grew bigger and bigger. “People!”
I jolted awake. “Oh my God, you’re right!”
 “People!” she repeated. “In a car!”
Sonja stirred. “What’s going on?”
“There are people! Look!” Raeya said excitedly.
Sonja elbowed Jason. “Jason! There’s a car up ahead!” Padraic and Spencer had come to consciousness now, and they were thrilled to see signs of life.
The car wasn’t moving. The people driving were probably just as excited to come across us as we were to see them. Raeya turned the brights off when we were a few feet away. A shadowy figure got out of the pickup. I rolled down my window and leaned out.
The man held his hand up, blinded by the headlights. Argos growled. Padraic held him back, not wanting him to scare off the only human we’d seen in over a hundred miles. Leaving my bag in the car, I eagerly got out, temporarily forgetting my pain.
“Hi!” I gushed. Nothing logical flowed into my brain at the moment. “I-I’m so glad we’re not the only ones alive!” The man nodded, looking from me to the car. He looked shocked to see so many people alive. I moved around, extending my hand in a businesslike fashion. “I’m Orissa. There are ten of us.”
He held out his hand, a sharp machete limply held in his fingers. He cocked his head, examining me. My blood ran cold, tensing every muscle. A nasty, infected bite wound festered on his neck. I didn’t even have time to scream. The machete sparkled in the headlights before it came slicing down.
I ducked, barely missing the blade. I dropped to my knees, reopening the gash on my hand as I madly crawled away. “GO!” I shouted to Raeya. Confused, the crazy looked for me. I made it to his truck, slamming the door and hitting the lock button. He grabbed the handle, jerking on the door so hard the truck shook. I shifted the car into ‘drive’ and slammed on the gas, speeding past the Range Rover and Camaro, pulling a squealing U-turn. I plowed right into the crazy. He clanked against the hood before getting sucked under. Even though he was a day or two away from not being human, it was revolting to feel the truck bump over his body. I let off the gas, my body shaking from the close encounter.
“Can’t I fucking catch a break?” I asked myself. Something moved in the back seat. I looked into the review mirror, complete terror rapidly paralyzing my body. The zombie stiffly sat up, dumbly reaching for me. I screamed and slammed on the breaks. The truck swerved, veering off the road and into a drainage ditch. Since I hadn’t bothered to put a seat belt on, I flew forward, cracking my head on the windshield.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 7-
 

I frantically pulled on the door handle. The zombie had been tossed forward too. He growled and groaned, his rotting face inches from my body. Finally, the door opened and I fell out of the truck, hitting my knees on something sharp. I grabbed handfuls of dried grass, trying to pull myself out of the way. The zombie toppled out of the truck.
Somehow I forced myself upright. Blood dripped in my eye. I fell as I tried to make it up the ditch to the road. The zombie had my foot, trying to get his mouth on my skin. I kicked, screaming. I didn’t see her coming. But she was there, standing over the zombie. She hit him on the head once, twice, three times before he let me go.
“Why won’t you die?!” Raeya yelled, striking the zombie on the head with her tennis racket. Argos jumped on the zombie, fangs tearing into his leg, easily ripping off the rotting flesh. Hands slipped under my arms. I screamed and jerked away before realizing it was Padraic. He pulled me back. I kicked my feet, trying to get them to work. Once I was on the road, he released me, raising the gun.
“No,” I tried to yell. My voice had no volume. “No,” I repeated. He was a bad shot and Raeya was there. “Ray!” I attempted to shout. She heard, and after one more whack over the head, she ran up the embankment to us. Padraic put his arm around me, helping me to the car. He whistled, calling Argos. The dog didn’t listen. I took the gun from Padraic, exhaled, aimed, and blew the zombie’s brains out. When it stopped moving, the dog rejoined us.
As we tore down the country road, I became aware my head was bleeding. I reached up, wincing as my fingers grazed the fresh cut above my left eye. It was a jumble of chaos and body parts, but I made it to the back. Padraic turned the overhead light on and inspected the cut.
“You’ll be ok,” he told me and set to work on cleaning it up. Sonja had taken my front seat, leaving a spot for Argos in between Jason and Spencer. The dog sat, stretching his blood and flesh covered paws across the boys. I started shivering, from fear, cold, or blood loss, I didn’t know. Padraic unfolded the blanket he had been using as a cushion and draped it around my shoulders. I wrapped it tightly around myself, unable to stop shivering.
Raeya was forced to slow down as the road began to wind. We were only an hour away. The lights shining in on us from the Camaro were blinding. Looking out the back gave me an instant headache and I felt like I was going to puke. I closed my eyes, unaware that I was slowly falling to the side until I rested on Padraic’s shoulder. I startled back to reality.
“Thanks for helping back there,” I told him. “And Raeya, you totally had the game point. Thanks.”
“I was so scared, Rissy,” she said, looking back at me quickly. “So I did what I thought you would do.”
“You thought I’d hit a zombie with a tennis racket?”
“Not exactly. But you would do something.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, nausea worsening. I closed my eyes again, leaning against the backseat. The SUV rounded a curvy hill. A curvy hill that was very familiar. This incline used to excite me as a child. It marked the start of my countdown. How much time had passed? Had I fallen asleep?
“Raeya,” I spoke, my voice hoarse. “Sorry it took me so long to thank you for saving me. You too, Padraic.”
“You already thanked me,” Padraic said, sounding concerned.
“I did?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh, I don’t remember.” My eyes were heavy, so heavy. They closed on their own accord.
“Orissa,” Padraic said, loudly. He put his hands on my shoulders and gave me a gentle shake.
“Yeah?”
“You have a concussion.”
“I do?”
“I’m pretty sure.”
“Oh. Why?”
I heard Raeya whimper something incoherent. “Do you remember what happened?” she asked, her voice full of worry.
My brain was black for a second. Black and blank. It would have been nice to have it stay that way. Then I remembered the headlights, the hope in my heart when I thought we had stumbled upon another living soul. He was crazy and had a pet zombie stashed in his car.
“I hit my head on the windshield.”
Padraic said, “Yeah, definitely concussed.”
“No, I remembered.”
“It took you almost a minute to recall that.”
“No it didn’t,” I insisted.
“Yeah, it did,” Raeya hesitantly agreed. “Will she be ok?”
“Probably,” Padraic answered, running a hand through his hair. “Orissa, other than your head hurting, how do you feel?”
“Tired. And sick. I feel like I’m gonna puke.” The more I thought about it, the worse I felt. “Actually, I am gonna puke. Can you pull over?”
I barely made it out of the car before everything came up, burning my throat and nose. The rush of blood from leaning over made me dizzy, increasing my nausea three fold. This fucking sucked. Raeya held back my hair with one hand while the other gently rubbed my back. If I wasn’t so disgusting, I would have hugged her and told her she was the best friend in the whole damn world. I slumped against the Range Rover, annoyed that Padraic carried me into the back. I rested my head against his chest. He tried to get me to drink a little bit of water. It felt good to wash the taste of vomit away.
“You can close your eyes but I’m going to wake you up every few minutes, ok?” he said quietly. I mumbled a response and got sucked into unconsciousness. True to his word, Padraic whispered my name and squeezed my hand ten minutes later. I grunted and swatted his hand away. I remember him laughing, telling Raeya I was ok before passing out again. He woke me up once more, saying he needed to be sure I could be roused normally. My fuzzy brain thought he said ‘aroused’ at first and I tried to say something catty back. I failed, muttering something even I couldn’t make sense of.
The next time I woke up, the glorious site of my grandparents’ farmhouse was in front of me. My head hurt like hell, not to mention the rest of my body, but I was able to wake up. The house was still standing, for one. Two, there were no zombies in sight. And three, my grandpa had taken extra measures to protect the house. I groggily got out of the car, telling Argos to look for danger. I took a long drink of water and inhaled the cold night air, feeling a little more awake. The headlights from both the SUV and the sports car illuminated the white house. I slung my bag over my shoulder, taking the gun in my hand.
The pig iron bars from the horse stalls had been removed and nailed over the downstairs windows, making the house appear like a jail. It was brilliant. My feet shuffled up the wooden porch stairs, which still creaked and groaned just like before. I ran my hand over the bars. They had been expertly attached; no one could pull the bars off and get into the house.
No lights were on inside, and I willed myself not to let that upset me. I hadn’t
really
expected my grandpa to still be here. The front door had been reinforced. Leaving the car running, Raeya joined me. She put her hand in mine, knowing my worst fear. She had already retrieved the hide-a-key. I gripped her fingers tightly as she pushed open the door.
The smell of death didn’t hit us.
“Grandpa?” I called. We waited, neither dared breathe. When nothing responded, we sent Argos through. He didn’t snarl, bark or growl. “The coast is clear!” I called. “Bring the stuff in,” I suggested to Raeya. “I’m gonna fire up the generator. Well, I’m going to try it. Who knows if it will work.”
It was running low on fuel, but it started. The house came to life with lights. Though the brightness still hurt my concussed head, it was a beautiful sight. The soft yellow glow spilled out to the yard, casting funny shadows due to the bars on the windows. I walked along the wraparound porch. Everything was quiet and still, like it used to be, like it should be. I paused before the front door, looking inside at the worn, wooden floors. With a deep breath, I crossed the threshold.
Suddenly, I was eleven-years-old again, walking through the front door of my grandparent’s house. It was two summers after my parents’ divorce. I remember my grandmother crying when she found out about how I had to take care of my drunken mother. My grandpa was angry; angry at my mother and angry at himself. He shouldered some of the blame, saying if only he had been home more, things might have turned out differently.
I missed my mother. I was so excited to see her again, though I had nightmares about her stumbling around the house with a glass bottle in her hand, passing out on the floor. How many times had I sat by her, crying, not sure if she would ever wake up? I knew she missed me too. I was more than her drink mixer, really, I had to be. I was her daughter. My grandparents said they wouldn’t let me back unless she cleaned up her act. And it had been a whole summer. Surely she missed me enough by now to change.
And she had. She turned completely around. Our house was now clean, even redecorated in bright colors, and rid of all liquor. I remember that moment so well, one I thought I would cherish in my heart forever. The old pickup truck rolled to a stop. My mother flew down the driveway to hug me. Her hair was curled and smelled like lavender. Her eyes—aquamarine like mine—sparkled. She had changed.
Just not for me.
It was Ted who turned her life around. He pulled her out of the darkness in just two months. I spent two years taking care of her, bringing her drinks, cleaning her vomit, cooking us dinner, attending to her every need. It wasn’t enough. I couldn’t make her happy, couldn’t make her smile, couldn’t make her see that I still loved her and desperately wanted her to love me back.
But Ted could.
I couldn’t find any real faults with him. He was kind, though stern at times, and accepted me like his own daughter. He had a good job, had a nice house, and bought me a puppy for Christmas. He was good to me, and even better to my mother. He was everything she wanted and needed and I hated him for it.
That summer was the last good summer I had with my grandpa. We went hunting and fishing, camping and hiking. He taught me how to survive if I got lost, which plants to eat and which to avoid. I learned how to track, how to sit perfectly still in a deer stand for hours, how to make traps, and how not to rely on anyone but myself.
“Orissa?” Padraic’s voice pulled me to the bloody present.
“Yeah?”
“I think you should sit. You look like you’re gonna fall.”
“Oh. I feel fine.”
Sonja turned on the foyer lights. My stomach churned. I barely made it outside before I retched up nothing. I tripped going up the stairs. Padraic caught me, lifting me up and carrying me to the living room couch. He gently brushed my messy hair out of my face and looked into my eyes.
“Stay with me Orissa,” he said when my eyelids got heavy. “Orissa, try to stay awake.”
“Ok,” I mumbled. “The lights hurt.”
“I know, but I’m afraid if you close your eyes you’ll fall asleep.”
“And why is that bad?”
“I think you hit your head harder than I initially thought.”
“Ok.” I closed my eyes.
“Orissa,” he began.
“I’m not sleeping. See I’m talking.”
“Ok, keeping talking then.”
“Ok.” I was slightly aware of the shuffling going on around me. I heard Zoe’s little voice ask what was wrong with me and Raeya gently tell her I hit my head, but not to worry as I’d be ok.
“You’re not talking,” Padraic said.
“Thank you, Captain Obvious.” I opened one eye to glare at Padraic. He laughed softly.
“What is your name?”
“And I’m the one with the head injury? You know my name.”
“Not your full name.”
“Orissa Lynn Penwell.”
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-four.”
“What is your favorite color?”
“Black.” Argos’ wet nose pressed against my face. I reached out to pet him. Someone closed the front door, the sound hammering my eardrums. I felt sick again. I didn’t even bother to mention it; I had nothing left to come up.
“Black’s not a color,” Padraic noted.
“Yes it is.”
“It’s the absence of color.”
“No,” I argued. “White is. Black is all colors mixed together. And it’s my favorite.”
“How did you hurt your head?”
“I chased the gnomes through the magic mirror.” I let Padraic suffer a few seconds of panic before I opened my eyes. “I’m fine, ok? I know who I am, my age, where we are and what happened. I just want to shower and sleep.”
“Shower?” Lauren was eavesdropping. “We can shower?”
“Assuming the water pump still works, yes,” I replied tartly.
“I call dibs on first shower,” she said hurriedly.
Padraic interjected. “I think Orissa should be the first to shower. This is her house and she needs to rest more than anyone right now.”
I think Lauren actually stomped her foot. “I haven’t showered in God knows how long. Do you know how oily your skin gets from eating junk food?”
I tugged on Padraic’s sleeve. I opened my eyes just enough to look into his. “The water takes forever to warm up in this house,” I whispered. He smiled a bit deviously.
“Fine,” he said with authority. “But we have to agree to a two minute limit on the showers, since we all want to take one. Lauren, go ahead, be first. Remember you only have two minutes.”
I asked Raeya to take Lauren into the master bedroom’s bathroom and make sure there were towels. She led Sonja upstairs to the second bathroom with a shower. I hadn’t been in this house in over a year. I wanted so badly to walk around and let the memories come back, see everything I had missed so much. At the moment, I wasn’t sure I could functionally move. Someone padded into the room. A cold hand gripped mine.
“Will she be ok?” Zoe asked.
“Yes, she will be just fine. She hit her head and is very tired,” Padraic summed up. Zoe began asking something else and was overcome with coughing. There was a quick shuffling of feet; Hilary must have rushed over to help her. No sooner did they leave than someone else came into the room. A body sank down on the couch by my feet.
“How ya feeling?” Raeya asked.
“Peachy.” I tried to sit up and look at her, but gave up when it brought another bout of nausea. “What’s the house like?”
Knowing what I implied, she said, “In order. Well, as orderly as normal.”
“We’ll have to check the barn in the morning.”
“Of course.”
My brain fuzzed out. Raeya and Padraic were having a conversation, the words sounding foreign. Raeya shook my foot.
“Rissy,” she spoke. “Wake up.”
“I’m awake,” I told her, thinking I was speaking clearly. “I just closed my eyes for a minute.”
“More like five.”
“Nah-ah.”
“Yeah,” Padraic agreed. “You can sleep, but I have to wake you up every half hour, alright?”
“Ok,” I agreed. I think I would have agreed with just about anything at that point.
Raeya moved off the couch, getting a blanket from the closet. She took my boots off before draping the blanket over me. “I want to sleep in my bed,” I requested. I had been looking forward to it for a while.
“Where is it?” Padraic asked.
“I’ll show you,” Raeya told him. I didn’t object as he carried me upstairs. But I did object to getting under the covers of my childhood bed covered in blood, dirt, sweat, and zombie parts. Padraic and Raeya insisted I rest right away. I forced myself to sit up, opening my eyes. When I saw the photos on the dresser, it was easier to pull myself out of the damaged haze my brain was stuck in.
The room hadn’t changed in the twenty-something years it had been mine. The blue floral wall paper was faded, pictures of Raeya and me as teenagers were still pinned to the bulletin board above my desk, which still housed notebooks, magazines, colored pencils, and markers that were sure to be dried out and worthless.
My grandma had picked out the bedspread. It was light purple with little blue and yellow flowers winding their way across the fabric on little vines. It was pretty, I supposed, but extremely girly. With the four post bed, dresser, desk, bookshelf, nightstands, and armchair, the room was crowded. The floor creaked just as I remembered when I wobbled my way to the closet. The only clothes in there were too small for me. Thinking they might fit Zoe or Lisa, I reached for the hangers. I faltered, leaning against the doorframe for support.
Raeya helped me into the bathroom. She was afraid I was going to slip in the shower and hit my head again. She stayed in there, sitting on the counter, talking to me periodically to make sure I was ok. I hated that she was worried. I felt, somehow, that I let her down. I wanted her to take care of herself, to worry about her own survival—not mine.
It felt so incredibly good to have warm water washing over my body. Being clean had definitely been something I’d taken for granted. The soap burned all my cuts and scrapes. I hadn’t realized just how many I had until now. I didn’t want to put my dirty clothes back on. Leaving my dripping hair unbrushed and hanging in a tangled mess down my back, I gingerly wrapped the towel around my battered torso and went back into my room, where I was surprised to see Padraic.
He was surprised too. After letting his eyes linger over my barely covered body for a whole second, he turned away.
“Sorry! I-I wanted to rebandage the cut on your back a-and make sure your stitches didn’t come out.”
“Ok,” I simply said and sat on the bed. At this point, I didn’t care if he saw me naked. I just wanted to sleep. I reached behind me to pull the soaking bandage off my back.
“I’ll get it,” Padraic said as he joined me on the bed. The bandage easily peeled off. “Can you put something on?”
“I don’t have any clean clothes,” I replied.
“What about in your closet?”
“They don’t fit me anymore.”
“The dresser?”
“Maybe.” It hadn’t even occurred to me to look in there. Padraic got up and opened the top drawer. He rooted around, grabbed a garment, held it up and checked the size. I knew there were clothes somewhere in this house that would fit me. My grandma was a fan of the long nightgowns. Normally I’d never be caught dead in one. Feeling like I was one step away from death, it didn’t seem like a bad idea.
“What about these?” he asked, tossing me a pair of red and white striped thermal pajamas. It would be a tight fit, since the last time I wore these I was in my teens, but it would work. I fumbled to pull the pants on, dropping the towel several times. I grabbed a pillow to hold to my chest while Padraic worked on my stab wound. For a moment I thought it was odd it hadn’t healed yet, since it seemed like Logan attacking me happened long ago when it was really just days. The scene of me killing him flashed in my mind. I quickly pushed it away. I had to do it, I reminded myself.
Raeya got out of the shower just as Padraic finished fixing the torn stitches.
“Jesus Christ, Orissa, what happened?” she asked.
“I got stabbed.”
“Again?”
“Yeah. It doesn’t hurt any less the second time, though this time it’s not as deep.”
“When?”
I had to think about it. “Two days ago? It feels like longer than that.” Padraic smeared something cold on the cut. It was soothing at first. Then the antibiotics kicked in and it burned like hell. He pressed a piece of gauze over the wound and taped it to my skin.
“Ok,” he said. “Now I need your head again.” I began to turn when he stopped me. “You can put your shirt on first.”
“Oh, right.” I needed Raeya to help me get the sleeves on since I didn’t want to move my arms anymore than necessary. The top was as tight as the bottoms. The front had several buttons under the collar. Not caring if I showed any or too much cleavage, I unbuttoned them in hopes of making myself feel more comfortable.
Padraic told me I would have a nice sized lump on my forehead in the morning. He put the same ointment on my head, apologizing for the pain it caused. With steady hands, he put a clean bandage over the gash, repeated the cleaning and bandaging process with my hand and told me to rest.
“I’ll wake you up,” he promised. “So don’t worry about anything.”
I didn’t want to protest. I wanted so much to crawl under the familiar comforter and sleep, pretending I was a kid again staying at my grandparents’ farm. Maybe even dream about hunting or fishing or riding horses like I used to. “Someone needs to keep watch. I know it seems safe, but it might not be.”
“I can keep watch,” he offered.
“Not while you’re babysitting me. Just let me sleep. I’m fine.”
“Orissa, who went to medical school? You have to be woken up.”
“Why?”
“To make sure nothing worsens.”
“How long until I can sleep normally?”
“Twelve to twenty four hours. I’ll let you know twelve hours from now if you need more.”
“Eleven hours,” I corrected. “At least one hour passed since the whole zombie in the truck thing happened.”
“You are so stubborn.”
“She is,” Raeya agreed. “And I can keep watch. I’ll get Jason or Spencer to stay up with me.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. Bad idea, now I felt sick again. “I want you to sleep. I—”
“Seriously, Rissy?” she interrupted. “Don’t even suggest you keep watch. You’re human, you know. You need to rest.”
“So does everyone else,” I reminded her.
Raeya sat next to me. “Orissa, you are the strongest person I know. We are all counting on you to keep us safe and I know you can do it. But not if you refuse to let yourself heal.” She pulled the blankets back. “Come on, go to bed. For me.”
Damn it. Raeya knew how to speak my language. And she was right. “Fine,” I agreed. She opened the hope chest at the foot of the bed and pulled out two quilts. She offered one to Padraic and draped the other around her shoulders.
“Can I turn the heater on?” she asked me. “Or should we not waste the gas to run it?”
“Turn it on,” I said. “It’s cold in here and will only get colder. We can turn it off in the morning, but tonight it can be on since it will only get colder.”
“You’re repeating yourself.” I could hear the frown in her voice. “Are you sure she’ll be ok?” she asked Padraic.
“I think so,” he said, though not even I was convinced.
“Ok. Love ya Riss.”
“Love ya too, Ray,” I replied.
She turned the overhead light off and went downstairs. Padraic told me to sleep—an order I gladly obeyed—and that he was going to find something to change into and shower. He promised he’d be back in to check on me. The night passed in a blurry haze. I remember Padraic waking me, asking me questions, and letting me slip back into sleep. At one point Raeya crawled under the covers next to me. Padraic encouraged me to take a drink of juice every time he shook me awake. At one point the need to pee drove me from my slumber.
Padraic had fallen asleep in the old armchair, its white, velvet cushions yellowed from age. His blanket had fallen to the floor. I picked it up, gently draping it back over his body. I stumbled into the bathroom, not bothering to turn on the light. The house was quiet, and, on my way back to my room, I paused at the top of the stairs. Muffled voices floated in my direction. Satisfied someone followed through with keeping watch, I went back to my room.
“Orissa?” Padraic asked.
“Yeah?”
“Oh, just making sure. I didn’t know where you went.”
“I had to pee. Sorry, doctor, I didn’t know I needed permission.”
“No, that’s not what I meant. I thought maybe you—”
“What, wondered away in a confused haze?”
“Something like that.” I heard the chair creak as he sat back down. “Does your head hurt?”
“Of course.”
“How else do you feel?”
“As good as I can. Stop worrying, Padraic. I’m fine. I know where I am, who I am and what happened.”
“I’m a doctor. It’s my job to worry.”
“Well, it’s annoying.” I stuck my feet under the covers. “Why don’t you find a bed and get some sleep?”
“That sounds wonderful. But it hasn’t been twelve hours yet.”
“I’m sure it’s close.”
He sighed, stood and left the room. I didn’t have time to process the hurt look that pulled down his face before I fell asleep again. It felt like only minutes passed before Raeya gently shook me awake. Through the closed, ivory curtains weak sunlight filtered in the room. Good. I was up before the sun rose.
“What time is it?” I asked her, slowly sitting up.
“Probably after five.”
“I haven’t been up this early in a long time. We should get an early start today though.”
“Oh, Rissy, it’s five in the evening.” She bit her lip, looking guilty.
“I slept all day?”
“Yeah. You needed it.” She sat next to me. “I made dinner. It’s not a good dinner, but it’s warm and filling.”
The talk of food reminded me of how hungry I was. I stood too fast and my vision blacked out. Raeya grabbed my arm, steadying me. “I’m ok,” I assured her. “This has happened before, you know. It’s not from the concussion.”
“Ok,” she said with a pressed smile, not looking convinced. “I can bring dinner up to you, if you’d like.”
The offer was tempting, mostly because it meant I could stay up here and not have to deal with anyone. Knowing I would have to face them eventually, I followed Raeya down the stairs. The stairs emptied into the family room. I began to feel a little dizzy as I walked through the room, past the bathroom, and into the foyer which then led to the dining room. Everyone had crowded into the dining room. The breakfast table had been set in there too, so that all ten of us had a place at a table. The aroma of dinner was strong, making my stomach growl.
I sat at the head of the table; the spot had been reserved for me, and dug into the bowl of rice and beans in front of me. Raeya had done well, making the best of what we had. We ate in an awkward silence. Conversation seemed so trivial now. I noticed that Lisa’s cough lessened and Zoe’s worsened. Hilary asked Lauren to help her clean the kitchen after dinner. Lauren objected, wrinkling her nose at the pile of dirty dishes in the sink.
Deciding to leave the room before I smacked Lauren, I opened the basement door. My bare feet had just graced the cold cement when Padraic plodded down the dusty, wooden stairs after me.
“Anything good down here?” he asked.
I pulled the string to turn on the single lightbulb at the base of the stairs. “See for yourself.” To our right, shelves were lined with cans of beans, home-canned veggies, and bags of rice. “We’ll have to check the dates. I’m sure more than half expired years ago. My grandpa liked to be prepared, but the last few years weren’t good to him.”
I crossed the basement, my heart speeding up in excitement. I ran my hand along the wall, feeling for the switch. Bright, fluorescent lights hummed to life. To the untrained eye, only my grandfather’s model train collection sat before me, displayed on pine shelves. I picked up a red boxcar, unlatching a secret lock. It strained my weak body to pull the hidden door back.
“Holy shit,” Padraic swore. I couldn’t help but smile at the awed shock on his face. When I turned back to what was in front of me, I felt like I was looking at an old friend. I reached out, running my hands over the cool metal. “You really aren’t a government agent?” he asked, unable to take his eyes off the weapons.
“You’ve seen too many cheesy American action movies,” I said as I ran my eyes up and down my grandpa’s impressive collection. “The M240 is missing,” I muttered to myself.
“Is that bad?”
“It was one of my grandpa’s favorites. If he took it, then he must have killed a lot of zombies before he got out of here.”
“Got out of here?”
“To a quarantine—a real one.”
“You think he’s there?”
“He better be. He’s a veteran. They at least owe him a safe place to live out his last years after all he did.” I eyed several other empty spots. Along with the machine gun, an assault rifle, two hand guns, a machete, and several knives were missing. At least my grandpa was well armed. I picked up a Berretta M9, the lights gleaming off the shiny black metal.
“Is it legal to have some of these?” Padraic asked, eyes fixed on a machine gun.
“Hell no. It doesn’t matter anymore though, does it?” I loaded the hand gun, clicking on the safety. It was a habit to stick it in the back of my pants. Forgetting that I had on ridiculous pajamas, I reached behind me. With a sigh, I set the gun down. I scanned over the selection of hand guns, looking for one for Padraic. “I’ll start you with a .22, ok?” I grabbed a box of bullets and extended them both.
“Ok…uh…what is this?”
“Aren’t doctors supposed to be smart? It’s a gun.”
“I know that, Orissa. Why are you giving it to me?”
“Shit, I must be concussed,” I said laughing. “I’m going to teach you how to shoot. Target practice.”
“In the dark?”
“There are flood lights out there. And zombies attack at night.”
“You want to teach me?”
“Yes.” It would be so much easier on me if I wasn’t the only one who could shoot a zombie in the head from farther than a foot away. “I think it’s a skill we all need to learn now.”
“Orissa,” Padraic said in a tone that immediately struck a nerve. “Really think about this, alright. We haven’t been outside yet and you want to make a lot of noise, teaching me how to shoot.”
I blinked. Now that he said it out loud, it was a stupid idea. “Yeah. We should explore first.”
He took the gun from me, setting it down on a table (which housed precariously placed pieces of model trains and paint brushes). He put his finger under my chin and lifted my face to meet his. He leaned in close. He had thick eyelashes protecting his intense blue eyes.
“You’re still concussed.”
“No I’m not,” I insisted.
“Yes. One pupil is dilated and the other isn’t. Plus, your decision making isn’t up to par.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re a liar,” he said, smiling. His face was still inches from mine. He blinked, causing his long lashes to come together and I shivered. “Come on, let’s get ya back into bed now.” I grabbed the M9, bullets, and a machete. Padraic helped me shut the heavy doors.
“Don’t tell anyone about this, ok? Raeya knows, and now you do, so if there is an emergency take what you need but I don’t want…” I trailed off, not knowing how to phrase what I was thinking.
“Anyone to go gun happy?” Padraic suggested.
“Exactly. Like I said, guns are more than point and shoot. I don’t want anyone hurting themselves or someone else.”
“Good idea.” Padraic nodded approvingly and put his hand on the small of my back. Through my thin pajamas, his skin felt so warm. He ushered me upstairs, telling me that the more I complied with resting, the faster my body would heal.
I spent the next three days on bed rest. No one dared to venture outside without me, and Padraic only let Argos out a few times a day, always keeping him on a make shift leash to ensure the dog wouldn’t run off. With help from a concoction of pain killers Padraic gave me, I was able to sleep almost twenty-four hours a day for the first two days. I was convinced that he overdosed me on purpose to keep me calm and in bed. By day three, I couldn’t reason taking any more medication and was bored out of my mind. Raeya spent the morning with me, talking and catching up on everything we’d missed since the last time we saw each other.
Zoe kept me company that afternoon. She seemed nervous, her eyes constantly shifting to the doorway like she was afraid someone was going to pop in and yell ‘boo’. Wanting to save gas, we had the heat set low. It was uncomfortably cold in the house. Zoe got under the covers, sticking her cold feet under Argos’ warm body. She had unearthed my grandma’s scrapbooks. There was a scrapbook for each year of my life until I was eighteen.
Starting from my baby book, we flipped through them. I hadn’t looked at the books in years. They brought on a happy pain, reminding me of how simple things used to be.
“You look sad this year,” Zoe told me.
“Yeah, I guess I kinda do.” I closed the book, noticing for the first time that all of my ‘sad photos’ coincided with my parent’s divorce. “It was a rough year for me.”
“What happened?”
“My dad left us.”
“Oh. That would make me sad too.”
“It hurt my mom more. But, hey, it was a long time ago. And look,” I opened the next scrap book. “I’m smiling here.”
“And on a horse! Can you still ride?”
“Yeah. It’s been a couple years but it’s something you don’t easily forget.” Zoe turned the page. There I was again, sitting on the back of a scrawny, buckskin horse, beaming up at the camera with an oversized cowboy hat sliding down over my eyes. I put my finger on the picture. “That’s Sundance. He was my first horse. I went with my grandpa to the auction that spring. He let me pick out a horse and I picked the skinniest, ugliest, most pathetic looking horse there.”
“Why would you do that?”
“I wanted to show everyone that you can turn something hopeless into something beautiful.”
“Did you?”
“Turn the page.” I waited while Zoe skimmed the pictures.
“He is beautiful!” she gasped.
“He really was. He was a huge brat though. I got thrown off of him more than any other horse.” I laughed at the memory. “But my grandpa always told me it made me stronger, getting up after each fall. He never let me give up and just put Sundance away. I was sore and scared and I thought he was being mean at the time.”
“But he was, wasn’t he? If you fell from your horse, you were hurt.”
“Yes, but never that badly. You see, Sundance was lazy. He didn’t like being worked. Every time he bucked me off, it was in hopes of getting to go back to the barn. If I put him away after I fell, he’d learn that bucking equals not being ridden.”
“Oh.” Zoe turned to the next page. “Is that your mom?”
“No, that’s my aunt.”
“She looks like you.”
“Yeah, I look more like my Aunt Jenny than I do my mom. She’s my mom’s younger sister.” I felt a knot form in my chest when I thought about Aunt Jenny. I closed my eyes for just a second and prayed she was alright.
“She’s pretty, like you.”
“She is. And thanks.” We continued looking through the books. Zoe loved the picture of Raeya and me as awkward teenagers; she couldn’t stop laughing. Then her laughs turned into coughs and soon she was tired. She objected when I suggested she take a nap. She got out of bed and told me she had something important to do but I needed my rest. She shut the door when she left the room. “Strange,” I said to Argos.
Not able to sit still for any longer, I showered, put the stupid pajamas back on and set out to find clothes. Along with my room, there were two other rooms upstairs. At one point, my mom and Aunt Jenny had lived in those rooms. They have long since been turned into guest rooms with empty closets. Well, mostly empty. I went across the hall and into the nearest spare room. Stashed behind closed doors was a box of odds and ends my grandma didn’t want to part with and old toys that were too good for attic or basement storage. There was an ironing board, a sewing machine, old purses, backpacks, books, and lots of scrap material. I went through the purses and backpacks, thinking it would be useful for everyone to have their own bag to fill with survival supplies.
The next closet housed my grandpa’s hunting clothes. The camo jacket I had worn years ago still fit, though the sleeves were a little short. Nevertheless, I pulled everything from the hangers and carried it back to my room. I’m sure the boys would be able to fit into this stuff. I imagined Padraic as being preppy in style. I don’t know why, since I’d only seen him in scrubs and clothes he found in the apartment complex. I didn’t think he would so much as roll his eyes at the camouflage and boots; no, he was too agreeable for that. Still, I didn’t think he’d like wearing something like this.
“These clothes are more substantial,” I said aloud to Argos as I shook the dust out. My stomach growled. I tossed the heap of clothes onto the hope chest and called Argos to follow me downstairs. My muscles were stiff from doing nothing for the last three days. It was hard to keep up with my yoga with so many rips and tears in my skin.
My foot didn’t even hit the first stair when Zoe dashed up them. Panting, she held out her hand.
“Is everything ok?” I asked, feeling just a tiny amount of panic.
“Yes,” she said as she gasped for air.
“Come sit and catch your breath,” I suggested and led her into my room. I picked up the towel—which I had lazily dropped on the floor—and rubbed it over my wet hair. My thin pajama shirt was now damp and making me colder.
“You have pretty hair,” Zoe told me.
“Thanks.”
“Can I brush it?”
“Of course.” I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders after I gave Zoe the brush. I sat on the hope chest so she could kneel on the bed. She carefully brushed out the knots.
“My hair used to be blonde,” she said, running the brush through my long, dark hair. It made me sad to think about the implications her simple statement had. “Can I braid it?”
For the next twenty minutes, Zoe brushed, braided, unbraided, brushed and rebraided my hair. Finally she was satisfied with two tight French pigtail braids. I stood and admired them in the mirror and was a little surprised by how good they looked, well as good as any adult can look with pigtail braids.
“You did a good job, Zoe.” I ran my hand over my hair. “They are really smooth.”
She beamed. “Thanks. My mom taught me how to braid.” Lisa came into the room, smiling but not meeting my eyes. She whispered something to Zoe, who giggled and told me to stay put. I heard them loudly run downstairs and then up again, both coughing and out of breath. Zoe took my hand and, without explaining, pulled me after her.
“Zoe, what are you—” I cut off abruptly. Everyone had gathered around the dining room table.
“Surprise!” they shouted. Lauren crossed her arms with a sour smile.
“What is this?” I muttered, the smell of fresh baked brownies distracting me.
Raeya laughed. “Orissa, don’t you know what day it is?”
“No.” Thinking Padraic would accuse me of still being concussed, I quickly added, “I haven’t kept track of what day it is since we holed up in the hospital basement.”
“It’s your birthday.”
Oh. She was right. “You made me brownies?” I asked, feeling so appreciative of her gesture.
She blushed and nodded her head. “I couldn’t make a cake. And we don’t have eggs so I don’t know how good they are.”
I bit my lip to keep the smile from my face. I wanted to hug Raeya and thank her for being the most thoughtful person on the planet. “They smell wonderful. Let’s eat!”
Despite the missing eggs, they were the best damn brownies I’d ever had. The ten of us quickly polished off the entire pan.
“I bet I can get you some eggs,” I told Raeya as I helped her clean up the kitchen.
She turned to me, hands plunged in soapy water. “Do you think the chickens are still alive?”
“I’m sure some of them are. Only if they got out, though. Knowing my grandpa, I’m betting he let all the animals go.”
“I’ve been too scared to look at the barn. I don’t want to see any poor, helpless animal starved to death.”
“I don’t want to see it either. I found some hunting clothes upstairs. It’s mostly outerwear, but it’s at least warm. I’m gonna take a look in the barn and bring in firewood. It’ll be nice to have a fire going.”
“We’re almost out of food,” she whispered, eyes darting around. “I don’t know if anyone else but Padraic is aware.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll get more,” I promised.
She nodded and faked a smile. “I know you will. I..I just…I’m worried and scared. Really scared.”
“We’ll make it somehow,” I promised, feeling it was best not to tell her how scared I was too.
She nodded again. “I’ll come with you. To the barn, I mean.”
I immediately objected. “No. Stay here where it’s safe.”
“Riss, you can’t keep me locked away for safe keeping.”
“Yes I can.”
“No, you can’t. I can help you.”
“I know you can. But it’s my turn to worry,” I reminded her.
She sighed, wiping her wet hands on a towel. “You were always the big sister I never had. I can help, really, I can. And you’re still not completely better. And,” she pressed before I could interrupt. “And if you get hurt now, it will only set back your recovery. You’ve made it this far. It would be a shame to have to start all over, wouldn’t it?”
“Yes. Ray, I know. I know you’re right and I know I can’t keep you trapped inside. But I’m still going out on my own first.” I would never forgive myself if something bad happened to my best friend.
Raeya threw the towel at me. “I liked you better when you were roofied. You are very agreeable when you’re under any kind of influence.”
“Is she now?” Padraic asked, striding into the small kitchen.
I shrugged and smiled. “I’ve been told. I guess I’m a happy drunk.”
“I have to say I agree with that,” Padraic said, grinning. “You are quite pleasant after you’ve had your happy pills.”
“You guys make it sound like I’m horrible to be around,” I pouted, trying not to laugh myself.
“Well,” Raeya began, casting her eyes down. “I didn’t want to tell you, but…” she broke off, laughing. She turned back to the sink, picking up the clean dishes to dry. The moment had come and passed too quickly. We were stuck in a house with barely any food. And zombies were eating the rest of humanity. Suddenly, nothing was funny anymore.
“I’m gonna check the barn,” I said, pushing myself off the counter which I had leaned against. “Don’t worry; I’ll bring Argos and weapons.”
“I’m coming with you,” Raeya reminded me. I nodded. Padraic of course, offered to accompany us as well. I armed us all, told everyone else where we were going and went upstairs to get coats for Padraic and Raeya. I looked around for my leather jacket. Not only could I not find it, but my jeans and plaid shirt were missing as well. Turns out Raeya had washed everyone’s clothes and wiped down my jacket, removing the zombie parts and mud.

“Is this blood?” Raeya asked as she slipped her arms into a brown, tan, and green jacket.
“Hmm. Probably,” I answered, scratching at the browned stain. “It’s probably deer blood though. Not as gross as zombie blood.”
Raeya shrugged. “I guess.” She sat down to put on the running shoes. “I wished these matched,” she said to herself. “Not that it matters, I suppose.” Being the inventive person Raeya is, she had fashioned herself an almost stylish outfit given the material she had to work with. A faded, robin’s egg blue men’s dress shirt had been made into a dress, complete with a leather belt around her waist. She used tan breeches as leggings, which, in my opinion, worked in her favor since the material was thicker. Like me, she had on only one piece of jewelry: a braided leather bracelet with a sliver elephant charm. Her thick, shoulder length hair fell in waves around her face.
“Do you want gloves?” I asked, thinking that they might be a good idea. I rummaged through the coat closet until I found enough for all of us. Mine didn’t match and were the stupid stretchy kind that didn’t offer much warmth. I gave Padraic and Raeya nice leather pairs. I handed Padraic a .22 pistol and kept the M9 in my unharmed right hand.
Jason wanted to come with us. His eyes lit up when he looked at Raeya and his cheeks flushed when she spoke to him. She assured him we would be safe and that she wanted someone strong to guard the house and everyone in it. Without meaning to, she was flirting with him. And he ate it up.
“Don’t worry. I’ll keep everyone safe,” he assured her, puffing out his chest just a bit. Almost apprehensively, I opened the front door. It was late in the afternoon and the sun was hiding behind clouds.
Everything was how I remembered it: over grown gardens, junk cast behind the shed, the roof caved in on the old barn, the rusted out tractor stuck in the mud as it had been for the last decade. The barn we referred to as the ‘new barn’ was built almost fifteen years ago now. The large doors had been left open and none of the stalls were closed. No animals, alive or dead, were in there. The knot loosened in my heart. Of course I didn’t want to see anything—human or animal—in distress or dead. But more so, it was a sign my grandpa had time to get things in order.
We walked behind the barn and a familiar sound filled the air. Chickens clucked as they milled about the half plowed cornfield, pecking at bugs and pieces of spilled corn. Raeya grabbed my hand and smiled.
“At least we will have eggs!” she exclaimed.
“And a nice, plump chicken for dinner,” I added, already dreading plucking the feathers off.
“That all sounds delicious,” Padraic agreed. “But do any of you know how to, uh, butcher a chicken?”
“I do,” I said flatly, turning to explore the far pastures. Ducks swam in the shallow, wide part of the creek, which I had called the ‘pond river’ for as long as I could remember. The creek cut through the property, almost exactly down the middle. If followed it into the woods; it was a perfect spot to hide in the trees and wait for deer. I was seven the first time my grandpa took me hunting. I can still hear my mother’s angry voice when she found out I shot and killed a rabbit. A small yelling match took place between her and my grandfather. She insisted it was wrong to subject a young girl to the act of taking a life.
“You are full of surprises, Orissa.” Padraic looked at me with a slight smile.
“I guess.” It wasn’t that surprising if you knew my grandpa. It was more surprising I turned out as normal as I did. I walked to the edge of the creek, the small pebbles crunching under my feet. The soft, rippling of water was peaceful. The forest was alive with birds, their chirping almost deafeningly loud. Geese honked, flying in the tale-tell V, signaling the end of fall and the beginning of winter. “Hey,” I said suddenly, whirling around.
“What?” Raeya asked, gripping her tennis racket.
“Nothing bad, sorry. I just had an idea.” I strode through the pasture, Ray and Padraic following without question. I went into the new barn. It was weird seeing the stalls taken apart. It looked wrong, so different than how I remembered it. “Dammit, there are no lights in the tack room,” I mumbled to myself.
“What’s that?” Padraic asked. Ok, maybe he hadn’t grown up in a charming country cottage with a quaint, stone barn in the backyard.
“Tack is the stuff you put on a horse, you know, like saddles. The tack room is where you keep the stuff.”
“Oh, ok. What could be in there?”
“A lead rope to use as a leash for Argos,” I explained.
“Good thinking.”
I ran my hand along the wall, my fingers getting covered in dust and cobwebs. I knew there used to be a flashlight on the top shelf to the right of the door inside the tack room. I knocked several things off the shelf before I found it. The light flickered and turned on. I slowly circled the room.
“Ah-ha,” I said when the yellow light illuminated a shot gun. I picked it up, blowing the dust off.
“Jesus, how many guns does your grandpa have?” Padraic asked.
“You don’t want her to answer that question,” Raeya told him. “Look, boots!” She picked up a pair of my old riding boots. “Maybe they’ll fit,” she said hopefully and tried them on. They were a little tight, she told me, but were better than the Pumas. We exited the tack room and made our way to another pole barn, this one deemed ‘the workshop’. I pushed the heavy door open, light spilling in, highlighting the little specks of dust that floated in the air.
There were several trackers, my grandpa’s old truck—his new Ford was gone—and three ATVs crowding the cement floor along with other odds and ends. The most important thing in here was the thing I almost ran to.
“It’s full,” I breathed, and the knot loosened even more. I wanted to hug the gas tank. It was huge, at one point I knew how many gallons it held. I couldn’t recall the exact number, though I remember being shocked that the thing could store so much fuel. “There’s another one outside.” We went out through the back of the barn. This gas tank had about a fourth of a tank left, which, considering its size, was plenty.
Firewood, enough to last us the whole winter, was stacked along the outside of the workshop. We had fuel and firewood, but no food. My grandparents didn’t have a ton of livestock. When I stopped by for a too short visit last summer there was a small herd of seven cows, four goats, the chickens and three horses. The knot tightened when I thought of the horses. They weren’t pedigree horses by any means; they had all come from the auction. But they were well trained and taken care of. And, most of all, they meant a lot to my grandpa.
“Have you ever ridden a four-wheeler?” I asked Padraic, rubbing my hands over my thighs. The stupid, striped pajama pants were no match for the cold November wind.
“Never.”
“You’re about to.”
If they start,
I added in my head. Only two did, though, it worked in our favor. It was the best way to get around in the woods other than on horseback, and that was only because being on a horse was much, much quieter. Raeya automatically took the blue ATV. It was the one she always rode when we were kids. I got on a larger red one, waving Padraic to sit behind me.
We crossed the creek at the pond river, crossed through a thin tree line and emerged into the pasture. The rusty, metal gate had been left open. Argos ran alongside us happily. He barked, darting forward with more speed.
“Ohmygod,” I whispered. “They’re still alive.” One by one, cows came into view. If the cows were still here, then the horses had to be. My heart sped up as I scanned the pasture. I learned to ride the same time I learned to hunt. I enjoyed it, and I loved Sundance, but I never became one of those horse obsessed girls. My grandma was the horse person in the family. Aunt Jenny had shown Quarter Horses as a girl, competing in barrel racing. My own mother must have been the odd one out in this farming family as she never took to the animals or the lifestyle. I hadn’t either, thinking I would be much happier in the city were there was this indescribable energy flowing. I liked the city, loved it even at times.
You never realize how much you miss a place until you come back. This farm was home. In the back of my mind I think I knew I’d end up back here. I slowed the ATV, not wanting to spook or upset the cows. They seemed in good shape; not skinny or beat up. I hadn’t bothered to check the hay barn. If there was any hay left, we should bring a few round bales out here before all the plants died in the winter.
This pasture was about fifty acres. I accelerated quickly and Padraic grabbed onto my waist to keep his balance. We didn’t find the goats or the horses, which could be good, I reminded myself. With limited daylight left, we drove home. The keys to the old pickup were hanging where they should be. I fired it up and drove around to throw firewood in the back. Reminding me again that I hadn’t healed, Raeya and Padraic did all the heavy lifting while I kept the truck running.
Everyone crowded around the fire place that night. Finickus purred loudly on Zoe’s lap, enjoying the warmth as much as she did. Raeya and I kept first watch. She laid out several pieces of paper on the coffee table. I picked up the closest one.
“You made a pie chart about zombies?”
“Yes,” she said as if it wasn’t odd. “We need to know what we are dealing with. See,” she said and grabbed another paper. “The virus does several things that we know about: infect, kill, or do nothing. If infected, you go through three phases: crazy, zombie, and gummy.”
“Gummy?” I asked, unable to keep the incredulous eyebrow raise from my face.
“Yes. They get all gooey and gummy, remember. I think it’s safe to say they are the least threatening. And, given what we’ve seen, crazies don’t live that long, if you can call that living. The longest phase is the zombie one. And I don’t know how long the gummies last. I’m assuming they will…fall apart.”
“You are very thorough,” I complimented.
“Thanks,” she beamed. “I figured it doesn’t hurt to know the facts.”
We moved closer to the fire, chatting, then went upstairs to wake Lauren and Sonja up around one. Sonja slowly dragged herself out of bed. Lauren pulled the covers over her face and groaned.
“Lauren, it’s your turn to keep watch,” Raeya whispered, trying not to wake up Lisa, who crowded into the bed next to her. It took almost ten minutes before Lauren dragged her butt out of bed. She grumbled about how she wasn’t good at keeping watch and someone else should do it. Reminding her all she had to do was wake us up, a job a monkey could do, I sighed and went into my own room.
I got dressed in my jeans and plaid shirt that next morning. After choking down a small bowl of oatmeal, Raeya and I went outside and into the workshop. We gathered up three gas cans, hoping to bring home a total of fifteen gallons of gas to add to the larger tanks. Everyone but Ray and Padraic raised their eyebrows in surprise when I emerged from the basement with two rifles and a shot gun. My plan was for Raeya and me to make a quick run into town. If it was free of zombies and crazies, we would load up on food and gas.
There were objections of course. I was really getting tired of the whole ‘a man should come with you’ argument. If I was walking down a dark alley in the middle of New York City after a night out at a bar, then I could accept having a guy to ward off sex offenders. In our case, I was the one who had to ward off anything. The more people I had to cover, the longer it would take to get out of there.
Jason took the news as the most deplorable thing he’d ever heard. Padraic wasn’t happy to not know what was going on and Spencer looked relieved. He was a big guy, standing over six feet. He was muscular but overweight. Sometimes I wondered if he was in shock because he never said much and kept mostly to himself, never offering to help but never complaining like Lauren.
‘Town’ consisted of two bars, a funeral home, a gas station, a general store, a post office, a barber shop, an antique store full of junk, a feed-slash-hunting supplies shop, and Bob and Barb’s diner. Leaving the truck running, we parked in front of Lee’s General Store. The front door was ajar. I clicked the safety off the gun, my finger poised over the trigger.
Shelves were knocked over, food strewn about, carts on their sides. The place had been madly picked over and looted. Raeya held the flashlight as we walked deeper into the store. It wasn’t that big and normally enough sunlight would shine through the glass front. The clouds made that impossible today. We could waste time sorting through the food on the ground, trying to find anything edible. Raeya suggested we hit the hygiene aisle and try another store. She took off her backpack and stuffed it full of anything useful.
The feed store was in a similar state, though it was obvious human survival was the top priority. We piled several bags of chicken feed, three bags of dog food, dog treats, and a big bag of cat food into the truck. There was absolutely nothing left on the side of the store that housed the hunting supplies.
Feeling disgruntled, we went back to the house. On the way, we decided it was necessary to go to the nearest town in hopes of finding food. I told Raeya about the stores in Indy. If we could find a place that had no time to prepare we’d be sure to find plenty of food.
“And plenty of zombies,” she added.
“True. Maybe they’ll have moved on by now. Ya know, if there’s no one to eat.”
“What a lovely thing to hope for,” she agreed with a sigh. “Do you think we’ll ever find other people?”
“I don’t know. I’m sure there are others like us, doing what they have to do to survive. We can’t be all that’s left. Like everyone in this town. They must have gotten out and away to safety. They took food, cars, fuel, let the animals go…they had time to prepare.”
Raeya nodded but didn’t say anything. I could tell she wasn’t buying what I was saying, and neither was I. Deep down I believed there were other people in the world. In government quarantines. Behind big fences. Not searching for food.
A deer loped out of a field. For a split second I considered slamming the pedal down. Deciding the deer could crash through the windshield and hurt us or totally bash up the truck, I slammed on the breaks.
“What the hell, Orissa?” Raeya shouted. “Way to wait till the last minute.”
“Sorry,” I said after the deer took off. “I wanted to hit it.”
“I can tell. Why in the world would you—oh, I get it. Free food.”
“Yup.”
“Smart. I draw the line at eating not fresh road kill though.”
“Ditto.”
It was disheartening to share the food situation with everyone. Raeya spread a map of Kentucky on the breakfast table and pointed to the closet grocery store: it was an hour away.
“How do you people function out here?” Lauren scoffed.
“You people?” Raeya and I said in unison, immediately insulted.
Not seeing the ignominy of her question she continued. “Yeah, so far away from everything. I mean, where do you buy clothes?”
There was no way in hell I would admit the same thing used to bother me.
“We got along just fine, thank you very much,” Raeya said through clenched teeth. Though she wasn’t born and raised here like most of the townspeople, Raeya didn’t take kindly to harsh words about our little town. “Anyway,” she pointed to a spot on the map, “this is our best bet.”
“Great,” Jason said, his eyes scanning over Raeya. “When do we leave?”
“Uh…” Raeya looked at me for an answer.
“Right away,” I said. “Though I think its best it’s the two of us again.” I waited for the chaos to begin. Why anyone would want to willingly go out of the protection of the house was beyond me.
“Maybe,” Padraic said over the censure, “you should think about it more. Orissa, what if you got hurt? Raeya would be left on her own.”
Dammit, now Padraic was figuring me out. “Right. Three of us then.”
“I’ll go,” Jason offered. “I’ll keep Raeya safe. And you too,” he added quickly, his cheeks turning red. Sonja grabbed his arm.
“I don’t want you to go,” she whimpered. “What if you don’t come back?”
Jason’s face softened. “I will.”
“You don’t know that for sure,” I stated, hating being the voice of reason. “We don’t know what’s out there. This town is near where that crazy almost got me. Where there’s one, I’m guessing there are two. Or hundreds.” I eyed the nine others, splitting them up into groups in my head. Lauren, Lisa, and Zoe were definite no’s.
Spencer, Sonja, and Hilary…I wasn’t sure. I remembered that Sonja was fast. Hilary had enough sense to get Lisa and Zoe out of the basement alive and unscathed. Spencer was big and presumably strong. That had to be useful in one way or another.
Raeya, Jason, and Padraic were smart, reliable, and capable. They were the best to take with me. And the worst to lose. If something happened to the four of us, the others would be royally screwed. I mulled it over in my head while Sonja pleaded with her brother to stay with her.
“So, who’s it gonna be?” Jason asked, looking at me. I bit my lip, wishing someone else could take over as group appointed leader. No, I thought. I was the best at this.
“Come with me,” I said and waved my hand for Raeya, Padraic, and Jason to follow. We went into the living room. “Ok, you guys are my first choice. All three of you. But I don’t want to leave the others unprotected. And what if we don’t make it back?”
“We will,” Jason told me, actually meaning it.
“I hope we do. But, come on, be honest. There’s a great chance we won’t.”
“She’s right,” Raeya said, pulling her hair out of a pony tail. It fell to her shoulders. She raked her fingers through it. “I can stay then. Instead of a gun, can I have your bow and arrows?”
“Of course. You know where it is, right?”
“Yeah.”
“The crossbow,” I suggested. “Is easier to use.”
“Oh, right. It is.”
“Get it now, while I tell the others.” She nodded and snuck off into the basement. I felt bad for Sonja. She had lost everyone in her family except her brother. I promised myself to look after him. “Five hours,” I told Raeya as I pulled my boots on. “Should be the max we’re gone.”
“It will be a long five hours,” she said warily. Not wanting this to seem more like a shot in the dark than it was, I waved goodbye and left. I could hear Argos whining at my departure.
“Am I ever going to know why your grandfather has so many weapons?” Padraic asked only ten minutes into our journey. Along with the M9, I brought two rifles, a shot gun, a .22 pistol for him and Jason, and a bow and arrows.
“Hunting,” I said stiffly.
“You hunt with a hand gun?”
“You can.”
“Sure.” He sighed, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “I didn’t know bows looked like that. I imagined them a lot simpler.”
“You’re thinking of a long bow then,” I assumed.
“What is that called?” he asked, eyeing my black bow.
“A compound bow.”
“Is it better?”
“In some ways. This can shoot farther. You can draw and hold back the arrow while you wait for prey. It’s just more modern, in my opinion. A long bow is lighter.”
“Hmm. So you’ve shot both?”
“Yup. We used bows a lot when hunting. It’s quiet, and you can get your ammo back.”
“You know,” he said and glanced at me. “I thought you were going to turn out to be a stuck up bitch. Sorry.”
I shrugged. Why did he even feel the need to voice that out loud and apologize? “It’s ok. You’re not the first person to think that.”
“You’re kind of bossy,” Jason piped up from the backseat.
I couldn’t refute that either. “I just like things done the right way.”
“And you think you’re way is right?” Jason inquired.
“So far I’d say my way has been the right way,” I stated simply.
A peaceful half hour passed before Padraic started the twenty questions again. “Did you hate living in the city?”
“Nope.”
“Even though you grew up in the country?”
“It was a fun change.” And I didn’t always live with my grandparents.
“You’re grandpa was in the Army?”
“Nope.”
“You said he was a veteran.”
“He is. Air Force.”
“I wanted to join the Air Force,” Jason said wistfully. “I just turned eighteen this summer, not that it matters anymore. Do you think any laws really matter?”
“Not right now,” I speculated. “I suppose inside the quarantines the government will want to maintain order. And I would hope people wouldn’t cause any problems. Maybe they’re threatened into good behavior, like act up and we’ll put you out with the infected, starving rest of the world.”
“They don’t know about us, do they?” Jason leaned forward, not wearing his seatbelt.
“No, I’m sure they don’t,” Padraic answered. “They would have sent someone by now.”
“Oh yeah,” I interjected. “Sent someone to save the sick, dying people they left at the hospital.” The ramifications of my sentence hung heavy in the air. No one spoke again until we rolled into the town. “Holy shit,” I swore. Zombies milled about the streets. There weren’t a ton of them—that we could see—but it was enough to give me Goosebumps. A few of them could be classified in Raeya’s ‘gummy’ phase. They perked up when they saw the movement of the truck.
Seven. I counted seven. I could easily take them out, especially the slow moving ones. I wasn’t sure if the echoing gunfire would draw more in, if there were more of course. I could attempt to shoot them with the bow.
We bypassed them all together, wanting to get to the store. The truck slowly rolled down the street. The closer we got to the grocery store, the fewer zombies we saw. When we pulled into the parking lot, there were none. Something wasn’t right—other than the fact that zombies existed—about that. I had a bad feeling. We needed to use it to our advantage.
The parking lot wasn’t empty, nor was it full. It held enough cars to leave me with the impression that the outbreak happened during normal business hours, much like it had in Indy. Padraic pulled up to the motion activated doors. They didn’t open, but it’s not like I expected them to. I got out and tried to push them open with no avail.
“Locked,” I told the guys when I got back into the pickup. My eyes scanned the lot. I found what I was looking for right away. “Go over there. I have a plan.” Padraic backed the truck up and away from the door. “Keep the safeties on your guns, too.”
“What are you doing, Orissa?” Padraic asked, his blue eyes clouded with worry.
“Getting us into the store. Be ready.” I opened the door and sprinted out to a brand new truck. I hopped in the back, used the butt of my rifle to knock the lock off the toolbox. I grabbed what I needed and ran to an old, crappy car. As I hoped, the door wasn’t locked; no one locked their doors in small towns like these. I crouched down in the front and got to work. It had been a while since I’d done this, though, like riding a bike, hot wiring a car wasn’t something you easily forget how to do.
I backed the car out and lined it up with the front doors of the store. Gripping the steering wheel, I pushed the gas pedal all the way down. The engine roared and the tires squealed. I closed my eyes as I crashed through the front of the store. Glass and metal rained down on me. I slammed on the breaks before I crashed into the registers. With a lot of crunching under the tires, I backed up and out of the store. I waved Padraic in, circling my fingers to signal for him to back into the store so we could load food right into the bed.
I killed three zombies on our hunt for food. I put my foot on their decaying bodies and yanked the arrows out, wiping them clean on whatever the zombie was wearing. We each took a cart and hit an aisle. In no time, the bed of the truck was full. It was an extremely satisfying sight.
Thinking luck was for once on our side, we got back into the truck. There was a clothing store on the next street over. We all needed winter jackets and if I could, I wanted to grab a pair of better fitting boots for Raeya since the riding boots were a half size too small. We heard the screaming before we saw the horde of zombies.
“Janey Mac,” Padraic swore. I put my hand over my mouth. I had seen zombies crowd around a live body before, ripping and clawing at their food madly, when Jason and I were in the dorm. The victim had been an infected girl, who technically was alive with half her brain damaged and unable to feel pain. Whoever was screaming was alive, very alive. That was why there were no zombies or crazies at the grocery store. They had followed someone here.
The screaming stopped.
Without thinking about what I was doing, I rolled down my window and opened the front door. Using the open window to steady the gun, I aimed and fired, sending three bullets into three zombie’s heads. Too busy with the fresh meat, the gunfire was ignored by the monsters.
But not by the three living people who were hiding under a car. One of them shouted. My mind raced and my heart pounded. I struggled to keep my hands from shaking so I could keep dropping the zombies.
“What do we do?” Padraic frantically asked me, raising his gun. He forgot to flick the safety off.
“I-I don’t know,” I stammered. The people were yards away. A shit ton of zombies and a drainage ditch separated us, making driving to their side impossible unless we went down the street to cross a bridge. I emptied my cartridge. “Drive to them.”
“Ok,” Padraic put the truck in reverse and spun us around. In the mirror, I caught a glimpse of someone running and waving.
“No!” I shouted, spinning around. They must have thought we didn’t see them. They must have thought we were leaving. She was young; her blonde curls blew slightly in the cold air. She shouted something incoherent, which quickly turned into a strangled cry.
A crazy was on her, doing its best to sink its teeth into her skin and rip open her stomach. Padraic slammed on the brakes. I jumped out of the car, raising the M9. I pulled the trigger, forgetting it was empty. Jason handed me a rifle.
I held it up, aimed, and didn’t fire. The crazy’s head was now close to the girl’s. She was putting up a good fight, using something she had found on the ground to keep the crazy’s face away from her skin. I exhaled, telling myself it’s now or never. The crazy’s head bobbed in and out of view. If it would just hold still…I fired.
And missed.
I aimed again, this time at its side, which was a steadier target than the head. I hit it, though it had no instant effect. Before it had the chance to bleed to death, three zombies did their death march to the site. I shot again, hitting one right between the eyes. Padraic and Jason were shooting at the infected now too. I didn’t bother to tell them that their .22s didn’t pack any punch at this distance.
Where one zombie went down, two took its place. We were horribly outnumbered. The only hope the girl had at this point was getting away. She was still fighting the crazy. If she had any sense, she would reach down, stick her fingers in the bullet hole and rip open his flesh even more. The fucker was taking an awfully long time to bleed to death.
Another scream pierced the air. The zombies had found the others’ hiding place. A fat zombie in overalls dragged a little boy out by the ankle. I fired my last round into his face. I had to stop and reload. “Dammit!” I yelled, terrified and frustrated. Jason and Padraic didn’t know how to load the cartridges. I fumbled with the bullets, my fingers going numb in my anxious haste.
I was too late. Another zombie was on the little boy in seconds. It bit a chunk of his skin off, using its rotting hands to shove it into its mouth. There was one more person under the car. I dropped the cartridge. I wanted to scream. I wanted to personally kill every single zombie in this parking lot. When the M9 was finally loaded, I emptied it in seconds, killing seven zombies.
The little boy was still screaming. The zombies circled around him. Padraic must have watched me load the cartridge a few seconds ago because he was busily working on filling another. I stuck it into the gun with a click and looked for the girl.
A gruesome circle of death and filth surrounded her. I felt sick. I froze, unable to look away.
“Orissa!” Jason shouted, jolting me back to the here and now. “Look!”
The zombies that had feasted on the first victim were dispersing, coming toward us. Running toward us. Running?
“Get in!” Padraic said. We dove back into the truck. Padraic sped off. We flew down the road and over the bridge. The third person had made it out from under the car. He was running toward us. He wasn’t fast enough. There were so many of them, coming from all directions. I shot at anything that moved.
But they got to him first. We sat there in horror as the zombies tore into his body, eating his organs and drinking his blood. When it sunk in that there was nothing left, Padraic turned the truck around. No one uttered a word the entire way home.
We parked near the front door, backing up to the porch so we could easily get the food out. Padraic cut the engine and looked at me and then Jason.
“This didn’t happen.” I knew my lips were moving and sound was coming out but I wasn’t fully aware of what I was saying. “No one needs to know about this,” I spoke slowly. “There’s no need for them to know that the only living people we’ve encountered just got eaten alive.”
“Yeah,” Padraic agreed. “We got the food and came right back. There were zombies but not that many.”
“The most eventful thing was Orissa hot wiring a car,” Jason said numbly.
“Yes,” I affirmed.
The three of us were quiet and distant the rest of the evening. We blamed it on the trip and no one questioned us. Hilary and Raeya organized the food while Sonja and Lisa made dinner. Spencer kept watch and Lauren was upstairs doing God knows what. Zoe wanted to help us carry stuff in.
She was so weak. Her cough had worsened and she was running a fever. Padraic told her she should stay out of the cold and rest until someone could bring her dinner. She asked me to lay down with her because she was scared to be upstairs alone. She carried Finickus up with her, tucking him under the covers. The cat stayed for a few seconds as if to humor her before leaping away.
Padraic made a clean sweep of the pharmacy inside the grocery store. He brought up a handful of pills and a glass of water. He told Zoe to drink the whole thing. She nodded and took the pills one by one.
“I’m tired, Orissa,” she told me, cuddling with her pink stuffed cat.
“Close your eyes. I’ll be right here,” I promised.
She tried to say something but was overcome with a coughing fit. “And my lungs hurt.”
“Padraic will take care of you.” I forced a smile. “Want me to read you a story?”
She nodded. I went to the bookshelf and picked out a book about a rich girl falling in love with their poor stable boy. Zoe was almost asleep when I finished the first chapter. I set the book down and turned off the bedside lamp.
“Orissa?” she asked sleepily.
“Yeah, Zoe?”
“Are you scared to die?”
Maybe it was odd, after all I had seen today. But I answered without hesitation. “No.”
“Really?”
“Really,” I promised. I wasn’t afraid of death. If I died, it would be over. My worst fear wasn’t of dying, it was of living. Living, while everyone around me had their flesh savagely torn from their bodies to be shoved into the festering and ever-hungry mouths of zombies. It terrified me, right down to my very core, to be alive while the rest of the world was dead.
 

 

 

-Chapter 8-
 

We spent the next few weeks acting like a dysfunctional family. Raeya had drawn up chore charts. I felt like I was seven-years-old again, but the charts kept us organized and on task. I was scheduled to hunt every other day, alternating with teaching the others how to shoot. We drove ten miles away in case the echoing gun shots ever brought any wandering infected our way.
Today was a hunting day. A fresh layer of powder thin snow covered the earth. It was one of those mornings that could take your breath away. Everything was frozen and still, cast in beautiful, soft morning light.
I hunkered in my tree stand, bow and arrow at the ready. I knew I was safe in the tree. And I knew I would most likely have the upper hand, literally, in killing anything beneath me. If there was a place to relax, this was it. My own safety wasn’t my main concern anymore. I was constantly worried about the others. Zoe’s health was rapidly declining. Realistically, it was a miracle she’d made it this long. Padraic and Hilary were with her around the clock, doing anything and everything they could to prolong her short life.
The snow crunched underfoot. Slowly, I sat up, pulling the arrow back. I silently exhaled, eyes locking on my target. The arrow flew into the head of a buck. He collapsed, red blood staining and melting the glittering snow. I couldn’t look at the deer. I grabbed it by its feet and hauled it through the trees. I was exhausted, sweaty, and panting by the time I got to the ATV. With much difficulty, I hefted the heavy carcass onto the back, strapped it down, and rode back to the workshop.
As requested, I went inside to tell everyone I was back. Jason followed me back to the workshop so I could teach him how to gut and clean the deer. I was fast. It was something my grandpa was proud of me for. Once he killed three does just so he could show me off to his friends. I could do it in less than ten minutes as long as I had a sharp knife and saw.
I hated doing it. I hated hearing the skin rip. I hated seeing the dead, black eyes. I hated the frozen innocence on their faces. I hated the way the blood splattered and the way their organs just spilled right out. I wanted to get it over with as soon as possible.
This time around, I went slowly for Jason’s sake. It was different, I had to admit, when we were actually relying on the meat for survival. We each carried a large chunk of meat into the house to be made into jerky. I set it on the counter and began cutting the fat off.
“That is disgusting,” Lauren said, wrinkling her nose. I didn’t respond. “Don’t you feel bad, killing an innocent animal for no reason?”
“For no reason?” I stuttered. “There
is
a reason. We’re going to eat it. We would starve to death if I didn’t hunt for us, and you know that.”
“Ugh. Whatever. Look, there are little hairs all over it.”
“Yeah, it happens when you skin it.” And it was Jason’s first time. It was a little sloppy, but better than my first attempt at skinning something, though I had bawled my eyes out then.
“I’m a vegetarian,” she reminded me. I had nothing against vegetarians or even vegans for that matter. But with our very limited food supply, refusing to eat meat was just stupid. She had been picking at me, little by little, for the last ten days, saying little things about me hunting and killing. As much as I tried to not let her get under my skin, I was close to snapping.
“Good. More for me.”
Lauren huffed and stormed away. I concentrated on slicing off the fat so I wouldn’t get angry.
“Jason said we shouldn’t piss you off,” Padraic’s voice drifted behind me. “He told me you are scary good at cutting things open.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you, Orissa.”
“You didn’t,” I assured him.
“What are you making?”
“Jerky. It will keep for a long time.”
“Want to teach me?”
“Sure. It’s not hard.”
Padraic was good with a knife. He had impressive accuracy and control. There was just something about the way he moved his hands, the care and grace in which he held the knife. “Were you a surgeon?” I asked, feeling slightly ashamed I never bothered to ask what kind of doctor he was before.
“Yeah, how can you tell?” he asked, his blue eyes flicking up to mine.
“The way you cut that.”
“You can tell just by the way I’m cutting a slab of meat?”
“I guess.” I turned back to my strips of deer. “You should gut the next kill then.”
Padraic shook his head. “It might seem weird, since I used to cut people open daily, but I don’t know if I could gut the deer.”
“Why not?”
“Cutting someone open and doing something so they can live is entirely different than slicing into a dead animal.”
“It’s no picnic, I’ll agree there. But someone has to do it.”
“I can. I won’t enjoy it but I can. If you want me to,” he offered. We put the slices of deer into bowls of marinade to soak overnight. I washed my hands and sat at the table, unbraiding my hair. Zoe had done it again in tight French braids. My dark hair fell in even, smooth waves around my face, cascading over my shoulders and down my back.
“You look pretty with your hair down,” Padraic said shyly, joining me at the table.
“Thanks.” I put my hands on the table. “I used to never wear it up. I hated the way my face looked without my hair framing it. Now…now it’s just not practical.”
“Funny how things have changed, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. A year ago I was living it up, partying without a care in the world. It was all about me then.”
“You’re doing a good job.”
“Thanks. Wait, with what?”
“Orissa, you…you are fantastic. Ok, you’re a little bitchy and blunt, but you’ve kept us alive.”
I nodded. “Yeah, I have.” I yawned and deflected the compliment.
“Tired?”
“Couldn’t sleep. I had that dream about killing Logan again.”
He reached out and put his hand over mine. His skin wasn’t as smooth as before. I looked into his blue eyes. Lauren came back into the room. She opened the fridge and rummaged through our little bit of cold food.
“It’s not lunch yet,” I reminded her.
“I know,” she sighed. “But I’m hungry.”
“Breakfast was only a few hours ago.”
“I’m so sick of eggs. I can’t eat them anymore.”
“I’m sick of eggs too. We all are sick of eggs, trust me,” I said evenly.
“Then you understand.”
I pulled my hands back from under Padraic’s. “No. We have a limited amount of food. We eat three times a day and that’s it.”
She slammed the fridge closed. “Fine.”
“Oh my God. I’m going to kill her,” I vented to Padraic once she stomped out of the room.
“Everyone handles stress differently,” he defended. “She’s focusing on…other things to keep her mind off what is really going on.”
“No she’s not. But at least she ‘out bitches’ me.”
Padraic laughed. “That’s quite an accomplishment.”
Argos barked. My heart skipped a beat. I picked up the M9 (which was always with me) and raced over. He was looking out the family room window into the backyard.
“Seriously?” I asked him, running my hand over his smooth fur. “It’s the chickens. I told you, if it’s not a zombie, don’t bark.” Done with my chores for the day, I went into the living room to warm up by the fire.
Zoe, suited up in my old winter clothes, sat on the couch next to me. “Can I ride the four wheeler?”
“No, Zo. It’s cold out there.”
“But I’ve never ridden one.”
“In the spring. When it’s warm.”
“But I want to ride it now.”
“It’s too cold. Stay in here where it’s warm,” I insisted.
“Please, Orissa?”
“Zoe, no. I’ll read you another chapter.”
“No. Reading is boring. Everyone else gets to go outside except me. It’s not fair!”
I was not in the mood to hear another hissy fit. And I was not going to let Zoe go outside in the cold when she was fighting a very bad upper respiratory infection. She shouldn’t even be out of bed right now. “I said no.” My voice came out too stern for my liking. Zoe’s green eyes filled with tears and she ran away.
“She really looks up to you,” Padraic said quietly.
“So?”
“You should take her out.”
“No. It’s cold and she’s sick.”
Padraic perched on the edge of the sofa. “It would make her happy.”
“No. I’m not doing anything that could make her sicker.”
“Orissa, would you rather spend three days actually living or three weeks locked in a room?” When I didn’t answer he went on. “Life’s about quality, not quantity. We could all die tomorrow. Does that mean we should give up on happiness?”
I hated that Padraic was right. I hated that amidst all the death and dying he was still concerned with being happy. It was hard enough making sure we made it to the next moment alive. I didn’t give a shit about happiness. I just wanted everyone to live.
I put my face in my hands. I missed being happy. I missed laughing and smiling and being carefree.
“Ok.” I got up and found Zoe. I wrapped a scarf around her and zipped up her coat. Padraic, Raeya, and Argos came with us, taking turns keeping watch and racing against us. I let Zoe drive and she had a blast. We rode through the creek, over the hill that leads into the large pasture and through the trees. Zoe stopped and pointed out everything beautiful, from the frost covered branches to the tiny bird footprints in the thin snow. Instead of seeing the world as the horrible place it was, she saw nothing but wonder and beauty.
The happiness of being outside temporarily made her forget her attenuating health. In high spirits, she danced around the house and helped Raeya make dinner.
“That smells wonderful,” Hilary praised when Zoe took the chicken from the oven. “Oh, be careful not to burn yourself, Zoe.”
Zoe pressed her lips together and glared at Hilary. “I know what I’m doing,” she said with so much sass it made both Hilary and me laugh. Along with the chicken, we were having anther treat tonight. Zoe excitedly set a basket of sweet rolls on the table and covered it with a cloth napkin.
And we had cake for dessert.
It seemed so trivial, to be celebrating Thanksgiving while zombies roamed the earth. It was Raeya’s idea. I disagreed at first, arguing it was pointless to carry on with cultural traditions.
“The group doesn't have very much to look forward to,” she reminded me. “All of our families and friends are dead or worse at this point. When we make it through a twenty-four hour period without being attacked by flesh eating freaks, we call it a good day. People can only take so much; the little things matter now more than ever Orissa. Celebrating something, even a meaningless holiday like turkey day could really brighten everyone's spirits. We need this.”
We crowded around the dining room table. The spread was nothing like I was used to on Thanksgiving, but, for us, it was a feast.
“I think,” Raeya said as she passed the basket of rolls around the table. “We should all think of one thing we are thankful for. I know times are worse than hard, but if we could all find one small thing, it will be good for us.”
“That’s a wonderful idea,” Padraic agreed.
“Yeah,” Jason said quickly. “It is.”
“Thanks!” Raeya beamed. “I’ll go first. I’m thankful for everything we have: food, shelter, friends. It might not be ideal, but we’re alive and pretty comfortable.” She turned to her right, looking at me.
I hated the ‘giving thanks’ part of Thanksgiving even before the zombies attacked. I always felt awkward sharing how I felt. “I’m thankful for my best friend, Raeya, and all she’s done for us,” I said shyly and smiled at her.
Padraic was next. “I’m thankful Orissa’s appendix needed out when it did,” he said, winking at me. “Without her, none of us would be here.”
“Yeah,” Spencer agreed when the eyes fell on him. “I’m thankful she saved us from that attic. I know she only came for Raeya.”
The thanks continued with a similar theme until only Lauren was left. “I’m thankful for this innocent animal Orissa slaughtered.”
I gripped my fork. Silence fell over the table. Raeya cleared her throat.
“It’s really good,” Raeya said. “Thank you, Rissy.”
“Yeah,” Lisa agreed, angrily eyeing Lauren. “Thank you for putting food on the table.”
“You’re welcome,” I said through clenched teeth, hoping Lisa wouldn’t take offense to my half heartedness. The gray cloud hovered over me for the rest of dinner.
Raeya, Jason, Padraic, Sonja, Lisa, and Zoe played a game of Monopoly after dessert. They pushed the coffee table close to the fireplace in the living room. I sat at the dining room table, cleaning the guns. The happy chatter and laughter from the game floated across the foyer. I almost felt happy.
Lauren walked in, standing at the end of the table. “I’m sorry if I insulted you,” she said quietly.
“It’s ok.”
“Good. I don’t want someone who can disembowel animals mad at me.”
Annoyance boiled inside me. “Yep.”
She watched me put a pistol back together. “I never would have guessed you were like this in school.”
“Like what?”
“All hunterish. You seemed so normal.”
“I am normal.”
“No. Normal people don’t know how to do that.”
“Do what?”
“Take guns apart. You’re like the father who cleans his guns when his daughter brings her first boyfriend home.”
“That makes no sense, Lauren.”
“Uh, yeah, it does.”
“No it doesn’t. One, I don’t have a daughter. Two, I’m not trying to scare anyone to keep it in their pants and three—you’re just stupid.”
“I’m stupid?” She raised an eyebrow and put her hand on her hip.
“Yes. You are.”
“Whatever. You’re the college dropout.” With a flip of her hair, she spun on her heel. I resembled my M9, thankful it wasn’t loaded. Cold, I joined the others in the living room, trying to cast off how irritated I was. It didn’t matter, I told myself.
I attempted to read. I hadn’t read for fun in God knows how long. I had only made it two pages when Lauren sat on the couch next to me. She began chattering to Padraic about her life at school. Along with annoying the piss out of me for the last several days, she made it a point to openly flirt with him. He was only half listening, too polite to tell her to shut the fuck up.
When she recanted—again—her story of how a modeling agency ‘practically begged her to sign’ I couldn’t take it anymore.
“Oh my God, Lauren,” I spat, slamming my book shut. “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to find a spray bottle, fill it with zombie blood, and spray you in the face!”
“Geeze, psycho much?” Lauren snorted.
“Yeah. I’m crazy.
Real
crazy. And you’re the first person I’m going to fucking bite!”
“Rissy?” Raeya asked softly. “Are you alright?”
“Fine. I’m fine. I’m just an animal killing, crazy dunce.”
“Ok.” She nodded. “As long as you’re ok with that.”
I dropped the book and stormed out of the room and onto the porch. The cold night air hit me, making me shiver. Raeya stepped out after me.
“Rissy? What’s going on?”
“Nothing. I’m fine.”
“Don’t lie to me.”
“Sorry. I can’t stand Lauren.”
“Me neither. Try being stuck in an attic with her for days. Several times I contemplated pushing her out.”
I smiled. “I probably would have.” Raeya shivered. “I’m fine now. That freakout was good for me. Let’s go back in.”
Padraic and I were on first watch that night. It was windy and the old house creaked and groaned with each gust.
“Where did you learn how to hotwire cars?” he asked.
“Juvie.”
“They teach you that in juvenile detention?”
“Of course not,” I laughed.
“Then how…?”
“I met someone in juvie. We exchanged lots of fun information.”
“Why were you in juvie?”
“I, uh, beat someone up,” I admitted shamefully.
“Why?”
I shrugged. “They insulted Raeya.” Really, Ted had given me a speech about how we should demonstrate nonviolence even when tempted. I didn’t anticipate getting arrested. And I really didn’t
beat up
the guy. I punched him in the face, breaking his nose, after he called Raeya fat. But, after that, I lived with my grandparents.
“I really don’t get you.” He ran his hands through his hair, tousling it. “Every time I think I can see through the cracks in your tough-girl exterior, you fill them back up. I think I know who you are and then you slip through my fingers.”
“I don’t even know who I am.” The words slipped from my mouth on their own accord. Suddenly, I felt exposed and naked. I got up and made a deal of looking through every window for zombies. I avoided talking to anyone but Ray for the rest of the night.
The horses—all three of them—came racing across the pasture the next morning. Nostrils flaring, they stopped, huffing for air. I couldn’t help the fondness they stirred in my heart. Too excited to ponder what had spooked them, I raced into the house to get Raeya. Lisa, Sonja, and Zoe were giddy with excitement. Like most girls, they loved horses. They rushed to get their coats on.
Zoe was saying that she was going to find treats for them when she slipped. I thought maybe she stepped on her scarf. She tumbled down the stairs, landing at the bottom, unmoving. Terror coursed my veins as I rushed over.
“Padraic!” I screamed, my voice threatening to crack. “No, no, no! Zoe!” I shook her then madly felt for a pulse. “Padraic! Hilary! Help!” Tears filled my eyes. Zoe didn’t move. “Zoe, Zoe!”
Padraic and Raeya got there first. I moved out of the way to let Padraic work a miracle. Raeya grabbed my hands. I choked back a sob. She hugged me. Everyone else had rushed over now. Sonja held on to Lisa, both staring with fear in their eyes.
“She’s alive,” Padraic said, gently scooping Zoe’s unconscious body up. He looked at Hilary, their eyes conveying a message. Hilary nodded and turned away, tears streaming down her face. Padraic carried Zoe up the stairs and laid her down in my bed. We tucked her under the covers. “Let her rest,” Padraic told us, his face grim.
Zoe’s eyes fluttered open.
“Zoe,” I whispered, moving to her side.
“I saw the horses.” Her voice was a faint echo. “They are beautiful.”
“Yes, yes they are.”
“The white one is my favorite.”
I looked at Raeya. How did Zoe know…she hadn’t seen them? Raeya’s mouth opened in awe and she shook her head.
Padraic knelt next to the bed. “Do you want anything, Zoe? Food, water…anything?”
“I’m kinda thirsty,” she answered.
“I’ll get you a drink,” Raeya said and rushed out of the room, pushing past everyone. She brought the water to Zoe, who barely had the strength to hold the glass. We all took a turn sitting and talking to Zoe.
“Orissa?” she feebly called.
“Yeah?”
“Will you sit with me?”
“Of course, Zoe.” I carefully sat next to her. She lifted the covers for me to stick my feet under. Painstakingly, she sat up and rested her head on my shoulder. I wrapped my arms around her and fought off tears.
“I’m tired,” she whispered.
“Go to sleep. I’ll stay right here.”
“Ok.” As if he knew what was going on, Finickus gracefully leapt onto the bed. He rubbed against Zoe, purring loudly. Padraic told everyone that Zoe really did need to rest. I don’t know where they went or what they did, but the room emptied.
“Orissa?” she said.
“Yeah?” I answered.
“I can’t sleep.”
“Want me to read to you?”
“No. Will you sing me a song?”
“Of course.” I nodded, closing my eyes. “What song?”
“Something pretty.”
“Ok.” My brain raced. The music I listened to would never be classified as ‘pretty’. I sang the first thing that came to mind from my favorite childhood movie.
“Come stop your crying
 It will be all right
 Just take my hand Hold it tight
 I will protect you
 from all around you
 I will be here
 Don't you cry


 For one so small,
 you seem so strong
 My arms will hold you,
 keep you safe and warm
 This bond between us
 Can't be broken
 I will be here
 Don't you cry.”
 

Tears spilled from my eyes, running down my cheeks. Struggling to keep my voice level, I had to pause and take a breath.
 

“Cause you'll be in my heart
 Yes, you'll be in my heart
 From this day on
 Now and forever more


 You'll be in my heart
 No matter what they say
 You'll be here in my heart, always


 Why can't they understand
 the way we feel
 They just don't trust
 what they can't explain
 I know we're different but,
 deep inside us
 We're not that different at all


 And you'll be in my heart
 Yes, you'll be in my heart
 From this day on
 Now and forever more”
 

Uncontrollable sobs escaped my throat. I wasn’t able to finish the song, though it didn’t matter. Zoe’s eyes were closed. Her breathing was shallow and weak. I kissed the top of her head, crying even harder. It wasn’t fair. She had made it this far, escaped certain death and defied the odds. She was so young, so innocent. I closed my eyes and prayed to trade places with her. She had so much ahead of her.
“Take me,” I whispered. I had my chance. I’d pissed away my life, making bad decisions and doing things to purposely hurt and anger people. I wasn’t a good person. I lived for myself and never gave a damn about anyone other than me.
Zoe was everything I wasn’t. It wasn’t right. I couldn’t stop shivering. Gingerly, I moved Zoe off of me and got up to get another blanket to keep Zoe warm.
“You have a beautiful voice.”
I didn’t see him, sitting in the dark hall. His voice startled me.
“Thanks,” I responded and wiped my eyes, not wanting Padraic to see my tears. In the dim light, I could see that he had been crying as well. “Is there anything we can do?”
“Stay with her,” he whispered. I nodded, my heart breaking. I pulled a quilt off the bed in one of the guest rooms. I laid down next to Zoe, pulling the quilt over both of us. I held onto her little hand all night, waiting for a miracle.
Sunlight sparkled through the frosted window.
And Zoe never woke up.
I don’t remember calling his name. His arms wrapped around me and I buried my face in his chest, crying.
“I don’t want to do this anymore,” I admitted.
“Do what, Orissa?” he asked, smoothing my hair.
“Live in this world.” I sniffled. “You think I’m tough but I’m not. I’m not at all.”
“Yes you are, Orissa.”
I wiped tears away, showing him the proof. “Obviously not.”
“You’re human.” He pulled me in and rested his head on mine. “Dá fhaid é an lá tiocfaidh an tráthnóna.”
I had no idea what he said. I let him hold me for a minute longer, willing the pain away. He ran his hand over my cheek, turning my face up to his. When his lips pressed against mine, I broke away.
“We need to bury the body,” I said, bringing tears to my eyes. My vision blurred as I began to cry. I numbly walked out of the room and found Raeya.
Spencer and Jason dug the grave. Raeya and I gently wrapped a soft white sheet around Zoe. The funeral party marched through the cold November wind to the top of the small hill. Raeya held my hand as Hilary spoke. Lisa found a bundle of dead, dry flowers. She dropped them in the hole one by one.
We piled rocks on top of her grave as a marker and to keep zombies from digging up her frail, lifeless body. I knelt next to the grave, taking slow, controlled breaths to keep from crying. Wind rattled the dead branches. I bent my head, letting the tears fall.
Someone screamed. I looked up to see a dozen or more zombies crashing through the forest. I swallowed my pain, twisting it into rage. I grabbed the shovel, my body flying over to the nearest zombie. Using the shovel like a spear, I shoved it into the zombie’s face. I held the handle and kicked the rotting body off. I spun around, taking the side of another’s face off.
I was vaguely aware of someone calling my name. All I wanted to do was kill the sons of bitches. They were everywhere. Surrounding us, circling us. A few had fresh blood on their faces and they moved fast.
Argos yelped. I wasn’t losing him today. I grabbed the back of a zombie’s shirt, yanking it off my dog. It fell to the ground and I used the heel of my boot to break its skull. Since it was in the gummy phase, my foot sunk into putrid mush.
“Rissy!” Raeya screamed. I whirled around, ready to defend her. She was standing a good twenty yards away, madly waving for me to follow her and flee. I swung the shovel one last time. It hit a zombie in the head, its ear smashing and sticking to the metal. I dropped it, grabbed Argos by the collar and sprinted toward Ray.
When we got back into the house, I realized Hilary and Spencer hadn’t made it. We had no time to grieve. Knowing we had mere minutes until the zombies pounded down the front door, we scrambled to pack up what we could. If there weren’t so freaking many, I’d stay in the house, hope the bars on the windows held up and the door could withstand the pressure.
And then we’d all die.
There were too many. They would surround the house, doing anything to get in and we’d be sitting ducks. We had to leave. I raced up the stairs to grab the Berretta and my bag. Zoe’s pink stuffed cat was tangled in the blankets. I shoved it into my bag.
Padraic took Lauren and Jason downstairs to load up the weapons. Raeya, Lisa, and Sonja frantically threw food into bags. We didn’t have time to get blankets or fuel. With Finickus tucked under my arm I bound out the front door. Zombies groaned, only feet away. I fired, taking one out and scaring the cat. He jumped out of my arms, scratching my stomach, and bolted.
I couldn’t think about it. We were lucky the cars were kept close to the front door. Our meager supplies were thrown into the back of the truck. Padraic, Jason, Sonja, and Lauren got into the Range Rover and Raeya, Lisa, Argos, and I piled into the truck.
Zombies were everywhere. As if someone shook the hive, they swarmed about, moaning and searching for food. We just drove, heading south. My heart was beating so fast I thought it might explode. My eyes were wide in terror as I tried to fathom how things went from bad to worse in just seconds.
Once the shock wore off, I let the truck coast to a stop. We were in a wooded, hilly part of the state; not a good place to stop. We were screwed. Royally screwed. I didn’t know how we were going to get out of this one.
Pull it together,
I told myself. Nodding to my own thoughts, I forced myself to take a deep breath, hold it to the count of four and let it out. I repeated the stupid breathing exercise until I had more control. Padraic pulled up next to me. His blue eyes were bloodshot and he was shaking.
“What do we do?” he feebly asked, his voice on the verge of breaking.
“We keep going. Find open land, um, a safe place so to speak. Hole up, then…then keep going.”
“Can’t we go back?” Lisa asked.
I shook my head. “No. Maybe later, like days later. You saw how many there were.”
“Where did they come from?” Raeya asked distantly. She sat unmoving, her brown eyes fixed on nothing.
“I don’t know. They must move around, looking for food.”
“There were so many,” Raeya whispered, her lip trembling.
I raked my hair to the side and started braiding, needing to do something with my hands. “Maybe they…they join up or something.” I pulled the hairband from my wrist and wrapped it around the braid. “Drive. We keep driving.”
And we did.
The low fuel alarm ominously dinged. I knew Raeya heard it and could feel her eyes on me. I bit my lip but kept driving. We were on a stretch of country road, with nothing but fields on either side. Soon, I prayed, we’d come to a small town or a gas station or a truck stop. The siphons were still in the Range Rover. We’d be able to get gas and be on our way.
We found a small town alright. A small ghost town with no cars and no gas. Deciding it was a good of place as any, we stopped. It was desolate and empty. Not bothering to unload any of our stuff, the seven of us got out. This ghost town wasn’t as nice as the last one in which we stayed. Houses were run down before they became abandoned; there were open doors and broken windows.
I went in first, gun raised. The house smelled old and forgotten but not disgusting. It would work. We had no candles and no matches. I had kept the one, small flashlight in my bag. Before the sun set, I went back to the truck to sort through what little supplies we were able to get.
Padraic had done a good job rounding up the weapons. It was a good thing I decided against keeping them loaded; they had been haphazardly thrown into canvas bags. A box of bullets spilled, rolling everywhere. As I picked them up, I swore each one would end up in the head of a zombie.
Raeya had kept two ‘emergency bags’ ready under the counter in the kitchen. Each bag contained enough food and water to sustain us for two days, and that was where there were ten of us. If we rationed it carefully, we’d have five or six days before we started to starve. More than anything, we needed to find a source of clean water. I wasn’t going to risk letting anyone drink out of a pond, lake or stream—that is, if we were lucky enough to find one. What if a zombie had walked through? I doubted they could swim. Would their bodies lay for eternity on the bottom?
“No,” I said to myself. “They’d flake apart.”
“Who would flake apart?” Raeya asked, startling me.
“Zombies under water. Well, maybe flake isn’t the right word. Disintegrate? Yeah, that’s better.”
“Eww.”
“Yeah.” I hoisted one of the emergency bags over my shoulder. “You are brilliant for doing this, you know.”
“Thanks, but you’re the one that said preparation is key, remember?”
“I was just repeating what my grandpa told me.”
“He’d be proud of you, Rissy.”
Emotion tightened my throat. “Yeah.” I nodded and walked into the house. We ate, we slept, and we left. I was forced to take gas from the Range Rover, which made me sick. If we ran out of fuel out in the middle of nowhere…there was just no hope.
After a few hours of mindlessly outrunning the setting sun, we came into a zombie infested parking lot. Both vehicles were running on less than a quarter tank. It was now or never. Sonja was fast. I entrusted her to get the gas while I distracted the zombies.
I probably looked like a terrorist, with a rifle slung over each arm and a pistol in each hand. My pockets were weighed down with bullets. It was a horrible plan.
But it worked.
I was able to get the zombies’ attention and opened fire with deadly accuracy. Atop of a school bus, I was out of their reach. It brought sick satisfaction to see their brains splatter as the bullets pierced through their rotting skin.
Raeya ran two over as she drove the truck. I jumped into the bed, rolling my ankle and twisting my wrist in the hurried attempt to get the hell out of there. We sped away, stopping when we couldn’t see, hear, or smell them anymore. I clambered into the truck, Argos excitedly greeting me.
The days blended together. Even Raeya stopped keeping track after a week. We were tired, ragged, hungry, cold, dirty, and losing hope. By constantly moving we were able to almost avoid any zombies or crazies. We slept in the cars, feeling safest with two pairs of wheels underneath us. If we needed to make a fast get away, we could.
Down to our last bit of jerky, I made a desperate stop in a small Kansas town. Like my hometown, this one had been looted. There was nothing left. We explored a tiny pizza parlor, coming out with nothing but cans of olives and tomato sauce.
That’s what we had for dinner that night.
I hadn’t slept in days. I would doze off for a few minutes and then startle awake. I promised myself that I would do whatever it took to keep the others alive. I lied to Raeya, telling her I’d already eaten and passed my ‘leftover’ raisins to her that morning.
It was a dreary, dull, cold morning. Wind blew through the weak slats in the barn where we were hiding. Half the roof had blown off in a storm. It was shitty protection from the elements, but it allowed us to see around us. It was temporary, I reminded everyone. We were all sick of being in the car. Our muscles were stiff from sitting, our spirits low, if even existent at that point, and our tempers high.
We were in the hayloft. Even Argos. It was a pain in the ass hauling his eighty-something pounds up there. Everyone had grown fond of him as a pet and no one could argue his practicality. He was resting with his head in my lap, dozing off as I scratched behind his ears. Raeya shivered. Trying not to disturb Argos, I took my jacket off and tossed it to her.
“Ris, it’s too cold for you to not where a coat.” She frowned and held it out to me.
“I’ll be fine for a little bit. Argos is keeping me warm.”
“I’ll warm up my hands. Then you’re putting it back on,” she said and stuck her hands inside the sleeves.
“Deal.”
Padraic began speaking when Argos growled. Frantically, I grabbed his leash. His fur stood up and he showed his fangs.
“Holy shit,” I whispered when I saw what he was looking at.
Zombies. The ground trembled under their undead feet. More than I’d ever seen. We were fucked. We couldn’t stay here. If the next big gust of wind didn’t blow this dilapidated barn over, the herd of the marching dead certainly would.
“Get against the wall and don’t move, speak, or breathe,” I instructed. I gave Argos’ leash to Padraic, who could handle the dog’s strength the best. Padraic pulled the dog close to him and clamped a hand around his muzzle to keep him from barking. We couldn’t stay here. We would all die. That, I was certain.
I grabbed a rifle, sticking my head through the strap. I slung the quiver of arrows and the bow over my shoulder, stuffed an extra clip in my pocket and stood.
“What the hell are you doing?” Padraic asked, over Argos’ muffled growls.
“I’m going to bring the truck around. Get in the back as soon as you can.”
“No!” Raeya objected. “Rissy, you’ll die! You-you can’t go down there with them!”
“They’re still far enough away I can get to the car.”
“No, they’re not. Stay here and they will pass us,” she pleaded.
“They will find us. Our best chance is getting out of here. Then we can double back for the SUV.”
“Orissa, that is crazy!” Jason shouted. “What if you don’t make it?”
“I have to try.” I moved to the ladder.
“You could die,” Raeya cried, scrambling to her feet.
“You either die trying or you just die,” I told her, feeling like this wasn’t really happening. “I’m not giving up yet. I said I’d keep you alive, and, well, this is the only way.”
My feet hit the cold cement, shock stinging my ankles. I pulled an arrow, ready to shoot. My breath clouded around me as adrenaline coursed my veins. The zombies were closer than I anticipated. They surrounded the cars, passing them without a second look. Hungry, they followed our human scent. I released the arrow. It zipped through the air and passed through a mushy zombie skull, continuing its lethal voyage into another’s eye.
I couldn’t do that again if I tried. I ran around the barn, clambering onto the roof of some sort of out building. I fired the rest of my arrows. Two fast zombies raced in front of the rest, stretching their arms out when they caught sight of my movement. Firing the gun would give me away for sure. I dropped the bow, jumped down and held the rifle like a baseball bat. I whacked one in the head and kicked the other in the chest.
Its skin slimed off, making the bottom of my boot slippery. My foot skidded out from underneath me. The zombie I kicked grabbed my foot, bringing it to his mouth. He couldn’t bite through my boot. The M9 was wedged in my waistband, hurting me like hell when I landed on my back. I madly thrashed around, retrieving it. I held it to the zombie’s head and pulled the trigger.
Spoiled bits of brain and thick blood splashed across my face. Thank God I remembered to close my eyes. Wiping zombie blood from my lips, I rolled over, shooting the other in the cheek.
Dammit, I thought, cursing wasting a bullet. I fired again, this time hitting him right in between the eyes. Yellow brain matter oozed from the bullet hole. I scrambled back onto the roof of what had to be a chicken coup, based on the feathers. I emptied my clip, burying each round deep into the skull of a zombie.
Though they dropped like flies, it didn’t even dent the horrifying number that lumbered toward us. I switched to the rifle, shooting anything that moved. I needed to get off of the roof before I was completely surrounded. I dropped the rifle, shoved another clip into the M9 and jumped off. I sprinted to a silo. I climbed six feet up the ladder, twisting, and shooting.
A zombie moved through the crowd with sickening speed and grace. I had one bullet left. I aimed carefully, lining the scope up with his eye. I paused, thinking he was the best looking zombie I’d ever seen. His eyes met mine right as I pulled the trigger.
 

 

 

-Chapter 9-
 

A zombie next to him fell to the ground. He put his finger to his lips and walked, unnoticed, through the flesh eating monsters that clawed at the broken side of the barn. When he was at the bottom of the ladder, he motioned for me to come down. I swallowed, not knowing why in the world I would trust this person or who the hell he was walking amongst the zombies. I shoved the empty M9 in my waistband and climbed down, hands trembling almost uncontrollably.
As soon as my feet hit the ground, he pressed himself up against me, pinning me between his body and the silo. Over a black, long sleeve shirt, he was wearing a hairy, moldy leather vest. It was wrinkled and rotten in parts. I wanted to shove him off me when I realized it was made out of zombie skin. Fingers, tied to strings like freaking decorations, hung from his neck. A hand was tied to his belt. I didn’t know what part of the zombie was stitched onto the baseball cap he was wearing.
It was disgusting, having zombie parts rubbing against me. It smelled revolting. So revolting, that the zombies wouldn’t be able to distinguish his human smell from the rotting flesh of one of their own. I closed my eyes and buried my face against his chest.
As if we didn’t exist, the zombies milled by, grabbing at the weak wood that kept my friends safe. I was grateful for this very odd stranger but I wanted to help my friends. A gun fired. My body tensed, thinking somehow one of my friends had gotten a hold of a weapon and shot the guy who was saving me, thinking he was really a zombie.
He put an arm around me, obviously thinking the echoing shot scared me. My fingers closed around the material of his shirt. A zombie stopped, eyeing us hungrily. I pulled the guy closer to me, holding my breath. He inched closer, every part of him pressing into me. Too scared to breathe, I held my breath until the zombie moved on.
The rapid fire of machine guns was possibly the most beautiful sound in the world right now. I wanted to watch the zombies fall, finally dead. When I dared opened my eyes, the only thing I could see was my stranger’s chest. Something silver hung in front of me. I followed the ball chain down to a dog tag. UNDERWOOD HAYDEN J stamped into the metal. Under his name, blood type, and social security number were the letters ‘USMC’.
The Marine held me close to him as the zombies got gunned down. Voices echoed, male voices, deliberately shouting over the zombies’ death calls. There were more soldiers. Hayden leaned back so his eyes could meet mine. He looked to the right and then at me. Ever so slightly, I nodded. Clinging onto each other, we took the smallest step to the right. We froze, waited, and took another step. Painfully slow, we continued our game of stop and go until we were on the opposite side of the silo.
With an imperceptible movement, Hayden reached behind me and pulled the M9 from my jeans. Not taking his eyes off mine, he unloaded it, dropping the empty clip. Just as surreptitiously, he extracted something from his pocket. It clicked into place. He put the loaded gun into my hand and drew his own. He nodded again, a devious smile flashing across his face. He cocked his weapon and stepped away. There was a rusty piece of metal lying by our feet. I grabbed it. Hayden covered me while I shoved it in the open mouth of an approaching zombie.
Hayden quickly emptied his clip, hitting a zombie in the head with every shot.
Finally, someone who knows how to handle a gun, I thought to myself. He kicked a zombie in the chest then crushed in its skull with his combat boots. He reached behind him, grabbing my hand. We ran through the barn, bypassing the zombies. An engine revved and a black truck sped into view, running over three zombies. Hayden jumped in the back, extending his hand to help but I was already in.
“My friends are in there,” I panted as the truck sped off.
“Not anymore,” Hayden informed me. He pointed to another truck, yards ahead of us. “We got them out.”
“Thanks,” I breathed. My heart raced. I was half afraid I was dreaming or dead. The truck bumped through a cornfield. A gun was mounted in the middle of the bed. I leaned against the back, the fact that we had been more or less rescued sinking in.
“I’m Hayden,” he told me.
“Orissa.”
“You’re crazy, taking on all those zombies. What were you doing?”
“I was trying to get to our cars. Ya know, to drive away.”
“Oh. You’re not military, are you?”
“No.” I shook my head.
“You have a good shot.”
“Thanks. My grandpa taught me. He was in the Air Force.”
“Nice. I’m—”
“Marines,” I filled in.
“How did you…?”
“You rescued a psychic,” I said with a slight smile. His eyes widened. I think he believed me. “Your dog tags.”
“Oh.” He laughed.
“Are you sure they got everyone?”
“We don’t leave anyone.”
I nodded. Hayden took the hat off and ran his hand over his short, brown hair. Several miles were put between us and the zombies when the truck slowed, turning off the country road and onto a broken paved drive. Rusty, metal gates limply hung on hinges. A large, gray, stone building loomed ahead of us. Our driver parked the truck near the front.
Jason, Sonja, and Argos were in the black truck I rode in. Lauren, Lisa, Padraic and Raeya got out of the bed of the other. Raeya rushed over and hugged me. Four soldiers dressed in camo, boots, helmets, and vests got out, surveying our surroundings. Hayden jumped out of the truck and took the skin vest off. He handled it like it was just any other piece of clothing. He tossed it and the rest of his zombie wardrobe in the bed of the truck and pulled the black shirt off. He had tribal tattoos on his right bicep, running up his arm and over his shoulder blade on his back. I watched him, wondering if it was wrong to be admiring his six pack and muscular arms when zombies, not all that far away, limped across the field in hopes of ripping our organs from our body and feasting on our flesh.
He got dressed in his combat ready attire, matching his comrades. Argos jumped up at me, trying to lick my face. I knelt down to pet him. I had to count my friends twice just to make sure everyone was really with me.
One of the soldiers clapped Hayden on the back. “Nice job fitting in with the zombies. See, I told you, all we had to do was pick someone whose intelligence rivaled their own and they’d never know.”
“It’s a good thing we didn’t pick you then. They’d instantly kill someone dumber than they are,” Hayden countered.
The soldier—Brewster was his last name, as it was stitched into his jacket—laughed. “Oh, I got thirteen.”
“You did not,” another soldier named Callias argued. “Machine gun takedowns don’t count.”
I looked at the guys curiously. Were they counting how many zombies they killed? I stood, looking them over.
"Hi," Callias said. "I'm Brock. You were incredible out there."
"Forgive him," Brewster said. "But it's not that often we find anyone who can take down zombies like that.”
"I know the feeling," I said with a slight smile. "Uh, thanks guys. For helping out back there.”
"Helping out?" Lauren snorted. "They
saved
us. And you'd be dead if it wasn't for them."
"I had a plan," I spat.
"Oh, sure. She always has a plan," Lauren said to Hayden, smiling coyly. I wanted to tell her that her attempts at flirting sucked ass even when she hadn't gone days without showering. Her hair was a greasy mess, but, so was mine so I kept my mouth shut.
Padraic stepped close to me, taking my hand in his. "Are you alright, Orissa? You didn't get hurt did you?"
"I'm fine. Really. Hayden-Hayden saved me." I didn't want to be a damsel in distress. I didn't want to admit that I needed saving, though in all honesty I knew we were in a situation beyond my control. Now, if I had weapons like the soldiers had, it would be a different story. Enviously, I examined the rifle mounted on the truck. Padraic squeezed my hand, his blue eyes drilling into mine. I was reminded of his kiss. I pulled my hand back, set on not giving him any mixed signals, not that I thought I had before.
"Thank you," he said, looking at Hayden. "For saving Orissa. And us," he added.
“It’s what we do,” Hayden said. “Come in. We have a camp set up in there.”
Brock Callias went in first, rifle ready just in case. I knew where we were as soon as I entered the lobby. Of course we would come to a place like this. What’s a better hide out than an old sanitarium?
As we walked down a hall, up a flight of stairs, down another hall and into a large room, it made sense why the guys had picked this place. There were bars on the windows, the walls were cinderblock or cemented, and the doors were steel with multiple locks. Even though it was as creepy as all get out, it was designed for keeping violent, crazy people in. And, in our case, it would work perfectly for keeping them out.
“Let’s see that cut,” Brewster said to another soldier. A young looking red head yanked his pant leg up. He had a four inch gash on the back of his calf. It was dirty and jagged and looked near infected already. “I told you to watch that farm equipment,” he sighed and inspected the cut. “I think you need stitches. We can go back to the compound—”
“No,” the young soldier argued. “We have orders—”
“—orders to come back when wounded,” Brewster reminded him.
“It’s not that bad,” he countered.
Padraic stepped up. “Maybe I can help,” he offered. The incredulous look ‘Ginger’ gave Padraic sparked something inside me.
“He’s a doctor,” I bragged for Padraic.
“Really?” Hayden asked, his eyes lighting up. “You’re a doctor? A
real
doctor?” Padraic nodded. Hayden’s excitement grew. “Thank God. Our medical staff consists of two veterinarians, a few nurses and a neurologist who never finished med school. And she’s crazy, not zombie virus crazy, but locks herself in her room writing scientific formulas on her wall crazy.”
“Medical staff?” Padraic asked, bending down to tend to Ginger’s cut.
“At the compound,” Hayden explained. “It’s where we, uh, live, so to speak. There are about three hundred people there. It’s safe from the hostiles—”
“You mean zombies?” I inquired.
“Yeah,” he agreed, giving me a look that let me know ‘hostile’ was the politically correct term to use. “Anyway, you can come back with us. We’re trying to find survivors. We haven’t come across a group this big since it first happened.” He looked out the window that faced the front. “You said you had cars?”
“Yes,” I responded.
“Are they in good condition?”
“The Range Rover is. The truck is old,” I confessed. “And full of ammo,” I said bitterly to myself.
“Really?” Hayden was suddenly interested. He turned to Brewster. “We should go back for them. We’re in need of good vehicles.”
Brewster initially nodded, stopping short and looking at the seven of us. “We can’t leave the civilians.”
“It will only take two of us,” Hayden pointed out. “That leaves three to guard these guys.”
Brewster considered, then looked at Ginger. “Rider’s in no condition. He probably should keep weight off that leg, right Doctor?”
Padraic looked up, blood on his hands. “Yes. He does need stitches, you were right. So until then, he needs to take it easy.”
“I’ll go,” Brock offered.
Brewster shook his head. “No, if you and Hayden go, that will leave me and Wade alone to guard. We’ll find another car…somewhere.”
“I can go,” I said bluntly.
“No,” Raeya, Padraic, and the soldiers said in unison.
“Why not? Obviously, I’m capable of taking care of myself. And it’s my choice. It doesn’t seem like we are being held hostage here, so I think I can leave if I want.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Brewster stated.
"Why not? It's my car."
"Actually, it’s mine," Padraic said. "Orissa, no."
"You can't tell me what to do. And if we just drive there, all I’ll have to do is jump from one car to another. It'll be easy." I looked at Hayden. He nodded.
"Fine with me," Brewster said. I couldn't figure out who was in charge. Maybe there were so few soldiers left that rankings didn't matter anymore. Hayden picked up a backpack and clipped a walkie-talkie to his belt. Padraic didn’t look at me when he fished the keys from his pocket. Raeya pulled me aside.
“Can’t you leave the stupid bravery to the soldiers?” she pleaded.
“It will be fine. I’m going to get into the Range Rover right away and speed back. I promise.”
She closed her eyes and shook her head. “We are so close, Rissy. Close to really surviving at a real shelter. Please, please come back.”
“I will.” I hugged her and followed Hayden outside, sitting shotgun in the black truck. Country music softly drifted from the speakers.
"You're not scared to go back there?" he asked, turning away from the passing field to look at me.
"No," I answered automatically.
"Not at all?"
"Are you?" I countered.
"No."
"See. That makes two of us."
"Yes but you're--"
"A girl? Ohmygod, don't even go there."
"You're not trained for stuff like this," he finished.
"Oh. Right. Not formally. But who really was formally trained for a zombie outbreak. Were you? Did the government know about this?"
"No, we had no idea," he promised me. "What kind of training did you have?"
"I told you, my grandpa used to take me shooting."
"That's it?"
“More or less.”
“Hmm.” He turned on the heater. “Is that Irish guy your boyfriend?”
I laughed. “No.”
“He seems protective of you.”
“He tries to be. Really, it’s just annoying.”
“You don’t like someone looking out for you?”
“No, well, yeah, it’s nice. But I don’t need it.”
“Obviously,” Hayden said with a grin. I didn’t know if he was joking or being serious. Neither of us spoke until we were back by the barn.
A zombie lay dead—or deader—a few feet from me. An arrow stuck out from his face. I put my foot on his chest and yanked it out, wiping the goo on the zombie’s shirt. I looked around in the fading light and located another arrow.
“I never got into archery,” Hayden said as he handed me two arrows. “Always wanted to, though.”
“I like it,” I told him and easily pulled an arrow from a gummy’s head. “My grandpa preferred it when hunting because it’s basically silent. “Where is my bow?” I didn’t remember dropping it. Hayden walked with me back to the barn, retracing my steps. “Where did they all go?” I asked, looking around for the zombies.
“I have no idea. I’ve wondered about it too. Sometimes I think it would be interesting to follow them, you know, like those people that observe animals. And then I remember what they really are and I want to blow their fucking brains out.”
“My friend, Raeya, made this list of all—” My words died in my chest as the wind got knocked out of me. Something lunged, landing on my back and pushing me to the ground. Hayden pulled her off before I knew what was happening.
Another crazy screamed and limped at me, her ankle obviously broken. I picked up an arrow and went after her. A shot rang out and the first crazy collapsed. Hayden fired at the second before I was even close.
“You alright?” he asked.
“Fine,” I answered automatically. I saw them just as Hayden heard them. Responding to the sounds of gunfire and screaming and now the scent human blood, the herd of zombies marched out of the trees and weeds at us.
The barn was closer. We scrambled up the hay loft ladder, laying flat on the rotten hay covered boards. If we died, it would be my fault. My fault I wanted to get my stupid arrows. Hayden said it was an ‘in and out’ mission and it would have been.
Dammit.
The zombies passed us, busily eating the two fresh bodies that lay at their disposal like hand delivered Happy Meals. I scrunched my eyes as if that would help me see better through the settling darkness.
“I think we’re safe,” he whispered.
“Yeah. They’re too distracted with the bodies.”
“Good thing they attacked us,” Hayden joked. “Seriously.”
“And I guess it answers my question. They never really left.”
“But at least there’s not as many.”
“True. Do you have enough ammo to take them all?”
Hayden frowned. “Back at camp, yes. I have enough to keep us safe, don’t worry.”
“If I can find my bow, I have arrows.”
“It’s dark. You don’t know where it is. That’s suicide.”
“So you just want to hide here forever?”
“No, just wait until morning,” he said as if it was obvious.
 “Oh.”
Hayden turned the volume down on the walkie-talkie and explained our situation. He had to insist more than once that we didn’t need backup. The zombies didn’t know we were up here. Since they were still distracted by fighting over the bodies, Hayden used the time to shine his flashlight around our little loft. It was windy and cold. He moved a few of the rain dampened hay bales to the side, creating a barrier to stop the wind. He unzipped his backpack and pulled something out.
“I didn’t know anyone would be with me, so I only have enough for one person,” he said, opening a small bag with food inside. I took it as his polite way of saying he wasn’t sharing, which was fair enough. It took me by surprise when he pushed it in front of me. “I’m going to go off on a limb and say you haven’t eaten in awhile.”
“No,” I admitted, my mouth already salivating at the thought of the unseen food. He handed me the bag. Inside was a sandwich, a banana, sweet potato chips, beef jerky, and chocolate chip cookies. “We can share. This is plenty.” Though the soft bread on the sandwich was tempting, I hadn’t had fresh fruit in so long. I ripped the banana open and took a bite. It was so good. I must have looked like a pig but I didn’t care.
“So tell me more about this compound,” I said with my mouth full.
“What do you want to know?”
“Anything and everything. I’m still not sure I believe it exists. We’ve been all over for days or weeks, I don’t even know anymore. But we’ve never seen anything like that.”
“You wouldn’t know what it was by looking at it,” Hayden began. “It was built over fifty years ago as a bomb shelter. Most of it is underground.”
“Underground? Well, that’s one way to stay safe.”
“Yeah. If you drove up to it, all you’d see is a huge, brick estate and a lot of farmland. You get into the compound through the house. It’s a good cover.”
“And it really is safe?”
“As safe as you can get. We’re still working on a few things.”
“Like what?” I asked and finished the banana.
“A moat. Zombies can’t swim, ya know.”
“Huh. I hadn’t even thought about that. Makes me want to live on a yacht.”
“Yeah, you’re telling me. Or go find an island to call home.” He got a faraway look in his eyes, as if he was contemplating finding a boat and setting sail. “But we got shit to do here. Zombies to kill, people to save.”
“Maybe when it’s over.”
“The first thing I’m gonna do,” he said as he tore the sandwich in two and passed me a half, “when this is over is park my ass in the sand in Mexico with a bottle of tequila.”
“Ugh, that sounds so good. I’d kill for a beach and a margarita.”
“Me too. Literally. But no matter how many I kill, I’m no closer to that beach.” He sighed and ate his half sandwich. I finished mine and leaned against the thin boards.
“So you really didn’t know about the outbreak?” I questioned.



“I swear. Imagine my surprise. I came home after two tours in Afghanistan to this.”
“Oh, God. I’m so sorry.”


“I should have figured something was wrong.” He stretched out his legs and leaned back. “I still had a little over a month left when they pulled us out. All I could think about was going home. I didn’t want to question something good.”
“So they brought you guys back to fight here?”
“I guess. I never found out. I expected my family to be there waiting when I got off the plane. They always did. When they weren’t there…that-that’s when I knew something happened.” His voice grew quieter as he spoke, reliving the memory. “When I got back to my hometown, I saw them for the first time. Just walking around looking normal. Then a fight broke out. It was Mr. Harris from the bank attacking little, old Gina Phelps. When I pulled him off, Gina bit me.”
“You’ve been bitten!?”
“Yeah,” he said, proudly holding up his arm, revealing a shiny, crescent moon shaped scar. I ran my finger over the smooth scar tissue. “I’m immune.”
“Resistant,” I said, echoing Padraic’s words. “Go on.”
“I didn’t know what was going on. I thought they were drunk or something. But there were others. Most were in the S1 stage, attacking each other. I saw some horrible things overseas.
Really
horrible things. But seeing people you know ripping into the stomachs of others isn’t something you can easily forget.” He shook his head. “I never found my mom and sisters. I don’t know if they got out or… I-I don’t know. My dad skipped out on us when I was a kid. I took care of them. I wanted to make something of myself so they could be proud. So I joined the Marines. I moved up fast. I was good. And I wasn’t there when they needed me most.”
“You can’t blame yourself,” I told him, though I knew I would feel just as guilty. “I was staying with my aunt. She’s the most passive person ever. And I don’t know what happened to her either. By the time I got back to her apartment, she was gone. It sucks, not knowing.”
“I wish I knew. Every town we go into, I hope I find them. It’s stupid, I know.”
“No. You wanna know stupid? I’m totally hoping my grandpa is at your compound.” It surprised me at how relieving it was to say that out loud. “I don’t know what happened to him either. I couldn’t get to his farm until, God, weeks after the outbreak.”
“You’re from around here?”
“No. I don’t even know where we are, honestly. We—” I closed my eyes. “—we had been staying at his house in Kentucky. But we had to leave. The last place I remember was this small town in Kansas.”
“You’re in Oklahoma. Or what used to be Oklahoma.”
“Oh. I had a feeling we weren’t in Kansas anymore.” I pulled my knees to my chest. “Where is the compound?”
“Arkansas. Ever heard of Marble Falls?”
I shook my head.
“Me neither, until now,” Hayden told me. “It’s near there, if that matters.”
“Oh.” I was anxiously excited to see this underground safe house. I spent the next few minutes or hours—I had no idea—thinking about it. I imagined cave-like halls and torches for light, with dirt floors and drafty, cold rooms. My eyes were so heavy. Hayden said something quietly over the walkie-talkie. Unable to keep my eyes open, I let them close.
I woke up with my head on Hayden’s shoulder and his jacket draped around me. I sat up, rubbing my eyes. I had to remind myself of what had happened and that the compound wasn’t some cruel fantasy my mind forced me to dream about.
“Morning, sunshine,” Hayden teased.
“Shut up.” I moved off of him. “How long was I asleep for?”
“An hour, maybe.”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh. Damn.”
“Thirsty?” he asked, holding a half full water bottle. I took it and gladly chugged the rest.
“Thanks.”
“No problem.”
“What’s a S1? You mentioned it earlier.”
“It’s short for stage one. I’m sure you’ve noticed the trend: insane and aggressive, zombie, then less than a zombie. S1, S2, and S3.”
“Oh. We called them crazies, zombies, and gummies.”
“Gummies?”
“Yeah, ‘cuz they’re all gooey and gummy. It makes sense.”
“I suppose. You can go back to sleep, if you want.”
“No. I’ll keep watch. I’m used to it.” I took off the jacket, getting blasted with cold air. “You can have this back. I’m fine.”
“I’m layered up,” he insisted. “You’re not. Keep it.”
My red, plaid shirt didn’t offer enough warmth. Hayden’s jacket was thick and warm and I really wanted to keep it wrapped around my now gaunt body. “Fine.”
“Sleep. You probably haven’t gotten much sleep lately either, am I right?”
“You are. No one else in my crew is any good at hunting or shooting or anything of the likes. I had to keep them safe.”
“You did a good job.”
“Not good enough.”
“You’ve lost someone?”
“More than one. But who hasn’t?” I rested my head against the barn wall. Nothing but the wind howled behind us. “Do you really think that’s all that’s left? Three hundred people?”
“Maybe. But we found you.”
“There has to be others like us.”
“There are,” he insisted.
“I don’t know. Don’t you think as time goes on the chance of survival goes down?”
“In some cases. Or maybe it gives people time to adjust. And there’s so much ground to cover. This is the farthest we’ve gone from the compound yet.” He shifted his weight so he was angled at me. “What was Kentucky like?”
“Desolate in some places. Overrun in others. Indy was the worst, I think.”
“Indy?”
“Indianapolis. That’s where I had been living.”
“Oh. Ever go to the Indy 500?”
“Nope.”
“You lived in Indy but never went?”
“Well, I didn’t really live in Indy. I was temporarily staying with my aunt until I figured out something to do with my life.”
“Something to do?”
“Yeah. I had gotten in a bit of trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“I got arrested,” I shamefully admitted.
“Yeah, just a bit of trouble there. What did you do?”
“I got a DUI.”
“Drunk driving? Smart.”
I hated his cheeky comment but I knew he was right. “It was dumb, I know. Really dumb. And I know everyone has an excuse for why they did something bad. I had one of the worst nights in my life and this guy was getting a little too grabby at the bar. So I left. I just got in my car and left. I hate myself for doing it, really.” I don’t know why I trusted Hayden enough to open up like that. There was something about the dark that made people seem safe. Obviously, I knew he was there. But I couldn’t see him, couldn’t see his shocked expression, couldn’t see the judgment in his eyes. He was just a voice in the dark.
“Hey, your criminal record is gone now,” he reminded me.
We both laughed. “Yay, thank you zombies.”
“How did you team up with the rest of your group? You friends with them all?”
“No. Raeya, the tall brunette, is my best friend. I got her. The others…it’s kinda a long story.”
“Tell me.”
I told Hayden about my surgery, the crazy on the stairs, and waking up in the basement. I lost track of how many times I yawned and finally gave in to Hayden’s requests to sleep. I didn’t think I could fight it for much longer.
The zombies had moved on by morning light. Hayden and I gathered up the arrows, I found my bow—covered in zombie brain bits—and transferred the weapons and ammo from the truck into the Range Rover. We sped back through the field. I never thought an old insane asylum would ever look so welcoming.
Forgetting I was still wearing Hayden’s jacket, I didn’t understand the look Padraic gave me. Was that jealousy in his pretty, blue eyes? Raeya looked more like her normal self. She told me that the soldiers had debated about going back to the compound this morning since they had seven people to look after. They had orders to go farther and Brewster thought they should continue on. She said they were looking for something, but they talked in hushed voices and didn’t seem to want her to know what they needed.
I told her I’d talk to Hayden about it. For some reason, I trusted him. Everyone else had already eaten breakfast by the time Hayden and I got back. They saved us some bland oatmeal and apple juice. Hayden said he was going to sleep for a few hours before we left since he had stayed up all night. He advised me to try to get some shut eye too, reminding me I only slept on and off for a few hours last night. I kicked off my boots and crawled into a sleeping bag next to Hayden.
I slept for three hours. I woke, warm for the first time in days. Hayden was still asleep. He was facing me. He looked oddly innocent when he was sleeping. The guys packed up their stuff with impressive speed. We loaded the gear into the back of the trucks. The soldiers wore their uniforms and I couldn’t help but notice how good Hayden looked all suited up, weapons strapped to his fit body and a gun slung around his shoulder.
Raeya, Argos, and I drove with Hayden. We were headed back to the compound. In mere hours, I would be able to shower. Hayden said there was even warm water. Raeya was ecstatic. We put several hours behind us before we stopped. Hayden, Brock, and Wade got out first, guns ready, and gave us clearance. My M9 was loaded and an extra clip nestled safely in my pocket.
I went with the girls to a ditch on the side of the road to pee, Raeya grumbling how unfair it was for the guys when it came to stuff like this. Lisa had a cough again; I guess there was mold in the hayloft that triggered her asthma. Even Argos was fed. Hayden told me they had several German Shepherds back at the compound that had been military dogs at one point. A few were trained to find cadavers. They were being retrained to find living people. He promised me Argos would be well taken care of.
I didn’t want to say anything. I wanted to pretend I didn’t see it. We were only three hours (give or take) from the compound. Raeya, Hayden, and I were reminiscing about our favorite childhood toys, laughing for the first time in weeks. If I ignored it, I would feel guilty. And I was trying to change.
Sonofabitch.
“Is that smoke?” I asked, thinking maybe I was seeing things.
Hayden braked. Yep, it was. Speaking through the walkie-talkies, he told the others what was going on. The soldiers told us to say in the cars. Ginger, I mean Rider, was forced to stay behind as his injury slowed him down. Hayden gave me two more clips and whispered that there was more ammo in the silver box in the bed of his truck.
The smoke was coming from an official looking brick building. A chain link fence surrounded it, bent and pushed down in parts, telling me it was not zombie proof. For our safety, the trucks were parked a good fifty yards away. I nervously watched the four Marines disappear inside the fencing. The minutes ticked by.
Argos growled. Thinking he caught a glimpse of Hayden or Brock exiting, I shushed him. Then I realized he wasn’t looking at the building.
“Crazy,” I whispered, grabbing Raeya’s arm. “Don’t move. Maybe she’ll pass us.” And she did. She went through a break in the fence. I wasn’t even worried; one crazy wouldn’t be a threat for the four, well armed soldiers.
But the herd of zombies that followed her would.
 

 

 

-Chapter 10 –
 

I had to do something.
“Come on, Hayden,” I whispered, nervously pulling on my braid. “Come
on.” I stared at the door, trying to will the guys to emerge before the zombie herd drew near. My mind raced trying to figure out what to do. The soldiers needed to know. Rider had a walkie-talkie. Surely he had warned his comrades. I looked through the Range Rover, past Padraic’s worried blue eyes, and into the other truck. Yes, Rider held the device to his mouth and his lips were moving.
Brock exited first, opening fire on the herd. He could have made it back to the truck. He could have guaranteed his life. We could have sped away to safety leaving Hayden, Brewster, and Wade inside. But he was a Marine and he would never do that.
And neither would I.
Brock shot the crazy between the eyes and gunned down a few zombies. The herd moved in. Brock closed the gate, reeling away from the zombies’ reach. Their skin peeled off as they stuck their arms through the chain link fence. I caught a glimpse of Hayden before a wall of zombies blocked him from view. He was carrying a child.
The fence wouldn’t hold for much longer. Rider had started shooting the trailing zombies; it was too risky to shoot at the ones that posed the biggest threat without being able to see the guys behind them. They didn’t even turn and look at Rider, more concerned with the perspective group meal trying to get away.
It was now or never. I looked around, my eyes settling on the building next door. It was close by and under construction. Before Raeya could object, I got out of the truck and ran to it. I climbed up the scaffolding, just out of the zombies’ reach. I turned and shouted,
“Hey! Stupid zombies! Come and get me!” My voice was drowned by their moans. “HEY! ZOMBIES!” I screamed. Again, my voice just blended in. I needed to catch their attention somehow. Screaming wouldn’t work but maybe…it was worth a try. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and sang,
“Don't listen to them
 'Cause what do they know
 We need each other,
 to have, to hold
 They'll see in time
 I know.”
My voice floated out over the groaning and creaking of the rusty fence. A few zombies turned. Oh my God, it was working. But not well enough. A very dirty box cutter lay forgotten a few feet away. I didn’t want to think about the risks. I picked it up, resumed singing and held out my arm.
“When destiny calls you
 You must be strong
 I may not be with you
 But you've got to hold on
 They'll see in time
 I know
 We'll show them together.”
I pulled up my sleeve and sliced my skin. The scent of blood on the wind did the trick. One by one, the zombies turned. The blood slowly trickled from the cut. I squeezed my fist, twisting my arm to let the blood drip ten feet down. Then it really started bleeding.
Shots echoed and zombies dropped. Hayden and the three others made it to the cars with two children and an adult. The realization that I was stuck set in the same time I realized I had sliced open the same vein that is ideal when slitting your wrists.
The scaffolding shook under the zombies’ desperate attempt to get me. Like the fence, it wouldn’t hold. I scrambled up and into an open window, blood trailing. The faster I ran the more I bled. I was feeling woozy when I made it to the where the stairs should have been. A crash came from outside.
The scaffolding had come down. I clasped my hand over my gushing wound. I went to the window on the other side. It was zombie free, and a three story drop. Dammit. Why had I gone up another story? I looked around, trying to find something to ease the drop. An orange extension cord was covered in dust. A saw was still attached. My bloody hands couldn’t get a good grip on anything. It took longer than it should have to tie the extension cord to a wall frame. It wasn’t long enough to shimmy down to the group.
I wiped my hands on my pants and held onto the cord, hoping to ease my way down the hole that should have been the stairwell. I lost my hold halfway down. I landed hard and my hip took the blunt of the fall. I think my blood splattered. I wasn’t sure of anything at that point. I crawled in the direction of light.
I grabbed a plastic dust curtain to hoist myself up. It tore out of the wall, showering me with sawdust and bits of drywall. On my knees, I dragged myself over and left bloody handprints on the wall and I attempted to stand.
I had lost too much blood. I was already weak from the lack of food, water, and sleep. My vision blacked. My legs buckled.
“Orissa!”
Had someone really shouted my name? I struggled to remain conscious. I slapped at the ground since I had no strength left to scream.
“Orissa? Where are you?” Yes. That voice was real. I didn’t recognize it at first. It was strong and deep and full of concern. The ground vibrated. “Oh God, Orissa.” Hayden scooped me up, closing his hand over my still bleeding cut. I went in and out of awareness as Hayden carried me down a ladder and out to the truck. He jumped in the bed and the tires squealed. I remember him taking off his jacket and wrapping it around me. He held me close to him, trying to keep me warm. Then everything blacked out completely.
Searing pain brought me back. I opened my eyes, vision fuzzy. Padraic was leaning over me, pressing on my arm. He poured something on it that I swear fizzled and smoked like holy water on a vampire. I yelled.
“Try to hold still,” he said gently.
“Easy for you to say,” I mumbled. Hayden laughed, making me aware that my head rested in his lap. “Did we win?”
“Win?” Padraic asked, setting the bottle of pain down. He rolled gauze around my arm.
“The zombies. Back there?”
“Yeah,” Hayden said. “I guess you could say that. We got away, thanks to you.”
“It was a piece of cake,” I said sarcastically. “All I had to do was almost bleed to death.”
“You were brilliant,” he said admirably.
“You were stupid,” Padraic spat. “You could have died.”
“Well I didn’t.”
“What were you thinking, taking on all those zombies?” he said and wrapped tape around my arm.
I shrugged, then realized it made me move awkwardly on Hayden’s lap. “I told you, if I go down, it’s gonna be fighting.”
“You are one of a kind, Orissa,” Hayden said. “We got three people back there, thanks to you.”
“Yes, that is true,” Padraic argued. “But she shouldn’t risk her life like that. It’s not her job.”
“Oh, it’s mine?” Hayden interjected.
“No, well, yes,” Padraic stated.
I sat up. “It doesn’t matter, ok? I’m alive I’m—” I cut off, searing pain in my arm. “What the hell did you do to me?”
“I didn’t have anything to stitch it with,” Padraic said apologetically. “So I used safety pins.”
“What?!” I felt a little sick. “That-that’s…inventive. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Try not to move your arm, alright? I don’t want you to rip your skin. You cut yourself deeply and lost a lot of blood. You’ll need proper medical care once we get to this compound.”
“I’ll see to it,” Hayden promised. He wrapped me tight in his arms and stood. As ashamed as I was to admit it, I was too tired and weak to fight him off and insisted I was capable of moving on my own. I wasn’t sure if I actually would be.
The truck was warm and comfortable. I closed my eyes and rested my head on the cool window. Raeya took my spot up front. Hayden drove while Padraic and Argos joined me in the back. I wanted to stay awake but failed. I was so sore when I woke up. Almost everything hurt. I leaned on Argos. I wanted to sleep and not wake until this was over: the pain, the dying, the zombie filled world.
“Home sweet home,” Hayden spoke in the darkness. The headlights illuminated a narrow gravel driveway cut into thick woods. We drove maybe a hundred feet before stopping. Hayden got out and opened a heavy iron gate. Another hundred feet after that was another metal gate. On either side were two masonry towers that reminded me of watch towers of a castle.
“Back already?” one of the guard shouted to Hayden.
“Got ten civilians,” Hayden answered. The guard nodded, pressed some buttons and the gates swung open. We drove through a winding tree lined path and emerged into a large field. The brick estate wasn’t just big. It was fricken huge.
Hayden was right. It looked like a rich family lived here, raising expensive race horses or something of the like. There were armed soldiers at every entrance. We drove around it to a large, white barn. Hayden parked the truck, told us to stay put, and got out. The other soldiers followed suit. After what felt like an eternity, Hayden came back.
“You guys have to be quarantined for twenty-four hours.” He held up his hand before we could object. “We do too. If anyone leaves the compound, they have to go through it. It’s not that bad, I promise. I’ll take Argos inside and give him to the dog handlers. Orissa, someone will come and take care of you. See you in twenty-four.”
I wanted to be mad at him for not telling me that earlier, though, I agreed it was a smart idea. More soldiers ushered us into the barn. It had been transformed from horse barn to holding barn. Each stall was set up with a cot, sleeping bag, and a bucket. I didn’t understand the bucket at first. Then it dawned on me that we would be stuck in here for twenty-four hours and needed something to go to the bathroom in.
My stall smelled strongly of bleach; I guessed its last occupant hadn’t made it out alive. Sheets had been nailed to the sides, creating little privacy. Something buzzed and clicked. A hot wire had been weaved around the metal bars on the stall’s sides, electrifying the entire thing.
I stepped willingly into the stall. I sat on the cot—as instructed—and waited for a medic to come stitch up my arm. She was dressed in a homemade hazmat suit. Her face was pretty behind the protective plastic mask. She smiled at me and opened a first-aid kit. I wish I could have taken a picture of her face when she undid the bandage and saw my Frankenstein arm. It hurt like hell when she undid the safety pins. As iron stomached as I am, I had to look away.
When my medic left and the stall door clicked shut, I felt panic creep into my heart. I didn’t trust anyone in here anymore. I wanted to talk to Hayden to find out more about this place. Would I be trapped like this forever? Not in the stall, I knew that wouldn’t be true, but would this place be run like a jail? What kinds of rules did they have? Did I have to take orders? Maybe it was a mistake letting him take us here. Maybe we could have gone back to Kentucky and made things work.
I paced back and forth, wearing myself out more than I already was. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I sat on the cot, shivering. For the time being, there was nothing I could do. I didn’t feel safe enough to sleep. Maybe I was safe from zombies, but since I was undecided about the soldiers, my mind wouldn’t let me rest.
Sometime in the night a lunch bag of food was delivered. I devoured the sandwich and apple and downed the water in minutes. Without taking off my boots, I eased my aching body into the sleeping bag and tried to sleep.
I was beyond bored when the sun came up. Raeya was next to me and we talked back and forth for awhile until she fell asleep again. I watched the soldiers guarding us. They walked past each stall, inspecting us and assessing for zombie symptoms. Based on the position of the sun in the sky, I judged the time, waiting to get out of here. We got one more meal before we were released.
Everyone passed, even the three others we stopped to save. A female soldier with US ARMY stitched onto her jacket told us we could shower before going inside to ‘learn the ropes’ of the place. We would even get clean clothing. We followed her into a room inside the barn. It was once a washing area for this place’s fancy horses. The water was probably cold but I didn’t care. The smell of soap and shampoo was wonderful. I unzipped my boots when another soldier opened the door.
“Orissa?” he called.
“Yeah?”
“Come with me, please.” I looked at Raeya. She reached out for my hand. “It’s nothing bad,” he promised. “You can meet up with your friends later.”
I nodded and left the shower room feeling grosser than ever. The soldier was dressed in greens and had an official looking ID tag hanging from his neck. I only caught a glimpse long enough to inform me his last name was Jones. We went up a well lit path and into the house. The first floor was set up just like a normal house. Hayden
did
say that the house was a great cover. I would have no idea we were over a top secret bomb shelter. We went to the middle of the house. Two soldiers stood next to a door that led into the basement. My guide used an old fashioned skeleton key to open it.
We went down normal looking stairs into a hallway with three doors, there was one on each side and one in front of us. Jones unlocked that one, held it open for me and relocked it once we stepped in. Inside the door was another set of doors. These were thick, shiny steel doors that required a pass code to get through. The doors closed with a whoosh. Another set of steel doors was ahead of us; these required a pass code and a hand scan to open. One more door had to be unlocked with a regular key before we could go down another set of stairs.
The shelter wasn’t cave-like at all. The halls were tiled, the walls painted white and the lights were ultra bright. Not cave-like, but very maze-like. I would get lost in here for sure. We weaved through a hall. Some of the doors were open. They reminded me of dorm rooms when I looked inside.
My head hurt from the fluorescent lights. My guide knocked on a closed, unmarked door. It opened instantly. An older man in formal military garb answered the door.
“Orissa,” he said with a nod.
“Uh, yeah?”
“Please, come in.” He waved his hand inside. His office was painted in earthy tones, a nice break for my eyes from the sterile white of the halls. I sat on a leather armchair. Everything in here was clean and tidy, making my dirty state very salient. I felt like I was in trouble. I knew, this time at least, I hadn’t done anything wrong. “I’m Colonel Fuller. I’m more or less in charge of things around here.” He closed the door and sat. He smiled warmly at me. “Hayden vouched for you. I have to say, I’m quite impressed. And I heard you’ve had no formal training.”
“Uh, no. What do you mean, vouched?”
“I’ve never done this before. Hayden insisted it would be a waste for you to be anything but A1.”
“A1?” Was that like S1? No…it didn’t make sense.
He chuckled. “No one’s explained the rankings to you?”
“No. I don’t know much of anything about this place.”
“My apologies. I’ll let you rest and clean up, then see to it Hayden fills you in on everything. You should know that being an A1 is something to be proud of. I hold all my A1s in high regard. You have expectations to live up to, Orissa.”
“Uh, ok.”
He uncapped a pen. “What is your last name? Mind you, it can be anything now. But choose wisely, for it will be yours from now on.”
“Penwell,” I said honestly. As soon as I was old enough, I had my last name changed from my douche-canoe of a father’s to my mother’s maiden name.
“And your age?”
“Twenty-five.”
“Birthday?”
“November 10th.”
“Thank you,” he said as he jotted down one more thing before getting up. Jones was waiting for me outside the door. It was just as much of an ordeal to get out of the basement as it was to get in. We went upstairs to the second story. Jones told me that due to overcrowding, the A1s got moved upstairs. He sounded a bit jealous as he spoke.
The house reminded me of Seth’s frat house in its size and design, though it was much, much cleaner. Each heavy, oak door had two name plates nailed onto it. We went to the very last room in the hall. UNDERWOOD was etched onto the top plate. The plate under it had been removed. I could only guess what had happened to Hayden’s roommate. Jones knocked on the door. It took Hayden a minute to answer.
Dressed in gray athletic pants and a black hoodie, he looked completely normal. Normal, and attractive. He pulled out his earbuds and turned off his iPod and smiled.
“Orissa…come in,” he said.
I mumbled a thank you to Jones and went into Hayden’s room. It was tidy and orderly and almost pre-zombie looking. Two beds were pushed up against opposite walls, Hayden’s was to the left of the door. A large dresser was across from them with a nice sized plasma TV resting on the middle. The closet was open, revealing more clothing than I expected and an impressive display of weapons. A fairly full bookcase was next to the dresser.
“You’re supposed to explain things to me,” I said simply.
“Oh, yeah. Do you want to shower first?”
“Am I that disgusting?”
“Well, I wasn’t gonna say it…” he laughed.
“You have no idea how much I want out of these clothes.”
“There’s stuff for you on your bed,” he said, pointing.
“My bed?”
“You don’t know? We’re, uh, roommates.”
“We are?”
“If you have a problem with it, I’m sure we can get it changed. Maybe they can put you in with the other women or—”
“—it’s fine. I can handle it if you can.” I went over to the bed. A towel, a little bag of toiletries, a brush, and a bottle of lotion had been set on it. “I need clothes.”
“Oh, I guess Ender assumed you picked out your own. I can grab you something if you want.”
“That would be wonderful.”
“What size?” he asked quietly, as if he knew that was a rude thing to ask a woman.
“I’m not sure anymore.” I had lost a lot of weight since my surgery. “I used to be medium.” Giving him actual numbers might be pushing it. I knew guys weren’t good with stuff like that.
“I’m sure I can find something,” he said. “I’ll show you where the bathroom is.”
The bathroom was several doors down. Hayden told me that I had about ten minutes of hot water before it would suddenly go cold. I couldn’t describe how good it felt to shower. I scrubbed my body with soap, shampooed my hair twice, and slathered on conditioner, letting it soak in while I shaved my legs for the first time in weeks.
It took forever to brush out the tangles in my hair. I towel dried it the best I could before I pulled it to the side and braided it. I wrapped the towel around myself, brushed my teeth for probably ten minutes, and gathered up my filthy clothes, thinking burning them was a grand idea. I cracked the door and looked down the hall for Hayden. I waited a few more minutes. The bathroom was getting cold fast. Giving up, I dashed down the hall in just my towel.
Hayden wasn’t in our room and neither were my clothes he promised. Maybe it was because I was nearly naked with wet hair, or maybe it was just cold in the room. I shivered, causing goosebumps to break out across my skin. I investigated Hayden’s stuff while I waited for clothes. He had an interesting collection of books, most of them in the sci-fi genre along with a variety of movies. The closer I got to the window, the colder I felt.
The window, which was by the foot of my bed, had bars in it. It brought up a mixed feeling of safety and being trapped. I couldn’t see much of what was outside. The exterior of the house was well lit and, in the pool of light, it looked like a normal yard.
The door opened and I whirled around. Hayden’s eyes slid over me before he quickly cast them down. He held out a wad of clothes.
“Finally,” I said trying to suppress my smile. It had been a long time since anyone looked at me that way. I took the clothes and held them up. He had brought me a pair of jeans, socks and a blue, plaid shirt. “And I’m supposed to go bra-less and commando?” I raised an eyebrow and half smiled. Hayden looked embarrassed.
“Oh-I-I didn’t…even t-think about that,” he stammered, still staring at the ground. “I, uh, can go back.”
“It’s ok.” I put my arms through the shirt, wincing as the fabric caught on the bandaged cut on my left wrist. When I pulled my legs through the jeans, I was reminded of how very sore my body was. It took effort to put on the socks.
“Do the clothes fit?” Hayden asked, busy pretending to read while I got dressed.
“Yeah. The pants are a little big, but that’s ok because I want to gain back the weight I lost.”
“Wouldn’t most women be happy about losing weight?”
“Most women haven’t spent the last few weeks starving and running from flesh eating crazy people.”
“Very true. Hungry?”
“That is an understatement,” I told him.
“Good, me too. I can explain everything while we eat.”
After painfully putting my boots on, I followed Hayden down the hall, paying extra attention to where we were going. We went into the basement, through the security doors, and down the stairs. We turned left and walked along a quiet hall that seemed to stretch forever. The kitchen and cafeteria reminded me of something seen in a school. Like the rest of the shelter, it was a blinding white and smelled like cleaning products. Hand drawn pictures, obviously done by children, were taped up along the wall giving this place a more personal feeling.
Hayden opened an industrial sized fridge. “What do you want?”
It was strange, how exciting it was to pick something to eat. “I don’t care. As long as it’s not tuna or some plants I found in the woods, I’m fine.”
“There’s left over lasagna,” he suggested.
“That sounds incredibly satisfying right now.” My stomach grumbled. Hayden plopped a large piece on a plate and stuck it in the microwave.
“You really survived on plants?”
“Not entirely. We had venison jerky and so much canned tuna. I don’t think I can ever eat it again.”
“How do you know what plants are edible?”
“My grandpa taught me,” I explained.
“He seems to have taught you a lot.”
“Yeah, he did.” I sat at a table. Hayden poured two glasses of milk, set them down and brought over the lasagna. He turned away to heat up another piece for himself.
“Where did you get the venison jerky? It’s not something you come across in stores very often.”
“I shot the deer and made the jerky myself before we had to leave.”
“You’re like one of those wilderness guys from TV,” he joked.
“I am?”
“Yeah, haven’t you seen the shows with the guys who get dropped off in the middle of nowhere and show you how to survive?”
“Uh, no.” And I didn’t need to. I already knew how to survive. The microwave beeped. I had devoured most of my food by the time Hayden sat across from me. It was the blandest meatless lasagna I’d ever had. But it was warm and filling and didn’t come from a can. I could feel Hayden’s curious gaze while I finished my meal. I pushed the plate aside and drained my milk. “So, what do I need to know?”
“There’s a lot,” he said with his mouth full.
“I got that, genius. What’s an A1?”
“It’s a ranking. Everyone is sorted into either A, B, or C, categories. A is for soldiers, B is medical and C is domestic, which entails things like cooking, keeping the place clean, inventorying supplies and taking care of the farm elements. A and B categories have numbers one through three. An A1 is what I—and you—are. We go on missions. A2s patrol the fields and farms where the animals are since they aren’t inside the shelter’s fencing. A3s are guards, like the ones by the gates and doors.”
“So an A1 is kinda like the highest ranking?”
“I guess you can say that,” he said, trying not to sound like it was a big deal. “And the Bs have three ranks: doctors, nurses, and medics. ‘Medics’ is used broadly for anyone with a medical background, like the veterinarians or anyone who’s worked in healthcare. We didn’t have any B1’s until now.”
“And the C group? They don’t have numbers?”
“No, work within that group is divided up as seen fit. Children, old people, or anyone with any sort of condition don’t leave the shelter’s protection. The fields are pretty safe and are always patrolled, but we don’t want to risk it.”
“Does everyone have to do something?”
“Yes and no. It’s not fair to make others do all the work so yes. But if someone can’t, we won’t make them.”
“Who is ‘we’?”
“Us. I can’t say this without sounding like a tool, but without us soldiers, this place wouldn’t exist. We make the so called laws. But nothing is horrible, I promise. You need laws and structure to keep a place like this going and under control.”
“So is there like a real leader?”
“You met Fuller, right? He gets the final say, I guess. He’s not interested in ruling or having power or anything of the like. He wants us to survive.”
I nodded. “So, how do you decide who goes into what category?”
“Everyone is given time to rest after coming in, usually about a week depending on what condition they come in. Then they are tested.”
“Tested?”
“To find strengths and weaknesses. Really, Orissa, I know how this sounds. We want to put the most capable people in the right spots. Everything is done for the good of the community.”
“What if someone has no skills?”
“Everyone can clean.”
“Ok. And once tested and sorted…who organizes who does what?” I asked.
He laughed. “They’ve been nicknamed ‘overseers’. We have nine right now but need more. It’s a tough job,” he admitted and crossed his arms. “They have to make sure everything gets done on time and that there is someone there to do it.”
“Why didn’t I have to test?”
“I talked to Fuller.”
“He told me, but...why?”
“I saw you out there. You fought so…so valiantly. You risked yourself for us and-and succeeded. You’re smart, cunning, quick…a real fighter. I know a soldier when I see one.”
“Thanks,” I said, unable to look at Hayden. Those weren’t the compliments I was used to. “So everyone with me will be tested in a few days?”
“Everyone except Patrick.”
“Pad-rick,” I corrected. Hayden nodded in acknowledgement. “Tired?”
“Among other things.”
He washed the dishes, grumbling that the ‘kitchen ladies’ get pissed when dirty dishes are left in the sink. We mazed our way back through the quiet halls. It freaked me out at how silent everything was. I felt dumb once I realized it was the middle of the night and everyone was sleeping.
“Where are my friends?” I asked.
“They have rooms,” Hayden responded. We went through a door into a dark room. Hayden slid his hand up and down the wall, feeling for the light. It flickered on. “You’ll need more clothes,” he said and waved his hand at the shelves in front of us.
A lot of the clothes were new and still had price tags. I speculated the guys raided a clothing store. I was too tired and sore to give a damn about clothes at the moment. I got only what I would need for that night.
“That’s all?” Hayden asked when he saw my armful.
“For now. I just want to sleep. My body hurts.”
He took the clothes from me as if they were too much for me to carry. It would take too much effort to object. We went back into our room. I took the pajamas to the bathroom to change.
“It gets cold in here at night,” Hayden said when I came back into the room. “There’s something wrong with the heating system for the house. We had hoped to find a mechanic.”
“Instead you got me.” I crawled under the covers.
“I think it’s a fair trade.” He smiled and turned out the light. For the first time in months, I felt safe. I slept soundly. That is, until a loud alarm sounded.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 11-
 

I sat up. The beeping blared, echoing throughout our room. Something was wrong. Had zombies gotten in? We were under attack?
“It’s ok,” Hayden said sleepily, seeing my fear. “It’s my alarm.”
My heart was still racing. He picked up the little clock from his nightstand and turned it off, threw the covers back, and begrudgingly got out of bed.
“Do I need to get up too?” I asked.
“No. Not yet at least. You have time to rest, too.”
“Thank God.” I flopped back down and pulled the blankets closer around myself. “What do you have to do?”
“Workout,” he mumbled. “You can go down for breakfast whenever. Soldiers don’t have a scheduled time like the others do.”
“I think I’ll stay in bed,” I informed him. I didn’t want to get out of bed yet. It felt good to get several straight hours of sleep but I could tell my body would instantly hurt when I moved.
“Ok. I’ll be back in awhile. You can, uh, do whatever I guess.”
“Sounds good.” I planned on going back to sleep and then on finding Raeya. I closed my eyes, intending on sleeping for only a few hours. When Hayden came back into the room around noon, I couldn’t believe how long I had slept. I washed my face, brushed and rebraided my hair, and got dressed. Brewster was in our room, talking and laughing with Hayden.
“Welcome to the A club,” he said when I entered.
“Thanks, I think.” I flashed him a smile.
“Ivan Brewster, at your service,” he joked and shook my hand.
“Am I supposed to call you by your last names or address you as Private or Sergeant or whatever?” I asked and sat on my unmade bed.
Hayden shook his head. “We don’t keep up with the formalities anymore. They don’t really matter in this world.”
“Makes it easier for me.”
“Orissa Penwell,” Ivan said slowly. “I want to know everything about you.”
“Uh, everything?”
“Why not? Coming across someone like you doesn’t happen every day. You’ve sparked my interest.” He spoke affluently and professionally with a smooth voice.
“I can handle a gun and I don’t want to die. That’s really it,” I simplified.
“I don’t buy that for a second.”
“My parents are ninjas,” I supplemented wryly.
Ivan smiled and turned to Hayden. “I like her.” Hayden smiled and nodded, appearing oddly shy.
“Want to eat?” he asked Ivan and me. I nodded and went with the boys to the cafeteria. A door was open in our hallway. I curiously looked inside at the two guys that were watching TV.
Ivan and Hayden were dressed in combat boots and camo pants with black shirts tucked in. They looked like what I thought soldiers should: put together in an effortless way, confident, and muscular. Ivan was making a joke about someone he referred to as ‘Crazy Cara’ when we walked into the cafeteria. It was packed full, with a line of people waiting to get their trays. A little boy saw us enter. He tugged on his father’s shirt and pointed. The dad looked up and elbowed his wife. They put their hands to their hearts and nodded with respect in our direction.
Others noticed us, having a similar reaction as the little boy. A hush fell over the room. An old man saluted us. Then, as if on cue, everyone burst into applause. I didn’t know what to do. Looking at Ivan and Hayden for direction, I, too, smiled. We walked to a table in the back, getting stopped and thanked.
“Does that happen all the time?” I asked once we were seated.
“Yeah,” Ivan told me. “I always said people would clap for me someday. I thought it would be for my mad guitar skills and not my hostile takedowns, though.”
It was nice we were appreciated. After the awe wore off, a young woman ran over. Thinking it was some sort of fan-girl, I didn’t look up. When I heard her voice, I jumped and wrapped my arms around her.
“Raeya! H-how are you?”
“Peachy,” she said with a laugh. “I was so scared they took you away for some reason.” She brought her tray over, Lisa trailing behind, and joined us. She had been told the same things about being sorted and the ways of the compound as I had. She and Lisa were sharing a room with a middle-aged woman who lost everyone. She said everyone in the C category thought of the A1s as the new celebrities.
“I’m gonna hang out with Raeya,” I told Hayden when we finished eating.
“Ok, see you tonight,” he said with a slight smile.
“What are you guys doing tonight?” Raeya asked as we walked into her room. “Top secret soldier stuff?”
“No,” I said, crushing her excitement. “We, uh, are roommates.”
Her eyebrows went up. “You are?”
“Yeah.” I waited, judging her reaction. She pressed her lips together and let it go. Her room was small, set up like a dorm room in some ways. It had a bunk bed and a single bed, two large dressers, a desk, and an uncomfortable looking ugly, pale pink chair. We sat on Raeya’s bed—the bottom bunk—and talked about the compound. The C’s had a strict schedule to stick to. Raeya supported it and thought it was needed to keep a place like this in order. She was nervous for her sorting test, afraid she wouldn’t be worth anything more than a dishwasher.
Scarlett Procter was the self-appointed Welcome Committee. She was one of the first occupants in the shelter, along with her husband, two children, mother, sister, family dog, best friend and her family. She even had time to pack up her valuables. The high heels, skirt, and silk blouse she wore would look good on a news reporter. On someone hiding underground from crazy, carnivorous humans, it looked incredibly stupid. Her ID badge hung from a beaded necklace. She was chipper and thankful and had no idea what it was really like out there or what it felt like to lose the ones you love.
She took us on a tour, showing us the ‘game room’, which was a large room, painted—wait for it—white. There were tables and chairs and bookshelves filled with books and games. She showed us the ‘theater room’ that was very much like the game room but with a large TV and couches. She showed us the supply rooms and then took us down another level.
The second basement, as she called it (though technically it was the third) housed the hospital ward, offices, weapon supply, and more living quarters that housed the A2s, 3s and Bs as well as some spill over C’s. She only had access to the living quarters.
She led us back into the theater room, where kids were watching some sort of animated movie. I was happy to see Lisa sitting next to several other girls her own age. Scarlett was telling us about how the shelter is always full of gossip since there isn’t much else to do other than talk.
“I heard about the new A1,” she gushed, leaning in and lowering her voice. “Apparently, he really made an impression on Hayden Underwood and Ivan Brewster.”
“Why are those two so important?” I questioned, avoiding Raeya’s eyes. The girl couldn’t keep a poker face to save her life.
She smiled, pleased to know something I didn’t. “They are the best.” She winked. “And cute too, don’t you think?”
“How did this noob impress those two?” I asked.
“You didn’t hear it from me, but my girlfriend Minnie’s son is an A3 and he overheard the A1s talking about the new A1 and how he just pulverized the hostiles. And—get this—he is daring and brave and almost killed himself by saving the ten civilians and the guys.”
“Wow. Do you know how this amazing, brave, and awesome and probably good looking A1 did it?”
Confusion muddled Scarlett’s face for a brief second at my words. “I guess he drew the hostiles away so everyone could escape.”
“Wow,” I repeated. “Simply amazing!” Raeya elbowed me. Scarlett went on to tell us about the plans for the shelter that couldn’t be executed until the spring, such as planting crops. I didn’t pay a bit of attention to what she was saying because, frankly, I was too distracted to care.
I surveyed everyone in the room. No one looked particularly miserable. The ones that weren’t watching the movie were chatting quietly, reading, or drawing. An old lady sat near the children working on a cross-stitching thing that I’m sure had a proper name. Needlepoint, maybe? I thought about it for a second more before realizing it didn’t matter. Nothing about today was ordinary and yet everyone carried on. It’s a funny thing about the human race, how we crave normalcy so much we are able to adapt to almost anything. And normal was feeling safe, being relaxed and comfortable, not hiding in fear.
“…and then he burst through the door,” Scarlett said breathlessly, putting her hand on Raeya’s arm. I was glad she wasn’t sitting next to me. I hated when people touch me during a conversation. “Oh, my! Speak of the devil!”
“Orissa,” Hayden called. I stood to face him. He tossed something to me that I instinctively reached out to catch. I yanked my left arm to my side, wincing in pain. “Oh, sorry, I forgot.” He picked up the ID badge. Normally I would refuse to wear a lanyard around my neck. But the A1 status looked so good next to my name that even I couldn’t resist. I pulled it over my head, patting it against my chest. Scarlett’s eyes bulged.
“You’re
the new A1?” she asked incredulously.
“Yep,” I replied. The look on her face was absolutely priceless.
“Hi, Hayden,” Raeya said politely. Hayden said hello back but I could tell he had forgotten her name.
“Orissa,” he said. “Fuller wants to get you programmed in and give you the pass codes.”
I said bye to Raeya and followed Hayden down to the next level. We went through one of the doors Scarlett wasn’t authorized to go through and into a surprisingly high-tech room. My hand got scanned into the computer and I was given a list of codes to remember. I was warned not to lose the list, since reprogramming the codes was a pain in the ass.
When we were done I wandered around until I found Raeya’s room; it blended in with the others and I had passed it once. She was refolding her clothes and sorting them into color groups.
“Want to find Padraic?” she asked. “I haven’t seen him since the quarantine.”
“Uh, no. I’ll pass.”
“Why?”
I sighed. I had hoped to avoid him until enough time had passed that things wouldn’t be awkward. “He kissed me.”
“What?” She smiled. “When?”
“Before we had to leave. It was…weird.” I wrinkled my nose.
“Weird? Are we thinking about the same hot doctor here?”
“I’ll admit he’s hot—”
“—and kind and caring and smart.”
“No.” I shook my head. “It’s still weird.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” I lied. “Ok, I do. He reminds me of Ted.”
Raeya set a sweater down and sat next to me on the bed. “Your stepdad?”
“Yeah.”
“The last time I checked, your stepdad was overweight and balding. How in the world can you even compare those two?”
I folded my arms. I hated deep conversations like this when I was forced to admit something that made me feel like scum. “You know I’m not Ted’s biggest fan. And you know as well as anyone that I had no reason for giving him hell. He’s done nothing but make my mom happy. And I say I hate him, but really…really I can’t think of any good reasons why I do. He’s a good person, I have to admit. He does the right thing; he puts faith in people who don’t deserve it. People like me.” I looked up at Raeya and shook my head. That crap about getting a weight off your chest was true after all.
“So since Padraic’s a good person you don’t like him?”
“It sounds bad when you say it like that.”
“No, this is good. I think we’re coming to a breakthrough.”
“We are?” I asked, playing with a button on my shirt.
“Yes. Why do you hate Ted?” she asked.
“He took my mom away from me.”
“He gave her something you couldn’t.”
“I could,” I started arguing. I snapped my mouth shut.
“He did something you couldn’t do and you never let that go,” Raeya analyzed. “And you’ve overcompensated your whole life at excelling at everything you do.”
“Me, excel? Do I need to remind you that I flunked how many classes and that I didn’t graduate? I killed my cactus, got fired three times in one year, totally got caught when I was dating Marcus and Adam at the same time, and, oh, remember when I tried to be a vegetarian? That lasted, what, ten hours?”
“And for six of them you were asleep,” she reminded me, laughing. “Ok, so maybe not everything, but you are good at a lot of things.”
“I’m good at killing. Hunting. Being a glorified hillbilly raised by my paranoid, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder grandfather. I’m twenty-five years old and have nothing to show for it.”
“Neither do I!” she countered.
“Well, not anymore. But you did. You have—had—your business degree and you were getting your master’s degree too. Yeah, the economy more than sucked but you would have made it, I know you would have because you’re smart and you try and you have drive.”
“Thanks, Rissy. It’s weird, isn’t it? How that piece of paper meant so much to me. Having two degrees isn’t going to help me now.”
“A lot of things that used to be important seem really dumb now.”
“Yeah, like Black Friday,” she said seriously.
“Black Friday?”
“You know, the after Thanksgiving sales? I used to love getting up at three AM to hit the stores. Now, I can see how much of a waste of time and money that was.”
I laughed and shook my head. “Yeah. That one is pretty stupid. People getting hurt or killed over material items. It puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah. I feel bad for not appreciating the little things.” She smiled and sighed. “So what are you going to do about Padraic?”
“You know I’m not one to put up with any sort of thing like that. I like him as a friend, really, I do. There’s just nothing more. And I don’t want to hurt his feelings though, so I plan to avoid him at all costs until he forgets about it and moves on.”
Easier said than done. I was sent to the hospital ward to have my cut checked. At least we weren’t alone. There were several injured people lying in beds. Padraic told me he had to fix two botched surgeries already. Apparently he didn’t get a week off to rest. He was also trying to put together a training class for the B3’s and a simpler one for anyone who was interested. He smiled when he told me he always wanted to teach.
I could read him easily. It was a lie. He was tired and stressed and busy and the only one with the know-how to actually heal these people. He assured me that one of the nurses used to work in the ER and was wonderful and she gladly spilt the main responsibilities. They all looked up to him, as they should, and trusted his professional opinion over anyone else.
He told me my arm looked good and that I was every doctor’s ideal patient because I healed so fast. Before I could hop off the exam table, he put his hands on my shoulders.
“How are you, really, Orissa?”
“Grand,” I stated.
“Really?”
“Well, given what we’ve been through, I’m as good as I can be. We are safe here.”
“We are.”
“You don’t sound too happy about it,” I said quietly, confused by his non-excitement to ameliorate our lives.
“No, I am happy,” he said and removed his hands from me. He ran one though his dark hair, rumpling it. “I feel like I took life for granted before.” He exhaled heavily and sat next to me. “I need to thank you as well, for everything you did. I know you’re aware that none of us would be here if it wasn’t for you.”
“True. You’re welcome,” I said as sincerely as I could to try to get off the hook.
“You-you are an amazing young woman,” he began.
Here we go,
I thought and struggled not to squirm away. “You are so-so full of fire. I always thought I was alive before…” he trailed off. Horrified he would spout out some ‘I wasn’t alive until I met you’ crap, I concentrated on the floor. He shook his head and started over. “I used to be only concerned with other people. I took my duty as a doctor seriously. As long as I could help other people, I’d be fine. But I was wrong. I forgot about myself, I forgot that I, too, wanted and deserved to be happy.”
“You do, Padraic. You are a good person, a really good person. If you don’t like it here, I-I don’t know. I’m sure I can think of something.”
“No, no. It’s not that. I’m grateful for this place. And,” he elbowed me. “I think I can tell you ‘I told you so’. You said we’d never find a place like this.”
Even I had to smile. “That is true.” I jumped up. “We done here? I have to meet with Fuller and go over my A1…stuff,” I lied.
“Yeah. You look great. Physically—I mean medically.” He smiled nervously.
“Ok, great. Thanks.” I put my hand on the doorknob. “See ya later.” I hurried up to my room. Hayden was lying in bed watching a movie. He was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt with a blanket draped over his legs. I sat on my bed, eyes glued to the TV. I had seen that particular comedy many times. Since I hadn’t watched TV in months, it was the best movie ever at the time being.
“Donating blood?” I asked Hayden, seeing the little ball of cotton bandaged on the inside of his elbow. He didn’t look away from the movie.
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“The doctors like to make sure we are healthy.”
“Do they take everyone’s blood?”
“If they want to,” he said quickly.
“Uh-huh.” I knew he was lying. I’d ask Padraic about it later, I decided.
I spent my days healing getting to know the A1s, walking around being bored out of my mind with Raeya, exploring the fenced in parts of the shelter, which weren’t much, and playing with Argos. I ate breakfast and lunch with Hayden and the other soldiers and dinner with my old group.
Not all of the A1s were welcoming. The five guys who saw me in action were thankful to have another on their team. Others didn’t find it fair since I hadn’t gone through boot camp like they had. Brock said they weren’t convinced I was good enough but they’d get over it once they saw me in training.
Tomorrow was my first day of training. Hayden assured me that training was nothing more than working out, mock zombie situations, and learning new fighting techniques. And, since I was the only A1 who knew how to use a bow and arrow, Fuller wanted me to teach the others. I used to work out regularly. Then I couldn’t afford my gym membership so I cut my routine down to running, yoga, and doing minimal exercises in my room. I was actually looking forward to getting back on a treadmill as I followed Hayden down the basement stairs.
I hadn’t been through either of the side doors. We went into the one on the left, entering into a rather extensive workout room. I was to do a cardio workout and then go through a list of strength training exercises, being assessed—by Hayden—on what I needed to improve. After a short break we moved outside for target practice. Though the shelter had plenty of ammo, we didn’t want to be wasteful.
There was a handful of new, modern weapons that I hadn’t used before. It didn’t take long before I was hitting the bull’s-eye. When we were done with that, the group broke. Half retired inside while the others trained the A3s. Hayden took me around the quarantine barn to his truck. He retrieved the bow and arrows.
“Can you show me how to use it? I want to know what I’m doing before you play teacher,” he said with a cheeky grin.
“Yeah,” I told him, knowing full well that I would want to do the same. He looked around, set the arrows back down and pulled his keys from his pocket.
“Want to go for a drive?” he asked.
“We can just leave?”
“Orissa, this isn’t prison.”
“I know, it’s just…” I couldn’t think of how I wanted to say what I was thinking. “Do we have to be quarantined again?”
“No. Not if we go to the fields. You haven’t been there yet, have you?” When I shook my head he smiled. “Perfect. It’s patrolled so it’s relatively safe.” We got into the pickup. Since I was less than conscious the last time I was in here, I hadn’t noticed how nice and detailed everything was. Someone had put a lot of money into this truck. Hayden pressed play on his IPod.
“Spice Girls?” I asked, trying not to laugh when
Say You’ll be There
rang from the speakers.
“Oh, I’m a
huge
fan,” he said with a flick of his hand. I laughed. “Not really. I, uh, started collecting IPods since I can’t download new music anymore. I got sick of what was on mine.” He went to change it to the next song but I stopped him.
“I like this song.”
“You do?” he asked with a smile.
“Yes. Don’t tell me you don’t at least think it’s catchy?” I turned the volume up so I could sing along. “I went through a short dress and platform sneakers phase,” I told him.
“You did?”
“My stepdad hated it.”
“Which made you want to do it more,” he correctly guessed.
“Of course, now shut up and let me sing,” I said with a smile. When
Wannabe
came on next, Hayden sang the refrain along with me. We were both laughing when the song finished. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done that,” I admitted.
“Done what?”
“Sang. For fun, not to distract zombies.”
“That was a genius idea, by the way.” He glanced at me with a wry smile.
“Thanks. How far is the field?”
“Not far,” he said. It was then I realized we were only going about twenty-five miles an hour. I sang a few more songs before we parked near a large barn. Hayden waved to the patrolling A2s and got out of the truck. I carried the bow and he carried the arrows. I walked ahead of him, curiously surveying my surroundings. I could see the herds of cows and could smell the chickens. At one time this must have been a real working farm. About two feet away from the wooden fence that corralled the cows was a single wire, electric fence.
“This is supposed to keep the zombies out?” I asked, reaching for it. Hayden dropped the arrows and pulled me back. My foot caught on the uneven ground, causing me to stumble. He caught me with ease. Still holding onto me he said,
“Not the zombies. But the S1s. It has enough juice to stop a human heart.”
“Oh,” I said, straightening. “Thanks for, uh, saving me then.”
“No problem.” He looked behind him. “Let’s go over here. I don’t want to accidentally kill something.”
We rigged up targets using hay bales and empty feed bags that I turned inside out and drew circles on.
“It’d be nice to have an arm guard,” I mumbled.
“Why is that?”
“It’s helpful. Sometimes the string hits your arm when you release it. And it keeps loose clothes out of the way.”
“Oh,” he said and held up the bow. I laughed.
“Sorry.” I covered my mouth.
“What?”
“You’re doing it all wrong. Watch. Pay attention to how my body moves.”
“I think I can do that,” Hayden joked. I rolled my eyes. I pulled an arrow, aimed and released. “You’re good,” he told me. “And you make it look easy.”
“I’ve been doing this for a while,” I said honestly. “I sucked at first.” We spent the next hour going over parts of the bow, what they did and finally how to shoot. Hayden paid attention to everything I said and caught on quickly.
The next day we had one-on-one combat training. Ivan was my partner. I hadn’t mentioned my years of martial arts lessons.
I kicked his ass.
Hayden didn’t go to training the following day. He seemed to have disappeared. We woke up at the same time, ate breakfast with the other soldiers, and walked down the hall together. But when I got into the workout room, he simply wasn’t there. I gave my compound bow shooting demonstration that day; I didn’t think Hayden would want to miss it.
I sat on my bed brushing my wet hair, having just showered after today’s training. When Hayden looked alarmed to see me, I knew something was up. He pressed his left arm to his side and tried to weasel in unnoticed.
“Are you sneaking off to see a vampire?” I asked.
“Huh?”
“You’ve been donating a lot of blood,” I said seriously. This was the fourth time I noticed the cotton ball and Band-Aid on his arm.
“Oh, uh, no.”
I got up and closed the door. “Hayden, I know you’re lying.”
He sighed, ran his hand over his head and sat on his bed. “I am.”
“Why?”
“I’m not supposed to tell anyone.”
“Tell anyone what? And where were you today?” I knelt on the bed next to him. I grabbed his left hand and extended his arm. “And what is this all about? Are you sick?” Suddenly, I was scared. I didn’t want anything to be wrong with Hayden.
“No, I’m not sick.”
I raised my eyebrows, wanting an explanation. “Ok…”
He twisted his arm so his hand was resting in mine. “You can’t tell anyone, ok?”
“Promise.”
“Remember how I told you that I got bitten?”
“Yeah?”
“That crazy doctor I also told you about is trying to make a vaccine.”
“A vaccine?” I echoed incredulously.
“Yeah.”
“Can she do it?”
“I don’t know.” Hayden took his hand away. “We don’t know anyone else who had been bitten and not infected so it’s not easy. She told me she needs to test it on people but there’s no way we can do that.”
“But why does she keep taking your blood?”
“She—and your friend Padraic now, by the way—are trying to figure out what’s different about my blood.”
“Have they found anything?” I asked. It hurt just a little to know Padraic kept a secret like that from me. He had no obligation to tell me, and I’ve avoided him like the plague, so it made little sense to care.
“Nothing substantial. I guess I have more white blood cells. But not too many, like in cancer patients. I’ve always had a good immune system. Padraic thinks we need more than blood samples.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t speak doctor, but he said something about needing to do neurological testing. Obviously, we can’t do that here.”
“Or ever,” I spat, also surprised at the emotion it sparked in me. “What if they fuck up your brain?”
“It’s already pretty fucked up,” he said dryly. “You can’t tell anyone though, alright? Only Cara, Padraic, and Fuller know about this.”
“I won’t tell,” I promised.
“We don’t want anyone knowing because it will be disappointing if it doesn’t work,” he explained.
“I understand.”
He leaned in close. Gently, he touched a scar on my forehead. “How did you get this?” he asked quietly, his face only inches away from mine.
“Car accident. Well, kind of. I stole a truck from a crazy and there was a zombie in the backseat.”
“Now that’s an interesting story.”
“Sadly, it’s true.”
He smiled and pushed a loose strand of hair out of my eyes. A knock at our door made him jerk away. It was Fuller. With a grave look on his face, he pulled Hayden out of the room. I did my best to eavesdrop. From the bits and pieces I was able to gather, the group of A1s that were on the mission hadn’t come back yet…as they were supposed to that morning.
They could have run into complications, Hayden reminded him. One more day and they’d be here, Hayden was sure. I could tell by the worry he hid behind his hazel eyes he didn’t believe a word of what he had said.
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The heater had completely stopped working. My hands and feet were almost numb with cold. I put on two layers of socks and pulled a hooded sweatshirt over my pajama top. I lay in bed shivering, trying to sleep and not notice the cold. At about one in the morning, a scuffling woke me up. I begrudgingly sat up, not wanting to escape what little body heat was trapped under my blankets. Then I heard it again. It was coming from Hayden’s bed. His breathing was heavy.
“Hayden,” I whispered. “Wake up.” He didn’t respond. “Hayden! You’re having a nightmare. Wake up.” When he thrashed again, I got out of bed, instantly shivering. Hayden had thrown his blankets off of him. I gathered them up; he had to be freezing.
“Hayden!” I said again, gently shaking him. He woke up with a start, grabbing my arms forcefully. “Hayden!”
He stiffened, still breathing heavy. “Orissa?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh. Sorry.” He let his hands run down my arms. “Your hands are like ice!”
“Yeah, it’s cold in here.”
“Oh.” He didn’t let me go.
“You ok?” I whispered.
“I-I, uh. Yeah.” I could barely see the silhouette of his head shake. “I have this dream sometimes. About Ben.”
“Ben?”
“My best friend. He joined the Marines with me. He died when an IED went off.”
I didn’t know what that was but my heart ached for him. I couldn’t imagine losing Raeya. I sat on the edge of his bed.
“Here,” he said and pulled the blankets up over us. “It’s so real. Everything just replays. I saw it happen…” he trailed off.
“Hayden, I’m so sorry.” I twisted and put my hand on his shoulder.
“Then, Ben came back as a zombie. That part was new.” He put his hand over mine. “You’re still cold.”
“I am.”
He took my hands in his to warm them up. “And I have to kill him, again and again, ‘cuz he won’t die. It feels like I’m really doing it.” Still holding my hand, he laid back down. “It’s just a stupid dream, I know that.”
I lay next to him, pulling the comforter up to my chin. “My mom used to be an alcoholic. I don’t know how many times I found her passed out in her own vomit. I still have nightmares about going to wake her up and she’s stiff and cold and dead.”
Hayden took his hand off mine and shyly put it on my waist. His body was so warm. I snuggled close to him, not wanting to acknowledge his presence brought me more than physical comfort. “What did you do? When you had the dreams, I mean?” he asked.
“If I was home, I’d go check on her. If I wasn’t, I’d get up. I’d tell myself it was just a dream and do something else. Or sing. I sang myself to sleep many times.”
“You have a beautiful voice,” he complimented.
“Thanks.”
He held onto me a little tighter so that his lips brushed against the back of my neck. The feeling that gave me could only be described as butterflies, something I hadn’t felt since the seventh grade when Bobby Warner took me on my first real date.
“You can stay here until you warm up,” he whispered.
“Ok,” I said back.
Hayden’s arms were still around me when I woke up the next morning. I got up slowly, not wanting to wake him, and padded my way to the bathroom to shower. He was in the processes of getting dressed when I came back into the room. He smiled at me, his eyes sparking a bit. I let my eyes linger on his muscular torso when his shirt came off. My eyes traced over his tattoos and something inside me stirred.
I forced it away, concentrating on braiding my hair. The last to arrive at breakfast that morning, we sat at a table in the back by ourselves. Hayden was telling me about the crazy stuff he and Ben used to do back in their podunk, small town in North Dakota. Like me, Hayden had broken quite a few laws. Unlike me, he never got caught.
We had the day off from training and working out. Hayden told me that the C’s liked it when the soldiers interacted with them. And, he added, there were some really interesting people in the shelter. We were deep in conversation with a guy who used to be a lawyer. Since he had no oaths to abide by anymore, he spilled the beans on some well known clients.
“There you are!” Raeya shouted and rushed over. “When will the results be posted?” she asked, her face strained.
“The results?” I asked.
“I took the test three days ago.”
“What test?”
“Riss! The skills test,” she exasperated.
“Oh,” I looked at Hayden.
“Uh, should be soon,” he said.
Raeya nodded. I patted the couch next to me, signaling her to sit. We socialized until lunch. I took my tray and sat down at the table. I was hungry but had no motivation to eat.
“What’s wrong?” Hayden asked.
“I’m sick of potatoes,” I complained. “I’m thankful for food, but this,” I plopped a spoonful of bland mashed potatoes on my plate, “is getting hard to eat.”
“Yeah,” Raeya agreed. “Do you remember when we used to eat for fun?”
“Hardly,” I sighed and shoved a spoonful into my mouth. What I wouldn’t give for some butter! The cooks did their best to add flavor to the food with spices and herbs, though, it was still obvious most of our diet came from a can.
Since it was freezing upstairs, most of the A1s stayed in the common rooms until it was time to go to bed. The cold air slapped me in the face when I opened our door.
“Orissa,” Hayden said, sounding guilty. “Do you promise not to get mad if I show you something?”
“Uh, no.”
He made a face. “Then maybe I won’t show you.”
“Tell me or I’ll beat it out of you.”
“Well, in that case, my lips are sealed.” He smiled deviously. I picked up a pillow and threw it at him. He caught it, threw it back, and jumped out of the way before I could retaliate. He opened the closet and moved his clothes aside, pulling a concealed cardboard box out.
“You asshole!” I swore when I saw what was in the box. “How you could keep that from me?”
“I’m selfish, I know.” He kicked the box in my direction. I lunged at it, grabbing a bag of chocolate.
“Not selfish, evil. Hiding a box of junk food and candy while I’m choking down butterless potatoes and green beans.”
Hayden sat on the floor, getting himself a bag of chips. “Want to watch a movie?” he asked. He suggested I sit next to him on his bed, since the TV was closer. I didn’t have a measuring tape, but I’d bet my life that the TV was only an inch or two closer to his bed than mine.
In a sugar coma, I leaned my sleepy head on Hayden’s shoulder. He put his arm around me. Warm, full, and enjoying each others’ closeness more than either was willing to admit, we fell asleep snuggled together.
The missing A1s had come back yesterday, like Hayden predicted. They were quarantined and given one day to rest. Then another group would be set out. And that group consisted of Hayden, Ivan, Brock…and me.
I was excited for my first mission. It was a supplies run, as Ivan called it. We had a list of needed items. If a town was overrun with infected, we were to leave. If we spotted signs of human life, we were ‘encouraged’ to check it out, though, Fuller reminded us, that the main purpose was to bring back what was necessary to keep the shelter running.
We ate breakfast with the Bs and Cs before leaving. Raeya didn’t want me to leave. She and Sonja hugged me goodbye and told me that I better come back or else. I smiled, promised we’d be back after our allotted four days and left.
We headed to Louisiana. Ivan and Brock led the way, not stopping until we crossed the border. The first big town we drove through was overrun. And so was the next, and the one after that. Daylight was running out.
“We’re not going to find one that’s clean,” Hayden spoke over the walkie. Ivan agreed. We sped along a country road, bumping our way into a smaller town with considerably less zombies. We circled around, getting to know the area. Following the movement, the zombies chased after us. “Teams or single?” Hayden asked over the walkie.
“Teams,” Ivan’s voice said after a moment’s consideration. His truck lurched forward and hit a zombie. “And I believe we are in a two point lead.”
“It’s not dead. And, if it was, that was an S3. One point,” Hayden argued.
“You keep score?” I asked.
“Yeah. S1s, the most dangerous, get three points. Two points for an S2 and one for an S3.”
“Gotcha. We will win.” I smiled. I was a competitive person and this was the perfect contest for me. Ivan swerved and hit another zombie.
“Kicking your ass is easy!” he teased over the walkie. “I haven’t even broken a sweat!”
“There’s one,” I pointed out, thinking Hayden would run it over. He gripped the steering wheel and didn’t say anything. “What?”
“The truck. I-I don’t want to hit anything.”
“You are such a typical man.” I rolled my eyes. We drove a few miles away from the town in search of a place to set up camp for the night. A hayloft proved a good hideout before. A new barn with a sturdy loft would be even better. We hauled our heavy gear up the ladder. This loft was three times the size of the last one I bunkered down in. We pulled apart several fresh bales of hay, making an almost comfortable bed. We ate, checked over our weapons, and settled down for the night.
Hayden and I slept first. Though we had gone south, it was still freaking cold. I moved closer to Hayden solely for warmth this time. I felt vulnerable away from the protection of the shelter. Though this time, I was with three people who could take care of themselves and actually cover me. I wasn’t tired but I closed my eyes and tried to force myself to sleep.
“Mmhh,” I mumbled when Hayden gripped my side. “You’re hurting me.” His fingers dug into me. “What are you doing?” He didn’t answer. My eyes flew open in fear. Before I could turn, the crazy grabbed me.
Stupid, fucking sleeping bag. I flailed around trying to get out of the way. I screamed for Hayden. He sprung up once he saw what was happening. Brock and Ivan raced over just as Hayden kicked the crazy off of me. I scrambled up, snatching a knife, and sank it into the crazy’s eye.
“What the hell?” Hayden said, clenching his fists in anger. “Who was keeping watch?”
“We were,” Ivan said flatly, not able to take his eye off the crazy. “We were just over here.” He looked at Brock. “Two minutes ago. We’ve been going back and forth from that side to the windows.”
“It either had impeccable timing or it waited,” Brock said. “S1s can’t think. They’re not supposed to be able to think.”
“They can, and they can talk,” I said, remembering the guy in the fancy neighborhood back in Indy.
“No they can’t.” Brock’s voice faltered, turning his argument into a cry of hope.
“We came across one. He had been bitten and knew it. He was confused but still able to carry on a conversation.”
“And by confused you mean?”
“He tried to kill me, but not with his bare hands and teeth. He shot at me, thinking I needed to be punished for breaking into a house. It was…weird. Like he wanted to make up for his bad thoughts somehow. And then others snap.” Like Logan. He had been fine mere minutes before he attempted to slice me open. “And I think I came across one that could still drive.”
“Crazy Cara will want to talk to you,” Ivan told me.
“She’s not that crazy,” Hayden defended.
“Aw, how cute. Hayden’s got a crush on the socially inept med student,” Ivan jeered.
“Shut up,” Hayden began.
“Uh, guys,” I interrupted. “Who’s gonna help me chuck the body out the window?” Hayden picked it up easily. The crazy was female and young. I didn’t want to look at her face. I hated that they were alive. Though no one was tired after that rush of adrenaline, Hayden and I took over watch and let Ivan and Brock attempt to sleep. Eliminating the chance of another crazy coming up, Hayden and I hoisted the heavy ladder up into the loft. We stood guard looking out the small window. It was nearly worthless in the dark.
We heard the groans in the purple haze of twilight. Hastily, we gathered up our stuff, woke up the others, and raced out of the barn. I shot the first, nailing it right in the head. The four of us hammered the zombies, the boys calling out scores as each dropped. The threat of a dozen or so zombies was nonexistent. If it didn’t sound so twisted, I would have said I had fun.
“So,” I said over Ivan and Hayden’s bickering about points. “I think that a ‘rekill’ by arrow should be worth more points than by bullet.”
“Fair enough,” Ivan said. “But you’re the only one with a bow.”
“Lucky me,” I said with a wink.
We drove back into town. The zombies that lurked here yesterday must have been the ones we took care of at the barn because there weren’t very many anymore. The first items on the list were tools. Ivan and Brock went to a drugstore store while Hayden and I hit the hardware store. Three zombies milled about. Not wanting to waste any bullets, I shot two with the bow. A gummy, or more technically called S3, limped toward us. I passed the bow to Hayden.
“Take your best shot,” I said. He did and missed. When he finally hit it, the gummy was merely feet away. “It takes getting used to,” I assured him. We cleaned off the shelves of anything useful and everything heavy that was on the list. We loaded it in bags and deposited it in the back of the truck. We went back in, getting the next items on our list.
Empowered. That’s how I felt. Cocky was probably the better word to use. Hayden was fast, strong, and could hit a zombie from yards away. I was all that and more, able to use the bow. I didn’t have to worry about him lagging behind, not being able to load the gun or make a stupid mistake that landed a bullet in his foot. We milled through that small crowd of zombies like we were in a video game, as if it was nothing at all.
I didn’t feel the fear right away. When enough zombies pressed against the windows and doors to block out the sunlight, I thought we could handle it. The sound of the glass shattering sent shivers up my spine.
We couldn’t handle it.
 

 

 

 

-Chapter 13-
 

Not just Hayden and I. We were only two people. And I couldn’t count the number of zombies that filtered into the store. True, between the both of us, we had enough ammo to take them all out. But we didn’t have enough time. Hayden grabbed my hand and ran, pulling me into the stockroom.
“There has to be a back door,” he said in the darkness. Dressed in a military issued vest, I patted my many pockets until I found the flashlight. I locked the door knowing it wouldn’t hold. I moved the light around the room. There was no back door. We were stuck in this room. “Fuck,” Hayden swore. “I’m sorry, Orissa. I thought we could get out.”
“We will,” I breathed. My heart raced. Nothing about this was fun anymore. We were in a world filled with monsters. It didn’t matter how well armed we were, they outnumbered us. We were no match. We could never be a match.
A zombie slapped at the door causing me to jump.
Calling Brock and Ivan wasn’t an option. They’d be zombie bait, not back up. My eyes scanned the dark room. There had to be something we could use. We were in a large supply closet, not the stockroom like Hayden had hoped. Mops, rags, and cleaning products cluttered the shelves.
My heart raced, my palms sweat, and my cheeks burned.
“Burn. That’s it!” My eyes focused on the cleaning products, full of chemicals. Chemicals, that were sure to be flammable.
“What’s it?” Hayden asked.
I snatched a bottle of bug spray from above me. “Do you have a lighter?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“We’re going to burn them.”
“That’s great and all, Orissa, but won’t we burn too?”
“We shouldn’t.”
“That’s reassuring. We’ll come up with something else.”
“No, there is nothing else.” I forced myself to take a deep breath. Using my knife, I ripped the rags into strips. I tied it around the tip of an arrow. “Hold this,” I told Hayden. He held it at arm’s length while I saturated it in bug spray. “Shoot a hole in the wall.” Hayden handed me the arrow.
“Where?” he asked.
“Uh, high enough to keep them out. For a while at least. But low enough for me to shoot through.”
The door frame threatened to give in from the pounding of zombies. Hayden opened fire on the wall, speckling holes in the drywall. He dragged a table over to stand on. Using the butt of his rifle, he punched the remaining particles of the wall away. I wrapped another piece of the rag around a second arrow and jumped up next to him.
“There,” he said, pointing to a clearance display of barbecue accessories. “Can you hit it?”
“I think so.” Zombies shoved each other, blocking my target.
“I have an idea,” he said and looked at the bug spray can. “Get it.” I jumped off the table, shocking my ankles, and grabbed the can. “Throw and I’ll shoot,” he told me. I tossed it in the air above the hungry, manic crowd. Hayden hit it. The can exploded. Several zombies turned at the noise. Hayden lit the first arrow. I carefully drew it back, the heat of the flame hot on my face. I could still see the brightness etched into my vision after I let the arrow go. It sunk into the chest of the zombie that got doused with the most bug spray. She was too soggy and rotten to burst into flames.
Her clothes caught fire, burning just enough to create a diversion. The zombies moved at her, attracted to the heat and the light. Hayden lit the second arrow. I aimed. I didn’t have time to see it nail the target. Hayden used his body to shield me from the explosion.
The blast knocked us off the table. He had to be in as much pain as I was. Hayden cradled my head, protecting me. Flames shot through the hole in the wall. I felt the hot fire above us. In a flash, it was gone. We got up to inspect the damage.
“Holy shit,” Hayden swore. Charred zombies blundered about. Some writhed on the ground unable to move since their skin and muscles had been burned off. Smoke hung in the air and the entire place reeked of barbecued road kill.
It was now or never.
While the zombies still tripped over each other in the hazy confusion, Hayden and I made a break for it. Moving so gracefully he could almost be dancing, Hayden sliced his knife through the air, cutting through a gummy’s skull. He spun and sunk the knife into the eye socket of a S2. He looked behind him and kicked a zombie in the stomach, knocking him over. Before the creature hit the ground, a bullet made a home in its rotten skull.
We jumped over bodies, dodged burning merchandise, and sprinted to the truck. As soon as our asses hit the seats I locked the doors. Panting, I turned to Hayden.
“That was fucking brilliant,” he told me, grinning as he took in air. Suddenly he leaned in close, his eyes fixed on mine. His hand landed on my cheek when Ivan’s voice came over the walkie. He had heard the explosion. A flaming zombie raced at us in a blur of smoke and fire. I watched it, hypnotized by the crepitating flames.
A gunshot echoed and he went down, collapsing into a pile of burning flesh. Hayden started the truck. I tossed my bow in the back and didn’t bother with my seatbelt. Ivan and Brock had cleared out the drugstore store and were halfway done emptying a small electronic store, since we desperately needed space heaters for our rooms, when a group of S3s came in.
No big deal, right? It wasn’t, until Ivan slipped in gooey brain matter and twisted his ankle. He was pissed more than anything. He could still walk, though the pain he was trying to cover up was obvious through his limp.
“Let’s call it,” Brock said, almost sounding relieved to have an excuse to go back to the shelter.
“No way,” Ivan argued. “We only got half of our supplies.”
“Clothes are on the list,” Brock interjected. “I think they can survive awhile longer with what they have.”
“We were given orders. I plan on following through with those orders,” Ivan said sternly.
“Ivan,” Hayden said to his friend. “Your ankle is sprained at least. You’re in no condition to carry out a mission.”
“I’m fine! I’ve been worse. Hell—you’ve been worse!”
When Hayden brought up a bad situation that happened to the guys overseas, I stepped away respectfully. I hadn’t known Hayden and Ivan had served together. I rested against the truck, scanning the horizon. Smoke billowed from the hardware store. There must have been a tank or two of propane along with the dozen or so bottles of lighter fluid. I was a little pissed that I lost two arrows since I had no way of replacing them.
“Orissa,” Hayden called. I jogged over. “How do you feel about finishing the mission with me?”
“Fine,” I said casually.
“Without Ivan and Brock.”
“Oh. That’s fine too. We can avoid overrun towns.”
“See,” Hayden assured Ivan. “We will be fine. I’ll be smart. I won’t take on what we can’t handle.”
“They just blew up a building,” Brock said with a smile. “Don’t worry about it, Ivan.”
It took awhile of more convincing, but finally, Ivan agreed to go back to the shelter with Brock to get his ankle checked out. We put everything we had gathered, so far, in their truck. Hayden and I spent the rest our daylight hours driving around looking for a place to spend the night.
I had never been this far south. Moss hung off trees, making the landscape seem foreign and mysterious. We passed numerous swamps. Great. Now along with zombies, I had to watch out for alligators.
We drove down a lonely road for a mile or two before something caught my attention: a historic plantation house that had been converted into a bed and breakfast. Raeya would love a beautiful place like this.
It was free of infected. We chose a room that had a balcony—just in case we needed to make a quick escape. I spotted a trashcan that was filled with empty pop cans just outside the back door. Hayden looked curiously at it, then told me he had a plan of his own. We strung the cans on electrical cords, hanging them across the stairs. If anything tried to get up, we’d hear them before they made it to the door. Hayden walked around the house while I put together a crappy dinner.
Something buzzed and roared to life. It scared the shit out of me before I realized it was a generator. Hayden came back inside, looking victorious. Not wanting to draw attention to our hideout, we turned every light off except for two: one above the stairs and one in the room we were bunkering in.
“Oh my God, it feels so good,” I said when I stuck my hand under the running hot water. “Keep watch while I shower?”
“I can do that,” Hayden said. He watched me take my outer layers off, his eyes hungrily wanting more. He blinked, shook his head, and spun around. He showered after me, both of us dressing in our spare and clean clothing. I grabbed blankets off the bed across the hall. I haphazardly threw them on the bed, nervously eyeing a porcelain doll. Her eyes were as blue as the dress she wore and perfect blonde curls surrounded her painted face. I suppressed a shiver. I don’t know why the hell anyone would want something as creepy as that.
“How do you want to do this?” I asked Hayden when he opened the bathroom door. He looked at me, laying in the bed, wide-eyed.
“Do what?”
“Sleep. Are we gonna go one at a time, keeping watch?”
“Uh, sure.”
That wasn’t the answer I was hoping for. “Do you think we need to? I mean, this house had been ignored for awhile and we would hear if anyone tried to get in.”
“True,” Hayden said and sat on the bed. “I guess we could both get some sleep.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Are you tired?”
“Not really.”
“Me neither. It’s like my body is but my mind isn’t. I have a hard time sleeping in this dead world.”
“Me too,” he agreed.
“We can be insomniacs together then,” I offered.
“Deal.”
We had everything ready in case of an attack. Hayden got under the covers, his body heat instantly reaching me. I wanted so badly to be close to him. We turned, backs to each other. I shut off the bedside light, leaving only the light spilling in from the bathroom to illuminate the room.
“Are you cold?” Hayden asked some time later.
“Yeah,” I replied.
He rolled over and put his arm around me. I wiggled around until I was facing him. I moved in close, resting my head against his firm chest. “Thanks.”
“No problem,” he said softly.
I closed my eyes, feeling safe, warm, and something else. Something that filled me in a way I hadn’t felt in a very long time.
“Hayden?” I whispered.
“Yeah?”
“That doll is creeping me out.”
“What doll?”
“You seriously didn’t notice it? Look at the dresser?”
“Ah, you’re right.” He let go of me, sat up, and cocked his gun. The shot echoed in my ears. “Better?” he asked with a smile. Bits of the doll’s face fell to the floor.
“Yeah, but now the evil spirit that lives inside the doll will kill us in our sleep.”
He laughed. “Ok, sure it will. Wait, do you really believe that?”
“Of course not. I made that up years ago to scare Raeya. Her dad wasn’t very involved so he never knew that she hated dolls like that. She, of course, didn’t have the heart to tell him. So, year after year guess what she got for Christmas? One year, she got a clown porcelain doll. I mean seriously, a clown? Whoever made that should be shot. Anyway, she purposely dropped it so it broke and had to be thrown out. That’s when I made up the evil spirit story. She didn’t sleep in her room for a week after that.”
“She believed you?” I laughed.
“Yup.”
“So you’ve known her for a long time then.”
“Yeah, but I told her that when she was fifteen.”
“You’re joking.”
“I wish I was,” I said, laughing again. He put his arm around me once more. “Night, Hayden.”
“Night.”
I woke up first. Quietly, I snuck out of bed, wanting to let Hayden get as much rest as possible. I scanned the yard and saw nothing dead—or undead I suppose. I quickly got dressed and went into the bathroom. I set my gun on the counter and turned on the water, brushing my teeth as it warmed up. I closed my eyes and splashed warm water on my face, wishing I had time to take a hot bath. I pressed a fluffy towel to my face.
Something grabbed my waist.
I dropped the towel and picked up the gun in just seconds. “What the hell, Hayden?” I said, playfully shoving him. “I could have shot you! I’d never forgive myself if you got shot because of me.”
“Sorry,” he said with a sly smile. “I couldn’t resist.”
“I will get you,” I threatened, throwing the towel at him.
He made a face. “It’s on.”
“Oh, you bet it is.” I caught the towel he threw back at me and laughed. We ate not so tasty protein bars as we threw everything into the truck, Hayden cracking jokes and making me laugh the entire time. I went over the remaining items on the list as we drove.
“Do you think Brock was right? I mean, do people really
need
more clothes?” I asked him.
“No. Not for survival. But to feel normal, yes.”
“What is normal anymore?” I folded the list back up. “I mean, even after all this—when they’re all gone—nothing will be normal.”
“No,” Hayden agreed. “It won’t be.”
“We’ll have to reset normal.”
“Yeah,” he said as if the idea had never occurred to him.
“And when we do, people will be fined for being rude or stupid.”
“Fined for being rude? Isn’t that a little extreme?”
“Obviously you’ve never worked retail,” I told him.
“No, I haven’t. Is that what you did before?”
“In high school.”
He took his eyes off the empty road. “Tell me more about the pre-apocalypse Orissa.”
“She’s not that interesting.”
“Really? ‘Cuz I think a hot girl who can shoot almost as well as me is pretty interesting.”
“Almost as good as you? Need I remind you of the arrow that blew up a building?” I teased.
He laughed. “Give me time and I’ll be better.”
“Oh sure.” I rolled my eyes, laughing as well.
“How did you learn how to shoot like that?”
“I told you, my grandpa.”
“When are you going to stop lying to me?”
“I’m not lying,” I insisted.
“Ok, not lying, but not telling the whole truth?”
I bit my lip. Talking about my grandpa was painful. I missed him, I felt guilty I hadn’t seen him in so long, and it was sickening to think of what might or might not have happened to him. I was reluctant to talk about him for other reasons too. What he put me through was less than orthodox, and, depending on my exact wording, could come off making him sound like a horrible person. Everything he did was done with the best of intentions, wanting me to be strong and capable. I wasn’t mad at him for it, why did anyone else feel they should be?
“My grandpa came back from Vietnam with more than just a Purple Heart,” I began, choosing my words carefully. “He had severe PTSD. With medication and therapy, he got it under control by the time I was born, so I didn’t know about it right away. He was always into the whole outdoors thing. We went hunting and fishing and camping all the time, just like normal.
“And it was normal, for me. I didn’t see the slips. I didn’t think it was odd he insisted I know how to handle a rifle by the age of ten. When my grandma got sick, the stress pulled it out even more. When I was thirteen, he dropped me off in the back woods of God-knows-where Kentucky with a water bottle, matches and a bow and arrows. It took me three days to get home.” I looked at Hayden, gauging his reaction. The truck had slowed, he looked curiously at me.
I folded my hands in my lap, remembering those three days. I was terrified. I cried for the first six hours, wasting all my daylight. I was convinced it was a joke and that he’d come back for me. I didn’t move an inch, wanting him to be able to find me. Then night fell and I knew he was serious. I curled up under a tree, waking with spiders in my hair and enough mosquito bites on my arms and legs to play connect the dots. I was so hungry and thirsty. Not thinking, I drank all of the water.
Kentucky summers are hot. In a matter of hours I had sweated all the water out in my desperate attempt to run to the road. I didn’t know I was running deeper into the woods. I was exhausted and nearly dehydrated when I found a creek. Again not thinking, I drank from it. It would take until the day after I returned home for the E. coli to make me sick.
I wasn’t numb to hunting yet. I cried when I shot a squirrel and almost vomited when I skinned and gutted it. Luckily, I had mastered making fires so I was able to cook the meat. I savored it, eating bits at a time. I was unsure of what plants were edible and what were poisonous, so I ate only dandelion greens.
Assuming the creek was the same one that ran through our pasture, I followed it. It forked some miles later and I chose the wrong branch to follow. It took the rest of the day to double back. I was dirty, tired, scared, and utterly pissed when I got home.
But my grandpa was so proud of me. He went on and on about it. He took me out for ice cream. We went shopping—I got my very own compound bow—and then saw a movie. I sighed at the memory.
“Why did he do that?” Hayden asked in a level voice.
“He thought that we might have to hide in the woods from…I don’t even know…the government I suppose. The next time we went even farther. It took me six and a half days to get home.”
“And your grandma never noticed you were gone for a week?”
“She was in the hospital during that week. She had lung cancer and was in the hospital a lot.”
“Oh, sorry.”
“It’s ok. The sicker she got, the more unhinged my grandpa got. He started buying guns that weren’t traditionally used for hunting. And well…you can figure out the rest.”
Hayden didn’t say anything for a minute. And that sixty seconds was excruciating. I wondered what kind of thoughts were going through his head. He probably pitied me, feeling bad for being raised with such a backwoods, crazy, hillbilly grandpa.
“Did you always live with your grandparents?” he finally asked.
“No. I lived in Ohio with my mom and dad. I always spent the summers with my grandparents. My mom didn’t handle the divorce well—or at all—and that’s when she started drinking. My grandparents wouldn’t let me live with an alcoholic so I kind of unofficially moved in then. But she met my stepdad and sobered up. My stepdad, Ted, was into going on missions and helping other countries end hunger. Apparently he forgot about the homeless here. I refused to go with them most of the time. So I lived with my grandparents while they were away.”
“You are interesting,” he said with a smile.
“What about you? When did your dad leave you?”
“When I was thirteen,” he said without hesitation. “It was my birthday. He woke me up extra early and said he had a present for me. I was really excited because I knew we didn’t have much money. I had wanted a dirt bike for years. I couldn’t believe he really got me one. I rode it for hours…when I finally stopped, he was gone. Just like that. When I realized he was never coming back, I sold the bike and got a job. It was my responsibility to take care of the family then.”
“That really sucks. I’m sorry.”
“We both had fucked up childhoods.”
“That is for sure.”
We took the back roads into Shreveport. Almost everything had been burned down. It was gut-wrenching to see the rubble and occasional charred body. “Who set the fires?” I asked, knowing it was a rhetorical question. “The people who lived here? Why?”
“Maybe it was so overrun they had no choice.”
“Like back at the store,” I guessed.
“Yeah. There’s nothing left. I suppose we could check the intact cars for gas.”
“Fine with me.” We stopped in the parking lot of a windowless, gothic themed bar. We emptied the tank of a red corvette whose windshield had been crushed and crackled. Hayden was muttering something about it being a shame since it was such a nice car. After our gas cans were filled, we went into the bar, stepping through the broken door. Stupidly, I let out a slight gasp. Hayden whirled around, gun at the ready.
“Where?” he asked.
“No zombie,” I said quickly. “Come on, do I make noises of surprise at zombies? You should know me better than that,” I said, pretending to be offended. “I just had a realization. The first crazy, or S1, that I ever saw was in a bar. I had no idea at the time.”
“Oh, ok.”
“And hah. I said I’d get you back.”
“Jerk,” Hayden said, unable to keep from smiling. Bodies were piled up on the middle of the dance floor. It was odd and wrong, well more wrong than a pile of bodies can be. Someone had messed with them. The body of a waitress festered on the top of the pile. Crumbled dollar bills spilled from her apron. It was weird how money had no meaning or value anymore.
I hopped over the bar, looking for anything useful. “Yes,” I said when I saw the bottle. “This shit is top shelf!” I cradled the unopened bottle of tequila. Hayden joined me, picking up a cardboard box. He shook out whatever crap was inside it and placed a bottle of Captain in it, smiling up at me.
“No one ever said we can’t take things for ourselves,” he told me.
A bottle of Jack clanked in next. We carefully selected the most expensive bottles to take back with us. It was so tempting to sit in the truck, blast the radio, and take shots. Neither of us were stupid enough to follow through.
I impressed Hayden with my hotwiring skill again, repeating my drive-a-piece-of-shit-car-through-the-store-doors act. I was also forced to tell him how I learned that, which in turn, forced me to explain about getting arrested—for the first time. We drove into the department store. Hayden stood in the truck bed, keeping watch and shooting the occasional zombie employee in the head while I got clothing. We housed a wide variety of sizes back at the shelter. I randomly shoved things into plastic bags, not caring about color or style.
Socks and underwear were the most needed items. I drove so Hayden could move displays out of the way. I rolled my eyes, annoyed at how presumptuous it was to be worried about scratching your truck when the world’s gone to shit.
“There are no shops to take it to anymore. And I don’t have anything to fix it with,” he argued. I suggested he get a crappy truck to drive around for missions. Of course, that wouldn’t work since he had gone through ‘a lot of work’ mounting the gun in the back.
I hit the woman’s section while Hayden went to get stuff for the guys. I tried to be practical, thinking no one needed anything fancy. I had always been a fan of lace myself. I filled a bag with sexy undergarments just for me. I justified that I wasn’t being selfish because I was out here risking my life. It was fair. Like Hayden said, no one said we couldn’t take things for ourselves.
We had just crossed the Texas border when we noticed the smoke. We got out of the truck, examining the small bonfire.
“Unless S1s retained the ability to logically build a campfire, there were people here,” Hayden said, kicking a smoldering log. “And not that long ago.”
“Should we look for them?”
“Yeah,” he said enthusiastically.
“Ok. How?” I could track something through the woods. I looked around at the vast nothingness that threatened to swallow us whole. “They could be anywhere.”
“And they probably are. Anywhere that’s not here.” He stepped back. “We can canvass the area in a…a ten mile radius. If we don’t see any signs we can call it.”
We didn’t find anything. It was frustrating, knowing that somewhere out there were people. I told Hayden about our days of being gypsies, always on the run. If these people were like us, they were long gone.
And, I reminded him, a campfire can burn for hours. We hadn’t bothered to put out our fires; there was no point. It might do the world a favor if a huge fire broke out and burned some infected bastards.
“Let’s go. It’s almost dark and we need a place to stay for the night,” I suggested.
“Alright,” Hayden agreed with a sign and pulled the keys from his pocket.
We didn’t find a safe place before the moon took place of the sun. So we drove to the compound. Hayden called it ‘home’ but I just couldn’t bring myself to call it that. Around two in the morning, Hayden said he could barely keep his eyes open. I offered to drive since I had fallen asleep earlier in our drive.
Hayden stopped the truck, put it in park, and hesitated with his hand on the door handle.
“Maybe you shouldn’t,” I suggested. It was dark and we didn’t know what was around us. “I can just climb over and you can go under.”
“Sounds kinky,” he sleepily joked.
“You wish.”
“Maybe I do,” he chuckled. I felt that weird, warm feeling in my heart again. I shook my head and forced it away. Without much grace, we switched places. Following the map, I drove us back to the compound.
 

 

 

-Chapter 14-
 

“This is the soldier’s quarantine?” I asked, looking around the room.
“Yeah,” Hayden said, unlacing his combat boots.
“It’s freaking nice!”
“It is. Don’t, uh, tell anyone, ok?”
“Why? ‘Cuz you know it’s majorly unfair?”
“After going out there and risking our lives, I’d say it’s plenty fair,” he chuckled.
“Can’t argue with that.” I took my shoes off as well. And my jacket, and my sweater, and the cargo pants I had on over leggings. “It’s so warm in here.” We were in the basement of the estate, in the room across from the weight room. It was large, well lit, and homey. A huge TV was centered against a wall, surrounded by comfy looking couches and armchairs. There was a pool table behind all that, next to the kitchenette. Two beds were pushed against the opposite wall, and there was a full bathroom.
“Do you want to change? I can go get clothes,” Hayden offered.
“That would be wonderful. You can leave?”
“I can run upstairs and come back.”
“Then yes. I want my pajamas,” I informed him.
“Me too. I’ll be right back. You can take the first shower then.”
And I did. The water stayed warm for way longer than ten minutes. The Bs and Cs might be stuck in dungeon-like rooms but at least they got warm water. And a heater. I stretched out on the couch, enjoying the warmth. I was so freaking sick of being cold.
Hayden joined me, his skin red and hot from taking a hot shower. He put a pillow against me and rested his head on it, closing his eyes and sighing.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Nothing,” he lied.
“It’s those people, isn’t it?”
“What people?”
“The ones who built the fire in Texas. You’re thinking about them.”
“Yeah,” he admitted and opened his eyes. “I feel guilty for not finding them.”
“Why? It’s not your fault they wandered away.”
“We should have looked longer.”
“We needed to get back,” I reminded him.
“One more day wouldn’t have hurt anything.”
“Hayden, you can’t feel bad about not rescuing everyone in the world. There are how many people here because of you?”
“You’re right,” he said, not sounding convinced. We watched a movie, ate a bland meal of rice and beans, and retired to the couch. Hayden pointed to a blinking light on the ceiling and told me that it was a camera. Someone would occasionally glance at it and make sure we weren’t going crazy.
We played cards, watched another movie, talked about our messed up childhoods some more and eventually fell asleep. When Fuller came in to talk to us the next day, I was surprised at how fast the twenty-four hours had gone.
While Hayden filled Fuller in on the details of our mission, I went to find Raeya. She was in her room, refolding the new clothes she got—thanks to me. Upon seeing my face, she dropped a sweater and ran over, her arms flying around me.
“Ohmigod, Rissy!” She squeezed me tight. “I was so worried! When I saw those other two soldiers you left with come back without you…I thought something terrible happened.”
I hugged her back. “You should know it takes more than zombies to stop me.”
“How was it? The mission I mean.” We sat on her bed while I recanted the story, leaving out the part about finding traces of human existence in the lone star state. “Oh!” she exclaimed as soon as I shut up. “I got my ranking!”
“Ranking?”
She shook her head. “From the tests.”
“Oh, oh yeah. What did you get?”
“I,” she said proudly, “am an overseer!”
“Really? That’s great! Congrats, Ray!”
“Thanks. I suggested they redo the test. It just plain sucks.”
“You would suggest that,” I said with a slight giggle.
“Anyway, I’m helping reorganize a lot of stuff. Oh, and Jason is an A3.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Sonja’s not happy about it. Though, I don’t think she has to worry. A3s don’t go anywhere, do they?”
“I don’t think so. From what I got in training, they have the chance to move up to an A2 and eventually an A1 but I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”
Someone knocked on the door. Raeya got up to open it. A familiar pair of blue eyes widened in delight.
“You’re back,” Padraic said with a smile. He strode in and hugged me. “How was your first mission?”
“Not too bad. We got everything we needed.” I hugged him back, happy to see him again.
“What’s it like out there?”
“It hasn’t changed in the few weeks we’ve been here,” I said with an equivocal half smile. “I blew up a building.”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah. It was awesome.”
“Nice, I guess. Are you going out on any other missions?” he asked apprehensively.
“I’m sure I will. That’s the point of being an A1, remember? I’d like to go to Florida. I’m sick of the cold.”
“Oh, if you go I’m coming,” Raeya told me. “Can we go to Mexico?”
“That’s where Hayden’s going as soon as this is over,” I said with a laugh. “We have this plan to find a yacht and live safe and sound in the ocean. Zombies can’t swim, ya know.”
“Ohmigod,” Raeya exclaimed. “What the hell is wrong with us? Why haven’t we all packed up and gone to Hawaii? Why are we
here
when we could be there?”
“It’s not that easy, Ray,” Padraic said, not understanding Raeya’s sense of sarcasm. And since when did she let him call her by her nickname? He sat next to me, wanting to be all chatty and social.
“How’s Ivan?” I asked suddenly.
“Ivan…oh, his ankle is sprained. He’ll be fine in a week or two. It’s not a bad sprain at all,” Padraic responded.
“Oh, good.” I stood up. “I’m gonna find Argos. I miss that dog.”
“I’ll come with ya,” Padraic offered. I had gotten used to his company and didn’t mind him tagging along—as long as he didn’t try to kiss me or hold my hand or any of that stupid middle school romance crap.
There was about an acre fenced in outside for the dogs to roam in. The bigger dogs seemed to like the space and weren’t bothered by the cold, so they stayed out for as long as they liked. The dogs all belonged to people at the compound and lived with them just as they did before zombies roamed the earth.
“Why do you think people brought their dogs?” I wondered out loud, looking at a small toy poodle.
“You know people love their pets,” Padraic supplied. “And, I was told, dogs are able to sense the infected people. Even that little thing over there,” he said, pointing to a Chihuahua. “Its owners told me that he basically saved their lives.”
“That thing? He’s a sad excuse for a dog. He’s wearing a sweater.”
“Maybe, but he alerted them to the zombies lurking about their house at night. Gave them enough time to get away.”
“I guess.” I picked up a tennis ball and threw it.
“Argos missed you.”
“He did?” I asked, my heart almost hurting for the poor dog.
“Yeah. He looked around whining, thinking you’d be coming to see him.”
“You come out here and play with him?”
“Every day. Well, not out here, but when they are inside.”
“Oh.” I had no idea. “Uh, thanks.”
“You don’t have to thank me. I like that dog. He’s saved us many times.”
“He has.”
We played with the Doberman for awhile longer before going back inside. I spent the rest of the day with my old gang. Sonja was happy she was assigned to taking care of the young children because that meant she got to be with Lisa. Raeya and I snickered behind Lauren’s back at her job as dishwasher.
Lauren had found herself a new group to be with, which was more than fine with us. Sonja, Jason, Raeya, Padraic, Lisa, and I sat together at dinner. When I saw Hayden come in, my face lit up and I waved him over. He said something to the soldiers he was with, grabbed a tray and joined us. Sonja blushed when she caught his eye.
Jason drilled us about our mission. He was convinced he’d go up in the ranks from A3 to A1 quickly. Hayden bragged about how many zombies we killed, joked about being a better marksman than me, and told everyone how awesome blowing up the building was—and that we narrowly avoided getting blown up as well. I wasn’t in the social mood anymore so after dinner I went up to our room. Hayden said he’d be up in awhile. I showered, watched an entire movie, and put away my new clothes. He still hadn’t come up. I was tired, though I had hoped to wait up for him. I crawled under my covers; it was so cold in here they did little good.
Only a few minutes later the door slowly opened. I pretended to be asleep, listening to Hayden quietly strip out of his clothes and into a pair of sweat pants and a long sleeve T-shirt.
“Riss?” he asked quietly. “You asleep?”
“Not anymore.”
“Oh, sorry.”
“It’s ok. I can’t sleep when I’m shivering.”
“Here,” he whispered. I heard a swoosh of material. “This should help.”
“You’ll be freezing,” I said when he put his blanket over me.
“No I won’t,” he insisted.
“Yes you will. Take it back.”
“Nope.” He sat on the edge of my bed, sticking his cold feet under the covers. “Scoot over.”
He didn’t have to tell me twice. He tucked the blankets around us, telling me that since our room was at the end of the hall and had two windows instead of one like everyone else’s, we had the coldest room. He was playing video games with Ivan and Brock in their room before and, while it was still cold, it wasn’t as cold as ours. That, of course, justified him getting in bed with me.
I liked the physical warmth. There was no denying that I was meeting a rudimentary basic need. There was something else I liked. Maybe the comfort I felt with him holding me. It was frivolous to think about things like that in a world like this. Still, I put my hand over his and closed my eyes.
The alarm was most unwelcoming. Since it was on Hayden’s nightstand, he got out of bed first to turn it off. He had to coax me out of bed and into the workout room. I grumbled the whole time about not understanding why we had to get up so early. I didn’t see how an extra hour of sleep would hurt anything. We just had the usual cardio and strength training today followed by a training session with the A3s. Jason smiled and waved like an excited school girl when he saw Hayden and me.
My muscles were a little sore; Fuller had devised a workout plan for me that was more intense than anything I’d done before. I sat around talking to the only other female A1s: Jessica and Gabby. Jessica was several years older than me and had lost her husband and son in the initial outbreak. She served a tour overseas in the Army and had been a cop. Gabby was young, also Army, following the footsteps of her father. Both of her parents were at the compound; her father worked closely with Fuller running the place.
Jessica had lost the two people she loved most in this world. She was a shell of her old self, quiet and broken. It was upsetting to be around her. I only stayed long enough to be polite, which was something I didn’t normally do. I was really trying to make an effort to be a better person. Raeya was busy doing her overseer job and Hayden had disappeared with Fuller.
Ivan’s door was open. I was surprised to see all the get well cards that cluttered his dresser. He was lying in bed with his foot propped up, watching TV. He waved and smiled at me.
“You have quite the fan club,” I said, motioning to the cards.
“Yeah, I feel so loved,” he said with a smile. “I think the teenage girls here love it when one of us gets hurt. It gives them a reason to gush all over us.”
“Lucky you.”
“Meh, it’s alright. Ok, who am I kidding? I like the attention.”
“I figured you would.”
“And now the fan boys have you to gush over,” he joked.
“Fan boys?”
“Come on, you haven’t noticed the way they look at you?”
“Not really,” I said honestly. “Guess I’m just used to it,” I joked back.
“So,” he spoke, sitting up. “How do you like being partnered with Hayden?”
“He’s great. We make a good zombie killing team.”
“What about when you’re not killing? Like him then?”
I could tell Ivan was trying to get at something. “Uh, yeah. He’s a good guy.”
“That he is. A good friend. Did he tell you we served together?”
“Yeah, he mentioned it.” Maybe Ivan caught my quizzical stare because he quickly changed the subject. “Your friend Raeya is pretty cute. Is she single?”
“Technically.”
“Technically?”
“Yeah. Her boyfriend was killed by the virus,” I said bitterly, still upset by Seth’s death.
“Oh, so it’s a touchy subject.”
“Kinda. She’s dealt really well. I’m proud of her.”
“She told me about how you came and got her. You’re a good friend.”
I shrugged. “I try. And I promised her I’d never let anything bad happen to her. It would kill me if anything bad happened to her.”
“You two been friends long?”
“Since we were kids.” Someone walked down the hall.
“Hey, Orissa,” Brock said cheerfully. He carried an armload of food. “Want to join in on our video gaming?”
“No thanks,” I said as he dumped what he was carrying onto his bed.
“Your loss.” He smiled and tossed an apple to Ivan. I wandered down the hall to my room, surprised to see Hayden in there. He smiled when I came in. My heart did a weird skip-a-beat thing.
“I brought in our ‘stuff’ we collected on the mission,” he said, raising his eyebrows.
“The booze?”
“Yeah. It’s in the closet, hidden with my junk food.”
“Our junk food,” I corrected, laughing.
“Oh, and I got your purse or bag or whatever. The one you had when you came here.” He held up the leather satchel.
“You can shove that in the closet too. Or toss it. There’s nothing useful in it.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
“Ok.” Hayden opened the flap and looked inside. Grinning, he held up a stuffed animal. “Care to explain this?” he asked. “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with this thing.”
“Oh, God.” The blood drained from my head fast, real fast. I sunk onto my bed. The vision of the pink cat was like a sucker punch to the face. Zoe. I hadn’t thought about her since that day. I buried my memory of her when I buried her body. It was too painful, too sad. It wasn’t fair. The image of her frail body lying at the bottom of the stairs flashed through my brain, the memory searing a gaping hole of pain in my heart. An odd sound escaped my mouth as I tried not to cry. Tears blurred my eyes. I didn’t remember seeing Hayden rush over, but suddenly he was there, right in front of me.
“I’m so sorry, Orissa. I didn’t mean…it’s ok.” His put his hand on my shoulder. My head shook as I tried to force back the tears.
“It’s not mine,” I tried to explain. A tear snuck out, rolling down my cheek. Hayden hugged me. His muscular embrace was warm and comforting. One sob escaped; I inhaled quickly to cut it off.
“It’s ok,” he whispered, stoking my hair.
“Zoe,” I told him. “It’s Zoe’s. S-she’s dead.” And then I cried. I forcefully wiped the tears away. “I’m sorry for crying,” I told him.
“Orissa, don’t be sorry for being human.” He wrapped one arm around my body and used the other to pick up my legs, putting me on his lap. “I’m sorry about your friend,” he whispered, hugging me. Being enveloped in Hayden’s arms wasn’t anything new. But we had always cuddled together under the cover of darkness. I felt so vulnerable and exposed right now, with my heart out on the table.
I thought of Zoe’s last few days: her smile, her eagerness to find joy in this horrible world, her love of that stupid cat. And then I felt a wave of guilt for letting Finickus run away. I should have held onto him tighter, made sure he was taken care of. I remembered the zombies crashing her funeral. It sickened me to think that they might have used their fingernails to dig up the freshly disturbed earth to eat away at her lifeless body. I held onto Hayden, pressing my face against his chest.
“It’s ok,” he soothed. When I looked up, his face was only an inch from mine. Our eyes locked and that feeling came back.
“Zombies didn’t kill her,” I said, casting my eyes down. “She was sick long before the virus.” I took several deep breaths to get my emotions under control. “Sorry I cried,” I repeated, feeling ashamed of myself.
“Orissa, stop.”
“Stop?”
“Yes, stop.” His tone was stern and his face was set. “Stop acting like you’re doing something bad by showing that you have feelings. The world has gone to hell. It’s more than a little upsetting.”
“Crying doesn’t solve anything,” I told him.
“No, but holding it in isn’t going to help either.”
“Ok, thank you, Dr. Phil.”
“Seriously, Orissa. It took me a long time to come to this conclusion. After all I’d been through in Afghanistan, after Ben died…you just have to accept the fact that you are human.”
“Crying doesn’t solve anything,” I repeated, my voice a distant echo of my past. My mother spent two years after the divorce crying and drinking. I swore I’d never be like her. I’d never be weak. I’d never let anyone damage me.
“Get it out and get over it,” he said a little gruffly. “Especially now.”
I’d rather feel nothing than feel pain; I could go through the motions. I closed my eyes, gripping Hayden tighter. “She was innocent. And young. Before she died, I prayed that we could somehow switch places. It would have been better that way.”
Hayden didn’t say anything. He ran his fingers through my hair. I saw her face, her big green eyes and her pink earrings. And then Logan. I trusted him, liked him even, thought of him as the best asset for survival. And I killed him. Seth. It wasn’t fair that he had to die. It wasn’t fair Raeya had to lose someone she loved. Aunt Jenny. My grandpa. My parents. Like vomit, the tears came involuntarily. I wiped my eyes.
“I do feel better,” I confessed.
“Good.”
“I still feel like a giant puss for crying.”
Hayden laughed. “Yeah, for the whole two minutes you cried.” He brushed a loose strand of hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear. His hazel eyes met mine and I was suddenly aware of everything about him: the warmth of his skin, his heart beating, his chest rising and falling as he breathed, his muscles underneath me. Part of me wanted to jump up and run down the hall. And part of me never wanted to get up. “It’s lunch time,” he told me. “Are you hungry?”
“I’m always hungry,” I said with a half smile. We got up and walked together. I detoured to the bathroom to splash cold water on my face and rid the evidence of me having a heart. The A1s had a meeting after that. Another group was going out tomorrow to search for more survivors. When they got back, a second group (that included Hayden and me) would go out on what Fuller called a ‘destroy mission’. He told us that the zombies weren’t deteriorating into the third stage as quickly as they had been at the beginning of the outbreak. His eyes met Hayden’s several times in an unspoken conversation.
Only As went upstairs. I had never been flat out told that I wasn’t allowed to bring anyone up with me. It seemed, from listening to some of the soldiers’ conversations, that some of them had brought girls up on more than one occasion. Still, Raeya and I whispered as we trotted down the hall that night.
“I am so jealous of how normal your room is!” she exclaimed as she looked around. “You have windows and drywall. We have cement walls.”
I laughed. “There are bars on the windows, if it makes you feel any better.”
“And you have a closet!” She opened the door and looked inside. “This isn’t fair! You have hangers!”
“I’d gladly give you my hangers. You know I hate hanging shit up. I’d rather throw it in a drawer.”
“You do have drawers. You have a closet and a dresser.”
“Oh, I have to show you something,” I said quietly, dragging Hayden’s box of junk food, candy and booze out. “You can’t tell Hayden I showed you though.”
“Ohmigod! Now this-this is so not right!” She bent down, sifting through the candy. “And you’re just now cluing me in? Some friend you are!”
I laughed. “It’s Hayden’s secret stash. He only told me about it…uh…like over a week ago.” I grabbed a box of Oreos. “Take what you want and I’ll put it back before he comes up.”
“Speaking of Hayden,” she said, opening a bag of cheese flavored chips. “You guys have been spending a lot of time together.”
“Yeah, we’re partners.”
“You know what I mean,” she insisted and raised her eyebrows.
“No I don’t.”
“Come on, Orissa, you so do.”
“No.”
“Well, I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I think he likes you.”
“Nah. He’s just…he-he…I’m the only attractive female he spends time with. Hence the looks.”
“There are plenty of other good looking women here,” Raeya pointed out. “Why do you act like it would be a bad thing?”
“What would be the point, Ray?”
“Don’t you want to be happy?”
“Oh yeah, be happy in a world filled with the living dead.”
“What about the living dead?” a male voice spoke from behind us. Shit. It was Hayden. Had he overheard us?
“Nothing,” I said quickly, feeling unnerved.
“You,” Raeya said, standing. She picked up my pillow and threw it at him. “How dare you hide candy from me!”
“You told her?” Hayden asked, trying to look pissed.
I shrugged. “She forced it out of me.”
“I’m sure she did,” Hayden said, crossing the room to sit next to me. He took the Oreos from my hands, opened them and ate one. I had a disturbing urge to lean against him. I jumped up, striding to the closet.
“Shots, anyone?” I said, holding up the tequila.
“Oh my God, yes!” Raeya squealed. “This is so overdue.”
“You’re telling me,” I agreed.
“Do you have shot glasses?” she asked seriously.
“Yes, Ray, ‘cuz I always carry them with me.” I said sarcastically.
She wrinkled her nose. “Shut up.”
“I’m sure we can find something,” Hayden said. “Go look in the kitchen.”
“Can’t you go?” I asked him, smiling innocently.
“I don’t feel like it.”
“Fine. Lazy-ass,” I teased.
“I am. Now get in the kitchen, woman!” he joked.
I grabbed the Oreos from him, snatched the pillow and threw it at him again. Laughing, Raeya and I took off down the hall. We ran into Padraic on the way to the kitchen.
“Orissa!” he said happily. “I’m glad I ran into you. I’m blood typing all of the As. Do you know your blood type?”
“A positive. Or negative. Or maybe O. Shit. I don’t remember. Wasn’t it on my chart at the hospital?”
“Yes, but I didn’t look over your chart. Can you come to the hospital ward in an hour or so? I can take a sample and find out.”
“Yeah. I’ll see you in awhile then.”
“Alright.” He smiled warmly and said goodbye. We snuck into the dark kitchen, flicking on the lights. While Raeya looked for three small cups, I opened the freezer and dug out frozen limes. I put them in a bowl, filled it with water and stuck the thing in the microwave while I looked around for a salt shaker.
We ran back to my room. Hayden had changed out of his military issued clothing and into athletic pants and a T-shirt. Country music softly filled the air.
“You weren’t kidding when you said it was cold in here,” Raeya commented as the three of us settled on the floor.
“I can solve that,” I told her, opening the bottle. I poured more than a shot’s worth in each of the three glasses. We held them up. “To us,” I said. We clinked the glasses and took the shots. The tequila burned on the way down. I coughed, not used to something so strong.
“I feel like we should play a drinking game,” Raeya said, still grimacing from her drink.
“What do you have in mind?” Hayden asked, refilling the glasses.
“Never Have I Ever?” she suggested.
“Sure. Who wants to go first?”
“I’ll go,” Raeya said. She held up her glass. “Never have I ever had a one night stand.”
Hayden and I drank. He poured more into our cups. “Never have I ever kissed someone of the same sex,” he said.
I took a drink.
“Shit,” I said, shaking my head as the tequila went down. “Crap. What haven’t I done?” I smiled deviously at Raeya. “Never have I ever color coded my closet.”
“You’re a bitch,” she said and took a drink, recoiling at the taste.
I laughed. “Here,” I said, grabbing the limes and salt. I used a pocket knife to cut the still frozen limes up. “Your turn again, Ray.”
“Good. Never have I never been in jail.”
I drank.
“Never have I ever,” Hayden began, “had a fake ID.” I drank again. He laughed. “Maybe you should sit this one out. You’re gonna be sick soon.”
“I’m fine. I’m only sipping it.” I could already feel the buzz set in. “I don’t like this game anymore. All it does it make me sound like a slutty bad person.”
“You are a slutty bad person,” Raeya giggled.
“Never have I ever,” I said loudly. “made notes about zombies.”
Raeya scowled and took a drink.
“Never have I ever lied about my birthday to get free desserts at a restaurant,” she said. Hayden and I drank.
“Never have I ever had a fear of porcelain dolls,” Hayden said almost shyly.
“Orissa!” Raeya snapped and took a drink. Hayden and I laughed.
“Never have I ever enjoyed listening to country music,” I directed to Hayden.
“This is getting personal,” he said and took a drink. I laughed like that was the funniest thing in the world, evidence I was getting drunk.
“It is,” Raeya agreed. She leaned toward me. “Never have I ever had bruises I couldn’t explain.
Hayden and I drank.
“Where’s that lime?” he asked.
“Right here.” I tossed it to him. “Ok,” I started, filling up the glasses again. I stood and made my way to the IPod. I flipped through the songs until I found one I liked enough to dance to. I tried to pull Raeya up to dance with me. She laughed but refused. Hayden tossed his drink back and stood. I grabbed his hands and made him dance with me.
“You’re a horrible dancer!” I told him, laughing. He put his arms around my waist and pulled me to him. I hooked mine around his neck.
“Sorry I’m not a pro like you,” he laughed back, leaning in, his hazel eyes sparkling.
“Watch and learn,” I said. I finished off what was left in my cup and went to the middle of our small room, showing off what I thought were my impressive dance moves. After a song passed, Hayden picked me up, spun me around and fell back on the bed.
“Ok,” he said, still holding onto me. “What do you miss most?”
“Miss most?”
“From before the zombies?”
“Hmm…everything?” I said loudly.
“I miss privacy,” Raeya pointed out. “We have next to none here.”
“Yeah, I miss that too,” Hayden agreed. “And football and chocolate milk.”
“Chocolate milk. What are you, five?” I teased. “I miss cookies, going to bars, having fun, and sex.”
“Sex,” Hayden repeated. “You’re telling me.”
“Oh yeah!” I unscrewed the bottle and took a swig. “You came straight here from overseas. You haven’t gotten any in a long time, right?”
He took the bottle from me. “Maybe.”
We kept talking about the things we missed for awhile until Raeya said she was tired and wanted to go to sleep in her own bed. Since Hayden was less drunk than me, he walked her down, needing to open the doors for her. I lay down in Hayden’s bed, cradling the bottle of tequila.
“You’re not asleep are you?” he asked, closing the door.
“Of course not,” I said, sitting up. He joined me, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me back down. “Want to watch a movie?”
“Sure,” he agreed.
I had to pry his arms from me to get out of bed. Dancing along with the still playing music, I picked out a horror movie. We didn’t finish before we were drinking again.
“Salt, drink, lime!” I shouted. I licked my hand, ran it over my chest and sprinkled salt on my cleavage.
“You want me to lick the salt off of you?” Hayden said, his words slurring.
“Yeah.”
“Ok.” Hayden more than licked me. I shrieked and laughed as he bit at me, dropping the lime as I pushed him off.
“Your turn.” He salted his abs.
“And yours again!” I said as I sprinkled salt on my boobs. Right as Hayden licked me, the door opened. “Padraic!” I shouted with an attempt to say his name with an accent.
Padraic’s blue eyes were wide with shock. “O-O-Orissa?”
“Come have a drink with us!”
Hayden’s hands were still planted on my waist. His tongue wasn’t on my skin but his head was still nestled in my breasts. “Hello Doctor,” he said, also speaking with an accent.
“What are you doing?” Padraic asked Hayden.
Hayden blinked, sitting up. In a moment of general confusion, he looked at me. “Shots.”
“Take one!” I held up the bottle. I put the bottle to my lips. As soon as the alcohol touched my lips, Padraic took the bottle.
“I think you’ve had enough,” he said softly.
“No!” I stood to take it back. My foot caught on Hayden’s. He attempted to catch me but ended up falling on the floor too. We, of course, laughed like it was seriously hilarious.
“You both are drunk,” Padraic stated.
“Your face is drunk,” I retorted, laughing even harder.
“This is pathetic,” Padraic scoffed, watching Hayden and I try to get up.
“Then why did you come?” I questioned. I rolled onto my back and stared at Padraic.
“You were supposed to get your blood typed. When you didn’t show up I thought something bad happened. Obviously, I was right.”
“Nothing bad—I love this song!” I started singing along with Journey. Hayden got to his feet.
“Nothing bad happened. I won’t let anything bad happen to Orissa,” he slurred.
“Yeah, you can really take care of her,” Padraic jeered. “You’re doing a bang up job.”
“I can take care of myself,” I reminded both of them, taking a break from Don’t Stop Believing.
“No you can’t,” Padraic said, waving a hand at me. “Obviously!”
“Oh come on, Paddy. I’m an adult. I can do what I want.”
“You’re not acting like an adult. Not at all. Look at you, drunk and writhing on the floor. You’re an A1 for Christ’s sake. Have some self respect!”
“I am an adult!” I nearly shouted. I realized I’d have more credit in my argument if I wasn’t lying on the floor. At that moment I doubted my ability to stand. “And just because I’m an adult doesn’t mean I can’t have fun!”
“Orissa, you have drill tomorrow morning. And Hayden, you’re seen as a leader. Maybe expectations for Orissa are a shot in the dark, but you-you should know better.”
My world might be spinning, but I could still be insulted. I remember Hayden defending me, reminding Padraic we’d been through a lot and that we all deserved a break. Maybe Hayden wasn’t as drunk as I thought he was. I faltered in my attempt to get up. Padraic offered a hand to help me up.
“No thanks. I don’t want to not live up to your expectations,” I snapped, knowing that didn’t make sense. Just to piss him off I took another shot.
“I’m sorry,” Padraic said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
“How did you mean it?” I stumbled back to Hayden’s side, sinking down on the bed next to him.
“I-I didn’t mean it as anything. I was mad, ok. And I’m sorry.”
“Prove it by taking a shot,” I suggested.
Hayden took the bottle, poured a small amount in a glass and offered it to Padraic. “Loosen up,” he said, shaking the glass.
“Fine,” Padraic said and tossed it back. His face made me laugh. “How can you stand that?”
“Drink more. It’ll taste better,” Hayden suggested, taking another drink.
“See,” I said, putting my arm around Hayden’s shoulders. “This can be fun.” I smiled. “I have to pee.” I stood, wobbled and leaned against the wall as I walked down the hall to the bathroom. I decided to shower for some reason as well. When I came back, Hayden was lying in his bed.
“Bed time,” Padraic suggested. My stomach flip flopped and I knew sleep was a good idea.
“Ok. Night,” I told him, kneeling on Hayden’s bed, trying to push him over so I could join him under the covers.
“Whoa, missy. Your own bed,” Padraic said, taking my hand.
“I want to snuggle.”
“Well, you, uh, can’t.” Padraic gently pulled me.
“But it’s cold!” I argued. “And I like to cuddle.”
“I always cuddle with Orissa,” Hayden drunkenly confessed.
“Sure you do,” Padraic said, thankfully not putting much—or any—stock into what Hayden was saying. “Come on, Orissa, get into your own bed.”
“Do you want my blood?” I asked him suddenly.
“Not right now, alright?”
“Ok.” The last thing I remember was Padraic tucking me in. My head pounded when the alarm went off the next morning. Hayden hit snooze more than once and we ended up sleeping through breakfast. Rider came in to wake us up, I think disappointed he didn’t find us naked and in bed together. Training was hell; my head pounded, I felt like I was going to puke, and my reactions were off. I made it one mile on the treadmill before I had to run to the bathroom.
Hayden had done his disappearing act again. When I dragged my tired, nauseated butt back to our room, I was instantly annoyed to see him lying in bed.
“How did you get out of that?” I asked, kicking off my shoes. I collapsed onto my bed, too tired to bother showering.
“I told Fuller I didn’t feel well.”
“You are so up his ass.”
Hayden shrugged. “How do you feel?”
“Awful. I’m going back to sleep.”
“Did you eat yet?”
“Ugh, no. Do not mention food right now.”
“You’ll feel better.” He tossed me a box of crackers. “Want anything to drink?”
“Water,” I mumbled. I ate a few crackers and drank a bottle of water. I felt a little better. Still, I slept until dinner. Lisa asked me to watch the Friday Night Movie with her. I looked at Hayden, nonverbally asking if he’d come with me. He nodded and said he’d love to. Some of the dogs were lounging around with us, including Argos and a German Shepherd named Greta that Hayden was particularly fond of.
After Toy Story ended, I walked Lisa to her room and hugged her good night. Hayden and I were slowly making our way to the upstairs when someone crept up behind me.
“Can I have your blood?” she asked.
I whirled around and was face to face with a thirty-something year old woman. Her brown hair stuck out in a frizzed mess around her face, gray eyes hidden behind wire rimmed glasses. She wore an oversized sweatshirt with silk screen butterflies printed across the chest and a long yellow skirt. She held up a syringe.
My first thought was that a crazy had gotten in. Or that someone was infected and we didn’t know it. My heart raced as adrenaline pumped through my body. I took on a defensive stance, wide-eyed and ready. Hayden laughed, put his hand on the small of my back and said,
“Orissa, this is Dr. Cara.”
“Oh.” Well, that was anti-climatic. “Uh, why do you need my blood?”
“Blood typing,” she said as if it was obvious.
“Right. Um, yeah. Sure.” We followed her through the hall into the hospital ward. “Where’s Padraic?” I asked.
“Not here,” she told me. “Sit. I only need a little bit. More if it’s good like Underwood’s.”
I sat on a cold, stiff stool. Hayden stood behind me, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Are you ok with getting your blood drawn?” he asked.
“Meh. It’s not like I’m all ‘yay needles’, but I can handle it.”
“So you don’t need me to hold your hand?” he joked.
“No.” I rolled up my sleeve and extended my arm so Dr. Cara could tie the rubber band around me.
“You have nice veins,” she commented as she plunged the needle into my skin.
“Thanks, I think,” I replied.
She pressed gauze over the pinprick sized hole and walked over to a counter. The exam room was dark and sterile. It reeked of bleach and cleaning products. I watched as Cara divvied my blood into different wells on a plastic dish. She then added some sort of chemicals, gently shook the dish and waited.
“AB positive,” she told me. “Lucky you.”
“Lucky?”
“You can get blood from anyone,” she explained. She took her gloves off, snapping the rubber. “Dr. Sheehan said you heal fast.”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll keep the rest of this blood,” she said, looking at the vial on the counter. “I might need more.”
“All right.” I stood, unrolled my sleeve and exited the room. “She’s not that weird,” I told Hayden when we were out of earshot. “I’m disappointed, really. I was hoping for a full on mad scientist.”
He laughed. “No, she’s more socially awkward I guess.”
“And doesn’t know what a hairbrush is,” I said, again making Hayden laugh. “Has she found anything else in your good blood?”
“Not that I know of. I’m glad. I was getting sick of her taking so much blood.”
“What blood type are you?”
“B negative. I don’t think it really matters though, in terms of being immune.”
“Right.” I again remembered Padraic telling me that he thought no one was fully immune since the virus could mutate. It made me worry that Hayden would do something careless, thinking he was immune and end up infected.
I got under the cold covers of my bed. Hayden pulled the comforter off of his and joined me. He moved close to me, encasing me in his warm embrace. Everything felt as right as it possibly could.
“What if someone sees us?” he asked. “What would we tell them?”
“That it’s freezing in here and we’re trying to stay warm?” I suggested.
“That is true. Is that it?”
“Well, yeah,” I said because I didn’t know what else to say.
“Oh. Yeah, you’re right,” he said flatly and let go of me. “Night.”
“Night Hayden.” Cold air washed over the emptiness, the contrast from the warmth of Hayden’s skin making me shiver. I wormed closer to him, hoping he’d put his arms back around me. I missed the warmth and I missed something else. I couldn’t help but feel like I said something wrong. Whatever. I closed my eyes and attempted to sleep.
Fuller asked me to run a lesson on yoga, since I was the only A1 who regularly did it. He said it was good and calming and he wanted to ‘expand the horizons’ of his soldiers. Hayden didn’t seem like himself all morning. He was withdrawn and quiet and just seemed sad.
Raeya wanted to show me the new schedules she was working on so I spent the rest of the morning with her. Hayden ate lunch with Ivan and Brock, not looking at me at all. I sat between Raeya and Padraic. I played with Argos, talked briefly with Sonja, and meandered my way to my room. I put a movie in, intending to relax and watch it. Halfway through, I was feeling really restless. It felt good to do yoga again. It had once been a normal part of my routine.
Though it was arctic in here, it was hard to do yoga in jeans and a sweater. I changed into leggings and a tank top, hoping my muscles would soon warm up.
“You’re very bendable,” Hayden said, standing in the doorway. On my back with my feet over my head, I peered up at Hayden. “What’s that pose called?”
“Plow,” I answered.
“Plow? I definitely could see how some plowing could be done,” he said and laughed.
“You wish,” I joked. I slowly moved out of the pose and stood.
“Aren’t you cold?” he asked, eyeing the tank top.
“Yes and no. Yoga gets your blood flowing.”
“I can attest to that,” he said with a grin. “Have you been into yoga for a long time?”
“Not really. I joined a group my freshman year in college and kinda went whenever. I like it and it’s something you can do at home, which was nice when I couldn’t afford my gym membership anymore.”
“You seem like you’ve been doing it your whole life.”
I shrugged. “I’ve been in some sort of sport my whole life. I told you about the martial arts. And I was in gymnastics and cheerleading for awhile.”
“You were a cheerleader?”
“For two years. Then I got suspended and kicked off the squad.”
“You really were a bad child.”
“Told you,” I said with a grin.
Hayden sat on his bed. “They’re back,” he said and I knew he meant the A1s on the mission. “And they brought three civilians.”
“That’s awesome.”
“Yeah. In five days we’ll leave again. It will be me, you, Wade, Rider, and Brock. Ivan’s not going. He’s pissed about it.”
“Right, his ankle. Do we usually go with the same people?”
“Yeah. It’s easier. You get to know each other and their style. It makes working together easier.”
“That’s good then.” I sat next to Hayden. “Want to watch a movie with me?”
He smiled and nodded. “Sure.”
 

 

 

-Chapter 15-
 
 
The next five days passed as normally as they could at a bomb shelter turned zombie safe house. The five of us loaded into our cars, Hayden and me in his truck and the other three in a silver SUV. We were on a seek mission, looking for survivors. Our orders were to go northeast, but no farther than Pennsylvania. I thought it was odd but Hayden told me that going farther was just too far. I also tried to convince him to ask Fuller to change our mission to exploring the Florida coast.
We were given ten days. None of us were too crazy about being away from the compound for that long, since it meant ten days of no showers, cold food, cold weather, and constant stress.
Orders were orders. None of the boys questioned it. Our plan was to drive eight hundred miles or so and end up somewhere in South Carolina. Depending on what we found, we’d use the rest of the time canvassing the state. It would be a twelve hour drive and we planned to drive straight through. Since we didn’t want to reach our destination in the dark, we left at nine that night.
Hayden drove first. Every now and then we’d see the glowing of eyes in the headlights. As if it was a sick game, I’d lean out the window and bury a bullet in the skull of a crazy. Zombies milled about as well, but their eyes died so long ago there was nothing left to catch a reflection. We sped along in the dark, passing bodies, ruined towns, and remnants of human life.
“Maybe it was better,” I said quietly.
“What was better?”
“Maybe it was better Zoe went the way she did.” I opened the window, catching glimpses of body parts scattered along the road, a bloody trail leading to an ever hungry monster, munching on human flesh. “This world isn’t…won’t…ever be the same.”
“Someday. It will end someday.”
“So will we,” I said hoarsely.
“They will go first.”
“Are you sure?”
“No. But I want to believe it,” he said.
We passed what was left of a church. The sign out front spoke of God’s mercy on the holy. There was no mercy left. Everything felt weird. I closed my eyes, letting the cold air smack me in the face. Hayden pressed the button to close the window.
“Are you alright, Riss?”
“Yeah. It’s just…pointless. I mean there are how many of us left? We will never repopulate the country. We will never be able to get things back to normal. There’s just not enough left. And it’s weird to think about, but what if there really wasn’t anyone left. Would the zombies be around forever? No one would be here to kill them. They’d have free run.
“And if there is a God, why isn’t he doing anything? How can he sit up there and watch us starve and be scared and have dead fingers rip open our bodies and eat our insides? And, even if we kill every single zombie, we will still lose people. We will dwindle down to nothing. People get sick, we don’t have good medical care. And getting old. Yeah, can’t stop that. Sure, we can all pop out a few, but that takes time. It takes time to get pregnant, it takes time to grow a baby, and even longer for that baby to have a baby. I…I just don’t see it working. And why? Why live? What do we have to live for?”
Hayden opened his mouth to say something but stopped. His face was set on the road ahead. “I don’t think anything I say will change your mind. We have to keep going. We have to believe things can get better because we are left. We can’t lay down our weapons, spread our arms and welcome death. We found you, we’ve found others, and we will keep finding others. I won’t go back until we do. Even if we pass the ten days. I promise you, Orissa, there are more people out there. And I will find them for you.
“No, the world won’t be the same. Ever. Not even in a hundred years. No one will forget this, hopefully. Like all diseases, it will always have the ability to cause panic and be a threat, but think of all the old diseases that we don’t worry about anymore. And, this country started out with a few hundred settlers, right? Things won’t be ok, but they will be better. I promise.” He put his hand on mine. “I want to make you happy, Orissa Penwell. And I will do whatever it takes to do so.”
I curled my fingers around his. “I almost believe you.” He didn’t say anything but kept a hold on my hand. Six and a half hours later we switched places. Hayden rested his hand on my thigh, reassuringly giving it a squeeze every few minutes until he drifted off to sleep.
We reached what was left of Greenville, South Carolina, around ten the next morning. There were zombies—lots of them.
“Hopefully that means there are no crazies,” I mumbled. “Some silver lining, I know.”
“Time to start the count,” Hayden told me with a mischievous smile. I retrieved a high powered rifle from the back, opened my window and took down three S2s. Rider came over the walkie-talkie saying those didn’t count. Hayden laughed, told him to stop being a baby and that the two of us would still beat the three of them.
We drove up and down the streets, picking them off one by one. Hayden said it would take forever to make this part of Greenville safe enough to explore, and that he had an idea. He radioed Rider and told him to follow us. We drove into the middle of downtown, stopped, and opened the windows. Hayden turned on his IPod and cranked up the volume.
The zombies snarled and groaned, limping and dragging themselves in the direction of the music. I fired rounds into four zombies, emptying the magazine.
“Hang on,” I said, getting out of the truck, my arms full of guns and ammo. I jumped in the back, loaded the machine gun and fired. It was a rush, using a gun with that much power. Brock and Wade crouched in the back of their SUV, shooting zombies through the back window. When they drew too close for comfort, Hayden drove forward, gunning the gas too hard and making me misfire. I waved at Rider to get him to drive in front of us; I didn’t want to accidentally shoot them.
Bullets showered the crowd, zombies dropping, others tripping over their secondly dead bodies. A tiny piece of dread disappeared from my heart every time blood and brains splattered from a zombie’s rotten skull. I could hear Hayden cheering from inside the truck as he watched the blood bath.
“Hold on!” he yelled and made a sharp U-turn, stomped on the gas, and sped right past the zombies. He held his left hand out of the window, pulling the trigger on his pistol, hitting a fast moving S2. We rocketed down an alley, the obnoxiously loud country music drawing out zombies like fan girls to a Justin Bieber concert.
A gaggle of zombies pushed against a chain link fence, one that had been put up in hopes of keeping the infected out. The wire acted as a cheese grater, slicing the flesh from their soggy, festering arms as they reached through. Hayden kept driving and I kept shooting. If anyone was alive and bunkering in this desolate town, they’d know we were here. Once the numbers weren’t so vast, Hayden followed Rider to a mall parking lot.
The mall seemed nice; when I saw a sign for Pottery Barn, I was tempted to go in and grab some décor for Raeya. I didn’t think the guys would go for it.
“Hey,” I said, jumping out of the truck. An idea hit me that I couldn’t ignore. “Have you ever seen that movie where people hide in the mall from zombies? Maybe we should look inside.”
“Why not?” Brock agreed. He slugged a backpack on, loaded his rifle and nodded.
“While we’re in there,” Wade began, adjusting the scope on his gun. “We need more movies. I’m getting sick of what we have.”
“Yeah,” I said with enthusiasm. Looking at Hayden I said, “We watched the same comedy three times last week. And I’m getting insoles because these shoes are really uncomfortable.”
“Why don’t you get new shoes?” Hayden asked, raising an eyebrow.
“I suppose. I like the boots though; they’re more or less bite-proof.” I looked down at my poor leather boots. I had spent a whole month working extra shifts (back when I had a job) to earn the money to buy them. They were scuffed to hell and stained with God knows what.
The five of us walked into the mall without the slightest drop of trepidation. Again, I was feeling cocky. Last time I felt cocky, Hayden and I came close to being blown up. The glass doors weren’t locked, nor were they broken or streaked with bloody hand prints.
That had to be a good sign, right?
We walked through Macy’s. It was startling to see that the emergency lights were still on. A lot of bigger companies and stores switched over to solar power during the Depression as a way to save money, so it probably wasn’t that uncommon. As tempting as it was to check out the shoes, the store was too big and too full of displays to feel safe. Rifles raised and ammo at the ready, we silently slipped through. Unscathed, we made it in. We stood at the mouth of the store, looking down the long mall halls. To my right was a Coach store.
“Oh!” I exclaimed and strode over. Raeya’s birthday was a few months away. It would be silly not to get her something. Rider’s eyes had fixed on an Apple store.
“One hour of looting,” Hayden said what we all were thinking. “You three—stay together. Walkies on, one always as the look out. Get out if it’s too much.”
“Sweet,” Wade said and sped off with Rider and Brock.
Hayden jogged to catch up with me. I took purses off the shelves, inspecting them like I was a regular customer.
“Really?” he asked, skeptically watching me.
“It’s not for me. It’s for Raeya. She loves shit like this.” I ran my hands over a smooth, leather bag. “Ok, and I do—did—too.” I picked up a pair of shoes and went behind the counter. Emerging with two large bags I asked Hayden, “Is it wrong I’m having fun?”
“Hell no. Like you said, we’re basically all that’s left. I say we do whatever the fuck we want.” The devilish glint in his eyes made me feel warm. There was something I wanted to do, right here in this store. I smiled wildly and turned back to the beckoning designer leather. We went down the hall and into an Abercrombie and Fitch. A zombie employee slithered along the floor.
Yes, slithered. His legs had been gnawed off. Hayden took his knife from his belt, stabbed the pathetic thing in the head and wiped it clean on a hanging polo shirt. I yanked things I liked off the hangers while Hayden kept watch. After a bag was full of things for me, I started one for Hayden, avoiding anything overly preppy, not thinking it was his style.
Preppy reminded me of Padraic. I grabbed polo shirts and sweaters for him. Leaving my multiple bags in the empty hall, Hayden and I went into a diamond store.
“I’ve always wanted to do this,” I said. Using the butt of my rifle, I smashed the display case of diamond bracelets.
“Someone didn’t hug you enough as a child,” Hayden teased and did the same. He picked up an expensive watch.
I took a display of diamond tennis bracelets from inside the case. Shaking off the broken glass, I dumped them into a bag. I hit the case of necklaces, grabbing jewels and precious stones.
“Hey Bonnie,” Hayden called. I looked up and he tossed me something. “Marry me.”
“Holy shit that’s huge!” I exclaimed when I looked at the engagement ring. “Sorry, Clyde. I’m gonna pass on the proposal but I’m keeping the ring.” We laughed and shoved more jewelry into our pockets. I promised Hayden I’d be fast in Pottery Barn. Like a normal guy annoyed with a female shopping, he sighed and complained he was bored. He shut up once he saw a display of down blankets hidden in the dim light.
A gunshot echoed. I froze, the eco-friendly, rustic, striped rug almost slipping from my fingers. Rider quickly came over the walkie, telling us that a lone S3 was in the dressing room of the store they were in. Arms loaded, we hauled our stuff to the hall with the rest.
Rider told us they already hit up GameStop, gathering up everything they possibly could. That was the only store Hayden was interested in so he followed me willingly into Victoria’s Secret, making faces and jokes about seeing me in black lace as I rifled through the merchandise.
“Anywhere else?” Hayden asked.
“I think we have enough. And I don’t want our luck to run out.”
“Good thinking.” He relayed the message to Rider. I made a detour on our way through Macy’s to get a new and more comfortable pair of boots. We loaded up the stuff, feeling like kids on Christmas morning, and drove around the town once more.
“I don’t think anyone’s here,” Wade’s dejected voice came over the radio. We drove out of the downtown area, thinking if anyone were to survive, they’d have a better chance away from the zombie hive.
We found nothing. Disheartened, we left Greenville, driving east yet not really paying attention to where we were going. Looking for another town to drive through was easy. We spent the rest of the day slowly rolling up and down the roads, looking for signs of life. When there were no zombies, it was almost boring. Hayden was good company to keep and, by the time we decided to find shelter for the night, I had learned a lot more about him.
We bunkered in a newly abandoned house. The neighborhood we were in showed signs of panic yet no signs of life. Staying in our teams, Hayden and I took the first shift. It was warmer here than back at Arkansas, but still cold. I huddled close to Hayden on the roof, my breath clouding the air as we spoke. We were both frozen to the bone when our duty as watchmen ended. Closing the bedroom door, we snuck into bed together, though it was cold enough sans electricity that huddling together purely for warmth was beyond believable.
Cold rain pelted the truck, its sound soothing. Not having seen any zombies, Hayden and I were playing an abridged game of Never Have I Ever, which was really nothing more than asking each other questions. After an hour we ran out of questions. We were close to the Catawba River when I noticed the footprints.
Hayden radioed the guys as the truck bumped off the main road, following the muddy tracks. We wound our way through trees. A run down, crappy RV was parked in the middle of a small clearing. It had two flat tires; it had been left here since before the outbreak.
But the campfire dwindling under the awning was new.
A young, dirty boy flew through the RV door, brandishing a shotgun. His hold on it was shaky and he lowered it once he saw our faces. He called over his shoulder and a middle-aged man emerged from the woods. Hayden got out of the truck, holding his hands up in a ‘we come in peace’ sort of way. I stayed back, letting the boys introduce themselves and explain the plan of rescue.
I didn’t trust them one bit. The boy, Parker, was only twelve years old. Evan, his father had been on the run from the infected since the outbreak. They were with four other people but got separated two days ago while attempting to hunt.
The January trees did little to stop the cold rain from falling down on us. We huddled inside the RV.



“There was a house we were supposed to meet up at,” Evan explained. “I was being so careful, marking the trees as we went. But somehow we got turned around and ended up here.”
“Have you come across any zombies?” Wade asked.
“No, that’s why we decided to try our hand at hunting. We thought it’d be easy along the river.”
I stifled a laugh. When everyone looked quizzically at me, I diverted my eyes. Surreptitiously, I ran my eyes over Parker and his dad, looking for bite marks or fresh wounds. Maybe it was unorthodox, but I thought it would be a good idea to make them strip and prove to us that they had no open cuts or scrapes. After Karli and Rebecca, who could blame me?
“How did you find us?” Parker asked. He had a look of awe in his eyes as they swept over the faces of the soldiers. Dressed in their military garb, they did look straight out of an action movie. I had on stretchy jeans over Underamour leggings, a sheer, black turtleneck under a navy cable sweater, and a jacket. I looked normal, to say the least.
“Orissa saw your footprints,” Hayden told him.
Parker smiled. “I’m glad you found us.”
“Me too,” Hayden responded. “Now, this house. Do you have any idea how far you are from it?”
Evan folded his hands and sighed. “No. I didn’t think we were that far, but…”
“Obviously you are,” I retorted. “Was the house along the river?”
“Not right along. It’s close by, though. It’s a big house, with a lake in the backyard.”
Thinking it would be shitty to tell him the lake was mostly likely a big pond, I disregarded his wrong word choice. “How close? Like less than a mile?”
“Oh, a lot less than a mile.”
“North or south of here?”
“Uhh…”
“With or against the river’s flow?”
He looked at his son. “We walked with.”
“Ok, I should be able to find it.”
Hayden pulled me aside. “Do you really think you can find it?”
“Maybe,” I said honestly.
“How?”
“I was planning on walking along the river, following their tracks. If they left from the house, there should be a trail.”
“Can’t we just drive up and down the roads?”
“Well, yeah, but how many roads are around here? That seems like a waste of time. I seriously doubt they got too far from the house,” I insisted.
“Exactly. Let’s drive. I’d feel better driving than all of us trudging through unfamiliar woods.”
“I do my best work in unfamiliar woods. And I was just going to go on my own,” I admitted.
“What?! No!”
“I can take a walkie talkie and find a road sign and let you know.”
“Orissa, no.”
“Do you want to stay the night in that skeezy RV? I don’t. I can do this.”
“I don’t like you going out on your own,” he said, mostly to himself.
“I can take care of myself.”
“As your superior, no.”
“My superior?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Yes.”
“Why can’t you just admit you’ll worry about me?”
“Fine. I’ll be really worried. I don’t want you out of my sight. I can keep you safe, alright?”
I shook my head and rolled my eyes, all the while trying to keep the smile from my face. “We’re going to waste time. And what if those people aren’t even at the house anymore?”
“We have to check,” Hayden said. We rejoined the group, explained our plan of driving aimlessly around hoping to find a road that would spark some sort of recognition in Parker or Evan’s mind. It was late afternoon by the time we finally found the house.
It was big. Big and nice. It must have been someone’s vacation home. Nicely kept, clean and stocked with comfy furniture, cozy beds, and plenty of books, the house offered a homey feel that we all had missed. The four missing friends were nowhere to be found. We ate dinner, heating up Spaghetti-O’s in the fireplace. Meant to offer breathtaking views of the forest surrounding us, the large windows leered at us, threatening with their ability to easily be broken.
Parker and Evan gobbled down the food, not having anything to eat in the last twenty-four hours. They asked endless questions about the shelter, told us what we already knew about zombies and the world being a hopeless, shit filled place. We lit a few candles and drew the blinds, not wanting the flickering light to summon any zombies.
Hayden and I took first watch again that night, circling the house, waiting and listening. Upon hearing nothing, we went in, moving from the front to the back, both uneasy about being surrounded by trees that made it very hard to see what was lurking about.
When it was our turn to rest, we settled on the couch near the fire. It warmed up the room considerably. Evan and Parker were asleep in front of the fireplace. Wade, Rider, and Brock were patrolling outside. Hayden and I were alone, for now.
I rested my head on his shoulder and he put his arm around me. He ran his fingers through my hair and I relaxed, stretching my legs out on the couch. I was nearly asleep when I heard Parker’s voice.
“Can she really track things?”
“Yes, she can,” Hayden whispered, thinking I was sleeping. “She’s good at it too.”
“Do you think she can find my friends?”
“If anyone can, it’s Orissa.”
“Good.” With a shuffling of the blankets, Parker sat up. “Is she your girlfriend?”
Hayden hesitated. “Well, she’s a girl and she’s my friend…”
“Oh, I get it. Do you want her to be?”
It felt like forever passed before Hayden answered. “Yeah.”
Zombies breaking through a window would be welcomed right now. That was so awkward. It took effort to keep my body from tensing up.
“Does she know?” Parker pressed.
“I don’t think so. I hope not.”
“That seems silly. Why wouldn’t you want her to know?”
“I…I don’t think she likes me the same way. Look, aren’t you a little young to be so interested in this stuff?”
“Young? Have you met today’s generation?” he asked, making Hayden softly chuckle. “I think you should tell her.”
“Maybe later.”
“What if there isn’t a later?” the boy inquired.
“Well, then that would really suck.”
“There’s this girl with us—Joni. She’s fourteen but she’s just…wow.”
I could feel Hayden try not to laugh at Parker. “Is she now?”
“Yeah. She has blonde curls and beautiful blue eyes. She’s fourteen, but I think I have a chance.”
“Probably. There’s not too much competition anymore, is there?” Hayden asked. I wanted to pinch him.
“Anyway, I’m going to tell her that I love her. Life’s too short to hold back. You should consider it.”
“You’re a smart kid, Parker. Go back to sleep, now. You need your strength to, uh, impress Joni.”
“Right. Night Hayden.”
In the early light of dawn, the four lost people returned. Like Evan and Parker, they were dirty, tired, hungry, and defeated. Along with Joni, the group consisted of Jane, Joni’s twenty-something sister, an older man named Austin, and Lydia, a middle-aged woman. We went through introductions, information about the compound, and then ate breakfast.
The six had traveled together in a van. They had minimal supplies and no food left. The four that most recently joined us were most anxious about leaving right away. Brock suggested they rest while we were in a safe place. No one disagreed.
While the others were sleeping, Hayden and I walked around the house. The sun was shining this morning and the temperature had to be around fifty degrees. Birds chirped loudly, making this place seem almost beautiful. I expected to feel awkward around Hayden, knowing what I did.
But I didn’t. We talked and laughed like normal. I traded my rifle for my bow and arrows, thinking I’d shoot a squirrel or rabbit if I got the chance. A large quiver had been rigged up for me out of a backpack that was able to hold three times as many arrows as normal.
I passed the bow to Hayden. “Want to practice?”
“Sure.” His fingers brushed mine as he took the bow. I refused to let myself feel anything. “What should I hit?”
“Hmm,” I said, turning around. “How about there,” I pointed, “at that big, whitish tree.”
“Alright.” Hayden pulled back the arrow, released, and missed. I was busy watching his stance and posture.
“You need to drop your shoulder. It should help with your accuracy.” I took my jacket off, dropping it off the ground. “Watch,” I said, taking the bow from him. “See how my shoulders are?” I hit the tree dead on.
“Show off,” Hayden said. I slung the bow over my shoulder and walked forward to retrieve the arrow. Hayden had to yank it out of the tree for me. “Orissa,” he began, putting the arrow in the quiver. Something washed over me. But it wasn’t dread. It was…anxiety.
“Hayden,” I said with a slight smile.
“There’s something I want to tell you.”
I stepped closer to him, the smile growing.
“There’s a zombie behind you!” He grabbed me, pulling me out of the way. A zombie with an arrow sticking out of its chest rushed at me. Hayden drew his gun and shot it in the head.
“That’s what you wanted to tell me?” I asked, almost furious.
“No, but you should know there are more.” He took a step back. “Run. Go warn the others.”
“And leave you? No way.” I pulled an arrow and planted it in the head of a zombie. “Shit, there’s so many!” In horror, Hayden and I watched a herd come into view from inside the forest. Hayden emptied his clip. Rider came racing out, having heard the shots.
“Holy shit!” he swore. “We have to get the civilians out of here.”
“Yes, go!” Hayden yelled. The zombies swarmed at us. He grabbed my hand and sprinted to the house. There was a mad scrambling to gather up stuff. Hayden ordered to leave it so we could book it to the cars before the zombies got any closer. We had always banked on being able to get to our getaway ride. And we always had, closing in on a second too late.
But not today. Today we were too late. A crowd of zombies blocked us from our cars.
 

 

 

-Chapter 16-
 
 
Everyone stood frozen on the covered porch. We could make a run for it, a run for it in the woods that no one knew their way about. I wasn’t going to die by their hands. And I wasn’t going to let Hayden die either.
“Cover me,” I told Hayden.
“What? No!”
“See that tree? I’m gonna climb it.”
“Climb it, no!”
“You have a better idea?” I desperately pleaded.
“Yes! Gun them down!”
“There are too many.”
“We have plenty of ammo,” he said quickly.
“We won’t always,” I said harshly. Hayden was wasting time arguing with me. “I’m going. Cover me.”
“Ok, Tarzan, what will climbing the tree accomplish?”
“A distraction. You were right—there are people left. The world isn’t hopeless. Get in the cars. Drive. I’ll-I’ll find you.” I put my hands on his waist, unclipping the walkie-talkie from his belt. “Now!”
Hayden shouted for the other soldiers to cover me. I leapt off the porch, ignoring the painful shock my ankles absorbed, my lungs already working overtime as I sprinted to my chosen tree. A well fed zombie ran at me, arms stretched and mouth open.
I pulled the knife from my belt, throwing it into its skull. A second later I whirled around, my foot landing in the center of the chest of an S3. It crumpled backward, tipping and falling. Ooze and puss splattered out. I got to the tree, madly pulling myself up. It had been years since I climbed a tree. Hoping it was like riding a bike and would come back to me, I was reminded of how hard it was on one’s hands. I was four feet up, not nearly high enough to be safe from the zombies. I kicked one hard in the head; the effect was similar to kicking a rotten pumpkin.
I scrambled up another branch, finally daring to look at the porch. Everyone was still there; the boys were hitting zombies, decreasing the numbers just slightly.
“Hey, you pieces of shit!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, praying that would be enough. I didn’t feel like singing and almost bleeding to death again. I hooked my leg around a fat branch and leaned on the trunk, pulling my bow off my shoulder. I fired an arrow into the skull of a child zombie. “Up here!” I screamed. “Free food, come and get it!”
I gained a few more zombies’ attention. Damn it, it wasn’t working. I smacked the tree, watching the zombies close in on the porch. Hayden held his arm out defensively, in front of everyone, ready to go down fighting.
I wasn’t going to let him. With more care this time, I used the point of an arrow to slice open my index finger. I milked the blood out, shouting. The first drops hit the ground. A female S2 dove at it, licking it off the ground. I smeared the blood all over an arrow and shot it below me. That got everyone’s attention.
“Go!” I shouted to Hayden. “Get them out of here!” I used the rest of my arrows, kind of pissed I wouldn’t get them back. Engines roared to life. The van and the SUV peeled out of the gravel drive. Hayden’s truck slowly drove forward.
Then he made a sharp turn. He revved the engine once and floored it, running into the pile of zombies that desperately reached at me. He reversed and ran over them again. Blood crusted zombie hands slapped the truck.
My plan was to jump into the tree next to me. On the ground, it seemed like a good, fool-proof idea. Up here, the ground seemed a long way down. I put the bow over my shoulder and across my chest, slowly moving away from the trunk. Here goes nothing, I thought and jumped. The branch snapped. The flesh on my hands tore as I slid down. My face caught the fat, gnarly branch. Blood instantly gushed from my nose but I wasn’t falling anymore.
Any hope of Hayden distracting the zombies died. The steady dripping of blood from my face brought them back to me. I was still twelve feet or so in the air. With one hand over my nose, I scrambled down another set of branches. The truck came to a stop under me. Then it rolled back, running over a zombie. And then forward, stopping.
I knew what Hayden was hoping for. I swung my legs over a branch and jumped. I landed hard on the roof of the truck. I pushed myself into the bed and hit the back window. Hayden floored it again and took off, leaving the zombies in a trail of dust. I removed the bow from around me and collapsed against the cold liner.
Worried about me, he stopped before we were far enough away. Leaving the truck running and his door open, Hayden flew out and jumped in the bed. One arm went around me, pulling me to his chest. The other gently tipped my head up.
“I’m ok,” I assured him, spitting out blood.
“Yeah, you look ok,” he joked. His smile was genuine and his voice was calm but his hands shook. “I’ll get a towel or something.”
I leaned against my shopping bags, not caring if I got blood on the new clothes. My heart was hammering and my nerves were alive with electricity, in an odd state of shock that I wasn’t dead. Hayden gave me a clean rag to hold to my face. I didn’t know the proper procedure for taking care of a nose bleed. I only had two in my life—one from a dodgeball incident in middle school and the other when Mindy Croswell punched me in the tenth grade. In her defense, I provoked her. I couldn’t even remember why anymore.
Hayden sat behind me, stationing me between his legs. I let my body fall back against his and I could feel how fast his heart was still beating.
“Lean forward,” he said. “You won’t get blood in your mouth then.”
“Ok,” I said, my voice sounding funny. Grimacing, I pinched my nose to try to stop the bleeding.
“Is it broken?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“Good.” His arms tightened around me and his lips brushed my neck when I made a strangled noise of surprise and pointed.
The herd of zombies had caught up. Hayden jumped up, extending his hand for me. A little weak, I stood. He helped me over the side. The walkie talkie got caught and flew off my belt. I dove for it.
“Forget about it!” Hayden yelled. My fingers closed around it when he landed on me. I didn’t see him coming. I didn’t even know where he came from. If I was a screamer, now would have been a good time to scream.
Half of the zombie’s face had been burned. Blackened bones were exposed, teeth, not hidden behind lips, bit at the air. The wind had been knocked out of me and my nose still bled. Covered in my own blood, my hands slipped off his rotten face as I tried to push him off.
This is it, I thought. After all I’d been through, I didn’t see getting out of this. The zombies were surrounding us. If Hayden had any sense, he’d leave.
The shot rang out and brains splattered my face. Hayden’s hand reached for mine. My fingers laced with his just as a festering row of teeth clamped down on his skin. I punched it in the side of the head. I sprang up, kicked it off of Hayden and fell into his arms, tripping over a zombie. Hayden managed to shoot another and we scrambled into the truck, both entering through the driver’s side door.
We didn’t speak; Hayden just drove. I already felt nauseous from swallowing my own blood. Seeing the bloody teeth marks in Hayden’s arm was too much.
“Stop,” I said. Without questioning me, Hayden slammed on the breaks. “Let me see it.” My voice came out hoarse and weak.
“It’s ok,” he reminded me. “I’m immune, remember?”
“Then why do you look so freaked out?” With shaky hands, I took his left arm, pushing his sleeve up. “Where’s the first aid kit? Even if you don’t get the virus, this can still get infected with a whole bunch of horrible things.”
“It can wait. You’re still bleeding.”
“My nose is fine. You can’t do anything for nosebleeds but wait till they stop anyway.” I got the first aid kit from the back. I went around the truck and opened Hayden’s door. He held his arm out as I poured peroxide on the cut. He didn’t so much as wince and I knew that hurt like a bitch.
He was scared. Scared that the virus had mutated and he was at risk for getting infected. I wrapped a piece of gauze around his forearm and pulled the sleeve back down. I looked into his eyes.
“No one will know about this. Not until twenty-four hours have passed, ok?”
“Riss—”
“No. I don’t want anyone thinking that you’re infected or might become infected. They might do something stupid.”
“They should know. What if I—”
“No! I know. I’ll handle it.” I moved closer. “Hayden, no. This never happened!”
“If you suspect anything, you have to shoot me.”
“I will,” I promised.
“I believe you. Thanks.” He slid out of the seat. His arms went around me and mine went around him. The distant roar of a car drove us apart. Rider stopped next to us, horror and worry taking over his face as he took in the sight of me. Catching a glimpse of my reflection in the side mirror, I could see why.
Blood had dripped down my face, all over the front of my shirt, mixing with zombie splatter. Hayden picked a chunk of something from my arm. The skin on my palms had suffered horrible tree-burn; I flinched when I wiped the blood on my jeans.
"Jesus Christ," Rider whispered and got out of the truck. "I want to ask if you guys are alright but I think I know the answer to that."
"It's worse than it looks," Hayden assured him.
Rider looked me up and down. "You're kinda amazing, you know."
"Thanks," I said. My stomach flip flopped from the taste of blood. Afraid I was going to puke, I walked to the other side of the truck. I listened to Hayden and Rider's plan of going straight back to the shelter since we had six people and I was injured. Cold, I got back in and turned the heat on, my hands hurting when I moved them.
"We're gonna find a clearing," Hayden informed me when he took his seat. "Then I will take care of you."
"Thanks," I said.
"Really?"
"Uh, yeah. Why?"
He smiled. "I expected you to protest."
I shrugged. "Meh. I've done my share." And I was tired and sore and scared. And...it would be nice to have someone take care of me.
Hayden put his hand on my leg. "Rider was right; you are amazing."
By the time we reached a clearing, my fresh cuts were nearly scabbed over. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, holding out my hands for Hayden to clean. He had to break open the dried blood to disinfect my cuts and scrapes.
“Did you touch that S2 with your hands?” he asked as he picked out pieces of bark.
“No, I fought him solely with my feet.”
“Orissa, this is serious. Did you touch him?”
“Yes. I kept my hands closed though.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. But I mean, I suppose it’s possible…” I trailed off.
“Great. Now we will both be infected. Ten dollars says I kick your crazy ass first.”
“Psh! No way. I’d out crazy you any day! And neither of us are infected. I most likely didn’t get any zombie parts on my cuts and you—”
“Had teeth sink into my arm,” he reminded me.
“You’re fine.” I did my best to wash the crusted blood off my face. Not caring who saw me, I took off my sweater and then the turtleneck, throwing them on the ground.
The bandages on my hands made it hard to ruffle through my bag. I should have gotten the new shirt out first. I yanked a brown sweatshirt over my head and plopped back in the truck. Wade suggested we find a place to hide for the night before we ran out of sunlight. Hayden instantly disagreed. He wanted to get back to the compound right away.
I knew why: he wanted to get himself in the quarantine. He drove the first half. The conversation was sparse. Having pulled a muscle or two in my back while climbing (and falling from) the tree, I was sore and very uncomfortable in the seat of the truck. Hayden was tense, gripping the steering wheel tightly, sitting straight up.
Before the sun completely set, we stopped for what would hopefully be the last time before entering the safety of the compound. I got out to stretch, thinking Hayden would join me. When he didn’t get out of the car, I went over and opened his door.
He was resting his head on the steering wheel, sitting very still.
“You alright?” I asked, unnerved.
“Yeah. I’m tired.”
“Me too. Come on,” I extended my hand. “Walk around with me.”
He took my hand. “It’s cold.”
“Yeah, it has been for a while.”
“It didn’t bother me before.”
“Uh, congratulations?” I squeezed his hand. “You sure you’re ok?”
“Yeah. I think. I’m really tired.” He stopped short. “Is that a symptom?”
“Of the virus?” I whispered. “I don’t think so. Padraic told me that patients came in complaining of bad headaches. Your head doesn’t hurt, does it?”
“No. Wait, yes. No, no it doesn’t.”
“You’re fine.” I let go of his hand when we neared the other soldiers. After quickly eating, we left. I drove the rest of the way. Hayden was worried he might go crazy and run the truck off the side of the road. Roughly fifteen hours had passed since he had gotten bitten. Only ten more until I could breathe easy.
Unlike last time, Hayden didn’t waste time getting into the quarantine room. Fuller wasn’t there to greet us, which was a relief to me since Hayden wanted to tell him that he had been bitten—again. I went up into our room to get clothes. Ivan hobbled into the hall at the sound of my footsteps.
“How did it go?” he asked before taking a good look at me. “Whoa, what happened to you?”
“Half jumped, half fell out of a tree,” I said with a shrug. I was eager to get back to Hayden. Someone needed to make sure he didn’t go crazy. “We brought back six people,” I told him quickly.
“You’ll have to explain the tree thing to me tomorrow,” Ivan said with a smile.
“Sure will.” I hightailed it into my room, grabbed comfortable clothes for myself and Hayden and jogged down to the quarantine room. Since I was the bloodiest, I took the first shower. I toweled my wet hair and pulled it to the left and into a braid.
“Do I look crazy?” Hayden asked me.
“Kinda,” I replied. And he did. He had my blood all over him and his brown hair, which was in need of cutting, was messy. His eyes were wide with fear and lines of stress wrinkled his forehead. “You are fine,” I repeated firmly.
“Ok, I’m fine.”
“Hayden,” I whispered, putting my hand on his shoulder. “Stop it. You’re freaking yourself out and you’re starting to freak me out!”
“Right, sorry. You said the virus can change and I-I’m…”
“It’s ok.”
“Yeah. It will be.” He sprang up. “Hungry?”
“Sure.” We went into the kitchen area and warmed up the dinners that had been prepared for us. Brock joined us at the little table, making small talk about random, non-zombie related things. After everyone had showered, changed and ate, we decided to gather around the TV and watch a movie. Hayden and I sat next to each other on the couch. I pulled a blanket over the both of us, whether or not it looked suspicious to Wade, Rider, or Brock, I didn’t know or care.
Halfway through The Dark Knight Hayden fell asleep, his body limply leaning in my direction. Not wanting to wake him, I carefully got up after the movie ended, resituating the blanket to keep him warm. They boys, trying to be chivalrous, said I could have one of the twin beds while they bickered over the other. It felt good to lie down and stretch out. My eyes had just closed when someone sat at the foot.
“Orissa?” Hayden whispered. “Are you asleep?”
“Not yet.” I sat up. “You ok?”
“Yeah. I’m cold.”
“Come here,” I said without thinking, lifting the blankets for him to crawl under next to me. He did, and his skin was anything but cold. I pressed the back of my hand to his forehead. “I think you have a fever,” I told him. I could feel his body tense up.
“I need to get out of here before I snap,” he pleaded.
“No, Hayden, you’re fine.”
“Not if I have a fever!”
“That’s not a symptom. You’re sick. Just regular sick.”
“How can you be sure?”
“I-I don’t really know. But it’s what I want.”
“You want me to be sick?” he teased. I could imagine his cheeky smile through the dark. He let out a deep breath and settled down, pulling the blankets closely around him.
“Of course not. But I’d rather you be regular sick than zombie sick. And,” I said, remembering the times when my grandma would take care of me while I was sick. “You shouldn’t bundle up if you have a fever.”
“But I’m cold,” he protested, sounding like a stubborn child. “And maybe your hands are just cold so that’s why you think I’m hot.”
“No,” I said, checking his skin again. “You’re feverish.”
“I do kinda feel sick.”
“Well, uh, I think you should just rest then. Until we can talk to Padraic.”
“Should I get him now?”
“No. After we get the all clear.”
“Ok. Thanks, Riss.”
“You’re welcome, Hayden.” Once Hayden was back asleep, I moved to the couch. I didn’t want to explain to the others why we were snuggled in bed together and I didn’t want to draw attention to Hayden being sick.
People got sick all the time, I reminded myself. Just because we were on a mission didn’t mean anything. I drifted in and out of sleep, waiting for the sun to come up, not that it would do any good since I couldn’t see the sky.
When the digital clock finally showed it was eight in the morning, I woke Hayden up just to tell him he hadn’t turned into a raging lunatic. He smiled weakly, told me his throat hurt, and went back to sleep. I played a game of cards with Brock, watched another movie, and paced around the room.
“You look like shit,” Wade told Hayden when Hayden finally got out of bed.
“I feel like it,” Hayden agreed, plopping down in a kitchen chair. He put his head in his hands.
“You know,” Rider chimed in. “I’m surprised we don’t get sick more often. With all the stress and dirty shit we deal with. I guess it was only a matter of time before one of us came down with something.”
I internally sighed. No one was going to accuse Hayden of being infected. Feeling rather domestic, I made Hayden breakfast. Ok, I didn’t make him breakfast. I put cereal and milk in a bowl and brought it to him.
I went through one Sun Salutation before giving up, my muscles too sore. Rubbing my shoulder, I sat on the couch.
“You ok?” Rider asked.
“My back hurts,” I complained. “But I’m fine.”
“Want a backrub?”
“I would love a backrub.”
“Come here,” he said, beckoning to the floor in front of him. I sat, closing my eyes as he massaged my sore muscles. “You have a lot of knots,” he stated, painfully working them out.
Though the backrub from Rider wasn’t sexual in the least bit, I couldn’t help but wonder if it bothered Hayden to see someone else’s hands on me. I felt considerably better and, since I didn’t sleep much or well last night, I cuddled up under the blankets of the twin bed and fell asleep.
When we were released, Hayden was obviously sick. I accompanied him to the hospital ward. A young B3 was on duty; she smiled and blushed when she saw Hayden.
“Is Padraic around?” I asked.
“No, he’s off tonight.”
“Shit,” I swore, looking sideways at Hayden. “Do you think you can get him? It’s official A1 medical stuff. He wanted to document any injuries we had personally and,” I held up my bandaged hands, “I have a lot of injuries. They’re pretty deep too, won’t stop bleeding.”
“Oh, my, yes! I’ll go get him.” She scuttled away. Something told me she wasn’t too keen about blood. And she was a B3. Great. I rolled my eyes.
Hayden rested his head on mine. “My head really hurts. I can say that now,” he admitted.
“How long as it been hurting for?”
“Since we got here. I didn’t want to worry you.”
“Oh, thanks for lying to me,” I teased.
He half smiled. “You’re welcome.”
We made our way to an examine room. I sat on the foam bed next to Hayden. He leaned against me with his eyes closed, resting his hand on my thigh. Only a few minutes later, Padraic came through the door. He was dressed in navy blue pajama pants and a black T-shirt, having come from his room.
“Orissa, are you alr—” he stopped mid-sentence, looking at Hayden with a bit of surprise.
“I’m fine,” I said quickly. “Close the door.” Padraic obliged, though his confusion was apparent. I rolled up Hayden’s sleeve.
“I got bitten,” he said weakly.
Padraic recoiled. “When?”
“We went through the twenty-four hours, Padraic,” I snapped. “Don’t be dramatic. He’s sick.”
“I can see that,” Padraic said, going back into doctor mode. “Can you move aside, Orissa? I need to examine him.”
“Sure.” I jumped off the table. “I tried to disinfect the bite, but I didn’t get to it right away.”
Padraic unwound the gauze. The bite marks were red and puffy, definitely looking infected with bacteria. “I can’t imagine the mouth of a zombie is very clean,” Padraic said seriously.
The sentence was so odd that it made me laugh. Padraic raised an eyebrow, shutting me up. He left the room and returned with a little case full of medical stuff. He injected something into Hayden’s arm, had him lie down and set to cleaning it, which seemed utterly painful. Then he did a full exam and concluded that Hayden had some sort of flu-like virus. He was worried about how rapidly his fever had gone up.
Padraic thought it would be best to keep Hayden in the hospital ward until he was better. He would receive more care down here and wouldn’t expose the rest of us to whatever he had gotten from the zombie. Hayden seemed too tired and too weak to care at the moment. I said I’d stay with him and keep him company, but Padraic objected, saying I needed to let Hayden rest and I should rest myself, especially after a mission.
I was lonely by myself that night, which reminded me of what Raeya said about privacy, which reminded me, of course, about my best friend. Though it was late, I slipped down the stairs and quietly knocked on her door. She was over the moon excited that I was back. We tiptoed to the cafeteria so we could talk.
She was ecstatic that we had found more people. It gave her hope that more were out there, just waiting to be rescued. To her, the more time that passed, the better chance people had at surviving. If they had made it this far, she said, then they surely can last.
I thought the opposite: if they had made it this far, they were lucky. And luck runs out. I told her minimal details about the narrow zombie escape and nothing about the mall looting. I wanted to surprise her in the morning with a Coach purse. I walked her to her room, hugged her goodnight and went farther down the hall to find Argos. Happy to be with me again, he didn’t leave my side all night.
I slept through breakfast the next morning. Hungry, I stuffed myself with junk food. Raeya was doing some sort of overseer project so I hung out with Sonja for awhile before visiting Hayden. He was hooked up to an IV, which looked scarier than it was. He was feeling better already, he promised, though he still seemed so weak and tired. Word had gotten out that he was sick, and, like Ivan, his hospital room was filled with homemade get well cards.
Training picked up right as it left off the following day. After working out, I was put in the group that trained the A3s. We ventured out into a large field for target practice. I had to work to keep my patience and remember that not even I started out perfect.
“But I was never this bad,” I muttered under my breath, having to walk away from a teenage boy named Jay. He was cocky, thinking that all his glory days playing Call of Duty made him know a thing or two about how guns work. He was horrible and completely unwilling to learn or take any advice from me.
Jason wasn’t all that bad. He tried, really tried, and took everything I said to heart. Not all of the A3s took me seriously, since I had no military or law enforcement background. Little did they know I had been shooting since a younger age than pretty much everyone here.
Raeya practically bounced with excitement during lunch. All of the noobs made it through the quarantine. After their allotted time to rest, they would be tested to find out in what ways could they best benefit the shelter. She had come up with a new (and better, as she reminded me twenty times) test.
“You need to bring more people,” she said, forcing a forkful of canned beans into her mouth.
“Oh yeah, I will, just so you can put them through your tests.”
She laughed. “You know what I mean. But yes, I’m very happy with this test. It really will showcase everyone’s strengths.”
After lunch, I pretended to take Argos out, wanting to run to the truck and bring in our stuff. Padraic caught me on the way out. He motioned for me to follow him. We went down to the B level, through a hall and into his room. Like the Cs’, the room had colorless walls and harsh tile floors, but was twice as big. And—this would really make Raeya mad—he had the room to himself.
“Who else knows that Hayden is resistant to the virus?” he asked.
“I’m not sure. I assumed some of the A1s and you guys.”
“He wasn’t supposed to tell you.”
“I kinda saw him get bitten,” I reminded Padraic.
“I know that. We talked. He told me that he told you that he was immune.”
“Yeah, he did. And I know about the vaccine. And,” I said quickly so he wouldn’t interrupt me. “I know not to say anything.”
“Good.” Padraic nodded. He sighed, dropped his professional air and sat on a small sofa. “It’s not looking too promising,” he confessed.
I joined him on the couch. “Why not?”
“Well for starters, we only have one person who we know for sure is resistant. I’m assuming most of us here are, but I’m not willing to test that.”
“Remind me again why you think we are resistant.”
“Everyone was exposed to the virus at around the same time. It was a pandemic, sweeping across the country in days. I find it hard to believe that we, meaning everyone here, didn’t come into contact with it at one point or another. And I don’t think everyone is. It’s more of a hope than a real theory.”
“It makes sense,” I told him. “Though I wish we knew how the virus got out in the first place.”
“Me too. And if it’s worldwide,” he added quietly.
“Oh,” I whispered. I felt like an ass for never thinking about it before. I was so concerned with myself and saving the people I wanted to save that I never even thought about anyone else. Padraic’s family still lived in Ireland. He had no idea if they were alive or dead…or undead.
“I think it is,” he speculated. “If it wasn’t, I believe some other country would come in on a rescue mission.”
“My mom and my stepdad are in Papua, New Guinea,” I said, my voice coming out in a harsh whisper.
“What were they doing there?”
“Forcing their religion down the throats of people who clearly didn’t want it. And feeding hungry children or something like that.”
“Oh,” he said shortly, not knowing what to say to my mini rant. “Well, that’s a pretty secluded area; maybe they’re still alive.”
“Let’s just say they are and the virus didn’t hit over there. They would have no idea what was happening here. They can keep going on pretending to be all high and mighty while we’re here barely making it, starving and scared and dodging death every freaking minute.”
“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear any resentment in that statement,” he said with a smile.
I leaned back. “If—no when this ends, what is the first thing you are going to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Really?”
“No. Probably still be a doctor,” he said logically.
“You are so lame!” I joked.
“What about you?”
“I am going to a beach—any beach—with a drink in my hand and soak up the sun. I’m not going to move, except to roll over to tan my ass, or do anything for anyone.”
“That does seem nice.”
“Ugh! It’s better than nice! Imagine the warm ocean air, the smell of salt and sand and coconut, the sun shining down on you, the crashing of the waves…” I closed my eyes.
“Birds chirping, tropical birds of course,” Padraic added.
“The feel of sand between your toes, the way the refreshing breeze blows your hair.”
“Sunburn.”
I opened my eyes. “You suck at this game.”
“Well, you didn’t mention sunscreen.”
“Fine. I’m slathering it on myself now, ok?”
“Ok. I am a doctor, I’m just watching out for your health,” he teased. “I better check on my patients. It was nice talking to you, Orissa. I’ve missed you.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, sorry, busy doing A1 stuff.”
He stood. “Don’t be a stranger.”
“I won’t,” I promised. Following Padraic into the hospital ward, I smiled and waved at Hayden, who was sitting up in bed reading.
“Orissa,” he breathed, a smile forming.
“Hey, Hayden. How are you feeling?”
“A little better. I’m so freaking bored.”
I sat on the edge of the bed. “I bet. You don’t even have a TV.”
“Tell me about it. Have you talked to any of the civilians?”
“No. They all made it through, in case you didn’t know.”
“Good. I was curious.”
“How much longer do you think you’ll be down here?” I asked him.
“Hopefully not long,” he said, angling his body to face mine. “You know I’m stuck here for two reasons, right?” he asked quietly. When I shook my head he went on. “I have fresh zombie virus floating around in my blood. Cara took a lot, like enough to classify me as anemic.”
Immediately I was upset. “No! She shouldn’t do that! That’s not—”
“Orissa, it’s fine. If I wasn’t ok with it, she wouldn’t take any. I’m not being forced, remember?”
“Right. I-I just don’t like seeing you…not like yourself.”
His hand settled on top of mine. “I don’t like not being myself.” He blinked several times, making me think he was tired.
“Want me to leave so you can sleep?”
“No. But you can do something illegal for me.”
“Illegal?” I asked incredulously. “There are no laws anymore, dummy.”
“Ok, not illegal. But you need to be sneaky.”
“That I can do.”
“Great. Bring me something from my stash.”
“Stash?”
“Of junk food.”
“Oh, right. Your stash of junk food, not drugs. I’ll be right back.” In less than five minutes I sat back on his bed, opening a bag of Cheetos.
“I had a dream about you last night,” Hayden told me.
“Really? What kind of dream?”
“Oh, you know,” he trailed off, raising his eyebrows. “Not really. Well, not last night at least,” he joked. “We were just killing zombies.”
“That’s a nightmare,” I corrected.
“I guess so. We were awesome in the dream.”
“We are awesome in real life.”
“Hell yeah,” he said and we both laughed. We chatted for awhile longer, eating the entire bag of Cheetos. I was licking the cheesy powder from my fingers when two teenage girls came in; one was carrying a plate of cookies and the other had a large glass of milk.
Milk Girl scowled at me for a millisecond before turning her pouty lips into a broad smile. “Hi Hayden,” she spoke with practiced charm. “We brought you cookies.”
Cookie Girl held up the plate and smiled, her cheeks turning beet red. “They’re still warm,” she said quietly.
“Awesome, thanks. They smell wonderful,” Hayden praised. Milk walked around the bed, her blue eyes flicking to me and set the glass down. Cookie held out the plate. Unable to reach out since his arm was tethered to an IV, Hayden couldn’t take it from her. I extended my hand and she jerked back, not wanting me to take the cookies. Once she realized what I was doing, she blushed and gave me the plate. I picked up a cookie, which was still warm, and held it up for Hayden to bite into.
“Mmh,” he said with his mouth full. “They are good. Thanks, ladies.”
The girls practically squealed with delight.
“I’m so glad you like them,” Milk cooed. “Did you get my card?”
“Oh, uh, yeah. Thanks for that too.”
I could tell Hayden didn’t know who these girls were. His eyes scanned the cards, looking for clues. “I’m Orissa,” I said to get them to introduce themselves.
“We know who you are,” Cookie giggled. “Everyone knows who you are.”
“Is that good?” I asked.
“I guess,” Milk said with a nonchalant shrug.
“Joni told us that you saved everyone,” Cookie added.
“Yeah,” I admitted. Looking at Hayden I said, “I couldn’t have done it alone though.”
Hayden finished the cookie and put his hand on mine. “She’s amazing. You should have seen her.”
“Ok, now I know you’re hopped up on drugs.”
“No, I’m not. What I am is honest.” He grinned at me.
“Is it true you climbed fifty feet up the tree?” Cookie asked.
It was more like twenty—at the highest. “Pretty close to it,” I lied.
“I’m glad there are more female As,” she said, earning an elbowing from her friend.
“Me too,” I agreed. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around much, what’s your name?”
“Oh, I’m Megan and this is Felicity.”
“Nice to meet you both. So I take it you talked to the people we found.”
“Yeah. Joni and Jane are in the room across from ours,” Megan informed us.
Hayden asked, “How are they settling in?”
“Pretty good, considering,” Megan told us. I reached across Hayden and picked up the glass of milk, offering it to him. He took it from me with a slight smile. After he took a drink, I set it back down. I grabbed two cookies, gave one to Hayden and ate the other myself.
“Is there anything I can get you?” Felicity asked, batting her eyelashes.
“Uh, no. I’m good. Thanks though,” Hayden said awkwardly. The girls didn’t take the hint and leave. Hayden looked at the milk, annoyed he couldn’t get it himself. I leaned over him again, my body brushing closely against his. He offered it to me after taking a long drink.
“Thanks,” I told him. Cookies are better with milk. They just are. Hayden yawned and leaned his head against the pillows. “Well, thanks for bringing Hayden cookies,” I started. “He needs to rest though.”
“Yeah,” Hayden agreed. “Thanks. I’ll see you girls later.”
Felicity shot me a look as if to question why I wasn’t leaving but kept her mouth shut and left, only after telling Hayden to let them know if they can do anything for him. I put the milk and cookies on the table next to the bed.
“I can go too, if you want to sleep,” I reminded him.
“You can stay.”
“You won’t hurt my feelings. Tell me to leave if you want me to.”
“I will. When I want you to. I kinda miss you. You know, since I’m used to being with you all the time.” He ran his fingers over my left hand. “Are the cuts healed?”
I opened my palm to show him the scabs. “Almost.”
“You do heal fast.”
“I suppose. It seems normal to me.”
“I guess it would.” His eyes closed.
I stretched my legs out on the bed. Hayden’s fingers closed around mine. The words he spoke to Parker echoed in my head. I debated saying something to him. I had known for this long and didn’t bring it up, would he be upset? I decided to let him bring it up himself again.
I woke up the next morning with a sore throat. A headache had formed by the time I was done with training. Drained of energy, I showered and got back into bed. Austin turned out to be a great person to rescue: he had the know how to fix our heater. Warm and comfortable, I fell asleep.
The mattress sunk down. I knew someone was sitting on the bed but didn’t care. When his voice spoke my name, I opened my eyes.
“What are you doing?” I asked him, looking into his hazel eyes.
“Sitting.”
“No shit, Sherlock. That’s not what I meant.”
“I know, but it’s what you asked.”
“Very funny, Hayden.”
“They let me out early on good behavior. I’m still on bed rest, though at least now I can watch TV.”
“Hmm,” I mumbled and pulled the blankets over my head.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“I think I caught what you have,” I grumbled.
“Shit, I feel bad. Sorry, Orissa.”
“It’s not your fault. Ok, it is. You should feel horrible and do everything it takes to make it up to me.”
“And how can I do that?” he asked, trying to sound coy, which utterly failed considering he had a sore throat and scratchy voice.
“Let me sleep.”
He laughed. “Sounds good. Do you care if I watch a movie? I’ll turn the volume down.”
“That’s fine. I think, considering all I’ve been forced to sleep through these last few months, the TV won’t bother me.”
And it didn’t. Maybe it was the warmth of the room or merely Hayden’s presence that made me sleep like a baby. I took it easy the rest of the day, staying in bed, occasionally talking with Hayden and napping. When a B3 came into our room to bring Hayden dinner and his medication, Hayden had to open his big mouth and tell her that I wasn’t feeling well either.
Padraic showed up mere minutes after she left. He took my temperature (I had a slight fever), told me I had swollen lymph nodes, and ordered me to stay on bed rest until I felt better. The best part about his visit was him telling me that he would relay the message to Fuller so I could get out of training in the morning.
I brought Argos into our room, having been missing him. He was ecstatic to be around us, which made me feel a little guilty for not paying much attention to him lately. I had hauled all the stuff we collected from the mall up to our room yesterday and, after another long nap, I went through it.
We had thousands of dollars worth of diamonds. Or we had what used to be worth thousands of dollars. The whole currency being meaningless thing was still too mind boggling for me. I put a necklace, a tennis bracelet and two pairs of earrings in a wallet, wrapped it up in a shirt and stuck it in a Coach purse. Raeya would get a nice surprise later.
Though the heater was back on, the room didn’t warm up above sixty-five, which, by my standards, was still cold. I shook out one of the down blankets and spread it out over Hayden, who was asleep. I put the other on my bed.
I sorted through the mass of clothing next, putting stuff in our closet. We had built in shelves, which worked out nicely since I didn’t think to get hangers for all the new items. Along with clothes, shoes and the box of junk food, candy and booze, the closet held various weapons and ammo, just in case we needed it.
Everything for Raeya went into bags that sat next to the door. I’d bring them to her in the morning, I told myself. The shirts and sweaters I had picked out for Padraic were folded as neatly as I could get them in a bag as well. After letting Argos out one last time before bed, I got back under my covers and slept until Hayden woke me up for breakfast, which had been brought up.
“I could get used to this,” I told him, comfortable in my bed with my plate in my lap. Argos stuck his head close. “I don’t think you want oatmeal, boy.” He continued to beg.
“Me too. But I’m bored,” Hayden complained.
“I don’t see how you are. It’s so nice to do nothing.” I ate all that I wanted and let Argos lick my bowl. I showered, got dressed, and braided my hair. Then I was feeling tired again. Being sick sucked. I hadn’t been sick like this in a long time. Along with healing fast, I seemed to have a pretty efficient immune system. After one more nap and eating another catered meal, I was feeling the burn of boredom as well.
“Want to do something?” Hayden asked.
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, it’s not like there’s much to do. We could, uh, walk around. Sounds so fun, I know.”
“Sure. I want to bring Raeya her stuff.”
“I’ll help you carry it,” he offered.
“Thanks.” We found Raeya in the game room, talking to a very tired looking Padraic. Not wanting everyone else to see what they wouldn’t be getting, I waved Raeya and Padraic out in the hall. “I have presents for you!” I gushed.
“You two shouldn’t be out of bed,” Padraic said flatly.
“We got bored,” Hayden explained.
“Yeah, and shut up,” I said, holding up a bag. “I brought you things!” Padraic took his bag, smiling when he saw inside. “Raeya, try not to scream.”
She had to clamp her hand over her mouth as she sorted through the clothes and décor. “Oh my God! I-I can’t believe you—ohmigod!—a rug! The tile floor in my room is so ugly!” She hugged me. “Thank you, Riss!”
“You’re welcome. I would have gotten more if we were able.”
“This is wonderful! Ah! I’m so happy to be able to dress nicely again!”
“Yeah, ‘cuz it matters so much here,” Hayden teased.
“It does to me,” Raeya rationalized with a laugh.
“You have expensive taste,” he continued to heckle her. “You’re lucky we didn’t have to pay for any of it.”
“I guess I do,” she said, holding up a pair of drop earrings that sparkled with diamonds.
“You always have,” I reminded her. “You were the only one at our high school with designer shoes.”
“And one of the few who even know who those designers were!” she reminisced.
I laughed. “Not all of us had a rich research scientist for a father!”
“I hate to break up the fun,” Hayden said. “But we should probably get this stuff out of eyesight.”
“You’re right,” Padraic agreed. “Thanks, guys. Really. It was very nice of you to think of me.” His blue eyes lit up when he smiled.
“Why wouldn’t I think of you? You’re a good friend,” I admitted. And he was. A friend, a good one.
“Well, thanks.” He picked up the bag. “And Hayden, since you’re down here, wanna come into the lab for a, a, uh, check up?”
“Sure,” Hayden said, knowing the checkup was really to see how much zombie virus he still had in his system.
“Thanks again, Orissa. I’ll see you later, Ray,” Padraic called over his shoulder as he strode off.
“Ray? You let him call you Ray?” I asked, helping Raeya gather up her stuff.
“Yeah, so?”
“That’s your nickname. I thought you didn’t like being called it.”
“It doesn’t bother me,” she said with a shrug.
“It does, unless that person is a close friend,” I continued. We had at a talk about it before.
“Well,” she began, hauling the bag down the hall. “He is. You said so yourself. He is a good friend.”
“Have you been hanging out with him a lot?” I asked, trying to keep the harsh angle of judgment out of my voice.
“Not really.”
“What does that mean?”
“He’s the only B1 we have; he barely has time to sleep. We just talk occasionally when we’re lonely. Padraic and I don’t really have anyone else when you’re out on missions. We’re friends, that’s all. Why do you ask, Rissy?”
“I was just wondering.”
Raeya stopped short, turning to me with an eyebrow raised. “Orissa, that’s crap. You know you have feelings for him. Why else would you care if you didn’t feel something for our favorite Irish doctor?”
“I don’t have feelings for him.”
“Oh, no. You just don’t like me hanging out with him.”
“I never said that! And you have it backwards,” I mumbled. We got to her room. I used my elbow to open the door. “I…I don’t want you to have a new best friend,” I confessed.
“Oh, Riss! I could never replace you! Don’t worry!”
“Good, because I’d probably have to kill you if you did.”
“See, that’s exactly why I’d never replace you! Who else would pose such idle threats? I’d miss it dearly. I promise.”
“There’s something I want to tell you but you have to promise you won’t tell anyone.”
“Promise,” she said and leaned close.
“It’s about Hayden.”
“Oh, I know about him being resistant, if that’s what you were going to say.”
“It is! How do you know?”
“Padraic told me,” she said with a nod.
“What? He just made a big stinking deal about me not saying anything to anyone and he told you!”
Raeya shrugged shyly. “I told you, we talk. He feels a lot of responsibility for making a vaccine.”
“Oh! And you know about the vaccine too, I hope? What else has he told you?” I asked.
“Nothing, why—is there more?”
“No. Well, not that I know about.” I shuddered. “Seeing Hayden get bitten was really awful. It keeps replaying in my mind.”
“Wait, you saw it happen?”
“Yeah, he was right in front of me. I was fighting off a gummy. I had cuts on my hand so I couldn’t do much without getting infected. He reached down to pull me up. And it bit him.”
“He’s so brave,” she said with a bit of a swoon in her voice, reminding me of the teenage girls. “And reckless.” Good, my Ray was back. “Though I’m glad. He saved you.”
“He did. It wasn’t a good situation at all. There were so many. I don’t get why they have to travel in herds like that.”
“You guys should get tanks.”
“Hah, yeah. Oh, how I’d love to blow up zombies. Do you think bookstores sell books about bombs?”
“No, I think they stopped selling those a few years ago,” she mused.
“Damn.”
“Do any of the A1s know how to? I mean, I think they would since they have been in the military.”
“I bet they do.”
“You should ask Hayden,” she suggested.
“He’s not too eager to talk about his time overseas.” I looked down. “He lost his best friend. I can’t imagine what he went through.”
“Do you know what he did?”
“Infantry. In the Marines. He’s told me that much. And I know he was, or is, a Sergeant,” I informed Ray.
“You said he just came home when this all happened.”
“Yeah, he told me that he got off the plane, expecting to see his family. But no one was there. When he got to his home town, it was filled with crazies.”
“Wow. That’s…that’s horrible.” She shook her head. “Did he ever find his family?”
“No. He hopes they got out. But the way he said it…I think he knows the truth.”
“That’s really sad.”
“Yeah, but, hey, who hasn’t lost someone?” I let out a deep breath.
“Are you feeling any better?” she asked, wanting to change the subject.
“Yeah, a little. My throat still hurts.”
She bit her lip to keep from smiling. I could see the wicked questioning in her eyes. When she caught on, she diverted them to the floor.
“Spit it out,” I ordered.
“Well, I’m just curious. Is there anything else you’re not telling me?”
“About the vaccine? No. I don’t know anymore than you do.”
“That’s not what I mean. I think it’s curious that Hayden gets sick and a few days later, you end up getting the same thing. Are you sure you’re not telling me something?”
“We shared a glass of milk,” I told her.
“So that’s what they’re calling it these days,” she joked.
“Really. That’s all. And we’re always together. We are partners, remember. If I get sick, he will. If he gets sick, I will.”
“Fine. I still think he likes you.”
I just smiled. I didn’t want to reveal what I really did know. It seemed, somehow, a betrayal to Hayden if I did. I hung out with Raeya for a few more hours, until I was feeling worn out and tired again. Hayden was asleep when I got back to our room. In his sleep, he had kicked all of the blankets off. Only wearing boxers, he must be cold. I picked up the blankets, ready to toss them over his body when I noticed for the first time a burn scar on his right side, along his ribs. I gently touched it, running my finger along the smooth, shiny scar tissue.
He responded to my touch by moving ever so slightly. Not wanting to wake him up, I got into bed and closed my eyes. It took two more days until we were feeling better and three until we were back in training. Fuller told us to take it easy for a couple days; Ivan was just getting back into things as well, and he didn’t want three A1s totally out of commission again.
The guys were crowded in Ivan and Brock’s room playing video games when an A3 knocked on my door. It was pretty late at night, so his appearance instantly made my heart speed up.
“Orissa?” he asked sheepishly.
“Yeah?” I called, looking up from the book I was attempting to read.
“Dr. Sheehan requests you and Underwood’s presence.”
“Dr Shee—oh, Padraic. Right. I’ll find Hayden.” I sprang off the bed. “Did he say why?”
“No, he just wanted me to tell you to come to the lab as soon as you could.”
“Alright, thanks, Brian,” I said, reading his name off of his ID tag. I rarely wore mine; everyone knew who I was so what was the point? The guys tried to get me to join in on their game. I declined and snaked my way through the crowd to Hayden, who was sitting on one of the beds near the TV. Luckily, it wasn’t his turn to play.
Not wanting to announce what was up to everyone, I put one hand on Hayden’s shoulder and leaned close so I could whisper the message in his ear. His hand gently rested on the small of my back as I moved in. The gesture was small but it made me feel…something. I refused to think about it, too worried about what Padraic could want.
The soldiers cat-called when I told them I needed to borrow Hayden for a few minutes. A slew of inappropriate jokes filled the room as the two of us exited together. I brushed them off, laughing, but couldn’t meet Hayden’s eyes, afraid they would be full of hope. Once we walked down the stairs in the old estate house, I confessed my fears to Hayden.
“Maybe it’s good news,” he suggested. “About the vaccine.”
“I wish.”
“Me too, though, I’m realistic.”
“Exactly.”
Nothing could have prepared me for what we saw. Sitting on the hard, foam bed, was Parker. His shirt was off, revealing a nasty looking scab on his side. When I got closer, I could see the half moon teeth indents.
“Hi, Hayden!” Parker said enthusiastically. His father stood behind him, looking grim. “I’ve been bitten too,” he explained. Evan closed his eyes, as if the information was too much.
“I see that,” Hayden said. He pushed up his sleeve and showed Parker both of the bites. “When did you get bitten?”
“About two weeks ago,” Evan spoke, his voice heavy with worry. His eyes scanned Hayden dubiously. “You’ve really been bitten twice?”
“Yeah. By an S1 and an S2,” he explained, forgetting no one else knew the proper terms for crazy, zombie, or gummy.
“What’s an S1?” Parker asked. Hayden expatiated about the stages of the virus. Parker had been bitten by an S1. He hadn’t known the girl was infected when he found her wandering around the streets of an abandoned city. She seemed almost normal, he told us. Then she bit him.
Padraic and Cara came into the room and told Parker and Evan about trying to create a vaccine. They explained that they wanted to take a few samples of Parker’s blood to study. Padraic assured Evan more than once that they wouldn’t force him or Parker to do anything they didn’t want to do.
“Could this work?” Parker asked.
“We’re hoping it will,” Padraic said, barely able to keep the equivocal tone from his voice.
“Then I want to help. If there is a chance, then I’ll do it.”
“Parker,” Evan blurted. “Think about this!”
“It’s nothing bad,” Hayden chimed in. “It doesn’t hurt or bother me. I give blood every now and then. That’s all.”
“I want to be like Hayden,” Parker begged to his father. “If I can help, then I want to.”
Evan looked at Hayden with contempt, as if he wished Hayden would have spoken about how awful donating blood was and made Parker not want to do it.
“Who else knows?” I asked, not fully understanding why I was needed.
“No one,” Evan noted. “I didn’t tell a soul. And neither did Parker, right?”
“Right,” the kid agreed. “I didn’t tell anyone.”
“Well then,” Padraic said, clasping his hands together. “Parker, I will have Dr. Cara get a quick blood sample from you, and then you can be on your way.”
Dr. Cara’s hair was frizzier than the last time I saw her. She had on a purple cable sweater and red leggings. The potato soup we had for dinner was splashed down the front of her, and her socks didn’t match. She snapped on rubber gloves and told Parker to hold his father’s hand.
Padraic motioned for us to follow him into the hall. He closed the door and looked up and down the hall to make sure no one was in ear shot.
“I know this is asking a lot,” he started. “But now that we have two samples to draw from, it looks more promising. If we can find anything similar, then we may be onto something.”
“What are you asking?” Hayden said with impatience.
“We need blood samples. From zombies. All three stages if possible.”
“Ok,” I said with indifference. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I can shoot them first, right?”
“Yes,” Padraic told me. “As long as you get the blood right away from the crazy stage. I don’t think it will make a difference for the other two. Also,” he said, looking at Hayden. “A sample of your lymphatic fluid could possibly provide useful information.”
“Sure,” Hayden agreed, before knowing what that would entail.
“Wait, how do you get the lymphatic fluid?” I asked, not really knowing what it was.
“A simple procedure,” Padraic calmly explained. “One I’ve done before. It’s called a lymph node biopsy. I’ll start with a needle biopsy; all I’ll do is take out fluid with a needle. Hopefully that will be enough, though it’s only a small sample of cells.”
“And if it’s not enough?” Hayden reluctantly asked.
“An open biopsy would be next, but again, only if you want to do it.”
“Yeah,” Hayden agreed again.
“Doesn’t he need his lymph nodes?” I questioned.
“Yes, you need them,” Padraic said. “But biopsying one will not cause harm.”
“Sure. I’ll do it,” Hayden stated. “Uh, how do you do it?”
“The needle biopsy takes less than ten minutes,” Padraic began. “A needle will be inserted into the lymph node and the fluid is pulled out. Kind of like getting your blood drawn. And an open biopsy is the actually removal of the node. You should know, normally I’d numb my patients. I don’t have any sort of anesthetics here.”
“Oh, yay,” Hayden said with less enthusiasm.
“I can give you morphine. It will at least help.”
“It’s better than nothing.”
“And,” Padraic said, turning around at the sound of Parker’s voice. “I would like to do yours first, since I can’t guarantee favorable results.”
“Fine with me. I don’t want to put the kid through it if he doesn’t have to.”
“Great. And again, don’t mention this to anyone. I will talk to Fuller tomorrow. Are there any missions planned?”
“Yes,” Hayden answered, which was news to me. “But Orissa and I aren’t going. We rotate who goes out.”
“Right.” Padraic ran his hand through his hair. “And you’re with others, correct?”
“Yes. But Orissa and I will be able to get away long enough to collect blood samples.”
“I cannot thank you enough,” Padraic said sincerely. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.” He forced a smile and went back into the lab.
“Are you not ok with this?” Hayden asked as we walked up the stairs.
“I am,” I told him.
“Then why are you so quiet? You’re never quiet.”
“I’m thinking,” I admitted. “About what it would mean if we really did have a vaccine.”
“It would be awesome, for one thing. And I think it would offer a lot of hope.”
“Yeah, it would.” I smiled at him, not saying that I didn’t like the fact that it meant causing him harm. It was horribly selfish, that much I knew. I should be thinking about the greater good here. I shouldn’t be worried about Hayden’s comfort, especially when Padraic was in charge of the research. As much as the Irish man annoyed me, I trusted him with my whole heart. He wouldn’t do anything that would harm anyone.
Hayden went back into the video game party, leaving me to go to sleep by myself. I was very glad to learn that we weren’t going on the next mission. It was a simple supplies run; we had three pregnant women at the shelter who would soon need baby items. But before the four A1s left, they had to load up all of the compound’s garbage, haul it miles away and dump and burn it. Brock gave Hayden a minor heart attack when he said that there was so much garbage that Hayden’s truck needed to be used. Laughing, he told him he was only joking.
I didn’t see much of Hayden the next few days. He was busy talking with Fuller and the other ‘officials’ about expanding the shelter. I ran another session on yoga with the A1s and then again with the A3s. Jason had come up with some stupid story about me being in the CIA. He told me he hated seeing me not being treated with respect.
It was odd, having someone stick up for me like that. I wasn’t sure if I liked it or not. They just needed to see me in action, he went on, and then they’d know. I thanked him nonetheless, wishing he wouldn’t have gone with such an overused agency. Homeland Security was more modern.
The mission team got back four days later. Their trip was a breeze, as they successfully avoided towns with zombies. Hayden, Ivan, Brock, and I were going on the next mission, leaving in two days. It was a unique mission, Fuller explained. The first thing we needed was feed for our livestock. One of the veterinarians made a list of vaccines that were needed for both the livestock and the cats and dogs we had at the shelter. Our next task was to find a farm with healthy looking animals. Finally, we had to find a trailer. A commercial semi truck and trailer would be ideal, though none of us knew how to drive a semi.
Come spring, the plans of expansion would be put into action. The addition would function in a rather old-fashioned manner, relying a lot on farming, and it wouldn’t have electricity. The plan was to start bringing in more livestock slowly, and hope to have enough to sustain us by spring. The cows and chickens we had were used solely for milk and eggs; it would be nice, Fuller told me, to have a burger for dinner.
That night, we met with Sam, a middle-aged man who drove trucks for a living. He painstakingly went over everything we’d need to know about driving the rig. Personally, I thought it would make more sense to find the animals and truck, come back and get Sam, and have him drive the truck while we made sure nothing happened. And semis were big; he’d be able to crush any zombies that tried to get him.
I didn’t pay much attention, figuring that even if I did have to drive, Hayden would show me. Sam left and the guys hung around the table in Fuller’s office, talking about their time in the war. Brock joked that he missed the desert heat, and Ivan said he was glad the zombies couldn’t work guns or detonate bombs.
Though I couldn’t contribute, I stayed, finding their tales both horrifying and interesting. At half past eleven, we said goodnight and headed to bed. I fell asleep quickly that night, dreaming about having my own little cabin on the compound ground.
Hayden’s thrashing and groaning woke me up. He was having another nightmare. I swiftly got out of bed and rushed over to him.
“Hayden,” I said quietly. “Hayden, wake up.” I put my hands on his shoulders and gently shook. “Hayden!”
He jerked away, his hands harshly grabbing onto me. His eyes darted all over the room, not able to focus on me. His body trembled and he let out ragged breaths.
“Hayden,” I repeated, my voice soothing. “It’s ok, I’m right here.”
He nodded, pulling himself out of the hell his mind was stuck in. “It feels so real,” he said breathlessly.
“It’s not real,” I told him. “I am real. I am right here, listen to my voice. This is real.”
He pulled me to him. I cradled his head against me, running my fingers through his hair. “Breathe. It’s ok.”
“Orissa,” he whispered. “It felt so real. One minute Ben was there, the next he wasn’t. The IED went off and he-he exploded with it.” His body began to shake again. “Just bits of teeth and hair. Not even half a helmet left. Nothing to bring home. I feel like I’m there. I can hear the bombs. I can feel their heat.”
I held onto him tighter. “You’re not there. You’re right here, in your bed at the compound, with me.”
“Right.” He took several deep breaths. “You are here. I’m not there right now.”
I continued running my fingers through his hair for a few more minutes. Then I let them drop, tracing the contours of his neck and shoulder, down his arm and through his fingers.
“You’re cold,” he said.
“I’m ok.”
“You feel cold.” He nestled his head against me. “And real. You feel real.”
“That’s ‘cuz they are real,” I joked. Hayden seemed to suddenly become aware his head rested against my breasts. His body stiffened as if he wasn’t sure what to do. Deciding being pressed against me was too comforting, he relaxed.
Light from the full moon spilled into our room. “Stay with me?” he whispered.
“Of course,” I said softly. We resituated. Hayden pulled me onto his chest, wrapping his arms around me.
“I don’t want to go back to sleep,” he confessed. “I don’t want to go back.”
“I’ll wake you up if you do. I promise. I won’t leave, ok?”
“Thanks, Orissa. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“Hopefully you’ll never know,” I told him with a half smile. It had been awhile since I’d fallen asleep in Hayden’s arms. Even though I was supposed to be the one comforting him, it felt good to be together. I felt safe with Hayden. I trusted him and knew he’d protect me.
Hayden hit the snooze button twice. We were still tangled together, not willing to get up and go to training just yet. When it went off the third time, he turned off the alarm altogether.
“Orissa,” he softly called my name. “Can we talk?”
“We are talking,” I informed him with a smile.
“I know,” he chuckled. “There’s something I want to tell you.”
My heart sped up. I nervously snapped the band at the bottom of my braid. Before Hayden could get one word in, the door flew open. I flattened myself, squirming into the crack between the wall and the bed. Hayden threw the covers over me and sat up.
“Rise and shine, Underwood,” Ivan said merrily. “I know you’re just as eager as I am to sweat your ass of in training.”
“Uh, yeah,” Hayden agreed, trying to inconspicuously put the pillow over my head.
“Where’s Penwell?”
“Don’t know. Breakfast probably. She likes to eat with her friend, Raeya.”
“Mmh, Raeya. She’s hot. So is Orissa but I know that you—”
“—let’s go to breakfast,” Hayden interjected, springing off the bed. “I’m starving.”
“You gonna get dressed first?”
“Uh, oh yeah. See you down there, then.”
I imagined Ivan’s quizzical stare. A few horribly slow seconds passed before the door clicked shut. I didn’t move until Hayden told me the coast was clear. Hayden quickly got dressed and said he’d get Ivan to go down to breakfast with him. I waited a few minutes before getting up and doing the same. If Ivan questioned me, I’d say I was in the bathroom.
Raeya was leaving the cafeteria as I entered.
“Are you just coming down?” she asked.
“Yeah. I, uh, overslept.”
“Funny, Hayden said the same thing.”
“Well, we are roommates, remember. He forgot to set the alarm. Your new clothes look good on you.”
“Oh, thanks! I wish I had a reason to carry a purse around. I could put my ID tag inside, but we’re supposed to have them in a visible area. Where is your tag?”
“In my room…I think. Everyone knows me, why wear it?” I asked.
“It’s a rule, Orissa,” she said as obviously as if telling the sky was blue.
“So?”
“It’s meant to keep order and make things easier. You really should wear it.”
“It’s ugly and lame.”
“Want a new one? I was thinking about making new IDs. There is too much information on them. It’s hard to read at a distance.”
“You can do that?”
“Yeah, there are a lot of office supplies here, surprisingly. You have no idea how much I can laminate,” she said with a smile.
I laughed. “That must excite you.”
“It does! Is that sad?”
“No. I think this is a ‘find joy in the little things’ world now.”
“That is so true. I hate to brush you off but I have a meeting with the other overseers. We have so much planning to do for the extension.”
“Have fun.”
“I will!” she exclaimed. With a wave, she walked off. I got a tray and joined the A1s. There wasn’t a seat open next to Hayden. I felt more disappointed about that than I was willing to admit to myself. I sat next to Ivan.
“Hello, Special Agent Penwell,” he leered.
“You heard about that?” I stabbed my spoon into the oatmeal.
He laughed. “Yeah. That little A3 has a crush on you.”
“No, I’m too much of a bitch for him. He has it for Ray.”
“That makes two of us,” Ivan told me, raising his eyebrows. “She’s still not interested in anyone?”
“I don’t think so. You could always try talking to her. Oh, you should bring her a porcelain doll. She loves them.”
“She does?”
“Yep. Can’t get enough. She used to have a huge collection. She’s really heartbroken they got destroyed,” I said seriously.
“Then I’ll have to get her one. Where do you, uh, find dolls like that?”
“I have no idea. Ray had a closet addiction to buying things from Amazon.com. She got all her dolls offline.”
“Damn. I’m gonna find one.”
Hayden, having overheard our conversation laughed. His hazel eyes met mine and that stupid feeling came back, making my stomach flip-flop and not want to eat. I pushed it aside and forced myself to finish breakfast. Training went by fast that day. I had gotten back into shape quickly and was pleased to be able to push myself farther each day. And, seeing the male A1s shirtless and sweaty wasn’t so bad either.
Padraic gave me a little bag with empty vials. They were already marked in his messy, doctor handwriting.
“Don’t risk your life over this,” he pressed. “We can get samples anytime. I don’t want to lose you, ok?”
“Ok.”
“Really, promise me.”
“I promise,” I said.
“I mean it.”
“So do I. Come on, Padraic, want me to pinky promise?”
“Maybe,” he said with a glint in his eye. “I know how you are, Orissa. You’re strong and you’re brave and sometimes I worry you forget that you are human.”
I shrugged. “I do what I have to do. And I’m not dead yet.”
“Let’s keep it that way.”
“I’ll do my best. But remember, if I go down, it’ll be fighting.”
He frowned. “That’s exactly what I mean. It’s not worth it. Not worth your life. If you can safely get a sample of blood, then do it. If not, come back here in one piece.”
“Aye-aye, captain,” I said with a salute. “I’ll see you in a few days.” Before I could leave the lab, Padraic hugged me. It was a crushing hug, the kind that made me very aware of my breasts pressing into his slim yet firm chest. Thankful I had the bag to awkwardly hold, I put one arm around Padraic and patted his back. “Don’t worry about me,” I told him.
“I’ll always worry about you,” he confessed, slowly letting me go. “That’s all I do when you’re out on missions. Raeya too. Even Sonja, Jason, and Lisa. We still feel like a family, you know.”
“I do know,” I lied. I made a mental note to spend more time with Sonja and Lisa when I got back.
“You have no idea how it feels to not know what’s going on with you. The days you are gone are quite horrible for us,” he continued.
“Way to make me feel guilty,” I said, wrinkling my eyebrows.
“I didn’t mean to. I wanted you to know that we care. If we didn’t, we wouldn’t worry.”
“I know. I’m smart, I’m fast, and I’m good. And so is Hayden. We’ll be fine.”
“I know you will. Now get some rest. Goodnight, Orissa.”
“Night, Padraic.” I put the bag in Hayden’s truck and dashed in from the cold. Hayden was in bed already. “You feeling alright?” I asked. It wasn’t even seven o’clock in the evening yet.
“Yeah. I’m fine. Just tired. I couldn’t fall back asleep last night.”
“Oh, sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. In fact, you…you made everything better. Thanks.”
“Of course,” I said, sitting on my bed and taking my boots off. “Want to watch a movie? I can sit by you. Maybe you’ll fall asleep early, which would be good since we are leaving bright and early.”
“Yeah, if you want.”
I picked out a movie and got in bed next to Hayden. He did fall asleep before it ended. I was hungry, so I snuck out of bed and rooted around in the box of junk food. Slowly, as not to make too much noise, I opened a bag of cheesy popcorn, eating half of it by the time the movie ended.
I padded down the hall to shower and to brush and floss the popcorn from my teeth. Hayden had sprawled out, looking peaceful and comfortable. I got under the cold sheets of my own bed. Somewhere in the middle of the night he had another nightmare. I woke him up again, though this time he didn’t seem so confused.
He smiled right away. “Orissa,” he whispered my name, almost sounding alluring. “Stay with me?”
“Of course,” I promised and got under the covers.
 

 

 

-Chapter 17-
 
 
We set out first thing in the morning. Since we had hopes of bringing a semi full of animals back, we all rode in Hayden’s truck. The vials were stashed in the glovebox. Ivan rode shotgun, annoying Hayden by putting his feet on the dashboard. He was recanting a funny story about strippers in Mexico when we saw them.
A herd of twenty or so zombies blocked the road. With the frozen ground, we easily could have avoided them. Hayden turned, a wicked smiled on his face. We were all thinking the same thing. The zombies, most in the S3 stage, didn’t notice us until we got out of the truck. Ivan yelled ‘go’ and we started firing, shouting out our points as the zombies hit the ground.
Trying to get a higher score, I picked out the S2s. We easily mowed through the herd. No one could agree on fair scores. S3s became S2s and Ivan swore there was an S1 in there that he shot and killed. Brock was ready to drop it and move on but Hayden and Ivan kept bickering about who had the higher score.
“Give it up, guys,” I said and got back into the truck. “You both know I kicked your ass and will continue to kick your ass. You’re lucky I don’t have a bow and arrow, since that was worth double points.”
“Teams,” Hayden said. “There has to be a hunting store along the way to get another bow and some arrows. She’s on my team.”
“That’s not fair,” Brock complained. “Neither of us knows how to use a bow.”
“Your loss,” Hayden teased. “Find another weapon to use for double points.”
I rubbed my hands together. “Can you turn on the heat? I’m freezing. Thanks,” I said after Hayden turned it on. “Why are we going north in February?”
“That’s where we were told to go,” Ivan said with causality.
“We should go south.”
“We were told to go north,” Ivan reiterated.
“We should go south. No one would know. And besides, cows in Florida aren’t any different than the cows in Ohio. In fact, they’d probably be healthier since they’ve had more nutrition. See, that settles it. Let’s go south.”
Ivan skeptically looked at Hayden, his eyes saying something I couldn’t interpret. Brock stared straight ahead.
“Orissa,” Hayden said in a level voice. “We don’t disobey orders.”
“Technically we won’t be. We were told to bring home animals. No one will even question us on where we got them. It’s not like you can bite into a steak and go ‘mmhh, this tastes like an Indiana raised cow. So much better than those damn Georgia cows’.”
“That’s true and all, but we were told to go north. So that is where we will go.” Through the rearview mirror, his eyes met mine, silently pleading for me to shut the hell up.
“Right. North it is then.” We drove nonstop for four hours. Sitting in the back of the truck wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. The extended cab offered more legroom than a normal truck would have. After eating, peeing, and a walk to stretch our muscles, we got back inside, arguing over what kind of music to listen to.
Brock didn’t care as long as it wasn’t jazz or classical. Hayden liked his awful country music and Ivan and I wanted hip hop. We tried to use the two-against-one angle, but since this was Hayden’s truck, he reminded us, he got to choose. I also learned that this really was Hayden’s truck. Like it was before the world became overrun with infected cannibals. He had invested a lot of time and money into it, hence the not wanting to mess it up at all. And, though he didn’t admit it, I was sure it reminded him of home and of a time where things weren’t so fucked up.
It was snowing when we stopped somewhere in Missouri late that night. It would have been wise to stop in the daylight, but we were all eager to make good time and get back to the safety and warmth of the compound. Doubting we’d get lucky and randomly find a house with a generator, our next best hope was finding a place like a school or hospital that would for sure have one.
Having been avoiding big cities, we drove through unplowed streets of small towns, the truck slipping on ice every now and then. No one said anything, but we all had to think it: driving a semi full of animals back to the compound seemed like a horrible idea in this weather.
The roads were covered in black ice. The four wheel drive did nothing to help with that. When a small, brick elementary school loomed in the glow of the headlights, Hayden slammed on the breaks, purposely making the truck spin in a circle. Though doing donuts in the empty parking lot was fun, it made me realize that a jump-in-the-car-and-drive-like-the-wind getaway wasn’t possible.
“We should stay here tonight,” Hayden said, putting the truck in park.
“We have no idea what’s inside,” Brock rationalized.
“I’ll go check.”
“No, you won’t,” Ivan interjected. “It’s too big.”
“That’s what she said.”
Ivan playfully punched Hayden. “You wish, Underwood. And no. It’s too big of a place to investigate at night when we have no reason to.”
“I can wear the vest. If any zombies are in there, I can pretend I’m one of them.”
Ivan shook his head. “Underwood, that’s the dumbest thing you could do.”
Hayden grinned. “Obviously you never met my high school girlfriend.”
“There are no tracks,” I interrupted. “At least none I can see from here. And apart from the snow that’s currently falling, I’d say it hasn’t snowed in awhile. See the top layer? You can tell it melted and froze again. It’s been that way for at least a day, probably two.”
The guys’ eyes settled on me, as if I stated something profound. Then Ivan nodded.
“Right,” he stated. “No tracks. So nothing’s gone in—or out.”
“There’s only one way to be sure,” Hayden pointed out. He shut off the truck. We zipped up our coats, cocked our weapons, and left the warm cab, stepping into several inches of snow.
“I’ve never seen this much snow,” Brock told us, awe in his voice. “I’m from South Texas,” he explained, easing the incredulous looks he was getting.
“You’d love North Dakota then,” Hayden said under his breath. “We got lots of snow up there.”
“You know,” Brock said, turning around with his rifle raised. “I always wondered why anyone would live up north. It’s so cold.”
“I thought the same thing,” Hayden admitted. “I always wanted to move where it was warm. Now, I’d give anything to go back.”
“I thought the same thing about living in Indiana,” I confessed. “Though the winters probably don’t hold a candle to those of North Dakota. Kentucky was nice. We still had cold winters, but it wasn’t as bad.”
“I’m from New Jersey,” Ivan said. “We had the best of both worlds: hot summers and cold winters.”
“Arkansas isn’t so bad,” Brock brought up. “It’s still colder than what I’m used to, though.”
“I can’t wait to go to Mexico when this is over,” I said with a sigh.
“Me neither,” Hayden agreed. He advanced a few steps, looking through the scope of his high tech gun. Once we made sure the coast was as clear as it could be, we marched to the front doors. Chained and locked, the boys had to get tools from the truck to cut through the metal. “That’s a good sign,” Hayden suggested. “At least nothing new got in.”
“Not through the front at least,” Ivan corrected. Staying together, we quietly slipped through the doors. A cutout skeleton hung on the door to the principal’s office. “I thought schools weren’t allowed to decorate for Halloween anymore,” Ivan questioned.
“If this place is as rural and backwoods as my hometown, then they still would,” Hayden said quietly as to not draw too much attention from an unknown lurker. “Especially after President Samael cut funding by more than half and most of the teachers lost their jobs.”
“My aunt was a teacher,” I whispered, feeling a wave of nausea when I thought about Aunt Jenny. “She lost her job two years ago and was reduced to waiting tables with high school kids at a low class dinner.”
“The world was bad before the zombies,” Brock affirmed. “I couldn’t find a job. Even with the military experience. There was nothing.”
“I know the feeling,” I told him. “That’s why I dropped out of college. It didn’t matter anymore. The economy was too crappy.” It still pissed me off when I thought about it. President Samael promised a lot of things: a revamped healthcare system, money for public schools, an economic stimulus. It sounded good in his campaign. He was compared to JFK, young, good looking, and offering hope for our country. But all that changed the moment he got into office.
Our troops had officially been home, out of the war for less than two years when Samael sent them back. That was the turning point of our tanking economy. The housing market, which was already in a slump, plummeted. Things went from bad to worse at a sickeningly scary speed. The stock market was a joke, foreign countries were skeptical to trade with the US, and banks ran out of money. What started as peaceful protests turned into full-on riots and uprisings. People were gassed, tazed, and eventually shot.
I still remember walking to class when the first shooting happened. Students at a digital arts school in Florida held a protest against the government’s shut down of funding for all public school art programs. Supposedly, the protest grew violent and the students refused to listen to police orders. The televised interview with a female student was abruptly cut off the air.
Raeya speculated it was because the freshman was making too much sense. She raised some really good points and found flaws in the government’s tactics, she told me. President Samael put our country even farther in debt ‘fixing up’ what he referred to as America’s hotspots. California and New York were the most well known states. If anyplace in the United States could bring in money from tourism, it was those two, he promised.
I stopped following the train wreck our country was on. It was too depressing and there was nothing I could do to change it. Raeya was optimistic and thought things would get better. We survived the Depression from the 1930s, she often reminded me.
The school was empty and all the doors had been chained. It was safe but had no generator. Funding must have really been cut in this small Missouri town. We set up camp in a room that looked like it had been a music room at one time. It held old desks and office supplies now. In the center of the school, it was the only room besides the library that was windowless.
Brock messed with the smoke alarms—Hayden quickly explained that Brock used to be an engineer of some sort—so that they wouldn’t go off when we built a fire. We carefully built one under an air vent, not wanting to choke on the fumes it let off. The four of us huddled close together, giving Hayden and me a reason to be near.
Hayden and I took the first watch, patrolling the halls for awhile and coming back to warm up by the fire. I went into a kindergarten room, examining the artwork on the walls. I shined my flashlight all around. A name list hung by the door with each kid’s name spelled out in sparkly stickers. Their pictures were next to their names.
“Sasha,” I said aloud to no one, running my fingers over the pink letters. A little girl with blonde curls framing her face smiled up at me with a missing tooth. I wondered if she was dead, alive, or undead. “And what about you, Mrs. Hefty?” I asked when the light hit the teacher’s name plate on the desk. “Did you make it out alive?”
Four hours later, Hayden and I switched with Ivan and Brock. Though I hated it, I slept with my boots on, ready to jump up and defend myself and the guys if need be. We lay down close to the fire. I wrapped my sleeping bag tightly around me, not bothering to take off my gloves since I was so cold. I would have really appreciated Hayden’s warm body pressed up next to mine right now.
As if he could read my mind, he reached out and held my hand. That was as close as we could get with the two others around. Still, somehow, it was enough to comfort me. I didn’t wake up until morning.
Hayden let Ivan drive, which surprised us all. He claimed he didn’t sleep well last night and didn’t feel like concentrating. Brock called shotgun, forcing Hayden to sit in the back with me. We hit a ghost town, making us all feel like we were wasting precious day light hours. By lunch, we found another small town. Zombies struggled through the deep snow drifts.
Careful not to get stuck ourselves, Ivan stopped the truck. Not wanting to trudge through over half a foot of snow, Hayden and I didn’t care that Ivan and Brock would rack up a ton of points when they leaned out the windows to shoot.
The farther north we went, the deeper the snow got. At one point we weren’t sure we were even on a road anymore. It was the most anxiety I’d felt in a long time that didn’t involve zombies. All we could think about was crashing through a lake and freezing to death.
Resisting the urge to yell ‘I told you so’, we turned around and headed south. It was after noon by the time we made it through the town with the school. The snow fell harder, slowing our already slow-going trip. Hayden unbuckled, rolled up his jacket and used it as a makeshift pillow, leaning on me.
“Wake me up if anything exciting happens,” he said with a slight smile before closing his eyes. Two hours would pass before it did.
“Stop!” I yelled. Ivan slammed on the brakes; the truck fishtailed. “Go back and down that driveway.”
“Why?” he questioned.
“There was a fancy looking sign for a Clydesdale farm.”
“A what?” Brock asked.
“A draft horse. You know, like the Budweiser horses.”
“Ok, and you want to stop and pet the pretty ponies?” Ivan asked, looking at me through the rearview mirror.
“No, smartass. Big breeder barns like that usually have their own truck and trailer. And since these are big horses…”
“There’s likely a big truck and trailer,” he finished.
“Exactly.”
And I was right. The truck started without a hitch, the diesel engine loudly coming to life. Ivan and Brock would take turns driving it; Brock seemed almost excited to test his skills at driving a big rig. I didn’t see any of the horses. I didn’t want to look for them, afraid of what I might find. Several miles later, the snow thinned.
A large barn looked promising ahead. Brown cows dotted a distant pasture. Stupidly, none of us thought about what rounding up the animals would entail.
“I doubt they’ve had grain in awhile,” I said, an idea forming. “If there is some in the barn we might be able to lure them in the trailer.”
“It’s worth a try,” Hayden agreed, his breath clouding around him as he spoke. I stuck my hands in my pockets, wanting my fingers warm so they would be able to pull the trigger. The barn was boarded up. It didn’t strike us as odd until something crashed into the door.
All four of us whipped out our weapons. We waited and the things bumped into the door again. The unmistakable sound of fingernails scraping on metal echoed across the snowy farm.
“Zombie,” Hayden announced. He pressed his ear up to the door. “Sounds like there’s more than one.”
“Are there any windows?” Ivan asked, moving back to examine the barn.
“Skylights,” I said, pointing. “Help me up and I’ll tell you how many are in there.”
“How?”
“Uh…” I looked around. The barn was nice, but nothing spectacular. It was large but not tall. “Actually, if you pull the truck around, I can climb onto the trailer and then onto the roof easily.”
“Sure,” Ivan agreed and jogged off. The snow that was stuck to my boots made the roof of the trailer slippery. I almost lost my balance more than once. Clicking the safety on my machine gun, I handed it down to Hayden. I wouldn’t need it to look through a window.
Rather unsteadily, I climbed up the snow-covered roof. Using my arm so my gloves wouldn’t get wet, I brushed off the snow and peered inside. It was too dark to discern much of anything. Carefully, I moved to the next glass window and brushed off the snow, allowing more light to pour into the barn.
“I can see three,” I called down, moving to the third skylight. This one was frosty and required some scraping. “There’s something…weird.”
“What’s weird?” Hayden yelled up to me.
“I can’t tell, hang on.” I cupped my hands around my eyes and peered in. Something big lumbered about. It was too big to be a zombie, I thought. I tapped on the glass, trying to get its attention. “I might be able to shoot them from up here,” I told the guys, not looking away from the large creature.
“What?” Hayden asked. “I can’t hear you, Riss.”
“I said,” I shouted, sitting up so my voice would travel down to the guys. “That I might be—” I didn’t get to finish telling Hayden what I might be able to do. The glass cracked and I fell through, landing on the hard, cold barn ground.
 

 

 

-Chapter 18-
 
 
The wind had gotten knocked out of me. I reeled, trying to get myself to breathe. I had landed in a stall. A stall full of dirty bedding and uneaten hay. I never thought I’d welcome a stall full of frozen horse poop and urine soaked wood shavings. It had prevented me from breaking something, though.
The guys yelled, frantically, outside the barn. Someone banged on the door. It caught the attention of a few of the zombies. The smell wasn’t as bad as it should be. They could barely move since their limbs were frozen.
“I’m ok,” I tried to shout. My voice was only a weak wheeze. I pulled myself up, grasping onto the metal bars of the stall. There were five zombies in here, all in the gummy stage or worse. Brushing the glass from me, I slowly moved to the front of the stall. I drew my gun and fired four times.
The big thing I saw was nowhere in sight. The barn was still fairly dark. I wished the guys would stop yelling and trying to break through the boards; it would make it a hell of a lot easier to hear where the bastard was hiding.
The stall was locked and there was no way to reach through to let myself out. Sticking my M9 back in the holster, I climbed over the stall, my cold feet stinging when I jumped down. My hands trembled with adrenaline as I rushed over to flip the metal latches on the sliding door. It flew open. Ivan and Brock rushed inside, rifles at the ready. Hayden’s arms wrapped around me, as if he couldn’t help it.
“Are you alright?” he asked, letting me go.
“Yeah. Well, I’m sore. But nothing is broken.”
“That scared the shit out of me. Don’t do it again.”
“Trust me, I don’t plan on it.” I looked up. “I don’t know why it broke.”
“The glass is cold. It weakens it. I-I should have thought of that before.”
“Me too. And I should have been smart enough not to sit on it, but we live and learn, right?”
“Yeah. I’m glad you’re ok.” His hazel eyes were still filled with worry, making his attractive face appear older than he really was. I put my hand on his chest.
“I’m ok, Hayden. Really.”
“Orissa, I—” Three shots rang out. We rushed inside. The big thing and one more gummy lay dead on the ground.
“Look at that big mother fucker!” Ivan exclaimed. The big thing was a huge, fat person at one point, standing well over six feet tall. Broad shouldered and built like a bull, he would have looked intimidating as a human. As a zombie, he was downright terrifying.
“I don’t think they do well in the cold,” I said. “Which would explain why we haven’t seen very many.”
“It makes sense,” Brock said, nudging Fatty’s leg with his boot. “He’s frozen in some parts.”
“You ok, Penwell?” Ivan asked.
“Yeah. Frozen horse shit broke my fall.”
“You’re cold. You might not feel it right away but you could be hurt internally.”
“I don’t think so,” I stated, though, come to think of it, I didn’t feel anything.
The zombies didn’t start off as zombies trapped in a barn. By the looks of it, six guys bunkered up in here, thinking it was safe. One of them must have been infected. A tent lay in ruin, covered with blood stains, and moldy food was frozen to the cement floor. When we went into a room full of feed, I felt the pain shoot through my hip.
“You’re limping,” Hayden observed.
“No I’m not,” I brushed him off. The adrenaline gone, my hip hurt like hell. So much it nearly brought tears to my eyes when I moved. Not liking the worry in his eyes, I figured I’d lie my way through this.
“Yes, you are. I can see it,” he insisted.
“That’s just my pimp walk.”
“Very funny, Orissa,” he said, unable to keep from laughing. “Do you need to sit?”
“No, I think walking will help keep my joints from going stiff.”
“Probably. You’re really something, ya know.”
“Thanks.” I wasn’t sure what he meant. Instead of thinking about it, I went in the feed room. I shined my flashlight around, trying to look busy so I wouldn’t have to lift any heavy bags of feed. I just wasn’t feeling like doing anything physical right now. “Hey,” I said, when the light hit a stack of papers. “Look at this vet bill.”
“What about it?” Ivan asked.
“The address. It’s on Mill Road. We passed a Mill Road only five miles back.”
“Sweet. Let’s get the cows, get the medical shit, and go home.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Brock gladly agreed. The guys loaded up all the feed. We got into our vehicles and drove to the pasture. Not bothering to close the gate, we drove in. The cows looked up hopefully at the sight of the trucks.
Going with the pretense of being a lookout, I stayed in the truck while the guys opened a bag of feed. It was slow going. The cows didn’t recognize us, though they were familiar with someone driving through with food.
Finally, we had the trailer loaded up with as many cows that would fit. I felt a little bad for the long, cramped ride they would endure. I made myself feel no guilt when I remembered that they would be going to a new, better home.
I stayed outside, guarding our trailer full of livestock while the guys went into the vet’s office. I thought it was strange how Fuller told us to go north in February. He was a smart man; he would know that this was one of the coldest months for many states and that we would most definitely run into snow. And it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that no humans means no one to plow the roads. Yeah, Hayden’s truck was big and had four-wheel drive. But that did no good on ice and didn’t make us invincible to big drifts and sliding off the road.
We drove straight back to the compound, taking turns driving. We stopped once to refuel; finding diesel was a pain in the ass. Hayden lied about not being tired, thinking it wasn’t right to make me drive since I was hurt. I gave him crap for going easy on me just because I was a female and he got out, letting me take the wheel for awhile.
The A2s and a few Cs in charge of the animals greeted us around midnight when we finally got back to the compound. They would handle getting the cattle settled into their new home. Ivan and Brock piled into the back of the truck and Hayden sped to the shelter.
I turned the water on in the quarantine bathroom. It was painful to strip out of my layered pants. A huge bruise had formed on my right hip, the one I landed on. Stupidly, I pressed it, wanting to measure the pain.
It was a lot.
I pulled my three layers of shirts off to reveal a bruise on my shoulder as well. My neck was stiff and it hurt to walk. This was just effing great. I stepped into the steamy shower, feeling my muscles relax almost instantly. I hoped Padraic wouldn’t be too disappointed when we told him we didn’t have a chance to get the samples.
Too lazy to braid my hair, I left it wet and hanging down my back. I got dressed in pink pajama pants and a black tank top. It hurt to pick up my legs to stuff my feet into my socks. The guys were playing video games and didn’t pay much attention to me. Tired and sore, that was more than ideal.
The clock on the wall told me it was after one in the morning. I got under the covers in the small bed. Hunger woke me up nine hours later. Hayden and Ivan were eating oatmeal while watching a movie. They informed me we had run out of milk, butter and brown sugar. They added syrup to theirs to help with the taste.
I took a bowl, heated it up in the microwave and sat in between the boys. Their eyes latched onto me.
“What?” I asked Ivan.
“Sorry,” he said, suddenly flustered. “I’m not used to seeing that much feminine skin.”
“And I’m not used to seeing it all bruised up,” Hayden added.
“Oh.” I looked at my shoulder. “My side is even worse. Even the pressure from my waistband hurts.”
“Want me to inspect it?” Ivan joked.
“It’s fine. It’s just a bruise. Ugly, but nothing threatening.”
“Maybe you should have it looked at,” Hayden commented, concern hidden behind his eyes once again. “You know, to make sure you didn’t crack your bones.”
“It’d hurt more if I did,” I assumed.
“Suit yourself. You could at least get something for the pain.”
“Actually,” I said. “That isn’t a bad idea. I bet Padraic would give me something that would knock me out for the rest of the time in here too.”
“You think he’d do that?” Ivan asked.
“Sure. He has before. Well, not in the same situation, but close enough.”
“How did you two meet up? Was he your friend from before like Raeya?” Ivan questioned.
“No,” I told Ivan. “I had my appendix out before the virus went national. I had to go to the hospital for a checkup after surgery. To make a long story short, I got attacked by a crazy, gassed, and woke up in the hospital basement. Padraic saved me.” It was the first time I said those three words out loud. I felt a little guilty for how bitchy I’d been. As annoying and irritating as he could be, I wouldn’t be alive if he hadn’t gotten me out of that room.
“Gassed?” Hayden asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Yeah. Padraic told me that some sort of law enforcement agents—he couldn’t tell what kind—came through to save the healthy people. They had knock out gas. He thought it was for crowd control, but that doesn’t seem right to me.”
Hayden and Ivan exchanged glances. “I suppose,” Ivan said, though he didn’t sound convinced “Why were you in the basement?”
“Padraic took his patients down there. There was a room, a secure room. It kept us alive for awhile.”
“Then what happened?”
I told them the rest of my story, skipping over Zoe’s death. “And then you guys showed up, so you know the rest.”
“You’re kind of crazy, you know that, right?” Hayden asked me, smiling.
“Yeah. Always have been.” I smiled back and our eyes met. I felt that thing again, this time I didn’t want it to go away. I could have sworn only a few seconds went past before Ivan loudly cleared his throat. Hayden dropped his gaze.
“Do you still want some pain meds?” Hayden asked.
“Sure.”
He got up and stood under the camera, waving. After a minute, he was still waving. “I thought someone was watching us at all times,” he huffed, annoyed. It took five more minutes before a voice came over the intercom. Hayden explained the situation, assured the voice that none of us were feeling infected and sat back down next to me.
Padraic came in mere minutes later. He had bags under his eyes and looked kind of pale.
“You need a vacation,” I told him with a wry smile.
“So do you,” he said when he saw the bruises. “What happened?”
“I fell. Slipped on ice. Nothing too bad. I’m just sore and wanted something to help me sleep, if you could do that for me.” I smiled an innocent smile.
“Of course. It’s, uh, the morning though. Do you want it now?”
“Yeah. What else am I going to do?”
“We need to talk about your drug addiction,” he joked. “I’ll get you something.”
“Ok, thanks. Oh, and Padraic,” I said before he could turn and leave. “Thanks for saving me at the hospital.”
His eyebrows pushed together as if he couldn’t quite figure out why I brought that up. “You’re welcome. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be alive.” He smiled, his blue eyes as bright as a clear sky. “I’ll be right back.”
Whatever Padraic gave me was disgusting. I think it was some sort of cough medicine that failed at trying to taste like grapes. Half an hour later, I was feeling sleepy. The guys were watching The Simpsons on DVD. I took a blanket from the bed and curled up next to Hayden, careful not to put any pressure on my bruises. Ivan and Brock were in armchairs set at an angle next to and in front of the couch. If they turned around, they would see us. Since we were out of their line of sight as they stared at the TV, Hayden put his arm around me.
I stayed drugged up on the horrible cough medicine the next day. I really didn’t hurt that bad. I was impatient and hated being held back by a stupid injury. Hayden told me Raeya threatened to drag me to dinner if I didn’t get my lazy ass out of bed. I got dressed, braided my messy, unbrushed hair, and followed him down.
“I’ve been waiting!” Raeya said impatiently. “I have something for you. It’s not as good as designer purses or diamonds, but it’s something.”
“What is it?”
“It’s at your spot on the table. There’s one for you too, Hayden.”
A little, white laminated card was upside-down in my spot. I picked it up and read aloud, smiling. “‘Zombie Kill Squad: killing the undead.’ I like it Ray!” My name, class, and division were under the title.
“I thought you’d like it better. Maybe you’ll actually wear it like you’re supposed to,” she said brightly.
“I will,” I promised. “But I don’t have one of those string things.”
“A lanyard,” she informed me. “I’m working on making some.”
“Then I’ll always wear it.”
Ray and I talked about fairly normal stuff throughout dinner. I accompanied her to the theater room so we could watch a movie with Lisa. We snagged seats on a couch just in time before the room filled up.
The next day Fuller pulled Hayden and me into his office after training. Two detailed lists were on the table. One was alphabetized and the other ranked items in order of importance. That would be Raeya’s doing, for sure. He told us that the compound was running very low on vitamins. Since we had a craptastic diet that consisted of mostly canned food, it was important to take vitamins every day. There were other things needed, mostly hygiene items, that we could get at the same place we found the vitamins.
“Now,” he said, folding his hands. “I’m going to leave this up to you two. I know you just got back and I would never send you out again. However, those samples are important. It will not be held against you if you decline this mission.”
I looked at Hayden. He shrugged, telling me he didn’t care. Great, now the decision was up to me.
“It’s fine. But I have one condition,” I stated.
“Name it,” Fuller said and crossed his arms.
“We get to go somewhere warm, like out west.”
Something flickered across Fuller’s face. Was it fear? “How about Texas. That’s not so far and it’s a hell of a lot warmer than it is here.”
“Good enough.”
“Is leaving tomorrow too soon?”
“No, sir,” Hayden said automatically. “Oh, Riss…”
“I’m fine,” I replied quickly.
“Fine?” Fuller questioned.
“I fell on ice,” I smoothly lied, though I had no reason to keep the truth from Fuller. I had already lied about it once, might as well stay consistent. “It’s nothing major.”
“Rest tomorrow,” Fuller ordered. “No training. Then leave the following day.”
“Sounds good,” I said over Hayden’s formal ‘yes, sir’.
Raeya was meeting with the other overseers today. She told me that the supplies needed to be better inventoried so we wouldn’t run the risk of running out of things again.
I didn’t tell her that eventually we would run out of things. The world would run out of things. There was no one left to work in factories. We would have to go back to total old-fashioned lifestyles, harvesting our own food and hunting. The compound had solar and wind powered generators but we still relied on using gas for transportation.
I don’t care how much we needed something; I wasn’t about to go out a mission on horseback. Not while zombies roamed the earth and not while it was as cold as it is. Jason stopped us on our way back to our rooms.
“Hey, Orissa,” he said shyly. “Tomorrow is my first day on duty.”
“That’s great, Jason.”
“Yeah, I’m excited.”
Why anyone would be excited about standing in the cold was beyond me. “Great.”
“Can you teach me how to use the bow and arrows?”
“I would but I don’t have any arrows,” I said bitterly, still upset on losing my arrows.
“Oh, never mind then,” he said, totally dejected.
“We’ll get more,” Hayden assured him, seeing the boy’s upset. “And then we’ll have Orissa give us lessons. I’m not that good at it—yet.”
“Really?” His face lit back up.
“Yeah,” I said. “Someone besides me should know how to do it,” I added with a wink.
“Awesome!” Jason exclaimed. “Thanks!”
“No problem.”
Hayden patted him on the back. “Good luck tomorrow. Stay vigilant.” Jason beamed and trotted away. “I think he likes you,” he said with a laugh.
“No, he likes Ray. I’m too bossy for him.”
“You are pretty bossy…and bitchy.”
“Shut the hell up. I’m joking. I know I am.”
“You’re not really. You act tough, and you are. And you’re a good person inside.”
“Thanks,” I said, not knowing if I truly agreed to that. We visited with the Cs for a bit. Parker drew pictures for Hayden and me. The kid was a pretty good artist for his age. He gave me a picture of a girl in a tree, shooting arrows down at a pile of bloody zombies. Hayden’s picture was of everyone on the porch with Hayden in front, blocking everyone from harm.
Hayden and I stayed together for the rest of the day. We played with Argos, drove to the fields to see how the new cows were settling in, and he attempted to teach me how to play poker. After dinner, we went up to our room to watch a movie.
Hayden munched on potato chips while I picked out what to watch. I was really getting tired of watching movies. There wasn’t anything else to do and it beat being almost killed by zombies. I was looking forward to our mission. It was simple, it was just the two of us, and we would get to be somewhere warm.
“Since we don’t have to get up early tomorrow,” I said and shook the bottle of tequila in the air. My stomach churned at the thought of taking a shot of it. I traded it for a bottle of Captain Morgan and sat at the foot of Hayden’s bed. Unscrewing the lid, I pressed the bottle to my lips and took a swig. Hayden took a drink and passed the bottle back to me. I took another drink, accidentally swallowing more than I meant. I coughed and reached out for my apple juice.
The stupid comedy we watched seemed funnier after having several shots. I didn’t realize that I was actually drunk until I got up to pee. The room spun and I almost fell.
“You alright there?” Hayden asked, not affected by the alcohol one bit.
“Yeah. I’m, uh, fine.” I staggered down the hall, running my hand over the wallpapered drywall for support. I decided to wash my face and ended up splashing water down my front. I didn’t think (or care) to dry it.
“Fall in?” Hayden asked when I crawled over him. I must have looked confused because he added, “You’re shirt is wet.”
“Oh, yeah. It’s just water.”
He laughed. “I figured so.”
I had a tank top on under the wet, brown, long-sleeved hooded sweatshirt. I pulled it off, the hood getting caught around my head. Hayden laughed again and helped me take it off. I felt incredibly tired and really wanted to snuggle up next to Hayden. My drunken mind was thinking very inappropriate things about the muscular soldier at the moment.
To distract myself, I unbraided my hair. I shot the elastic hair band across the room and smiled when it landed on my bed.
“You’re pretty with your hair down,” Hayden commented, reaching up to touch the wavy locks that fell around my face.
“Thanks,” I mumbled. “It’s in the way down. Not good for zombie killing.”
“You’re not killing zombies right now.”
I couldn’t argue with that. I nestled up against him, finding comfort in the beating of his heart. I think he said something else. I didn’t catch it before I fell asleep.
I woke up alone in Hayden’s bed. It was nine o’clock already. I was so incredibly thirsty. Dragging myself from the warmth, I made my way to the bathroom to get a drink, brush my teeth, and shower. A plate of breakfast was waiting for me when I got back into our room. I smiled and dug in.
I spent the rest of the day with Raeya, who wasn’t happy about us leaving again. I assured her it would be an easy trip. Hayden and I would avoid any places that were too crowded with the undead and we wouldn’t risk anything for the samples. Besides the time we’d spend driving, it would probably only take a day—two at the most—to get what we needed.
I packed my bag, happy to not fill it with sweaters and long underwear. We had no particular destination in mind other than driving southwest, stopping when we felt like it. We left right after breakfast. The other A1s hadn’t known about our second mission. I wondered how Fuller would explain that one.
“Have you ever taken blood before?” Hayden asked once we started the drive.
“Nope. You?”
“No. How are we gonna know how to do it?”
“It can’t be hard. Especially if they are dead. Oh, maybe we can cut them open and suck up the blood that pours out.”
“Do you think that would work?”
“Maybe. I can find a vein on a crazy, but I’m not sure about the zombies. Do their hearts even beat anymore?”
“Yes.”
“What?!” I don’t know what surprised me more: the answer or the fact Hayden knew it.
“Very, very slowly. Medically, they are dead. A human couldn’t survive with a heartbeat that slow. Their blood is thick, as you know, but it still goes through their system.”
“How the hell do you know this?”
“Dr. Cara told me. I assumed it was true.”
“So are they technically alive?” I asked.
“No. It has something to do with the central nervous system and random firings of neurotransmitters or something that makes muscles spasm…I didn’t follow anything she said. It sort of makes sense.”
“In what way does that make sense?”
“If you had no blood flow, your tissues would die. And they wouldn’t be able to move. They’d crack apart,” he said.
“Too bad they don’t.”
“Yeah, that’d be too easy.”
Parts of the highway were deserted. When we came to a blockage of stalled cars, we’d either exit, turn around, or go off-roading, hoping to find another road soon. I was loading clips when Hayden suddenly jerked the wheel. About five hours into our journey, it was about time we saw some action.
“What is it?” I asked, when I saw nothing but emptiness.
“You’ll see,” he told me with a grin.
“I’ll see what?”
“A surprise.”
“Really, you have a surprise for me?” I asked dubiously.
“Yes. I can’t say I planned it, though.”
“Ok.” I loaded another clip before it came into view. I felt like a kid going to a candy store. I stashed the bullets away and unbuckled, eager to get out and explore the huge outdoor sporting goods store. “This is genius!” I exclaimed, rolling down the window. We were in a fairly populated part of Texas. The lake behind the store eliminated some of the threat at least; we didn’t have to worry about zombies rising from the water.
The parking lot was as full as it would have been during normal business hours. That was good and bad news. The good news was that no one had time to loot and leave. The bad news was that people, or what used to be people, were inside.
We parked close to the doors, which weren’t locked. Guns at the ready, we got out of the truck. Nothing jumped out or staggered over to eat us. I looked at Hayden. He nodded ever so slightly and approached the door. He waved his hand and I followed.
The doors opened easily, allowing the horrible smell to escape. We both balked at it, covering our noses in disgust. Along with festering zombies, rotting corpse parts, and decaying food, the huge fish tanks were full of dead fish and skuzzy water.
Zombiefied customers meandered around. Some were so far in the S3 stage it would be a waste of ammo to shoot them. The bag of vials was around my neck. This might be a good time to get some good S3 samples.
When a rather deteriorated S3 caught scent of us, she limped forward and tumbled down the stairs. With a snort of laugher, I shot her in the head. The firing echoed throughout the building.
“It’s go time,” Hayden said with a wicked smile. A dozen zombies stumbled my way. Bullets rained down, finding new homes in the squishy skulls of what used to be people. Hayden went up the stairs and took out everyone up there. “It’s clear!” he shouted.
“Same here,” I called back. The zombies had done most of the work already. In the crazy stage, they must have killed most of the patrons. I pulled my shirt over my nose, gagging at the smell of death. It was so strong it burned my eyes. Hayden and I met in the hunting section.
“We should have come here a long time ago,” he said, his eyes feasting on the glorious display of guns and ammo.
“You’re telling me,” I said, kneeling down, removing the bag. Once they weren’t moving, I couldn’t be sure if any of the zombies were in the S2 stage anymore. By the way they smelled, all were rotting from the inside out. I jammed the needle into the arm of what used to be a gray-haired, old woman. I pulled back on the syringe without success.
“Here,” Hayden suggested. In one swift swipe, he slit open her wrist. Brown, chunky blood oozed out. He nearly gagged and looked away. “That is so freaking nasty!”
I don’t think I’d ever smelled anything worse. Holding my breath, I tried to suck up the goo.
“It’s too thick,” I said, retching just a little.
“There has to be a bottle we can put it in somewhere. But we don’t have to do it now.” He looked around. “I don’t know what to take first.”
“I know, me neither,” I excitedly exclaimed, standing up and away from the nasty S3. “Weapons. I really want to get my hands on a Benelli 12 gauge.”
“I love it when you talk like that,” Hayden joked. “This is better than Christmas,” he said, carrying an armload of shotguns. “I wish we had more room.”
“We can come back, can’t we? I mean, it’s not that far. We can make a twenty-four hour mission out of it.”
“Yeah. We can. We will,” he said definitely. He looked me up and down when I emerged from behind the counter with three pistols and a .45. Blushing ever so slightly, he looked away. “I’ll get ammo. Why don’t you get arrows and any other archery thing you want? Keep an eye out.”
“Will do.” I hauled as many arrows as I could carry to the front door, putting it in the pile with our guns. Hayden, having already filled bags with bullets, was off in the camping section. After bringing down several compound bows, three crossbows, and more arrows, I met up with him.
“Freeze dried food. Doesn’t taste good, trust me, but it’s good survival food,” I told him. I had to run down to the registers and get more bags. We loaded them with whatever we thought would be helpful from the camping section. Leaving Hayden to finish getting food, I went over to look at footwear. As stylish as my tall, leather boots were, they were not comfortable at all and had minimal traction.
I put on a pair of combat style hunting boots. They were comfortable and fit well over my jeans. Having left my good jacket on the forest floor in South Carolina, I was currently wearing one that came from the compound’s supply. I stripped it off, decided I hated the ugly sweater I had on and went shopping for something new.
The red plaid shirt was soft. I put it on, stupidly liking how similar it was to my old shirt. It reminded me of the farm in Kentucky. I buttoned it halfway, slung the crossbow over my back and picked up the M9.
“You look hot,” Hayden said, appearing behind me.
I looked down at my redneck fashion. “Oh yeah, so hot.” I smiled, thinking he was joking. I checked the sizes of jackets, hoping to find my size in the black Columbia coats I was looking at. “We should put this stuff in the truck and see how much room we have left.”
“Good idea.” He turned quickly and strode off. We were able to go back for a few more weapons. I got more arrows and a few accessories, like arm guards and arrow rests. Hayden picked up a set of carbon arrows.
“Now I see why you like to get your arrows back. These are expensive,” he told me.
“Yeah. Nothing like losing an eighty-something dollar arrow in the woods. Well, one arrow doesn’t come out to that, the whole thing does, but you know what I mean.”
We packed as much as we could into the truck, leaving room to work the machine gun if need be. Sitting on the tailgate, Hayden opened a bag of freeze dried cheesecake. He mixed it with water and set it down.
“It has to sit for awhile. Want to go get our S3 blood while we wait?” he asked.
“Yeah, ‘cuz that’ll make me hungry.” We laughed.
We went back in and up to the camping section. Hayden handed me a rubber container with a tight fitting lid. He went off to find the grossest S3 he could and I went back to my old woman.
I set the bowl down, got out my knife and stopped. If I touched her, I would get covered in zombie ooze. Really, Hayden should do this since I know he’s immune, I thought. After finding a pair of thick, leather gloves, I cut open the other wrist, holding it up by her fingers. I slid the bowl under and waited for the revolting blood to slime out of her dead veins.
I snapped the lid on the container, wiping the drips off with the gloves. I put both containers inside a plastic shopping bag, tied it and put it in another. We took our cheesecake to the dock behind the store. It was almost peaceful, sitting by the water next to Hayden, eating in silence.
“This isn’t bad,” he told me. “Maybe we should go back for more.”
“Fine by me.” I said, finishing my share. “And you’re right. It’s not as bad as I thought it would be.”
Hayden took my hand when we stood. I felt something that was close to nerves when he looked into my eyes. Slowly, we walked down the dock. It was warmer here than at the compound, but it was still cold. Wishing I had put the jacket on instead of leaving it in the truck, I shivered. Quick to notice and respond, Hayden wrapped his arm around me.
“Orissa,” he began.
“Hayden,” I said in a similar tone, looking up at him with a smile.
“Orissa I want to te—”
I pushed out of his embrace, yanking the crossbow from around my neck. A crazy jumped out of a docked boat and ran full speed at us. Hayden drew his gun and fired before I had the chance. The crazy took one more step before splashing into the water.
“Dammit,” I swore. “Couldn’t he have died on the dock? I could have at least gotten a sample.”
“Yeah,” Hayden said, clicking the safety on his gun and putting it away. He ran his hand through his hair. “Too bad.”
“What were you saying?”
“Uh, nothing. I don’t, uh, even remember,” he said distantly.
“Ok. Let’s go.”
“Yeah, we should find a pharmacy.”
“Good plan. I want to get back to the compound and play with our new toys.”
“Want to find a place to stay tonight?” he asked.
“Ideally.”
“Something tells me this isn’t a good place. It’s too…too populated.”
I nodded. On edge, we got back into the truck. We drove a few miles west trying to find a small town. When we didn’t have much luck, Hayden said the truck would have to do for the night. We drove two more hours heading south before pulling over in an empty parking lot.
It was late and we were both tired. Keeping the keys in the ignition so we could make a fast getaway, we couldn’t rationalize why one of us would need to stay awake. It wasn’t like we could easily see outside in the darkness anyway.
Bright sunlight woke me up. Hayden was still sleeping so I moved quietly. I scanned our surroundings for zombies. Not finding any, I opened the door and snuck out. I wandered a ways down, not wanting Hayden to wake up and see me squatting to pee.
We were in the parking lot of some sort of industrial building. It looked pretty new and high tech. Curious to what it was, I walked around to the front to read the sign.
“Charisma Industries,” I read the sign out loud. “Don’t be too descriptive, Charisma.”
The sun was bright and warm. I rolled up my sleeves and walked through overgrown weeds around the rest of the building. I felt something that could only be described as warm and fuzzy when the black truck came into view.
Warm and fuzzy turned into cold and terrified when I saw the door open and no brown-haired Marine inside.
“Hayden!” I yelled, not even thinking of the implications my screaming could have.
“Orissa!” he shouted back and came running from around the building. “What the hell were you doing? I woke up and you were gone!” he spat, angrily.
“Sorry, I didn’t want to wake you up.”
“Oh, yeah, that’s nice. Just sneak out in the middle of nowhere with God knows how many zombies milling about.”
“I’m fine, ok? Chill.”
“Don’t tell me to chill. That was stupid!” he yelled.
“Well I guess I’m stupid then.” Like a child, I got in the truck and pouted, complete with slamming my door closed. After a few seconds passed, Hayden opened the door.
“I shouldn’t have yelled at you. I-I was scared. Scared something happened to you.” He put his hands on my thighs.
“It’s ok. I guess getting out like that was kinda dumb.”
“Kinda?” he said with a half smile. “You’re good, Riss, but you’re not invincible.”
“I beg to differ,” I teased. “Want breakfast? I can make us some delicious freeze dried pancakes!”
He nodded. We ate, enjoying the sun, and quickly hit the road again. We both agreed to find a pharmacy sans zombies since neither of us felt like having to deal with a herd. Further south we went, passing through a ghost town and then one filled with zombies.
Small towns seemed the way to go. They had what we needed without the overcrowding. Sadly, they were hard to come by since the economy tanked and it was hard to sustain a small community. We wasted half the day just driving around.
We were further south than we planned when we came into a town that looked promising. The local drug store was family owned, and had big, glass, front windows that weren’t broken. A few zombies roamed the streets. Reminding me we hadn’t gotten any S2 blood, Hayden shot them and extracted the syringes. The blood was thick, but not as bad at the S3. We were able to fill up two vials.
“I’m actually wishing for an S1,” he said with a smirk.
“And now we won’t find any.”
“That’s the trick then, we just have to want them to come.”
“That’s how life goes,” I agreed. Hayden emptied the shelves of vitamins while I got the hygiene items. We loaded it up into the truck, relieved we had all the items on our list. We traveled around again, this time looking for S1s to kill.
The nice sized town we went into was full of zombies. Zombies ate S1s, so with this many, we figured it wouldn’t be worth it to get out and look. We were thinking about stopping for lunch when I saw the weird symbol spray-painted on a door.
“What is that?” I asked Hayden, pointing to the black design.
“It looks like a house. Like something a child would draw.”
He was right. The ‘house’ consisted of a square with a triangle roof. It was odd, but nothing worth investigating. Not until there was another symbol two houses down. It was the same black house. Hayden shrugged, not thinking it was important. Further down the street was a house with more markings on the door: two blue, squiggly lines. Two houses across the street and the one next to it had the same markings.
“Ok, now this is weird,” Hayden admitted. He put the truck in park and looked at me. “Want to check it out?”
“Of course,” I said, already unbuckling. “Keep driving, I see a red mark on that door,” I told him, pointing to a house a few yards down the street. This one had a red X on the door. “They have to mean something,” I speculated.
We went into the first house with the black marking. There was nothing out of the ordinary. It was abandoned during the outbreak, stuff was left behind and the doors unlocked.
“Hello?” I called out apprehensively. “Nothing, I hear nothing,” I told Hayden, in case it wasn’t obvious enough.
“Let’s try the next house.”
We walked down the street to the house with the blue squiggly lines. It was the same deal; nothing stood out. We went across the street. An empty bag of pretzels and several Coke cans littered the table. I went into the kitchen to have a closer look while Hayden stayed guard out front.
I picked up the can and shook it. Little remnants of pop hit the side of the can. Someone had been here recently. I thought I heard something move above me. I waited, listening, annoyed with the dripping sink.
Wait…the sink dripped?
“Hayden!” I called and he came running. “Look!” I went over to the kitchen sink and turned on the faucet. Clean water poured out. As if it was something spectacular, we were unable to take our eyes from it. “It doesn’t smell.”
“Water isn’t supposed to smell,” Hayden stated.
“No, I mean the pipes. When you don’t use water for awhile it smells.”
Our eyes met. “Someone has been here.” Hayden flicked on a light switch. The fan slowly started to turn. “There’s power.”
“Solar power?” I suggested.
“I didn’t see any panels.”
Again mesmerized, we watched the fan blades spin faster and faster. “Do you think they’re still here?”
“Maybe.”
We raced through the house to the streets. Hayden fired one shot in the air. If anyone was around, they’d hear it. We got in the truck and waited, drove a few miles down, fired, and waited again. Disappointed, Hayden let the truck coast to a stop.
“Hang on, go back,” I said.
“Why?”
“I have a theory.”
“A theory?”
“About the symbols.” I took Hayden’s hand and excitedly pulled him into another house with blue lines. We went into the kitchen and turned on the sink. Fresh water came from the tap. “Blue lines mean water.”
“You’re right.”
“What about the other markings?” I asked.
“I have no clue,” he said as he ran his hand through his hair.
“There has to be people around, organized people, right?”
“I’d think so. People organized, armed, and smart enough to avoid getting eaten.”
“Unless they died recently.”
We walked around the house. Hayden stopped and looked around. “Something about this doesn’t settle right. Let’s get the S1 blood and go home.”
“Ok,” I agreed. We had exhausted as much effort as we could looking for the makers of the marks. Back in the truck, we had to go over the map before we took off toward Arkansas since neither of us paid much attention to where we were at. As good as I was in the woods, I failed at driving directions. Once we ran out of daylight, Hayden asked if I wanted to keep driving or stop for the night.
“I don’t care,” I told him. “We can stop if you’d like.”
“Yeah,” he said, smiling. “I’d like to.”
Dinner was eaten on the tailgate under a crystal clear Texas sky. It was so quiet and peaceful, if you didn’t think about the virus plagued population. The night air was chilly, so we retreated back inside the cab and cranked the heat.
“Beer or wine,” Hayden asked suddenly.
“Huh?”
“Which do you prefer?”
“Oh, beer.”
“Showers or baths?” he asked next.
“Showers.” I sighed. “What I wouldn’t give to be naked and wet in a long, hot, steamy shower right now. Especially one that lasts longer than a few minutes.” With a wistful smile, I turned to Hayden. He had an odd expression on his face. “What, no more questions?”
He cleared his throat. “No. I, uh, can’t think of any.”
“Ok,” I laughed. “Maybe I can.” I thought for a moment before asking, “Did you play sports in high school?”
“Football and wrestling.”
“Were you any good?”
“Yes, but it was small school. It was easy to be good. Did you do anything besides cheerleading and martial arts?”
“Not in school. I showed horses a few times. I never had much time, between going back and forth from my mom’s to my grandparents and being dropped off in the middle of nowhere.”
Hayden chuckled. “I guess you have a point.” Suddenly, he shot up.
“What is it?”
“I thought I saw something. Behind us, in the moonlight.” He paused Tim McGraw on the IPod.
“How close behind us?” I asked, watching him study the review mirror.
“Close. Within reach of the tailgate close.”
“Zombie?”
“It was fast.”
“Oh! Maybe it’s a crazy! We can get our blood samples.”
“Maybe,” he agreed.
“I’ll check. I have to pee anyway.”
“Riss, not yet. Hang on a second. There could be more than one.”
“There’s only one way to find out.” I opened the door against Hayden’s protests. “Hello?” I called to the darkness. I heard nothing but the sounds of the night. Hayden stepped out of the truck, his gun cocked and loaded.
“Do you see anything?” he asked.
“No. Nor do I hear anything.”
“Get back in the truck. We can turn around and shine the brights.”
“Let me pee first!”
“Fine. Don’t go far. Stay on your side and keep the door open.”
“Don’t watch,” I added.
“Wasn’t planning on it,” he said. Hayden relaxed considerably once I was in the truck and the doors were locked. We turned around, the headlights shining cones of white light across the land. “Nothing,” he mumbled. “I know I saw something.”
“I believe you,” I promised. “Anything infected would be coming at us right now. Maybe it was an animal.”
“Maybe. It was tall and thin, though, like a person.”
“Are there bears in Texas?” I suggested.
“I have no idea. And I’d know a bear when I saw one, Riss.”
“Then maybe it was a ghost.”
“That is the most logical explanation,” he teased. “I bet it was from those dolls. It’s followed us all this way. Now that we are alone, it’s going to kill us.”
“Damn it, I left my ghost killing kit at home.”
“What’s in a ‘ghost killing kit,’ dare I ask?”
“Uh, stuff you kill ghosts with, duh.” We laughed again.
“Want to go a few miles and stop again? I don’t like not knowing what that was.”
“Totally fine by me,” I agreed.
We drove another few miles northeast. Since there was something questionable about, we slept in shifts. Hayden took first watch, staying in the driver’s seat in case we needed to make a fast getaway. Not wanting to squander away all of our fuel, we cuddled in our sleeping bags and cut the engine. We had about seven and half hours until the sun came up so we agreed upon four hours of sleep apiece. Six hours later, Hayden woke me up. I gave him crap for letting me sleep an extra two hours. He said he lost track of time and then changed his story to not being tired.
He climbed to the back and I slid into the driver’s seat. Quickly drifting to sleep, I knew Hayden’s excuse of not being tired was a lie. Once he was sound asleep, I felt a little lonely. I pulled on my braid as I scanned the darkness, not liking that I couldn’t see very far. I mentally kicked myself for not getting a pair of night vision goggles from the hunting section of the outdoor sporting goods store.
In the early light of morning, we took off, driving around until we found a promising looking town. It had been awhile since we crossed the Arkansas border. The parking lot of the movie theater wasn’t overly crowded. The big, glass doors were broken; dry, brown blood streaked the insides.
“When this is over, no place of business is allowed to have glass doors,” I told Hayden. “You know, since we will be in charge and all.”
“Of course. Anything else you want to add to Orissa’s Rules? What was the first one? Rude people will be fined?”
“Yup. Ooh! This is a good one. If you abuse an animal, the same exact abuse will be inflicted on you. Same goes for neglect. Leave your dog chained up outside with no water or shelter on a hot day? Well, now you can see how it feels.”
“Eye for an eye, eh? You scare me,” he joked.
“What would you change?” I asked as we carefully stepped over broken glass.
“Driving tests every ten years. Yeah, it’s a pain in the ass but people seriously forget how to drive. Everything about healthcare and insurance. Ban all smoking. Zero tolerance for drinking and driving. No nuclear weapons. Oh, and make prostitution legal.” He grinned. “I’m joking about the last one.”
“You’ve thought about this.”
“I haven’t been happy with this country since Samael came into office.” He stopped moving and put his finger to his lips. “Hear that?”
“Yeah. Behind the counter,” I whispered. Weapons raised, we silently crossed the lobby and found rats in the popcorn. “Sick,” I said. “I was hoping we could make some but not after this. Don’t people get really sick from rat poop in food?”
“I would think any poop in food would make you sick,” Hayden said so seriously it made me laugh. My eyes fixated on the nest of rats, I didn’t see the spilled stack of plastic lids until I slipped on them. He caught me with breakneck speed. Thankful the safety was on my pistol, I wrapped my arms around his neck and let him pull me close. “Orissa,” he began. “I might as well just spit it out now.”
“Spit what out?” I asked. I never heard the answer. A crazy came running at us, diving ungracefully over the counter. With one hand, Hayden cradled my head to his chest. With the other, he drew his gun, shot, and killed the bastard.
“Thanks,” I said, almost breathless. It wasn’t a close encounter by any means, but I wasn’t ready to let Hayden go. After a few seconds, I forced myself away. “We should get the sample while it’s fresh.”
“Right. We should.” He let me go and removed a vial from his pocket. “I’ll do it,” he offered. “Since it doesn’t matter if I get blood on my hands.”
“I have gloves,” I reminded him. He waved his hand, brushing me off and strode over to the body. He tipped his head, curiously examining the S1.
“You know, she looks healthy,” he said.
“She’s dead. How the hell is that healthy?”
“Look,” he instructed. I walked over. The crazy was a young adult female with blonde and pink hair, gauged ears and a choker necklace. She was filthy and her clothes were worn and torn, but Hayden was right; her body was in good condition, well, aside from the hole in her head.
“How long do you think she’s been infected?” I asked, nudging her leg with the crossbow.
“Going by her clothing, awhile. Going by her firm skin and rosy cheeks, not long.”
“Maybe she was on the run and recently got bitten,” I suggested.
“She’s not wearing a coat,” Hayden observed. True, the girl had on a short, pleated black and red plaid skirt, ripped leggings, and a black, graphic T-shirt.
“I lost my coat in South Carolina,” I reminded him.
“Right. I suppose it doesn’t matter since she’s dead.”
“Yeah. Let’s get the blood.” Neither of us wanted to say how bad a long sustaining crazy was. Based on Raeya’s notes—and our general observation—crazies had a short shelf life. Hayden gripped her arm and shoved the needle in.
“You’re not in a vein,” I told him.
“Can’t I pull the blood out from anywhere?”
“Maybe. Stick it in that blue line in her elbow,” I suggested. During my drug-runner days, I saw my ‘boyfriend’ shoot up more than once. It was disgusting and terrifying and I still couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of why anyone would want to do something so stupid. “Success,” I said when Hayden capped the vial.
“Is this enough?” he asked.
“I’d say so. There will be more missions if it’s not.”
“Good, let’s go.”
“Do you want to see what’s in there?” I motioned to the theater rooms.
“Not really.” He put the vial in his vest pocket. “Come on, let’s go.”
“You’re eager to leave,” I commented.
“Aren’t you?”
“Yeah, I guess.” And I was. I liked the safety of the compound. I liked having a bed to sleep in, a shower to use, and my friends surrounding me. But I liked being alone with Hayden just as much. He winked at me and shot the glass front of the candy display.
“Going around was too much effort,” he explained, reaching through the broken glass. “What’s your favorite?”
“Sour Patch Kids.”
He tossed me three boxes. With our arms full of candy, we walked back to the truck. “Do you smell that?” Hayden asked, looking alarmed.
I sniffed the air. “Yeah. It smells like cigarettes.”
He dumped the candy in the bed of the truck and drew his gun. “Someone’s here.” I followed suit, spinning in a slow circle.
“I don’t see anyone.”
He got into the bed and scanned the horizon. “Neither do I. HELLO!” he yelled. His voice echoed across the abandoned plaza.
“We come in peace!” I added. I held my breath as I waited, positive someone would come running, white flag waving.
But no one did. No humans at least. A massive herd of zombies staggered out of the shadows.
 

 

 

-Chapter 19-
 
 
Hayden sprang to position. He fired up the machine gun and rained a storm of metal death on the zombies. I fired every clip I had. There had to be fifty or more. They just kept coming. When they were less than twenty yards away, we got in the truck. Hayden reached for the ignition.
The keys weren’t there.
“If you lost the keys, I’ll kill you,” I threatened, watching with wide eyes as the herd was just feet away. Frantically, he felt his pockets. I let out a breath of relief when he fished them out. The horses revved to life. He stomped on the gas and we took off.
“I can breathe now,” he only half joked when we were a safe distance away. “Actually, I’m getting used to those close calls.”
“Me too, sadly.”
“We should leave sooner next time,” he told me.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Though it’s hard to stop killing them.”
“Eliminating the virus, one zombie at a time,” he said in a funny, deep voice. Only a few miles away from the compound, we decided to stop and have one last meal together in the openness before being forced to the confines of the quarantine room. Though, I had to admit, being stuck with Hayden for twenty-four hours in a small room wasn’t anything I’d complain about.
We stopped in the middle of a forgotten field, overgrown with weedy, dry grass. Hayden pulled the tailgate down. We hopped up, sitting on opposite sides of the mounted machine gun. The field reminded me somewhat of Kentucky. It wasn’t huge; it was only ten acres at the most and was surrounded by trees. The sun warmed the cold air and birds noisily chattered in the neighboring trees.
We polished off another freeze-dried cheesecake and sat in silence, enjoying each other’s company and the freedom the farmland offered. Hayden gathered up our dishes, debated on whether or not to toss them on the ground, and ended up shoving them to the side of the truck bed. Littering seemed so minor compared to everything that was happening, but it was something neither of us wanted to do. Someday, this would be someone’s field again, we hoped.
“Orissa,” Hayden said, his hazel eyes locking with mine as he stood. That familiar feeling sent a chill down my spine. This time, I wasn’t anxious. I knew what he was going to say and I wanted to hear it. I involuntarily smiled when I suddenly realized what that feeling entailed.
Being with Hayden gave me hope and made me see that the world wasn’t a worthless piece of shit after all. With him, I had a reason to keep living. If anyone could make me feel that, it was him.
And only him.
He moved closer and my heart sped up. “Orissa, I shouldn’t have waited…” his voice trailed off and horror took over his face.
A red dot hovered over my chest. I froze, abhorrence radiating through my body, heart instantly pounding. My eyes flitted to Hayden, whose own eyes widened in fear. For a split second, he held my gaze, unmoving.
And then he jumped.
If anyone was to die that day, it should have been me. I was no hero, no warrior. I had no true importance to the compound, could never make a big difference. I would never have let him take a bullet for me.
But I was too late. The shot rang out, echoing throughout the barren field, splattering Hayden’s blood across my face.
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