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To Megan:
 
You are a wonderful friend. The world needs to know how amazing you are.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"The belief in a supernatural source of evil is not necessary. Men alone are quite capable of every wickedness."
 
-Joseph Conrad
 
 



 
Chapter 1 
 
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.
“Hayden!” I screamed, my body frozen in absolute terror. “Hayden!” I pulled my gun and blindly fired in the direction the shot came from as I clutched his body. “Hayden!” I cried. Unable to hold him up, I sunk to the ground, Hayden’s warm blood gushing out and staining my skin. “No, Hayden…Hayden!” My body shook. I emptied my clip, dropped the gun and wrapped my arms around my soldier’s body, crying. 
I kept repeating his name between sobs as if that would make things better. I nuzzled my head against him, barely able to breathe. I didn’t want to go on without him. I didn’t think I could. All I wanted was to feel my fist crush every bone in the face of the person that shot Hayden. Then I wanted to die too.
I had no idea Hayden wasn’t dead until his fingers tightened around my wrist. In a true panic, I flipped him over. His eyes were open and locked with mine.
“Ohmigod, ohmigod,” I stammered. “Hayden.” There was so much blood. The entire front of his jacket was red. With shaking hands, I unzipped it to find the bullet hole. I screamed when another shot was fired. It ricocheted off the tailgate.
“I have to get you in the truck,” I told Hayden, tears still falling down my face. “You’re gonna be ok, you’re gonna be ok,” I incoherently repeated over and over.
“Orissa,” Hayden mumbled as he reached for me. His fingers brushed my cheek. He tried to sit up but winced in pain. I was completely hysterical. Feebly, he put his right arm around me and tried to help me hoist him up. I didn’t know how I did it but I got him to his feet. I took his gun from his waist and randomly fired into the woods. I wrapped both arms around Hayden and dragged him to the passenger side. I opened the door and he fell into the truck. Somehow he managed to get in. I slammed the door shut, fired three more rounds into the forest and dove around the truck and into the driver’s seat. 
If the keys hadn’t been in the ignition, I probably would have had a panic attack. I slammed my foot on the gas as soon as the engine revved. We needed to get away. I needed to stop the bleeding. I looked at Hayden, forgetting that I was driving.
“Riss, drive,” he muttered. 
I turned my head and focused on getting onto the road. While I accelerated to ninety miles an hour, Hayden pulled on his jacket, only able to move his right arm. I looked in the rearview mirror and didn’t see anyone behind us. Still, it was too soon to pull over.
“I have to stop the bleeding,” I said out loud.
“Don’t let them follow you,” Hayden said, on the verge of passing out. It felt like an hour passed before I slammed on the brakes, accidentally causing Hayden to fly forward. Forgetting to put the truck in park, I let my foot off the brake and opened my door. Screaming in frustration, I forced the gear in place. I sprinted around and pulled open Hayden’s door. “I’m alright,” Hayden lied.
“Ohmigod,” I dumbly stammered again. I knelt over his body, pressing my hands to the bullet wound. He had been shot between his neck and his shoulder on the left side. Hayden made a strangled noise of pain at the pressure from my hands and, using his good arm, pushed me away. Of course it would hurt to have someone push on an open wound.  I was about to slap him and tell him to let me save his life when I realized the bullet had hit just under his collar bone, most likely damaging the bone. A sob escaped my lips.
I didn’t know what to do. Hayden was going to bleed to death. “I’m sorry,” I cried and put my hand back over the hole. He closed his eyes but didn’t object. My body shook as I sobbed again. I needed to pull it together or Hayden would die. I reached into the back seat, grabbed a sweatshirt and pressed it to his shoulder. “Hold this?” I shakily asked. He nodded ever so slightly and used all the strength he had to move his right hand over his heart. As soon as he pushed the cloth to his skin, I helped him straighten up and clambered over him back into the driver’s seat. 
I wasn’t a doctor. I didn’t know what to do to save Hayden. I didn’t have anything that could help him even if I did know what to do. We weren’t far from the compound. That was our only hope. I reached over and put my hand on his, directly pressing the shirt to him. He winced again, let his hand fall and closed his eyes.
“You’re gonna be ok. I’m not going to let you die,” I promised, my voice coming out uneven as I tried to breathe. The truck lurched to life. I drove like a manic, remembering only to slow before turns as not to disturb Hayden any more than I had to. 
I didn’t slow enough for the last turn and Hayden flopped to the side. I faced him, ready to apologize. My heart stopped beating and ice pumped through my veins. Hayden wasn’t conscious anymore. 
“No!” I cried, slamming on the brakes. Putting the truck in park this time, I grabbed him, shaking while I screamed his name. He didn’t wake up. “You’re not dead! Hayden, you’re not dead. Stop, Hayden!” In a fit of hysterical sobs, I found his pulse. It was thready and weak, but still there. “Ok, it’s gonna be ok,” I said to myself. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely grip the steering wheel. I got back in my seat and drove.
 We were almost there. Hayden was going to be ok. He had to be. The gate came into view. Stopping to open it would waste precious time, time Hayden didn’t have. I slammed the pedal down and drove right through it. 
The A3’s at the second gate didn’t know what to do. I laid on the horn, yelling at them to open the gate. I rolled down window.
“What the fuck is the matter with you? Open the goddamn gate!” I clamored. Jason’s familiar face flashed in the tower. The gate opened and I sped past. I could see them running after me but didn’t care. I needed to save Hayden. 
Cars weren’t supposed to drive close to the old house. Maybe it was because of the compound underground. I didn’t know; I didn’t care. I stopped just feet away from the front door. Leaving the truck running, I got out and raced to Hayden’s side. I tore open the door and put my arms around him, trying to ease him to the ground. 
His body was cold. I felt like I was going to puke. Why wasn’t anyone helping me? I wanted to scream. I made it five feet before I collapsed under Hayden’s weight. I struggled to my feet, cradling Hayden against me.
“Orissa,” a voice called from behind me. I turned to see an A3 running at us.
“Help me get him inside!” I demanded, on the verge of hyperventilating. Someone put their hands on my shoulders. Thinking the two guys might lift Hayden, I backed off. The A3 rushed to Hayden, dropping to the ground and looking at his body. Jason pulled me a few feet back.
“Orissa, l-let’s get you in-inside,” he stammered, clearly nervous.
“No, I have to save him!” I cried out, pulling away from him. Jason tightened his grip on me.
“Let them,” he suggested quickly. I sunk to the ground, crying. The whole thing played through my mind. If Hayden had time to jump in front of me, then I had time to move away. It was my fault. I was mad at him for being so stupid. I wasn’t worth dying for.
“What a shame,” the unknown A3 said to his buddy. “Underwood was the best.”
“Yea, should we tell Fuller now? He’ll want to know before we burn the body.”
My blood boiled. “What?!” I screeched, madly rising to my feet. Jason tried to hold me back but I easily elbowed him in the ribs. “He’s not dead!” I stumbled over, protectively holding onto Hayden’s body. “He wasn’t bitten! He’s not dead!”
“Orissa,” the first A3 started. He looked like he might burst into tears at any second. “I’m so, so sorry.”
“No!” I yelled. “Go get help! Go get Padraic. He can fix this. Hayden’s not dead!” The two A3’s didn’t move. I pulled a small pistol from around Hayden’s ankle and pointed it at them. “GO!” I shouted. “He’s not dead!” 
Jason moved over, his hand extended. “Oris—”
“No!” I screamed, turning the gun on him. “Don’t touch him! He’s not dead!”
Jason put his hands up and froze. I turned back to Hayden, burying my head against him, unable to catch my breath. I had no sense of time. Seconds or minutes could have passed before they came running out. Ivan got there first, dropping to his knees next to Hayden. 
“He’s not dead!” I yelled at him, though he wasn’t telling me otherwise. He pressed his fingers to Hayden’s neck. I looked at him; his eyes were wide in terror as he desperately attempted to find a pulse.
“She’s right,” Ivan said, his voice hoarse. I clutched Hayden as everyone else sprang into action. “Orissa you need to let go. We need to take him inside.”
I nodded and pried my arms from around him. Ivan and Brock lifted Hayden up. Wade put his arm around me, having to help me walk since my legs suddenly turned to noodles and could hardly hold me up. Padraic ran down the hall, meeting us halfway. He ushered the guys into the exam room, closing the door in my face.
Panicking once again, I pounded against it, demanding I be let in. Wade tried to subdue me. I pushed and swatted him away. Ignoring my attempts to seriously hurt him, Wade patiently let me scream and hit the door for a few minutes before he put his arms around me and picked me up. He carried me into another exam room where Dr. Cara was waiting with a syringe. She didn’t waste time sterilizing my skin before she popped the needle in. Something cold rushed into my vein, burning as it coursed through my body. I screamed and protested, hitting Wade in the face more than once. Then everything went black.
When I woke, I immediately knew what was going on. My brain was fuzzy and I had little control over my body. I swung my legs over the hard, foam bed and fell onto the floor. Ivan, who was sitting in a chair by the door, got up to help me.
“Freak out and you’ll get another shot,” he warned me. “Doctor Cara’s orders, not mine,” he added. His face was grim. I felt sick.
“Is he ok?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
“He’s not dead,” he responded.
“What does that mean?” I asked as Ivan picked me up and helped me back on the bed. I hated being drugged.
“He lost a lot of blood. He was already given some and the transfusion went ok.”
“But…?”
“But he’s not conscious yet. We don’t know if that much blood loss…loosing that much blood can mess up a lot of things.”
“No shit, Ivan. What are you getting at?”
“We won’t know until he’s awake.”
“So he’s ok?”
“I don’t know, Orissa. I’m waiting, just like you.” He sat next to me and sighed heavily. “What happened?”
“We were eating. Someone fired at us from the trees. I-I don’t know where they came from.”
“This wasn’t an accident?” he asked, taken aback.
“You think I shot him?”
“Well…no, I didn’t think-but…what-what else could it be? I’m sorry I even possessed that thought. What happened?”
“We thought we saw someone that night. I think we were followed.”
 “Followed?”
“Oh god,” I breathed, suddenly realizing the importance of Hayden’s last request. Ivan jumped up, told me he’d be right back and raced out of the room. I wiggled my toes, trying to force feeling and control back into my legs. I got to the point of being able to extend my knees when Ivan came back in. 
“Rider, Brock and Wade are taking care of it,” he told me. “If anyone followed you here, they’ll be dead soon.”
“Save them for me,” I sneered, attempting to get up again. I wobbled, legs unsteady as if they were asleep. What the hell did Doctor Cara give me?
“Sit back down,” Ivan said shortly. 
“I can’t just sit here while he’s in there.”
“It’s hard, I know.”
“No, I don’t think you do,” I spat, suddenly annoyed at how calm he was. “You don’t know what it’s like to—”
“—Orissa, he’s my friend too,” he stressed. “If we go in there, we’d be in the way. Padraic will get us when Hayden’s stable.”
“When,” I repeated. Not if. Hayden was going to be ok. Padraic might be the only doctor I really knew, but I had no doubt in him. I nodded and leaned against the bed. Hayden was going to be ok, I told myself again. He was. He had to be.
“Are you alright, Orissa?” Ivan asked gently.
“Yea,” I answered automatically.
“Are you hungry or thirsty at all? I can get you something.”
I didn’t feel anything but fear. “No, I’m fine.”
“Ok,” he said softly, as if he was aware of my fragile mental state. I shook my head and tried to snap out of it. “Just sit. All we can do is pray and wait.”
“Pray?” I scoffed. Ivan just shook his head and cast his eyes to the ground. I folded my arms and attempted to look like I wasn’t coming unhinged. Ivan sighed and closed his eyes. I sat frozen for several minutes. I shivered; I hadn’t acknowledged the fact that I was cold. Ignoring it, I laid down, going over everything in my head. 
I should have moved out of the way. Instead I sat there like a dumbass deer in the headlights. I felt like a failure. I let Hayden get hurt—possibly lethally. If he died, I’d never forgive myself. A hard ball of fear formed in my heart as well as my stomach. I realized that simply avoiding a lifetime of guilt was not the only reason I desperately wanted Hayden to live. The thought was almost equally as terrifying.
Ivan stood, distracting me from my complicated thoughts. He walked over to the counter, opened one of the cabinets and tossed a thin, white sheet to me.
“You’re shivering,” he stated. “I think you’re in shock.”
“No, I’m just cold,” I retorted but gladly took the sheet.
“It’s ok, ya know, to admit you’re scared.”
“I’m not scared,” I said, knowing that it was a horrible attempt at a lie. “Ok, I am.”
“Me too,” he said softly. He leaned against the bed and sighed. “The tunnel’s open,” he said rather suddenly. I looked at him dubiously. “Oh, you don’t know,” he went on. “There’s a tunnel that goes from the weapon storage room out to the fields. It was blocked off. Now it’s open.”
“Don’t try and change the subject. It won’t work.”
“Alright,” he said softly.
 Neither of us spoke while the minutes painfully ticked past. When I heard someone grasp the door knob, I jumped off the bed, thankful my legs were functioning again.
Fuller, looking stricken, walked in. He nodded at Ivan and frowned at me. I felt like someone dumped a bucket of ice water over my head. My heart plummeted to the ground. My ears rang and I felt weak.
“He’s alive,” Fuller informed us, taking in our horrified faces. I had to put a hand on the bed to keep from falling. “Barely,” he continued. I could tell Fuller was working hard to choke back his own emotions. He cleared his throat. “Orissa, come with me.”
“No,” I said simply.
Fuller’s face twitched slightly. “That’s an order.”
“I’m not a soldier,” I countered. “I’m not leaving.”
“I’m not taking you away,” he affirmed. “I need to know what happened.”
“I can tell you here,” I pointed out. Without waiting for him to argue I said, “We were eating, sitting on the tailgate. Someone shot at us. Hayden got hit. I fired in the direction the shot came from and got Hayden into the truck and floored it all the way here. We didn’t see anyone. They were hiding in the woods.”
Fuller nodded and swallowed hard. “Do you have any idea why someone would shoot at you?”
“A necrophiliac wanted a fresh body? I have no clue. As I said, we didn’t even see them.”
Fuller nodded again, taken aback by my statement. He made a deal over looking at his watch. “You need to go to the quarantine room.”
“Fuck off. I’m not going.”
“Excuse me?”
Ivan stood. “Sir, I think she’s in shock. She’s obviously not thinking clearly.”
“I can see that,” Fuller said. “Orissa,” he said gently. “It is a rule. You of all people should understand.”
“I’m not going,” I repeated. “I’m staying here until Hayden’s ok.”
“That…that might be a while.” Fuller’s eyes became glossy. 
“I can wait.”
“You can wait in the quarantine.”
“No. I wasn’t bitten. Here,” I said, unbuttoning my shirt. “Look me over. You’ll see.”
Afraid I was going to get myself into trouble, Ivan stepped in again. “Orissa, how about we wait and talk to Padraic, then go into the quarantine?”
“Maybe,” I agreed just to get them off my case. “Yes. I can do that.” I watched Fuller and Ivan exchange worried glances. Finally, Fuller agreed. He pulled Ivan aside, spoke quickly and quietly to him and left the room.
“You sure you’re alright, Penwell?” Ivan asked again.
“Are you really asking me that right now?” I asked incredulously.
“Sorry, dumb question. It’s just I’ve never seen you…freak out like this.”
I was too worried to be embarrassed. “Well, what would you do?”
“I’d probably wig out just as much. But I’d never tell Fuller to fuck off,” he said with a chuckle. I shrugged and started picking at the dried blood I was covered in. “You want to shower?” he asked.
“No. I said I’m not leaving. I want to be here when Hayden wakes up.”
Ivan nodded, his eyes narrowing in question. “You really care about him, don’t you?”
“Of course. He’s my friend and partner.”
“Just that?” he asked suggestively. I shook my head and sunk down in the chair. I didn’t look up or speak until the door opened again. Dressed in bloody scrubs, Padraic smiled weakly at me.
“Riss,” he breathed. I rushed over to him. I wasn’t expecting him to envelope me in his arms the way he did. The warmth from his body was comforting. I hugged him back, suddenly feeling emotional.
“Is he ok?” I asked with my head still against Padraic’s firm chest.
“He’s stable,” he responded. 
I let him go and blinked. “And that means?”
“He’s not conscious. I can’t do a full assessment yet. His vital signs aren’t what they should be and…I-I did the best I could.”
“The best you could?” My heart raced again. Padraic stepped in the room and faltered. I reached out for him, catching him before he fell.
“Sorry,” he mumbled. “I had to give blood.”
I led him to the chair and knelt down next to him. Once he was sitting, I continued. “You gave your own blood?”
Padraic nodded. “So did Jason. We are all the same blood type. I didn’t trust anyone else’s blood to be clean enough.” I put my hand on Padraic’s knee and waited for him to continue. “I got all the bullet fragments out. I did the best I could given what I have.”
“What does that mean?” Ivan asked.
“This place isn’t equipped for surgery. I can’t tell if nerve damage was done just by looking. I’d normally order an MRI plus a slew of other tests and labs. There aren’t even IV pumps here.”
“Can I see him?” I asked rather suddenly.
“He’s not awake.”
“That’s ok.”
Padraic’s blue eyes met mine for a second. “No.”
“Why not?”
“First off, he needn’t be disturbed. And,” he said before I could protest. “You’re dirty. After a normal surgery in a sterile environment we keep outside contact to a minimum. The conditions here are less than ideal.”
I couldn’t argue that. “What if I shower?”
“Tomorrow, alright?” Padraic mumbled, looking too tired to fight with me.
“I want to be there when he wakes up,” I admitted, feeling my cheeks redden. “To thank him for saving my life.”
“He won’t wake up for a while,” Padraic told me. “The pain medication knocked him out. He needs to rest. These first few hours are the most crucial.”
I just nodded, not knowing what else to say. Ivan got up and strode over to Padraic. He extended his hand.
“Thank you,” he said seriously and shook the Irish doctor’s hand. “We are lucky to have you with us.”
Taken off guard, Padraic dumbly nodded. Ivan said he’d be right back and slipped out the door. I extended my hand to Padraic, pulling him to his feet. We walked to the door.
“You look exhausted,” I told him.
“I am,” he sighed.
“You should go to bed.”
“You should too.”
“You know I can’t sleep when I’m stressed,” I said with a wry smile. I slowly walked down the hall with Padraic. “Are you gonna be ok?” I asked, feeling a tiny bit of worry form over his weakened state.
“Yes,” he assured me. “I already took a vitamin. I’ll be better in the morning.”
“Ok.” We stopped in front of his room. “Padraic, thank you.”
He smiled slightly. “It’s what I do, Riss.”
“I know, but…all I could think about was getting him back here to you. I knew you’d be the one to save him.”
Padraic didn’t look at me. “Thanks, I suppose.” He cast his eyes to the ground. “He asked for you,” Padraic said softly.
“What?”
“Before the medicine hit. He asked if you were ok.”
Something sparked inside me. The corners of my lips twitched as if they wanted to smile. I shook my head and scraped blood from under my fingernails. Right as the silence between Padraic and I grew awkward, footsteps echoed down the hall. Ivan was coming toward us, leading Raeya behind him. She raced over and put her arms around me.
“Ivan told me what happened. I’m so sorry Riss!”
I only nodded, knowing I couldn’t hide my true feelings of fear from my best friend. She sniffed back a sob and ran her hands over my hair.
“You’re covered in blood.”
I shrugged. “I guess so.”
“And so are you,” she said to Padraic. His blue eyes lit up slightly when he looked at her. “You’re a hero,” she told him. He smiled shyly before her arms flew around him.
“It’s nothing compared to what Riss does,” Padraic pushed off the compliment. “I’m exhausted. I’ll see you all in the morning.”
“Padraic,” I started. “Thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me, Orissa, it’s what I do.” He smiled once more and went into his room.
“Penwell,” Ivan began. “Raeya can stay with you tonight—if she wants to. I’ve cleared it with Fuller. Even he doesn’t think it’s right to make you be alone right now.”
“Thanks, Ivan.”
“No problem. I’ll give you a few to get your stuff and then I’ll take you into the quarantine room.”
I nodded. The three of us walked up the stairs to the C level where Raeya and I detoured to her room. We walked slowly, avoiding the curious stares from the compound residents.
“What happened, Riss?” she asked when we got to her room. I eyed the door. Taking my hint, she opened it. She flicked on the light and sat on her bed. Since I was covered in blood, I remained standing. 
“It started in Texas,” I confessed. “We found these houses with symbols on them. And they had electricity and running water.” I closed my eyes, vividly remembering the fan blades moving. “We knew someone was around so we went looking but didn’t find anyone. That night, Hayden said he thought he saw someone outside the truck.”
“What do you mean?”
“A shadow or something. I didn’t see it.” I shook my head. “But then nothing happened, well, nothing with humans. We got the samples—which are still in the truck—and were on our way home. Wait,” I paused, going over the memories.
“What is it?”
“Smoke. We smelled cigarette smoke.” I closed my eyes again, mentally cursing myself for being so incredibly dumb. “They followed us and waited until we were vulnerable.”
“How were you vulnerable?”
“We were eating and talking. That’s when I saw the laser.”
“Laser?”
“You know, like in movies when the gun has a laser pointer?” 
“Oh, yea.”
“It settled right over my heart. I didn’t know what to do. No matter which way I moved, I was dead, I just knew it. And then Hayden jumped.” Tears pricked my eyes.  I felt so guilty.
“I’m glad you’re ok,” Raeya promised. “He was very brave, saving your life.”
“Yea, and stupid,” I added. I sighed. It was a relief to admit the whole truth to someone. I took in a ragged breath. Raeya put her hand on mine.
“He’s gonna be ok. Padraic said so.”
“He said he was stable. For now. We both know how fast things can go south, especially in a place like this. There aren’t even heart monitors here.”
 “He didn’t take a bullet for you just to die,” Ray tried to convince me. She smiled broadly. “I told you he liked you.”
“Shut up Ray,” I said, struggling to stay serious. “Hayden is a Marine. He’d do that for anyone.”
“Ohmigod, Riss, will you just adm—”
She cut off suddenly when the door opened. Sonja and Lisa gaped at me. 
“Are you ok, Orissa?” Lisa asked, her eyes filled with worry.
“Yes. This is, just, uh, zombie blood.” I smiled to cover up my horrible lie. I closed my eyes and shook my head; I was losing it. “I should go shower,” I said and made an exit, motioning Raeya to follow. She accompanied me to my room to get my pajamas. She was impressed and slightly jealous of the quarantine room. She played around with everything in it while I showered.
It surprised me how tired I was when I sank down on the couch after showering. Raeya had put in a comedy and made microwave popcorn. I ate a few handfuls before passing out.
I was bombarded with questions during my first meal with the rest of the compound. I was polite to the first three people that asked about it before I snapped and told everyone to eff off and leave me alone. After I ate I went up to my room, picked out clean clothes and showered, scrubbing myself thoroughly with soap. Then I marched down to the hospital ward.
“Hello, Orissa,” a nurse said. She was the same nurse that took care of me the first time I set foot in the compound. I glanced at her name badge. 
“Hi, Karen. How’s Hayden?” I asked nervously, pulling and snapping the band around my braid.
“He’s improving,” she told me. 
“Is he awake?”
She smiled. “You have good timing. I’m holding off his next pain med injection so I can do an assessment. He should be waking up soon.”
“Can I go in there? I’m clean,” I added.
“Actually, that would be nice. He’s probably going to be confused and scared when he wakes up. Plus he will be in a lot of pain. Having someone there that he is close to will help keep him calm.”
I eagerly nodded and followed her into the sick ward. She stopped inside the room and motioned to the sink. 
“I know you said you’re clean, so don’t take offense. But can you please wash your hands?”
“Yea,” I easily agreed. “Where’s Padraic?” I asked as I scrubbed my hands clean.
“Sleeping, hopefully. He was up all night.”
“Oh. It’s ok for Hayden to wake up without him?” I asked, not caring if I offended her.
“Yes,” she said patiently. “I’ll be there and, honestly, there isn’t much else we can do anymore other than keep him comfortable until he heals.”
Karen led me down the row of beds. Hayden was at the end, and the curtain was pulled around his bed. The head of the bed was slightly elevated. Hayden’s left arm was taped in place to his bare chest and was resting on a pillow. Gauze covered the incision and an IV was hooked up to his right arm. His eyes were closed and his skin was pale; he looked nothing like the way I was used to seeing him.
“You’re alright with blood, aren’t you?” Karen asked me. I nodded. “Good. I’m going to clean the wound before he wakes up.”
I simply nodded again and pulled up a chair. My fingers graced Hayden’s hand, careful to avoid the IV line. His skin was cold. Karen whisked away and quickly returned with a warm blanket.
“It just came out of the dryer,” Karen said. She exchanged it for the one that was currently on Hayden, leaving only a white sheet to momentarily cover him up. “He needs to stay warm,” she explained. After he was tucked in, she took the gauze off the bullet wound. My stomach churned when I saw the damage done to Hayden.
I linked my fingers with his and closed my eyes. After she was done, Karen looked at her watch and told me that she would normally administer the pain meds right about now. She again said Hayden would be waking up soon. She smiled, told me she’d be nearby and left us to be alone.
Gently, I ran my fingers through Hayden’s hair. There was so much I wanted to say to him when he woke up, including telling him that he was stupid for letting himself get shot because I would have been alright. I smiled to myself, thinking of the dubious stare he’d give he when he heard that.
“Hayden,” I said softly. “Can you hear me?” I continued to run my fingers through his hair until Karen came back in to take his vital signs. She jotted them down on a clipboard and told me his blood pressure was slowly going up, which meant the medication was wearing off. 
“You can talk to him,” she suggested. “I’ve had a lot of patients tell me that they remember voices when they were in comas. And it might help him wake up on his own, which I hope he does. I’m gonna feel bad if I have to wake him up myself.”
“Ok,” I said, not really know what to say. “Hayden,” I spoke quietly. “It’s Orissa. Thanks for saving me, though it was really stupid. You shouldn’t have gotten hurt just for me; I’m not worth it. And I would have been fine on my own, you know.” I put my hand over his. “Everyone’s really worried about you,” I went on to say. “You better heal fast, ‘cuz I don’t want to get stuck with someone stupid. You and me, remember? We’re the best zombie killers.”
His fingers tightened around mine. I held my breath, waiting.
“Hayden?”
“Mmhhh,” he responded.
“Hayden, hey. It’s Orissa.”
He moaned again and slowly blinked open his eyes. His fuzzy vision settled on me and he weakly smiled. Then he closed his eyes again. “Riss,” he mumbled.
“I’m right here,” I told him and squeezed his hand. He took several deep breaths before he opened his eyes and scanned the room. “Where am I?”
“You’re in the hospital ward,” I explained. “You were shot, remember?”
“Yea,” he said after a minute. “You’re ok?”
“Yes. I’m fine, perfectly fine. You saved me.”
His eyes closed again. “Why is the dog in the mailbox?”
“What?”
He opened his eyes halfway. “Riss?”
“I’m still here. You’re confused from the medicine, it’s ok, Hayden.” My heart sped up while I waited for him to come back. “I thought you were dead,” I whispered, forcing tears away. He squeezed my hand again. Karen silently slipped past the curtain carrying a tray.
“When he’s fully awake, you can see if he wants to eat,” she told me, setting the soup down. I nodded. It took another ten minutes for Hayden to become aware of what was going on around him. He tried to sit up but winced in pain.
“Don’t move,” I instructed, carefully setting my hand on his chest. He nodded and relaxed. “How are you feeling?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question.
“I don’t know,” he said. 
“Well, I guess that’s better than bad,” I laughed. “Are you hungry?”
“I don’t know,” he said again. I ran my fingers through his hair. “I’m tired.”
“You can go to sleep then.”
“Ok.”
Karen came in with another blanket. “Hi Hayden. I’m gonna do a quick switch.” She swapped the blankets. “And now I’m going to check your vitals. Do you feel any pain?”
“Of course,” he said with a hint of snark. “I was shot.” He smiled a cheeky grin and I couldn’t help but laugh. Karen took his blood pressure, temperature and checked his heart beat and respirations. After recording it all, she asked Hayden if he had feeling in his fingers and toes and if he could move his feet.
“Yes,” he said. He lifted up his left leg and let out a yell.
“Oh!” Karen said and put her hand on his leg to keep him from moving it anymore. “Don’t move that one, the catheter tube is tapped to it.”
“Yea, I felt that,” he said, his lips pressed together. Karen helped him into a new position, explaining she was worried about pressure sores; however told us Hayden was doing as well as expected and sat the head of the bed up before leaving us alone again. I got the bowl of soup and offered it to Hayden. He nodded and let me feed him. He only ate half of it before the pain made him feel so nauseous he couldn’t stomach anymore. 
Karen came back in and said it was time for him to rest anyway. She injected something into the IV line, warning Hayden it might make him confused before he fell asleep. He feebly reached out for my hand. I linked our fingers.
“You are worth saving,” he whispered softly; I guess he had heard me after all.
“Maybe, but not at this cost.”
“I lost everyone, Riss,” he slurred. “Everyone I cared about. And then I met you. I’m…I’m not losing you.”
“You won’t,” I promised, unable to help the tears that fell down my cheek.
“Riss?”
“Yea?”
“Stay with me?”
“Of course.”
 
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Brock, Wade, and Rider came back that evening. They had found the guys who were following us. Along with Ivan, the five of us crowded in Fuller’s office.
“There were four,” Brock explained, “in a black Mustang, ’69 by the looks of it. Nicely restored but odd to be driving given the zombies. We found them ten miles from here.” He paused, looking at Wade and Rider.
“They opened fire right away,” he continued. “We had no choice but to take them down. One got away, but he got clipped in the leg first. He won’t make it long; I bet he’s dead already. Especially on his own, since he was used to running with others.  When we examined the bodies, all three the same tattoo of a skull wearing a crown. It was painted on the door of the Mustang as well.”
“Gang members,” I speculated.
“Yea,” Rider said. “One of them had ‘Imperial Lords’ tattooed on his back.” 
“Now what?” I asked, mad I didn’t get to feel my fist crush the cheek bones of the bastards who shot Hayden.
“They’re dead,” Wade said, giving me a look like I just asked the world’s dumbest question.
“We’ve come across gangs and small groups before,” Brock explained. “They’ve never shot at us but they’ve never wanted to come to the compound. Can you think of anything that would have made them want to shoot you guys?”
“The back of the truck is full of weapons,” I stated. “We raided a hunting and camping store. I suppose I’d shoot someone for guns and ammo too. Plus Hayden’s truck…you know, with the mounted machine gun? It does come in handy.”
There was a murmur of agreeance. Fuller sat up and looked at Ivan. “Bring in the weapons and have them inventoried. Have someone check the fuel supply and report back to me.”
“So that’s it? We just carry on as if nothing happened?” I interjected.
“Yes,” Fuller ordered. “They are dead, Penwell. But we aren’t. We have to carry on if we want to keep it that way.”
I crossed my arms. I didn’t know what I expected Fuller to do, but leaving the bodies of Hayden’s shooters on the side of the road to get eaten by zombies was just so anticlimactic. I stared down Fuller and left the room.
Since I wasn’t allowed to ‘bother’ Hayden per Padraic, I spent the rest of the evening with Raeya. I stayed with her until she was ready to go to sleep; I didn’t want to be in my room alone. I knew Hayden was going to be ok, but seeing his empty bed was something I didn’t want to do. 
I didn’t go to training the next day. I wandered the halls, stopping by the hospital ward enough to annoy Padraic. His brow was furrowed with worry as he rooted around through the dwindling medications.
“What’s up doc?” I asked, leaning against the counter.
“Orissa, hi,” he said in a monotone voice.  It was the third time I had stopped by to check on Hayden that morning.
“What are you looking for?” I had also become incredibly nosy; I wanted to know what was going on with Hayden at all times.
“Pain medicine.”
“Morphine?”
“No,” he said shortly, taking a bottle down and reading the label. “Hayden’s become tolerant. It’s not helping at all.”
“Is that normal?”
“Well, it’s not common. But it’s not unheard of. It’s called tachyphylaxis.”
I didn’t even attempt to remember that mouthful of a word. “What can you do?”
“I’ve tried another pain medication but it had adverse effects. I can help him sleep; it won’t subdue the pain but at least he won’t feel it as much if he’s asleep,” he sighed, setting down a glass bottle of liquid. Padraic ran his hands over his face. Dark circles were prominent under his eyes.
“You need to sleep,” I told him,
“I need to take care of my patient.”
“Can I help?”
“Yea, if you can get me some Fentanyl,” he said with a slight laugh.
“I can,” I said, straightening up. “I can get anything. Just tell me where I’d find it.”
Padraic looked at me unblinking. “You shouldn’t go out on another mission right now.”
“Why not?”
“You went on two in a row.”
“So?”
“So,” he exasperated, “maybe you should stay here a while. Luck hasn’t been on your side.”
“Yes it has. I wasn’t the one who got shot. And I don’t think luck has anything to do with anything anymore, Padraic.” I stared him down. He shook his head and sighed again. I strode past him and uncapped a pen. “Tell me what you need. I’ll give the list to Fuller. He’s the one who has the say on if I’d go or not.” I didn’t care what Fuller said. I was going no matter what.
Padraic hesitated. “Fine. Fentanyl,” he said slowly, sounding it out for me. “And benzodiazepine.” He had to spell that one out for me and went on to give a few more medical items. “There’s actually a lot we could use here,” he started. “Equipment, like IV pumps and vital sign monitors.”
“I’ll write them down too,” I told him and listened intently as Padraic described what we needed.
I folded the list and stuck it in my pocket. “Can I see him?”
Padraic slightly shook his head before giving in. “Five minutes. He needs to rest.”
I rolled up my sleeves and washed my hands before going into the sick wing. I walked around the curtain just in time to see a young B3 hold up a plastic bowl for Hayden to throw up in. Hayden groaned and closed his eyes, letting his head hit the pillow with too much force. He winced at the pain it caused his shoulder.
The B3 looked like he was going to puke himself as he stood, holding the bowl as far from him as possible. He made a startled noise of surprise upon seeing me, which caused Hayden to open his eyes.
“Riss,” he croaked. 
“Hayden,” I responded. “You look horrible.”
“I feel horrible,” he agreed. I rounded the bed, picking up the plastic cup of water and putting the straw to his lips. After taking a drink Hayden explained. “Whatever they gave me made me sick.”
“I can see that,” I said with a smile, gingerly sitting on the right side of his bed. I brushed my fingers against his cheek. “I’m gonna go out and get you some new meds that won’t make you puke.”
“Thanks,” he said before his already ashen face turned grimmer. “You’re leaving?”
“I won’t be gone long. I’m the best, remember? I’ll get what you need and come right back.”
“I don’t want you to leave,” he said quietly.
“Two days, if even that much, is all I will be gone. Padraic said he has meds that will make you sleepy so you won’t even notice I’m gone.”
“You are good, Riss, but you’re better when I’m with you. We’re a team, remember? Stay here until I can come.”
“That won’t happen for a while,” I said gently. “Hayden, I don’t like you being in pain. I just want to get the drugs and make you better.”
Hayden opened his eyes. “Orissa, there’s something…” he trailed off, about to get sick again. I grabbed a trashcan just in time. Padraic and the B3 rushed in, apparently hearing the vomiting. Padraic ushered me out. I didn’t even get to say bye to Hayden.
I ran into Dr. Cara on my way to the C level. 
“Thanks for the samples,” she said, her voice monotone.
“Oh, yea,” I told her. I had forgotten about them until now. “You got them already?”
“Yes. Blood doesn’t stay fresh. I had to test them right away. I might need more.”
I nodded curtly. I took a step forward but Cara grabbed my arm. She flipped it over and ran a finger over the vein in my wrist.
“Can I have some blood?”
“Uh, sure.”
Her thin lips pressed into a smile and she motioned for me to follow her back into the hospital ward. My eyes scanned the door that separated me from Hayden.
“He’s going to be alright, you know,” Dr. Cara told me with no emotion in her voice. “Well, unless he gets an infection. Then he won’t be.”
I didn’t try to hide my ‘why the fuck would you say that?’ expression. Hayden was right: Dr. Cara was so socially awkward. She snapped on rubber gloves, hastily rubbed a cotton ball of alcohol over my arm and jammed the needle into my vein. I watched the deep scarlet blood rush into the vial. 
“Are you getting any closer to finding a vaccine?” I asked, knowing the answer would most likely be ‘no’.
“Possibly. I’ve found some similarities in Hayden and Parker’s blood. When I have the samples to compare it to I might know more. Hayden’s resistance to pain medicine could be something too. Of course, having someone to test the vaccine on would help.” She scribbled my name on a sticker and wrapped it around the vial. “Can you bring me a monkey?”
“Huh?”
“A monkey. You know…” she imitated a monkey, complete with scratching her head and jumping up and down while making a horrible noise.
“Yea, I know what a monkey is. Why do you want one?”
“Primates share most of our DNA. I might be able to infect one.”
“Oh, yea. If we don’t have enough problems on our hands already, let’s throw in a crazy, homicidal zombie-monkey.”
“I’ll let you shoot it in the head if it goes crazy.”
“Gee, thanks.” I raised my eyebrows. “If I find a monkey, I’ll bring it back.” I shook my head and left, pondering where the hell I’d even find a monkey. Chances are every animal in a zoo was dead; there was no one left to care for them.
It was easy to convince Fuller to let me go. He thought it would ‘do me some good’ to get my mind off of everything that had happened. I packed a bag and hugged Raeya goodbye. Like Padraic, she didn’t want me to go. I snuck into the hospital ward and explained everything to Hayden, who was fast asleep. I doubted he could even hear a word I said.
I hadn’t interacted much with the six other A1’s: Gabby, Jessica, Alex, Mac, Jose, Noah. I wasn’t sure who I’d get paired up with, and, frankly, I didn’t care. Besides Hayden, I preferred to work alone.
Since this was supposed to be an easy supplies run, only Alex, Mac, Gabby and I were going. Like Hayden, Alex had served multiple tours overseas. He had intense gray eyes and dark hair. His strong jaw was set and he was the self appointed leader. I instantly didn’t like him.
I wanted to get to the nearest hospital, get the stuff Hayden needed and race back to the compound. We spread out a map and starred every hospital in a fifty mile radius. Hell, if we hit up a close one, we might even make it back tonight.
I had gone over the list several times with Padraic so I would make sure I’d get exactly what we needed. He had even told us what parts of the hospital to go to first. This really would be an easy mission, I reiterated to myself.
Against my suggestion, Alex drove north. I told him that we had just come from a mission where we went north and it was cold and snowing and miserable. He said that he’d rather deal with the snow than zombies, since zombies don’t fare well in the cold.
 I had to work hard to bite my tongue. I hated the way Alex tossed his ranking around like it mattered to me. He was a Specialist in the Army; Hayden was a Sergeant, which was a higher rank. It was so tempting to remind Alex of that. Not wanting to make this trip any worse than it was damned to be, I kept my mouth shut. Plus, I was too preoccupied with the nagging feeling I was missing something crucial to care much.
It didn’t seem right that only four gang members would have an entire street marked off. Why would they need so many houses? And if they were relying on those houses, they’d have to set up camp nearby. Hayden and I wasted so much time looking; if they were around we would have found them.
“Get off on this exit,” I told Alex, following the route with my finger on the map. “The hospital is only a few miles after that.”
“No,” he said shortly.
“Why?”
“Don’t question me, Penwell. I said no.”
“And I asked why,” I retorted.
“I said we are going to a colder climate.”
“Colder? We are ten miles from the camp. It’s colder up here.”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”
Mac cast me a nervous glance in the review mirror. I could tell by the way he ground his jaw that he was at wits end with Alex. His eyes caught mine and he nodded slightly, asking me to just agree.
“Fine. The next hospital then. The longer we’re gone the longer Hayden is in pain.”
Six hours into our mission, we stopped to eat and pee. I got out of the SUV, eager to stretch my legs and get away from Alex. I didn’t like being with people I didn’t know. I had seen them all in training and knew they were all competent with their weapons, so at least I didn’t feel responsible for anyone. Still, I liked the commoradity of my regular group.
We were about an hour away from another hospital,l and we were running out of daylight. Alex ignored my directions and got off on the wrong exit. Since there were no traffic laws, we drove through the median and across a lawn to get to the hospital parking lot.
The front doors of the hospital were open, spewing out unknown danger and darkness. Silently, we got out of the SUV and suited up. I had a holster on each side holding an M9, a machine gun strapped to my right thigh and the compound bow and arrows hung from my shoulder. Extra clips weighed down my pockets. 
We silently stepped into the lobby. Daylight filtered through the open doors and cracked windows. Gabby gagged at the smell of rotting humans. Feet limply dangled out of a once grand fountain; the rest of the body was disintegrated under putrid water. Brown and tan foam floated on the water’s surface. The stench only got worse the farther we went in. I traded my M9 for the machine gun, using the night vision scope to see through the dark halls.
Alex took the lead. I wasn’t even going to fight with him on that; if we got attacked, at least he’d be the first to go. Glass crunched under his boots. Someone had broken open the case that held back the fire axe. I cringed as the rubber soles of my camo colored combat boots crushed the glass, its breaking sound echoing down the dark, empty hall.
Well, the used to be empty hall. 
Three zombies limped their way out of a waiting room. Alex motioned for me but I was already a step ahead. An arrow whizzed through the air, sinking into the rotten eye of a female S2. Ignoring the sting of the string slapping my unguarded wrist, I shot two more, dropping the other zombies. I clicked on my flashlight and looked with disgust at the kill. 
Careful not to press too hard, I put my foot on their festering chests to pull out the arrows. I shook off the lumpy parts and wiped them clean on the zombies’ dirty clothes before sticking them back in the quiver.
“Nice work, Orissa,” Gabby said, her smile barely visible in the dim light. I smiled and nodded. We stepped over the corpses and continued down the hall, pausing to look at the directory.
Alex had just opened his mouth to bark out an order when we heard the moans. My hand flew behind me, my fingers grabbing onto an arrow. My heart skipped a beat when the shuffling of feet drowned out the moans.
I went for the M16 instead.
A hoard of zombies snapped their dead faces in our directions, opening their decaying mouths hungrily at the sight and smell of us. We opened fire, dropping the first line. It offered little help; the zombies that tripped only crawled at us. Death calls came from behind us. Damn it, we were being surrounded.
“Fall back!” Alex yelled.
No. We were so close. I wasn’t leaving empty handed.
“Cover me!” I yelled, eyeing a doorway.
“No, get out Penwell!”
“Twenty minutes! If I’m not back in twenty, assume I’m dead and go on without me. Now cover me!” I strapped the gun back to my leg and sprinted through the open door, the rapid fire blinding and deafening me. I tripped over a fallen IV stand, sending painful shock into my wrists as the heels of my palms smacked the cold, tile floor. I kicked the door closed and madly looked around.
I was in a lab room. I scrambled up, shoving a file cabinet in front of the door. There was another door; I assumed it led into waiting room or, if I was lucky, a hall behind the exam rooms. It did both and I raced through the waiting room into the narrow pathway, running past the exam rooms. I slammed into the automatic doors that led to the ER. 
Several gummies moaned and made feeble attempts to come at me. I buried an arrow in their mushy skulls. Holding the flashlight in my mouth, I yanked back curtains. A nearly deteriorated gummy had oozed onto a hospital bed, permanent bed sores sticking him to the material. The smell choked me and I gagged. 
He reached at me, biting at the air. He had no teeth left.
“You give ‘gummy’ a whole new meaning,” I said as I fired an arrow into his head. It went all the way through and stuck into the wall behind him. I wrinkled my nose at the globs of brain matter that oozed off it and decided to leave it.
Padraic told me to look for a machine that dispensed meds. I frantically looked all over but came up empty handed. Refusing to leave with nothing, I filled a pillow case full of IV bags and antiseptics. I shot a zombified EMT in the skull with the M9 as I found my way to the exit. I kicked open the doors, rushed past an ambulance and jogged into the parking lot.
“Seventeen minutes,” Alex said when I got into the SUV, hardly able to keep the smile from his face.
“Told you,” I said, adding extra smugness to my voice on purpose.
“Three more and I would have left you. What did you get?”
“IV fluid and that chlorhexidine stuff Padraic wanted. I couldn’t find the meds.”
“The next hospital,” Mac promised. I nodded and tossed the bags into the back of the SUV. “Where did you go for that stuff?” he asked.
“The ER,” I told him.
“Was if full of zombies?”
I shook my head. “Not yet.”
Mac looked at Alex and Gabby. “We should go get the monitors and pumps.”
Alex grumbled, not liking the idea simply because it wasn’t his. After a moment’s consideration, we pulled the car around and went back into the ER. Alex and Gabby took on half the list while Mac and I found the rest of the items. We filled up the back of the SUV in less than an hour. And we got everything on the list…except the medicine.
We were running out of daylight. Alex wanted to keep going but when thick snowflakes floated down from the dark clouds, we turned off the back road in search for a town.
It was the tall, unscathed cast iron gates that drew us in. The town seemed ghosted, though the litter that blew atop the powdery layer of pristine white snow led me to believe it was abandoned only recently. I was too busy scanning our surrounding for the undead to read the town’s name on the sign as I passed it, though the paint was chipping and flaking off so badly it would have taken a second glance to discern what it said anyway.
I lowered my rifle and examined the house we had chosen. Painted a forest green with dark gray shutters, the Victorian house must have been beautiful at one time. The wooden boards creaked as we walked up the porch. I half expected a creepy girl dressed in a white lace dress to pull back the ivory curtains and stare at us before disappearing. I rolled my eyes at my own thought.
“No,” I told Alex, seeing him raise his foot to kick the door it. I set my rifle down. “I’ll get it.”
“You’re good and all, Penwell, but I’m stronger than you,” he stated. That was almost a compliment.
“Chill, Hercules. If you kick down the door, we can’t close it tonight.”
“Then how are we supposed to get in?” he demanded, waving his hand at the door.
I pulled a bobby pin from my hair. “Uh, pick the lock.” I straightened the pin and yanked the rubber ends off. I did the same to another, causing my bangs to fall into my face, knelt down by the door, and got to work. Only a minute later, I turned the knob.
“I’ve heard you are quite the criminal,” Alex sneered.
“Lay off, Alex,” Gabby snapped. “She got us in. Thanks, Orissa.” She glared at Alex and stepped inside. I dropped the bobby pins and followed her. 
The first thing I noticed was the stuffed dog. It wasn’t a cute, fluffy, toy stuffed dog. It was a real dog—taxidermy at its finest— in a sitting position, set at the bottom of the stairs that spilled into the foyer. The light from Gabby’s flashlight reflected off the glass eyes. 
“That’s disturbing,” she said and cast her light elsewhere.
“Not as disturbing as that,” Mac said, motioning to where his flashlight illuminated.
“What the hell?” I asked, tipping my head. I looked around and felt the slightest bit of sickened fear. “We’re in a fucking wax museum.” I stepped forward to the life-size wax figure of Abraham Lincoln that Mac’s light was still on. I pulled my glove off and scrapped at his face with my fingernail. 
“What a lovely place to stay,” Gabby said sarcastically. She took her backpack off, letting it drop to the floor with a heavy thump. “Hey,” she whispered, turning to me. “Do you think there’s a psycho in the basement waiting to dip us into a big vat of wax and turn us into dolls?”
I looked at her quizzically. “Uh, no.”
“Never mind, I guess you never saw that movie.” 
We explored the rest of the house. Each room was set up in a different theme with coordinating wax characters. We shoved the dolls out of the living room and broke chairs apart to use as firewood for the fancy, cast iron fire place, which did little to warm the frozen room.
We slept in shifts. Like usual, I took the first watch. I was too cold to settle down so I walked around the building, jogging up and down the stairs to keep warm. There was an old newspaper in the recycling bin in a closet of an office. It was dated four years ago. This place had gone out of business before the town even ghosted out. 
At two AM, Gabby said she’d switch me. I crawled inside my sleeping bag but was unable to warm up. Cold and tired, I drifted to sleep easily. I dreamed that we made it safely back to the compound but as soon as I stepped inside the faux brick estate, I was taken back to my grandparents’ Kentucky farm. Raeya was sitting in the living room crying. I walked past her and slowly ascended the stairs.
Hayden was laying in my bed, his eyes cold and lifeless.
I startled awake, my heart racing. “Stupid nightmare,” I mumbled to myself, as I rolled over to try to get comfortable. Hayden wasn’t dead. Well, he wasn’t as far as I knew. Only one person had died in that house and I refused to think about her.
I got only a few hours of on and off sleep over the night. I dozed off in the car. I had no idea where we were when Mac shook me awake. I instantly became alert when a large hospital loomed ahead. There was a fresh dusting of snow over the parking lot. 
“There are no foot prints,” I stated.
“You don’t know that,” Alex spat.
“Yes, I do. There either are or there aren’t. And I don’t see any.”
“That doesn’t mean anything.” 
“I didn’t say it meant anything. But I’m telling you, I do not see any footprints.” I clenched my fists. If it came down to it, I’d so trip Alex if zombies were chasing us.
 As far as we could tell, nothing new had left or entered the building since the snowfall. The hospital looked new. The lobby was big and thankfully bright due to large glass windows. There was a large atrium off of the lobby, with high glass windows and a glass ceiling, giving a full view of the thick forest that sat behind the hospital. 
Weapons raised, we eased our way through the hospital, making our way to the oncology floor. Bodies littered the hall, but they had not been killed by zombies. They were neatly layed with sheets covering them, all with the same bloodstain in a similar spot on the head; they had been executed.
I stopped counting after fifty. The smell was horrendous; we all covered our noses and did our best not to gag. We reached the end of the hall. Mac pushed on the doors revealing that they had been chained off from the other side.
“Son of a bitch!” Alex swore, glaring at me as if it was my fault. I opened my mouth to say something catty back when we heard the growl.
The smart thing to do would be to kill the sole S1 silently. Dressed in bloodstained scrubs and a dirty lab coat, the crazy doctor bared her teeth when she saw us. Her ankle was twisted and broken and two of her fingers had been chewed off. She wasn’t even worth an arrow. I pulled the knife from its sheath on my belt and ran forward, prepared to send the blade deep into her damaged brain.
The bullet was faster.
Faster, and louder. Once the crazy dropped, I turned to stare down Alex, who had his pistol raised. He had a smirk on his face, satisfied he had gotten the kill before I did.
“What the hell?” I yelled, seeing no point of keeping my voice down now.
“Three points for me,” he said smugly.
“Yea, three point for being a dumbass!” I waved my arms at the end of the hall. “Why the hell would you do that? We are at the end of a locked hall!”
Alex’s face twitched when he realized that. “You could thank me for saving you.”
“You didn’t save me. You just endangered us all you moron!”
“Stop being so dramatic,” he jeered. “Obviously we’re fine.”
Mac and Gabby exchanged nervous glances. They agreed with me. “Let’s get the stuff,” Gabby suggested. “It’s cold and I want to go home.”
“Good plan,” Mac agreed. We double backed, going down a different hall to get into the ER. Adrenaline coursed through my veins so much my hands almost shook. I kept expecting something to jump out at us. We made it to the pharmacy without running into anything.
It wasn’t right.
But who was I to wish for zombies? We had to break open locks, rip cabinets apart, and pry open drawers of the computerized medication dispenser. I hit the lock on a medical refrigerator several times with the butt of my riffle before it broke. The only good thing about it being so freaking cold in here was that the medications that needed to stay cool did. I dropped bottles of insulin as I madly rooted around.
“I found it!” I exclaimed, holding up a little glass vial of Fentanyl. We spent another few minutes gathering up more meds, including a tablet form of the Fentanyl. Since it worked the first time, I grabbed another pillowcase and held it open for Gabby to dump in medications. Once it was full, we high-tailed it out of the hospital. I stayed in the rear of our line, glad the others couldn’t see my smile. I would be back soon, back to see Hayden. I got that annoying fluttery feeling in my stomach when I thought of him. I shook it away; I was eager to get him the pain meds I was sure he desperately wanted.
Bright light from the atrium shone like a beacon. We marched for it, so close to going back to the compound. The smell hit us first. The four of us stopped, crouching into position. Then we heard the moaning and the shuffling of feet.
A pack of zombies blocked us from the exit. There were dozens of them, mouths gapping and arms reaching for us. No! We were so close. I had the medicine. I wasn’t letting this stop us now. We spun around to flee the opposite direction.
More zombies filtered into the hall. Where the hell were they coming from? Gabby fired first, sending a bullet into the head of a child zombie. It dropped, tripping the S3 that was behind it. We all opened fire, raining down metal death on the herd that marched closer and closer. My clip emptied from the M9 and it had made no difference in the numbers.
We needed to get out if we wanted to live. We were being swarmed. I shoved the M9 back in the holster and yanked the M16 free. I jumped onto an overturned sofa in the lobby and sprayed the glass windows with bullets, causing the glass to break apart and crash to the ground. I grabbed the vials from my pocket, pressed them into Gabby’s hand and yelled,
“Twenty minutes! I’ll lead them off. If I’m not back, go, get back to Hayden!”
She opened her mouth to object but I took off, using the rifle as a baseball bat and hitting an S3 in the face. His teeth slimed out on impact and clanked onto the floor, splattering bits of blood and rotten gum particles over the tile.
Seeing I had little choice, I picked up a piece of the broken glass, rolled my sleeve up and dragged it across the top of my wrist. “Hey, you motherfuckers!” I screamed, whipping my hand back and forth to get the scent of blood in the air. “Dinner time!” I climbed on top of a table, kicking over a colorful display of pamphlets on how to deal with a loved one’s illness.
Gabby, Mac, and Alex continued to fire at the zombies. A few caught the yummy scent of my blood and roared as they lumbered over. Damn it, it wasn’t working well enough.
“Hey!” I screamed again. I really should invest in a fog horn. I threw a dead pot of marigolds across the atrium, hitting the glass, though not hard enough to break it. A few more zombies turned their attention to me. 
Gabby screamed when a fast moving S2 jumped on her. Mac kicked it off, shooting it in the head and pulling Gabby to her feet. I screamed again, my voice getting lost in the zombies’ moans. I shook with the fear of us dying and not getting back to Hayden.
Hayden and Raeya and Padraic.
I wanted to see them again. I wasn’t going to die. Not by the hands and mouths of zombies. It worked before, I reminded myself and took another deep breath.
“Oh mama I’m in fear for my life from the long arm of the law,” I sang as loudly as I could. I grabbed and arrow, wincing in pain as I rolled the cold metal through my blood dripping cut. “Law man has put an end to my running and I’m so far from my home.” The arrow flew through the air, grazing the arm of a S2. The others around him pounced, following the smell of blood. 
It worked. I smiled triumphantly, eyeing my fellow soldiers. Alex waved for Gabby and Mac to go while he covered them from behind. His eyes met mine and I nodded, letting him know it was ok. He took off. Right as I was about to jump down, sprint out the broken window and race around to the SUV, a well fed S2 lunged at me.
We collided. I slid off the table, the wind getting knocked out of me and the M16 bounced out of my grip. He pinned me down, saliva dripping from his open mouth. Bits of flesh and hair stuck to his teeth. I struggled to get away, kneeing him in the balls instinctively. Of course it had no effect. I rolled back and sat up quickly, elbowing him in the nose. 
His grimy hands thrashed the air, recoiling from my blow. I scrambled away, kicking him in the ribs before I stomped on his head. I dove for my rifle only to get attacked by another zombie.
“Son of a bitch!” I swore and flipped myself to my feet, pulling the knife out at the same time. I kicked the zombie in the chest and drove the blade into its head through a soggy eye socket. The eye came out with the blade. I didn’t have time to wipe it off before another grabbed my hair.
Using form so perfect my martial arts instructor would have been proud, I softened my knees and sprung up and around, my fist landing square in the middle of the zombie’s face. It didn’t hurt him of course, but the blow made him stagger back. I dropped down, kicked his feet out from under him, jumped on his neck while at the same time slicing through the spinal cord of another, younger zombie. 
I jumped through the broken window, taking off as soon as my feet hit the frozen ground. The sound of the glass breaking let me know without looking back that I was being followed. I slipped on a patch of ice and fell only staying on the ground for a split second. I was up and running again, but this time slower. I had twisted my ankle and it hurt like hell. I doubted it was broken or even sprained. All I needed was to rest it for a minute to let the pain subside.
Desperately, my eyes scanned the trees in front of me. About twenty feet to go and I could climb to safety and wait until the herd dispersed. I couldn’t resist shooting two more in the forehead before I climbed up and away. I stopped once I was ten feet up, just out of the reach of the festering, grabbing hands.
“Come and get me,” I jeered. “Oh wait, that’s right. You can’t.” I emptied the rest of my clip, pocketing the empty magazine while I traded it for another. I quickly fired every bullet into the head of a zombie before I tested the branch above me. Deciding it was strong enough, I climbed up and sat, leaning against the truck of the tree. I grabbed a handful of snow and pressed it onto the cut on my arm, which was starting to sting. 
I struggled to maintain balanced as I extracted a bandage from my pocket to tie around my wrist. My ankle hurt too, so I forced myself to slowly extend and bend it, trying to get the blood flowing so it would feel better. 
The sun reflecting off of the snow was blinding. I wished I had sunglasses. I closed my eyes, almost relaxing as I waited for the zombies beneath me to give up and move on. More than twenty minutes passed before she came wandering out of the pine trees.
Ice hung in clumps from her hair and she was not at all dressed for the weather. Black patches of frostbite covered her exposed arms and face. She was carrying something, something warm that oozed and steamed in the cold, winter air.
With more curiosity than I should have had, I leaned over my branch and watched the crazy struggle through the shallow snow, slipping every now and then. When she saw the herd of zombies clawing at my tree, she clutched her object to her chest and hissed. 
As if she was suddenly afraid the zombies might get whatever the hell she was holding, she bit a chunk off and chewed. And then I realized she was holding a stomach.
I wouldn’t have known it if I hadn’t had years of experience cleaning and gutting deer. Except by the size of it, I didn’t think Ms. Frostbite had killed a deer. She had ripped it out of something smaller than a deer and I instantly wondered how she managed to hunt anything with all her damaged skin cells. It was a stupid thing to think about. I shook my head and carefully stood, precariously placing my feet on the branch.
I ignored the pain putting weight on my ankle caused. Slowly, I edged to the end of the branch, keeping hold of the one above me in case it snapped. I didn’t feel like falling to my death just yet. A few zombies noticed the crazy, who stupidly stood there hissing and snarfing down her stomach.
It was now or never. The zombies milled away from my tree, going for the crazy. She let out a harrowing yell and took off, leading the zombies away from me. I didn’t want to go through another failed Evil Kenevil act of jumping from tree to tree. My face hurt just thinking about the last time I attempted that.
Seeing I didn’t have much of a choice, I snaked my body up another level of branches. I hated being so high up but the branches were much closer up here. I resituated the bow over my shoulder, held my breath and jumped.
My hands burned from grasping the branch so hard but I made it. I shimmied through that tree, paused as a S3 limped under me and jumped to the next tree. The branches snapped and I tumbled down, hitting every limb on my way.
I landed on my ass. It hurt like hell but it was the best thing to land on. I pushed myself up, not allowing myself time to register the pain and attempted to run before the zombies noticed me. It was a feeble attempt and I knew if it wasn’t for the impeccable timing of that crazy wandering amidst the forest, I wouldn’t have made it.  
 I jogged around the hospital, slowing only when the street came into view. I expected Alex to give me crap for taking a long time. I was thinking of something extra bitchy to spit back at him when my feet hit the pavement. My eyes darted around the street, looking for the SUV.
I didn’t expect this. They were gone.
 



Chapter 3
 
No, I thought. They just drove off to distract the zombies. That was all. They wouldn’t really leave me. Panic tried to bubble in my heart. No, I repeated in my head. They will be right back. They wouldn’t leave me.
I stood, rooted in the spot, for several minutes as I waited to hear the distant roar of the engine. But all I heard was the distant moaning of zombies. The distant moaning that was gradually getting louder and louder. 
Damn it.
I couldn’t stay here. I had to find somewhere safe to wait. Abhorrence made my heart race. What if they came back and I wasn’t here?
“No,” I actually said out loud. I had to move. My ankle was stiff from standing still for so long in the cold. It cracked painfully when I took a step. I let out a breath of pain and limped down the street. It took effort to climb on top of the ambulance. I layed down out of sight from zombie eyes. If I just waited, if I just stayed right here, they would come back.
The sun set and I was still alone. Alone, hungry, and cold. I had to face it; they had left me, truly left me. I slid down the front of the ambulance. This sucked, but it wasn’t the end. I would get back to the compound eventually, and I would knee Alex in the balls as hard as I possibly could. Using the sinking sun as my guide, I started walking south in the general direction of this town’s downtown area. The forest gradually thinned, obviously torn down to make room for the modern buildings. My plan was to find a safe place to stay tonight, get a car in the morning, figure out where the hell I was at and go to Arkansas. 
Easier said than done.
The herd of zombies emerged from the woods. I ducked behind an overturned car, holding my breath. They marched back toward the hospital, thankfully. I took off running, my boots hitting the pavement with too much noise for my liking. I ran down the street until I couldn’t stand the pain anymore, running past neat little houses and cute store fronts, abandoned and trashed by the undead. Reluctantly, I stopped and unlaced my boot.
“Great,” I muttered upon seeing my swollen ankle. There was nothing I could do for it so I laced my boot back up and limped off again. The scent of decay hit me and my blood instantly turned into ice. I looked around but didn’t see any zombies. I froze and held my breath; I didn’t hear any either.
“What the hell?” I asked myself, taking another step, following the sickening smell of death. Maybe I shouldn’t have cared. Maybe I should have let dead things lie.
But I knew it wasn’t right. I knew passing the house that reeked like an unplugged fridge full of meat would mean a surprise later. I pulled the bow off my shoulder and pulled and arrow back. I kicked the door open, the hinges squeaking in protest. The smell was so bad I gagged. Holding my breath, I took a tentative step in.
Light spilled in through the windows. Blood trailed in a very particular path on the hardwood floors. And it looked like more than one body had been dragged through this small house. I entered the living room, my eyes darting around like crazy and my heart beating a million miles an hour. Every breath that escaped my lungs seemed too loud. Never in my life had I wanted to blend in or be invisible. It would be so freaking practical to be that now.
The living room was set up like any living room should have been. Thick dust covered the magazines on the coffee table. A cup of purple juice had been knocked over, staining the light blue rug. I had to pull the collar of my black turtleneck over my nose. The smell got even more pungent as I neared the kitchen. And it was oblivious why.
About half a dozen bodies were haphazardly discarded on the floor. Tangled up with one another, their lifeless faces held back twisted horror. Terrified curiosity forced me to look at them longer than what was psychologically healthy. Images of festering, gapping mouths burned into my memory.
I snapped out of the nightmare reverie and forced myself to think logically. Ok, there was nothing logical about a pile of dead bodies in the kitchen. 
“Dead,” I whispered. “All dead, but no bullet wounds.” At least none to the head. I walked around the disgusting pile and noticed the torn open abdomens with missing guts. “Stomachs,” I said to the bodies. 
Something banged against a wall deep inside the house. I jumped. I positioned the arrow in the bow and left the kitchen, following the source of the noise. I went down a hall, which, of course, didn’t have any windows. 
A scurrying came from behind a closed door. Not wanting to free my hands of my weapons, I kicked it. The door swung opened, revealing a healthy looking S1. He was tall, fit, and at one point kinda cute. He didn’t even have time to get up before the arrow cracked open his skull and pierced his brain, sending little bits of skin and bone splattering on the wall behind him. I hung the bow over my shoulder and yanked the arrow free, having to pull extra hard to get it out of his head.
This room smelled putrid too. The guy I had just killed had been feasting on a stomach. I kicked it out of his hand, nearly retching at the scent. Behind him was a pile of stomachs. 
“What the fuck?” I asked nobody. They were neatly laid out and…sorted? No, crazies weren’t that smart. Along with human emotions, their intelligence was damaged by the virus. Covering my mouth and nose, I looked at what was in front of me. I thought the stomachs were divided by size or even species. 
The one the crazy was eating leaked contents over the floor, smelling like a dead animal that was shoved up someone’s ass and then shit out. I took one last look; it appeared he had ripped it open and was eating whatever was inside. Ok, that was just gross, even for me.
I quickly got out of the house. A few stragglers meandered down the street. I pulled back an arrow and shot two S2’s. I retrieved my arrows, wiped off the goo, and trudged forward. After another mile of walking, I knew I needed to stop for the night. The last rays of light from the sun were almost gone and my ankle was killing me. I needed to rest it in case I needed to make a fast getaway, which was only inevitable. 
I looked up and down the street I was on. Most of the store fronts had been broken, giving the impression that this town had been looted. Hunger drove me to limp inside a mini mart. Everything edible on the shelves was gone. Not giving up just yet, I took out my flashlight and made my way into the break room. 
I held my breath when I opened the fridge. An unopened bottle of water sat on the bottom shelf. Someone’s yogurt parfait had molded over and dripped out onto it. Grimacing only slightly, I took it out and wrapped the bottle in a napkin. I found a can of chicken noodle soup along with a box of expired crackers in a cabinet covered with mouse droppings. Both the soup and the water were frozen. 
Feeling the mini mart didn’t offer enough protection, I crossed the parking lot and stopped in front of a pet store. The glass windows and doors where still intact. I put my hands on the cold glass doors and pushed, forcing the automatic doors open. Leaving them ajar, I stepped inside. 
The place seemed orderly, although I didn’t think it was surprising that no one had looted the pet store. As much as Americans loved their pets, I bet many were left behind and forgotten when the virus struck. Without making a sound, I moved to the back of the store. 
A big S3 in a blue jacket slithered around the floor. He was so far gone he wasn’t worth an arrow. I picked up a can of dog food and chucked it at his head, which popped open like a rotten pumpkin. I stepped over the body, turned on my flashlight and took a look in the storage room. Besides the norm, it was empty. 
This was as good of place as any to bunker down in for the night. I went back to the front of the store to close the doors. There was an office behind the registers and it had a steel door that seemed sturdy enough. I didn’t like the idea of locking myself in a room. As long as they quietly shuffled in, I could open the door to a zombie surprise party. 
I grabbed a dog bed, a big metal bowl and a bag of small animal bedding. I heaved it all up onto a shelf then climbed up myself. I shoved bags of dog food onto the floor; they split open and kibble rolled out on impact. I sat on the bed and dumped the shavings into the bowl. I pulled a box of matches from my pocket and struck on, dropping it into the bowl. 
It took a few attempts to get the fire going. I took the can of soup and placed it in the middle. Careful not to melt the plastic, I held the water over the flames. My appetizing dinner had only halfway thawed when the fire went out. Not wanting to waste anymore matches, I decided it was good enough.
“Goddammit,” I swore when I looked at the can of soup. I had no way of opening it. I was just about to throw it angrily on the ground when I had an idea. I wedged the can between two bags of food and pulled out my M9. Regretfully wasting a bullet, I pulled the trigger.
I shook the can before putting it to my lips. The warm broth spilled from the bullet hole and into my mouth. Careful not to swallow any metal fragments that might have fallen into the soup, I ate as much as I could, knowing that this could very well be all I get for a while. My ankle throbbed but I didn’t want to take my boot off in fear I wouldn’t be able to get it back on. I loosened the laces and leaned against the wall.
I was tired, physically and mentally. And I was pissed, so pissed that I had been left behind like a piece of garbage. I ripped open a bag of dog food and spent the next several hours throwing it into the aisle. I couldn’t stop shivering. I unbraided my hair, hoping I could gain a little bit of warmth from its length. I closed my eyes, wanting to fall asleep. My brain wouldn’t allow it; every little noise made me jump to alertness, my heart instantly racing in fear.
Sometime in the hazy purple dawn, I drifted into a restless sleep, waking only an hour or so later. I eased off the shelf, stretched and gathered up my things. My first order of business was finding a car. I only had two clips left for my Beretta plus the arrows. Finding more weapons was my second priority. Food and water was third, though, if I got a car and drove straight to the compound, going a day with no food or water wouldn’t kill me.
My ankle didn’t hurt as badly as before, but it still wasn’t as good as normal. Ignoring it, I set off into the parking lot. There were three cars still in it and they were all new. I couldn’t hot wire anything hybrid. Moving on, I went back into the street. I kept my hand poised over the bow, ready to send a black arrow flying into the face of anything that got in my way. 
And that’s exactly what I did when a lone S2 came around a corner. He saw me, turned away and let out a high pitched yell before he dropped to the ground. I thought it was strange, the way he almost let out a call when he saw me. It didn’t matter anymore. I stepped on his puffy chest,—something snapped and popped under my weight— grabbed my arrow, and pulled. It slid free from his rotten brain with ease. I was shaking it clean when five zombies ran around the same corner. Mouths gleaming with fresh blood, they had full bellies and were wicked fast.
Using the arrow as a spear, I drove it into the open mouth of the closest zombie. I kicked another in the chest; she staggered back, tripping over the curb. I knocked another to the ground before I curb stomped the S2 that reached for my feet. I pulled the M9 and shot two more in the head.
More zombies staggered out into the street. The herd hadn’t dispersed after all. They were all here, coming after me. There was no way I could take them all down. Not alone. I finished the clip, shoved a new one in and took the M9 in my left hand. I pulled my knife out with the other and set off to freedom, killing as many undead bastards as I could. 
Two zombies tag teamed me. I spun around, my foot landing in the face of the shorter one while the knife sliced the other’s neck open. His head flopped back, sending him off balance. His arms were still held out in front of him and he blindly grabbed for me. I dropped and rolled out of the way just in time for him to fall, his skull bursting like a water balloon filled with rotten pea soup as it hit the pavement.
I fired a round into the nose of a young zombie, whose white dress was stained with pus and blood. They just kept coming, tripping over each other as they pushed their way to me. I jumped over a car, sliding over the hood and out of the reach of a fat S3. I plunged the knife into his forehead.
I slipped on ice as I sprinted down an alley behind the stretch of stores. I ran across a field and entered the woods again. I kept running until I was out of breath. I had outrun the zombies—for now. I stopped, doubling over as I panted. I pulled the water bottle out of my pocket, thankful all the running increased my body heat and further melted the ice. I drank what I could, recapped the bottle and pushed forward, sure I would come out on a road soon enough.
I was wrong. Hours later, I was still in the forest. Ice coated snowflakes burned my already frozen cheeks. I zipped my coat up as far as it would go. Shivering, I lifted my legs higher than necessary as I marched on, hoping to increase my blood flow and warmth into my cold limbs. I rubbed my arms, flinching in pain when I touched my wrist. I had forgotten about the slice on my wrist. I pushed my sleeve up; the skin around the cut was red and puffy, sure signs of an infection. I scooped up a handful of snow and put it on my aching skin. I wiggled my toes, desperately wanting to gain the feeling back in my feet. It didn’t help so I forced myself into a jog.
I quickly got out of breath and my heart hammered in my chest. I stopped, feeling suddenly weak and dizzy. I sank onto the cold ground, the hard snowflakes panging against my face.
Which felt hot.
Damn it.
This wasn’t happening. I didn’t have time for this. I pulled my sleeve back and looked at the cut. Yes, it was definitely infected. 
“No,” I told myself. “You do not have blood poisoning.” If I did, I’d be dead in a day. I forced myself to my feet. I made it another half an hour before the nausea hit. Dragging my feet, I continued. There was no stopping now, not if I wanted to live.
My body broke out in uncontrollable shivers, which only worsened the horrible feeling in my stomach. The snowfall increased, decreasing my visibility. A crazy could easily sneak up on me, though even if I saw it a mile away, all I could do was shoot; I was in no condition to fight. 
“Hah,” I said to myself. As if I could hold the pistol steady enough to get a good shot. I stopped to pee as the sun set, realizing that it was the first time I had to go to the bathroom all day. I knew that it was partially because I hadn’t had much to drink, still, I couldn’t help but worry my organs were shutting down due to the poisonous bacteria that floated in my blood.
I trudged forward, slipping and falling. The jolt sent my queasy stomach over the edge and I threw up what little food I had eaten. Unable to get up, I crawled forward. I don’t know how much time passed. My hands and knees had gone numb. I was so weak I could barely move.
When I saw the light ahead, I figured it was some sort of reverse mirage. Instead of seeking cool, refreshing relief from a hot desert, I wanted to be warm, warm and well. Somehow I managed to pull myself to my feet. In a stage of delirium, I fell several times as I emerged from the forest and plodded up the gravel driveway.
It had been plowed, I could tell since several security lights blared blindly bright lights. I felt like I was stumbling around wasted, except that I was fighting to stay conscious and alive with every breath. It was so hard to get my feet up the stairs. I remembered knocking on the door, thinking that I better pull it together or whoever was in the house might shoot me on sight, thinking I was a zombie. 
I took a deep breath and widened my eyes, which desperately wanted to close. A young boy answered the door, holding a shotgun in his hands.
“Ma!” he hollered. “Ma! Get over here fast!”
I heard the shuffling of feet. My vision blurred.
“Oh my!” a gruff female voice spoke. “Dear, have you been bit?”
“No, not bit,” I mumbled. Then I lost my balance. The woman caught me.
“Beau, Casey, get in here!”
Someone grabbed me and carried me over to a sofa. I knew they were talking to me but my brain couldn’t discern what the words were saying. I held up my arm, mumbled the words ‘blood poisoning’ and passed out.  
I was only out for a few minutes. When I woke up, a pretty red head was scrubbing my wrist. Her green eyes held back fear and were filled with tears. She looked at me with what I could only say was empathy. 
“Hi,” she said shyly, looking over her shoulder in fear. “I’m Olivia. As soon as you’re better you need to leave,” she whispered harshly.
“I’m planning on it,” I promised.
“Good. Because you can’t—” she cut off as soon as one of the guys came into the room. Her body tensed up in fear and the tears that brimmed her eyes spilled over.
“You taking care of our guest now?” he asked. Olivia nodded slightly. “Good. We want her healthy.” He knelt down next to the couch and examined me. “I’m Beau,” he said. My vision was too fuzzy to fully take in his appearance. His hair was cut in a mullet style and he chewed on a toothpick. “We’re gonna getcha all fixed up now.”
I nodded and mumbled thanks. Olivia poured something over my arm that burned like hell. “Sorry,” she told me before gently wrapping my wrist in gauze.
“So,” Beau said, rocking back on his heels. “How did you end up here?”
Something in Olivia’s eyes begged me not to tell the truth.
“Got lost,” I said, which was ambiguous enough to be safe.
“You got others looking for you?”
Olivia’s skinny fingers dug into my arm.
“No,” I said. It was probably true. Everyone assumed I was dead anyway. “They got eaten.”
Beau smiled for a split second. “Well, now. I’ll let Olivia patcha up.” His eyes slid over her body. He smacked her butt. “Come up to bed when you’re done, darlin’,” he told her.
Even with my nonfunctioning brain, I knew something was off. He didn’t ask who I was or how I was feeling. Wait, it didn’t matter. I was inside, I was slowly warming up and I wasn’t going to die of sepsis. It didn’t matter if he asked for my name. I leaned back against the couch.
“I don’t think this one’s gonna make it,” a female voice said, her face so close to mine I could smell her stinky breath.
I opened my eyes to see a freckled woman staring me down. She straightened up and pressed a smile. Her hands settled on her swollen belly. She was either pregnant or had one hell of a beer gut.
“I’m fine,” I told her.
“You don’t look fine.”
“I’ll be fine,” I corrected. Olivia put my arm down and unzipped my coat. I sat up and helped her pull the sleeves off my arms. The older woman who greeted me at the door came into the room carrying a tray. She set it down on the coffee table, which was cluttered with empty pop cans, a golden statue of a six point buck and random wrappers and crumbs. 
“Here ya go, sweetie,” she said and lifted a cup to my lips. I took it and eagerly drank the warm broth. It felt good to have something in my stomach but I instantly felt nauseous again. My face must have shown it because Olivia took the cup from me and guided me through piles of clutter into a bathroom. 
I remembered to pull my hair back as the broth came back up. Olivia whispered something to me but I didn’t hear it over the sound of my own retching. The older woman and Olivia helped me up the stairs, past more piles of crap and into a bedroom. The room was oddly neat and clean compared to the rest of the house.
I took off my jacket and then my boots and fell into the bed.
“Your ankle is swollen,” Olivia observed. “I’ll take care of you so you can leave,” she said harshly again. I wanted to tell her that I didn’t plan on staying but I was just too weak. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was asleep.
I woke up sometime in the morning. My head pounded and my throat was on fire. A soft hissing sound temporarily scared me before I realized that someone had plugged in a humidifier next to my bed. I had been stripped of my clothes as well, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Yes, they were dirty but that meant someone had removed my clothes…and did God knows what else.
It was probably the strawberry blonde girl, Olivia. I sat up, feeling dizzy all over again. Feebly, I got out of bed in search for a drink of water. There was a bathroom attached to the bedroom and I stumbled my way to it. I turned on the water, running it for a few seconds before cupping my hands and getting a drink. I got a good look at myself in the mirror: my hair had been brushed out and I was dressed in a pink cami with lace straps and silk pink pajama pants. My bra was missing but I at least still had my underwear on. 
A wave of chills and nausea hit me and my knees buckled. I laid on the linoleum floor for several minutes until I had the strength to pull myself up. Every breath hurt my lungs. Everything inside me hurt as if it was being pinched. I felt like I was dying. I got to my feet, tripped over the bathroom rug and fell again.
The older woman rushed in, having heard the commotion.
“Oh, deary, what are you doing out of bed?” She linked her arms through mine and helped me up and into bed. I got under the covers without hesitation.
“Thirsty,” I croaked, surprised at how weak my voice was. She nodded, clucking to herself before she scurried out of the room to return with a glass of water. I sipped it then collapsed back into a sickly state of dementia-like sleep.
I was bedridden for the next four days. On day five, I was able to get up and walk to the bathroom on my own. I brushed out my hair, braided it and got back into bed. That minute task had tired me out. Time had passed in a nondescribable way. It seemed only yesterday I was alone in the woods, shivering and delirious from blood poisoning. And then it seemed I had been here forever. Grateful as I was at the strangers’ hospitality and eagerness to nurse me back to health, I wanted to go back to the compound. 
Someone knocked on the door, waited a second and opened it. The pregnant Freckle Face held a steaming bowl of buttered rice. She set it on the nightstand and touched my forehead.
“Your fever’s gone down.”
“Oh, good.”
“I’m Jaylyn.”
“Orissa.”
“Nice to meet you.” She rubbed her stomach. Doubting she was caressing an accumulation of fat, I assumed she was for sure pregnant.
“When are you due?” I asked, not caring if I offended her in the off chance she did just have a gut.
“Probably the end of July,” she said casually. “We don’t know for sure since I can’t get one of those inside picture thingies done.”
I nodded, not knowing what to say.
“Eat,” she instructed. “Sue Ellen gave you some antibiotic injections the last few days. You should probably put some food in your stomach.”
Sue Ellen must be the older woman. “She’s a doctor?” I asked, feeling almost hopeful.
“No.”
“Oh.”
“Don’t worry though, I’ve taken them before. Cows aren’t that diff’ernt than humans. You just gotta cut the dose in half.”
I nodded again, this time feeling a little horrified. I imagined Padraic’s reaction when I told him I had been given animal medicine.
“Eat and rest.” She faked a smile and left. I slowly ate the rice. I was so hungry but at the same time was afraid of barfing, as I had been for the last few days. I finished half, got another drink from the sink and went back to sleep. Olivia came in later that evening with more food and a cup of juice. 
“Hi,” she said weakly. Her eyes met mine for a millisecond. “You’re Orissa?”
“Yea.”
“It’s a pretty name. We both have ‘O’ names,” she said, though I think it was mostly to herself.
“Yea, I guess.”
She put a bowl of soup on the nightstand. She had a bruise on her right forearm and a black eye. I didn’t remember seeing that before. 
“Where did you come from?” she asked, dropping her voice and looking over her shoulder at the door.
“South. From the south.”
“By yourself?”
“Not entirely.”
“You have to get out, Orissa. Before it’s too—”
“What are you telling the new girl?” the young boy asked loudly, appearing in the doorway.
“Nothing, I’m just asking her if she’s alright.” Olivia trembled with fear. “Harley, this is Orissa. You need to let her rest.”
“You can’t tell me what to do,” he sneered.
“Harley,” Olivia pressed. “Beau told you to let her rest.”
“No he didn’t,” Harley snapped. “I came here to supervise.”
“You don’t need to,” Olivia went on, straining to stay calm. Tears formed in her eyes again.
“Yes, I do. I’m one of the men in this house,” he said, puffing out his chest. “I have to keep an eye on the women.”
“The women?” I questioned. Olivia gave me a please-don’t-say-anything look. Harley crossed his arms.
“Yes. The women.”
“Alright,” a deep voice said from down the hall. “That’s enough.” The guy who introduced himself as Beau stood behind the boy. “Get on, go help Ma.” He pushed past him and came into the room. “Don’t mind my ‘lil brother,” he said with a chuckle. His clothes were dirty and he smelled like unwashed hair and body odor. I knew hygiene took the back burner when it came to surviving in this hell of a world, but the house had running water. It was gross.
“Yea,” I mumbled.
“Rest up,” he told me. “We’d like you-ta eat with us and meet the rest of the family.” He leaned against the door frame, crossing his arms. “Olivia, why don’t you’n get Rissa here something to wear tonight.”
“Ok,” she said weakly, jumping off the bed. “Take a shower, Orissa. I’ll be right back with clothes,” she told me before she scuttled out of the room. 
“Need help?” Beau asked.
“No,” I retorted. He smirked and turned away. I shut the door and went into the bathroom. Showering felt wonderful. The water even stayed warm the entire time. I towel dried my hair, brushed it and re-plaited it in a side braid going over my left shoulder. I wrapped the towel tightly around my body and opened the bathroom door.
A short blue and white polka dot dress was neatly laid out on the bed. 
“You have got to be kidding me,” I breathed, holding it up. The only undergarments that had been provided were a pair of thigh high, white socks and a thong. If I hadn’t worn the pajamas for five days in a row, I would have put them back on. I gritted my teeth and pulled the ugly thing on. Just a few more days, I told myself, and I’d be good enough to trek out on my own.
Olivia led me down the stairs, through the very cluttered living room and into the dining room. The house was fairly large for being an older farm house. The entire thing—except the room I was in—was a disgusting mess, with food and garbage left out to rot and fester, as if there wasn’t enough of that going on outside.
Everyone besides Olivia had muddy, brown hair. She sat next to me, nervously tearing her napkin. On her other side sat Beau. Across from him was a man I hadn’t met yet, though he looked just like a younger version of Beau. Next to him was Jaylyn, and to her right was another young man. I remembered seeing him the first night I arrived here. By the way he put his hands all over Jaylyn’s body, I assumed he was the father of the baby.
Sue Ellen sat at one end of the table, with Harley crowded in next to her. An older man, with greasy, graying hair pulled back into a pony tail, sat at the head of the table. He winked and smiled at me, showing off his tobacco stained crooked teeth.
“I’m Bart,” he said gruffly. “Glad you stumbled into our neck of the woods. Lucky you did.”
“Yea,” I said back, not wanting to be totally ungrateful. “I’m feeling much better, thanks.”
“Now you’n take your time and heal up properly,” he told me with a nod. “You sure is pretty,” he added quietly, causing Jaylyn to huff jealously. 
“Oh, where are my manners?” Sue Ellen asked, her hand flying to her heart. “Deary, you’ve already met Beau, Olivia, Jaylyn and my baby, Harley.” She seemed way too old to have a little kid. “This is Casey,” she said, pointing to the thin guy groping Jaylyn. He nodded and said ‘hey’ dumbly. “And this is Delmont,” she introduced.
“Nice to meet you, Orissa,” Delmont said almost shyly. Beau whispered something across the table to him that made both guys erupt in giggles. Sue Ellen glared at them and Bart cleared his throat. Dinner consisted of canned vegetables and venison that Bart and Delmont killed yesterday.
 My stomach still couldn’t handle much; I could only eat half of what was put on my plate. I pushed the food around while watching everyone interact. Bart was older, probably nearing sixty and I think was Sue Ellen’s husband. Jaylyn and Harley called him ‘dad’ while Beau and his brother Delmont called him uncle and Casey called Sue Ellen his aunt. I couldn’t wrap my brain around their messed up family tree.
But what really confused me was how Olivia fit into this. She seemed on the verge of tears again. When she lifted her fork to her mouth, I could see a bruise that looked very much like a handprint on the inside of her arm. She also had a thin, short dress on. Like mine, her hideous dress made its heyday ten years ago and was incredible impractical not only for the zombie apocalypse but also for the winter. 
As soon as dinner was over she sprung up and started cleaning. Delmont came around and placed his hands on my chair, scooted it out and extended a hand. Not taking it, I pushed myself up. A twinge of rage showed on his face.
“Orissa,” he said.
“What?”
“Come with me.”
“Why?”
“Let’s talk. We should get to know each other.”
The red flag went up at the same time the nausea came back. I closed my eyes and ignored the spinning sensation. Delmont put his hand on my arm. If I wasn’t so dizzy, I would have jerked away. He pulled me forward and I stumbled, my reactions paralyzed. He caught me and held me close to him, crushing my breasts against his body. Like Beau, he reeked.
“She’s still sick,” Olivia’s quiet voice came from behind me.
“No she’s not,” Delmont argued. How the hell would he know? This was the first time we’d met.
“Orissa,” Olivia pressed. “You don’t feel well, do you?” It was more of a statement than a question. 
“I feel like shit,” I said quickly, going with my gut and trusting her.
“Fine,” Delmont spat. “Rest up.”
“I’ll take her to bed,” Olivia offered.
“No!” Bart interjected. “Jaylyn will.”
I purposely faltered in my gait as I exited the dining room. Jaylyn waited until I was under the covers before she left, closing the door behind her. I waited a minute to make sure she had made it down the hall before I got up and flicked on the bedside lamp.
Slowly, I opened the dresser drawers. There was nothing in them. I threw open the closet door: nothing. Ok, maybe that wasn’t entirely odd. I looked under the bed and in the cabinets in the bathroom and didn’t find anything either. I sat on the bed, shivering.
Dammit, I was still sick. I stood, trying to shake the horrible feeling that stabbed me in the gut. Something wasn’t right about this situation. Deciding I needed to get to the bottom of it, I put my hand on the door, set on finding Olivia. But I couldn’t leave.
The door was locked.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
I might have slightly panicked. I was locked in. I madly jiggled the handle, hoping that it was just sticking. I abruptly stopped, not wanting anyone to know I knew I was locked in. What the fuck?  Why did they lock me in? I strode to the window, my anxiety making the dizziness worsen. I pulled the ugly brown curtains back; it was a clear two story drop.
Son of a bitch.
I sat back on the bed, thinking. Whatever they were planning, they picked the wrong girl to mess with. I wanted out, and I had no doubt in myself on getting out. Just not while I was still sick. Feeling horribly defeated, I got under the covers. I needed rest, I told myself, in order to get better and get the hell out of here. I thought of my friends back at the compound. It killed me to think of what Raeya must be going through right now.
I closed my eyes, forcing myself to attempt to sleep. And then I heard it; the obvious sounds of someone having sex. Though only one person was enjoying it. Her cries were muffled but I could still hear them. My blood ran cold.
For the first time in a very long time, I felt helpless. My heart pounded in my chest as I laid in shock, too horrified to sleep. My brain lost the not sleeping battle as fatigue took over. The next day repeated the same nightmare. Olivia woke me up—wearing another short dress, the bruise on her thigh was obvious. 
She gave me a horrible yellow sundress, advised me to shave my legs and trudged out of the room.  I did twenty minutes of yoga and felt considerably better after that. I showered, braided my hair and put on the ugly dress. 
Delmont was sitting on the bed when I stepped into the room.
“Wow,” he said, licking his lips. I wanted to punch him in the face. The hot shower made me feel a little lightheaded so I just glared.
“How do you keep the zombies away?” I blurted. I had been curious about that for quite some time.
He shrugged. “Seems they haven’t crossed over this way much. Only seen a handful on the property.”
I nodded. I knew it wouldn’t last. Maybe I’d get lucky and zombies would attack. I could get away then. 
“Want to see the shop?” he asked.
“No,” I replied flatly, not caring what kind of ‘shop’ he was referring to. 
His eyes narrowed. “Rest up,” he said. That phrase was really starting to annoy me. “I’ll have Ma bring you somethin’ to eat.”
He didn’t lock the door. Using it to my advantage, I padded out and peered into the room next to the one I was in. It was a mess and smelled like a hillbilly frat house. I wrinkled my nose and moved on. Olivia was on her hands and knees scrubbing the bathroom floor.
“Olivia,” I said quietly, not wanting to startle her. She looked up at me, eyes widening in terror. She dropped the sponge and crawled over.
“You shouldn’t be here! Quick, go back to your room!”
“What, why?”
“Please, Orissa! Just go before they see you. I-I’m not supposed to talk to you.”
“I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.”
“That’s the thing, you c-can’t leave.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked, my voice was calm but my heart raced.
“They won’t let you. They won’t let me…not that I could survive out there.” She cast her eyes down. “Maybe I should be grateful.”
“Grateful? Olivia…” I didn’t know what to say. I shook my head, causing the headache to worsen. “What happened to you last night?”
Tears filled her eyes and her body trembled. A creak came from the stairs. “Go!” she whispered. “Please!”
I nodded and quickly trotted down the hall. I sat on the bed, feeling dizzy again. Who the hell were these people? What did they want with Olivia and me? A moment later, Sue Ellen came into the room, carrying a tray. 
“Hello, dear,” she cooed. A steaming bowl of vegetable soup actually smelled good. She handed me the bowl and a spoon. “How are you feeling?”
“Not so good,” I lied. “I feel like I’m getting sick again.”
She pressed her hand against my head. “You don’t feel hot.”
“My stomach. It hurts.”
“Oh, well, you’n lay down. We wantcha as healthy as possible.”
I smiled, playing along. Really, I was wondering why. I had all night to think about it. I got locked in again. I was too anxious to sleep, which pissed me off because I knew I needed to rest in order to get better. I did more yoga and attempted to relax my muscles and drift to sleep. At around what I guessed was three AM, I finally did, waking only hours later from a horrible nightmare.
Delmont brought me breakfast that morning. I didn’t want anything from these people, not their food, their fake hospitality or their shelter. Again, knowing I was useless while I was weak and sick, I ate. He asked if I wanted to see the shop again. This time, I agreed.
Bart owned a junk yard. Behind the house was a warehouse full of odds and ends with a workshop at one end. Behind that were acres filled with rusty cars and other disguarded pieces of unwanted crap. It had snowed more since my arrival. A path had been shoveled from the house to the shop. My combat boots had been ‘misplaced’ so I was forced to wear only a thin pair of slippers.
The shop was huge. There were rows upon rows filled with random junk. Dishes, old lamps, pieces of broken furniture, heaps of clothes, a black and white TV, and a rocking horse with a cracked head that threatened to tumble off the shelf and onto me at any second. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself to try to keep warm and to cover up my breasts; I still hadn’t been given a bra.
My eyes darted all around the shop. There were plenty of objects I could use as weapons. I just wasn’t sure on how to grab one unnoticed. It wasn’t like I had a lot of clothing to hide anything in. Delmont was talking, or had been talking I supposed. I hadn’t been paying attention to a word he had said.
“Orissa?” he asked, sounding ticked off.
“Huh?” I replied, furthering his annoyance.
He wheeled around, stepping close. “You listen when I’m talking to you!”
I raised an eyebrow. Taken aback by me not cowering, he suffered a few seconds of looking utterly perplexed. He sneered, grunted and turned away. What I wouldn’t give to kick his legs out from under him, slam my heels down on his fingers and stomp on his face.
Just a few more days. A few more days and I would have the strength to get out of here. Possibly…there were four grown men to get past and I had no weapons. I could do it. I’d figure it out, one way or another. Until then…I put my hand on the shelf and pretended to faint.
Delmont caught me. It took everything not to grimace when his hands tightened around my waist.
“You alright?” he asked.
“Oh, I-I feel so weak,” I stuttered. “I need to lay down.”
“Right. Gotta get you ready.”
“Ready for what?”
“Uh, I mean healthy. Gotta get you healthy.”
“Yes, I want that,” I agreed. He let me go and stepped in front of me. A baseball bat lay covered in dust at the bottom on a shelf. I made a mental note of that and went back into the house.
Sue Ellen fussed over me when Delmont told her I fainted. She frowned at him, put her hand protectively on my shoulder and said,
“What the hell were you thinking, Del? You shouldn’t have taken her out in the cold. Not when we want her to heal.”
I nodded, doing my best to look sick. I had always wanted to be an actress, though the circumstances of using my acting skills were less than ideal. Del walked me to the stairs and told me he hoped I felt better fast. I heard voices coming from the bathroom as I walked down the hall.
“…it’s your own fault, you stupid bitch,” Jaylyn scolded. “We all know there’s something wrong with ya.” She stopped talking when she saw me. Olivia was standing by the sink, mopping up her bloody nose.  My eyes widened and I stepped in her direction. Jaylyn slammed the door shut. I shook my head and ventured back into ‘my room’. 
I felt a little better after I did another Sun Salutation. I dropped to the floor and did a set of crunches, then pushups and squats. I ended with more yoga and laid down, wishing I could fall asleep and force my body to heal. 
Delmont came in once the sun set. He brought me a plate of cooked venison. I ate it eagerly, purposely shoving it in my mouth in a way that mirrored a zombie. I smacked my lips and chewed with my mouth open, wanting to be as unattractive as possible.
When I was done eating, Delmont stretched out next to me. 
“Rub my feet,” he ordered.
“No,” I said instantly.
“Do what I say, woman!”
I glared at him. God, how I wanted to hurt him. “No,” I repeated.
He sat up. “Do it or I’ll…”
“You’ll what?” I inquired, angering him further. He raised his hand as if he was going to hit me but stopped, huffed and stood.
“You’ll learn your place around here. Just you wait.” He stomped out of the room, slamming the door shut. I paced around the room. It didn’t matter if I still had a headache and was weak. I had to get out of here.
I ate breakfast with the ‘family’ the next morning. Bart and Beau were going on a hunting trip tomorrow, they announced. That was perfect. Casey whined like a bratty child that he wanted to go too, but Jaylyn clung onto his arm and begged him to stay. Annoyed, he pushed her away.
“Casey!” Bart scolded. “Is that any way to treat a lady who’s carrying a child?”
“No sir,” Casey mumbled, looking at the ground. 
“That’s right, my boy.” Bart nodded and winked at me. Having lost my appetite, I had to force myself to shovel a spoonful of stew into my mouth.
Olivia was sitting on the edge of her bed when I was led to my room by Harley. He waved me in, smiling like he knew something was up.
“Have fun tonight,” he jeered. Laughing, he took off down the hall. As soon as he was out of earshot, I snuck into Olivia’s room.
“Orissa!” she whispered. “Don’t let them—”
“I know what you’re going to say. And I’m not leaving until I hear the truth so you better tell me. What is going on here?”
“They won’t let us leave!”
“Yea, I kinda figured that out when they locked me in a room at night. Cut to the chase.”
“We’re all that’s left. It’s our duty. Really, I should be grateful for them.”
She sounded brainwashed. The floor creaked downstairs. I cast a nervous glance over my shoulder. “What are they doing to you?”
“It’s my fault,” she said, sounding like a distant echo.
“What? Are you talking about your bloody nose?”
“Yes.”
“Beau hit you,” I speculated.
“Yes,” she answered again, tears filling her green eyes.
“How is that your fault?”
“Because I’m not pregnant,” she said shamefully.
“Wha—” I started. Then it hit me. “Beau’s trying to knock you up?”
“Yes. It’s my duty as a woman to repopulate the earth. We are all that’s left.”
“No,” I promised. “We’re not. There are more people.”
“Where are they?”
“I can take you to them,” I said quickly, fearing someone would come up the stairs. “I promise. I will get us out of here. Tomorrow. When they leave for the hunting trip. We will go.”
“We’ll die,” she whispered, trembling.
“I can take care of us.”
“How?” Tears rolled down her face. “How can you keep us safe from zombies? You fainted yesterday.”
“I faked it. Just trust me; I can take care of us. I’m leaving tomorrow. Are you coming with me?”
“Yes,” she said, not sounding too sure of herself. 
“Ok. I’m gonna need your help. Do you know where they keep the keys?”
“Keys?”
“Yes, keys. To a car.”
“Uh, yes.”
“Get them.”
“I-I don’t know if I can.”
“You have to.”
Her hands shook as she pushed her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. “Ok. Are you sure you’re well enough?”
“Yes. I might not be one hundred percent, but trust me, I’ve been worse. We have to leave tomorrow, as soon as Bart goes hunting. It’s now or never.”
“They go hunting once a week. We can wait until next week when you’re better.”
“No,” I said too loud. “Do you want to stay here another week?”
“No,” she cried. “I don’t.”
“Ok, then, tomorrow...be ready. Signal me when you have the keys.” I looked around the room as I thought up a signal. “Cough, really loud, three times in a row.”
She nodded. The distinct sound of someone coming up the stairs made me jump. My eyes met Olivia’s for a second before I ran back into the room. I pulled the covers over me just in time for Delmont to walk in.
“Orissa,” he cooed. I pretended to be asleep. The mattress sunk down from his weight. My heart began beating quickly. I was scared of what he was going to try to do to me. He lay down, sticking his feet under the covers. His hand settled on my waist. I wanted to throw up. When his lips planted a kiss on the back of my neck, I acted like it woke me up.
“Oh, Delmont, hi,” I said groggily. 
“Hey baby,” he whispered. I had to hide my gag. Stay calm, I told myself. I couldn’t blow my cover.  “How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Still sick.”
“Know what can cure that?” he jeered. I knew my heart was racing in anger and fear. I took deep breaths to try and slow it down.
“Letting me go back to sleep?”
“Wrong,” he told me, running his hands down my leg. I couldn’t blow my cover, I knew that. But I wasn’t going to let him fondle me. His fingers moved under the hem of the stupid dress I was wearing. I twitched and his grip on my waist tightened.
“I feel sick,” I blurted, adding a moan for effect.
“You’re fine.” He put both hands on my waist and flipped me around. He pressed himself against me and I could feel his intentions through his jeans. 
Gross.
“No, I don’t think I am. I think I’m gonna barf.”
“You’re fine,” he repeated, annoyance obvious. His hands trailed up my waist, over my stomach and onto my breasts. He rubbed against me, breathing heavily at the sensation.
I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t think I had a choice. I rolled over, pretending to be interested in Delmont. He was dumb enough to think I actually wanted him. I sat up and put my hands on his chest.
“Yea, baby,” he said.
I half smiled, narrowed my eyes just a bit and leaned forward, as if I was going to kiss him. Then I doubled over, moaning as if in pain. My hands flew to my mouth as if I was covering it up but really I stuck my finger down my throat, forcing myself to throw up all over the floor.
“Ah! What the hell?” Delmont shouted and shoved me off of him. “Ma!” he shouted. “Ma! Get in here!” He backhanded me across the face. It took every single ounce of self control not to react. “Clean that up, bitch.”
Beau came running in first. He looked at me and then the vomit. “What did you do to her?”
“Nothing,” Delmont bellowed. “I didn’t get to do nothin’,”
Sue Ellen hobbled in. “Oh!” she exclaimed.
Delmont stomped his foot and pointed at me. “I want a new one!”
“Calm down, boy,” she instructed. “What happened?”
“She fucking threw up!”
“Well,” Sue Ellen said with pressed lips. “She got blood poisoning. I thought it’d be outta her system by now but I guess not.”
“She’s broken!” Delmont continued his temper tantrum.
“No,” Beau butted in. “Mine’s broken. I’ll trade ya.”
“No,” Delmont said, shaking his head. “Mine at least has nice tits. Yours barely has any.”
“Yea,” Beau agreed. “But yours is too muscular. Mine’s softer.”
They were talking about us like we were animals that were up for trading. I imagined the kinds of pain infliction I’d love to do to them.
“Give her a few more days restin’,” Sue Ellen assured Delmont. “Then, Del, she’ll be ready.”
“Fine,” Delmont said pointedly. The three left the room, shut, and locked the door. I got a towel from the bathroom and threw it over my vomit. I wasn’t allowed to eat much and I had barfed up what little food I had in my stomach. Now I was going to be hungry.
Shaking with anxiety, I got into bed. I laid there for hours, waiting for the sun to come up. When I drifted into a light sleep, I dreamed that I was back at the compound, safe, and warm cuddled up in bed next to Hayden. When I woke, my heart ached for him. I hoped to God he was ok. He took a bullet for me so I could live, and now he thought I was dead.
I wasn’t given breakfast. An hour or so after the sun rose, a Jeep roared to life, the loud engine echoing off the cold glass of my window. I jumped up and felt like luck just might be on my side when I saw Beau, Bart, Casey, and Harley get inside.
I did yoga, sit ups, and drank a lot of water; I wanted my body ready. I was starving when Jaylyn unlocked my door. She had a dress folded over her arm and a smug look on her face.
“That’s pretty,” she said, looking at my chest. My hand flew up to the little silver leaf that hung from a chain. “Give it to me.”
“No.”
“Do what I tell ya.”
“No. It’s mine.”
“I don’t care. I want it.”
“No,” I repeated. Would I be a horrible person if I hit a pregnant woman? She laughed, threw the dress at me and went out of the room. The yellow dress I was wearing smelled like vomit, since some had splattered down the front. I took it off, carelessly throwing it on the floor, and put on the new one.
It was the worst dress by far. Light pink and very short, the thing had lacey cap sleeves and a bow on the back. It was belittling, the way they made us wear the dresses.  It wasn’t right, by any means, the way they thought they could do whatever the hell they wanted just because rules and laws couldn’t be enforced. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
The door opened, startling me just a bit. Sue Ellen glared at me, dropping all pretenses of being nice and caring and concerned with my welfare. I knew now that she saw me as a baby maker and nothing else.
“Come downstairs and eat,” she said dryly. I followed her down the hall. A door on the left was open; my eyes curiously looked around inside. It had to be Jaylyn and Casey’s room. An old wooden crib was pushed up against a wall. I almost didn’t see them since a dirty pair of pants covered one up. My heart fluttered and my eyes widened when I saw the familiar camo pattern of my combat boots.
“Oh no,” I groaned. “I’m gonna be sick.” I turned around and scuttled into the bathroom. I made gagging sounds and flushed the toilet. When I got back into the hall, Sue Ellen was gone. I dashed into Jaylyn’s room and grabbed my boots. 
The stairs emptied into the very cluttered living room. An old, tattered chair housed various forms of crap that should have been thrown away years ago. I tucked the boots safely underneath it, out of sight but easy to grab. Olivia didn’t meet my eyes when I went into the kitchen. She had a fresh bruise on her cheek.
She dished out a watery stew. When she took her place, she coughed three times.
“Ah hell,” Delmont cursed, pounding the table with his fist. Soup sloshed out of his bowl. “You better not be gettin’ sick now too.”
“No, just a tickle in my throat,” she muttered. After we ate, Sue Ellen demanded Olivia and I clean the kitchen to perfection while she went to her room to watch recorded episodes of Judge Judy. 
“You got them?” I asked quietly, the sound of running water drowning my words from unwanted ears.
She nodded. “Yea.”
“Ok, do you know what they go to?”
She nodded again. “The old Ford truck outside.”
“It works?”
Another nod. “It’s Del’s truck. I’ve seen him drive it before.”
“Perfect. Where is it?”
“Probably in the driveway. The garage is full of junk so all the cars are outside.”
“Even better. When I say ‘run’, we run.”
“Ok.”
I stepped away from the sink, looking through the kitchen doorway. In the living room, I could see Jaylyn and Del making out. What the fuck? I knew they were related. I wanted my boots, but I wasn’t going to risk getting caught over them. I opened every drawer in the kitchen, looking for the sharpest knife. I decided upon two small yet effective vegetables knives. I gave one to Olivia. 
I shouldn’t have been surprised when I saw what I did when I looked in the living room once more. Jaylyn was on her knees, her mouth and hands busy with Delmont. 
“Ew,” I said under my breath. Wait…that was a perfect distraction. Del’s eyes were closed and his head was back. I took a deep breath and carefully took a step into the living room. All Del had to do was open his eyes and he’d see me. I took another step. And then another, and another. I was almost to the chair. His breathing quickened. Shit, he was almost done. I snatched my boots and ran out of the room. 
“I think the baby’s his,” Olivia stated once I skidded to a stop on the kitchen floor.
“Sick,” I said and sank to my butt to lace up my boots. I stuck the knife inside my sock. “Do you have shoes?”
“No.”
“I’ll get you some.” I stood. “Ready?”
“You have no idea how ready I am.”
“Ok, then, run.”
Leaving the water running in the sink, we fled out the back door. We raced out, pausing in the snow covered yard to find the truck. Olivia instantly shivered in the cold air. She had just raised her hand to point to a truck about fifty yards away when the shot rang out.
She screamed. I grabbed her hand and sprinted forward. The shop was closer than the truck. I flung the door open and jumped inside, pulling Olivia along with me. I don’t know how he saw us, or how he pulled his pants up and grabbed the shotgun so quickly, but I caught a glimpse of Delmont chasing after us.
We ran down an aisle of junk, bumping into overhanging shit that loudly toppled over. We ran through a break in the aisle before going down another one. This place was a fucking maze.
“You can’t hide from me!” Delmont yelled. “I will find you!”
I slowed to a stop, pulling Olivia close next to me. We huddled next to a shelf full of doll parts. Arms, legs and broken heads stared up at us. I needed a weapon. I looked around; next to the dolls were their clothes, blocks and a bag of dingy stuffed animals that looked like they had spent too much time on a day care floor.
Olivia shook with fear. I took her hand and nodded reassuringly when my own bravery was replaced with trepidation when the click of Delmont’s boots came from the next aisle over. Olivia put her hand over her mouth. I held my breath, waiting. 
“You’re dumb, you know, trying to run away. You can never make it out there. You will get eaten in a matter of hours,” he threatened.
I rolled my eyes. If only he knew…My muscles tensed and I squeezed Olivia’s hand. She shook her head, eyes darting to the direction Del’s voice was coming. I nodded encouragingly and yanked her forward. We silently slipped through the aisle. There had to be a back door to this place. 
I picked up a broken iron. I wrapped the cord around it, getting it out of the way. I motioned to an empty spot on a shelf, trying to nonverbally tell Olivia I wanted her to hide there. It took her a few seconds to understand. With shaking hands she crawled in, hugging her knees. I ran to the break in the aisle listening for Delmont, feeling as if the tables had turned.
His footsteps echoed loudly throughout the vast warehouse. I picked up a clock and threw it as hard as I could down an aisle. It clanked and skidded to a stop. Del fell for it and raced over, shotgun raised.
He dumbly looked at the clock, not able to put two and two together. I crept up behind him and struck him in the head with the iron. The gun flew out of his hands. I kicked him in the back and he fell to his knees, whacking his kneecaps on the hard cement floor. The gun was in my hands in seconds. 
A smirk broke out on my face. Using the gun like a baseball bat, I hit him over the head. The scuffling of feet made me whirl around, pumping the shot gun. Olivia held her hands up. I flipped the shotgun around and extended it to her. She looked at it fearfully.
“Keep your finger off the trigger,” I told her. “Only shoot if necessary. And trust me,” I said, turning back to Delmont. “It won’t be.”
He staggered to his feet. I stood back and waited, allowing him time to regain what little composure he had. He took a swing at me. I easily ducked out of the way. When he swung again, I caught his fist, twisted his wrist, and in one swift movement, kicked him in the balls. When he doubled over in pain, I brought my knee up to his nose and shoved him back. I yanked a box of old books off a shelf, ripping the cardboard. They fell out, each one landing hard on Delmont’s body. I pulled the knife from my boot.
“Don’t kill me!” Delmont shouted, holding up his hands. Blood oozed from his nose. I laughed.
“Kill you? No, that would be doing you a favor. I’m not letting you off that easy.” I held up the knife, the overhead florescent lights glinting off the metal. “Let’s see…I could…cut off your balls, shove them in your mouth and sew your lips shut.” The corners of my mouth pulled up in a sadistic smile. Delmont quivered. “Eventually you’ll bleed to death. Or maybe choke. Either way, we will be long gone before anyone finds your cold, lifeless body you disgusting, cousin-fucking prick.”
I took the shotgun from Olivia and hit Del over the head, knocking him out. Then I yanked another box—this one filled with random junk—down on him, rammed the butt of the shotgun down on his balls, and grabbed Olivia’s hand. She whimpered as I pulled her along. I pushed open the back door. It only moved a few inches. Something had been pushed up to it from the outside. Dropping Olivia’s hand, I used my body to force it open. I had to slam into it several times, no doubt creating nasty bruises on my shoulder, but it opened enough for us to barely squeeze through.
We weaved our way through the junk yard, all the while I was hoping Olivia didn’t step on something sharp or rusty. The entire yard was fenced in with a six foot, wooden fence. 
“We’re trapped!” Olivia cried.
“No, we’re not,” I promised. I walked along the fence, looking for a weak spot. I kicked it; the board cracked. I kicked it again and my foot went through. Feeling like a zombie, I crawled my way through the broken boards, painfully forcing my body to fit through the small opening. Olivia clambered through next, her hair getting caught on a splinter. She yanked it free, leaving several strands blowing in the wind. 
Sue Ellen was waiting for us, holding a buck knife. Olivia made a strangled noise of fear but I eagerly marched forward. I pumped the shotgun once more and terror washed over Sue Ellen’s face. I wickedly smiled and raised the gun.
I didn’t want to waste bullets on her—she just wasn’t worth it. But she didn’t need to know that. She held her ground until I was six feet away. Then she dropped the knife and fled. As much as I’d love to punch her in the throat, it wasn’t worth it either.
“Let’s go,” I told Olivia. I wanted out of here right away and, more importantly, I wanted out of here before a truck full of people with rifles and bows and who knows what else gets home. We ran to the truck. I held out my hands for the keys. Olivia didn’t move.
“Orissa, wait,” she spat. “We-we’re safe here, from the zombies. I don’t want to die.”
“I told you I’d take care of you,” I reiterated.
“How do I know that’s true?”
“Would you rather stay here?”
“No,” she squeaked, her body trembled. “I don’t want to get eaten.”
“Neither do I. But I’d rather face zombies than get raped.”
“They’ll stop once I’m pregnant,” she stated.
“That is so messed up and probably not true. Give me the keys before I force them from you!” I threatened, hoping it wouldn’t come to that. This poor girl had been through enough.
She whimpered again but pulled the keys from inside her dress. I unlocked the truck, jumped in and stuck the keys in the ignition. It was cold and the truck hadn’t been driven in a while. The engine sputtered. 
“Come on,” I encouraged it, turning the key again. Finally, it revved to life. “Thank God!” I sped down the driveway, fearing that we would run into the returning hunters. They had turned left onto the road; I turned right. I hate that there was several inches of snow. It made us so easy to track.
The truck slid and fishtailed but I didn’t dare slow down. I was gripping the steering wheel tightly, so much adrenaline coursing through my veins that I didn’t even realize it was cold until Olivia turned the heater on.
“What do we do now?” she timidly asked.
“Get out of these fucking lame-ass dresses,” I bitterly spat. As if holding us hostage wasn’t enough, they had to objectify us with frills and lace.
“You certainly have a way with words,” she said, a faint smile evident on her pale face.
“Yep. I’m a fucking poet.” We drove in silence for several minutes. The country road seemed endless.   Snow drifted in front of us, challenging the old Ford truck. I didn’t let up on the gas and I kept throwing nervous glances up at the review mirror. The tire tracks in the snow taunted me.
I almost missed the turn; I spun the wheel sharply and the truck slid around in a complete circle. We skidded to a stop on the side of the road. I pressed the pedal down and the engine groaned. We were stuck.
“Come on,” I urged, putting the truck into reverse. I slowly rocked it back and forth, terrified of not getting away before Bart and his bastard, inbred children stumbled upon us.
“Should I get out and push?” Olivia asked, earning major points in my book.
“Possibly,” I replied honestly, though I knew I was the better candidate for pushing. We rocked back and forth one more time before we were freed. Going slower this time, I started down the remnants of a snow covered, two lane highway.
“Do you think they’ll come looking for us?” Olivia questioned, her voice full of fear.
“I’m sure.”
“What do you think they’ll do if they find us?”
“They won’t find us. I promise.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“I just am.”
“That’s not very convincing,” she mumbled, picking at the hem of her dress.
“I’m not gonna let them find us. And if they do, I’ll kill them. Each and every one of them. I want to see my friends again, I’m not going to let some back-woods, The Hills Have Eyes family stop me from going home.” Olivia said something but I didn’t pay attention. As soon as the word slipped from my mouth, I knew it was true.
I had never considered the compound ‘home’. I thought it was odd when Hayden called it his home. But, that was what it was. Everything, everyone I had left was at the compound. Though it was far from ideal, the compound housed a few people that just happen to mean the world to me. It was home, and that was where I wanted to go.
We continued in silence for another twenty miles. Shops and restaurants dotted the highway. I eyed them, debating whether or not it was too soon to stop. We needed fuel. New, warm clothes and food would be nice, but we could survive without them for a while longer. And, most of all, I needed to know where the hell I was. 
A motorcycle store loomed ahead. At the last minute I stopped, doing a donut in the parking lot. When the truck finally stopped sliding, I put it in park and opened my door. 
“I’m gonna check it out, stay here and keep the engine running,” I told Olivia. Her green eyes held back terror but she complied. I peered into the backseat, looking for anything useful. Along with a lot of crap was a large flashlight. It worked, though I wouldn’t need the light just yet. It was metal and heavy and good for bashing in a brain.
The cold air stung my skin and was painful to inhale. I slowly approached the front door of the store. It wasn’t broken, but it wasn’t locked either. I pushed it open, making a stupid bell jingle. I reached up and yanked it down. Then I waited.
Nothing happened.
I waved for Olivia to open her window. Nervously, she leaned out of the truck.
“I’m gonna get us clothes and hopefully a map. Keep an eye out for zombies. Leave if it gets bad. I’ll catch up, ok?”
She shyly nodded. I went back in the store. The first half was filled with motorcycles; some of them were really nice. I admirably ran my hands over chrome handlebars on a custom Chopper. I had an on-and-off boyfriend throughout most of high school that had a motorcycle. My mother hated it.
Past the motorcycles were accessories and parts that meant nothing to me. And past that were displays of clothing. There was only one small round rack of woman’s clothes. I ruffled through the leather pants to find one my size. I took off my boots and yanked then on. They were surprisingly comfortable. 
I threw the ugly dress to the ground and put on a black, long sleeve tee shirt. I zipped a tight fitting, black leather jacket up over that and picked up my boots, set on lacing them back up when I heard scuffling behind me. I spun around, ready to use the heel of my boot as a weapon. 
“Sorry!” Olivia cried, holding her hands up protectively over her head.
“It’s alright,” I told her, trying not to sound pissed. The girl reminded me of an abused dog; as soon as someone raised their hands, she assumed she was going to get hit. “What are you doing?”
“I got scared out there. I left the truck running though, just in case.”
“Oh, ok. While you’re here, quickly get something to wear. I’m gonna look for a map or something.”
I searched the whole store but didn’t find a map. When I returned to Olivia, she had put on a pair of dark jeans, a Harley Davidson hooded sweatshirt, and biker boots. She wobbled when she walked in the low wedge heels.
“Not used to wearing heels?” I stated the obvious.
“No. I’ve never worn them before,” she admitted. She tripped, nearly twisting her ankle.
“What shoe size are you?” I asked, thinking I couldn’t have her slowing me down any more than she was bound to.
“Eight and a half.”
“Try these,” I said, sitting down to unlace my boots. “They’re a nine, so they might be a little big, but it’s better than the heels. I need you to be able to run if need be.”
I exchanged my boots for another pair of motorcycle boots. They looked better with the leather pants anyway. I grabbed a pair of gloves for each of us before going back into the parking lot. A silver SUV caught my attention. I told Olivia to get in the truck and wait while I raced back inside the store. I emerged with tools and a devious smile.
“You’re kinda scary,” Olivia told me with just a hint of awe in her voice after I hotwired the SUV.
“Aren’t you glad?” I asked, straightening up. “Let it run for a few minutes before we get in.” I pulled down the visor and looked in the glove box. “Yes!” I said out loud when I pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.
“You smoke?”
“Ew, no way. But this,” I held up the lighter. “Can come in handy.” We let the SUV run for over five minutes before turning on the heater. Another five passed and the car was filling with warm air. Declaring it good enough, I went back into the shop one last time.
I ripped the hem off of the horrible dress I was forced to wear and shoved it inside the gas tank of Del’s truck. I drove the truck into the middle of the road, got out, lit the dress on fire and walked away. I didn’t even look back when it exploded. Olivia gapped at me for the next thirty miles, unable to believe everything I had done.
“I feel safe with you,” she told me, her green eyes shining. Suddenly, an image of Zoe flashed through my brain. I pushed it away, but not before it could affect me. 
No matter what, I was going to take care of Olivia.
I pulled into a parking lot of a grocery store. I assured Olivia that I had no intentions of going in. A few gummies milled about. I struck one in the head with the flashlight and he dropped, his mushy brains leaking out onto the pavement. I smashed car windows, setting off an alarm on two, in search for an atlas. I found it in car number six.
We were in southern Iowa and I judged our time away from the compound to only be eight hours or less. My heart fluttered and my stomach did that stupid flip-flop when I thought of seeing Hayden. Then I thought of Raeya and Padraic and how happy I was going to be when I saw them again. 
After three hours of problem free driving, we ran into a pile up. Going on past experiences, I didn’t want to chance it. But, we were hungry and running low on fuel. If I could find something to eat or a gas can, then it would be worth it.
“Stay here and keep your eyes peeled, ok?” I instructed.
“Ok.”
“I mean it. If something comes, honk and I’ll come running. As soon as I’m in, drive. Got it?”
“Yes, got it,” she promised.
I slowly picked my way through the cars, looking for the one that seemed the most promising. Dead bodies scattered the road, most of them gnawed to the bone by zombies. I opened the door to a minivan and nearly retched when I saw the car seat in th,e back. Something really terrible must have happened to make the parents leave their baby.
Moving on, I thought luck struck when I climbed up the steps of a school bus. Coolers had been packed and stashed in the front seats. The cold kept the smell of rotten food to a minimum. I dug through it, looking for something edible and hopefully not full of E Coli or other horrible germs. I pulled out a jar of peanuts. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to get us through the next few hours. A case of water had tipped over, the bottles rolled all over the bus. I grabbed four and jogged back to the car.
We devoured the nuts and drank all of our water within the hour. I should have known my luck would run out. The low fuel light was sure to come on within the next few miles. I knew I’d be able to find gas and even a way to get it relatively easily. But when the SUV suddenly started shaking and the engine overheated, I had no idea what to do.
“Piece of shit!” I cursed, hitting the steering wheel.
“What do we do?” Olivia whimpered.
I looked around us; we were on another stretch of country road with nothing ahead of behind us. “Get out and walk until we find another car.” I gathered up the map and the flashlight and got out. Olivia nervously gripped the shotgun. 
“What’s the compound like?” Olivia inquired as we walked.
“It’s…it’s nice. And safe. It used to be a bomb shelter so most of it is underground. There’s food, water, medicine and clothes. And even heaters and warm water for showers.”
“Is it like a big room with cots set up?”
“Not at all. You’ll have a roommate, or two or three maybe. The rooms look kinda like dorm rooms. And there’s a cafeteria and a couple of game rooms.”
“Is it run by the government?”
I almost laughed. “No. Well, maybe you’d call them that now. It’s run by American soldiers.”
“Oh, that does seem safe.”
“It is. It’s the safest place I know of, or can think of.”
“So,” she said quietly. “Why aren’t you there?”
“We go on missions. To look for people or get supplies. I got separated from my…my friends,” I explained, though I didn’t consider Alex a friend at all. Along with reuniting with my real friends, I couldn’t wait to punch Alex in the face.
A high pitched scream echoed behind us. Olivia froze in fear. I spun around, taking a defensive stance. The crazy had a piece of a metal pipe through his leg but he raced toward us as if it was nothing. He wouldn’t have been a problem. There was only one S1.
But there were a shit ton of S2’s behind him.
“Motherfucker!” I yelled, really hating the way S1’s were zombie magnets. My eyes darted back and forth from Olivia to the zombies. She was defenseless. Yea she had the gun but I doubted she be able to hit the broad side of a barn, besides, it wouldn’t be long before it was out of ammo. I couldn’t count on her to help me out or take care of herself.  I took her hand. “Run!”
We raced down the road, across a field and into the woods. The zombies would eventually catch the S1 and hopefully he’d be enough of a distraction for them to lag behind. All we had to do was get to another road with a pile up, a town with cars, or even a safe place to be bunkered in for a while.
Olivia couldn’t keep up with me. She wheezed and gasped for air, putting her hands on her knees and bending over. I had to really work to keep my patience with her, especially when I realized she had dropped the shotgun while we were running. I pushed her forward yet again, not feeling safe enough to slow down. Finally, when the trees became thinner, I slowed to a walk. She had just caught her breath when we emerged from the forest into an over grown field. A large building that looked like an old hospital loomed ahead.
“Can we stop and rest?” she asked, pointing to it.
“Sure,” I agreed. “But only for a little bit.” Without speaking, we crossed the field. I pulled open a heavy metal door, turned on the flashlight and stepped into a graveyard.
 



 
Chapter 5
“What the fuck?” I said to the darkness. The door shut behind us. I moved the flashlight around the room. Light reflected off of tombstones and a coffin lay open in front of a crypt. Olivia tripped over a grave. It snapped under her weight.
“Oh,” I said as I helped her up. “Right.”
“What’s r-right about this?” she stuttered. 
“We’re in a haunted house,” I explained.
“And that’s right?!”
“A fake haunted house,” I continued. When she still didn’t get it, I went on. “The virus struck in October. The world is frozen in a permanent Halloween Town.”
“Oh, that makes sense. Can we get out of here? I hate haunted houses.”
“Sure,” I said. I wasn’t scared of haunted houses, but I didn’t feel like weaving my way through the maze the house was surely set up in. I shined the light on the door. “Uh oh,” I said.
“What is it?”
“There’s no handle. I can’t open the door,” I told her as I pried at the edges. 
“What are we going to do?”
“Go through the house.”
She shook her head, making a whimpering noise of fear and protest.
“It’ll be fine. We’ll just go straight through.”
She extended her hand. “Can I hold your hand?”
I rolled my eyes, thankful the dark prevented her from seeing and took her hand, which was sweating already. I kicked a plastic skeleton out of the way. I slowly slid the light over the room; there were two doorways on each side of the graveyard. We were closer to the one on the left. I guided Olivia through it.
We entered a hallway. Strips of rags, stained with fake blood, hung down, brushing against our faces as we walked. I put my hand out, feeling what was in front of me. The hallway gradually got narrower, finally so narrow Olivia couldn’t walk next to me. 
Then the ceiling dropped. I wasn’t scared of haunted houses at all, but the trapped feeling made my heart race. Crouching down, I rushed through the shrinking hall, not being careful with the light. I smacked into a wall; Olivia smacked into me.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered.
“Nothing, we just went too far.” I scanned the area with the flashlight. “There,” I pointed to a hole in the wall. “We have to crawl through.”
“No, I don’t want to,” she cried, clutching my arm.
“Olivia, we have to.”
“I know, but I still don’t want to.”
“I’ll go first.” I slipped through the hole, turning to help Olivia. We were in another room; this one was supposed to look like an evil doctor’s office. Fake brains and hearts in jars lined a shelf that also housed medieval style surgical instruments. The blood stained gurney had been knocked over. 
We stepped over it, and I pushed aside the plastic curtain that hung in the doorway of yet another narrow hall. We had to go up a few stairs before we emerged into another room. This one was the biggest yet, and was filled with glass panels and mirrors.
“Seriously?” I said under my breath. We stepped into the maze. And something moved behind us.
The metal scrapping on concrete instantly terrified me. I whipped around, right hand curling into a fist. The stethoscope still hung around his neck, but he was worse than an evil doctor: he was a zombie. I thrust the flashlight in Olivia’s hands, not wanting to risk breaking it by using it as a weapon. Her shaking hands couldn’t get a grip and she dropped it. 
I jumped out of the maze, took my stance and kicked him in the face. His jaw broke and he staggered back from the impact. I had practiced the 360 style kicks relentlessly but was never allowed or able to actually kick someone in the face that way. With a smile on my face, I jumped up and around, my foot making contact with the zombie doctor’s skull. 
In the end of the S2 phase, his skull easily broke. When he hit the floor, I drove the hell of my boot down into his head. Brains spattered and a putrid smell filled the room, much like cracking open a rotten egg.
“Alright, carry on,” I said with a wicked smile. Olivia’s mouth was open and her eyes were wide. She didn’t move when I walked past. I had to grab her hand and pull her out of whatever the hell kind of reverie she was stuck in.
Shining the light as we walked helped me know what was ahead of us; it reflected off the mirrors and the glass like I expected. But it didn’t stop us from making a wrong turn and end up at a dead end. Twice we ended up at the same spot, having to turn around and chose another path. Finally, we took the correct turn and moved further forward.
And then we realized we weren’t alone.
 The smell hit us first. I grabbed the flashlight and covered it with my hand, shushing Olivia. I couldn’t see them so I had no idea how many were in here with us. But the echoing death rattles and the shuffling and dragging of zombie feet let me know there were many—too many for me to single handedly take on.
If I released the light, they’d be more apt to get us. And we’d never get out of this fucking maze. And they already knew we were here…I uncapped the light and raced forward. Olivia’s breath came out in sharp, loud gasps. She was hyperventilating.
“Keep it together, I’m gonna get us out of this,” I promised and gave her the flashlight so she would feel like she had some control over the situation. We slammed into a glass wall. Olivia screamed. 
“There’s one on the other side! We’re going to die!” she cried. 
“Stop being so dramatic. We didn’t get this far just to die. Come on!” I yanked her forward. My heart hammered and I couldn’t get my breathing to slow. I too, was scared. Though I wasn’t going to let Olivia know it. 
We slowly made our way through another section of the maze. I squeezed Olivia’s hand to keep from shaking. A zombie crashed into a glass panel. We both jumped. With trembling hands, Olivia shined the light on her.
Her lips hand been torn off and the tip of her nose was missing. One eye dangled out of the socket. She groaned, dragging her nails on the glass. 
“Can she break through?” Olivia asked.
“No,” I said, putting my hand on the panel to taunt the zombie. “This is Plexiglas, not real glass.” Real glass would have been too easy. I could have easily broken it and walked in a straight line to the opposite end of the room. “But she—and the others—can catch up.”
We staggered into a fork in the road of the maze. We circled around, unsure of which way to go. Behind us, the herd groaned. Well, that eliminated one direction. Suddenly remembering I had a lighter, I reached into the jacket to pull it out. 
A fast S2 raced up behind us and grabbed me around the waist. His teeth tried to sink into my shoulder but the leather stopped him. Instinctively, I easily flipped him over my head and kicked him in the face. Before I could pull my foot back and end his after life, Olivia raised her foot and stomped on the zombie’s head. 
She cracked the skull and then slipped and fell back on her butt. I extended a hand and pulled her back to her feet.
“Good job,” I complimented. We sprinted forward, getting stuck at another dead end. It wouldn’t be long before a zombie or two caught up to us. I could only hope they were having as much—if not more since they couldn’t think logically—trouble with the maze as we were.
“This way!” I shouted, a few feet ahead of Olivia. We rounded a corner and slammed into a wall. I turned and was face to face with a mirror, which was situated in the center of the exit. We went around it and stumbled into another narrow hall. A door with a red X painted on it loomed ahead. Please be the way out, I thought. Without hesitation, I opened it.
We were in a large, open room. Maybe it was an empty, unused room. Olivia took my hand again, the flashlight shakily casting a cone of yellow light around the room. 
“Don’t move,” I said. I took the light from her and illuminated my field of vision. Large, multi colored spots had been painted all over the floor and the walls. Oh, shit. I knew what we were in, the one I despised the most in any haunted house. I heard him growl just as the rotting smell made me gag. 
A zombie clown limped over, his spotted outfit camouflaging him with the spotted walls. His red nose was crusted with blood and drainage from the festering wounds cracked and peeled the white makeup he was wearing. The rainbow wig was matted into a pus-covered sore on his forehead.
Olivia went into a stage of shocked horror. She started shaking uncontrollably. I rushed forward and kicked the son of a bitch in the chest. He was big, and, having no sense of pain, didn’t react as optimally to my efforts. He clawed at the air, lips pulled back in a snarl. 
Fucking clowns, I swore to myself. I dropped to the ground, extended my leg and knocked his feet out from under him. The heels on my boots came in useful yet again when I drove it into his eye socket. Something hung from the ceiling, wrapped in a rainbow striped material. I pulled Olivia along and right as we walked past it, the thing wiggled to life, laughing an evil, harrowing laugh. She screamed and my heart skipped a beat.
It was a motion activated battery powered, life-sized doll. Nevertheless, I punched it and ended the wiggling. I cast the light around the room until we found the door. With no time to second guess it, we fled through it and into another room; this one filled with giant spiders and rubber snakes. 
Stepping on the props, we hurried through the room and crawled through another narrow hallway until we were thrust into a room that was set up like an old fashioned insane asylum. It oddly reminded me of Hayden, since the first safe house I stayed at with him was in an old mental hospital.
Something crashed into the fake jail bars, causing Olivia to scream again. She covered her mouth and whimpered. Still dressed in the strait jacket, the zombie looked fittingly insane. I didn’t know if the bars would hold. We continued on, hearts racing and hands shaking. We went through one more room—this one set up like a demonic sacrifice—before we bolted into the fading daylight.
I kept running, wanting to put more distance between us and the literal hell house as possible. When Olivia couldn’t go any further, we stopped for air.
“I…used…to…like…Halloween,” she panted.
“Me too.” Though, I mostly liked the excuse to wear slutty costumes. I shook my hands and put them on my head, trying to open up my airway as much as possible. I walked in a slow circle, willing my body to go back to normal. 
As soon as Olivia caught her breath, we walked down the road. After half an hour or so, a traffic jam came into view. There were no cars in the ditches, no bodies scattered along the ground and no stench of death in the air. And, best of all, there wasn’t snow anymore.
“Help me check the cars,” I told Olivia.
“What am I looking for?”
“Keys. Or tools.”
“Ok,” she nodded and hesitantly strode off on her own. If people were fleeing for their lives, they might leave the keys, right? I hoped so. I pulled on the door of a BMW. Of course, it was locked. We wasted precious daylight checking the rest of the cars with no luck.
Sighing, I leaned against a new Chevy truck. I nervously scanned the stores that lined the road. When I read the sign, I excitedly gasped.
“Olivia! Come here!”
She raced over, looking scared shitless.
“Nothing bad, look,” I said, pointing.
“Yea?”
“It’s a pawn shop, a pretty big one by the looks of it.”
“Uh, I don’t get it.”
I shook my head. “Right, you probably wouldn’t. Pawn shops usually have weapons.” I smiled and took off in the direction of the store, Olivia trailing behind. I had to climb up on a dumpster and break in through a window to get inside. 
Olivia scrambled in after me, falling as she jumped in from the windowsill. She got up right away and shook herself off, nodding to let me know she was ok. Behind the register was a display of guns. I picked up a twelve gauge.
“I don’t know if there are bullets here,” I mumbled. I strapped a nice, ivory handled Glock to my thigh.
“There are a lot of knives over here,” Olivia called.
Setting down an antique revolver, I went over to the display and used the rifle to break the glass.
“Are you sure it’s ok to just take things?” she innocently asked.
“Yea. Who else is gonna use this? Everything belongs to everyone,” I rationalized.
“Oh, if you say so.” She looked around and excitement slightly sparkled in her eyes.
“Hah,” I said, picking up a device. “I always wanted one of these.” I buckled it around my wrist, and, with a flick of my arm, a knife shot out of the little box.
“I changed my mind,” Olivia stated, speaking more confidently than ever. “Instead of kinda scary you are really scary. And I am glad.”
I smiled and shrugged. “You have to be in order to make it in this world.”
She nodded and pocketed a hunting knife. I was able to find ammo for the rifle and the Glock. But what Olivia found was even better. Hanging up on a labeled bulletin board in the office were four sets of keys. She selected the keys under the “Mustang” label, smiled and tossed them to me.
We slipped back out the window. I looked around for zombies, almost disappointed when I didn’t see any. I wanted to test out the new weapons. I unlocked the black Mustang and fired up the engine. We let it run for a good fifteen minutes this time before getting in. I cut apart a hose and filled up the tank with siphoned gas from parked cars. Olivia looked over the map as I drove.
Once we were on our way, Olivia messed with the MP3 player that was hooked up in the car. She flipped through songs, eventually deciding upon a Taylor Swift album. We were hungry and thirsty but didn’t dare to stop. In just hours, I’d be home.
I imagined Raeya’s face when she would see me walk through the doors. And then I thought of Hayden and what his reaction would be. I felt so horrible for what my friends must be going through, especially Hayden thinking he took a bullet for me only to die a few days later, getting supplies for him.
“What are you thinking about?” Olivia asked, turning down the radio.
“Nothing,” I said automatically.
“You’re smiling.”
“No I wasn’t.”
“Yes, you were,” she said, a hint of laughter in her voice. “Were you thinking about your friends?”
“Yea. I’m excited to see them.”
“I bet. I’m excited to meet everyone. You’re one of the soldiers, right?”
“Sure.”
“Sure?” she questioned.
“It’s a long story,” I said, although it really wasn’t. I just didn’t feel like explaining it. “You’ll like it there, though, after what you’ve been through, anything would be nice. And I know someone who would be a good friend to you,” I said, thinking of Sonja. “How old are you?”
“Sixteen.”
My stomach churned. It would be tempting to get my trusted A1 friends, load up a truck with weapons and drive back to Iowa. 
“Who are you excited to see?”
“My best friend, Raeya. And my friend Padraic. And,” I couldn’t help the smile that formed when I said his name. “Hayden, my partner.”
“Oh, so she’s like your girlfriend?”
“What? Wait, no, no, not at all. Hayden has a penis. He’s my partner, like we go out on missions and kill zombies together kind of partner.”
“Oh, sorry. Is he the one you got separated from?”
“No. That’s a long story too. You’ll learn it all once you get there.”
Thankfully, she took my hint and shut up. Time passed so slowly. When the landscape became familiar, my heart beat rapidly with excitement. I gripped the steering wheel, dumbly smiling. Observing my excitement, Olivia sat up straight and peered out her window.
I turned onto the drive. The first gate came into view; it had been repaired since I ran Hayden’s truck through it. I got out and hurriedly opened it, not bothering to shut it after the car passed through. The A3’s scuttled around in a panic when they saw the Mustang roll to a stop. Jason’s familiar face peered out of the watch tower.
I leaned out the open window and smiled. “Open the gate!” I yelled, only half joking. Jason stared at me for a few seconds, disbelief obvious on his face. Then the gates slowly opened. He flew to the car, opening the door.
I got out and let him hug me. I put my arms around him too, taken aback at the emotion I felt to be around my old friends again.
“Orissa! W-we all thought you were dead. I can’t believe this! I-I think I’m dreaming.”
“Nope. I’m here and it’s real,” I said with a gooney smile plastered on my face.
“I-I just can’t believe it!” he said breathlessly. The other A3’s circled me, more than one shouting into their walkie-talkies. 
“Hayden,” I blurted. “Is he ok?”
“Yea,” Jason answered right away. “H-how did you…did you bring someone back with you?”
“Yea, I did. I should get her inside.”
“Right,” he agreed, still dumbfounded. “You…you are…the best, Orissa.”
“Thanks, Jason.” I got back in the car and floored it to the estate. I shut the car off and got out, impatiently waiting for Olivia to follow. Brock and Padraic came running out of the house. My heart leaped in joy and I took off toward them. Padraic got to me first. He wrapped his arms around me, picking me up and spinning me. I hugged him back, suddenly feeling annoyingly emotional. 
I could feel his body shake with the suppress his own emotions. I pressed my head against his chest and let him hold me for a minute.
“I didn’t believe it,” he said. I forgot how much I missed his accent. “When they came over the radio. But you’re here.”
“Duh,” I said.
He gently let go and held me at arm’s length. “Are you alright?”
“I’m hungry,but I’m fine.”
He pulled me to him once more and kissed my forehead. “We all thought…” he trailed off. “But I knew. I knew you were still alive. After all, you always told me you did your best work on your own.”
“Ah, I did say that.”
“Orissa?!” a female voice called.
I broke away from Padraic. “Ray!” Ivan and Raeya exited the house. She ran to me, her arms flying around me, immediately breaking down in sobs. Tears formed in my eyes. I blinked them back and squeezed my best friend.
“I’m so sorry, Ray. I didn’t want you to worry.”
“Orissa…I…I…you’re…” she incoherently cried. I held her, stroking her hair.
“It’s ok, Ray. I’m here now.”
She sniffed. “I should b-be comforting you. I c-can’t believe it. Am I-I dreaming?”
“Nope. I’ll even pinch you if you want to be sure.”
She laughed and took my hands. “I think you have to. They said you died, that you got eaten.”
“I told you it takes more than zombies to kill me. And apparently more than blood poisoning and inbred, psychotic, womanizing pigs.”
“What?”
“I’ll tell you later.” 
Ivan stepped up next to me and encased me in his muscular arms. “You are the most badass person I know,” he told me as he squished me. “We all thought you were dead.”
“Yea, sorry about that,” I joked.
“Seriously, Penwell. I never thought I’d see you again.” He let me go and Brock stepped in, also hugging me. I looked around. Someone very important was missing. Had Jason lied to me?
“Where’s Hayden?” I asked, fearing the answer I might get.
Brock looked at Ivan, his mouth open. My heart stopped beating.
“Sleeping,” Padraic answered, not easing my horror. He stepped closer. “I just gave him another dose of Fentanyl maybe an hour ago.”
“He’s ok? And the meds work?”
“Yes and yes. The Fentanyl blocks out all his pain,” Padraic explained.
Tears pricked the corners of my eyes as relief washed over me. To mask the emotion, I turned to Olivia, who had gone unnoticed. “This is Olivia,” I introduced. 
“Ohmigod,” Raeya exclaimed. “Sorry, where are my manners? Hi, I’m Raeya Kinsley.”
“Hi,” Olivia shyly stated, her cheeks turning bright red when Ivan walked over.
“You were left for dead, survive for almost two weeks on your own and you bring back a civilian?” Ivan asked incredulously. I shrugged like it was no big deal. “Over achiever,” he teased and we all laughed.
The door opened and Fuller stepped out, a smile on his usually stoic face. He strode over and shook my hand. “I didn’t believe it. I had to see for myself.”
“It was nothing,” I said, brushing off the extent of my circumstance. As much as I liked being the center of attention, I wanted to go inside and see Hayden.
There were a few minutes of chaos as we walked into the compound. Everyone was asking questions at the same time. Olivia snaked her way through the small crowd and took my hand. I smiled at her and nodded, letting her know everything was going to be ok.
Ignoring the shocked stares from random residents, we went down to the C level and into Fuller’s office. He looked at Ivan and Brock, nodded and turned to me. Raeya linked her arm though mine and said she was never going to let me go. Olivia still had a hold on my hand and Padraic stood behind me with a hand on my shoulder.
The door clicked shut; Ivan and Brock left. Fuller circled around his desk, obsessively straightening a stack of papers.
“You’re quite the soldier, Penwell,” he complimented, looking at me proudly.
“Thanks,” I said.
He looked at my friends and cleared his throat. Only Padraic got the hint. He dropped his hand off my shoulder and placed it on Raeya’s back. When she turned to look at him, he motioned to the door. She shook her head in protest and held onto me tighter. I imagined the look he must have given her. She let me go, smiled sweetly at Olivia and extended her hand. Reluctantly, Olivia let go of me and took Raeya’s hand.
Then the door shut and I was alone with Fuller.
“What happened?” he inquired.
“They left me.”
“I know that. Why?”
“Because they are impatient?” I tried.
Fuller frowned at me. “That’s not what Alex said.”
I crossed my arms. “Really? What did Alex say?”
He narrowed his eyes. “You took on the hostiles single handedly.”
“Yep. I saved their asses. But go on, I’m dying to know the rest of Alex’s story.”
Fuller sighed and leaned against his desk. “You went against his orders.”
“I don’t take orders from anyone,” I spat.
He took a deep breath. “Be respectful.”
“How about you be respectful?” I countered, my temper rising. “I was left. I saved their asses. If not for me, we’d all be dead! And-and Hayden wouldn’t have gotten the medication he needed!”
“Orissa!” he scolded, sounding very fatherly. His eyes darted from mine to a picture on his desk. I curiously followed his gaze and was startled to see a photo of Fuller and Hayden. I blinked. No, it wasn’t Hayden; it just looked like him. The guy in the photo was younger and his hair was just a shade darker. His smile matched Fuller’s. He had to be his son.
I snapped my attention back to the matter at hand. “What?”
“That’s not how we function. You were part of a team. You shouldn’t have gone off on your own.”
“Oh, and they were such a great team to be on, leaving me to die!”
“You shouldn’t have gone off on your own!” he reiterated. 
“I had to.”
“That’s not the point here. You shouldn’t put yourself in danger like that.”
I rolled my eyes. “Obviously, I can handle it.”
He angrily shook his head. “You are a self-centered, reckless brat at times.”
I shrugged. “I’ve been called worse.”
He ran his hand over his head. “I didn’t bring you here to reprimand you. Just go,” he said with a wave. “Get something to change into and go to the quarantine room. You’ve earned your rest.”
“Uh, hell yea I have. But I’m not going to the quarantine room.”
“We’ve been over this, Penwell. It’s protocol.”
“Fuck protocol. I’m. Not. Going.” I almost stomped my foot. “You have no idea what I’ve been through. I want to be around my friends and sleep in my own bed. You damn well know that if I was bitten I’d tell you. I might be reckless but I’m not dumb. I do care about a few people here; I wouldn’t endanger them and you know it.”
I turned on my heel and marched out of the room. I slammed the door shut in his face. Pissed, I stomped down the hall, my boots echoing with each angry footstep. I went down to the B level and, luckily, Dr. Cara was leaving the hospital ward just as I got to the door.
“Welcome back, Orissa,” she said with a warm smile.
“Thank you,” I said sincerely, appreciating her politeness.
“You didn’t get a monkey, by chance did you?”
And there went my appreciation. “No, I was too busy trying not to die.”
“Oh, well. Another time then.” She nodded and moved on. I slipped in through the door, stepping carefully so the clicking of heels wouldn’t disturb Hayden.
The hospital ward was dim and empty—empty, except for Hayden. The curtain was pulled around the bed, the same one he was in before. A smile subconsciously settled on my face as I drew nearer.
He wasn’t hooked up to IV’s and he was wearing a pair of blue pajama pants and a white tee shirt, looking more like the Hayden I was used to seeing. 
“Hayden,” I whispered. He didn’t so much as move. I sat on the edge of his bed and put my hand on his cheek. His warm skin sent a chill through me. “Hayden,” I repeated. “It’s me, Orissa. I’m back and I’m sorry I was gone for so long. I-I missed you.”
His head moved in my direction. I ran my fingers through his hair hoping he’d wake up. When he didn’t, I stayed there a while longer. I pulled the blanket up to his chest, wanting to make him as comfortable as possible.
Raeya and Ivan were walking down the hall when I left the hospital ward.
“Told you,” Ivan said to Raeya. I didn’t think I was supposed to have heard that.
“Rissy!” Raeya cried and hugged me again. “I-I just am still so afraid I’m going to wake up and realize you’re not really here. I dreamed so many times you came back.”
I reassuringly squeezed her. “I’m back and this isn’t a dream.”
“I know, but I need to be sure,” she said, choking back a sob. She let me go and wiped away tears. 
 “Where’s Olivia?” I asked.
“Quarantine,” Ivan answered.
“No,” I immediately argued. “That girl’s been beaten and raped repeatedly for the last three months. Get her out.”
“What?” Raeya asked, horrified. “Riss, what—”
“—Penwell,” Ivan interrupted. “You’ve caused enough trouble, don’t you think that—”
“No! I don’t care. Neither of us were bitten! I promised I’d take care of her.”
Raeya put her hand on my arm. “Riss, you’re scaring me. Were you…?”
“No.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Almost but no. I got Olivia out just in time.”
“Got out from where?” she hesitantly asked.
“I’ll explain after she’s out.”
Ivan bit his lip. “I’ll see what I can do.” Since I didn’t have my badge or keys, he let us upstairs. I opened the door to my room and looked around; everything was as it should be. Hayden’s bed was neatly made; mine still had the covers lazily thrown about. I crossed the room and sank down on the mattress.
“What’s with the leather?” Raeya asked, a cheeky grin slowly appearing in her face.
I extended my leg. “It suits me, dontcha think?”
“Yea. I like those boots.”
“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “They’re good for smashing zombie brains.”
“Lovely.” She sat down next to me and rested her head on my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re back, Rissy.”
“Me too. But stop thinking about what could have been, alright? I’m here and I’m fine.”
“Ok.”
My stomach growled.
“Hungry?” Raeya asked.
“Starving.”
“It’s dinner time,” she informed me. “I’m sure you’ll get extra helpings today,” she added with a wry smile. “Do you want me to bring you something?”
“Yea. I don’t feel like dealing with everyone.”
“You sure you’re alright?” she joked.
“Hah, yes. I want to shower first. I feel disgusting.”
“Ok. I’ll bring you a tray.” We stood and she hugged me one more time before forcing herself to leave my side and get food. I showered, brushed my teeth and braided my hair in a tight, French braid. Padraic joined Raeya and me for dinner; I was curious as to which A1 gave them access to come up here but didn’t care enough to find out.
After we ate, we sat around talking for a long time. They both wanted to know what had happened. I gave them a cliff notes version of Delmont and his inbred family, knowing the fine details would unnecessarily upset them both. 
Then I was feeling tired. I was bombarded with more hugs before they finally left me to sleep. I woke up sometime around two in the morning. Hayden was the first thing I thought about. I swung my legs over the bed, grabbed my badge and keys and tip toed through the darkened compound and into the hospital ward.
I slowly pushed the hospital door open. Voices floated through the ward. I disregarded them at first, wanting to get to Hayden. 
“…not as potent in his blood…after the transfusion,” Dr. Cara spoke to someone. I froze, standing rooted to my stop in the walkway in front of Hayden’s bed. Something else was said that I couldn’t make out. I strained to hear.
“…test the vaccine. Then we wouldn’t have to worry,” Dr. Cara spoke again. I felt like I had been yanked down into a pool of ice water. 
But it made sense. Hayden always had some form of the zombie virus in his system. His body was able to fight it off and resist it, unable to become infected. Then he got shot—because of me—and needed a blood transfusion. His body couldn’t fight off the virus anymore.
 Dr. Cara had the vaccine…possibly. She needed to test it. And I knew just the person she could test it on. I raced back to my room, changing into combat ready attire. I caught sight of Hayden’s camo jacket. I pulled it off the hanger and put it on, my fingers running over his embroidered last name. I got as many weapons as I could carry and took off to the B level again. I opened the weapon storage room door and flicked the light on.
The tunnel doorway easily opened. It was creepy in there, but the drive to keep Hayden uninfected and alive pushed me forward without hesitation. It had to be a mile long—or longer. The entire thing was cemented and smelled like a musty basement. Water dripped in from vents in the ceiling. Cobwebs hung from the halls. Bugs crunched under my boots more than once. Every twenty feet a single light bulb gave off an eerie, yellow glow. I emerged out of what was designed to look like a root cellar of the barn. The doors locked from the inside; I couldn’t sneak back in the way I came.
It didn’t matter; I had a mission to carry out. I jogged to the road, planning on walking until I found a car. Rain misted down on me. I kept walking. Then, as if someone turned on a faucet, it started pouring. 
The loud rain masked the sound of the car until it was only a few yards away from me. I half turned and was blinded by the headlights.
Dammit. Ivan or Brock must have heard me leaving. I considered making a break for it and running into the trees near the road or pretending to be a zombie. Since either of my genius plans was sure to get me shot in the head, I kept my eyes on the ground and didn’t stop walking, not even when the car rolled up next to me.
“I didn’t take that bullet just so you can run away and get yourself killed,” he said.
Gravel crunched under my feet as I abruptly skidded to a stop. “Hayden!”
He smiled at me. “Get in the truck, Riss.”
“No. I-I have to do something.” I didn’t want to tell him what I overheard. What if he didn’t know? He put the truck in park and got out. My heart sped up when he came close. “Hayden, you shouldn’t be here. You could get hurt.”
“Orissa,” he said, his hazel eyes locking with mine. “Losing you would hurt worse than getting shot a hundred times.”
“Duh,” I blurted. “Then you’d be dead and wouldn’t feel anything.”
He smiled and stepped closer. “Orissa,” he said again, though this time there was something alluring in his voice. “Every time I try to tell you, something horrible happens, so…” He put one hand on my waist. The other gingerly cupped my face. He tipped it up toward him then slid his hand back. His fingers tightened around my hair in desperation. 
Then he kissed me.
 



 
Chapter 6
And I kissed him back. My hands flew around him, pulling him closer. Suddenly, all of the pent of emotion came flooding out. His tongue slipped into my mouth and his grip on me tightened. I yanked the M16 from my shoulder, let it clatter to the ground and wrapped my arms around him, bringing him closer to me. 
Hayden spun me around, pinning me in between himself and the truck. I wrapped a leg around him, desperately wanting him closer. He stopped kissing me only to put his lips on my neck. I shivered and let out a deep breath of pleasure. He moved his mouth down, unzipping the jacket as he did so. Then he kissed me again, pressing every inch of himself against me.
I put my foot back on the ground and grabbed him by the waist of his pants. My fingers quickly unbuttoned his jeans. He moved his mouth to my neck again, sucking and kissing my skin in a way that I couldn’t resist. One hand went under my shirt, his rough skin felt wonderful as he ran it over my stomach. 
I put both hands around his face and kissed him hard, feeling such a strong pull of desire. A moan escaped my lips when his hands found their way under my bra. I stopped for air and moved my hands to his waist again, unzipping his jeans. I stuck one down inside, this time making Hayden let out a satisfying deep breath. 
He melted against me as I worked my hands. He pulled one hand out from under my shirt and unzipped the jacket the rest of the way. Rain poured down on us but neither of us cared. I continued stroking him until he stopped me, wrapping his hand around my wrist and pulling it out of his pants.
He picked me up; my legs automatically wrapped around his waist, and gave me a deep, passionate kiss. Desperate for more, I dug my nails into his back and opened my legs to let him fully press against me. With me still in his arms, Hayden opened the truck door.
We ungracefully got in; I laid down on the back seat and Hayden got on top of me. He unbuttoned my pants and yanked them down; they got stuck on my boots and I sat up to hurriedly take them off. Having switched positions, I straddled him. Hayden ran his hands up and down my thighs. Not able to take it anymore, I unlaced his boots, tossed them to the front and removed his pants and boxers. 
He grabbed a sleeve of my jacket and pulled it down. I shimmied out of it easily. He took my shirt and bra off next and cupped his hands around my breasts. 
“You’re beautiful,” he whispered before he nestled his head in my breasts. I rubbed against him. The buildup was getting to be too much. I unbuttoned the flannel shirt he was wearing, carefully removing the sleeve from his left arm.
I gently touched the bullet wound. It had scabbed over but still had to be painful. I lightly pressed my lips against it and let one hand fall from his shoulder, tracing down his abs and into his lap. He arched his back when I took a hold of him again. He enjoyed it for a few seconds before suddenly flipping me over.
On top of me, Hayden slipped his hand down the front of my panties, rubbing me with his fingers. He removed my underwear and laid over me, every inch of him pressing against my bare skin. I brought one leg up and curled the other around him, raising my hips to align with his.
We kissed again, and, finally resituated with Hayden’s hands on either side of me. I clung onto him and he slid into me. Electricity rippled across my skin. Slowly, he rocked back and forth. I loudly moaned and he moved in deeper. My nails dug into his back. I sat up just enough to be able to kiss him. 
His breathing quickened, and he slowed his movements, biting at my neck. It sent me over the edge, and I grinded against him. I moved my hands to his muscular butt and pulled it against me, willing him in even more. He thrust faster and deeper. My back arched and my muscles contracted. Pure ecstasy took over. I opened my legs so Hayden could penetrate even deeper. I moaned loudly in pleasure as I came.
I ran my nails up and down Hayden’s back then over his biceps. I opened my eyes to look at him and was hit with another wave of pleasure. Hayden was too, and he pulled me to him while he finished. He collapsed against me, breathing heavily. I combed my fingers through his hair.
He tightly wrapped his arms around me, holding me close as if I was the only thing that mattered.  Hayden’s weight on me was heavy, but I didn’t care. I always enjoyed being wrapped in his embrace; being naked and wrapped in his embrace was so much better. It was safe, warm and comforting, and just so right. 
When our hearts finally stopped racing, Hayden sat up, pulling me with him. I shivered. Though warm air was blowing from the heaters, the cold air that rushed in through the open door was stronger. He had to let me go to reach up and close the doors. Remembering that there was always a sleeping bag stashed in the back, I grabbed it and unrolled it. When Hayden moved back next to me, I draped it around our bodies.
“Orissa,” he whispered.
“Yea?”
He nestled his head against my neck. “I have been madly in love with you for quite some time now,” he confessed. I couldn’t help the smile that broke out on my face. “I wish I told you sooner.”
“Why didn’t you?” I asked softly.
“I was scared you wouldn’t feel the same.” His muscled tensed suddenly. “You do, don’t you?”
“Of course.” He didn’t look convinced. I snuggled closer to him. “Hayden, when I thought you were dead, I wanted to die too.”
He ran his fingers through my hair. “And when I saw the laser over your heart, all I could think about was how I didn’t want to live without you.”
I listened to his heart beat for a minute before I asked, “How did you find me out here?”
“I saw you come into the hospital ward. I heard what you heard and put two and two together. That and I followed you.”
“So you know?” I sat up, fear radiating through my body once more.
“Yea,” he laughed. “And I’m not gonna get infected.” He was able to discern the doubtful look on my face in the dark. “They were talking about the pain meds in my blood, not the virus.”
“But I heard Dr. Cara say something about the vaccine,” I countered.
“She did, but it had nothing to do with what she had just said. She does that—randomly switches the subject when she talks, it’s really irritating actually.” He caressed my face. “Everything’s gonna be ok. Somehow, it will, now that you’re back.”
His fingers traced my face, making me shiver, but not from cold. I put my leg over him and slid onto his lap until I was straddling him again. Hayden put his hands on my waist and smiled deviously.
“I don’t like you going on missions without me,” he said, his hands moving up my waist and onto my breasts. “Especially a long one like that.”
My brow furrowed. “I wasn’t on a mission,” I said carefully. “Not the whole time at least.”
“What are you talking about?” he asked and squeezed my boobs.
“You don’t know?” I looked at him in disbelief.
“Know what?” He was more interested in what was in his hands. How could Hayden not know what had really happened? He put his mouth to me and when his tongue circled my nipple, I didn’t care anymore. I held him tightly, crushing him against me. He flinched slightly and broke away.
“Are you ok?” I asked, worried I hurt him.
“Yea. It just, uh, hurts sometimes,” he said, shooting an annoyed glance at his shoulder. “What don’t I know?” he asked again.
“I was left.”
“Left?”
“Yea. On that mission. They left me.”
“What?” he demanded. He was mad, though not mad at me. 
“The hospital we went to was overrun. I distracted the zombies and by the time I got away, Alex and everyone was gone. That’s why it took me so long to get home.” I figured I’d tell him the rest of my adventure later; this was upsetting him enough on its own. His face was set in such a way he looked scary.
“We should get back before anyone realizes we’re missing,” he said quietly, though I thought he wanted to get back and beat the shit out of Alex. I would love to watch. I nodded. Silently, we got dressed in our rain soaked clothes and moved into our seats. 
“You feel far away,” Hayden said, his smile returning to his face. The center console separated us. I leaned over it and rested my hand on Hayden’s thigh. He sped back to the compound, waving at the A3’s that patrolled the watchtowers.
We were both cold from wearing wet clothes. By the time we got to our room, I was shivering. I kicked off my boots and yanked off my jeans. My underwear was still in the truck; I hadn’t been able to find it in the dark. Hayden stripped out of his clothes too. 
With the light on, I was able to finally openly admire just how good Hayden looked sans clothing. I removed my shirt, dropping it on the ground. Hayden put on a pair of blue boxers and a black tee shirt that said ‘Semper Fi’ on the chest in white letters. I put on my pajamas that I had been wearing earlier.
We got into my bed, snuggling close together. I stayed on his right side, careful not to put any pressure on his injured shoulder. I rested my head on his chest.
“Can you promise me something?” Hayden asked as he ran his fingers up and down my arm.
“Possibly.”
“Don’t try to go off on your own anymore.”
“Ok,” I said simply.
“Really, Riss. I mean it. I-I can’t handle losing anyone else, especially you.”
“I won’t. Not anymore. I promise.”
He sat up and kissed me. I pushed myself up and onto him, kissing him back. My hand slid over his chest and abs and under the waistband of his boxers. It didn’t take long until he was hard again. The desperation wasn’t as intense this time, but the desire was just as great. 
Our clothing came off in a matter of seconds. Hayden tried to get on top of me again. I forced him away, pushing him down onto the mattress and climbed on, guiding him into me. I started out slow, wanting to draw it out for Hayden. His hands explored my body and I had to cover my mouth to keep from being heard. I rocked my hips, gradually moving faster. Then I stopped, and Hayden desperately wanted more.
I took his hands from my chest and moved them up, wanting to pin them above his head, but stopped, afraid it might hurt his injured shoulder. Instead, I pushed them down on the mattress so he was unable to move them. He breathed loudly and rapidly as I started moving again. The headboard hit the wall. I let go of Hayden’s hands to shove a pillow behind it, which only muffled the sound a little bit.
Not caring, we didn’t stop. Hayden bent his knees up, hitting me at a different angle, which felt incredibly good. I leaned forward, my breasts in his face, bit his neck and lost control. Once my muscles started working again, I straightened up and moved faster than before. In just a few seconds, Hayden came as well.
Hayden fell asleep soon after we were done. He didn’t even put his clothes back on. I didn’t want to leave him, but I really had to pee. I pulled his shirt over my head; it was long enough to cover my ass so I quickly scuttled to the bathroom. 
I got back under the covers, resting as close to Hayden as I could. Drowsily, he mumbled my name and put his arm around me. Feeling the happiest I had in a very long time, I drifted into the most peaceful sleep I’d ever gotten. 
We slept through breakfast. Around ten AM, someone knocked on the door.
“Underwood, you alive in there?” Ivan’s muffled voice called.
“Yea,” Hayden sleepily answered. Then we both realized how close we were to getting caught. Hayden jumped out of bed. “Pretend you’re sleeping,” he whispered and frantically looked for his boxers. He moved to the door, reaching for the knob.
“Your bed!” I whispered, pointing to his neatly made bed. He threw back the covers and opened the door.
“Why’s the door locked?” Ivan asked, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. “What—or who—are you doing?” he teased.
“Be quiet,” Hayden said softly. “She’s still sleeping.”
Ivan must have looked at me. “You’re right. She does sleep like a porn star.”
I wanted to sit up and immediately question Hayden. Instead, I didn’t move. I heard Hayden sink down onto his bed.
“Raeya was looking for Orissa and your girlfriend wants you. She didn’t like waking up with you not in bed next to her.”
“Shut up,” Hayden said, trying to sound serious but I could tell he was holding back laughter. 
“Dr. Cara really was looking for you.”
“Is that all?” Hayden asked, wanting Ivan to leave. He was so obvious.
“Yea,” he replied. “Well, no. Raeya’s bringing Orissa breakfast. I guess I’ll tell her to bring up some for you. I’m glad you’re ok, Underwood. And I know how this is gonna sound since you’re half naked, but you look…good, like you’ve gotta clear head for once.”
“Thanks,” Hayden said awkwardly. When the door clicked shut, I opened my eyes.
“I sleep like a porn star?”
Hayden shrugged. “Yea, the way you put your arms above your head reminds me of one.”
“You watch me sleep. That is so creepy.”
He nodded. “Yup. Every night. I steal your underwear too.”
“I knew it.” I laughed. Hayden crossed the room laid next to me. He turned on his left side and flinched. “Hayden, you ok?”
“Yea,” he lied.
“The pain meds wore off,” I stated.
“They tend to do that. It’s fine. I don’t like taking them; they make me tired and confused.”
“How bad does it hurt? I don’t want you to be in pain.”
“It doesn’t feel good, but it’s not that bad,” he tried to convince me. “You’re a good distraction.” 
I sat up and gently touched the bullet wound. As if it triggered something, the horrific scene flashed through my mind. Where had those guys come from? Why did they want us dead? I rested my head on Hayden’s chest. It didn’t matter now, Hayden was alive and well and the guys that shot him were dead and gone.
“I’m gonna take a shower,” he said, getting up. “I wish you could join me.”
“Me too,” I agreed, already thinking of ways we could sneak it. Once Hayden left, I got up and put my pajama pants on. A minute later, Raeya appeared in the doorway, carrying a very full tray.
“I hope you’re hungry!” she said.
“Starving!” I exclaimed. “Ohmigod, is that butter?” 
“Yes! Jordan figured out how to make it from the cows’ milk,” she told me excitedly. I didn’t know who Jordan was but at that moment I wanted to give him or her a huge hug. I dug into the pancakes. “Your room is a mess,” Raeya observed. “Well, only your side is. How does Hayden put up with you?”
With my mouth full, I shrugged. I finished my plate when Hayden came back into the room. I chatted with Ray while he ate and promised her I’d watch the Friday night movie with her. Hayden accompanied us downstairs, grumbling about going to see Dr. Cara. 
Argos was in the game room, chasing the ball Lisa was throwing for him. He snapped his head up at the sound of my voice and raced over. His butt wiggled with excitement as I cooed over him. When he calmed down, Lisa ran over and hugged me.
“Everyone said you were dead!” she cried. “I was so sad, Orissa. I told them that if anyone could make it, you could. I’ve seen you. You saved us, remember?”
I hugged her back. “Thanks for having faith in me, Lisa.”
“You’re welcome, Orissa!”
Ray and I sat at a table where half a puzzle had been put together. I picked up a piece and looked for its counterpart. I knew who came into the room by the clicking of heels on the tile floor. She dramatically gasped and the clicks got faster as she rushed over.
“Orissa! Bless your heart, you’re alive! I just didn’t believe it! And here you are and you look…well!” Scarlett, the self appointed gossip queen, gushed. I half smiled. My hair was no doubt a mess and I was still wearing Hayden’s tee shirt and my yellow and orange stripped pajama pants. “You have to tell me everything! How did you feel when you realized they had left? Do you really think they thought you were dead?” she asked seriously. Maybe she really had been a TV news anchor; she definitely dressed the part.
“It was a pretty rough situation,” I vaguely summed up. “I’m sure the guys assumed the zombies were ripping me apart and feasting on my fresh, warm, internal organs.”
“Oh,” she grimaced. She pulled up a chair and sat next to me. “And then what? How did you feel when you realized that you were all alone?”
“Pretty pissed,” I went on. “And then all I wanted to do was get back here. And I did. It’s not an interesting story,” I lied.
“What about that girl you brought back with you? How did you find her?”
I abruptly stood. “Olivia,” I said, feeling horrible I hadn’t thought about her. “Uh, sorry. I’m going to go find her.” Raeya followed me down the hall.
“Who are you and what have you done to Orissa?” she teased.
“What are you talking about, Ray?”
“You were polite to Scarlett.”
“I can be from time to time.”
“I know that,” she said, shaking her head. “The woman even annoys me. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”
I shrugged. I was in a good mood, thanks to Hayden. I felt blood rush to my cheeks when I thought of him. We walked down the hall, though one of the heavy, security doors and into another hall. I punched in the pass code and opened the door to the soldier’s quarantine. Olivia wasn’t in there. 
Right as the anger was building, Rider came through the door. He beamed at me and gave me a friendly hug. “Glad you’re back, Penwell. We were all devastated to lose such a good teammate.”
“Aw, thanks,” I said sincerely. “Hey, do you know where the civilian is that came in with me yesterday?”
“Yea. She’s in the hospital ward, but don’t worry, she’s ok, well mostly. I heard what happened to her. I would have beaten the shit out of the guy too. You’re kinda my hero,” he joked.
“Yep. I’m awesome,” I joked back.
 Rider walked with us to the B level staircase. I was a little disappointed to see that Hayden wasn’t in the hospital ward anymore. Karen smiled warmly at me.
“It’s a miracle,” she said softly. “I remember what it’s like out there…and you found your way home.”
I looked at Raeya. “I had good motivation. Is Olivia here?”
“Yes, she’s asleep. Poor thing.” She shook her head. “She thinks the world of you; you’re all she talks about.”
“Is she alright?”
“She’s pretty torn up ‘down there’, and just covered with bruises. Physically, she’ll heal. Mentally…” she trailed off, becoming emotional. “She’s on antibiotics to keep an infection from forming. And I put in a request for her to not be roomed with or near a male.” She shook her head again. “I can’t help but ask, is everything she said true?”
Raeya, who had patiently been listening in the dark, stepped closer. We moved out of the sick ward, closing the door. Karen recapped what Olivia had told her about Beau. Raeya covered her face with her hands, horrified when I confirmed the truth.
“You really are that girl’s hero,” Raeya told me, looking at me with admiration. I shrugged it off. We slowly walked back to her room. Several C’s stopped me, telling me how happy they were I was back. I smiled and thanked them, sharing only minor details about my time spent elsewhere.
I turned on the little CD player that sat neatly centered on the dresser in Ray’s room, tapping my foot to music.
“I like you being in a good mood,” she commented. “I haven’t been around the old, carefree Orissa in a long time. I miss her.”
“I do too,” I said with a sigh. “Hey, remember that time I tried my grandpa’s moonshine?”
She laughed. “How could I forget? I spent the rest of the night holding your hair back as you barfed.”
“Oh yea. I’m never doing that again,” I laughed too. Raeya looked at the clock and frowned.
“I have to go over inventory. I haven’t done it since you…you didn’t come home.”
“Want me to come with?”
Raeya raised an eyebrow incredulously. “I’d love that.” We went into the supplies room. Raeya picked up a clipboard and sat on the edge of a table. “We’re running low on sweets, which I guess isn’t a top priority,” she spoke out loud. She jotted down items that needed be gathered on the next mission. 
“You have a pretty serious job. Thanks for keeping this place in order, Ray,” I told her.
“Thanks, Rissy,” she said with a smile. I sat on the table next to her, swinging my feet. “What else do you need to do?”
“Luckily, Lupe already counted everything, all we have to do is decide what is the most important and write up a list of what we need and give it to Fuller.
“You should put oranges on the list.”
“Oranges?”
“Yea, so we can go to Florida to get them. I’d kill for a day on the beach,” I joked.
“If you go to Florida, you’re taking me!” Raeya laughed. “And Riss…are you really thinking about going on missions already?”
I shrugged. “Not anytime soon. Hayden’s better, but not good enough to go out on one. He’s a good partner; I don’t want to go out without him. Especially since the last time I did, I got ditched. Hayden would never leave me. Ivan, Brock, Wade or Rider wouldn’t either...I hope.”
“Ivan and Brock wouldn’t, I know for sure,” she said seriously. “They were both really upset when you didn’t come back.”
I sighed. “I feel bad; I didn’t want anyone to worry.”
“Trust me, plenty of people did.”
“So,” I started, trying to suppress a smile. “How many tears were shed over me? I’m assuming gallons, if not more.”
Raeya laughed. “Oh, definitely buckets.”
The door slowly creaked open, and we looked up to see Lauren poke her head in.
“Hi, Orissa,” she said with the slightest smile.
“Hello, Lauren,” I said with complete indifference. 
“It’s, uh, nice to see you again. I’m glad you’re alive.”
“Thanks,” I told her with a smile.
“Yea, everyone said you were dead. Maybe you’ll stop trying to be such a dramatic hero now. You wouldn’t want to actually die. And you’re luck will run out someday” she said as if she was giving me legit advice and then looked at Raeya. “The bathroom in my hall is out of toilet paper.”
“Oh,” Raeya exclaimed and jumped up. She grabbed two rolls and handed them to Lauren. She took them, turned to leave and stopped.
“Orissa?” she asked.
“Yea?”
“When you, uh, go out on your next mission, do you think you could get hair dye? I hate my roots showing.”
I shrugged. “Maybe, if I remember to.”
Without thanking me, she nodded and left.
Raeya closed the door and hopped back up on the table next to me. She set the clipboard down and folded her arms. “What has gotten into you, Rissy? Lauren annoys the crap out of me, was rude to you and you’re being nice to her. You either got into Hayden’s candy stash or his pants, ‘cuz you are in a freakishly good mood.”
I bit my lip and looked at the floor.
“What?” Raeya squealed. 
I nodded.
“Finally!” she said with a huge grin.
“Finally?” I questions.
“Well, I’m assuming you also admitted that you have feelings for him.”
“Yea.” I smiled at the memory. “Finally.” 
“So,” she continued. “How was it?”
“Good. Really good.”
“Even though he’s injured?”
“The bullet hit his shoulder not his di—” I cut off when another overseer came into the storage room. I said hello and made my exit, promising Ray I’d find her later. On my way up the hall, I ran into Padraic.
“Hey, Orissa,” he said brightly. “How are you doing?”
“I’m…I’m good,” I said honestly. “Glad to be back and get back to normal.”
“Me too.” He beamed.
“I have a question for you,” I said quietly, stepping to the side of the hall. “How come no one told Hayden I was missing?”
Padraic sighed. “It was Fuller’s idea; Hayden was in critical condition…he didn’t want to take any chances.”
“Oh, wait, critical? I thought he was doing better when I left.”
“He was,” Padraic said and leaned against the wall. “Surgeries can go well and there can still be complications. There was a time I didn’t think he was going to make it.” He paused, gauging my reaction. When I didn’t say anything, he continued. “And I don’t know if you’re aware that Hayden suffers mildly from PTSD. The trauma of getting shot triggered his symptoms. No one, not even Fuller or Ivan, knew what he had been going through. We were worried he’d become more upset if he found out you were dead. Physically, he was too weak to risk it.”
I nodded, feeling horrible I wasn’t there to help Hayden get through is nightmares. “You look tired, Padraic.”
“I am,” he sighed. “But that will change, I suppose. I haven’t been able to sleep since that night the A1’s came back without you. None of us could.”
I felt awkward. “Well, I promise I’m one hundred percent ok. No worries about me anymore, promise?”
“I won’t worry until you go back out again,” Padraic added with a half smile. “Ray too. She was a wreck.”
“I kept thinking about what you guys must have thought. I hated being sick and trapped.”
“Sick?”
“Oh, right,” I scuffed my shoe on the floor. “I guess I haven’t told anyone yet. Walk with me?” We went down to the B level and into Padraic’s room, which was one of the few places that provided a bit of privacy.  “I got blood poisoning and found these crazy hillbillies who took really good care of me and I thought they were just nice, but it turned out they only wanted to use me as a baby maker for their inbred son,” I said in one breath. “Once I was better, Olivia and I escaped, ran into a bit more trouble with a haunted house full of zombies but now we’re here.”
Padraic opened his mouth but was at a loss for words. “Blood poisoning?”
“Yea,” I extended my left arm and showed him the scar. “They gave me medicine. It was medicine for cows but apparently it worked.”
He ran his finger over the wound, looked at me in horror and laughed. I looked at him like he had gone mad. Then a smile broke out on my face and I started laughing too. It felt good to laugh. Though the situation was far from funny, neither of us could control our laughter.
Someone knocked on the door, which had been left open. Still chuckling, I looked up to see Hayden. His lips moved into a smile. He looked from me to Padraic.
“Come in,” Padraic called, taking a deep breath.
“Hi, Hayden,” I said and a feeling of butterflies fluttered inside of me.
“Hi,” he said almost shyly.
“Are you alright?” Padraic asked, going into doctor mode.
“Yea, I feel great,” he responded, still standing in the doorway. “I was leaving the hospital ward and heard your voice, Riss,” he explained and looked embarrassed. My eyes met his and I smiled again. I stood. “Olivia was asking for you.”
“She was?” I stood. 
“Yea, she’s moving into her room.”
“I’ll go find her. I’ll see you later Padraic. Oh, and don’t tell Ray what I told you. She doesn’t need to worry about something that already happened.”
He frowned. “I hate lying,” he reminded me. 
“Don’t lie, just don’t mention it. Please?”
“Fine,” he agreed. “I’ll see ya later.”
Hayden walked with me back to the hospital ward. I stepped close to him, remembering what Raeya had said.
“What does he know that you don’t want Raeya knowing,” Hayden asked, his voice level and calm.
I shook my head. “Nothing important.”
“Really, Riss?” he said, stopping short. 
“No, not really. You don’t need to know either.”
He opened the door for me. Once we were in the semi-privacy of the hospital ward, he put his hands on my waist. I instantly felt warm. “Don’t lie to me.”
“I don’t want to lie. It’s just-just I think it will upset you and I don’t want you upset.” I put my arms around his neck, careful to avoid putting pressure on his left shoulder.
“I’ll be fine.”
“Ok. The reason it took me so long to get back was because I got sick and stumbled my way to this house. I thought it was a miracle because they nursed me back to health but they definitely had an ulterior motive.” 
His hands gripped me tightly. “Go on.”
“That’s where I found Olivia. They treated her like a breeding cow, thinking it was their duty as men to repopulate the earth.”
“And they wanted to do that to you?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He squeezed me so hard it almost hurt. “Did they?”
“No, no. I promise. Trust me, I wouldn’t let them. We got out of there just in time.”
He kissed me. I pulled myself closer and kissed him back. We quickly broke apart, went into the sick ward and found a B3 who directed us to Olivia. 
Polly Ender was helping her pick out clothing. She was more or less in charge of keeping the little ‘compound store’ as she called it in order.
“Oh, this would look lovely on you, dear,” she said and held up a short, baby blue dress. I knew the feelings it evoked in Olivia right away. 
“It’s still pretty cold, how about some pants?” I quickly butted in. Hayden leaned against the door frame, patiently waiting while Polly and I helped Olivia gather what she’d need. We went with her to her room, which was on the opposite side of the C level as Raeya’s. I’d yet to see Sonja since my return, and when I finally hunted her down, she threw her arms around me.
I let her gush for a few minutes before telling her I had a favor to ask.
“Of course, whatever you need!” she replied.
“I don’t know if you heard about the girl I brought back,” I started.
“Yea. I think everyone has. You know how word gets around here.”
“I do. Anyway, she really could use a friend. And she’s close to your age and I think she’d really look up to you.” Though Sonja had annoyed me at times with her constant crying and screaming while we were on the run from zombies, she really was a sweet and caring person. I trusted her and hoped Olivia could too.
I introduced her to Olivia and was both surprised and happy when Olivia agreed to go off with Sonja and meet the other teenage girls. Hayden and I went back up to our room. He closed the door and sat on my bed. I knelt over top of him.
“Hayden,” I began. 
“Orissa,” he replied, his voice alluring. He put his arms around me and leaned back until we were laying down.
“You know what you said yesterday?”
“Possibly. I remember saying a lot.”
“About me? Well, I do too.” I sucked at this. My cheeks flushed and I looked away.
“Could you be any more ambiguous?” he teased. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
“I’ll tell you later,” I said and pulled myself off of him. “I’m gonna brush my teeth and hair.” I pressed my lips against his, and went into the bathroom. 
We still had a few minutes before it was time to go to the cafeteria. We laid down next to each other, silently enjoying one another’s company. It was comforting to be in his arms. We were among the first to arrive in the cafeteria. Hayden and I got our trays and walked to the back to sit at our usual table. There weren’t any assigned seats in here but the back two tables had unofficially become reserved for the A1’s. 
Wade and Rider joined us, along with Raeya, Olivia, Sonja and Jason. Raeya kept looking at Hayden and blushing; I rolled my eyes and kicked her under the table. 
We were conversing like a normal group of friends when Hayden suddenly jumped up. Without explaining what he was doing, he quickly marched to the serving line. Alex had just gotten his tray. He was saying something to Noah, not paying attention to anything around him. 
And then Hayden punched him. 
 



 
Chapter 7
 
The tray went flying from Alex’s grip, food splattering the floor, and he crumpled to the ground. Noah jumped in, restraining Hayden. A hush fell over the cafeteria and all eyes were on Hayden. Wade was by his side in seconds, pulling him back.
Alex jumped up and took a defensive stance. Noah took his hands off Hayden and stood in between him and Alex, doing his best to stop a fight from breaking out. I watched, in stunned awe, still holding my fork with several green beans skewered on it. Was Hayden having another flashback? 
 “We never leave a comrade,” Hayden spat, his face full of anger. Wade let him go and he walked calmly back to our table.
“What the hell?” I whispered when he sat next to me. 
“He left you,” Hayden said, not minding the volume of his voice. “We never leave a fallen comrade. He didn’t even see you die, he didn’t know. He assumed and left you.”
I put my hand on his arm. “I know, but it’s ok. I’m ok now. And thanks. I wanted to do that the second I realized the asshole drove off without me,” I told him quietly, aware that everyone in the cafeteria was listening. He faced me, his hazel eyes drilling into mine. My heart hammered in the few seconds it took for him to nod.
I let out a breath and went back to eating. The conversation slowly started back up amongst the residents. It was hard to stomach the rest of my flavorless lunch. I was eager to go up to our room and pig out on junk food. I devoured the rest of what was on my plate so we could get out there. 
Fuller and Gabby’s father, Hector, came into the cafeteria just as we were putting our trays back. Fuller’s eyes met mine sternly for a brief moment. I wanted to give him a big ‘I told you so’ about not needing to be quarantined. I took a deep breath, not wanting to publically disrespect him.
A second hush fell over the cafeteria, though this time it wasn’t as obvious, as eyes went from Alex to Hayden, everyone wondering if Alex was going to report the incident. But Alex kept his head down, concentrating on his food. Fuller came up to Hayden, a smile behind his stern eyes.
“It’s good to see you up and around,” he told him sincerely.
“It’s good to be up and around,” Hayden responded with a slight smile.
“How are you feeling?”
“Better. A lot better, Sir.”
Fuller failed at hiding his smile. He nodded curtly. “Good.”
Raeya and I walked out into the hall while Hayden chatted with Fuller.  Padraic and several other B’s rounded the corner. He smiled and waved at us.
“Fuller has—or had—a son that looks like Hayden,” I told her.
“Really? How do you know?” she asked.
“I saw a picture on his desk.” I shook my head. “I’m surprised he didn’t yell at me, honestly.”
“Why would he yell at you?” Raeya asked. 
“I got into a fight with him,” I confessed.
“That makes two of us,” Padraic said, stopping close next to me.
“You got into a fight with Fuller?” I asked incredulously. “Why?”
Padraic ran a hand over his hair. “He wanted to keep medicating Hayden. I refused.”
Raeya put her hand on his arm and looked at him empathically. “You didn’t tell me that.”
Padraic nervously smiled. “I didn’t want to worry you.”
“Why did you refuse?” I asked, curious.
“Fentanyl is a schedule two controlled substance; it’s very addictive. Fuller wanted Hayden kept calm and told me to administer a large dose every day. I’m the doctor here, I knew the risks. I refused to do it.”
I felt proud of Padraic for standing up to Fuller. “Thank you for doing what is right.”
“You’re welcome,” Padraic said, his cheeks reddening a bit. “It’s what you would do; stand up for what’s right.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you. Though some of the reasons for your actions are less than orthodox, they were always done with the best intentions.”
“I…I guess so.”
Padraic laughed. “Don’t doubt yourself, Orissa. Remember who brought us here, whose quick thinking saved Hayden’s life, and who rescued that girl from a real-life nightmare.” His blue eyes met mine and I smiled.
“Hey, Padraic,” Hayden said, coming up behind us. My smile grew. I turned and looked at him, feeling warm inside.
“Hello, Hayden. How’s the shoulder?”
“As good as it can be.” He stepped close to me.
“That’s good to hear. Well, I’m gonna get something to eat, see you all later.” 
“Padraic,” Raeya said suddenly. “Want to watch the Friday night movie with us?”
“Sure, if I can. We had four people admitted to the hospital with the flu this morning; I’m afraid it’s going to quickly spread around. If they’re stable enough, I’ll watch it with you. I’d love that.”
“You should,” I told him. “You deserve a night off. There are other people to help you, remember?”
“You’re right. Ok, I will. See you then.”
The three of us headed toward the game room. 
“He’s a really nice guy,” Hayden stated.
“Yea,” I agreed. “He is.”
“What do you guys want to do?” Raeya asked quickly. 
I shrugged. “I don’t care.”
“Me neither,” Hayden told her with a yawn.
“Tired?” she asked.
“Yea, I didn’t get much sleep last night.”
“Hmm,” she said, pressing her lips together. “Wonder why?”
I rolled my eyes; Raeya couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. We found a table and sat. Raeya got a puzzle off of one of the bookshelves and carefully dumped it onto the table. We sorted through it, located the edge pieces first. Olivia and Sonja came in, waved hello and took seats at a table across the room with a few other girls their age. 
I pulled my hair to the side, raking it with my fingers, and braided it, snapping the hair tie off of my wrist and into my hair. 
“Thanks for punching Alex for me,” I told Hayden with a smile. “But everyone’s gonna think you’re crazy now.”
“I don’t care. He shouldn’t have left you.”
“He shouldn’t have,” Raeya echoed. 
I picked up a puzzle piece, turning it around in my hand. “Guys, I’m glad I was missed, but I’m back. Can we go back to normal?”
“Oh yea,” Raeya said. “Normal. Since sitting in the game room of a bomb shelter while zombies roam the world is normal.”
We laughed. Hayden leaned back in his chair. “If there weren’t zombies, what would you be doing right now?”
“I’d be in class,” Raeya said wistfully.
“I don’t know what I’d be doing,” I admitted. “I tried getting a job without success. I had nothing to do but watch TV and workout.”
“What did you go to school for?” Hayden asked Raeya.
“I was getting my master’s in business. I wanted—or still want I guess, though it’s pointless now—to be an event planner. Planning weddings would be so fun. I had this whole plan to open an all inclusive event planning store.”
“And what would that entail?”
“I’d plan the events, make decorations, take pictures, make cakes, I even thought about designing and selling dresses.” She laughed. “I really thought I’d do it someday. Even when the economy tanked. I thought somehow, it would get better and I’d own my store.”
“You would have,” I told her. “You are good at everything you do.” I looked at Hayden. “She would have been amazing. You should have seen all the sketches and drawing she did. She had both of our weddings planned since we were sixteen.”
“That’s…that’s kinda scary,” Hayden joked. “What did you want?”
“It was more what Raeya thought I’d want,” I teased. 
“That is so not true!” she butted in. “You helped! We spent hours going through bridal magazines.” She turned to Hayden. “I planned a charming country wedding with an outside, daytime ceremony at the Lost River Cave Park,” she gushed and continued to bore Hayden with every last detail she had very carefully thought out.
“That’s really detailed,” Hayden observed.
“I’m not done,” Raeya informed him. “We haven’t even gotten to the reception yet.”
“It is pretty awesome,” I admitted, remembering the pictures.
“Do you know what Lost River Cave is?” Raeya asked Hayden. He shook his head. “Well, it’s a cave, obviously. They have this amazing part set up for events. You are actually inside a cave overlooking water. It is perfect for Orissa, isn’t it, Riss?”
“Yea, I did like your idea.”
“Anyway, it would just be so amazing.”
“It sounds like it,” Hayden said, his eyes locking with mine. “Maybe someday you’ll get to live your dream.”
Raeya made a squeaking sound of excitement. I nudged her foot under the table. “What about you, Ray? Remind me of all your wedding.”
“Oh, yes!” she squealed, waving her hands like she does when she gets excited. I smiled; that was one of the many things I loved about her. “It is going to be so elegant.”
“And expensive,” I added.
“Shut up, Riss. But yes, it could possibly get a little pricey. 
“You’re very thorough,” Hayden concluded after Raeya told us a very detailed description of the wedding.
“What about you?” Raeya inquired. “Do guys ever think about weddings?”
“I never did,” Hayden told her. “Though I was in and out of the Middle East for years. I never had the chance to think about it.”
“So you never thought you’d get married?” Raeya pried a bit further.
“I wouldn’t say that,” he admitted. 
“Why not?” I asked, trying to decide if that was a tad bit of jealousy I was feeling.
“I was with this girl, Clara, for a while.” He shook his head. “I didn’t want to marry her. My mom loved her. She seemed like a nice, country girl. But the long distance didn’t work out while I was in Afghanistan. That put an end to it. What about you?”
Raeya cast her eyes down. “No,” she lied. Hayden, able to sense it was a touchy subject, looked at me.
“I supposed I would get married, eventually. I never dated anyone I thought was good enough,” I said with a smile. 
“You just never found the right one,” Raeya said, the smile returning to her face. She was so obvious. She waved to someone; I looked up to see Padraic come into the room. He strode over and pulled up a chair. As if he was being polite and offering more room to Padraic, Hayden moved closer to me and let his hand rest on my thigh for a few seconds.
“You didn’t get too far,” Padraic said with a smile, looking at the puzzle.
“We sorta got distracted,” Raeya told him. 
“Oh, really? What was so distracting?”
“Weddings,” Hayden said with false enthusiasm.
Raeya laughed. “Maybe it’s a girl thing. It’s sad though, really, how no one will have a good wedding for a very long time.”
When Padraic shot Ray a confused look, I explained. “Ray equates ‘good’ with expensive and elaborately decorated.”
“Not entirely,” she insisted, unable to keep from laughing. “I just want things to be perfect. I’ve had a long time to think about it; it’s very specific in my mind. I wish I could plan a real wedding. It would be so fun,” she sighed. 
“It is,” Padraic agreed.
“You’ve planned a wedding?” Raeya asked, looking up at him. Padraic’s face grew grim. Suddenly, I was afraid of what he was going to say. 
“My fiancé did most of it,” he said with a distant smile. 
“You were engaged?” Raeya and I asked at the same time.
“Yes,” he said simply.
“Oh, man, I’m sorry,” Hayden said, assuming his fiancé died at the hands of zombies. “Did she—was it—zombies?”
“No, no.” Padraic shook his head. I got a flashback to the day Padraic and I explored a ghost town. We sat on a bench and he asked me questions about my past, trying to figure me out. Really, he revealed pieces of himself. I wondered how someone could break his heart.
“What happened?” I asked carefully. 
“I knew her since we were kids but never thought of her as anything but that annoying girl my gran forced me to play with until I went home for Christmas during med school. She was at the family party and it was as if I saw her for the first time.” A smile subconsciously settled on his face.
Raeya leaned forward, her eyebrows pushing together in worry since she knew this story wouldn’t have a happy ending.
“We started seeing each other,” Padraic went on. “She flew here when she could; I’d fly back to Ireland when I could. Two years later, we were engaged.” He smiled again. “I had three years left of my residency. We were going to get married that summer.”
His sky blue eyes got misty and he let out a deep breath. “Three weeks before the wedding, she called and said she had cold feet. I thought it was normal and nothing to worry about. I flew home a few days later. And then…then she told me she didn’t want to follow through with the wedding.”
Raeya put her hand on his. “I’m sorry, Padraic.”
“She’s a dumb bitch,” I blurted. “Any girl would be lucky to have you.”
“Yea,” Raeya agreed. “You’re a hot doctor,” she added with a laugh and blushed.
“That was the problem,” Padraic said bitterly. “I wasn’t there for her; I was too busy with school.”
“I thought Seth was going to propose,” Raeya said so quietly I could barely hear her. I clasp my hands together. I knew something she didn’t and it was eating me up.
Seth was a year younger than Ray; he would have graduated with a degree in engineering this spring. About a month before the virus killed him, he called me and told me that the next time I came to visit he wanted to take me ring shopping with him since I knew what Raeya liked. He made me swear I wouldn’t tell Raeya. It was so hard not telling her, I just didn’t talk to her much. It was hard, not being in contact with my best friend, but I was so excited that even I would have had a hard time keeping that from her. I hadn’t thought about it until just now. I swallowed hard and decided never to bring it up.
“Well, this is fun,” I said to break the tension.
“Have you had any nightmares?” Padraic asked Hayden in an attempt to change the subject. His question hung awkwardly in the air.
“Uh, not last night.”
Raeya coughed. I glared at her.
“That’s good,” Padraic said. “Things are looking up.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Yea,” I said sarcastically.
“Really,” Padraic told me, the familiar gentle smile returning to his face. “You came back, against all odds, Hayden pulled through and we’re here—together.”
“Together,” I repeated and looked into the eyes of each of my companions. I felt a tug of emotion again. I shook it away and stood. “Well, I’m gonna go shower, since I, uh, haven’t yet today.”
“And I’m gonna go lay down,” Hayden said quickly. “I’m tired.”
“Sure you are,” Raeya suggested. I wanted to throw a puzzle piece at her. “Finish the puzzle with me?” she asked Padraic. He of course agreed. I said a quick goodbye and went up to our room. As soon as our door closed, Hayden and I were kissing. We tumbled backward onto my bed, Hayden on top of me.
“I want my shirt back,” he said deviously. 
“You don’t think it looks good on me?” I asked innocently. 
“It does, but it looks even better off.” 
I laughed. “That is such lame line.”
He kissed my neck. “Did it work?”
“I suppose.” I squirmed out from under him and pulled the shirt over my head. Hayden leaned back and looked at me. “What?”
“I…I just want to look at you. You are beautiful.”
Desire coursed through my veins. I wrapped my arms around Hayden and pulled him to me. His hazel eyes locked with mine. I felt so vulnerable and exposed. I didn’t hold back, I didn’t hide anything, I wasn’t on guard. I was just myself—flaws and all, and Hayden was alright with that.
I kissed him, drawing him in. He flinched ever so slightly when he enveloped me in his embrace. I pulled away and pushed him down on the bed, removing his pants. Carefully, I took off his shirt, not wanting to hurt his arm. I kissed his lips, his neck, then his collar bone, slowly making my way down. 
A short while passed before Hayden stopped me, switched positions and did the same to me. As much as we’d both love to keep the slow burn going, we knew we only had a short time before someone knocked on the door. Hayden laid back down and I got on top. He held onto my sides, quickening my movements. In only minutes, we were both finished. 
He pulled me onto his chest. I stretched out my legs and snuggled close, pulling the comforter around our bodies. I traced the swirling lines of his tattoo with my finger. 
“That was stupid, wasn’t it?” he asked.
“What was stupid?”
“Having unprotected sex three times in twenty-four hours.” He reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Not that I think you have anything,” he added quickly. “Cuz I don’t. I-I don’t want to knock you up.”
I laughed. “Thanks. I don’t want that either.” I rested my head on his muscular chest. “I thought you were gonna say you regretted sleeping with me or something,” I admitted.
“No. The only thing I regret is not doing that sooner. Really, Orissa. I love you.”
“Why?” I blurted, the word coming out of my mouth on its own accord.
“What’s not to love?”
“Hah. A lot.”
“Really?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Never mind.”
“No, tell me.”
“Where do I start?” I asked with a slight laugh.
“Orissa, you’re beautiful. You’re brave. You would do anything for the people you care about. You’ve risked your life—multiple times—for complete strangers. You are a fighter, a survivor.”
“I love you too.” I tightened my grip on him. 
“I have a confession,” Hayden told me. “That last time you woke me up from a nightmare, remember?”
“Yea.”
“I faked it. I just wanted you to get in bed with me.”
“Well, now we’re even.”
“Huh?”
“You’re not the only one who can fake things, Hayden.”
He lifted his head off the pillow to stare at me. “You faked that? All three times?”
I laughed. “No, I’m messing with you.”
“That’s not funny, Riss.”
“I think it is,” I laughed. 
“So you didn’t fake it?” he asked again, needing reassurance.
“No. I promise. It’s…different with you.”
“That doesn’t’ make me feel any better.”
I slowly let out my breath. “It feels good, really good, physically. But it feels good…inside too. I can’t explain and please don’t make me, but I’ve never felt that with anyone else.” I closed my eyes. “And even this…this talking. It’s like I can tell you anything.”
“Do you think we would have met if there weren’t any zombies?” he asked quietly.
“I-I don’t know. Probably not. I don’t think I’d ever end up in North Dakota. We should thank the zombies next time we go out.”
“For sure,” he said with a chuckle.
“Speaking of zombies, I saw something…interesting while I was out there.”
“What was it?”
“A crazy, well two crazies really, eating stomachs. One was just wandering around munching on it and the other had this whole system set up: dead bodies in the kitchen, stomachs in the bedroom. And he was sorting them by size.”
“That is interesting. Dr. Cara would like to know about it.”
“Yea, I forgot she likes to know info on zombies.”
“She knows a lot. We got to talk a lot while I was stuck in the hospital.”
“Why were you there so long?”
Hayden let out a deep breath. “I don’t really know. I guess mostly to keep me in the dark about you. And I had to have my blood tested every day to make sure I wasn’t overdosing on pain or sleep meds. Plus I liked getting my daily sponge bath from Padraic,” he joked.
“You would.”
“He’s very gentle.”
I laughed.
Hayden kissed my forehead. “We better get dressed.”
I sat up, pulling the Semper Fi shirt back on. “Now I really am going to take a shower.”
“And change your sheets.”
“Later,” I said and wrinkled my nose. I yanked on my bottoms, picked out something to wear and scurried to the bathroom. I took my time shaving away all the unwanted hair from my body, brushing my teeth, and towel drying my hair. I even clipped my nails. Feeling almost like a normal girl, I got dressed in gray yoga pants and a blue long sleeve tee shirt. I gathered up my stuff and stepped into the hall.
“Orissa,” someone called.
I spun around to see Alex, with a black eye already forming. I stared at him, waiting.
“Look, I’m sorry, alright?”
“Gee, what a great apology.”
“I-I am, ok? And, for what’s it’s worth, I really thought you were dead. There was no way anyone could have taken on all those zombies and lived to tell about it. H-how did you do it?”
I wanted to make up some idiotic story to tell him about how I killed every son of a bitch. But I wanted to get back to Hayden more. “I climbed a tree and waited until they left.”
“Oh, that’s simple…and smart. If I thought you had a chance, I wouldn’t have left. Sorry,” he repeated and stuck out his hand to shake. “Truce?”
“Truce? Uh, no. A truce would mean I did something wrong and we agreed to stop fighting. I was the victim. I was the one that had to find my way home with no food, water, ammo, or car.”
He dropped his hand. “Fine. Sorry.” He brushed past me. I let out a breath, not wanting to get angry. It was so tempting to throw my bottle of shampoo at him. I hurried to our room and found Hayden sprawled out in his own bed. I dumped the armload of stuff on my bed and sat next to him.
“Are you sleeping?”
“Hmm,” he responded.
“Hayden,” I whispered. “Wake up.”
He opened his eyes for a brief second and laced his fingers through mine. “I can’t.”
“You can’t?” I laughed. 
“I took the pills,” he mumbled.
I realized he meant the pain medication and remembered him saying he didn’t like taking it because it made him tired. “Oh, ok. Does your shoulder hurt?”
“Yea…no, I mean no.”
I brushed his hair back. “You don’t have to pretend like it doesn’t hurt. I already know you are manly and tough,” I told him with a smile. “Go back to sleep.”
I put my dirty clothes and sheets in my laundry basket and hung up the clean clothes that had been piled on the floor at the foot of my bed. I lugged the basket to the laundry room at the end of the hall and threw my stuff in the washer, grabbed new linens and made my bed. 
I pulled the comforter up to Hayden’s chin, kissed him on the lips and went down stairs to play with Argos, twisting my hair up into a bun as I walked. It had warmed up into the sixties today. I was surprised to feel the warmth in the air when we went outside. I threw a ball for him for a while before going back inside to find Raeya. She loved the first warm days of late winter.
Fuller was walking out of his office right as I went down the hall. I almost spun on my heel and walked away. He caught my eye, stopped walking and waved me into his office. With a roll of my eyes, I followed him.
“Yes?” I asked, already impatient. 
“Sit,” he said, beckoning to the chair. He leaned on his desk. I sat, hating having to literally look up at him. “I think things got off on the wrong foot the other day. You had gone through a lot and I failed to see that side. However, you have to understand the importance of protocol. I know the way things are run are less than normal, but it is incredibly important to keep order. You know how hard it is to keep the compound going.”
I nodded but didn’t say anything.
“Take some time off—until the bruises heal—and then you are to get back to your routine. I know you didn’t ask to be a role model, but as an A1 you are. You are seen as the person who provides the food, brings back other living people—which gives hope— and eliminates the enemy.  If the compound is attacked or surrounded, you are our first line of defense. If you don’t follow the rules, then who will?”
He crossed his arms. “Orissa, this has been hard on all of us. And I want you to know that I do give all twelve of you credit for going out there. You might not think I care, but I do. I don’t want to lose any of you. I’ve lost enough—even before the infection.” His eyes flew to the picture on his desk.  “But, you must follow orders.”
“Or what?” I asked slowly, knowing there was more to come.
“You won’t be an A1 anymore. There are several A2’s that would be great out there.”
I felt my heart speed up. It wasn’t like I enjoyed going out and risking my life. But being trapped inside…that was scarier than zombies. “Fine. I’ll do my best.”
“Thank you. Underwood is an excellent soldier; I suggest you follow his example.”
“I think I can do that,” I said with a half smile, thinking about how Hayden was excellent at so many other things. “Uh, bye, sir,” I added, the word sounding fake and forced. I quickly excited his office, wondering what kind of bruises he was talking about and glad that was over. 
Raeya wasn’t in her room. I wandered around some more until I found her in the theater room, sitting with Ivan, Brock, Sonja and Olivia. I waved to her as soon as our eyes met.
“Hey Rissy!” she called.
I sat on the arm of the couch. “Hey guys.”
“Where’s Underwood?” Ivan asked.
“Upstairs. He sorta passed out.”
“Wear him out, did ya?” he teased.
I laughed. “No, his pain meds make him tired.”
“Sure they do,” Ivan continued. Raeya laughed a very obvious, fake laugh, which gained an odd look from Ivan. 
“What’re you guys doing?” I asked to change the subject.
“Nothing really,” Raeya said with a sigh.
“Good. I came to get you. It’s warm outside.”
“Really?” Her eyes lit up. “How warm?”
“Like sixty, I’d guess.”
“Oh my God, can you take me?!”
“Of course! Let’s go!”
Ivan cleared his throat and looked at Brock. “Penwell, you’re not supposed to do that.”
“Why not?” Sonja asked. “I thought we’d all be able to go outside when the weather got nice.”
“You will, eventually,” Brock continued. “Once it’s safe. We don’t have a secure area.”
“The compound’s not secure?” Olivia asked quietly, looked panic stricken.
“No, it is,” Brock assured her. “You are safe down here; trust me, it would take a hell of a lot more than zombies to get through the concrete and metal. The premises are surrounded with fences, and we added a very high voltage wire around that. It will kill anything with a heartbeat.”
“So how’s that not safe?” Sonja asked.
“We are secluded out here. But that doesn’t mean zombies will never wander. We’ve seen them and they have always passed. With everyone underground, there is nothing here for them.”
“We can’t say that anymore,” Ivan mumbled. “Don’t forget about the livestock now.”
“Right,” Brock said. “But the problem isn’t so much just the zombies seeing us. What happens if everyone is outside and a herd comes by? It would be mass chaos getting back inside. Someone could get hurt.”
“What if small groups went out one at a time?” Raeya suggested. 
“That’s a good idea,” Ivan complimented. “Still, I’d feel better with a tall fence surrounding everyone.”
“Will it look like a jail?” Olivia asked.
“Yes,” I answered honestly. “But you’re not trapped here,” I explained, recognizing her fear. “You’re not trapped in, they are trapped out.”
“That makes sense,” she told me with a small smile.
“Let me talk to Fuller,” Ivan said to me. “Then we’ll see about going outside.”
“Alright,” I agreed, sitting back on the arm.
We stayed in the theater room talking with each other and other residents until dinner. I slipped away and up the stairs to check on Hayden. He was still sleeping but mumbled that he wanted to get up and eat dinner when I gently shook him.
Groggily, he followed me down the stairs. I was a little worried he might trip and fall in his dizziness. He sat heavily next to Ivan; I said I’d bring him a tray. We watched the movie with Raeya and our other friends after dinner. Hayden was still pretty out of it. He rested his head on my shoulder and closed his eyes before we were even ten minutes into the movie.
He laid down as soon as we got into our room. I changed into my pajamas, popped a movie in the DVD player, locked the door, and snuggled close to him. 
He put his arm around me. “What if someone sees us?” he asked. It wasn’t the first time he had asked me that.
“I don’t know. Tell them the truth?”
“No,” he said, taking me by surprise. “I’ve been thinking about it. If Fuller knew, he might assign us to different partners. And probably different roommates.”
“Oh. I don’t want that.”
“Me neither.”
“Ray knows.”
“I thought so. She was acting odd.”
“Yea, she can’t keep a secret to save her life. And I don’t keep any from her. She’s one of the only people I have a hard time lying to.”
“Am I one of those people?”
“Yes,” I said honestly. “You are.”
“Good. Will I always be?”
“Of course, Hayden. Always.”
The next several days passed in a similar fashion: spending time with Raeya, Padraic and Olivia, sneaking off to be alone with Hayden, playing with Argos and wandering around being bored. Five more people had to be put in the sick ward with the flu. Padraic was worried about everyone getting sick at once.
A week after I came back, I went to training. Even though I hated with a passion getting up early, it felt good to be active again. Later that day, Brock, Ivan, Wade and Rider left on a supplies mission. I could tell it bothered Hayden to not be able to go out with them. He was healing well, but he wasn’t ready to go on a mission anytime soon.
Lisa asked us to watch a movie with her that night. Hayden and I sat close together on the couch. There weren’t too many people in the theater room tonight; more people had come down with the flu. We had all been reminded of the importance of hand hygiene, getting plenty of rest, drinking lots of fluids, and staying in our rooms if we felt ill. 
I rested my hands on my lap. Hayden shyly took one, pulling it in between us. I glanced at him and he nodded, letting me know he didn’t care if anyone saw. A week of being secret lovers wasn’t fun or romantic; it fucking sucked.  Being afraid of getting caught didn’t make sex more fun like it does in the movies; it was rushed and Hayden constantly had to remind me to be quiet so we wouldn’t be heard.
Sonja, Olivia and another girl I think was named Felicity walked past us, taking seats on the couch behind ours. Felicity smiled coyly at Hayden and her eyes flicked to his hand in mine. Her eyes widened and she stared at me, not paying attention to where she was going and walked into Olivia.
“Hi Hayden!” someone said excitedly. We turned to see Parker wavy madly. Hayden took his hand from mine and waved back. 
“Hey Parker, how are you doing?”
“Better now. I was sick for a few days. Now my dad has it.”
“Oh, well glad you’re doing better.”
“And I got to help out more with…with operation…Operation Bulldog,” he said with a wink.
“Awesome,” Hayden told him with a smile. 
“Are you better?” Parker asked. “You look better. I brought you a card in the hospital.”
“Thanks, Parker. I remember your card. And yea, I’m feeling better.”
Parker beamed. He looked at me and then Hayden. “Did you tell her yet?” he asked quietly.
“I finally took your advice.”
“And?”
Hayden linked his fingers through mine again. Parker’s smiled widened and he gave Hayden a thumbs-up. 
“Way to be inconspicuous,” I whispered. He tightened his grip on my hand. 
“Hello, Orissa.” There was no mistaking that accent. I yanked my fingers from Hayden and turned to see Padraic coming into the room. “And Hayden. Good evening.”
The dejected look on Hayden’s face stayed for a second before he said hello to Padraic. “Are you watching the movie with us?” I asked.
“Yea, I promised this one I would,” he said endearingly to Lisa. He sat next to her, leaving little room for Ray, who, surprisingly, was running late. She rushed into the room right as Sonja pressed play.
“Sorry,” she breathed. “We were making blue prints for the cabins! Fuller wants to start building them soon!” she whispered excitedly. “Maybe we can get one together!”
The thought was exciting. We all squished together on the couch, which was fine with Hayden and me since it meant we were forced to be very close. Hayden put his hand on my thigh and I stiffened. He raised an eyebrow and removed it. He leaned away from me and crossed his arms.
Once the movie was over, we walked Lisa and Raeya back to their room. Their third roommate was laying in bed. 
“Does she ever do anything?” I quietly asked Raeya.
She shook her head. “Every night when I come in, I’m scared I’m going to find her dead in her bed. She makes me so sad.” 
I nodded in agreement and hugged Ray goodnight. Hayden snatched up my hand on our way down the hall.
“Am I allowed to touch you now?” he only half teased.
I subconsciously slowed my gait. “You can touch me anywhere, anyway you want, baby,” I said with a coy smile.
“Well in that case…” he pulled me to him and kissed me. “What was that all about in there?”
I shook my head. “Nothing, I just, uh, don’t want to risk being separated from you.”
“Bullshit.”
“Padraic kissed me,” I blurted.
Hayden stopped walking and gapped at me. 
“It was a long time ago, before I met you.”
“Do you have feelings for him?” Hayden asked, seeming like the question poured out of his mouth uncontrollably.
“No. Well, like friendship feelings. But nothing more. He’s like family.”
“But he still has feelings for you,” Hayden speculated.
“I’m not sure. It’s been a while. I tried to avoid him after it happened. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.”
Hayden nodded. 
“Are you upset?” I asked carefully.
“No. I just didn’t think I’d have to fight for you. I thought you’d fall head over heels for my good looks and charm,” he joked.
“You won’t have to. Unless you’re fighting zombies and crazies. I’m all yours.”
“Good.”
“What about you, am I gonna have to chase you down?” I asked.
“Nope. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Promise?” I tested with a smile.
“Of course.”
 



 
Chapter 8
Four days after they left, Brock, Wade, Rider and Ivan came back with a truck full of everything on their list. Hayden had been eagerly awaiting their return; I knew he was worried about their well-being but I think he mainly was looking forward to hearing the details of their mission. He spoke quickly with Ivan before he trudged into the quarantine room. 
“What did he say?” I asked Hayden when he came upstairs.
“The mission went smoothly. They ran into one herd but were able to avoid it. And Ivan swore he killed over a dozen S2’s with a bow.”
“I’ll believe it when I see it,” I said with a laugh. “How’s your shoulder?”
“Sore,” he admitted. Padraic had given Hayden medical clearance to start lightly working out again, though the first day Hayden didn’t take it too light. “I just want to be back to normal.”
“It will be, just give it time. You’re healing pretty fast,” I reminded him.
“Not as fast as you would,” he said with a grin.
“That might be true. Hopefully we never find out.”
“Hopefully,” he echoed. “Want to go downstairs with me?”
“Sure.” 
We ran into Steven, the A2 that Fuller thought was ready to advance to A1. I hadn’t spoken to him much, but I knew he used to be a firefighter, took his A2 duties very seriously, and was polite every time we spoke. I didn’t want him to advance, and my reasoning was more than not wanting to change what was currently—more or less—working for us. 
Steven had a wife and kids. His oldest daughter, Maryanne, was Lisa’s age. His identical twin boys had their fourth birthday at the compound. It was too great of a risk for him to die; he had a family that emotionally depended on him being there.
But Fuller didn’t care.
I exchanged a few words and went on to the game room to find Raeya while Hayden and Steven talked tactics. She was sitting with Padraic, Sonja, Jason and Olivia, working on another puzzle. I pulled up a chair and greeted everyone.
By the time Hayden joined us, we were deep in a reminiscent conversation about how we all met, explaining it all to Olivia. Hayden, who had heard the whole story before, stood patiently behind me with his hand on my shoulder while we spoke. When our epic tale reached its end, he pulled up a chair and squeezed in next to me.
 “D-do you know a lot about zombies?” Olivia asked shyly.
“What do you want to know?” I replied.
“Like how-how are they possible?”
Hayden scooted in even closer next to me. “A virus,” he started. 
“I know that,” she said with a half smile. “What does it do and how did it start?”
“We don’t know how it started, but I do know that it attacks the frontal lobes,” Padraic said, taking the lead on this discussion. “That is the part of the brain that controls human emotions and feelings. At that stage of the virus, damage to the brain has already occurred; there is no going back. Then, parts of the brain and the central nervous system start shutting down. Basic body functions slow down significantly; metabolism, digestion, breathing, and their heart rate. Without a good oxygen supply, parts of the body start dying.”
“That’s when they become zombies?” she said, just as quiet as before.
“Yes. The virus has spread to more of the brain, not necessarily killing it, but greatly altering its function. Blood only goes to the most vital organs, which is why their skin starts to die and rot.”
“So, are they dead?”
“Medically, yes. Their hearts still beat. With no heartbeat to pump blood—no matter how vicious it is—the cells would be depleted of oxygen and completely die. They wouldn’t be able to move, since their bodies would dry up and crack apart.”
“Too bad they don’t,” Jason added bitterly. We all nodded in agreement.
“Since when did you become such a zombie expert?” I asked Padraic.
“I did my first autopsy while you were gone,” he said, wrinkling his nose at the memory. 
“Sounds fun.”
“There’s something you forgot,” Hayden told him. “Or, maybe you don’t know.”
“And that is…?” Padraic asked him, thinking he had thoroughly explained the zombie virus to Olivia.
“What they eat.”
Padraic’s face clouded with confusion for a millisecond. “Right. Stomachs. We can thank Orissa for enlightening us on that delightful bit of information.” He winked at me.
“Uh, you’re welcome. I only saw two though, I don’t think that’s enough to base it off of, is it?” I stated.
“No, but it makes sense,” Hayden explained. “Think of it this way: when a wolf kills a rabbit in the wild, what does he eat? The whole thing, basically, right? And what do rabbits eat? Grass and plants. So when the wolf eats the rabbit, he’s getting protein but also grains and carbs from the rabbit.”
“Oh, that does make sense!” Raeya said, suddenly interested. It still didn’t click right away with me. Thankfully, it didn’t with Sonja either and she asked why.
“Humans need a balanced diet,” Hayden went on. “We can’t just eat meat. Zombies are still humans, in some messed up form.”
“So crazies eat the stomachs of humans to meet nutritional needs,” I finished. 
“Exactly,” Padraic told me with a nod.
“Are you sure? I mean, that seems very complex,” I countered.
“We can’t be sure about anything,” Padraic admitted. “But it’s a theory, and it does make sense.”
“Oh, well, then, glad I helped.” I unbraided my hair—which had been in a French braid—and raked my fingers through it. We worked on the puzzle until dinner; after that I hung out with Raeya while Hayden played video games with Noah, Jose, and Mac. As far as I knew, he was pretending as if Alex didn’t exist. I changed into pajamas and crawled into bed, surprised at how tired I was for it only being ten o’clock. 
I was sleeping when Hayden came in. He got into bed next to me, suggestively running his hand up and down my body until I woke up. I could see his devilish smile in the dark. I held onto his hand and rolled over, bringing him closer to me. He kissed the back of my neck but I didn’t respond.
“Riss?” he asked, taken aback. I always pounced on him the moment we had a chance. “Everything ok?”
“Yea,” I mumbled. “I’m just really tired.”
“Oh, ok.” He wrapped his arm around me and I drifted back to sleep. It was so hard to drag my ass out of bed for training the next morning. As soon as I was up and moving, I felt better. I crashed after training and slept until lunch.
“Are you feeling alright, Riss?” Hayden asked.
“Yea, I’m just tired,” I assured him. “I guess all those late night booty calls took their toll on me,” I joked. He smiled and kissed me, insisting I take it easy until dinner, which is exactly what I did.
“Penwell,” Ivan called as we exited our room on the way to dinner that day.
“Yea?”
“I got your friend, Raeya, something.”
“You did?”
“Yea, I remembered what you said about her loving those dolls. I found one.”
I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. “Wow, she’s gonna be so happy. You should give it to her. Right now.”
“Good idea.” He disappeared into his room and came back with a box. Hayden had to turn away to hide his laughter. With the box tucked proudly under his arm, Ivan followed us into the cafeteria. We got our trays and sat in the back with the other A1’s. Hayden waved Steven over, who excitedly said something to his wife and joined us. I nibbled on my food while waiting for Raeya. Impatiently, I watched her get her tray and make her way over. She got stopped by another overseer, and I was a little afraid she might sit at their table.
As if she could read my mind, Ray looked up and smiled at me. There was a time when Ray and I used to prank each other on a regular basis. I missed those days.
“Hi, Raeya,” Ivan said showing off his brilliant smile. “How are you doing this evening?”
“Oh, I’m good, thanks. And yourself?”
“Glad to be back.” He retrieved the box. “I saw this and it reminded me of you.” He slid it to her.
“Oh, presents!” Raeya exclaimed excitedly. “You really shouldn’t have, Ivan.” Her cheeks flushed just a bit as she touched the box. Carefully, she took the lid off. Her eyes bulged and a little squeak of surprise escaped her lips. She glared at me before turning on her charm.  
“Thank you,” she said, her voice strangled. 
“Do you like it?” Ivan asked her.
“Oh yes,” she said smoothly. Hayden looked away and I coughed to cover up my laughter. “In fact, I like it so much I’m going to put it in my room. Riss, come with me.”
“I think you can handle it,” I said casually.
“Rissy!” she said in a high pitched voice, earning strange looks from our tablemates. 
“Alright,” I said, ducking to hide my smile.
“What the hell!?” she cried, shoving the box in my hands as soon as we were out of the cafeteria. I doubled over in laughter.
“Sorry, Ray!” I said once I got my laughter under control. “The opportunity just presented itself. I couldn’t help it.”
She crossed her arms. “You are evil,” she tried to sneer but failed and was overcome with giggles. “I’ll get you back, just you wait,” she warned. “And what am I going to tell Ivan? He thinks I like it!”
“Tell him the truth,” I suggested. 
“No, that would hurt his feelings. I’ll pretend like I like it.”
“Yea, so he can bring you another.”
“Ugh. Do not let him!” she laughed again. 
“Want me to put it upstairs? I don’t want you to have nightmares over it.”
“Yea, I’d—wait, no. I don’t want to be surprised by it. I’ll keep it.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You sure?”
“Yes. Come with me.”
We hurried down the hall and into her room where she hid the doll in her dresser and went back in to finish dinner. We all gathered in the theater room to hang out and talk until it was time to go to bed. I showered, changed into pajamas and snuggled close to Hayden, listening to his steady heartbeat until I drifted to sleep.
I fell into a comfortable routine and the next week passed quickly. Alex, Mac, Jose, Noah, Gabby and Jessica left on a search mission. They were given ten days to look for survivors. Once—and if—they got back, then Brock, Ivan, Hayden and I were to go out on a very simple mission: locate the hardware store that we knew to be nearby. 
The compound was bursting at the seams with residents and we hoped to keep adding to our numbers. Raeya was hard at work drawing up blue prints, trying to design the simplest yet most functional cabins. It was all very old fashioned, she told me, the way it would be set up. Running water and electricity weren’t a guarantee unless we were able to find the supplies we needed. Out of all the residents here, we had quite a few who used to work in construction. Hence our next mission. While the cabins would be extremely basic, we hoped to have a sink, shower and toilet in every one. 
When we were kids, Raeya and I used to empty out the small shed behind my grandparents’ house and play ‘old fashioned days’. We would wear silly dresses, cook food over camp fires, and refuse to use anything modern for the entire day. It was fun then. The thought was scary now.
Going without heat, water, and a proper way to dispose of human waste wasn’t only a huge pain in the ass, but it was a health issue, one that wasn’t worth risking.  Padraic stressed he was running low on antibiotics and didn’t want to take any chances compromising anyone’s health.
Two days into Alex and the others’ mission, Raeya presented a very detailed list to us. We went over it and were given descriptions of what to look for. Brock worked for his uncle’s construction company before joining the Marines and was familiar with a lot of the supplies we needed. He promised he’d be able to identify what we’d need.
I left the meeting feeling excited about another mission and building the cabins. Since the cabins wouldn’t offer much—if any—protection against an attack, Fuller wanted the A1’s and A2’s to ‘test them out’, moving the A3’s upstairs, allowing the C’s and B’s more room to space out.
“It’s going to look like a little village,” Raeya told us excitedly during dinner that night.
“I can’t wait to see it!” Sonja gushed. “It looks very cute in my head!”
“Oh, it will be,” Raeya agreed. “I can show you my new blueprints!” she said excitedly.
“New blueprints?” Sonja questioned. “Are they different than the ones you just showed me?”
“Yes,” Raeya explained. “I had a dream about a better way to organize things.”
“You dream about organizing stuff?” Jason chuckled.
I nodded. “Those are her favorite kinds of dreams,” I said endearingly. “That’s why we love you Ray: You are one of a kind.” We all laughed and continued to talk about the cabins. 
Back in my normal routine, the days passed rather quickly. After working out, Hayden and I would venture downstairs to hang out with our friends, lazily watch a movie or play cards, and retire to bed early just so we could spend some quiet time together. 
When the other A1’s returned from their mission with five civilians, Hayden and I started getting antsy for our turn. Raeya frowned whenever the conversation turned to it and, more than once, she begged me not to go.
“I’m just so scared to lose you,” she confessed one night while I sat with her in her room.
“I’ll come back, I promise. And this is an easy mission. We won’t be gone long.”
She sighed. “I know. Still, you can’t blame me.”
“I don’t, and I understand completely. But don’t worry!”
She rested her head on my shoulder. “I wish you were pregnant.”
“That’s a horrible thing to wish for me! What the hell would make you want that?”
“Then you wouldn’t leave. You’d stay here where it’s safe.” She smiled innocently. “And Hayden probably would too, to make sure you’re taken care of and healthy and whatever.”
“Ray, no. Not now.”
“But someday?” she asked hopefully.
“I suppose, but that’s a someday in the far, far future.”
“Life is short. I think you should consider it.”
“No. And you’re not going to change my mind. Even if you did, you’d have to convince Hayden, I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”
“Fine. I guess you’re right. I’ve always wanted to be an aunt, Riss. And since you’re the closest I have to a sister…would you do it for me?”
“No.” I couldn’t help but laugh at her attempt to get me to not go on the mission. I hugged Raeya and, once again, promised I’d be back before she knew it.
The day before we left, my little group of friends gathered around a table in the game room playing Rummy. I leaned back in my chair, my arm brushing against Hayden’s. 
“You know,” Raeya said as she put down a card. She smiled and looked into Hayden’s eyes. “You’d make a really great dad.”
“Uh,” Hayden responded. “Thanks, I think.”
“You’re welcome. I can just see you with a baby in your arms. It would be so cute!”
“Yea, sure,” he mumbled, not knowing how to respond to that. I glared at her.
“Since you’re resistant, your children might be too. It would be silly not to pass that on. I think you should have a baby,” she told him seriously. 
Padraic chuckled. “It’s not that easy, Ray. Do I need to explain how making a baby works?” he joked.
She laughed. “No, I’m aware. But don’t you agree we should think about starting a family? This world needs to be repopulated. We all should consider it, right, Rissy?”
“Maybe when things aren’t so shitty,” I said pointedly.
“What about you?” she directed to Padraic.
“I have to say I’m with Orissa on this one,” he said with a smile. He eyed Hayden and then Raeya. “I didn’t know you were so eager to have a baby.”
“Oh, no, I don’t. I think Rissy should. Out of all the females here, she’s probably in the best shape and could handle a pregnancy well. Plus she heals fast. She needs to pass on her good DNA,” she added quickly.
“You are in good shape,” Hayden added, earning an elbow to his side.
Padraic laughed again. “I think your plan needs to be put on hold for a while. Let’s let Orissa find a boyfriend first. Then you can plan her pregnancy.”
“What about you, Ray? You have good genes too. Shouldn’t you be passing on the thick hair and strong cheek bones to the future generation?” I said with an innocent smile.
She waved her hand at me. “Maybe later. Want to play Go Fish?”
We played cards for another hour before Hayden laid his on the table. 
“Well, I have to go give some blood. Then we should go to bed, Riss. We’re leaving early.”
“Right,” I agreed and started to gather up the cards.
“I’ll walk with you,” Padraic said to Hayden. When I stood, he hugged me goodbye, pulling me tightly against his body. “Be safe, Riss. Come home again, alright?”
“I will,” I promised. “Trust me, I want to.” I pulled away first, making Padraic release me. He let his hands slid over my arms and down into my hands. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Raeya looking from Padraic to Hayden.
“Take care and don’t do anything crazy.” He half smiled. “And remember, you could stay here with us.”
“Yes, you can!” Raeya reminded me as well.
“Come on guys, don’t make this harder than it is. I don’t want to leave. But we have to if we want the compound to keep running as smoothly as it is.”
“I know,” she sighed. “Walk me to my room?”
“Of course.” We put the cards away and left the game room, walking slowly down the hall.
“Was it awkward to have Padraic hug you like that with Hayden watching?” she asked quietly.
“Not really. Padraic is a good friend, and it means nothing more to me, but I did wonder if Hayden felt weird.”
“He didn’t look upset,” she informed me.
“Good.” Raeya cracked the door open; Lisa was in bed sleeping already. She snuck in to grab her toothbrush and shower bag. “Ugh. What I wouldn’t give for a private shower. After so many years of living in a dorm, you have no idea how sick I am of sharing a bathroom!”
I laughed. “I understand. It does suck. Hopefully we can get a cabin together.”
“Oo! Yes! I would love that! Except…wouldn’t you want to be with Hayden?”
“Oh, well, yea. The three of us?”
She made a face. “Rissy, you know I love you, but I don’t want to hear…you know what.”
I laughed again. “Fine. You and Padraic then. Or Ivan.”
“Ivan?”
“You can’t tell? He has a huge crush on you!”
She blushed. “How do you know?”
“He’s asked me before if he should ask you out. I told him no because of Seth,” I said gently. “I didn’t think you were ready. And why else would he get you the doll?”
She pressed her lips together. “I might have had a slight idea.”
“And?”
“And, I don’t know. You’re right. I still have feelings for Seth. I’d feel guilty dating someone else.”
“You can’t feel guilty forever, Ray.”
She sighed. “I know. Ivan is pretty hot,” she added with a smile.
“You have no idea. You should see him with his shirt off!”
She raised an eyebrow. “Why have you seen him with his shirt off?”
I looked around and leaned in close. “I need to tell you what we really do on missions.” We both giggled. “In training, most of the guys go shirtless.”
“Can I come?” she joked. We stopped walking and stood outside the bathroom. “Be safe, alright?” she said again, emotion obvious on her voice. “I can’t handle losing you—again.”
“You won’t.” I hugged her. “See you later, ok?”
“Yes. Later. Bye, Rissy.”
“Bye, Ray.” 
She took one last look at me and turned stiffly into the bathroom. I let out a deep breath and walked back down the hall, pausing when I got to the stairs. Instead of going up, I went down another flight to find Hayden. I stepped lightly in the quiet hall, not wanting to wake anyone up. 
Light spilled from Padraic’s room, casting a triangle of glowing yellow into the dark hall. I was about to walk past when I heard a familiar voice. 
“…no, she can make up her own mind,” Hayden stated, sounding slightly irritated.
“Trust me, I know she can,” Padraic told him. “I just think you should talk to her, let her know her options.”
“She knows them. And look, I understand your concerns. But know that she’ll be safe with us. I will take care of her.”
“But you can’t, not really.”
“Yes, I can. I won’t let anything happen to her,” Hayden said sternly. 
“It’s nothing against you,” Padraic assured him. “But you of all people know how unpredictable it is out there. You can’t keep every bad thing away from her.”
“Yes I can,” Hayden said stubbornly. 
I heard Padraic sigh. “We care about her. You should have seen Ray when she thought Orissa died. She was a wreck. I think if anyone could convince her to stay—just a little while longer—it would be you.”
“Orissa knows she doesn’t have to go out.”
“Does she? I don’t see why else she would, unless she didn’t think she had a choice. And she didn’t, really. You made her an A1. It wasn’t her decision.”
“She could have said no,” Hayden said, his voice rising. “If she didn’t want to go out, she wouldn’t. You don’t know Orissa. She’s not a caged bird. She can’t stay where it’s safe and warm while someone else does the dirty work. She’s not the kind of person that can live a life locked up.”
“And how do you know that?” Padraic retorted.
“Because I’m the same way.”
My heart was beating fast. I edged away from the door, afraid of being seen.
“It’s not her job—” Padraic started.
“It’s mine?” Hayden interrupted. 
“Well, yea. You’re the one that joined the military.”
“Right. I did. I signed up for war. Against people. Real live people, not the living dead. To protect your ass and ensure your freedom. I gave up my life, my time, watched my friends die for this country. And are you even an American citizen? Don’t tell me what is and isn’t my job. Do you want to go out there? I’ll give you my gun right now. Have fun fighting off the zombies and seeing the rotting corpses. I brought more than half of these people here. Not because it’s my job but because it was the right thing to do. And Orissa feels the same.”
I swallowed hard. I wasn’t sure if I should step in or not. I put one foot forward and stopped, too curious to hear what the guys had to say about me.
“I didn’t mean to insult you,” Padraic told Hayden, though he didn’t sound too sorry. “Yes, you go out there, but don’t forget what I do too. How many people—yourself included—wouldn’t be alive if I hadn’t been here?”
“You wouldn’t have any lives to save if I didn’t bring them back!” Hayden countered and I rolled my eyes. Were they seriously arguing over who was more important? 
“Orissa knows how important it is to keep the compound safe. She would be perfect for guarding the walls,” Padraic said with slight bitterness. “You might think you know her, but don’t forget I do too. She was tired of fighting them off long before we came here. Don’t you think she might want a break?”
“Then she would fucking take one! No one is forcing her to go out.”
“I spoke with Fuller,” Padraic butted in. “I know you requested her as an A1 because you were impressed with her abilities. I know your last partner didn’t die at the hands of zombies. He took his own life because he couldn’t handle what it was like out there. And you wanted someone strong. You didn’t stop and think what she wanted. All you thought about was yourself.”
“Bullshit!” Hayden yelled. I was a bit afraid he might go after Padraic. “Yes, Orissa is one of the best soldiers I’ve ever seen and yea, it would be a waste for her not to use it. As soon as I got to know her, I knew she was more than that. It was her choice to be an A1 and it still is. That’s what she wants!”
There was a moment of silence before Padraic said, “Agree to disagree?”
“Fine,” Hayden spat. I pushed off from the wall and quickly padded back to my room before either guys caught me eavesdropping. I brushed my teeth and was in the process of changing when Hayden burst through the door. He rushed over to me, picked me up and kissed me. I felt his muscles relax instantly at my touch. He set me back down, ran his hands over my face and smiled.
“I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you too.”
“Good.” He gave me another kiss and got ready for bed. He held me tightly against him.  “So, I’m a bit confused,” Hayden started. “Does Raeya want me to father her children?”
I laughed. “No, mine.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Is this something we need to talk about?”
“No, don’t worry. I don’t have baby fever or anything. When I was sick, Ray hoped I was really pregnant because that would mean I’d be stuck here and not leave on missions.”
“Oh.” He smiled at me. “Good, because I’m not…maybe someday, but not now.”
“I totally agree.” I let out a sigh of relief over him not mentioning what I had unfortunately over heard. It was flattering that they both cared about me enough to fight about it, but I didn’t want to have to pick sides. Padraic was a friend, a good friend, and we’d been through hell and high water together. He’d always have a place in my heart. And Hayden…I was completely in love with him. 
I pushed the conflicting thoughts out of my head and wrapped my arms around my Marine, wanting to enjoy our last night together before we set out.
We loaded everything into the truck bright and early the next morning. Hayden was still horrified at the blood stains on the passenger seat.
“You should have put me in the back,” he said as he ran his finger over the material. “That’s what I would have done to you,” he told me with a grin.
“I tried to get it out,” Ivan said. “You should have seen it before.”
“Thanks, man.” Hayden let out a deep breath and threw his bag in the back and inspected the rest of the truck, equally unhappy about the bullet marks on the back. For the first few miles, he grumbled about finding parts to replace and fix the damage. Then he and Ivan bickered over what kind of music to listen to and the guys spoke of things that happened during the war. It felt just like old times.
Brock swore he remembered passing a Home Depot before, he just couldn’t remember where. We spent the morning driving around Arkansas.
“I think it was north of the compound,” he told us. “And not that far north. I know I saw it.”
“I remember it too,” Hayden confirmed. The first thing the guys did when they got the compound up and running was canvass the state, looking for supplies and survivors. Around noon we stopped for a lunch break in an abandoned town. 
Litter and the occasional body lined the streets. The terrain was rather uneven and hilly and we were surrounded by trees. Even though we had plenty of fuel, we used this prime opportunity to fill up an extra gas can from one of the many parked cars. 
The sun was bright today; sending its warm rays down on us. I looked up and blinked, wishing I had sunglasses. There was sure to be some in one of the cars. I walked down the street, trying the handles on every door I passed. Most were locked and parked neatly on the side of the road, perfectly situated between the white, painted parking spots, leaving me to believe that the virus had snuck up on the people of this town without a warning.
The downtown area of this place looked like it could be a set for a Lifetime movie, I thought as I eyed the brick front of a mom and pop run drug store. Well, it could if you removed the rotting corpses and washed away the blood stains. I removed the machine gun from over my shoulder, and stretched, blinking as I turned my face up toward the sun. 
A breeze blew through the trees, ridding the area of the stench of death and bringing the sweet smell of a promise of spring. Birds chipped loudly, ignorant to the horrors around them. If I kept my eyes closed, I could pretend I was somewhere beautiful.
Someone grabbed my waist. I flung around and almost punched Hayden in the face; he blocked me just in time.
“Jerk,” I spat, trying to look pissed. He looked behind him and quickly kissed me.
“I made you lunch.”
“How sweet,” I said with a smile. “What did you make me?”
“I opened a can of tuna. Yum.”
“I am so utterly sick of tuna.”
“Aren’t we all?” His hand fell into mine, letting go when we neared the truck. The four of us sat in the bed, eating and chatting.
“I haven’t seen a day like this in what feels like a lifetime,” Brock said with his mouthful.
“I know,” I agreed, taking a deep breath. “It feels good.”
“It just makes me want to get my ass to Mexico even more,” Hayden said with a sigh. We all agreed and planned a hypothetical vacation. We ate slowly, enjoying the nice, early spring day. Suddenly, Brock quieted us.
“Do you hear that?”
“No,” Ivan started. “I hear…” he trailed off and we all looked at each other in horror. “Nothing.”
 



 
Chapter 9
“The birds were just chirping a minute ago,” Hayden obviously stated. “Something scared them off.” We dropped our food and picked up our weapons, poised and ready for an attack. A strong breeze rattled dry branches. Twigs crunched and snapped in the woods behind us. And then somebody screamed.
It was high pitched, girly, and sounded like a child. We jumped from the truck and took off after the source. We flew down the street, hurdling over garbage and broken glass. The strap of my M16 slid down my shoulder. I yanked it up just as I noticed the blood. Too winded to talk, I pointed. Hayden nodded and shouted to Ivan and Brock. 
We rounded a corner and slid to a stop in an alley. Standing a few feet in front of us was a little girl, dressed in blue pajamas. She only had on one slipper, and she clutched a tie-dye teddy bear in a blood crusted hand. She turned to face us and screamed again, another high, ear-piercing yell.
Fresh blood dripped from her neck. Her lips curled into a snarl and she took a step in our direction. Her gait was steady. Hayden raised his gun but didn’t pull the trigger. Sunlight glinted off the metal barrette in the crazy’s hair. She screamed again, though this time it was more throaty and animal. Then she leapt forward in a full sprint.
A shot rang out, echoing against the brick walls of the buildings that boxed us in the alley. The girl crumpled to the ground, her teddy bear flying from her hand and landing in a dirty puddle. Hayden slowly lowered his gun, unable to take his eyes off the child.
“It’s hard when they look normal,” Ivan acknowledged, giving Hayden a pat on the back. Hayden nodded, shook himself back to reality and re-holstered his gun. 
Many things didn’t seem right about this situation. But one stood out in my mind. I picked up the teddy bear and set it on the girl’s chest.
“She’s been bitten,” I said, expecting everyone to realize the weight of my statement.
“Well, yea. That’s probably how she got in infected,” Brock told me.
“No, I mean recently. Look.” I pointed to the fresh set of teeth marks on her neck. “So either a vampire was after her or…”
“We can expect zombies,” he finished for me. He cocked his gun. “Teams or singles?”
“Teams,” Hayden and I said at the same time.
“Too bad you left the bow in the truck,” Ivan said with a smile.
“I don’t need it to beat you,” I teased. “Game on.”
We edged our way down the alley, stopping when we came to a fork; we looked around silently. Ivan motioned for us to keep moving forward. Tall brick buildings were on either side of us, tunneling us in the alley. 
The four of us froze when we heard a scuffling of feet. We raised our guns, eager to get the first kill and be in the lead point-wise. I think we all fired at the same time; all four bullets hit the zombie’s head in unison. His skull exploded, brains splattering the bricks. But before we even had the chance to argue over whose bullet landed in the festering flesh first, a dozen zombies came staggering from around the corner.
“Shit,” Ivan swore and opened fire. We emptied our clips, reloaded, emptied those and realized we were screwed.
“We need to retreat,” Hayden shouted over the moaning. I nodded, knowing that he couldn’t see me. The herd moved closer, packing themselves into the alley like sardines. We whirled around, prepared to run and stopped.
More zombies slowly filtered in through the fork in the alley, the speed of their limping walk increasing when they caught sight and scent of fresh food. With mouths open and hands grasping the air, they lumbered closer. We stood close together, going over our options. 
Hayden jumped forward, grabbing onto a dumpster. He jerked it backward; it moved about a foot before the wheels jammed on loose gravel. Ivan rushed to his side and helped yank it free. They rolled it out and turned it, creating an obstacle for the zombies to go around. It bought us time, but didn’t provide us with anywhere to go. Brock madly beat on a back door of a building, trying to break it down. I was sure he could…if we had more time.
My eyes darted around looking for something—anything that could spare our lives. Ivan joined Brock in his attempt to break down the metal door. 
“Riss, come on!” Hayden shouted and raced over to the door. I didn’t move; my eyes fixed on something on the ground. “Riss!” he shouted again. I looked at him and then back at the alley. His eyes followed mine.
“It’s my only idea,” I blurted, knowing it was stupid, trembling with fear as the zombies came closer.
“No, it’s good,” Hayden said quickly and ran over. He put his fingers through the grates and pulled. His face showed the pain he felt in his shoulder but he didn’t acknowledge it. The cover scraped against the gritty alley pavement. “Ivan, Brock!” Hayden yelled and climbed down the manhole. I followed, stepping on Hayden’s fingers more than once. Ivan came down next and Brock barely made it in before dead hands got a hold of him.
Shaking, I jumped off the last wrung of the built in ladder. Hayden flicked on his flashlight, shining it around the sewer. It smelled horrible in here, and wasn’t at all as cool as sewer systems in movies were. We stood in a narrow, rectangular room, I supposed I could call it that. Wet leaves lay in rotting clumps on the cement ground, their sweet smell a reprieve from the putrid stench of decaying flesh. 
“Good thinking, Underwood,” Ivan said, pulling his own flashlight out of one of the many pockets on his military issued vest.
“It was Orissa’s idea,” Hayden said causally.
“Good thinking, Penwell,” Ivan said with a hint of a smile. Brock turned on his flashlight too. I was the only one not dressed in military clothing; I found it difficult to move with that much stuff on me, plus the extra vests were two sizes too big. Baggy clothes weren’t good for running and fighting. I gave the guys major credit for their ability to do so. Hayden told me before that overseas he used to carry even more, and did it in sweltering temperatures. 
Hayden grabbed me by the waist and pulled me out of the way. A S2 had fallen down the hole; her body went limp on impact. I stared at her, and pulled my gun when she began to sit up. I stopped, realizing that the blast would deafen us in this small, tight space.
Brock thankfully knew that too and he drove his knife into her eye socket. He wiped the goo on his pants and pocketed the knife.
“Now what?” he asked me.
“Uh, we walk through until we find another way out,” I suggested. Ivan nodded in agreement and took the lead. We had to walk single file through a narrow passage. It smelled more and more like shit the farther we went. At one point we had to get on our hands and knees and crawl through sludgy water. Then the tunnel emerged into a large, catacomb style system. I shook the slime from my hands.
Something splashed a head of us. I grabbed my gun, unsure of where to aim it.
“What do you think the chances are that it’s a crime fighting turtle?” Hayden asked dryly, taking a tentative step forward. 
“I wish,” Brock said with a laugh. “They could help us kill the sons of bitches up there.”
Instead, a water logged S3 dragged itself through the half foot of water that sat stagnant in the sewer. Its entire body was swollen, its skin was puffy and pruney, and bits of skin literally oozed off. Its legs didn’t work anymore; I assumed it was from the odd state of edema. I tipped my head with curiosity, thinking it was almost pathetic.
Ivan kicked it in the face and its bones easily broke, sending mushy brains to seep out of the cracks. It fell into the thick, brown water. Someone’s flashlight flicked over the body, the light glinted off a diamond earring.
Like a punch to the stomach, I was reminded that this disgusting S3 wasn’t a creature. It was a human. A real human, just like me. A human with thoughts and feelings and drives and needs. I shook that thought away. I couldn’t think that like; I needed to be cold if I wanted to live.  And it wasn’t a human, not anymore. All aspects of humanity died when the virus nestled its way into the brain.
We walked probably another mile before we turned down another tunnel. Circles of light spilled through a manhole cover. Ivan slowly climbed up and listened. Assuming the coast was clear, he shoved it open.
“It’s clear,” he confirmed and pulled himself out. It felt good to be above ground again. My boots were covered in brown slime and my pants needed to be burned. I grimaced, laughing internally over the fact I was slightly happy I was covered in something other than zombie parts for once.
I blinked in the bright sunlight, holding my hand up and squinting. Ivan moved the cover back over the manhole, saying zombies in the sewers were worse than alligators. We were in the middle of a residential street; scattered abandoned houses surrounded us. With the sun centered in the sky, it was hard to tell which direction we had come from.
“This way,” Hayden said confidently. With our guns at the ready, we marched down the familiar street, knowing that the herd of zombies had to be close. About fifteen minutes later, we reached the town. 
“Sorry, baby,” Hayden said to his truck as he picked the spilled food out of the bed. I rolled my eyes and peeled off my top outer layer, careful not to swipe the soiled material across my face. Thinking it was pointless to save, I dropped my long sleeved shirt on the ground.
“You gotta take off the rest of your clothes,” Hayden told me. I raised an eyebrow and glanced at Ivan and Brock, silently telling Hayden to shut up before he was overheard. “No, really. I don’t want that shit in the truck. It’s bad enough we’ve gotten blood and zombie parts all over the interior. I draw the line at human shit-juice.”
“You have got to be kidding me,” I said through gritted teeth, though, truth be told I didn’t want to be stuck in a car for hours that reeked like sewage either. Remembering the drug store, I traded my M16 for the compound bow and arrows. “I’m gonna go check something,” I told Hayden. He nodded as if he was ok with it but didn’t take his eyes off me. I only made it across the street before he jogged over.
“What are you checking?” he asked, clicking a magazine into place in his pistol. 
“That store,” I told him, pointing to the drug store. “I’m hoping to find soap. That way, if we find water we can actually get clean instead of just rinsing off. My skin’s starting to itch.”
“Another genius idea,” he told me with a smile. “That’s why I love you.” He went in first, waving me in when he found it to be safe. “Hurry, alright? That herd isn’t far.”
“I will.” I made a bee line to the conveniently labeled ‘hygiene’ aisle. There was a small display of homemade, organic soaps. I picked up a lavender-mint scented bar. It smelled wonderful, but wouldn’t kill the germs we had to be covered in. Nonetheless, I picked up the little wicker basket that the soaps were displayed it and took a step down the aisle to grab something to sanitize with.
“Got enough?” Hayden questioned, looking at my basket.
“It smells good,” I told him with a slight smile. 
“So you need twenty?”
“First of all, it will run out eventually. And it’s not all for me. Ray loves this kind of stuff. I’m gonna give half to her. Trust me, she’ll be happy. What did you get?” I asked, seeing the full bag Hayden was holding. He held it up for me to look in. “And you think my soap was extensive,” I joked, seeing that the bag was full of boxes of condoms.
“This has to last us a while,” he explained, unable to keep the wanting smile from his face. “Plus, we’re not the only people back home who have sex. It would probably be good to have, uh, supplies.”
“You’re right; I hadn’t really thought about it.”
We walked around the store, looking for anything useful, happily discovering the unharmed display of Halloween candy. We loaded a bag full of it and went back to the truck. I put my basket in the back and Hayden stashed his bag of goodies under his seat. 
I unlaced my boots, feeling more than a little grossed out at when my fingers pulled on the slimy laces, kicked them off and tossed them in the bed. I rolled up my pants and stood in front of Hayden, who had stripped out of his shoes and outer layers as well. “Good enough?” I asked him.
“I guess,” he said half heartedly. He looked guiltily at his truck before he got in. 
“There’s a river a mile and a half away,” Brock informed us as he took off his shoes. “I saw an ad for the river that has cabins for rent along it hanging up in a store window. If it’s safe, we can wash up there. Is anyone else really itchy?”
“I am,” I told him, refusing to scratch and rub the shit any deeper into my skin. I climbed in the back and Brock got in next to me. “Where is this river?”
“A little north of where we are right now. The ad had a map. I can get us there,” he promised. And he did. Hayden drove past the cabins and parked as close as he could to the water’s edge. Leaving the truck running, we quietly got out and assessed the surroundings. 
“The herd isn’t far,” Hayden reminded us. I nodded, my eyes scanning the trees. “It seems safe—for now,” Hayden said and cut the engine. We grabbed our clean clothes, all pissed we didn’t have spare shoes and walked down to the water.
“How should we do this?” Brock asked, his eyes jumping from me to Hayden and then me again. “You two go and we’ll keep watch? For zombies, not watch you get naked,” he added with a wry smile.
“Look but don’t touch,” I teased. Brock immediately looked at Hayden, almost as if to see his reaction. The rocky ground hurt my bare feet. I tip toed my way to the water, dreading how cold I knew it was bound to be. I pulled my tank top over my head and shimmed out of my jeans, shivering instantly. Hayden stood next to me, goosebumps breaking out over his skin as the breeze blew.
“On the count of three,” he said, feeling as much resistance to the cold water as I did. “One, two, three!” We stepped into the river. The water was so cold it hurt. With one hand, I splashed water up my legs, rinsing away the crusted gunk. I plunged the soap under the water and quickly scrubbed myself, then did the same with the rest of my body.
“You have crap in your hair,” Hayden told me regretfully, moving out of the water to dry off and get dressed.
“Son of a bitch,” I swore. “The one time I didn’t put it up…” I tipped my head and let the ends of my hair dip into the water. I was shivering so badly it was hard to suds up my hair. Not sure—and not caring—if I rinsed all the soap out, I straightened up.
Something moved with the swift current, bobbing just under the surface. I narrowed my eyes, unable to descry exactly what it was. It went under and got caught on something. I waded out into knee deep ice water to get a closer look. 
Sunlight reflected brightly off the sparkling water, temporarily blinding me. I held up my hand and waited for my eyes to adjust. I leaned over the strange object, only able to see my reflection on the shiny surface. Maybe it was nothing, I thought to myself and began to turn.
Then it sat up. Water slimed fingers grabbed my leg and pulled. I fell into the water, scrapping my painfully cold hands on the sharp rocks that lined the river. The zombie let out a gurglely growl and pushed me under water. I grabbed a handful of small rocks and smashed them against its head. It didn’t even react. My hand hit the water with a loud splash.
My hands pushed against its arms; watery flesh melted off with my touch. I scrambled back, cutting my heel on something wickedly sharp. I pushed myself to my knees and punched the zombie in the side of its face. It let out a harrowing yell right as the bullet nestled its way into its skull.
Arms wrapped around me.
“Orissa!” Hayden cried and embraced me. Trembling from fear of the sudden attack and from cold, I leaned against him. “Are you ok?”
“I’m alive,” I said, my teeth chattering.
“Let’s get you out of the water.”
I nodded, wincing with each step.
“Fuck, you’re bleeding,” Hayden said and scooped me up. 
“Put me down,” I protested. “I’m fine; it’s just a little scratch.” Hayden didn’t listen and continued to carry me. He set me down on the tailgate.
“I think I’ll pass on washing up,” Ivan said with a slight smile. He looked through the scope on his rifle. “The water doesn’t seem so clean anymore.”
“Yea, and you always gave me hell for not liking dark water,” Brock added, his eyes wide. “Are you alright, Orissa? He didn’t get you, did he?”
“Nope. Just tried to cop a feel, that’s all,” I joked, shaking uncontrollably from the cold. Hayden took off his jacket and wrapped it around me. “You’re all wet,” I dumbly stated. “And y-you don’t h-have any more c-clothes,” I chattered.
“They’ll dry,” he said quietly, inspecting my hands. “I’d rather have wet clothes than have anything happen to you.” Brock tossed Hayden my clothes and turned back to face the river as I got dressed. Hayden stepped away and returned with the first aid kit. He flattened my palm and wiped an alcohol pad over the scrapes. 
“I c-can do it m-myself,” I told him, though I was still shivering so much I didn’t know if my fingers could function. 
“I’m gonna take care of you,” Hayden said and I remembered his conversation with Padraic.
“Ok, thanks.”
“Does this hurt?” he asked when he got to the slice on my left heel.
“A little. Honestly, I’m s-so cold I can’t r-really feel anything.”
He nodded and quickly disinfected the cut and bandaged it up. “You might get hypothermic,” he said, sounding concerned.
“You too,” I reminded him. “Your clothes are soaked.” I held up his jacket. “Put it on.”He closed the first aid kit and took his jacket. I hobbled into the truck and fired up the engine. Brock kept watch while Ivan quickly washed the shit off his skin. Once he was dry and dressed, Brock did the same. I rolled down the window and yelled at Hayden to get in the warm cab.
“She’s right, Underwood,” Ivan advised, “unless you’re hoping to get into a sleeping bag with me. You know you want some of this,” he joked, gesturing to his body. Hayden laughed and got into the driver’s side, holding his cold hands up to the heater vents.
“You’re shivering,” I pointed out. “Now we’re both gonna have to get naked with Ivan.”
“I’ll just get naked with you,” he said with a grin. Body heat was the best thing for someone suffering from hypothermia. I didn’t bothering telling Hayden that two people with lowered temps wouldn’t help each other out.
“Take your pants off,” I instructed.
“Riss, not here,” he said, sounding offended.
“Shut up. Take them off. They are soaking wet.”
“They’ll dry.”
“Hayden, please. I don’t want you to be cold.”
“I’ll be fine.”
I leaned against the seat. “You’re more stubborn than I am. Suit yourself and be cold then.”
 “I’ll wash your shoes,” Brock called. He picked up my boots and dunked them in the freezing water, swishing them around to clean off the shit. He tossed them to the ground and did the same with his and Hayden’s.
“Thanks,” I told him when he and Ivan got into the truck. “Now what?” I asked Hayden. 
“We can’t stay here,” he said, looking at Ivan for suggestions. “I say we drive somewhere, start a fire and dry out our shoes—and my pants. It won’t kill us to wear them wet, but I’d rather not.”
We all murmured in agreement. Hayden put the truck in reverse and floored it away from the river. None of us spoke as Hayden drove, all too cold to carry on a conversation. The truck slowly filled with warm air, coaxing my stiff muscles to loosen up.
Since it provided guaranteed safety from a large attack on one side, we stayed alongside the river.  We ended up in a park; Hayden stopped the truck next to a giant anchor planted in cement. I eyed it curiously for a minute and then realized it was a sundial. Ivan and I kept watch while Hayden and Brock ventured off to find fire wood. 
The damp ground quickly soaked through my socks. I lifted one foot up for a few seconds, temporarily alleviating the cold. I cupped my hands around my mouth and exhaled, trying to warm them.
“Soon enough,” Ivan said with a half smile. “We will be wishing for the cold.”
“Not me,” I told him. “I’ve been cold so much in the last few months. I can’t wait for the day it’s ninety degrees and humid out.”
Ivan laughed. “The cold is tolerable. You can put more clothes on to warm up, but the heat…there’s not much you can do about that.”
“I’m used to hot Kentucky summers,” I reminisced. “My grandparents didn’t have air conditioning until I was fifteen. God, I hated it and complained every night about being too hot to sleep.” With a smile I said, “When it was really hot, I’d sleep on the basement floor.”
“You don’t have an accent,” Ivan obviously stated.
“Stereotype much?” I said pointedly. “Not everyone does.”
“Oh, sorry.”
I shrugged. “A lot of people are surprised. And neither do you, mister New Jersey.”
“Very true. And we’re not all drunken losers that patrol the boardwalk every night. I’m from Somerville, which isn’t close to the shore.” 
I climbed up in the bed of the truck, looking out for signs of danger. Hayden emerged from behind a tree carrying an armload of firewood. Brock was a few yards behind him with more wood to burn. They dropped it in a pile near the truck and I took over building the fire. Not wanting to waste time struggling with the damp branches, Ivan carefully poured a little bit of gasoline over my perfect campfire. I lit a match and tossed it in. 
We stabbed sticks into the ground and set our boots on them, making sure they were close enough to dry but not so close to the fire the rubber soles would melt. Hayden took his pants off, shivering in just his jacket and boxers, and hung them up near the fire. I stuck my cold hands over the flames, opening and closing my fists to get the feeling back into my fingers. I needed to be able to work my gun. Hayden stood next to me, doing the same. Brock poked at the fire with a stick and Ivan leaned against the truck.
When my face felt too hot, I walked over near Ivan and put the tail gate down to sit on.
“So,” Ivan started, turning to face me. He crossed his arms and flashed a brilliant smile. “So, I heard you and Underwood, huh?”
My jaw might have dropped. “W-what? How-how…you know?” I stammered. “Ohmigod, I’m gonna kill her! Raeya is such a loudmouth!”
“No,” Ivan said calmly. “You are. I heard. Those walls are pretty thin, ya know.”
An incoherent noise escaped my lips and I gaped at Hayden. He shrugged and smiled. “I told you that you were loud,” he said with fake innocence. 
Brock stabbed the fire and snickered. I glared at Hayden, annoyed with him for not caring.
“Don’t worry,” Ivan assured me. “We didn’t tell anyone. We kinda figured you didn’t want anyone to know, hence having the not so secret sex.”
“How long have you known?” I asked, still feeling slightly horrified.
“Pretty much since you got back,” Ivan confessed. 
“And you knew they knew?” I accused Hayden.
 He shook his head. “No, but I figured someone would hear us—well you—sooner or later.”
I crossed my arms and pouted. “You’re an ass,” I spat, trying to sound like I was actually mad.
“That’s not what you said last night,” Hayden said suggestively. 
Brock stabbed at the fire once more before standing. “I don’t need to hear details; I already hear enough as it is. And, holy shit, don’t you people ever get tired? I’m exhausted just listening to you,” he joked. I shook my head and went back by the fire.
“I’m happy for you two,” Ivan said sincerely. “It’s not easy in this world anymore. It’s nice to have someone. And I know Underwood’s had a massive crush on you since the first time he saw you.”
“Yea,” I agreed. “It took him forever to man up and do something about it.”
“You’re kind of intimidating,” Hayden insisted, not entirely joking. I looped my arm though his and rested my head against him. Forgetting the fact that we were waiting for our shoes to dry because we had to escape from a herd of zombies through a sewer, I could pretend we were a normal group of friends hanging around the campfire. 
We wasted two more hours letting our boots almost dry before we set off again in search for the hardware store. At least Hayden didn’t have to wear wet clothing; his pants had completely dried. After three hours of blindly driving around, we realized we were in Missouri. After a quick break to get out and pee, Hayden steered us south. 
“So how come you’re not telling anyone?” Brock asked with his mouth full of candy.
I unwrapped a peanut butter cup and looked up at the review mirror, catching Hayden’s eyes. “We don’t want to get separated.”
“Separated?” 
“Yea, we weren’t sure if Fuller would let us be roommates if he knew about us. And we thought maybe he’d worry that going on missions together wouldn’t be a good idea or something.”
“Good point,” Brock noted. “I don’t think he’d care. Not anymore at least. And we all know how much he loves Hayden.”
“Shut up,” Hayden said. “He doesn’t treat me any differently.”
“Yes he does,” we all said in unison. 
“I don’t think it would matter to him either,” Ivan told us. “Maybe before, but not now.”
“I’m not gonna risk it,” Hayden said, his eyes flicking up to the mirror to look at me.
“Ah, aren’t you just so cute,” Ivan teased. I opened my mouth to say something catty back but abruptly stopped when something came into view.
“Uh, guys, we got company,” I said, a little unsure of what I was seeing.
“We do?” Hayden asked.
“Yea. You’ll want to slow down and look. Trust me.”
A naked female S2 staggered along the road. Dried blood was crusted down her front. Her blonde hair lay in a matted mess around her face and her obviously fake boobs were bruised and discolored. 
“Now there’s something you don’t see every day,” Ivan noted with a smirk. He turned to Brock. “Finally, a girl who will like me for my brains,” he joked.
 The boys ogled at the zombie’s huge boobs for a second, all agreeing it was a shame she got infected before Hayden rolled down his window and shot her in the forehead.
“Two points,” I called. “Thanks, baby.”
“That doesn’t count,” Brock argued. “She was on his side and I’m stuck back here.”
“Don’t be a sore loser,” I laughed. We spent the rest of our daylight driving around, trying to figure out just where the hell we were. We had a map, so once we found a sign with a town name or a major highway, we’d easily be able to get home. 
At dusk, we decided to find a place to stay for the night. We pulled into a library parking lot; the small brick building was seemingly untouched. Quickly yet thoroughly we patrolled the area while Ivan picked the locks on the front door. 
 “I’ll check upstairs,” I whispered. Hayden’s face twitched but he nodded. 
I silently moved up and down each aisle of the children’s section. A table in the back was still covered with craft supplies; a cup of Elmer’s Glue had spilled across a pile of construction paper. I tapped the hardened glue, curious as to what the kids had been making.
The finished papers were lined up on the floor, probably set there to dry. Covered in glitter, glue, buttons and beads, the point of the project was to have the kids draw a ‘moral lesson’ they learned from a book. I held a particularly glittery one up to the light. The child who drew this was a talented artist. Amelia, she had signed in flowing script at the bottom. She had drawn a castle and a princess holding a sword and had written “jealousy destroys love” in the clouds.
“Are you still alive, Amelia?” I asked and let the paper fall to the ground. I checked behind the counter, the bathroom, the supply room and even pressed my ear against the elevator. Deeming it safe, I went back downstairs to see if Hayden had finished covering the larger first level.
I found him in the fiction section, rifle raised. I waved, making sure he knew it was me in the dark.
“Riss,” he whispered. “Everything good upstairs?”
“Yea,” I whispered back. “Find anything here?”
“Nothing undead.”
“Good.” I took a spot by his side and combed through the rest of the library with him. He called Ivan and Brock in, who brought in our sleeping bags and food. After eating a scrumptious dinner of protein bars, dried fruit, Halloween candy, and water, Hayden and I unrolled our sleeping bags and zipped them together. We only dared to remove our boots before we got inside.
“Goodnight,” I whispered to Hayden as I settled into his arms.
“Night, Riss.”
I kissed him once and closed my eyes. I wasn’t even tired; however, I knew this was the only chance of sleep I’d get until we got back to the compound, which would hopefully be tomorrow. Ivan kept watch by the front door, occasionally moving around the downstairs to look out the back doors and the windows. Brock was upstairs doing the same.
I could hear the floor creaking as they walked around, and the sound of hushed voices floated through the empty library. Hayden ran his fingers through my hair, only getting a few inches down before they got caught on tangles.
“Sorry,” he said as he yanked them out.
“I didn’t think to pack a brush,” I told him with a smile.
“Next time,” he joked. 
“Are you tired?” I asked him.
“Not really. It feels good to lie down though.”
“Yea, definitely,” I agreed. The cut on my heel burned every time I put pressure on it. “Especially next to you,” I added, feeling lame saying that out loud.
He laughed. “Yea. It’s good they know, see?”
“You’re right. We should tell everyone else.”
“Maybe,” he added with hesitation.
“You’re ashamed of me?” I teased.
“No, not at all.” He hugged me tighter. “I don’t want to risk it, Riss. I don’t want Fuller to tell us we can’t be together.”
“Right,” I agreed, not wanting to start a disagreement between us. I didn’t care what the fuck Fuller told us. I wasn’t going to let anything or anyone keep me from being with Hayden. “I don’t want to not be with you. I’d go crazy worrying if you went out on a mission without me. I’d be so scared you wouldn’t come back.”
“I don’t want you out of my sight,” he admitted. “When that zombie grabbed you in the river, it kinda scared the shit out of me.”
“You saved my life I’ll have to thank you later,” I said coyly.
Hayden squeezed me. “I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you, Orissa.” He kissed the top of my head. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” I closed my eyes, feeling as content as I could possibly feel and eventually fell asleep. The temperature had dropped considerably since the sun had sank, and, after being cuddled up next to Hayden for six hours, getting out of the sleeping bag and into the cold air was like a slap in the face. 
I took the upstairs again while Hayden kept an eye out on the main floor. I turned on a flashlight and picked my way up the stairs thinking that a darkened library would make a good plot for a horror movie. A haunted library, I imagined, would be an interesting set. I pushed the thoughts of ghost pushing books off the shelves away; I didn’t have to imagine anything terrible. Real-life monsters roamed the earth.
I shoved a plastic pumpkin to the side of the counter and climbed up, still feeling the drag of sleep. I stayed there for a while before I forced myself up to look out the windows. Brock had peeled off the Halloween themed window clings, placing them in a neat pile on a desk. I looked out at the desolate town through the scope of my gun, trying to detect movement. I slowly walked to the other end of the children’s section and did the same. 
But this time I did see something.
She staggered along the road, tripping every now and then. Strands of her long hair fell out of the tight bun it had once carefully been put up with, and her long, denim skirt was tattered and stained with blood. I held my breath, waiting to count how many followed. She crossed the street, tripping on the curb. Even with the night vision, I could see the flesh scraped off on the pavement. 
She had stumbled a good fifty yards in our direction. And nothing followed. I ran my hands along the window, trying to locate the locks.
“Dammit,” I swore under my breath. This window was the stupid industrial kind that doesn’t open. I flew down the stairs to find Hayden. “There’s a lone zombie outside. I’m gonna go kill it,” I told him.
“You shouldn’t go out alone,” he replied quickly.
“Come with then.”
He nodded. “Where is it?”
“The back of the library.” I pulled an arrow from the quiver I had around my shoulder. “An easy four points, I do believe.” We snuck out the front doors, Hayden leading the way, and made our way around the building. My breath clouded around me as I exhaled.
“Can you see her?” Hayden asked, looking through his scope.
“I see a shape,” I told him and drew back an arrow. “I think it’s her.”
He glanced up at me. “Yea, that’s her.” He held up his gun. “Aim a little higher,” he said and looked through his night vision scope one more time. “If you get her in the head, I’ll be thoroughly impressed.”
I let out my breath, steadied myself and let the arrow go. The string from the bow slapped my wrist; the painful sting was familiar. 
“Holy shit,” Hayden breathed. “You got her. Right in the eye.”
I smiled triumphantly, though really, I felt it was half luck. I couldn’t see her that well in the dark. I flicked on the flashlight and walked over. I put my foot on her chest and yanked the arrow out of her skull. I flicked the brain matter off and shoved it back in the quiver. Hayden and I circled around the library, looking for stragglers. 
Stars filled the clear night sky. I slowed my feet when they hit the sidewalk in front of the library. We hesitantly walked up the cement stairs. Suddenly, Hayden turned to me, picked me up and pressed me against the brick wall. My legs, acting on their own accord, wrapped around him and I pressed my mouth to his.
His tongue slipped past my lips. He forcefully kissed me. He moved one of his hands up to my hair and grabbed a tangle of it, pulling it when he closed his fist. I melted into him, wanting more. He pulled his hand down, tipping my head up. He broke away from my mouth and kissed my neck. I moaned and dug my nails into his back. 
Then I smelled him.
I opened my eyes to see a S2 ascend the stairs. Fresh blood glinted off his face and bits of skin stuck in his teeth. I reached for Hayden’s gun at the same time the zombie reached out at us. In a swift movement, I pulled the M9 from Hayden’s waist. The zombie roared and I fired.
My feet hit the ground and Hayden whirled around. He looked at the zombie and then back at me.
“Nice work, Riss.”
I shrugged. “Couldn’t have done it without you.” I put the gun back in the holster. “We should let Ivan and Brock know it’s alright.”
“You go,” Hayden said, bending down. “This blood is fresh. I’m gonna go look for the source.” I hesitated. I didn’t want Hayden out of my sight either. “I’ll be careful,” he added, sensing my worry.
“Right. You will be.” I nodded and jogged inside. Brock was sitting up, finger hovering the trigger of his gun. “It’s ok!” I yelled as loudly as I dared. “Just one zombie out there that needed to be shot!”
“Told you I heard gunfire,” Brock said pointedly to Ivan and flopped back down in his sleeping bag.
“Just one?” Ivan sleepily asked.
“Yea,” I lied, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep if I said otherwise. “He must have gotten separated from a herd. Or maybe never joined up. But he’s dead…er. Deader, I suppose. Hayden’s checking for more, but I don’t think there are any,” I explained quickly.
“Relax,” Ivan said, running a hand over his face.
“What?”
“You’re talking really fast. Underwood’s fine. He’s good.”
I nodded, letting myself acknowledge the fact that my heart was racing. “He is.”
Ivan brought his knees up and leaned forward. “It’s more than just secret sex, isn’t it?”
I was thankful for the dark; I knew my cheeks instantly turned red. “Yes,” I said shortly. 
“I knew it.”
“Shut up,” I snapped, unable to will myself not to smile.
“You love him,” Ivan teased. 
“Shut up,” I said again. “Before I hit you.”
“Mh-hm. I could take you.”
“Bring it,” I jeered, laughing.
He exhaled loudly. “In the morning. I’m tired. Night, Penwell.”
I went up to the children’s section, taking two stairs at a time. I looked out the window for any signs of movement. I didn’t catch anything on the front side, so I moved to the back. A dark figure swiftly ran though a thin tree line. I closed my left eye and squinted into the scope. I watched Hayden draw near, until he moved away from my line of sight.
The doors slowly whooshed open and clinked shut. The clank of the deadbolt shooting into place let me know it was Hayden and not a crazy surreptitiously sneaking in to eat our stomach contents. I made one more round before I went back downstairs.
“Did you find anything?” I asked Hayden, who was looking out the back door.
“A dead raccoon.”
“Oh, well, good.” I clicked the safety on my rifle and slung it over my shoulder. “I wonder how he caught it. Those fuckers are fast.” Hayden raised an eyebrow. “I guess it doesn’t matter. Still, it’s not like zombies are stealthy, silent hunters.”
Hayden laughed softly and set his machine gun down. He put his right hand on his left elbow and gently stretched his injured shoulder.
“Does it hurt?” I asked.
“It’s sore, but I wouldn’t say it hurts.”
“Here,” I said and stepped behind him. I gently massaged his shoulders and back.
“That feels better,” he said, rolling his shoulder. “Thanks.”
“Of course.” 
We spent the rest of the night patrolling the grounds. Hayden and I rolled up our sleeping bags and tucked them under the seats in the back of the truck, gathered up breakfast and woke up Ivan and Brock. 
“Zero to ten,” Hayden reminded Ivan.
“Ten? Uh, no. You guys have two.”
Hayden bit off a piece of his granola bar and shook his head. “We got two last night. Both S2’s. One shot with a gun, the other with an arrow.”
“I don’t believe you,” Ivan said, narrowing his eyes.
“Want to see the bodies?”
“Yes,” Ivan said stubbornly. “And that doesn’t make it ten.”
“Not counting the ones killed in the sewers,” Hayden explained; it was best to not let ‘chaos kills’ count. It was too confusing to keep track. “The S2 with the jugs, the zombie in the river; four points. S2 shot with an arrow, four points, bringing it up to eight, plus the S2 on the stairs. Ten points.”
Ivan grumbled about it not counting because he was asleep and didn’t have a chance. I looked at Brock; he smiled and rolled his eyes. We hurried to finish eating. Hayden, having read all of the books he had back at the compound, spent a few minutes grabbing an arm load to take back with him. 
We were just about to load up and take off when Hayden had an idea. I followed him back into the library and Ivan and Brock stayed outside with the truck running. We jumped behind the counter and searched for a phonebook. After only ten minutes of searching, we found it. Hayden flipped through the yellow pages and tore out one that contained phone numbers and addresses for home improvement stores.
“That was brilliant,” I told him as he folded the page. We got into the truck, went over the map and discovered we were only two and a half hours away from the Home Depot Brock had been talking about, which was only about an hour from the compound.
The time flew by. Brock drove, which allowed Hayden to sit in back with me. We stuffed our faces with candy and took turns picking what kind of music to listen to. Hayden likes country, Brock likes metal and alternative rock and Ivan and I like hip hop and rap, or ‘clubbing music’ as Hayden referred to it. 
We pulled into the parking lot of the store not a moment too soon. The tank was down to a quarter; something none of us were comfortable with. Hayden refueled while the three of us explored. A S3 limped over, blood staining the orange vest he was wearing. One of his arms had been torn off. Dried strands of muscle and ligaments dangled out of his shoulder socket. 
I shot an arrow into his head. It passed through both sides of his mushy skull, hitting another gummy in the neck. He let out a gurgled groan before collapsing.
“Tell me that was on purpose,” Brock said, eyes wide.
“I wish,” I told him honestly. 
“Best zombie kill I’d seen in a while,” he said back, smiling. “Too bad it’s only four points.” There weren’t too many zombies here, and the few that milled about were in the S3 stage. The three of us raced to get the highest score. Using the bow got me double points, but it took away time when I stopped to retrieve my arrows. 
By the time Hayden had refilled the truck and siphoned enough gas from parked cars to replenish our gas tanks, the score had gone up to twenty-eight to twenty-two, with our team still in the lead. The parking lot was open; we could easily run if we needed to. Some of the fun in our game disappeared when Brock slid open the automatic doors. 
We weren’t hit in the face with the gagging smell of death. That was always a good sign.
“Do you want to do this fast and possibly easy or slow and safe?” Hayden asked, clicking a clip into his Berretta.
“Fast and easy,” I answered automatically.
“You would,” Ivan teased.
Hayden fired a round, shattering a fluorescent light bulb. It exploded and little bits of white dust showered down on the cement floor. The bang was still echoing in my ears when the first S2 staggered out of the garden section. Brock shot him in the head before I had the chance to pull back the string of my bow. I put the arrow in place, my arm holding steady.
Three more zombies came out of hiding. Everyone fired at the same time, and a bullet hit the zombie in the head milliseconds before my arrow.
“You and Underwood hit the same one,” Ivan suggested. “So that only counts as one hit for your team.”
“You are such a sore loser,” I laughed. 
Brock knew exactly what to look for. We loaded up carts and piled everything we could possibly need near the door. Inside the store was dark and stuffy and we quickly worked up a sweat hauling and moving all of the heavy objects. We took a break for water and got back to work. 
The plan was to tap into the water and electricity sources from the compound, which were powered by a combination of solar and wind power. Brock seemed to have an idea of how to possibly do it; I didn’t even attempt to pay attention as he explained it to Hayden and Ivan. He told us that he had worked on several houses that had solar panels on the roof, however, he had never installed them. If we got lucky, we’d find an engineer waiting to be rescued. 
 I pulled my arms through the sleeves of my sweatshirt and yanked it off my head. I tied it around my waist, wiping away the sweat that rolled down my cleavage. I flipped my head upside down and attempted—without success—to comb out the tangles in my hair. Giving up, I wadded it up in a messy bun. Hayden had stripped out of his vest and jacket. His black tee shirt stuck to his sweaty body. I admirably watched his muscles moving as he lifted a bag of cement mix, tossing it on a cart. 
Finally, we were done. Having supplies at the ready made me a little more excited about the plans for expansion. It gave me hope that things could get back to an almost normal state. A Louis Vuitton purse had been dropped near the cash registered. I didn’t need or want another designer purse; I still had plenty from my ‘shopping spree’ not that long ago. I was in search of something else. I dumped the contents out on the ground.
“Yes!” I said when my fingers graced a pair of sunglasses, also designer. I put them on before we stepped out into the bright sunlight. We put our weapons in the truck and got in. We didn’t even make it out of the parking lot before Hayden slammed on the brakes.
A car slowed to a stop, just feet behind us. Hayden put the truck in park.
“Wait!” I cried.
“What?” he asked. 
“Maybe we should, um, approach with caution?”
Hayden’s eyebrows pushed together. “Why?”
“Uh, maybe because the last two groups of living people we came across tried to kill you and held me hostage. How can we trust them?”
“Let’s just talk, ok?” he soothed.
I nodded and stuck the M9 into my waistband. I swallowed hard and got out of the truck. A weathered and worn middle aged man got out of the old Ford Taurus, holding up his hands. His eyes darted to each of the three Marines, and he instantly looked relieved.
“I knew it!” he wheezed. “I knew I heard shots!” He hobbled forward on a clearly sprained ankle. “I’m Owen. I can’t believe it, you’re alive!”
“Hello,” Hayden said formally. “I’m Sergeant Underwood.” He shook the man’s hand. “This is Sergeant Brewster and Lance Corporal Callias.”
“Oh my, oh my God. American soldiers, thank God.” He tightly gripped Hayden’s hand. He turned and waved the rest of his companions out of the car. Blinking, they stepped into the sunny parking lot. I hung back, thinking there must have been a reason Hayden didn’t introduce me. 
Owen introduced us to the rest of his party, which consisted of an older woman named Char, Jenna, Harold, and Jared—who I guessed to be anywhere from twenty-five to thirty-five. It was hard to guess someone’s age when they were malnourished, dirty, and scared shitless. The sixth person to step from the cramped car was a teenage girl named Amy. She had short black hair and dark eyes.
Owen’s story was the norm with survivors: The little group escaped the initial outbreak; banded together and was constantly on the move, looking for food, shelter and safety. They hadn’t gathered too many weapons and none had any experience using them. Their group started out with seventeen and quickly dwindled down to six. 
He said that he felt someone was finally looking out for them when they met up with Jared, Harold and Amy a little over a week ago. They were the first survivors they had come across since November.  And now things were looking up even better since they had stumbled into our path.
The guys explained about the compound, delivering the news like presents to children on Christmas morning. The ragged group was ecstatic. 
“Follow us back,” Ivan welcomed.
“Oh, we will!” Owen chattered excitedly. Harold, who stood in the back looking oddly shifty-eyed, nodded at me. 
“Who’s the girl? Did you find her too?”
“Yes,” I answered before Hayden had a chance to say anything else. “They just did. I’m so thankful for these handsome, brave men.”
He nodded and I watched his gray eyes flick to Hayden’s gun. “Hey,” he said suddenly. “We have a full car. Mind if one of us ride with you?”
“Sure, in the back,” I decided.
Ivan laughed. “Yes, that will be fine.”
Harold put his hand on Amy’s shoulder. “You’re the smallest. Why don’t you go?”
She nodded shyly and kept her eyes on the ground. Jared’s face twitched. My heart sped up and I slowly reached behind me, my fingers brushing against the metal of my pistol. Something wasn’t right. I exhaled and let my hand fall to my side when the little party crammed back into their car. Hayden drove, Ivan sat shot gun while Brock and I got in the back with Amy in the middle. 
We tried to make conversation but she wasn’t too compliant. Only getting one word responses from her that were so quiet it was hard to hear what she was saying, we gave up, turning up the radio. The truck flew down the road, making good time. Amy leaned forward, her body going limp. She would randomly twitch, as if she was trying to will herself not fall asleep. 
Then her body went rigid. 
“Hey, are you alright?” Brock asked, gently putting his hand on her shoulder. Slowly, she turned to look at him. A growl rumbled from deep inside her throat. She lunged forward and sunk her teeth into Brock’s arm.
 



 
Chapter 10
Everything happened so fast. Brock cried out in shock and fear more than in pain. I grabbed the bitch’s head and yanked, unintentionally forcing her to rip a hunk of Brock’s skin off in her teeth. Hayden stomped on the brakes and the truck veered off the road, bumping along the shoulder. Amy screeched and growled. I took a tangle of her hair and pulled her off Brock.
I clamped my hands over her ears and twisted. Her neck snapped and her body went limp. I shoved it forward and grabbed onto Brock’s arm, squeezing my hands two inches above the bite.
“Hold it down,” I instructed. Air rushed in and out of my lungs at an alarming rate. I pressed as hard as I could on the veins, not wanting the virus to pump through Brock’s body. The truck finally came to a stop. Hayden and Ivan jumped out and tore open the back doors. I climbed onto my knees, half on top of Amy’s body. Using my thumb, I milked the blood out.
“Get the first aid kit,” I barked. Ivan stared at me in horror with his mouth hanging open. Hayden raced to the back of the truck to retrieve it. I clambered over the body, moving with Brock. He held his arm out and Hayden poured an entire bottle of peroxide over the wound, even lifting the flaps of skin to thoroughly cleanse it.
I heard a car door slam and I suddenly remembered we had others with us. My fear disappeared, turning into rage. They knew. They fucking knew she was infected.
“They knew all along,” I said, my voice a hallow whisper. I didn’t loosen my grip on Brock’s arm. Ivan yanked the body out of the truck; Amy’s head hit the running board with a sickening smack. Someone screamed.
“It’s ok,” I told Brock, though I knew it was a sad attempt at a lie. My eyes no doubt showed the pure terror I was feeling. I pushed my thumb down again before quickly moving it up and repeating the process. Brock winced in pain. He was losing a large amount of blood, I knew, but I thought it was better than the alternative of getting infected.
I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I looked up to see Ivan marching over to others, gun raised. With a rattling breath, I turned my face to Hayden. His hand flew to his M9 and he raced over.
“Did you know?” Ivan demanded.
Owen’s face showed true shock. With his mouth gaping, he looked at Amy’s body.
“Did you know?” Ivan shouted again. “Don’t tell me you put that infected bitch in the car with us on purpose.”
Owen said something I couldn’t hear. I turned my attention back to Brock. He was white and shaking. I leaned over him and reached my blood covered hands into the first aid kit. I wiped some of the blood off on my shirt and used my teeth to rip the plastic open around a roll of gauze. My heart raced and my hands shook. I listened to what was going on outside as I pinched Brock’s skin together and rolled the gauze around the wound.
“Don’t you fucking lie to me!” Ivan yelled. He thrust his hand forward, pointing the gun at Owen’s face. Owen put his hands up and stumbled backward, bumping into the hood of his car. Char screamed and covered her head. Hayden stepped forward and said something to Ivan.
“Put the gun down!” someone yelled. Trepidation pulsed through my veins and my heart jumped in horror when I saw Harold, standing behind the open passenger seat door, holding a pistol that was pointed at Ivan. Hayden immediately raised his gun, pointing it at Harold. 
“Nobody needs to get hurt,” Hayden said in a loud but level voice. “Put the weapon away. It doesn’t have to end like this.”
Owen slinked off the hood. Char’s hands trembled as she reached for him.
“Get out of the way,” Hayden ordered. Jenna stumbled her way over. Char wrapped an arm around her and they huddled in the middle of the road.
“Listen to him!” Owen shouted. “Harold, put the gun down! Don’t do anything stupid!” 
“Shut up, old man,” Harold yelled back. 
“Did you know?” Ivan bellowed, sounding on the brink of insanity.
“I don’t know what he’s talking about,” Jenna cried into Char’s arms.
“The girl,” Hayden said through gritted teeth. “Was infected. She bit my friend.”
“No,” Owen breathed. “I didn’t know. I-I promise.” My mind raced. Why was Harold so insistent on her getting in the car with us if they didn’t know? I stared down Owen. “She seemed fine just a few hours ago. She hadn’t gotten bitten—ever.”
I didn’t think he was lying; he had no idea Amy was infected. He looked Hayden straight in the eye when he spoke. Then his eyes cast down to Amy’s body and he looked genuinely stunned and horrified. Harold kept his gun aimed at Ivan. His hand slightly shook and he held the rifle awkwardly against his chest; he didn’t have the poise of someone who had handled firearms before. His finger wasn’t held over the trigger, leading me to believe he didn’t truly intend on shooting anyone.
Jared, however, did.
He had gone unnoticed amidst the chaos and had gotten out of the car, moving around to the back.  Crouched down, he closed one eye and looked through the scope on his gun. I followed the line; it led to Hayden. 
Holy shit.
Harold would shoot Ivan, Jared would shoot Hayden and then…they assumed Brock was good for dead and I was a defenseless girl the soldiers picked up off the side of the road. Would they steal our truck, weapons and supplies and leave? I doubted they would take Owen, Char and Jenna with them. What would they do with Brock and me? 
I refused to be left or used...again.  And I refused to let Hayden get shot—again. I smeared the blood off my hands and onto my shirt. Slowly, I unfolded my legs.
“What are you doing?” Brock whispered.
“Saving us.” I looked into his eyes. “Don’t move.” Having been wedged in between the seat and the door, my bow and quiver had fallen out of the truck when Ivan madly opened the door. I quietly slid my feet over the edge, silently landing on the pavement. Keeping my eyes in the direction of the guys, I crouched down and felt around for an arrow. 
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Hayden insisted. “Put your gun down first and we will put ours down too. We’ll take you back to the compound and everything will be ok.”
Harold didn’t move. “You first,” he sneered.
“Alright,” Hayden dumbly agreed. I wanted to yell at him. He lowered his Berretta slowly. “Now your turn.” 
I picked up my bow and one more arrow. I stuck one in my boot and held the other in my right hand. My muscles twitched with anticipation. I inched along the bed of the truck, keeping my head down and out of sight. Abhorrence threatened my usually steady shot. I rose up, strung an arrow and pulled back. 
Hayden’s arms were at his sides now. And Harold hadn’t backed off. Hayden stepped to the side, looking at Owen as if it would help. Ivan steadied his hand.
“Put the gun down! Now!” Owen yelled.
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” Hayden tried to reason. 
Jared stood up. The angle of the bright sun was making it hard for him to aim at Hayden. He took a step to the side, getting ready.
And I released my arrow. It flew through the air and hit Jared in the shoulder. He cried out and fell back, accidentally pulling the trigger. Harold fired next but Ivan was faster. The rifle toppled over the car door, clanking to the ground. Harold’s body slumped unmoving in the street.
Jared writhed in pain behind the car. Time seemed to stand still. The bang of the gunfire echoed in my ears. Jenna shrieked. A cloud passed over the sun, momentarily making the day as dark as I felt. A cool breeze blew loose strands of my hair across my back and neck causing me to shiver. I shook myself and sprang forward, pulling the second arrow from my boot. I strung it in place and walked around the truck.
Owen raised his hands and backed up again, his gray eyes open as wide as they could go. Hayden quickly went over to Jared and picked up the gun. Ivan’s face was hard. He clicked the safety on his gun and stuck it in the back of his pants. 
“You missed,” Ivan told me, his voice level as usual.
“No. I didn’t,” I assured him. I didn’t want to shoot to kill.
“Neither did I,” he said and a chill went down my spine. I nodded and relaxed my arm. “You really had no idea, did you?” I asked Owen.
“No, I promise.” His voice came out shaky.
“I told you!” Char cried. “I told you we shouldn’t trust those two!” She turned to me. “Please, you have to believe us. They came up to our camp one night. I think they would have killed us if we hadn’t woken up. They joined us but didn’t even try to fit in. They kept to themselves, even Amy. I always felt like they were planning something.”
“Ok,” I said simply and looked over at Hayden.
“What should we do with him?” Ivan asked, looking at Jared with discontent.
Hayden shook his head. “He’s hurt, but not bad. We…we could get him back before he bleeds out…maybe.” He shot a disgusted look at Jared, who screamed in pain when he touched the arrow that was sticking in his shoulder. “Shut up,” Hayden demanded. “Before something hears you.”
“We need to get out of here,” Jenna cried. “They will hear us and smell the blood for sure. We-we need to go!” The girl seemed on the verge of a panic attack. A car door slammed and we all jumped. Brock, clutching his injured arm to his chest, made his way over. Ivan rushed over to him, looking into Brock’s eyes.
“You alright? You lost a lot of blood.”
“I think so,” Brock answered, his voice hollow.  He assessed the situation that had gone from bad to worse in less than sixty seconds. He trudged into the road. “You guys go home.”
“Get in the truck,” Ivan told him. Brock looked away. “Callias that is an order. Get in the truck. Now.”
“No. I-I can’t. I can’t go back. Just leave me here. It will be easier.”
Jenna raised her hand and pointed to the bloody bandage on Brock’s arm. What happened clicked in her mind. “He’s infected, isn’t he? Amy bit him!”
“Yes,” Brock replied gravely. “See, I can’t go on with you. Just go.” His stoic expression broke and emotion took over. His eyebrows pushed together with worry. “I’m not going to risk hurting you guys. You’ve been more like a family to me in the last few months then my family has in my whole life. Go home and carry out the mission.”
“No way,” Hayden said, walking over to Brock. He put his hand on Brock’s shoulder.
“No!’ Brock yelled and pushed Hayden away. “I was bitten!” He held up his arm. “It’s only a matter of time before I snap too. Leave me here. Or…or kill me! I don’t want to become one of them,” his voice broke as his real fear escaped.
“We don’t know if you’re infected,” Hayden tried to calm him down. 
“I was bitten!” Brock yelled again, almost on the verge of hysteria. “What else do you need to know?” He took his gun from around his waist, clicked the safety off and cocked it. “Shoot me. Do it fast and get it over with. Underwood, please! Just do it!”
“Don’t listen to him,” Ivan shouted. “Callias, you’re going home with us. We can put you in the quarantine and if—”
“Goddammit, no!” Brock yelled and turned the gun on himself. Hayden jerked away, not knowing what to do to keep Brock from shooting himself in the head. “I’m not going to become one of them! I know what they do, I’ve seen too much death. I’m not going to contribute.” He closed his eyes.
“Brock, no!” I cried. “Please.”
“I’m disappointed, Riss. I thought you’d understand. We have to do what needs to be done.”
“I’ve been bitten!” Hayden told him. “Twice.”
“Don’t lie to me, Underwood.” Brock stuck the gun under his chin. I shook.
“I’m not lying! I’m immune and so is that little boy, Parker. Padraic and Cara are working on a vaccine. That’s why I get my blood taken so often,” Hayden said quickly.
Brock’s arms faltered. The gun lowered an inch.
“And that’s why Riss and I went out on that mission alone. We had to get blood samples from zombies.” He extended his arm. “Look, bite marks.” As soon as Brock’s eyes shifted to Hayden’s arm, Hayden moved so swiftly I almost didn’t see it. With the slide of his arm, he knocked the gun out of Brock’s hand. Then he quickly swung and clocked Brock in the side of the head.
Brock blacked out, falling backward. Hayden caught him with ease, hooking his hands under Brock’s armpits. He carefully lowered him to the ground and picked up the gun. Ivan rushed over, and the two Marines brought their comrade into the truck. I stripped Brock of the rest of all his weapons. After I dropped them in the bed of the truck, I let out a breath and realized how fucking terrified I had been. 
“What are we gonna do with him?” Hayden asked, shooting a repulsed glance at Jared. 
Ivan shook his head. “Leave him?”
“You can’t just leave me!” Jared shouted. He gripped the arrow and pulled in the opposite direction of how it had entered his shoulder. I contemplated opening my mouth and telling him that he was doing it wrong. When I remembered him turning his gun on Hayden, I opted not to. 
“He won’t make it long on his own,” Hayden observed.
I grinded my teeth, staring at Jared. Was it wrong I wanted to leave him too? Hayden walked over to me.  I put my hand on his chest, feeling his racing heart. He took a step closer and put his hand on my waist. He looked into my eyes and shook his head. Knowing what he was thinking, I gently put my hand on his cheek. 
“It’ll be ok…somehow,” I promised, though I felt like I was lying.
“Yea,” he distantly agreed. “Somehow.”
“What are we going to do with that guy?”
“I don’t know. Killing zombies is one thing; I’ll shoot with no hesitation. S1’s even…yea they’re alive, but they won’t be for long. But killing a person, a living, uninfected person, seems wrong.”
“He was going to shoot you,” I reminded him. “He drew first.”
Hayden shook his head ever so slightly. “No, Ivan did.”
He was right. Ivan had been the first to draw his gun. I didn’t even want to wonder if this whole mess could have been avoided. “He was defending his friend.”
Hayden nodded and swallowed. “If it had been you, I…I don’t know what I would have done. It probably would have been worse.”
Impulsively, I stood on my toes and kissed him. We quickly broke apart, taking a step back from one another. Hayden turned to Jared.
“It’s not our decision,” he said finally. “We take him back and let Fuller decide what to do with him.”
Ivan nodded. “Ok.”
“He’s not riding with us,” I stated. One, I didn’t want to be around someone who tried to hurt Hayden—I might be tempted to finish what I started. Two, we didn’t need any more blood in the truck. And three, there were a shit ton of weapons in our vehicle. Obviously, we couldn’t trust Jared. “Stop pulling,” I told him. “You won’t bleed out with the arrow in you.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice full of fear.
“No,” I answered honestly. “It’s a guess,” I added with a shrug.
None of us noticed the crazy until it ran up and knocked Char over. I sprung into action, racing over and kicking the crazy in the chest. It reeled, quickly recovered and lunged at me. I ducked, swung my leg out and kicked the crazy’s feet out from under him. I didn’t have any weapons on me. 
A shot rang out and the crazy’s brains splattered out. I let out a breath and looked up; Hayden stood a few yards away with his pistol still aimed at the S1.
“Thanks,” I said calmly. I rolled the crazy over, thinking no one wanted or needed to see his dead face. “Let’s go.”
Jared struggled to his feet. “H-how am I supposed to sit in a car with this?”
I shrugged again. “Don’t know. You can figure that out. Don’t lean back, I suppose.”
“Take it out! It hurts!” he cried and pulled on the arrow again, yelling out as the shaft of the arrow moved. I waited, watching him yank on it some more. He only had a few inches to pull until the back of the arrow head hit his back. He screamed when it did.
“We need to go,” Hayden instructed. “It is not secure here and…” he trailed off, casting his eyes at Brock, who lay in the truck. “Move,” he instructed. 
“Maybe we shouldn’t,” I overheard Jenna whisper. She eyed me nervously. 
“Then don’t,” I snapped. I grabbed the crazy’s ankles and dragged him off the road; we were going to have to drive this way back to the home improvement store. Ivan got in the driver’s side and fired up the engine of the truck. Owen, Char and Jenna didn’t move. “Are you coming or not?” I asked impatiently.
Char looked at Owen. “How do we know we can trust you?”
“You can’t,” Hayden answered. “But we are going. We have to take care of our friend. You can follow or you can go on your way. No one’s gonna force you.” He turned his back, sighed, and got into the truck. I got in last, sitting in the back next to Brock. I gently lifted his head and resituated it against me thinking it was more comfortable for him. The truck rolled forward. Hayden turned around, watching to see if the others would follow. The car grew smaller and smaller until it was barely visible anymore.
Hayden turned back around. I brushed Brock’s hair off of his face and put my hand on his. I had been so focused on not losing Hayden, I never stopped to think about how much it scared me to lose anyone else. Ivan and Brock—and even Rider and Wade—were my friends too. I cared about them a lot, and, like Brock said, we were each other’s family now.
I wished I could go back in time. We never should have let Amy get in the truck with us. Not one word was spoken as the truck sped along the road. Brock twitched and let out a groan. I held onto his hand. He blinked open his eyes.
“Orissa?” he asked when I came into his view.
“Yea. Hi,” I said dumbly, not knowing what else to say. Slowly, he sat up and looked at his arm. His face fell when he saw the bandage. 
“Fuck. I hoped it was a dream.” He ran a hand over his head. “Let me out.”
“No,” Hayden said so loudly it almost startled me. “If I have to hit you again, I will. And next time you won’t wake up so soon.”
Ivan’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. He looked at Brock in the rearview mirror but didn’t say anything. His lips were pulled in a tight line of worry.
“Were you lying?” Brock asked. “About being bitten?”
“No,” Hayden said seriously. “I’m not. Orissa knows it’s true.”
“She would agree with anything you say,” Brock said with a hint of laughter.
“No, I wouldn’t,” I told him. “But it’s true. I saw it happen the second time. It happened after I fell out of the tree. We never told anyone.”
Ivan took his eyes off the road. “Why would you do that? Put us all at risk?”
“Riss knew,” Hayden stated. “She would have—”
“—not said anything,” Ivan interrupted.
“I would have!” I retorted.
“Really?” he nearly snarled. “Then why didn’t you?”
“Because I knew he’d be fine! It was the second time he had got bitten. I didn’t want anyone to act irrationally.”
“I can’t believe you let her cloud your judgment,” Ivan accused Hayden. “You never would have lied before.”
“I didn’t lie!” Hayden argued.
“Guys!” Brock yelled. “Stop!” Silence fell over the four of us. “Things got a little…out of hand back there but we can’t fall apart.”
“You’re right,” Ivan said. “Sorry, Underwood.” He looked over his shoulder. “And Penwell. You’d do the right thing, I know it.”
“Thanks, sorry too,” I said, though, honestly, I didn’t feel like I needed to apologize. I crossed my arms and exhaled. Ten minutes crawled by.
“Look!” Brock exclaimed, turning around. 
“They’re coming,” I said under my breath. Something sunk in my heart. Was it disappointment? I shook my head. Why did I not want the others to be safe at the compound?
“Good,” Hayden said with no emotion. The rest of the ride to the compound could only be described as awkward. Brock shifted nervously in his seat, Ivan still radiated anger and Hayden didn’t say a word. When the driveway came into view Brock asked,
“What should I do?”
“Keep your mouth shut,” I responded quickly. Ivan glared at me. “People act dumb when they’re scared. Especially when they’re expecting something,” I reasoned. 
“They’ll look for symptoms,” Hayden continued explaining. “And you will feel them,” he told Brock. “I did.”
“What if I do go crazy?” Brock wearily asked, his dark eyes big with fear.  
“We will be there,” Hayden assured him. “If we can handle a shit ton of zombies, we can handle one S1.”
“But you’re not infected,” Ivan stated, being optimistic for the first time in a while. 
“You might not be,” I agreed. “We got to you right away. I pushed some blood out, I don’t know if it did anything, but it made sense to do it to me. And Hayden poured an entire bottle of peroxide on the cut. You really could be fine.”
“Do you really believe that?” he asked, his voice wavering.
“Yes,” Ivan, Hayden and I said in unison. 
“Ok,” Brock said, nodding, though the worry in his eyes said otherwise. He pulled on a long sleeve shirt to cover up the bite. “Riss, you’re covered in my blood.”
“I’m always covered in blood,” I flatly stated and then laughed. “No one will suspect a thing.” I leaned over Brock and grabbed a roll of gauze and several alcohol wipes. I stuffed it down my bra. I looked at Brock and smiled. “You’ll be fine.”
“Yea.” He bit his lip and nervously folded his arms. I reached up to pull on my braid, forgetting my hair was in a rat’s nest of a bun. Oh joy, that was going to be fun to brush out. I seriously considered cutting my hair as we drove up to the gate. Hayden got out to open it, closing it after Owen’s car passed through. 
“And what are we going to do about them?” Brock asked, nervously looking over his shoulder. 
“I’ll talk to Fuller,” Hayden said as he got back into the truck. “I’ll tell him we had no choice, that they gave us reason to—”
“—and he’ll ask what that reason was,” Brock countered. “Guys, I know you want to protect me and all, but I don’t see how this is going to work.”
The truck bumped along the long gravel drive. I closed my eyes and exhaled. Ivan rolled down his window and waved at the A3’s, exchanged a few quick words with them about our companions and rolled through the automatic gate. 
 “He’s right,” Hayden reluctantly admitted. “And if…if things aren’t ok, we will have lied. Plus, we all know those guys will say what happened. I’ll talk to Fuller,” he stated. “And work something out.”
We stopped and Ivan put the truck in park. He hesitated, holding the keys in his fingers but didn’t cut the engine. He nodded to himself, as if saying it would all be alright and turned the truck off. Hayden and Brock went into the compound, leaving Ivan and me to deal with the civilians. 
Jared staggered out of the car; he had lost more blood than I anticipated. The idiot must have pulled on the arrow again. Ivan and I walked over to them.
“You have to be quarantined,” Ivan told to the civilians.
“So do we,” I felt compelled to explain. 
“And someone will take care of your shoulder,” Ivan continued, glaring at Jared. “Then it will be decided what to do with you.” His dark eyes drilled Jared. “Things need to be run very smoothly here. We don’t want any bad apples.”
“How long do we have to be quarantined?” Jenna shyly asked as she looked around the compound grounds with curiosity.
“Twenty-four hours,” Ivan said. “In there.” He pointed to the barn. “You’ll be given food, water and blankets for sleeping.” His eyes met mine, telling me to lead the way while he stayed behind, keeping an eye on Jared. Though, at this point, I didn’t think the guy was much of a threat. We walked into the barn, meeting up with three A2’s on the way. They ushered the four civilians into stalls and explained how the quarantine process would work as Ivan and I left.
With a shiver, I remembered my twenty-four hours in the barn. I was mad at Hayden for not telling me about it before hand. It was incredibly boring to be stuck in a horse stall for a whole day. My mind wandered and became filled with the most unwelcome thoughts. This was the exact reason I didn’t want Brock locked up out here. When you think something is happening, you start to act that way. And if Brock started to act like he was infected…
I shook my head. No, he was fine. We were all one magically immune, happy family. We’d live happily ever after with puppies and kittens, killing zombies from a safe distance and never getting dirty, sweaty or bloody ever again. And we’d never be hungry, cold or uncomfortable anymore. Yea, the fuck right…
Ivan and I went straight through to Fuller’s office. When we didn’t find Hayden and Brock in there, we decided to check the only other place they would be: the hospital ward. After missions, we went straight to our quarantine room, not interacting with anyone but other A’s. Covered in crusted blood and still carrying our weapons, Ivan and I attracted a lot of attention as we strode down the halls.
I set my face and looked straight ahead, wanting to make myself look as unapproachable as possible; I was not in the mood to talk to anyone. Maybe it was our hard expressions or the lack of knowing what to say to us in this situation, but we made it to the hospital ward without having to open our mouths.
Brock was sitting on the foam bed, his sleeve rolled up and arm extended. Padraic and Dr. Cara crowded around him. Hayden and Fuller were talking in whispers down the hall. Ivan strode forward, joining his fellow Marines. I hung back, staying out of Padraic’s way.
I had to remind myself to take a deep breath and stay calm. Seeing Brock under the harsh exam lights was sickening. Padraic said something do Dr. Cara, who nodded and grabbed a vial and a syringe. She jabbed the needle into Brock’s vein with no hesitation.
“Oh, Orissa,” Padraic said when he turned around. “I didn’t know you came in here.” He smiled and looked into my eyes. “I’m glad you’re back.” He took a step forward as if to hug me but stopped, his eyes sliding down my front. “A-are you alright?”
“Yea,” I assured him. “This isn’t my blood.”
Padraic nodded. “Good.”
“So, what do you think?” I asked. 
Knowing what my question implied, Padraic took another step closer. “We’re not sure. You acted brilliantly, pushing the blood out and stopping it from spreading,” he complimented honestly. “We’re going to see how much of the virus is in his system.”
“So you will know right away if he’s infected?”
“More or less,” Padraic told me. “I don’t think I can confidently say we know anything for sure about the virus. We just don’t have the means to run proper tests. Everything we ‘know’ is all speculation and theory, honestly.”
“And what if he has a lot of the virus in his blood?”
“Then he’ll be quarantined and we wait.” Padraic smiled weakly. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
I nodded, wanting to be optimistic like Padraic. “I was right there, I should have stopped it,” I whispered, feeling a weight being lifted as I said it out loud.
“You can’t stop everything bad, Riss,” he reminded me.
“I know, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.” I shook my head. “The last two times I’ve gone out, something horrible has happened to someone I care about. I think I’m cursed; I should just start going out alone.”
“Or not at all,” Padraic tried to joke. I was suddenly reminded of his unfriendly exchange of words with Hayden before we left. I wanted to be mad at him but was too tired, worried and upset to give a damn. Padraic thinking I wasn’t capable was the least of my troubles right now. 
Dr. Cara pressed a cotton ball over the small hole in Brock’s arm. She held the vial of blood tightly in her hand and scuttled out of the room. 
“It won’t be long,” Padraic told me and joined her. I hopped up on the bed next to Brock. He looked like he was about to pass out or puke.
“How are you holding up?” I asked him.
“I’m wonderful,” he said sarcastically. “I just want to know. One way or another. I-I don’t like waiting.”
“You won’t have to wait alone,” I told him and gently placed my hand on his. 
“Thanks.”
Several painful minutes ticked by. The door opened; both Brock and I jerked our heads up thinking it was Padraic or Dr. Cara with the lab results. Hayden came in first, causing my stomach to flutter in a stupid way. Ivan followed and Fuller brought up the rear. With five of us, the exam room was crowded.
“Did you find out anything?” Ivan asked.
“Not yet,” Brock answered ruefully.
 I looked up at Hayden, trying to send a nonverbal message to him. I met his eyes then looked at the spot next to me. He nodded ever so slightly but didn’t move. He cast his eyes to Fuller. I raised an eyebrow and he shrugged. I heavily sighed and looked away. 
“What’s the plan?” Brock asked Fuller.
“Don’t worry about that yet,” Fuller said in a gentle, out of character tone. I had the feeling he didn’t think Brock was going to be ok. 
“Easier said than done,” Brock laughed shakily. I nodded and patted his hand. Brock nervously tapped his foot against the wooden base of the bed, rattling whatever was in the built in drawers. Hayden crossed his arms and leaned against the door, his brown eyes filled will concern. Ivan’s face was blank, as if he refused to process any emotion. Fuller looked straight ahead, trying to appear stoic. 
As much as I detested him, I had to give Fuller credit for caring about his soldiers. Maybe it was because we were the only ones left, I thought bitterly. Several minutes later, Padraic came back into the room. We all jerked around to stare him down.
“I’m sorry, Hayden, but I need a sample to use as comparison.”
“That’s fine,” Hayden said, straightening up and extending his arm. Padraic put on gloves, got the supplies he needed, disinfected Hayden’s skin with an alcohol wipe and very gently plunged the needle into Hayden’s vein. 
“Do you know anything yet?” Brock asked, his voice cracking.
“Not yet. Your lab results are done, but I want to compare your blood to Hayden’s before I tell you anything.” Padraic slid the cap up on the needle and pressed a piece of gauze over the little drop of blood that sat in the crook of Hayden’s elbow. 
“That was fast,” Brock stated. “You were able to see everything already?”
Padraic looked almost confused for a second. “Oh, no. I ran your blood through a machine that tells the lab values.” He smiled. “We don’t have to manually test everything, just the zombie virus.”
“You should name it,” I said suddenly. Everyone stared at me. “You know, doctors and scientists who discover crap always name it. I think you should name it.”
Padraic half smiled and turned to me. “What should I call it?”
“You’re the doctor. You name it.”
“Uh, alright. The…the, uh, Lazarus…Lazarus Contagium then.”
“I like it.”
“Not too creative. I’ll think about it,” he promised and left the room. We waited in silence for what seemed like eternity. When Padraic came into the room for a second time, I knew right away that I could breathe easy. His blue eyes were clear again and he was resisting the urge to smile. Like Raeya, he could easily be read.
“You’re clean,” he told Brock.
“Are you sure?” Brock asked, on the edge of his seat.
“Yes. No traces of the virus were found in the sample we took.”
“The sample,” Brock repeated. “But it could be in the rest of me?”
Padraic ran his hand over his hair and the light that lit up his face died. “I can’t be sure about anything related to this virus. It mutates, changes, and affects everyone differently. But I can be sure that there was none in the sample we took. As far as I’m concerned, you’re not infected.”
Brock’s body relaxed. He squeezed my hand. “So I’m immune?”
“That,” Padraic said as he leaned against the counter. “I’m not sure of. If you were resistant, like Hayden, you’d have traces of the virus in your system. And you don’t.” He flashed a brilliant smile in my direction. “I think you can thank Orissa for that.”
Brock hugged me. “I cannot thank you enough, Riss.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said casually and patted his back. 
“Now what?” Brock asked Fuller.
“You can be quarantined with the others if they agree to keeping watch over you.”
“That’s fine,” Hayden answered right away. 
“Fine with me too,” Ivan answered.
Without giving me a chance to voice my opinion—which was that I was ok with watching Brock too—Fuller continued. “Alright, then. Get your stuff and go straight there. You will get an extra day off since tonight will not be restful.”
The guys nodded in agreement and got up to leave. Padraic put his hand on my shoulder and nodded for me to follow him. 
“Riss, I want you to be careful,” he said, his eyes moving down my body. For a split second I thought he was looking at my boobs; instead, he was eyeing the dried blood I was covered in.
“I am careful,” I replied. “What are you talking about, Padraic?”
“I was really surprised to see the lab results,” he started, rubbing the back of his neck. He sighed and let his hand drop.
“Brock’s not ok?” I asked, a flicker of fear stabbing my heart.
“No, no, Brock is. It’s…it’s Hayden.”
 



 
Chapter 11
The flicker turned into a fire. “What’s wrong with him?”
“He still has a lot of the virus in his blood. I thought it would be eliminated—and some of it has—but it’s taking longer than I expected.”
My body went cold. “You think he could get infected?”
“Technically, he is infected. But the virus doesn’t do anything to him. I don’t think it will.”
“Then why are you freaking me out over this?”
He put a finger on a clump of blood on my arm. “This. You used your hands, your bare hands, to take care of Brock. You probably saved his life but you put yours in danger. If Hayden was injured, you’d do the same, right?”
“Of course. I’m not following, Padraic. Just say it, please.”
“I think Hayden’s a carrier.”
My heart fell onto the floor. “A carrier?”
“Yes. If you came into contact with his blood, I think you could get infected.”
“Oh.” I already had. I’ve had Hayden’s blood on me more than once. And if his blood was infected then his other fluids were too…and I had been exposed to them more than once as well. And I wasn’t a raging lunatic who craved the already digested meals of humans.
“Riss?” Padraic asked, putting his hand on my shoulder. “You ok?”
“Yea,” I said and snapped myself back to the here and now. “I’m tired. And stressed.”
“Right. You’ve been through a lot.”
“Did you tell Hayden? I mean, I think he should know.”
“I will talk to him once you all are released.” He removed his hand. My mind was spinning thinking about the virus and blood and infecting each other. I wished Raeya’s dad was around to run all sorts of tests and experiments and give us some answers, though I doubted the pharmaceutical research company he worked for prepared him of anything zombie.  
When we were kids, Ray and I used to get into trouble playing with test tubes and beakers we found in her dad’s office. It was all fun and games then. Looking back, we were lucky we didn’t pick up any weird disease or mutation.
“I shot that guy with an arrow.” The words came out of my mouth just as the connection was made in my head.
“Yea, Brock told me. You had no choice,” Padraic said, thinking I felt bad for shooting a human.
“An arrow that I’ve used to kill zombies,” I told him, my voice low. 
“Oh. Oh!” Padraic exclaimed, getting what my statement implied. He shook his head. “When was the last time that arrow had zombie blood on it?”
“I’m not sure.” I tried to think back. “Don’t take care of him,” I said selfishly. “I don’t want him to hurt you.”
“The virus can’t live without a host for very long,” Padraic assured me.
“I think I used them maybe two or three hours before I shot him.” I remembered shooting down zombies in the parking lot. Padraic pressed his lips together.
“It might be ok,” he assured me.
“Our weapons get covered in zombie blood,” I spoke. “And we don’t really clean them when we’re on the road.”
Padraic shook his head. “From what I’ve been able to tell, the virus will not survive in open air for very long; no more than a few hours at the most. I can’t help the sinking feeling that my theory might not apply to all zombies.”
“Oh, well, that’s good,” I said with a sigh of relief. “Did you find out anything else?”
  “I can’t say for sure since we’ve had limited samples to test, but it seems the virus in an S1 is the least threatening, which could be why Brock isn’t infected,” Padraic explained.
“What?” I asked, pushing my eyebrows together. I picked at the dried blood on my arms, which was starting to itch.
Padraic exhaled. “I don’t want to tell you since I don’t know for sure.”
“You can tell me,” I reminded him. “I want to know and I’ll pester you until you tell me, so you better spit it out now.”
“It seems the virus evolves. The virus in the S1 sample you brought wasn’t as potent as the virus in the S3 sample. I’m not sure why yet; I have several theories.” He crossed his arms and looked into my eyes. “It’s a long, boring topic though. I know you’re tired.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Today had been draining—mentally and physically. “Yea, and I better get into the quarantine before Fuller has an aneurism.” I walked to the door. “Tell Ray I’m back safe and sound and I said ‘hi’.”
“I will,” he promised.
“Thanks, Padraic.” I left the hospital ward and jogged up to my room. Hayden was waiting, with clothes for both himself and me folded over his arm.
“Slow poke,” he teased.
“I was talking to Padraic about the virus,” I told him grimly. “It’s weird; the more I know the less confusing it should be, but it’s the other way around. It’s more complicated that I imagined.”
“It is,” Hayden agreed. “Let’s not think about it now; let’s just get through the next twenty-four hours.”
I grabbed my shower stuff and followed Hayden down the stairs. Jones, an A3 I hadn’t conversed with much, was bringing several of the dogs in. Argos broke away and raced over to me. I dropped everything I was carrying to greet the dog.
“Hi sweetheart,” I gushed, kneeling down to pet the Doberman. His stump of a tail wagged like crazy and he whined as he circled me, completely excited.
“I think he missed you,” Jones said with a smile.
“Where’s Greta?” Hayden asked, looking for his favorite dog of the bunch.
“She’s outside,” Jones told him. “You should see her in training. She’s getting good at finding people.”
“Awesome. When do you think she’ll be ready to go out?” Hayden inquired.
“Pretty soon. I can get her, if you’d like.”
“I would, but we have to get downstairs. Thanks for taking care of the dogs,” he said to Jones with a smile.
I hugged Argos. “Yea, thanks. He looks great,” I agreed. I petted him one more time, thinking that he was the best looking dog I’d ever seen. I supposed it was possible I was a little biased. We went into the quarantine room, dropping our stuff onto the couch. 
“You can shower first,” Ivan said to me, having already settled it with Brock. “Once again, you’re the one covered in blood.”
I thanked the guys, smiled, and shrugged but was very eager to wash the crusty blood off my skin. I unlaced my boots and threw them by the door. My sock stuck to the cut on my heel and it hurt like a bitch when I yanked it off. I hobbled into the bathroom and striped out of my clothes. They definitely weren’t worth saving. I shoved them into the garbage and turned the shower on. 
The bathroom door opened and I jumped, covering myself up with my hands.
“What the fuck?” I asked Hayden as he stepped in.
“We should save water,” he told me with a grin. “It’s the responsible thing to do.”
“I thought you didn’t want anyone to know?” I asked. 
“Brock and Ivan already do.”
“The cameras,” I reminded him.
“Nobody’s watching us.” He pulled his shirt over his head, his dog tags getting stuck and coming off. They fell to the floor with a clink. I picked them up and held them up for Hayden. He kicked off his pants and took them from me. He raised his arms as if to put them back over his head but stopped and slipped the chain around my neck.
“I want you to wear them,” he said and kissed me. Warmth flowed from his lips, going though every inch of my body. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close. 
“Are you sure?” I asked, breaking away from Hayden. I closed my fingers around the metal tag.
“Yes,” he whispered and kissed me again. “I love you, Orissa.” Emotion surged through me. I closed my eyes, afraid tears might form. I removed the rest of Hayden’s clothes and stepped into the shower, bringing him with me.
This time we didn’t give a damn how loud we were. We sluggishly dried off and got dressed. We settled on the couch, stretching out and Hayden wrapped his arms around me. I leaned on him and smiled to myself, rubbing my fingers over the metal of the dog tags. 
“If you used all the hot water I’m gonna be pissed,” Ivan said, the usual humor and charm back in his voice.  He flashed a white smile and went into the bathroom. Brock was in the kitchenette eating what smelled like vegetable soup. It smelled good and made my stomach rumble, however, I was too content in Hayden’s embrace to get up just yet.
It didn’t take long for both Hayden and me to fall asleep. When we woke up several hours later, my back was sore and I had a kink in my neck from the way I was laying.
“Morning, sunshine,” Brock teased.
I sat up, painfully rolling my neck. “How long was I asleep?” I asked, my voice dry and scratchy. 
Brock looked at the clock. “About five hours.” He turned back to the movie he and Ivan were watching. “You still have a few more hours left to sleep,” he said, reminding me that we were taking shifts again.
“Ok,” I said and lay back down next to Hayden. Only a few seconds passed before I realized I wasn’t tired anymore. I got up, got a drink of water and opened a can of soup. I divided it into two bowls and stuck them in the microwave. I raked my fingers through my messy hair before attempting to use my brush. The timer on the microwave beeped before I got even half the tangles out. I put the bowls, two spoons and a glass of water on a tray and brought it over to the couch. Hayden woke up when I sat back down; he thanked me for the soup and devoured it in minutes.
I went into the bathroom to brush my hair. When I came out, Hayden was in one of the beds. I crawled in next to him, snuggling close to his side. The twin bed didn’t offer much more room than the couch and it was hard to get comfortable.  Stupidly, I was impatient to get out and talk to Raeya; I wanted to show her the new necklace I was wearing. I rested my head on Hayden’s firm chest, ignoring the fact that it was less than comfortable.
Ivan was tired and got into the other twin bed. I lounged around lazily for a while before joining Brock in a game of cards. Twenty minutes later, Hayden got up and sat at the table with us. We ate more soup, talked about past family gatherings (Brock’s family was so dysfunctional it made my own messed up family seem normal), and our school experiences.
“I never got why girls are so mean to each other,” Brock said as he absentmindedly shuffled the deck of cards. “I almost didn’t want to have a girlfriend for the longest time because of it. You can’t escape the damn drama.” He and Hayden looked at me as if I knew all the answers. 
“What?” I asked them.
“Come on, Riss. Don’t you know some secret girl rules you can spill now that the world had gone to hell?” Brock asked.
“Not really,” I told him honestly. I sighed. “Well, it’s ‘cuz girls are always judging each other.”
“Why?” Hayden asked.
“Because we want to be the best.” I leaned forward. “It’s almost like we are hardwired to think we have to be the best or no one will like us. We try and try and if we find someone better than us—which we will—we insult her to make us feel better. Girls are jealous in nature. If another girl has better hair, a firmer ass, bigger boobs, more friends, whatever you could possibly compare, we are taught to hate her and come up with reasons to bring her down.”
“You really think so?” Hayden asked.
“I know so.”
 “I don’t see you as being the jealous type,” Brock stated.
I shrugged. “I don’t think I am either.”
“So you wouldn’t insult a girl who is better than you?” he asked.
I shook my head. “What’s the point? No matter what—if you do the dumbass comparing game—you will always find someone better than you.”
Brock made a face. “But you’re a competitive person.”
“Yea, I am. I like challenging myself. But I learned a long time ago it’s so much better if you just stop the comparing. I don’t want to be brought down by society’s fucking picture perfect image of what a woman should be. I’m me and if you don’t like me, well, fuck you. And when you’re constantly comparing and worrying about what other people think of you, they own you and you’re not your own person anymore.” I smiled and leaned back in the chair.
Hayden turned to Brock. “I think she’s a keeper,” he joked. 
“And I’m sure guys do just as much comparing,” I said. Hayden and Brock immediately disagreed. “Oh come on, you so do.”
“Maybe we compare a little,” Hayden admitted. “But I don’t think we try to bring other dudes down.”
“Yea,” Brock agreed. “Like if I saw a guy at the gym who was more built than me, I’d jealously wish I was bigger but I wouldn’t call him a whore like girls do to each other.”
“Makes sense,” I said and took the cards from Brock. I shuffled and dealt and started another game of Rummy. Once twelve hours passed and Brock felt symptom free, he relaxed enough to sleep. Hayden and I cuddled up on the couch, watching movies and talking to pass the rest of the time.
I forgot to look at the clock when we first came into the quarantine. I knew we got back in the afternoon; it was currently one-thirty. I ended up falling asleep while Hayden and Ivan kept an eye on Brock, though at this point we were sure he was fine. Hayden woke me up when our time was up.  
Just in time for dinner, we showered and changed before going downstairs. Raeya, Sonja and Olivia raced over to me. I threw my arms around my best friend, hugging her so tightly I picked her up off the ground.
“Riss!” she exclaimed. “I missed you!”
“I missed you too,” I told her and took a step back. “And see, I told you I’d only be gone for a day or two.” I got my tray and joined Ray at her table filled with the people from my old group: Lisa, Sonja, Jason, and Padraic. Olivia and another teenage girl I didn’t know crowded in with them.  There was only one seat left. I looked at Hayden, who smiled and nodded.
Since I had just spent an entire twenty-four hours by his side, not sitting next to him for one meal wasn’t going to hurt his feelings. I sat down, happy to spend time with my friends. Raeya told me that she came up with a safe system for getting everyone outside in the open air. She had come up with a ‘recess timesheet’ for them to follow. Fuller agreed to pull two A3’s to stand guard around the dog’s fenced in area while the residents were enjoying the sunshine.
“Tension is growing,” she warned me. “It’s almost like the gratitude for being safe is wearing off and people are becoming restless.” She pushed mashed potatoes around on her plate. “Some of us have been here for months; we’ve grown comfortable. And with that, people seem to think they can do what they want.”
“That’s not good,” I dumbly stated and forced myself to eat a forkful of tuna casserole. There was a time I used to enjoy that dish; having to choke it down at least once a week made me detest it with a passion.
“No, it’s not. I’m afraid people are feeling like they are waiting for something that will never come.”
“And what are we waiting for?” Sonja asked, having overheard us.
“For all the zombies to die,” her brother pointed out as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“But then what?” she questioned. 
Padraic took a drink of water and answered. “We start again.”
“How?” Sonja pressed. “We barely have anything.”
“It’s been done before,” I told her, Hayden’s speech echoing in my mind. “Hundreds of years ago. We’re smarter now; we can do it again.”
“Smarter, but not tougher,” Lisa said and we all laughed. 
After dinner Hayden went upstairs to play video games with the other A1’s. I stayed downstairs and followed Raeya into the game room. We played a board game with Lisa, Sonja, and Olivia and then I snuck Raeya upstairs and outside into the dogs’ area. We found Argos and threw a tennis ball for him.
“The stars are so bright!” Raeya said, wrapping her arms around herself. Her breath clouded around her face and a cool, late winter wind blew through her hair.
“Yea, there’s no light pollution anymore.” I threw the ball as far as I could and looked up. “I never realized how much there was until it was gone. Remember how dark it was when we were on the run?”
“Yea, it was impossible to see.”
“Thank God for our night vision scopes,” I said with a half smile. I shivered; without the sun, the nighttime air was chilly. Raeya sat on an overturned bucket. 
“I can’t wait until we can spend more time out here,” she sighed. “It’s pretty safe, right?”
“I think so,” I told her honestly. “Though, I think we’ve been lucky no zombies have wandered close enough to realize that there are hundreds of tasty people underground.”
“They can’t get to us,” she reminded me, but I was able to sense the question in her voice.
“Right. Not downstairs at least. And the windows are bullet proof, the doors are all steel and the walls are reinforced. It would be hard for them to get inside the estate and impossible for them to get into the lower levels.”
“What would we do if we were attacked?” 
“Wait it out. That’s what Fuller said anyway. Our livestock would be gone though. Hopefully the A2’s out there would be able to get to safety. And we—the A1’s—would be sent out to kill them.”
“What about the A3’s?”
“The watch towers they are in are high enough and sturdy enough they’d be fine. They’d just have to wait it out too.”
“How long do you think that would be?”
“I have no idea. The zombies would move on eventually…I think.”
She nodded and looked around the dimly lit fenced in area, no doubt planning a route of escape. “Would we know?”
“Know what?”
“If zombies surrounded the compound. Would you tell us?”
“I’d tell you,” I said honestly. “But I don’t think you would know as it was happening. It would create panic.”
“Right, it would. And it’s not like us knowing would even make a difference.” She sighed heavily. “Maybe the cabins aren’t a good idea after all.”
“Hey,” I said gently. “What’s wrong?” I questioned her never faltering sense of optimism.
She shook her head. “Nothing. I-I guess I’m getting cabin fever too.” She looked into my eyes. “There’s just so much I miss.”
“Me too,” I agreed. “This dead world fucking sucks ass, but we’re here and we have to make the most of it, no matter how shitty it is. I’ll admit there was a time I didn’t think it was worth living.”
“Really?”
I nodded. “I thought I had nothing left to live for. But I have you and the others and now Hayden…I’m not good at this, Ray, but you can’t give up hope. You taught me that. We’re strong, we’re survivors. If we’ve made it this far, then I think we’re some pretty tough bitches who can keep going.”
She smiled. “I don’t think anyone but you can say so many bad words in an inspirational speech and still have it make me feel better,” she laughed. “But you’re right. Life isn’t what it used to be, but we are alive, we can’t forget that.” 
One of the dogs barked. I whirled around, my eyes scanning the property. Another barked and ran over to the fence. Then I heard the familiar hissing of raccoons.  I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding and turned back to Ray, my hands absentmindedly fiddling with the chain around my neck.
Prepared to tell her about Brock getting bitten and the shootings, I pulled nervously on the chain.
“What is that?” she asked, unable to see it in the dark.
A smile broke out on my face. “Hayden’s dog tags,” I attempted to say casually but failed at keeping the happiness out of my voice.
“He gave you his tags?”
“No, I stole them while he was sleeping. Of course he gave them to me, Ray.”
“Aren’t soldiers supposed to wear them all the time?”
“In war yes, that’s how the bodies get ID’d.”
“Oh,” she said but still looked at me quizzically. “So he doesn’t need them anymore, right?”
“I guess not,” I said, not liking the thought of needing to identify Hayden’s body. I tugged on the tags, biting my lip.
“Wait,” Raeya said and shot up. “Does it mean the same thing as giving someone a fraternity pin?”
I nodded.
“Ohmigod, Rissy!” she squeaked. “That is so sweet!”
I waved my hand, wanting to downplay the romance. “Yea, I guess”
“I sense a ‘but’ coming on.”
“A butt?”
She nodded. “It is sweet but…”
“Oh, that kind of but. And yea.” I let my hand fall. “Sweet, yes, but what’s the purpose? Why give me something that symbolizes wanting to be together forever when tomorrow might be as far as we get?”
“You don’t know that,” she told me. “And besides, you love him, don’t you?” I nodded. “And obviously he loves you; why not hope for forever together?”
“Even if there weren’t zombies, I have low expectations of forever,” I reminded her.
“I know. Your parents’ divorce made you have huge doubts on lasting, functional relationships,” she said bluntly. “But it didn’t to Hayden. It’s not fair to him if you don’t at least give him the chance to prove it.”
I nodded again. “You make too much sense, Ray.”
“That,” she said with a smile. “Is something I can live with. And I’m glad I’m back to giving you advice. Inspirational speeches from you are weird.”
I laughed. The wind blew again and we both shivered. Deciding to take the dogs in with us, Ray and I clipped leashes on seven big dogs and scooped up the two little ones that were currently outside with us. We brought them downstairs; Raeya knew who most of the dogs belonged to. 
I brought Argos up to my room with me. He trotted ahead, happy to be somewhere new. I assumed he slept with the German Shepherds that were being trained to aid us on our missions; I was sure he’d be happy to spend the night with us tonight. 
Argos nosed his way into Wade and Rider’s room, having heard multiple voices. Excitedly, he greeted the guys and then jumped up onto the bed, laying down behind Hayden. Along with Wade and Rider, Hayden, Brock and Ivan crowded into the room and were playing video games. My hand flew to the dog tags, ready to stuff them down my shirt and out of sight.
Hayden’s hazel eyes met mine and he smiled, sending something through me. I let the tags bounce onto my chest. I said hi to the guys and strode over to Hayden, who was sitting on the edge of the bed. With no hesitation, I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him.
When I pulled away, everyone was staring at me, Hayden included.
“I don’t like keeping it a secret,” I told him quietly. I turned around to face Wade and Rider. “We’re together. We have been for a while and I’m tired of sneaking around.”
“I so called it,” Rider said to Wade.
“You could have just told us instead of showing us,” Wade teased. He smiled, blinked and turned back to his game. 
“Are you gonna tell everyone?” Ivan asked, not looking away from the TV.
“No,” Hayden said at the same time I said ‘yes’.
“Why not?” I asked him.
“You know why,” he responded, sounding a little annoyed.
I rolled my eyes and got off of him, resituating at his side. I stayed, petting Argos, until I got bored watching the guys play games. Knowing Hayden preferred things neat and orderly, I gathered up my dirty laundry and carried it into the laundry room.
“Hey, Orissa,” Gabby said. She bent down and transferred her clothes from the dyer into her laundry basket.
“Hey, Gabby.”
“How are you tonight?” she asked.
“I’m good,” I told her honestly. “As good as you can be anymore.”
“I understand. Since all the guys are gonna play video games tonight, do you want to watch a movie with me and Jess?”
I didn’t want to. I set my basket down. “Sure.”
“Great. We decided to watch Night of the Living Dead,” she said with a laugh. She tightened her blonde ponytail and picked up her basket. She could be really pretty, I thought, if she wore makeup and did something with her naturally curly and frizzy hair. “We’ll start it soon, see you in a bit!”
I turned the washing machine on, grumbling to myself about having to suffer through an hour and a half of girl time watching a stupid black and white movie. Without measuring the detergent, I dumped it in and shoved my clothes inside the washing machine. I changed into pajama pants and a sweatshirt and went into Gabby and Jessica’s room.
All of the rooms were set up in the same way: a bed and nightstands on either side of the door, a dresser centered on the opposite wall with a window above it, a bookcase and a closet on the sides. One of the shelves on their bookcase held little glass figurines and a picture of a once happy family. It was strange to see a smile that big on Jessica’s face.
Gabby patted the spot next to her. I sat on her bed, fluffing a pillow behind me. 
“Have you seen this?” she asked, pressing play.
“A long time ago,” I told her. “You?”
“Nope. Zombie movies used to scare me. Now the real thing is so much worse.”
“Yea. They don’t cover all the bases in the movies.”
“Ugh. Not at all. It’s all running and action and doesn’t show that you still have to go on living.”
Jessica came into the room carrying a bowl of popcorn. Somewhat to my surprise, she squeezed onto the bed next to me. 
“At least we have an endless supply of microwave popcorn,” Gabby said and grabbed a handful. We watched the movie, eating popcorn and occasionally talking. The more I got to know Gabby the more I liked her. The more I spoke with Jessica, the more I pitied her. 
She was at work the day the first crazy attacked someone in her small town. As a cop, she was the first to respond. He had bitten the waitress at Sue’s Diner. Another patron hit him over the head, knocking him out for only a few seconds. Then he was up again, attacking anyone who was near. He killed one person, and, by the time Jessica got there, he was feasting on his organs.
Jessica shot him on the spot. 
When she came home that night, she said she knew something wasn’t right with Jacob, her five year old son. He kept telling her his head hurt. Thinking it was a normal headache she gave him aspirin, a kiss, and tucked him in bed. 
He never woke up.
Then chaos broke out. While she and her husband were grieving the death of their child, the people of the town turned on each other. Jessica was frantically gathering weapons and supplies to make a getaway. She left her husband in the house and ran out to the garage to put a bag in the car.
When she went back to the house, the door was locked. She closed her eyes as she told me how she banged on the door, begging him to let her in. But he didn’t. Finally, she gave up and broke the window in the door and reached through, cutting her arm on the broken glass.
Her husband was sitting calmly at the kitchen table. She said she yelled at him for ignoring her but he didn’t even look up. She remembered it clearly, the blood dripping on the floor. She grabbed a towel to put on her wound and raced over to check on her bleeding husband.
He had a vegetable peeler in one hand, shaving the skin off his other. Once he got a strip off, he ate it.
Gabby shivered. “Sorry,” she whispered. “No matter how many times I hear it, it still gives me chills.” She put her hand on Jessica’s. “I wish I could go back in time,” she told her. “And save them. Save everyone.”
“What about you, Orissa?” Jessica asked, blinking back tears. “How did you discover everything? Did it happen all of the sudden too?”
“I think so,” I told her. “I’ll have to ask Padraic; I don’t really know.”
“Padraic?” Gabby questioned.
“Yea. I was at the hospital; I got attacked, put in an exam room and then got knocked out by some sort of gas. Padraic found me and brought me downstairs. We stayed in the hospital basement with close to fifty people for, shit, two weeks probably.”
“So you never saw the news?” Gabby asked. I shook my head. “There weren’t any stories at first, as if not talking about the violence made it not real. My dad told me that he thinks the news reporters weren’t allowed to talk about it. He thought it has something to do with not creating panic, but I don’t agree. I mean, I don’t agree with the reason being to delay the panic. I fully agree with the reporters not being allowed to talk about it. And it was almost like the news reporters knew what was going on the whole time.”
“I guess we’ll never know,” Jessica said. We turned our attention back to the movie. I was feeling a little dejected, my mind pondering the virus and the outbreak, then I said goodnight and went to retrieve Argos from the guys. 
I didn’t realize how tired I was until I got into bed. I was asleep before Hayden came back into the room.  We got up on time for breakfast the next day then did absolutely nothing the rest of the day besides lay in bed, watch movies and eat. 
Hayden woke up from an afternoon nap to find me flipping through the pages of an old notebook.
“What is that?” he asked, running his hands over his face.
“A notebook,” I told him.
“No shit, Orissa.” He waited for me to continue. When I didn’t he said, “Didn’t you bring that with you? I remember seeing it in your bag when I got that cat out.”
“Yea,” I said shortly. I didn’t like remembering the stuffed cat or who it belonged to.
“What’s with the attitude?”
“I don’t have an attitude,” I snapped.
“Really?” Hayden asked incredulously.
“No,” I said and flipped a page.
“So you’re not going to tell me what that is?”
“What does it matter?” I asked him, feeling hurt by the memory of Zoe.
“It doesn’t. Forget it; sorry I asked,” he huffed. 
I sighed. “It’s a notebook. When I moved to Indy, Raeya got it so we could write each other notes and mail it back and forth.”
“Oh.” He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Why didn’t you just email each other?”
“We did.”
“And you mailed that thing? Seems like a hassle.”
“Yea, I guess it was,” I admitted.
“Then why do it? Wasn’t it a waste of time and money on stamps?”
“Yes, it was a stupid waste of time and money,” I spat.
“Why are you in a bad mood?”
“I’m not!” I yelled. I shook my head and composed myself. “I’m not,” I said with an effort to keep my voice calm. 
“Mmm,” Hayden mumbled and laid back down. “Want to lay down with me?”
“I’m feeling kinda restless,” I told him honestly. “But there’s nothing to do,” I sighed.
“You could clean,” he suggested as he resituated his pillow and picked up the remote.
“Hah,” I replied.
“Really, you could. Look at your side of the closet.”
I did and mentally acknowledged the fact that my clothing was jumbled and unorganized.
“Later,” I told him.
“You won’t want to do it later,” he said.
“I won’t want to do it ever,” I retorted.
“Exactly. Why don’t you do it now?”
“I don’t feel like it,” I reminded him and got up. I sat on the edge of his bed and stuck my feet under the covers. I wiggled my way next to him and rested my head on his shoulder.
“That’s not comfortable,” he said and moved away.
“You just said you wanted me to lay down with you,” I said.
“Yea but that doesn’t mean you have to be on me.”
“Fine,” I said and got out of bed. I moved to the closet and yanked my clothes off the shelves and started folding. Fifteen minutes later, my sweaters were neatly stacked and my pants hung evenly on their hangers. 
“Now you can clean the bathroom,” Hayden said seriously.
“Uh, no,” I said.
“It’s your turn,” he told me, sitting up enough to look me in the eye. “When was the last time you cleaned it?”
I didn’t answer.
“Never, right? I always do it. Well, I’m not going to. You can clean it.”
“We share it with four other people,” I pointed out. “They can clean it.”
“Stop being lazy and just do it,” he advised.
“I am not lazy,” emphasized. 
“You are when it comes to cleaning. Thank God zombies aren’t attracted to your messes or they’d be banging on the door,” he said in a level voice.
I glared at him. “Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what?” he asked, not taking his eyes off the TV.
I waved my hand in the air. “This! Picking a fight!”
“I’m not picking a fight,” he said calmly, further pissing me off.
“Yes, you are,” I argued. “You said I’m lazy and a bad girlfriend.”
“Riss, I never said you were a bad girlfriend.”
“You implied it!” I crossed my arms.
“You’re being ridiculous.”
“Then I’m ridiculous,” I huffed, knowing it was true. I stormed out of the room and marching into the laundry room. I grabbed a spray bottle of bathroom cleaner and a rag. I’m an efficient cleaner when I’m angry. Raeya had figured that out back in high school and would purposely make me made to get me to clean my room. 
When I returned to our room, Hayden was still in bed. He smiled weakly at me and waved me over. I sat on the edge again, making sure I didn’t dare touch him. Sensing my hostility, he sat up, wrapped his arms around me, and pulled me down with him.
“Sorry I called you lazy,” he told me.
“Sorry I overreacted,” I said, feeling a little ashamed of how childish I acted. “I was upset and I took it out on you.”
“What are you upset about?” he asked carefully.
“I was thinking about Zoe,” I whispered.
“Oh. Sorry,” he repeated, gave me a hug and let me go to focus on the movie. I rolled my eyes. Men, I mentally scoffed and sighed. Not wanting to start anything, I let it go and watched the rest of the movie with Hayden.
The following day we were back on our normal schedule. After breakfast and working out, Fuller wanted us to teach the A3’s more hand to hand combat skills.
He told us that we needed to start being more conservative with bullets; my new go-to weapon was the bow and arrows. While on the topic of commodities, he also told us that we weren’t to use the air conditioners in our cars while out on missions. The gas tanks in the barn were running low.
Gabby, Jessica, Noah, Jose, Alex, Mac, Wade, and Rider left that morning to bring back the supplies we gathered. They met with Sam, a pleasant middle aged man who used to be a truck driver, for a demonstration on how to drive a big rig. Wade and Rider took the only semi truck we had in our possession; the large horse trailer it pulled would be great for filling with the stuff we’d need.
They were supposed to come back that night. The store was only an hour away. The moon replaced the sun and there was no sign of our missing friends. Ivan was sure that with eight of them, they’d be fine. They most likely took a wrong turn and wasted their daylight driving around on the hilly, windy roads. Hayden blankly looked ahead, nodding in agreement to what Ivan said. 
It was a horrible feeling, one that dug and tunneled its way not only through my heart but also my stomach, making me sick with worry. I had let go of being pissed at Alex; he wasn’t worth it anymore. And along with the six others were two of my friends. I hoped Wade and Rider really were just lost.
Hayden and I both had a hard time falling asleep that night. He tossed and turned, pulling the covers off of me more than once. I was about to suggest he get into his own bed when he finally fell asleep. Only a few hours later, he started thrashing again.
“Hayden,” I said, sleepily sitting up. “Wake up, it’s ok. You’re here with me; you’re safe.” His body jerked violently. Thinking he might fall off the bed, I put my hands on his shoulders and gave them a gently shake.
Hayden sat up so fast his head hit mine. I coiled back in pain, my hands flying to my nose, expecting it to start gushing blood. I could feel Hayden shaking. I didn’t think he was fully awake up.
“Hayden,” I said right as blood poured down my face. I hurried out of bed so I wouldn’t get blood all over. My foot caught on the blankets and I fell, no doubt splattering blood all over the floor.
“Riss?” Hayden asked, sounding utterly confused.
“Yea,” I mumbled, spitting out blood.
“What’s going on?”
“You hit me.”
“I…what?”
I stood, tipping my head up. I instantly coughed on the blood. “Later,” I mumbled again, my bloody hand slipping off the door knob. After a third try, I opened the door and ran into the bathroom. I gagged into the sink, the taste of blood making my stomach churn. I turned on the water and leaned close to the faucet, rinsing the blood down the drain.
“Fuck,” Hayden’s voice came from behind me. “I really did hit you.” He rushed forward, not knowing what to do. He put one hand on my back then removed it, he then extended a towel to me, dropped it and finally pulled my hair back and out of my face. I took a washcloth and painfully pinched the bridge of my nose.
“You didn’t mean to,” I said, my voice coming out nasally. Though I was in pain, I laughed at the sound. Hayden looked at me like I was a crazy person for finding it amusing. 
“I feel horrible. I-I don’t even know what happened.”
His eyes were wide, his face was pale and I bet his skin was clammy. He looked like hell from dragging himself out of his nightmare. And I felt bad for him having to go through it alone.
“It’s ok,” I told him, wincing as I pressed the towel a little firmer onto my face. “I guess I shouldn’t have shaken you. I think it startled you.” I wasn’t mad at him. It was an accident and I was sure Hayden really did feel more than horrible about it.
“No, it’s not ok. You’re fucking bleeding. I broke your nose!” He looked at his hands, expecting to see blood on his knuckles.
I pointed to his head. “You head butted me.” I sat on the toilet and tipped my head up. I could taste the blood that ran down my throat. I spat it out into the garbage.
“I am so sorry, Orissa,” he said, his hazel eyes clouded with guilt.
“It’s ok,” I told him again. “I’m not upset, Hayden.”
“You should be! I fucking made your nose bleed!” He knelt down in front of me. I made sure my hand wasn’t bloody before I held it out for him to take. 
“You can make it up to me in sexual favors,” I joked. Hayden wasn’t amused. 
“Here,” he said, gently taking the washcloth. He cleaned up my face and went downstairs to get me a bag of ice. “You’re gonna have a bruise,” he told me grimly. He looked absolutely sick about it. I wasn’t happy about that, but I shrugged it off. 
I had a lovely blue bruise over my nose when I woke up. Hayden kept apologizing over and over, to the point where it got annoying. 
“I’m not mad!” I snapped and then regretted it when I saw the hurt look on his face. “Really, Hayden, please. Let it go. I’m fine, it was an accident. I won’t tell anyone you beat me,” I joked. He kissed my forehead and agreed.
“What happened to you?” Lauren asked as soon as I stepped behind her in line for a tray.
“Got hit while training the A3’s,” I said without missing a beat.
She snorted a laugh. “Maybe you shouldn’t train them. Obviously you don’t know how to defend yourself.”
“And you would do a much better job?” I retorted.
She flipped her hair. “I’m not cut for such…such brutality,” she
sneered.
“Oh yea, so brutal, teaching them how to fend off zombies.” I grabbed a tray and moved a foot down the line. “How dare I do such a thing?”
Claudia, one of the older ladies in charge of coming up with our meal plans, put a bowl of oatmeal on Lauren’s tray. Lauren wrinkled her nose and grumbled out having oatmeal—again. I was sick of it too, but I thanked Claudia for the food nonetheless. I stepped out of line, waiting for Hayden.
“You never got that hair dye did you?” Lauren asked, slowing as she walked past me to her table.
“No,” I scoffed. 
“Of course you didn’t.” She pressed a small smile and narrowed her eyes.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, my temper rising. 
“Oh, nothing, It’s just that I shouldn’t have expected it. All you care about is yourself.”
I imagined myself dropping my tray and jumping on her. Resisting that urge, I took a deep breath. “That’s bullshit,” I loudly told her, causing several people to turn and look at me. “I care about a lot of people.”
“Mh-hm,” she said and sat down. “That’s why you couldn’t pick up one little thing for me.”
“It wasn’t on our list.” I leaned forward. “Because it’s not important!”
“I’ll have it put on a list,” she jeered. 
“And I’ll have Raeya take it off.”
She set her tray down on her table, stabbed her spoon into the oatmeal, and spun around. “You know what?” she questioned, her voice high pitched. “I’m getting really tired of you thinking you’re better than everyone. You think that just because you’re an A1 you get special privileges! It’s not fair. And, I think I speak for more than just myself when I say it needs to stop.”
I gripped my tray. “I do not think I’m better than everyone. But I am better than you, you ungrateful bitch! And special privileges—name them!”
“You get to leave here. We are stuck!” she said, looking at the residents crowded around her table. “Do you know what it’s like? It’s like a prison. You know how that feels, don’t you? What would everyone say if they knew their beloved, brave Orissa was a felon?” she asked smugly. “Oh, you didn’t tell them? Wonder why? And why are you the only ones who get to work out? And have rooms—real rooms—upstairs?”
“You want to leave? You want to go out there and see zombies and crazies and rotten bodies and burned down cities? Do you want to almost die every fucking time you leave the safety of this place? You remember what it was like out there—newsflash, bitch, things aren’t any better! And the A’s use the gym to stay in shape because we have to run all the damn time. Run away from zombies who want to rip our organs out and have a feast!
“And our rooms are the least safe place to sleep in the whole compound. Hmm, what’s more important, being safe at night or having curtains? And the bathrooms—we share! And our water doesn’t stay hot like it does down here. So instead of whining how it’s not fair, shut up or do something. We don’t owe it to you to keep you safe. God knows I don’t owe it to you to go out and gather food and supplies for you.”
Lauren glared at me. “You better be careful, Orissa. Don’t forget who you’re messing with!”
“Oohh, I’m so scared of you,” I huffed. Hayden set his tray down and stood behind me, prepared to break up the argument.
“It wasn’t that long ago I was the one on top,” she reminded me. “Pathetic really, how in the real world you were nothing but a drunken loser from a broken home. Who knew the zombie apocalypse would be so good for you.” She smiled triumphantly and clapped her hands. “Congratulations, Orissa. I’m sure your mother would be so proud of you. Oh, that’s right. She was never around. How could I forget, she preferred the company of starving, disease ridden children thousands of miles away than to that of her own daughter.”
Rage flooded my veins. “You never knew who Roger cheated on you with,” I jeered. “Now you do.”
Lauren jumped up. I set my tray down on the table next to me, slamming it and accidentally knocking my watered downed juice over.
“You bitch!” she screamed and pounced, attacking me from behind. Her hands grabbed a handful of my hair. Fighting her off was a joke. In one easy move, I flipped her over my head. She dug her nails into my skin and I brought my foot back to kick her in the side when someone’s arms wrapped around me.
Hayden lifted me up, pulling me back. Lauren wasn’t letting go and got dragged a few feet before Ivan rushed over and pulled her off. She thrashed against him, screaming to be let go.
“Calm down,” Hayden whispered in my ear. “She’s not worth it.”
I was shaking with anger. It took everything to listen to Hayden, but I did.
“You ok?” he asked.
“Fine,” I spat, panting. I marched over to the sink and got a towel. I mopped up my spilled juice, apologizing to the people who were sitting at that table. Lauren was still fighting against Ivan.
“I’ll let go when you calm down,” he told her. 
“I hate you, Orissa!” she screamed. “And if everyone knew who you really were, they’d hate you too!”
“Ignore her,” Hayden suggested. “She’s trying to get to you.”
I focused on cleaning up the rest of the mess I made. Forcing myself to move in a way that made me appear calm, I filled my cup up with water, took my tray and sat in the back, in between Hayden and Raeya.
“She’s a bitch,” Sonja immediately said, like a good girlfriend was supposed to. “I can’t believe she said those horrible things about you. And we like you,” she promised, looking at Jason and Olivia. They nodded.
“You’re awesome,” Jason said with a smile.
“Thanks,” I breathed. 
Ray put her hand on my shoulder and gave it a friendly squeeze. “I should have pushed her out of the attic when I had the chance,” she joked and I laughed. “Did you really sleep with Roger?”
“Eww no. I made that up.” Even if Lauren’s ex wasn’t repulsive, I would never be the other woman. I saw how devastating being cheated on was for my mother. I would never stoop so low.
“That’s what I thought.” She smiled. “And you know nothing she said was true, right?”
“Right,” I agreed. Hayden rested his hand on my thigh, slowly moving his fingers in little circles. I didn’t want to admit it, not to Hayden, Raeya and especially myself, but Lauren’s words cut into me, searing with the pain of truth.
“Did she hit you?” Olivia shyly asked me.
“No,” I told her, knowing she was confused by the bruise on my face. “I got hit during training yesterday, that’s all.” I cast my eyes to Jason, who knew that wasn’t true. He pressed his lips together and slightly nodded, taking my hint that I didn’t want to be questioned. “But I’m fine. Sorry I interrupted breakfast.”
“Now you’ve both caused a scene in the cafeteria,” Brock teased, looking from me to Hayden. The chatter amongst the residents started back up again, building back to its normal volume. When I walked to the front of the cafeteria to dump my tray, I caught Jenna, Char and Owen staring at me. Add my squabble with Lauren to me shooting their companion a few days ago, and I’m sure they thought I was fifty shades of crazy.
No one else questioned me about my nose. Ivan, Brock, Hayden and I worked out, trained the A3’s and then impatiently waited for the others to arrive home. We were all upstairs in Ivan and Brock’s room playing video games. I couldn’t get my virtual solider to walk straight. It was frustrating that I repeatedly got shot and died.
I was about to give up when someone knocked on the door. Fuller stood there, looking pissed as usual. I set the controller down and stuffed Hayden’s dog tags down my shirt. Expecting him to say something about the other A1’s returning, I was a little taken off guard when he asked me to follow him into the hall.
We went several doors down from the room. He took a deep breath and looked down at me. 
“I understand there was an issue at breakfast today,” he said.
“Yea,” I simply responded.
“Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
I smiled innocently. “Bitch got owned?”
“Orissa,” Fuller bellowed. “You cannot act this way.”
“Why not?” I retorted. “She deserved to get her ass beat after what she said. And she attacked me.”
“I don’t care what she said! And we both know she poses no threat to you; you could have avoided a physical confrontation. You have to set an example. We’ve already discussed this.”
“Oh yea, what a good example it sets to let someone verbally abuse you.” I stared him down.
“I don’t care what she said,” Fuller repeated. “People look up to you. If you don’t stay calm and follow the rules, then why should they?”
I couldn’t make a valid argument against that. “Fine,” I huffed. “I’ll control my temper next time.”
“You better or there won’t be a next time. This is your final warning.”
I opened my mouth to object by telling him I didn’t give a damn if he took my A1 badge and title away, I’d still go out and kill zombies but didn’t get the chance because a familiar voice came over the walkie-talkie. Jason let Fuller know that the others returned—all eight of them—and that they had truck loads of supplies.
Fuller quickly turned and left. I went back into Ivan and Brock’s room to relay the message, relieved that the guys got to a save point in their game and waited for the others to come up and get their clothes. 
Wade jogged up the stairs first. He told us it took longer than expected to find a compliable semi trucks and even longer to find enough diesel to fuel them up for the short drive back to the compound. That and several dozen zombies needed to be taken down before they could get into the store. He grabbed clothes for him and Rider and hurried back to the quarantine.
The rest of the day carried out normally, if not boring. I spent it with Ray, not seeing Hayden again until bedtime. He was playing video games with the guys; I changed into my pajamas and crawled under the covers. I was already asleep when Hayden got into bed next to me, accidentally waking me up. Lazily, I moved from the center of the bed to give him some room. As soon as I settled down, I was sleeping.
What felt like only a short while later, someone quickly stomped up the stairs, waking me up. Irritated, I rolled over and pulled the covers over my head as if that would help drown out the sound somehow.
And then the door flew open.
“What are you doing?” Hayden sleepily asked Ivan. I sat up and blinked at the bright light that spilled in from the hall.
“It’s Jessica,” Ivan said, his voice a hallow whisper. “She’s infected.”
 



 
Chapter  12
Hayden and I both sprang up.
“What?” I asked, though I had very clearly heard Ivan. 
“They’re all in the quarantine. She just-just snapped.” Ivan’s face was blank and he spoke with little emotion. 
“No,” I said dumbly, as if that would make things better. Ivan gravely nodded.
“What are we going to do with her?” Hayden asked as he pulled on his pants. I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly cold. My heart hammered through my chest and I felt out of breath. 
“She’s in the hospital ward right now, tied to a bed. Wade and Alex were able to get her out of the quarantine before she hurt anyone else; she got Gabby pretty good.”
“She bit her?” Hayden asked and pulled a shirt over his head. Shaking, I pulled a sweatshirt over my head.
“Tried to but didn’t. She scratched her across the face and shoved her; Gabby fell backward over a chair and hit her head. I-I think she’s alright though.”
“What can we do?” I asked, fumbling to put on my socks.
“I don’t know.” Ivan shook his head. “I just had to tell you.”
Hayden held out his hand for me to take. We hurried down the hall and into the hospital ward. Gabby was lying on an exam table, holding a bag of ice to her head. Her father and a B3—who I was pretty sure was one of the veterinarians—stood behind her, talking in hushed whispers. We rushed past and into the sick ward.  
The last bed must be cursed. It was where Hayden stayed when he fought for his life and now Jessica lay in it, her arms and legs tied to the bedrails. Fuller, Dr. Cara, and Padraic crowded around her. Alex and Wade stood off to the side and the remaining three A1’s sat on another hospital bed across from Jessica.  Brock leaned against the wall, his hand tightly closed around the bite mark on his arm.
Padraic snapped his attention up when he heard our footfalls. 
“Oh, good, Hayden,” he said and whisked Hayden away to take a sample of his blood to compare it to Jessica’s. I heard him say something about possibly finding a way to stop the virus from progression, which sounded very much like a promising cure.
I knew otherwise. Padraic told me long ago that the virus kills parts of the brain. And brain damage can’t be reversed. I stood close to Ivan, half curious and half afraid to look closely at Jessica. Hooked up to an IV and very subdued, she had obviously been drugged. Fuller gripped the side rails, a pained look apparent on his face as he gazed down at his wounded soldier. 
Rider got up when he saw us and walked over. His face was paler than usual and he looked terrified. 
“Hey,” he said quietly.
“Hi, Rider.” I half smiled. “What’s going on?”
“They’re gonna run some tests, see how far along the virus is and see if there’s anything they can do,” he informed us. “I don’t think there is.”
“Me neither,” I agreed and let out a breath. I wasn’t sure if Rider had been made aware of the possibility of a vaccine. Still, even if it was a real thing, it was too late for Jessica. Ivan nodded and crossed his arms. We sat on the edge of a bed near Jess, watching and waiting. 
Dr. Cara looked like a kid on Christmas morning. With swiftness I didn’t know she had, she poked and prodded at Jessica’s body, taking blood, vital signs and shining a pen light in her eyes. She talked to her, asked her questions and injected something into a vein in her neck. 
Jessica’s body went ridged before she screamed and pulled on the restraints. Fuller tensed and put his hands on Jessica’s legs to hold her still. Wade and Alex rushed over to help keep her down.
“What happened?” Ivan asked Rider.
He shook his head. “I don’t really know. There were a lot of S3’s milling around. It took a while, but it was an overall easy kill.” He let out a deep breath. “She shot one at close range and blood splattered on her face. Or at least that’s all I can think of.”
“Sounds likely,” Ivan agreed. Hayden rejoined us, slyly hooking his arm around my body. I leaned against him and he rested his head on mine for a second before straightening up. 
“Did Padraic say anything to you?” I asked Hayden.
“Nothing we don’t already know; he doesn’t know enough about how the virus works to really do anything at all.”  
I nodded and rested my head on his shoulder again. It was inevitable one of us would get infected if not killed sooner or later. I just thought it would be later. Everything felt slightly surreal. I closed my eyes, wishing this was all a bad dream.
But I would never wake up and find everything all peachy.
Hayden quickly jerked away from me when Fuller looked over at us. He nodded, signally Hayden to come over. 
“You alright?” Ivan asked softly.
“I am,” I sighed. “I wish she was too.”
He nodded. “I hate this. I wish there was something we could do.”
“Me too. But there’s nothing.” I felt so utterly helpless. I watched as the sedative wore off and Jessica growled and bit at the air. I felt so cold and hallow…and scared. I was so preoccupied with Jess I didn’t notice a second person tied to a hospital bed. 
Jared, his face full of fear, was craning his neck to see around his curtain and down the aisle. He was handcuffed to the bed for the time being. Given that we couldn’t trust him, Fuller made sure that Jared posed no threat; and he would always be treated like a threat. Something boiled inside me. Dr. Cara took another vial of blood from Jessica while Alex held her arm still. She gathered up everything she had taken and strode down the aisle into the lab room. I jolted forward and followed her.
“Use him,” I blurted as soon as we were out of the sick wing. Dr. Cara jumped, not knowing I was behind her. “That asshole who tried to shoot at us. Test the vaccine on him. Maybe you can save Jess.”
Somewhat surprisingly, Dr. Cara smiled empathically. “There’s no going back now. Maybe…maybe I can stop her cells from dying. But she’ll be damaged…damaged and dangerous.”
I knew it was true. I was mad at myself for even saying anything. “What can you do?”
“Keep her hydrated and offer her food while she transitions.”
“Transitions?”
“Into the next stage.”
If my heart could sink any lower, it just did. “Into a zombie.”
“Yea.” She set the vials down on the counter and pulled microscope slides out of a drawer. “I want to do experiments on her, but Fuller gets the final orders,” she said, seemingly dejected.
I wanted to smack her. “Jessica was part of our team. She risked her ass for everyone and took the blunt of it. She’s a human being. Why the fuck would you even fathom the thought you could do experiments on her?”
“It would give good information,” she said causally and snapped on rubber gloves. She let a drop of blood fall from the vial onto the slide and stuck it in the microscope.
Angered, I spun around to leave.
“Orissa,” Dr. Cara called.
“What?” I snapped.
“Can I have some blood? You heal fast. I want to see what happens if I mix your blood with the live virus.”
“Sure,” I sighed. “If it’ll help, that’s fine.”
She put on clean gloves, wiped my skin with an alcohol pad and took only a syringe full of blood this time. I pressed my finger on the needle mark and left the room. I sat down next to Ivan again, waiting for Hayden to come back.  
Jessica was growling and snarling now. It was so…so weird to see someone that I knew, someone I talked to turn into a raging monster. I remembered when Logan snapped and it still hurt to remember having to kill him. The sick ward door opened and clicked shut. Thinking it was Dr. Cara, I didn’t turn to look.
Then I heard a muffled sob. I snapped around to see Gabby and her father walking down the aisle. She had three bloody claw marks running down her right cheek that would no doubt leave ugly scars that would forever remind her of Jessica. 
Her father put his hand on her shoulder as they drew nearer. Tears rolled down Gabby’s face. Wade moved out of the way to allow her to confront her roommate and partner.
“Jessica,” Gabby whispered. “Are you in there somewhere?”
Jessica’s lip quivered as she showed off her teeth like an angry dog. Gabby gently put her hand on Jess’s. Jessica relaxed at the touch. 
“Jess?” Gabby whimpered and leaned forward. Jessica’s fingers coiled around Gabby’s. Suddenly, Jessica snarled and pulled herself up, biting at Gabby.
Gabby screamed and jerked away. Jessica growled and roared, her teeth chomping the air. Alex pushed her down, allowing Gabby to get away. Crying, she turned to her father who protectively wrapped his arms around her and ushered her away. 
We all froze, watching in horror at what had just taken place. Hayden said something to Fuller and quickly walked over.
“What’s the plan?” Ivan asked, struggling to keep his voice level. 
“Move her into the barn after the stall is reinforced. She’ll be given food, water, and a warm, comfortable place to sleep, though I doubt she’ll use it. If she needs it, she can be tranquilized and cleaned up. Then when she…she dies, we’ll have a funeral for her,” Hayden informed us.
I moved my head up and down, watching it play out in my mind. “Ok,” I numbly said, not thinking of anything to add. I let out a shaky breath. 
Fuller instructed the other A1’s to go back to the quarantine and for Ivan, Brock, Hayden, and I to go back to bed. Jessica was going to stay heavily medicated and tied up until the morning. As soon as a stall was set up for her, she’d be moved. 
The four of us trudged up the stairs. We paused in the hall by Ivan and Brock’s door. We exchanged pained looks, all at a loss for words. I didn’t know what to say to them in a situation like this.
“Night,” Brock finally said and went into his room. Ivan followed suit and Hayden and I went into our own room. We changed into pajamas, brushed our teeth and climbed under the covers. Hayden rested his head and one hand on my chest. I ran my fingers though his hair.
“Orissa,” he started. “I don’t want you to be an A1 anymore.”
“Uh, ok,” I said, not taking him seriously.
“Really. I don’t.”
I let my hand fall from his head. “Why?”
“It’s too risky. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”
“I don’t want anything bad to happen to me either. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to hide in the comfort and safety of an underground bomb shelter for the rest of my life. That would kill me.”
He rolled off me and pulled me on top of him. “Me too. Love you, Riss.”
“I love you too. Night.” It took forever to fall asleep that night. I had nightmares of a zombiefied Jessica roaming the halls of the compound. I startled awake and snuggled closer to Hayden, forcing away any and all bad emotions. 
The four of us didn’t have to go to training the next day. A heavy depression hung in the air; the entire compound was shocked and upset over what happened to Jessica. Almost everyone had something nice to say about her and said they missed her already; I found it nicely surprising since she was so quiet and kept to herself. 
Fuller didn’t waste any time getting back to business. The first order he gave was reinforcing the fence that surrounded the compound. All of the A’s plus several residents who had worked in construction or were handy with building things were to work on it all day. The sun dodged fluffy white clouds all afternoon and the early spring breeze was warm, making it almost enjoyable. 
It took two days with all of us working to get it done. Next, we improved the fences that kept our livestock safe and reinforced the barn. I was lucky to work on the fences and not on digging what Hayden called the moat.  Being in the barn brought back memories of helping my grandpa on the farm back in Kentucky. 
The smell of hay and shavings wasn’t as strong since we had such a limited supply but it was enough to hit me in the heart. The sight of my grandpa’s horses running with breakneck speed through the frozen pasture flashed through my mind. Excitement bubbled in my heart; we had all been so eager to see them that we didn’t stop and think about what spooked them.
Then Zoe fell down the stairs, her already fragile body twisted and bruised on the floor. Despite the hot sun and the sweat I had worked up hauling heavy boards from the truck to the barn, I shivered. I closed my eyes and leaned against the barn wall.
“Riss?” Hayden spoke softly. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I answered automatically. 
“Bullshit. Zombies roam the earth and our friend is in a barn going crazy as we speak. It’s impossible to have ‘nothing’ wrong.”
“I know,” I sighed. “But dwelling won’t help. We’ve got stuff to do, so…so let’s do it.”
“Ok,” he said and didn’t press me any further. Once the fencing and barns were improved, we spent half a day laying out the supplies for the cabins, but didn’t begin any construction yet. 
That night at dinner, Raeya excitedly told me that Fuller gave her the go ahead to begin the recesses. 
“I can’t wait to soak up the sun!” she confessed, forcing herself to eat a spoonful of watered down chicken noodle soup topped with stale crackers. “And start the garden! I made a list of seeds for you guys to try and find.”
“Where do you even get seeds this time of year? Well, that time of year, it was October. Where should we even look?” I asked her, stirring my soup. I added extra salt to help with the flavor. 
“A garden store?” she suggested. “Honestly, I’m not really sure. It was cold already when the outbreak hit. I doubt you’d find any in the normal places. There has to be a warehouse somewhere; seeds stay good for a long time. I guess you could check the storage rooms of a feed or garden store.”
“Yea,” I agreed and downed some of my soup, making a face as soon as it touched my tongue; I had added way too much salt. 
“Riss, don’t you think you should wear gloves?” she asked gently. “I mean, since what happened…I-I don’t want you to get infected too. Maybe you should wear a gown too, like they do in surgery. And a mask!”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Ray. Do you have any idea how hard it would be to run around all suited up like that? We’re already barely making it without all that crap.”
“A hazmat suit?” she joked.
“Don’t worry, Ray. I’ll be fine. I have been so far.”
“I know. I trust you to be smart. And I trust Hayden to keep an extra eye out for you. I bet he’s really protective.”
“Yea, he is.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
I forced myself to swallow another spoonful of overly salty soup. “I don’t want him to focus on me and forget about himself.”
Raeya nodded. “Yea and he’s already proved he’d die for you.” She looked at me and smiled. “That is pretty romantic, you know.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Please tell me how almost bleeding to death is romantic. It was far from it. It was the probably the scariest moment of my life.”
 “He’s like your knight in shining armor!”
I shook my head. “No, he’s not. I don’t want a knight. Who needs shining armor when I have a soldier in camouflage and combat boots?”
Raeya squealed. “Aw, that’s so sweet!”
“Shut up,” I said, trying to will the blood from rushing into my cheeks. “Are you busy after dinner?”
“Nope. Why?”
“Want to come up to my room and hang out? I don’t want to be around anyone else,” I admitted.
“Sure. Has Lauren said anything else to you since the incident?”
“No, but I kinda wish she would. I’d love to punch her in the throat.”
Raeya shook her head. “Riss, you know you can’t. Do you want to get into trouble?”
“It’d be worth it,” I lied.
“Oh, yea,” she said, seeing right through me, “like she’s worth anything…”
We both ate as much as we could stomach. Hayden played video games with the guys while Ray and I went into our room to watch a movie. I pulled a bag of sour cream and onion potato chips from Hayden’s secret stash of junk food.
We had both fallen asleep by the time the movie ended. The sound of screaming brought me out of my slumber. I shot up and frantically looked around. I shook my head, chalking it up to a dream since I was safely tucked under the covers in my own bed. 
Then I heard it again. It was muffled this time and coming from outside. I peered out the window and saw nothing but the bright lights of the barn in the distance.
Jessica.
She screamed two more times before quieting down. I wanted to know what they did to shut her up as much as I didn’t want to think about it. I stared at the barn until my vision went blurry.
Not wanting to wake up Ray, I turned the TV off and got into Hayden’s bed, waiting for him to get done playing games. Ivan was right; the walls were thin. I could hear the guys cussing and cheering when they won or lost. Finally, at a little after two in the morning, Hayden came into our room. He took off his clothes and knelt on my bed.
“Hayden,” I whispered.
Confused, he looked at Raeya.
“Hayden,” I whispered again.
“Riss?” he asked, turning around.
I laughed. “Over here. You can get into bed with Raeya, if you’d like. I’d love to see her face in the morning.”
“Why is she in here?” Hayden asked and climbed under the covers. 
“We were watching a movie and she fell asleep. I didn’t want to wake her up.”
“You’re so sweet,” he teased and put an arm around me. I knew it was completely ridiculous to be scared of Jessica. She’s in the barn, I reminded myself. I rested my head on Hayden’s chest and it hit me; I wasn’t scared of her attacking us or even of her screams drawing in other zombies. First of all, there was no way she could get into the compound. Second, one S1 wasn’t a big threat. I was afraid of seeing her, or what she’d become, afraid of her suffering, being cold, hungry, or in pain.
I closed my eyes, forcing her image from my brain. I didn’t want to think about it anymore. I tried to think of happy thoughts but came up empty handed. 
 It took two weeks for Jessica to turn into a zombie. Padraic told me that—as awful as it was to watch—Jessica’s death had given them a lot of insight on the virus. He spoke about it as if her death wasn’t in vain, as if it had a purpose now.
Crazies don’t sleep, we discovered. Several times Jessica collapsed from exhaustion. Apparently, she wasn’t able to tell that she was tired. She stayed in a sleep-like state for several hours before springing back up and resuming her desperate, violent attempt to kill anything and anyone that walked past the stall. 
She wouldn’t eat the food they initially offered her, which was sweet and salty. When a can of roast beef was put on a plate, she licked it all up. She did drink some water when it was presented to her in a bucket. Padraic explained that with her decreasing body metabolism and the shutting down of body systems, she didn’t need as much food or water as a ‘normal’ human would. 
The final time she collapsed, her body went through what appeared to be a seizure. Her heart slowed to only a few beats a minute. She stopped breathing. She was officially declared dead.
Slowly, her body twitched into what Padraic called ‘reanimation’. Again, she ignored any food presented and that time had no interest in water. She wasn’t aware of where she was. Her body moved in rigid, jerky movements. She brought herself to her feet and was just like any other S2; pale eyes, pale—and apparently clammy—skin, and blood thirsty.
Fuller was the one to pull the trigger.
We had a funeral for her the same night she died…again. Not wanting to take the chance of putting an infected body in the ground, she was wrapped in white sheets and set on a pyre. Like she well deserved, we did our best to honor her with a proper military funeral.  Every single resident flooded outside. The crowd parted when Jessica’s body was brought forward. Fuller stood in the front, giving commands to the soldiers. With my grandpa, I had been to more than one service for a veteran and found them to be both heartbreaking and beautiful. Of course we had to down the formalities of Jessica’s funeral, much like I was forced to with Zoe’s.  Prayers were said, kind words exchanged, and people cried.
The bright fire was blinding. I watched it flicker and dance, sending burning embers into the cool night sky. Not caring if anyone saw, I locked my fingers through Hayden’s. Behind his stoic expression I could see the hurt of losing another friend.
We stayed until the fire burned out. Once cool, the ashes would be gathered up, put in a jar and buried with a marker on top; it was inevitable that a graveyard would be started.
Fuller didn’t give a single order over the next two days. I knew from Raeya that we were running low on some of our supplies. Ivan, Brock, Wade, Rider, Hayden, and I were to set out on a mission four days after the funeral.
The sky had been a bleak gray all yesterday and again today. The dark clouds spit out cold rain, ruining Raeya’s recess plans and lowering my spirits. When Fuller suggested we go north and see what we could find in Indiana, I immediately objected.
“I was there when the virus hit,” I told him. “The cities we were in were overrun.”
“That was months ago,” Fuller countered. “And you didn’t explore the entire state, did you?”
“No,” I stubbornly admitted. 
“Good. That’s where you six are going,” he informed us. Hayden unrolled a large map on Fuller’s desk. I hadn’t seen it before. Curiously, I stepped forward, putting my hands on the edge of the desk so I could lean over it. 
It was a map of the United States. Black X’s had been placed on what I assumed were the towns and cities explored. Pretty much all of Arkansas was X’ed out, as was the top of Louisiana and the northwest border of Mississippi. Kentucky was speckled with several X’s, as well as southern Illinois, Missouri, the eastern half of Oklahoma, South Carolina, and only one X in Kansas.
I stared at that particular X, thinking about how lucky I was that the X just happened to fall on the town I was in. If Fuller had picked a town only a few miles north or south, I wouldn’t be here.
“Start here,” Fuller said, drawing an X over a town in Ohio, near the Pennsylvania border. “And comb through any cities on your way back here. That way, if you find survivors, you won’t have to take them farther from the compound.”
“Yes sir,” Hayden automatically agreed. Ivan got another map, this one was smaller, and drew out a route for us to follow. On our way back, we were to check out Columbus and Indy, though, again, I told Fuller what Indy was like. Having been avoiding big cities since the outbreak, the guys didn’t know what it was like. 
Fucking horrible. 
Hayden assured me that we wouldn’t stay if the cities were overrun, thinking I was scared of getting ambushed. I wasn’t afraid; I didn’t want to waste my time. We packed our crap, loaded up the truck and the Range Rover—which was weird to see in action again—and went to bed.
Since the initial drive would take around fifteen hours, we were given ten days. After breakfast, and a long goodbye with Raeya that included her begging me not to go, we loaded into the cars and left. I sat in the back of the truck while Hayden and Wade sat up front. Like usual, we disagreed on what type of music to listen to. Finally, I came up with a solution; we’d each get an hour of our choice and then switch.
After four hours, we took one bathroom break and continued on; stopping once we got to Evansville, Indiana. Having been sitting still for over eight hours, my legs hurt and my body was restless. 
Gray clouds were rolling in, covering up the pretty blue sky. The temperature was lower here and I rummaged through my bag for a long sleeve shirt. Ivan, Rider, and Hayden surveyed our surrounding area—a big, grassy field spotted with trees—while Brock and Wade helped me set up dinner. 
I stood next to the truck and stretched. A gust of wind just about blew me over. I looked at the tree branches swaying in the wind. A loose branch creaked and groaned as it waved back and forth. I thought I heard something right as another gust moved it. I waited, watched, and didn’t see anything.
 I bent over, touching my toes when Hayden snuck up behind me and slapped my ass. I glared at him from between my legs. 
“What, all work and no play?” he accused, smiling.
“No, I’m just…uncomfortable from sitting still. My muscles are stiff.”
“Mine too,” he admitted and stretched his arms above his head. “Maybe we’ll find a masseuse,” he joked. I straightened up and sat on the tailgate next to Hayden while we ate. Fat raindrops spilled from the dark clouds. We hurried to finish eating and put everything away. 
Our plan was to go another two hours or so until we either ran out of daylight or found a safe place for the night, whichever came first. The storm rolled in faster than we were driving. The fat raindrops increased in number and thunder boomed above us.
The rainfall became so heavy it was hard to see. Talking over the walkie-talkie, Hayden told Ivan he thought we should pull over and wait for the storm to pass. A strong gust of wind rocked the truck. I swallowed hard. The air felt electrified; this storm had power.
Ivan suggested we move off the winding and wooded road we were on, not liking the trees on either side of us. We all thought that was a good idea. Slowly, Hayden accelerated around a curve. Lightning flashed and thunder cracked like a whip. 
In the summer, I used to sit on the front porch with my grandparents and watch the storms. When it got really bad, my grandma went inside and turned on the radio. When it got really, really bad, she’d make us come inside and hunker in the basement. When I was a kid, I used to secretly wish for the power to go out; my grandma would light candles and cook over the fire of the fireplace. I liked pretending I was in another time, someplace way more fun and exciting than central Kentucky.
Hayden slammed on the brakes so fast that the Range Rover almost rear ended us. The truck slid on the rain soaked road. We narrowly missed the tree that fell onto the road, completely blocking our way. I’d give anything for us to have a basement to hide out in.
The wind picked up, evolving from gusts to a constant, unseen source of power. Ivan’s voice came over the radio, commenting on the green and fast moving clouds. My heart started beating a little faster. 
I’d take a dozen zombies over a tornado any day.
“What do we do?” Wade asked Hayden.
“Move the tree,” Hayden said after a moment’s consideration. “We’re almost to the highway.” He relayed the message to Ivan. Hayden zipped up his jacket and raced out of the truck. Wade followed suit, slamming his door closed before I had a chance to open mine. I leaned over the front seat and opened the passenger seat to open the door so I could get out. 
“Get back in the truck!” Hayden yelled over the howling wind.
“No. You need help moving this!” I told him. My hair instantly became soaked and stuck to my face. Ivan, Brock and Rider ran over to help as well.
“Do you realize how heavy this is?” Brock shouted. He said something else but thunder interrupted him.
I didn’t think it was possible but the wind blew even stronger. Leaves and branches rained down on us as the wind ripped through the trees.
“We need to get out of here!” Rider said loudly after a good sized branch hit him in the face.
“We’ll turn around,” Hayden shouted.
“No,” Brock yelled over another clap of thunder. “Cars aren’t safe during tornados!”
My heart skipped a beat. I fucking hated tornados. As much as I loved thunderstorms, they never seemed to pose a threat. Tornados, however, could kill and destroy your home. And there wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it. I hated them mostly for making me feel helpless. For forcing me to hide out while they did their damage. I couldn’t shoot, threaten or intimidate a tornado. I could only wait it out.
Hayden looked at the truck; he didn’t want to leave it. And neither did I. I wasn’t emotionally attached to it like Hayden was, but it was our vehicle, our way to get back home. It had our gas, our food, and our weapons inside. We needed it to survive.
The wind stopped howling and started rumbling, growling and whistling. 
“This way, go! Now!” Ivan shouted. Hayden took my hand and ran forward. We flew down a hill, over an embankment and through a thin line of trees. When we emerged from the trees, my eyes widening in fear.
A whirling mass of destruction moved with fury at us. Ivan shouted something; his voice was lost in the wind. Branches, leaves, and random pieces of debris sliced through the air. I ducked as a piece of a plastic garbage can whizzed overhead. Hayden let go of my hand and covered his head as another piece flew above us. 
Ivan looked around, madly trying to find a place to go. He pointed forward and we darted in that direction. None of us were able to look away from the tornado for long. My heart beat a million miles an hour. The rain suddenly ceased as the tornado drew closer.
We raced across the highway, staggering our way through the overgrown median. Adrenaline coursed through my body, fueling my legs to move faster than normal. The wind blew into my ears so hard it hurt. I looked back to check on Wade and Brock, who were behind me. 
I didn’t see the broken piece of a two-by-four until it smacked into my shoulder so hard it knocked me over.  Barely stopping, Rider yanked me to my feet and we were running again. I wasn’t even aware of the pain in my arm. I risked another look at the tornado; it was gaining girth and picking up speed.
Then it jutted off its course, grew thinner and disappeared into the clouds. The wind, however, didn’t cease. We slowed to a jog until we reached the other side of the highway. With the wind still forcibly blowing into us, we didn’t dare to stop yet. 
Hayden took my hand again and we slowed to catch our breath. 
“That was close,” he panted. I nodded and took a deep breath. I put my hand on my side, massaging the stitch.
“Guys!” Brock shouted. We turned and saw the funnel cloud. It was closer than before. We took off again, pushing our way through another overgrown section of land off the highway. A cluster of buildings ahead promised us safety. Our feet hit the pavement of a parking lot just as the tornado touched down.
It gained in size at a sickening rate. Hearts pounding, we looked around us.
“There!” I shouted, pointing at a parking garage. A scrap of metal got picked up in the wind, spiraling around, caught in the current before unleashing as if it was aimed at us. It clipped Rider in the head. Without hesitation, Brock and Wade raced to his side. Blood streamed down Rider’s face. He pressed a hand to the cut and staggered to his feet.
With help, they half led, half dragged him into the parking garage. A minivan flipped over and scooted in the wind, upside down, along the street. We moved down toward the underground level of the parking garage but didn’t want to go so far we’d be completely in the dark.
Brock, who had stayed completely in uniform, extracted a flashlight from a vest pocket. He quickly flicked it over our surroundings; Water dripped above us and the walls were covered in graffiti. Most of the parking spaces were still full.
He stepped over and shined the light on Rider’s head. Rider made a strangled noise of pain when he removed his hand. 
“I don’t think it’s that deep,” Brock said, inspecting the wound. “Though there’s not much skin right here. I don’t know when it’s considered ‘deep’ on a head wound.” He looked at me as if I’d know.
I shook my head. “I know head wounds bleed a lot. Put pressure on it.”  
“It’s dripping in my eye,” Rider complained.
“Look down,” Wade suggested. “So the blood will fall off instead of running down your face.”
“No,” I told him. “Won’t that make it bleed more?”
“I don’t know,” Wade said while shaking his head.
Metal scraped on pavement; more cars must have gotten tossed around. Confident the cement garage would hold, I kept my attention on Rider.
“Do you have anything to stop the bleeding?” Ivan asked Brock. Brock patted his pockets; he had ammo for his machine gun that got left in the car as well as a shit ton of other useful things, but nothing to stop the blood.
“Hang on,” I said and took the flashlight from Brock. Quickly, I picked out a newer, clean car. I yanked on the door; it was locked. I moved onto another; this one had left the windows cracked a few inches. I shined the light inside the car and saw a sweatshirt on the backseat. I forced my arm through the window and unlocked the car, making the car alarm go off. 
Before dealing with the blaring beep, I retrieved the shirt and tossed it to Brock. Hayden opened the driver’s side door and popped the hood. He took the flashlight from me and yanked on something, making the alarm shut up. 
“Come over here,” Hayden suggested, opening the back door of the car so the dome light came on. Rider moved over, heavily sitting on the seat.
Brock pressed the shirt over the cut, telling Rider to hold it and look up. Something heavy moved above us. The garage trembled. I stepped close to Hayden, wishing with my whole heart that the garage didn’t collapse on us.
Everyone else must have been thinking the same thing. We stood near the car, welcoming the little illumination the dome lights gave off. I held my breath, waiting. Pass, just fucking pass, I repeated over and over in my head. If we were lucky, this garage was new and made of reinforced steel and concrete.
Yea fucking right.
Without looking at the faded and peeling paint, it was obvious this was built before I was born. Dust rained down on us. Hayden stepped close to me, protectively putting his arms over my body. Even he couldn’t shield me from falling hunks of cement.
Then the place really started shaking. The dust turned into little chunks, rattled loose from the storm’s wrath.
Rider stood, nervously looking around. The six of us exchanged glances, all knowing that our fate was nonexistent if the ceiling fell.
The tornado must have been right above us. Involuntarily, my body shook. Hayden pulled me closer to him. A golf ball sized piece of cement hit me on the top of the head. It hurt, but it wasn’t anything serious. Hayden put his hand on the top of my head. I tried to pull away, wanting to protect him too. 
My heart pounded and my palms sweat. I wished the tornado had an ass for me to beat. The rattling slowed and the harrowing winds grew quieter; the tornado was passing. I felt Hayden relax considerably. I hadn’t realized how tense he was. 
“Holy shit,” Ivan swore. “Let’s not do that again!” he joked.
Wade cleared his throat. “That’s fine by me.”
“I fucking hate storms,” Rider stated, pulling the shirt off his head. Blood glistened in the weak light. He wiped what he could off his face and threw the bloodly shirt on the ground. “Come on,” he said, taking a step forward. “Let’s find out if our cars made it.”
Hayden moaned. “Don’t say that.”
“They’re fine,” I told him. “Safe and warm and happy and waiting for us.”
“You think so?”
“Oh yea,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I know so.”
Hayden smiled. “Good.”
But that wasn’t all that was waiting for us. We rounded the corner to find a herd of zombies slowly marching, their deathly moans mixing almost undetected with the howling of the wind.
 



 
Chapter 13
I could hardly see them in the dark. The groans and shuffling of feet were unmistakable. Brock held up the light. There were dozens of zombies. And there were six of us.
Six of us who were all severely under armed. 
We stopped walking immediately. Already attracted to the fresh scent of blood, the zombies quickened their pace. I had my M9 with seven rounds shoved in the back of my pants. Seven. Then I’d be out. Deciding to wait and use it as a last resort, I yanked the knife from my pocket, flicking open the blade. 
“We need to get out of here,” Ivan whispered, his voice shaky. “This way!” he called as he turned and started running. Without giving a thought to where we were going, we followed suit. Seeing their meals suddenly flee, the herd staggered faster and faster. 
Worried Rider might falter and trip given his recent blood loss, I fell back to keep up the rear. One of the fresher S2’s sprinted out of the group. I skidded to a stop, heart racing, and waited for him to rush onto me. I was ready; I leaned back out of his grasp and sunk the knife into his eye socket. I shoved him forward, flicking the eyeball off the blade. 
I raced forward. The flashlight bobbed several feet ahead. Brock rounded a corner; the outlines of the soldiers faded from view. My breath caught in my chest and I pushed forward even harder. My footfalls echoed. I splashed through a puddle. I risked turning back around; it was a futile attempt at best since I couldn’t see anything in the dark.
My body started to tremble with adrenaline. The floor of the garage sloped down. Great; we were going even deeper underground. My hand tightened around the knife. I was certain there were dozens of zombies behind me. And I’d bet my life that there were more in front of me.
Completely blind now, I slowed. If I stayed in the center of the aisle, I’d be ok. Eventually I’d smack into a wall and figure out I’d have to turn. Then I was certain I’d see the distant glow of the flashlight. My knee hit the bumper of a car. 
Wincing, I felt my way around it until my hands graced the cold, damp cement wall. Hoping I was at the end of the garage, I felt my way back and dragged my hand from car to car until I found another aisle. 
The smell of death got stronger meaning they were getting closer.  I started running again, only to trip over the body of someone…or something. I scrambled up, kicking around me until my foot hit the body. When it didn’t move, I continued on. 
My breath whooshed out of my mouth too loud for my liking. I stopped, spinning around, hoping my eyes would catch something—anything that would lead me out of this parking garage from hell. 
“Fuck it,” I swore and started jogging in a random direction. But I only made it a few yards before I smacked into something else.
He grabbed me by the shoulders and threw me down. The wind got knocked out of me but not before my fingers touched his skin. His warm skin.
“Hey,” I said breathlessly.
“Orissa?”
“Yea dumbass.”
“Oh, sorry,” Rider spoke and reached down in the dark to pull me up. His fingers poked my face. I swatted his hand away and stood. 
“Where are the others?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I-I lost them. How did you get so behind?”
“I was killing zombies.”
“Oh, nice.” He blindly reached out in the darkness for my hand. “Let’s go.”
“Go where?” I asked.
“I have no idea. Anywhere but here.” We walked forward. Rider’s hand shook. I squeezed his fingers. “They can’t see in the dark, can they?” he asked me.
I shook my head before realizing he couldn’t see the gesture. “No. They’re still human. I think a lot of them can’t see at all, even in the day. So they’ve adapted. But us…we-we rely on sight. Too much.”
“Right,” he agreed. Suddenly he stopped walking, yanking my hand back. I stumbled into him.
“What?” I harshly whispered.
“I thought I heard something,” he whispered back. A crack of thunder echoed above us, making us both jump. I held my breath. I didn’t hear anything but the distant howling of wind and water dripping in a puddle. 
I’m not sure what I became of aware of next; the strong metallic smell of blood or the sound of slurping. There was a body—a fresh body—only feet in front of us, and we had no idea who it was. My mind flashed to Hayden.
No.
It wasn’t him. We’d have heard screams and just…no. He wasn’t dead. 
“Do you have any weapons?” I whispered to Rider. 
“No,” he said grimly. He took a step back, bumping into a car. I nodded, internalizing what to do. The fresh body would offer a distraction. I tried to imagine how many zombies could crowd around a dead body. Would they fight, push, and shove each other out of the way? Would the ones who didn’t get a piece of meat go on? Were they even smart enough to remember that we were here?
Lightning strobbed the sky, flashing a head of us. It was startlingly bright.
“We’re not as far underground as I thought,” I whispered aloud to Rider. I got a millisecond look around the parking garage. While I didn’t see anything—or anyone—dead on the floor, I saw that we were backed up in a corner. We needed to turn and run. 
I hated holding hands while running. It slowed me down. Afraid of losing each other in the dark, I kept my fingers laced through Rider’s. Seemingly out of nowhere, what had to be an S3 staggered out of the darkness, right into our path. 
Rider and I both tripped over him and my knife flew out of my hand.
“Riss!” he shouted. 
“I’m alright.” I kicked the gummy, thinking my foot would mush through. But it didn’t. My boot smacked against his sternum, which didn’t break in the least. Rotting hands grasped my ankle. I thrashed and kicked.
“Come on, Riss!” Rider shouted.
“He’s got me!” I shouted back. I yanked my foot forward but the fucker just came with. I felt his teeth close around my toes. Praying the leather was strong enough to hold up to his jaw, I madly slapped the gritty cement in search for my knife. 
“Where?” Rider asked frantically.
“I-I-I’m over here,” I dumbly panted as I attempted to kick the S3 in the face. My foot hit something. I yanked my leg free and pulled myself along. Rider’s foot hit the knife. It scraped against the floor, teasing me.
I felt around again, almost ready to give up and shoot the motherfucker. My fingers closed around something hard and kind of sticky.  Without giving myself a chance to think about how gross this mystery object was, I grabbed it and whirled around just as the gummy took a hold of my ankle again. 
The familiar shape of a ball point pen registered in my brain and I raised my hand. I brought it down, shoving the pen into its skull. Brain matter splattered out. I stabbed him again, trying to hit the same spot. It took five more stabs before he stopped moving. 
I shoved the body away from me.
“Help me find my knife,” I told Rider. I stayed on my hands and knees; the grit and dirt of the parking garage floor cut into my skin. Rider carefully walked around, hoping to find the knife by stepping on it.
“Got it!” he said loudly. I slowly got up, not wanting to stand up under the blade. I knew Rider was close, but I couldn’t tell how close. I wiped the grit from my hands onto my pants. “Where are you, Orissa?”
“Here,” I told him, reaching out into the darkness. My fingers brushed against his back. He took my hand and put the knife into it. “Thanks.”
“No problem. Uh, now where?”
I had no idea what was around us. I couldn’t see a damn thing and the scuffle with the S3 had left me a little disoriented.
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “The ground feels level right here. I can’t tell which way we need to go.”
“We must be on the turn then,” he said. “You know, the part before the ramps. If we pick a way to walk, we’ll figure out where to go.”
“Yea. Hopefully.”
Ungracefully, we shuffled forward. I thought about the others: Where they were and why they hadn’t come back in search for us. 
“Wait,” I said suddenly.
“What?” Rider asked nervously.
“There should be a door,” I explained, pulling him a few steps. “Feel along the wall. The flat parts…they-they usually have a stairwell or an elevator.”
“You’re a genius.”
“We’ll see about that,” I told him. I shook my head and blinked several times. I felt like I was blind. Everything about this seemed grossly unnatural. I moved feverishly, running my hands along the damp and in some parts slimy wall. I knew my fingers brushed over crusted gum more than once. Finally, I felt cool metal under my hands.
“Here!” I shouted. Rider rushed over, accidentally stepping on my feet. The rattle of death moans echoed. The herd was drawing in. My hand slipped off the doorknob in my hurried attempt to get through. I pushed it open and stepped in, expecting there to be four feet or so before the stairs. 
I was wrong.
My foot landed heavy on the first step and I toppled down, catching myself on the rusty metal railing. I skidded down a few steps before I stopped falling. 
“Riss! Shit, are you ok?”
“I’m alive,” I grumbled, pulling myself up. The gun had pressed into my back when I fell and it hurt like a bitch. “And I didn’t drop the knife this time,” I attempted to joke. Rider carefully maneuvered down the cement steps. The stench of death was strong. 
“Up or down?”
“I’m not sure,” I said, shaking my head. “Up, I think. Yea, we need to go up.”
“Ok. Follow me,” Rider said with a hint of laughter in his voice. I took a deep breath and walked up the stairs. Thunder clapped, echoing throughout the building. 
“If you would be anywhere but here, where would you be?” I asked rather suddenly.
“Anywhere, literally,” Rider told me. “Anywhere with light.” We stepped onto another narrow landing. “This door?”
“Sure,” I suggested. I didn’t think we had gone that far down into the garage. 
“Where would you be?”
“The beach. Tanning my ass with a drink in my hand.”
“That does sound nice.”
“It’d be better than nice,” I told him, lowering my voice. “That’s the first thing I want to do when this is over.”
“Yea, wait until it’s over. Nothing would ruin a beach vacation more than getting sand in your drink while killing zombies. Plus you’d have that whole fighting in a bikini issue to deal with. On second thought…go. I’d like to see that.”
“Pig,” I joked. A bolt of lightning escaped a cloud. “The edge,” I whispered to myself. “I think we’re close.” We picked up the pace again, running until we felt the wind. Without any glow of distant lights and with the moon and stars blocked out by thick storm clouds, the outside was just as dark and ominous as the inside of the garage. 
Just as hope filled our hearts, zombies stomped it out. A fast moving S2 lumbered out of the atramentous shadows. Ready this time, I waited until he was close. I swung my fist, which collided with his face. I kicked his legs out from under him and drove the knife into what I thought was his neck. 
When he kept moving, I brought the blade down again, this time in his cheek. I twisted the blade up and pulled it out, sinking it into his ear. The zombie collapsed. Rider took on another; I could hear him hitting something. I wished I could toss him the knife. 
Dragging a foot, the second was easy to detect. I let out a breath and swung the knife. It whizzed over its head. Oh, it was a short zombie. I didn’t want to wonder if it was a child. I kicked at where I thought the knees would be. Unsure if I actually hit my target, I sank the knife into the head of the falling zombie. 
A hand closed around my wrist. I jerked away, ready to stab whoever grabbed me.
“It’s me,” Rider called. 
“Oh.” I lowered the knife. “I don’t know if there are more. Let’s go.” Stepping over the bodies, we took off running again. 
A harrowing growl came from behind us. 
“Keep going; we can out run it,” Rider called.
“No. I don’t like being chased in the day, I hate being chased when I’m blind and in the dark. I’m gonna kill it.”
“You’re crazy, Orissa.”
“Probably,” I said and let go of his hand. “Stay back. I don’t want to stab you.” I heard Rider scuffle his feet as he moved away. I let out my breath, rolling my neck from side to side. The zombie growled again. “I don’t have all day,” I jeered. “Come attack me like a good zombie.”
I was expecting a typical S2 to lunge at me. I wasn’t expecting him to weigh nearly three hundred undead pounds. His weight knocked my thin frame right over. I couldn’t breathe. I gasped for air. My arms were pinned under him. 
I rammed my knee into his stomach. It had no effect since zombies didn’t feel pain. The knife had stabbed him in the stomach when we fell; I could feel the vile liquid from his insides dripping out and soaking my shirt. Dragging the knife through his skin, I pried my arm free and stabbed Fatty in the ear.
I put my hands on his shoulders and shoved without success. Knowing I wasn’t strong enough to push him off, I stabbed the knife into the top of his head for safe keeping. I freed my left arm and pushed against the cement, dragging myself from under the zombie’s massive body. The Berretta dug into my skin but I didn’t stop. 
Panting, I stood, reached down for the knife and turned to where I thought Rider was standing.
“Ok, we can go,” I breathed.
“Yea,” he agreed. “Easy kill? It sounded like it.”
Only because I couldn’t breathe the entire time. “Yea. No biggie.”
“This way?” he asked, taking my hand and tugging me forward.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” I told him. 
“We could be going in circles for all I know,” he huffed.
“Yea,” I agreed. 
“Fuck, what I wouldn’t give for some light.”
“I know. It’s something I take for granted, I know now.”
“Or night vision goggles,” he added. “Or my gun. Or both.”
A thought dawned on me, one so obvious I felt like a complete idiot for not thinking of it sooner. “I think I can do better that.” I held out my right hand and pulled Rider over to the parking space. “Try to find one that’s unlocked.”
“Uh, why?”
“We’re going to drive out of here. Don’t worry about the details, just do it, alright?”
“Ok. You shouldn’t go too far.”
“I won’t,” I promised. The first car I tried was locked. So were the second, the third, the fourth and the fifth. I yanked on handle to car number six when a dome light victoriously glowed from several spots away. I raced over to Rider.
“Ohmigod, this is perfect!” I praised. I stepped past him and knelt down on the driver’s side. It would be harder to do with no tools, but I wasn’t leaving until I got the car started. 
“Are you hot wiring the car?” Rider asked incredulously. 
“I’m trying to,” I informed him. “All I have is the knife, so I’ll see how it goes. Keep an eye out for zombies.” It took twice as long as it should to take out the screws with only a knife. Carefully, I pulled at the wires, slicing through and striping the power wires. I twisted two together and the lights and radio turned on, blasting Mariah Carey’s greatest hits. I took the two remaining wires and touched them together. The engine sputtered to life. I bent the wires back so they wouldn’t touch my legs; getting shocked to death would certainly put a damper on our escape. 
“Get in,” I told Rider as I stood and slid into the driver’s seat. I put the car in reverse and grabbed the wheel. “Shit,” I swore.
“What’s wrong?”
“The wheel is locked.” I extracted the knife from my pocket again. “It’s normal when you hotwire cars and I can fix it, don’t worry,” I added, seeing Rider’s panicked face. I jammed the knife between the back of the steering column and the steering wheel. 
 I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding when the wheel smoothly turned in my hand. I backed out of the spot, turned the radio off and rolled my window down a few inches so I could hear what was going on around us.
“When did you learn how to hotwire a car?” Rider asked, his blue-gray eyes curiously drilling into me.
“It’s a long story,” I told him casually. I gently pushed on the gas; a little afraid the engine would sputter and die. I probably should have let it warm up before driving.  There was a herd of zombies, we had four missing friends and another tornado could very possible touchdown. I had no time to waste.
I passed the ramp and had to back up. I cranked the wheel and pressed on the gas.
“Oh, shit,” Rider swore.
I gripped the steering wheel. “Can’t we fucking catch a break?” I yanked the gear shift into reverse once more and floored it. “There’s no way this car can plow through that,” I said, waving my hand at the herd. My mind raced. I wasn’t dying today. And I especially wasn’t dying by the hands of zombies.
The two dozen or more walking dead kept their steady pace of staggering up the ramp. I tapped the wheel, thinking. The herd was impassable. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but I imagined zombies would either get stuck under the car or create a blockade this little car couldn’t over power. Both would render us powerless and stuck in a metal deathtrap on wheels. 
I pressed the pedal down again and sent us flying back. I slammed on the brakes and cranked the wheel, spinning the car. I forced the gear into drive and floored it once more. 
Up. The only way we could go was up. 
Several ideas flashed through my mind: We could get out and take our hand on the stairs, drive to the top level and see what could be done from up there, or peel away and pull into a parking spot and hope the zombies passed us unnoticed.
Plan C seemed the most feasible. I didn’t want to give up the car, which offered a fast getaway and some light. And I sure as hell didn’t want to be trapped three stories up. With my luck the storm would pick up and the car would get sucked up and flipped off the side of the garage. 
“Fuck,” I swore, finding a hole in my plan. 
“What?” Rider asked.
“I can’t turn off the car and promise to get it to start again.”
“So?”
I shook my head. “I had a plan.”
“What was it?”
“To pull into a parking spot and see if they pass us.”
He looked behind us. “I think that’s all we can do.”
The silhouette of a fallen zombie became illuminated in the headlights.  I actually gasped. “I have another idea.”
“Ok,” Rider said, waiting for me to expand. I slammed on the brakes. “I don’t care how good of a plan it is, Riss, we shouldn’t stop yet!”
“We’re going to keep going. Get out and help me!” I raced out of the car and over to the body. It was an S2. Fresh, thick blood oozed from its face. The others must have been here. When Rider rushed to my side, I could see just how bad his head wound was. Finally scabbing over, blood stained the right side of his face and the front of his shirt.
I grabbed the zombie’s ankles. “Get him on the hood,” I instructed. I tightened my fingers around his fleshy, moist skin. “On three.”
We hoisted the disgusting body onto the car and raced back into our seats. I had to accelerate slowly so the zombie wouldn’t fly off. We went maybe fifty feet before another body lay on the gritty, damp floor. Thunder echoed and a heavy rain began to fall. When the wind gusted, we got sprayed with a cold mist.
Rider and I flopped the second body onto the hood.
“Why are we collecting zombies?” he asked.
“To hopefully cover up the smell of exhaust,” I explained, easing the pedal down.
He nodded. “There’s another.”
The herd was close by the time we got a particularly large S3 onto the hood. I was afraid the undistributed added weight could cause a problem. We went up one more level and found one more body. I backed the car into a parking space. Rider opened his door.
“What are you doing?” I whispered, afraid the herd might see or hear us in our hiding spot.
“Give me your knife,” he whispered back.
“No! There are too many to fight. Even I’m not gonna try.”
“I’m not fighting. I’m gonna cut open that S3. Ya know, for the smell.”
“Oh, right.” I grabbed the knife and handed it to him. “Good idea.”
“Thanks,” he said and rushed out of the car. I cut the lights and rolled up my window as soon as he was back in. We locked the doors and ducked our heads. My heart seemed to be beating obnoxiously loud. I couldn’t see anything. I had no idea where the herd was. I wouldn’t know if they discovered us until it was too late. 
Though it was dark enough that I didn’t need to, I closed my eyes and envisioned the zombies marching. They had to be close now. Despite my cold and wet clothes, I was sweating from nerves. 
Rider reached over and took my hand, knowing how horribly wrong this situation could go. He squeezed my fingers when we heard the shuffling. Air rushed in and out of my lungs. Mentally, I began counting backwards from ten. When I got to one, I risked looking up and out the window.
Of course, I couldn’t see anything. Another painful thirty seconds ticked by. The moans grew quieter and quieter until we could barely hear them anymore. I’d count once more and then flick on the lights and high tail it out of here, I told myself.
When I got to three, something pounded on the hood. Rider and I both jumped. My heart was beating so fast I thought it might burst. We waited, not yet wanting to give ourselves away. Then the nose of the car got pushed down. 
Something was on the hood.
 



 
Chapter 14
 Rider’s grip on my hand tightened. The car bobbed up and down as the zombie scrambled past our decoys. Then, with a roar, it slapped the windshield. If I was a screamer, that certainly would have gotten a reaction out of me. The zombie clawed at the glass.
“We have to do something,” Rider mumbled.
“Right.” I sat up, felt around for the lights and turned them on. I blinked to help my eyes adjust to the light. The zombie continued to claw the windshield. The herd had passed us—for now. One turned, apparently hearing his undead friend’s attempts to get into our car for a free meal. 
He let out a high pitched yell and ran at us. As if answering a call, the others slowly turned around, bumping into each other, causing some to fall. I put the car in drive and slammed on the gas. The tires squealed as we tore out of the parking spot. I jerked the wheel to try and dislodge the zombie. He got caught on one of the body’s, which was sticky with decomposition and wasn’t budging. 
I barely made the turn. The tail end of our car hit another. Shit. I didn’t want to wreck this car yet. We needed it. The herd was closing in on us, moving faster than I expected. It was fucking terrifying.
Then another idea popped into my head.
“Take the wheel!” I shouted to Rider after I jerked it one last time. The moving zombie flew off and rolled. I pulled the Berretta from my waist band.
“You had that the whole fucking time?” Rider angrily yelled.
“Obviously,” I retorted. I dropped it in my lap and took the wheel again, sliding around another turn and slowing down. “Shoot an expensive car!” I yelled.
“Why?”
“Car alarm,” I explained, looking behind us. There was no way the herd could keep up if we kept moving. But that wasn’t a guarantee. Rider rolled down his window and hit the back window of a yellow Hummer. The alarm instantly blared. 
“I don’t believe it,” Rider almost laughed. “They’re going right to it.”
A wicked smiled pulled the corners of my mouth up. “Like moths to a flame,” I joked.
“Y-you’re awesome,” he told me. If I could steal a glance at him, I’d assume his pale, freckled cheeks were blushing. 
I always hated parking garages. Even full of lights and no zombies, they confused me. I had spent nearly fifteen minutes trying to get out of one in Indy once. I felt like a total dumbass and I still don’t know how I wasn’t able to find the right exit. 
I paid close attention to the markers, which were luckily labeled for dummies. The big ‘G’ for ‘ground level’ helped. I slammed the gas pedal down and broke through the gate arm. The car flew over the little slope that took us from the garage to the street. We bounced over a curb, fishtailing on the wet street. I fumbled to get the windshield wipers on.
Rider let out a triumphant whoop. “We made it!”
“Holy shit, I know,” I said, suddenly realizing I was out of breath. I don’t think I breathed at all on the way out.  The feeling of euphoria was instantly squished. “Hayden,” I blurted. “And the others. W-where are they?”
Rider shook his head. “They wouldn’t have left us unless…”
“No, don’t even say it,” I demanded. “Not all four of them. Brock was armed a hell of a lot better than I was and we made it out.”
“Yea,” he agreed, though he didn’t sound like he believed it. “Maybe they went back in looking for us.”
“No!” I hit the wheel. “The alarm. W-what if they thought it was us signally for help—”
“—and they walked into the herd!”
I turned around. “We have to go back and make sure.”
“Yes. We do.”
The car’s nose had just made it up the slope into the garage when we heard the shot; it came from behind us. Eager to look, I didn’t bother pressing the brake. The car rolled back. Heart racing again, I had to force myself to gain control over my body. I backed up and turned the car, headlights shining in the direction of the shot. 
“Oh my God,” I said out loud when I saw an outline of a person running at us. Then three more joined him. I stomped on the pedal, accelerating as fast as the old car would let me. I slammed on the brake, tires sliding on the rain-slick street. I almost forgot to put the car in park.
I got out and ran to him. Hayden didn’t stop running until he collided with me. His arms wrapped around me and he picked me up.
“Orissa,” he panted. I hugged him tightly, not wanting to let go. He set me down, put both hands on my face and kissed me. “I thought you were behind me. I had no idea,” he began but stopped to kiss me again. “When I realized you weren’t there. I-I panicked.”
“He freaked the fuck out,” Ivan said with his characteristic chuckle. 
“I didn’t know how I lost you,” I admitted. “I stopped to kill a zombie and thought I could catch up.”
He embraced me again. I heard Rider recant his story of how he got separated in the dark as well. Like us, the other guys had run past the ground level exit. They found the stairs faster since they had the light. Once they were on the street, they realized that Rider and I weren’t with them. Hayden wanted to go back in right away, but Wade, Brock, and Ivan reminded him that without weapons, he’d be no use. 
They were scrambling to find something that would work when they got ambushed and forced to flee. Then the heard the car alarm and came back.
“Not to ruin your romantic, reuniting kiss in the rain,” Brock joked. “But we need to get out of here.”
Hayden and I broke apart, fully agreeing. 
“How the hell did you find keys?” Wade asked me as we walked back to the car.
“I didn’t,” I told him. “I hotwired it. Watch out for the wires hanging down,” I told Ivan, who went to the driver’s side. “You could get a nasty shock.” Rider, Brock, and Hayden got in the back; I sat on Hayden’s lap. It was a tight fit for the three grown men, adding me made it feel like we were cramming into a clown car. Wade and Ivan took the front. 
“How the hell did you learn that?” Ivan asked and put the car in drive.
“From a friend,” I mumbled.
“A friend?” he questioned, stealing a glance back at me. 
“Yup.” I didn’t want to go into detail. Other than meeting Hayden, the only good thing about the zombie apocalypse was that is made my criminal record disapear. 
“You’re an interesting girl, Orissa,” Ivan told me.
I shrugged. “Thanks.” 
The rain continued to pour down on us and the wind would randomly gust, pushing against the little car. There was debris, garbage, and the occasional zombie along the street. Ivan drove on the sidewalks every now and then to avoid hitting something solid and heavy.
“You have got to be kidding me,” Ivan uttered aloud. The four of us in the back craned our necks to see what the problem was. “Do you think we can make it?” Ivan asked Wade.
“It looks deep,” Wade speculated. “I think the tailpipe will go under.”
With no one to clear crap from the gutters and sewers, the road was flooded. 
“We could get out and walk,” Brock suggested. 
“We might have to,” Wade grumbled.
“Try another street,” Hayden suggested. Now that I was sitting still and the danger was sort of over, I was cold. I wanted to get back to the truck, take my wet clothes off and crank the heat.
“We’re not that far,” I reminded everyone. I knew this car couldn’t make it through the tall, wet grass that lined the highway, so suggesting some offroading would be pointless. 
“We’ll try one more,” Ivan decided and turned the car around.  We went around the block, down an alley, through an intersection and onto another street. The roof had been torn off a building, blocking our way.
“If at first you don’t succeed, try again,” Brock said with a sigh. We backtracked, went two blocks down and got stopped by more tornado damage.
“I think it’s inevitable we’re gonna have to walk,” Wade grumbled. “Does anyone even remember where we came from? I wasn’t paying attention,” he admitted.
“If it were daylight, we’d be able to see the highway,” Hayden started. “But now, I’m really not sure either.” He looked out the window and shook his head. “Go back to the garage.”
“The zombies might come out,” Rider pointed out. “The alarm probably stopped a long time ago. I’m not running into that herd again.”
We all agreed but knew we needed to get back to the garage if we wanted to find the highway. It was the only way to retrace our steps.
“Why do they travel in herds?” Rider wondered out loud.
“Safety in numbers,” I joked. 
“Do you think they ever get really hungry and eat each other?” he asked no one in particular.
“No,” Hayden answered. “They only want living flesh and blood. Or something that’s recently dead. I think it’s the, uh, nutrition they’re craving.”
“Interesting,” Brock said.
I nodded and shivered again. Hayden put his arms around me, though, with his wet clothes and cold skin, he only made it worse. 
Ivan navigated back to the garage, flooring it as we drove passed it. He jerked the wheel and we skidded around a turn. 
“Well, wouldn’t ya know?” Ivan chuckled. “The exit. We went the wrong way the first time.”
Feeling relief, I relaxed against Hayden for a minute. Then the relief quickly went away when the car stopped. Tree branches littered the winding road. Hope for our vehicles surviving intact died instantly. 
With the light from the car’s headlights and Brock’s flashlight, we were easily able to see the damage. Little braches and leaves covered the truck; the paint was scratched and nicked but that seemed to be the extent of the damage. We got weapons and flashlights before inspecting anything further.
Hayden jumped up in the bed and began removing the tree parts that had gotten jammed in the base of the machine gun. The cover had mostly stayed on, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the whipping wind and rain and gotten through.
A large branch had fallen, the tip of it hitting the Range Rover above the rear, passenger side window. There was a nasty dent and a small, spider web crack in the glass.
“I don’t believe it,” Brock said, running his hands through his wet hair. “Did I die? This can’t be real. Both cars are drivable.”
“Believe it, brother,” Ivan said with a smile and started up the engine of the Range Rover.  I, too, smiled. If I believed that miracles were still possible in this fucked up world which was filled with undead corpses walking around trying to rip out our stomachs to feast on, I’d say the cars being practically unscathed was one.
The rain was starting to taper off but the wind still furiously blew. I opened the door to the truck, stepped close and pulled it shut behind me. When the wind gusted, it pressed the door into me. Not wanting to get the seat wet and have to sit on the wet spot, I leaned in and grabbed my bag. I unzipped it and began digging through for dry clothes. 
The door opposite me opened. Hayden smiled and pulled his bag out from under the seat. He threw socks, a pair of boxers, jeans and a tee shirt onto the seat. He stripped out of his wet pants and jacket before hopping onto the seat and closing the door.
“Hurry up, Riss,” he said impatiently. “The seat is gonna get wet.”
“I’m trying,” I told him and quickly dug through my bag some more.
“What’s so hard? Get your stuff and get in.”
“I thought I packed another bra, but I can’t find it.”
“Don’t wear one,” he suggested and took off his wet underwear.
“My boobs are too big not to wear one,” I scoffed. “It’s uncomfortable.”
“Really? I thought you didn’t like wearing them.”
“Not when I’m lounging around. But running without one isn’t fun.” Luckily I had put a white, tight fitting tank top into my bag. I took it out.
“Oh,” Hayden said excitedly. “Wear that. And stay out in the rain.”
 I wadded up the clothes I needed and threw them at Hayden.  “That’s not funny.” I bent over and unlaced my soaking boots.
“No, not funny,” he continued. 
“And I’m sure Ivan, Brock, Wade and Rider would just love it too,” I informed him.
“Oh, right,” he laughed.
“And sorry to disappoint you, but I’m putting a sweatshirt on over top.” I kicked off my pants and got into the truck to finish getting dressed. We all put our wet clothes in the bed of the truck. I climbed into the passenger seat, turned on the truck and turned up the heat. Only blasting cold air, I turned it back off and stuck my cold hands under my legs. 
Hayden, Brock, Wade and Ivan huddled out of the rain under the open tailgate door of the Range Rover, going over the plan of action. Rider, not wanting to get his dry clothes rain soaked, rushed to the truck.
He slammed the door closed and moved my bag back under the seat.
“Oh, sorry,” I told him. “I forgot I left it out.”
“It’s alright,” he said and pulled the seat belt across himself. “I want to thank you, Orissa.”
“For what?”
“Uh, for saving my life,” he said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“Oh, right. Thanks too. I don’t know if I would have been able to do that all alone,” I told him and smiled. 
“I didn’t do much,” he admitted shyly. “Don’t tell anyone, ok?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Tell them what?”
He let out a deep breath and looked down. “That you found me just standing there.”
Had Rider been just standing there? I couldn’t see him; I had no idea what he was doing. “Why were you just standing?” I questioned. 
“I gave up.” The words spilled from his mouth as if he had no control. “When I fell behind, I just knew there was no way I could get out alive.”
“You were injured,” I reasoned.
He shook his head. “Even if I wasn’t…”
He looked so ashamed. I wasn’t the kind of person to give up or accept defeat; it wasn’t a feeling I was familiar with but I assumed it was awful. 
“Hey,” I said gently. “It was bad back there. Stick anyone in that situation—a tornado, a total blackout, a maze-like parking garage, and a herd of zombies—and see what they do. I guarantee they’d give up as well as fall down crying.”
“You didn’t,” he reminded me.
 “No, I didn’t.”
“You’ve been through a lot. How do you do it?”
“Do what?” I asked and twisted to look him in the eye.
“Not give up.”
“There were times I wanted to,” I admitted. “I’d like to say that’s the truth for all of us, mostly because it will make me feel better. This world…is dead. I had to find things to live for.”
“Like what?”
“I promised Raeya a long time ago I’d never let anything bad happen to her. If I gave up and died, she would too. And I had my little group from the hospital to look after.” And then there was Zoe; it still hurt to think about her. I remembered the way she looked at the world. She was so innocent. All she saw was the beauty around her. She had been dying for so long but was so full of life. When she died I promised myself to keep going, to live for her. I shook my head. “And now I have everyone at the compound.”
“Especially Hayden,” he added with a grin. 
I smiled back and, for the first time, realized how young Rider looked. He couldn’t be over twenty-one.  “And my grandpa used to tell me that you don’t give up just because something is hard. The harder it is, the more it’s worth it in the end.”
“Thanks,” Rider said. “For talking to me.”
“You’re welcome.  It’s nice, sometimes.”
“Yea, it is.”
Hayden jogged over and dashed inside the truck. He handed me the folded up map and I brushed the raindrops off and put it in the glove box.
“We’ve got roughly five hundred miles to go to get to the Pennsylvania border. It should take about eight hours, give or take. With the weather being this shitty, I’d say give.”
“We’re not driving straight through, are we?” Rider asked.
“No. We want to get away from this place and find somewhere to park for the rest of the night,” Hayden told him. 
“Good,” Rider and I said in unison. Hayden pushed the power button on the radio and put the truck in drive. We decided to backtrack just a bit to try and avoid any more roads cluttered with random crap from the tornado. We spent a while looking for another exit and ended up making pretty good time once we got onto the highway. 
I unbraided my wet hair and combed my fingers through it. I had remembered to pack a brush this time. Once I retrieved it from my bag, I brushed out the remaining tangles and rebraided my hair in a tight fishtail braid. A circle of water quickly formed on my hoodie from the ends of my wet hair. 
The truck was getting warm and it was making me sleepy. I closed my eyes for a minute only to open them when the truck rolled off the smooth road and bounced along the shoulder.
“What are you doing?” I asked Hayden.
“Off roading,” he said, looking over at me. 
The truck bumped obnoxiously over the uneven ground. “I can see that.” And I could also see the pile up of cars on the highway. If I had bothered to look before I opened my mouth, I would have seen that we were going around it. Hayden glanced over at me again. His eyes lingered a little too long and he had to quickly jerk the wheel to avoid hitting a sign. 
We hit what felt like a pothole in the weedy grass. Hayden winced and patted the dashboard, apologizing to his truck.  He slowed down, easing the truck through another rough patch. 
I pointed to an S3 dragging itself along the road. The lights of the cars must have caught its attention; it raised a rotten hand and hissed. Hayden jerked the wheel and ran it over, its head popping like a grape under the big tires. 
We drove for an hour and a half until we found an abandoned farming town. It was too dark to get out and explore.  The rain picked up again, pinging rhythmically off the roof of the truck. We pulled into a parking lot of what looked like a closed Wal-Mart. 
Ivan pulled the Range Rover close to the truck, its lights shining in the opposite direction as ours. As far as we could tell, this place was completely desolate. In pairs, we wandered away to pee. Hayden promised he wouldn’t watch but said he didn’t want me out of his sight. He still felt guilty for losing me in the garage. When we got back to the truck, I helped Wade go through the Rubbermaid bin our food was kept in. We picked out what we thought was a good combination—applesauce, peanut butter, crackers, and yogurt covered raisins—and passed it out to our friends. 
We ate, made sure our guns were loaded, and got situated to sleep. Normally I would never volunteer to take the second watch but after the garage incident I was tired. I moved into the back and stretched out, pulling a sleeping bag over my body. Since it would make sense to have three sleep while three were on the lookout, Hayden and Brock also settled down for a not comfortable at all, half a night’s sleep. 
Five hours later, we were woken to switch. Country music softly drifted from the truck’s speakers. Hayden drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. I rolled down my window and took in a deep breath of cold, night air.
The rain had ceased but the wind was still constant and strong. The air smelled fresh; I had always loved the scent of rain. 
“I should have brought a book,” Hayden sighed.
“Yea, this is a little boring,” I agreed. 
“It’s not like I could read it,” he added and surveyed the surroundings. 
I nodded. As dull as zombie watching would be, it was something we took seriously. 
“What’s your favorite animal?” he asked suddenly.
“A hawk. Why?”
He shrugged. “There’s a lot of normal stuff about you I don’t know.”
“Oh. Black is my favorite color, dandelions are my favorite flower. I’m a Scorpio, have bitchy identical twin cousins on my dad’s side that I haven’t seen since I was twelve, stopped believing in Santa when I was eight, don’t get poison ivy, and used to have a slight obsession with fire.”
“You don’t get poison ivy? I’m jealous.”
“Yea. I remember playing in a patch of it when I was just a kid. My mom freaked out and took me to the hospital thinking I was going to have some horrible, allergic reaction. When nothing happened, the doctors told us that not everyone is bothered by it.”
“You don’t want to know the parts of my body I’ve gotten poison ivy.” He smiled and shook his head. “I like blue, don’t care about flowers, don’t know my zodiac symbol, have more cousins and second cousins than I can count. I think I believed in Santa until I was twelve—don’t judge. I still have a slight obsession with fire. And I don’t think dandelions are really flowers.”
“Yes they are.”
“They are weeds,” he insisted.
“Whatever. I still like them.”
“Why would anyone like them? They’re a pain in the ass.”
I folded my leg underneath me. “They’re the first plants to come up in the spring and the last to die in the winter. They’re tough; you can spray the suckers with weed killer and they still won’t die. They grow anywhere; in a lush lawn, a dry patch of dirt or a crack in the sidewalk. Even when they’re dead, they’re still cool looking and offer entertainment. Don’t tell me you never wished on a dandelion and then blew the seeds off. Plus, they’re yellow and cheerful and pretty much completely edible.”
“That’s an interesting take,” he pointed out.
I shrugged. “I suppose.” I turned to face Hayden. “When is your birthday? I feel like that’s something I should have known a long time ago.”
“July 3rd,” he told me. “Though it’s not like it matters, right? We can’t really celebrate it.”
“You’re a Cancer.”
“Oh, I didn’t know you liked astrology.”
“I don’t really,” I explained. “It’s interesting, I suppose. It pissed my mom and stepdad off when I took that interest in it.”
Hayden nodded and smiled at me.  I shook my head. 
“I did a lot of stuff to piss people off. All I really did was piss away time I could have spent with them and doing other things.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over the past,” he said gently and leaned over the center console. He put his hand on my cheek and kissed me. “I’m gonna risk sounding incredibly girly and lame by saying the past made you who you are today. And I think that girl is pretty awesome.”
“Stop, before I barf,” I teased and leaned over to kiss him again. We asked each other more random questions, just like old times, until the sun came up. The six of us got out of our cars, stretched, and ate breakfast before hitting the road again. We stopped for lunch another five hours later. 
I hadn’t paid attention to where we were, but I knew we were somewhere in Ohio. We built a small fire to heat up lunch.  I mixed water in with a two cans of chicken noodle soup and stuck the pot in the fire.
“Why can’t we go farther than Pennsylvania?” I questioned.
“It’s too far,” Brock immediately answered. 
“But we’re pretty far now,” I brought up. “And if we want to canvass the whole country looking for survivors, then, well, shouldn’t we look everywhere?”
“Do you want to be that far from home?” Ivan asked.
“Of course not,” I told him. “I don’t like being as far away as we are now. But I know that in order to get stuff, we’ll have to keep going farther and farther out. The same with looking for people. There might be a lot of people out east.”
“When we get the orders to go that far, then we will,” Wade said simply. 
“But that won’t be for a long time,” Rider said, seeming like he was trying to soothe himself; after last night I think he was ready to go home and not think about leaving for a very long time, let alone venturing out as far as the east coast. 
Not wanting to start any sort of argument, I nodded. It still seemed odd to me. I more than understood not wanting to be far from the compound. A lot of bad shit can happen close to home. And when it happened far away our chances of getting an injured comrade back in time was extremely unlikely. I shuddered when I thought of what could have happened if Hayden was shot in Texas.
Thinking of Texas reminded me of the weird symbols painted on the doors. I had forgotten about it with everything that had gone on since our discovery of the odd marks. I couldn’t help but feel like there was something very obvious in their meanings that we dumbly overlooked. Part of me wanted to go back and check it out while the other part didn’t want to invest my time and energy in something that might forever remain a pointless mystery. 
Ivan and Hayden debated what should be done over the walkie talkie as we drove northeast. One possibility was finding a place to bunker for the night since none of us wanted to spend another night in the car. But that would require us to stop fairly soon so we’d have time to find a safe area, check it out and prepare a place to stay for the night. Finally it was decided we would set up camp in the daylight, rest then spend tomorrow looking for survivors in a fifty mile radius of our campsite.
We drove down a street filled with old, ostentatious houses that had a gazillion windows and huge doors. I’d be the first to admit I was curious to go inside the historic mansions, but I wasn’t about to spend the night in a place with that many breakable glass panels.
“Oh!” I exclaimed when a nicely restored, green and white Victorian came into view. Unlike the last Victorian house I stayed in, this one was huge, inviting and welcoming. The best part about it was that the first story windows and doors appeared to be carefully boarded up.
“That’ll work,” Hayden agreed and radioed to Ivan. We patrolled the street for a while longer before stopping. When we didn’t see any zombies, we pulled up to the house and got out, weapons at the ready.  We went around the house inspecting the boards. 
“They wanted to come back,” Brock said, meaning the homeowners. “Who ever put these up did a good job. It’s sturdy; it would take a lot to pull them apart or bust through.”
“That’s great and all,” Wade agreed. “But how do we get in? I’d hate to break any of the boards and give the zombies a place to crawl through.”
I took a step back and looked at the covered porch. “I’ll climb up, go downstairs, and go through the garage.”
“You shouldn’t go alone,” Hayden immediately objected.
“Come with me then.”
“I will,” he insisted. It wasn’t easy hoisting ourselves and our weapons up onto the roof of the porch. Hayden broke a small, oval window and waited. “I don’t hear anything,” he whispered and stuck his head inside. “Or smell rotting.”
He stepped through the window and told me to wait there while he checked it out. I counted to thirty before going in.
“Way to wait,” he said and rolled his eyes.
“I wasn’t gonna let you have all the fun,” I told him and smiled. We were standing in what I could only describe as a small loft. Behind us and to the left was a characteristic Victorian tower filled with floor to ceiling paned windows. The loft connected to a circular hallway that was open to the foyer below. On either side of us were bedrooms, each with their own walk in closet and bathroom. A lucky child named Lucas, as the letters above his bed spelled out, had lived in once. 
We closed the doors behind us and went around the curved railing into the next room: A huge game room with a plasma TV mounted on the wall, bookcases filled with books and board games and tons of toys. Lucas was a lucky boy indeed. There was another bedroom with its own bathroom and large closet to check out before we reached the amazing master bedroom. 
We temporarily forgot we were looking for zombies as our eyes feasted over the four post, king sized bed. The entire room was decorated in very pleasing earth tones. The pale blue and brown comforter and matching, fluffy pillows on the bed begged me to lay down on them.  The dresser was just as grand as the bed and was made of out of beautiful, hand carved wood. What must have been expensive porcelain figurines of horses adorned the top. 
Beyond the bed was a sitting room, with equally regal armchairs angled between another beautiful piece of woodwork. A coffee cup had been left on top of a folded up newspaper; its contents long evaporated. I moved it and picked up the paper. 
“October 23rd,” I read the date out loud. “I think that’s about the same time the virus hit Indy.”
“Sounds about right,” Hayden agreed and pushed open the bathroom door. We both longed to take a long, hot bath in the Jacuzzi tub. We quickly checked the closet and went down the stairs with Hayden insisting he went first.
I held my flashlight in one hand and rested my other on top, holding my gun. We stood in an elaborately decorated foyer. I shined the light around. 
“This way?” Hayden asked and motioned to the front door. I nodded and followed him into one of the most impressive living rooms I’d ever been in. Even though our only source of light was the flashlight, I knew a fancy home living magazine would have loved to come in here and snap pictures. 
I wondered if Lucas was allowed to play on the pristine white carpet or sit on the antique Victorian styled furniture. Dust covered a grand piano. 
Through the living room, we went into an equally ridiculously decorated dining room. Seriously? I thought as I looked around at the china that was set on the table. Did these people invite royalty over?
We inspected the kitchen, utility room, family room, bathrooms and the den before we went into the four car garage. A Lexus SUV was parked on the spot nearest the door. My light wasn’t enough to descry what the other two cars were. Hayden lifted the garage door open, spilling blinding light in. 
“How is it?” Brock asked. I blinked when I looked at him, my eyes still adjusting to the light.
“Safe, I think,” Hayden answered. “We didn’t look in the basement yet.”
Rider looked at the cars. There was one more Lexus and a sporty Audi. “I’m really curious to how people could afford to live like this, especially in the Depression.”
Wade huffed. “Me too. It’s not fair.”
“Tell me about it,” I agreed, recalling Aunt Jenny’s cramped apartment. Surprisingly, I felt a little pang of homesickness. Not for the small and crappy apartment, but for family. I hated not knowing what happened to Aunt Jenny and my grandpa.  
I shook myself back to the here and now. I offered to keep watch while the guys went into the basement. Hayden, of course, stayed with me. After ten minutes, the guys came back up telling us that the most exciting thing they found was a theater room that we couldn’t use. 
Rider found the keys to the three cars in the garage. With our remaining daylight, we moved all three into the yard and siphoned gas from the Audi and the car. Hayden thought it would be a good idea to take the SUV but Ivan didn’t like the idea of two of us being in a car with no means of communication; we only had two walkie talkies. 
Settling on deciding later, we parked our cars in the garage and shut the door. I went around the house in search of candles. Ivan and Brock worked on starting a fire in the living and family room fireplaces with wood they had brought in from a neatly stacked woodpile out on the back, covered veranda. Hayden went through the pantry for anything useful and Wade and Rider brought in our stuff.  
I closed the doors to the den and dining room; there was nothing in there we’d need. I set the whole ten candles I was able to find on the kitchen counter and got a box of matches out of my bag. 
“That’s better,” Hayden said when the flames flickered and danced over the kitchen. He had a nice pile started on the island counter. There were numerous cans of beans, vegetables and fruit, two bags of organic potato chips, one bag of popcorn, a dozen cans of soup, a jar of pickles, chips, salsa, several boxes of cornbread, cake, and brownie mixes, and an unopened bottle of spray butter. “Do you think we need salad dressing?”
“Won’t hurt to take it,” I told him, carefully carrying a candle over to set down on an empty spot on the shelf in the pantry. “It can be used to flavor food. Just make sure it’s not expired; we need food poisoning like we need a hole in the head.”
“Right,” he said and handed me the bottles to add to the pile. We finished going through the pantry, moved the candle to the counter and each took two candles to distribute throughout the house. We set two on the table by the stairs.  We put a candle on a dresser in each of the four bedrooms since it would soon be dark upstairs too, one in the upstairs hallway and kept the remaining candles in the kitchen so we could use the light to see our food and make dinner.
After eating more soup, potato chips and a can of tuna, the six of us crowded around the coffee table in the family room to a play a game of cards. I laid out our wet clothes to dry and sat with my back to the fireplace and unbraid my hair, surprised at how long it had gotten since October. I no doubt had a horrendous amount of split ends. When wet, my hair appeared jet black. Really, it was a dark espresso color and I had always liked my natural color. It was the only good thing my father had given me.  
“When the world is fixed, I’m coming back here,” Brock said and dealt the cards. “This house is sweet!”
“If the world is fixed,” Rider spat bitterly.
“What do you think it will be like?” Wade asked. “When there aren’t any more zombies, I mean.”
“It’ll be weird,” Ivan laughed. “And empty.”
“Who will be in charge?” Rider questioned.
“I assumed we would be,” Hayden admitted. “At least with our group. We’d keep it running like how we do. I’m banking on everyone being able to go off and do their own thing while still working together as a community.”
“You have more faith in people that I do,” I told Hayden. “Once it’s safe, I want to go back to my farm in Kentucky and not have to worry about taking care of anyone but myself and a few friends.”
“How would you get food?” Ivan asked.
I shrugged one shoulder. “Farm and hunt. It wouldn’t be fun but people did it before, right?”
“What about technology?” Rider continued to raise questions. “Do you think we’ll have to start all over?”
“Not completely,” Hayden answered. “We still have the knowledge, just not the tools or the manpower to work complex things like airports, oil rigs, and cable companies. And I think some things—like cable—are nice but are not needed to live. We’ll have to go without, like we are now.”
“It’ll be weird,” I said with a slight laugh. “When kids are born into this world we’ll be telling them stories about what 3D TVs, air conditioning, and the internet were.”
“And we’ll have to tell them about the zombie virus,” Brock added. “What will we tell them when they asked how it started? We have no idea?”
“It had to be an accident,” Ivan speculated. “Like in a cheesy science fiction movie where someone dropped a vial in a lab, releasing the virus to the unsuspecting public.”
“Yea,” Wade agreed. “Or a science experiment gone wrong. Maybe doctors were trying to cure cancer and created cells that couldn’t die or something but they didn’t expect the virus to…to mutate and create zombies.”
I leaned my head back and shook out my hair to let heat get to the bottom layers. I hated sleeping on wet hair; it just annoyed me. We played another game of Rummy, talked some more and decided to call it a night.
We were unsure if having someone stay downstairs and keep watch was worth it since no one could see a damn thing through the boarded up windows. It was unanimous that we’d all feel safer with an alert pair of ears to listen for a herd. 
In sets of three again, Hayden, Brock, and I took the first watch. We sat in the family room again, eating pre-popped popcorn and talking. After three hours, I was feeling very full and very bored. My eyes were heavy and I knew I could easily fall asleep. Knowing I needed to do something to stay awake, I took my flashlight and crept up the stairs and into the game room.
I came back down with a stack of board games. The rest of our time spent playing Loaded Questions went by quickly but I was still a tad bit excited when it was our turn to sleep. Yawning, I let Hayden pull me to my feet. Warm from sitting by the fire, I had removed my sweatshirt. The air upstairs wasn’t cold, but it still made goosebumps breakout on my arms. 
I took off my boots and got under the covers of the grand bed in the master bedroom. Hayden did the same and got in next to me. I was so tired and comfortable that I fell asleep quickly and didn’t wake up until Ivan woke us up six hours later.
We got dressed, blew out the candles, ate breakfast and loaded up what we’d need for our day filled with searching. We paid close attention to the roads we took so we’d be able to easily get back to our mansion of a safe house. 
Three hours were spent looking for the downtown area; it turned out it was so small we passed it more than once. Storefront windows were broken, cars had been burned and there was a charred pile of human remains in front of the one story courthouse. 
We weren’t going to find any survivors here. 
“We’re less than a hundred miles from Pittsburg,” I told Hayden, tracing the road with my finger. “I think we should at least get close to see what’s there.”
Hayden hesitated before he answered. “There’s plenty to look for here.”
“But Pittsburg is a big city and Fuller wanted us to check out the bigger cities,” I insisted. “I just don’t understand what the big deal is. If we find people, who cares where they came from?”
“We were given direct orders to not go to Pennsylvania,” he reminded me.
“I know, and that makes me want to go even more,” I admitted. “It’s just that we are so close. I’d hate to miss a chance to find something.” I leaned forward between the front seats. “Wouldn’t you?”
“Yes,” he answered. He ever so slightly looked at Brock, who, in return, ever so slightly shrugged.
We drove around for another hour and ran into a small town with over a dozen zombies staggering around. Almost all of them seemed in or at least close to being in the S3 stage. Hayden rolled down the windows and turned up the music. 
Suddenly, he turned around to face me. “I’m gonna use your bow, ok?”
“Sure,” I said. “But I don’t think you’ll hit anything. You never finished training with it.”
“Teach me?” he asked with an innocent smile.
“Sure,” I said again. We killed all but the slowest gummies by shooting them with our guns. Hayden took the bow and held it out. “Relax your shoulder,” I instructed. “And drop your elbow a bit, it’s making you hold the arrow wrong.”
Hayden nodded, let out a breath and released the arrow which lodged in the gummy’s shoulder. 
“Not bad, Underwood,” Ivan praised. “Aim for the head this time,” he teased. I gave Hayden another arrow; this time he got the neck, severing the S3’s spinal cord.
Hayden nodded with satisfaction at the fallen body. “I’ll get it on my first try next time,” he said with a grin.  He pulled the arrows out, wiped them off and stuffed them back in my quiver. 
On foot, the six of us explored the little town. Everything seemed frozen in time; dishes with moldy food still sat on the tables inside the diner, the post office was still decorated for Halloween, business signs were still flipped to ‘open’, and cars were parked within the lines in parking lots. 
Besides the birds chirping, it was quiet and creepy here. We siphoned gas from several parked cars to fill our tanks, got our lunch and sat at a picnic table in a small park. 
“So,” I said to Ivan. “We’re pretty close to Pittsburg.”
“Hmm,” he said and took a bite of beef jerky. 
“Don’t you want to go look?” I asked.
“Yea, I’m curious to what it’s like,” he admitted causing me to smile. “But we were told not to cross the border.”
I rolled my eyes. “No one would know.”
“Riss,” Hayden warned. “No.”
I sighed but gave up. I was supposed to be a better soldier, right? I didn’t bring it up any more while we ate the rest of our lunch. The storms must have brought in the warm weather. With the sun beating down on us, I quickly got hot. I walked to the truck and pulled my brown sweater over my head.
“Jesus, Riss, what happened?” Hayden exclaimed, startling me a bit. 
“Huh?” I asked not having a freaking clue what he was talking about.
He stepped over. “You’re covered in bruises! How are you not feeling that?” He gently touched my side.
I winced slightly. “Oh, I sorta fell down some stairs in that parking garage and then a fat zombie landed on me.”
He put his hand over the bruise. “Does it hurt?”
“Only when you touch it,” I said and flinched. “I’ll be fine in a day or two; I always am.”
Hayden nodded. “Hopefully,” he yawned.
“Tired?” I asked as I pulled a tee shirt over my head. 
“Yea, I had another nightmare,” he said bitterly.
“Why didn’t you wake me up?”
“You seemed content. Just having you there was enough,” he said with a shy smile. I closed the truck door and walked with Hayden back to the others. Ivan was looking at the map. He tapped it with a pen and seemed to be thinking hard about something.
“I think we should go to the lake,” Ivan told us when Hayden and I sat down at the table. Ivan tapped the blue mass on the map that was marked as Lake Erie.  “That’s my best guess for finding people.”
“We won’t have time today,” Hayden said, looking at the afternoon sun.
“No,” Ivan agreed. “How about we spend the rest of the day looking in our radius, pack our stuff and head out early tomorrow.”
“Sounds good,” Hayden said with a nod. He slid the map over and turned it around. “We can go up along the border, go west along the lakeside and drive through Cleveland. There ya go, Riss: a nice sized city to explore.”
I wrinkled my nose. I’d been to Cleveland before; it was nothing spectacular before the Depression. After…well, it wasn’t exactly a tourist attraction. We loaded up in our cars and drove across the circle Ivan had drawn on the map, symbolizing our radius. 
“What the…?” Hayden whispered when the truck turned onto what should have been the main street in another modest town.
“Holy shit,” I said as I looked around. It looked as if a fiery tornado ripped through the town. Cars lay upside down with their tires melted off. Charred remains of houses lay in ruin. Hayden slowly drove down the road, shaking his head. When I looked over at him, his eyes were wide and full of disbelief. 
We passed an apartment complex; half of it was nothing but rubble. Hayden gripped the steering wheel tightly, unable to navigate any further. He put the truck in reverse and waited for the Range Rover to back up so we could get out.
Brock, who was sitting in the passenger seat, looked very grim. 
“What is going on?” I asked.
“This place has been bombed,” Hayden said, his voice a harsh whisper. 
“Bombed?” I asked incredulously. “No, no…why? And by whom?” I stammered. 
Hayden shook his head again. “I-I don’t know,” he said and swerved the truck around and put it in drive. The Range Rover sped away. “I suppose anyone could make a bomb and it might be easy—easier at least—to get what you’d need to make one now that no one regulates…anything.”
“Why?” I asked as fear crept into my heart.
“I don’t know,” he repeated. “Maybe the town was overrun with zombies.”
“I don’t see any body parts,” I quietly pointed out.
“If it was done when the virus first hit,” Brock started. “Then they could have decomposed by now. It’s been months.”
“Right,” I said and swallowed the lump that was forming in my throat.
“I never thought I’d have to see this kind of damage again,” Hayden mumbled to himself. Once we put a good distance between us and the bomb-ruined city, Ivan pulled over so Hayden could pull up next to him.
“Wasn’t expecting that,” Ivan told us with a half smile. “At least someone knows how to properly take down the zombies!”
“Yea,” Hayden agreed, not finding the humor in Ivan’s statement “You think it was civilians?”
“Who else would it be?” Ivan asked. “I bet even little Miss I-can-hotwire-cars knows how to make a bomb.”
Hayden twisted around to look at me and I guiltily smiled. “Kinda. I know what explodes when you mix it with fire, and Molotov Cocktails might have been included in my grandpa’s life lessons.  But I’ve never made an actual bomb and definitely don’t know how to make one with that much destructive power.”
“Really?” Ivan asked in disbelief. “I was totally joking, Penwell.”
I shrugged and sank back in my seat.
“Let’s start making our way back to the camp,” Hayden said and rolled up his window. We looped south, driving through neighborhoods, downtowns and rural roads and saw zero signs of life. 
We reached the camp at sunset. After a quick drive up and down the block on the lookout for zombies, we retreated inside and started up the fires again.
“I wish I could shower,” Wade complained, pulling at his collar. “I was sweating balls out there.”
“There’s a pool out back,” Brock reminded us.
“Yea, but the water is probably disgusting,” Hayden said, making a face. “Unless…” he flicked on his flashlight and disappeared into the kitchen. Curious, Wade and I followed him. Hayden opened up a cabinet and clanked the pots and pans around until he found a very large soup pot. “We boil it. It won’t be clean enough to ingest, but it’ll be enough to use for a sponge bath at least.”
“Yes!” I agreed with excitement, more than ecstatic to wash the sweat off my body. The six of us each grabbed a pot or a mixing bowl to fill with water. I assumed a professional had sealed up the pool long before the virus struck; the cover was super tight and the water was surprisingly clear. 
 Hayden situated the large pot in the living room fire and carefully dumped the water in.  I found a bottle of bathroom cleaner in the utility room and washed out the bathroom sink before rinsing it with a cup of boiled pool water and pulling the drain stopper. I dashed upstairs to get washcloths, towels and soap. 
Acting like gentlemen, the guys let me wash up first. Hayden poured the hot water into the sink. It steamed up the mirror and extinguished the candle. Seeing that I needed to let the water cool before I stuck my hand in it anyway, I exited the bathroom to get a match. 
I removed my clothes and sat on the closed toilet while I waited for the water to cool enough to be touched. After what felt like forever, I plunged my hands in it. It was at the temperature where it was uncomfortably warm but not hot enough to burn my skin. I freaking loved it. 
Standing on a towel to collect the dripping water, I started with my face and then ran the wet washcloth over my body before scrubbing my body with soap. After I rinsed it off, I unbraided my hair and stuck it in the sink to wash. 
“I feel so much better,” I said to Hayden once I was clean, not even caring that I smelled faintly of chlorine. I flopped down on the fancy settee in the living room and started combing out tangles in my hair. It took another hour to boil enough water for the guys to wash up. 
We ate protein bars, dried fruit, and chips and salsa for dinner.  Between the six of us, the chips and salsa went fast. I licked the salt off my fingers and wished for a margarita. We played another game of Loaded Questions before it was time to sleep in shifts. 
“Who else is tired?” Hayden asked, looking for volunteers to sleep first.
“I am,” Ivan said and stood. “Well then, night, sleep tight. Don’t let the zombies bite.”
“Ha-ha, very funny,” I told him and leaned back on the family room couch. Hayden slowly got up and took a few steps before turning around to look at me. 
“Are you coming, Riss?” he asked.
“Oh,” I said and blinked. “Yea, I guess.” I liked first watch. I could stay up late without feeling tired. I didn’t like waking up when it was still dark and watching the sun come up. Besides, I currently wasn’t tired in the least.
I smiled at Hayden, whose hazel eyes locked with mine. After seeing the wreckage from the bombed town, I wasn’t going to make him be alone tonight.  I probably only got two hours of sleep when Rider gently shook me awake. I opened my eyes and sighed, not ready to get out of bed just yet. 
Hayden, Ivan, and I quietly sat in the family room. Ivan poked at the fire, Hayden propped his flashlight behind him so he could read, and I wrapped up in a blanket and sat in a very comfy armchair, trying not to fall asleep. 
I failed.
Hayden woke me up in the morning, though, it was so dark in the house with the boarded up windows, I had no idea I slept until six thirty.
“You shouldn’t have let me sleep,” I told him as I stretched. 
“Ivan and I are capable of keeping watch,” he said.
“I know you are, but it’s not fair. I got more sleep than anyone else.” I threw the blanket on the chair. “At least I feel safe enough around you guys to sleep.”
Hayden raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”
I reached my arms above my head. “When I was with Raeya, Padraic, and the others I was never able to let my guard down. It was constantly stressful being the only one who had experience with firearms.  Yea, Ray and Padraic are smart and resourceful and Jason wouldn’t go down without a fight, but still…I felt responsible for them.”
“And you don’t for us?” Hayden teased.
“I do. Really, I still do. But you guys know what you’re doing. You’re good, you’re smart, and you’ve been in bad situations before. And almost as awesome as I am with shooting,” I said in a joking manor, “you’re the one with the battle experience.” I let out a deep breath. “Though I’d still prefer to keep everyone I care about locked up in a padded room where nothing will ever hurt them. Sadly, I know that’s not possible…yet.”
Hayden smiled. “I’d like to keep you locked up in a safe place too. Instead we’re here.”
“At least we are together,” I said with a shy smile.
“Together,” he repeated before turning and gathering up his belongings. 
Not wanting to waste any daylight, we packed up our stuff, put the new food in garbage bags to keep it dry and moved our cars out of the garage. Undecided if we would come back for the Lexus SUV, Rider pulled it back into the garage and pocketed the keys. 
We got to the lake faster than I expected. We drove along Lake Erie Avenue slowly in hopes of catching signs of life. After a mile or two, we turned away from the lake and tried a different road. Some of the houses had broken windows and wide open front doors. Others looked completely untouched. 
Feeling dejection, Hayden cranked the volume to his music to lift our spirits. As much as I didn’t like country music, there was something about Toby Keith’s silly song about a cup that made me smile. We absently mindedly drove around a while longer, not ready to give up just yet.
“Holy shit!” Hayden exclaimed. Busy looking out the passenger side window, I hadn’t seen where we were going. The truck pulled into a high school parking lot. I audibly gasped as my eyes took in the chain link fence set up around the building.
We had found a quarantine. A real quarantine. 
 



 
Chapter 15
“Oh my God,” I whispered. Cars not only filled the lot, but were parked along the street and in the grass. Several fire trucks, ambulances, and police cars were parked in the front. A hand painted sign that read ‘INSPECTION AREA’ had an arrow pointing to the football stadium. 
“I didn’t think these existed,” Rider said, shaking his head. 
“Me neither,” Hayden agreed. “It’s the first we’ve seen,” he told me. “I assumed I’d find a ton of emergency shelters when I left home. When I didn’t, I realized no one had time to set anything up.”
It suddenly hit me that I had no idea how the compound got started. I’d ask Hayden later.  
“There must be hundreds of people here,” Rider mumbled, mentally counting the cars. 
“Hopefully,” I added. I unbuckled my seatbelt and moved to the opposite side of the truck, peering out the window.
“Going in?” Ivan asked over the walkie talkie.
“Yea,” Hayden responded. “Let’s drive around first.”
We had to stop and push open an eight foot chain link fence. It scraped against the pavement, echoing across the empty school grounds.  The fence around the football stadium was bent and broken. Bits of rotting human skin and clothing had gotten ripped off in the struggle to get over the fence. I wondered if humans escaped or if zombies got in.
The back doors to the large high school were chained shut. I squinted to see inside; the sun glared off the dark glass making it impossible to see what was inside. We continued to circle around the school.  In the grassy area next to the school, tents and canopies had once been set up. They were now nothing but wind ripped apart rags that flapped in the gently spring breeze.
A dumpster at the end of the parking lot was overflowing. Garbage spilled over and littered the area around it. I couldn’t be sure, but I swore I saw an arm sticking out through a pile of Styrofoam cups. 
“It doesn’t look to promising,” I sighed. 
“Maybe everyone is inside,” Rider suggested. “Like in the gym or the auditorium where it’s safe.”
“Maybe,” Hayden echoed. We drove back around and parked in the narrow drive in between the parked cars. We slung our guns over our shoulders and stuffed our pockets full of ammo. Hayden flipped open his knife and stuck another in his boot.
“Only shoot if it’s an emergency,” he told us. “We don’t know what’s in there…let’s not give ourselves away yet.”
I resituated my M16 to rest behind my quiver. I made sure my knife was easily accessible in my pocket and gripped the bow, ready to fire an arrow if need be. Ivan led the way through a side door that opened into a dim hallway.
The dropdown security gates were locked into place. We detoured down a dark hall, making our way deeper into the school. The air was stale and heavy with humidity; I doubted any fresh air had graced these halls in ages.
“It smells like piss,” Wade noted, scoffing at the scent that wafted up the hall. “I think it’s coming from in there,” he said, using his gun to point to a class room. We peered inside to see the room filled with cots and sleeping bags. My eyes lingered on an elephant stuffed animal that reminded me of Raeya and I mentally smiled when I thought about seeing her again. And then I thought about the child who it belonged to and my smile disappeared. 
Was he somewhere in this school? My heart wanted to believe it, but my head knew better. We walked past several more classrooms set up just the same: Cots and sleeping bags and pillows covering the floor. We turned on our flashlights and went down another hall without any windows. 
Something scuffled ahead of us. I traded my flashlight for an arrow and Ivan nodded for me to take the front. Precisely moving my feet to make the least amount of noise possible, I followed the source of the scuffling. Ivan raised his flashlight up and cast the light out for me. 
Something metal clanked and bounced on the ground, causing us all to jump. I took a slow, deep breath and stepped in front of a door, slowly easing it open with my foot. It creaked as it moved, instantly catching the zombie’s attention. 
Holding a spleen and only wearing cut off denim shorts, he roared. He was an easy shot but I was so distracted by his grossly distended stomach I hesitated. His staggering walk waddled just a bit. When his belly hit the corner of a desk, it exploded like a water balloon.
“Sick,” I whispered and released the arrow. Ivan followed me into the classroom to retrieve the arrow while the others stayed in the hall. I flicked the goo off the arrow and wiped it on the zombie’s shorts before sticking it back in my quiver. 
We continued our search down the dark hallway, looking in every room we went by. One was crammed with the desks taken out of the room set up for sleeping, a few more held cots and blankets, another was stuffed full of duffle bags, suitcases and boxe,s and one was set up like a medical unit. 
“There might be something useful in here,” I said, using my bow to point into the med unit. “We should take a look.” I gave the bow and two arrows to Hayden. I clicked on my flashlight and went into the room.
“What should I look for?” Rider asked.
“I’m not too sure. Anything that is clean or unused, I suppose. Like this,” I said, holding up a box of rubber gloves. 
“Jackpot,” Rider said, picking up a first aid kit. “There’s three more,” he told me with a smile. 
We stacked our stuff in a neat pile by the doorframe; Brock went back a few rooms and returned with an empty duffle bag that he began filling with the medical supplies. Along with the kits and gloves, we found an unopened box of bandages, several saline IV drip bags, ACE bandages, two bottles of iodine, and a box of snap-to-activate hot packs. The bag had to be heavy but Brock slung it over his shoulder with ease.
We crossed the hall, went up a flight of stairs and into a hall. Every classroom door was locked. Thick dust settled on the doorknobs. 
“No one has been up here,” Hayden said. “No one living at least. Let’s try downstairs one more time and call it.” He shook his head and looked at a locker decorated with deflated pink balloons and a sign that said “Happy 17th Birthday, Dana!” in swirling purple letters. 
We retraced our steps and exited through another hall that took us into the middle of the school. Her rattling death groan gave her away. I strung and arrow, prepared to let it loose as soon as the zombie stepped around the corner.
But she didn’t. 
“You do hear that, right?” I asked Hayden quietly. 
“Yep. Definitely a zombie,” he responded, loud enough to draw our attention to her.
I shrugged. “If they don’t come to you, then you go to them.” I stepped around the corner with the arrow aimed at head level. “What the fuck?” I said aloud. 
The zombie lay on the floor like an upside down turtle. She too had a huge belly, though hers had burst. Half-chewed parts of human bodies oozed out. She held the remains of an arm clutched in her death grip, pushing the flesh into her mouth. 
“She ate herself to death,” Ivan said and stepped over to her. He shook his head. “Or to her un-death, I suppose.” Using the heel of his boot, he stomped on her head. 
“Two very full zombies,” Wade said nervously. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
“Me neither,” Hayden agreed. “I think they ate everyone here. Let’s go.”
All agreeing, we pushed open the doors to the cafeteria, thinking we could cut through. Dividers had been put in place, providing little privacy. The sheets on the cots were stained with blood. 
“This must have been the waiting room, so to speak,” Wade observed. Our footsteps loudly echoed in the empty room. We raised our weapons and went through another set of doors and into yet another hallway. I never realized how maze-like schools were until now. Bright sunlight filtered through the dirt and dust covered glass doors at the end of a hall. 
Ivan’s hand pressed against the door’s lever when someone screamed. It wasn’t a scream of fear, more one of frustration. Springing into action, we raced in the direction it came from. 
A long, blonde braid hung down her back. She was standing in the middle of where two hallways crossed, waving a broken piece of a two-by-four in the air at an oncoming zombie. We skidded to a stop right as she swung, hitting the zombie in the side of the head.  When the zombie dropped, she jumped forward, kicked the feet out from under an S3 and raised the board to finish the job.
My arrow got to him first. Startled, she whirled around. Blood splattered her pretty face and was smeared across the white button up shirt she was wearing. 
“Haaa,” she yelled, calling to someone down the hall before pointing to us. Glaring in our direction she raised the board again.
“Hi,” Ivan said calmly and holstered his gun. “I have to say I’m surprised to see someone alive in here. I’m Sergeant Brewster. We are on the same side.”
Blondie didn’t move. Her eyes quickly darted to whoever was walking down the hall. Ivan took a step forward, causing her to back away in fear.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he assured her. “We have a shelter—a real shelter—that we’re on our way back to. You’re welcome to come.”
A boy with beautiful deep olive skin slinked from behind the corner. He grunted and sniffed the air. Then he turned to inspect us, revealing the claw marks that ran the length of the left side of his face, severing his ear from his head.
“Oh shit,” Wade whispered. “He’s infected.”
The boy cocked his head and growled. Blondie made a gurgling noise and shushed him. She held her hand on to him; he took it and rubbed his bloodly cheek against it, reminding me of a cat rubbing on its owner. 
Since two adolescent crazies weren’t a threat, the six of us stood rooted to the spot by curiosity. Suddenly, Blondie snapped her attention away from the boy, growled and swung the board in the air, looking down the hall at something we couldn’t see. 
The telltale drag and shuffle of undead feet gradually got louder until the zombie made an appearance. Blondie beat it to death.
“Uh, since when do S1’s take down S2’s?” Brock asked, shifting the weight of the heavy bag. “It’s fucked up but kinda…kinda cool.”
“Crazy versus zombie,” I muttered and lowered my bow. 
“Should we kill them?” Rider asked with his machine gun aimed at the boy.
“If they’re killing zombies, I’d leave them alone,” Brock suggested. 
“Until they come after us,” Hayden pointed out. 
“Are you sure they are infected?” Wade asked, eyeing the girl who continued to stare us down.
“Hey,” Ivan called. “Can you hear me? Say something.”
When the girl didn’t respond, Hayden shook his head. “Maybe they don’t speak English.” He waved his hands in the air; still no response.  He walked forward six feet before the boy snarled and lunged himself at Hayden. A second later the girl followed suit, screaming a battle cry, showing her teeth and swinging the board.
Rider quickly fired two rounds. “Definitely infected,” he said. He lowered his gun and turned away. We stepped into the parking lot.
“That was not only disappointing but confusing,” Wade spoke out loud. “S1’s don’t work together. That girl could talk. You heard her. She and that boy communicated somehow. But they were clearly crazy. And they killed zombies!”
I shook my head and pulled the M16 from around my neck. “I don’t get it either. But it is what it is, right? Maybe Dr. Cara could make sense of it.”
“She’d probably be pissed we didn’t bring them home for her to do research on,” Brock said with a slight smile.
“I’m seriously waiting for the day she asks us for a live sample,” Wade said, shaking his head. “We already brought back the dead zombies for her to play with.”
“When did you do that?” I asked, setting my machine gun in the bed of the truck.
“When you were gone,” Rider answered. 
“Oh, right,” I said, remembering Padraic had told me he had to do an autopsy. “I can’t believe you went on a mission while you thought I was dead,” I joked. “I expected everyone to be horribly grief stricken, like a teenage girl who got dumped by her first boyfriend.”
“I definitely was,” Ivan said with a wink. “It was a bad time; you were presumed dead, Gabby was a basket case thinking you sacrificed yourself for her, and Underwood was drugged up in the hospital ward. We were down three men.”
“Men?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.
“You know what I mean,” Ivan said and set his weapons down. 
“No, I don’t.”
“Don’t be such a girl,” he teased and flashed his charming smile. “Men, soldiers, whatever. The way I see it, we’re all equal here. We’re all just as important to the team. We each have our strengths that we bring with us.”
I nodded. “Well said.” I set the rest of my weapons in the bed of the truck and with one last look at the failed quarantine, I got in the backseat. We headed north until we reached the shore again. Rather aimlessly, we drove around until we pulled into the parking lot of a harbor. 
“Want to stop for lunch?” Hayden asked Ivan over the walkie talkie. 
“Looks clear,” Ivan responded. “Yea, let’s stop.”
With our cars pointing away from the water in case we needed to make a fast getaway, we got out, grabbed our weapons and looked around. Luckily, there wasn’t much to investigate. There were only a handful of boats in the dock and most were tightly sealed for the winter, making it impossible to act as a floating zombie hide out.
The six of us went back into the truck, picked out what we wanted to eat and sat on the sun warmed boards of the dock. 
“I’ve never been this far north,” Brock said casually. “I like the lake. It’d be fun to be close to this much water; well it would be if I didn’t have to worry about zombies floating by.”
I laughed. “I went to college in Indiana, about two hours from Lake Michigan. On really nice days, I’d beg Ray to skip class with me, drive up north and spend the day on the beach. We only did it a few times because gas got so expensive we couldn’t afford the drive.” I sighed and smiled. “It was fun. We’d pretend we were somewhere more exotic than Indiana.”
“Did you live close to the coast?” Wade asked Brock.
He shook his head. “I lived in San Antonio. It’s about a hundred miles to the coast. Other than going to South Carolina for training and then going overseas for the war, the most exciting place I’ve ever gone was Nebraska.”
“I didn’t get out of North Dakota until I was eighteen,” Hayden said and took a bite of beef jerky. “I went to Las Vegas for my birthday, spent three days there, came home and joined the Marines.”
“My parents used to go on family vacations every summer,” Rider told us. “I’ve been to Hawaii and Mexico a few times. Nothing too crazy but better than you two,” he joked.
Wade shook his head. “My dad refused to leave the country. He said we had everything we needed right here. I’ve been all over the US. I’ve always wanted to go to Europe.”
“I’ve been there,” Ivan said. “Once. My sister married a British guy and the wedding was in England. The marriage didn’t last long,” he said with a laugh. “Guess it doesn’t matter now.”
“I’ve been all over,” I admitted. “I’m partial to India, but that might be because Orissa is a city over there. My dad—my real dad that is—traveled occasionally for work. The one time my mom went with she came home pregnant, hence my name. Anyway, Kenya is pretty cool too, kinda scary in some places though. Same with China; I met some interesting people there. I wonder if they’re still alive…”
“Lucky,” Wade huffed.
I shrugged. “I guess. I’m not gonna lie and say I didn’t enjoy seeing the world but I was dragged around by my mom and stepdad. They went on charity and church missions.”
“That would be so—” Rider started before Hayden interrupted.
“Is that a boat?” he asked, springing up.
“Where?” we all asked in unison.
“There,” Hayden said, pointing to the water. He held one hand over his eyes to shield the sun. “I think it is. And…it’s moving.”
I jumped up and peered onto the water. “You’re right. Oh my God. There’s probably people on it!”
“No shit,” Brock joked, elbowing me. “Or maybe zombies learned how to drive a boat.”
“Don’t even joke about that,” Rider said seriously. “Do you think we can catch their attention?”
“The boat’s moving pretty fast,” Ivan spoke. “It looks like it’s going southeast. Maybe to another dock?”
“We should find out,” Wade suggested. “Drive along the lake and see if we can head it off.” He looked at Hayden.
“Yea,” Hayden agreed after a second. “Let’s go.”
We picked up our stuff and made it into our vehicles in record time. We sped down the harbor and turned left onto the main road that ran parallel to the lake. We flew down it, hoping to get ahead of the boat and flag the captin down. For a good fifteen minutes, the boat and our cars kept a steady pace.
“What if we lay on the horn?” Ivan asked over the walkie talkie. “Do you think they’d hear it? Any hostiles around us would for sure.”
“If there are people in that boat then it’s worth it,” Hayden said. 
“Copy that,” Ivan’s voice crackled through. He repeatedly beeped the horn of the Range Rover. Not even a minute later, trees surrounded us on both sides.
“There’s little islands in Lake Erie,” Wade, who had jumped in the truck with us, said. “That’d be an almost perfect place to be. It’s safe but far from supplies.”
“Maybe the people are making a supplies run,” I said. 
“We’ll go a bit farther,” Hayden said with a nod. “Once we’re out of the woods we’ll be able to look around for another harbor.”
We had crossed over the Pennsylvania border over a mile ago. Hayden kept a steady pace until we emerged onto a road with a clear view of the lake. The boat had vanished.
“There’s a harbor three and a half miles from here,” I said.
“How in the world do you know that?” Hayden asked, turning around to eye me.
“I used my amazing reading skills to read a sign,” I told him with a smile. Hayden relayed the info to Ivan, who agreed to drive there and scope it out. More trees blocked our view of the lake and Hayden slowed down to a safer speed.  We drove through a winding road that took us through the woods before emerging onto a small off road covered in loose gravel. 
The little harbor would have made a perfect background for a Hallmark card. We walked along the weathered wooden planks cautiously. There were ten spots; seven were filled.
“I don’t think that boat would have fit in here,” Brock stated, shaking his head. 
“No,” I agreed. “It wouldn’t.” I peered at the water and noticed something else rolling in. “We should go before the storm gets here,” I suggested, pointing to the fast moving clouds.
“Not again,” Hayden said with a sigh, glaring at the sky. “The boat might not fit in the spaces, but that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t come here. We should wait a few minutes. We might have passed them.”
“True,” I said and walked to the end of the dock. A few dozen small fish swam about. I tipped my head, looking at them. 
“Find something interesting?” Hayden asked. He almost startled me; I was so engrossed by the fish I hadn’t noticed him coming up behind me.
“Just fish.”
“We should find some fishing gear and catch dinner,” he said.
“These guys are small.”
“Well,” he began, placing his hands on my shoulders. “We can take one of the boats and go out on the lake.”
“I’d like that,” I told him, leaning back slightly. “I miss fishing.”
His hands slid from my shoulders, down my back and around my waist. I put my hands over his and closed my eyes, resisting the urge to twist around, grab him and kiss him. 
“You can fire a gun, you know how to hunt, and you like to fish,” he whispered, his breath warm on my neck. “You are the perfect woman.”
I laughed. “I’m far from perfect and I’m the first to admit it.”
“That guy’s big,” Hayden said and pointed to the water, avoiding have to argue with me over the different ways we viewed me.
“He is. I bet he’d taste good,” I added, watching a large fish swim amongst the little ones. I was curious to see if he’d eat them. “Do you know what kind of fish that is?”
“Unfortunately, no. I was never good at ID-ing fish.”
“Me neither,” I admitted. “My grandma was though. She always knew. Sometimes I wondered if she just made it up because we wouldn’t have known otherwise.”
“Smart,” Hayden chuckled. “I should have done that.” He took a step closer, pressing his body against mine.
“You know what’s weird?” I asked him, putting my hands over his.
“What?”
“Life has changed so much for us. Everything we knew is gone. But for animals nothing has changed. They’re still going on now just as they did before zombies roamed the world.”
“I never thought about it. That is weird in a way,” he said softly and loosened his grip.
“Isn’t it? They have no idea how different the world is.”
“They’re lucky,” Hayden pointed out. He removed his hands from me and took a step back. I took one last look at the fish, wishing I had bread crumbs to throw in the water. 
“No one’s been here in ages,” Ivan informed us when we rejoined the group. “Where ever that boat was going, it wasn’t here.”
“Should we try to fire up one of these?” Rider asked and waved his hand at the small boats in the dock. “We could try to track them down.”
“I can drive a boat,” Wade told us. “But I don’t think we should go out with a storm coming in. Lake Erie won’t get ocean-like waves, but I still don’t want to be out there during a storm.”
“Me neither,” Brock agreed. “Two letdowns in a row: The school and the boat. Let’s just go, get today over with and have better luck tomorrow.”
All agreeing, we got back into the cars. I slid into the backseat of the truck, Hayden—of course—drove and Ivan got into the passenger seat. As soon as Hayden put the truck in reverse, the roar of the boat’s engine hummed in the distance. We raced back to the dock, eyes wide.
“HEY!” Ivan yelled, waving his hands. The boat veered in our direction. Ivan waved again. Excited anxiety swelled inside my heart. I was curious to where this person came from and how many others they had back home.
“Shouldn’t they be slowing down?” Rider asked apprehensively.
“Uh, yea,” Hayden said. “Guys, uh, let’s go, get out of the way,” he continued when the boat was only yards from the dock and still going full speed. We booked it away just in time for the boat to crash into the wood. The driver flew forward, toppling over the windshield and smacking against the broken boards.
Wade got to him first, thinking he was going to help the poor man. Blood dripped down the boat driver’s face. In a way that reminded me of how people moved when they were possessed in the movies, the guy sat up and growled.
“Of course,” Rider spat and shook his head. “He’s raging mad!”
Wade pulled out his pistol and shot the guy point blank. The body splashed into the water. Without speaking, we got into the cars and started down the winding road once again.
“Has Raeya said anything about me?” Ivan asked with a wink.
“Oh yea, loads,” I humored him. 
“Is it still too soon to make a move?”
“I’m not sure. It’s been…shit, I don’t even know what day it is. Months. It’s been months, let’s put it that way. She hasn’t talked about it and I don’t want to bring it up.”
“How did he die?” Ivan asked.
I still felt a pang of sadness over Seth’s death. He was a good guy; good enough that I felt he actually deserved Ray. “Dropped dead from the virus.”
“At least he didn’t suffer,” Hayden said to make me feel better.
“Yea,” I agreed. “I’ll find out how she’s doing with all that when we get back,” I promised Ivan. 
“Thanks,” he said and smiled. “Do you think I have a chance with her? She’s cute and charming, don’t get me wrong, but she’s the type of woman who seems like they’d have a type.” 
“To an extent,” I informed him. Raeya liked to play it safe, know her options, and always be prepared with life and with dating. She went for the rare genuinely nice guys, preferred guys who put up with her constant planning, and needed someone she could trust. And being physically attractive was a plus.
The pickings were definitely slim in this world. But with his dazzling smile, beautiful dark skin, and muscular body, Ivan wasn’t doing so bad. I’m sure in a pre-zombie world—and if Ray was single—she’d go on a date with Ivan. I wasn’t sure how she’d handle a boyfriend who went out on missions. That would be the determining factor; the girl was a grand champion worrier.
“We could double date,” Ivan joked. “We can all go to the cafeteria on Friday nights. It’d be so exciting!”
I laughed. “Just talk to her. Even if it doesn’t work out, she’s an awesome person to have as a friend.”
Hayden turned on the stereo; Ivan immediately flipped through the iPod to find something other than country. Fat raindrops splattered onto the windshield. Hayden rolled up the windows and flicked the wipers on. 
I leaned back in my seat, surprised that I was feeling what I would have to call homesick. I missed Raeya and Padraic. I was a little worried about Gabby since she had just lost Jessica.  I wanted to throw the tennis ball for Argos, play cards in the community room, eat bland yet warm food, shower and, most of all, have some time alone with Hayden. 
“Shit,” Hayden said and slowed down. “Isn’t this the way we came?”
“It looks like it,” Ivan said, twisting around in his seat.  “Didn’t you go back the way we came?”
“I thought I did,” Hayden sighed. “We should be on the main road by now.”
“Keep going,” Ivan suggested. “Even if this isn’t the right way, I’m sure it will lead us back to the main road sooner or later.”
“Right,” Hayden said and pressed his foot on the gas again. Ten minutes later, we were even deeper into the forest. 
“Where the hell are you going?” Brock’s voice spoke over the walkie talkie.
“Not sure,” Hayden replied. “I thought this was the way we came.”
“You’re the one with the map,” Brock teased. 
“I’ll check,” Hayden said and set the walkie talkie down. “Check the map?” he asked Ivan.
“Sure.” Ivan unfolded the map. “I’d tell you where to go if I knew where we were.”
“Dammit,” Hayden cursed and hit the steering wheel. 
“Well,” Ivan cleared his throat. “If we’re up here somewhere then we need to go this way.” He traced a road with his finger. “We should only be a few miles from the main road.”
“Alright,” Hayden sighed. I knew being in Pennsylvania bothered him. The road that we thought would be our exit was covered in fallen trees and branches. Forced to turn around and go even further into the state, Ivan, who had been merrily chatting with me, grew quiet. 
“Finally,” Hayden breathed when the truck emerged from the trees. “We’re on 100 West.”
Ivan went over the map. “That street doesn’t exist.”
“I just saw the sign,” Hayden countered. “One hundred and the letter ‘W’. I know how to read a street sign.”
“I’m not saying you don’t. But I’m telling you, 100 West doesn’t exist on this map.”
“Maybe it was added after the map was made,” I suggested. It was bound to happen.
“This map was made last year,” Ivan said, shaking his head. “And this road doesn’t look new. Plus, I don’t think any state had money left for construction of any kind. Well, besides California and New York.”
“I’ll see where it goes,” Hayden said through gritted teeth. “At least we can see what’s around us.”
The road was incredibly flat, as were the fields on either side of us. I looked intently at them; something seemed wrong. Everything was perfect and too man made. It gave off an eerie feeling. The distant low humming of giant windmills grew louder and louder. 
We had three of those huge energy producing windmills back at the compound. They were kind of mesmerizing and a little scary. It was impossible to tell just how gargantuan they were until you drove up close. The humongous blades slowly spun in the wind. Amongst the windmills were dozens of identical, green pole barns. I had yet to see them in person but I recognized them right away. 
“Greenhouses,” I muttered.  I remembered it like yesterday; my grandpa was so incredibly pissed when we first heard about them. He swore it would be the downfall of American farmers and he was right. 
A ‘greenhouse’ as they were referred to could grow crops year round and didn’t rely on the weather. They could provide ten acres’ worth of plants in a building of just a few thousand square feet. Filled with rotating levels, fake sunlight, soil drenched in growth hormones, and the perfect amount of humidity in the air, greenhouses were guaranteed to provide America with fresh food all year round…if you could call tomatoes that never felt a ray of sunshine ‘fresh’. 
Powered by the windmills, production costs were next to nothing. It was fast, cheap, and easy to harvest fruit and vegetables that grew inside a climate controlled building. The whole premise was that the low cost to grow and harvest would then be reflected in a drop in prices at the supermarket. Produce did get cheaper, just not as much as President Samael promised. The biggest difference was in the size of the crops. 
Tomatoes the size of softballs, cantaloupes the size of watermelon…everyone thought they were getting a bargain but what they were really getting was a daily dose of cancer. Or at least that’s what my grandpa believed. He refused to buy anything that wasn’t locally grown by someone he knew. 
These ‘greenhouse farms’ were placed across the country. Many of them—like this one—were near natural water sources. Supposedly they collected rain water as well. In theory, it was a great idea. But when you could spend the same amount on a bag of five pound of homegrown potatoes as you could on a ten pound bag of lab grown potatoes, the choice was obvious. The economy was so bad no one could afford to eat organic.
Deciding the open space was as good as any to stop of a bathroom break, Hayden pulled the truck into the small parking lot next to a greenhouse. We quickly looked for zombies and after finding none, we got out. 
I grabbed a tissue from my bag and walked around the corner of the greenhouse to pee.
“Hayden!” I called when I was done. I stood, pulling up my pants. He came running. 
“Riss! You ok?”
“Yea,” I said not meeting his eyes. I swallowed and pointed to something on the ground. “Look.”
Still shaken, he stepped closer to me. “What?”
“Right there. Footprints.”
 



 
Chapter 16
“So?” he questioned, giving me a what-the-hell look. “I thought something was attacking you and you called me over here to look at footprints?”
“Yes. Someone was here.”
“Someone could be anywhere, Riss. Zombies have free run over the place. I’m sure more than one has passed through here.” He put his hand on mine. “Let’s go.”
“No,” I said and pulled my hand away. “You’re not looking. One set clearly walked up to the door. Not staggered or wandered. The path is straight; they meant to go inside.” I moved closer to the prints. “And this set leaves the building, stepping on the ones going in. Someone went in and then out.”
Hayden looked at the footprints for a second before saying, “You’re right. Still, that doesn’t mean much.”
“Let’s go in and see.”
“We’re not armed well enough,” he reminded me. Since the tornado, none of us left the truck completely unarmed. I had my M9, two extra clips, my knife and a small pistol strapped to my ankle. Hayden had all that and more.
“Let me just see if the door is unlocked,” I suggested.
“Ok,” he agreed and stepped onto the cement pad that welcomed you to the front door. He pulled out his pistol, raised it and nodded. I put my hand on the knob and twisted. 
“Dammit,” I swore. “It’s locked.” 
Hayden took his gun in his left hand and grabbed the door knob with his right. He jiggled it a few times, gave me his gun to hold and, with both hands, forced the knob to click open by breaking the lock. 
I gave him his gun back. “That’s why I love you,” I said with a smile. Carefully, I pushed the door open. We were instantly blinded by harsh, ultraviolet lights. To be safe, I pulled out my gun, clicked the safety off and aimed it at chest level. For a full thirty seconds, we stood unmoving. 
“I think the coast is clear,” I whispered. “Why is the power on?”
“I’m assuming it never shut off,” Hayden said, motioning to the windmills. “This place has probably been running nonstop. But there’s no one to bring the water, plant seeds or harvest what grew.”
Metal clinked as the top row of plants was rotated out for another row. Curiously, I peered inside. The building was tall; there were a dozen or more rows of plants with walkways in between each row. Each row was probably ten high, I didn’t feel like counting, and were constantly being rotated every minute. 
The cement floor was swept clean. There were no dead, dried leaves, no spilled dirt or dropped vegetables. The air smelled of chemicals and not of soil and plants like a greenhouse should. At the opposite end of the greenhouse was a staircase that led to a walkway. I imagined scientists walking along it, reaching over the rails and grabbing a piece of produce to hook up to a monitor and test. 
I was about to turn and leave since the humidity was choking me when a flash of purple caught my eye. Without thinking, I stepped from the doorframe and into the building. Following only a step behind me, Hayden kept his gun raised.
“It’s an eggplant,” I said. Before the row rotated, I grabbed it, twisting and snapping it off the vine. “Hayden, look.” I held the football sized eggplant to my chest. “Every row.” I blinked in disbelief.
“They all have plants. Growing plants,” Hayden finished for me. “You were right; someone has been here.”
I set the eggplant down. “We should check the other buildings. Make sure this isn’t a weird fluke.”
Hayden nodded and took my hand. Still feeling a little stunned, we silently walked back over to the cars.
“That was fast,” Ivan said to us with a smile. “What, Underwood couldn’t keep it up?”
I blinked, almost not catching his joke. “No, h-he can. The greenhouses work,” I stammered.
“Huh?” Brock asked. He pushed himself off the Range Rover, which he had been leaning against. 
“Riss saw footprints,” Hayden explained. “We went into the greenhouse; I expected it to be full of dead, dried plants. But it’s not, not at all. Or at least the one we went into.”
“Someone’s been taking care of them?” Brock asked incredulously. He ran a hand through his light brown hair. “Do you think crazy in the boat took care of them before he became infected?”
“It would make sense,” Ivan stated.
Rider and Wade joined us. “What’s going on?” Wade asked. Hayden quickly explained and decided to split up in pairs and inspect the rest of the buildings. Hayden grabbed his machine gun and I slung the bow and arrows over my shoulder. We went over to the nearest building to the right. The biggest heads of lettuce I’d ever seen spilled over the top of the plastic beds.
The next greenhouse was filled with strawberries. The smell instantly made my mouth water. Hayden plucked two off and tossed one to me. I held it up; it was huge and bright red and promised to be juicy and sweet.
“What’s the matter?” he asked and bit into his.
“My grandpa used to say that the hormones in these plants would cause cancer.”
“Everything causes cancer,” he said and picked off another. “Did you eat at restaurants?”
“Of course.”
“Then you’ve already been exposed and you’re fine. You’re missing out,” he told me and ate another.
Feeling silly for never thinking that restaurants would no doubt buy cheaper ingredients, I shrugged and devoured the strawberry.
“Ohmigod, this is orgasmic,” I said and pulled off a few more, eager to shove them into my mouth.
“So that’s all I have to do?” Hayden raised his eyebrows. 
I nodded. “Right now, yea. I think I could eat every strawberry in here. It’s been months since I had fresh fruit!”
“Yea,” Hayden agreed with his mouth full. “We should bring some back for the ride home.”
“I have to get some for Raeya!”
“I hate to break it to you, but we still have a while. I don’t think they’d be good by then.”
“Dammit,” I said. “You’re right.” 
We eat a few more before going into the greenhouse across the street. Unlike the others, this one didn’t have rotating levels. Instead, it had rows of the weirdest looking trees I’d ever seen. I reached out and touched an apple. 
Gleaming red and fricken huge, the heavy piece of fruit easily snapped of in my hands. I inspected it, remembering how my grandma used to take Raeya and me to the same orchard every fall to pick our own apples. I would climb up in the tree to get the best ones and then I’d throw them down to Ray. We’d spend the entire next day making apple pies, preserves, jams and my favorite: Apple butter. When my grandma got so sick and weak that walking down the rows of trees became too much for her, Ray and I still went so we could bring her a basket of the prettiest apples we could find.
The trees in front of me were wrong, so wrong. It looked as if someone chopped off the top of the tree on stuck it on a four foot stump. The branches were held up by strong cables attached to the ceiling. I felt like a giant walking amongst the minuscule trees. It was so unnatural; I didn’t like it one bit. I set the apple down and followed Hayden into another greenhouse, this one filled with radishes. 
We just stepped out of a green bean filled barn when Rider and Wade jogged over.
“Everything’s fresh,” Wade said. “In all of them.”
I nodded. “That’s how it was in the ones we looked in.”
Hayden took a step in the direction of the truck. Following suit, the three of us began walking with him. 
“Should we load up the truck?” Rider asked. “Can you imagine how happy everyone will be when we show up with a bed full of fresh fruit?”
“It won’t be all fresh by the time we get there,” Hayden said grimly, eyeing the strawberries. “We still have a week.”
“Oh,” Rider sighed. “Right.”
We walked the rest of the way to the truck in silence. Hayden jumped up in the bed and grabbed a water bottle. He drank half and offered it to me. Hot, sweaty, and thirsty, I quickly downed the warm water. I wished it were possible to keep a cooler stocked with ice. 
A few minutes later, Ivan and Brock joined us, each carrying a box.
“Seeds,” Brock explained and set the box next to the Range Rover. Rain started to sputter down on us again; he opened the tailgate and rearranged the items back there to make room for the seeds. Ivan told us that every greenhouse they went in had fast growing, healthy looking plants in it.
“Harvest time?” Brock asked and slammed the tailgate down.
Hayden shook his head. “Not everything will last the week’s drive.”
“We can’t leave all this,” Brock said, motioning to the greenhouses. 
“No,” Hayden agreed. He shifted his weight uncomfortably, his eyes moving from the truck to the greenhouses several times. 
“It’s your call,” Brock said in a level tone. “Whatever you decide, I’ll agree with.”
Rider, Wade, and Ivan nodded. I didn’t know Hayden officially called the shots. I wondered why he never told me that before and why he didn’t use his authority more often.
“It would be a waste,” Ivan agreed with Brock. “We could freeze a lot of this stuff and it could last us until our own crops grow.”
 “You’re right,” Hayden said. “We can’t pass this up.”
“What about the people who grew this?” Rider asked shyly. “I’m not saying they need it more than we do, but do you think we should try to find them?”
Hayden’s eyes met mine. I shook my head and he nodded, getting what I implied.
“The whole situation is weird,” I stated. “Why invest the time and energy to grow crops and then leave them? I would be protecting our food source with my life.”
“What about the person driving the boat?” Wade brought up.
I bit my lip as I thought. “I suppose. I don’t know…it still seems like a huge risk to rely on. I suppose it’s possible though. Maybe they come over and set up the greenhouses once a week or something.”
“And it’s not like we are going to clean them out,” Ivan said. “We can’t fit that much into the bed of the truck.”
“We’re not supposed to be here,” Hayden reminded us. “Let’s get the food and go.”
Ivan nodded. “How should we do this? I think it would be the fastest to work together with one as a look out.”
“Sounds good,” Hayden said and took the keys of the truck from his pocket. “Let’s start at that end and work our way down.”
We loaded up in our cars and drove to the first greenhouse. Brock said there were more boxes in the storage shed were they had found the seeds. Hayden suggested I be the lookout. Though picking vegetables and lugging the heavy boxes into the truck bed wasn’t exactly a fun time, it beat standing in the humid drizzle. 
My skin was sticky and I desperately wanted to shower. I unbraided my hair and, without even attempting to comb it out, flipped my head upside down and twisted it into a bun. The air was too thick to have any hair touching my neck. 
I flicked the safety off my machine gun and waited, carefully keeping a watchful eye all around us. The rain and clouds had moved on by the time the guys came out of the first greenhouse. Along with the humid air, the hot sun beat down on us. 
It took hours to get everything picked, packed, and loaded. Along with being hot and sweaty, the guys were now tired. Hayden complained that his back hurt from leaning over. Ivan found a working hose hooked up to a well around the back of the storage shed. We suspected it was used to fill the water tanks when the rainwater ran low. We quickly hosed off, changed into clean clothes and got into the cars. 
The bed of the truck was full. Except for a miniscule amount of room left around the machine gun, there was no space left for anything else. Paying careful attention to the map, we headed southwest.
Knowing our chances of finding survivors walking down the road were slim to none, we were all content with the thoughts of being home in half a day. We drove straight through for four hours, making good time. We had to avoid several pile ups and stalled cars on the high way and sped through a zombie infested town in northern Ohio. 
We were near Columbus when the sunlight started to fade. We pulled into an empty parking lot in front of a dentist’s office. Hayden used the five gummies milling about as target practice with the bow. His first shot missed, his second hit the gummy in the thigh and his third hit in the heart.
“Relax,” I reminded him. “And stop looking at the arrow; look at your target. That’s what I do at least.” Hayden let out his breath, refocused and released the arrow. “See!” I said excitedly. “I’m a good teacher.”
“Yes you are,” he agreed and walked over to pull the arrow out of the gummy’s head. He flicked the brain matter off and retrieved the other two arrows. We went around the building to find the other deteriorated humans. One was stuck in a sewage ditch—he was an easy target. Two others staggered in our direction going at snail speed. 
Hayden’s first arrow whizzed past, grazing the S3’s head. A flap of skin peeled off but it wasn’t enough to kill the bastard. Hayden fired again and nailed him in the eye. He got the second one on his first try.
“He’s not even worth shooting,” I said when we walked over to the third gummy who was dragging himself along the ground. “Is it pathetic that I feel kind of sorry for him?” I asked Hayden, tipping my head to the side.
“No, I do too,” he agreed. The creature in front of us only had one arm. His legs had been chewed; most of the skin was gone and the bones were splintered and broken. His face was crusted in pus and blood. Needless to say, he smelled worse than shit. 
Hayden took an arrow and easily pushed it through the thing’s head. His skull was about as strong as a moldy orange. He shook off the mucous and put the arrow back in the quiver. We rejoined our group who was already eating dinner. Careful not to send our boxes of fruit and veggies falling, Hayden put the tailgate down and hopped up while I grabbed us food. 
“Do you have zombie crap on your hands?” I asked him before giving him the tuna and crackers I was holding.
Hayden inspected his hands. “Don’t think so. And it doesn’t matter for me, remember?”
“I know,” I told him. “It can make you regular sick, remember?”
“Yea,” he sighed. “But we don’t have soap or water. Too bad.”
“Hang on,” I told him and set the food down. I had forgotten that Padraic gave me a bottle of hand sanitizer several missions ago. I rooted around in my bag for it. “I know you touched those gummies,” I said to Hayden and held out the bottle. 
“I don’t need that, Riss,” he said defiantly.
“I don’t need you sick,” I retorted.
“I won’t get sick. I haven’t yet.”
“Hayden, just take it. It’s not hard and it won’t hurt.”
“I don’t want it,” he argued.
“Please?” I tried.
“Fine,” he huffed and held out his hand. I squeezed a large drop of the hand sanitizer onto his palm.
“Underwood, you are such a baby,” Ivan teased.  “It’s a good idea,” he said and held out his hands. “We might not get infected but think of all the nasty shit we touch. I’m surprised we haven’t gotten sick more often.”
We passed the bottle around, agreeing it would be a good idea to ‘wash up’ before eating from now on. We ate our rationed meals and really had to resist stuffing our faces full of apples, strawberries, oranges, and bananas.  
Another night spent sleeping uncomfortably in the cars slowly passed. We got up with the sun, got out to stretch and ate a rushed breakfast. The sun was already beating down hot rays on the black truck. And we weren’t allowed to use the air conditioning. 
I leaned against the cool window in the backseat. The wind blowing in from Hayden’s open window felt wonderful as we sped along at seventy miles an hour down a stretch of highway. He and Brock were busy talking about football. I thought it was totally irrelevant since I felt confident to say that at least ninety-five percent of the NFL was dead.
But I’d admit it was nice hearing a normal conversation. I kept my mouth shut and closed my eyes. We had to do some off roading to go around a several mile long stretch of parked cars on the highway. We splashed through a swampy cornfield and onto a gravel road. Not wanting rocks to fly up and damage the truck, Hayden drove slowly.
The sunlight glinting off the back window caught my attention immediately. It wasn’t unusual in the least to see a car pulled over on the side of the road or even stopped in the middle of the road. What did strike me as odd was the mud splashed all over the navy blue Chevy Impala. 
“Stop,” I said suddenly.
“Why?” Hayden said and slammed on the brakes.
“That car back there,” I said as I twisted in my seat. “It’s dirty.”
“So is everything,” Hayden reminded me. “There’s no one left to clean it.” He took his foot off the brake.
“No, Hayden, stop. The car is dirty like it just splashed though the same mud we did. It rained yesterday remember? It would have washed it away.”
“Shit,” he swore and told Ivan to stop over the walkie talkie.
“How the hell do you notice things like that?” Brock asked.
“I don’t know. I just do,” I admitted. “I kinda wish I didn’t. Then we’d still be on our way home.”
“You would have made a good detective,” Brock told me. “You see things other people don’t.”
“Thanks. I wanted to be an actress, though. It’s a selfish thing to want to be, I realize now.” Even if all the zombies were killed tomorrow and the world went back to being how it was, I would never desire to be an actress again. There was no way I could sit idly by while horrible things happened. I never thought I could make a difference in this world until now. 
Maybe I wasn’t. Maybe taking out a dozen zombies here and there wouldn’t even put a notch in the numbers. Our food supply was bound to run low, our livestock was a calling card for zombies, and our safe space was so limited it was pointless to even try and repopulate the earth. Maybe searching and saving people was a total moot point since we were all damned to die in the end. 
But maybe it wasn’t.
Hayden put the truck in park, cut the engine and reached behind him to retrieve his gun from the back seat. Rider pulled himself up through the sunroof in the Range Rover and stood on its roof, looking around for zombies. 
“Clear, from what I can see,” he told us and hopped off the SUV. Armed, the six of us walked around the Impala. Wade opened the driver’s door. 
“No keys,” he informed us after he searched. “But look.” He pointed to the back. “Water bottles, a bag of peanuts and some cans of food. I’d guess someone was coming back.”
“Wait?” Ivan suggested. 
Hayden shook his head. “That could take too long. We should try and find them.”
“How?” Rider asked, looking around. “They could be anywhere.”
There was about twenty yards of overgrown grass and weeds off the road that melted into a forest. My eyes scanned the grass. Once I saw what I was looking for I said, “I can track them.”
“Really?” Wade asked incredulously. 
“Yea. It’s not any different than tracking animals. Sometimes it’s easier; people are so obvious.”
“Sweet.” He tipped his head slightly. “How do you know how to do that?”
“I’ve been hunting with my grandpa since I was seven. I picked up a few things,” I explained. 
“Can you teach me?” he asked almost shyly.
“I can try,” I promised. I went back to the truck and pulled out a backpack to load up with supplies. 
“Wait,” Brock said. “Our cars. And the food.” He motioned to the bed of the truck. “What if they come back and we’re not here?”
“We can’t leave it,” Hayden stated. For a split second I thought he might order us to go straight home. “Three stay here and guard it and three go.” Already deciding he was coming with me, Hayden took the keys to his truck from his pocket and held them up. “Who else is going?”
“I’ll go,” Wade said quickly. 
Hayden tossed his keys to Brock. “Leave if need be but double back and meet us half a mile down the road. I’ll keep in contact,” he said and patted the walkie talkie. 
Ivan nodded. “Be careful.”
“We’ll be fine,” Wade said and patted his machine gun. “If all else fails we’ll climb a tree,” he said and winked at me.
Ivan half smiled. “Remember the range isn’t very far.”
Hayden nodded. “I’ll check to make sure we don’t get past the point without letting you know. We’re wasting time though, let’s go.”
Leading the way, I walked followed the trail of bent grass and weeds.
“What range are you talking about?” I asked as I slapped a mosquito off the back of my neck.
“The walkie talkies,” Hayden clarified. “After three miles the signal is lost.”
“Really?” I was surprised. “I thought you guys had high tech military walkie talkies.”
“We do,” Wade huffed. “But they don’t work.”
“Really?” I asked again.
“Yea. They used satellite signals,” Rider continued explaining. “The ones we have now use radio waves.”
“Why don’t the satellite signals work?” I asked.
“Wouldn’t I like to know,” Wade said with a sigh. 
“Eventually they’d stop working,” I thought out loud. “Since there’s no one left to fix them. But that shouldn’t have happened already.” I shook my head. “Like a week after the virus hit we found out that the GPS in the Range Rover didn’t work. It just doesn’t make sense.” I turned around just in time to see Hayden’s muscles stiffen. He cast his eyes down from mine.
I turned back around and focused on the weeds. With some of them still dead and dry from the winter, it was easy to see where these people had gone.
“It doesn’t make any sense,” Wade agreed. “But if you think about the panic the initial outbreak caused it’s easy to imagine someone freaking out and hitting the power button, so to speak.”
“Right,” I spoke but wasn’t sold on the idea. Thinking about it made a knot form in my stomach. I couldn’t put the puzzle together without all the pieces. I shook my head again, telling myself it wasn’t worth it to worry about…yet.
The grass gave way to the leaf covered forest floor. The trees were sparse at first but quickly became dense, no doubt blocking us from the others’ view.
“I get the bent grass, but now what are you looking for?” Wade asked me.
“Foot traffic. Footprints are obvious but not always there so you have to look for other things, like this,” I said and knelt down, pointing to the disturbance in the dead leaves. “See how they’re all moved around?  We’re lucky; whoever walked through here made zero attempts to be discreet.”
“I never would have noticed that,” Wade admitted.
“You don’t notice stuff like this,” I informed him. “Unless you are looking. The ground is soft here and probably even softer deeper in the woods. You can see the boot print over there.”
Hayden and Wade nodded. “And there,” Hayden pointed out.
“Yea,” I said. “It looks like there were three people walking through here, and one of them was big.”
“How can you tell?”
I took a few steps forward until I found a clearer print. “This imprint is deeper than the others. The more you weigh, the more you sink into the mud.”
“It makes so much sense I feel dumb for not picking up on it,” Hayden laughed.
“Really,” I said again. “It’s easy not to notice stuff like this unless you are looking. And who walks with their eyes on the ground?”
“Speaking of,” Hayden said and paused. “Riss, you track. Wade and I should keep an eye and ear out for zombies.”
“Good idea,” I agreed.
 We walked a few yards before I stopped. “Seriously?” I sighed and stared at the patch of pricker bushes in front of me.
“What?” Hayden and Wade asked in unison.
“Dumbasses walked straight through those,” I told them, motioning to the thorny vines. “Stay here while I go around. I’ll use you as a visual to pick up the trail again.”
I picked my way over a rotting log, wondering why the hell those people would choose to walk through the prickers. Even in jeans, they poked into your skin, causing little red scratches that burned and itched. 
“Oh,” I said aloud as soon as I got in front of the bushes. “There’s a path,” I called over my shoulder. If I had bothered to look up and out every now and then I would have noticed it. Once the boys joined me I asked, “Ok, without looking at the ground, can you tell which way they went?”
“That way,” Hayden said, pointing to our right.
“Why?” I quizzed. 
“It seems right.”
I smiled. “You’re actually right. Look.” I took a few paces in that direction and touched an overhanging branch. “People have the tendency to snap off anything that is in their way.” I put my fingers around the broken twig. “You can tell it’s freshly broken by looking at where the branch is broken. See how it’s fresh?”
Hayden’s fingers graced mine as he felt the inside of the break. “Better than bread crumbs, right?” he asked. 
“Right,” I answered with a smile. We continued hiking the path following the obvious trail. At one point whoever we were tracking stopped for a snack; peanut shells littered the ground. Certain that the people stuck to the already made trail, I occasionally glanced down to make sure we were still hot on their tracks. Distracted by the distant babbling of a stream, I looked around the woods for it.
Out of the corner of my eye, it caught my attention. I stopped so suddenly that Hayden walked into me.  His hand flew around my arm to keep me from falling. 
“What is it?” he asked his voice almost shaky. He let go of me and raised his gun. 
At a temporary loss for words, I pointed to the trampled ground and pulled an arrow from my quiver, expecting the worst.
 



 
Chapter 17
 
“Holy shit,” Wade swore. 
I only nodded in agreement as my eyes darted around the woods.  Why did the birds have to be so fucking loud? My eyes darted back to the tracks that had been left by zombies. If the scuffled leaves weren’t obvious enough of the staggering dead, then the bits of flesh scraped off on tree bark were a big giveaway.
“They went that way,” I whispered, pointing more or less toward the highway. 
“Recently?” Hayden asked, his hand already grabbing the walkie talkie.
There was a puddle inside one of the trenches left by a dragged foot. “I don’t think so.” I hurried over to a tree and poked at a chunk of flesh with my fingernail. It was crusty. “At least a day or two ago.” I shook my head. “That doesn’t mean they’re not near.” I let out a breath of relief and stuck the arrow back in the quiver, hoping it wasn’t a premature move.
“And our civilians?” Wade asked.
“They walked right over the tracks. I doubt they even noticed.”
Wade shook his head in disbelief. “And they say ignorance is bliss.”
Hayden put his hand on the small of my back. “Keep tracking,” he told me. “We’ll keep an eye out. I want to find these people as fast as we can and get out of here.”
I flicked another mosquito off my arm. “I wish we had bug spray,” I complained and picked up the trail again. The mosquitoes got worse the closer we got to the water, which turned out to be a shallow creek. The muddy water and low walls made me think it was a run off creek filled with rain water. 
We kept walking, Hayden periodically checked in with Ivan to see how far we’d wandered. With no more signs of zombies, I was able to relax—only just a little—and nearly enjoy the walk through the woods.
That is until I saw something that made me stop dead in my tracks again. Hayden and Wade sprang into position. I waved my hand at them.
“No zombies,” I said breathlessly, my eyes scanning a huge tree off the trail.
“Then what is it?” Hayden asked, sounding annoyed.
“I’ve been here before,” I said hoarsely. I forced my eyes off of the Eastern Cottonwood tree. 
“Huh?” Hayden questioned. 
I shook my head. I didn’t know why it shocked me so much. “I’ve been here before,” I repeated.
“Like in a dream?” Wade asked seriously. He pushed his eyebrows together and stared at me.
“No,” I spat. “Like on vacation. This is a park. Alum State Park.”
“Ok,” Wade said not believing me at all. 
“No, really!” With both hands, I motioned to the tree. “This tree isn’t something you forget. I’m telling you, I’ve been here before.” I spun around to look at Hayden. “I used to live in Ohio, remember?”
He pulled his shoulders back and looked at the tree. “I remember.” His eyes scanned the tree before locking with mine. “You sure you’ve been here?”
“Yes,” I promised. “If we keep going north, we’ll come to a campground.”
“Let’s go to it,” he said with a smile. He tried to relay the message to Ivan but we were too far. Ordering Wade and me to say put, he set down his backpack full of supplies and jogged back down the trail until he was close enough to reach Ivan. I hated every minute of him being out of my sight.
“He’ll be fine,” Wade said, playfully punching my arm.
“I’m not worried,” I lied.
“Bullshit. You look worried.”
I sighed. “Ok, I am. I don’t like not knowing. Anything could happen. Zombies or even falling and twisting an ankle. And I’d never know.”
“So you think you can keep bad things from happening?”
“Of course not. I wish I could, but I know I can’t. If I’m with him—or anyone else for that matter—at least I know what’s going on.”
Wade gave me a teasing smile. “You two are good together.”
I tried to force myself not to blush; I failed. “Thanks.” I hit another mosquito. Even as hot was it was, I unrolled the sleeves to the blue plaid button up shirt I had on over a pink tank top. Suddenly feeling light headed, I removed my backpack and sat on the damp ground. I took a water bottle from my bag and drank half of it thinking I’d feel better after I rehydrated.
I concentrated on what was around me; the huge tree, the leaves, forest floor greenery, birds, and the bright sunlight that filtered through the trees and checkered the path. Finally we heard Hayden’s footfalls. 
“All good,” he told us and let out a deep breath. “It’s fucking hot,” he panted. “As much as we bitched about the cold, I’d rather run in it than run in the heat.”
I unzipped Hayden’s bag and tossed him a water bottle. While he drank it I stood up, my vision clouding with black fuzzy spots. The next thing I knew Wade put his arms around me.
“Riss?” he asked, steadying me. Hayden recapped his water and rushed over.
I shook my head. “Stood up too fast, I suppose.” I took a deep breath and smiled. “Let’s go.”
“We can stay a while,” Wade suggested, still concerned.
“I’m fine,” I protested. “Don’t tell me you’ve never had that happen.”
“Only when I’m sick,” he said quietly. His eyes left mine and found Hayden’s, thinking Hayden would give me the order to stop and rest. I brushed mud off my ass and picked up my bag. 
“Let’s go,” I said with too much pep.
“Orissa,” Hayden said gently. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
“If I wasn’t I’d tell you. I’m fine now.”
Wade laughed. “I told you that you were stressing,” he said to me.
“Shut up,” I shot back. It was apparent Hayden felt left out of the conversation. 
“She wants to put a leash on you,” Wade said to Hayden.
“Yes,” I agreed. “A leather leash and handcuffs so I can make you my bitch,” I joked. “Seriously, guys, I’m fine now.”
“Ok,” Hayden said with a nod. I picked up where we left off, following the footprints along the trail. Adrenaline pumped through my body and I whipped an arrow out of the quiver with record speed when I heard a rustling through the brush. I waited, swallowed, and laughed.
“Zombie bunnies,” Wade said, lowering his gun. “Don’t let the little fluffers fool you; they are quite deadly.”  
“And no one will ever suspect him,” Hayden said gravely. “He’ll get away and continue out his reign of terror.”
We laughed and continued on and soon came up to a road.
“The campground is down there,” I whispered. “I know the road is curvy, but I can’t remember exactly how close we are.” I pointed to the muddy footprints leading down the road. “They walked down the road. Once the mud’s off their shoes, I have nothing to follow. I think it’d be best to go in through the trees.”
Hayden nodded. “I’ll go first. If we find the people, watch them before talking to them. If they seem sketchy, get out, get back up or leave.”
“Sounds good,” I told him. We went along the road for a few more yards before cutting into the woods. 
One of my grandpa’s favorite summer pastimes was to drive out to the middle of the woods with a lawn chair, a beer, five tennis balls and a blind fold. He’d set up his chair and place the tennis balls around it, blindfold himself, and sit back and wait. It was my job to sneak up unnoticed and take the tennis balls. 
I completely failed at first. Patient, my grandpa sat in that chair for hours while I figured out how to walk as close to silently as possible. And when it wasn’t possible, I learned how to move in ways that mimicked forest animals. I was always scared of being mistaken for a deer and getting shot by a random hunter in the woods.
Windy days were ideal. I’d move one foot when the gust went by, masking the sound of movement. Sometimes it took forever just to move mere feet, but it worked. A flock of geese noisily flew above us; I’d move again. Loud planes were even better. Occasionally my grandpa would move, either shifting position or reaching up to scratch his back. If he moved, I moved. 
It seemed so simple but was so hard to master. It was an important skill to know, my grandpa told me again and again. Not only useful for sneaking up on someone, but it was skill that could help me get away if need ever be.
Precariously placing my foot down and distributing my weight from heel to toe, I slipped off the road without a sound. I bent down to avoid any contact with low hanging branches. Not only was the snapping of twigs a good way to give yourself away, but the unnatural swinging of the trees was a sure fire way to catch someone’s attention. 
As graceful as a cat, my body moved along with the forest. I wished my grandpa was here with me now. My heart ached and I closed my eyes; I couldn’t let myself feel anything but determination right now. I took another carefully planned step.
Twigs snapped and leaves crunched. I whirled around and glared at Hayden and Wade.
“Could you be any louder?” I scolded in a hushed voice. “You’re gonna give us away or they’re gonna think you’re a zombie lumbering through the woods.”
“Sorry,” Wade whispered back. I waited so I could watch them move. Hayden picked up his feet and looked before he put them down. His machine gun across his back caught on a branch, bent it back and sent it flying into Wade’s face. I put my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing.
“Heel-toe,” I whispered, lifting up my foot to show them. “It’ll make the crunching sound less like footfalls. Stay low and don’t push branches out of your way. Move out of theirs.”
After his gun caught on a tree once more, Hayden took it off of his back and held it at his side. I smiled, wondering if it was dumb that I felt proud of him, and turned back around. We painstakingly picked our way through the forest.
We heard their voices right after I smelled the familiar scent of a campfire. Hayden clicked the safety off his gun and stayed close by me. I counted eight people. I assumed there were more I couldn’t see.  Three tents were set up in front of an RV. A silver SUV, an old Ford truck, and black sedan formed a semi circle around the campsite. 
An older man with white hair poked at the fire. Two young girls dumped contents of a can into a metal pot and carried it over to the man. He set it on the fire and snatched his hand away, shaking it. 
“Burn yourself, Buddy?” a female voice called.
“Singed the hairs,” he replied with a smile. 
A very skinny toddler ran out of a tent. Only a second later, his equally thin father dashed out and picked him up. The kid instantly started crying. His father clamped his hand over the boy’s mouth, shushing him before kissing him on the back of the head.
“I know you’re hungry,” I heard him say. “We all are. You’ll eat soon.”
The group milled about, talking quietly. Every now and then we’d catch part of what they were saying. Every one of them seemed malnourished and exhausted.  The two young girls clasped hands and walked away from the fire. Both had frizzy blonde hair and matching freckles across their pale faces. One was slightly taller than the other.
“Don’t worry, Addison,” she said to the shorter girl as she put her arm around her shoulder. “We’ll find food soon. We have before, remember?”
Addison nodded and wiped a tear from her face. It was hard to guess the age of someone so filthy and starving, but I assumed Addison to be ten since she was the same height as Lisa. Her friend was maybe twelve or thirteen. 
“Quinn!” the tall girl called and was immediately shushed by the others. “Quinn!” she called again in a much softer voice. The crying toddler unsteadily ran over. He too had blonde hair and freckles.
“Lizzy!” the baby’s father scolded. “Don’t let your brother that close to the fire. We’ve been over this before; you don’t listen!”
“I’ve got him,” she said and scooped him up in her arms. She spun around with him in her arms, causing Quinn to laugh. Lizzy, Quinn the baby, and Addison sat on a picnic table in front of the RV, grumbling about being hungry. I felt bad for them and remembered all too well our days spent on the run with barely any food to eat.
The RV door opened with a screech of the hinges. Hayden and Wade’s attention immediately was caught by the camouflage uniforms. One man was holding a rifle and the other was looking at a map. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. They beckoned someone named Amos over; a man the same age as my grandpa—if not older—hobbled over.  
They spoke in hushed voices as if they didn’t want the others to hear. The guy with the gun looked around nervously as if he expected zombies to rush from the trees. He was smart…and scared. People do stupid things when they’re scared. They act without thinking and if three bodies emerged from the forest, they would most likely shoot.
Very slowly, I turned and motioned for Hayden and Wade to follow. Once we made it fifty feet away, I whispered, “What do you think?”
“They seem harmless,” Hayden responded. “Only one was armed that we saw. The others…they just look pathetic.”
“We need to help them,” Wade agreed.
“We should come from the road,” I suggested. “Less surprise that way and less chance of being mistaken for zombies.”
Hayden nodded and smiled. “I don’t feel like getting shot again.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re not. Never again.” I smiled too and tip toed out of the forest.
“How should we do this?” Wade asked once our feet hit the pavement of the street. “Just walk up to them. It seems like it would be kinda…kinda…”
“Awkward?” I finished for him. 
“Yea.”
“Oh well,” Hayden said with a shake of his head. “We’ll know right away the nature of the group. I’m guessing once they learn we have food, they will be more than welcoming. Weapons down but stay ready.”
Even though I saw the pathetic state the group was in, I couldn’t help the ball of nerves that formed in my stomach. The last time we picked up random strangers, Brock got bitten and two people got shot. Needless to say I wasn’t in the trusting mood.
Hayden went first. “Hello!” he called out as if we weren’t sure anyone was in the camp. The hush that fell over the civilians was unmistakable. Then a minute of chaos erupted when the survivors realized they weren’t alone. 
As I expected, the two guys in military attire approached us first. The guy holding the gun was probably no taller than my five-foot-seven frame. Sandy blonde hair fell into his eyes and he shook his head to move it out of the way. His partner was taller and at one point over weight. They way his clothes hung off his body suggested he recently lost a lot of it. No diet is as effective as the zombie apocalypse diet.
I fought the urge to put my fingers around the metal of my gun. I waited as the guys sized us up, wondering if Hayden was going to hold up his hands and say ‘we come in peace’. Instead, he casually said, “Hey.” 
Blondie lowered the gun and took a step forward. Careful to keep his hand slightly extended at his sides, Hayden also moved closer.
“I’m Sergeant Underwood. This is Lance Corporal Williams and…Orissa,” Hayden introduced, turning slightly in my direction. I smiled warmly at the strangers, thinking I should come up with a fancy sounding title as well. “We have a secure base down south; we’ve been looking for survivors,” Hayden explained. 
“I’m Zane,” the blonde with the gun informed us. “This is Colin.” He lowered the gun and looked at us. Wade was right; this was awkward. Finally Colin shook his head. 
“Wait a second, are you saying you have a safe place to stay and we’re welcome?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Hayden said. “I can tell you more about it if you want.”
“Yes!” Colin exclaimed. 
I stepped up next to Hayden and spoke to the strangers. “You should probably tell your friends first, I’m sure they’re wondering what the hell is going on.”
“Right,” Colin said and turned. Zane kept a suspicious eye on us the whole time we followed them back to their camp site. Every one of their buddies had gathered in a small group, peering around the trees to catch a glimpse of us. I knew right away that there were more than eight people. 
“This is Underwood, Williams and Or-iss-a,” Zane told his group. I was tempted to correct the pronunciation of my name. “They say they came from a zombie safe house and are looking for survivors to take back.”
There was a moment of stunned silence before the group burst into questions. I hung back, keeping an eye out for zombies while Hayden and Wade explained everything. It didn’t take long to convince these people to come back with us. 
There were eleven in their group; half had met at an emergency shelter in Iowa when the virus first broke out and had stuck together ever since. Zane and Colin were in the National Guard and were ordered to protect the shelter. Like my soldier friends, they had no idea that zombies existed until the outbreak. The others joined up randomly here and there. In a very familiar tale, they told us about how they were staying on a farm until zombies crashed the party.
Hayden, Wade, and I stepped aside. Hayden wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.
“One of us needs to go find communication and tell the others to drive down this way. We’ll feed these guys,” he looked back at the eleven hungry and hopeful set of eyes that didn’t look away from us, “help them pack up their stuff and leave.”
“I’ll go,” Wade offered.
Hayden shifted his weight and sighed. “It would make more sense for Orissa to go,” he admitted, cringing as if the thought of me going off on my own was painful. “She’s been here before; if she needs to run from anything she’ll be able to find her way back.” 
He pried the walkie talkie off his belt and reluctantly handed it to me. I took the M16 from around my shoulder and gave it to Hayden.
“I can run faster without it,” I reminded him before he had a chance to object. “I’ll fire one warning shot if I see a herd. I’ll be fine and I’ll be fast.”
“I hope—I mean, I know,” Hayden told me. “Be careful, Riss.”
“You be careful too. I’m not sold on trusting these people yet.” I looked into Hayden’s hazel eyes. “Watch your back.”
“I’ll be ok,” he promised. 
I nodded. Before I turned to leave, I scanned the campground once more. When I found what I was looking for I quickly took off, jogging over to a washhouse. It wasn’t working of course, and I didn’t expect it to. In front of washhouses or bathrooms, campgrounds often had a posted map with a ‘you are here’ feature. 
 I pushed open the little mailbox under the large, laminated map and retrieved a slightly water damaged map. I traced my route back to the road with my finger and then followed the road to the campground. 
“How far past that big tree did you have to go to have service?” I asked Hayden, holding up the walkie talkie. 
“About a quarter mile,” he responded. I nodded, trying to visualize what one fourth of a mile would look like on a winding trail. 
“Ok. I’ll be fast. If the guys can’t figure out where they are, I’ll come back, tell you and bring them the map.”
“You don’t have to come back just to leave again,” Hayden said. “It’s hotter than hell. If they can’t figure it out just go and get here quick.”
I nodded, folded up the map to stick in my back pocket, and took off back up the trail. I gave up jogging only after a hundred yards or so. I let out a deep breath, cursing the hundreds I had l left. I wanted to take my long sleeve shirt off but didn’t since the bugs were so bad and taking it off meant that I’d have to take my weapons off too; that was something I wasn’t willing to do. 
I stopped and listened for zombies. When I heard nothing but the normal sounds of the forest, I started running again. I had just passed the big tree when I saw a blur of dingy yellow. I slowed, unable to quickly catch my breath in this humid air and pulled an arrow from the quiver. I pulled it back on the bow and waited for the zombie to stagger closer. 
Barefoot, her feet were nothing but shreds of dead skin and bone. Her once yellow long dress was filthy, covered in mud, blood, spoiled bodily fluids, and God knows what else. I let the arrow go. I nestled itself nicely in her skull and pinned her to a tree. Not wanting to waste any time yanking the arrow from the bark of the old tree, I kept moving.  
“Hello?” I said into the walkie talkie. When I got no response, I ran a few more yards. “Hello?” I repeated. Again, nothing. This time I sprinted and ended up running farther than I needed to. “Hello?” I said for the third time, panting.
“Penwell?” Ivan’s calm, level voice spoke.
“Who else would it be?” I replied. 
“Right. What’s going on?”
“We found the people. They set up a camp. I have a map, I’ll give you directions,” I said shortly. I looked around once more and plopped to my butt while I waited for Ivan to go over his own map. I went over how to find the camp twice to be certain Ivan understood since we would lose communication once he started driving.  I stood and, using the map as a fan, started walking back to the camp. Once I reached the big tree I decided to run despite the heat and just reach the damn camp as soon as possible. 
I was drenched in sweat by the time I got back. Hayden and Wade were sitting at the picnic table talking to Zane and Colin and the old man that I believed they called Amos. Hayden smiled and stood up when I came into view.
“That was fast,” Colin stated.
“I didn’t have to go far,” I panted. I removed my weapons, sank down next to Hayden on the bench and got a bottle of water from my bag. “They’re on their way,” I told Hayden and Wade. “It shouldn’t take long.” Once I caught my breath and drank half the bottle of water, I stood and unbuttoned my shirt. It stuck to my sweaty skin as I peeled it off. I sat back down and sighed, surveying our surroundings.
Colin turned his attention back to the guys. “And you’ve been there long?” he asked.
“I’ve been there since mid December,” Wade said and looked at Hayden. “You’ve been there a little longer.”
Hayden nodded. “Yea. I think got to the compound a few weeks before you found us,” he told Wade.
“The compound?” Zane questioned. 
Hayden nodded again. “I was headed to Parris Island; another Sergeant and I agreed to meet there when shit hit the fan. We ran across quite a few survivors along the way and brought them with, intending on setting up camp in South Carolina. We decided to start looking for civilians. It was pure luck we ran into Colonel Fuller. 
“He knew about the bomb shelter. It was build over fifty years ago but it’s been updated and modernized. We took the people we had there, set up what we could and started making runs for supplies, weapons and ammo, and anyone alive.”
“How many have you saved?” Amos asked, his voice surprisingly strong and deep for someone of his age.
“Probably close to three hundred and fifty,” Wade answered after a moment’s consideration. “We found people like crazy at first. It’s dwindled down until now. This is the biggest group we’ve come across.” 
“We can thank Amos for that,” Colin said with a nod of his head in the old man’s direction. “He’s been the brains of this operation.”
“I couldn’t do it on my own,” Amos said humbly. “Buddy’s been just as big of help as me. Speaking of, where is the bastard? Buddy!” he called. The white haired man that burned his arm in the fire stepped out of the RV. Being tired, dirty, and worn had obviously aged him. When he sat down at the table with us, I guessed he was no older than forty-five.  
“What are you hollering about?” Buddy asked with a wink. 
“Sit your ass down and listen to these guys!” Amos said gruffly. 
“I’d love to,” Buddy spoke. “But I’m outta place here,” he said with a smile. “I was going to leave the master planning to the military guys—and gal.”
“What military?” Amos spat. “We’re all that’s left.”
“So,” Buddy said brightly. “What’s the plan?” 
“Eat and leave,” Hayden said simply. “We want to get out of here as soon as possible. It’s impossible to secure a perimeter with all the trees. What kind of weapons do you have?”
“We don’t have too much, I’m afraid,” Buddy informed us with a shake of his head. “And we’re low on ammo.”
“We can help with that,” Hayden insisted.
I looked at the gun in Zane’s hands, wondering where he acquired an AK47. “We mostly have 5.56 NATO cartridges; we prefer our M16’s. I know there’s a few 7.62 cal’s in our supply; it’ll be enough to get us home.”
“Thanks,” Zane said, seeming a little awe struck. “Do you have big artillery back at the compound?”
“Yea,” Wade answered. “We don’t waste ammo, but I feel confident saying we won’t run out any time soon. And we even have a bullet press and gun powder, though I highly doubt we’ll need it.”
A woman wearing a long floral print skirt emerged from a tent carrying a small bucket of something. Curious, I watched her walk over to the fire, set the bucket down and begin waving her hands at the flames.
She spoke softly and quickly to the fire. Then she took a handful of something in the bucket and threw it on the burning logs, causing the fire to sizzle and glow green for a split second. She raised her hands to the sky and spun around before picking up the bucket. Walking in a circle around the camp, she sprinkled white crystals onto the ground.
“What is she doing?” I asked, interrupting Hayden and Wade talking about the military aspects of the compound.
“Oh, that’s Myla,” Zane said in a hushed voice. “She’s insane.”
“No,” Buddy carefully pointed out. “She’s not insane, she just has a different view of the world than we do.”
“And her view is…?” I inquired.
Zane leaned over the table. “She doesn’t think the zombies are infected, dead humans. She thinks they are possessed by evil spirits.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked, recoiling in disbelief. Amos laughed, throwing his head back as he did so.
“She does this every night,” Amos chuckled. “She’s our entertainment.”
“Be nice,” Buddy scolded. “Myla is special, I’ll give you that, but she’s a vital part of this group.”
“Oh yea,” Amos said sarcastically. “Without those protection spells she cast, we’d all be dead.” He rolled his eyes and winked at me. He laughed again, shook his head at Buddy’s belittling look and cleared his throat. “So,” he began. “What and where did you all serve?”
“Marines and mostly Afghanistan,” Hayden answered first. “I’ve been to a lot of the Middle East during my two tours.”
“Also Marines; I had three years in Iraq before I got pulled,” Wade said quietly. “What about you?”
“I spent my youth in Vietnam,” Amos sighed. “Air Force.”
My heart skipped a beat; my grandpa had also served in Vietnam in the Air Force. His image flashed in my head and I felt a pull on my heart. I wished so desperately that I could go back in time, find my Aunt Jenny, get Raeya, and take them to Kentucky where we could have waited out the outbreak.
I reached up and tugged on Hayden’s dog tags. If I had done that, would I have met Hayden?
“And you?” Amos asked, pulling me out of my reverie.
I shook my head. “I’m not in the military,” I told him. His eyes moved to the dog tags I was playing with. I let fall from my hand and bounce off my chest. I put my hand on Hayden’s and smiled slightly. “They’re his.”
Amos winked at Hayden. “Got yourself a sweetie?”
Hayden nudged me. “She’s alright,” he joked.
Colin shook his head. “Sorry to offend you, but why are you out here then?” he asked me.
Before I could open my mouth to answer, Brock’s voice came over the walkie talkie. I got up and walked a few feet away to respond. Obviously, the guys were close, which made the others excited with the thoughts of food.  An impatient silence fell over the group as they watched the road. 
A few minutes later the Ranger Rover and the truck came into view.  I set my machine gun on the back seat of the truck, grabbed an apple and a bottle of water and went around to the other side of the RV to keep watch while the others ate. I removed the bow and the quiver from around my shoulder, rubbing the sore spots they left on my skin.
 After doing a thorough scan of the surrounding woods, I sat down in the shadow of the camper.  I rolled my neck to the side trying not to think about how sore my body was. I slapped a mosquito off my forearm before biting into the apple. There wasn’t much talking going on between the civilians since they were eating a full meal for the first time in days—or weeks maybe. Every once in a while, Amos would laugh and the sound would get carried in the thick air.
It was stupid and I knew it. I had met Amos for all of two seconds and I liked him already. I wanted to make sure he got enough to eat and drink and that he was comfortable on the way back to the compound. He reminded me of my grandpa.
But he wasn’t him.
I rarely let my mind wander. There were thoughts in my head that weren’t the most pleasant. But as I looked from tree to tree in search for the living dead, I couldn’t help it. I prayed he was alive. My grandpa was the most resourceful person I knew. He taught me everything; if I could make it, he could.
A little black hole in my heart burned, reminding me that he was old and suffering from the onset of dementia. His arthritis hurt when it rained and he forgot to take his blood pressure medicine even before the zombies.
I felt horribly guilty for not moving back to Kentucky after I dropped out of school. I didn’t plan on staying out forever, just long enough to find a job and put some money into savings. That was my rationale for staying in Indiana, close to Purdue University.
While neither of us liked long phone conversations, I consistently called at least once a week to let him know I was alright. My grandpa didn’t like Aunt Jenny living alone in a big city. He told me to keep her safe since he knew I could do it.
And I failed.
If Aunt Jenny was smart, she would have left and not bothered looking for me. But before smart she was compassionate. I was her favorite—yet only—niece, and I knew she would never leave without trying to find me. 
I would never admit it to anyone, and it embarrassed me to admit it to myself, but I secretly wished Aunt Jenny left the city, drove home to Kentucky, found my grandpa, and got away safely. If they didn’t…well, then I wished they were dead and died instantly do they wouldn’t have to go through one minute of suffering in this horrible, dead world. I wanted to believe in a better place for them to be in but I just couldn’t. If they were dead, it would at least be over for them.
“Riss?” Hayden said softly.
I snapped my attention to the left. Shit. I hadn’t heard him walk over. I shook my head; now wasn’t the time to space off on stupid, wishful thinking. “Yea?”
“Go get something to eat; I’ll keep watch.”
I held up the apple I had only taken two bites out of. “I’m not that hungry. It’s too hot.”
Hayden nodded but didn’t question me. “See anything?” he asked, motioning to the trees.
“Nothing undead.” I smiled flatly at Hayden before turning my eyes to the forest. 
“Ok,” he said and sat down next to me, keeping me company while I forced myself to eat the apple and then threw the core into the weeds. “You’ve been quiet,” Hayden observed. 
I smiled and shrugged, looking quickly into Hayden’s hazel eyes. My grandpa had never liked or approved of anyone I dated, though, even I will admit I never dated anyone with long term potential. Hayden, I knew for sure, would get the stamp of approval. But that would never happen. “I’m tired,” I said. It wasn’t a lie since I really was tired. But now wasn’t the time to burden Hayden with my issues.
“Me too,” he agreed. He pinched a mosquito between his fingers. “Goddammit,” he swore and instantly started scratching at the insect bite on his neck.
“Here,” I said and extended my hand. “Itching seems to make them worse. This is what I do.” Twice I pressed my nail into the small bump, making an ‘X’. “It kinda hurts at first but then it feels better…for awhile.”
“Thanks,” he said and let his hand fall onto my leg.
“You’re welcome,” I said and rested my head against the camper. I closed my eyes only to open them in less than two seconds to swat at another flying blood sucker. “Son of a bitch bit me through my jeans,” I mumbled.
“Maybe there’s bug spray in one of the campers,” Hayden suggested. “Those guys might have already found it. Want to come with me and check?”
“Nah,” I said, suddenly feeling depleted of energy. “I’ll keep watch. You go.”
Hayden frowned, looked at me intently for a few seconds, and got up. I stuck my hand down my shirt to wipe away the sweat that was rolling down my cleavage.  The image of my mother flashed through my mind and I felt my heart break. I wished so desperately that I could go back in time and yell at myself. I was angry at my mother, but I still loved her. I always thought I’d have the time to make things better; now I would never get to.
“Got some,” Hayden told me as he walked over. He held the green bottle of bug spray in the air. “Want me to spray you?”
“Yea.”
He chuckled. “You have to get up.”
“Oh, right.” I pulled myself up and extended my arms. “Is everyone done eating yet?”
“Almost. They’re trying to eat slowly since it’s been so long that they’ve had a real meal. Well, if you can call what we have to eat ‘real’.”
I nodded and cast my eyes to the ground, looking at the patch of clovers I had been sitting on.
“Are you alright, Orissa?” Hayden asked softly. He took my hand.
“Of course. I said I’m tired.”
“Right,” he said with a nod. “Whatcha thinking about?”
“I was thinking that you guys sound so professional when you introduce yourselves,” I said, coming up with that suddenly. “I think I need a title in front of my name.”
“Special Agent Penwell?” he joked. I shook my head and almost laughed, recalling Jason’s lie about me being in the CIA.
“I was thinking more along the lines of Queen or Princess.”
Hayden raised an eyebrow.
“Duchess?” I tried. 
He laughed. “Sure.” 
I sighed and grew quiet.
 “Let’s walk.” He motioned to a path. “And look for zombies.”
“Ok,” I agreed. We went back into the camp to inform the others of where we were going. Hayden exchanged all but one his guns for knives. Since we didn’t want to risk the echoing of a gun firing in the woods unless it was absolutely necessary, I took the gun off of my ankle and locked it in the truck as well. 
I wasn’t familiar with this particular campground. We meandered slowly down the road, the bugs getting worse the closer we got to the lake. Despite the heat I felt cold inside. I hated this. Before the outbreak, if I felt like this I’d call Raeya, lock myself in my room, and wait for her to talk some sense in me. She always had a way of making things seem better. Or, I’d use my lack of coping skills and go out, find a guy to buy me a drink and make me feel good about myself…for the time being.
I shook my head; what the hell had I been thinking? My life was such a serious mess. Just thinking about it made my stomach knot up. I wasn’t that girl anymore, was I?
Hayden and I walked next to each other over a dirt path that broke away into the shore of the lake. The air was thicker here than back at the camp. I looked around, hoping to find a zombie so I could beat my feelings out on it. We walked along the lake until we came to a dock. Thinking it would give us a better view of the surrounding lake, Hayden led the way down it.
We spent several minutes examining our surroundings. I closed my eyes and listened for anything crashing through the underbrush. I took my bow and quiver and carefully set them down on the dock.  I stuck my hands in the water, feeling instant relief. I wished I could jump in.
Hayden sat down and patted, signaling for me to take a seat next to him. 
“Want to tell me what’s really going on?” he asked once I sat down.
“Just thinking,” I said simply.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked me again, though this time he was serious.
“Things I shouldn’t think about. Things that make me upset.”
“Tell me about them,” he gently encouraged.
I shook my head and picked at a splinter on the weathered wood. “Nah. It’s fine. I’ll get over it.”
“Riss,” Hayden nearly scolded. “First of all, you’re really distracted with whatever is going on inside your head. You could get hurt that way. Second—and most of all—I don’t want you to be upset.” He leaned back on his arms and tipped his head at me.
When our eyes met, something grew inside of me. I took a deep breath and layed down on the hot wood.
“I was thinking about my aunt and how I let my grandpa down for not taking care of her. And I feel horrible that I didn’t get to my grandpa. I should have found a way out of the hospital and saved them both. I can’t stop thinking about how much I failed. And it hurts so much. I should have done something. But I didn’t.”
He layed down too. “There is nothing I can say that will take the pain away. You rescued Raeya.”
“I should have rescued them all. And then I keep thinking why me? Why am I alive when they are dead?”
“You don’t know they’re dead.”
“Be realistic, Hayden.”
“Ok, we have no idea what happened. But it doesn’t hurt to wish.”
“Yes! Yes, it does hurt. It breaks my heart,” I exasperated. “It’s all I can think about.”
Hayden pushed himself up and looked into my eyes. “You have two choices: You can focus on the things that break your heart, or you can focus on the things that keep it together. No matter what, it’s up to you.”
I reached up and put my hand on Hayden’s shoulder, running my fingers over the spot where the bullet hit. “You’re right. I might have lost them, but I got you.”
He got to his feet and extended a hand to pull me up. “I know this sucks, Riss. It does for all of us. Losing someone isn’t easy. They say time heals everything but I think all it does is fill the wound with scar tissue; it will never heal but it won’t be the painful gaping hole it once was.”
His grip on my hand tightened as he continued his speech. “Maybe we don’t have much to be thankful for. But we have not only each other but the rest of our friends back home. And the compound is far from perfect but it’s safe. We have fresh food, full tanks of gas, and now we have nearly a dozen people to bring back. A long time ago I promised to make you happy. I intend on keeping that promise.”
“Thanks,” I said shyly. Hayden took the gun from his waist band and set it on the ground. 
“Did your other pair of boots ever dry?” he asked suddenly.
“Yea, why?”
“Just curious,” he replied casually. He stepped away from the water before jumping at me, his arms wrapping around me as he picked me up and put me over his shoulder. I didn’t have time to protest before he jumped in the water.
“Hayden James Underwood!” I scolded as soon as I popped my head out of the water. 
“I fell,” he said innocently and splashed me.
Treading water, I laughed and splashed him back.
“Don’t tell me this doesn’t feel good,” he said and swam on his back.
“It does,” I agreed and let myself sink under the water. I swam over to Hayden. “Thanks,” I told him. 
“You can make it up to me later,” he joked with a half smile. He took a hold of my hands and pulled me through the water until our body’s touched.  “I love you,” he reminded me. 
“And I love you,” I told him. A long, deep, passionate kiss would have been ideal at that moment but making out while treading water wasn’t as easy as Hollywood made it out to be.
Begrudgingly, we got out of the water, did another sweep of the woods for zombies and walked in wet boots back to camp. Ivan stood in the middle of the semi circle holding a machine gun. He raised an eyebrow at us.
“Fall in?” he asked with a smirk.
“We had to make sure there weren’t any zombies in the water,” Hayden said so seriously it was obvious he was joking. He looked out at the civilians. “Everyone ready?”
“Almost,” Ivan responded. “They asked if they could rest for a while before taking off. I said it was alright since we have a long drive.”
Hayden nodded. “Only a couple hours at the most. I don’t feel safe here.”
“Well,” I said sarcastically, eyeing the salt circle. “We all know zombies are allergic to salt; we’re so safe.”
Ivan laughed. “Did you find anything out there?”
“No,” Hayden answered. “It was quiet. But these woods are thick; it’s hard to see far.”
“Yea,” Ivan agreed. “I’ll keep watch,” he offered so Hayden and I could change into dry clothes. Once I had changed, I sat near the fire hoping the smoke would keep the bugs away and combed out my tangled hair. A young woman with golden, shoulder length hair timidly joined me. 
“Hi,” she said shyly.
“Hey,” I replied and yanked the comb through a tangle. “I’m Orissa.”
“I’m Lynn.”
“That’s my middle name,” I told her though I doubted she gave a rat’s ass what my middle name was. 
“What’s the place we are going to like?” she asked.
“It’s not bad, I promise,” I told her, remembering my doubts of the compound when I first learned about it. “It’s underground so it’s safe. It kinda looks like a school in some ways. Bright lights, white walls, a big cafeteria, and dormitory style housing. When we left they were working on building a safe place for people to go to spend time outside, so don’t worry about cabin fever.”
“Good. And it’s really safe? The last quarantine we were at got taken by the zombies.”
“Yes. No one can get downstairs without knowing pass codes and hand scans. There are multiple steel doors that were meant to withstand a bomb. I bet my life that zombies will not get inside the shelter.”
“Do you have power?”
“Power, oh, like electricity? Yea. The compound is run by solar and wind power. We have a few of those creepy, giant windmills by our farm near the shelter.”
“Is the farm safe?” She angled herself at me and looked intently and hopefully at me with brown eyes.
“No,” I said since I didn’t want to lie. “I think the barns are. But the fields aren’t. There are fences but I don’t think it would stop a herd. There are ditches dug along the livestock pastures which work like moats. But it’s still not fool proof.”
“Herd?” she asked.
“A big group of zombies. They move like herds.”
“Oh.” She pushed her dirty hair out of her face. “We call them packs. Like a wolf pack that surrounds its prey.”
“That’s a good way of putting it.” I smiled at her and set the comb down so I could braid my hair.
“Is he your boyfriend?” she asked, looking up at Hayden, who was talking to Zane and Amos.
“Yea.”
She looked him over before turning back to me. “Have you been together long?”
“Not really,” I said right away and mentally tried to add up the months I’d known Hayden. Since time was so irrelevant during an apocalypse I hadn’t bothered to keep track of what month it was. I think I met Hayden in late December and I really wasn’t sure what day let alone month it was right now. “Four or five months, give or take,” I told her. 
“So you met during all of this?” she asked, suddenly interested.
“Yea.”
“Did he save you? Because if he did, that would be so romantic and just like something from a movie.”
I knew my eyes widened and I gave her my best what-the-fuck face. “Yes, a movie that stars the death of our family and friends while the supporting cast slowly starves to death.”
Lynn swallowed hard. “Sorry.”
I shook my head and cast my eyes away. “It’s alright.” Not wanting to talk relationships with anyone, let alone a total stranger, I got up to help the others get ready to go.  It didn’t take much longer to get their remaining items inside the cars. The Impala we had spotted earlier belonged to them as well. Three had set out earlier that day in search of food but when the engine over heated and started smoking, they were forced to pull over and come back to their camp. 
The six of us from the compound wandered around with weapons in our hands, ready for anything, while the civilians rested. I retrieved one of the hunting rifles from the truck and went a few campsites over, stationing myself in the shade of another RV. I held up the gun and looked through the scope, trying to locate any source of movement.
“Girls aren’t supposed to know how to use guns,” a voice came from behind me. I turned to see one of the young girls looking curiously at me. She was the older—or at least taller—sister, Addison.
“Why do you think that?” I asked.
She kicked at a clump of thistle in the overgrown grass. “That’s what my dad told me. Girls grow up to be ladies. Ladies don’t shoot things.”
I flicked the safety on the gun. “Don’t ladies want to live?”
“Of course they do.”
“Then they better learn how to defend themselves, right?”
“Yea,” she said shyly. “I’m not allowed to use a gun.”
“Maybe when you’re older,” I suggested, thinking her father’s talk about ladies was only a way to keep his daughter from trying to use a gun and get herself hurt. “You should go back to camp,” I told her. “Before your dad gets worried.”
“I’m not far,” she objected. “And he’s watching Quinn; he won’t notice that I’m gone.”
I looked through the scope again, wondering how the hell they were able to keep a toddler alive. Something moved through the trees. It was fast, too fast to be a zombie.  
Dammit; it was a crazy.
“Go back to camp, now,” I whispered to Addison. “Tell the guys I came with that I went to check something out.”
Stricken with sudden fear, she nodded and had to shake herself before she could turn around and run. I traded the rifle for an arrow, muscles tense and senses on high alert. A sea of brown and green lay before me like a maze, hiding my violent enemy. 
Her breath came out in a hard whoosh as her body thudded on the ground. Reluctantly taking my eyes off the forest, I turned to see Addison pushing herself up. Her foot had caught on a tangle of weeds and caused her to trip; and the fall caused her to bite her lip. Her hand flew to it and tears of pain welled in her eyes. 
“Shit,” I swore under my breath when sunlight reflected off of the scarlet drips.  I set the bow and arrow down and rushed to her side, helping her up. “Don’t move,” I told her and gently pushed her up against the RV.
She nodded, trying her best not to cry from the pain of her bloody lip. I turned to grab the bow and arrow when a rock struck me in the head. I recoiled in pain, stumbling over my own feet. I fell hard on my ass.
I ignored the pounding headache. My fist closed around the arrow and I felt around the tall grass for my bow. Once I had it in my grasp I sprung up and quickly took a stance. Blood dripped in my eye, making it hard to focus. I took a step back closer to Addison, wanting to shield the girl from anything that came at us.
She screamed when the crazy galloped from the trees. He only made it a few feet before an arrow whizzed through the air and pierced his throat. His body twitched and blood bubbled from his mouth before he fell. 
I immediately drew another arrow and waited, my eyes darting over the forest. A mosquito landed on my cheek. I didn’t dare take my hands off my weapon. Sweat rolled down my forehead. I slowly let my breath out and stepped forward. The mosquito’s needle popped into my skin. A flock of birds suddenly took flight. My muscles tensed and my heart sped up.
But nothing came out of the woods. Still not putting the bow or arrow down, I used my shoulder to wipe away the bug. Instead of flicking it away, I only smashed it on my skin. As quietly as I could, I moved a few more paces in the direction of the trees. Why did the birds have to be so loud?
I wasn’t sure if I imagined the sound of leaves crunching under foot. Not wanting to leave any stone unturned, I ventured farther away from the RV. I held the arrow back until my arm grew tired. I shoved the arrow back in the quiver and shook the tension out of my arm. I let out a deep breath and dropped my guard only to raise it again at the sound of running.
 In a matter of seconds I had another arrow ready. I spun around to face the source of the footfalls.
“Oh,” I said aloud when Brock and Rider came into view.
“We heard the scream,” Brock said and looked around to assess the situation. Rider raced over to Addison, ready to cover her if need be.
“Just one crazy,” I told them. “It came from the woods.” I put the arrow away, hung my bow over my shoulder and wiped the blood and smeared bug from my face.
“Did it get you?” Brock asked, eyeing my head wound.
“Kind of,” I explained and walked over to find my rifle amongst the tall grass. “It threw a rock at me.”
“It what?” Rider asked, his grip on his M16 tightening. 
I nodded. “It threw a rock, like he was trying to disable me.”
Brock shook his head. “I don’t like how the crazies are getting smarter.”
I nodded in agreement. “Yea. It’s like they are evolving.” I picked up my rifle and went over to the crazy to yank the arrow from its dead body. Something stringy got caught on the head of the arrow as I pulled it up; it stretched and eventually snapped, sending little bits of blood to splatter on my arm. I flicked off the goo, wiped the arrow the best I could in the grass and put it back in the quiver.
“I don’t like it here,” Rider observed as he looked through the trees. “There are too many places for them to hide. If the woods aren’t bad enough, we have all these abandoned campers to worry about.”
“Let’s get back to camp and go,” Brock suggested. “If everyone is too tired to drive we should at least get to a clearing so we won’t get snuck up on…again.”
“Yea, let’s,” I agreed. Brock led the way and Rider and I brought up the rear with Addison safely sandwiched in between. Everyone back at the camp was on edge waiting for our return, having all heard the scream. 
I was pondering the effectiveness of screaming as a defense mechanism when Hayden rushed over to me.
“You’re bleeding…again,” he said and gently wiped away a drip of blood from my forehead. “Do you ever wonder how much total blood loss we’ve had? Both of us have almost bled to death.”
I smiled and set the rifle down on the picnic table. “You’ve lost more than me.”
“That was just one time. I bet if we measured it all you’d be the winner,” he teased. “Sit, I’ll get the first aid kit and then you can tell me what happened.”
Brock and Rider spoke quietly with Ivan, Wade, and Zane. I could see by their concerned faces that they had all agreed to get the hell out of here. Hayden jogged back over and laid the first aid kit on the table. I explained how the crazy threw the rock at me while he poured peroxide on a piece of gauze. I closed my eyes and tried not to wince as he cleaned up the cut.
“It’s not bad,” he assured me. “And now you have matching scars on both sides of your head,” he said with a smile.
I reached up and touched the shiny patch of skin I got as a result of hitting a windshield. “Gee, thanks, just what I wanted.”
“I like your scars,” he added quickly. 
I glared at him to let him know I knew he was lying. “Sure you do.” I took a deep breath and stood. “Let’s go. I want out of here and I’m dying to go home and take a shower.”
“That sounds nice,” Hayden said and snapped the first aid kit shut. “Are you doing alright?”
“I’m fine,” I promised. I touched the bandage on my head, thinking the tape wouldn’t stick since I was sweaty. “Like you said, it’s not bad.”
“That’s not what I meant,” he said gently.
“Yes,” I said automatically. “Really, I am. I had my moment of weakness but I’m back to normal now.”
“It’s not weakness, Riss,” he reminded me and extended a hand to pull me to my feet.  
“You’re right. Can we talk about it when we get home?” I put my hand on his shoulder, running my fingers over the spot the bullet hit.
“Sounds good,” he said and pulled the keys out of his pocket.
We made sure all four vehicles were fueled up and took off with smooth sailing for the first four hours. A derailed train blocked our path. After a quick bathroom break, we turned around to find another road home. The group had loaded into a Suburban and a truck. Hayden, Ivan, and I led the way, the two cars full of civilians followed and Brock, Wade, and Rider brought up the rear. 
We ran into a herd when we crossed the Kentucky boarder. If the bed of the truck wasn’t full of fruit and vegetables, we would have rained a storm of bullets down on the slow moving zombies with the high powered machine gun. Eager to get home, I wasn’t too disappointed when Hayden decided to bypass them all together. We sped away, literally leaving the herd in the dust.
The sunlight was disappearing; a blood red sunset covered the sky. Hayden flipped through songs on the iPod, Ivan stared at the map, and I picked dirt and blood from under my nails. I looked at the clock; only a few minutes had passed since I last looked at it. I closed my eyes hoping I could fall asleep. Wide awake, I opened them only a moment later.
“If you’re a hymenopterist, what do you study?” Ivan suddenly asked.
“Virgins?” Hayden supplied. Ivan shook his head and looked at me.
“I have no idea,” I told him.
“Bees,” Ivan answered. “What was Elmer Fudd’s original name?”
“Egghead,” Hayden answered after a minute.
“Correct,” Ivan praised.
“What U.S. president never married?” Hayden asked. I shook my head; I had no idea. When Ivan didn’t answer correctly, Hayden informed us it was James Buchanan. 
“What is a group of ferrets called?” I asked the guys.
“A pack?” Hayden guessed.
“Nope. A business,” I told him. We continued asking each other trivia questions for another forty-five minutes. 
We stopped once more before we arrived home. We pulled into an empty field, parking the cars in a semi circle to offer a small barricade if need be. Brock and I hurriedly dished out food and water bottles. The fifteen of us leaned against the cars as we ate.
“It feels so good to be somewhere warm,” Lynn stated with a sign. She picked at the orange in her hands. “I’m so over being cold.”
“Why did you stay so far north?” Wade asked.
“Zombies don’t fare well in cold weather,” Buddy answered. “It was horrible, I won’t lie. But I thought it was worth it.”
“We noticed that too,” Hayden informed him. “We got caught in a snow storm and barely saw any zombies. The ones we did come across were nearly frozen.”
“We didn’t even worry about zombies on the nights it was really cold,” Buddy said. “Which was nice since we were more concerned with not freezing to death. I was afraid the warmth and light from the fires might attract them.”
“How did you keep from freezing?” Hayden asked.
“If we were outside, we’d build four or five fires and stay in between them. If we were inside, we’d cram into the room that had a fireplace. The pioneers did it; I knew we could,” he said with a smile. “Though they didn’t have to worry about flesh eating monsters.”
Hayden nodded. “That’s how I think of it. We’ll pull through this. Once you guys get to our compound you’ll see how we work together. We are all survivors and we’ll do whatever it takes to keep it that way.”
“That’s a good attitude,” Amos approved. He opened his mouth to say something but Myra interrupted.
“He will come for them soon. If you think things are bad now, just wait. At least we can repel the demons while they are in corporeal form,” she told us in a shaky voice.
“Who is coming?” Brock asked.
“The Horsemen,” she replied gravely. “The Seals have already been broken. It happened several years ago; the Mayans were right. I always knew it would happen.” She wrapped her arms around herself and turned, taking several steps away from us before she started muttering something in a different language. 
“Too bad they were over a decade off,” Brock said under his breath. “Everybody done eating?”
The kids weren’t. Deciding they could finishing eating in the car, we loaded up and set off again. We were fortunate enough to avoid another herd, road blocks or bad weather, making for an uneventful ride home. 
My heart swelled with relief and excitement when the truck turned onto the gravel driveway. Jason’s smiling face was a most welcome sight. I waved and smiled back at him and insisted he come down from the tower and grab an apple. 
We parked the cars; Hayden and Ivan led the civilians to the barn, explaining the quarantine procedure. I striped myself of my weapons, shoved a few pieces of fruit into my bag and went inside. It was too late to find Raeya or Padraic to tell them I had made it home safely. 
I quietly went up to my room, dumped my dirty laundry into my basket and grabbed pajamas for myself and Hayden before heading to the quarantine room. Brock, Wade, and Rider were already there, bickering over who would get to take the first shower. Finally, after several games of rock-paper-scissors, the order was decided.  
Not wanting to sit on the couch in my dirty clothes, I sat in the kitchenette and waited for Hayden. About ten minutes later he and Ivan came into the room. Hayden told me that they quickly briefed Fuller on the mission. The eleven civilians were set with food, water, and blankets for the night and were extremely grateful for everything. 
When the door opened a second time, I looked up expecting to see Fuller. The sight of Doctor Cara—who always looked like she just rolled out of bed—surprised me. She clutched a plastic basket full of vials. It dawned on me that after the surprise of Jessica becoming infected, we would all have our blood tested upon admission.
After we all had given a blood sample, showered, and ate several bags of microwaved popcorn, we settled down for the night for some much needed sleep. With the lights off, Hayden and I assumed it would be hard to see the two of us getting into bed together. 
“It feels so good to lie down,” I said with a sleepy sigh.
“It will feel even better in our own room,” Hayden told me. “This bed is so small.”
“It is,” I agreed. I really liked being in Hayden’s embrace while winding down for the night. Staying in it and trying to sleep that way just wasn’t comfortable. We didn’t have much of a choice in the little twin bed. He kissed my neck and ran his hands over my body, making me wish we were alone.
It didn’t take long for me to fall asleep. I dreamed that Hayden, Raeya, and I went on a camping trip to a place that didn’t have zombies.  It was an average, run of the mill, wishful thinking type of dream, the kind that leaves you wanting more when you wake up.
The wistful pain of what could have been didn’t have time to settle in my heart. Someone flicked the lights on, waking me up. I pulled the blanket over my head, too tired to bitch out whoever turned on the damn lights.
“Orissa,” Hayden said. His voice was serious and tense. My body went rigid in fear. My first thought was that I wasn’t really in the quarantine room and that I dreamed that up too. Blinking, I looked around the room.
Hayden was standing next to me and I was definitely in the quarantine room. Everyone else was up. Brock was feverishly lacing his boots. I rubbed my eyes and sat up. Gabby stood in the doorway, her face stressed.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“A herd. A herd is at the fence,” she said quickly. 
“Fuck,” I swore and jumped out of bed. If the herd was at the fence it wouldn’t take long for them to push through and discover our barns full of animals…or the one full of innocent people.
 



 
Chapter 18
 
I shoved my feet into my boots, hastily pulling at the laces. Once they were tied I sprang to my feet and raced out of the quarantine room. Since our weapons were cleaned upon arrival, we sprinted to the weapon room on the B level to load up.  All of the remaining A1’s, A2’s and A3’s were moving about in a panicked fashion as well, having just been woken up like we had. 
I knew Jason was working the gate tonight. My heart skipped a beat in fear when I thought of something bad happening to him. We shoved guns and ammo unsafely in bags in a hurried attempt to leave. On an impulse, I grabbed two flares and shoved them in the bag before slugging it over my shoulder. It was heavy, and the guns dug into my back. 
Hayden, Rider, and I raced out of the weapon storage room. The A3’s guarding the doors to the compound had left them open for us. We ran right past and were almost to the front door of the brick estate when Hayden suddenly skidded to a stop.
“Keys,” he said. He dropped his load of weapons and dashed off. Rider picked up the bag and motioned for me to continue out the door. Since there was no use hiding from the zombies, all of the security lights were on, their harsh, artificial sunlight-strength bulbs blinding. We reached the truck in just seconds. 
The food and supplies had been cleared out. I set my bag down and jumped in the bed; Rider handed me the heavy bags one by one before jumping in as well. I untied the cover from the machine gun while Rider dumped the contents of the bags out. He shoved the ammo in my direction; I quickly clicked the belt into place and draped the others around my shoulder.
We had all of the other machine guns, rifles, and pistols loaded by the time Hayden returned.  Hayden took two loaded guns and got into the driver’s seat.  He fired up the engine and stomped on the gas without giving Rider or me the chance to brace ourselves. 
I knew there was a problem before we even got to the gate. Two A3’s crouched down at the top of the tower, shooting the few zombies they could get a good aim at. Brake lights glared at us like demonic eyes. Why wasn’t anyone going through?
“Orissa!” Jason shouted from the tower.
“Jason!” I called, standing up. “What’s going on out there?”
“Can’t open the gate! There’s too many out there! They’ll get in!”
Over the pounding of my heart I could hear the groaning. “How many?” I asked.
“Can’t tell,” he said. “A whole fucking lot!”
Rider stood. “We need to get out there. We need to start killing!”
My mind raced. I wanted—no needed—to do something. Zombies crashed into the fence, the sound of metal rattling echoing ominously in the dark night. If only we could get one car through; they could take down the crowd that surrounded the gate while Rider, Hayden, and I cleaned up the few that would no doubt get through. 
I started at the brake lights until my vision blurred red. “That’s it!” I said aloud and dove to pick up the flare. Jason would be the best person to throw it since he was up the highest. I looked at the tower. 
“Jason!” I shouted.
“Yea?”
“Take this!” I said and held up the flare. “Light it and throw it as far as you can! The motherfuckers will be attracted to the light. Once they move out of the way, open the gate and let them through,” I told him and motioned to the SUV in front of us. “Then close it; we’ll take care of any that got through!”
The fence rippled and rattled again. The electric wire sizzled and popped as it shocked the zombies. The scent of burned rotten flesh filled the air. Oxygen entered and exited my lungs at a fast pace. I caught a glimpse of Hayden’s face in the side mirror; he looked every bit as stressed and anxious as I felt.
“I’ll come down and get it!” Jason shouted and his boyish face disappeared from the glassless window in the tower. I grabbed the flare and leapt out of the truck.
Jose, Noah, and two A2’s were in the SUV in front of us. I spit out a summarized explanation to them after I handed the flare off to Jason. Hayden was speaking to someone on the walkie talkie. I jumped back into the bed of the truck and picked up a rifle. Hayden backed the truck up, put it in park and leaned out the window holding a gun. 
Not wanting to accidentally shoot anyone with the built in machine gun, Rider flicked the safety off a pistol. We watched the flare sizzle to life and fly through the air in a perfect arc. It dimmed slightly when it landed on the ground. I held my breath and waited, praying that the zombies would notice. I considered shooting at the zombies through the fence but decided against it on the notion that it wasn’t worth it to risk damaging the weakening fence. 
It was hard to see over the SUV. My eyes were wide and my body felt like it was alive with fire. Finally, the gates opened. Jose stomped on the gas and the SUV flew through, hitting a zombie. Noah emerged from the sunroof, taking on a stance and fired. The A2’s that I didn’t know the names of rolled down the back windows and opened fire as well. 
Knowing that we could easily miss and hit the guys in front of us, I kept one eye on the tail lights and the other on the zombies that pushed past them. I pulled the trigger, hitting an S2 in the head. Gunfire boomed around us, echoing in the vast darkness. My ears were already ringing by the time the gate closed. 
Seven zombies had gotten through. Within thirty seconds they were dead…again. The SUV raced down the street in the direction of the farm. 
Hayden revved the engine of the truck and pulled it forward, ready to burst through as soon as the metal hinges swung open.  Rider and held onto the side of the bed when the truck lurched forward.
We shot at the stragglers that staggered into the grounds of the compound. I wasn’t sure if we got them all but I didn’t worry; there were still guards stationed at the entrance of the compound. Hayden jerked the wheel left, away from the farm. Rider and I began shooting at the stragglers that banged on the fence. 
A walkie talkie had gotten shoved inside the bag of weapons. I heard muffled voices shouting and responding. Ignoring them, I continued to send bullets flying into the heads of our foe. 
“Underwood!” a different voice bellowed into the walkie talkie. I had to feel around in the bag for it since I wasn’t about to take my eyes off of what was in front of me. “Underwood, do you copy?”
It was Fuller’s voice. I picked up it up and pressed the button.
“Yes. I mean I copy. This is Orissa.”
“Where is Underwood?” Fuller asked, losing his professional composure over his worry about Hayden.
“Here. He’s fine,” I said shortly, not thinking I should give too much attention to the conversation. I fired two shots into the open mouth of an S2 that was limping her way over.
“Get to the farm,” Fuller commanded.
My heart skipped a beat; things must be really bad at our farm if Fuller was willing to let zombies tear down our fences. 
“Ok,” I said dumbly into the walkie talkie. I set it down and relayed the message to Hayden. I tried to catch a glimpse of Jason as we sped past. If only he stayed in the tower, he’d be safe. Hayden turned left, tore down the driveway and then jerked the wheel right, remembering to slow so he wouldn’t throw Rider, me or our weapons out of the bed.
A blood red sunset crept up over the horizon. Shots rang out and echoed all around us. I heard someone scream and turned just in time to see two zombies ripping into one of our soldiers. Trenches—six feet wide and ten feet deep—had been dug along the pastures surrounding the barns to protect the buildings in a similar way a moat protected a castle. 
Only we didn’t have a drawbridge. Two U-shaped moats surrounded the pasture, leaving two paths of land intact, enabling the animals, people, and vehicles to move in and out easily. And tonight, it enabled the undead to move in. 
The gates had already been pushed through; dozens of zombie hands pounded and pushed on the metal doors of the barns. The lights on the barn shone like a neon diner sign for the zombies. It shuddered and rattled under the literal dead weight.
Hayden parked several yards from the barn and got out of the truck. Rider and I jumped out of the bed and raced to Hayden’s side. Rider raised his machine gun. 
“No!” Hayden said and put his hand up. “If you miss, you’ll kill our animals.”
“If they don’t first,” Rider said bitterly, shooting a disgusted glance at the undead. “What do we do?”
“Pick them off, one by one,” Hayden answered and shoved a clip into the hunting rifle he was holding. “Riss, cover us; get the strays that wander over. Rider and I will shoot the bastards at the barn.”
I nodded and we rushed into position, adding to the deafening sound of gunfire. I wanted to look about and see who was still alive. I was so worried about not only my friends but anyone and everyone that it made me sick. I didn’t have time for that. I had a job to do.
With my back to Hayden’s, I fired at the zombies that slunk away from the barn in the direction of humans. It was mass chaos; they were everywhere. I wanted to believe there was an end to this. I wanted to believe we would win, lose nobody, and be merely annoyed with the broken fences in the morning.
But I was wrong. Turning from side to side, I continually pulled the trigger. Blood splattered in the air each time a bullet lodged itself into the putrid brain of a zombie. Their arms would flail ever so slightly before they dropped.
Smoke and gun powder hung heavy in the air. I was out of ammo. Out of habit I reached down to pull another clip from my pocket. Goddammit, I was wearing pajama pants. A decomposing S3 limped at me. I swung the rifle and hit him in the head. Bits of pus covered brain matter oozed out. Another zombie took his place as soon as he fell.
She reached her torn and bloodly hands at me and picked up speed. Half of her face had been ripped off, exposing the muscle and bones of her cheek and jaw. Blood crusted clumps hung in her black hair and she smelled worse than week old road kill in the middle of July. 
I leaned back, brought my foot up and kicked her in the chest. She stumbled backwards and fell on her ass. Using the heel of my boot, I stomped on her forehead. Her skull cracked, though not enough to kill her. I kicked her in the temple. She rolled to her side and wrapped her decomposing hands around my ankle. I raised the rifle and brought it down on her face; she released me and went limp. 
I made a mad dash to the truck, cursing my stupid gray and pink polka dotted pajama pants for not having pockets. I traded the rifle for an M9, the gun I was the most familiar with. When I reached around in the dark bed for more ammo, my fingers closed around a survival knife leg strap. My heart beat so fast and my fingers almost didn’t work as I quickly fashioned it around my thigh. I stole a quick glance to my left and saw Brock and Ivan battling a group of zombies. 
I looked back and Hayden and Rider; they were still taking down the zombies that surrounded the barn. Nothing limped in their direction so I rushed to Brock and Ivan. A spry S2 clocked me on my way there. We tumbled over each other and the gun flew out of my hand. He landed on top of me, his head hitting me hard in the stomach.
The red glow of the sunrise illuminated his grotesque face. Half was burned off, one eyeball loosely dangled from the socket, and maggots crawled in the rotting holes in his cheek. His boney hands were covered in thin flesh and deteriorating muscle; he moved them with surprising speed, shoving my shoulders down. He opened his mouth and roared; his breath was so foul I nearly puked.
I brought my leg up to knee him in the stomach. The zombie must have just had a feast; his very full stomach popped like a balloon. Guts, bile, blood, and poorly chewed body parts spewed out all over me. 
Grimacing, I put both hands on the zombie’s shoulders and pushed him away. I hated how much I struggled. This piece of shit was dead with the contents of his stomach soaking through the thin tank top I was wearing. I should be stronger than him. 
I brought my knee up again and desperately reached for my knife. The tips of my fingers graced it but I couldn’t get a firm enough grasp to pull it out of the holder. With one hand on the zombie’s chest, pushing him away, I felt around for my gun. That, too, was out of my reach.
Drainage leaked from pustules on the zombie’s face. He fought against me, his large size and heavy weight almost too much to resist. I needed to do something—anything—if I wanted to live. I shoved my free hand up and inside of the zombie’s open abdomen. I nearly gagged when my fingers punctured through another organ. 
I pushed my hand up until I found the spine. I wrapped my hands around it and yanked it down, tearing the nerves that ran from the spine to the brain. The zombie sputtered and went limp.
Panting, I rolled him off me and wiped my hand in the grass. Not convinced he was actually dead, I pulled the knife from around my thigh, and stabbed him three more times in the head before I scrambled up. An S3 was doing her best to rush at me with two clearly broken ankles. I scooped up the M9 and shot her in the temple.
“Brock!” I shouted, not wanting to sneak up on anyone. I was covered in enough blood and guts to be mistaken for a zombie. “Brock!”
He half turned and smiled when he saw me. He and Ivan were advancing on a group of zombies that clawed at the smaller pole barn that contained our chickens. Four A2’s were with them and I didn’t know any of their names.
If we made it through this, I swore I would learn everyone’s name. With careful aim, I fired my remaining shots into the heads of zombies. I let the empty gun fall from my grip and I yanked the knife from the leg strap once again. I turned away from the barn and rushed at a young S2 that ran at us. 
I dropped to the ground, extended my leg, and spun. The zombie tripped and fell. I brought the knife down into its forehead. I put one hand on the zombie’s face and forced the knife out of the bone. Not taking the time to flick the goo from the blade, I took on the next zombie that came toward us. This one was big and had dark eyes that looked almost alive. The skin around his mouth cracked and flaked from dehydration and had a several inch long cut on his arm had blackened with necrotic, rotting tissue. 
I sunk the knife into his neck, severing his spinal cord and nerves. When his body went limp, I pulled the knife back and kicked him in the chest as he fell in order to move him away from me. Another took his place. This one was a child and couldn’t have been older than six or seven when she turned. She was still nothing more than a zombie. It still sickened me and hurt every fiber of my being to push the sharp blade into her eye socket.
Panting, I looked around. The sound of gunfire was decreasing. Ivan, Brock, Alex, and the A2’s were finishing off the zombies at the entrance of the chicken barn. I was about to take off and go back to Hayden when I heard someone call for help.
I jerked my head around to find the source.
“Help!” I heard again. “Down here!” someone yelled.
“Oh my God,” I breathed when I realized that someone had fallen into the trench. I raced over and dropped to my knees. “Hey!” I shouted. “Where are you?”
“Here!” a male voice answered. I recognized the voice but couldn’t place it.
“I’ll pull you out!” I called and rapidly moved down to where the person was. “Give me your hand!”
Weak sunlight reflected off the blood splattered across his face. Jones, I remembered at once: A young A3, the soldier who had taken me to my room my first day at the compound.
“Are there zombies down there?” I asked
“Tons,” he said. “Most are dead,” his voice shook as he spoke. “I think.”
“Quick, give me your hand!” I laid down on my stomach, set on pulling the kid out. He stepped on a dead zombie for leverage. His fingers locked with mine. “Ok, go!” I said, not wanting to waste time counting to three. Jones pushed off the dirt wall with his feet and I tried to hoist him up. I strained but managed to pull him up. His fingernails dug into my skin as I exhaled, taking a second to catch my breath. “Push!” I instructed, meaning for him to use the wall to propel himself upward. 
His left hand slapped the ground. Not letting go of his other, I pulled back once more. He grabbed and handful of grass and hoisted himself up and out of the trench. Out of breath, I rolled back. A zombie lumbered at us. Neither of us had time to move out of the way.
Acting on their own accord as a reflex, my hands covered my head. The zombie’s foot got caught on my side; I flattened myself and wrapped both hands around its thigh, causing it to trip and painfully land on me before toppling into the trench.
“Nice,” Jones said. He rose to his feet. 
“Wish I could say I planned it,” I panted and got up as well. My eyes darted all over in search of Hayden. When I couldn’t find him, panic threatened to take over. My body momentarily froze and I didn’t know what to do. In just a second I snapped out of it and ran back toward the cattle barn, jumping over and dodging dead zombie bodies.
I didn’t think it was possible to panic even more. The barn door was slightly ajar and neither Hayden nor Rider was anywhere to be seen. I wanted to scream his name and fought every muscle to keep my mouth shut. I was almost inside when the door slid shut.
I wasn’t aware Jones had been following me until we both crashed into the metal door. Knowing that if I opened the door I would likely get shot, I softly and rhythmically knocked. After only a few seconds, it opened.
“Riss?” Rider asked. 
“Yes!” I desperately blurted.
He slid the door open enough for Jones and me to get through. The middle light had been turned on, creating a soft glow over the dim, dusty barn. Rider put his hand on my shoulder and I smiled at him, glad he was ok too. I immediately looked past him.
The barn was sectioned off on both sides of the aisle, creating two large, open ‘stalls’ that housed our few cows. They shuffled around nervously, breathing heavily. Hayden was securing the door on the opposite side of the barn. 
“Hayden!” I loudly whispered. He whipped around and rushed over. I strode to him, wrapping my arms around him the second he was in my reach. “Thank God.”
“Don’t do that again!” he spat angrily. “I didn’t know where you went. One second you where there and the next you weren’t! I thought you were dead!”
“I’m sorry,” I soothed.
“Sorry? Riss, how many times have I asked you not to go off on your own? It’s stupid and dangerous!”
“I’m fine,” I told him. 
He let me go. “You just don’t care what it does to me, do you?”
“What? Of course I do!”
Rider cleared his throat. “There aren’t many more out there, are there?”
“No,” Jones answered. 
“We should get back out there,” Rider suggested. “Now that the back door is latched from the inside. Are you armed?”
“Not anymore,” Jones said.
“Here,” Rider told him and extended a pistol. “Riss, where’s yours?”
 “I dropped it,” I explained. “I have a knife. It’ll work.”
Rider nodded and went to the door. He slid it open and the four of us darted out. Two zombies greeted us as soon as we stepped out of the barn. Rider shot one and I knifed the other in the temple. The smell of death and decay was so heavy in the air I could taste it. Staying close to Hayden, we ran to the right of the barn. Hayden shot three zombies and I stabbed another. 
Steven, the A2 Fuller thought was ready to move up and go on missions, was standing next to Gabby. He pumped a shotgun and fired at the advancing zombies. The bullets peppered their faces, killing them instantly.  A few yards down stood another group of soldiers. Taking the lead, Hayden ran over, joining in on the firing.
The number of zombies dwindled. One by one they dropped to the ground. Once again straying away from Hayden, I yanked a zombie by the hair. She stumbled backward and I kicked her in the face. When her skull didn’t so much as crack, I bent over to bring the pointy blade of the knife into her eye. 
He must have turned from crazy to zombie overnight. A tall blonde haired S2 ran to me, his eyes set and his hands curled into firsts. I took on a defensive stance and waited for him to come to me. I leaned back out of his grasp and whipped the knife through the air. 
It collided with his head with great force, but he didn’t fall to the ground. I pulled the knife out and rammed him again. Instead of sliding smoothly through his half functioning brain like I expected it to, the blade bluntly smacked against the bone.
Son of a bitch, the tip of the blade had chipped. I swung my arm back and hit him again, sending a stinging shock up my right wrist. Blood poured from the little break I had managed to make. I dropped the non-functional knife and smacked the zombie in the nose with my palm, driving the bone up into the brain. 
He took a bewildered step back, blood dripped from his mouth, and he fell.  I jumped over the body and scrambled to get to Hayden’s side yet again. He fired one more round before lowering his gun. He turned to me and, in the growing daylight, I could see a fine mist of zombie blood dried on his cheeks. 
He let out a deep breath and took my hand.
“Underwood!” Ivan yelled.
Hayden raised his hand up and signaled to Ivan. Half a dozen shots echoed across the battlefield that used to be our farmland. Together, Hayden and I jogged over to where Ivan, Brock, Alex, Mac, Jose, and several A2’s gathered.
Hayden and Ivan nodded at each other, silently saying ‘I’m glad you’re alive’. All at a loss for words, we stood in silence and let the whole effect of what had just happen sink in. Steven, Gabby, and Noah joined us, followed by four more A2’s, Rider and Jones.
“Where’s Wade?” Rider asked, his voice a harsh, shaky whisper. The feeling of ice water pumping through my veins made my heart skip a beat in fear when I realized he wasn’t with us. I craned my neck and searched the ground but didn’t see him.
“And Andy?” Steven asked.
“There are a lot missing. I don’t know who all came out,” Jones voiced.
Assuming the role as leader, Hayden said, “Comb the area for wounded. Make sure the dead are really dead. Who has a walkie?”
“I do,” one of the A2’s said and unclipped it from his belt.
“Radio in and see if they need help at the gates,” Hayden instructed.
The A2 nodded. The walkie talkie slipped from his blood covered fingers. With trembling hands, he picked it up and spoke into the walkie. “Front gate, do you copy?” A few seconds passed. “Front gate, do you copy?” he repeated, a little louder this time.
“Copy,” Jason’s voice spoke. I closed my eyes and mentally sighed the biggest sigh of relief. 
“What is your zombie status?”
“Just strays,” Jason told us. “They didn’t get through the gate and the fence held,” he continued. “What about you?” he asked.
“Same,” the nervous A2 replied. 
“Is everyone—” Jason began to ask when Fuller’s voice cut him off, asking for details. Hayden told the A2 to explain everything while we combed the land for the dead…our dead. I had to close my eyes to fight off the dizziness that threatened to take over when I flipped over a body that resembled Wade in build and hair color. I couldn’t bring my eyes to look at his face.
The gruesome image of the young solider getting his flesh ripped off and torn into the festering and ever-hungry mouth of a zombie made me shudder. My breath caught in my chest. I tried to suck in air but wasn’t able to. I exhaled what little oxygen was left in my lungs and forced myself to take a sharp intake or air. It whooshed out of my lungs too fast and my lungs spasmed and inhaled quickly again. Dammit. I was hyperventilating.
A hand settled on my shoulder. I jumped and opened my eyes. The face of the body that looked up at me belonged to a boy who had died a long time ago and turned into a zombie.
“Orissa,” Hayden said calmly. Wide eyed, I locked eyes with him. He knelt down next to me and put both hands on my shoulders. “Hey, Riss, it’s alright. Well, it’s not but what else am I supposed to say?” he added with a slight smile. 
Still breathing rapidly, I nodded. Hayden put his hand on my chest. 
“Slow down,” he instructed. “Take a deep breath.”
I nodded again, closed my eyes, and tried to muster up a happy memory. Delmont’s vile face flashed in my mind. No, I wasn’t going to let horrible flashbacks freak me out. I remembered hitting him and smashing his balls with the butt of the shotgun.
 My heart stopped racing. I recalled saving Olivia, the wonderful feeling of coming back to the compound, and seeing my friends again. I took a deep breath. I opened my eyes and looked into Hayden’s.
 I took another deep breath. I put my hand on Hayden’s. 
“Thanks,” I panted. “I feel better. Sorry I freaked.”
“You don’t have to be sorry. I think we all are freaked.” He stood and pulled me to my feet.
“No one else is panicking,” I countered.
“Are you sure?” he asked.
“No,” I admitted. I had no idea how anyone else was faring. Keeping a tight grip on my hand, Hayden gently pulled me forward. “What are we going to do with all the bodies?”
“Pile them up and burn them, I’d guess,” Hayden said as he nudged a gummy with his boot.
“What a great bonfire,” I said sarcastically. “It’ll smell wonderful.”
“Shit, it will. I suppose we’ll have to move the bodies too; I don’t think it’ll be good to burn this on the grass our animals eat. I know it’s not contagious to animals, but won’t that make the grass bad?”
“It would make a bald spot. And yes, the rotting bodies turning to mush on the lawn is sure to give the grass a bitter taste.”
He nodded, let go of my hand, and shot a zombie who crawled at us with two broken legs. 
“There’s another,” I pointed out, seeing movement. We went over to where the thing thrashed in its attempt to get up. Having been totally eviscerated, the zombie couldn’t stand because her torso had become too top heavy. Every time she pulled herself to her feet, her sliced open stomach and abs folded.
“It’s almost funny,” Hayden said, tipping his head and watched the zombie get up only to fall again.
“It is,” I agreed. “She’s determined, I’ll give her that,” I said with a slight laugh. Deciding to save a bullet, I waited until she fell again to snap her neck. 
“Help!” someone shouted.
We snapped our attention up. 
“Help!” the voice called again.
Eye eyes instantly flew to the fence line that was dotted with trees. A strange and large figure limped down the sloping pasture. My first thought was that some horribly deformed zombie had saved his attack for last, wanting to surprise us with his disturbingly large size.
I felt like a dumbass when my brain recognized the shape as a person carrying someone over their shoulder.
Hayden and I ran over but Ivan, Brock, and an A2 got their first. They took the body from the guy and gently laid it on the ground.
I jumped over a zombie, my boot landed in the splattered brains and I slipped. I caught myself and kept running.
Wade was kneeling over the person on the ground with his hands pressed to a wound on the soldier’s side. I wasn’t sure if I should feel guilty that my friend had been the one to make it out ok.
“Get a car!” Ivan yelled as he dropped to his knees. “He needs to get into the hospital ward now!”
I recognized him as one of the A3’s that guarded the front gate. His breathing was shallow and ragged; he had no doubt lost a lot of blood. Time seemed to pass incredibly slow as we waited for Jones to run off and return in a car. We kept our eyes peeled and shot three strays that meandered aimlessly around the pastures. 
The wounded soldier was carefully lifted and set in the backseat of an SUV. Ivan and Jones drove him to the compound, radioing to Fuller to communicate with Padraic so he’d be ready to work a miracle. 
All of the A3’s at the gates were accounted for. The young man who got ripped apart was William, Steven told us, turning away to hide the falter in his voice and the tears in his eyes. The guy who Wade rescued from the fence line was Andy. He had recently asked to retest, desiring to become an A3. 
Miguel, an A2, was missing. Through a chaotic mess of a radio roll call, we discovered he was the only soldier not accounted for.
“He’s out here…somewhere,” one of the A2’s said, shaking his head. “Maybe he’s injured and can’t get up. We’ll find him.”
Under Fuller’s orders, we weren’t to move the zombie bodies unless we had gloves; he didn’t want to risk us getting infected. I looked at my blood covered hands and wanted to tell Fuller he was a little too late on his train of thought. 
There were several pairs of work gloves in the barn but not enough for all of us. Deciding to pointlessly give a damn about manners, the guys suggested Gabby and I drive the trucks while the guys with the gloves picked up the dead bodies and hoisted them into the truck beds. Hayden happily pointed out that the machine gun in the bed of his truck didn’t enable us to throw the bodies into the back of it.
Still armed and on the lookout for stragglers, we drove around the pasture, picking up body after body. When the bed became full, we left the grounds of the compound and drove three miles down the street to dump the bodies. 
It took all morning to gather up the dead. And we never found Miguel. 
“I stopped counting how many zombies we killed after seventy,” Hayden told me with a sigh.  He took off the blood and pus crusted gloves and picked a piece of zombie splatter from my shoulder. “You look disgusting,” he said with a half smile.
“So do you,” I told him. “If my hands weren’t so dirty, I’d wipe the zombie blood from your face.”
He opened his mouth as if to say something—no doubt a dirty joke about me cleaning him up—but stopped. His hazel eyes locked with mine, sending that feeling that used to be most unwelcome through me. I took a deep breath and a step closer to Hayden. Things were far from ok, but with him, I’d be alright.
Half of the soldiers collected zombie body parts, doing their best to clean up the pasture. The other half of us fed the animals but didn’t dare let them out with the broken fence and gates. I knew fixing them would now be a top priority. I dreaded going out to work tomorrow; I was so tired the thought of work wore me out.
Exhausted, shaken, saddened, and sore we got into our vehicles and drove in silence to the compound. The quarantine situation—or lack thereof—didn’t hit me until we walked our bloody and muddy boot covered feet into the fake fancy ambiance of the estate’s foyer and saw Fuller in the doorway, arms crossed and looking sullen. I had never paid much attention to the first level of the house. I’d walked through the foyer to the stairs, either going up or going down, but that was pretty much it. I’d looked around in curiosity but never bothered to venture or investigate further.
There was a dining room to my right; someone had even taken the time to keep the dark wooden table dusted. French doors were always closed to my left, but through the thick glass I could see the pretense of an office set up with bookshelves and desks. Fuller ushered us forward. We crossed the foyer and strode past the stairs. I officially had never gone this far into the old house.
If the scene of a young, innocent boy getting his skin torn off by hungry cannibals wasn’t replaying in my mind, I would have been impressed with the grandeur of the estate. We situated in a room that was too fancy to be deemed a ‘family room’. With ease, we all fit in the room. 
My feet hurt and my body ached. Sitting seemed wonderful, but I didn’t want to put my dirty ass on the spotless, ivory couches and armchairs. Fuller began talking, beginning with a very formal recap of events. He told us how proud he was of us and how we were an army the residents of the compound could rely on.
“Everyone will need to get their blood tested,” Fuller explained. “Every single one of you was exposed. After the blood test—and regardless of the results—you will be quarantined for twenty-four hours per our standard procedure.”
I shifted my weight and mentally rolled my eyes. Of course…an additional twenty-four hours of lock up. I shouldn’t complain; it was damn worth it and I knew it. 
“Since there are so many of you, you will be tested in alphabetical order to keep the medical staff organized. Then you will clean up and report back for quarantine instructions,” Fuller informed us. As soon as he was done explaining that we were to stay up here to avoid freaking out the residents, Hayden slunk away to talk to him, no doubt giving report of everything that happened on the mission.
I sat on the ground in the hallway. I wanted to go to sleep, wake up, and realize the attack on the farm was only a nightmare. I didn’t want to believe we had lost three of our soldiers. I hated that we had to worry about an attack. I hated that we were forced into hiding, hated that we had to get blood tests and worry about infection, running out of food, medicine, and supplies. 
I wanted to find the person who created the virus—I was certain someone had—and hit them over the head until their skull cracked and brain and blood leaked out. Maybe I should see if they had a cure first. I shook my head. It was pointless to think like that. Whoever created the virus was probably dead anyway.
Gabby’s father, Hector, emerged from the basement with a list. He read off the first five names and told them to follow him into the medical unit to be tested. I felt a little bad for Doctor Cara and really bad for Padraic for having to get up to test our blood again. 
I put my head in my hands and exhaled. I heard the scuffling of feet and someone sit down next to me. I looked up, expecting to see Hayden.
“You doing alright?” Rider asked, his eyes filled with stress.
“Yea, I guess. You?”
“Yea,” he repeated. “I hope that doesn’t happen again.”
“You’re telling me. Our cows are getting close to mating season. Once they pop out a few we can have hamburgers again.”
“That sounds good. Well, not really right now. I don’t have much of an appetite at the moment.”
“Me neither,” I agreed and hoped he wouldn’t bring up the fact three people lost their lives. I wasn’t sure if I could emotionally handle that stoically right now. Luckily Rider closed his eyes and leaned his head against the wall. Slowly, the soft murmur of hushed voices filled the living room.
 I too closed my eyes and let my head fall until it was resting on Rider’s shoulder. He linked his arm through mine and laced our fingers. I gave his hand a squeeze, thanking him for his silent comfort and understanding.
I caught bits and pieces of what the others were saying. Most were talking about what had happened. A few wished they had done things differently. Muffled sobs were heard after the mention of the names of the deceased. 
I tried so hard to not focus on what they were saying that I felt as if I wasn’t really there. Everything seemed surreal; the talking about zombies, the huge house, and the shiny hardwood floor I was sitting on. My body screamed at me to move out of the uncomfortable position I was sitting in but I ignored it. Within a few minutes, the throbbing pain in my legs turned to numbness as the blood flow continuously decreased. 
I felt like I was spinning, getting sucked into an evil, black maelstrom of blood and violence. 
“Orissa,” a familiar and soothing voice called. 
I snapped my head up to stare into the pretty blue eyes of Padraic.
“What are you doing?” I blurted since I assumed he was supposed to be downstairs looking at samples of our blood under a microscope. He smiled and knelt down next to me.
“I wanted to make sure you were alright.”
I nodded. “I’m alright,” I lied. Rider removed his hand.
“Glad to hear that,” he said, not convinced. “Come on, I’ll get you tested so you can get cleaned up and rest.”
“My last name starts with a ‘P’,” I obviously stated.
Padraic winked at me. “That’s where being friends with the head doctor comes in handy.” He stood and extended a hand for me. I took it and let Padraic help me to his feet. I had forgotten how soft his skin was. He had gotten his hair cut since I’d last seen him; the shorter style looked good on him. Even at the crack of dawn, Padraic looked put together and handsome as he always did. 
“I’ll see you in the quarantine,” I said to Rider, feeling as if I was betraying him somehow by leaving.
“Yea, see ya,” Rider said to me. I followed Padraic through the hall and down the basement stairs. We stopped in front of the steel doors that required a hand scan and a pass code. I had to pick crusted blood from my fingertips before the scanner recognized me. 
Once through the first set of doors, Padraic turned and put his hand on my shoulder.
“You have no idea how terrified I was for you,” he confessed.
“Did you know what was going on?”
“Yea. I hadn’t gone back to bed since we did your first blood test. I heard running and people giving orders. You had gone out by the time I found Fuller.” He stepped closer. “I wanted to go out there too, Riss. I wanted to help.”
Surprised, I took a step back. “Padraic, no! You could get hurt!”
“I know the risks, Orissa.”
“Then why the hell would you want to go out there?”
“Why do you?” he asked.
“Because!” I dumbly spat. “You can do so much here—inside. Where it’s safe. We need you here Padraic! Without you…I don’t even know. But a lot of people would be dead without you.”
Padraic chuckled. “Don’t worry. Fuller said the same thing. While I don’t particularly like the guy, he does a good job running this place so I will respect his wishes.”
“Good,” I said and punched in the security code to get through the second set of doors. 
“They don’t know; Fuller is going to tell them later,” Padraic whispered to me and I knew that he meant the residents. It was still early, too early for me to get up without a reason, but many of the residents were waking up to start their boring day stuck underground. I hoped they stayed in their rooms so I wouldn’t have to come up with a lie to tell them. 
We quickly jogged down the stairs to the B level and made a bee line for the hospital ward. Ivan and Brock sat in an exam room with three other A’s, waiting for their results. 
“How did you manage to cut in line?” Ivan teased as we walked past.
“Good behavior,” I joked causing Ivan and Brock to laugh. Padraic and I went into the small laboratory that had been set up. Dressed in a long, yellow denim skirt and a lime green and purple stripped turtle neck sweater, Doctor Cara was bent over a microscope. She didn’t so much as blink an eye at us when we walked into the room.
Padraic put on gloves and grabbed an alcohol wipe to disinfect my skin.
“Oh my,” he said when he looked at my filthy arm. “Uh, I can you wash your arm with soap and water first? I didn’t realize just how covered in…blood, I assume, you are.”
“Sure,” I obliged and went to the sink. The water was cold but I didn’t care. A river of brown and scarlet bubbles swirled around the stainless steel drain. I patted my arm dry with a scratchy, white towel and went back over to the counter. 
“Do you want to sit?” Padraic asked.
I shook my head. “I’m fine. I’m used to it by now.”
“I’m sure you are,” he agreed grimly. He tied a rubber band around my arm, ran the alcohol pad over the bend in my elbow and uncapped a needle. “You know,” he said as he stuck the needle into my vein, “I wouldn’t have called myself experienced at drawing blood before.”
“That’s reassuring, says the guy who has a needle in my arm.”
Padraic laughed. “If my patients needed blood work, I’d order it and someone else would do it.”
“Glad to be your test subject,” I said sarcastically.   
“I’m not that bad, am I?” he asked, his blue eyes flicked up from my arm to look into mine.
“No. I would have thought you’d been doing this your whole life,” I told him honestly. “You’re very…very gentle.”
“Thanks,” he said almost shyly. He extracted enough blood, pulled the needle out of my vein and pressed a piece of gauze over the wound. “Hold this,” he instructed. I put my fingers over his and pressed the gauze down.  Padraic turned his back to me, doing something with the blood and a microscope slide. I waited, curiously watching him working.
“Am I good?” I asked after Padraic had spent a few minutes looking into the microscope.
“Far from it,” he teased. “But I don’t see any traces of the virus in your blood.” The glass slide scraped against the microscope as Padraic removed it. He rinsed the blood off and dropped the slide in a bucket full of bleach water. Removing his gloves he strode over. “You can go gets some sleep now; I’m sure you’re exhausted.”
“I am,” I agreed. Though, truth be told, I was a little nervous to sleep. I didn’t want the disturbing images of what had just happened flashing through my brain while I tried to sleep. “You must be too.”
“I’ll manage. I wasn’t out on a mission like you were.”
“True,” I stated and walked to the door, which Padraic opened for me. We were alone in the hospital ward hall. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever,” I confessed, suddenly realizing how much I missed not only Padraic but Raeya, Sonja, Olivia, and Lisa.
“It has been a few days. Does time go by fast when you’re on missions?”
“Usually, though this last one just felt long. And tiring, very tiring.”
“What happened?” he asked quietly as we walked down the hall to the stairs.
I shrugged and winced at the pain the movement caused.
“What?” Padraic asked immediately. “What’s wrong?”
I tried rolling my shoulder only to find it hurt even worse. “Nothing. I think I pulled a muscle in my shoulder or something.”
“You are pretty banged up,” he reminded me and gently touched the scab on my forehead. “What is this from?”
“A crazy threw a rock at me,” I said after a moment’s recall. “And this,” I began and lifted up the hem of my tank top to show off the bruises on my left side. “Is from falling down a flight of stairs in a parking garage while running away from a herd of zombies during a tornado.”
“Holy shit, Orissa!” Padraic exclaimed. “That looks horrible!”
“You should see this then, too.” I turned around so he could see the layers of skin that had been scraped off by my gun. Padraic’s face was so horrified I laughed. “It’s not that bad. I’ll be better after a couple of days. I’ve been worse, you know.”
“Unfortunately, you have. You’re lucky you haven’t been seriously hurt.”
“Luck has nothing to do with it,” I said. The moment the words escaped my mouth I realized that I was lucky. All of the at-the-last-minute getaways, finding a car that just so happens to start…was that luck and not skill?
“Get some rest,” Padraic instructed. “Doctor’s orders.”
“I will. Can you tell Ray I said hi and that I’m fine? I won’t get to see her until tomorrow morning.”
“Of course. Sleep well, Orissa.”
“You too.” I smiled at Padraic before going as quickly up the stairs and into my room as my sore body would let me. Someone was in the shower; I impatiently gathered up new pajamas to change into and waited in the hall, not wanting someone to snag the bathroom before I got the chance to get in. 
A few minutes later, Ivan—dressed on only a towel—opened the door. He looked at me with surprise.
“I didn’t expect to see you up here so soon,” he confessed.
“My blood was clean,” I told him. 
“Good.” He stepped past me. “There should still be plenty of hot water. See ya downstairs.”
I stripped out of my ruined pajamas and turned the shower on. Already warmed, I stepped into the water and began scrubbing the dirt, blood, and zombie ooze from my body. I quickly shampooed and conditioned my hair and washed my face. Satisfied I had washed away all of the grossness, I turned the water off and grabbed my towel.
I hadn’t realized just how badly bruised I really was until I inspected my naked body in the mirror. I shook my head at my reflection before flipping my head upside down and rubbing my hair with the towel. I got dressed and brushed my teeth, trying to move as fast as possible so the next in line could get in the shower.
Once I was back in my room I moved as slow as possible since I didn’t want to sit downstairs and wait. Unless Fuller pushed Hayden ahead in line, he would be one of the last of the soldiers to get their blood tested. 
I laid down in my bed. The sun was shining and birds were merrily singing, unaware of the danger that surrounded us or the stain of death the day was marked with. I must have drifted off to sleep because it seemed like only a few minutes had passed when the mattress sunk down.
I opened my eyes to see Hayden; showered and clean, wearing nothing but a pair of pajama pants.
“Do we have to go to the quarantine room?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. My throat was incredibly dry but I felt too bogged down by sleep to do anything about it.
“Nope,” Hayden said and laid down next to me. “The A2 and 3’s are going in there since there are more of them than there are of us.”
“So where are we going?”
He wrapped his arms around me. I wormed closer to him, pressing my face against his firm chest. “We get to be locked in our rooms.”
“Seriously?”
“Yea. The door at the top of the stairs is closed and locked. Someone will bring up breakfast soon and we’ll be checked on every few hours.”
I closed my eyes again. “I love you, Hayden,” I whispered, feeling that was something that needed to be said. Maybe Padraic was right; maybe we were only still alive because of luck. As long as I had it on my side, I was going to use it to my advantage.
But luck runs out and not everyone gets lucky. If things were to take a turn for the worst, I wanted to make damn sure the people I cared about knew exactly how much they meant to me.
“I love you, too,” he whispered back and pressed his lips to mine.
“Do you think we’re still alive only because we’re lucky?” I asked, unable to help myself.
“No,” he answered right away. “We’re alive because we’re smart. We know what we’re doing. We don’t take unnecessary risks…well, not too often. We’ve been more or less trained, we usually have a plan. And we have each other. And I don’t mean just me and you. All of us; any of us. We all bring something different to the table. We can draw off each other’s strengths. We have each other’s backs. We’re still alive because we are fighters; we’re still alive because we want to live.”
“Good,” I said quietly.
“And maybe just a little lucky,” he added. “I’d rather be lucky than smart. If we got lucky every mission, everything would go our way and nothing bad would happen.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice?”
“It would.” He hugged me a little tighter. I ran my fingers up and down his arms. “I still feel lucky that we met.”
“Me too,” I agreed. “It’s one of the few good things that came out of all this.”
“It is.” He kissed me once more. “Speaking of luck, am I gonna get lucky today?”
I laughed and shook my head. “Maybe later.” Hayden resituated, resting his head on my chest. I ran my fingers through his hair which almost instantly makes him relax and fall asleep. Holding the soothing words Hayden had spoken close to my heart, I closed my eyes and was able to fall into a nightmare free sleep.
Well, that was until Fuller burst into our room.
 



 
Chapter 19
Hayden was a light sleeper. The sound of the door opening and someone coming into our room was enough to wake him up. When he quickly sat up, it pulled me from my sleep. At first all I noticed was the cold air that hit me from the absence of his warm body. Then he mumbled something and I became vaguely aware someone else was in the room.
I too shot up, thinking we were under another attack. Instead of looking composed and ready to give an order, Fuller’s face was stricken and I could tell he fought the urge to turn and leave.
“Sir, I can explain,” Hayden spat quickly and tried to jump out of bed. His foot got caught in the sheets and he desperately pulled on the blankets to get free.
To my surprise, Fuller laughed. “I think I can figure this one out, Underwood.”
Hayden picked up a shirt from the floor and put it on. “It’s not what it looks like,” he blurted.
“Oh, it’s not?” Fuller chuckled. “What is it then?”
Hayden looked back at me, knowing that denying our relationship hurt me. “Ok, it is what it looks like.”
 Fuller’s eyes met mine for a millisecond before flashing back to Hayden’s. 
“Are you going to try and break us apart?” I asked, compelled to dispel Hayden’s fear.
“Why would I do that?” Fuller asked, seemingly baffled.
“Because we’re distracted by each other,” I went on to explain.
Fuller sat on the edge of Hayden’s bed and motioned for Hayden to sit back down as well. “How long has this been going on?” he asked.
“Since I got back from being abandoned,” I informed him.
“I haven’t noticed any drop in either of your performances,” Fuller promised, his eyes practically gleaming.  “And it’s about time, Underwood,” he said with a wink. It unnerved me to see him happy and creeped me out that his happiness steamed from seeing Hayden and I in bed together.
Hayden’s jaw dropped and he turned to me as if I had an answer to his unspoken question. “You knew?” he finally asked his superior.
Fuller laughed and I realized it was probably the first time I’d heard him laugh—ever. “Why else do you think I made the order not to tell you Orissa never came back from that mission? You weren’t healing as well as we hoped and I knew what the news would do to you.”
Hayden nodded and shrugged, agreeing that thinking I was dead would more than just upset him. 
“So,” he said slowly. “You don’t care that we are together?”
“Why would I?” Fuller asked, his voice full of amusement.
“It’s unprofessional?” Hayden suggested. 
Fuller crossed his arms and looked at Hayden with a very paternal I’m-going-to-give-you-advice expression. “Happiness is rare, if not extinct in this bleak world. If you find something that makes you smile, even if it’s just a little, you have to hold on to that.”
Fuller’s words sunk my previous revelation in even deeper. I felt tears bite at the corner of my eyes for some stupid reason. He smiled once more and turned to me.
“Do you love each other?” he asked so shamelessly it made blood rush to my cheeks.
“Of course,” I instantly answered at the same time Hayden said ‘yes’. I absently mindedly curled my fingers around the dog tags that hung from my neck. Fuller noticed the gesture and looked at Hayden somewhat incredulously. Hayden nodded, cast his eyes down, and smiled.
“Well,” Fuller said and stood. “I came up to check on my soldiers. Everyone is faring as well as I hoped. We are having a service for the fallen tomorrow,” he said and stepped toward the door. He paused. “Who knows?”
“Knows what, sir?” Hayden asked.
“Who knows about you two?”
“Our team,” Hayden replied. “And Orissa’s friend Raeya.”
Fuller pressed his lips together. “Maybe it should be kept that way—for now. You know how the gossip is in this place.” He smiled again. “Though it’s only a matter of time; you are pretty obvious, Underwood. But be prepared for the stories and questions when you two ‘come out’.”
Hayden laughed and walked Fuller to the door. The two stepped out in the hall and spoke in hushed voices for several minutes. When Hayden came back into the room, he was smiling.
“Well, that was weird,” I said.
“What do you mean?” Hayden closed the door and sat next to me.
“Seeing Fuller smiling and laughing and giving advice.” I shook my head. “It was almost uncomfortable it was so out of character.”
“Out of character? Fuller’s always like that.”
“No he’s not,” I said, raising my eyebrows. 
“Yes he is. He’s a nice guy.”
“Are we talking about the same person here?”
“Orissa, Fuller is strict, I’ll give you that. But he has to be. If he was just a resident, I think you’d see it. But he’s not. He holds the weight of this place on his shoulders. It’s a big responsibility. I know you two haven’t exactly gotten along, and I think that’s because you’re not used to taking orders or respecting someone just because they are your superior. Really, he’s not a bad guy.”
“He freaking loves you, everybody knows that. Of course you’d sing his praises. And I’m not going to respect someone just because they have a fancy title at the beginning of their name. Respect is earned, not instantly granted.”
“Respecting someone and liking someone are two different things,” he countered.
“No, they’re not.”
He sighed. “You don’t get it. Maybe it’s a military thing.”
“Maybe. I don’t want to start an argument. I’m glad Fuller knows and isn’t gonna make us change rooms.”
“Me too. I feel so much better not having to hide it anymore.” His arms wrapped around me and we laid back down.
“Do you think they felt much pain?” I asked when an image of the fallen soldiers flashed through my mind. 
“Who?”
“The three guys that died.”
“Yea, I’m sure they did.”
I glared at Hayden. “That’s not what you’re supposed to say.”
“I’m not going to lie, Riss. You know as well as I do that having someone bite you, pull back, and rip your skin off isn’t pleasant.”
“I hate that they died.”
He ran his fingers through my hair. “Me too. I keep thinking about how if we only got there sooner we could have saved them. But this is a war. People die in war.”
“I never thought of it that way.”
“In what way?”
“War.”
“Oh, it’s not what I’m used to,” he said with a slight smile. “Thankfully the zombies don’t shoot back. But they outnumber us. This isn’t just some battle. This is a war; it’s a fight for humanity.”
“It is.” I closed my eyes and was plagued with the image of the bloody pasture. I heavily exhaled and sat up, tracing Hayden’s tattoo with my finger. Feeling mentally worn, we decided to put in a funny, light hearted movie. 
The next morning, we woke up on time and went down for breakfast. I eagerly looked around for my friends. When I didn’t see them, I figured I missed them.  Several residents thanked Hayden and me for risking our lives to keep the farm safe. 
Hayden shook their hands, smiled, and thanked them for their appreciation all the while seeming so humble. He was so much better at interacting with people than I was.
I had just picked up my tray when she ran up behind me. I almost dropped my oatmeal when her arms wrapped around my body.
“Rissy!” Raeya cried. I set the tray back down and spun around.
“Ray!” I said in a stupid high pitched voice. I hugged my best friend. “I thought you already ate!”
“I did,” she told me, her voice muffled by my hair. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to come back down! It feels like you’ve been gone for ages!”
“It has,” I agreed. I relaxed my grip on her. “Come, sit with us.”
Hayden, Raeya, and I sat at our normal table in the back. Rider, Brock, Alex, and Jose were still finishing their breakfast. They smiled bleakly at us as we took our seats.
Raeya filled me in on everything I had missed while out on the mission. Everyone had finally been able to go outside at least once before a bad storm rolled in, the concepts of our fields had been put into action, and construction began on the first cabin. I knew she was itching to ask me about the details of the mission and even more so about what happened on the farm the other night. She knew better than to utter a word about it in mixed company.
After breakfast, I went with Raeya into her room.  Fashioned out of what looked like an old table cloth, Raeya had made curtains and hung them centered on the wall opposite the door, giving her underground room the feeling of having a window. She checked to make sure her recluse of a roommate wasn’t hiding under the covers of her bed before she shut the door and questioned me. 
“How did the mission go? The weather hasn’t been too nice. Did you guys run into the storm?”
“Yea,” I replied honestly. “It wasn’t too bad though. We avoided it.” Maybe it was wrong to lie to my best friend. But maybe it was better to not upset her with something that already happened. “It just felt like a long ass mission for some reason.” I ran my hands through my messy hair. “We found a government set up quarantine.”
“Oh my God, really? Is that where the new people came from?”
I shook my head. “It was full of dead people. Well, except for a few crazies. It was bad, Ray. You don’t want to know the details.” 
“Tell me about the fresh produce,” she practically gushed. 
“It was weird, that’s for sure. You know those greenhouse things that replaced real farms a few years ago?”
She nodded.
“Well,” I continued. “We found a greenhouse farm.”
“No way,” she whispered in disbelief. “A working greenhouse farm?”
“No, a nonworking one full of fresh fruit and veggies,” I said sarcastically. 
“Sorry, dumb question,” she said with a smile. “You know what I mean. Can those things work without people?”
“I don’t really know. It’s all run mechanically; the levels rotate on their own so as long as the tanks have water and the bulbs haven’t burned out, I suppose so. But the plants would be over grown. And those weren’t.”
“Who do you think was taking care of them?”
“We have no idea. We couldn’t find any obvious signs of anyone holing up nearby. I would assume that if you were taking care of the plants regularly, you’d stay close and not only to take care of them. I’d be very protective of my fresh fruit and vegetables. Obviously, it was easy to take.”
“It doesn’t make much sense,” she said, pushing her eyebrows together until a little line formed between them. “Were the greenhouses huge like the ones featured on TV?”
“Yea. It was kinda unnerving being in there.”
“You’d think, then, that a very large group would be behind that, right? A few people wouldn’t need that much.”
“I’d take it even if we were still in our small group at my grandpa’s. I’d try to dry or can most of it, but I wouldn’t pass up on an opportunity for food.”
“Yea, but you’d eventually run out of seeds,” she countered.
I shook my head. “You are a city girl, Ray. You can get the seeds from the plants.”
She laughed. “Right. The plants were in good shape?”
“Excellent shape. If I took a picture of what we saw and told you to distinguish the difference from that and a pic taken last year, you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And there were footprints in the dirt leading to the doors; that’s what tipped me off to look inside in the first place. Hayden didn’t think it was worth looking into but we’re glad we did. Someone had been there recently.”
“You are right that it is weird. I can’t make sense of it,” she said and exhaled. Her words brought a chill over me. For some reason, I didn’t like or trust the people who took care of the greenhouses. It made no sense since I didn’t have the slightest clue as to who they could be. 
“I’m as thankful as I am confused,” I told her. “We might not ever know the truth behind it. And I don’t think we’ll be going back. Hayden was having a heart attack the whole time.”
“Why?”
“We went farther than Fuller wanted us to go. We’re not supposed to cross the Pennsylvania border; it’s too far or something like that. I didn’t see what the big deal was, but Hayden hates disobeying orders. I think he feels guilty.”
“He’s a good soldier.”
“Yea he is.” I gasped. “Oh, I can’t believe I didn’t tell you. Fuller caught us in bed together.”
“What? Like together together?”
“We were sleeping, literally.” I continued to tell her about the odd approval and encouragement Fuller gave us on being together. I summed up the rest of the mission and gave her the bare bones details of the attack on the farm. It was a bloody memory I would be happy to forget; Raeya didn’t need to know about it. I knew it would upset her later.
Like the amazing friend she’s always been, she could tell it struck a nerve with me too. I wasn’t quite sure exactly how she knew when something upset me. I was careful to keep my body still, my voice level, and my eyes focused.
She switched the subject to something safe and we talked about Scarlet still spreading gossip, how effective training the dogs to round up the cattle had been, and whether or not we should name the baby calves this summer when they would most likely become our dinner. We wandered upstairs and played with Argos; he raced over and nearly knocked me down in his ecstatic greeting. 
At ten-fifteen, I left Raeya to find Hayden. He wasn’t upstairs and Ivan told me he hadn’t seen him. I went back into our room and tried to do a Sun Salutation but quit after only a few seconds. My shoulder radiated pain down my arm and back when I raised it above my head. Knowing stretching would help despite the pain, I slowly reached forward.
I snatched my arm back to my side. “Ah!” I said when a tingling feeling shot down into my fingers. I opened and closed my hand several times. It was as if my arm suddenly fell asleep. I tried to shake it away without success. Giving up, I held it close to my side and attempted to straighten out the sheets and blankets on my bed.
I opened both windows, welcoming the slight breeze that blew in. The air wasn’t hot but it was thick and sticky, carrying the scent of rain. Gray clouds were moving in fast. We could use the rain; it would wash away the blood spilled on our land.
“Ready?” Hayden’s voice came from behind me. I almost asked ‘for what’ when I remembered the service.
“No. I don’t want to go. I hate stuff like this.”
“Me too,” he agreed. “It reminds me of how easily it could be one of us we’re honoring.”
I nodded. “Can I please lock you in a safe room? I promise to feed you three times a day. I’ll even have sex with you at least four times a week.”
“Can I have a TV?”
“Yep.”
“Make it five times a week and we have a deal,” he said with a smile. “But you’ll have to be locked in with me. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you, either.”
“Well, then we’re both screwed.” I got off the bed and went to Hayden’s side. I tucked his dog tags down the front of my shirt and followed him outside. Andy, the guy who Wade pulled from the hands of zombies, died from complications as Padraic explained it several hours after he was brought to the hospital ward. We had what was left of William’s body and nothing of Miguel. 
All three hundred and something residents lined up outside, raising their right hands to their foreheads in respect when the bodies were walked through. Though none of the three who died were enlisted in the military, Fuller considered them soldiers and everyone wanted them honored for their bravery and sacrifice.
I knew the twelve gun salute triggered a waking nightmare in Hayden’s mind. I kept a tight grip in his hand the entire time while I fought back tears. The rest of the day passed in a subdued, sad fashion.  There was lots of talk about the dead; people reminiscing happy memories, laughing at some of the few funny moments they were able to share, and saying how thankful they were for all of us who kept them safe.
Hayden had another nightmare that night. He hadn’t been asleep for long before his body began twitching, waking me up. He was breathing heavily and was drenched in sweat.
“Hayden,” I said softly and cupped my hands on his face. “Hayden, wake up.”
With a sharp intake of breath, his eyes flew opened and darted around the room, trying to focus on something that wasn’t real.
“Hayden,” I spoke again. “It’s ok. It’s not real. You’re safe, you’re with me.”
With a fast, jerky movement, he grabbed me and pulled me onto him. “Orissa?”
“Yes, Hayden. It’s me. It’s ok.”
He took a deep breath and stopped shaking. Then he suddenly startled and involuntarily squeezed me. “You don’t hear it?” he asked.
I shook my head. “No, I don’t. It’s not real. You’re safe, Hayden.”
“Yes,” he panted. “Safe. But it’s so loud.”
“What’s loud?”
“The IED. Get off the road.”
“We are off the road. Hayden, look at me.” I sat up and put my face inches from his. “You are not on a road. You are not in Afghanistan anymore. You are in Arkansas. We are fighting zombies, not an army.” That wasn’t going to offer any comfort, but I wanted Hayden to come out of the dark place he was stuck in.
He opened his mouth to say something, stopped, closed his eyes and nodded. When he opened his eyes again, I could tell he was in the present. He kept his arms wrapped tightly around me until his heart stopped racing. 
“I’m sorry,” he sighed.
“What are you sorry for?” I asked, not moving my head off of his chest.
“For making you have to deal with that.”
“You’re being ridiculous, Hayden. I don’t feel like I ‘have to deal’ with anything.”
“I should be over it by now.”
“I don’t think I’d ever get over seeing something like that. And not just Ben,” I said gently. “Everything you saw over there plus all the shit we see now. It’s enough to fuck anyone up.”
“But I’m the only one who has nightmares,” he argued, clearly upset and frustrated with himself.
“I highly doubt that,” I soothed. 
“It’s annoying.”
“Not to me. And besides,” I said, sitting up so I could look into his hazel eyes. “It’s your only flaw. There has to be something wrong with you or else you’d make me look bad.”
He only nodded and ran his hands over my arms. “Are you tired?”
“Yea,” I responded with a yawn.
“Go back to sleep.”
“I’ll stay up with you.”
“No,” he said quietly. “I’m fine now. I’ll read until I feel tired.” He turned on the lamp next to the bed, covered the lampshade with a tee shirt to dim the light, and got a book. I resituated my pillows so my back was touching Hayden’s side where I’d be able to feel if he was having another nightmare.
When I woke up at seven-thirty, Hayden informed me he hadn’t been able to sleep most of the night and was too tired to go down for breakfast. I offered to bring him up a tray, got dressed, and went downstairs. 
My shoulder was still sore. The tingling feeling in my fingers came back when I extended my arm for my tray. 
“I think that can be a sign of a heart attack!” Raeya exclaimed, her voice full of concern, when I told her about the annoying sensation.
I dubiously stared at her. “Yea, Raeya, I’m having a heart attack.”
“Just because you’re in good shape doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen,” she reminded me. “I know you’ve heard the stories of athletes dropping dead of heart attacks.”
“I have and I know, but the tingling has nothing to do with my heart. It feels like my arm fell asleep.”
“Exactly! It’s a sign!”
“Would it make you feel better if I asked Padraic?” 
She smiled. “Yea, thanks.”
Once we were done eating, the two of us went downstairs to the B level. Raeya suggested we try Padraic’s room since it was his ‘day off’ from working in the hospital ward. Like Raeya, he too had curtains closed over a nonexistent window.  Other new additions to his room included a bouquet of colorful flowers made out of paper, several drawing that were obviously done by children taped to the cinderblock walls, and a TV centered on the dresser by his bed. Dressed in green pajama pants and a thin, black tee shirt, Padraic smiled when he took in the sight of us.
“Morning. What do I owe the pleasure?” he asked, beckoning us in.
“Raeya thinks I’m heaving heart problems,” I said calmly.
Padraic’s clear blue eyes momentarily flashed with fear before he laughed. Looking at Ray, he asked, “Why do you think that?”
“She said she feels tingling,” Raeya supplied.
“Which arm?” Padraic inquired, suddenly serious.
“This one,” I said and held up my right arm which caused the pain to shoot down again. I winced.
“Describe your pain,” Padraic said in a very doctorly way. I described it the best I could, feeling a bit like a baby for talking about my stupid shoulder hurting when others were injured way worse than I had been.
After a few moments of gently touching, squeezing, and stretching my arm Padraic said, “I can’t be certain, but I think it’s a pinched nerve. They are very painful but usually go away in a week or two. Try and rest it as much as possible.”
“Thanks,” I told him. “See, Ray, nothing to worry about.”
“You’re welcome, Orissa.” He turned again to Raeya. “Are we still on for part two?”
“I am if you are!” she told him with a smile. 
“Yes! I’m dying to know what happens to Brooke!” he said causing Raeya to laugh. “I enjoyed my orange this morning, thanks, Orissa.” 
“You’re welcome. I’m not the only one that deserves the thanks, though.”
“You discovered the footprints, right?” he asked, glancing at Raeya. She nodded, confirming the truth.
“Yea, I did,” I admitted.
“As weird as the situation is, I’m happy we can enjoy something fresh for a change, though I daresay it won’t last long,” he said.
“Sorry to rush off,” Raeya began. “But I have an overseer meeting in a little bit. I’ll come back as soon as it’s over!” 
“Sounds good,” Padraic said with a smile. “See you ladies later.” He walked us to the door. I waited until I heard his door click shut before I turned to Raeya.
“What are you and Padraic doing later?” I asked, hoping to sound merely curious and not disappointed that I wouldn’t get to hang out with her as I had hoped.
“I’ve been making him watch One Tree Hill with me. Sofia Johnson, who is three rooms down from me, has the all the seasons on DVD.” She shook her head. “Sofia is lucky the guys found her. She packed more forms of entertainment than food in her bag when the virus broke out.”
“Some people have no idea how to survive. It’s funny…it’s a skill no one thought they’d need to know.”
“When this is over and things are somewhat back to normal, I think it’s something we should teach the kids. A survival skills class should be mandatory,” Raeya said with complete seriousness.
We walked up the stairs to the C level. 
“So, have you and Padraic been hanging out a lot?” I asked carefully.
“Not really any more than normal. Well, when you’re gone I do. I told you, I get lonely.”
She followed me back into the cafeteria to grab a tray for Hayden.  “What about the other overseers?” I asked. “Don’t you like them?”
“Yea I do. But I’m like ten years younger than them. I feel awful by saying that I don’t really want to hang out with them.”
“Don’t feel awful, it’s understandable.”
“What about you?” she asked. “What’s it like going on missions and being with five guys twenty-four seven?”
“It’s not bad at all,” I confessed. “I really like the guys. With the exception of Hayden, of course, I feel like those guys are family.”
“I’m glad.” She smiled. “Well, I’ll see you at lunch.” We hugged before I went into the cafeteria to get breakfast for Hayden, who was still asleep when I got back to our room. 
Not wanting to sit around and do nothing, I went outside to find Argos, though my shoulder was aching so badly I didn’t want to throw the ball for him. Jones was outside pouring food into bowls and distributing them amongst the begging dogs. It occurred to me that I didn’t know Jones’ first name. 
“Hey, Orissa!” he said brightly over the sound of kibble rushing into a stainless steel bowl. 
“Hi,” I replied and strode over to help. The little dogs had been sectioned off for feeding and Jones stepped over the gate and set a bowl down. Instantly a fight broke out. He picked up a Chihuahua, only to quickly drop him from his grasp. He shook his hand and stuck his finger in his mouth.
“It’s always the little ones,” I commented. Jones inspected the teeth marks on his hand. 
“He drew blood,” he grumbled. “Seriously, we have how many German Shepherds? And I’ve never had an issue feeding them.”
“Where’s Argos?” I asked, looking around the yard.
“Dr. Sheehan has him. He takes him a lot, actually.”
“He does?”
“Yea. I think Argos spends more time with him than with the trainers. It’s gonna make him spoiled,” he laughed. 
Greta, the pretty, dark sable German Shepherd that Hayden favored trotted over and licked my hand, wagging her tail.
“Sorry, girl, I don’t have any treats.” She stayed regardless, happy to be petted. Jones filled up several more bowls and I picked up two, setting them several feet from each other. We had to break up two more fights in the little dog section of the yard. Without being too obvious, I eyed Jones’ ID tag and learned his first name was Trey. 
We made small talk while the dogs ate, speaking mostly of the new tricks the canines were learning and how good Greta was at seeking out the scents of humans. In mutual agreement, we were excited to use the dogs to find people but worried to take them into such a hostile environment. Animals were innocent, Jones strongly voiced. It wasn’t right for them to get killed by zombies when it could easily be avoided.
It was another humid day so we brought the dogs inside, distributing them to their owners. The military and police dogs the compound had acquired were ‘adopted out’, as Trey put it, by residents. Trey formally introduced me to Sadie, an older Shepherd who was assumed to be a former drug sniffing canine. 
“They started barking a good twenty minutes before anyone saw the herd,” he told me as he stroked Sadie’s fur. “Being this far underground, I don’t know how they sense it. Maybe it’s the smell.” He shook his head. “I knew something was wrong. Sadie woke me up. Then Greta started barking. It was odd; they never need to go out in the middle of the night. Then they all started whimpering and barking. That’s when I knew.”
I nodded. “If it wasn’t for Argos, I don’t know if I’d be here.” The image of Logan, the first person I considered a friend during the initial outbreak, flashed through my mind. Argos saved me. I wanted to think I would have been able to get out of that situation on my own. Deep down I wasn’t able to lie to myself. I would be dead if it wasn’t for that dog.
Clutching my sore arm to my chest, I went down another flight of stairs to find the Doberman. Padraic’s door was slightly ajar. I knocked, waited a second and then pushed it open. The stump of Argo’s tail wiggled back and forth as soon as he caught sight of me.
“Hey,” I called to Padraic, dropping to my knees to let Argos lick my face.
“Hi, Rissy,” he said back, sitting up. He turned the volume down on the movie he was watching. “Whatcha doing?”
“I missed my dog,” I told him, still petting Argos.
“Your dog?” he questioned with a laugh. “I like to call him mine.”
“I found him!” I teased. “So therefore he’s mine.”
“Our dog?” Padraic tested.
“Fine. But he loves me more.”
“Ah, I doubt it. I bring him table scraps,” Padraic chuckled.  On an excitement overdrive, Argo slipped on the tile floor in his mad attempt to run across the room and bring me a homemade toy—a water bottle inside a sock. 
I snagged it away from his strong grip and tossed it in the air before I remembered how bad it freaking hurt to use my shoulder in that capacity.
“Do you want some aspirin?” Padraic offered.
“Kinda,” I replied. Carefully, I extended my arm. “It feels like it will feel better if I can stretch it. But I can barely move it on my own.”
“Here,” Padraic offered and motioned for me to sit on his bed. “Normally, I’d recommend you go see a chiropractor for this. Don’t worry; I’m not going to try anything crazy. Let me know if this hurts and I’ll stop right away.”
“Ok,” I told him.
With gentle movements, Padraic took a hold of my arm and helped me stretch it out and up. He moved slow and assessed my pain ever few seconds. When he straightened my elbow, I inhaled quickly at the pain.
“Where does it hurt?” he asked.
“Pretty much everywhere,” I complained. 
“Can you pinpoint where it starts?”
“Yea, here,” I told him and put my fingers on the spot. 
“Lay down,” Padraic said. I did what I was told. He held my arm so that it was off the bed. He moved it around a little longer and then started massaging the sore area. It hurt like a bitch at first but soon gave way to relief. 
In a matter of minutes I felt better. I relaxed and was very much enjoying being massaged. I watched Padraic, remembering the first time I saw him at the hospital. The first thing I noticed about him was his incredibly good looks. Then I realized his heart was just as incredibly good.
“Any better?” he asked, his accent a little heavier than normal. 
“Yea, thanks,” I said, feeling almost disoriented. I sat up and looked intently into his deep blue eyes. “Thanks,” I repeated.
“You’re welcome. You know I do what I can to help ya out.”
“And I appreciated it. Really.”
Padraic sat next to me. He smiled a little too sweetly and suddenly I felt awkward. Argos jumped up, eagerly licking me in the face.
“Have you met the newest residents yet?” I asked. “One of them is really weird; she thinks the zombies are possessed by evil spirits.”
Padraic laughed. “I think that’s the real mythology behind zombies, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know, it sounds right though.”
Padraic’s door creaked. I looked over to see who was there but saw no one. I turned back to Padraic when it creaked and opened a few inches. He sighed and stood up.
“Looks like Petunia got out again,” he said and walked to the door. He squatted and extended his hand. A dark sable ferret curiously walked over. He scooped up the little weasel and brought her over to me. Argos nosed his face into my lap, curiously sniffing the little animal.
“Oh my God, she is so freaking cute!” I exclaimed. When I was little, I wanted a ferret. I even saved up a summer’s worth of allowance for one and read every book about ferrets I could get from the library. But my grandpa told me they were useless and bought me a dog instead. Two weeks later, my dog ran away, never to be seen again. “Where did she come from?”
“Cara has a few of them,” Padraic explained. “I’m not really sure how many, to be honest. This little gal is a Houdini; she gets out all the time.”
“Should we take her back?”
“Nah. I’ll keep her for a while. Cara’s in the lab today. And Argos likes her.”
“What’s Cara working on?” I asked and set Petunia down on the floor. She hunched up her back and sprang up, making a quiet clucking sound. “That sound is called dooking,” I told Padraic. He got a pair of socks from his dresser, balled them up and rolled them at Petunia. When the soft ball hit her, she jumped up, bit the socks, and spazzed out again, causing both Padraic and I to laugh. Argos jumped down off the bed and laid on the floor, gently pawing at Petunia when she came close to him.
We played with her a while longer, laughing at her antics. Petunia would run, randomly jump and switch directions, grab and bite at our hands and feet, scurry under the dresser, and then lay completely flat and still for a few seconds before springing up and doing it all over again. 
Padraic didn’t get upset when she pooped in the corner of his room. He quickly cleaned it up and left to dispose of the soiled paper towels. When he returned, he had a cup of water. Not thinking, he set it on the floor. Petunia was of course curious. She rose on her back haunches, stuck her nose in the water, and then dumped it all over the floor.
We laughed again and I helped Padraic clean it up. Finally, the little girl wore herself out, climbed up onto Padraic’s bed, and fell asleep under his pillow. 
I got up and carefully stretched my arm, which was hurting again.
“I can get you some pain meds,” Padraic reminded me.
“Nah, save them for someone who really needs it,” I told him. “I’ll live.”
“Yes, but it doesn’t mean you have to be in pain,” he reminded me, flashing a brilliant smile.
“If it gets worse, I’ll let you know.”
“Alright. And I’ll tell Fuller you need to rest,” he said with a wink. “Ray told me fixing the fences and gates on the farm got moved up on the list.”
“Oh, joy,” I moaned, though, really it was a smart idea.
Very gingerly, Padraic picked up Petunia. “I’m gonna put her back with her ferret family,” he told me. “And see how things are going in the lab.”
“I thought today was your day off,” I said.
“It is,” he agreed ruefully. “I won’t do any work, don’t worry.”
“Good, you deserve to rest too, you know.”
He sighed. “I know. Now that the flu outbreak seems to be under control it has been better. That wasn’t fun.”
“I bet! I wouldn’t want to be around sick people all the time; it’s depressing.”
“It can be,” he agreed. “I’m not sure if this is fortunate or unfortunate, but survival of the fittest seems to be at play now. I doubt you’ve noticed the lack of the chronically ill here.”
I tipped my head. “You’re right. I never thought about it before. It’s kinda sad…but I guess good too. We’re not equipped to take care of really sick people.”
“No, we’re not at all.” He turned right to go into Dr. Cara’s room, shutting his door so Argos wouldn’t get out. “Well, on that happy note, I’ll see you at dinner.”
“Yea, see ya.” I smiled and waved goodbye. I slowly walked up to my room, dug around in Hayden’s snack box and settled on a box of cookies. I fluffed the pillows and got comfortable in bed, deciding on reading more of The Hobbit until Hayden rejoined me.
The next few days passed in a similar, uneventful fashion. Those who weren’t injured went out to the farm to fix the fences, gates and work on widening the moat. Under the care of Dr. Sheehan, I wasn’t cleared for labor. I played cards with Raeya, Sonja, Olivia, and Padraic while Hayden and the rest of my team went out to work under the hot sun.
Alex had a deep cut on his calf and hobbled when he walked. Still feeling slight animosity toward each other, he avoided me, sitting as far away as possible in the game room. Addison and Lizzy had become friends with Lisa and the few other children at the compound. Parker—the only person other than Hayden we knew to be resistant to the virus—was playing with Hotwheels cars with Quinn. 
Scarlett buzzed around, happily introducing the new residents to everyone and retelling her story of how heroically Hayden saved her. I noticed her story got more and more farfetched every time she told it. When I asked Hayden about it, he wasn’t able to recall the nitty gritty details. He said it was a regular rescue and didn’t even think Scarlett’s family was in immediate danger.
Sweaty and dirty, Hayden came in before lunch. I left my friends to go find him so we could shower together. Every day that passed eased the tension I still felt from the attack on the farm.  When one week had passed, the hope of our survival was back in my heart. My arm didn’t hurt anymore, much to Padraic’s surprise. He still advised me to stay away from hard work. But with the lack of pain I was feeling, I couldn’t justify my friends slaving away while I sat comfortably inside.
Zane became an A2, replacing one that we lost. Colin had the skills and know-how to be on the A level but declined any sort of position that dealt with zombies. Hayden told me Fuller was disappointed that Colin wouldn’t ‘help us out’ but he said Fuller wouldn’t push it; if someone didn’t want to face the zombies anymore, they didn’t have to. I remembered Hayden telling me a similar thing when we first met. He assured me the compound wasn’t run like a prison and promised I’d still have most of my free will. 
Against Sonja’s protests, Jason applied to move up in the ranks. Like his sister, I preferred him to stay stowed safely away in the stone watch towers. It was sturdy and secure but still crucial to our survival. I considered asking Hayden to tell Fuller not to let Jason move up but stopped, realizing it was selfish. And, I reminded myself, I can’t keep everyone safe forever.
As soon as the farm was not only fixed but improved, Alex and his team were given two days off to rest before they would set out on a supplies mission. Along with food, we needed household items like toilet paper, soap, cleaning products, and fans since we weren’t running the air conditioner upstairs. 
Back to our regular routine, Hayden and I grumbled about getting up early to work out. Fuller ventured down into the workout room, assessing our improved strength and abilities. He complimented me on my improvement since I first joined the A1 ranks. I had never considered myself to be out of shape, though I definitely noticed an increase in my strength.
I set down the weights I had been lifting and walked over to the bench my cup of water was on.
“How’s your arm?” Fuller asked from behind.
I turned. “My arm?”
“Dr. Sheehan informed me you sustained an injury.”
“Oh,” I took a drink. “Yea. I did. I’m better now.”
Fuller nodded. “Carry on.”
“Uh, ok.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Why Hayden thought he was so great, I’d never understand. After working out, I showered, found Raeya, Sonja, and Olivia, and sat in the game room talking with them until lunch. I ate in the back with the other A1’s. 
I hadn’t bothered to keep track of the date. Lisa informed it me was Friday and asked if I’d attend the weekly movie night with her. After a nod from Hayden saying he’d go too, I promised I’d sit next to her while we watched a movie, no doubt one we’d seen many times before.
Fuller flagged Hayden down on our way out of the cafeteria. I accompanied him into Fuller’s office.  I spied a list on his desk; a mixture of excitement and dread bubbled through me. We were going on a mission.
“Once the others get back and have a day or two to rest, your team will set out,” Fuller told Hayden. “I want you to go on a seek mission, not just looking for people but looking to see what state the world is in. If you find a herd, do whatever it takes to bring them down. We can’t risk another one passing through.”
“Yes, sir,” Hayden automatically said.
“Even if we find a herd and kill every last undead asshole that’s in it,” I said carefully. “I don’t think it will help. They outnumber us ten to one, or more. Probably more.”
To my surprise, Fuller didn’t disagree with me. “I like to think it will help. I had imagined most of the S2’s would have deteriorated into the S3 stage by now. Taking down one herd won’t put a dent in the numbers, but if it stops just one person from becoming infected, then it’s worth it.”
“I didn’t say it’s not worth it,” I clarified. Hayden glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, worried I might start an argument. “And I agree; I would have thought the zombies wouldn’t be so…so spry anymore.”
Fuller gravely sighed and ran a hand over his head. He unrolled the big map and went over possible locations with Hayden. I noticed the Pennsylvania border had been traced with a fat, black Sharpie like that would keep us from crossing the state line next time. 
They decided on Texas; it was relatively close and unexplored. The weird symbols painted on the doors of houses flashed through my mind. Months had passed since Hayden and I discovered the strange houses with running water and electricity but it still bothered me in a way that I couldn’t describe. 
I was getting a little bored listening to Hayden and Fuller discuss the fine details of our mission. As far as I was concerned, the important stuff—like location and time allowed to be gone—had already been covered. Absentmindedly, I played with the silver leaf pendent I always wore. 
The delicate chain had gotten tangled with the ball chain of Hayden’s dog tags. I unhooked both and worked on separating the two. I put my grandma’s necklace back on and examined Hayden’s tags, reading over his information yet again before slipping the chain over my head.
Fuller dismissed us and walked us to the door. He paused, his dark eyes flicking from me to Hayden and then back again.
“Have  you,” he began, eyeing me up and down before smiling, “have you considered having kids?”
My jaw might have dropped. Incredulously I turned to Hayden, who looked just as shocked as I was.
“What?” I finally asked.
Fuller laughed softly. “Underwood is resistant to the virus. You heal very fast. I can only imagine how unique your children would be.”
“And good looking,” Hayden quickly joked. Unnerved, he took my hand and took a step toward the door.
“It’s just a thought,” Fuller said casually. “Keep it in mind.”
“Yes, sir,” Hayden muttered. Awkwardly, we left Fuller’s office. 
“Please don’t tell me you’re going to take his advice,” I said to Hayden when we were back in our room.
“Uh, no.” He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong, Orissa, I love you and if things were different, I’d knock you up in a heartbeat.” He gave me a cheeky grin. “But…no. Just no. I-I don’t even want to think about it.”
“Me neither. I don’t want to bring a child into a world like this.”
“Let’s not even talk about it.”
I nodded. “Good plan.”
Raeya laughed when I told her about Fuller’s comment during dinner. Then her face became serious and she agreed it would be a good idea. I raised one eyebrow to let her know that I hadn’t forgotten her hopes of me getting pregnant so I’d be forced to not go on missions. She joked around about it for a while before she asked a question that sent a chill through me.
“Do you think Fuller wants you two to have a baby so he can do testing on it?” she asked in a hushed voice.
“Testing?”
“Yea, like genetic testing in regards to the virus. It’s almost as if he thinks you two will produce a super human. The way he pointed out your fast healing and Hayden’s resistance is creepy. It just makes me wonder if he’d want to do experiments on the kid.”
Suddenly not interested in my over salted vegetable medley, I pondered her acquisition. What would Fuller do if Hayden and I had a kid? Why else would he think it was a good idea? Padraic pointed out more than once that he felt bad for the few pregnant women here; we didn’t have any technology like ultra sound machines, fetal monitors, or a delivery room. And more concerning—to me at least—we didn’t have any drugs that were safe to give a woman in labor. Padraic was a surgeon but he had never preformed a cesarean birth before and voiced his concerns about doing a hack job. If anyone needed a C-section, they were fucked.
A week after they left, Alex and his team returned home. Three days after that, our team set out on a mission. Hayden, Rider, and I loaded our stuff into the truck and Brock, Wade, and Ivan got into a black SUV. Like usual, we couldn’t agree on what music to listen to. 
 A nervous twist griped my gut when we headed west. I remembered exactly how to get to the field where Hayden had been shot. Out of all the horrible images that I have seen in the last few months, the memory of Hayden sinking to the ground after the bullet hit him was the worst.
I hated it and I never wanted to think of it again. My heart began to race every time I remembered the immense pain I felt when I thought he was dead. 
Our journey started off without a hitch and the first five hours passed quickly. I had zoned out most of the trip until something caught my eye that I had to point out to Hayden and Rider. We passed an elaborately decorated yard, complete with plastic gravestones and bones sticking up from the ground. Most had fallen over in the wind and rain, but the overall effect was chilling.
The fake graveyard wasn’t scary in the least. It was unnerving to see the world months behind, as it forever would be.
“I used to like Halloween,” Rider huffed. “I lost my virginity on Halloween.” He smiled at the memory. “Maggie Williams. I had a crush on her since middle school but it wasn’t until I enlisted that she paid any attention to me.”
“You didn’t get laid until you were eighteen?” Hayden asked incredulously. 
Not seeming embarrassed in the least, Rider said, “I was nineteen, actually. I used to want to wait until marriage; I was raised kinda strict and believed in that stuff. Then I enlisted and realized that the chance of that happening was pretty slim, since the chance of me getting out alive was pretty slim too.”
“Oh,” Hayden said. “That’s…that’s respectable.”
“Thanks,” Rider told him. “How old were you?”
“Fourteen.”
“Seriously?” I piped up from the back. “That’s young!
Hayden shrugged. “Yea, I guess. What about you, Riss?”
Before I got a chance to tell him, Ivan’s voice came over the radio, asking if Hayden thought we should detour off the country road and explore a town. Hayden said after we crossed the Texas state line we would see what was in the first town we came across.
“Can I see the map?” I asked Rider. He opened the glove box and extracted the map, worn along the creases from being folded and unfolded so many times. It took a minute to figure out where we approximately were; once I did I traced the route to the street with the houses with the weird symbols. Hayden had marked a tiny ‘x’ on the map to remind us that something—though it was very odd—had been looked into in that town.
“Why don’t we go back here?” I asked, holding up the map and pointing to X.
“What’s there?” Rider inquired. “When did you go to Texas?” 
I swallowed hard and looked at the passing terrain. “Before Hayden was shot. We came out here to get zombie blood samples for Doctor Cara and Padraic to look at.”
“You couldn’t find any closer to home?” Rider only half teased.
I temporarily forgot the reason to why we went to Texas in the first place. It was still cold then; frost iced over the blood spilled in this dead world. 
“I wanted to go south,” I said. Suddenly, a red hot knife of guilt stabbed me. If I hadn’t requested to go south, Hayden wouldn’t have gotten shot. I clenched my jaw and tried not to think about it. 
We stopped to eat before going to look for overrun towns. The air was warm and wonderfully dry. I sat on the hot liner in the truck bed and made peanut butter sandwiches on homemade bread for everyone. 
Enjoying the nice weather, each other’s carefree company, and the possible last calm meal before a battle of living versus the dead broke out, we ate in silence. Something moved swiftly through the overgrown grass. 
We all dropped our food and raised our weapons. When a large buck emerged from the underbrush, his nostrils flaring as he took in our human scents, I put my hand up to signal the guys to keep quiet.
Without taking my eyes off the deer, I felt around for my bow. Out of the corner of my eye I could see a mop of Rider’s red hair lean over and pick something up. The familiar shape of the bow graced my fingers. An arrow was given to me next. 
Unobtrusively, I rose to my feet and slowly strung the arrow. The string creaked so softly only I could hear it. The buck blinked, turned and lowered his head, hiding it from my sight. I closed one eye and focused. I let out a breath, whistled a sort, high pitched whistle, and let go of the arrow as soon as the deer looked up.
The arrow flew through the air and sunk into the buck’s skull. His body dropped with a heavy thud, crashing into the lush, tall grass around him. I smiled triumphantly; pleased with both my skill and our luck of the buck wandering so close.
 “You make it look so easy,” Rider said with a laugh. I put the bow over my neck and swung the quiver over my shoulder.
“I’ve been doing it for years,” I reminded him. “I wasn’t always good.”
I jumped over the side of the truck, Hayden following suit.
“Nice shot,” he complimented. 
“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “It was nice to shoot something that wasn’t trying to eat me.” I shook my head at how wrong that was. 
With Hayden’s help, we dragged the deer over to the truck.
“Should we take it back to the compound?” Wade asked.
Ivan shook his head. “It won’t last that long. And a dead body—human or not—will only attact zombies. I say we cook him and have a feast on some real meat.”
My mouth watered at the thought of venison jerky. Though, it wouldn’t taste as good without being marinated in anything.
“Do you know how to skin it?” Wade asked apprehensively.
“Yea,” I told him. “But I don’t have all that I need.”
“What do you need?” Brock asked.
“Rope to tie it up and a saw to cut off the head and the legs.”
Brock raised an eyebrow. “You’ve done this before?”
“Yea,” I repeated. “I’ve known how to hunt and how to prepare what I’ve killed for years.”
“Interesting,” Brock replied. “And I have a saw. I brought one just in case we needed to cut through fallen trees,” he said with a grin. “And I think there is rope in here.” He opened up a large tool box that was in the back of the SUV. “Yea,” he called, holding it up. “Is this enough?”
“Perfect!” I exclaimed. “Uh, can we find a tree? I can’t really string him up without one.”
We hauled the heavy carcass into the bed of the truck and drove down the road, stopping a half mile later once we spotted an accessible tree.   With less grace than normal, I set to work. I had become numb to sharp objects cutting and slicing. It didn’t stir any emotion in me when I cut the deer straight down the middle and let his insides tumble out. 
Hayden, Wade, and Rider helped me cut up the meat and cook it over a small fire while the others kept watch. Under the shade of a small cove of trees, we sat in the tall grass and devoured our strips of cooked meat.
“It’s better when it’s been flavored,” I said with my mouth full. I hadn’t had meat that didn’t come from a can or bag since Kentucky. Despite its rather bland flavor, the venison was delicious. Hayden put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to him. I rested my head against his chest and put my hand on his.
It was beyond nice, sitting around the small fire eating with my friends. Birds and bugs filled the hot day with the sounds of summer. A comfortable silence fell over us and we relaxed for a while longer until Hayden grudgingly sighed and got up to retrieve the map. 
“Are we close to the symbols?” Ivan asked. It surprised me just a bit that he remembered. 
“Getting there,” Hayden told him and flattened out the map. Wade and Brock curiously looked at the map.
“Symbols?” Brock questioned. Hayden quickly explained. Brock shrugged, not too interested. “It was months ago, do you really think whoever was using those houses are still around?”
“Nope,” Hayden said and folded up the map. “But it’s worth checking out, just for curiosity’s sake.”
I couldn’t help but feel excited. Stupid anxiety built up inside me; I tried to smash it down reminding myself I wasn’t going to get any closer to solving the mystery of who left the symbols and why. I knew—and I repressed the notion with a passion—that I hoped to stumble upon another large, organized compound. That small groups went out on missions and marked helpful locations. If another group of several hundred people existed, the chances of human survival went up.
“We should get the rest of the supplies from that camping store,” Hayden suggested to me. “We left quite a bit.”
“We did,” I agreed. “There was so much stuff I wanted.”
“Yea, we’re going,” he decided with a smile. We packed up our crap, stretched, and loaded back into the cars. Under black paint, the cab of the truck was hot. We weren’t supposed to use the air conditioning either. I leaned against the door so the air from Hayden’s open window blew in my face. 
We turned left off of the country road we had been traveling on. The landscape became more and more barren the farther west we went. Everything was overgrown and browning from the apparent lack of rain. 
A faded sign for a new development beckoned us further. Hayden turned up the radio and was singing along with Eric Church when we rolled to a stop. 
“Holy shit,” Rider quietly said and looked around. He held his hand up to his face to shield the sun from his eyes. “There’s nothing left.”
The charred remnants of the neighborhood brought a chill to my skin despite the heat. New vegetation had yet to grow over the soot and ash covered ground. Blackened boards stuck up from the rubble, a sad shadow of what they used to be. Burned skeletons of cars littered the road. If we looked long enough, I’m sure we’d find real skeletons in the road as well.
“Carry on?” Ivan asked over the walkie talkie.
“Yea,” Hayden agreed. “There’s obviously nothing to see here.”
We drove for another few hours. When the sun was getting ready to set, we stopped to eat. We slowly looked in all directions; there was nothing but a long-forgotten, overgrown field with a giant, old oak tree a few yards from the road. I stripped myself of weapons and raised my hands above my head, breathing in and out as I stretched. My neck popped when I turned it from side to side. I reached down and touched my toes, feeling a relieving give in my calf muscles. 
Not wanting to be completely weaponless, I stuck a sliver knife in my boot and wandered away from the guys so they wouldn’t see me squatting in the tall grass. A grasshopper landed on me as I was zipping up my jeans. I was about to flick him off but stopped myself. I kneeled back down and more gently pushed the insect off of me. I stood and shook my head, thinking I was losing it for not wanting to be mean to a stupid bug.
The breeze rustled the knee length grass and weeds, blowing the sweet scent of clovers in my face. Despite the sinking sun, the day retained its warmth. For the first time in a while, I felt optimistic. We had survived the winter. That, in itself, was a feat.
Something snapped behind me. I extracted the knife and whirled around in a swift movement. My eyes scanned my surroundings and saw nothing. I took a steady breath and waiting. My fingers tighten on the knife and I stepped forward.
He sprung up from the grass and ran. He was fast, but I was faster. I ducked out of his lunge, spun around and planted a hard kick in the center of his firm chest. The blow stunned him, but not from the pain. A blast like that to the heart is damaging. 
With a lack of reeling from pain he countered quickly, snapping and snarling like a rabid dog. A build up of mud, blood or, more realistically both, caked his fingernails. His hands thrashed in the air, desperate to claw up my face. 
When he reached out again, I was ready. I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and yanked him forward; he didn’t have time to stumble in the tall weeds before the knife sunk into his temple. I let go of his arm and tilted the knife up so that it neatly slid from his head and he collapsed onto the ground. Crimson stained the earth. Head wounds were always messy.
I wiped sweat off my forehead and looked back at the truck. Ivan and Wade were rummaging through our box of food in the bed of Hayden’s truck. I couldn’t see the other three. Using the crazy’s shirt to clean the blade, I stuck it back in the sheath and concealed it once again in my boot. No one had seen the attack. I decided they didn’t need to know. 
“I may regret asking this,” I overheard Wade saying to Ivan as I neared the truck. “But where are all the zombies? We haven’t seen any in a while. Sadly, that’s unsettling.”
Ivan laughed. “It is. I’d guess they go where the food is. If there’s no one here, they’d move on.”
“True. So either there are no survivors here or they are well hidden,” Wade rationalized.
“Sounds about right.”
I pulled myself up into the bed and got a bottle of water that had warmed up from being in the sun all day. I drank it nonetheless, even though warm water made me feel even thirstier for some reason.
“Everything come out ok?” Ivan asked me with a boyish grin.
“Better than I could have hoped,” I shot back, returning his youthful smile. I ripped open a protein bar and took a bite. It was supposed to taste like peanut butter but tasted like crap instead. I had to force myself to chew and swallow. 
Brock joined us, looking wistfully at the landscape. His eyes held back an unspoken sadness as they gazed across the land. He was born and raised in Texas; it had to be both terrifying and welcoming to be back in the Lone Star state.  
Hayden and Rider were discussing something in hushed voices and stopped talking when they reached the truck. Hayden and I made eye contact; he smiled almost shyly and diverted his eyes to the ground.
I raised an eyebrow and looked at him quizzically. He glanced at the guys, set something down and hoped up in the truck to eat dinner.
“What are the plans for tonight?” Brock asked.
“If we can find a place to camp out, we will,” Hayden told him. 
“And if not?”
“Sleep in the cars,” he answered grimly. We all hated sleeping in the vehicles. We ate quickly and looked at the map. “We’re only half an hour away from the camping store. Let’s go to that town and find a place for the night.”
“Sounds good,” Brock agreed. We hastily ate and packed up what we got out. Ivan, Wade, and Brock got into their SUV and Rider closed the door after he got into the cab of the truck. Hayden hung back, again acting shy.
“Riss,” he said and stood. “I have something for you. Don’t laugh, ok?”
“Uh, alright.” What in the world would he have for me?
He jumped out of the bed and held a hand out to help me down. I didn’t need his help at all but I slipped my fingers between his regardless. He picked something up that he had put on the truck’s dust covered back tire. Looking absolutely adorable, he shyly held out a bouquet of dandelions.
“It’s stupid, I know,” he muttered.
A smile broke across my face and I took the bundle of weeds. “No. It’s beautiful.”
He looked at me dubiously. “Really?”
“Ok, maybe not beautiful, but it’s thoughtful and sweet and…and thank you.”
He smiled and his hazel eyes looked deeply into mine. “You’re welcome. I like making you happy, and you’ve seemed sad lately.” 
I resisted the desperate urge to jump on him, wrapping my arms and legs against his body. That would have to wait. Ignoring the warm, tingling I was feeling throughout my entire body, I smiled back and linked my fingers through his. He squeezed my hand before letting go.
I had never been overly sentimental. I didn’t keep cards or flowers; what was the point? I picked the best looking dandelion from the bunch and stuck it under the driver’s seat in the truck with the intention of drying and pressing it when we go home. We reached the outdoor sporting goods store at dusk. Three pathetic S3’s aimlessly limped around the parking lot. Wanting to try his hand with the bow and arrow, Rider asked me to walk him through using it.
“The crossbow is much easier,” I told him, eyeing its sleek black metal curved limb and the camo foregrip and stock. It had sat untouched since I took it from the camping store before Hayden had been shot.
“I don’t want easy,” he said and picked up my bow. “Someone once told me that the harder something is, the more it is worth it.” His blue eyes met mine and his lips curved into a small smile. “She is a smart woman.”
“I bet she is,” I told him, barely able to not smile.
“So come on and show me how to use this thing!” He took three arrows from the quiver.
I laughed. “You really think you’re gonna get them on your first try? Take the whole thing.” I motioned to the quiver. “You’ll need it.”
“Don’t bet on it. I might have beginner’s luck!”
“You’ve shot it before,” I reminded him. Fuller had made me teach a very brief course on how to use a bow and arrow. “So you’re not technically a beginner,” I teased. We walked a few yards from the cars. One of the gummies took notice and dragged its feet in our direction. 
The skin on its face was literally dripping off. Stringy chunks of moist flesh hung off its cheeks and swung back and forth as it walked. Occasionally, one of the sticky strands would swing back and hit its neck where it would stick for a second before falling loose and flapping again.
I was unable to tell if it was a man or woman. Its clothes were soiled with mud, blood, and bodily fluids. It wasn’t wearing shoes, and its left arm had been gnawed at; all the meat was gone, leaving only yellowing, dead bone. 
“Lower your shoulders,” I instructed. I kept one eye on Rider and the other on the approaching S3. I wasn’t worried about the other zombies; the guys knew we wanted to use them as target practice but wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if they got too close. 
“Better?” Rider asked.
“Relax,” I told him. He didn’t put the arm guard on. It was a rather painful lesson to learn, but it had worked for me. “Let out your breath. Aim—you do this on your own so I can figure out what you’ve done right and wrong. Then let the arrow go.”
He did. The arrow soared through the air and grazed the S3 in the shoulder. 
“Not too bad,” I told him, a proud smile forming. “You did better than I thought you would.”
He beamed. “See, I told you I rock.”
We laughed and Rider took another arrow. I stood behind him, watching him set up. The S3 was only a couple yards away; hardly a challenge. Rider let the arrow go, gasped when the string snapped against his skin, and reveled in his bull’s eye shot.
“Does it always do that?” he asked as he closed his fingers around the shaft of the arrow. It easily slid out of the S3’s rotten head. Putrid browning brain sloshed out of the cracked skull. “I wasn’t expecting it to hit my wrist.”
I nodded. “That’s why you wear an arm guard. And if you have long sleeves, it keeps your clothes from getting caught. It doesn’t always hit you, but when it does it stings like a bitch.”
“You’re telling me.” He flicked the nasty rotten slime from the arrow. “How is this thing still walking? Its brain is mush!”
“I wondered that too,” I said, leaning over to look at the gummy. “It makes no sense. Then again, none of this does.”
Rider nodded in agreement and we moved on to shoot the next S3. It took Rider five arrows to finally lodge one in the things throat, severing the spinal cord. He asked me to shoot the last one so he could watch and learn. I knew I wasn’t the best teacher. I moved slow and deliberately, hoping he could pick up on some hint I wasn’t able to verbalize.
“You make it look like a breeze,” he complained.
I shrugged. “I’ve been doing this for years. It’s second nature now. And I even miss sometimes. Rarely.” I smiled. Rider, Wade, and I checked out the front of the store while the others looked around back. It was too dark to go inside; that would have to wait until the morning. 
The six of us meandered toward the dock on the lake. The water gently lapped the shore in a soporific rhythm. The purple and orange sunset reflected off the water’s glassy surface. 
“I have an idea,” Brock said and walked briskly down the dock, his combat boots creating heavy footfalls that were muted by the water. He stopped and inspected the boats. “We should camp out in the boats. We could lengthen the ropes, drift a few feet farther from the dock and drop the anchor. We’d be untouchable.”
“That’s brilliant,” Hayden exclaimed. “Let’s get set up before nightfall.” We went back to our vehicles and got our sleeping bags, food, water, weapons, and flashlights. 
“Do you two want your own boat?” Ivan leered, making an obscene jester with his hands and waist.
I raised my eyebrows. “Oh yea, baby. You know it.”
Hayden laughed and nudged me. “We could, you know.”
The amusement went out of my expression.
“Not that,” he recovered quickly. “I mean just have our own boat.”
“Oh, yea. I’d like that,” I agreed. We ended up splitting into twos. Hayden and I uncovered our boat of choice and tossed the inner tubes that were being stored inside to the dock. We put our stuff inside, untied the rope that tethered us to the dock, raised the anchor, and pushed off the slippery wood of the dock. 
Hayden let the boat drift until there wasn’t any slack left in the rope before dropping the anchor. We were still attached to the dock and could pull ourselves back to it. I doubted a crazy would be able to rationalize doing that too.
   The boat had been stored with care but I was still slightly paranoid of waking up covered in spiders. Spiders beat blood thirsty—and organ hungry—zombies any day. Hayden zipped our sleeping bags together. I risked taking off my boots, unbraided my hair, and pulled the black tee shirt I was wearing off, leaving me in only jeans and a dark blue tank top. 
Hayden did the same, stripping down to his pants but no shirt. Ivan and Brock took the first watch. We felt confident that we were unreachable out in our cleverly chosen boats but we were no fools. Taking advantage of the quiet calm, Hayden put his arm around me and kissed my neck. Shivers went down my spine, creating a new kind of desire when it hit me down there. 
Giving in, I pressed myself against Hayden, feeling every hard part of his body fill with the same red hot want. We could be quiet, I was sure of it. Quiet and quick. But I wasn’t about to leave the guys unmanned if a bad situation suddenly came about. I imagined Hayden and me struggling to pull apart and get our pants on in time to aid our friends.
I gave Hayden one last kiss before turning over. Relentlessly, he ran his fingers over my body, finding their way under my shirt. The rough skin on his hands sent more shivers through me when they caressed my breasts. 
With a heavy sigh, he stopped rubbing me. “We should sleep,” he mumbled.
“Yea. We won’t get another opportunity to feel safe at night until we’re home,” I speculated.
“Yup. Night.”  He started running his fingers over my exposed skin again but this time in a much less provocative way. It felt soothing and, along with the gently rocking of the boat in the water, helped me fall asleep. 
The boat bumped against the dock, stirring us out of our restful sleep.
“Your turn,” Rider muttered. I sat up ruefully and put my hands over my face. With a sigh I pulled myself out of the sleeping bag. The day was already warm. In fact, I don’t think it ever cooled off completely. The twilit sky glistened on the horizon, promising another sky filled with hot, unfiltered sunshine.
I used to love days like this.
Hayden and I packed up our stuff, put it back in the truck and sat at the dock. He took apart his guns one by one to clean, all the while staying vigilant for the unwanted undead. I swished my arrows around in the water to clear off the dried zombie crust that had built up on the tips. Once I was satisfied, I did the same with my knife.
I carefully put my weapons away and leaned back on the sun warmed wood of the deck. The dry texture felt most uncomfortable against the dry skin of my hands. A nice shower and some lotion sounded heavenly right about now.
Having left my sunglasses in the truck, I closed my eyes and turned my face up to the bright us. Soon I was feeling sleepy again. Promising I’d only stay for a minute, I let myself lay down, placing my arms above my head.
“You’re doing an awesome job of keeping watch,” Hayden spoke.
“I’d hear them coming,” I retorted.
“Yea, and then you’d sit up and die.”
“Wouldn’t you save me?”
“If I could.” He sounded annoyed. I sat up, blinking in the sun. He shoved a magazine into an M4 and held it up, inspecting the accuracy of the scope. “I used to hate these,” he told me. “Sand got stuck in every crevice.” 
“You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” I told him, my voice level. 
“Nope,” he sighed and put the gun down. “Hungry?”
“Yea. Want me to find something?”
“I’ll get it; stay here.”
“Alright,” I said. Knowing that if I stayed on my ass I’d feel tried and lazy, I sprung to my feet and did a Sun Salutation. Feeling much better I walked to the end of the dock and looked out at the water. I could feel the vibrations of someone walking on the dock.
I spun around, expecting to see Hayden. A tall, blonde man stood in the center of the worn wood, staring at me. He cocked his head when I fluidly moved down dock to scoop up a weapon. Before I could even touch my bow, he took off, sprinting into the parking lot.
Dammit. Hayden was there, probably not paying attention to what was going on around him because he was counting on me to keep watch. He was probably in the bed of the truck, his back turned to the world while he found something for us to eat.
I put the bow around my shoulder, grabbed two arrows and took off. I wanted to shout his name in warning but whistled a sharp, short whistle instead. Hayden looked up just in time. He jumped out of the truck right as the crazy growled and lunged at him. Hayden ducked out of the way and the crazy smacked into the side of the truck.
Hayden raised his arm and brought down his fist on the side of the crazy’s head, striking him hard in the temple. The blow stunned the crazy; Hayden reached out his hands on Blondie’s head and twisted. Even from a few feet away, I heard the snap. 
The body slumped to the ground. I jogged over.
“Where the hell did he come from?” Hayden asked, shoving the body away from the truck with his foot.
“I have no idea. I looked up and he was just there, watching me.”
“Shouldn’t they all be past this stage in the virus already?” He stepped over the body and leapt back into the truck. “Unless he just got infected.”
“No, I think he’s been infected,” I stated and knelt down to look at the body. “Toss me the gloves,” I asked.
Hayden opened the silver box and pulled out a pair of leather gloves. I put them on and rolled the body over. “He’s wearing thermals under his jeans. It’s been over eighty degrees in Arkansas for days now; I can only assume it’s been even warmer here.” 
With an armload of food, Hayden got out of the truck bed and joined me. “You’re right. And look at the layers of blood on his shirt. Victim after victim.”
I stood. “He’s been crazy for a long time.”
Hayden and I exchanged uneasy glances. “Why?” Hayden asked. “Why aren’t they progressing?”
“I have no clue,” I shook my head. “Maybe Padraic will be able to answer that for us when we get back.”
Hayden nodded. “Maybe.”
We went back to the dock, mindfully quiet as not to wake up the guys, and ate breakfast. Not long after that, Brock woke up and joined us to impatiently wait for the others to get up so we could raid what was left of the camping store. 
The hot sun did the job for us; Ivan, Wade, and Rider woke up sweating. They grumbled about the heat and Hayden laughed, reminding them that not all that long ago we were complaining about the cold. Once their stuff was put away and they ate breakfast, we armed ourselves and went into the store.
The big fish tank was even more skuzzy than before; the smell burned my nose and made my eyes water. Maggots burrowed in the liquefying flesh of the dead gummies and zombies that rotted on the floor; some were just puddles of rancid human juices. 
We filled bags with clothing, the left over weapons and ammo Hayden and I didn’t have room for the first time, more camping supplies—we figured having extra sleeping bags could never hurt—water bottles with built in filters, lanterns, batteries, mosquito spray, packs, bags, night vision binoculars, boots, and fishing gear.
“There’s a river near the compound,” Brock pointed out while looking at the fishing rods. “If we get the crap we need, we should go fishing. I don’t know about you, but fresh meat, even from a fish, sounds good.”
We all agreed and loaded up what we could fit. Not wanting to completely overload the cars just yet, we carefully combed the store for anything else that would be helpful. I gulped in a breath of fresh air as soon as I left the store. The stench of molding, rotting bodies seemed to have latched onto me. I wanted to jump in the lake and wash the scent from my hair. 
We split up into our usual three; Hayden drove, Rider sat shotgun, and I sat in the back. We took our chances driving south down the highway; we made it only a few minutes before getting stuck.
“Why do you think they just left their cars?” Rider asked, rolling down his window for a better look. 
“Traffic jam,” Hayden answered as if it was obvious.  
“I get that,” Rider went on. “But why? What’s out there? I’d rather stay in my car.”
“Maybe the jam wasn’t unjamming,” I supplied. “If I was stuck for hours, I’d rather get out and walk.”
Rider nodded. “Maybe. I want to know where the jam starts. We never look. Do you think there are roadblocks?”
“It would make the most sense,” Hayden agreed as he reversed the truck. “Though I don’t know why. Mass chaos, probably. And I bet they wanted to contain the virus and keep it from spreading.”
“They did a wonderful job,” I stated sarcastically. Though none of us said it, the proverbial ‘they’ we spoke of was the authorities. 
“Should we find out?” Rider asked. 
“No,” Hayden replied. He radioed Ivan over the walkie talkie to get his opinion on driving parallel to the highway on a back road for a mile or two, then trying our hand on getting back on from of an exit. Ivan agreed but voiced he wasn’t hopeful about being able to take the highway at all. 
We sped down a road, seeing nothing but nature along the way. Rider carefully followed our path on the map and, after two miles, we exited onto the highway.
“The cars are never ending,” Rider said under his breath. “Seriously, did all of Texas come this way?”
“Something must have lured them,” I speculated. “Like a promise of safety.”
“This highway will take us to Dallas,” Hayden informed us. “There could have been a shelter set up there. I’ll ask Brock if he knows of anything when we stop, which we will in just a few. I don’t like being at a standstill by a pile up; there are too many things that can go wrong.”
We drove another few miles southwest. Zombies started sprouting out from the scenery like unwelcomed weeds. We turned down a street lined with ornately decorated houses and discovered a herd.
Before the attack on the farm I would have called this herd large. Twenty to thirty zombies milled about; their autonomous death groans blended together creating a chilling, load moan that could be heard yards away. The sun beat down, cooking the decaying bits of human remains that littered the street. 
No matter how well armed we were, it still sparked the tiniest bit of fear in me when a herd took notice of us. 
“Game time,” Hayden said, a wicked smile on his face. The SUV rolled to a stop next to us. Brock stuck his head out the window, also grinning. 
“You’re going down, Underwood!” he teased. 
“You wish!” Hayden turned up his music. “Riss, will you drive? I want to kill some undead sons of bitches.”
I did too, but I got into the driver’s seat regardless. Hayden gave me a quick peck on the lips and jumped into the bed of the truck. He uncovered the machine gun and clicked a belt into place. He shouted at the zombies and pulled the trigger. 
Making sure to stay behind the SUV so the rapid fire of the machine gun wouldn’t hit our friends, I drove as fast as I could navigate through the zombies. A dozen went down within minutes. Rider leaned so far out the window I was a little afraid he might fall. Ivan and Wade did the same. As the herd thinned, I slowed down to let the guys shoot with more accuracy. 
We went around the block, dropping zombies like flies. When one fell, another appeared, tripping over the limp body. It took another pass to clear the streets. Thinking we had currently rid this town of the infected undead, we pulled over in a parking lot.
“You can thank me for taking care of at least seventy-five percent of them,” Hayden told Brock.
“Seventy-five?” Brock questioned. “More like thirty-five. We got the rest. Our team wins.”
“Bull shit,” Hayden swore, acting as if he was actually mad. He gestured to the machine gun. “Do you know how many rounds per minute this thing fires?”
“It doesn’t matter how many when they’re not hitting anything,” Wade heckled. 
“Believe what you want to believe,” Hayden said with a wave of his hand. He put the cover back on the machine gun and looked around. Assuming that no one would still be living in a town filled with zombies—and knowing that if there were people here, they would have heard the gunfire and sought us out—we left to search elsewhere for signs of life. 
We reached another stalemate after an hour or so of driving. Having killed every zombie that had crossed our path, we were ready to see someone alive. We drove even farther south. The neighborhoods grew fewer and fewer and the houses decreased in size and quality as we drove. About an hour later we stopped to eat. Hayden and I sat close together while we bit into pieces of beef jerky. Once I finished eating I unbraided my hair and let it blow in the breeze. When a loose strand fell into my face, Hayden gently pushed it behind my ear.
Ivan and Hayden got up to look at the map and decide on a definite location to check out. Brock, not satisfied with the way the new supplies were in the bed, worked on rearranging it. Wade, Rider, and I meandered up and down the dry, dusty street, keeping an eye out for zombies.
“You’re lucky,” Wade said, facing me.
“I am?” I asked, not sure why he would be telling me that. If Rider wasn’t in front of me, I would have assumed Wade was talking to him. 
“Yea.” He looked over at Hayden and then back to me. “You’re lucky you got someone.”
“Oh.” I diverted my eyes to the ground. “Yea, I guess.”
“What do you mean ‘you guess’?” Rider questioned, smirking.
“I mean, I am,” I explained. “Can we not talk about this?”
Rider laughed. “Are you uncomfortable talking about it? I didn’t think it was possible to make you uncomfortable.”
I rolled loose gravel under my feet. “I’m not uncomfortable; it’s just pointless to talk about.”
“How so?” Wade asked. He put the strap of his gun around his shoulder and adjusted it so that his weapon hung on his back. 
“Well,” I started. “What does it matter?”
“I would hope it matters to you,” Rider chuckled.
“Oh it does. It does a lot. But it doesn’t change anything. The world is still a fucking disaster.” 
“So you think it’s pointless to have a relationship?” Wade guessed.
I shook my head. “Not entirely. It’s not pointless for Hayden or me. We enjoy each other’s company immensely—” I cut off, grinning. “Take that as you want. And don’t get me wrong, I love him—so much—and I only said it was pointless to talk about. Does having him make it easier to deal with this shithole of a world we live in? Yes, it does, it does help a lot. And as wonderful and sappy and whatever love is, it’s not the cure-all. Life isn’t a fairytale; loving each other isn’t going to make the bad guys go away.”
“That’s an interesting take on it,” Wade said. 
“You’re the most down to earth person I’ve ever met,” Rider admitted.
I laughed. “I am?”
He nodded. “You see things for how they are and nothing more.”
I shook my head. “Thanks…I think.”
“It’s a compliment,” Rider said and nudged me. 
“I’m not sure everyone would agree with you. In fact, I’m sure plenty of people would say the opposite.”
“Well,” Rider told me with a smile. “Then they don’t know you like we do.”
“I wasn’t sure about you at first,” Wade confessed. “Yea you were great when it came to killing the zombies but you didn’t have any experience working with others in battle or anything of the like.”
“And I don’t always play well with others,” I agreed.
“No,” Wade laughed. “But you do with us. I feel kind of bad for doubting you.”
“Don’t,” I told him. “You had every right to.”
“You’re part of the team,” Rider assured me.
“Thanks, guys,” I said genuinely. I smiled at them, and thought about how close I had become with the guys in the last few months. As I told Raeya, they really did seem like family. Wade took the strap off his shoulder and looked through the scope of his rifle. A refreshing breeze blew his dark blonde hair into his face. We were all in desperate need of haircuts.
“Still nothing…for now,” he told us. I ran my hands through my messy hair and walked over to where Hayden and Ivan were standing.
“Come up with anything?” I asked.
“Sort of,” Hayden told me. “We’re gonna head in the general direction of Austin and see what we can find along the way and then explore the city.”
“I’m telling you, man,” Ivan said, shaking his head. “Big cities are bound to be overrun. Even with the artillery we have, we won’t be able to come close to a fair fight.”
“He’s right,” I agreed. “I told you about Indy. And when we were going from town to town, we avoided big cities. We could tell we were getting close to one just by the increase in zombies.”
“Fuller wants us to kill whatever we can,” Hayden reminded us.
“Not at the expense of our lives,” Ivan exasperated. 
Looking irritated, Hayden folded up the map. “Let’s not worry about it until we get there. If it looks like it’ll be too much, we won’t continue on, alright?”
“You’re the boss,” Ivan said almost bitterly. I didn’t want to argue with Hayden. But I one-hundred percent agreed with Ivan. Big cities housed more people, more to become infected and turn into carnivorous two-legged beasts. 
I folded my arms and leaned against the tailgate of the SUV. A large black shape in the sky caught my attention. I looked up to see a huge bird soaring above us. I watched it fly, wings open, just effortlessly gliding through the air. It began its telltale circling and I knew all too well that something was about to get eaten.
Another joined, circling almost in tandem. And then another. It wasn’t a hawk like I thought. They were turkey vultures and turkey vultures were scavengers.
“There’s something dead over there,” I told the guys and pointed.
“Where?” Hayden asked, his hand flying to the M9 that was tucked into the back of his pants.
“Way over there. Do you see the turkey vultures?”
“The what?” Ivan asked.
“Those big birds flying around. They circle like that when there is something dead. I don’t know if they would eat zombies or not. Maybe if they weren’t horribly rotten there might be some good meat left. Or plenty of tasty bugs wiggling around in their skulls.”
“Nice imagery, Penwell,” Ivan told me. 
“It’s on our way; we can drive over and take a look,” Hayden said. We all got back into the cars, not bothering to put our seatbelts on. Only a few minutes later we came across what the turkey vultures were eating.
Two birds blinked at us before taking flight, their long wings flapping as they flew to safety.
“It’s just road kill,” Rider said with a disappointed shake of his head. It used to be so common I almost dismissed it. Hayden snapped his head back to look at me; our eyes locked—he was thinking what I was thinking. 
He put the truck in park and got out. I hurried after him. Brock rushed over too. Never before had I been so excited to see a dead raccoon in the middle of the road.
“Has it been dead long?” Brock asked me as if I would know.
I nudged it with my foot. “A few days at the most,” I guessed. The vultures had done a good job picking it apart. It was honestly hard to tell if the poor little guy was fresh or not.
“There are still bloodstains,” Hayden said, scuffing then with his foot. He looked down the street.
“They have to be close,” Brock commented. The other three guys joined us.
“Uh, what is so significant about this?” Rider asked.
“It was hit by a car,” I said, emphasizing ‘car’. 
I could see the light bulb flick on in Rider’s mind. “People were here,” he said aloud.
“Let’s find them!” Wade exclaimed. “Can you tell which way they went?” he asked nobody in particular.
I shook my head. Dammit. I should have paid closer attention to all those reruns of CSI; I was sure there was a way to tell.  Ivan pulled out the map.
“This way,” he pointed in the direction our cars weren’t facing. “Takes us away from the city. If anyone is alive, they’re best chances are in the country somewhere.”
Fueled with excitement, we hurriedly got back into the cars. Hayden drove fast, so fast I almost didn’t see it. We had traveled ten of fifteen miles from the dead raccoon when I yelled, “Stop!”
Hayden stomped on the brakes. “What is it?”
“Symbols,” I told him and swallowed hard. “I think I saw those blue squiggly lines on the houses back there.”
Hayden relayed the message to Ivan, put the truck in reverse, and turned into a subdivision off the road we were on. Sure enough, the first house was marked with blue lines.
Cautiously, we got out. Fully armed, we crept around the house. It was desolate, with no signs of the living or the dead. The front door was unlocked. The floorboards creaked under my weight. Holding a crossbow out in front of me, I took a precarious step forward. 
Dust settled on the dark oak banister of the stairwell. My eyes flicked all around and, seeing nothing, I took another step in. All my senses were on high alert and my heart raced. I took a deep breath and took another step. 
I shook my head and risked a look behind me. “I don’t see anything,” I told the guys. Then I noticed the muddy prints on the floor. “Someone has been here,” I whispered. The mud was dry, my first signal that the prints were old. Second, it wasn’t muddy outside. These tracks were left long ago. 
“What do the blue lines mean?” Ivan asked.
“Water,” Hayden told him. “Or at least that’s what Riss and I think.” He led the way inside to the kitchen and turned on the water. 
“Holy shit,” Brock swore. “You’re right.”
Hayden leaned over the sink. “The water has that rotten egg smell,” he told me. “So it’s been a few days at the least. But someone has been here and somehow turned the power on.”
“Generator?” Wade asked.
I shook my head. “You’d hear it.”
“What else?” Rider eagerly asked. “You said there were more symbols.”
“Yea,” Hayden said and shut the water off. “A red X and a black square with a triangle; like a house.”
“Any ideas what those mean?” Wade asked.
“No,” Hayden and I said at the same time. “We might be able to figure them out,” Hayden suggested. After turning the faucet on once more, Hayden went out the back door and looked at the back of the house for clues.
Not finding any, we moved onto the next house. This one had a red X on the door, which was also unlocked.  We cautiously shuffled our way into the house, which smelled like dirty litter boxes. Ivan turned on the sink. The pipes bubbled and spit out disgusting water. He quickly shut it off.
“So red X’s mean bad water?” he asked.
“Maybe,” Brock said.
 Curiosity got the best of me and I opened the pantry. With the exception of cans of cat food, it had been wiped clean. I opened another cabinet, one that most likely had held pots and pans. It too was empty. Maybe the X meant the place had been raided?
With Ivan and Wade keeping watch, Hayden and I went upstairs while Brock and Rider looked around the rest of the house. The bathroom had been stripped of supplies and the covers were off the beds. I sat on the mattress in the master bedroom.
The room had been nicely decorated in light blues and browns. The mattress was made out of that comfortable memory foam stuff that absorbed your weight. The dresser across from me was covered in picture frames holding images of smiling children and cats. Glass figurines took up the space between the frames. But something was off.
I stood up and to inspect it. An empty space in the center of the dresser was out of place. I peered behind the dresser and saw the cable hook up. Someone took the TV. On that notion, I quickly walked to the closet. It was big and organized in such a fashion even Raeya would approve. A jewelry box lay toppled on the ground. 
I knelt next to it, barely able to see in the dim light. I picked it up and shook it; it was empty.
“Find something?” Hayden asked.
“I’m not sure.” I stood and put the empty jewelry box on the bed. “Why steal jewelry? How is that going to help you survive?”
“We took jewelry,” he reminded me. “Just because we could, remember?”
“Yea. Maybe that’s all it was.”
“Probably.” We went into the other rooms and found them in a similar state. The blankets and TVs were gone and even computers were taken off desks. No closer to figuring out the meaning of the X, we left and went into the next X marked house.
Like the previous house, it had been ransacked. 
“It looks like it was burglarized,” Rider said, stepping over a dresser drawer that was strewn on the floor.   
“It does,” I agreed. Again in the master bedroom, Hayden and I discovered the lack of jewels in the jewelry box. An empty wallet lay on the floor, with only credit cards and an ID inside. 
“Ok, now this is strange,” Hayden said from the bathroom. He flicked his flashlight off and carried something over. “Why take necklaces but leave a first aid kit?”
I shook my head. “People are so dumb.”
“They are,” he agreed. “It makes me wonder how they are still alive.” Keeping the first aid kit for ourselves, we joined the others downstairs. The house across the street was marked with the blue lines. The front door was unlocked and it had been stripped of most things useful and everything valuable, furthering my X-means-robbed theory.  The last house on the street had a black house-like drawing on the door. And it was locked.
Not wanting to wander too far from our vehicles, we drove them to the end of the street. The road T’d, with an even number of houses on either side. We didn’t want to split up so we parked our cars in the driveway of the first house on the right.  This one was marked with the blue lines. The front door was unlocked, the water worked and was crystal clear, and the house had been emptied.
“It makes no sense,” Ivan sighed. We crossed the yard to the neighboring house. Like the other one with the black house drawn on, it was locked. 
“No, it doesn’t,” Wade agreed. “I will bet you that all the black house marked doors are locked, though.”
“I think I figured it out,” Hayden began. Before he could finish the distant rumble of a motor grabbed our attention. Not wanting to be mistaken for crazies, we ducked behind the house and out of sight from the road.
Driving fast, the car quickly approached. The base was turned up, thumping an annoying echo off the walls of the house. Its sleek black paint glistened in the sun. I admired it, though it was odd to see a nicely restored classic being driven during an apocalypse. My aunt Jenny—oddly enough—had been a fan of the classics. Even with the stupid custom paint job of a skull on the front door, she would have approved of this car.
I turned around to make a catty comment and my heart skipped a beat. Brock’s face was absolutely white with terror. Wade and Rider exchanged terrified looks of disbelief.
“What?” Hayden demanded.
“T-those,” Brock began, his voice flat with shock. “Those are the guys that shot you.”
 



 
Chapter 20
“What?” I asked, terror creeping into my heart.
“The Imperial Lords,” Wade said hoarsely. “That is their car. I remember it.” He looked at Hayden with guilt in his eyes. “We thought we killed them all. I-I don’t know how the last one got away. I hit him in his calf. He would have bled out unless…”
“Unless he got help in time,” Rider finished for him. “But there weren’t others. We made sure of it!”
The terror turned into rage. I wanted to track down the guys in the Mustang and slowly beat the life out of them. I wanted to shoot them in the shoulder so they knew how it felt. Feeling suddenly very protective of Hayden, I stepped in front of him. 
Hayden bit his lip, still looking at the road. He was thinking and I could tell he wasn’t sure what to do. Ivan looked just as pissed as I felt. 
“Let’s kill those motherfuckers,” I said venomously.
Ivan nodded. “I’d love to,” he agreed.
Hayden shook his head. “We don’t know anything about them. They could be just as armed as we are.”
“We outnumber them!” I told him, assuming it to be true. “You can’t fit that many people in a Mustang.”
Hayden nodded and looked at the guys. “We should follow them; keep a safe distance.”
“And if we’re seen?” Rider asked.
“Open fire,” I answered for Hayden.
The guys nodded. “Sounds like a plan I can follow,” Ivan said deviously. “Mess with my boys and you’re going down.”
“The one you shot who got away,” I said to Wade. “I call dibs. I want to crush every bone in his face and cut off his balls and let him bleed to death.”
Hayden gave me a look that said he was startled by my violence.
“You have no idea what it felt like to think you were dead,” I told him. “I want them to pay for what they did. They almost killed you—almost killed me too. Do you remember the pain you were in? I’m not going to let those assholes die quickly. I want them to feel the life slipping away. I want them to bleed and I want them to hurt.”
“You’re scary when you’re angry,” Rider said after a moment of silence.
“Good,” I spat. I was angry, but not at Rider. I hoped he knew that. “We’re wasting time, let’s go.”
We rushed to the cars, which—thank God—were hidden from view by the garage. If those assholes noticed Hayden’s truck, they would have stopped for sure. I sat up front, pistol at my side. We tore down the road, slowing once we figured we more or less caught up with the Mustang. Thankfully we caught it turning onto a road lined with businesses. It was easy to track their whereabouts by the God-awful music. The base was loud enough to wake the dead. 
If that was their goal, they succeeded. Hayden jerked the wheel and we flew down an alley. I imagined it going down in a drive-by fashion. The Mustang revved the engine and there was a short, rapid firing at the zombies before it sped off again. 
The dumbasses managed to kill three of the seven zombies that wandered out on the streets. Four zombies weren’t a threat. We could run them over if we had too. 
“Oh shit,” Rider said. “Don’t turn around,” he muttered.
Behind us, a half dozen or so crawled out of dark corners, out of broken windows, and from behind dumpsters. 
“Riss, can you get them?” Hayden asked. “Where’s your bow?”
“In the bed,” I said grimly. “I can get out and—”
“No,” Hayden interrupted. “If it comes to that, we’ll run them over.”
Hearts pounding, we painfully waited until the thumping base disappeared. A zombie sniffed the air and turned towards us. I removed the knife from around my ankle and waited. My window was still rolled down. I saw Hayden’s fingers touch the window control buttons on his side. My grip tightened on the knife. 
Half of her jaw was missing. The skin had rotted off her nose, leaving blackened holes were her nostrils should have been. Boney fingers grabbed the door. I pushed myself up and drove the knife into her forehead. I held onto the handle as she slumped down. 
Her head hit the door, splattering blood on my lap and the interior of the truck. I used the hem of my shirt to wipe up it up. Hayden put the truck in reverse and slowly accelerated out of the alley. We wound our way through the town. Momentarily losing sight and sound of the Mustang, I felt a flicker of fear inside of me that I wouldn’t get my revenge. 
Then we saw it, zooming down the road, sun glinting off the chrome bumpers.  Staying far behind, we slowed and only sped up once the Mustang turned off the road we were traveling. We continued our game of cat and mouse for another few miles. Then the Mustang hit the brakes and jerked a hard turn to the left.
“Stop,” Brock’s voice came from over the walkie.
“Why?” I answered. 
“I know where that road leads,” he told us.
“Where?”
“A prison.”
My blood turned ice cold. “What?” I asked again, even though Brock had been perfectly clear. 
“It’s a prison. A maximum security prison. Orissa, tell Hayden to pull over.” Having heard Brock, Hayden let off the gas. The SUV pulled up next to us. “I’ve been here before,” Brock told us. “It was a long time ago, but I didn’t forget. That road leads to the prison.”
“I believe you,” Hayden told him.
“What should we do?” Rider asked from the backseat.
“We should check it out,” Hayden said with a nod. “Brock, do you know your way around?”
Brock shook his head. “I was here six years ago on a tour with a school program. I know they added to it since then. It’s well built, strong, and easily guarded. Next to our compound, I would say it’s the safest place to live out the outbreak.”
“And?” I asked, my palms sweating. “Is there a way we can get a look at…at anything?”
“Yea, well, I think.” Brock nodded. “There is—or was—a greenhouse farm behind the prison. The guys on ‘good behavior’ sometimes cleaned it, I think. I know there was a story on the news about it right before I got shipped out. I don’t know the details,” he said apologetically. 
“Can we get there on a back road? I don’t want to be seen,” Ivan said.
“I think so.” Brock looked out the window and chewed on his lip. “We have to go back to town and turn. Then we should be able to find it.”
“Or,” I said, opening the glove box. “We can find out for sure.”
“Let’s get back into town first,” Hayden suggested. “We stick out right here.”
We turned around and sped into town. With trembling hands, I spread open the map, located where we were at and traced the path around the jail.
“Be prepared for anything,” Hayden told me quietly. “If it’s bad…Riss I don’t want you there.”
“If it’s bad, it’s because we are killing them,” I told him. “Hayden, I’m getting your revenge.”
He just nodded and put his hand on my thigh for a second before turning the truck around and speeding through the town and onto the road that would take us behind the prison. My heart was hammering in my throat, my pulse bounding through my body when the greenhouses came into view. 
The roof was collapsed on the closest one and another was covered in ivy. I let out a small breath of relief; they weren’t being used. I doubted the sons of bitches who shot Hayden gave a crap about the greenhouses anymore. I put the knife back in my boot, an M9 in my waistband, an M16 around my neck, and ammo in my pockets. Ideas of what kind of pain I would inflict first flashed through my brain.
Moving slowly, we crouched our way around the greenhouses, which were all empty. The back of each greenhouse had a large, garage-style door that would manually be lifted and lowered. Thinking it would be good to keep our cars hidden we moved the truck and the SUV inside and closed the door. 
We laid down and army crawled through the tall grass. My body hummed with adrenaline. The prison was surrounded by two rows of twelve foot fencing with rolls of barbed wire at the top. Looking through the scope of my rifle, I could see a man with a gun walking the perimeter. He walked briskly down the fence, looked around, and walked just as quickly back into the jail.
“If we can get closer we can shoot him,” I whispered.
“I can shoot him from here,” Hayden told me. “I just can’t see him anymore.”
“Look,” Ivan said quietly. “There’s a dry irrigation ditch. It goes around the prison. If we use it, we can see what it’s like on the other side.”
“Ok,” Hayden said. “Let’s do it.”
He went first, making sure the coast really was clear. Once in the ditch, he waved us in. We moved in twos, with Brock covering the rear. It was harder than I ever imagined to crawl along the ditch while holding my weapons and keeping an eye out for enemies. My heart beat faster and faster. Sweat rolled down my forehead. 
I was right behind Hayden. He would occasionally stop and risk a look above us. We crawled, stopped, looked, and continued. The ditch started to curve. It was full of weeds, bugs, and rocks. My hands burned but I didn’t have time to even think about the pain. 
Hayden looked up and then flattened himself to the ground. Taking the hint I did too. My breath left my lungs, seeming like a dead giveaway to where we were hiding. I took a deep breath and held it. I closed my eyes, trying to calm my racing heart. 
After what felt like eternity, Hayden looked up again and began moving forward. We rounded the curve and came into contact with a patch of thistles. Hayden stopped, tried to find a way around and ended up having to go through.
Stupidly, I hadn’t put long sleeves on over my tank top. I remembered the bullet hitting Hayden, feeling his warm blood splatter my face. It filled me with rage and I didn’t notice the horrible sting of the thistles as much as I would have otherwise.
The ditch leveled out and trees spotted the otherwise barren landscape. The fence continued around the prison but there was no place for inmates to be. We emerged from the ditch and hid behind the trees.
Blood dripped down Hayden’s forearm, staining his sleeves. Careful not to be seen from the other side, I crawled over to him and pushed up the sleeve.
“It’s ok,” he whispered. “Just cut it on a rock.”
I nodded and brushed the blood away with my fingers. The cut was small and he wasn’t going to bleed to death by any means. But even little cuts can get infected. We regrouped, trying to decide on a plan of action.
A deep ditch—much like our moats—had been dug. It had to be at least twelve feet deep and ten feet wide. A backhoe sat on the other side of the ditch, teasing us. If only we had one of those, I thought bitterly. An obviously handmade bridge had been cast across.
“We need to get across,” Hayden whispered. “I’ll go first.” Swiftly, he moved to the bridge. He only got a few feet onto it when the wood snapped. His foot fell through and I almost called out. I put my hand over my mouth and tried to rush over. Ivan grabbed my wrist and shook his head.
Hayden yanked his foot out of the weak wood and tried again. The boards creaked and groaned under his weight. Another snapped, causing him to fall backward. He retreated, shaking his head.
“It won’t hold,” he said bitterly.
“You’re too heavy,” I told him. “But me…I might not be.”
“Orissa, no,” he instantly disagreed.
“Hayden, we have to see what’s over there. I’ll just go across and come right back, ok?”
His eyes locked into mine, pleading me not to go without him.
“I’m the lightest one,” I told him.
“I’m not much heavier,” Rider spoke up. “I’ll go with her.”
Wide eyed, Hayden stared at me. Ivan nodded and Hayden snapped out of his daze. “Ok. But come right back,” he told us.
“We will.” 
Rider and I ran to the bridge. I went first; it creaked under my weight but didn’t snap. I waited behind a tree while Rider crossed it. Taking a defensive crouch, we ran through several yards of trees, going downhill and out of Hayden’s sight.
It never occurred to me to look up until it was too late. Someone jumped down, landing hard on my back. I fell forward and the wind got knocked out of me. Another launched himself down at Rider. Rider dodged out of the way and rolled to my side. He kicked the guy on top of me hard in the ribs. The guy cried out and pulled a gun from his side. 
“No!” I shouted. I struggled to get my own weapon. The other guy was faster. My fingers closed on my knife right as the shot rang out. Birds took flight, the flapping of their wings echoing off the trees. Rider fell to his knees, his hands on his stomach. Blood pooled around his fingers.
“No!” I screamed again. I closed my hand around the knife and sprang up. “Rider!” I cried, rushing over to him. Tears blurred my vision. 
“Riss,” he muttered and started coughing. Blood bubbled from his lips. 
I crawled to him, crying. He reached out for me and just as our fingers touched, I was jerked away. I swung my hand around and made contact with who ever had a handful of my hair. He yelled in pain and kicked me in the back, his foot hitting my kidney. 
I thrashed forward, desperately wanting to get away and get to Rider. I raised my hand again and brought the point of the knife down on the guy’s foot. 
“Dumb bitch,” he said and grabbed my wrist. The guy who shot Rider walked over. He laughed when he saw me struggling. 
“This one seems like fun,” he said and kicked the knife from my hand.
“I will kill you both!” I threatened. I elbowed the guy who was holding me in the ribs and brought my foot up to smash his balls. His grip on my hair loosened and I was able to pull away. The other guy leaned in to grab me. I reached behind me to get the M9 but it wasn’t there. It must have fallen out when the bastard landed on me. 
I didn’t have time to get the M16 from around my neck. Something stuck me in the back of the head. Stunned, I wavered. Then I felt a heavy blow to my knees, causing me to fall. I made one last attempt to get to Rider, who was coughing and gurgling up blood. 
“I’m sorry,” I cried. My fingers closed around his. He gave them one last squeeze. I made a mad grab for his pistol. I grabbed it, aimed at my attacker and pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened. Unlike me, Rider was smart and kept his safety on. From behind, someone kicked me in the side and then kicked the pistol out of my hands. He raised his foot and it came crashing down on my ribs. A horrible, biting, sharp pain flooded my body. It hurt so badly I could barely breathe.
Hands harshly grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled me back, dragging me over the rough ground. I cried out in protest and in pain when another blow came to my ribcage. Heavy, rough hands gripped my arms. 
The guy who attacked Rider picked up my pistol and hit me in the temple. My vision was fuzzy and blood dripped in my face. I struggled to get away, trying to twist and sink my fingernails into my attacker’s skin. 
I couldn’t get my feet to work properly. I was a couple yards away from Rider now. I reached up and dug my nails into the guys arm. 
“Ah!” he yelled. I heard the familiar sound of a magazine sliding in a gun. The guy stopped dragging me. I felt a bone shattering pain in the back of my head.
And then everything went black.
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