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Introduction
 

In the summer of 2009, I completed my first book, entitled Among the Living. This was a momentous occasion for me, because I had wanted to write a book for as long as I could remember. In fact, one of my earliest writing memories is sitting in the back of my parents’ car, eagerly putting the finishing touches on an epic story about a Conan-type warrior who gets into a battle with a monster that comes apart and then puts itself back together. I was into all things Elric of Melniboné at the time. I wrote in a pad of paper with a pen or pencil and had dreams of becoming a bestselling fantasy novelist.

Then 30 years went by.

In 2008, while I was chatting with my friend Ellie Keen, who would later help me edit my first book, she pointed out that she was sick and tired of working for other people and wanted to take up writing. Her goal was to take a few classes, and I thought I would tag along. I figured a ten-week course would help me get back on track, and maybe I could write a few stories and even see one published.

The class was eye opening, to say the least. I wrote my first few stories and even the first disastrous third of a science-fiction novel. None of it was very good. I continued to take classes and continued to learn and hone the craft. See, writing is like any other skill. It’s a matter of learning and practicing.

My first book came out with a tiny publishing house called Library of the Living Dead, and it immediately started to sell. I was more surprised than anyone. Who in the world was buying zombie literature? Who were these kooky people who wanted to read about shambling undead devouring the living? Sure, it was my thing, but there couldn’t be that many more of us out there.

How wrong I was.

Since 2009, I have been fortunate enough to write five novels and see them published, but I have always wondered about the characters in my first book and what became of them. See, I didn’t intend on writing more than one book in the “universe” in which Among the Living takes place.

But from the moment I wrote the words “The End” in the first book, I wondered if the characters had a future outside of their narrow escape in book one. What happened to Mike, the damaged leader of the bunch after his love was ripped from his arms? What happened to Les, the drug dealer with a rum-soaked heart of gold? What happened to Kate, my budding young serial killer, and much to my surprise, fan-favorite character? Did they even live through the next day of the zombie apocalypse?

It took a long time, three years to be exact, but I have finally finished the sequel to Among the Living. I often joke that the real monsters in my books are the main characters, and I’m not going to try to fool anyone into thinking they are any different in this book. I can assure you, they are still just as confused, messed up, and devious as they were in Among the Living.

So welcome back to the real battle for Seattle and the next few days of the zombie apocalypse.

 


Timothy W. Long

June 2012
  

Prelude
 

Scared, and so were they.

PFC Robert Elrod sighted along his assault rifle and took another deep breath. He’d been puffing in and out so quickly that he felt dizzy. His vision narrowed to a tunnel that contained the red-hued real world and a mob of people that represented another reality. They weren’t real. That was what he told himself over and over again. In Afghanistan, he had crouched behind barricades and shot at forms, but they had been enemies he could identify, and if he had trouble with orders, he could just think back to the attacks on his country, and a sense of duty would flood his mind.

This was not the same thing.

The people before him didn’t choose to be put in this situation. They didn’t wake up this morning and decide to get sick, turn into mindless shambling—or, in some cases, running—monsters and attack other people. These were peaceful, if not God-fearing, folks who deserved more than a bullet to the brain.

But that was what he was here for. PFC Elrod had a day job that required him to show up before nine a.m., clock in with a code, and then sit at a desk and calculate payroll for a multinational company.

Most of his coworkers knew he was in the National Guard and respected the fact. When he’d been shipped off to Afghanistan a few years ago, he had returned to his job almost a hero. There was no question about his loyalty to the company or a single doubt from his managers that he was not entitled to his old job. Besides, no one wanted to end up on the five o’clock news in this town. Contrary to the rule that there is no such thing as bad publicity, that kind of attention was sure to raise the ire of the entire city.

Now Robert Elrod had a new job that required punching an entirely different kind of clock. He bit down on his tongue when he thought of that ridiculous analogy. Then he bit down on the inside of his cheeks until blood filled his mouth, but he kept his eyes on the target.

Robert wanted to call it mission over. He had been in the city for exactly one day, and it was already worse than his entire tour of the Middle East. Sure, he’d seen some crazy shit over there, but it was nothing like this.

They approached, so he checked his rifle one more time. He slid back the receiver and watched a copper-lined bullet pop into the breech. He then let it slam home, satisfying himself that he was locked. He fingered his safety, but he already knew it was in the up position. He knew the weight of his gun almost as well as he knew the weight of his wife when she was on top of him at night. She was beautiful, with an almost ethereal quality. Her hair was dark but thin, and it covered her face at the slightest hint of a breeze. Green eyes that were almost spooky, thanks to their clarity. They rose up in an almond shape that always made him think she was smirking at him.

Her body was thin, but she had high breasts and dark areolas. Her skin was dusky, and sometimes he would lie in bed next to her naked form and obsess over how gorgeous she was.

These thoughts filled his mind, but they were a long way from arousing him. At twenty-two, he could count on a stiffy if the wind was right or his wife was in the shower. Now it was just about the last thing on his mind.

There were only the deaders.

So many of them. Over the past couple of days, the city had turned out for the worst party of all time. The deader plague spread and sucked the inhabitants into it. It wasn’t even a subtle wave. As more and more left the confines of their homes, whether because of lack of food or just boredom at being cooped up, the virus reached out for more and more victims. It could be a loved one or a stranger, but no matter the person, if he was infected and managed to get his teeth on you, it was lights out.

And so it went.

His post was on Fourth Avenue just south of Madison. He didn’t know the area well, having mainly driven through it with nary a look at his surroundings when he absolutely had to go downtown. What had been a bustling street with busses and nonstop traffic was now a dead street littered with bodies and debris rather than automobiles stuck at stoplights.

The wind shifted toward him. Something he didn’t care for, because it brought their stench. The group still had a block or two to go before they reached his position, but they didn’t show any sign of slowing down, no matter how many deaders the group of soldiers and civilians they pursued shot.

“Is the cam up?” That was his friend Rebecca, or Becca as she preferred to be called when they were just hanging out. Becca had a wicked sense of humor, and she was all girl. None of that tough-gal act so many of the other Guards liked to put on. When she took off her uniform, she was as at home in a dress as she had been one weekend a month in fatigues.

“It’s live, check it out.” The screen was high tech, but it was built into a metal-and-plastic shell that probably cost the military enough to pay for a few precision missiles. It was GI proof, as they liked to say.

The feed came in from a helicopter positioned a mile outside the city. The man piloting it kept the chopper as steady as a rock as he fed the camera’s view to units on the ground. Elrod’s eyes were glued to his high-resolution matte display as the deaders chased his squad across half the fucking city. He clenched his automatic and fought down the urge to lead his small crew against the insurgents … no, people, not insurgents.

Rebecca covered her mouth, but a gasp still escaped.

He didn’t have long to wait.

The wave broke over the barriers at the end of the block. The group of National Guardsmen, at least fifteen strong when they departed, was down to a measly five.

“What do we do?” Rebecca screamed.

“Alpha?” he said into his mic.

“Fucked!” came back the ragged breath of Frebe. Jake was a good kid from a small town. A few years ago, he’d beaten back a brain tumor and lived to tell the tale. When asked what it was like, Jake just looked at him and said, “I don’t remember. It’s all dark.”

Elrod raised his rifle and tried to aim between the running soldiers, but he couldn’t get a clean shot.

“Can you guys make it?” He’d given up on all military protocol. Those were his friends out there.

“Don’t know. We’ve been running for days, seems like.”

Elrod raised the binoculars and studied the mass. His guys were in bad shape, and Frebe, being the soldier that he was, had another guy—looked like Potts—draped over his shoulder. The two ran, but it was like one of those races where the competitors tied their legs together and tried to run in tandem on three legs.

Elrod switched to his gun and went to red dot. He shifted his aim, trying to get a bead on the mass of red-eyed monsters that pursued his men.

He grabbed Becca’s hand in his sweaty one and pulled her.

“Wait, what about them?” She gestured toward the oncoming mass.

Elrod stared for a few seconds as they approached. His team was hurt, and he wanted to run and help, but he had his orders. Fucking orders!

He howled as Frebe and Potts went down under a sea of deaders and were swept away before his eyes. He clenched his hand so hard that Rebecca cried out in pain.

“Echo station eight, echo station eight. Lazarus, Lazarus. I say again, Lazarus, Lazarus,” he said after changing the dial on his coms.

“What now?” Becca said and tried to pry her hand free.

“Sorry,” he said and looked behind him once again. He stared at the expanse of road that lay there. He wanted to get home to his wife and children. He’d done his job, made his assessment, and that was the real jab. His words over the radio a moment ago were going to be remembered for a good long time, and he would have to live with them.

Live with them. The words echoed in his brain and made him want to scream.

PFC Robert Elrod snatched his hand away and strode to an emplacement. He ripped the cover off of the massive machine gun and turned to nod at Becca. She looked at the horde, fear in her eyes, but it seemed to be overridden by her desire to stay. She was resolute and went to his side.

They only needed a few seconds to prepare the big gun and then a few more to aim it.

Seconds until the mass reached them, but it was already too late; the last of his team were overtaken.

He started firing when they were at less than a hundred paces. Bullets the size of hot dogs fed into the machine, and it spat death at high velocity. The first of the deaders fell, and those behind tripped on them. But it was nothing but a hindrance.

Becca stood her ground for as long as she could. Elrod was sure he heard a keening noise coming from her.

“GO!” he screamed, and she complied.

He fired until the gun ran hot, but it was too late. As the first of the scrambling dead reached him, he stepped away from the gun and ripped a pair of frag grenades off of his chest. The pins flew, and he held them out like an offering as the wave reached him. One of the deaders, a man with ribs showing through his torn shirt, got a hand on Elrod before the grenades exploded in their faces.
  

Shayne
 

The room had a musky scent—fear, sweat and smoke. Someone thought it would be a good idea to light a fire in a sink so they could cook food extracted from a frozen meal, but they lacked any kind of metal. Now the place smelled like melted plastic, and the reek wasn’t going anywhere. Neither were they.

The carpet was like something out of the eighties. It was orange and had yellow-and-red patterns worked into it. The shapes looked like lollipops with fat stems. It was atrocious, but the owner thought it was cool and fed into his company’s retro style. It was all marketing, after all. You could have a shit product, but if you created enough viral videos, any preteens could talk Dad into being cool at least once a month.

Shayne had one foot over the arm of a swiveling office chair that was covered in only the best faux leather. He didn’t do this to look languid or bored. He certainly was not cool enough to affect such a pose. He did it out of sheer need.

“If they don’t get here soon, how’re we supposed to get out?” Kara asked for what seemed the fiftieth time; her voice had reached hysterical pitch more than once today. Shayne was just glad she was losing her voice. A banshee wail was more pleasant than her yammering.

“Who the hell’s this they you keep talking about? We’re on our own. No one’s coming,” Pete shouted, his voice rising to meet her volume. Volume, that was how he preferred to get things done.

“You don’t know that. You don’t know what’s going on out there, since all you men are too goddamn scared to go near the front door.”

“Set foot out there? With those monsters?” Pete sounded downright mad now. “News flash, princess: Those things’re eating people!”

“They are not. It’s just ... it’s just confusing is all. We can’t even see anything from up here.” She gritted her teeth. “And don’t fucking call me princess, jerk-face!”

“Jerk-face? That’s real fucking mature. See, I can swear too, Kara. I can say the F word and sound grown up.”

“I wish you were a grown-up. Or had at least grown a pair,” she said, looking at his crotch.

Shayne suppressed a giggle with a snort, then pretended to cough before Pete could notice. He didn’t need Jerk-Face riding his ass. It was hard enough just coping with the light streaming in from the too-bright sun, in the too-bright room that was way too hot to even think. Shayne tried to remember if he had ever been more miserable in his life.

“Whatever. Just go back upstairs and stare out the window of your precious ivory tower. Maybe someone’ll see your greasy blond hair and come to the rescue. You should get your Starbucks order ready. Hey, anyone else want coffee? Kara’s buying.”

Your ivory tower? Who said stuff like that? A jerk-face, that was who.

He let the argument roll on, wash over him, penetrate the back of his head and rattle around like a gigantic marble. The voices rose in pitch to match the pain in his skull. He stewed in it along with the throbbing in his back, legs and arms. At least the one leg he had up in the air wasn’t hurting as badly. If they didn’t get out of here soon, he was going to climb up on the roof and contemplate the long drop to the ground.

Pete really was a dick. Shayne wished he could stand up on two steady legs, body suddenly a full foot taller. No longer stooped in pain, arms and shoulders rippling with lean muscle. Then deliver a stunner of a right hand to Pete’s ugly half-bald head. Watch him flop across the floor while his nose poured rivers of blood and snot.

He might as well wish for his own personal pharmacy filled with all manner of painkillers while he was at it.

Three days ago, he left home late, missed the usual bus and took an alternate. It was packed, and he was being bounced along Third Avenue when a flare-up started. He was thinking about the minute he would arrive at work, pull up the chair to his desk, pop open his pill box and suck down a pair of painkillers. A lovely dose of Percocets to drive away the demons that dug around inside his brain. Saliva flooded his mouth at the thought. He could almost taste the bitter drugs as he let them sit in his mouth, under his tongue, in the hope that some of the opiates penetrated his system sooner.

The other passengers stared at him. A teenager chuckled and nudged his friend, an equally snot-nosed punk wearing baggy pants and a Jimi Hendrix t-shirt. An older woman with a cane at her side was the only one to even offer him a hand, not that it was much help. She would be right next to him on the floor of the bus if he took her grip. He pulled himself up by the metal pole as the bus hit a pothole. He was thrown forward, and his chest smashed into the metal bar. It sent fresh pain up and down his body. It radiated from his core, pulsed along his appendages and made his eyes water.

The others watched him as he grimaced, squeezed his eyes shut and tried to concentrate on how it would feel when the painkillers pushed the pain away. After he had a dose or three, he could count on going to his happy place, because nothing said happy like an ice-cold Coca-Cola, opiates and a mile-wide smile. Can I get an Amen, Brother Pain?

“We should go find help from some of the soldiers out on the street. Like if we signal them, they’ll come and get us.”

“And maybe when we do get outside, we can invite the zombies to have dinner with us. I bet if we ask nicely, they’ll bring a bottle of wine,” Pete shot back.

“Don’t say ‘zombies.’ It sounds so stupid. No such thing anyway.”

“Oh right. Deaders. That sounds so much sexier. You really are a twit, you know that? A complete and utter twit.”

“Why are you so mean to me? Is it because I told everyone about your tiny dick? You know, when my brother gets here, he’ll have a gun. A gun. Do you know what that means?”

“You’ll finally shut the fuck up?”

“No, you will. Jerk-face.” Kara spun on her heel and stomped back to her desk.

 


This was not how he’d wanted to start the week.

Shayne had arrived at the office two days ago and realized he’d left his building pass in his backpack. He slid the bag off his aching shoulders and slipped it to the ground. Then he was forced to lean over and rummage around until he found the plastic container. His hand brushed his pill bottle, and he almost cried for it.

It was bright red and shaped like a triangle. His pharmacy had switched to the bigger containers a year ago. He never understood why they moved away from the light brown that was supposed to protect the pills from sunlight. Not that he even liked sunlight. On the weekends, he preferred to stay home and float in a haze.

Every movement was pain as he leaned to the left and extracted his pass card from his canvas bag. Then he stood erect and felt like passing out. His eyes swam, tears leaking as the sun hit the dark-paned windows and broken into a million scintillating shards. It was like someone had poured shattered glass into his joints, coated his muscles with it. Jammed it under his skin and then sent him on his way. Have a nice day of suffering, asshole. Enjoy your life, Shayne. Shayne, Shayne, the man of pain.

He tugged his aching arm up and keyed the door, his hand flashing in front of the dark pad that gave access to the old building. He wanted to scream as blinding pain ravaged his body. He squeezed his eyes shut and stood, for how long, he wasn’t sure. It might have been a few seconds. It might have been an hour.

He had to key the door again because he had waited too long.

Cars raced along the road behind him; people called out from the street. Pedestrians ducked into coffee shops along Jackson Avenue. The smell of car exhaust and the humidity that resulted as summer sank its jaws into the city should have been a reminder of what many considered to be one of the most beautiful cities in the world. To him, it was just a place to go to work, a place to sit, a place to wait. A place to pass the day while the pain wracked his body. His job wasn’t difficult, and when it was crunch time, he had a convenient excuse to slack off, because he had a medical condition.

Some days, the endless rows of data drove him into a fog in which he mindlessly keyed in numbers, calculated, sent revised spreadsheets back and forth with coworkers, exchanged emails with other accountants. The company’s number-one products, a popular soda and a line of energy drinks, were very popular, thanks to ads featuring bikini-clad women. He always went to the premieres in the little auditorium on the fifth floor. Sometimes the models would be there, sometimes the producer or director. No matter the turnout, the room was always packed.

Shayne was fascinated with television. He had good ideas and occasionally wrote science-fiction scripts in his free time. Twice, he had even sent them to agents. Each time, after what seemed like an eternity, he received a form rejection letter with their thanks. “Keep us in mind for other submissions,” the letters read boldly. Assholes. They wouldn’t know a good screenplay if it hit them upside the head.

Shayne, Shayne, the man of pain. Today is a vampire, and it means to drain—his life.
  

Kate
 

Dreams of blood and death ripped Kate from sleep.

She sat upright like electricity had blasted through her core. She reached for her chest and found her heart beating out of control. Breath pounded in and out, and her eyes were wide open, like she was wired on a gallon of coffee.

Training took over. She found her center in a few seconds and counted her breaths. Four beats, nice and slow. Then she held it for two. Exhaled for four heart beats. The threads of her nightmare faded away like smoke. A man lying next to her turned his head. He was flat on his back across a step. He was as bald as a bowling ball, and sweat glistened in the morning light. She thought of a room not so long ago and a man in a bed beneath her. He was tied to it, hands stretched over his head while he screamed and begged against a gag. She ignored it, as she always did, ignored his pleading as she sank her blade into his skin.

He thrashed beneath her, but she let the blood flow across his chest and onto her legs. A river of red. No, an ocean.

Then the dream changed.

A creature rose up before her, his mouth covered in blood and gore. His lips were drawn back. Old leather left to rot. His teeth were the real nightmare. Broken and jagged, with many missing. Blood drooled from the open wound that was his mouth. He howled for her skin, his eyes red, filled with blood, and there was so much anger and pain etched there that, for once, she wondered if she had truly known how to hate.

She didn’t drag the M16 up. She had the Colt .45 in her hand and used it to blow the deader’s brains all over the street. They splattered like she had shot him with some kind of explosive round. That was when she started to question her sanity, because that was no dream. It had been all too real and she all too good at slaughter.

That was how she spent the first two days in the refugee camp that had once been a football stadium.

Bzzzt. The phone buzzed against her leg. Mike had to call, had to check up on her. She was about sick and fucking tired of his interference. He was old enough to be her dad, and things did not end well for Daddy-o. Not well at all. Was that all in the past, just like her urge to kill men in seedy hotel rooms?

Now she got to slaughter them in the open. But it wasn’t the same. Not the same at all. Her original victims knew fear; they knew complete and utter dread as she took her knife to their helpless bodies.

But that was not the life she led now.

If this were a polite war in a faraway country like Afghanistan, she might be near the front lines, but she wouldn’t see any action. She was female, and that would not do. They would make the men go fight, but that was not a concern in Seattle.

Here, she was cut off from the world. She could get away with just about anything, and no one said a word. No one knew, for that matter.

Not that she was about to join the military. Not that she was about to sign on to anything that counted. She was doing this for her own reasons. She was out here with a pair of hard-asses and another survivor because they volunteered to help, just like she did when they made the mad flight to the stadium in the first place.

It was a simple mission, and she tagged along at the last minute. They said they would go to this building and get the nerds because someone needed to do it. It wasn’t even the fact that she wanted to go out and kill a few of the things. She was just tired of sitting around. There was still a shortage of able-bodied men, as Nelson had said, refusing to meet her eyes when he said it. But that wasn’t true. There were all too many waiting, just waiting. Asking for a chance to go and fight. But he asked her, and she had nothing better to do.

 


* * *

 


The first day at the giant stadium wasn’t so bad. It was the next that started to get on her last fucking nerve.

She had already cleaned her blades and found something to eat—in that order. There were priorities, and then there were priorities. Keeping her weapons clean was of the utmost importance. She had seen fine blades take a rust spot after only a single touch and a month of rest. The swords were now her most important possessions—her only real possessions, for that matter.

The couple who had taken up residence near her little slice of heaven annoyed the shit out of her. Especially the husband, with his shiny bald head. There was no sunscreen to protect him from the merciless rays; he was as red as a ripe apple before the first day was up.

And he stank! Sweat was one thing, and no one had taken a shower, but this guy seemed to relish going without deodorant. Every time he moved, the pungent stench of onions assaulted her. Made her eyes water. She wanted to kill his ass just on principle.

But he seemed so concerned, like he wanted to be a father figure to her as well. Did she have a sign on her shirt that said “Helpless female. Please be my daddy”? First Mike, now this jerk-off. He probably wanted to fuck her, even though he pretended to pity her with his simpering speech and pandering smiles. What horror had the poor little girl seen? What happened on her trek to the football field?

He leaned over to pat her shoulder, but she moved aside. She fought the urge to draw her short sword and chop off his hand. Then his cock, and then his head.

Kate was out of her element here. There were people everywhere, sprawled out on seats and stairs. Some sat, others stood and, in just about every single case, looked miserable. She felt miserable herself, like she had been in a fight and had every inch of her body worked over by a skilled boxer.

The night they arrived, she had snuck into a bathroom stall and stripped off every scrap of clothing. She looked over her body for any sign of a bite. Any sign of a scratch that might look like it was infected. She shook in the tiny stall, which was illuminated by overhead fluorescent lights. She felt like she was in a hospital for the insane, only all the crazies were outside.

She had hugged her arms around her breasts and shivered as she thought about the day before. About the deaders and their insatiable hunger for flesh. They were once people just like her. Well, not exactly like her, since they probably didn’t kill others before being changed.

She was sore from the fighting. It had been an adrenaline rush that was hard to beat. She’d pushed her body harder than she ever had in her considerable career of learning the deadly art of taking people apart. Not one part of her body had been spared in the orgy of violence that had felt like some kind of divine cleansing.

Now she paid the price, but oh how she reveled in the pain.

Others wandered into the bathroom but kept to themselves. A few sat in stalls and wept. There were so many lost faces, eyes red from tears, but not the same red as those of the deaders.

Her clothes were a mess. Caked with blood, splattered with gore and viscera. A red chunk clung to her sleeve. She thought she remembered the piece landing there after a particularly nasty sword stroke that took off the top of a deader’s head.

She did her best to clean her shirt and pants, but it was a losing battle. Then she stood in her bra and underwear, cold water streaming into the sink, while she splashed it all over her goose-pimpled body. The floor grew red as the blood left her skin.

Later, she wandered the stadium. She wondered if the crew with which she had arrived was still in the same spot. She stepped over sleeping forms and crying children as she picked her way through the misery.

Christ! Did anyone have a plan? The Army guys and gals just walked around like peacocks. The National Guard had done well up until now. Well, they did their best. She didn’t blame them for any of the carnage on the street. She didn’t care to speculate on what their orders had been. In the blink of an eye, the city had erupted in chaos. Violence had become the new world order. How did one organize against an outbreak like this, anyway? How did a city known for its easygoing and peaceful ways become a massive graveyard in the space of a day?

There were no easy answers.

She returned to the little home she’d built. The couple had kept an eye on her belongings. They greeted her as she sat down. The man told her everything was still there and that everything was going to be okay, that the deaders wouldn’t be able to get in. He even put a hand on her shoulder as she shook. But she wasn’t crying; she was laughing at the new world into which she had been thrust. She had always possessed the urge to kill. She had always wanted to see people—men—in pain. The Other wanted that. Wanted it very badly. She had been given the opportunity to kill as many as she wanted, and it didn’t matter to anyone! The irony crashed down on her like a wave.

She stifled her chuckles and tried to look at least somewhat remorseful.

“Are you okay?” the woman asked as the man looked on, unsure what to say. He stood back, hand still outstretched as if unsure whether he should put it back down or offer it as a consolation prize if the woman’s words didn’t help.

“Yeah. I’m good. Just had a pretty bad day is all.”

“We all did,” the kindly woman said.

“Bad because I didn’t get to kill anyone.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing,” she muttered and looked away.

They sat side by side in the 100 section of Qwest Field. These seats probably ran into the thousands of dollars per year, but now they were just crappy seats. Just a place to rest and try to think of what normal used to mean.

A family had picked a place a few rows up and rigged a tent over the seats. Some were bashing at the hard plastic chairs, trying to get them loose to make more room. They were made to last for years of rowdy sports fans, though, and didn’t give up that easily.

“That’s a lot of blood on your clothes. Are you sure you aren’t hurt?” the man asked. “I’m Nathan, by the way. Nathan Barnes. This is my wife, Kitty. We used to live on Second, in a condo. Should have stayed, but they were going door to door, kicking people out.”

“Kate,” she said and nodded at them both. “It’s not my blood.”

“We figured it wasn’t, or else you wouldn’t be in here.”

“You don’t think any of the deaders made it in here?”

“Good Lord. I hope not.” The woman looked to the sky as if in prayer.

A train of refugees passed just below them. They looked hard, like they had been tossed into a grinder and shit out the other side.

Kitty looked at Kate’s clothing and suppressed a shudder, but Kate read all she had to in the woman’s eyes. Pity. Probably thought Kate had run afoul of some family member or maybe a friend. Had to fight her way free. Truth was, Kate had had a field day, really got the old body count up there in just a few hours. What was it before, six or seven? Now she might add a zero to that number.

“Nice to meet you, Kate,” Kitty said and stuck out her hand matter-of-factly.

Kitty had strong features. She was attractive for her age, if a bit stern looking. Kate wondered if the woman wore the pants in the family. Nathan looked like a bear, except he didn’t have much hair. He was shaved bald and had a white goatee that hung down a few inches.

They told her all about their amazing escape and asked about her arrival. She was nonchalant, made it sound like it was a cakewalk. She didn’t mention her friend Bob or the way the National Guard had mowed down deaders and civilians alike as they escaped the horror of Seattle Center.

She didn’t mention that she used her precious swords to cut a path through the things like they were stalks of corn. She tried to smile, but it didn’t come naturally. Later that night, she quietly packed her belongings and moved next to a bunch of women who looked like they had run from a battered women’s shelter.

She was able to keep to herself after that.

Until Mike found her.

Now she was on this “mission.” At least she was doing something and not cowering with those girls. It felt good to have guns again, and if things got rough, she had a pommel sticking over her shoulder. A blade so sharp and so honed, she could cut a deader in half like he was made of margarine.
  

Mike
 

If I thought the next few days would bring some peace, solace, a sense of purpose, I was wrong.

They howled all night outside the fence, and inside, I howled for other reasons. Erin was gone—or one of them now. A deader just like the thousands that stalked the streets of Seattle. I rose each day at dawn and walked around the impromptu refugee camp. I saw every emotion in the book written all over the survivors. People just like me who turned away instead of meeting my eyes. I saw tears, a flood of them. I saw pain etched on faces that looked upward and maybe prayed to whatever god they worshiped. I saw loss, and I knew how that felt.

I missed the comfort of the M-16 against my back. They took it the moment they saw the barrel. Two men who looked like they actually knew how to handle a gun, whereas I had been trained on the job, running for my life with Kate at my side. She had a gun too, and gave it up willingly, but when they tried to take her swords, it was a different story.

“Touch them and you’ll have stumps,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone that scared the shit out of even me. “I’ll wrap them in something and promise to keep them out of sight.”

They went round a few times, but Kate got her way in the end, and the guys ended up keeping their hands. They played it off, but there was something about Kate, a darkness they must have sensed and decided not to test.

The men glanced at each other, nodded and moved on with my rifle. Not really mine; I had no right to it, nor to the extra clips that were in my possession. They took those too. I handed over the pouch with shaking hands, because I was weak from exhaustion. In truth, it was a relief to give them up. Now I wouldn’t have to shoot anyone. I wouldn’t have to kill any more deaders, and oh what a fucking boatload of irony that was. How did one kill the dead, exactly?

No one had explained the disease, though Nelson made an attempt at it. He told us a story I barely believed. It was so ludicrous, and yet he swore he had been a witness.

A doctor, and didn’t that just sound like the biggest cliché of them all? A doctor was trying an experimental cancer treatment on his wife. It didn’t go over so well. She attacked him, and he became patient zero, although I would have pinned the title on her. The first night we spent together, Nelson told us what had happened. We sat around a tiny fire, because the stadium wasn’t that crowded yet. Nelson had procured some wood from somewhere and even brought something that looked like a quick-start fire log. He said they were military issue, but it looked just like something from Walmart.

Kate sat across from us and to the side as if aloof. Nelson told me later that she wanted to be out of the direct light so she could have a sense of those around us. She was the cautious sort. He asked me if she had been in the military.

He knew just about as much as I did.

Kate was a mystery and would remain so if she had her way.

Lester, our hero, sat next to the long-haired guy who had fought beside us as we made what I thought was our last stand. He was a weird one.

Hair to his hips, now bound up in a ponytail. Pumping rounds into the deaders as they closed in on us. We had all been scared, but he was a monster with that gun. When he ran out of shots, he bashed a deader over the head and howled like one of them.

Lester smiled at the guy, who insisted we call him by his stage name, Grinder. Someone had worked out that his real name was Duane, but we went along with the game. Just like us, he had lost someone. I wasn’t sure what trick of fate had brought him our way, but I was certainly glad for it.

Lester told us later that he just wanted to run down as many as he could on his way to the football stadium. He’d done a hell of a job of it too. Jumped a curb and plowed right into the center of Pioneer Square, where we were making our last stand. I was sure we were all going to die at the hands of the deaders. Then we would rise, like them, and continue until someone filled our heads with bullets.

We had free reign now, to kill with impunity. I knew that many must be questioning the fact that we were killing at will. Taking lives like we were gods.

There must have been thousands of us in the stadium. People sat in clumps, huddled, and stretched out their own tiny fiefdoms. I saw a man walking in circles while he stared at the sky and chanted or prayed. He had his hands clenched in front of his chest, and a steady stream of tears leaked down his face.

The seats rose like an ocean of plastic and aluminum. Some were filled, and if I craned my neck far enough back, I could make out a group of kids playing on the highest deck. Below them, a gang of angry-looking men armed with bats talked and glanced around furtively as they whispered. They looked like trouble to me.

The smell of food assaulted my nose and made my stomach growl, but I ignored it for now. I had to get to the gate, and I wasn’t looking forward to the carnage. If I ate, there was a good chance I would feel like throwing up.

Someone had fashioned a kind of grill out of a large metal trashcan. They had meat cooking, but I wasn’t sure where it had come from. Maybe someone raided one of the many vendors that lined the upper decks of the stadiums. They would have had enough food on ice here to feed fifty or sixty thousand people if a football game were coming up. But it was the middle of summer, and we wouldn’t see any action here for about a month.

I would stick with military rations when they were handed out. Some managed to take a few and hoard them. At first, I was shocked at such behavior, but I realized that some of them may have been locked up inside buildings, apartments, or homes with nothing to eat. Hoarding would become the norm in a few days if powers that be didn’t get the virus under control.

A woman held two young boys close to her blue-wrapped legs. A skirt that had seen better days was torn on one side. One of the kids moved, and I got a look at the damage on her leg. If she didn’t get it tended to, she could expect an infection. Her sons were no more than four or five, and they both had vacant looks in their eyes. They watched as I walked by, and I smiled at them, but they did not return the gesture. I couldn’t blame them. They might have seen the worst that the world had to offer in the last few days. They had been snatched out of their idyllic youths and transformed into unwilling refugees.

Enough of those had poured through the gates at all hours while the National Guard set up makeshift checkpoints and did their best to pat down new arrivals. A lot of weapons were confiscated, but not all. Not with the numbers. It was simply too hard to get everything. The second night, a man had been stabbed over a petty argument. I wasn’t sure if he survived, but now the Guardsmen were much more cautious.

I would be happy if no one had a knife or gun, but what the hell would we do if the dead ever came over the fence?

Then something happened overnight. Some of the deaders slowed down, and a few even looked confused. Wandered toward the gate like lost children. God. They were a mess, missing parts and covered in blood. The men in green formed a cordon and funneled them off the side, where they were shot in the head. I hoped and prayed none of them was alive—confused refugees that were just looking for salvation or stupidly hiding among the dead.

They stacked the bodies as best they could and covered them with a tarp. Later that night, the first massive wave reached the stadium, and the military was forced to retreat. They came in their shambling mass, some walking, others running full-bore like they saw the finish line. Some had that odd loping gait that reminded me of dogs. People on all fours, who rose up from time to time as if sniffing the air. Only they weren’t people in any sense of the word. They were the dead. And before them ran a rag-tag group of survivors.

I stood far back, behind a fence, content to be a bystander.

Someone yelled for the gate to be locked, and one of the soldiers near me bellowed that he would shoot the person who did it. They weren’t that far out when the massive metal chain-link door started to slide shut.

I felt a wave of terror as hundreds of them ran through the streets and straight at the warriors. They howled, as did the men and women who shot at them. I screamed as much as they did, my voice joining their horrible calls for help.

It was a scramble at the end, and not everyone got inside. Once the mob had ridden down the stragglers and finished them off, the military set up a firing line and held them back. The shots went forever.

It was a massacre. So many faces, the eyes all red as if filled with blood, a curious side effect of the Registrop virus. Some went down with multiple shots to the upper body, but most got it in the head. Old fears and paranoia took over and made the shooters aim high. I knew from experience that if you got them there or in the general spinal-cord area, it was game over for the deaders.

If I’d had a gun, I would have done my part. I would have shot and killed more of the things. Later, I tried to curl up and forget everything that had happened over the last few days. I wanted to die, but I didn’t have a weapon. Even if I did, I didn’t think I’d have the balls to put a barrel under my chin and blow my brains all over the place.
  

Lester
 

Lester dipped into a bag of coke and drew a tiny scoop before his eyes. White flecks mixed with yellow. Ground up and mostly pure. He used to be cautious by nature and never cut his coke much. If word got out that his goods might have a little baby formula in them, he would be one out-of-work drug dealer. Or no longer with the living, after an angry customer came back and shot him in the face. Not the end Lester had in mind. Not that it fucking mattered now. If someone walked up to him with a shotgun, pressed the barrel to his chest and asked if he wanted to die, he might just lean over and kiss the bastard. At least he wouldn’t hurt anymore.

He glanced around in the twilight morning and saw more than a few eyes studying him. He dumped the tiny scoop onto the webbed space between his thumb and forefinger, put it to his nose and snorted it. He should have been more careful, but he didn’t see any cops around. Didn’t see any Army dudes either. They were all up at the gate, shooting the shit out of anyone they could hit.

It burned a line of fire up his nasal cavity and then into his brain. The world exploded in a rush of euphoria that rocketed him straight from half-assed asleep to wide-eyed awake. Felt like someone smashed his head in with one of those hammers they used to drive a ball of lead into a bell at the fair. Do a line and win a prize; that was how life should be.

He tucked the bag back into the waistband of his dirty jeans. They still had grass stains from when he fell off his damn roof a few days ago. A controlled fall, that’s what it would have been called if it were some kind of sporting event. He thought he’d done all right, slid down the line while Angela coached him, and hit the ground hard because the gas line had broken open, allowing gas to spew forth.

Then he was staring at the ass of a deader as Angela screamed her head off. But that had all worked out, for a change, and he thought they might even be home free. However, he was far from anywhere near the home stretch. Within moments, his girl was gone. Attacked and turned into one of those things even as they had reached safety.

Les missed his house. Maybe he never should have left. They had the upstairs barricaded; the deaders would have wandered off sooner or later. Or someone would have come along and rescued them. Hell, they might have just died up there together. A real Romeo and fucking Juliet moment. Sure, someone would have found their bodies wrapped around each other and commented, “Ah, they must have really loved—or strangled—each other.”

Even in the confines of the football stadium, where everyone seemed to be surrounded by everyone else, there was a little bit of space if you looked hard enough. His space came in the form of a tiny family bathroom on the second level. He had been exploring a couple of days ago when he found it. It was small but cold as a tomb when he closed and locked the door.

A few people knocked, but he ignored them. Go change your kids somewhere else. Find your own damn hotel room. This one was his—for now. He didn’t need food, and he had water. Besides, he had the next best thing to food. He had pills. He also had two necessities here: water and a shitter.

He curled up the first night and tried not to think. He tried to let the hours roll past. He tried to forget everything that had happened in the last few days. The horror of being stuck in the house and the pain of losing Angela. He saw her face flash once again like an afterimage. Her pert chin and upturned nose. Her blue all-American eyes sweeping up to his in utter terror. She screamed in his head one more time. A cry that echoed even now. Every time he closed his eyes, it seemed like she was there to remind him of his loss.

That was in the past. He was supposed to be a pragmatic man, as well as a few other ten-dollar words his lawyer used to use. Was his lawyer even alive? The last time he had talked to Jerry, the man had been hopped up on so much coke, he was screaming into the phone. He was on and on about Lester’s rights. His right to stay in his house when the National Guard were kicking everyone out of the neighborhood.

There was that first night. The light was just giving up its ghost, sinking behind mountains and making the back yard the funniest shade of red he had ever seen. Angie was prancing around in practically nothing, because that was what she did when no one else was around. “I like to keep my man interested,” she’d said on more than one occasion, even though it didn’t need to be said. Any man in his right mind would find her interesting.

Oh Christ, how he wished that whole day had never happened. He should have just left his house when he had the chance. If he had done that, at least Angela would still be alive. Now she was gone, not even roaming as one of the undead things. He had seen to that when he blew his house to smithereens.

“Should have just listened to Lightfoot. Asshole,” Les muttered to himself, unsure whether the insult was directed at the soldier or at himself.

Now he had just about nothing left except an increasing urge to go out and destroy every single deader he could find. There was a whole city waiting on ol’ Lester’s vengeance.
  

Kate
 

They made it the couple of blocks in one piece. For the most part, they didn’t see that many deaders. Most seemed to catch on that blind rage wouldn’t protect them from lead. Did they even think? Probably not, but like animals, they had some kind of survival instincts. Soon they would be back in force, and the survivors would have to shoot everyone.

There had to be thousands of the crazy red-eyed bastards still roaming the streets. Anders held up his fist as he crept to the door. The other Guards stopped and spun around to cover their backs. Kate wasn’t on point. She wasn’t one of the boys, so she was stuck in the middle with a female soldier who was shorter than she. Her name was Anne, but they called her Bug.

The nickname pissed off Kate to no end, but Anne seemed to take it in stride and had pet names for the boys as well. When she called Anders “Andy,” he always got a look of hatred in his eye, but he covered it with a sly look to the side even as his lips curled down in distaste. They all called the big guy Jones, even though his name tag said Haller.

When they assembled the tiny squad, the Guardsmen had been wary of a civilian joining them.

“I won’t get in the way, and I know how to take down deaders,” she had replied, which got her a blank look. Kate wasn’t about to set out to prove herself to these guys. If they wanted to see how capable she was at killing, she would be more than happy to offer front-row seats. The stars of the show would be their junk and then their heads.

“This it, Anders?” Haller wore the National Guard gear, but he had covered some of his extremities with duct tape. Deaders had trouble biting through that stuff. Since the epidemic had begun, rolls of silver tape had become a precious commodity.

“Hold on,” Anders replied. Sweat ran down his pale face in a cascade. He took a long swig from his canteen before he dropped to a crouch. He fought his way inside his jacket pocket and came out with a large piece of paper. It looked to Kate like a tourist map.

“Jackson …” He glanced up at a signpost at the end of the street and scratched his head.

Kate stared at the street sign for a second before shaking her head. She’d told Anders this was Jackson Street half a dozen times since they left the football stadium.

A motorcycle cut across their field of vision. A big bastard of a Harley with a noisy exhaust and clanking chain. She half-expected to see one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse perched over the handlebars. The smell of gas and exhaust filled the air as it puttered up the road. Most of the torso of a deader was attached to the seat by a chain that rattled as the bike sped away. Kate got a look into the still-working eyes of the thing before it was tossed end over end. It left chunks of flesh and smears of blood. The deader had its mouth open. There were no teeth, but it had part of a tongue.

A group of deaders followed close behind. They howled for blood, but not for long. A pair of doors opened up, and three or four of guys with heavy-caliber machine guns stepped out. Their guns opened up in a steady but controlled staccato. Once the dead stopped twitching, the men high-fived each other and started comparing kills.

The guy on the Harley nodded his helmeted head at the shooters, then drove toward First Avenue, presumably to start the nightmare train up again.

Anne just looked on in horror, but Anders nodded to himself. He didn’t say a word, simply motioned for his small squad to drift to the left. They faded from sight before the guys with machine guns mistook them for a group of deaders.

“Gnarly,” Anders muttered. He even had a smile on his face.

Kate had seen and done some sick shit in the last few days, but were firing squads the answer to the deader problem?

“I’m pretty fucking sure this is it, but we got a problem. The stairs are blocked off, and the elevators aren’t working.” Anders stared up at the building, hand shading his eyes.

“So how the hell’re we gonna rescue the nerds?” Jones looked up at the building in disgust, then turned his head and spat.

“Hey, one of those nerds is my sister, and if you so much as look at her sideways, I’ll shoot you where the sun don’t shine,” Anders said.

“Your sister? Oh for fuck’s sake. If she’s half as ugly as your ass, I say we go back to the stadium and have a few cold ones.”

“You wouldn’t know a good-looking girl if she kicked you in the nuts, right, Bug?”

Anne looked the men up and down and then flipped them off.

Kate watched the exchange in amusement.

“So back to work, eh? Anyone have any bright ideas?” Anne put her finger away and addressed the small group.

Anders didn’t say a word. He walked to the edge of the building and pointed up. The others shuffled behind, guns bristling. Kate had a handgun in a holster around her slim waist. She felt like some kind of sheriff. Wouldn’t her neighbor Bob be proud? Just a few days ago, he’d shown her how to aim a big revolver. Now she was a seasoned vet.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Haller sighed.

Kate followed their gaze and couldn’t help but grin.
  

Shayne
 

“Why do you have to be such a jerk all the time?” Kara asked in her simpering voice. She was dressed in the same thing she had worn for the last two days. Black slacks and a white silky blouse that buttoned up to her neck, only it was open in front, and the sleeves hung limply like flags with no wind. Her normally curly hair, dirty blond ringlets, lay in limp clumps around her pale face. She looked tired. She didn’t bother with shoes or makeup. They had all been cooped up in the building for days, and everyone was getting on everyone else’s nerves.

“I’m not. I’m just trying to be logical. If you’d think it through, maybe you’d see that. I don’t want us to all get killed. Jesus. It’s crazy out there, and the only thing keeping us safe is this barricade.”

“But it’s not that far to the stadium. If we ran for it, we would make it. I bet a bunch of those soldiers would see us and come help,” she whined.

Yeah, with that shirt hanging open and your fake boobs bouncing. Sure the soldiers would help you, but they would give us the finger.
Not that I could even keep up. Maybe if I had another bottle of pills. Maybe if I had four or five and the room would stop spinning. Maybe then I could make a run for it.

Work was exciting the first week. His second week on the job, he had suggested a way to put all of the data into a database for easy sorting. His lead had practically laughed at him. “If it was that easy, Shayne, we would have done it ages ago. Learn the job first.” And that had been the end of that conversation.

His lead, Peter, the man arguing so “logically,” as he put it, was a giant douche-waffle, in Shayne’s opinion. He was open to suggestions, provided he could take a suggestion to a manager and claim it as his own.

Peter didn’t look much better than Kara. He wore a growth of black beard to match the black rug on his head. He liked to wear it wet, swept back, thick and wavy like some male fashion model even though everyone could see the bald patch back there. He liked to run his hand through both sides and let them fall down around his ears. Maybe he thought it made him look like a rock star or an artist.

His clothing also showed signs of wear. On a normal day, he liked to wear his things pressed. A wrinkle was unacceptable. Shayne was certain he kept extra shirts in a drawer, because he always looked like he came out of a magazine. Or stopped at the dry cleaners every day.

Shayne was happy to find something clean, and he often wore the same pants three days a week, alternating so it didn’t show. It was painful to do laundry, painful to move around at all, for that matter. Shayne, Shayne, the man of pain.

“Can we smash a window? Make a sign? What about the accountants who went to the roof to signal? Did they get a message? Did they see anything?”

Others stood around and listened. There was Martha, the receptionist, young and athletic. Small-chested with bony legs. Shayne liked her because she was into pain of a different sort. She had piercings all over her face, so many that it looked like she had fallen into a tackle box. She had tattoos too, big ones, and he had heard those were no picnic.

Of course, she didn’t really know about pain, not the sort he dealt with. His was stuck in his bones, in his joints, and in his muscles. It hurt to move, to stand, to sleep. It hurt to think, and today it hurt more than it had ever hurt in his life.

How could he have been so goddamn stupid, leaving his apartment without his drugs? He rationed them, sure, but he always used a few more at the beginning of the month than he should, and he paid the price at the end of his thirty-day wait. He had an alternative. He could wander around Pioneer Square and find a fix, find someone with some Oxy for sale. He hated talking to drug dealers, and he really hated sneaking around. The looks, getting sized up, being asked if he needed weed or X. Right about now, he’d have given his left nut to be in that situation.

Stuck in the building, he had nothing, not even a dose of Vicodin. He had inquired, sure, asked around to see if anyone had some stuff, but most told him to take Tylenol or Ibuprofen. Kara had even offered him some of her Aleve, which he gratefully took, not that it did much to take the edge off. He took six, and it was like someone turned the pain volume down to ten, instead of the eleven at which it had been holding steady. One thing it had done was erase his headache. But that bitch had come back with a vengeance a few hours later. Hurt so bad he had to crawl under his desk and cover his face with an old newspaper and pray for relief.

Shayne, Shayne, the man of pain. Holy shit, life was a drain.

Three days. It could have been an eternity. He tried to sleep under his desk last night, but he couldn’t even drift off in the heat. Peter had slept in his office, just across the hall, feet up on his desk while he snored away. The building had been dark, quite, not a hint of a fan. The air did not circulate; it hung, still and oppressive, scented with sweat and body odor. They had all tried to wash themselves in the bathrooms, water running from the faucet in a stream while they splashed it around. They’d run out of paper towels after the second night, and no one knew where to get more.

“We need to do something! Fuck!” Pete groaned.

“Maybe I will,” Kara said, but Shayne was sure she wouldn’t. She was expecting the men to step up and take care of business, but that wasn’t going to happen. Not with these nitwits in charge. The only thing they seemed to be good at was making plans to make plans. The first day of the crisis, they’d brought in Greg from human resources and sat in the conference room for an hour, talking about what might be happening in the outside world.

The next day, the things had started trying to get into the building.

Gayle and Russ from marketing had stopped by to check on everyone. They had to bang like crazy to get anyone to let them in. Russ yelled that he would fire everyone if they didn’t open the goddamn door. They had entered after calling out their names, and then the chairs and tables had been stacked back up to block entry. After the pow-wow, their excuse for another meeting, but with a lot more yelling about who should do what and how they needed to get out of the building, no one stepped up to lead the charge. Miserable or not, it was better to be cooped up in the building than be torn to shreds outside.

A wave of wracking pain swept over his body. It started in his extremities and lower back, and then it built. His kidneys felt like two lumps of boiling lead. His spine felt like it was cracking. His head threatened to simply explode. He wanted to scream.

Shayne, Shayne, the man of pain.

“Go for it.” Peter smiled like he knew a secret.

Shayne was so sick of Peter’s smug face. He wished he could wipe off that smirk with a kick to the gut. He also wished he could live a day without pain, a day in peace, during which he could take a mallet and smash Jerk-Face over the head.

Without her heels, Kara looked small in front of Pete. She stared up at him, and Shayne wondered if she was having the same thoughts of smashing him in the face. She frowned, crossed her slim arms under her breasts and looked like she was about to stomp her foot.

“It won’t be that much longer. Think about it. Why would they leave us here to rot? I bet the Army has guys swarming the streets, cleaning up and gathering the deaders.” He spat the last word like venom.

Shayne was sick of this. He should have found another floor to sleep on, even one his company didn’t own. Maybe the roof would have been cooler; maybe a nice cold breeze blew off of Puget Sound that would have cooled him like a pool. But the truth was that he’d have felt out of place anywhere but at his desk.

The two continued to bicker. After a few more minutes, Shayne decided he’d had enough. He shuffled to his desk and gently lowered himself to the carpeted floor. There was a plastic mat to help his chair move around. It was supposed to cut down on static shocks as well. All the hard thing did was make him uncomfortable, so he moved it. Now he had the short, rough fabric to deal with. No pillow, but he put his backpack underneath the desk to prop up his head.

Pain raced along his arms and legs. Some of it settled in his shoulders. It sat like hard rocks under the skin, and when it throbbed to the beat of his heart, he wanted to throw up. Bile rode his stomach, and each breath was a labor of agony. Several times, he had to sit bolt upright because the acid found its way up his throat and caused such a burning he couldn’t even breathe. But he gasped and sucked in air for a while before pounding his chest.

No one came to ask if he was all right.

Shayne took a water bottle from beside the desk and drank the warm liquid. It ran down his throat and soothed his gut for a few seconds before the acid worked its way to the surface. Then he burped up fire again.

He pawed through his backpack one more time. He took everything out and felt along the bottom for an errant pain pill, but none magically appeared. He took three Aleve from his stash and washed them down.

It was going to be a long day.
  

Mike
 

The morning had brought another painful waking experience. I never knew I could miss my lumpy bed so much. For years, I had left the old mattress at our place. That was after Rita, my ex-wife, took the expensive one with her. I dragged our old guest bed into the room, changed the sheets and called it home. It would seem blasphemous, somehow, to put a new bed in the room we had shared for so many years.

Looking back now, I don’t know why I waited. I think Erin had a larger impact on my life than I ever thought possible. The day and night we spent together had changed me somehow. I felt her loss keenly, but I also felt alive. And with that feeling, I knew that I wanted to live. But the nights were different. The nights brought the terror. It was when darkness fell, when I felt most alone, that I was tempted to join the hundreds who had already died in the city.

Erin was gone. Everything was gone.

The phone worked again, but I had been unable to get ahold of Rita. It just rang and rang. Not even voicemail, just a ringing that went on forever. I powered it off and pocketed the device. Saving the battery seemed prudent. I might need it if we ever got out of this hellhole. It wasn’t even my phone. I had “borrowed” it from a victim who wouldn’t need it ever again.

What was she doing? Rita in her tiny apartment. What if she was injured, lying on the ground with a broken bone or something even worse? I felt so helpless, shut in with everyone else at the stadium. I needed to find a way to get to her, but this place was locked up tighter than a drum.

I stretched in the blanket I had procured from one of the Guardsmen. It was green and woolen, old and musty, but it was also warm at night. The stench of too many people all stuffed together hit me. So did the noise, which was like a swarm of bees. Voices rose and fell; some yelled, some cried. Others begged for help and asked each other about loved ones.

I’d seen a football game here a few years ago, and the place had been resplendent. People crowded the bleachers and drank beer by the gallon. A massive TV screen took up one end. The sound was enormous, because it had to override the screaming fans.

Now it was a refugee camp that grew by the day.

A mother and her two small children huddled together. She had tucked an old afghan around them, and she looked cold. I smiled at one of the kids, a girl with a dirty face and messy hair. Blond locks were matted against the side of her head. She gave me nothing but a vacant stare.

The woman shrank back in her seat. I put on what I hoped was a reassuring smile, but she avoided my eyes and looked at everything but me until I wandered on.

A few days ago, I was a journalist, interested in getting to the bottom of a story. I had no idea I would end up in the middle of it. I was mad then, but also giddy over my blossoming relationship with Erin. Now I was at a loss for feelings of any sort. But seeing the mother and child in abject misery sparked something inside me. There were stories to be told. Tales to hear and someday write.

I slipped out the old cell phone and studied it for a minute. I turned it back on and checked the menus. Sure enough, I found what I was looking for. A built-in recorder. Probably for taking notes at meetings. I could use this, but I would run the risk of burning up the battery. Still, it was worth it if I could capture even a few hours. Besides, this was the kind of phone that used to last for a few days on a charge. Not like today’s phones that needed to sit on a charger overnight every single day.

Some had used their phones, in the first few days, to capture video or images and upload them to websites. It was like an uprising in the Middle East, shaky, grainy videos of people shooting or being shot by soldiers.

It also reminded me of Hurricane Katrina. A few years ago, the country was galvanized by outrage over that fiasco. Now we were faced with something much worse. A virus that had the ability to wipe out not just our city, but the entire world.

I stood and stretched. I’m sure there were grim lines etched into my face.

A sea of misery stretched below me. I was on the first level of the seating area. It rose off the ground, and you had to jump a railing and concrete barrier in most areas. Not that anyone cared now.

I found a man sitting alone, staring into space. I approached him with caution. When he caught my eye, he just nodded. I sat next to him and asked for his story.
  

Mike’s Interview
 

There was a lot of screaming that first night. I work down by the Millionaire’s Club, over by Jackson Street. It’s always rowdy in that section of the city, and you can always count on at least one or two ambulances showing up on any given day.

I was alone at the front desk of the hotel when the first one appeared outside. We have a buzzer, to let folks in when they forget their cards or keys. They don’t really need us, but they do want to be swanky. Works for me. I sit on my ass all night and only have to put up with the occasional well-off asshole who wants to chat about finances or Oprah’s book club. Every once in a while, I’d see some hottie doing the walk of shame right out of the place. Went in with a winner, came out hoping they would get a call back. Morris up on three was the worst. He wasn’t the best-looking guy, but he was tall, had that Seattle hipster fuzz on his face, and had money to waste at the clubs. He was some record-label exec or something.

I heard a rumor that he used to tell the girls he could see a record in their future, that with their good looks and advances in recording hardware, they could make anyone into a star these days. He used to tell them all that American Idol stuff was bullshit and that he was the one who picked the next stars.

He was one of the first to get it together and go fight. Wait, I’m getting ahead of myself.

So this one guy kept walking up to the door and staring at me. It looked like he’d been in a fight or an accident. Part of his nose was missing, and he drooled blood. Weirdly, he was wearing a kilt and had dreads. I mean not one of those man kilts that would get your ass kicked in Glasgow. This was the real deal.

He just kept walking into the door. I finally went over to shoo him away. That was when I saw his eyes. The outside lights lit them up like he was some kind of ghoul. Blood red. I figured it was the accident or he was just stoned out of his mind. Or both.

He snarled at me, snarled at the door and struck it. Well, I said fuck that, if you know what I mean. I dialed 911. Would you believe they put me on hold? Since when does 911 put you on hold? I did this from the break room, you know? Not much of a break room, just a little room with a single-cup coffee maker. The manager put some cheap stuff in there, coffee that made Folgers seem gourmet by comparison. Me, I didn’t really care. I just drank it because this is Seattle, and it kind of goes with the territory, know what I mean?

So the next time I peeked out, the weirdo in the kilt had been replaced by this girl with bright red hair. She wore a nightgown, the kind that ties in front—except it wasn’t tied. I thought it was going to be a good night, like I would be writing a letter to some porn mag in the morning.

I got close, to check her out … I mean check out the situation, er, you know what I mean. So I walked up to the window, and she was in even worse shape than the dude. I’m not even joking. She was missing part of her neck. Sure, we see that shit all the time now, and we’re used to it. Some of these people are used to it. I never want to see deaders again as long as I live.

So I was shocked, ‘cause, you know, there she was looking hot, but she was pale and covered in blood. Oh yeah, and part of her throat was gone, but I already said that, right? I said, “Hey, do you need an ambulance?” really loud, but she just kept clawing at the door.

It was about then that Mrs. Floyd came down. She got out of the elevator and walked right up to the door like she was going to leave. Mrs. Floyd has lived here for a long time and goes out sometimes to get booze. She tries to cover it up, like I give a shit. She was dressed like she was going to the gym, but it was eleven o’clock at night. No one goes to the gym that late unless they’re on meth. And this ain’t Puyallup, know what I mean?

“I don’t think that’s safe,” I said, but she just ignored me. She started to open the door, but I smacked her hand away. Didn’t mean to hit her that hard. I just got scared. What if the kilt dude and the girl missing her throat got in here? I didn’t want part of my throat gone.

She turned on me—rounded on me is what you writers say, right? She started to yell at me, like I was the one being a dick. “Fine,” I said. “Go out there and get yourself killed.”

She looked at me like I was one of those homeless guys who shout at people for no reason.

She smelled like she’d had a few drinks. She wasn’t swimming in alcohol, but she’d had a good start. She’d be a late riser tomorrow. Got that little fluffy dog; I think it’s a Maltese. Forgot the little ankle-biter’s name. Shivers or something.

Anyway, I backed away and she just walked on out the door and past the girl with no throat. Guess what happened? The girl rounded on her, on Mrs. Floyd.

Mrs. Floyd is a pretty big lady, but this tiny thing sort of jumped on her, and they both went down. Then the kilt guy came back. I locked the door and even threw the bolt up top and on the bottom. We aren’t supposed to do that, ever, but who cared when one of the tenants was screaming and being eaten?

Maybe I should have done something, made an attempt to drag her in, but another one of those things showed up, and suddenly Mrs. Floyd wasn’t screaming anymore.

I went to the break room again and decided to just wait it out. I took the phone, stretched the cable all the way back there. It was long enough. Then I just drank coffee. I didn’t even leave. I pissed in a tiny sink, had to get right up on the bastard, but it worked.

I fell asleep later and woke to a terrible banging.

I left the room, wiping my eyes as I went. I felt gross from falling asleep in my clothes. My neck hurt from sleeping in a corner.

There was no one in the lobby, and the sun was just coming up. I checked the door, and it was still locked up tight, which told me no one else had followed Mrs. Floyd’s lead. Smart people.

There was a lot of blood on the ground. Puddles of it, but the players were gone. I guess they rounded on a new victim or two.

About that time, Morris and a couple of other guys came down, and they had guns. Where the hell did they get those? I never even suspected the tenants had weapons. This is Seattle, for Christ’s sake. They went out and never came back.

Gerald, that dick, never showed up to relieve me.

Later, I was happy to see the Army guys walking up the street. I thought it was safe. Even better, that the tenants were mobilizing. Then I realized what the banging was. It wasn’t someone at the door at all. Nope. It was the guys in uniform, and they were shooting people.

I hauled ass into the break room, shut the door and brewed up another shitty cup of coffee.
  

Kate
 

The other building was a wreck by most standards. By hers, it was a fuck-load of eyesore that should have been demolished years ago. But it was probably a historical landmark. Maybe some shit-swilling gold miner stopped by and shot a famous Seattleite. It was hard to say why some buildings got saved and others got the big orange ball.

They took up positions on either side of the front door. Someone had smashed in the glass on the bottom, so at least they had a way in—or “ingress,” as the Army guys liked to say. The military seemed to have fancy words for everything. They even had a word for what they were doing here. SNAFU. Situation Normal—All Fucked Up. Kate wasn’t a big believer in any of the bullshit they fed the guys in uniform before sending them to the slaughter. But she had to admit that SNAFU was a pretty good description of the current situation.

Anders went in first. He crawled under the broken glass and stood in the foyer of the old building. He reached up and turned on the flashlight attached to his sub-machinegun and swept it around the place. Anne didn’t wait around and went in next. She was a real go-getter, and Kate approved.

Haller stood back with his Midwest good looks and just looked tall. He had to be at least six-two and wore his gear like he was born in it. Kate had appraised him a few times, but she had peculiar tastes. Still, a nice young man like that? Maybe he could help her change. Take her from Kate the killer to Kate the doting housewife with half a dozen kids, a mortgage, and a pair of beat-up cars in the front yard. Sure, she could do it. And one day, the Other would make a visit, and tall and handsome would meet the pointy parts of her swords.

Kate dropped to her knees and followed Anne into the building. She was careful not to touch any of the chunks of glass, even though they didn’t appear to be sharp. Safety glass? She didn’t want to find out. The rifle was a problem. It was slung over her shoulder, but when she got down on all fours, the stupid thing kept wanting to fall to her side. She struggled through the little opening and stood up on the other side. She felt half-military herself now, with the obstacle course that was making up her morning.

Anders took to the stairs with a slow and steady step. He had his gun up, and focused on every speck of dust that floated in the room.

“What is this place?” Anne whispered.

“Looks like some kind of museum. There’s a bunch of pictures stacked up behind one of the counters. Shots of old Seattle. Just a bunch of miners and really old cars beside even older buildings,” Anders said. He didn’t bother whispering.

Kate didn’t have a fancy flashlight on the end of her rifle. She had a lighter somewhere, but that wouldn’t help much. The light streaming in from the front door was enough to illuminate their immediate surroundings, but the windows were all boarded up.

“Let’s find the stairs,” Anne said and moved off. She shone her light into open doorways and finally motioned for them to follow. She stepped into what looked like a passageway, but it turned out to be stairs.

The others followed. Country boy brought up the rear with Kate right next to him.

“What’s your name?” she whispered as they ascended the first flight.

“Mark. You can call me Jones if you like. The rest do.”

“Why do they call you Jones when your name’s Haller?” she asked.

“Jones is just a nickname.”

“How’d you get that?”

“It was after boot. We went out for a drink, and I got shaky the next day. Blood sugar or something. The guys saw me shaking and assumed I was an alcoholic. I was “jonesing” for a drink. But the truth was,” he lowered his voice, “and please don’t say anything. I’d never had a drink before. Never been drunk. I didn’t care for the feeling much and haven’t had a drink since.”

Big, handsome and no vices. Maybe he dressed in girls’ clothing on the weekends and someone slapped his ass and called him Sally. She almost giggled at the thought.

“You don’t have to look so amused. Haven’t you ever done anything like that?” he asked.

“I wasn’t laughing at your story, Mark, er, Jones. I’m just glad to have you at my back,” she said lamely. His eyes were probably glued to her ass. Why didn’t she ask for some clothes like the Army guys had? All she could find at the field was an old pair of yoga pants no one wanted. They were too small by a size, but they weren’t drenched in blood. And the camo jacket they gave her was about as comfortable as wearing wool in the damned heat. With the sleeves rolled up, it was still too big.

“Yep. I got your back.” He grinned at her. She turned to threaten him, but decided at the last second to play it cool. Let him look. They might all be dead in an hour.

“Shh,” Anders hissed from up ahead.

None of them had asked why she’d tagged along. They didn’t let other civilians run around with guns, so why had they let her? It was probably that Nelson guy. He might have said something to one of the crew. There was no recruiting speech and no swearing to a flag. They just gave her a gun and said, “Let’s rock.”

They hit the third floor before they heard something. There was banging from the door that led to the stairway. It was dark as night, but a few flashlight beams stabbed out. They didn’t illuminate the room all that well, but they were better than nothing. Kate wanted to take the lead. She wanted to grab her sword and take to the floor with a vengeance. Come on, deaders, come out and dance.

She grinned broadly at the thought of blood flowing down her blade.

“You all right?” Mark asked her.

“Just dandy, dude. Can’t wait to get to chopping is all.”

“Shopping?” he asked, confused.

“Chopping, like heads and arms. You know.” She pointed to the pommel over her head.

“You are a weird one, Kate,” he said.

“The perfect cliché here would be for me to say, ‘You have no idea.’ And Mark,” she said, turning to face him. Her eyes squinted, and a smile touched her lips. “You have no idea.”

They burst onto the floor with weapons bristling. Anders was first; Anne covered the door. He had his assault rifle pressed to his shoulder and moved like he thought he was an action hero. Mark covered the rear while Kate cooled her heels. She was bored. All this soldier shit was becoming lame. If there were deaders around, they would have attacked by now. They didn’t wait for an invitation. They were mindless wretches that only wanted the taste of human flesh. They didn’t reason, and they didn’t politely ask if you were ready to run. They chased you down like they were herding cattle.

“Guys, can we get to the rescue already?”

“It’s a good idea to clear the building first. That way we have a clean egress.”

“Mark, I think you’ve seen too many action movies,” Kate replied.

“It’s just our training. We go into these buildings fast and take out any hostiles. Deaders are no different. If we see one, shoot to kill. That means one to the brainpan.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ve seen all the stupid zombie movies. You guys should consider one little thing, though.”

“What’s that?” he whispered.

“The deaders. They aren’t subtle. If they see or smell you, they attack, and they make a lot of noise. Know what I mean, soldier?”

“It’s still good practice,” he said.

Kate shook her head ever so slightly. If these guys waned to play GI Joe, let them. She would just hang back and let them “clear” the building while she counted floor tiles.

With the third floor clear, they proceed to the fourth and then the fifth with no sign of the dead.

“See?” She rolled her eyes.

“Still good practice,” he repeated.

“Still good practice.” She deepened her voice to mimic his. He didn’t get mad. In fact, he grinned at her and looked around, appearing relaxed for the first time.

She supposed it wasn’t so bad having big, dumb and fully automatic along for the ride.

When she saw the open window leading to the fire escape, she realized the utter stupidity of what they were about to do. Kate poked her head out to scan the walkway. Then she ducked so that the barrel of her borrowed automatic and sword handle could fit. The air outside was humid and just about the same temperature as it was inside. Seattle wasn’t the hottest city, but it could get downright muggy this close to the water.

“Shit,” she said and stepped onto the old metal escape. It rattled under her feet, felt like it was going to give way and plunge her seventy feet straight to the ground. Didn’t anyone ever tighten these things up? She looked around and caught sight of rusted bolts holding the balcony onto the wall and wondered how it was still there.

The ladders going down were all gone, but there was one that went straight up. It was propped against the next level up, and if someone grabbed it and pulled hard enough, it would probably tumble to the ground below. What a great way to take out deaders, she reflected.

She looked closer and noticed the thick wires holding it in place.

“I think it’s long enough,” she called into the window.

Mark stepped out to join her. He moved with sure feet even though the landing shifted and groaned under the added weight. Jesus. If one more of the Guardsmen came out, Kate was sure it would be the end of them all. She looked around for something to hold on to. Mark was the only viable option.

Kate blushed to her roots at the image.

“So what’s the plan?” Kate looked up at Mark. He stared up at the ladder and even gave it a few exploratory tugs. Flakes of rust fell. Mark managed to move out of the way and shield his eyes from the brunt of the shower. He wiggled the ladder around and then stared down at the ground.

“Not sure,” he said and brushed orange flecks off of his clothing. “Maybe I just wanted to get out here and show you the view.”

“I’ve seen views before,” she said. It was about the stupidest thing to ever cross her lips. What the fuck was wrong with her? Mark wasn’t even her type. No man was her type. No woman, for that matter, although she had wondered on more than one occasion if she could see herself with a girl. Probably not. Too many issues. More like too many questions. Why do you go out at night and come back with bloody clothes and bruises all over your back and ass?

Still, she had tried it with a couple of guys over the years. There was even one terrible attempt by a girl from an old job. They worked at an artsy-fartsy coffee shop that charged five bucks for a cup of espresso, soy and enough cinnamon to coat six-dozen snickerdoodles.

Her name was Melissa, and she wore glasses because she thought it made girls look sexy. It actually worked in her case. She had a bleached-blond bob that was longer on one side. One day, she had leaned over and kissed Kate while they loaded high-end sandwiches into a cooler. Kate wasn’t sure what elicited it, but she backed away just the same. Melissa was surprised, but she never mentioned it again.

Then there was dear old Daddy, who tried to keep her warm at night. Dad with his foul whiskey breaths and jumbled words. His disgusting pale body pressed against hers.

But that was a long time ago, and she was at peace. Just like Dad. At peace. She knew that for a fact, because she had put him there. And if Mark fucked up, he might learn all about being at peace.
  

Lester
 

Lester took in the pitiful sight of his fellow survivors. They huddled en masse and didn’t smile much, which was weird. So much to smile about here, like the view. Just look at the sky. Crystal clear, not a cloud in sight. And just look at all those buildings. Sure, some were on fire, but who didn’t like a nice blaze from time to time?

“How stoned am I?” he wondered out loud. What the fuck was wrong with this bunch of losers? Don’t get mad, don’t stay sad, do what ol’ Les planned.

Revenge.

That was foremost in his head—which was currently thrumming like it was attached to a vibrator. The only thing that would make him feel better was if he had a nice bottle of rum. Hell, he would even settle for the shit they sold on the bottom shelf. He didn’t even care about a chaser. He just wanted a couple stiff shots.

But the guys in uniforms frowned on that. They’d rounded up all the booze and stashed it away. Fuckers probably kept it to themselves. He looked and looked, but he didn’t see any of his old clients among the military. Probably wouldn’t do any good anyway. If he was out of supply, they were more than likely out of smiles.

At least he had his private stash.

In all the excitement, a bunch of his pills got mixed up. But, like any respectable drug dealer, he knew the big ones by sight. He could pick out an Oxy by feel like a blind teenage boy reading a nipple. There was some speed and something to help take the edge off. That was what he was after, but not what he wanted.

He reached into his bag, looking around as he dug out the right pill. A dour-looking woman wandered by, picking her way between bright seats. She spotted Lester with his long hair, sniffed loudly and then turned her head as if she hadn’t seen him.

Lester responded by grabbing an extra pill or three from the bag and popping them in his mouth. He grinned at her and swallowed them down.

She hurried away, but she had to feel his eyes on her all the way.

Fucking bitch. What did she know about Lester and what he’d gone through? A big fat pocketful of nothing, that was what.

He leaned back in his uncomfortable chair and thought about his gun.

He had a ticket in his pocket that identified the AR-15 as his. Supposedly, if he went to the checkpoint near the front gate, they would give it to him. All he had to do was ask, and asking sounded mighty fine right about now. Things were a lot calmer in the city. He could go out and rack up a few kills. He put his deader count at around sixteen. That’s right, mindless drooling zombies. Les 16, deaders zip.

He stared at the sea of humanity that stretched over the seats and the field. How many were out there? He started to count, again, something he had tried a few times just to relieve the boredom. This time, he did it while he waited for the drugs to kick in.

When he reached eighty-two, he forgot where he was and started over.

Half a dozen rows down, a girl in a pink dress stood up. Her hem came about halfway down her thighs, which were a sun-kissed golden brown. Blond hair flowed over her shoulder, and for a second, he thought it was Angela. He even stood up and whispered her name, but when he caught her in profile, he realized she was about double his girl’s age. He frowned and wondered what in the hell he’d taken.

Lester had half a joint in his left front pocket. He knew the precise location, because he was a dealer, and a dealer always knew where his shit was. Plus he was already high, and that just added to the paranoia. Having something on which to focus his paranoid mind, like a joint in his pocket, deep in the middle because he didn’t want it breaking, was just the thing. He also didn’t want it in his jeans pocket, because that was too near his dick. He was worried that if he didn’t shake it enough, a little pee might just infect his perfectly formed, although half-smoked, joint. Then he’d have to go find another quiet place to break out the papers and roll another. Good Christ, the first time it’d taken at least an hour. Now that he had left his refuge, there was no telling how long it would be before he would be able to get back in, let alone hide out in it. But he was willing to sit there and wait it out.

Les looked around, his eyes narrowed to slits. His tongue was dry, felt like a sponge. He should really head to one of the watering stations and get a gallon to suck down.

In a minute. Right now, he needed a hit, so he slipped the joint out.

He cupped his hands and lit the end of the joint.

“How’s it going, buddy?” a guy with a vaguely Southern accent asked. He actually had a on a cowboy hat and a flannel shirt. In this heat? Lester thought.

Lester coughed and put the lighter back.

“‘Salright,” he said, trying to be nonchalant. What if it was a cop or one of the Army dudes who had nothing better to do than see if there were some dope smokers in the bleachers? They’d probably shoot him like he was a deserter.

But it wasn’t someone in uniform, just a big guy who had apparently been sitting behind him for the last five minutes. Either that or he was a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound ninja.

“Just saw a ghost is all,” Lester said.

“I been seeing ghosts all day. In the city and out on the field. To tell you the truth, I wish to hell I’d never joined this lil’ get together. Wish I would’ve stayed hid up in the old Mason building. Had a stock of beer and pretzels. The satellite was coming back, and I was ready to wait it out or get drunk and then jump off the roof.”

Lester nodded, not at all giving a shit what the man rambled about. His head got fuzzier by the moment, and his heart insisted on picking up the pace. But it felt good. It felt good to forget.

“You have any rum stashed away?” he asked.

“Nah. I don’t go for the spirits much. Just domestic beer.” He turned his head to the side and spat a wad of brown saliva. “Say, you think it’s all over? Makes you wonder if we’re just delaying the inevitable in here. How are we gonna kill them all? Heard someone talkin’ about containment. What kinda shit is that?”

“Fuck those things,” Lester hissed.

“Didn’t see none I’d like to take to the sack. No, sir. I think I’d rather shoot them all. Do you suppose they still have souls? You reckon we’re committing some kind of sin by killing our own?”

The man was off his rocker. The only thing those creatures had in common with Lester were two legs and two arms. They were monsters that needed to be put down. He looked up at the man, met his bloodshot stare and took a breath. What he wouldn’t give for some hard alcohol right about now. He wouldn’t mind philosophizing the day away about what constituted a person. Sure wasn’t a soul, because Les was lacking in that department. When he died, he figured everything would just go black. If there was really a heaven or a hell, he was not ready to talk about or count his sins.

“I don’t think God or anyone is going to care for much longer.” He looked away, content to spend the rest of the day high as a fucking kite. The man didn’t seem to take the hint, though. He just stared at Lester like he was waiting on an answer.

“What?” Lester asked after a few minutes.

“My place ain’t far from here. A couple of us hid out for a few days. We had a bunch of guns. Beer, like I tole ya. We even had a few girls that wanted to stay, not what you’d call ready for prime time, but they was good enough company.”

“Where are you from, Auburn?”

“Auburn? Ah hell, son. I’m from Texas. Only moved out here because I was sick to death of the heat. Know how hot it gets in El Paso? Pretty fucking hot. ‘Bout the only thing you can do is lay around all day, try and stay out of the sun. Ya’ll got some heat up here, but it ain’t nothing. Now. Imagine you’re a bug, right? A little black beetle, let’s say. Know how long you’d last in the Texas sun? ‘Bout that long!” He laughed and snapped his fingers in front of Lester’s face.

Les blinked his eyes and grinned. He couldn’t help but like this bear of a guy.

“Why me?” Lester wondered out loud.

“‘Cause you got the goods. At least that’s what I figure you were about to smoke. Am I right?”

“The goods?”

“Damn, son, you should become a drug dealer with that poker face. Bet you could fool a cop into looking the other way for a few seconds while you chawed down a few grams of weed.”
  

Shayne
 

Shayne dozed. He tried to sleep, but it was too hot, too uncomfortable. So he settled for dozing on and off when could. It didn’t help that the city seemed to be reaching a crescendo of violence. Gunshots, screams, yells for help or a loved one, and groans. Car horns should be beeping, and tires should be squealing to a halt at the short light in front of the building, but there wasn’t even the occasional fire truck or police siren. They were silent and missed.

A couple of days ago, the wailing of sirens was prevalent as the authorities raced from one scene of horror to the next. Reports were odd, filled with bullshit as far as Shayne was concerned. No one died and came back to life; it was ridiculous.

But Joey and Ed had come back from lunch that first day and talked to a group from the human resources department. They had been attacked right outside the building. Ed used to go by Edward, but Shayne thought that sparkling vampire stuff got him to change his name. He probably got sick and tired of being asked how his team was doing.

They stood in the foyer, Ed shaking, his hand holding a brown bag of food. The bottom was darker than the top from grease seeping out of whatever artery-clogger he’d picked today. The bag trembled in his grip. He was a big guy, but he seemed timid, almost too nice, which led some to question his relationship with Joey.

Joey, on the other hand, liked to talk quite loudly about his exploits with the ladies. If the two of them were sneaking off to be together, then it made perfect sense to Shayne. Not that he cared either way. They could be dressing up like circus-clown trannies and buggering each other for all he cared.

But not today. They weren’t cool cats now. They were scared shitless. Joey nearly missed the seat as he tried to sit down in the break room. A tiny round table was the only seat that was free. It was the middle of the day, but everyone was gathered here to see the craziness on TV, even though the signal kept cutting out. Just like the damn Internet.

A few people had left, called it a day. Gone home sick. Shayne should have been one of them, but he had a project to finish, and the last thing he wanted was that toad Pete breathing down his neck.

Everyone gathered in the break room as Ed told his tale. He was still taking gasping breaths like he had run a marathon, even as he took out some pale red dipping sauce for his fries. They hung limply, cold and congealed, but he shoveled them in just the same. A few swallows of soda from a cup dripping with perspiration, and he looked prepared to tell his tale. A piece of wilted lettuce hung out of his burger like a creature that had given up the will to live.

Joey was a mess. He stared at his food but wouldn’t eat. After a few minutes, he slid his chair back and left the room. By the way he held his hand over his stomach, Shayne was pretty sure he was going to the bathroom to toss whatever was in his gut. He returned a few minutes later, and someone gave him back his seat.

“It was nice out. You know? It was warm, and the guy at Golden’s had our food ready faster than usual.” He stared into space and then shook his head after a moment.

“It’s cool, man, just take a breath.” That was Pete, who had a worried look plastered on his face.

“We were about to leave when Joey heard something outside. It sounded like a small riot. I thought it was just noisy kids, you know.”

“Yeah, ‘swhat I thought too. Kids,” Joey said under his breath.

Ed gulped more soda and continued.

“So I went to the door. Joey had it open, and this guy covered in blood ran by. The thing, I mean guy, was all messed up.”

Ed pounded his chest and let out an Olympic-size burp. “The thing! The thing!” Ed giggled to himself. What the hell was wrong with these two?

“I don’t mean he had some juice spilled on him. His face, shirt, pants, hell, even his hair were covered in fresh fucking blood! And he snarled like an animal. I thought it was some crazy homeless guy at first.”

“Fucking homeless,” Joey muttered and shook his head.

“Joey was curious, I guess. He stepped outside and nearly got knocked over. I was like ‘What the fuck?’ Another guy ran toward us, then stopped like he’d run into something.” Ed smacked one hand into the other.

“Fucking crazy guy.” Joey shook his head.

“Yeah. The guy was insane! His eyes were bright red, and he drooled. Well, Joey’d had enough of that shit, so he slammed the door shut.”

“Fuckin-A!” Joey nodded. A huge tuft of black hair fell over his face, so he snapped his head back in lieu of using his hand to brush it out of his eyes.

“The guy on the other side went even crazier. Fucking bonkers! He beat against the door so hard I thought the whole thing was gonna cave in. He was screaming, but not in words. I didn’t really know what to do. I just backed away, hoping he’d move on.” Ed looked at his friend, who still panted across the table from him. Joey shook a few fries out of the bag and shoved three or four in his mouth at once.

“Vugging bongers.”

“So the guy attacks the door, and it goes down.”

“Hmph,” Joey said around a mouthful of fries.

“Yeah. Anyway, I guess the owner’d had enough. He had this bat, a silver one, aluminum, I guess. He held it over his head and was yelling that he was going to beat the piss-crap out of the guy!” Ed threw a few mock punches at the air.

“Was fucked up.” Joey took a drink and then wiped his fingers on his shirt. He left a trail of salt across his designer tee.

“Crazy, man, never seen anything like it,” Ed continued. “The guy howled like a dog or something. Then he ran full-bore at us. The owner guy swung so hard, you’d think he was aiming for the 300 section of Safeco Field.”

“Home fucking run, baby.”

“It hit the guy low, in the gut. Should have put him down for good, a swing like that. He’d be pissing and crapping blood for a week. But he just sort of folded over the bat and fell to his side. Man, his eyes were just livid!”

“Fugging livid,” Joey said through a fresh mouthful of fries.

“I don’t know how, but the guy came off the ground. It was like something out of a movie. The bat hit the ground, and so did the owner, because Red-Eyes wasn’t in the mood to mess around. He tore into the guy, what was his name?”

“Andy? Andrew?”

“Was?” Pete interrupted.

“Yeah, man. Was, as in past tense. ‘Cept now he’s probably walking around like the other zombies.”

“Dude was fucked up,” Joey said.

“Wait. Who was walking around, Red-Eyes or the shop owner?” Pete asked.

Shayne was glad he wasn’t the only one having trouble keeping up.

“Both, I guess.” Ed shook his head.

“Yep,” Joey added.

Zombies? Did he really just say zombies?

“Red-Eyes took Andrew to the ground and went at him like a rabid dog. I wanted to get in there, grab the bat and smack the shit out of the guy.”

“Don’t blame yourself, dude.” Joey added helpfully.

“Nah. We should have done something. It was so fucked up. So royally fucked the fuck up. First Andy, er, Andrew screamed, and then blood flew. FLEW!” He slammed his hand on the tabletop so hard, it rattled like one leg was loose.

“Know who does that shit? Fucking zombies.” Joey nodded and slurped his soda.

“We ran, then. We just hauled ass back here as fast as we could,” Ed finished. He looked down at the table. Saw the greasy end of the brown bag, and put his hand to his mouth as if he were about to throw up.

He scanned the people gathered in the room. He was pale, the blood completely drained from his face.

“My turn!” Then he ran past them and headed straight for the bathroom. He almost made it before a geyser of puke blew.

Just a few days ago, it had been an amazing story. Now it was the way of life on the streets below.

Shayne struggled to his feet and wandered over to a window. Kara had given up arguing with Pete and was standing in front of the open portal. She glanced back at him as he shambled up beside her. Her face was blank, like she had never seen him before.

“They’re on the way, you know,” she said and stared down at the street some seventy feet below.

“Who?” he asked. He watched a pair of the dead lope across the road and rip into a bag of discarded trash. It was bright yellow and had something that looked like a biohazard sticker on the side. Those things began popping up at the start, and there was some speculation as to what they contained. Zach from the cash department swore he had seen men in white suits stuffing body parts in them, but no one bought that.

“My brother’s in the National Guard. He’s on his way to rescue us with a couple of other soldiers,” she said.

Shayne felt a sudden surge of hope. Could it be true? Would they have a medical kit and some kind of pain relief? He was already shaking, and it wasn’t from the news. Withdrawal symptoms ate at him mercilessly. His skin crawled, and he wanted to throw up. But he stared down into Kara’s blue orbs and forced the bile back down. She really was an attractive woman. Too bad she was such a bitch.

But that wasn’t going to stop him from making Kara his new best friend. If they were indeed going to be rescued, he wanted to be in with the woman who had a relative with a machine gun. And hopefully access to a medic with painkillers.

Shayne, Shayne, man of pain, hope one of those things doesn’t eat my throbbing brain.

“Why do you put up with Pete? He is so mean to you. You should report him or something.”

“Peter? Oh, he’s okay. Once upon a time, we had a thing.”

“You and Pete?” he asked in shock.

“It was a long time ago. We hooked up after a work party. It didn’t last. We tried to act like a couple for a week or two, but we are too different. He likes to remind me at any chance he gets that we did stuff together.”

“Hmm.”

“You know we’ll get out of here, right?” She turned to look up at him.

Any attraction he might have felt toward her was suddenly gone. All he could picture now was Kara lying under that toad.

“We’ll get out of here. One way or another. Or maybe we’ll just die in this room. All of us sniffing the same air, eating the same nothing, drinking the same … nothing,” he muttered. A lance of pain shot up his left arm, across his back, up his neck and straight into his brain. Then for three or four staggering heartbeats, he felt nothing but a pulsing throb that battered his poor head.

“I told you, my brother is on the way; he’s bringing a bunch of military friends.”

“Won’t matter. We’re all going to die screaming. I wish I was dead now. God, my head hurts.”

“See, Shayne, that’s why no one likes you. You’re too weird. And look at your hair. Do you even wash it more than once a week?” Kara’s words held real venom. On some level, Shayne was sure they were delivered with anger at their situation. On another level, they showed him exactly what she was like in real life. Not in work life, where everyone had to be politically correct and trade words and platitudes designed to never offend.

“Have you looked at your bird nest?” he asked and stared at the mess that hung around her face.

Pete was back, and he didn’t look happy with Shayne.

“What’s wrong?” Pete puffed up his chest.

“Nothing. I’m going back to my desk,” Shayne replied. He took one step and nearly stumbled, stepping on his boss’s foot as he tried to brush past. Pete went livid and pushed Shayne.

Shayne wasn’t ready, and he went sprawling. His legs collapsed as his center of balance shifted. His palm slammed into the floor first. There was some light carpeting, but it wasn’t enough to cushion the fall. His hip struck next, sending a bolt of agony up his side.

“You asshole!” Pete screamed.

Blind agony. His eyes went out of focus as the world crashed in. Where before, he’d had pain in nearly every muscle and joint, now he withered under an assault that was just about as bad as he had ever felt. He hurt so much that even his eyeballs felt like hot pokers in their sockets.

Then rage came over him and, before he could think, before he could reason, his foot lashed out as hard as he could kick it. Had he made contact with Pete’s leg, he was sure it would have snapped. Instead, he missed and swiped Kara instead. The tip of his foot brushed her calf, and she jumped back with a shriek.

“Look what you’ve done! Get up and apologize to Kara,” Pete shouted.

Shayne didn’t bother; he just pulled himself across the floor to his desk. The shouts come louder and louder, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to put his head down and escape. It didn’t feel great, but it was better than sitting here, waiting for something to happen.

“Get back over here and apologize. I’ll fire your ass if you don’t,” Pete screamed.

A few others came into the room to check on the loud voices.

“Go ahead and fire me, you stupid fucking asshole. We don’t have power; we can’t even get out of the building. So go ahead, toad. Go ahead and fire me.”

“What did you call me?” Pete stalked the few feet toward Shayne.

Shayne’s mouth had gotten away from him, but there was nothing for it now. Pete had had it coming for a long time. He was a jerk, and he was especially mean to Shayne, even though he had a waiver with human resources for things like lifting or working for more than two hours without getting out of his chair for a break.

Pete called it laziness. Shayne called it living day to day.

“I called you a toad, so just hop your ass back to your office and lick something. I also called you an asshole. I’m sure that’s a familiar one. Fuck off, Pete.”

Pete’s face was red. He reached Shayne’s chair and grabbed for him. Shayne smacked his hand aside, but Pete was a big guy. He grabbed Shayne by the collar like they were in some movie with Pete playing the bully.

Shayne stared up at Pete, who had murder in his eyes, and for the first time, he realized what a mistake he had made.

“Let me go!”

“Or what? What are you gonna do?” Pete screamed coffee breath into his face. Shayne wondered where the hell the toad had gotten coffee, but he didn’t have time to ask, because Pete drew back and then shoved Shayne away.

Shayne hit his chair and went off balance. Then his hip hit the edge of his desk, and the next thing he knew, he was on the ground. The pain built in a crescendo that peaked like a tsunami. Then he was pulled away by the wave, and he passed out.
  

Mike
 

I wandered near the entrance to the stadium and nodded at the men on guard duty. Some were in uniforms. Others were like me, just regular guys pressed into service. They had an assortment of guns, some like mine, while others had handguns and a few had shotguns. Grinder would get a kick out of that. His weapon of choice had been a Mossberg pump action. I became an unwilling expert on the weapon when Grinder would not shut the hell up about it.

A week ago, I couldn’t have told you what a shotgun or assault rifle looked like, much less how to fire one. After one day and night, I could unsling the gun, bring it to my shoulder and fire off a round in seconds. Changing magazines was just as easy. Killing, sadly, was also just as easy.

The entrance was a massive affair that towered over the stadium. Seats formed the entryway, a funnel for the fans to make their way into the football-shaped interior. I had watched many games here, but only on television. The local team, the Seattle Seahawks, was very good most years, but I was never one for crowds once I became single. Had Rita and I stuck it out, I’m sure she would have talked me into taking her to at least one game.

I wandered to the head of the entrance and stared down at the steps. Shots came from various parts of the city and, at times, sounded like popcorn. How many people were screaming in horror, fleeing in panic?

I walked into the closed-off parking lot, which had become a haven for the armed men and women. I passed among them, nodding when others looked at me. Did they see something in me that was reflected in themselves? Perhaps they were just like me, scared, wanting to help but waiting for directions. I just wanted to find a place to hide and dream of the life I should have had with Erin. The life we set out to make just a few days ago. But I could never go back there. I’d lost my son to a careless driver. I’d lost my wife to pills and booze, and I’d lost Erin to screaming monsters.

Smoke rose into the dawn sky from buildings both short and tall. Fires raged untended in some quarters. The city burned, and there was no one to care except the dead. Mindless things with one calling: the need to feed on us.

The parking lot stretched away into the distance. The west side offered a set of stairs leading to the train station. I heard helicopters in the distance, then spotted them. They swooped low while others descended on the south side of the field. No one was allowed over there. I wondered how long that would last. With the stream of refugees coming in from the east side, the stadium would be a full house in a day or two.

There was another stadium next to this one—Safeco Field, home of the Seattle Mariners. It was probably a refugee camp as well. It had to be cooler over there, since the massive roof could be closed.

The choppers came in like huge birds and disgorged warriors geared up to their necks. They hit the ground and stopped and stared at the city with mouths gaping wide open. It was a full-blown riot out there.

I wandered past Humvees with giant machine guns mounted on top. I had heard those up close, and the sound made my head ring. I didn’t want to see the bloody effect the guns had on people, not ever again.

I moved past a group of men in fatigues planning out forays into the city. They stood in groups, checking each other’s gear. Most had assault rifles, though some had smaller handguns. The things moved fast, and it wasn’t always practical to shoot them from a distance. Up close and personal, as one of the soldiers had said a few days ago. He meant to pop it off like a line from a movie, but it came out forced and sad.

I wandered past a tank that had its large gun pointed at the gate some way in the distance. There was a guy hanging out of it, and he had a big goofy grin on his face. I wondered how loud the weapon would be. It would probably make the Humvee machine gun sound like a firecracker.

“Wish you could take some target practice?” he called in a Southern drawl. He wore a pair of sunglasses, even though it was barely dawn. They somehow fit his features.

“Just going to take a look.”

“Taking a look is all fine and well. Just don’t get too close. I dated a woman once, liked to bite. At least she knew when to stop. Those things don’t have a clue. ‘Swhy we need to kill ‘em all, let God sort ‘em out. Say, you figure they even got a soul?”

“They’re still people, so why not?” I said.

I knew the words were dumb as soon as I said them. Was Erin a person, or was she dead, her soul long departed from the earth? Was she wandering among the dead outside the gates, her only interest the pursuit of a running meal? She deserved better, and I wished I could have given it to her.

“Think they would see things the same way if it were backwards? Would your loved ones want you to live if you were one of them? I sure as hell hope mine would do the right thing and just put one in my head.”

I shuddered at the thought.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. If they do get in, how do I get a gun?”

“If they get in, I suggest kissing your ass goodbye.”

I shook my head and walked toward the fence, which was at least eight feet tall and meant to keep out people who didn’t pay to park at the lot. Now it had cars and trucks jammed against it. Where a weakness had been found, someone had moved a semi in and blocked that part. Guards patrolled the area with guns held low.

The ground was covered with refuse of all sorts. Everything from empty beer cans to cigarette packs. Cups everywhere, empty green packages from MREs, and wadded-up wet wipe napkins. With no showers and barely any running water, the little hand wipes had become a luxury.

Pallets of MREs were lowered from helicopters at three- or four-hour intervals. When they first arrived, there had been a mad rush, as it seemed like every person at the stadium was hungry. That had turned into a riot. Now they policed food and issued it from a walled-off fort. There was enough food to go around, but how long would it last? Did the Department of Homeland Security have a warehouse stashed away somewhere?

There wasn’t enough water the first day, but they had flown in barrels and dropped water from helicopters as well. A truck filled with giant blue bottles arrived the second night. A patrol must have found it in the city and figured out a way to escort it in. Men laid down cover fire while others drifted into the street and dropped any deaders that showed interest in the open doorway as the truck hauled ass inside.

I wandered, taking in the controlled chaos. For a while, I simply sat and stared, because there wasn’t much else to do. I didn’t have a book, didn’t have a notepad to write on. All I had was a phone with a partial charge. If I was lucky, I might be able to get one or two more survivor stories before it died completely.

I was fifty or sixty feet from the gate when a group of soldiers marched past with a bunch of people dressed in decontamination suits close behind. Deaders ran toward the front of the gate as if sensing that they were going to be offered a sacrifice.

I watched everything with interest, because it was the only show in town. As I gawked, along with other suddenly interested onlookers, a form slipped up beside me.

“Any sign of them?” Nelson asked.

I spun about and met the inquiring eyes of a new friend.

“Not yet, but they’ll be here soon enough, and I imagine they’ll have an army of those bastards at their backs. I thought I’d head to the east entrance in another half-hour. Should be plenty of time for them to get back. If they make it back.” I said the last and regretted it. They would be all right. After all, they had Kate.

“Damn straight. Gave that ninja girl a gun, and she took to it like it was a long-lost friend. I don’t envy anyone who gets in her way.”

“How’d you find me?”

“Accident. I was coming down to watch the action and saw your mopey mug.”

I’d met Nelson just a few days ago in the ferry terminal along the waterfront. He had taught me how to handle a rifle, but it was a crash course, shouted as we defended the entrance.

“She’s something else.” Kate was an anachronism. The first time I saw her, she was killing deaders with a pair of swords that would make a samurai proud. She wielded them in a flurry, like a dervish. She had been covered in blood, but that didn’t even faze her. In fact, the first time I saw her, I thought she was one of them.

She and three Guardsmen had left to help liberate some people stuck in a building a few blocks away. About a dozen survivors were holed up and unable to get free. They went out armed to the teeth and ready for war. I wasn’t sure how Kate managed to tag along, but no one seemed to care when she tugged an oversized camouflage jacket over her upper body. Nelson said a few words to one of the men under his command. A few minutes later, the guy returned with a pristine assault rifle and a belt loaded with magazines.

Nelson patted his face with a ragged cloth that might have been white at one time. He tucked it away and tipped his hat down to cover his forehead.

“Mike. There’s a lot of confusion. People don’t know what the hell is going on, but I’m going to clue you in on something. They want to keep everyone guessing, but it’s not fair. You feel free to share this with whomever you like.”

Nelson had my complete attention. Information has been at a premium since we arrived. Even my attempts to talk to other soldiers met with confusion or stonewalling. Now I might actually get some answers.

“I’m all ears, man,” I said and leaned in close so we could speak in conspiring tones.

“The trains’re going to start rolling soon, probably in a few hours. They want to get as many people on them as they’ll hold.”

“How are they going to get so many people out? The trains don’t hold that many, do they?”

“They have a set of commuter trains that can haul quite a few. I heard it’s about twenty-five hundred a load. It won’t be comfortable, that’s for goddamn sure.”

I stared in the direction of the train station. There were two entrances, and both were locked up with huge metal gates.

I needed to get to Auburn as soon as possible. I was sure that if I just got out of the city, things would be fine. I would get in my car at the park-and-ride and drive home. Then I would pick up Rita, and we would escape as far away as possible. I’d thought of Canada, but maybe it was time to think farther, like Miami.

I was running from my memories. A vision of Erin rose in my head, and I screwed my eyes up tight. Fists clenched until my nails cut into my palms. I swore to myself that I wasn’t going to think of her again. My resolve lasted for less than ten seconds.
  

Kate
 

They wrestled the ladder for a few minutes, then Mark jumped up and tried to knock it loose. Flecks of rust and old paint fell and coated him like a weird art project. Kate scooted out of the way, but the balcony was tiny, and she ended up getting peppered as well.

“Jesus Christ. Let me try.” She was exasperated but was also having fun watching Mark’s efforts.

“Be my guest … potty mouth,” he said with a mock bow and backed out of the way.

“Don’t pout.” She extended her hand, palm open, and he handed over his giant Swiss-army knife.

“Want a boost?” He offered his hands.

“Want to keep your arms?” She smiled sweetly.

“Suit yourself, but don’t blame me when you fall seventy feet. I’ll try to shoot any deaders that come your way while you lie down there in a heap of hurt.”

“A heap of hurt?” She deepened her voice.

“Yeah, you know, bones broken and head cracked open. I hope you can still smile. You know, through the blood and all.”

“Aren’t you a sweetheart?”

“That’s me.”

She smirked and studied the ladder. There was a tiny space where the edge of the metal rungs met the hole from which the end of the ladder should have been hanging. She took a breath and launched herself up.

She hit the railing with one foot and propelled herself at the wall. Her left foot struck it, and she was able to bounce up and catch the edge of the hole. Metal bit at her hands, but she didn’t think it broke the skin.

She pulled herself up and weaseled through the little space. Her pants caught and ripped along the back of her thigh, but there wasn’t any pain. She hoped the cut was confined to her pants and not her leg.

“Shit,” she swore as she tugged her body all the way up. She scurried up the ladder to the top and wedged herself against the side of the building and the entryway above.

“Pull the bolts,” she called down.

“Your funeral.”

Mark went to work on the bolts and had them loose in a few minutes. She studied the street while he worked, looking for any infestation of deaders. It would be nice to know if they’d have to fight their way back.

Anders poked his head out and gawked at her

“How the hell did you get up there?”

“Fucking Jackie Chan shit. She moves like a cat.” Mark stared up at her with respect. He had a wrench in hand and was working at the rusted bolts. They squealed in protest.

Anders shook his head and ducked back inside.

“Okay, farm boy. I’ll cut it loose. You guide it across.”

“Right. Bolts are almost loose. As soon as it’s free, I’ll hold it here. We’ll have to lower it all the way, then wrestle it back up and across.”

Across the space between the buildings, she finished in her mind. It might work, but they would have to walk across a long drop. She was nimble, but she wasn’t stupid; anything could happen—from a stiff breeze to a sudden case of vertigo if she looked down.

Kate held the ladder, even though the wire would probably do the job. As soon as the bolts that held it in place were gone, the wire would be the only thing preventing the ladder from crashing to the balcony and possibly tossing Mark Jones onto his ass far below. Then old corn-fed and blue-eyed would have to explain to his mother how he fell off a building and ended up in traction. Unless he ended up in a mass grave, alongside half of the city.

The first bolt clattered to the grating, and Mark made a dive for it, but the metal shim fell between grates. He made a grab and ended up bracing the considerable weight of the ladder with one hand.

“Cut it,” he said, his body straining to keep the heavy metal ladder in place.

Kate took out the tool and found the wire cutters. She extended them and got to work on the first ragged piece, letting a little leverage do the work. With a groan, the big hunk of metal slid down. She reached for it, but it slipped away and smashed to the balcony below.

Kate’s eyes grew huge as she waited for the balcony to crash to the ground, taking Mark with it.

The noise sounded like a massive gong. Mark dove for the window when he lost his grip. He caught hold as the entire structure rattled and groaned. Kate held on for dear life, fully expecting the bottom section to shear away at any second. Mark swept his blue eyes up to meet her dark ones. She saw fear, but also a hint of excitement that grew as his lips split in a grin.

Goddamn thrill seeker! She, for the fucking record, was not having fun. She wanted to get back to slicing deaders in two, not hang out here and make goo-goo eyes at tall, blond, and dumb.

For a split second, she saw herself attempting to jump across the way, to the other roof. The chance of making it even halfway would be slim, even for a parkour master.

It was a miracle that the ladders held. The falling lattice of metal shifted the entire fire escape. Kate looked up to see if the rest was still in place and had to shade her eyes from the river of rust and debris that fell.

“That’s one way to get it done,” Anders yelled. “One way to let every deader in the immediate vicinity know we’re here as well.”

“It was a lot heavier than it looked,” Mark said.

“At least no one got hurt, right?” Kate called down.

Mark held up his hand, which had a huge gash along the palm. It dripped blood onto his boots. He looked like he was going to swoon. For one silly moment, Kate saw herself below, catching him and lowering his head into her lap.

“War wound,” she said.

“Shit. Anyone got a binder?” Mark looked at Anders.

“Damn.” Kate grinned at Mark. “We got a bleeder!”
  

Shayne
 

Shayne stared at his bed. His refuge, his sanctuary, the place where he preferred to spend the majority of his time. Several containers of bottled water stood on his nightstand, glistening with condensate. There was the necessary canister of hemorrhoid pads, because opiates gave him terrible constipation.

The pride and joy was a plastic tray covered in painkillers. Cool plastic bottles bore the names of all his favorites.

There was even a vial of morphine and a shiny needle. He planned to jab that right into his nearest vein, then lie back and float away.

Then the pain started again, blinding waves that started in his muscles and bled out to his joints. Shayne’s stomach knotted up as the waves built. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his teeth. It took a moment to realize that the keening noise he heard was his own voice, and it sounded downright pathetic.

Shayne should have been used to it by now. After all, he had lived with this debilitating illness for most of his life. But this was the worst he had ever felt. If there were a mountain that represented how bad he felt, then he was surely past the base camp of Mount Everest and marching straight to the top. If it got much worse, he was going to find a place to curl up and just die.

He opened his eyes and stared up at Kara. She seemed concerned and even leaned over to touch his forehead with her palm. A mothering instinct from her was about the last thing he would have expected, and yet here she was, doing her best. Shayne couldn’t help but look down her shirt. His mind howled in laughter. All he wanted to do was die, and instead he was transfixed by creamy cleavage.

“Perv!” She shook her head and looked him up and down. “God. You’re burning up.”

He felt a moment of helplessness as she leaned over, and he gave in. For once, his wall cracked.

“It’s the sickness. This thing I have. I’ve been out of pills for a couple of days, and it hurts. It hurts so bad I want to die, Kara.” He felt like weeping.

“You’ll feel worse if Pete gets you. Just get up.” She ignored his pleas and nudged him to move. “Go hide somewhere for a while. Pete is pissed, and he wants to take it out on you.”

“Everything hurts.” He shook his head, but that made his brain throb. It didn’t help that the right side of his head was pressed right up against Kara’s tits. He had the insane urge to purse his lips and blow. Giving her a motorboat might be insult enough to make her leave him alone for good.

“Where should I go?”

“Just get up and hide! But don’t go in the hallway; they think one of the things is out there, and Pete is too chicken-shit to do anything about it. But he’ll deal with you, if you know what I mean.”

“Are you going to hide with me?” He leered again.

Kara stood up and stepped away. She looked down at him with a hint of pity, or anger. Probably both. Then her eyes clouded over, and she was gone with a swish of her skirt. He didn’t even bother to follow her legs with his eyes.

A thumping across the room got his attention. He struggled to his feet, feeling like he was going to pass out at any second. He leaned over his desk and retched up bile, because there was nothing else in his stomach. He wanted to wipe it off his lips, but the effort wasn’t worth it.

Shayne should have followed Kara’s advice, but fuck it. Life couldn’t get much worse than it already was. He moved on stiff legs that ended in aching feet. Each step felt like someone had jabbed a pair of knitting needles through his ankles. He gasped with each shuffling move until he made it around the corner.

He made out a group that had crowded around the door. Pete had a small fire extinguisher in hand and looked like he was going to dive out the door at any second and play superhero. Deaders on the landing? Just send in Jerk-Face!

But old Jerk-Face didn’t look too convincing. In fact, he looked like he was going to shit his pants at any second.

Shayne stumbled over to the group, intent on hearing their lame plan. If he had his way, he would just take the extinguisher away from Pete and bash his jerk face in. Just a single swing, and he was sure Pete would go down like a sack of potatoes.

Ed and Joey stood at the door, offering advice. Martha hung back and sat on a chair, rolling back and forth like she was rocking herself. Shayne stumbled into her.

“Whoa, partner. You all right?” She looked him up and down with the same practiced maternal attention Kara had tried to use on him earlier. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.” He grinned.

“I heard about Pete. He’s an asshole, but we don’t know how long we’re going to be cooped up. You should try to get along until we get out.” She lowered her voice. “You know, kill him later.”

Pete shot them an unreadable look as his name came up.

Shayne nodded. The easiest thing in the world, just moving your head up and down. He could do that.

“Sure, great idea Martha. Bygones be bygones, ashes to ashes and all that shit, right?”

“Sure. Just as long as we don’t have any more fights.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” he replied with the same smile plastered on his lips.

Shayne did his best to straighten up and march to Pete’s side, even though each step was like dragging his feet through a pool of glass shards while wearing lead weights around his ankles.

“What do we have here, Pete old buddy?” He draped an arm around his boss’s shoulder, which wasn’t that easy, since Pete was about five inches taller than Shayne.

“Get your hands off me. Freak!” Pete spun away but lowered the extinguisher.

“Oh, leave him alone,” Kara spoke up.

“I’m being nice,” Pete admonished.

“Not you, him!” Kara said and pointed at Shayne like he had a target on his chest.

“Hah!” Pete snorted and pushed Shayne away.

Shayne could tell he was going to fall, so he turned it into a stumble and managed to catch himself on the cubicle wall before he went to his knees. He was almost giddy, but he couldn’t explain why. He felt like his body was vibrating, like he was going to spin out of his skin at any second. He pushed himself off the wall and moved toward the door. He had his hand on the knob before someone stopped him.

“What the hell are you doing?” Ed yelled.

“Seeing what’s out there,” Shayne replied.

“It’s one of them,” Joey said. “Ed went downstairs to peek, even though everyone, and I mean everyone, told him not to. Well, did Ed listen? Nope. So, big shock, one of them got in.”

Kara looked at Ed like he was a bug on a pile of shit.

“I didn’t mean to. I heard knocking and thought the rescue crew’d finally arrived. You kept saying they were coming, but we haven’t seen jack.”

“What kind is it?” Shayne stared at the door and even put his hand on it. Something thumped on the other side.

“Huh?”

“What kind, Ed? Was it a woman? Man? Kid?”

“It was an older lady. She looked Asian. Got a bad limp, and her foot’s sort of twisted to the side. That’s why I got away; she couldn’t run.” Ed looked miserable.

Shayne ran his hand over the door and regarded the small collection of people in the room.

They looked back with various degrees of loathing.

These people didn’t understand him and never would. He looked at Kara with her severe eyes and stick-up-her-ass grimace. He looked at Ed and Joey with their frat-boy smirks. He looked at Martha with her pointedly nonjudgmental frown.

She was different, but she was also so fucking high on ecstasy most of the time that she didn’t even remember where she’d parked her car. Maybe if she got it tattooed somewhere among the various works of art covering every exposed inch of her flesh. He wondered how she looked with no clothes on. Probably like someone had done a paint-by-numbers on her skin.

Pete was the worst. If Shayne were on fire, he would probably make one of the other guys piss on him to put out the flames. Right now, he stood with the little red extinguisher in hand and looked anything but confident. He looked lost and scared, and when Shayne looked from face to face, didn’t they all?

Shayne had had enough. He was going to take care of the situation.

Maybe it was Pete’s bullying. Maybe it was knowing that he would never get into Kara’s skin-tight panties. Maybe it was the abuse his body had suffered since he’d arrived at work a few days ago.

“Give me the extinguisher,” he said to Pete and held out one unwavering hand. A fresh banging at the door sent them all skittering backwards.

Pete shook his head.

“You can’t even take care of yourself. Maybe we should just put you out there.”

“Pete!” Kara hissed.

“Asshole,” Martha muttered.

“What? We’re all thinking about it, right? All his whining and bitching. We’re all sick of it, but I’m the only one making sense.”

“Dude!” Ed said.

“Fine. Fine. Shayne, you want to go out there and kill that thing? Be my guest. Just don’t expect us to open the door when you turn into one of them.” He offered the fire extinguisher. “Save me the effort.”

“You weren’t going to do anything, anyway, Pete, because you’re a chicken-shit sandwich,” Shayne said and snatched the fire extinguisher.

It was just as heavy as it looked. About two feet long, with a white tag hanging off the top. If he held it by the nozzle, it would make a pretty good swinging weapon—like a long mace.

Another bang shook the door in its frame.

Shayne gathered himself. He took a breath and tried not to think about the pain that wracked his body. He was going to show them. He was going to show all of them.

“Shayne, don’t do it.” That from Kara. Since when did she grow a heart? But there she was beside him, her perfume barely covering the scent of sour sweat. Shayne was sure she had never smelled like that in her life, and she was probably disgusted with herself as well as with him. But she said the words, like he would care.

“No one else’ll do it. How about you, Ed?” He held out the fire extinguisher.

Ed took one look and turned his head to the side.

“Joey?”

“No, man. I’ve seen enough of those fucking things.” Joey gave a half-smile but shook his head slightly.

“We have established that ol’ Petey won’t poke his head out there. How about you, princess? Maybe if you go out there and spread your legs for the deader, it’ll let us go. Sound good, Kara? You want to take one for the team?”

“That’s awful!” Martha gasped.

Shayne didn’t even bother to respond.

There had been problems when the power went out that caused the electronic lock to stick, but they’d found a way around that. Joey beat on the handle until something inside broke loose; then they were able to use it like a regular doorknob. They went through a few barricade ideas before settling on a classic: a chair wedged under the doorknob.

Shayne grabbed the top and, with a twist of his wrist, sent it to the ground. See, I can be a macho toad too, Pete.

Setting his hand back on the doorknob, he took one last deep breath and then opened the door.
  

Lester
 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Les said, face straight. Or was it? He tried to keep his lips flat, but they curled up.

“Right. So look, what say we make a break for it? I don’t like the odds here. We have that big fancy fence and a bunch of National Guardsmen, but have you seen those guys? Half of them look just as scared as we are. They look like they would shit their collective pants if an assault happened. Do you really want to be stuck here when a few thousand deaders arrive?”

Lester stared at the man as he completed his long-winded speech. Leave? Was he insane?

Lester was a lot of things, but he wasn’t dumb. He knew that as soon as he set foot outside the fence, he would be hunted by those creatures. Thousands of the things were in the street, and that number grew by the minute.

Still.

If he could get out there and take a few down, wouldn’t that be worth it? “Wouldn’t it?” he asked Angela, but she didn’t answer.

“Who’re you talking to?” the man asked.

Lester stared at him for a few seconds. His mind echoing … echoing … He seemed to be in a dream world filled with visions of Angela. He glanced toward the fence and saw a deader strolling along, one arm missing, the other leaking blood from a massive wound that had split her forearm open. She didn’t have any pants on, and her huge ass was as white as a lily. She might be dead, but that thing was wobbling like a fifteen-year-old donkey trying to make a run for it.

“Ange?” he asked the deader, who was a good fifty-five feet away.

It didn’t answer.

“Fuck it. I thought you were cool, but you’re out of your damn mind,” the older guy said. He stood up and started to leave, but Lester spoke.

“Let’s do it. Let’s go find a nice quiet place where beer flows from a fountain. Where we can do a pound of coke and then come down with whatever pills I have left in my bag of goodies. Sound good, chief?” He smiled at the guy.

“Uh, I don’t know,” the guy replied. What was his name? Lester wondered if the man had told him and he simply forgot.

“Stewart? Was that your name? I’m having trouble.” He grinned and rapped the side of his head with his knuckles. “Like trouble, man. I don’t know what happened. Maybe it was the explosion. Haven’t been right since then. Maybe it was the day before. Guys dressed in white from head to toe, just shooting people in the street. Why would they do that, man? They said it was a gas leak, but it wasn’t. A gas leak? Who the fuck believed that? I didn’t. It was them! Fucking them!” Lester jumped up and pointed at the departing one-armed deader.

The guy’s eyes slid over Lester. Lester could feel them roving, rolling, moving over him as if Lester were a big old pile of cat shit. Lester turned to the guy and looped his arm over the man’s big shoulder like they were old pals.

“So, Larry, how far away is your pad again? Not to mention the rum. We’re gonna need a lot of rum, Stewart.”

“Name’s not Larry or Stewart, and I don’t want to go out there with a wacko. Get your fuckin’ hand off me.”

Lester caught a whiff of his own underarm. Good God! It was like someone left some blue-cheese dressing in the sun and let it rot. No wonder no one wanted him around.

“Shit, man. I need some deodorant, and I need it now. I bet I can trade a pill for some. Wanna bet, Stu?”

The man pushed Lester off and moved away at a fast walk, losing himself in the crowd as soon as he could.

Well, shit-biscuits. Where was Mr. Speedwalker going? Lester lurched after him and almost fell. He was so dizzy that he barely caught himself on the edge of a hard-backed seat that was baked as hot as a pan fresh from the oven. Damn this heat!

He was on one knee, and his hand swam before him on the white cement. It felt like his hand was melting into the ground, and he was sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. He was knuckle deep in the stuff before he pulled his hand back and realized it was just a nightmare. Or a daymare. Whatever it was, he blamed it on the pills.

But he had other concerns right now. A bunch of guys dressed like robots were about to stroll out the front gate, and he wanted to follow them. Off to the old man’s house, although he might actually have been around Lester’s age. Off to sip beer and hang out, watch movies and bad television reruns. He would spend days up there. No worries at all. Then he could go out with his gun and get some revenge. Maybe he’d steal a car and go back to the old neighborhood. Bet there were a lot of deaders up there. A lot of bodies to wax with high-speed American steel. He’d get his gun and some ammo. Lots of ammo. And a cleaning kit. Lester was downright anal about keeping his guns clean, and this was going to be the granddaddy of all shooting sprees.

He stood, feet splayed, but his legs wanted to wobble. He felt like he was going to go down again, but he took a step instead and then another. Then he was stumbling toward the robots. He ran into a press of people, a body of bodies that was hard to breach. But Lester moved like a snake. He didn’t apologize; he just brushed around anyone in his way and slid between groups like he knew everyone in the crowd.

Lester grinned like a madman, lips pulled back as far as they would go. The army of marching robots had reached the gate. At least a dozen soldiers formed a cordon. Civilians were pushed out of the way, none too gently.

Trucks and military vehicles rumbled to life and slid aside to complete the pathway to the gate. It had been a veritable fortress before; now it was the yellow-brick road out of this hell. Lester smiled as he wove toward the entryway.

A few deaders took interest in the activity and wandered toward the opening. Most were shamblers, but a few of the speed demons loped along on all fours. They pulled ahead of the pack and howled for blood. They were covered in wounds and, in some cases, missing entire body parts, but onward they ran.

Straight into a wall of gunfire.
  

Kate
 

Kate rejoined her companions on the balcony below, then slipped into the open window. Anne had a wound kit and was tending Mark’s hand. He grimaced when she applied a thick salve, but kept his cool.

“Nice work up there, Kate.” He nodded at her.

“Yeah. Let’s get that thing in place so we can make this rescue happen.”

Kate and Anders went outside this time, while Anne worked on the big guy. They had to lower the ladder through the opening next to them, then lift it up and angle it away from the building.

Kate went back up and grabbed what wire she could scavenge from above. Then they used it to secure the bottom rung to the side of the railing.

After lifting it up into the air, it was just a matter of letting go and hoping it was long enough to reach across the space.

The building on the other side was a mere five or six feet across, and it had a balcony with a tiny grill.

“Think they know we’re here?” Anders asked.

“They will in a minute. Every deader around will know in a minute.”

The ladder went straight up, and then they gave it a slight push and let gravity do the rest.

The ladder slammed into the balcony and made another barking gong noise that echoed up and down the alley. Kate half-hoped it would fall so they could call it quits.

But the ladder stuck.

“I’ll go across and tie it to the balcony,” Anders said.

“I’ll go. I’m lighter, and I move faster.” She put her hand out as if to brush him aside.

“You’re a civilian; you aren’t in charge of jack fucking shit,” Anders replied. “Don’t try to undermine me.”

Kate studied him for a second. Then she shook her head and hopped up on the railing. She held on to the balcony above and set one tentative foot on the ladder.

“Shut the hell up and admit that a girl is better at this that you.” She winked and scurried across the open space.

She didn’t glance back to see the look on his face.

Her first step was sure, and the one after that was just as confident. Then she looked down.

She’d never suffered from vertigo before, but it was a new experience to see the ground so far below. She took a breath and another step, but she couldn’t shake the conviction that she was going to fall at any second, that her reflexes wouldn’t be enough to keep her on the ladder.

If this were in a room and she were all alone, she could sprint across such a narrow space. But there were eyes on her. True, her martial-arts classes had a number of large-scale tests that required the entire school to be present. But those were attended by mostly women, with the occasional man tossed in as fodder. Sometimes they didn’t want to test with her, because she forgot to pull her punches.

Kate snapped her head up and kept her eyes on the roof across the way. One step, then one more, and she was almost there.

Kate could probably jump now and hit the balcony hard enough to rattle loose the ladder. If that happened, they were screwed unless she could get inside and figure out another way to get the men and women out of the building.

A male deader moved below her, and then a female joined him. To complete the happy undead family, a kid of about eleven years staggered into the alley. The man looked up and snarled.

Kate took another step, and the ladder slipped.

Seventy feet was a long way down. She was under no illusions that, if she fell, she would break out her sword and slice one of them as she plummeted in some cinematic feat. Falling would be a very bad idea.

The ladder shifted again, and when she took another step, she got a good look at the edge where the ladder met the balcony fence. There was less than half an inch of metal on metal.

Screw it!

Kate took one more careful step, leg poised, calf stretched, cautious as a stalking cat. As soon as her weight shifted forward, she threw herself onto the balcony and hit the wall with her shoulder.

“Damn!” she said and rubbed at it.

“Look at your audience.” Mark had his head stuck out the window across the way and was pointing at the deaders below.

“Yeah. Real cute.” She turned away from them and took a breath to steady her nerves.

The platform was barely large enough to hold three or four people, and the barbecue grill took up part of that space. Kate thought back to the crappy breakfast she had eaten. Half-frozen Eggo waffles and some eggs that started life as powder. Then there was some reconstituted wannabe juice that must have come from the same mixing bowls as the eggs. It was a dismal meal made worse by the press of humanity that surrounded her. She choked down the food and was glad for it. The first night was completely disorganized, and a lot of people went hungry.

The grill made her wish for burgers and bratwurst. Would the smell of cooked flesh attract deaders? They took their meals raw; all they cared about was the taste of blood and fleeing meat.

Fleeing meat. That crazy asshole Grinder could probably turn that into a song.

She took a length of wire out of her backpack and secured the ladder to the post. What the hell had happened to Grinder anyway? He’d stayed with them that first night, but then he met some guys in black t-shirts who had a stash of whiskey, and he hadn’t been back since. What sort of hell was he raising? Kate almost wished she could have checked out his music. He was a character and a half, and she suspected his CDs were just as trippy as he was.

“Come on, you lug heads,” she called. Anders gave her the thumbs-up and crawled out onto the ladder. He seemed blasé about being on it, but he also stuck to all fours.

He slid up beside her on the balcony and nodded just once.

“Nice work.”

“Thanks, man,” she replied. She didn’t know his rank, and she didn’t care.

“So are you charging in this time too? Since you want to be the leader and all.”

“You get the honors. I don’t know about being a hero. Or we could get country boy to go in first. He’s big and dumb.” She chose to ignore the sarcasm in his voice.

“When Jones isn’t playing soldier boy, he’s studying to be a lawyer,” he replied. “I wouldn’t call him dumb.”

Kate stifled a laugh. Well, wasn’t he a catch? She should marry him soon so he could get to work on her case early. She wondered what that conversation would sound like. So yeah, before we got married, I used to tie men up and gut them like pigs. Pass the potatoes?

Mark took to the ladder next, also on all fours. He glanced down, then looked back up with a big goofy grin on his face like they were on some carnival ride at a fair.

“Is he always happy?” Kate asked quietly.

“Not really. We figure he took a shine to you. It’s not every day we get hooked up with a civilian who doesn’t look like she drives a big rig.”

“Me? You are so full of shit that … yeah. Your eyes are brown.”

“You guys talking about me?” Mr. Tall and Dorky asked when he got across the ladder and planted his feet on the balcony.

“Just saying that you should go in first is all. You know, so you can save the civvies and get a medal. They still give out medals, right?”

Anders moved to the door and rapped on it with his knuckles.

“Anyone home?”

“Not too loud,” Mark said. He motioned to the ground below, where a few deaders walked in circles. One looked up at the sound but decided something out on the street was more interesting, so it loped away. The others milled in their own private tea party.

“Door’s stuck.” Anders yanked on it a few times, to no avail.

“Wait. Use my KA-BAR.” Mark lowered his pack from his back and extracted a huge blade.

“I’ve always wanted to see one of those.” Kate studied the big blade as Mark handed it over.

The knife looked like it just stepped out of a Rambo movie. It was big, matte black and appeared sharp enough to shave the fine down of hair right off her forearm. She wanted to hold it, but they needed to get the door open first.

“This ain’t gonna work. The blade will probably snap.” Anders slipped the edge between the door and frame and was greeted by a metallic scraping noise.

“That thing’s strong enough for Superman.”

“Bug has the crowbar.” Anders handed the blade back. It passed in front of Kate’s eyes again. She looked at it and missed her knife. It was probably back in her apartment. She wondered if she would ever see it again. It was a nasty blade, and it could also link her to a series of murders in downtown Seattle hotel rooms.

“Where’d you get the blade?” Kate asked.

“Army Navy surplus. They had tons of them at the store in Tacoma. I picked up two and sent one to my dad. He was in the Vietnam War and said he used it for everything. Some of the guys carried smaller blades, but I figured what the hell.”

“I want one.”

Her cell buzzed against her leg. What the hell did Mike want now?

She slipped the phone out of her pocket while Anders went back across the ladder for Bug’s crowbar.

“We’re kinda busy here, Mike,” she said and hung up.

She pocketed the device and made way for Anders, who now had a small S-shaped bar, thanks to Anne crawling halfway across the ladder. He jumped off the ladder, again making enough noise to attract every deader within a block or two. A strip of duct tape flapped loose and caught on the railing, but he yanked his arm free, leaving a swath of silver material behind.

“Watch this,” he said and then slipped the crowbar handle into the edge of the door. As he applied force, the door creaked and popped outward, but it held fast near the lock.

“Get farm boy up here. He looks big enough to rip the door off,” Kate said and made room for Mark to get by. He faced her and slid past. They were face to face for a second, and his body brushed against her. Her face went hot at the contact, and she had to bite back a curse.

“Gimme that thing,” Mark said.

“I got it. Let me try again.”

The two bickered for a few seconds. Kate took the time to cover her blushing cheeks by looking over her assault rifle. She knew little about it, except that they said it was an M4 variant. The head gun nerd was pretty excited to have them and asked her to be careful. It had iron sights, and the clip held 30 rounds.

Kate’s gun training was all of fifteen minutes, and that had been while on the run. Ever since that first day, she’d been itching to get another one in her hands. It felt good to have the gun slung over her shoulder.

It appeared light when the National Guardsmen handled it. But she guessed that it weighed about ten pounds with a full load. It didn’t seem like that much, but with the pack of food and water, a couple of clips, and her sword, she was carrying a lot more weight than she was accustomed to, and it used an entirely new set of muscles. She was sure they would be screaming at her tomorrow—assuming she made it back.

Mark jammed the bar into the door, right next to the lock. He hammered the curved end with his palm. When he was satisfied, he leaned in with his whole body.

The door popped open, and the parts of the lock blew past him to clatter on the metal flooring. The bolt hit the deck and bounced over the side with a clang.

Anders made a few hand gestures toward Anne. Mark slipped aside, and Anders went into the building with his gun held high. Anders must have been on edge because they were near the goal. Once they got inside and secured the building, they could take the survivors and haul ass back to the football stadium.

That was the plan. It was simple, and she liked that. But because it was so simple, it left little wiggle room for any problems that might arise. Like getting eaten by a horde of deaders.
  

Mike
 

Nelson pulled me away from the chaos at the front gate. We pushed our way through the press of onlookers until we found a break in the crowd.

Meanwhile, the soldiers pulled deaders in and wrapped them in thick sheets of plastic, as if they were giant chunks of meat. I didn’t want to feel sorry for the things. Nonetheless, I felt pangs for what they had been.

The material looked like Saran Wrap designed to preserve an entire cow. I found it interesting that they left the deaders’ noses uncovered while duct-taping the mouths. So much for them being dead.

“What the hell are they doing?” I pulled Nelson to a stop and pointed at the procession.

“Experiments.”

“What kind?”

“The kind that do the most good,” he shot back.

“Are they testing a cure?”

“No idea. Come on, let’s go!” He pulled me after him once more.

I wanted to stop him again and riddle him with questions. Nelson was there at the beginning, at the sight of the very first deader. He told us a heart-breaking tale of having to shoot his best friend. That first night, we all had some sad tales, and we were able to build a sort of camaraderie based on that. Not a friendship exactly, although I felt like the four of us were treated differently. I wanted to know why he was helping us and what he was really up to.

Nelson, the man of mystery, dragged me in his wake, gesturing toward the train station.

“By the end of the day, trains are going to roll out of the city.” Nelson came to a stop again. He stood close to me, and the stench of sour sweat greeted me. Not that I was in much better shape.

“Sounds risky.”

“Nowhere is safe anymore. You want out, figure out how to get on the first train. Fight your way through the mob if you have to.”

“What do you mean? Did the virus escape?”

He didn’t answer.

“Be straight with me.”

He sighed and kicked at an imaginary object on the ground. “They’re going to line up the trains, two at a time, one on each track. Then they’ll load as fast as possible.”

“Why so fast? Are we in danger?”

“Danger? Shit! We been in danger since the first one spawned.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. It’s going to be messy. You just get on one of the cars as fast as you can. Bring your friends, and when you get out of the city, go somewhere safe. They have control of the media, but this shit is not done. Not by a long shot.” He trailed off and stared into space.

“They said it was contained.”

“Contained, my ass. They held out for maybe a day, but they got out.” His frustration boiled over as he kicked at the ground again. “They got out, and we’re fucked. City’s fucked too. But they got a plan. They always got plans.”

Nelson clapped my shoulder and started to walk away.

“Plan for what?”

“For them. To clear the streets. Ah hell, I already said enough. Go on.” He pushed at my chest.

“Clear the streets?”

“Mike! Go! I’ll find you later if I can. I need to check on something. I promise, if I get a straight story, I’ll let you in on it.”

“Thanks, man. Thanks for telling me.”

“No worries. You were cool the first night we got here, and I appreciate that. I hope you get out.”

“What about you?”

“Me? I was there at the beginning, and I plan to be on that first ride out of the city. So you meet me in three hours. Call it fifteen hundred. Got that?” He glanced at his watch. “Meet me right over there.”

Nelson pointed at a large white tent that was jokingly referred to as “no-man’s land.” It looked like a decontamination tent. Some military sorts milled around, glaring at anyone who strayed too close.

“How am I supposed to get in there?”

“Just tell ‘em you’re waiting on Nelson. Say you’re a contractor; they’ll understand.”

They would understand? I hoped so, because I sure didn’t.

Dammit. I needed to get Kate back here. I couldn’t abandon her and Lester. Or the shaggy-haired kid with the foul mouth. It was bad enough we were surrounded by deaders that wanted to eat us alive. He was interested in writing a new album based on it. The second day here, he had even gone so far as to go looking for someone with a musical instrument. All he came across was a wise-cracking Brit named Lee who insisted everyone call him Goatboy. They took to each other like peanut butter and jelly. Lee had managed to sneak in a ukulele, and the two of them were just as ridiculous a two-man band as the world had ever seen.

I took the cell phone out of my pocket and dialed Kate. The phone rang four or five times before she picked up.

After she hung up, I stared at the phone, then put it in my pocket. I turned to Nelson, who had a questioning look on his face. “Trouble?”

“It’s Kate, what do you think?”

“I think some deaders are about to learn about lead poisoning.” He smiled.

I told myself she would be fine. She had a couple of soldiers with her and enough rounds to take on a small army. If things got too crazy, Kate had her swords. I looked toward the building that was their destination and sighed. In a way, I wished I were with them. At least I would be doing something instead of standing around, hoping to bluster my way onto a train.

Nelson shook my hand. “Fifteen hundred, or three p.m. for you civvie types. Be there, or I won’t be able to help. Got it?” He looked me in the eye. I could see weariness eating away at him. We had all lost a lot in the last few days, but Nelson had managed to keep his feelings in check and present a strong military front. Right now, I was not seeing it. All I saw was a fragile human being.

I nodded, and just like that, he was off.

Shayne

The deader stood in a corner and stared at a spot on the floor while a line of blood drool foamed around its lips. It turned one bloodshot eye on him. The other was a mass of white mush that made Shayne want to scream in horror. He was so repulsed he wanted to climb right out of his skin. Something had bashed her along side the head, and then left part of it caved in. Even with brain matter oozing from her shattered cranium, she came at him.

The woman wore a pretty button-up pinstripe shirt and nothing else. Her legs were bare and a mottled gray that made him never want to look down there again, no matter who the legs belonged to. If he saw a Victoria’s Secret model without pants, he would stare at the sky and wonder why there weren’t more clouds.

All of her exposed skin was covered with blood and dirt. She had a hand in her left grip, a snack that dripped gore and was missing most of its digits.

She raised her arms and lurched toward him, dropping the half-eaten hand in favor of the prey before her. Shayne took one staggering step away, sure she was going to collide with him. But luck was on his side, as she stepped on the hand on which she had been chewing, and stumbled. He drew the fire extinguisher up, and as soon as she fell toward him, he swung in an arc that terminated with her neck. His hands shook so severely that he was afraid he would drop the extinguisher, but he managed to hold on.

She crashed into the wall in a pile of her own limbs, and the smell of her hit Shayne like a gut punch. The cold coppery scent of rancid meat and blood filled his nostrils.

Shayne tried to hold on, but his mouth filled with bile and half-digested ibuprofen. It exploded from between his lips and coated the deader at his feet just before the fire extinguisher smashed into her back.

Shayne staggered back against the door and panted. His mouth burned, and he longed for some Listerine.

The deader tried to roll over and make a grab for Shayne. He stepped back until his back hit the door. See, guys? Not so hard.
Anyone can do it. So don’t get left behind, kids, take a blunt object to zombie Mommy. Dad will be so proud!

He dropped the fire extinguisher and slid to the floor. He hurt everywhere. Even blinking made his eyes water, because it felt like someone was drilling a hole into his head via his eye sockets.

“What to do with you?” he asked the twitching corpse at his feet.

“Are you okay? Shayne?” Kara called from the other side.

“If he acts like that again, I’m going to throw him off the stairs myself. Fucking weirdo.” Pete’s voice was probably meant to be quieter. Shayne grinned at the deader.

“Showtime,” Shayne said.

Shayne took a few seconds to catch his breath. The dead woman reached for him; her hand crawled across the hardwood floor and caught hold of his ankle before he pulled it away.

Shayne struggled to his feet, using the fire extinguisher like a mini cane. When he was more or less upright, he shuffled forward and planted the end of his weapon against the head of the deader on the floor. Her eyes rolled, and the hand that wasn’t crumpled beneath her body still held on to his ankle.

“Get ready to let me in, but don’t open the door yet!” he yelled as loud as he could.

“We hear you, Shayne. We hear you!” Kara called back.

Shayne tugged his pant leg up and lowered his sock. Then he offered his ankle to the deader and took the pressure off her head. He knew this would hurt, but he didn’t suppose it could hurt any more than what he was already feeling.

He was wrong. Very, very wrong.

The deader shot her head off the floor and sank her teeth into the flesh around his lower leg. He thought he would be ready for it. He had lived with utter agony for so long, and this was just a bite. How bad could it be?

It started with ripping pain that felt like someone had just jammed white-hot nails into his leg. Then the agony radiated up his calf and slammed into his knee. He bit down on his tongue to stop from screaming, and when blood ran down his lips, he wiped it away with the back of his shaking hand.

Shayne yanked his leg away and left some of his flesh. In sudden rage, he lifted the fire extinguisher and slammed it onto the deader’s head as hard as he could. The woman’s face flattened, and he saw blood, bone and brain. Gore oozed out with a sound unlike anything he had ever heard before.

Shayne couldn’t help it; his bladder let go. Warm urine filled his pants.

“Let me in!” he screamed and hit the door with his upper body.

They opened the portal, and he fell into the office. Pete, of all people, dragged him across the floor while Ed and Joey looked at the corpse. They both had pathetic weapons in hand. Ed held a small pocketknife and Joey a heavy-duty stapler.

“Damn, Shayne, you did it!” Ed turned to look him up and down like he’d never seen Shayne in his life.

Shayne looked at his “friends,” and in the last coherent moment of his life, he thought about how much he hated each and every person in this room. He also thought about how much he hated himself. He thought about what he had let himself become with the disease, the pain and all the pills. So many pills.

Shayne’s last sight was of Kara as she leaned over to check on him. She didn’t even care that he stared down her shirt.

Redness filled his vision, and then blinding rage filled his head.

“You did it, Shayne! You saved us all. You turned out to be quite the hero.” She reached for him, maybe intent on hugging him, more likely to push him away.

Slivers of glass finished slicing the skin off his bones. He clenched his teeth in anger, and his muscles tightened. As his body went cold, the pain slouched away, leaving him for the first time in a very long while.

Shayne tried to speak, but the only thing that came out of his mouth was a gurgle of blood from his severed tongue. It flopped to the ground, and his mind gave way to a blinding red haze that knew only one thing.

Time to feed.
  

Kate
 

Kate pocketed the phone and wished she knew a way to signal Anne that they needed to get back as quickly as possible. But she didn’t know the first thing about all that military bullshit. Besides, all the hand signals involved in a message that long would take fifteen minutes. Instead of going back and losing the boys, she shouldered her gun and followed them to the stairs.

She turned toward the door, but motion in the alley below drew her gaze. A group of guys crept along, hugging the wall as they moved in single file. They carried an assortment of weapons, including handguns and a few rifles. Each bore an impact weapon of some sort. Their leader was a huge man with a shaved head. He had a tattoo of some sort; she squinted and thought it might be a swastika on his pate.

It stood to reason that gangs would form in the midst of the madness. Maybe they existed before the virus, and now they had free victims.

The leader wore a pair of reflecting sunglasses, and when he looked around the corner, he scanned left and right, and then, as if sensing her eyes, he tilted his head up and stared at Kate. She put her hand on the stock of her assault rifle and stared back.

The man didn’t move. He didn’t nod, and he didn’t crack a smile. He just gazed, and after a second, he put two fingers to his mouth, spread them into a V and waggled his tongue up and down. Then he licked his lips and blew a smooch in her direction.

Like you have a chance.

“Asshole,” she muttered as she turned toward the door. It was time to check up on her friends, especially farm boy. He could be in all kinds of trouble, might have damsels in distress throwing their panties at him. Nothing like souvenirs from a rescue.

She wondered what it would be like to feel him holding her. Kissing her.

Kate shook her head and almost laughed. That was never going to happen.

She looked back at the guys below, but they had moved on. If she ran into them again and they wanted to start some shit, she would be happy to teach them that she was far from a helpless little girl.

She placed her hand on the doorframe and poked her head into the dark room. It took Kate’s eyes a few seconds to adjust, but her respite was short lived. There was a shout and then a scream of horror from somewhere within. She moved into the room, gun already swinging down from her shoulder.

The room was dark; the blinds were all shut. With the heat, the inhabitants probably closed them to cut out the sun. Not that it helped much. The city was sweltering in the mid- to upper-eighties, and air conditioning wasn’t exactly an option.

She found that she was in a kitchen. There was a large silver refrigerator she had no interest in opening. If the power had been out for a few days, any food was probably rotting and best left alone. There were dishes piled in the sink, and the trash overflowed, spilling out of a cabinet. No power was one thing, but couldn’t one of the office slaves bag up the trash and toss it outside? Hell, there was a fucking zombie invasion in full effect. No one would say a word about a bag or three lying in the street.

She moved across the room to the single doorway. It was a glass entry, and she couldn’t see movement on the other side. She cracked the door, hands firmly on her rifle, ready for anything as she poked her head out.

“Mark? Anders?” she called. Her voice echoed around the room.

There was movement from somewhere, but she couldn’t tell where it was coming from, because the noise bounced around the maze of short cubicle walls. She picked out printer stations everywhere, monitors, and PC towers.

How the hell do people stay locked up in this hell?

“Mark?” she called softly.

Noises filtered around the room, then a tremendous bang echoed. She spun in the dim light, but there was no one there. Kate moved through cubicle hell, her rifle trained over each wall so she left no surface uninspected. Anders had, as he called it, a fully kitted-out gun. On one end was a flashlight. She should have demanded one as well. She could always run back and open the blinds, but what if one of the team was in trouble? What if Mark was?

“Doofus can take care of himself,” she muttered as she trained the gun around.

The door at the end of the room stood wide open like an invitation. She looked back toward the balcony, wishing that Anne had come along. What the fuck call signs did she need to get her over here to cover her back? Both arms flapping in the air? It might not be procedure, but it would get the point across.

But that would leave their exit unprotected.

She had been anxious to get out into the city and see some action. Well, here it was.

There was a smell in the room. Something she knew all too well. Sweat and fear, like the occupants had sat up here in the dusky room and fretted for hours. No running water, no electricity, no way to get food.

She moved toward the doorway in a rush, convinced there was nothing behind her. Still, it was hard not to look over her shoulder every few seconds. If a deader was skulking around, she wanted a chance to blow its head off before it got anywhere near her. She looked through the doorway and just about jumped out of her skin when gunfire broke out.

Loud voices, gunshots, screams of fear and … something else.

Rage?

“Anders? Mark?” she tried again. There was a split stairway that led both up and down. When she got close to the wall, she could make out dim pictures of coffee cups and other Seattle icons painted on the walls.

A scream from below. She ran down the stairs and found another open door. She didn’t rush in but stopped and listened as something shuffled around in the room. Whatever was making the racket, it wasn’t her companions. And this was most definitely not the sound of celebration.

There was a long hallway that opened up into other rooms. Some had security plates before them, but most had been propped open. She moved down the hallway, sweeping the gun back and forth, wishing again for a flashlight.

Kate wiped at a line of sweat that started at her hairline of her forehead, tracked down the side of her face, and ran down her chin. It was hot in here. Cloying. It reeked of gunpowder and old sweat. There was also the reek of rot; it was a safe bet that any food left in the offices was moldering by now.

“He’s moving!” Anders’s voice filtered from down the hall. She went to the door and flung it open.

There was one body on the floor, and another crept low to the ground. Kate dropped the barrel of her gun and aimed at the person. Something blasted away her hearing, and she took her eyes off the form for a half-second. Bright flashes revealed Mark firing on a figure at the end of the room. The man stutter-walked toward Mark. He had blood running down his chin, and even in the pale light, she could make out red eyes.

Deaders.

The form near her rushed. She backed up, wanting to shoot, but she had to be sure. It would be a damn shame to come all this way just to pop one of the civilians in the head.

The form moved swiftly. It was on the ground one moment, then launching itself into the air the next.

“Kate!” Mark warned.

The assailant crashed into her, and she went sprawling. Her finger had been over the safety just as they had taught her, but she hadn’t flipped it down. What was she thinking? Her trigger finger flexed to no avail.

She went with the deader’s momentum, turned and let the creature’s forward motion carry it past her, but it got a finger on the webbing that ran along her shoulder and down her chest. She was tugged along, but she turned the force of the pull to her advantage and struck with her right hand, a short shot that caught the deader in the side of the head.

He, and with his ponderous gut, it was most definitely a he, had about fifty pounds on her, and he was intent on his prey. He got a hand on her gun and pulled at it. She gave up; even if she got the safety off and managed to fire, it wouldn’t be a killing shot. His hand was on the barrel, making it impossible to angle the gun upward. In the madness, she was just as likely to shoot herself as him.

Blood flowed down his chin, and when he roared at her, something flopped out of his mouth and onto his chest. He pulled again, and she let go. He fell back with the rifle in hand, but at least was dumb enough not to turn it on her. The deader hit the ground, tossed the weapon aside, and was on his feet in the blink of an eye. Just her luck. She was found her action in the form of one of the fast ones.

Kate lashed out with her right foot, turning her hip to increase the force of the blow. It caught the deader under the chin and knocked him back so hard that the wall shook.

The blade came out as if it were part of her hand. It was short and sharp enough to shave her legs; she didn’t bother with anything fancy. In one swift motion, she swept the blade into his neck, severing skin and tendons until she struck his vertebrae.

She planted her foot on his chest and pulled. The blade came free along with a gush of blood.

“Kate!” Mark called again.

Shut up, Mark, she thought. Or I’ll show you firsthand what this hunk of metal can do.

The gun was fine and all, but she didn’t think this was the place to start shooting indiscriminately. Anders clearly felt otherwise, because he blew through part of his clip shooting a figure near the back door. Bullets smacked into wood and stitched across flesh, ripping chunks as they passed.

The man hit the door and stopped moving when a bullet struck his forehead and smashed the back of his head into the wood. He slid down the wall, leaving a trail of blood and gore.

“What the fuck happened down here?” she shouted. Her hearing was shot. The gunfire had robbed her of one of her best assets.

“We were too late. One of the things got in here, and the office is crawling with deaders.” Anders sounded on the edge of hysteria. “Where is she? Where’s Kara?”

Kate wanted to scream at him to get it together.

Another big guy covered in blood lumbered into the room. Good Christ, these guys needed to shop at a different gore store.

The bastard didn’t even look around; he just made a beeline for her.

Kate set her feet shoulder width apart. She didn’t have to wait for him to get to her, because Mark blew his snarling head off. The body hit the ground in a heap, momentum carrying it a few feet across the ground before the remains of the bloody mess stopped against the edge of a cubicle.

Kate sheathed her sword and retrieved her gun. She fingered the safety to off and checked the breech for a round. She studied her hands for a tremble, but it didn’t come.

She should have been ready. Well, live and learn.

There didn’t seem to be anything else to shoot at. She surveyed the foyer while Mark and Anders compared notes in whispered tones. Then Anders threw his hand in the air, turned and walked back to the door.

“What the hell happened to you two?” she asked.

“Anders heard a cry. We ran down here, thinking his sister might be in trouble.”

“It might have been her,” Anders protested.

“Dude. There’s no one alive. We should just go back.”

“She’s here!” Anders hissed and moved into the room.

“Guess Kara is his sister?”

“Yeah. He’s got a real hard-on for her.” Mark lowered his voice.

“Ew.”

“Not like that. It’s just a saying.”

“Good, ‘cause if that fuck starts making out with his sister, I may have to put them both down.”

Mark stared at her.

“Just a saying I have.”

Mark shook his head but didn’t say a word. He pulled the magazine out of his short sub-machine gun and inspected it. He tossed it into a bag, extracted a new one and rapped it against the stock of his gun, then rammed it home.

“Ritual?”

“Sort of. In the desert, it knocks sand lose. But the ritual goes back farther than that. Some guns, like that AR of yours, used to have a nasty habit of snagging the pointy end of bullets on the lip as they left the mag. It knocked them back against the side of the metal wall and helped them feed into the breech.”

“Thanks a lot, Mr. History Channel.”

“You asked.”

“Yeah, so why do you do it?”

“Just a dumb habit.”

Kate swept her eyes behind them as she and Mark made for the door. She was careful not to step in deader guts.

“What other dumb habits do you have?”

“Oh, I like to hang back with the pretty girls.”

“That doesn’t sound dumb to me.”

“Got a point there,” he said and shot her an all-American smile that could easily have graced a box of Wheaties.

Mark slid into the doorway, steps sure and steady. Anders was a few feet ahead, scanning the room, which was a near duplicate of the one just above. Much as Kate had on the previous floor, Anders gave every cubicle he passed a once-over.

Kate and Mark took the opposite side of the room. Mark muttered to himself, but not anything she could make out. He was probably praying.

All three met at the end of the room, Kate brining up the rear. When Anders tried, the door didn’t budge.

They didn’t speak as Mark lowered his pack and drew out the pry bar. Anders applied it to the door, which popped open with a groan. Anders dropped to one knee a few feet back from the entryway. Mark dragged the door all the way open while keeping the line of fire unobstructed.

When no gunfire erupted, they proceeded into the room.

Later, Kate truly wished she had never followed them out of the stadium.
  

Lester
 

It didn’t take long to get this organized, whatever “this” was. They came at the gate, moved the trucks aside and, within seconds, had the door wide open. Then came a rush as men and women moved away from the safety of the stadium and set up defensive positions. Others dropped behind them. They called that shit overmatch. Lester was a keen observer of terminology when it came to playing shooters on his Xbox.

Blood blossomed, and body parts flew. Deaders fell in waves. The men in green rushed forward as the soldiers split into a funnel. They moved with deliberate precision, drawing a bead, firing a few rounds, shifting aim and taking down another one. Before long, they had an arc spread out a good fifteen feet to either side of the fence.

The guys in green looked protected enough to survive World War III, but it didn’t hurt to have a bunch of automatic weapons backing them. Their suits looked like they would survive some nasty bites a hell of a lot better than the duct tape some of the soldiers had taken to wrapping around their appendages.

The crowd roared as deaders fell away, victims of withering gunfire.

But they didn’t shoot all of them.

Lester was sure there was about to be a fucking slaughter, and he wanted to be the first to go kick some heads around. If one of those guys would just loan him a gun, he could help. A gun or a crowbar, or maybe an axe.

He moved through the crowd, weaving and sliding through the press of folks so bored that they’d lined up just to watch the blood flow. The smell of unwashed men and women made him want to gag. Did he smell that bad? He was a drug dealer, so he was expected to smell and look like shit. But Lester was fond of regular showers, something he’d not had in days.

He brushed past a pregnant woman wearing a tank top. Her breasts practically touched her belly, but Lester took a peek just the same. They drew him like magnets. Tits and loose shirt, meet Lester’s eyes.

Les made it to the gate and found a place he could stand. Some guards had just pushed a car out of the way so the gate could open fully. A group had gathered to protest. They were screaming about the rights of the deaders. The right to life. One ranted that they didn’t deserve to be shot down like animals in the streets.

Lester had heard all the arguments for “deader rights.” Some felt that the creatures actually needed to be captured and held somewhere until a cure was found.

“Stop the killing! Stop the killing!” they chanted.

Only in Seattle. He shook his head.

Lester moved behind two of the protestors, a pair of women whose hairstyles were straight out of the eighties. His voice rose with theirs, a chant to stop the killing. A man stood in front of them and pumped his fist in the air, so Les did the same. This was actually fun!

The shorter one tried to shrug him away, but he pressed right up against them like they were in a weird love triangle. The women exchanged a look, shot a few choice words at Lester—something about being a dirt bag—and moved on. Lester moved into their space.

The deaders ran at the defensive line. Fire was laid down, but it didn’t sweep into the mass. They were careful about taking out most of the fast ones, leaving just enough of the slower ones to make it to the defensive line.

Then the men in oversized plastic suits waded in.

They lowered long sticks, and the sound of sizzling flesh filled Lester’s ears. The attacking deaders fell like flies. They twitched and shuddered on the ground. A second set of the suit-wearing men grabbed them by the wrists and slipped on plastic cuffs.

“Fucking cattle prods,” Lester breathed. He chuckled at one of the deaders, an older woman who wouldn’t stop flopping around like a giant fish. She might have worn some kind of flowery dress in life, but now it was like a big billowing balloon that flapped around her blood-covered legs.

“Dude. Where you going?”

Lester turned around to confront whichever shit-bird was trying to stop him from making his getaway. He had a whole arsenal of cuss words he could unleash, and the best part was that he truly didn’t give a fuck who heard him. The old Lester was calm, polite, a different kind of drug dealer. Probably because he was high most of the time. The new Lester could give fuck all about anyone else. Once his own stash was gone, he was going to be a straight man. Honest to God, praise Jesus and shit. He might do it out of necessity and not desire, but it still counted for something. Maybe he would start his own version of AA. Come join the only club in town that wants to keep doing drugs but can’t find any.

“Dude.” The voice again.

There were people everywhere, and they crowded him like an audience at a rock concert. Then a face came into view, and Lester had a crazy sense of vertigo. Remembrance. The features were so familiar. He was tall and had his hair tugged back into a long black ponytail. The face melted into its correct configuration: one pair of eyes, one long hooked nose, and a pair of lips split over yellowed teeth. Holy shit, it was one of the guys he’d picked up in Pioneer Square. The heavy-metal singer who called himself Grinder and whose real name—Just please don’t fucking tell anyone!—was Duane.

“How you doin’, bro?” Lester shouted over the crowd.

Lester scowled, because his front-row seat to the deader invasion was about to be overrun by pair of burly men with beer guts the size of the Puget Sound. Lester couldn’t stand up against these two. Or could he? The old Lester would have talked his way around them. The new Lester was going to be all about getting in someone’s face.

“Been better. I’m bored out of my head, but I’ve been real busy, you know? Got lots of ideas for the new album. I’m going to write all about this shit. All of this fucking shit!” Grinder swung his arm in a wide arc to encompass the street, the military, and the stadium that had been turned into a refugee camp. “Katrina got nothing on this. I wish we had a hurricane. But nope! We got mother fuckin’ zombies!”

“Deaders. It’s easier if you say deaders,” Les shouted. Big and burly times two looked them over and decided to move on. They shoved up against the women chanting for deader rights. Copycats.

“Don’t change the facts, man. Those things are still zombies. I don’t care what you call them. They die and come back and want to eat your face. End of story.”

“They aren’t zombies.”

“They are, and they’re the most metal fucking thing I have ever seen in my life!” Grinder shouted over the crowd.

Jesus. This guy was worse off than Les.

“I’m leaving.”

“Leaving? You can’t leave,” Grinder yelled.

“Why the fuck not? Someone gonna shoot me if I leave? I don’t think so; my eyes are white. See?” Les said.

“Not really, dude. Kinda red if you know what I mean.” Grinder put his forefinger and thumb together and touched his lips.

Why was Les even arguing with this knucklehead? “I’m going to go find some beer. Maybe some rum. You like rum?”

“You crazy, man?” Grinder stared at him. “The city’s gone, dude. You won’t find anything out there except how to become lunch for a bunch of zombies. Running now is the best way to get dead.”

“Or get laid. Maybe get fucked up. It’s dryer than the Mojave in here. I need to party!” Lester yelled. He had the perfect picture in his head. He was back at his house, and he had a jug of rum with beer chasers. Angela was there, and she didn’t have a stitch of clothing on. Her perfect boobs filled his vision. He wanted to lean over and plant his head between them, but the image was ripped away by the giant frame of Grinder.

“Don’t leave, dude. You saved our asses. I don’t want you to die out there. I don’t want you to turn into one of those things,” Grinder pleaded.

Lester smiled at the big man and clapped him on the shoulder.

“I’ll keep that in mind. This is it. Sayonara, mother fuckers!” he yelled to no one in particular and then darted around the open gate and onto the street. He ran for all he was worth, like he was one of the sprinting creatures. Lester raised his hands over his head and screamed at the top of his lungs, “Sayonara, sayonara!” He was soon past the flopping deaders and across the street.

He didn’t look back, because he knew they would be after him. They hadn’t let anyone out since the whole craziness started. They had confiscated his Escalade—well, his neighbor’s Escalade—and he hadn’t seen that badass set of wheels since. Who the hell were those guys to take his wheels anyway? He’d just have to find a new car.

He ran flat out, and when he reached the deader that was taunting him earlier, the one with her ass hanging out, he couldn’t help but haul off and kick her on the exposed portion of her butt. He was smooth, too, like Jackie Chan. She flew into a brick wall and fell in a heap.

Lester dashed around a corner with an exultant whoop. He stopped and sucked in a few deep breaths. His mind still raced with myriad colors. Dizziness seeped into his brain again, so he chose a piece of wall to lean against in lieu of falling on his face.

He looked over his shoulder to see how many Army men were after him. Army men! When he was eight, he ordered a bag of Army men from an ad in the back of a comic book. He waited and waited for what seemed forever, even though it was only six to eight weeks. But when they arrived, they were the greatest toys EVER!

For a week.

Then he melted them with a magnifying glass.

He expected to see a dozen soldiers after him, and they wouldn’t be the plastic kind. If he was lucky, they wouldn’t use the prods on him. The last thing he wanted was an ass full of electricity.

His view was blocked by the side of the building, so he spun and put his back against the wall, arms splayed, fingers wide. The sounds of zaps and screaming onlookers, the sounds of deaders grunting and panting like fucked-up dogs, reached his ears. But he was shocked, a few moments later, when he peeked around the corner and found that only one person had followed him, and it wasn’t a guy with a gun or electric zapper.

“Dude!” The guy panted as he reached Lester’s location.

“I did it!” he breathed a sigh of relief.

“Fuckin’-A you did. Goddamn idiot!”

“You followed me?” Lester looked up at him. “You’re real, right?”

He reached out to touch Grinder’s face, but Grinder smacked his hand away.

“What the hell are you on?”

“All kinds of stuff. Whatcha need? I got a bag of pills, so take your pick.” What was he thinking? That was all the shit he had, and once they were gone, there wasn’t another supplier to be found. He couldn’t just call Norm in Tacoma to drive a load up.

“What I need is to know what you have planned. You saved my ass, so it’s my turn to save yours. Now what’s the plan? I really need a straight answer here, man.”

“The answer is RUN!” Lester grabbed his lanky friend’s hand, and they ran like they were being chased by wildfire. From around the corner came another motley assortment of the dead, and they weren’t interested in smoking weed or popping pills with Lester the wonder-dealer. That was for goddamn sure!
  

Marshall
 

There was hell, and then there was this place.

Marshall contemplated his last nerve. If he moved, even an inch, it was going to snap.

Six kids and an angry wife. No water, about to run out of food. His neighbor from 602 was a total mooch. Found his stash of Scotch and took one of the bottles. That left one, and it was only half full. Idiot. The asshole had the nerve to scream his head off as he walked into walls outside Marshall’s apartment.

Then the kids started screaming, at least the little ones, because the noise was so loud. The one wacko in 609, his last name was Moon, and that was what everyone called him. Moon and his girl, Lucinda, pretty much sat around and freebased until they ran out. Moon was gaunt, but Lucinda was the spitting image of waste. She was at least six foot four and towered over her boyfriend, who clocked in about a foot shorter.

She was supermodel thin, black as night and had no teeth. Moon had mentioned a special deal on a “gummie,” but Marshall wanted no part of that. His wife might not be ready for prime time, as she liked to put it, but she knew how to put a little sexy into her walk when she wanted to.

Moon and his girl went insane around the third day and decided it wasn’t that bad out on the streets. That was what happened when you ran out of drugs. You just lost it. Marshall had known the type for as long as he could remember.

Her screams went on the longest. Teeth or not, she had a hell of a set of lungs.

Marshall attended AA at least once a week and had seen all kinds come and go. But mostly go. He went more to observe than anything else. There was a time when all he wanted in the world was another drink or another hit. Now he knew when to quit. He knew when he’d had enough. He knew that when he reached a certain level of buzzocity—a term Amy came up with, bless his wife’s twisted tongue for more than one reason—he had to stop, drop and roll. Stop drinking, drop the bottle somewhere else and roll his ass into bed. Anything more and the old Marshall would come back, and no one fucking wanted that.

The next day, a half-dozen tenants banded together, assembled what weapons they could, and moved out. They asked Marshall to join them, but he closed his door in their faces. No, thanks; I’m happy being alive. They were immediately chased down, brutally murdered and eaten by the phenomenon known as the deaders.

At one time, Marshall was all for scaring the crap out of his kids. He liked to tell them stories at night as they huddled together with relatively clean faces and mostly shit-free diapers. He would spin a tale about animals chasing each other but managing to keep out of Mom’s way. See, Mom, I’m entertaining them and teaching them a thing or two. Just as things were all puppy dogs and rainbows, he would scream something along the lines of “THEY ALL RAN OFF THE CLIFF! WAAAAAH!”

This had the effect of delighting the older ones and scaring the youngsters, but in the end, everyone laughed—Dad the hardest.

But his stories were nothing compared to the real horror outside.

It was a living nightmare. He kept coming back to that word. Nightmare.

Marshall used to seek out the most extreme horror movies he could find. Lived for them. The more blood and gore, the better. The more dead main characters, the more he laughed at their demises.

Now he wanted to take every one of those movies, put them in a huge pile, douse them with gasoline and dance around the flames. If he never saw another drop of blood, real or on the screen, it would be enough.
  

Mike
 

A woman I recognized from the ferry terminal a few days ago wandered near me. We made small talk, but she moved on. We just ran out of words, and she got a hollow look in her eyes.

I think her name was Alice or Agnes, and much like her, I didn’t know how to cope. I was good at keeping things bottled up; it was one of my best defenses, but Erin had changed that somehow. In a day, she had somehow gotten inside my zone of comfort, gotten me to open up. Now I didn’t care if I ever shared my life with anyone for as long as I lived—and that might not be much longer.

Every night, I lay awake and wondered if she walked among them now. I had thought of going after her and putting her down, but even if she fell into the sights of my stolen gun, would I have been able to kill her?

I paced and ignored others who tried to talk to me. For some reason, I had picked up a reputation as a leader. But the last thing I needed to be doing was leading any of the other survivors. There were plenty of alphas out there who were wired for this sort of thing. The take-charge, no-shit-taking men and women who rose to the occasion. I just wanted to curl up in a ball and let the world spin out of control around me.

On the west side of the massive enclosure, a military base had been taking shape. The National Guard and the Army set up check-out stations and did their best to ration supplies, but it was a crapshoot at best. This may have been one of the most polite cities in the nation, but drop the people into an apocalyptic event, and they could turn into an angry mob, just like anywhere else.

The one thing no one was giving out was answers. Yesterday morning, they ran a looping message through the stadium’s PA system that there was a plan in place to get everyone out. That we should remain calm and wait.

And wait we did.

But there was new activity, and I wondered if they were finally going to do something. There were thousands of frightened people here, folks who just wanted to go home, but they weren’t letting anyone out except on rescue missions, and even those were few and far between.

A huge green truck rolled out of the closed-off area. It was like an RV camper, but it had much harder planes and angles. A group of half a dozen men in heavy suits, almost like walking automatons, followed close behind. The suits themselves reminded me of the heavy things that bomb disposal units wore. They had a full glass or plastic cover that allowed at least a hundred-and-eighty degree view all around. Heavy sleeves and gloves met a thick chest piece. The rest flowed into pants and then sealed against boots.

The suits offered ample protection, but they must have been hot as hell.

Another group filed out around the truck—men in camo green with machine guns over their shoulders or held at waist level. They formed up and held back the crowd of onlookers that was quickly developing.

I couldn’t help it. I walked toward the new arrivals to see what all the fuss was about.

A third group trotted ahead. They were dressed like the others, with limbs and torsos protected by those crazy suits. They also wore full plastic helmets. I nearly stumbled as I took in this new group. It was clear to me what they were going to do. The first six or seven men and women had something else on their persons: long loops of plastic like the cops used in place of handcuffs.

I shouldered my way through the crowd of onlookers and thought I caught sight of Lester, the man in the Escalade who saved us. He helped us get away from a massive attack of the dead when we were stuck in Pioneer Square. He came screaming around a corner and plowed into the group that was about to take us down.

That was when I lost Erin. We had piled into the car, but it was too late. She was ripped from my grasp and joined the howling mob of the dead.

Days ago, but it seemed like minutes.

“Lester!” I called, but he didn’t acknowledge me. It was doubtful he heard me over the noise. He approached a pair of girls and wrapped his arms around them like they were old friends. It didn’t take long for them to shrug away from the scraggly-haired man and practically run into the crowd.

I tried to push through the mob to get to him. If I could give him the warning from Nelson, I was sure he would want to get on the first train with us.

The military operation was quick and efficient. They wrestled the captives back to the gate. Lines seemed to be divided in this city. Some wanted to see deaders shot down like rabid dogs, while others wanted them captured and locked up.

I guessed that the ones they were bringing in were about to experience the latter.

“Lester,” I yelled again. I’d had my eyes on him a minute ago, but now he was gone. My calls were absorbed by the crowd.

Then I start shouting for them to get the hell back behind the gate, because a massive flood of deaders had taken to the street, and they looked hell bent on getting into the enclosure.

People scrambled back and made a mess of anything resembling organization. The Army and Guardsmen tried to get to the front of the mass, but it was a struggle to break through. They ended up throwing elbows and the butts of guns to get through. Who the hell let all of these people get into this kind of a mess anyway? They should have pushed everyone back first.

“What a fucking cluster,” a soldier near me yelled to his friend. They both had automatics.

“Get the fuck out of the way!” his friend yelled at me. The guy was huge, and I did not want to get run down by him. I ducked to the side and was almost knocked down by three other soldiers.

I sidestepped again and went down. Then it was a rush to get back on my feet. The crowd was so panicked, I was afraid I would soon be trampled.

I grabbed hold of a large guy who nearly knocked me down, and I let his momentum drag me off the ground. He tried to shake me off, but I clung to him, fingers buried in the thick fabric of his long, sweat-stained shirtsleeves.

Back on my feet, I barely avoided being knocked to my knees again. I reached out and felt for the big guy’s shoulder, then used it as a guide to get out of the crowd. When we broke free, I nearly collapsed against a Humvee with no driver. A guy manned the giant machine gun. He looked just as scared as those running from the mob, despite his position behind a large-caliber weapon.

I didn’t want to stay, but someone needed to witness and report the events. I had seen too many of the creatures take down people I knew and loved.

I turned to confront the scene and was comforted by the fact that they were getting the gate closed. But it was a little too late. The deaders had reached the mass of people, and there was no way the gate would be closed in time to stop the onslaught.

Gunfire rippled, and bodies dropped. Blood and body parts flew. I watched the horror that was happening less than a hundred feet from me and wanted to weep for the waste.

I drew the phone out and tried Kate one more time. It rang and rang, and just as I was about to give up, she answered. Her voice was strained, and the signal was bad. I told her what I knew in a few brief sentences, and then she was gone.
  

Kate
 

Kate wondered why she was even here. These guys were badass enough without her tagging along. She liked to think that she could take care of herself, no matter the situation. The fact was, though, that together and armed, these guys could take her to pieces before she had a chance to pull her blade. The same would not be true one on one. She might have the edge on Anders, even though he was squirrely. Mark was a solid slab and she doubted that much, besides a direct shot to the ball sack, would faze him.

She turned to look for Mark and almost let out a scream as the room filled with gunfire. Anders shot without saying a word, no warning, no “Hey, cover your ears. I’m about to blast a shitload of ammo out of my pea shooter.”

Then she saw the movement in the shadow of the room ahead. She angled to the right, keeping her eyes fixed on the doorway. If something came through, she was going to hope it wasn’t one of the boys and put it down.

From her vantage point, it was hard to make out the room. It appeared to have a very high ceiling and a sloping wall. There were blocky shapes, and it struck her that she was looking at an auditorium. Things rose and moved toward them, reached the open door and came through in a rush. One screamed an unholy howl that sounded like a demon attempting to speak.

Kate aimed and blew one of the bastards over the back of a seat. She squeezed off a number of rounds, and Mark, like her guardian angel, joined her, taking up position to the left. Together, they put an end to the deaders.

He moved toward the room, stepping over corpses that didn’t even twitch. One to the brainpan was about all it took. Take off an arm, and they kept on coming. Shoot them in the head, and they dropped.

Another deader roared around a stairway that cut through the middle of the rows of seats and came right at her. Kate fired and hit, but the thing kept on coming. Why the fuck did they give her something that didn’t shoot fully automatic? She wanted to rip this thing to shreds with a sub-machinegun burst.

A bullet to its side spun the monstrosity to its left. It was a hulking man that must have weighed close to three hundred pounds. The deader fell back into the room as he lost whatever sense of balance he had possessed. Then he stumbled out of view.

“Fucker!” Kate said and went in after him. She held the gun high, tucked against her shoulder, eyes sweeping left and right.

The room was only dimly lit from above by a skylight. She stumbled over one of the corpses Mark had dispatched and nearly fell on her face.

The massive deader stumbled into a chair. He was much closer than she would have supposed, and she panicked, shooting wide and low. She pulled the trigger three or four times and realized she had no idea how many bullets were left in the mag.

The creature spun around yet again as the bullets found a home in his torso. As his body turned toward hers, he opened his mouth to howl, arm sweeping around in an arc, catching the barrel of her gun.

Stupid!

She tried focus and get him back in her sights, but it was too late. The deader smashed into her, knocking her into a chair. She forgot to take her finger out of the trigger guard and ended up popping another round into the ceiling.

“Kate!” Mark called from the doorway.

She wanted to call back, but the deader crashed into her. They both went to the ground, and she lost her breath as it landed on her.

Then she could think of nothing but fighting for her life.

The deader went for her face, teeth snapping a few inches from her nose. She yanked her head to the side and looped an elbow into his head. Air filled her lungs. It rattled into her chest and felt like fire. Her back hurt from the fall, and she wanted to roll over and retch.

The deader’s hand reached for her face, and she smacked it aside to a cry of frustration from the hungry monster. Then she got a hand on his head and pushed him to the side, but his weight had her trapped. She barely managed a second burning breath.

Kate’s stomach curled up under her chest.

She pistoned her knee between his knees, but he didn’t even register the blow except to rock forward. His weight dropped, and she was afraid it would pin her for good. Her hundred-and-ten-pound frame wouldn’t be able to fight that much weight. Then it would be deader city, complete with a shot to the head, courtesy of the two men with her.

His mouth reeked of rot. Blood drooled along his lips and spilled onto her chest. She delivered a few more blows to the side of his head while holding back his snapping jaws with her elbow. It was like hitting a cold pot roast.

Kate was losing. She could barely hold him back. He reared back and then dove in for a bite. She didn’t have time to get out of the way, and he slammed his head into her forehead. Stars danced over her eyes, but she managed to hold on to the thought that she had to stay away from those teeth!

More gunfire. She almost wished one of the bullets would find her head.

Kate reached over her shoulder and got her fingers on the tip of her sword, but this just provided something for him to bite. His teeth closed on her arm, and she jerked it aside. He held on, though, got a chunk of thick fabric between his teeth and shook her arm like a dog with a toy. The jacket was hot and too big, but the damned thing had saved her life.

Kate should have yelled for help, but that wasn’t her way. She didn’t ask anyone for help, especially not men.

Kate got her hand under his cold neck and managed to slide it under a roll of fat. The skin squished as she sought his jugular. With her other elbow, she kept pummeling his head. His rancid mouth almost snapped off the tip of her nose, but she drove his head back with a determined cry.

She didn’t have much left. The next time he went for her face, she wouldn’t be able to stop him. Then she would be just like one of them. But not for long, not with a couple of pros in the room.

Kate strained with everything she had to move him, to push him away. She squirmed, kicked, punched, and kneed him in a flurry. But it was no use. He was simply too heavy, and she was losing consciousness. She thought she heard a voice in the distance and wondered if all that heaven and hell shit was real. If it was, she was about to be reunited with Daddy in the bowels of a very fiery place.

The weight on top of her was suddenly gone. She inhaled so deeply that she thought her lungs would burst. Then she just panted as she rolled onto her side and saw a large pair of boots. She followed them up to find Mark with a fierce look on his face. He had the deader bent over, one hand on the waist of his pants, the other in his hair. He heaved, and the man went flying.

The deader was propelled down the auditorium stairs to land in a heap. In one smooth motion, Mark drew a large handgun from his holster and pumped four rounds into the body. The deader didn’t move again.

His hands were warm on her face. She assumed he was checking for vital signs, then realized he was brushing hair off her cheek. She focused on his hand as she rasped in breath after breath.

“Is she all right?” Anders’s voice.

“I think so. Just shaken up.”

“Make sure she hasn’t been bitten. Don’t need one of them on our crew.”

“Not bitten,” Kate whispered, then wondered if her voice had come from her at all.

“Let’s get Kara and get out!” Anders yelled.

“Hold on, man,” Mark shot over his shoulder.

He took a cloth from inside his camo shirt and used it to wipe her face. He was tender, and when she felt a tingling in her stomach, she decided it was enough and slapped his hand away. Fucking asshole touching her! How dare anyone touch her?

She reached for her sword, but her arm barely worked.

“Kate, its Mark. Mark!” He was hunched over, face inches from hers, and he yelled as if she were deaf. “You’re okay. As long as it didn’t bite you, you’re okay. Oh God. Did the deader get you?” But he didn’t recoil; he just stared into her eyes intently, as if he could see something beyond the darkness that lurked there. Kate swore she could feel the Other staring back just as keenly.

Much to her surprise, she was okay. She was in pain and could barely lift her arms, but she would live. In a few minutes, she would regain her energy and be ready to shoot every deader for miles around. But for the moment, she was here with a very confused farm boy. His blue eyes regarded her like she was some storybook princess.

He reached under her and slid his hand along her back. She tensed, but he used his other hand to guide her arm over his shoulder. Then he stood up, and she was pulled along with him. She wanted to push him away. He was so damn tall that she had to stand on her tiptoes to continue holding on. She cursed herself and meant to let go, but instead she just stood there in a weird half-embrace. She pressed her face, her shameful and traitorous face with its tears on her cheeks, against him to hide it. Let him think what he would. She bit her tongue rather than acknowledge the sob that tried to break free.

“It’s okay,” he said over and over.

“I’m fine. Just give me a second,” she said and let go. She looked away from him and reached for her rifle. Stupid thing was on the ground where the deader had knocked it loose.

Kate wasn’t the sort to run from her fears, so she walked to the edge of the stairs and looked down at her deader assailant. He was sprawled down half a flight, one leg hooked around the bottom of a chair, hands splayed out from outstretched arms. There was a bloody wound near his neck and one in his head. She lowered her gun and pumped three more rounds into his skull, turning it inside out. Skin and bone ripped away until she could see brain matter.

Kate turned and marched from the room.
  

Marshall
 

“Dad, I’m hungry,” Alex said for what seemed like the twentieth time. She had fair skin, like her mother, and hair the color of a sun-kissed day. She was a happy kid, and it hurt that he had to tell her there was nothing to eat.

Phillip—the oldest and the only boy—was morose. He was a smart kid who, at the grand old age of twelve, thought he knew just about everything there was to know about … well, everything. And everything revolved around darkness. If Dad turned on a light, Phil turned it off. He liked it that way.

Melinda, Melanie and Marnie all kept to their rooms. Marnie was the runt of the litter. Probably because her father was a crackhead and her mother ran off when she was two months old. She spent a lot of time in various foster homes before making her way to Marshall. He was happy to have her. Some might complain about another mouth to feed, but he liked the chaos—most of the time—and they got a lot of nice tax breaks. Funny how things changed. He had made a decent salary pushing papers at a local soda-manufacturing plant, but the economy tanked the company. Now he worked at McDonald’s and was hoping to become a McManager if everything worked out. He hated the job, but it put food on the table. Plus he was able to sneak out enough chicken nuggets each week to feed his army of kids. Someone at work complained that they weren’t even real food. He bet they would just about kill for a ten-piece right now.

They didn’t make enough money, never had, but the state covered the rest. He hated to use food stamps, but the sting went away a little bit when they started getting their monthly funding on a special debit card.

The twins, Melinda and Melanie, were fighting over a doll, yelling and screaming at a pitch that could make dogs howl. He got up from the couch and very patiently went into the room papered with Disney posters. It had enough pink and yellow to create at least six dream weddings. With a practiced move, he leaned over and took the doll. Both children stared at him, then at each other in something like a freaky telepathic link. He expected them to someday melt his brain, but right now—thankfully—they shut the fuck up and went back to drawing pictures of food.

“Thank you, girls,” he said and kissed each on the cheek, trying to ignore the smell of sweat and fear. Were they even sleeping at night? He and his wife had tried to shelter the kids from what was happening outside, but it was hard when their normal life had ground to a halt. The place was so small that the kids must have heard him and Amy when they argued. It didn’t help that he and the missus only had one volume, one set just above eleven.

He gave the kids one last Dad look, then made his way back to his comfortable couch, where he planned to sit and think about everything except food. Along the very short way, he was confronted by the love of his life, and she was not in a loving mood.

“Christ, Marshall. We have to do something about the kids. About us! We need food. Why don’t you go down to Moon’s old place and raid it?”

She was right. They needed food, but Moon’s probably wasn’t the first place to start looking. Still, if none of the other neighbors had caught on that they were deader chow, there might be something over there. If he couldn’t go out and find something to eat, as was his duty as the hunter-gatherer, he should at least make an attempt to steal. Sure, a few other residents had gone out and met untimely demises, but he didn’t know where they lived and didn’t feel like knocking on doors.

Marshall heaved himself out of his seat and walked toward the door. He stepped on an old beat-up Cabbage Patch Kid that was missing an arm. He foot squished a Stretch Armstrong, and he wondered where in the world the kids had conjured up that monstrosity.

He avoided a pair of skates, then kicked some shoes out of the way, because he was done being Mr. Nice Guy with the damn toys.

He kissed Amy on the way to the door. Might as well. He didn’t know what was waiting for him outside.

“Be careful, honey,” she sing-songed.

“I’ll try not to get eaten,” he cooed back.

Jesus, he might just walk into a swarm of deaders, and then it was goodbye, Marshall unless he learned some truly amazing ninja shit between now and then … or sprouted a pair of machineguns from his arms.

He stepped into the darkened hallway and slunk past doorways that were quite firmly shut. Sometimes Peters in 604 liked to leave his door open and watch porn while lounging around in his tighty-whities. Right now, he had the door closed, but Marshall still picked up the sound of fake orgasms through the heavy wood.

Moon’s door was locked, but that didn’t mean much. Marshall was a keen observer of drug addicts in the building. They all had little hidey-holes, and Moon was no different. Just above the light fixture over the doorway was a tiny slit in the wallpaper. He looked up and down the hallway to be sure it was clear, not that anything should have changed in the last half-second since his eyes swept back and forth. Peters wasn’t about to march away from his porn with a hard-on and a grin.

He slipped the copper-colored key out of the tiny slit in the wallpaper and slipped it into the lock. He knocked lightly first, to be polite, but he knew no one was home. Marshall was always surprised when Moon’s shit hole wasn’t on fire, much less populated with the skeletal forms of its inhabitants.

The door opened with a creak that sounded loud enough to wake everyone on the floor.

“You fucking home, Moon?” Marshall called in a voice that came out in a throaty gasp. It sounded tiny and scared in his ears. He wasn’t scared, though, not one bit. He was out here to fulfill his role, and he was going to gather some goddamn food if he had to dump the drawers all over the kitchen floor.

Moon’s television was on. The morning news was the same shit they had been talking about for two days straight. The red-eyed assailants were dead. No, they were sick. That wasn’t it at all; they were simply crazy people let out of the home. Or was it a gas leak? Marshall thought about picking up the television and tossing it onto the street below. Instead, he walked to the set and clicked it off. The picture faded out in a burst of snow.

“Christ, Moon, you didn’t even manage to steal cable like everyone else in the building?”

Marshall went to the porch and looked down. The streets were a milling mass of misery. It was bad enough when just a few of the deaders were shambling around like drunks. Now the streets were filled with them, and some of them weren’t exactly slow. A few even resorted to going to all fours like dogs.

He went to the kitchen, which was just slightly less of a disaster zone than the rest of the apartment. Old pizza boxes and discarded beer cans lay everywhere. A glass ashtray held a vertiginous pile of cigarette butts. Marshall poked around, but he didn’t find a decent one. He’d given up smoking a year ago, but he missed it terribly. If he had his way, he’d still be puffing.

“Left me any smokes, Moon?” he wondered out loud.

He wouldn’t mind part of a butt, just something to take the edge off.

When he didn’t find something that wasn’t smoked to the filter, Marshall dumped the cigarettes in a childish huff. They scattered across the coffee table in a puff of ash.

He went to the kitchen and opened the fridge.

What did Moon have in here? Aha! A pickle jar containing a single vegetable that more closely resembled a turd than a cucumber. How the hell long did you have to leave something in vinegar for it to look like shit anyway? He scanned the rest of the shelves. That didn’t take very long. Whole lot of nothing in there. A small container of milk awaited his nose, but when he picked it up, he could already tell it was full of chunks.

Out of morbid curiosity, he opened it anyway. It was a huge mistake.

A noise startled him. His head whipped up, and his eyes were drawn toward the door. A shape stood there, someone long and lean. The figure was in shadow, because the hallway was dark and the room was bright. Damn Moon for never changing his light bulb.
  

Lester
 

Lester looked down at his ratty clothes, the same he had worn for almost a week. He’d put them on the day he and Angela made their escape. There were old bloodstains from shooting deaders in the face. There were grass stains on his jeans from falling off the roof of his long-gone home. There were probably remnants of Angela on here somewhere.

When this was all over, maybe he could get back in the drug game. If he saved a shitload of money, maybe they could clone her like in Jurassic Park. Sure, make an Angie-saur. There was also a chance that a golden pig would fall from the sky and whisk Lester to a warm place that served rum in pitchers.

Les laughed at the thought. Angie with tiny arms and huge boobs.

Then he realized why he’d looked down in the first place. He had no weapon. Not even a pocket knife. He has his drug stash, what remained of it, but he had nowhere to go to enjoy it.

“Dude. Are you tripping?” Grinder studied him.

Lester looked up and grinned.

“First rule of the game: Never partake. Second rule of the game: Don’t do stupid shit. Didn’t take me long to break those two,” Lester muttered.

A scream from the street.

“Ah! Fuck me running!” Lester broke into a sprint down an alley. Grinder pounded behind him.

“Find somewhere to hide!” Grinder hissed.

There were a couple of metal doors along the walls, but people didn’t just leave them unlocked like they did in movies. If Jackie Chan were here, he could probably Spiderman his ass up the side of the building.

Lester tried a door anyway.

Click.

“Gee, the fucking door is locked, dumbass,” Lester muttered.

Grinder ran across the small street and checked the other door, which led to a pawnshop, according to the sign. No shocker, it was also locked. A fucking pawnshop. Bet they had weapons galore. Probably had an AR-15 just like the one he left at the front gate a few days ago. He guessed they would have samurai swords as well, probably give that weird chick, Kate, the female equivalent of a boner.

Lester looked up, but there were no convenient fire escapes. No ladders of any sort. Not even a pipe he could try to shinny up. There was a dumpster, but it wasn’t that high. They might feel safe up there for all of thirty seconds.

Another howl from the direction of the street made his balls shrivel up and try to find his abdominal cavity. Why the hell hadn’t he at least grabbed a weapon on his way out of the stadium? Even a damn bat would have made him feel safer than he did holding his dick in one hand and jack shit in the other.

“There!” Grinder grabbed Lester by the shoulder and tugged him to the only feature in the pitiful alley. The one that Les had already discounted.

Lester practically fell to his knees as the big guy tried to drag him along. The combination of drugs, fear and fading adrenaline left him as weak as a newborn lamb. He wanted to lie down right there and take a nap. But if he did that, he was dead meat. He would never be able to take revenge on the monsters that had taken his girl if he died now.

Grinder worked at the dumpster’s latch. It was trussed up with a piece of thick wire, then tied in a knot. He pulled at it, even leaned over and got one end between his teeth and tugged.

“It’s not a dog bone,” Lester cackled.

“Vuck you,” Grinder said through a mouthful of wire.

Another howl, and Lester was ready to make a run for it. He turned and froze as a shape ran past the alley entrance. It didn’t look their way. Thank God for small favors. Now how about a big one, like a portal to Aruba? One-way was fine with Les.

Grinder grabbed the wire, braced his boot against the side of the dumpster, and pulled. He ripped the binding back and forth and ended up on his ass when the knot gave way.

“Mother …!”

“In! Get in!” Lester interrupted. He jerked the lid up and wished he hadn’t.

Lester dove into the container and scored a 7.5 for style. It smelled like someone had ripped out a bunch of moldy intestines and mixed them with pure ass. He gagged, held it back, retched and almost lost it.

Before he could say anything sensible, like “Let me the fuck out,” Grinder dove into the trash container and closed the lid with fingertips splayed out, nice and slow to keep the noise down.

“Fuck but that is rancid. Reminds me of the night I woke up behind a hotel in Hong Kong,” Grinder whispered.

Lester wanted to punch him in the face, but the sound of a snarling deader in the alleyway stopped his fist and his mouth.

Footsteps. Running. Walking. Sniffing. Grunts and growls. It seemed to go on for hours.

Lester did his best to remain calm and to breathe as little as possible. He pinched his nose shut and concentrated on breathing through his mouth, but he could taste the rot. He tried to envision burgers and steak fries, but it was no use.

They listened in the dark, plastered against plastic bags that crinkled and threatened to burst at the barest twitch. Something wet lay against the back of Lester’s neck. It felt like a tongue. He wanted to reach back and move it, but he was scared the things would hear anything, even a baby’s fart, so he kept perfectly still.

What if a deader had been slaughtered and tossed into the box before they moved in? What if deader cooties were, even now, trying to infiltrate his system?

“You think they’re gone?” Grinder whispered after five or six minutes of quiet. The longest five or six minutes of Lester’s entire life.

“I am about fucking ready to get out of this pit, even if it means being eaten,” Les admitted. He would reach into his pocket and grab his bag of goodies, but he didn’t want to touch anything with fingers that had been within a mile of this biological wasteland.

“Fuckin’-A, brother. Let me take a peek. Just be still.”

“What else am I going to do? The goddamn polka?”

“Shhh!” Grinder hissed.

Ever so slowly, the form across from Lester moved. Bags crinkled, and stuff shifted. A small pool of liquid had been seeping into Lester’s jeans. As Grinder moved, the line progressed at least half an inch farther up his leg. When he got out of here, he was going to take a couple of showers and then burn his clothes. Angela’s DNA or not, they were going onto a pile of logs, then being doused with gasoline and set the fuck on fire.

Something touched the top of the lid and lifted it barely half an inch, just enough for light to filter in and blind him. Then there was a clank as the lid moved farther. More light poured in, and Lester took the opportunity to shift his body out of the puddle of liquid. All that did was set his ass in something that squished.

He nearly gagged again when he realized he was in a pile of old meat and bones. At least they didn’t look human; they looked like they were tossed out after a meal. That shit was in someone’s mouth a day or two ago.

“Let’s go!” Lester said. He was just about done with this stinky prison. If he didn’t get out soon, he was going to scream.

“Uh, dude, we have a slight problem.” The lid banged up and down a few times. “The stupid lid is stuck.”
  

Kate
 

“Maybe they’re all gone,” Anders said. He struggled to utter the words, his gaze darting up and down the stairway.

Right, thought Kate. They just up and left when they knew the cavalry was on the way. She knew exactly what they were going to find: bodies, some still moving.

After the incident in the auditorium, they moved down toward the next floor. Before they set foot on the stairs, Mark pointed out a huge puddle of blood that dripped over the side of the balcony below.

She slipped to the railing so they were spread out, no sense in bunching up. Anders pointed his gun down the stairway and took a few steps. Mark followed, peering over the edge, probably trying to determine what had bled out just below them.

“We’re not leaving without my sister,” Anders fumed. “Next floor down. I’m sure she said she was on five.”

“If there were anyone still alive, I’m sure they would’ve made themselves known by now.”

“She could be hurt or hiding in a closet. I have to know. I can’t just abandon her.”

Mark nodded once. He wouldn’t leave his friend behind, but Kate could go. She wasn’t attached to them in any capacity. Not that she was going to run off at the hint of danger. But the option was there. She could just make a run for the stadium. If she was careful, she might make it. If not, she would find a place to hide, wait until night and then take a more cautious route. While Anders farted around trying to find life in this tombstone of a building, he was putting them all at risk.

She needed to let them know about the conversation she’d had with Mike. Trains loaded with civilians rolling out of town. That sounded great to her. A chance to escape the deaders, maybe get away and start a new life in another city. Settle down and hope the stupid virus was contained here. If not, soon, nowhere would be safe. She had a wad of bills stashed in her backpack, not enough to completely start over, but enough to get by for a few weeks.

Kate sighed and considered her options.

Mark looked up and grinned.

“Coms are back,” he said.

“What’s the word?” Anders asked.

“Hang on; there’s a lot of chatter.”

Anders shrugged, and Mark moved away a few feet and pressed his hand to his ear.

“About the trains?” Kate followed as if she would be able to hear whatever was coming over his headset.

“How did you know about that?” He looked puzzled.

“I know people.”

“Yeah right. Do you know anything else?” It wasn’t the question; it was the way he phrased it. He wanted to sound casual, but his tone was a little too high. He was anxious about something.

“You first.” She tried to bluff. She couldn’t meet his eyes, though, and looked down as if examining the gore on her clothes.

“Look, Kate. We can take you back to the other floor, and you can join Bug. You don’t have to go any farther. No one will think less of you. We saw you in action and …”

“Is this because I have boobs? I’m far from beat. And just so you know, you haven’t seen me in action. Not by a long shot.” Anders tried to look unimpressed, but Mark’s mouth dropped open like it had a loose hinge. “And one more thing. Her name is Anne. Stop calling her Bug, for fuck’s sake. Do you know how degrading that is?”

“Just go back and wait for us,” Anders said in exasperation. “Haven’t you had enough playing soldier for one day?”

“Playing soldier? Is that what you think?” Her hand itched to reach behind her neck and pull the sword. He was less than three feet away and wouldn’t know what hit him until his head rolled across the floor.

“Enough!” Mark snapped. “Let’s complete the mission and get the hell out of here. We don’t have much time.”

“Oh?” Anders’s brows went up.

“A few hours until showtime,” was all Mark said before he moved to the stairs and took them a couple at a time.

They didn’t talk at all, and Kate was fine with that. She was embarrassed enough that Mark had to save her. If she had to be rescued one more time, she was going to go up to the roof and dive head first into a mob of deaders.

They reached the landing and found the source of the blood. A body lay in a heap. Its head was bashed to a pulp, and the likely culprit was a small fire extinguisher lying near the door. The body twitched, then moved an arm. Mark slid aside while Anders pointed his gun at it. Mark shook his head and used his foot to turn the thing’s head so its eyes didn’t stare at them.

Kate took out her sword and finished the deader. She wiped the blade on its shirt to get most of the blood off. Then she sheathed it and waited for the boys to do their thing.

“Ruthless.” She was sure that was what Mark muttered.

Anders turned from the gore and then listened at the door while Mark checked his magazines. Kate watched as he extracted one from his handgun and eyed it. Then he slapped it home and did the same with his rifle. Kate took the cue and checked hers as well. The magazine was considerably lighter, so she dropped it in a pocket and extracted a full one. It was like a brick in her hand and easily added a pound to the piece. Then, just like they had taught her, she pulled back the charging handle and made sure there was a round in the breech.

Mark had told her the gun fired 5.56 rounds. She wasn’t sure what the hell that meant, but she had enough of them to clear a room, and that was what she really cared about.

“That deader was in bad shape. You think the people in there did that? Why didn’t they at least finish the poor bastard off?” Anders shook his head.

“Not everyone can just smash in a skull. Although someone did a pretty good imitation. We should still be careful.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” Anders frowned. “Just don’t go in shooting. If Kara is in here, I want her in one piece.”

Kate smirked. There was only one thing in the next room. Was she the only one who knew what to expect? Kate reached over her shoulder and slipped the blade up out of the sheath an inch, then let it fall back. She rolled her shoulders and lifted the assault rifle.

“I can hear movement in there.” Before Mark could say anything, Anders jammed the little crowbar in and ripped off the lock. He pulled the door open and strode into the dark room.

“Kara!” he called, looking around wildly.

“So much for subtle,” Kate observed.

Movement everywhere. Shapes rose behind short cubicle walls. Light filtered in from blinds that were just slits. Dust motes danced all over the room, and Kate was shocked at the smell. A bunch of people stuck in a building for a few days was not a pretty sight, but this was worse. The room reeked of sweat, but there was an undercurrent as well: the stench of fresh blood. No one was more aware of that particular smell than Kate.

“Ah hell!” she muttered, exasperated at the lack of coordinated effort Anders was demonstrating and went in after him.

Mark was right beside her, and he didn’t have that goofy schoolboy look on his face anymore. Good thing, too, as she was just about ready to wipe that expression off with a blade. Just a minute ago, she had imagined straddling him while he was buried inside her, her blade out and pressed against his neck. That way, if he did anything stupid, she could just end him.

“Get the fuck ahold of yourself!” she mouthed.

“What?” Mark didn’t look at her; he kept his gaze on the shapes moving in the room from over the top of his assault rifle.

“Are they alive?” She tried to cover her words.

“Hell if I know. Just stay close, okay?”

“I don’t need a goddamn babysitter.”

“I know you don’t. I want you to watch my back while I watch yours. Safer that way.” He still hadn’t taken his eyes off the people shifting around in the murky and oppressive room.

The damn place hadn’t seen air conditioning for at least a week, judging by the thick air with its taint of blood.

“Shit. This room has seen some action.” She lifted the gun and moved close to Mark. She shifted so she could see the door through which they had entered. Watch his back, huh? Well, it beat having one of those things fall on her again.

Anders didn’t seem to care about the danger they were in. One of the things lurched around the corner of a cubicle, then it howled and dropped to all fours. The noise was shocking in the small room. Kate felt goose pimples ripple across her body.

She was horrified to see it leap into the air and smash into Anders. They went down in a heap, and Anders must have been aware of how terrible it had been for Kate a few minutes ago.

Mark was the first to respond. He took a pair of huge striding steps, swung his foot for a third, and connected his big boot with the creature’s head. The deader had been snarling toward Anders’s horrified face, but the strike made it stop making noises and flop over on its back. The deader lay on Anders’s side, in some kind of zombie shock. Did the blow rattle something upstairs?

Kate would never know, because Mark followed up by lowering his gun and blasting the deader in the head. She kept an eye on Mark, then spun around to check the door again, but nothing entered.

She came around ninety degrees and shot at one of the deaders that was making a beeline for them. It might have been carousing in Cubicle City a few minutes ago; now it was interested in food. Kate grimaced as a girl came under her line of fire. She had at least five earrings in one ear and a group of hoops in her eyebrows. A tattoo peeked out of a torn shirt. The deader snarled and drew its lips over bloodstained teeth.

Kate pulled her gun up to her shoulder, set her cheek against the stock, got the girl’s head in her sights and blew it apart with three rounds. The gun wavered after each blast, even though she did her best to relax and drag the target into view. It hammered against her shoulder, and her hearing was tugged away as the deader fell in a heap.

A deader came out of a side door just a few feet away. They hadn’t even had time to sweep the room, and that put them at a tactical disadvantage. Kate might not be able to play soldier, but she knew when things were not in her favor.

The deader gurgled as it came at them. A guy in a ripped white shirt. He was balding but had a huge hunk of hair that flopped in front of his face. The deader might have been trying to scream, but his neck was mostly gone, so it came out in a hiss as air and blood spewed out of the hole that had been his trachea.

Mark dropped his rifle, but the sling kept it from hitting the ground. He drew his sidearm, aimed at the snarling face that still somehow wore a pair of glasses that dangled from one ear and slapped his lips. He shot the deader twice in the face. Mark lowered the gun and shot him once in the chest.

Then it was all gunshots as they worked on clearing the room.

At least five deaders came at them, maybe more. Kate didn’t mind one bit. She loved the feeling the rifle gave her. She could satisfy the Other, keep it at bay for a while. No elaborate games, just the satisfaction of killing. She didn’t have to lure someone, then take the pains to hide her tracks.

It was exhilarating.

Blasts echoed around the room, and bodies thumped to the floor. Kate accounted for two while the boys claimed the others. Two of the forms continued to move. Kate moved to finish them off, but Anders waved her away. He went to the end of the room and practically ripped the blinds off in his haste. Light streamed in, and Kate swore the temperature in the room went up ten degrees.

It didn’t take long to get a look at the carnage. It was one thing to see the bodies fall in the dim light. It was quite another to see the damage and blood. Splatters against the remaining closed blinds. Spots on cubicles and chunks of meat on the floor.

Of the deaders they had shot, two still moved around, though they didn’t have much vigor left. Kate put them out of their misery.
  

Mike
 

A cry came from ahead. A massive wail like a crowd gearing up for a sporting event. My eyes followed the noise. I had to stand on my tiptoes to see over the mass of people.

What I could make out horrified me.

There were hundreds of them. Make that thousands. My mouth dropped open as they approached the gated area. The military tried to usher people out of the way. Yelling, screaming, employing the butts of guns. With the dead approaching, the guys in uniform didn’t seem interested in being friendly protectors anymore. They wanted to deal with the threat if it meant beating their way through the civilians.

A group of soldiers peeled away from a box of supplies, leaving the lid ajar. It was chaos, and no one had their eye on the cache. I moved in, looking around to make sure no one took notice.

I spotted an automatic and drew it out. In the midst of the other weapons, I found three loaded magazines. I didn’t have the right gear to carry them, so I stuffed two in my back pockets and slapped one in the gun.

Relief flooded through me as I shouldered the gun. I wondered how long it would be before someone stopped me and asked where I had gotten the weapon. I would just have to cross that bridge when I came to it. I didn’t want someone to think they could just take it from me. If I had a handgun, I would have it stuffed under my shirt. With the big assault rifle over my shoulder, I was an easy target, and anyone with a need to feel safer would know it as well.

The long parking lot wrapped around the massive field. I made my way through milling masses of civilians and the military. It was already hot as hell, and it didn’t help that the grounds looked like a disaster area. Wrappers and cups lay discarded. Everywhere I stepped, something crinkled. The “green” nuts would lose their minds when this was all over.

If it ever ended.

The military guys had already started to set up a second line of defense. Sections of fresh chain-link fence, flown in on choppers, had been left in huge piles. Some larger vehicles were being used as reinforcement. I saw a black vehicle that looked very familiar. It could have been the Escalade in which Lester had rescued us. I had been too blind with grief and too filled with rage to remember much about our short but harrowing trip to the arena.

People stood in pockets and exchanged small talk. Jokes and one-liners, like this was some kind of fucking sitcom. Don’t laugh too much, folks; you may want to save your voices for screaming.

I knew what was coming. It was inevitable. Seattle was a city of millions, and there was no telling how many were now on the streets, how many of them were seeking warm flesh. How many with their loping gait, their heads low to the ground, faces a nightmare—garish and filled with hate.

The little fence wouldn’t hold up, and when it came right down to it, the battle would be one of attrition. But we weren’t going to be on the winning side. Even if every man, woman and child in the area had a gun, they wouldn’t be able to stop the deaders.

A pair of military vehicles, the sort I’d seen all too often on the news as they patrolled cities in Iraq, came to a halt as they tried to get through the crowd. Shots were being fired now, and everyone wanted to see what fresh new hell was in store for them. I was afraid we would all be seeing it firsthand in the next few hours.
  

Marshall
 

“I was just looking for something to eat. It’s not like they need it, know what I mean?” He chuckled and held out the sour milk, spout open as if the form in the doorway could smell the rot from there.

The man—had to be, from the bald head—stumbled through the door. Marshall gasped.

“Moon?” Marshall made a move toward him. Then he saw the damage.

Moon’s face was gone. Most of it had been eaten away. Bite marks marched up his left cheek like bizarre railroad tracks. He had one good arm, the left one. It swung as he strolled into the room on feet that barely stayed ambulatory. He staggered and almost fell but crashed into the tall living-room lamp. He turned to stare at it as it hit the ground with a crash.

Glass exploded everywhere, but Moon didn’t care. He seemed to be game for just about anything and strolled over the broken light. One of his feet was bare—one big mass of damage that looked like a raw steak that had been gnawed.

Marshall wanted to freak out. He wanted to jump right out of his fucking mind. He wanted to crash through the deader that had once been an almost-acquaintance and keep on going until he reached tomorrow.

He saw it in his mind. He would dash into Moon, knock him to the ground, leap into the air like a ninja, and smash Moon’s head like a cantaloupe.

That wasn’t how it went down.

Marshall couldn’t get his legs to work. He told them to move, but they refused. He willed his arms to start the pumping motion that would get his upper body into the act, but instead he stood there, in a puddle of chunky sour milk, and couldn’t even budge.

A helicopter rocketed by outside the sliding glass door. That was it. He would go out on the deck and wave. They would slow down, and he would jump from the railing to the helicopter struts. He had seen that in a few movies, and it couldn’t be that hard. Someone would probably reach down, catch his hand and pull him up into the safety of the vehicle. Then they would do tequila shooters while talking about his crazy-ass stunt.

That wasn’t how it went down.

Moon closed in on him. He bared his teeth through what remained of his mouth. Scraps of skin hung from his nose, and one long runner from the top of his forehead joined the dangling army of disgust that bounced off his chin.

Marshall wanted a drink more than he had ever wanted one in his entire life. He was willing to start over on his AA program if it meant he could get one in now and get away. He would even drink this nasty milk if that was what it took. Hear that, God?
I’m willing to do weird shit if you just let me off the hook this once. Just this once, you understand?

He didn’t take a drink. Instead, he threw the carton as hard as he could at the rank deader. Sour milk exploded in Moon’s face. Chunks plastered themselves to his face, his hair and what was left of his shirt. A normal person would have been repelled. Would have turned and tried to wipe off the noxious sludge. But not Moon. He just kept on coming.

The smell broke the spell. Rot mixed with sour milk made him want to vomit, and wanting to vomit reminded him to get the fuck to moving.

He dashed at Moon and jerked to the side to avoid the tall, ghoulish ex-neighbor. Moon was faster than he appeared. His one working hand grabbed at Marshall, who tried to dive out of the way. The broken lamp became an immediate barrier as he got a look at all the shattered glass and realized that he didn’t want to be headed in that direction. His hands would be torn to shreds, and then how in the world was he ever going to learn guitar? He’d been meaning to learn forever.

In a half-fall that felt more like a stagger, Marshall got an arm up to knock Moon aside. But the deader latched on to Marshall first.

He screamed like a six-year-old girl.

He wriggled and shook, but Moon had him like a vice. How was the druggie so damn strong?

Marshall went down, despite his attempt to recover. Moon was right there with him and fell onto him. Marshall tried to squirm away from the milk-splattered ghoul. He howled as teeth snapped next to his shoulder. He pushed Moon off, trying—and failing—to avoid getting chunks on his hands. He shimmied out and rolled away, right into a patch of pain known as the broken lamp.

He screeched as his palms sliced open. Blood came out fast and hot. He pressed one hand to his side to stop the flow. The other had a huge chunk of glass stuck in the meaty part just below his thumb. He fought to his feet, but Moon was right there to screw up his plans.

One foot latched on to his ankle as he tried to slither away.

The lights flickered for one brief moment like the power was returning. The room lit up, and Marshall got a good look at the horror that was attacking him. He kicked at the form trying to get away, but Moon wrapped his arm around Marshall’s leg like it was a deader toy.

Teeth went for his leg, and Marshall knew a new kind of pain. The only saving grace was that he was wearing a pair of thick jeans, and the deader’s chompers couldn’t get through on the first attempt.

Marshall screamed for help, and the lights went out again. It was almost a mercy not to have to see the horror coming at him.

He managed to get up on all fours and slither away from Moon. He tried to avoid the glass, but a piece found his knee. Then the lights flashed again as his personal horror movie played out in the tiny room.

Why the hell did he ever decide to come over to Moon’s? He should have stayed and starved; it would’ve been better than dying here. Or worse, coming back as one of them.

He got to his feet and made it to the door. He got one bloody palm on the frame and knew he was safe. Safe! He was going to go lock up his apartment and never leave again. Sorry, kids, looks like shoe soup is now on the menu!

He turned to give Mr. Moon a good piece of his mind with the heel of his foot. Fuck that crazy deader and his shitty apartment.

As he shifted around, a new figure arrived at the doorway. A fresh vision of hell that was Moon’s girlfriend, Lucinda, strolled into the room. She was still waif thin, and being dead hadn’t helped her disposition at all. He swung his fist at her, but pulled at the last moment, anticipating the pain that would ensue when his cut hand collided with the remains of her face.

She didn’t even have a scalp. All of her hair was gone, leaving a blood-etched skull.

He fought against the feeling in the back of his throat, but it was too late. He expelled the contents of his stomach, which amounted to nothing more than a bunch of acid. It burned on the way out and felt like fire when he breathed it back in.

Then Lucinda crashed into him, and he fell next to Moon. His ex-neighbor didn’t waste much time sinking his teeth into Marshall’s cheek and tearing it open. Lucinda went to work on his gut, and he knew a whole new world of pain.

Marshall screamed until his mouth filled with blood.

He crawled and was glad he could do that. The damage was immense. He couldn’t talk, because his voice was gone along with part of his throat. He couldn’t walk, because his leg was missing too many chunks. He couldn’t see, because his eyes were filled with blood.

But he hadn’t changed, and that was the only happy part of his entire nightmare. He reached for the doorknob of his apartment and managed to get a finger on it before his hand slipped. That would be because of the missing fingers. He still had a thumb and a pinky, but even a monkey needed a few more digits that that.

The hallway had been a marathon. He was out of breath, exhausted beyond all levels of endurance. His lungs were filled with something viscous. He struggled to get a breath, but it just wouldn’t come.

But he was home now, and everything was going to be okay. He would soak in a bath filled with rubbing alcohol if he had to.

“Marshall?” His wife’s beautiful voice greeted him. “I heard screaming. Is everything all right?”

He tried to answer, but all that came out was a gurgle.

“Honey? Honey?” she asked again and again.

He scratched at the door. Yes, it’s me. Let me in.

The door cracked open, and he fell inside. Home at last. Look, honey, I brought back raw meat.

She screamed, and suddenly things came into view. His lovely wife stood there, shaking. She was warm; he could sense that. Her eyes were clear, but tears rolled down her cheeks. His girls were behind him, cowering in fear. Why did they have to come out and see him like this?

He meant to stretch out a hand to reassure her, to show the girls that everything was going to be okay. But what he wanted was something completely different.

His hand became a claw, and he found new strength in his legs. His mouth, which felt full of razor blades a minute ago, was suddenly wide open. Hunger became his world. And his wife became his next meal.
  

Kate
 

The man was covered in filth and blood. It looked like he’d taken a bath in tomato sauce. The side of his face was caved in, and he had a massive amount of damage to his lower body, where Kate had put about half a dozen bullets in him.

Then there was a woman in a skirt. It hung in tatters, just like the white shirt she wore. She must have taken a bullet to her spine, because her lower body was immobile while her arms flailed. She snapped the air with what remained of her teeth.

Anders crouched down to look at her. He didn’t stay there for long before he fell back in a heap. He landed on his ass and just sat there as if confused. His eyes didn’t leave the woman as she reached for him. Part of one leg was at an angle, because at least one bullet had torn the knee apart, and her calf, probably shapely at one time, looked like strips of meat.

“Kara,” Anders whispered.

“Oh Jesus.” Mark shook his head. He moved, reaching out as if to comfort Anders, but the man shrugged him away.

Anders knelt next to his sister and stared into her blood-red eyes. She groped for him over and over again, her hand a claw with a couple of fingers eaten to the first knuckles. The other was useless, twisted the wrong way, perhaps from falling on it.

Anders moved to take her working hand.

Kate swatted his hand away before the two could touch.

“It’s not her!” Kate barked.

“It’s Kara! Maybe she didn’t change that long ago. I need to get her back to the base.”

“Man. Look at her.” Mark tried a quieter approach. Kate wanted to blast both of the deaders into oblivion.

“I’m supposed to protect her. I promised.” Anders trailed off.

Fucking hell! Kate wanted to scream. This was just bound to turn into some dramatic standoff where Anders stood guard over his sister. She just hoped Mark didn’t side with the other guy. If it came to that, she was prepared to do something about him. Sure. She would just blow his brains out like he was any other fucking man.

Except he wasn’t, and she didn’t want to think about what kind of feelings she might have toward him. The image of her naked body astride his once again flooded her mind. Way to go, mind. A couple of deaders on the floor, and you’re thinking about getting fucked.

She backed up and stood next to the big man. She looked at his rugged face, square jaw, big blue eyes. This son of a bitch could have just stepped out of a Stetson commercial. She should just kill everyone in the room. She could see the moves in her head, which was always the first step. Draw and slice down to sever Anders across the neck. Maybe not a killing stroke, but at least a slash to put him down. Then she would shift, slide her right foot out and sweep the blade across her body. The blade would wisp up and slice him from groin to throat. He would go down, hands holding in his intestines. He would probably scream in pain, maybe stare at her in horror. Why? The question would fill his eyes before she took off his head. Then the sword would rise and slide into Anders’s back. Just to the right and off center from the spinal cord. His heart would go, and it would be a matter of seconds before he died.

His sister, the snarling bitch on the floor would be second to last. First, Kate would finish off the gore-splattered man. Maybe use her gun on them both. She already had enough blood on her blade for one day.

She shook her head, and the image fled like a nightmare. Then she had a much different image. This one of Mark as he did very bad things to her. Her face flushed, probably her chest as well.

What was wrong with her today?

If he ever tried anything like that, having his guts ripped out would be the least of his worries.

Bob had a similar effect on her. Her ex-neighbor in his little apartment with computer parts all over the place. He’d had that massive handgun tucked away, and when he showed her how to handle it, she’d almost had a fucking orgasm. Men with guns seemed to be her thing.

“Just do it, Mark,” she said. She looked away and waited to see how things would play out.

“Anders. Look at her. Be realistic.”

“Be realistic? Fuck that, man! Ever since we got out here, you’ve been trying to take the lead. Trying to show me up like I’m some fucking green recruit. You think she cares? She’d as soon spit at you as look at you.” He finished his tirade, staring at Kate as he spat out the last word.

“Shut the fuck up, Anders. Just do what you know you have to do!” she yelled.

“Guys!” Anne’s voice called from the stairs. Kate abandoned the two men to their staring contest and went to the door. She pulled it open and poked her head out.

“Anne?” she called into the silent stairway.

“Which floor are you on?”

“Fifth,” she called back. “Hurry before these two start shooting each other.”

Anne pounded down the stairs like her ass was on fire. She was small, but she sure could run. She was cute, with a little pixie nose. Brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, then secured to the back of her head with bobby pins. She still looked feminine, even in her bulky military clothes.

“We need to haul ass. The other building was swarmed by those dead bastards,” Anne panted as she hit the landing. She looked down at the deader on the floor and slid her foot away from a puddle of blood as if she were wearing Manolo Blahniks.

“How many?”

“Ten? Twenty?”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. A group of guys came in after them. They lured one or two away, then beat the shit out of them with baseball bats. Sounded disgusting.”

“Squishy?”

“Gross. Just gross. I don’t care what they are. They don’t deserve that kind of treatment.”

“Didn’t know you military types had hearts,” Kate observed.

“It’s not that … or maybe it is. It was just wrong, you know?”

“Not really.”

“Get away from her!” Anders’s voice cut in. Ann and Anders. Kate almost giggled at the match. Their Hollywood name would be Anderann.

“This may get nasty.” Kate motioned toward the door. “They can’t get over here, right?”

“Probably not over the ladder. Not coordinated enough.”

Anne kept her eyes on the stairs while Kate peeled away. It was time to get the boys in order and get them the hell out of here.

“You guys done arguing? Can we go?”

Mark and Anders glared at each other while the girl on the ground snarled and reached for them. They kept bickering while the deaders reached out and strained their broken bodies toward the fresh meals of Mark and Anders.

“For fuck’s sake!” Kate said.

Mark, maybe feeling like she was going to bowl him over—with her five-foot-three frame and all—stepped aside. Maybe he was just sick of Anders’s shit and decided to let Kate do something about it. It made sense. If she took care of the problem, then he could keep his relationship with Anders status quo.

Anders moved to block her, but she slid past him like he wasn’t there. Then the sword was in her hand. She brought it down with an exhalation that felt like it came from her feet. Kara’s head opened like a melon. She stopped snarling and dropped to the ground with a thump.

Anders stared at Kate in horror, then cradled Kara’s bloody head in his hands like he was going to hug her.

“That was his sister?” Anne asked.

“She was a deader, and everyone knows it. I did us a favor.”

He stared up at her, eyes livid. Sweat poured down his face to mingle with tears. He rose to his feet and lunged toward her. He left his rifle on the ground, but his sidearm was in hand and pointed at her head so fast it was a blur.

Kate had a choice but not long to make it. She had no doubt she could take the sword and remove Anders’s hand. She could probably take his head off before he got a chance to pull the trigger. They were only a few feet apart, but he still had that thing pointed at her, and the barrel hadn’t wavered an inch.

But Kate was fearless, always had been, and she was not going to let this asshole shoot her down like a dog. She dropped her blade and flew into him. Her eyes never left the weapon as she caught the barrel with one hand and moved to his side so the gun was no longer pointed at her. She stayed as close as a lover as her leg snaked around and checked his stance. She already had control of the weapon, but she slammed it against his chest so hard he would probably be bruised for a week. Barrel now along the length of his chest, she finished the move by pivoting her hips, translating her energy into motion that took him to the ground.

He managed not to pull the trigger because his wrist was bent inward as far as it would go without breaking. Air blasted out of his mouth as he hit the floor. With as hard as she threw him, he might as well have hit a brick wall.

She stayed with him through the move, dropped to one knee and planted the other in his chest, plastering the gun against his body. Kate gave a hard twist to remove the weapon from his hand. She was back on her feet in a split second, gun pointed at his head.

Anders lay next to his sister, covered in her blood. It had pooled around her body, and when he tried to move, his arm brushed against brain matter that was splattered all over the floor.

Kate aimed the gun at Anders’s head and considered giving him the same sendoff. But then she would have to deal with the other two, and that might get hairy. If Anne was a halfway decent shot, she would get Kate before Kate had finished off Mark.

If she took a shot, she would surely turn this room into the gunfight at the zombie-O.K. Corral

“It was for the best, and you know it,” Kate said.

The room was absolutely silent after she spoke. Anne was clearly skittish. She tried to cross her arms across her chest several times, but gave up and affected a ready stance.

Kate couldn’t read the expression on Mark’s face.

“It was,” Mark said after a moment. He placed his hand over the barrel of the gun and pushed it down. Kate let him do it.

Anders got to his feet and brushed off his pants. He moved slowly, like he was getting used to being on his feet again after being at sea. Kate didn’t blame him. The throw had been hard, and the ground was unforgiving. Getting slammed by a girl must have hurt his pride as much as his ass. He would be all right unless he pulled some shit like that again. If he did that, it would be lights out for Mr. Leader of the Pack, and fuck what the others had to say about it.

Anders didn’t look at Kate, so she kept his gun at her side. If he wanted it back, he could ask nicely once they were out of here. His automatic lay on its side a few feet away. He shook his head and let out a keening noise as he stared at his sibling, alone in a puddle of blood and viscera.

Anders stared and stared, but he didn’t say a word. He rolled to his side and grabbed his automatic, but he was careful to keep the barrel pointed down. He planted his other hand on his sister’s face and leaned close. If he kissed her, Kate was going to shoot him out of principle.

His lips moved, but she didn’t hear a sound. Mark moved to place a hand on Anders’s shoulder, but Anders shrugged it off. Mark didn’t look hurt. He just backed up so Anders could stand.

What was his next move going to be?

Kate had the gun in one hand and her sword in the other. If he even thought about pointing that rifle at her, she would slice his throat, then blow his mouth out the back of his head.

Anders grunted but didn’t meet anyone’s eyes. He brushed past Kate to the door. Anne followed without a word. Mark was the only one who stayed with her.

“You’re something else,” Mark said.

“Had to be done, and you know it,” she replied.

“He didn’t know that.”

“He should be smart. She was one of them. A faceless creature that needed to be killed. His sister died the minute one of those things bit her.”

“I agree. And I agree that it had to be done. But you might have handled it with a little more subtlety.”

“Who are you, my fucking dad?”

“I’m just saying, Kate, that was his sister. His only living relative.”

“I didn’t know. Recent?” she asked.

“They had a house in Queen Anne that was overrun the second day.”

“Sorry,” she muttered.

Kate looked up into Mark’s face and saw something she didn’t expect: understanding. He should have been on Anders’s side, but he wasn’t. He knew that she’d done the right thing, and he even approved. She didn’t understand why her heart swelled at his approval.

He reached down and brushed an errant strand of hair across her forehead. Her ponytail was probably a mess. Just like his arm was going to be when she chopped his fucking hand off for even thinking about touching her.

But she didn’t. She didn’t even slap his hand away. She just stood there like a twelve year old waiting for a boy to hold her hand for the first time.

“Don’t,” she said at last. Kate turned away, toward the door, all too aware of how little conviction her voice held.
  

Lester
 

If Lester had somehow brought his AR-15, he was pretty sure he would have turned it on Grinder and then himself.

“What the hell? Can you push it open?” Their voices echoed in the tiny space. To Lester’s drug-addled mind, it sounded like he was talking into a cup through the straw.

The lid lifted a few inches, then stopped. A small sliver of daylight filtered in. Lester swore the stench of the place caused the beam of light to waver as if it had passed through steam.

“Damn thing is stuck.” Grinder banged against it again.

“Shhh!”

“What do you mean shhh? You wanna be stuck in here all day? They’re gonna find us dead from the smell.”

“No one’s going to find us. Just shut up. Why the fuck is it so wet in here?”

“‘Cause you’re sweating like a damn pig, and so am I. Oh fucking hell, we are so fucking fucked.” Grinder hit the lid again.

“Really? It’s sweat and not cat piss or something like that?”

“Yeah, man. I feel like I’m in a sauna. Same thing I did there, I’m doing here. Breathing through my mouth, man. I bet I smell like a homeless dick, but not in here. In here, the stench just kind of mingles.”

Lester giggled. He had a sudden vision of buckets of sweat getting dressed up and hanging out in a huge room filled with hot girls who wanted to meet them. It was a candlelight affair, and everyone had to drink expensive wine.

“What’s so funny?”

“The sweat drinking wine.” Then Lester laughed out loud and banged his hand against the side of the trash container.

“I thought you wanted to be quiet. Now you’re acting all crazy and shit. Dude!”

“Dude. See, they dress up in tuxedoes, and they party. Like buckets of the shit, right? When they get going, the sweat flies everywhere. The buckets don’t sweat ‘cause that’s not in the cards for the buckets. The buckets hold the sweat. Get it?”

Lester went into a fit of laughter and kicked his leg up and then down into something that squished. That sobered him up right away.

“Dude. If you roll over on all fours and I get on your back, I can push the lid open. Can you do that?”

“The hell do you mean get on all fours? I ain’t into that kinda shit. And even if I was, in here?”

“Oh for fuck’s sake. If I just get some leverage, I know I can get the door open. Come on, Les!”

“Angela called me Les. Not you, buckaroo! Not you!” Lester screamed at the side of the container and bashed his hand against it again. He sucked in air like it was going out of style and immediately regretted it.

“Stop! You’re gonna attract half the deaders in the city. They’ll surround us, and we’ll die in here. Just you and me, bud. Covered in filth and fucking shit. We won’t die from starvation, though. Know what we’re going to die of?”

“Huh?”

“We’re gonna die of me killing you and then myself!”

“Do you have any weed, man?” Les asked after the tiny space had been quiet for a few moments.

“Just the shit you sold me two days ago,” Grinder spat back.

Les sat back in frustration, banging his head in the process. He rubbed the sore spot and regretted it. His hands were covered in filth, and now his hair was too.

Why did everything have to change? It was just a few nights ago that he and Angela had been enjoying a quiet zombie-free night at home.

She had the stereo blaring through the tiny kitchen while she shook her ass in a pair of shorts so tiny they left her cheeks hanging in the wind. Lester waited patiently and really didn’t care if the food ever got done. He was happy to just watch her, and she knew it.

“What’s on your mind, babe?” she asked as she filled a pot with water.

“Your ass.”

“Don’t you love me for my smile too?” she purred and shot him a hundred watts of the finest whitening the city could offer. Dr. Spectin (sounded like something he had to clean off a sheet once) had a practice not too far from the house and always made time for Angela no matter the procedure and no matter the day. She got them shined up at least twice a year. And Spectin got to look down her blouse.

“Sure, babe. And all your other stuff,” he said in a lackluster tone. They had been together for a while, but he didn’t want to get married, or maybe he did. If he were ever going to drag his lazy stoner ass into a church, it would be for Ange.

“My other stuff, huh?” She sashayed across the kitchen. He had to lean over to watch her as she left his range of sight. He extended his body too far and nearly fell out of his seat. He sat up and considered a hit on the old pipe. Been an hour, might as well. Nothing else to do tonight except Angela. Provided, of course, he kept her in a good mood.

He reached for his baggie of green delight. Had to root around for it. Why the hell was their living room table always so messy? There was a newspaper section from three months ago that he was too damn lazy to toss out. At least two remote controls that seemed to have no fucking use. Some coasters that never saw condensate. An ashtray to catch their roaches, currently partially full. Two weeks ago, they were low on supply and had to peel a few papers to make ends meet. There were few butts too, even though he hardly ever smoked cigs.

There was a half-finished bottle of Coke that was probably warm and most likely a few days old. The funniest was a box of tissue paper that had some kind of stuffed animal wrapped around it. Angela found it at an Oriental store in the mall. The back had a slit where the paper came out. It had looked like a cat, but Les took a lighter to the whiskers and furry back. He said that any pussy in his house had to be bare. Angela smacked the shit out of him for that one.

He was just about to dig around in the roaches to see if any looked promising, when a banging came from the front of the house.

It wasn’t a knock, exactly, more like a giant booming that scared the ever-loving shit out of him. It was the sort of pounding that made his heart scream from zero to DEA in about half a fucking second.

This was it! After all the careful planning and years of successfully hiding his sideline as a drug dealer, they had found him, and now he would be looking at twenty years. Fuck! Lester wasn’t exactly the fit type, and he was apt to have his ass pounded like … well, like the prison bitch he was going to be.

He froze in place, but his eyes went to the semiautomatic butted up against the wall. He was just a few feet away and could have it in hand in the blink of an eye. It was even loaded but carefully set aside without one in the chamber. If there was one thing Les lived for, it was slamming a shell into the breech by racking back the slide.

They probably had guys at the rear, though. They probably had half a dozen assholes back there in their black jackets with DEA splashed across the back in yellow. Guns drawn, ready to bash in the door at any second with one of those big ram things.

If he did go for his gun, at least he could go out in some kind of blaze of glory. With his luck, they would shoot him just enough to fuck up his body but not actually kill him. Then he’d be in jail in a little wheelchair and would be even easier meat for the boys of cell block LSYA—–Let’s See Your Ass.

The pounding again. Christ, why did he think of the word “pounding”?

If he did go for the gun, it might be a short fight, and there was Angela to consider. Couldn’t very well drag her into it. He planned to do everything he could to prove she had nothing to do with his side job. They had worked on the story and alibis for as long as they had been together, and he was confident that she wouldn’t do time. How the hell could they put such a hottie behind bars? That would be a crime in itself.

She would visit him for a while, at least until she met a new guy; then it would be adios, amigo. Have fun rotting in jail. Vertigo washed over him as he reached for the AR-15; the floor suddenly felt much closer than it should be. But reality sucked him back to the present and punched him in the gut.

“Fuck, Les. Can’t you get the door?” Angela called from the kitchen. Her voice didn’t have a hint of fear in it.

He rose and decided to forget about the gun. He would just talk his way out of it. Tell the feds that Lester no longer lived here. He was Joe Shmoe who had moved in a few months ago. That was it. They would buy it, walk away and leave him in peace and quiet.

The door was a mile away. The hallway stretched toward the wooden portal that was sure to hold his doom as soon as he opened it. He took a second to check the picture halfway down the hall to make sure it was straight and secured to the wall. It was his stash, his own private cubbyhole that no one, Angela included, knew about. He had a bag of drugs and a sweet little gun with which someone had paid for goods. And another gorgeous ball of misery in the form of a genuine Army-issue fragmentation grenade. He wasn’t ever going to detonate it. He just wanted it to show off to his associates.

Maybe he could tear the picture off, grab the grenade and lob it at the door. Then he and Angela could make their escape in the ensuing chaos. That shit always worked in the movies. They would flee while the house blew up, in slow motion, of course. He wouldn’t even look back as the flames rose into the sky, because he was too cool for that.

He made it to the door, shaking, and checked the side window. He had never put in a peephole. Both sides had a sliver of a window done up in ornate glass, some etched crap that an upper-class resident had put in as part of a renovation. The problem was that they never got around to doing anything else. The windows looked nice, sure, and they probably cost a small fortune. All the etching and raised glass distorted the view.

Les peeked anyway. He tried not to make the curtains move, but they were right up against the edge of the windowsill. A moth couldn’t get into the tiny space, let alone his questing eye. A little sand garden sat on the sill, something Angela had picked up for him. The idea was to use the little rake to make shapes in the sand. It was supposed to be relaxing. The night she gave it to him, he wrote BLOW ME. They had laughed so hard that there was never a thought put toward erasing the words and making shapes. It became the unofficial welcome to all visitors.

Les did a double take as a figure dressed in tan came into view. There wasn’t a group of a dozen agents with a battering ram, but what in the blue fuck was an Army guy doing here?

Les eased the door open. His eyes were wide, because he was all too aware that he had been as high as a fucking kite not an hour ago.

The guy had all the requisite gear of a soldier. Camouflaged clothing. Bunch of little pouches that would be terrific for hiding bags and bags of drugs. He had a few clients who were in the military, but he never thought to ask one of them to carry stuff back to a base.

“Help you?” Les heard his voice echo off the roof of the porch. Oh God, this guy was going to know there was a weed fest going on here. He could smell it or sense it. They trained them like that, didn’t they? Each and every Army guy was like a drug-sniffing dog, able to detect the slightest hint of wrongdoing. He was going to take one look at Les, rush back to command and report him. Then the real trouble would begin. Shit shit SHIT!

Behind the soldier was a large military transport. A pair of soldiers stood in front of his crappy chain-link fence, writing on a clipboard. Bright flashlight beams marched up the street in various directions. It was eerie. Felt like something out of a whacked-out dream.

“Sir. My name is Private Lightfoot, and I regret to inform you that you’ll need to leave your house. Sir.”

“Saywhatthefuck?”

“Sir. A terrible gas leak has forced us to evacuate the neighborhood. This paper explains it all.” The guy handed him a sheet of paper. Les scanned it, but his eyes fell on just one particular section: the part that said he would need to seal his house and get out of the neighborhood. The blocks of military script were followed by several apologies. Well, as his daddy used to say, apologies were for assholes who couldn’t think of anything better to say.

“This’s some kind of joke, right? I can’t just leave my damn house. Where the hell am I supposed to go?”

“No, sir. It’s real. It’s signed by the mayor right there.” He pointed at a sprawling signature that had the Washington state seal over it. “Tomorrow morning, someone will be by with more information. This’s just a courtesy visit, sir, so you can get ready. Pack up the essentials, since it’s just for a day or two. You’ll be notified when it is safe to come back. Just fill out the little form on the bottom, and be sure to include a phone number where you can be reached. You’ll hear from the National Guard when it is safe.”

“Get ready to leave? Yeah, that shit ain’t happening.” Les turned away. He was going to let this joker eat a big face full of wooden door. Leave? He wasn’t going any goddamn where. In the morning, he would call his lawyer and find out if they could really make him leave. Jerry would have all the answers.

“Sorry. Sir. It’s not really a request. There will be a state of emergency declared, and we can’t allow anyone to stay. I understand how you feel.” Then the guy snapped to attention and turned to leave.

“You do? Oh that’s a relief.” Lester looked around. “Hey, do you smell that?”

“Smell what?” The soldier sniffed at the air. His nostrils actually twitched.

“Not gas. That’s what.”

“Oh that. Trust me, sir. It’s there, but you wouldn’t ever know. By tomorrow, it’ll be worse, and that’s when it will get very dangerous to anyone who stays here. Very dangerous.”

“So if I stay, I might die?” Lester smirked.

“Very likely. Very likely, sir.”

This time, Les paid attention. He listened with his eyes, ears and brain. The guy was genuinely scared of something. It was in his eyes. The soldier looked behind him, snapped his head right around like he was waiting for some kind of order. When he looked back at Les, he lowered his voice.

“I know it sucks, but trust me, man, you do not want to be here tomorrow.” Then Private Lightfoot snapped off a salute, spun on his heel and marched down the stairs like he was headed to an inspection. Back stiff and shoulders squared.

“Well okey-fucking-dokey, then.” And offered a salute with his middle finger.

He slapped his hand to his side and wondered why he had done that. The guy was just doing his job. It wasn’t like Lester had anything against the guy. Hell, in his shoes, he would probably hate his life.
  

Johnny Lee
 

The man in tattered green-and-orange cargo pants stood in front of the fence and screamed at the top of his lungs. His shirt was new about a decade ago. It might have been a sweatshirt at one time, but now it was missing both sleeves, and the pouch that made up the front was torn and hanging from his stomach like a flap. The logo on the front was from the long-defunct XFL league. The team name was obscured by dirt and a yellow stain that looked like piss.

He had a shaved head and a white beard that looked like a Brillo pad after a hard day of work scrubbing pots at the local diner. The skin under his eyes hung like a ball sack, and when he rubbed it, a yellow mucus that smelled like dirty feet coated his forefinger.

Johnny Lee LeBeau, ex-Marine, ex-husband, ex-father and ex-member of society, yelled curses, and when he ran out of his formidable collection of words, he resorted to babbling at high volume. The creatures on the other side of the fence moaned at him. Some tried to climb the chain-link barrier, but a fresh batch of razor wire along the top sent them falling back, hands slick with blood.

It was just after dawn, and Johnny was lonely. In a way, he missed Sticks, Cid, Blackjack, and Crazy Kelly. Not a bad crew to run with; he’d been around worse. Not a lot of love on the streets, but they had a pact of sorts, watched out for each other, provided there was a golden nugget. A sip, nip, toke or shared smoke. What came around went right back around. Sure, you could make it on your own, but why take the chance? There was safety in numbers and an occasional back against your own to get through a cold night.

They didn’t have the slightest inkling that Johnny Lee LeBeau once spent an entire month up to his neck in swamp and blood. Stank-ass and malaria. Bugs and the worst case of crotch rot a man should never have to experience.

But he was old now, and the years had not been kind. Back then, he was somebody, and he was from somewhere. That was before his platoon got blown to hell and back. He and a white guy by the name of Eddie Stacks were stuck in the shit. The piss-pile, dog-rot hellhole known as Nam.

“They gimme a gun, I shoot all ya’ll.” He cackled through what was left of his teeth. Had a bad run with meth; that seemed to go with the territory. But he was clean now, clean of that shit at least. If it wasn’t clean and green and from Mother Earth, he didn’t indulge.

Johnny stopped yelling for a moment, took out a pouch of Tops tobacco from his pocket and slipped a rolling paper from a pack. The thin material snapped in the breeze, but he bunched up one end and poured a healthy row of tobacco in and then scrunched the top down tight. He could practically smell the acrid smoke. Could already taste it. If he had a joint, he’d be smoking that instead.

He rolled the smoke one handed while he stared. Just before he lifted the white paper to touch his tongue, he paused to unleash a fresh howl at the people on the other side of the fence.

“Never seen no shit like this afore. Never seen the like. Seen them skinny gooks with ribs poking out ‘cause they live on maggots and rice. Never seen no yelling foaming dead folk walk. Ya’ll SHUT THE FUCK UP! Blood all over the damn place!”

They didn’t care what he said. They were content to push on the metal fence, to test it and, every once in a while, jump up toward the top. None made it, of course. The parking lot was currently under construction, and it had a huge fence surrounding it. If he had a gun, like his cherished automatic in the Corps, he would have been set up behind one of the cars and blasting away for all he was worth.

He was knee deep in it before he was eighteen. He wanted a waiver out of his pops, but damned if that old man was ever home. So he bullshitted his way in, got a smile and a strong handshake. “Welcome, son. Welcome to the only home you will ever need.”

The guy hadn’t even been slick, not back then. Kids were brought up in the shadow of their fathers’ exploits overseas during the Second World War. That or the Korean get-together a few years later. His own pop hadn’t served, but he sure talked about how much he wanted to be a fighter pilot. How he had gone up for the training, but they said his eyes weren’t too good. Probably nothing to do with that, more to do with the color of his skin.

Maybe it was the booze. The old man was drunk more than he was sober, and praise Jesus if LeBeau wasn’t the spitting image of Pops in that regard. He preferred to be half-drunk all the time instead of dead drunk half the time.

“Hear that, ya damn deaders? Only drunk half the time, or half-drunk like now!”

He sputtered laughter and then sucked on his hand-rolled cigarette.

Marines, boy that was some shitty job.

They taught him how to take the weapon apart, how to clean it and apply oil to the parts. They taught him how to go for a week without a drop of hot water. He got the rot once or twice. A shitty growth on his feet that stank worse than the men around him. Doc applied some stuff, but it never seemed to work all that well. What was that doctor’s name? He wore a thick pair of glasses, BCs or Birth Controls, because there was no way in hell you were getting laid wearing those things.

Once, they thought he had a damn leech up his dick and almost sent him to the hospital. Johnny wouldn’t hear of it, and after getting knocked up on enough morphine to make him pass out cold, they (so he was told later) shoved a tool up his wee hole and got the obstruction out. It was a bug, but no one knew what kind, and that was the end of his days going in the water without something to cover his junk.

The parking lot he currently called home felt closed in. He glanced around at the other survivors, and they glanced at him. If he saw them on the street with their dark looks, he would have howled words at them. It was the most fun he had nowadays, making the whiteys scared of him. Most of the time, he was content to sit on a street corner and beg for a little change.

He didn’t yell at them anymore. These were his fellow warriors. These were his people now. They might not be the most ideal group of mother fuckers, but they were all he had to work with.

Not a one of them had a gun. One of them looked like he’d know his way around if he weren’t nine hundred years old. He might even be packing a weapon, but he kept a poker face like he had a full house. He stared around at the others with a measure of something approaching contempt. Johnny had already forgotten the man’s name. So for now, it was Poker Face.

There was a twenty-something little piece of ass all dolled up in a summer dress. Her blonde hair hung long and loose, and when she looked down, it framed her face, which made her reach up with one slim finger to slip it behind her ear. A practiced move that was probably meant to be cute. Now, she kept straightening her hair and staring at the ends like she expected them to be different from the last time she checked them out. They were surrounded by the dead, and all she wanted to do was look good. She was sitting in a white BMW someone had parked toward the back of the lot.

If they didn’t pop their heads out then, the deaders just wandered away. The first time one of the fast ones got a look at them, it howled for their blood and launched itself at the fence. Johnny howled back and struck out with a metal bar he had found tossed in a corner. It was probably used to block entrance to the lot if stuck in a hole. Now it made an effective, if not very heavy, weapon of deader-smashing destruction.

When the blood-red eyes settled on him from behind the fence, Johnny Lee felt a chill in his bones like the reaper himself had reached into his chest and squeezed his soul. “See that, son? That’s not really yours, and I’m coming for it soon.”

The thing drooled a line of red-flecked foam that ran down its chest. It didn’t take a Harvard-educated asshole to see it was tainted with flesh and blood. It snarled like a dog, slid down to the ground and attacked the fence again in a frenzy. Hands grabbing metal, lips curled back, teeth on display, some broken, others just plain missing.

Johnny was just about sick and tired of the asshole, so he swung as hard as he could, a big overhead loop that punched into the fence and struck the snarling man in the face, caving in part of his skull. The creature’s eyes met his one last time, and then the body slid, lifeless—again—to the ground.

He grinned and then spit at the thing. Fuck you, buddy. Fuck you very much.
  

Kate
 

They ran into the shit at the bottom of the stairs.

Anders ranged ahead with Anne. Kate brought up the rear as Mark pounded after his friends. The building was stifling, especially in the staircase, but they took the old dark stairwell like the floor above was about to come down around them.

Down flights of stairs with guns pointed in every direction. They hadn’t swept this part of the building, so anything that moved would be deader bait.

They hit the ground level and came to a door that had several chairs wedged against it. Those went into a pile. Mark pushed, but the door wouldn’t budge.

Anders joined him, and on the count of three, they threw their weight against the door, but it wouldn’t open. They looked at each other and did it again. It was a heavy double-paned job that was clearly built to withstand the elements. But against these two, it gave on the third try. The glass didn’t break, but the door made an unholy racket when it smashed against the wall.

“Two front. I see two more across the street.” Mark made some gestures, and Anders dropped to a knee. They opened fire, taking out the nearest two. Others poured into the street and dropped before they got up to speed. But whatever advantage they might have had was long gone.

Not that they had much luck, either, Kate reflected as they broke for the alley between the two buildings. They were fucked from the moment they left the stadium grounds an hour ago. Now they had to fight their way back. Now they got to see just how tough the group was.

The street was a mess. Bags of debris littered the sidewalks and streets. It reeked like a dump. Kate wasn’t much into the whole city pride thing, but this was a real shame.

Three deaders caught sight of the survivors and angled toward them. Guns bristled from the hastily constructed squad as they moved around the corner of the alleyway. Kate fired first. She wasn’t waiting around to see if the deaders wanted to have coffee. She popped one in the head and aimed at a second, but Anne beat her to it. Her gun spat, and a guy dropped in his tracks as his brains exited his head at high speed.

The third was a girl around fifteen or sixteen years of age. She wore pajamas, and her long, silky blond hair hung almost to her waist. It would have been quite pretty if not for the blood that matted it against her face and neck.

Mark couldn’t seem to do the job. He fired, but the shot missed by a mile.

“Pussy,” Kate whispered. Her first shot went wide, but her next two blew the girl onto her back.

Then they arrived. There were ten. Then twenty. Soon it had to be a hundred. They flowed from side streets and alleyways. Jackson Avenue was soon overrun with the dead.

The alleyway offered a quick shot to a cross street. They ran to it, hung a left and kept going.

At the next alley, they pause to take stock. Kate kept her eyes glued to the oncoming mass and considered her choices. If she left her new comrades, she would probably reach safety twice as quickly. She could flat-out run for a couple of minutes as long as she kept her breathing under control.

On the other hand, they probably wouldn’t stand a chance, just the three of them. Even with four, it was tough odds. The group of deaders was just too much; they would have to stay mobile.

“Ready?” Mark’s face was intense. He stayed close to her while the other two crept ahead.

“Let’s do it already!” Kate exclaimed.

What was she even doing? Kate was not the kind to go down in a blaze of glory. But her options were diminishing by the second, and she couldn’t say why she stayed, although she glanced at Mark more than once.

Then the gang that they’d watched earlier arrived on the scene, and it was chaos. They moved across the street, directly toward the deaders. The men looked like soccer hooligans. The guy in the lead charged one of the deaders with a roar. There were at least ten or fifteen, maybe more, and they were all armed to the teeth. One had a huge machine gun that looked straight out of the twenties, complete with a huge round magazine. He opened up and dropped an entire row. The gun beat at the sky and rose over the howls of the deaders. Others opened up with an assortment of weapons. They had handguns and spiked bats. Long hunks of wood and metal pipes. They went at the deaders with roaring madness.

Kate wanted to join them, to get in the fight and deal a little lead herself, but she had no idea what intentions the others had. At least with her group, she knew who her enemy was.

Then the dark man in the leather jacket she had seen earlier caught her eye. He extended a hand and performed a little bow in her direction, then lashed a huge stick around to crack into a deader’s head. The dead man had been running full bore, saliva and blood drooling down his chin. Now his own forward momentum had turned into a deathblow that flipped the fucker over and onto his back.

Anders was the first to open up. He crouched down and sighted along his gun, then, with slow and methodical shots, thinned the herd. The others joined him, so Kate took a few steps toward the center of the street and checked her weapon.

She slid the bolt assembly back and found one already primed. She let it slam shut, lifted the gun, sighted along the iron cross, and blew a deader’s brains out through the side of his head. She was selective and shot one at a time, took a second after each one to make sure none of the gang fell under her sights.

The chamber locked open, and she was already reaching for a fresh mag. Popped one loose, slid it into her bag and found one that was full. She slapped it home, pressed the release and got a satisfying clank. She resumed shooting. After ten rounds, she stopped, because she didn’t want to use it all here. Besides, the deaders had been thinned out considerably.

Anders and Anne whistled for them and then made a break for it.

A fresh bunch of deaders had taken notice and moved in on their position. Anders did his best to butt down a few with the stock of his rifle. Anne stayed close to him, drew her handgun and shot a pair before they could get within fifteen feet.

Mark grabbed Kate’s arm to guide her, then pulled gently to urge her to follow. She didn’t need any other messages and backed up, firing as she moved.

Anne’s gun jammed, and while she jacked the slide back and forth, a pair of them got too close. Anders kicked one in the gut, but the other was already on them. The deader was tall and skinny, with jet-black hair that hung to his shoulders. Anders pulled away, but the creature was fast. Unfazed by the rifle butt, it leaped off the ground like some wild animal and plowed into Anders.

The men went down in a heap. Anne screamed for help while trying to clear the jam. Kate had concerns of her own as one of the deaders looked her in the eye. Filled with rage, it broke from the pack and came at her. Kate exhaled, drew a bead and put two rapid shots through the deader’s head. The first was off center and took off part of the girl’s face and ear. The other put her down for the count.

The noise drew several more. She slung the gun over her shoulder and pulled the sword. It rang in the hot air and cast a brilliant flash across the face of a deader that barely wore a stitch of clothing on her shattered body. One arm swung, broken and dislocated, at her side, and she dragged one twisted foot. She wasn’t one of the fast ones, so Kate ran to meet her.

Kate ripped her from hip to abdomen. The woman’s guts spilled out in a splash of brown blood that covered the ground at her feet. Her insides were a putrid green color that challenged the contents of Kate’s stomach to stay in place.

She didn’t have time to be sick. With her sword in both hands, she made short work of another deader, this one a Seahawks fan, judging by the team colors he wore.

Her sword was a whirlwind as she took down a pair of the deaders. She caught sight of Mark as he ducked around a corner. A shot echoed, and then he was back.

There wasn’t much distance between them, but there were a number of deaders in the way. He lowered his gun and aimed, but he didn’t fire. The barrel wavered back and forth, and Kate felt a chill as the gun was pointed in her direction, then just as quickly pointed away. It still left a couple of the enemy to deal with.

The other group took down deaders like they were dominoes. The man in the dark jacket was the quickest. He was tall and whip thin, and he moved like a viper. His bald and tattooed head glistened in the sunlight. Sweat poured down his face to mingle with pink spots of blood.

A deader crashed into Kate from behind. She rolled forward, right into the clutches of another snarling man. She used her forward momentum to barrel past him. Then Anders’s gun boomed as he fired several shots. She shied away from him, guessing he wasn’t incapable of putting a bullet in her skull and blaming it on friendly fire. She was once again reminded of the lawlessness on the streets. No one would know—and almost no one would care—if she died here.

Kate had no plans for joining the dead.

She didn’t lose her grip on the sword. She swung it around in a vicious slash that nearly decapitated a deader making a grab for her. She kicked his flailing corpse to the ground and sidestepped a last useless swipe for her leg.

The ground was covered in blood, viscera, shit and body parts. The thunk of wood and metal on heads and other appendages was sickening, but she soldiered on. The other group chanted and yelled as they took down deaders.

Kate whirled to confront another figure, but it was the tall man. He slithered toward her, his tongue licking his lips like a lizard’s. She wanted to slice the fucker into chunks fit for fondue, but she resisted the urge to kill a potential ally. He had rescued them, after all, and it was probably bad form to slice and dice the people who pulled your ass out of the fire.

She smirked at him just to let him know their alliance was temporary at best. She was already sliding past him to take on the last deader when something heavy smashed into her neck and shoulders. The world tilted and blurred. Her head rang, and her sword arm was suddenly numb.

“What?” The word came out a whisper between numb lips.

Mark made for her but was brought down by three of the ruffians. They beat him to the ground, then a bat rose and fell once, and he was still.

“Tough fucking bitch, aren’t you?” a voice snarled behind her.

You have no idea, she wanted to say, but the words just hung in her throat. She fell to her hands and knees, then her right arm gave, and she nearly went flat to the ground.

Her last sight was another blow. It snatched away her consciousness but not before she saw a self-satisfied half-smirk from Anders, who was peeking around the corner. Then he was gone, and so was the light.
  

Mike
 

Panic. I could feel it bubbling around me.

I glanced behind and saw the stairs that led to the station below the field. I would be close to the trains and able to board one of the first ones. Did that make me some kind of coward?

I made it to the staging area, the place where the living were ushered into the exhibition center, examined and moved into the main area if they were free of bites. I had not been inside, but I didn’t think it was a pleasant place. It was bad enough being chased around the town by the deaders. Hiding, fighting, maybe watching loved ones dying. But to arrive in a safe zone only to be stripped and inspected like an animal was a real insult. But it was also the only sane thing to do. If just one of those things got in and infected someone, it would spread like wildfire.

The street was clear, thanks to enough fencing and razor wire to construct a World War II POW camp. One end of the street was completely blocked, while the other end had an entrance of sorts. At least a dozen men and women stood behind barriers and piles of sandbags, eyeing those who approached. Bodies lay in piles, in singles, pairs and, in one case, seven or eight all clumped together. The stench was unbearable. The heat was not kind. I gagged as the wind shifted and sent a wave of putrid air my way. Holding my nose was the only thing I could do. I swear the smell made my eyes run.

As people approached, they were ordered via bullhorn to hold their hands up or at least shout back that they weren’t deaders. The second day of our self-incarceration had been horrendous. I had watched from afar as people were gunned down almost with glee. I knew not all of them had been deaders; there was simply no way to sort them out.

But the things had caught on, somehow. Even a dog learns if you beat it enough. The deaders had learned to stay away, but I didn’t think that was going to last much longer.

A helicopter buzzed overhead and then slowed and paused in the air. It hovered for a moment before speeding off. A few seconds later, I heard the sound of a massive machine gun opening up.

I shuddered and made my way toward the kill zone.

A pair of men ran toward the checkpoint with a group of deaders on their heels. I was drawing close to the fence when I paused to watch. They babbled as they jogged, and when challenged by the guards, both raised their hands and shouted that they weren’t deaders. One of the men was covered in sweat, so much so that his shirt was soaked through. He was a large man but carried his weight like a boxer, except for the gasping breaths.

The other had dark hair and a thick gold hoop through one ear. He wore a black t-shirt that read “Survivors” and had a face on it that looked like it was screaming. I almost chuckled at the irony.

“Jeremy, MOVE!” the larger man bellowed and pushed his friend out of the way.

A deader came at the pair in a loping gait, like a dog chasing a blood trail. The big guy swung his arm like a wrestling move and stopped the deader in its tracks. He hit it just above the chest, and the creature was swept off its feet. Jeremy recovered and stumbled after his friend. Seeing the deader lying on the ground, he raised a black boot and stomped the thing’s head in. The creature’s arms flopped, but it still had life, so the bigger guy kicked it in the side. Then Jeremy finished it with another stomp that left a smear of broken forehead and brains. I shuddered.

These guys were once probably happy enough to just be tossing back a couple of beers and maybe a sandwich or two in the event of a football game. Now they were killing, performing moves they might have seen at an ultimate fighter match.

A shot boomed out as one of the Guardsmen broke from behind his barricade, took a few steps toward the melee and lowered a very respectable shotgun. In my close to forty years of life, I could easily count the number of times I had been around guns, but in the last few days, I had learned enough to recognize that the weapon in the warrior’s hand was a twelve-gauge pump-action shotgun.

The gun fired, and buckshot blew a deader back a few feet. For half a crazy second, I was worried that the Guardsmen were just going to shoot Jeremy and his friend. I wanted to scream at them to stop, but anything I cried would have been drowned out.

Instead, I intended to take out the deaders around them. Maybe they would be spared if I could open up some breathing room for them.

I ran to the checkpoint, shouting that I wanted to help. One of the Guardsmen looked me up and down and scoffed but didn’t stop me from taking up a position near them.

“Just aim for the red eyes; don’t mow down any living.”

I nodded and gently pulled the charging unit back to inspect the chamber. I could see brass staring back at me from the magazine. I racked the slide back and let it snap forward, carrying a round with it. I did this with the gun pointed down and to the side, finger off the trigger. I must have passed some test, because one of the other guys nodded and tossed me a magazine. I dropped the heavy clip in my back pocket.

I picked a spot at the chain-link fence and stuck the barrel though an opening. It was a tiny triangle, and I immediately regretted the plan. The rifle sights would prevent me from maneuvering it with any ease, and it was just a bit too high at the moment. Too late now. I aimed and shot for one, but missed. I almost jerked the trigger, but I was so grateful that the gun had even fired that I nearly did a little dance. I was tired of watching and waiting for help. I was sick of being stuck behind a giant fence, unable to help anyone.

The shock of the shot came next as my ears rang with the concussive blast.

I took aim, and my next shot took one in the shoulder. It spun, so I breathed out and stroked the trigger. Bingo. The guy, who was no older than me and dressed in what used to be a suit, fell to the side and stopped moving.

There was a flood of them. I fired, but they came on in a rush. Jeremy was overwhelmed, but he shook off a few and dashed toward the barricade. He would have made it, but he ran into the Guardsman with the shotgun. They went down in a panicked heap. The one with the gun rolled free, came up on one knee and blew the legs off a deader hot on his heels. Blood splattered, and the girl went down. She hit the pavement so hard it sounded like a basketball hitting the asphalt.

I shuddered and fought to keep my stomach from tossing its contents all over the place. There were too many of them. I shot a few more, but they closed in on our location in droves. I heard men on the move and risked a glance at the entryway. Jeremy had thrown himself in front of his friend so he could take down one of the attackers. He threw a wild kick that pushed a deader back, but it collided with another one and was back at him.

“Run, Chip!” he screamed.

His friend became enraged. Like a bear, he rose and grabbed one of the deaders around the neck. I almost fired, but I would have risked shooting the big man. He flung the creature aside and helped his friend up. Then a pair of deaders leaped at them.
  

Johnny Lee
 

The parking lot was not the biggest shithole that Johnny Lee LeBeau had ever lived in. Far from it. During the economic downturn of the late ‘90s, just about the time his boy Slick Willy went out of office, there was barely any panhandling money to go around. During good times, guilty whites liked to hand out cash. When times were tough, he was a non-tax-paying member of society. Riff raff, someone to piss on to make themselves feel better.

He could be the nicest panhandler in the world. “Good afternoon, young man. Afternoon, young lady, can you spare a few coins so I can get a bite to eat?” That one worked from time to time, but it was better to ask for bus money. Seemed like if you were making an attempt to at least move in the direction of a job, people were a little more helpful. Sometimes he didn’t feel like being nice and wanted to get in people’s faces.

One thing every pedestrian in Seattle could agree on: There was nothing worse than a crazy, screaming homeless man confronting you. Johnny found humor in that. He wouldn’t hurt anyone, not really. Sometimes he got into scrapes, but that came with the territory. The ones you had to watch out for were the quiet white guys, particularly in this city. Those were the men who went home to happy families until the wife suddenly went missing. “No, Officer, I don’t know why she went out on Thanksgiving and left her wallet at home.” Meanwhile, her body was buried under the porch.

The parking lot butted up against an old building that had been condemned. In true Seattle tradition, they didn’t blow it up. Instead, they brought in a giant crane and took it apart floor by floor. Massive chunks of concrete rained down while girders were lowered on pallets.

They didn’t want anyone but construction workers parking here, so they put up a huge metal fence that rose a good ten feet into the air. LeBeau knew the type, because he stayed away from them. They were not worth the effort, with the height and razor wire on top. Fuck that, and fuck trying to sneak over one.

Which was why he found it so fortuitous to be able to slide past a loose chain that held the door shut. A deader had been going crazy, bashing on it to get at the couple cowering by a car. They were older than LeBeau, who put his own age in the upper fifties. The man clutched at his chest while the woman, probably his wife from the way she hovered and held him, called for help.

Johnny Lee LeBeau didn’t give two shits about helping them. What he wanted was to get inside. So he grabbed a metal pipe and beat the fucking deader to a pulp, and that felt mighty fine. Like he was swinging for the wall, even though he had never played a real game of baseball in his entire life. When he pushed his way in and then rigged the loose chain so the door was no longer standing half open, the others kept far away.

There was one other inhabitant in the parking lot.

Bait. That was what he called her. She probably had issues with him bashing in heads. She sniffed, tossed her hair and looked away whenever he glanced her way. Girl was a fine little thing with a pair of legs that glistened in the bright sunlight. Old Johnny wouldn’t mind splitting those either. Right in two.

The older couple found a Cadillac in which to sit and left the back doors open. It still must have been an oven in there. She had a small bottle of water that she kept pouring onto a handkerchief to dab at the man’s forehead. He didn’t look well at all. His face was pale, and when he moved, he puffed like a locomotive going straight uphill.

She wore a white hat that had a row of flowers around the base. Glasses rounded out the grandmother look, as did a conservative dress that buttoned from neck to ground. All those buttons … How the hell long did it take to put that thing on?

A group of slow deaders walked by like they were on a Sunday stroll. They looked aimless to LeBeau. Not like the fast ones that wanted blood. He felt cagey, so he slipped out from behind the SUV that was providing a little bit of shade. Why the hell did he pick this hellhole to hide out in? If he were on the other side of Third Avenue, he would be in constant shade.

“Ya’ll got any smokes?” he asked as he crept up on the fence. They turned as one and stared at him, then reached out, hands groping for something that wasn’t there. She was tall and lean. Bite marks marred pale arms that were stick thin. Her boyfriend didn’t have any teeth and was barely out of his teens. Johnny Lee mimicked her actions and even asked if she had any wine. That was his thing, wine. The cheaper the better. He could drink three bottles a night and call it a warm-up.

Johnny would just about kill for a few bottles right about now.

MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE FOOTBALL STADIUM. DO NOT TALK TO ANY OF THE INFECTED. MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE FOOTBALL STADIUM. YOU WILL BE PROTECTED.

The giant speakers announced it once again. About every fifteen minutes, it went off. Johnny Lee LeBeau was not about to go to the damn football stadium. The minute he left the safety of this location, he was dead meat.

“Why don’t you leave them alone?” Bait said softly.

He turned to stare into her giant blue eyes. They were as wide open as daylight and leaked tears. For a moment, he felt pity for the girl. Then she went back to stroking her hair, holding it up and staring at it from downcast eyes. Oh yeah, she was a looker, but right now, she wasn’t looking so great. Worry crinkled her eyes, and sweat made her makeup run.

She was tiny. If she was five foot nothing, it would be a surprise. LeBeau wasn’t a big man, but he had a good eight or nine inches on her. He’d like to have that inside her too, not that a pretty Seattle girl would give him the time of day unless she was feeling particularly charitable.

Some of his friends worked for a company that let them peddle newspapers on the street. No one gave them shit. They gave them dollars, and sometimes the girls would get that look of pity, pay, then walk away like they had done their good deed for the day. That was about the same reaction he would get from honey-hair here.

“What else I’m gonna do? Have tea with them? They don’t got no sense. NO GODAMN SENSE!” he roared.

The girl shied away and moved to stand by Grandpa.

“Just pipe down, for Christ’s sake! Are you trying to bring more of the fast ones to us?” the old man said. He leaned out the window of the Cadillac to hiss at Johnny.

Johnny smiled at the old man, then picked up a piece of broken asphalt and tossed it as hard as he could at the car. It hit the windshield, splintering it into a spider web of cracks, then ricocheted off and hit the wall, striking near the girl. She stared at him like he was a dog.

“Asshole,” she muttered, but low so she thought he didn’t hear her. But he did. One thing you learned on the streets was to have some pretty keen hearing.

Johnny Lee hiked up his canvas pants, pulled down his oversized hoodie and stalked to the front of the parking lot. Then he let loose with a string of profanities that would make even Charlie, the dirty kid with anger issues who sometimes hung out with Johnny, step back and high five the black man.
  

Kate
 

Kate. Her name was Kate. She lay in a heap and cried.

Kate? That might have been her name long ago.

How long had it been? A day? A week? She tried to roll over, but got a boot to the side for her effort.

They had taken her and Mark. She wanted to look for him, but she was sure he was being held somewhere else. If they had killed him—no, if they had even hurt him in the slightest—they were about to be in a world of pain.

Bad enough the fucking deaders were running rampant in the streets. Now there were gangs of thugs to contend with. Looting, fighting and hurting anyone who made an easy victim.

She had to think about them as a group, because thinking about the stench of the man who had just raped her made her want to flee back down the rabbit hole of consciousness. She wanted to disappear forever. If they would just kill her, get it over with, she wouldn’t have to deal with all the pain.

He stood over her. She had been unconscious, but he picked her up and slapped her. She came to and reached for his throat, but it was a half-effort. She could barely lift her arms. Her head felt like it was filled with cotton, and the back of her neck was a mass of pain. It ached like she was carrying a throbbing water balloon back there.

She was next to an old table, a solid piece of oak. He had tied her hands tightly to the table legs on the other side with bungee cords. There had been no feeling in her wrists and hands. She had scratched at the tabletop, but it was a futile effort.

She had been bent over, hips pressed against the top. The asshole kicked her legs apart and removed her pants. She kicked back but got her head pulled up and slammed into the table for the effort. Her nose made impact and practically exploded. She saw stars and thought she was going to pass out. That was when he did it.

She screamed, so he took her pants and panties and jammed them against her mouth. He held them there while he did the deed.

She thought about it. Thought about his long, lank hair rubbing against her face. She thought about his sweat stench and his disgusting breath. Smelled like he hadn’t brushed his teeth in weeks. There wasn’t enough mouthwash in the world to fix it.

She wanted to fight, but she had nothing left. Kate waited for some opportunity to present itself, but the man was smart. No, he wasn’t a man. He was a rapist. He kept a grip on her the entire time, and if she tried to struggle, she was punished for it.

When the men in the hotel rooms abused her, the Other came with cold, calculated anger. It was a hunger that fed on revenge.

But now she couldn’t think about revenge. All she could think about was the small puddle of water that had somehow collected on the floor. It was summer, and the dilapidated building into which they had dragged her was hot as hell. Shouldn’t the water have evaporated long ago?

So someone must have spilled it. She wanted to reach out and touch it, see if it was still cold. All she could think about was the water and why it was there.

Kate had no tricks left up her sleeve.

“What do we do with ‘em?” one of the other men asked.

“Don’t know. Leave ‘em, I guess. Hey, you sure you don’t want a turn with her? She’s sweet on me, but she might could see some sense in doing you too.”

“No, man. I don’t want nothing to do with that. Comes down to it, they gonna do DNA or some shit and nail us to the fucking wall.”

“They aren’t going to do shit! The whole city is about to burn, and those dead fuckers are going to watch it happen after they get their fill. They’re going to fry this city with a nuke. No way they will let the virus escape. I seen enough movies. I know the end game.”

“We should kill them, then.”

Please, Kate wanted to whisper. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to beg for mercy or for a quick bullet to the head. She didn’t want to live with the shame.

She hurt everywhere after the deader that had rolled on top of her earlier, and now this. It was too much. She couldn’t take any more.

“Please kill me.” She tried, but the words didn’t come out. Her mouth was swollen, and she could barely breathe, let alone talk. If she reached the water, would she be able to get enough in her mouth to at least feel like she wouldn’t die thirsty?

“Just do her while you can. The other boys won’t be back for a while. I left her other hole nice and clean. Doubt she’s ever had anything up it. Hoity-toity fucking bitch. Remember when she was up on that ladder and looked at me like I was a rat? She ain’t lookin’ so hot now, is she?”

Movement. They shuffled around her, and one of the men set his shoe close to the water. A drop fell from above and joined it. So there was a leak or maybe a hole in the ceiling. That was silly. It was the middle of summer, and there was hardly a drop of water to be found. Even in Seattle, it didn’t rain all that much this time of year.

She edged toward the water. If she could just get close enough for her mouth to align with the drip, she might actually get a few drops across her parched lips. But it wouldn’t be enough. A whole jar of petroleum jelly wouldn’t be enough.

She spat out a clump of blood and mucus.

“She’s still moving around!” the second voice called. “Kill her, man.”

Kate looked up into the eyes of the man who was trying to pass judgment on her. He was shorter than the one who raped her, and he looked frenzied. His hair stuck up in every direction, and his eyes were wide like he was wired on meth. In fact, he looked like a goddamn deader. She should get up and wipe that smile off his face with her sword.

Her sword. Where was it? They took everything. Her pack, her clothes and her dignity. Now she was a mess, crumpled on the floor. Beaten and about to die.

The shorter of the two leaned over and poked her working shoulder with one finger. She wanted to bite it off and jam it up his ass. But she couldn’t even move; she was simply paralyzed with fear.

“She ain’t going nowhere,” the long-haired man said. He leaned over and slapped her ass, sending a jolt through her system. She fumed at the pain. Her face burned hot at the thought of herself lying on the ground, as useful as a newborn.

She reached out to take the guy’s hand in hers. Delicately. He started to pull back, but her fingers were insistent. Gentle. If she was gentle, they wouldn’t hurt her. She rubbed his hand against her face. He smelled like blood and rot.

“Look at this, Nojeck! I think she likes us. She’s, like, trying to get some loving feeling or something.” The guy talked around a grin. She looked up into his eyes with something approaching devotion. What the hell kind of name was Nojeck?

“See? I told you when we were on the street that she wasn’t such a big deal. Just look at her now.”

“Yeah. I bet she does want more. Want more, honey?” he asked in a simpering voice.

She nodded and made an effort to get on her hands and knees. She took her time until he put his hands under her arms, letting his fingers linger over the side of her breasts. He copped a feel, because she didn’t have a choice.

Then she was pushed back over the table. Kate leaned over like she was going to bend to their will. As if she were going to just give in and let them continue to rape her. But their guard was down because she had given in. Or maybe she liked it. The men would want to think that, except for the bald guy with the Nazi tattoo on his head. He liked hurting her. The others would want to imagine that she had given herself to them. She pressed back against his hips as he moved behind her. She even let a throaty groan leave her lips.

The guy guided one hand down her back and ass and between her legs.

“So fucking soft,” he muttered as he leaned over and pressed his lips to her neck.

“You like that, you fucking pig?” Her words were hers, but they didn’t seem to be in her voice. Then whose? It sounded like the Other, but it was her, wasn’t it? For a moment, she wondered who she was. It was a watershed moment as the Other struggled to rise.

Watershed moment. She had heard that phrase when she worked at the bookstore. The manager had been talking about the upcoming sales weekend and how it was in their best interest to not only show up on time, but sell everything they could. A major chain of bookstores was going out of business, and they didn’t want to be next. A real watershed moment that had been. Like they could have stopped the inevitable march of progress.

“What? I thought you wanted this.”

She struggled and even turned around to get a half-slap off. She caught him by his ear and could tell the blow rung his bell. But she didn’t have much strength to put behind it. His body stiffened, and he pushed her down. Or tried to. She resisted and even kicked him in the shin with the back of her foot.

That got his attention. He grabbed her head and tried to slam it into the tabletop. She got her arm in the way just in time to stop her already swollen nose from being crushed again. Then he hit her on the back of the head like she was a bad puppy. Kate resisted him trying to wedge one of his legs between hers.

He pressed one hand down on the back of her neck and tried to slam her again. His other hand worked at the catch on his pants. She squirmed as he tried to keep her in place, his legs blocking hers from closing.

Laughter from the other guy. He hooted and chuckled at her struggles.

“Enough foreplay; give it to her already,” he teased.

Kate planted her thighs against the side of the table and pushed so he was knocked back. It gave her enough room to stand up straight, turn and face him.

The guy was pissed. He was a few inches taller than she and outweighed her by a good forty pounds. His eyes were ringed in black, the tired lines of the all-but-exhausted broken only by his light gray eyes. They might have been handsome if they weren’t so filled with anger. But he wasn’t handsome. He was just another piggy.

She spat in his face.

The guy shook with anger as he drew his arm back and delivered a stunning slap to her face. It smashed into her cheek, and her head cracked to the side.

Kate let the blinding pain find her. She might be killed outright for the crime of assaulting her assaulter. Just another body in a city filled with the dead. Just another victim with a story no one else would ever hear or even care about. A statistic on the nightly news that would join many others. A city of the dead. That was where she wanted to live.

Kate should have seen stars. She should have been completely docile now, willing to do whatever the men wanted.

But Kate no longer felt the aftermath of the blow.

Because Kate was no longer there.

But the darkness was, and it was alive.
  

Lester
 

An hour later, Les was most definitely down from his buzz. He was so down, he felt every lump poking into every cranny of his body. After some quiet discussion, he decided to give Grinder’s idea a try. He rolled over in the filth, trying not to touch anything too disgusting. He was covered in sweat and the remains of at least one dead animal. If he took three showers, he still wouldn’t feel clean.

Grinder crawled over the filth and slimy shit in the space and managed to wedge himself between Les’s back and the top of the dumpster. Lester bitched and moaned the entire time. It hurt like hell having the big lanky frame on top of his.

Grinder pressed, but it was no use. He kicked, but the lid just bounced back down.

“All right, dude. This is it.” Then he kicked up so violently that Les was driven into the garbage. A bag burst around him, and putrid meat and discarded food filled his mouth.

The door slid open. Grinder gave a whoop, and Lester threw up.

The air was clean, but they were not.

The side street didn’t have any deaders on it, not yet, but the noise was likely to bring them very soon. Lester stood on shaky legs as he tried to find his balance. He was covered in filth, and every part of his body ached. He just wanted to go lie somewhere and sleep for about three days. Fuck that, take a long hot shower, then sleep until the week was over. But that was a dream from another reality. He would be lucky if he didn’t get eaten in the next few minutes.

The sun beat down, an uncomfortable reminder of a city at odds. Normally, this was a great time of year. The sky was clear, so the ladies dug out their skirts and shorts and put pale legs on display. Seattle wasn’t the warmest place on earth, but when summer arrived, everyone made the most of it … for the month it lasted.

But there was no way to get cool short of making a run for the waterfront—Seattle’s stretch of seaside buildings and piers that linked the city to the rest of the world. Les had other things on his mind just now, like finding a place to hide.

Grinder looked up and down the alley, then, head cocked to the side, long hair dangling like a curtain, nodded in the direction they had been going to begin with. Lester figured it was just as safe as any other way. They were fucked no matter what.

They jogged for a whole fifteen or twenty feet before Les got a cramp in his leg and nearly went down. His calf burst into fire as he struggled to stay on his feet. Grinder called for him, but whatever he said was lost as a low-flying helicopter thrummed by. It hung over the area, gun ports bristling along the sides. Les could almost make out faces in masks. He waved dumbly, wondering if they were looking for him. Yeah right, dumbass; they’re looking for a burned-out drug dealer covered in shit.

The helicopter swung around, lifted up and took off toward the center of town. Before much longer, a second chopper blurred by them. This one was moving like its ass was on fire. Les picked out a number on the side and guessed it was a news chopper. This just in: The city is going to hell. Film at eleven.

A few other choppers hovered overhead before departing. They were much larger and carried massive gas tanks dangling from chains.

“‘Sup with all the air support?” Grinder had his hand cocked over his eyes as he stared upwards.

“Damn, they’re carrying something big. Looks like water containers.”

“Wish they would stop and give us a shower,” Grinder observed.

Les smacked him on his arm and pointed at something. Grinder followed his finger.

“That’s where we need to be,” Lester said.

Grinder nodded, and just like that, they were off again.
  

Johnny Lee
 

A pair of the fast ones hauled ass up the street. They got a bead on Johnny Lee and made for the fence. The first one to arrive was shorter than the other. He was foaming at the mouth and practically growling. He had a piece of something that looked like raw meat hanging out of his mouth, and when he got close, the smell almost made LeBeau, who swore he had an iron stomach, toss what was left of whatever food he had last eaten. It might have been a pair of sausage muffins he’d found in a trashcan behind the McDonalds on Fourth Avenue. Someone threw them out for no good reason. It might have been the half a Subway sandwich he found on a table before the city went to shit. He was wandering by a store where a customer had gotten up to talk to the workers. Maybe to ask for an extra napkin. LeBeau was quick. He ducked in the front, grabbed the slab of meat wrapped in brown bread and enough mustard to start a French invasion, because that shit was Dijon, and left without looking back.

Whatever he had eaten was about to hit the ground.

The first scrambled up the fence until he got to the top. Johnny watched him, amazed at the skill of the climber, who moved like a monkey hopped up on a gallon of coffee. The second one dropped to the ground and scratched at the bottom of the fence. He got a finger underneath and then tried to burrow under it like an animal.

Johnny strolled to the other side of the fence, where the slow one lay bleeding. He picked up his metal pole and dragged it back to where the intruders were trying to get in. He placed the end on his shoulder as the burrower got an arm through and then the top of its head.

The climber wasn’t having much luck. It reached the top, but slid back down, fingers snatching at the links as it went. It smashed into its friend, and they both went down in a tangle. Old Johnny Lee got a real kick out of that. He swung the pole around as he yelled at the pair.

“You two ain’t so bright. No sirree. I bet the pair of you ain’t even got a half-head of IQ. Look at you in that suit, all messed up. All covered in blood. Bet you didn’t see that coming!” He cackled and then swung the pole against the fence. It stuck and rattled the entire thing like the world’s largest alarm clock.

The old man was coming to join in the fun. All they needed now was a bottle to toss back and forth. Hell, maybe he would even share some with the deaders. Might change their disposition a little bit. Might put them in a good mood. Remind them of better times.

Johnny laughed again just as the old guy reached his side.

“Why don’t you go sit down? If they don’t see you, they might go away.” He patted at his head with a handkerchief, probably the same one ol’ Mabel, or whatever the hell her name was, had used on his sweating skull. “Damn, son, you smell worse than me. ”

The two deaders were back on their feet. The smaller one didn’t even mess with climbing again, just dropped to the ground and came under the fence like it wasn’t there. Slippery bastard, wasn’t he?

Johnny timed his blow. Just as the head broke though and a snarling set of teeth met LeBeau with a fucked-up smile, he swung down as hard as he could. The pole hit the fence and slid down, practically ripping it in half before hitting the ground. LeBeau was laughing so hard that he missed, actually missed.

Grandpa stepped back as the second one got his head under, then his shoulders. He was hissing and spitting like an angry snake, hands scratching at the ground, heedless of his torn fingers and broken nails.

Grandpa took off his hat and swung it at the one that was the closest to getting inside the perimeter. A hat. Johnny Lee looked at him and laughed. Then he lifted the pipe again and brought it down with a grunt.

Like he knew it was coming, like he wasn’t a mindless beast thirsty for blood, the creature looked up, got a glimpse of the pipe and shot forward. The heavy implement smashed into its shoulder, missing the man’s back.

The second one must have sensed a momentum shift. He surged forward with a tinkle of chain links and got as far as his upper body. Johnny lifted the pipe, which was getting heavy. But he could do it. He was the same man he was back in the war. The only thing missing was an M-16 or one of those sweet AK-47s he’d taken off bodies in Nam.

He swung it again and missed. This time, it hit the concrete. But it wasn’t his fault. Gramps had bumped into him while trying to back away from the other deader. Well, that was okay, because Johnny Lee LeBeau was having a fine old time with this pair. Most fun he’d had in years. He normally avoided scuffles. It was hard enough to guess when a crackhead with a broken blade might take something the wrong way and draw down. It was best to just turn and run unless there was a cop nearby. Then it could get real hairy. The guys in uniform were just as likely to shoot either one of you as offer any help.

Johnny swung again, aimed right for the fences this time. Not the fence but the proverbial one that existed at the end of the ballpark. That particular ballpark was the deader’s head.

This time, he made impact. It was a doozy. He drove the fucker’s forehead so far into the concrete, he was pretty sure the dead man’s kids felt it. Assuming he’d made some little rug rats when he was in a better state.

A cold splash of blood. Cold? How the hell could that be? Shouldn’t that stuff be warm? He once executed a Vietcong fighter right on the spot just under the suspicion of having laid a bunch of mines. That field had been freshly plowed, and when the men of the Eighth passed through, a number of them did it in pieces. Johnny knew it was that sumbitch. He just knew it. They didn’t understand a word the gook said, but Johnny just smiled back and shot the guy.

“I got you, you asshole. See that? See how that feels? I bet you didn’t think you was gonna end up splashed all over the ground thanks to Johnny Lee LeBeau, now did ya?” He was screaming now, yelling at the top of his lungs at the dead man. LeBeau didn’t really have a governor on his temper. He went from lukewarm to hot as a torch at the drop of a dime.

“If you had left them alone, they would have avoided us. Do you think you can keep it civil once you kill the other one?” Gramps asked.

LeBeau looked at him like he was a pile of moose shit.

“Shut the fuck up. I ain’t killing no more white boys for yo’ ass. Here, do it yourself,” Johnny spat, and dropped the pole at the man’s feet. He looked down at the twitching deader and noticed there wasn’t all that much blood.

The other deader was scrambling out from under the fence now, but LeBeau was done with this game. He walked to a beat-up Chevy Nova and smashed in the window with a brick he found along the way. He looked around the back but didn’t see any bags. In the glove box, he found a bunch of paperwork and an old gun. Looked like a .38 revolver. He swung the chamber open and checked, but there were no bullets.

“Don’t no one pack a gun and forget the heat,” he muttered, then rummaged around under the seats. A whole lot of trash there. Old French fries—way too old to eat, if his fingers’ well-developed sense of finding treasure in a trash can could be believed. Some receipts and a bottle of something or other. He pulled it out and found it was some cheap vodka.

Looked half-full to him.

He dug around a bit more and found a small pouch with cylindrical objects in it. He felt and felt and then finally pulled it up. He unzipped the little pouch and found treasure all right, in the form of bullets. And weren’t they pretty?

He popped the cylinder open and slid in a bullet. It fit just right, so he went ahead and loaded the rest of them. Six hot. He was hot all right, hot shit with a gun. He had at least six more bullets, so he tucked those into his pocket and tossed the coin purse onto the back seat.

Vodka wasn’t really his drink. He preferred wine, but this would do for the show.

He sat back and stretched his long legs up and onto the dash, then spun the screw top off of the bottle with a flick of his fingers. The lid hit the seat next to him and bounced onto the floor. He’d get it later, for now it was time to partake.

He chugged back a few hefty swallows and held his breath to keep the burn down. When he did let in some air, his throat protested against the line of fire that raced into his gullet.

“Aw, yeah,” he muttered.
  

Kate
 

Head to the side. Nose dripping blood. Face stinging. Body bruised. Arms so tired they worked on instinct and muscle memory alone.

Her hand, so close to her body, became a blur as it rushed past her chest, wrist turning before the palm of her right hand smashed into the would-be rapist’s nose. Speed turned into power as she shattered the cartilage. Blood exploded, but she didn’t feel the warmth.

Her left hand also swung up this time, with her fingers in a grasping motion like she intended to catch a tiny ball. She jammed her digits into his eyes and missed the left one, but got him in the right.

Then a practiced motion that she had known since she was eight, she kneed him in the balls. He simultaneously tried to curl up, strike her and block the blow with his leg. He accomplished one of these, ending up in a ball on the dirty ground. She raised her foot and drove her heel into his head with a shout. He didn’t move after that.

Tall, dark and greasy had a gun, and it was pointed right at her head.

There were a few times over the last few days when Kate had received firsthand lessons in firearms, but not enough to tell her anything useful in this situation. Was the gun loaded? Was the safety off? All the stuff Kate had seen in movies wasn’t worth a damn right now.

She could feint one way and go the other. Maybe he wouldn’t be quick enough. Maybe his eyes glued to her tits would keep him from firing, but she seriously doubted it. So she raised her arms. It felt like she was moving them through Jell-O.

“‘Snot gonna help you, bitch. I’m going to shoot you just the same,” he drawled like he had all day.

The rest of his gang picked that very goddamn moment to stroll into the building. She kept her hands in the air as they all stared at her naked figure.

The men were a motley assortment. Some looked homeless; others looked like office workers. Most of them wore some Rambo-style bandanas around their heads. The last thing she needed was for them to think they were here for a gang-bang.

“She just killed Rudy.” The guy looked from face to face as the others sized her up.

“What, that little thing?” One of the men couldn’t stop staring at her breasts. She half-covered them with one arm.

“Help me! He raped me, and the other one was going to do me next, but he got jealous!” she shrieked, pointing at the man with the gun.

“The fuck I did!” he yelled. The others looked on, but none moved.

Idiots, she thought. Here she was, a hot piece of damsel in distress, and all they wanted to do was stand around and have a circle jerk. This was not going to end well for her.

“Drop it!” a loud voice interrupted.

Everyone turned to look. A figure stood in the doorway. Light streamed in from the half-open door, making a golden halo around the shape. He was tall and had a large gun lowered to his waist, just below a chest that would have been at home in a football jersey. He seemed damned familiar, a friend of Kate’s? He probably fancied himself some kind of hero, here to play the card by rescuing her. He probably wanted to slip his jacket over her nakedness, tell her it would be all right. Everything will be okay. There there, darlin’. It’s going to be peaches and cream.

And how the hell did she know he had a slight Southern drawl?

She didn’t need rescuing. The others did.

Kate flowed to the side to present a smaller target. Then two quick steps, and she was in front of the rapist with the gun. She snaked her hand around his arm and got it behind his shoulder. Up close and personal now, she slammed her other palm against his back and kneed him in the gut. It didn’t have a lot of power, but it forced him to bend over. Kate applied pressure to help his forward momentum. Arms straight, he was pressed against her body, his shoulder trapped under her laced fingers.

She kept on going until he was slammed to the ground.

Turning away, she took the gun with her, trapped it between her body and arm, and snatched it before it could hit the ground.

She popped off one round, hoping that the rescuer didn’t open up with his assault rifle and hose down everyone in the room.

Men dove but not before she caught one in the arm. Another lifted an axe like he was going to throw it at her, but she put a bullet into his side, and he went down in shock. It took about two seconds for him to start screaming.

A bullet ripped across the space she’d occupied a split second ago.

“Stop shooting!” GI Joe yelled. “I’m with the military, and a platoon’s on the way.”

Kate opened up, unsure how many rounds she even had in the pistol. She ran for cover, shooting indiscriminately.

As she dove for a huge box, she realized the room was some kind of storage unit with boxes of computers and parts all over the place. Bullets rippled overhead, so she kept low and returned fire, hand over the huge heavy-duty shipping container, firing in the direction from which she thought the shots had come. Kate knew better than to stay in one place. She slithered to another box and made it without a bullet ripping her head off. She eyed the handgun and realized the slide was locked open. She was out of ammo. This day just got better and better.

Kate cursed and scanned the ground for something to use as a weapon. She almost smiled when she saw the lump lying discarded in the corner.

Gunfire from the direction of the door made her duck back into place. The shots were different this time. She recognized them, because they sounded like the gun Kate had used. Maybe Mr. Action Hero had decided to protect the naked girl. More ripples of gunfire, and she made for the pack she’d seen in the corner. There was a grunt, and someone flew as if kicked in the chest. The man, dressed in a heavy leather jacket and dark shades didn’t get up. Who was her rescuer, Superman?

A bullet pierced the wood over her head, reminding her that she was awfully exposed. However, if she could get her hands on a particular item, it would be worth the risk.

Bullets hammered around her as she dove behind another box. It wasn’t serious protection, but at least no one could see her.

She leaned around the box to get a look at the situation. Mr. Just-Got-Kneed-in-the-Chest had his eyes on her, or at least in her direction. He kept looking from her to the doorway from which the man in green was shooting. She couldn’t see the gunman, because he kept leaning around the doorframe to shoot, then ducking back around to avoid return fire.

“Kate! You okay?” he yelled, then blew a box into tiny pieces.

Someone scrambled away from it and made for the doorway at the other end of the room. The runner slammed into it, but it seemed to be locked, so he dropped to a fetal position.

“Yep,” she called back and threw her empty gun at the asshole who had raped her. He grunted and clutched his leg. Good, son of a bitch. Too bad she hadn’t thrown a knife.

“These assholes raped me. Shoot every one of them!” she screamed.

More bullets, and people dove for cover. A man’s head snapped back from a well-placed shot. Blood erupted from the back of his head before his body landed lifeless on the ground. She practically cheered.

She dove for her pack. There were extra clothes in there, but that wasn’t what she wanted. She felt free in her skin. She remembered reading an article on fighting and how people forgot how to do the simplest things just because they were worried about their modesty. She had no objective just now other than finishing every one of the men in this room.

Her hand closed on the hilt of her sword. She yanked it free and almost wept at the feel of the blade.

A stream of bullets rattled at the back of the room, and the door that was blocked flew open as the lock was shot out. Men made for it. There must have been five or six in the room, the nearest just a few feet away. She didn’t wait for more of an invitation and went after them.

The first man went down with a chop to the back of the neck. He didn’t even sense her lunging at him, probably just felt a rush of air as the blade passed through his spinal column.

A second man, dressed like a biker, complete with studded wristbands, raised a hand and screamed, “NO!” She put the blade right through the center of his hand, then into his mouth. It got hung up on something, so she gave it a hard tug as he collapsed. A stream of blood glistened in the air before cascading across the floor. Some of it splashed her bare legs as she pulled the blade was free.

The man tried to scream, but all that came out was a gurgle.

A quick glance around the room revealed that the shooters were down. There were three of them, and the asshole with the bald head was nowhere to be found. The door at the back of the room swung shut, and another person dove for it.

Kate spotted a gun in the waistband of the man dying at her feet. She ripped it free and hoped it was loaded. She raised the handgun and emptied it in his direction, but she had no idea if she hit him. There might have been a cry, but it might have been her imagination, or someone else in the room expressing his own misery.

She came to her feet, blade low but steady. The first guy raised a bat and charged at her with a howl. She sidestepped and took him across the abdomen. He kept going, but his voice turned into a scream as the razor-sharp blade opened up his middle.

The next one stumbled as he reached for something in his pocket. He raised his other hand to beg for mercy, saying “sorry” over and over. She didn’t know this man, hadn’t seen him before. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway, because he’d picked the wrong team. She sliced his hand at an angle. His fingers had been pointed at the ceiling as he begged, but most of them hit the floor. He had about half a second to prepare a scream before she cleaved in his skull. The blade stuck, so she braced her bare foot against his chest and pulled.

Sword free, she leaped to the top of a large wooden, box oblivious to the myriad broken straps, chunks of wood, and splinters scattered over the surface. A man came to his feet, wielding a huge hockey stick. She leaped and smashed the blade into the hilt of his weapon. The sword sank into his shoulder, and she had to fight to keep from being pulled along with him as he fell to the side in shock.

A form smashed into her as she tried to keep her balance. Kate went down hard, losing the grip on her blade. Dammit!

A tall guy with dreads whipping around his face fell on top of her, then raised a fist and brought it down. She got her hand up in time to deflect the blow into her right shoulder, which went numb. She grabbed his ear and pulled as hard as she could. Right arm useless, she could only hope he’d give up the fight under some properly applied force.

He fell, screaming, next to her, and she just went with him. She aimed a quick punch at his nose. He had his hand half in the way, but she shoved past it, and his nose burst under the blow. More blood.

She leaned over the howling man and snatched the sword off the ground. She sat up, taking the short blade with her, then drove the point into his chest. It skittered across bone until it found a space between his ribs. Then she ripped it to the side, breaking part of his sternum and most definitely ruining his day.

Words tried to form between his cries, but they didn’t make any sense.

She rolled to the right and came up in a crouch. A voice behind her, a hand on her shoulder. She spun in an arc, blade in two hands, and slid it into the attacker’s chest. Then she ripped up as she stood so that it tore through his shoulder. Shock filled the tall man’s eyes. She reversed her grip and finished him with a quick slice to his throat.

The man in green went down, gurgling blood. She recognized him as the one who’d been firing from the doorway, the one who wanted to rescue her. She stared down at his corpse as it twitched. After a moment, it went still, and life faded from his eyes.

She surveyed the room. One man was still moving. He crawled toward the back door, leaving a trail of blood. He wore a Hawaiian shirt that might have been blue and green at one time. Now it was soaked in crimson. She stopped his escape with a thrust to the back of his neck. The blade slid in and severed his spinal cord. She yanked it to the side, nearly decapitating the man.

Where was the bastard? Where the fuck did he go?

The last image she had of him was his ass moving away from Hero Boy at the main entrance.

She moved to the back door and nearly collapsed as exhaustion caught up with her. But she didn’t have time to fall. She needed to stop him. She ripped the shirt off the dead guy in green. There was a hole though it, and it was covered in thick, warm blood, but she didn’t care. She had to get the rapist. It was all she cared about. Deaders could rip off a limb, and she wouldn’t care as long as her last breath was seeing him gurgling under her sword.

She grabbed the handgun from the body at her feet and dashed to the table to retrieve her ripped pants. She shimmied into them, fighting to stay on her feet. Then she slammed her feet into the Army boots they had given her at the stadium. They were still clean, but there was a spot of blood on one of the shoelaces, and it became her focal point for a few seconds as she fought down vertigo. Was it her blood? Someone else’s? An image of a big guy floundering on top of her. Her father … no, it was the deader that a man had pulled off of her in the office building. The very man whom she had killed in her haste to destroy everything in the room.

She tucked the laces in without tying them. She didn’t have time. Every second was the rapist getting farther and farther away.

As she sped out the door, she passed the body of her would-be rescuer. He was so familiar, so damn familiar! It was like a long-lost photograph, something you remembered late at night when you couldn’t sleep. An image that rang from the past but you couldn’t quite figure out where it came from, couldn’t remember the details.

Except for one thing. He’d had a name, and it had been Mark.
  

Mike
 

I fired wildly and pegged one in the side. The deader was less than two feet from the men, but I had to take the chance. I decided they would have to handle dispatching the pair so I could concentrate on backing them up.

I worked the gun free of the fence and moved down a few feet. This time, I carefully sighted along a hole in the chain-link and popped one between the eyes. It was a shambler, probably one of the early ones to turn, judging by its stiff and slow movements.

Someone took up a station beside me, and I caught a gun barrel from the corner of my eye. It boomed, and a deader was blown over, most of its head a wreck of brain, blood and skull.

“Nice one,” I said. Exhaled and shot another one through the neck. I had learned early on that a head shot was a sure kill, but getting one in the neck, severing the spinal column, caused it to go down.

“Thanks,” a woman’s voice said next to me.

I shot at one, but he moved too fast, and the bullet went wide. I meant to readjust, but she was quicker and shot the deader between the eyes. I looked over at the ace and saw that she was short and had a massive hunting rifle in her hands.

“Nice piece.” I muttered. “Standard issue?”

“Not even close. And a little too strong for this kind of hunting, but I make it work.” She ejected a shell by sliding back a hammer on the side of the rifle, raised it again, sighted and shot another deader.

“Mike,” I said and shot a pair of rounds at a deader that looked no older than eighteen. She jerked to the side like she was executing some weird dance move. The second blast put her down. I wanted to weep.

“Lexy,” she said and jacked another shell into the chamber.

I didn’t think to ask how she’d gotten a hunting rifle into the stadium.

Chip and Jeremy tried to make a run for it, but I didn’t think they had much of a chance. The bigger guy was half limping, dragging part of a deader by one leg while Jeremy clung to his neck with one arm. The other hung at his side by tendons. From all appearances, it was not the kind of wound that could be fixed.

He had been bitten.

It was the most inexplicable element of the entire epidemic. From what I had observed, the blood of the deaders wasn’t a contributing factor to the spread of the disease. It was only spread by a bite. Nelson had filled me in on a few details but not enough to get an accurate picture. The nature of the disease did seem to be based on the rabies virus, but it had been used to treat someone for a brain tumor. I didn’t understand the mechanics, but hoped I would someday. I was going to write the exposé of the century if I ever got out of this hellhole.

The Army had finished setting up their emplacements and swung massive machine guns into place. I knew how this was going to end, but there was nothing I could do.

Chip and Jeremy, probably seeing the hell that was about to rain on them, moved faster, but it was little use. One of the deaders hooked a hand around the big guy and got hold of something.

Chip screamed as his shirt was ripped off. Skin came with it in huge chunks. I jerked the gun toward them and almost bowled into the girl next to me.

“Careful! You can’t help them anyway; it’s too late,” she yelled at me.

She was right, but I couldn’t help it. I aimed at the deader that was ripping at the bigger guy, but the angle was all wrong. I was just as likely to hit him as hit the deader in the head. I managed to catch it in the leg, and that almost took the creature to the ground.

Jeremy was pulled away by a pair of deaders. They tore into him with howls that made my blood run cold. I shot both of them, a burst of fire that practically ripped one in half.

Chip was down on one knee but trying to regain his feet.

I ran toward the emplacement before they could open fire. I knew how this would go down. If they couldn’t control the dead, they would shoot anything and anyone in the way.

Chip dragged his guts behind him. The ground was covered in blood, and his hands and knees slipped and slid as he tried to get to the checkpoint.

One of the deaders scrabbled at Chip’s exposed entrails and ripped them free. It ate—no, feasted—like it was a four-course meal. The big man pulled himself along the ground, propelled by sheer willpower.

Another deader latched on to the trailing meal and sank its teeth in.

Chip howled just as loud as the dead, but he fought onward.

His friend Jeremy lay in a puddle of blood and viscera, his form broken and shattered. With the exception of a few twitches, he didn’t move. Was he turning already, or was he simply in his final death throes? Perhaps, much to my revulsion, the creatures had fastened on to tendons as they fed and now made his arms move like some crazy puppet master.

I shot as I ran, but missed by a wide margin. I paused, aimed, exhaled and put a bullet in the shoulder of one of the deaders feasting on Chip.

A shot exploded behind me, and the one closest to Chip was thrown back. His head became a puff. Another shot and the one I had hit in the shoulder was also blown to the side.
  

Johnny Lee
 

At the fence, the action was heating up. Gramps tried to pick up the bar but gave up. His wife was beside him, as was Bait. The women had taken a liking to curb stomping, it seemed, as they did their best to bash the dead guy’s head in. When their shoes didn’t do the trick, Grandma helped the girl lift the improvised club and bring it down with a splat that LeBeau felt all the way out at the end of the parking lot.

They had more trouble than he did, but Johnny had a whole lot of training at killing mother fuckers. That and his need to smash the ever-living hell out of something went a long way toward giving his arms life.

The girl backed away as the creature came free. Now why in the hell were they only interested in fresh blood? Wasn’t there a small lake of the stuff pouring onto the ground right next to him?

“Better swing hard enough to make yo momma proud!” he called out the window. He hit the bottle of vodka again and wished it were gin.

The girl missed. Of course she missed. She didn’t have the balls to do what a man had to do. Plus, she was just tiny. Not much meat on those bones, although, truth be told, Johnny Lee wouldn’t mind getting a look at that meat. Hadn’t seen anything that pretty in a few days. He liked to chase the girls when they gave him the look. Liked to yell and scare them until they took off on heels that clipped like tiny horses as they ran.

He massaged his dick while he watched her pick up the bar and swing again. Her skirt rode right on up, and if it kept going, he was pretty sure he would soon know if she wore any britches. The old man snatched the club before she could try again. He took aim and swung, this time smashing the thing to the ground.

The girl stared at the body, then at the old man. She gasped and flung herself into the man’s arms.

“Bet you wouldn’t mind grandfathering her a lil’ bit.” LeBeau chuckled and tossed back another shot.

A pair of deaders ran past the fence, then a few more. The others retreated toward the back of the parking lot and found a car to hide behind. Johnny stretched his feet across the seat as he got ready for the show. If those fuckers got in, he planned to close the door and drink every drop from the bottle. Then he would just fall asleep and maybe sweat his ass to death in the heat. The car would be like a sauna. He glanced at the back seat and contemplated ripping the cushions out so he could crawl into the trunk. It would at least be cooler than the front. That would work. Ride out this day in the cool shade of a trunk.

He reached under the back seat and felt around, but there was nothing to grab hold of. His hands slipped out, and he felt around the top. He gave a tentative tug, then another, but it didn’t budge. He had a knife folded away in his pocket, but it would take forever to cut all that shit out. If he had his old KA-BAR, he could go at the cushion like it was a fresh steak and tear it apart in minutes.

Another group ran past. Where was the fire?

He got out and came to unsteady feet. He climbed onto the roof of the car and gazed after the running deaders. He was making a hell of a target, but he didn’t really care. It was just a matter of time anyway. Those things might not be the smartest, but they were damned persistent.

“Get down, you fool!” Gramps hissed from his hiding spot behind a crisp red pickup. Thing had wheels as tall as Johnny’s legs. A female form adorned the grill. About the only thing missing from the monstrosity was a pair of bull’s horns. Probably had a pair of fake balls hanging off the end.

“White people …” He shook his head.

A fresh pair attacked the fence. One was quite tall and had hair almost to his ass. He looked like death, looked worse than it, to be sure. The pair of them were coved in blood and muck. Up to this point, Johnny hadn’t seen any deaders attacking each other, but he guessed it was just a matter of time before all the fresh meat was gone and they had to turn on each other.

“Damn, people. We gotta go bash in some more heads. Who’s got point?” He roared the last.

Bait rose to her full height, all five feet of her. At some point, she had shed her heels in favor of fighting barefoot. Made sense until she ripped her foot on something; then it would be up to Johnny to tend to her. Oh yeah, he was up for that challenge.

Grandpa came up as well, even though Grandma was holding his arm, pulling him back. She whispered near his ear, but he did his best to shake her off.

The deaders were persistent indeed. The taller one seemed to be the smarter and hoisted his undead partner up to the top of the fence. Then he leaped up, and his friend helped haul him up. They both swung over and then slid down the other side, the side where the living were.

“Ah shit. Guess we gotta do the deed. Them boys seem smarter than the others,” Johnny Lee muttered as he dragged his ass out of the car. He went to Gramps and took the pipe away. At first, the old man held on to it while he huffed and puffed, but on the second tug, he let go, and Johnny almost fell back.

“I can do it,” the old man said between gasps.

“Right. Just sit yer ass down and enjoy the show.” Johnny took the pipe and turned away.

Johnny strode past the Mariners fan and lifted the pipe high.

“Yahhhh!” he yelled.

“Yahhhh the fuck back!” the taller guy yelled.
  

Kate
 

She broke into daylight. The sun was familiar, but nothing else was. The city, her city, was a nightmare of running people. A few cars poked along the streets but soon gave up. She saw at least two with occupants that refused to leave the safety of their vehicles. One was a tiny compact with four people in it. Mom, Dad and a pair of toddlers. It was surrounded by deaders. Daddy and crew had nowhere to go, so they simply sat in the scorching heat and watched their doom pound at the windows. Someone had slammed into one side of his car and pushed it over the curb and halfway up onto the sidewalk. The larger car was swarmed with deaders. She couldn’t make out much of the blood-covered man who was pulled out. His arm waved limply, but it was probably just a deader tugging at a sleeve and not a call for help. She wouldn’t be offering her services anyway. Not today. Not any day, as a matter of fact.

She stayed in the shade of the doorway and scanned the area. Deaders everywhere she looked. They didn’t move in pairs or packs, although she had seen that behavior a few times. These were all about the hunt. Some had people on the ground. Some fought tooth and nail against men and women who wanted to live. But they weren’t strong enough to overcome the deaders. How did you fight back against an unrelenting force? You didn’t; you struck first and hoped for the best.

She wanted to make a run for it. Even in her weakened condition, she was sure she could do it. She should just move on, hide where she had to and fight when it was required. It was only a few blocks. Just a few blocks … There he was!

What had he been waiting for? Not her, if he had half a brain. His silhouette haunted the alleyway as he looked both ways, body cocked like a gun. The mannerisms looked familiar, but it was from a memory that did not belong to the her of the present, but to the her who thought she was a badass. But she was just a few shades shy of that particular moniker. A few liters of blood as well.

The figure timed something and then sprinted across the street.

She set her feet, crouched down and took her sword in hand. It came out of the sheath at her back with a near-silent whisk.

Then she was on the hunt.

The first deader that noticed her was neck deep in blood and skin. It had a kid down on the ground and was tearing at the little guy’s throat like it was a turkey dinner. Eyes trained on her. One dull, the other blood red. The dull one was surrounded by a pussy red substance. When she swept past him, she lashed out and opened his throat.

The rapist moved to a new doorway and almost made a run for it. Something came at him but was stopped in mid-attack by another deader. They tussled, but it was more of an accidental meeting than anything else. They parted like blood-splattered friends and went about the business of chasing the living. Baldy would have made a nice deader. She would be happy to see him screaming as his body was ripped apart. Provided he got to see her smiling face one last time. Maybe that was the answer? Just grab him and toss him to the creatures on the street. Not exactly as elegant as lopping his cock off and feeding it to him, but she had to admit it had a certain flair.

He was on the move again, and she was on the hunt. Deaders had nothing on her sense of direction. They ambled, shambled and ran after anything that moved. She was a cold and calculating hunter, and she was not satisfied with just any target. She wanted him.

His life was a moot point; she was going to take it if she died in the attempt. Let every one of the dead bastards come at her. She would carve a path through them just as easy as walking.

He caught sight of her, and his eyes went wide. She moved toward him with death in her heart.

The blade hung low, close to the ground as she stalked him. She kept to the side of the building as he reached for his piece. He had a massive revolver, and before she could close on him, he had it raised and pointed at her face. If it found her, she wasn’t going anywhere but straight to hell.

She ducked and rolled forward as the gun boomed. One of her martial arts teachers had once told her when that facing a person with a gun, she should have only one reaction. Run. The teacher claimed that a moving target was very hard to hit, no matter how movies and television made it look. Even standing still, aiming down the barrel of a gun, some people couldn’t hit a paper target at twenty feet.

She was at least that far. She thought the odds were worth it.

She came up as the air parted over her diving head. She could only reason that the gun required some kind of cocking action and that was why he didn’t get a second shot, one that would have parted her brains from her head.

She was still too far away to drive the blade into him, but she had a tremendous amount of forward motion and used her inertia, along with a straight leg, to drive her foot into his groin. She missed the money shot, striking him close to his pelvis, but it was a brutal blow. She didn’t stop to rest on her laurels, because he still had the gun.

He fell back with a grunt and went down in a tangle. From that point, it was a minor effort to drive the sword through the calf of one leg. He howled like a demon.

“Asshole!” she screamed. Once more, she kicked between the legs, and once more, she missed, striking his inner thigh instead. That would leave a honey of a mark. Not that he would be able to appreciate it if she had her way.

He lifted the gun again, so she did the only thing she could think of and fell on him.

He stank of the rot in the city. He reeked of oil and sweat. He smelled of her, and that was the worst. She kneed at his gut, raising and lowing her leg in an attempt to hurt him in any way she could. Rage overrode her training. She should have been cold, methodical and precise in her strikes, but she wasn’t. She flailed, bit, scratched and punched every exposed inch. He jerked under the blows, but pulled himself together and bucked her off.

She went to the right, riding his momentum, catching his arm against the ground. With her full weight on his shoulder, she was able to keep the gun away, but he now had a free hand, and it came up at her face. She got an arm up to block the blow, but it still grazed her neck. He pulled back to piston into her again, so she rammed her forehead into his nose.

“Remember me?” she screamed as the cartilage shattered under her. Blood flew, but she didn’t let go, didn’t let herself get distracted.

She had a hand free and drove it into his face, aiming for his eyes. It formed a claw as she ripped at his vision. He howled under her, so she used the distraction to roll over, grasp his gun hand, lift it and smash it to the ground. The revolver flew free and slid across the sidewalk.

She smiled at her victory as he clutched at his face.

She slid her hand along the ground until she grasped the hilt of her sword. Lifting it, she set it against his throat. That got his full attention.

“Don’t move,” she said, though the words were unnecessary.

She straddled his chest as she held the blade and tried to ignore the howls of the dead around her. She had seconds, if that, but it would be enough.

She leaned over as if to kiss him but instead extended her leg and drove it as hard as she could between his knees. He howled again as his balls were crushed.

She grinned. Even though every inch of her hurt, she reveled in his pain.

Then she took her blade, drove it into his lower abdomen and ripped it down. She might not have separated his cock from his body, but she was close enough.

The deaders took notice of the scuffle and stalked toward them.

She kept the blade at her side as she ran toward the stadium.

Behind her, his screams almost drowned out the howls of the dead.

The trip back was no fucking picnic. From the moment she left the building, she felt like a moving target. There were deaders everywhere, and they all seemed to be zeroing in on her. But she was not about to give up and roll over for one of those things to sample. She wasn’t a side of beef.

It was only a few blocks, but it seemed like ten miles. She tried to remain calm and move from doorway to doorway, but she couldn’t lose them. They seemed to sniff her out. It was probably the blood that covered her, most of which wasn’t even hers. She still felt the rapist’s stains on her hands; the way it gave her fingers a sticky feel on the hilt of her sword was almost reassuring. She would never get the thing cleaned now, and she contemplated just leaving it.

After being chased from one corner to the next, she gave up and tried a new tactic: hauling ass.

She wasn’t the only living person on the street. Pockets of people moved in on the football stadium. They ran, walked quickly. Some were armed, while others seemed to think their wits would save them from the deaders.

They didn’t.

She watched men, women and screaming children all hauled to their deaths. But that wasn’t the worst part, because all of those bodies would soon join the hordes.

She was something else, someone else. She moved with the crowd but was not a part of it. Where she needed to, she killed. It didn’t even have to be a deader; she lashed out with her sword at any threat.

A rotund man with a bald head drew her with his cries. He was out of gas, run down and had no chance. He had fallen into a gutter beside the road, right next to the old, crumbling sidewalk. Seattle never had enough funds to fix the paths where tourists walked, but they always had enough to build stadiums.

She went to him, and he looked up at her like she was his savior. A deader moved from a body toward her. He was at least six feet tall and lanky. His surfer hair should have been hip, but now it dripped blood like a set of weird extensions. The creature closed in on her, but she was having nothing to do with him.

She was exhausted, and her gut ached. The pain between her legs was hard to forget, but even harder to deal with was the constant feeling of having been torn apart by one of the little piggies. Just like this little piggy that cowered near her feet. Just like the one she had maimed and left for the dead a few minutes ago.

She lashed her foot up and caught the deader in the side. He was coming at her with those ridiculous claws for hands. Her foot made contact, and she used the momentum to drive herself into him. Her hand swept past her face, and her elbow followed. She caught him right under the chin, and he spun away and went down.

She could have easily followed up with a blow to the back of his head. She could have split him open with her short sword. But as he fell on the little piggy, she thought she actually heard the fat man squeal in fear.

Then he screamed in pain.

She ran onward and came at last to the entrance to the field.

She nearly went down. Her legs had almost no strength left, and her arms felt weighted down. The sword was a bar of lead that dragged her toward the ground. She wanted to give up and lie down, but she wouldn’t give these guys the satisfaction of watching her fall.

“I said drop it!” A man yelled at her. When had he said it before? And how in the hell did she get here?

She was in a haze of misery. She had flashes of the trip back, but nothing substantial. Mark, where was he? How was it that the only thing she could think about at that moment was his face?

She fought to steady her hand as she lowered the blade. It almost dipped to the ground, but she refused to drop it. It was hers; she had purchased it, practiced with it, bloodied it, and eventually killed with it. They had a history, Kate and this sword, and no man in a green suit was going to separate her from it.

Another joined him and pointed a gun at her. He spoke, but she had trouble processing the words. Of course she wasn’t bitten; of course she wasn’t one of them. The words came out in a jumble, slurred and bereft of conviction.

“Have you been bitten?” the other man screamed as he chambered a round. Why do they always do that? she wondered in some vague region of her mind that was still lucid. Why do they always chamber a round to emphasize a question? It was enough to point a gun at someone’s head; you didn’t have to be an asshole about it.

She tried to reason, to tell him everything was okay, but those words didn’t come out. Instead, she said the only thing that she wanted to be remembered for.

“Fuck you, asshole.”

Then a hole opened up, and she swam toward it.
  

Johnny Lee
 

“Ah shit. You guys alive?”

“As alive as you,” the other guy said. They both looked like hell. Like they’d been chewed up by deaders and spit out.

“None of you bit, right?” LeBeau asked.

“Nope, but we’re having a very bad day. Very bad, man, and it is going to be a hell of a lot worse if you bust my damn head open,” the shorter one said.

“We thought you was with them dead things,” LeBeau said.

“Thanks. Name’s Lester, and this tall gawky fuck is Grinder. I don’t know what’s wrong with him, so I apologize in advance.”

“Fuck you, Les. I got us out, just admit it.”

“Got us in too. I don’t think there’s enough water in this town to cover all the showers I want to take,” Lester said, staring down at his clothes.

“You guys smell like death. Know that?” Johnny Lee turned away. The smell was so bad it offended even him, and he lived on the streets for Christ’s sake. “Why you gotta crash my party, man? We ain’t got room for y’all here.”

“Why?” Lester turned on him. “Because fuck you, that’s why. Think I wanna be out there with those things? Or in a cage with tall and gnarly here? I don’t; no one does. So just give us some space, man!”

Johnny Lee LeBeau started to say something back, a nice loud retort that would set the other man straight. This was his street. His domain. He ruled with iron lungs and a voice loud enough to wake the dead. People feared him; they were afraid he would go off on them at any moment. He could stroll down the street swearing at the top of his voice, and all the suits and skirts did was get the hell out of his way.

But not this bastard. Guess he was all right, even if he did smell like a shit house.

“You know something? You all right.” Johnny nodded more to himself. Fuck you, that’s why. He was going to file that one away for a rainy day.

“Just so we’re cool.” The man looked pissed, but not at him. Everyone was pissed. This was the granddaddy of a pissed-off day. There wouldn’t be another day like this. Hell, they would all be lucky to be alive by the end of the week.

“We cool. I’d shake your hand, but I don’t want any of whatever that stank is touching me.”

“I wouldn’t wanna touch me either. Wish I had a drink, a nice big bottle of rum.”

“How ‘bout vodka?” Johnny asked.

“Vodka? Hell, I got weed. Let’s get fucked up and celebrate the end of the world!” Grinder leaned in to offer his two cents.

The kid was a mess. He had hair to his ass, was tall and lanky, and was dressed in black, which was stupid in this damn heat. Couldn’t the end of the world come around the end of September? That was a fine time to be in the city. Trees changing color. The gray of October just around the corner. Not a lot of rain, not like the monsoon that would engulf the city for the next four months. He didn’t mind the rain anyway. He had spent weeks in a soul-sucking place that rained for a week straight. Humping too, always humping from one damn place to another. Nam was a bitch, but coming back home had been worse. Stared at, threatened, accused of killing women and babies, even chased away from more than one bar.

Lester was trying to be the leader, but the lanky kid didn’t look like he needed to be led anywhere. They seemed to know each other, though, so he decided not to press.

Grinder claimed to be in some band, but LeBeau figured he was just like everyone else in Seattle. You couldn’t walk down the street without tripping over someone who was involved in the music scene. Not a one of them worth a damn, not a single one.

LeBeau refused to call him Grinder. Sounded gay to him, like he was going to wrap Johnny in a hug and grind against him. He had done some ridiculous things to stay alive over the years, but that wasn’t one of them.
  

Mike
 

I wanted to cheer the big guy on, but a fast-moving figure in green caught my eye. The person—make that the woman, judging by her long black hair—leaped over a deader that was bent over from a gut shot, and landed on two feet, then went into a forward dive to absorb her momentum. She danced to her feet and lashed out at a female deader that tried to catch hold of her. A kick landed, then another as she executed a gorgeous turn in the air like a psychotic ballerina. That could only be one person.

“Don’t shoot; she’s one of us!” I yelled. No one even looked at me, but at least they didn’t kill her.

Kate jumped over the bodies, sword at her side. If she was going for some kind of superhero look, she was pulling it off with great aplomb. She drew level with Chip, who only had a few feet to go to reach the emplacement. The Guardsmen had finally set up their heavy weapons, and the sound of clanks and clicks as belts of ammo were fed came fast and furious.

Come on, Kate!

She leapt over the big man, Chip, one foot brushing his shirt as she sailed over his head. He was on his side but still fighting. Kate clearly wanted to keep going, but something drew her eyes to the man withering before her. He scratched at the ground. His voice keened in pain. I wanted to do something, anything!

Kate said something I couldn’t hear, something that sounded Asian, then she drove the point of her short sword into the back of his neck. He dropped without a sound and was still.

Kate walked the rest of the way to the post and was escorted inside under guard. One kept a handgun aimed at her head. Kate regarded the man like he was nothing, but she went along. I was afraid to think what would happen if they performed their usual inspection of all incoming civilians.

I followed and hoped I could somehow intervene if it came to blows.

I shouldered the automatic as I rushed toward Kate. She stood on unsteady feet but wouldn’t drop the sword. I had to help her. She couldn’t meet an end like this, gunned down by strangers after going out on a rescue mission.

The entrance was a battlefield, and no amount of yelling on my part was going to stop them from blowing her away. As if to punctuate my thoughts, a blast from one of the big machine guns met the charging deaders. Body parts flew, and blood erupted in a tidal wave. There were at least twenty-five armed soldiers in the area, and they were all aiming at anything that moved.

The flood didn’t stop. I tried not to look. Most of the cries came from the living caught in the crush. I had seen men and women charging the station as the mounts were set up, but it was no longer possible to separate who was alive and who was a deader.

Kate was all I cared about. I reached her just as she fell. Someone tried to stop me and yelled that she was one of them. I didn’t listen, didn’t want to. I threw my body on top of her and held my hand up.

“No! We have to check her. She went out to rescue one of your own. Don’t shoot her down like she doesn’t matter. She matters!” I yelled.

The man drew level with me, and I watched as a big gun barrel swiveled down to stare back into my eyes. I have never been a hero, never been one to stand up to bullies or trouble. I once avoided a side street because a couple of teens were drinking beer from a paper bag. It wasn’t that I was afraid. I just preferred to avoid confrontation.

This was not something I could avoid. If the soldier pulled the trigger and killed us both, no one would know. No one would care.

“Just check her!” I screamed in a voice I didn’t even recognize as my own. “Aren’t there enough bodies already?”

Then the gun boomed behind me again. For a moment, I thought it was going off next to my head and the next feeling I would have was my brains splattered all over the pavement.

“Hawkins! Get your ass over here!” someone yelled.

A team arrived as he slowly lowered the gun. I stared up at the men in clean white getups that looked like some kind of space-age hazmat suits. A thick rubbery material covered their arms, and gloves of the same substance hid their hands. They also wore masks, which seemed ridiculous, since the virus wasn’t airborne.

The soldier looked up at the men, then at me. His eyes went to whoever was calling to him. The gun wavered. I had a crazy moment where I saw myself reaching out and snatching the pistol, taking it away and then grabbing Kate and making for the trains.

The soldier left at a run. He didn’t even holster his gun, just kept it level and took aim at a deader that was clinging to the fence.

Rubber hands closed in on my arms and pulled me up. Then they took Kate and led us into the building. Behind me, the sound of machine guns tore the day apart.

The holding area was a nightmare. It was massive, easy to section off for concerts or conventions. Now it was a series of cages. The back of the room extended so far that it was hard to make out the far wall through all the various enclosures.

The smell was terrible. Sweat, fear, waste and misery made the room reek like a back alley. I tried not to breathe through my nose, but it was no use. I swear I could taste the misery in the air. Piles of trash lay around overfilled waste bins, and I doubted anyone would be emptying them today.

Men, women and children stood around various areas. They all had the same nervous energy about them, as if they were going to bolt at any second. Furtive looks and panicked eyes made me want to run back outside. A man was hauled out of line and forcibly taken to a sectioned-off area. The men who took him were none too gentle, and he was far from a willing participant. He fought them, and I thought I even heard a snarl. As he was hauled away, the room went silent. Every head turned a fearful eye on the man. Was he one of them?

They gave us a once-over as we walked to a holding area. As soon as we entered, they took my gun. I started to tell them I only had it to help at the entrance, but no one cared.

The two large men who’d followed us inspected Kate. One held a gun while the other looked over her exposed flesh. She was strangely silent as they ogled her. She didn’t even flinch when they probed an area on one hip.

“I don’t know what you did to end up in a blood shower, but I’m glad I wasn’t on the other end of it.” One of the guys—Torres, if the name stenciled to his shirt was to be believed—tried to be jovial with her. She didn’t even look at him. She just walked, no strutted, like she was dressed in a hot dress and heels.

“Girl is fucked up,” the other guy muttered. His nametag read, “Belshaw.”

“You would be too if you went out on a rescue mission with some of your guys and then were abandoned. She barely made it back alive,” I said none too quietly.

“Not my problem. All I care about is if one of you brought back any bugs. If you’re clean, then you can go free after they process you. If not, well, there are worse ways to go than that room over there.” He motioned to the back of the room. The part he was talking about was chained off. Huge white sheets had been hung from the ceiling. There was no way to see inside. I shuddered.

“What do you mean by process? We have to get to the trains right away,” I objected.

“You aren’t going anywhere for a while. Besides, the trains aren’t rolling, last I heard.”

“Not what I heard. I heard that they’re rolling soon. They’re about to get everyone out.”

I was thinking about being trapped in here, in a cell or holding area, when the deaders arrived. When they overran the guard stations, flooded over the walls and started slaughtering all the civilians.

I didn’t want to panic, but I felt it rising anyway. I felt like I was about to peel the skin off my body just to get away from the nightmare that invaded my mind.

“Nah. You heard wrong.” But the two looked at each other.

“They’re coming, and we’re all screwed. Just let us go. You can tell she isn’t infected.”

“Sorry, pal, we got to treat you just like everyone else. So off to the pens you go.”

The boom of gunfire continued as we talked. It grew faster and louder as the moments ticked by and we were maneuvered through the throng of people.

There was a crash from the entrance, then more gunfire. This time closer than before.

“Shit,” Torres said, and I felt his hand slip.

I needed to move, needed to get away, but I didn’t think I stood a chance against this trained man. I had seen Kate in action, and I knew she could put up a great fight if she needed to, but she seemed to be in shock.

A familiar-looking Guardsman brushed past us with a woman in tow. The girl looked at Kate, and something passed over her face, some sign of recognition.

Kate went rigid when the guy passed her. She followed with her eyes, eyes that were still dead, but I thought I saw something, some look of rage that was barely perceptible. Like a blink that never finished.

Another crash, and then people were screaming.

The door was thrust open, and a group ran in. They dropped to their knees and stared firing. The sound was enormous, like someone had set off firecrackers in a bucket.

Kate must have had enough. Her head snapped up, and she took one look at the men. Her eyes were still lifeless. I had only known her a few days, but this was a Kate I had never seen before.

We were only twenty or twenty-five feet away when I saw the first deader on the other side of the windows.

The guys holding us stared at the mass of men and women running from the deaders. A group of the fiends crowded through the guard post and overwhelmed the people manning it. They made a heroic stand, but it was no good. The guy on the heavy machine gun kept firing even as he was overrun. He was pulled away from the gun, and then they were feasting on him. It was chaos inside with everyone screaming and running, but I swore I could hear him the loudest.

Kate must have had enough. She did a neat trick where she stepped to the side of the guy holding her, shrugged her arm, then whipped her hand up and caught him across the chest. She had snuck her leg around and behind him. A sharp twist, and he hit the ground hard enough for his head to bounce.

I didn’t have any fancy moves, and the guy guarding me outweighed me by about fifty pounds. He looked at me with a smirk, like he was daring me to try something like that on him. Then his face went slack as an errant bullet punched through his shoulder. Other shots rattled overhead.

I hit the ground next to the guard Kate had taken down. He shook his head, dazed, and tried to roll over. Kate slipped down and smashed the back of her fist into his nose.

Her expression didn’t change at all. It was like a blank slate. She leaped to her feet and was off. She didn’t wait for me, and I didn’t hang out to see what was going to happen next.

“Kate!” I yelled, but she didn’t even look back.

She slipped into the directionless crowd of people.

I fled after Kate, barely keeping her in my sight. She lashed out when she had to so as to fight her way through the masses. A woman screamed as she was hit in the face, and a man swore as he was kicked off his feet.

I hit the crowd, and it was like running into a brick wall. Men with guns shouted to keep the peace, and one or two fired in the air, but it did no good. The holding area was in a full panic.

I caught sight of Kate as she came off the ground and landed back in the center of the crowd. Someone cried out and went down. I was in no mood to be polite, and I shoved people out of my way as I trailed her.

I reached a desk and used it to climb up to see where she was going. She reached the back of the room, following close to the couple that had walked past us earlier. She paused as they went through a door that was behind a hanging white sheet. There was a biohazard sign on the sheet, but they didn’t seem to think it was unsafe.

Kate slipped behind the makeshift curtain, and I lost sight of her.

I made for her last location but was cut off by a burly guard. He was huge. Scraggly beard played down his face, in contrast to his pressed and clean green clothing. He stood at least eight inches taller than I. If I wanted to get past him, I would probably need a ladder and a mallet.

Screams behind me, more frantic than before. I didn’t need to turn around; I saw the horror in the guy’s face. What would I do in his shoes? Let the crazies loose and go find a place to hide? Stick around and follow orders?

I didn’t care to find out which side he fell on, so I tried to flow past him. The passageway to his rear at least ran in the direction in which Kate had disappeared. If I could get to it, I might have a shot at finding her.

“Wait a minute, sir,” he said and reached down to stop me with a hand the size of a small ham. Kate might be able to pull some ninja stuff and get away from the man, but I was just a dumb reporter who was unused to physical altercations, and also unused to getting punched in the face.

“He’s with me,” a familiar voice called over the milling people. His voice was cracked, tired, but he put enough authority in it to stop the man from tossing me across the room.

Nelson looked haggard. His face sagged, and his eyes were a shade of red I found eerily reminiscent of the deaders on the street. But deaders didn’t talk, much less give commands. The guard snapped to attention as Nelson drew up to our position.

Nelson looked the man up and down, returned his salute, and then the two men went back to a brooding, odd language—tight, controlled, but seemingly about to unleash violence at any second. I moved to Nelson’s side. He smiled, but there wasn’t much behind it. Then he nodded at the back of the room, his eyes drawing mine to the location to which Kate had escaped.

“That who I think it was?”

“Yeah. How the hell did you find me?”

“Guards at the gate said your name on the radio. I mean, they said ‘Mike and some psycho chick.’ I got the message and told them to bring you in here.”

“Thank you, Nelson. Really. They were going to kill her.”

“Why you so concerned, Mike? You’re not married to her.”

The words stung, but they hurt more because he was right.

A man slipped around a pair of guards and ran toward the place Kate had found. The guards went after him. He almost made it, but they caught up and dragged him back to the mass of people. Another scream and breaking glass almost sent the room into a full panic. We didn’t have much time. Any second, another person would make a run for it, and the masses would get the message that it was time to get out of jail. Most of these people had been brought in because they needed to be checked for bites, even though a twelve year old understood how the virus worked. You got bitten, you started to change into one of them. This was just bureaucracy, plain and simple. I stared helplessly at the throng of people. Everyone looked panicked, and the increasing gunfire didn’t help.

“Nelson, we have to go after Kate.” I pointed at my destination. Nelson followed my finger, then looked at the man who was guarding the post.

“Girl better be worth it.” He shook his head.

Nelson tugged me, and I followed in a daze. This was going to get messy very soon. I wanted to do something, find a way to help, but they didn’t need another gun here. The horror I had witnessed at the checkpoint outside was enough to remind me of that.

Another crash, then screams. I turned to look, but a rush of people blocked my view. Nelson grabbed my hand like I was a six year old about to become separated from his parent. As I turned to follow, he broke into a run with me in tow. I stretched my legs out as we dove into a river of people. Some had been patiently waiting in line a few minutes ago; some had shouted at the soldiers who kept the lines in order. Some were mothers, and some were just lost kids. They all had one thing in common now, and that was panic.

We reached the door with a few on our heels. A blast of automatic fire ripped through the chamber, making my ears ring. I tried to yell for Nelson. I wanted to tell him to stop so we could see what was happening, but he didn’t hear or just ignored me. People dashed in front of him, and he shoved them roughly aside. A man in his twenties went to the ground as Nelson shouldered him out of the way. I turned to apologize, but he was already mouthing the word “assholes” at us while he tried to get to his feet. A woman ran into him, and they went sprawling. Then more people were down and crying out for help. I wanted nothing more than to go back and help them, but Nelson had a death grip on me.

We reached the door, and he slapped his card against a card reader. A lock clicked, and we went through. He slammed it shut in a kid’s face, and then we turned to face each other. I expected to see determination in his eyes, a steely will.

All I saw were tears.
  

Lester
 

Lester was just about to take a long slow hit off a shitty pipe the crazy black guy had produced. The chamber was made out of some thin PVC tubing wrapped in duct tape. The top had a screen that was probably older than LeBeau’s skivvies. The weed had made the trip all right, even if it was a little crushed. Nothing wrong with that. Weed tasted the same flat or fat.

Grinder was just about to start drooling as Les put the tip to his mouth and tried to get a spark out of his lighter. He did think about wiping the mouthpiece off, even though it would be terribly impolite. LeBeau looked like a model citizen, a prime example of the best the street had to offer. He probably even brushed his teeth when he could. They were stained yellow, and his breath wasn’t that great, but Les didn’t exactly have a bottle of Listerine. He also didn’t have a tube of hand sanitizer to rub all over the tip and his hands, face and hair.

Well, there were enough things out in the city that could kill him. A little homeless spit was the least of his worries.

He got the beat-up Bic lit and was just about to hit that shit when a burst of gunfire ripped through the air. A truck careened around a corner, jumped a curb, came over the sidewalk and slid to a screeching halt. It was an Army transport covered in tan-and-brown canvas. But men didn’t come pouring out of the back. The only inhabitants seemed to be the driver and someone in the passenger seat with a gun.

The passenger was not in uniform; he was dressed in khakis and a t-shirt with an image of a zombie on it. Lester almost choked as the guy jumped out of the truck, hit the ground hard and started running. The driver leaped out of his side of the truck and staggered. He was covered in blood from some kind of neck wound, but it didn’t stop him from going after his friend.

They disappeared around a corner, and then there was screaming.

A group of deaders came from the same direction from which the truck had come. That must have been what the men were trying to escape. Now Lester and his new friends were sitting ducks. It was just a chain-link fence. It was strong and high, but if enough of those dead fucks pressed against the side, it would fall like a house of cards.

“God damn,” said LeBeau. “I believe that right there is the answer to our prayers. Your prayers. I was just going to sit this one out. Chill in a car … or sweat in a car. Shit. It won’t cool off until night. That’s okay. I slept through worse.”

Lester wondered who the hell LeBeau was even talking to. He stared at the other side of the fence like he was addressing someone he knew.

“You got a plan? Truck? Hello?” Lester snapped his fingers near the man’s ears.

“Man, you trying to get your white ass killed?” LeBeau turned on him.

“Let me hit this pipe a few times, and maybe I won’t care.” Lester stared back.

“Got salt, boy. I like that, and I guess I like you too. Like you enough to help you get that truck. Then you all git on your way. Leave me be.”

“Well hallelujah. I have a fan. Now what were you saying about a way out?”

“Just get that truck.”

“Get the truck? Yeah, great plan. I’ll just jump on my Harry fucking Potter broomstick, jet over the fence, land on the truck, start it with my magic dick wand and then drive over here while the deaders look the other way. That’s brilliant.”

When Lester paused in his tirade to take a breath, the older man leaned over and laughed until he coughed up a big chunk of something green and phlegmy. Then it was a coughing fit that ended in more laughter.

“Yeah, laugh it up. Asshole.”

“This dude is whacked.” Grinder shook his head and looked at the truck.

It was only twenty-five feet from the fence, but it might as well have been twenty-five miles. There was no way any of them could run out there, get it started, and drive it back without becoming raw meat.

“Now how in the hell do you expect us to get that thing in here?”

“Keys are still in it. All we got to do is get there, start it and back up. See how it sits? You just put it in reverse, and inside the gate you go.”

The older man wandered over, huffing and puffing. His shirt was soaked, his face beaded with sweat. Lester thought the old man was going to pass out the second he arrived. Lester could smell the reek that fear brought out in people. He was awfully familiar with the scent after the last few days.

“You boys thinking what I’m thinking?” Gramps looked at the truck.

“If it involves Geritol, then I’m not. If it involves the truck, I don’t suppose you’re offering to run out there and get it for us, are you?” Lester looked the man up and down. He wasn’t going for a sprint. About the only place he needed to be was in a big bed where he could catch up on his sleep.

“It doesn’t, but maybe we can provide a distraction,” the old man said.

“Wait just a damn minute.” He puffed in the heat, but it was nothing like the sounds the old guy made. Les felt dizzy; his head felt like it was circling his body as it moved around without his volition.

“What now, white boy?” LeBeau asked. His eyes were wide, and he looked like he was ready for a challenge.

“It’s a stupid fucking idea. That’s what.”

“How do you know?”

“‘Cause I know!” Les said, exasperated.

“What’s in that building?” Grinder spoke up.

“Nothing, far as I know. It’s s’posed to be blown to shit one of these days. They tried to repair it, but the city shut them down after they failed five or six too many safety inspections. Know how money can buy a safety pass? Not here, no sirree. This mother fucker here condemned.”

“So let’s hide in it,” Grinder said. He looked around at the much shorter people around him and shrugged.

“Can’t. Door’s heavy, made out of metal and braced with something or other. I know some cats used to sleep in there, but then they hired some goons to come in and crack heads. Then they sealed the place up. I don’t think anyone goes in there now.” LeBeau looked at the side of the building and then spat in its direction.

“You tried it?”

“‘Course I tried it. Stuck like a sixteen-year-old Dutch girl with her finger in a dyke.”

Lester shook his head at the image, then laughed out loud.

“That’s good. We need some humor.” The old man wheezed. He looked from face to face and tried to smile.

Les tried to grin as well, but the guy looked terrible. His face was bright red, and sweat ran down both cheeks. He huffed and squeaked, but couldn’t seem to get a breath in. Les had seen his friend Ricky OD back in the day. Ol’ Ricky had a short memory span and didn’t pay all that much attention to the first time he almost met the reaper thanks to some high-grade blow he mixed with a bunch of meth. Idiot. He didn’t even look as bad as the geezer before he keeled over. Les and his friend rushed Ricky to the emergency room, but they didn’t exactly stick around to answer questions.

“So let’s get one of the tanks you were going to blow up and use it to battering-ram that fucker into submission,” Grinder said.

“That’s a good idea.” Lester grinned.

“Then we can hide inside. At least we’ll be out of this heat.” Les glanced up at the glaring sun, tugged his shirt away from his skin and shook it back and forth. The smell made him stop. Jesus. What if this idea was just as brilliant as hiding in the trash can? Grinder deserved a beating, except he was too damn tall by a foot or so. Seemed that way, especially when he was lying on Lester, trying to bash open the bin in which they were stuck.

“All that banging around’s gonna bring more deaders.”

“Ya think?” Lester pointed at the fence where the howling mob tried to force fingers into the chain links not fifteen feet away. Others were joining the mass, and it wouldn’t be long before they battered down the fence.

The blonde clung to their outer circle, her head whipping back and forth between her fellow survivors and the howling mob behind her. The girl’s eyes were huge.

“Do something! Jesus. Jesus! Just do something,” she yelled.

Grinder grinned and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. A piece of skin, probably chicken, clung to one sleeve and picked that time to obey gravity and fall to the ground.

“Don’t worry. We got this shit under control.” His eyes were crazy, his face frightened, and his lips clung together in a smile like they were glued there. As if that weren’t enough, he was still covered in what was now dried-out refuse from the garbage. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Misty, and you smell terrible. Did you take a bath in filth?” The girl pulled away.

“Fucking crazy,” Les muttered.

The old man leaned over to catch his breath. He put his hands on his knees and coughed until Les was sure he was going to pass out. Grinder even patted him on the back.

“Congestive heart failure,” the guy said after he caught his breath. “Know what that is?”

“Like a heart attack? Oh fuck, man. Do not fucking keel over on me. I watched a video once on CPR, but I don’t count so well when I’m buzzed,” Lester babbled.

“My lungs are full of liquid. I was going to see the doc later today, but we got trapped here. Tourist,” he said and tugged at the collar of his shirt.

Tell me something I don’t know, Lester thought.

“Can’t you just cough it up or hang upside down?” The image of a bat leaped into Les’s mind, and he almost broke into laughter.

“My wife’ll help any way you need. Just tell us what to do,” the guy said.

The wife in question wandered toward them and leaned in like they were tossing secrets back and forth. Her clothes were just about the cleanest of the bunch. Even the young one had stuff on her little dress. Momma was done up for the ball by way of comparison. Her white blouse was breezy and downright fashionable, with billowing sleeves and a matching hat that covered her face, protecting it from the sun.

“Pearl,” the woman said. She held out her hand for a shake, and Lester took it warmly. She was the nicest person he had run into in days. Everyone else was running around like chickens sans heads. Zombie chickens—the downfall of humanity.

“Les. Just Les. The name is Lester, but call me by the shorty version. Angela did, but she’s gone.”

“Was that your girl, son?” the man asked like they were becoming best friends.

“Dead as a deader,” Les said and went to check out the gate so he could ignore the topic.

“Sorry to hear about your loss. I’m Richard, by the way. Richard Brown. I’d shake your hand, but …” The guy looked Lester up and down.

“Right. Richy Rich. Pearl. Got it. And don’t mind the stink. It’s all his fault.” Les pointed at Grinder, which got him a hearty middle finger in reply.

“Let’s get to some breaking and entering.” Gramps grinned.
  

Kate
 

She fled again. Dark corridors greeted her. As at the fall of night, she sought the comfort of a place to hide and rest. Rest was an escape, and there was nothing she needed more right now than an escape. The day, all the horrible things she had witnessed, at last they were sinking in. Kate liked to be above things like feelings. After all, she witnessed and participated in many deaths. But this was different, and it required a different Kate, one whom she had watched and sometimes admired, but also one whom she greatly feared.

For the first time in her life, she gave in to fear, gave in to exhaustion, gave in to a baser side and asked the Other to come out. The Other was here now, as her eyes fell on a form that was running toward the back of the room.

It was him! The son of a bitch who left her to the rapist. It wasn’t even that hard to take down the man who had tried to escort her. He had a firm grip on her upper arm, but as soon as they made it into the crowds and away from the others, she had made her move. She was a mess when she arrived and dead on her feet. So of course they only sent one man to escort her.

They underestimated her, and that was not good for Mr. Feely, who kept taking the opportunity to rub the side of her breast while he frog marched her. She locked her arm against his hand and dropped like she couldn’t walk anymore. He reached for her with his other hand, but she batted it aside and delivered a stunning blow with the back of her fist to his temple. He was about four inches taller than she and had her by at least thirty pounds, but he was not prepared for the strike. Before he could react, she whipped her other hand up and smashed his nose just like she had done to the other guy not so long ago. He went down, and she moved away. Then it was just a matter of will over matter as she shouldered through the crowd. She moved with confidence, with intent, and some must have sensed it. Those who did not were moved forcibly.

They had taken her sword at the entrance, and she doubted she would ever see it again. She needed a new weapon, and Anders had just the thing. Like the other guards, like Mark, she had seen him use a blade that was razor sharp, about a foot long and serrated on one side. She planned to take it from him, cut his fucking throat and watch him flop on the ground like the dead little piggy that he was.

The hall was immense. She thought this was where they had occasional concerts, and it looked to be big enough. There was a huge barrel filled with water bottles. She grabbed several and sucked them down as she walked. The water was warm, but it was heaven. When was the last time she’d even had something to drink? She wanted to down a few more, but she didn’t want to go back for them.

Gunfire rippled around her, and she found herself ducking and looking for a place to hide, but a quick look to the rear confirmed that the shots were not in her direction.

She got a glimpse of him as he shouldered through the press. She followed in his wake, but now with a gentle touch. A hand there, a leg sliding between people. She muttered “excuse me,” but most of the time, the words were lost in the crowd.

At the end of the room, she saw several doors. Anders slid something against a plate, flung the door open and strode inside with a confident step. She rushed to follow and just got her fingertips between the door and the frame.

Screams filled the room as something happened behind her. At the sound of glass shattering, she shoved the door open and slipped through. If anyone else was lucky enough to see her, they were more than welcome to follow, as long as they didn’t get in the way.

The door led to a hallway filled with medical equipment. She caught a flash of green at the end of the hallway and followed. Her skin felt sticky, and her clothes clung to her, thanks to the blood. Like she had bathed in crimson, wasn’t that what one of the men had said about her? The one who had touched her, jabbed her, acted like he could put his hands on her body. She had played dead, but he learned the hard way that it was wrong to underestimate her.

She followed, moving lightly from foot to foot. Exhaustion dogged her, but she was on the hunt, and such things took a back seat. She would have time to rest later. She had trained for so many years to be stronger, faster, to have more endurance. She had trained with weapons and with her fists. It was now, at the height of this deadly infection, that she would be able to put her formidable skills to work.

She worked her way down the hallway, checking doors as she went, but none yielded to her questing hand. The walls were white, but when she got close, she noticed discolorations. In the bright fluorescence, it was obvious that stains had been removed.

The door she had entered at the other end of the hall opened, and with it came a rush of noise. Screams and hollers. Gunshots and heavy objects crashing. She looked back and caught a glimpse of an older man. His image tugged at her memory and then was gone. Had he been a friend? She considered killing him. She could just walk up to him and crush his throat with the edge of her hand. If he knew her, it would be that much easier. Hi, remember me? Then a quick blow, and he would be out of her hair. But someone might see his body and raise all kinds of hell. Besides, she might lose Anders if she doubled back.

She chose to follow the piece of shit who had left her to the rapist. Nothing else mattered now. She reached the end of a second hallway, and the white coverings on the walls disappeared. There were doorways along the long passageway, but she didn’t bother trying them. The man she was after had run to the end of the hall with that girl in tow. Worm? No, Bug. They called her Bug, and she put up with it. Her name started with an A or maybe an E; Kate was sure of that much.

Something slammed closed up ahead. She came around another sharp turn and caught sight of a door popping open. Someone was in a hurry and didn’t close it properly. She noticed numbers and letters spray-painted on the doors, covering whatever had been painted on them before.

CONT A. FURN C2. What they meant, she couldn’t even begin to puzzle out. Probably made up by some pencil pusher who didn’t have to find his way around down here.

A map fluttered as she passed, but it was a mish-mash of sticky notes and scribbles. She didn’t have time to stop and check them out; she just ran on. When she reached the doorway, she burst inside.

She was already on edge, ready to strike, but the sudden starkness of the room into which she had walked stopped her in her tracks.

Cells had been constructed and attached to walls like giant white pods. People stood around desks, making notes or throwing papers into a large plastic bin on wheels. Men and women in white suits moved quickly to file the papers as others tossed them. There were at least fifteen people who looked to be scientists or doctors, and all seemed near panic. A pair of guys in green with automatic rifles over their shoulders stood at the end of the room.

Anders stopped and talked to one of the men. He gestured back at her, and that was not good at all.

She knew when it was a losing battle, so she decided to forego a frontal assault that would probably see her guts splattered all over the wall, and ducked into a side room. As she passed one of the pods, she saw something that stopped her cold. One of the deaders was trussed up like a turkey dinner. Every inch of his body was secured to something, and he had a massive ball gag shoved in his mouth. She was pretty sure that somewhere, some fucker would pay to be bound like that. These monsters didn’t have a choice.

Blood-red eyes met hers, and if the deader could snarl, she might have seen it, but she didn’t stick around long enough for further analysis. Kate made for one of the numerous doors that lined the side of the room, opened the first one while glancing behind her at the looks of shock and dismay on the faces of the workers inside. The soldiers were on their way, so she walked through the door, slammed it shut and spun a tiny push lock into place, knowing it wouldn’t hold them for very long.

She looked for something with which to block the door and found more than a few items.

The room was probably used for storage at one time. It might have held concession supplies: bags of popcorn, drums of soda, and all the fixings that hot dogs required.

Now it was filled with gray bins on wheels, the kind they used to cart around refuse and recyclables. The carts were no longer filled with such innocuous things.

It was rank in the room, smelled like festering meat. Most of the bodies had been shot in the head, but some had parts removed. A couple of corpses had the remains of heads at the ends of necks. She tried to understand what could have caused this kind of damage. Then she spotted the sledgehammer in the corner of the room.

“Fucking animals,” she snarled.
  

Mike
 

The maelstrom behind us, I tried to catch my breath, but it wasn’t there. I panicked as I gulped in air, and I couldn’t seem to get enough. My heart pounded in my chest and felt like it was going to rip free. I saw stars as I reached for a wall that also wasn’t there. Then the room seemed to narrow as I sank to my knees. I leaned forward and felt the cold tile beneath my hands. I wanted to curl up and pass out.

This had happened once before, and I’d spent a few months on antidepressants. I was having a panic attack, and this was just about the worst time imaginable. Nelson reached down and hauled me to my feet.

“Breathe, goddammit!” he yelled. “Not deep breaths, just normal. Nice and steady. Don’t make me slap the shit out of you.”

“Trying,” I mumbled. He stuck a hand under my arm and draped it across his shoulder, then staggered away from the door. Hands beat at the portal we had just entered. They pulsed against it in a steady tattoo that sounded just like my heart, like their panicked hands were controlling my pulse. I shuddered and wondered if this was a heart attack.

We made it to the end of a hallway, where another door met us. There was no lock, probably no time to install them, my rattled mind said. Just doors everywhere, open to the touch. We went through and then followed a winding passageway until we came to another door that required not only a card but also a code. It took Nelson a few tries to get the button order correct.

“Doubt she’s in here, but it’s the only way I know.”

Back the way we came in, a hallway had gone in both directions, but there was no way to tell which Kate had taken. Did it matter that much? Our relationship had been all of a few hours spent together. Still, I felt a need to offer some kind of protection to her. Not that she needed it. Even if I’d had an assault rifle, I still felt like she was more dangerous.

My head smacked into the frame as Nelson maneuvered us into the doorway. I saw stars and nearly went over, but his grip on me was strong.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

The door slammed shut behind us, then clicked as a lock engaged.

“It’s all right; I was already dizzy,” I mumbled back.

Eyes on us. I looked up and saw at least three sets. Their owners were dressed in white, the kind of suits I’d seen on doctors who’d worked with viruses in just about every horror movie I had ever watched where the military brought in scientists to evaluate a situation. That made sense, of course, since we were all living in that movie.

“This man had a panic attack. Any of you docs got something for him?”

“Panic attack?” one of the men said. He was in his fifties and sported a brown-and-gray beard that made “unkempt” look desirable in comparison. He had on the requisite Coke-bottle glasses and actually squinted at me as if the massive lenses weren’t thick enough.

“I’m fine,” I said, but the words came out slurred.

Nelson hobbled to a chair and dumped me in it. It was an old plastic thing that would have been at home in a hospital waiting room fifteen years ago. I slouched down and tried not to make another journey to the floor. Once was enough today. The room wavered around me as I shook my head. The faces peered at me with intent, like I was some kind of lab specimen.

A loud banging drew my eyes from the others in the room. It was then that I noticed my surroundings.

There were at least half a dozen cages in the room, each with a set of thick bars making up a doorway. They were nearly man height, but I had seen similar things in documentaries and was reasonably sure they had held simians before. That would explain how strong they looked. No one would make a cage like that to hold a person; it would be inhumane. But put a monkey in one, and it didn’t seem so bad. Now that I saw them up close, I knew better. These were pathetic affairs designed for misery, and as I came to shaky feet, it was misery that I faced.

The first cage lay less than ten feet from me. I angled toward it, even though one of the men put up a hand to stop me. I brushed past him, so the others came at me. Three against one, and me as weak as a baby. Still, I kept on going, hoping to at least get a glimpse before they tossed Nelson and me out of the room.

She was barely twenty, if that, and she looked like she had seen hell.

The eyes drew me first, so familiar, so well known to any who had been in the city for the last few days. Blood-red, like someone had punctured every blood vessel. They were wet, though, and up close, I noticed for the first time that they had a yellow pussy substance leaking from them.

Her mouth was a mess, lips torn, lower one hanging by a strand. She had a gag, one with a massive ball, something you would see in S and M play. I was horrified, and yet the image made me snort back a grim laugh.

One cheek was raw hamburger. It looked as if she had been dragged across the road. There were even black flakes and bits of gravel or dirt embedded in her flesh. She was tightly bound from the chest down. Thick yellow strapping material held her in place tighter.

“Do they even breathe?” I asked whichever of them was closest.

“Who are you guys?” one of the men asked. I kept my eyes on the wretch, couldn’t look away if I wanted to. She snarled around her gag but didn’t get any further with the death threats. What was she even thinking in there?

“I’m military; he’s a civilian contractor brought in to assess certain aspects of Lazarus Black. We ran into some hassles out there. Just let us go without any trouble, and we’ll return the favor. Leave you to your work.”

“I need to see some ID. You look legit, but he looks like he just walked in off the streets.”

If he only knew how right he was.

“Lost it in the ruckus. Look, man, those things are breaching the perimeter. They’re coming from all corners of the city. This place don’t stand a chance, even if the men with big fucking guns stick around and don’t skedaddle out of town on the first military transport they come across.”

One of them drew up alongside me. She was in her sixties and had a tight brown-and-gray-streaked bun. Her glasses rode far down on her hawkish nose. She had weather-beaten features, like she spent a lot of time outside. Probably a climber, if I didn’t miss my guess. Folks in the Northwest just loved to climb stuff, no matter how old the climbers got.

“They do breathe, but not that often. Like their hearts. They beat, but sometimes only once a minute. There are electrical impulses that still fire, but we can’t figure out how.”

“So they aren’t dead?”

“Close. The term ‘deaders’ is a good one, just like ‘zombie’ would be if anyone had the balls to admit it.”

“Zombies, what next? Is Bigfoot going to show up and demand the keys to the city?”

“A week ago, I would have said zombies were bullshit. Bigfoot? Still bullshit, but I’m changing my mind on the first one. Besides, what city? This place is going to be cleansed by morning.”

I stared at her with my mouth open for a good fifteen seconds before I shut my trap. She didn’t mean it; she couldn’t. The idea of destroying the city was ridiculous. People were safe, and rescue missions were ongoing.

“I knew you weren’t one of the contractors. You don’t know a damn thing.” I noticed that she had a slight Southern accent from the way she rolled out the ‘a’ in “damn.”

“I lost my badge,” I mumbled.

“And I lost my virginity. Just stick with tall and well-armed over there, and you’ll be all right.”

I didn’t say anything. My mind whirled, which didn’t help my dizziness. I wondered if it would be cool to ask the scientist if they had any Ativan lying around. The last time I went in for a minor procedure, they had me pop one to calm the nerves. I could do with a half-dozen of those babies, washed back with a couple of stiff shots.

If I didn’t get it together, I was pretty sure the fragments of my mind were going to just give up and call it a day.

“We don’t know how it works, not exactly. I mean I can give you the civilian version if you want. Or I can say a bunch of stuff that will make you scratch your head.”

“Are you always this condescending? Besides, you don’t really know who I work for,” I said and tried to add a hint of menace.

“You look like you work at the sanitation department and you got left in a dumpster. I can also tell that you wouldn’t know a branch-chain amino acid if it slapped you upside the head.”

I didn’t enjoy being spoken to like a twelve year old, but okay, I let her have her fun at my expense. If it was going to get me answers, I supposed it was worth the aggravation. Still, I wanted to slap the hell out of her. Did she know what it was like out there? Did she even care that the things she studied were once people?

The woman in the cage drew back her lips and snarled at us around the gag. She didn’t care for the scientist too much either.

“The rabies virus. I heard about it.”

She turned to consider me.

“Impressive. Not many know about that. I knew Dr. Stein, you know. He was a brilliant man, but he loved his wife like a sickness. Everything he did was for her. He had his own little lab tucked away in that tiny house, down in the basement. Nobody knew. He was doing experiments on animals, infecting them with rabies, trying to create tumors. Some people called him a genius. I called him an asshole.”

I didn’t say anything, but I did wish I had my phone out to record this.

“He took some of our research money and squandered it on her. Just look at what he’s accomplished. A disease more virulent than any in the history of man and with a ninety-eight percent mortality rate.”

“Not everyone dies?”

She got a schoolteacher look on her face.

“That’s the crazy part. As I said, they don’t really die. Their bodies go into a sort of vegetative state. They seemed to have no fine motor skills at first, but that changed. The earliest version of the virus made them look like something resembling zombies. But the virus has gotten meaner and faster. And the deaders are like that now. Meaner and faster. They hunt in packs, and some are inhumanly strong.”

“Is there a cure?” I asked. If she had told me this tale a week ago, I would have called the whole thing bullshit, but I had lived in this nightmare for days.

“That’s why we’re here. To find a cure. They sent in a few of Stein’s fellow research scientists and enough money and supplies to find a cure for AIDS. But it’s no good. We need years, not days, to fix this. It’s too late now anyway.”

No cure. What were they going to do? How would they fix this mess?

“You said it was mostly fatal?”

“Yeah. Well, the ones that live aren’t much to look at. They get like the deaders for a while, then they make a kind of recovery, but they’re just about as smart as your garden-variety lobotomy experiment. We won’t be able to find many of them anyway. They still get the subconjunctival hemorrhage. I expect most of them’ll get shot.”

“Sub what?” I asked.

“You know, blood in the eyes.”

“Damn” was all I could say in reply.

“That is the cure, you know, shot to the head. Heard one of the guys say something like ‘If it’s undead, aim for the head.’ Well, I don’t condone it, but what are we going to do? Round them all up and put them somewhere? We’d need more than a few football fields. But it’s too late even for pipe dreams. Lazarus Black will clear the streets anyway.”

“That’s the second time I’ve heard that. What is Lazarus Black?”

She looked at her fellow scientists, who continued to look anywhere but at us.

Nelson was still in deep conversation with the older man. They had a map out that looked like the layout of the football stadium, and were pointing out pathways.

“The cure, I told you.”

“The cure,” I repeated.

“We have to go,” Nelson said. He grabbed my arm and steered me toward the door.

“Wait, I want to hear this.”

“I’ll tell you later.”

“Tell me now!” I felt frustrated at his evasiveness.

“Mike, we’ve got to go!” he growled.

I looked back at my new friend. She just nodded and didn’t bother to smile.

Nelson dragged me by the arm toward the door opposite the way we had come in. His eyes were intent on nothing else, just the door. I wanted to stay and learn more, but he was freaking the hell out, even though he didn’t say a word. Nelson looked at his wristwatch as he pushed me down yet another sterile white corridor. What did they do, paint these things after they arrived? Where were the team colors? This was a football stadium, after all.

We came to a pair of doors, and Nelson produced a badge. He zipped it across a scanner, and the door clicked.

“Where’d you get that?”

He held up the badge so I could see the face.

“While you kept her distracted, I took it. Figured it would be helpful. Now listen up. There’s gonna be a shit storm in about an hour, so we need to get the hell out of here.”

“Is it the Lazarus thing they were talking about?”

“Yep,” he said and guided me through the doorway.

I shaded my eyes from the too-bright sun. We hadn’t been inside the building for more than half an hour, yet it felt like a day.

“Get on the very last car. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.” He pressed the badge into my hand and pointed at the tracks. “You run into any trouble, just flash this. Keep the face covered. If anyone looks at it, you’re fucked.”

“Thanks for the confidence booster,” I groused. “You were going to tell me about Lazarus Black!”

“I will, I promise. Trust me. Have I let you down yet?”

“Christ on a crutch,” I muttered.

“Just go. You’ll be fine getting to the train. Know what the worst is that could happen?”

I shrugged.

“That.” He pointed back at the stadium.

As we left the room, I snatched a white gown off a coat hanger just as the door slammed shut, almost taking my disguise with it.
  

Lester
 

“All you crazy asses need to see a shrink.” LeBeau shook his head and moved toward the storage location.

What the hell was Lester thinking, and who the hell was he kidding? He was no leader, and this was no reality television show. This was life, and his was about to get a lot shorter. At least he still had the gun. If the deaders managed to get in here, he was going to just do it. Put the barrel right up against his temple and blow his brains all over the damn place. Enough with all the stupid decisions he had made over the last few days.

They were stuck unless the door opened, and the door was never going to open unless they got the stupid lock off. It was a big thick fucker, looked like it could stand up to a sledgehammer.

LeBeau dragged his pipe up, ran it along the wall like he was going to start a rumble by challenging the door, lifted the bar and swung for all he was worth. The bar hit the metal part that made up the horizontal doorknob, completely missing the lock below it. LeBeau screwed up his eyes as the shock raced up his arms. He stepped back and nearly dropped the bat.

“Holee sheeet.” He lowered the bar and placed it between his knees, lifted his hands and shook them. Then he blew on them.

“Lemme try.” Grinder reached for the bar.

“You ain’t a bitch; keep your fucking hands off my shit!” LeBeau howled at the top of his lungs.

“Christ, all right!” Les shot at them.

LeBeau shook his head, lifted the bar and swung again. This time, he angled the blow, but it hit the side of the frame and bounced away, striking the concrete wall adjacent to them, doing a flip, and then clattering to the ground.

“Oh fuck me, Rosey!” LeBeau said, a lot softer this time, and held his hands up, shaking them in the air.

“Lemme try that.” Lester snatched the bar and took up a baseball swinging position.

“We need to …” Grinder started.

“Hold the lock out.” Les interrupted the kid.

“Are you fucking crazy? I ain’t losing my hands, dude.”

“It needs to be up a little.”

“I was gonna say let’s put something under the lock so it sticks up in the air like a hard-on. How about a rock? See if you can find something. Quick,” Grinder said to the girl. She looked between them and then scurried off in a flash of skirt and leg that Grinder didn’t hesitate to follow with his eyes.

“You wanna see more of that, you better be right.” Les said, then shifted his gaze to the deaders clambering at the chain-link fence not twenty-five feet away.

The fence was actually bending in now, and Les was pretty fucking sure it wouldn’t hold up that much longer. He took a tentative swing at the lock and managed to hit the metal part, which tossed it up to strike the doorknob but didn’t do a bit of damage.

“Try this.” The girl was back with a chunk of concrete.

Les took the palm-sized rock and wedged it between the lock and the door, but it fell to the ground as soon as he took his hands away.

“Need something to hold it there, like a bunch of duct tape.” Les looked around the area, but came up blank. Just clusters of vehicles and a whole lot of black space that was decidedly free of magic tape.

“I found another bar.” Grandma joined them. She held out a long metal bar, much like the one they had, but a bit thicker. Les studied it, then the lock.

“I got an idea. It’s not quite long enough to reach the doorknob, but if we can find a brick, someone can hold the metal bar under the lock, brace it on the brick, and I can get a good swing.”

They looked at each other, and Les was a hair’s breadth away from shaking his head and telling them it was a terrible idea, when Grandma, the girl and Grinder all peeled off in different directions to search for a brick.

“Shit ain’t gonna work.” LeBeau shook his head. “Ah damn! Use the gun! I mean I got a gun. Found it in a car.”

“Really? You think you could have told us earlier, like when the deaders were banging on the fence?”

“Chill out, son. It’s a little six-shooter.” LeBeau lifted his shirt to show off the piece. It was tucked into the waistband of his pants.

“Won’t work either. I saw someone try it once, and all the bullet did was hit the body of the lock and flatten out. Barely even dented the lock. That only works on TV, just like blowing up cars,” Les said.

“Worth a shot.” The man grinned.

“Oh very fucking funny.”

“Want me to hold it for you?” Les inquired.

“No I do not want you to hold it for me. Hold your own piece; this one’s mine.”

“Fine, but after you kill yourself, I’m taking the gun.”

“If I do that, I don’t care about it no more. What you gonna do? Make a run for it?” LeBeau asked.

Lester thought about it, because he only really had one plan.

“I plan to shoot myself in the head if I have to,” Lester countered.

“Maybe you go first. Wouldn’t be the first time I saw some scruffy white boy blow his fool head off. Might not be the last way the city is going to hell in a zombie basket. But you think that’s your big farewell, go on, then. I seen this cat back in the day, politician crooked as they come. He got caught doing something he shouldn’t outta have. Know what he did? Took a pistol and put it in his mouth and pulled the trigger. Right on live television. Now that took balls.”

“I’m not trying to impress you!” Lester said in exasperation.

“No shit, Sherlock. If you were trying to impress me, you would’ve showed up with Janet Jackson, a pair of Humvees and enough soldiers to clear our way to Vegas. Or to a liquor store. I’d take either.”

Lester just stared. “You guys done stroking each other’s dicks?” Grinder interrupted the interchange. His eyes were wide, and he swiveled to get the men to look.

Lester shook his head and followed the tall guy’s gaze. His eyes opened wide, and a little cry jumped past his lips.

“We are …” Grinder started.

“Fucked!” Lester finished.
  

Kate
 

She pushed the cart closest to the door until it lurched into motion. The bodies and parts jiggled and shook. A head turned to regard her with lifeless eyes. She wanted to feel pity, but all she felt was a sense of loss, as if these men and women had somehow missed out on the honor of falling beneath her blade.

A flash. She saw herself lying in the room, on the blood-splattered plastic that covered the floor. What would it feel like to watch someone come into the room, pick up the sledgehammer and smash her head in? Would she even feel the blow? Would she hear her brains as they were smashed out of her skull? She almost wished she could watch it.

But the bastards coming through the door might just want to take her and treat her that way. She shoved the cart until it smashed into the door. Then she grabbed another one and doubled up the barricade.

She felt safe for the time being. If they worked together, they would probably be able to open the door, but it wouldn’t be easy. To make it harder, she took the sledgehammer and laid the heavy bloodstained side against one of the wheels to act as a wedge.

She looked around the big room for a weapon of some sort. The walls were bare except for the occasional blood spatter. There were a few desks shoved in a corner, but they looked to have been placed there to get them out of the way rather than for any practical use.

There were a few medical supplies like gauze and boxes of thin white facemasks. A box that once held syringes sat on one desk, but it was filled with long Q-tips and cotton gauze. Another box held empty vials in it. The kind that were under a vacuum so they could draw out blood. It wouldn’t take much to take a blood test in here, just drag one of the Q-tips along a wall, and you could diagnose just about any disease.

Banging on the door. “Open up, goddammit!” a man’s voice yelled.

“In your wet dreams, asshole,” she muttered.

Two gun butts beat at the door. Then a kick, and it budged. But not far. The carts held, and the hammer didn’t even move.

If they got in here, she was going to be in a real world of hurt.

Kate snatched a syringe off a shiny steel table and popped the top off. Then she jammed it into the arm of one of the dead and drew out a thick substance that looked like bloody mucus. She put the cap back on and kept the tool at her side.

She found another door hidden behind a green curtain, the kind of thing they put around someone in a hospital bed. It wasn’t locked, but it was stuck like there was something against it. She pulled back and used what little energy she had left to kick the door. The knob splintered the wood frame and slammed the door into something heavy. There was a crash and the sound of breaking glass. Items tinkered across the floor, and something wet splattered. She hoped like hell it wasn’t some experiment filled with infected blood. From the looks of the rest of this location, there was a good bit of research going on. Good, maybe someone had a cure so she could go back to her old life.

Her life? What was her life? Was she really going to take over for Kate, do her daily work, sit around an apartment and watch shit television programming? No, she was going to hunt for as long as she could. She would travel from city to city, enticing and killing her victims with glee. She actually hungered for it. Saliva burst in her mouth like a bubble at the thought of all that fear and the smell of the blood of her victims.

She poked her head into the room and was greeted by a couple of concerned faces in white masks. They wore yellow suits, and tubes connected them to runners across the ceiling.

Kate strolled in and approached the first one—a man with a straggly beard that was far from the fashionable stubble she was used to seeing on flannel-shirted men. Like they were heading out to chop up trees instead of looking for a Starbucks.

“What?” the guy asked.

“Get me out. Now.” She pulled the cap off the syringe and pointed the bloody tip at his face.

Haven’t-Shaved-in-a-Week understood that well enough, and he turned and walked to one corner of the room. He pointed, and when she approached the door, he moved aside. She kept her eyes on him the entire time, and even though every muscle in her body screamed out in pain, she managed to hold the tip at eye level.

He popped the door open and then backed up a few steps. She nodded curtly and slipped through the door into a room filled with the dead.

They lay in heaps, in piles, arms akimbo, legs askance. They were missing parts, some of which still twitched. A little boy with big bloody eyes and one side torn away kicked a tiny leg back and forth. Blood and gore covered the floor, and the smell was intense, like a slaughterhouse that had stood for a hundred years. This bizarre graveyard was clearly an experimental playground for the assholes on the other side of the door. Now that she was away from them, she felt a moment of panic at the thought that the man might have locked her in here.

She considered going back into the room she had just left, finding a scalpel and chopping them into little bits. Every one of the bastards. Then she could just give up, take a break, give in. The soldiers would come through the door, and she would finally pay for her sins. They could put a bullet in her head, and she would be able to get some long-deserved rest.

Through another door she ran.

She came to a long hallway lined with bodies along the outer edge. She moved past shapes of all sizes, and with various open wounds. Most had gunshots to the face or right in the middle of the forehead. Some lay with eyes wide open, bloodstained irises staring at the ceiling with something approaching recrimination. Perhaps it was her mind playing tricks on her, but she was sure some of those looks fell on her as she limped down the once-white corridor. Someone had laid strips of carpet along the walkway, but it didn’t do much good to stop the blood from reaching her feet. In fact, it provided a place for it to collect so that every step was like walking through wet ground. It sucked at her steps and threatened to catch each one and never let her go.

She stared down and caught the bloodstained bottom of her pant legs in the garish light. Why was it so bright in here? She paused to tug the fabric away from her calf, but it clung stubbornly, as if glued there. A huge rip along the thigh exposed pale flesh. That was from earlier in the day, wasn’t it?

Christ. She hadn’t bathed in what seemed a week, and if she were able to smell herself, she would probably terrify anyone she came across. Someone might take her for a deader and blow her head off.

There was only one way to go, and when she heard a loud click at the other end of the passageway, she simply moved faster toward the exit.

Double doors met her. She expected to be thwarted at this last moment. She was close; she could almost smell the clean air and sense the heat of the outside world. She took a step out into the light and blinked hard. She was on a road, which didn’t make a lot of sense. Then she realized she was actually at the end of a tunnel. This being a football stadium, it made sense that they would have needed massive entryways like this to deliver food, drinks and equipment. Now it was a graveyard.

As if the last few areas hadn’t been enough, this was worse. The combination of heat, humidity and rot created a stench that she never wanted to smell again.

There had to be hundreds of them.

The bags were body shaped where they were wrapped in black plastic. Farther along, they were simply wrapped in clear plastic. A tiny form lay bound in something resembling a shower curtain. Fingers the size of crayons curled up in a fist. She pushed the hand aside, trying to tuck it back under the tarp, but it didn’t move. Didn’t yield except for a squish that felt like a water balloon. The rest of the arm slid out, and it was twice the size that it should have been. All those gases sitting in the summer heat weren’t doing anything kind to the corpses.

“Jesus fucking wept,” she muttered before turning to move past a pile of bodies that nearly reached the ceiling.

Her body ached, her head worst of all. The last hour was a rush. The running and the pursuit. Dealing with the fucking rapist. If she could go back and do it again, she would kill him nice and slow, just the way he deserved.

She moved in a daze and barely registered the form that moved toward her from the side of the stack of bodies. It stuck to the shadows, and when she turned to confront whatever it was, she was already too late.

A hand lashed out. She raised her arm defensively, but it wasn’t enough to stop the fist from looping over and smashing into the side of her head. She saw stars and almost went down.

Instinct took over and turned her dive for the ground into a half-assed forward roll. She came up on unsteady feet just in time to knock aside another punch. Then a kick came at her, and she slapped down with what little strength she had. It got through, though, and she was pushed back into the pile of bodies. She recoiled as much in horror as at the fear of getting caught in a corner, unable to fight back. She was not the kind to timidly tuck her head between her arms and hope the worst would be over soon.

“Remember me, you fucking bitch?”
  

Mike
 

Panic laced the air as I broke out of the exhibition center and found daylight. The nightmare behind, I fled into the light and wondered if I had a chance in hell of making it to the train. Already, the milling masses were not so still anymore. Crowds of gawkers looked toward the train station not a hundred feet away while the pounding of gunfire made many flinch.

I broke into a group of people, hoping they would hide me. I wasn’t going to flee so much as just blend in. I jostled a few and even brandished my stolen ID card, the one with the government seal that had gotten me out of the building in the first place.

I moved, didn’t exactly run, but walked with quick steps. The crowds parted for me as I looked up and acted like I was on some kind of errand or, better yet, had the right of way. When I ran into a blockade of bodies, I pushed through as gently as I could. Some looked at me with bemused or exasperated glances, but most ignored my antics.

I broke out into the entrance to the stadium and took the stairs two at a time. At the top, I paused for a moment to look behind, but I was unable to pick out any of my pursuers. If some of them were still after me, I would have expected to see guns in the air or hear shouts. If they had not given up, they were certainly keeping a low profile.

The sound of gunfire grew louder, as did the thump of helicopters as they hovered overhead. The wind was so strong from the choppers’ rotors that I felt it from a hundred feet away. It was cool on my skin, a welcome alternative to the blasted miserable heat. I would never be one to criticize Seattle for being too hot. I usually stayed indoors, out of the sun, and enjoyed the climate control on the job. At night, the old house grew plenty cold, and when heat hung around the house, I was able to relax under a fan with my shirt off.

The air actually felt good, and I wanted to just stand in it for a few moments. It took me back to a time a few years ago when we had attended a local fair as a family. That day was supposed to be cool, but the heat had risen like a furnace. With the press of people, it had been even hotter. The stench of animals and offal hit us as we checked out a petting barn. Andy stared at everything with wide eyes and wanted to touch every creature within reach. A pen held a prize-winning sow and a whole litter of piglets. A couple moved aside to let Andy near the fence. He stuck his fingers through the chain links and let one of the little piglets nibble at his finger. He did it fearlessly, like he knew the tiny animal with a wagging tail was unable to harm him.

When I tried to drag him away, afraid that he might get hurt, he fought back. Rita stared on with a happy look plastered to her face. She was content to let me “be the dad” while she swam in an alcoholic daze. The bottle was never far—sometimes in a pocket, but most likely buried at the bottom of her purse. Her drinking was bad before Andy died, and afterwards, she lost herself to the sickness and tried to fix it with pain pills and enough antidepressants to cure a psych ward. She pretended that I didn’t know, and I pretended to go along.

That same day, we wandered into a different barn, one with a massive air conditioner mounted over the entrance. While it wasn’t cold inside, it was fun to stand under the air as it rushed over us. Andy giggled, and I smiled, closed my eyes and declared that they could go on without me and come back in an hour or two and find me. Rita told us to enjoy it for a few minutes while she went to the bathroom. She came back about twenty minutes later to find us looking at a sports car that was on display. It was a newer model, something I would never buy, because it was too impractical.

Rita glazed over the car, stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. She smelled of strawberries, chocolate and vodka. At least it was relatively inoffensive. When she carried wine, it was always a sour stench, like a belch waiting to happen.

That had been a wonderful day. I would have given just about anything to go back to it, but I was stuck in this living hell.

Was Rita even alive out there? I had to find out, but to do that, I had to get to the train.

The entrance to the station had already been crowded, but now that the deaders had arrived, it was a madhouse. The guards tried their best to keep order, but there was no way it would last. They could scare people, maybe shoot their guns into the air or, if they were crazy, shoot into the crowd. If that happened, there would be a mass panic the likes of which we hadn’t seen since the very first day.

A loud dinging started up, and I got my first sight of salvation.

Lights flashed, and the noise grew as one of the trains came into view. It had a massive white engine that was as tall as a double-decker bus. I wasn’t sure how many people the train would hold, but as it trundled toward us, I thought it might be a few thousand. If they ran them nonstop out of the field at full speed, even if they could get everyone loaded on time, each trip would be quite long, since they would have to get them to a train stop somewhere along the way, unload and then come back. Not to mention the nightmare of arranging all the trains on the tracks. If the government were smart, they probably wouldn’t have regular lines towing massive loads of supplies through the cities. Trains likely sat idle while Seattle was in a state of lockdown.

Speculation, all of it. I had no idea how any of this worked. All I knew was that I wanted to be on the train, this train, the first one, because every second I wasted was a second I wasn’t protecting Rita. After my failure with Erin, the least I could do was to save my ex-wife.

The entryway lay ahead, and it was a half-formed mad-scientist lab of fences, guard stations, large white tents, and more guns than I wanted to see. After the madness of the entryway half an hour ago, I was not too excited to see so many weapons in the hands of twitchy military personnel.

Kids, nothing more. Faces no older than their early twenties and, in more than one case, barely out of high school. I stared at the untested youth and hoped the panicked looks didn’t translate into panicked shooting. Christ, this was a nightmare.

I flashed my badge as I moved to the first checkpoint. The old Amtrak building had an entryway and some kind of winding hell inside. I kept the face on the badge covered, hoping they would just give me a cursory look and usher me on. I put on my flustered face, tugged the white jacket tightly around my body, and sucked down the nervousness that was bleeding into my stomach, making me wish I had some antacid.

“Is there a shortcut, soldier?” I asked in a harried voice. I thrust the badge at his young face, then pocketed it as fast as I could. I was already moving past him when he held up an arm.

“Hold up, sir,” he said. I swallowed hard when he turned toward another man, this one just as young but sporting at least one more stripe on his arm. I wasn’t inside the building yet, so if I was going to make a run for, it this was my last chance. If they took me inside, I might end up being detained, and that would be the end of my exit.

“He’s with me,” a familiar voice called out. It had enough authority to make the guard turn.

Nelson strode toward the checkpoint like a general. It was good to have a friend like this who popped up from time to time to save my ass. He had his badge prominently displayed, a badge that was clean against the contrasting bloodstains on his shirt. I almost smiled but then wondered if he was trying to stop me. Did the scientist tell me too much? Was all revealed so that they couldn’t let the newspaper guy escape with the secret of the virus?

Not much of a secret; everyone in the vicinity of the field knew what was really going on, and they were also aware that it would be impossible to keep the virus contained. It was too late; they lost the city the day the first victim was bitten.

Engineered viruses to kill cancer. The doctor behind that one should have been tortured and strung up. But his end was enough. Nelson had told us he died at the hands—and teeth—of patient zero. His own wife.

Nelson snatched the badge from my hand and waved it at the guard.

“This is Dr. Henkman, and he may be the most important man here. He needs to get out of here before Lazarus Black, is that understood, soldier?”

He spun away from the man, took my arm and escorted me toward the lines. The soldier didn’t say a word. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, then looked toward the city.

Among the metal fences that were placed in a winding S, we fled. They weren’t secured to anything. I guess the military figured this would be an orderly retreat.

Nelson dragged me to the head of the line to the angry stares, and in some cases shouted jeers, of those who had been standing around before we arrived. After blustering through the checkpoint with my fake ID, then being rescued by my friend, I fully expected my luck to turn for the worse. If one of the troops didn’t stop me, I was sure this pack would tear us apart. But we were saved by the sudden dinging of bells as the train inched up a few feet. It shuddered to a halt, then let out an explosion of air, like a loud gasp, as it came to a halt. I jumped back, as did others who were too close to the edge of the track.

The fact that Nelson was in uniform and had a couple of weapons kept everyone from getting too worked up. I scanned the crowd for Kate but didn’t see any sign of her. The telltale sign of her sword poking up from behind her back would have been a dead giveaway. I knew she had made it this far. Where the hell was she?
  

Lester
 

The deaders screamed, tugged at the fence, and howled for blood. One section bowed in, so LeBeau ran over and kicked it back into place. He grabbed a brick and tossed it over the top, but it clattered to the ground, missing the mob by a healthy margin.

Lester grabbed the bar of metal and started swinging like he was going out for baseball practice. The lock bounced up and down but basically gave Lester the big old middle finger. He swung harder and harder, occasionally making contact.

“Easy, man!” Grinder yelled. “There are a lot of them and probably a hell of a lot more on the way.”

“‘Swhy I gotta bust this damn lock!” Les said and swung again. The old guy barged in beside him and took the pipe from his wife. Grandpa wasn’t in great shape, but he started swinging even harder than Les. They beat at the hunk of metal mercilessly for a full thirty seconds before Les leaned over to catch his breath.

“Don’t quit now!” LeBeau egged them on. “Break that bitch.”

LeBeau took the pistol out and pointed it at the first deader. Lester stared, wondering if the crazy man was going to start firing. Even if he emptied the gun and hit with every round, he would still have a small mob to contend with, and the noise was sure to draw even more.

“Gimme that.” Grinder took the bar and swung a couple of times. He made contact once, stopped, put the bar between his knees and blew on his hands.

Gramps wasn’t looking so great. He puffed like he was trying to breathe under water.

Grinder swung again and got another ringing blow that was probably heard by the entire city, including the refugees at the football stadium. That place was miserable, but it was a damn sight better than being stuck here. He’d trade at least one nut for the chance to be there now.

“Nice one,” Misty said in a small voice. She stood waiting on the sidelines, hands clenched under her chin. She looked like she was praying.

CLANG went the metal bar, but the lock stayed put.

A pair of large choppers beat overhead, then headed off toward the east. They both had double blades and moved like a couple of cows about to drop calves.

LeBeau stared up at the sky, scratched his head with the barrel of the gun and then stared some more. He grinned, and then his grin turned upside down, as Angela used to like to say, went right into a frowny situation that would have called for baby talk.

He missed her to death and would happily have taken a few seconds of her babbling if it was the last thing he ever heard from her. Instead, he had heard her scream of utter terror as she was ripped from his hands. Just like that poor fucker Mike. His girl torn out of his hands in the same way. He had reached for her, but that was the extent of his effort. The door had slammed shut, and he had sat there like the selfish asshole he had always been, unable to move, unable to react. Instead of making a move to rescue her, or join her, all he could think of was putting the gun under his chin and blowing his brains out. That was his last memory of Angela. Being so shit-scared all he could think to do was kill himself. He even screwed that up!

“Fucking monsters!” he yelled, not sure if he was referring to himself or to the things outside the gate. He took the bar back from Grinder and hit the lock so hard his hands rang. His arms went numb, but he went ahead and hit it again.

Then he noticed the silence and the lack of air. What the fresh hell now?

A pair of jets screamed overhead, but they weren’t moving as fast as some of the fighters he had seen. They were big ugly things with huge fuel tanks.

“Oh fuck me like a dog,” LeBeau gasped, then turned panicked eyes on Lester as he ran back toward them. Although they had known each other for only an hour or so, Lester couldn’t remember a time when he had seen the man look anything other than … well, batshit crazy. Now he looked terrified, and that rocked Les back on his heels.

“What is it?”

Les gasped as it grew difficult to breathe. He had never tackled a mountain, but it had to feel something like this. Like the air was just gone.

A silence descended, fell right down like someone had dropped a huge curtain over the place. The deaders stopped howling for a few seconds, but it was barely a respite before the air was pulled completely upward. A flash lit the sky brighter than the sun had any right to be.

“Get in the fucking door!” LeBeau screamed, and that was all it took for ol’ Les. He slammed the lock so hard that the bar bent and the lock fell into pieces. No way anyone was going to use that damn thing again. Master was pretty badass. The next time Les had to lock something up, he was going to head right to the section of the hardware store that sold the same brand. Might buy a stick of dynamite, too, just in case he ever lost the key.

The gate gave way at last, and the fence fell inward, letting the press of deaders inside the perimeter. If the door had opened a few seconds later, it would have been the end of them all. The howling of the dead was sucked into a vortex of sounds that culminated in a roar so loud it made Les feel like someone had shoved his head inside a bucket of cotton balls.

LeBeau kicked the door in so hard it struck the concrete entryway, bounced and slammed shut. Les was reaching for the doorframe at the time, intent on pulling himself in, and he almost lost a pair of fingers for the effort.

“IN!” LeBeau yelled and shoved Lester inside.

Les didn’t have time to catch his footing and went down inside the doorway. LeBeau was right behind him, dragging Grinder along for a ride that ended with all three of them sprawled over each other like three layers of the weirdest cake the city had ever seen.

Misty followed them through the door, tripped over the three and landed with her legs in the air. She yelped in pain, but it was drowned out by a layer of cursing that was hard to make out.

Then the real noise arrived.

It was like something out of hell. As if the very gates themselves had opened and Satan had stepped onto this plane to curse the world.

Lester yelled, but he couldn’t even hear his own voice as the blast of hellfire ripped the sky apart.

The four of them backed up, scooted on their butts as the old man was lit from behind.

The deaders were almost on them as the flames roared in. They consumed the creatures, and if Lester missed his mark, they were about to consume him. Inside the building or not, there was no way they could avoid it. The tiny portal would feed the flames in, and they’d burn just as well as if they were standing outside.

Grandma, the kindly woman whose name Lester could not remember, looked back to see what all the commotion was about.

“Just get inside!” Les tried to yell, but his voice was again muffled.

Grandma tried to move, but her foot twisted, and she was down. No time, no time! Lester wanted to pound the wall at the horror. It was bad enough seeing the deaders everywhere, seeing them take everything from him. It was even worse to see this innocent woman about to be fodder for them and then for the flames.

But Gramps wasn’t having that. With what had to be his last ounce of strength, he grabbed his wife and staggered toward the door. They were going to make it. Lester wanted to stand up and cheer, call in the troops and offer this pair a twenty-one gun salute.

But the pair was not fast enough, and the deaders were on them. The old man staggered into the door frame and used his body to shove his wife through the opening. Then the flames came down. Grandpa—no, his name was Richard. Richard didn’t even try to stumble inside; that would have doomed them all. Instead, he reached out, grabbed the door and slammed it shut. The smaller lock clicked, and then the world came down around them.
  

Kate
 

The voice was familiar but strained. She ducked away from another blow, came out from beside the pile and threw a jab, pivoting on her feet as she did so. Her body turned what little energy she had into a devastating blow. If she were rested, stretched, warm and ready, she could put someone down with a similar strike.

She remembered to exhale as she struck, but she missed the figure’s face and instead took him in the shoulder, a meaty strike that spun him to the side. She moved with the blow and was past him.

Anders danced away and then came back with another kick. He wore military-issue boots that were heavy as lead. The extra weight gave her a split second to get out of the way, so he struck nothing but air.

She moved to the side and shot her arm inside his guard. The jab didn’t have much behind it, but she kept it low and caught him in the side. He grunted and turned, but she was right in his face. Even exhausted as she was, this was a move she had practiced a thousand times.

Left hand crossed her body to check his position. Hand touched his shoulder as she slid past. He came around, angry, she could see it in his face, in his eyes, which were bloodshot and rimmed in red. Almost like those of the deaders they had faced together before she put down his sister with her own blade. Not that this douche-waffle appreciated all her hard work—or Kate’s, since, technically, she had been the one to do the deed.

Her right hand came up from the gut punch, crossed her left hand, and slammed into his cheek.

“Fuck!” Anders yelled and fell away.

She wavered on her feet and felt like the ground was going to meet her at any moment.

“You left her there, you son of a bitch,” she said through clenched teeth.

“What?”

“You deserted her. Just walked away, man,” she said and came at him. Dead on her feet was a pretty apt description, but she was ten times the fighter he was—at least, that was what she told herself.

“Who? Who? Fuck you, killer. Fuck you right to hell,” Anders cried.

“They raped her, did you know that?” she said through a voice she didn’t recognize.

“You’re crazy.”

He came at her with a flurry of blows that she simply could not deflect. She tried her best, open hands, then palms down, elbows when she had to. Most met with a strike and were deflected, but she was steadily pushed back until she once again felt her back against the pile of bodies.

She reached for her sword but took a blow to the side of her head for the effort, then remembered the stupid blade wasn’t even at her back. Just like that, she was on the ground, tucked against a pile of the dead. She was in a pool of blood and fluids, a nightmare of flesh that would haunt her for the next two minutes that were about to make up the rest of her life. Anders got a blow inside with a boot tip to her gut. He struck in anger and didn’t have the foresight to line up and really deliver devastation. She still lost her breath and once again saw stars.

She got one hand up, hoping it looked like she was begging for mercy. She probably was, or maybe she just wanted to delay the inevitable for a few seconds.

“I wonder if that’s how my sister felt.” Anders squatted next to her.

Shame, that was what she felt. How many times had she been the one bringing retribution to the men she lured to hotel rooms? How many deaders had she killed in the streets? Women, as well, all fell to her sword because they needed to be put down. When she killed for pleasure, it was to fill a void. It was to help alleviate the pain and disassociation she felt from the years of abuse at her father’s hands. Killing the deaders was like pulling weeds, and it was okay if she felt a tiny twinge of pleasure as each was put down for good.

If she just had Anders in a hotel room. While she was wishing for stuff, she may as well have wished for a hot shower, a cup of tea and a massage. Oh, and a good night’s rest. Or three.

“I wonder if she was scared. Are you scared, Kate?”

“Fuck you.”

“Bet you’d hate that. Bug said you were a dyke, but I told her I’d still do ya. Maybe bring ya back to the dark side. Not that you’re going anywhere. See, with all these bodies, what’s one more?”

She thought of herself among the dead, another corpse along with thousands of others. No one would remark on her body. No one would even know her name. Who would say a prayer over her body or see that it was buried? She was likely to just end up in a mass grave with no one to even care that she had been oh so good at her job. The job of taking lives.

Kate. She would let her sleep. She had been a good companion all these years, a face to turn to the world so she could appear normal. A face that was able to blend into a crowd or hail a taxi. Kate took them both to martial arts classes, got them dressed for Kendo training, wiped their mutual ass.

Let her rest.

“Where’s the other one?” she asked, wondering about the woman who had started out with them at the beginning of this horrific day.

“Bug? Oh, she left after we got back. Said she had to go to the bathroom and never came out. Women are like that. They never come back. My sister came back for me once, though. See, I wasn’t always a soldier. I was kind of a bad guy, but she got me out of jail and into rehab. I hated her at the time. Later, I loved her more than ever. She saved me.” He reached over his shoulder and produced something she thought she would never see again. It was her sword. He held it up to the bare bit of light that streamed in from the tunnel.

“I saw you come back, saw you fight. I saw them take your blade, so I went back for it.”

“Just get on with it,” she muttered, wondering how she could even say something like that knowing it might be the last phrase she ever uttered.

“Yeah. I went back and pulled rank. Said I knew who it belonged to,” he said as he turned the blade over to study both sides.

“You’re not worthy of that blade,” she said.

“Yeah? Looks pretty sharp. Worthy or not, I don’t think you deserve a quick death. I should cut off your hands and watch you bleed out.”
  

Mike
 

Voices around us asked the same questions and made the same demands that were happening in my head. I wanted to eat, and I would have loved to take a leak. The last time I found an empty stall, I was sad to leave it. A few minutes of solitude had been like an hour’s rest. Since the moment I had stepped across the threshold of the football stadium, I had been surrounded by people. Lived only a few feet away from them. Even when I managed to catch a few hours of rest, I had been awakened by snoring or other bodily sounds.

Now I was about to be herded onto a train with them, and I wondered just how intimate that ride was going to be.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel like I was finally doing something. I was on my way out of the city, out of this hellhole, and there was a good chance I would make it back to my ex-wife. If I could only get to Rita, save her, I would feel like some good had come of this entire ordeal. If she was even alive. What if, like Erin, she was taken by the deaders? I shuddered at the thought and focused my attention on the door of the train that was sliding open.

I had taken the Sounder train a few times in the past, mainly for sports events in Seattle. It was an easy way to avoid traffic, not to mention a safe ride home after a few beers at a game. I remembered reading somewhere that the train didn’t make money and was heavily subsidized to be able to run on Burlington Northern tracks. At one time, I had planned to do an investigative report. It sure beat the hell out of doing reports on the best dives in the city, but it never came up in my review queue, even though I bugged my editor about it a few times.

I shoved my way onto the car with Nelson on my heels. The double doors provided enough room for two streams of traffic to enter the belly of the beast. I was on the right side, facing the direction in which the train would leave, and this put me in front of the stairs. I took them and decided to keep going so I didn’t get in the way of the stampede that was right behind me. Cool air hit me. They had the air conditioning cranked up, and it was the first hint of cold I had felt in some time. I inhaled the air as I walked, and a smile almost touched my lips. In keeping with the Sounder’s catch phrase, which was “Ride the Wave,” the car was white and blue and, indeed, reminded me of an ocean. The passenger area was made up of a narrow walkway and sets of four seats, pairs that faced each other instead of all the seats facing one direction like on a bus.

This particular line went the forty-plus miles to Tacoma or Everett and then made the trip back. I wasn’t sure which direction we were headed, but that was fine. As long as I was heading in the opposite direction of any deaders, I was going to make the best of it. An image of me, dressed in the rags I was currently wearing, four days without a shave or shower, standing on the side of the road and waiting for someone to answer my outstretched thumb, made me grin like an idiot.

“What’s so funny?” Nelson sat opposite me as the train quickly filled. People crowded into seats, some friendly but others desperate to find a corner to hunker down in.

When a pair tried to take the same corner table, it almost came to blows, but cooler heads prevailed and talked them down.

I heard people yelling outside as the line disintegrated and the folks continued to pile on. I was anxious to see how they would keep order, but it was already too late. At this rate, they would be unable to stop the flood.

“Just thinking about how life works out. Never for the better,” I replied.

A man shoved a woman twice his age out of the way as he made for the train. She hit the ground in a pile of loose clothing. She seemed to be carrying half her life in her arms in the absence of a bag. My blood boiled, but I didn’t do anything. Couldn’t if I tried.

Seats filled as passengers took up what was available. Then the car was getting full, and we got a pair of strangers across from us. Nelson nodded at the man, then went back to staring at the chaos outside.

“Staying?” I asked.

“Guess I am.” But he didn’t elaborate. Didn’t he have to get back to his unit? He didn’t look like he was in a hurry at all. Just sat there as cool as a cucumber and ignored the chaos around him. It hit me that he looked a little bit different. He had taken off his overshirt, the one with his rank and insignia, and had taken pains to cover up anything that didn’t look like it belonged on a civilian. His military jacket lay on the floor and did a decent job of covering his camouflaged boots. Was Nelson deserting? Didn’t they shoot people for that?

The man next to me smelled worse than I did. Days of sweat and filth made a potent combination. I tried to ignore it, concentrating on the fact that we would soon be pulling out.

“What’s Lazarus Black?” I leaned forward. “You promised me.”

“I made no promises.” Nelson put one hand to his face to shield it from the sun that was streaming in. It hit my cheek and neck, but it wasn’t as miserable as it had been outside, thanks to the gusty air conditioning that roared over the sound of a hundred strangers whispering. He was no longer watching the civilians on the sidewalk, but looking into the distance like it held answers. I let my eyes drift around our little slice of heaven. A cool space to sit on our escape pod from the city.

“You know what I mean. So is it the reason you’re running away?”

“Am I running away, Mike? What’s everyone on this train doing? We’re all running from something, and you most of all.”

“I’m running to help someone. My ex, she’s lost out there.”

“Lotta fucking people lost. How about you, sir, you lost?” He nodded at the man next to me.

I turned to look and realized it was the man who had kicked the older woman down just to get on the train ahead of her. I wished I had Nelson’s gun so I could force the bastard off the train. Asshole.

How many people out there were just like him? How many were on this train right this moment?

“Just want to get home. I miss my family,” the guy said. He leaned forward, put his face in his hands and wept. If I hadn’t seen him push the woman, I might have felt an ounce of pity.

I stared out at the mass of panic that was developing below. A voice with authority boomed over the loudspeaker, assuring those gathered below that other trains were on the way. But they didn’t seem to care. The men and women scrambled, punched, fought and did their best to reach the train. They crowded into the aisles and then, when those were full, started muscling in between the seats, where we already sat almost knee to knee.

Someone tried to push between us, but there was no room. He was being pressed by the crowd, and maybe he didn’t have a choice. But he managed to step on my feet and jostle into Nelson. The soldier’s eyes clouded over, and he half-stood to confront the man. He bashed his head into the overhead metal shelf and cursed.

“Son of a bitch! Move!” The man looked offended, and then mad. I prayed it didn’t come to blows.
  

Kate
 

Anders stared at the short sword in his hand and touched the tip with his fingers, then brushed his fingers down the blade as if testing its sharpness. He raised his eyes to stare into hers and patted the flat of the blade against his palm as if threatening a puppy with a newspaper.

She moved her left hand, not her dominant one, but this wouldn’t require a large amount of accuracy. She looped it over his hand in something resembling a reverse handshake. She pushed down on the side of the blade so that the sharp side was against his palm. She held it there as hard as she could. Anders recoiled in horror, but when he pulled back, she held on and was dragged up from her corner of misery. If he tried to jerk his hand away, he was going to have a very deep cut, and he knew it. The blade might even be breaking the skin now.

“Let go!” he screamed, but she had no intention of any such thing.

Her other hand flew over and hit the hilt as hard as she could. Pain raced up her arm, but she ignored it and hit the hilt again. Anders tried to pull away, but she held on for all she was worth.

Anders made the mistake she was hoping for. She had hit the sword hard enough to drive the blade into his palm. When he tried to pull away, she tightened her grip even more and pushed his hand to the ground. It struck hard, and he howled in pain.

She came up on her knees and grasped the hilt with her other free hand. She barely felt it, because her palm and fingers were numb. But she held it and tugged away from her body, slicing deeper into his hand. He jerked away with a screech that sounded like a small animal trapped in a snare.

She took the sword from his open hand and didn’t give him a chance to say a word. The blade flashed up and struck his neck along the side, just above the collar of his military shirt. Then she ripped it down in a vicious pull that opened his neck to the cartilage and kept on going.

He slapped his bloodied hand to his open neck and stared at her in shock.

She sat back against the pile of bodies and did her best to keep from falling into unconsciousness. Anders leaned to the side as blood gushed out of the wound in a torrent.

He tried to talk, but blood filled his mouth. When he tried to breathe, he gagged as it filled his throat. His lips moved in something that looked like a plea. Or maybe he was just cursing her.

His crimson flow joined the other fluids that pooled on the ground.

She watched him bleed. Watched him clutch at the wound, trying to stanch the flow. At one point, he even reached for the pistol at his side, but it was under him, and he couldn’t even get his blood-slicked fingers to grasp the grip. When he tugged at it a few times, she leaned over and slapped his hand away.

Moments later, his eyes glazed over as the last bit of life pumped out of his wound. Then it was just a trickle as his eyes dimmed.

He was right about one thing. No one would even ask about another dead body in this area.

She pulled herself to her feet and regarded the puddle of red.

It always ended in blood, didn’t it?

She found Anders’s pack near the area where he must have hidden himself while she searched for him. Wasn’t he a clever little soldier? There was a shirt, not too fresh, but certainly better than anything she had on. She dumped the rest of his shit on the ground and kicked it aside. Shaving kit, a large pocketknife. On second thought, she tucked that back into the bag. There was some underwear and a white t-shirt. She pushed most of it aside but held the shirt out and away from her bloodstained body.

She wandered up the entryway and came across a hose. It was gray and had a heavy, industrial feel to it. After some fiddling around with a spout that was missing a knob, she got a stream. She had to take out the knife and worry the screw back and forth until water came out.

Stripping to her skin, she held the chilly water stream over her head and reveled in it. The water ran clear, and when she felt like most of the gore, dirt and blood had been washed from her face and hair, only then did she allow the water to fill her mouth. She drank deeply and for as long as she could. Then she scrubbed at her body with one of Anders’s torn shirts until she was more or less clean.

Her pants were a loss, so she left them and put on Anders’s shirt. It wasn’t much in the way of clothing, but it would allow her to appear to be the helpless damsel in distress she most certainly was not. It didn’t hurt that she would leave a lot of leg on display. Crisis or not, men would look, and men would also open doors for her.

She wrapped the sword in the bag after washing it down. The water wasn’t great for the blade, but it deserved better than to be covered in old blood and viscera.

The trek back was short and did require vaulting one fence. She did it with as much grace as she could manage and even kept her shirt’s tail demurely down. If anyone noticed her bizarre entrance, they didn’t say a word.

The line was long and chaotic. She headed straight for a train car and cut to the front to the cries of those who’d patiently waited.

The doors were open, but they were letting people in at a trickle. She strode up to a Guardsman and put on her most abject face.

“Back of the line, miss,” the guy said. His eyes traveled down her green shirt, taking in a bit of cleavage and her long legs.

She put on a small smile and motioned for him to lean close.

“My boyfriend is one of you guys. He told me to meet him at this car and he’d get me onboard. My mom’s real sick, and I have to get home.”

The guy looked at her shirt and the nametag that was on prominent display.

“Anders?”

“Yes, we’re going to get married as soon as all this craziness is over.”

“Ah, fuck it. He’s in the Seventh.” The guy looked over at the other guard. “Not one of ours. What do you think?”

“Just let the girl on. One more won’t matter.”

The soldier’s last name was Conover. She pressed her fingers to her lips, pushed them against his cheek and slipped past him up and onto the train.

She found a wall seat at the center of the train, sat down and sighed. She leaned her head against the window and, within seconds, drifted off.
  

Lester
 

There was nothing but darkness, and all Lester wanted was to lie there and let it finish wrapping his mind in blackness.

Pieces of building fell around them. Chunks of concrete, insulation, glass. Lester floated in a place that didn’t normally exist. The drugs, vodka, exhaustion, and loss put him at ground zero in the game of dismay. He used to wonder how much worse life could get, and now he knew the answer.

Everything hurt, even though he floated, his head worst of all.

But he had company. An angel. She was blond and wore a little t-shirt and a pair of shorts that barely covered her ass. She walked toward him with a timid step on size-six feet. He knew her size well enough, because if there was one thing his girlfriend loved, it was shoes. That and a nice bag.

The first day of the outbreak, when they sat on the porch and watched the first few timid deaders approach the house. Les had been so sure then, so positive that everything was going to be okay. He had a bottle of rum and enough weed to get the entirety of Seattle’s Hempfest high as a fucking kite.

But Angela was dead, or one of them. Probably dead, considering he had blown their rented house to shit. Take that, insurance agency. Let’s see you cover that in the homeowner’s policy. Act of God? Nope. Act of Lester’s single fragmentation grenade and a gas leak, a real one this time. Not the bullshit they had been feeding the news.

But somehow, Angela was here, and she was looking down at him.

“Are you going to lie there all day? Big baby,” she cooed. He wanted to reach up and pull her to him, just engulf her in his arms and hold her until the pain was gone.

He tried to mutter something, but it came out like his mouth was filled with marbles. It was muffled and didn’t make a bit of sense.

Angela put her hand over his head, lowered it until he could make out her fingers as they hovered in front of his nose, then snapped.

The world shuddered and moved beneath him. He moaned as hell opened up again and belched flame on the city.

Angela smiled that little quirk of hers and snapped her fingers again. This time, the explosion was farther away, but it still shook his world. If he could just get up and ask her to take him away …

Lester wasn’t exactly a religious man, but he would give it a fair shake if it meant he would be free of the pain for a while. Pain pills were a big no-no in his book, just like the hard stuff like heroin. That shit was just too damn addictive. He’d seen people become junkies willing to steal from their own families, hell, their own kids, just to make enough money for a fresh hit.

But if he had a bottle of Percocets in front of him right now, he would pop a few. Maybe more than a few.

Les coughed and rolled over. Why was it so hard to breathe?

Grit filled his mouth. He tried to spit it out, but it felt like he’d taken a big bite of earth and chewed on it for a while. He gaged, rolled to the other side and tugged his legs up to his chest. A real coughing fit started, and he thought it would never end. His mouth filled with bile as he choked. He knew that feeling well enough, the race of fire as stomach acid rushes up the old esophagus, then fills the mouth. He hated it, except that this time, it was helping.

He gagged, spit, gagged again, and then choked up a mouthful of afterbirth.

Able to breathe once again, he managed to sit up and stare at the blackness.

Lester’s ears rang like someone had put a bell over his head and clanged it a few times. He’d been to heavy metal concerts that weren’t that loud. Les had a contact that worked security at a local club. His name was Chuck, and he bought steroids from Les.

Les was an equal-opportunity drug dealer, and when it came to ‘roids, he fulfilled his clients’ needs just like he’d order a baggie of X. Chuck liked to shoot up, told Les he jammed the needle in his own ass, that’s how hardcore he was.

Les was less than impressed, but it was hard not to nod and smile at a paying customer.

After a deal downtown, Chuck had confided in him that he sometimes couldn’t hear anything but a dull ringing for days. He said it sometimes sounded like someone poured water in his ear and shook his head. Lester finally understood what it must have felt like, because he was currently well and truly deaf.

Too bad Chuck wasn’t here now. He could help dig Les out of this mess.

“Hello?” he said, but it came out a croak as dust and debris filled his mouth. He coughed up another mouthful of gritty phlegm that came out as a paste and drooled over his lips and onto the floor. Christ, he was horizontal. How the hell had he ended up here? All Lester wanted today was to get out in the city, steal some weapons, and hunt deaders until nightfall. Then he planned to find a liquor store and drink the night away.

That wasn’t going to happen.

Someone coughed near him.

“Grind?” he asked the darkness.

“Fuuuuuck,” Grinder croaked.

A hand found Lester’s, and he almost pulled away, because he wasn’t into all that man-touching-man shit. But if these were going to be his last minutes on earth, he figured it was okay to touch someone else who was alive.

Lester couldn’t see a damn thing, but he knew at once that this wasn’t Grinder’s greasy hand. This one was slim and held him tight.

“LeBeau?” he wondered and then remembered the girl he’d pulled inside at the last second.

She grasped his wrist with both her hands and pulled. He didn’t understand what was happening at first, but after she managed to move him a few inches, he got with the program and scooted along the dust-covered floor.

He was under something, but it wasn’t crushing him. That was the good news. The bad was that he could feel the weight shifting, and if it was a large part of the building, he was about to experience what a waffle felt like when the griddle was closed.

Lester was not in a hurry to experience that.
  

Mike
 

“Enough!” Nelson yelled and pushed a man out of the way, but there was nowhere for the guy to go, so he pushed back. Nelson looked like he was about to drag out his gun and shoot someone, but instead held his hands up. His eyes didn’t change. Nelson was a hard man, and I suspected the other man didn’t know how close he had come to meeting with a very violent reaction.

The man managed to bully his way into the aisle and push a few others out of the way.

The glass windows had red latches on them marked “Use in case of emergency.” I hoped we wouldn’t have to pull them. I didn’t want to see the outside world rushing by at fifty miles an hour with the windows rolled down.

It only took a few minutes, but they had the train as packed as I thought it could get. I could barely breathe, and claustrophobia set in. But they weren’t done packing us in, and more and more refugees crowded into the car.

I drank in the air, as foul as it smelled thanks to the folks pressed in around us, and felt the previous panic attack coming back with a vengeance. A man was shoved against my legs, and I tried to push him back. He had a toddler around his neck who screamed bloody murder. I wanted to offer him my chair, but there was no way to even stand up.

Someone on an aisle beat me to it, and the guy took a grateful seat. Nelson studied me but didn’t say a word. I knew what he was thinking: Was I about to lose it again?

“Where are they taking us?”

“Will they have food?”

“Someone is going to pay for this disaster!”

“I can’t wait to sue the entire city of Seattle for this bullshit!”

“I’m going to come back with an arsenal and blow the hell out of every one of those dead things.”

“Will the train be able to move? It’s too full.”

Voices swirled around me, rising and falling as folks fought down panicked tones. A voice came over the speaker, but I couldn’t hear a word. Others craned their heads around at the sound over the intercom, shrugged and stared at the ceiling. Then the train lurched into motion, and we were on the move.

Below, the chaos reached a crescendo as the train started to pull away. The windows were thick and double paned, but I still heard the cries from those waiting in line. A woman dove at the moving vehicle but fell away. I gasped, hoping she hadn’t fallen under a wheel.

At least we were headed in the right direction. I needed to get to Kent, to Auburn if possible. I wasn’t sure how I would get to Rita. I dug out my cell phone and turned it on. Without access to chargers, many were left with dead phones, but a few seemed to have working ones and even chatted with loved ones, updating them on the situation. A man yelled into his phone that he loved someone and that he would be home soon.

I tried Rita, but she didn’t answer. I got the same fast busy I had gotten the last few times. Why wasn’t she picking up? Was the disease outside of the city now?

“Where are they taking us?” I asked Nelson. It was hard to even see him through the mass of bodies. He held his hands up, clearly unable to hear me over the noise of at least a hundred people yelling at each other.

I tried again, this time louder, but Nelson only shrugged and flicked his thumb in the direction the train was going. Great. He didn’t know anything either.

I pressed my face to the window to get a look back at the platform. Another train was pulling up alongside the concrete entryway. Now that we were coming around a bend, I was able to make out the winding line of cars that stretched away into a tunnel. I was relieved to see that they had many more trains to carry people out. It helped push down some of the guilt I was feeling over those stuck at the stadium while I ran away.

There was nothing to do about it now except to wait and see where we were going. Light blasted into the train as we cleared the first building and wound around the serpentine tracks. We came alongside the football stadium, by an area in which we hadn’t been allowed since the quarantine began. There were heaps of long bags, some of the piles higher than the doors beside which they were stacked. It didn’t take me long to realize what we were seeing.

They had done a shitty job of covering them. The stacks were piles of bodies. Nelson stared, unblinking, as we rolled past.

I pressed my head against the glass as we came around the first bend. A freeway overpass hung over the railway, and from it fell the dead. Not corpses, but deaders. So many of them pressed against the edge of the barricade that they pushed each other over. Some continued to move after making the thirty-foot drop, but the train’s snaking body cut off my view of the carnage.

The train slowed, making us groan in frustration. Then it lurched a few times and came to a halt. I knew it was just the bodies blocking the tracks ahead. They should just drive over them, my selfish side said. I was sick to death of Seattle and its problem. I was sick of the people around me, and I was really sick of being crammed into this tiny car like cattle.

Folks tried to shove in next to us to get a view outside. I pushed myself into the corner of my chair and tried to close my eyes. I concentrated on what life was like before all of the craziness. A vision of Erin rose in my mind. Body warm and alive. Her olive skin so lovely in the pale light of the moon on the one and only night we spent together. The next day, she was gone and the razor-sharp knife of loss jammed itself into my chest again. I had to squeeze my eyes shut and force the memory away.

I turned my head to the window, wondering why the car was suddenly quieting down. My eyes slid open, and it became apparent very quickly.

An army of shambling humans came at the train. They had to be deaders, but some looked almost alive. A large woman staggered in front, like a leader. She had one arm up, but the other hung uselessly at her side. Most of the area below her elbow dangled in bloody strips.

Screaming started below, and when I craned my head around, I realized what the problem was. Someone hung out of the door. They must not have been able to get it closed, but had moved on regardless.

The deaders were only a few feet away when they seemed to sense blood. They moved more quickly, and a small child outdistanced the pack. He couldn’t have been more than nine or ten, but now he was a loping animal.

The train lurched ahead again. I almost cheered.

My last glimpse of the child was of it leaping off the ground, but I couldn’t see where it landed.

There was a moment of breathless silence as the train again picked up speed at a steady rate and moved beyond the baseball stadium next to the football field. There were also people contained there, but they didn’t look like us.

Some pressed themselves against the fence while others lurched and walked in circles.

They had turned the Seattle Mariner stadium into a massive holding pen for the zombified people that had been rounded up. For one crazy moment, a fantasy of a cure being found flooded my mind. I imagined Erin inside the stadium, held down while she was injected. Later, she would find me.

But it was just a fantasy.

We continued to pick up speed, moving into the “SODO”—or South of Downtown—industrial area. Huge warehouses blocked out the landscape. People were moving out there, but it was hard to make out their condition. Were they deaders? I got a glimpse of the Starbucks corporate office and almost cried. We really were on our way out of the city.

Nelson didn’t catch my eye. He sat there looking off to the side as if someone had called his name. The only thing I picked up was the excited chatter of those crammed around us. Then his head swiveled to follow an entire fleet of helicopters as they passed overhead. Each had a load of supplies dangling from under the fuselage.

“Too early.” Nelson mouthed the words.

“What?” I had to yell to be heard over all the chatter.

“We better get the fuck on is what.”

“What?”

That was when the screaming started.
  

Lester
 

Les pushed and wiggled; she pulled and grunted. He heard LeBeau somewhere in the distance. The man was yelling obscenities at the top of his lungs. Lester could hardly breathe, how in the hell was the crazy old man able to be so damn loud?

He managed to pull himself out from under the obstruction, found the girl’s legs, and pulled himself into her lap. He rested his head on her thigh and thought about just dying here with a smile on his face.

Les got onto all fours and felt around until he located her arms again. He took her wrists in his hands and thanked her for helping him. Really thanked her, because no one had helped ol’ Les in a good long while except for Grinder, and if he got much more help like that, he was going to go join the zombies on the street.

“I’m hurt,” the girl said.

“Where?” he asked. It was pitch black in the room.

Debris shifted, and a shower of dust fell. Then the room shuddered as another thump struck. It was far from their location, but it still rattled their bones.

A lighter flared in the space, and a group of sorry faces greeted Les.

Grinder held the tiny torch up in the air, a Bic lighter, if Les wasn’t mistaken. He was surprised it still worked after being in the dumpster for half a day.

“Misty’s hurt,” Les said.

“So’s she.” Grinder pointed at a form a few feet away.

“Ah hell,” Les sighed.

Les took the lighter and moved closer, but there wasn’t much point. Grandma was beyond help now. A chunk of ceiling had caved in and smashed most of her upper body.

“Jesus,” he said.

“Where’re you hurt?” Grinder moved close to Misty.

Les moved back, crawling on his knees because he wasn’t sure how much of the building hung over them. Every time he moved, he expected to smack his head into a piece of concrete.

“Went in here.” The girl tugged her skirt aside to show a gouge along the side of her leg. Blood leaked from the nasty cut. Les thought about taking his shirt off and wrapping it around the wound, but that would do more harm than good. There had to be enough germs on his clothes to start a few pandemics.

“Hold on.” He crawled back to Grandma and tore up part of her dress. He got a long strip off and then took it back to Misty and started to wrap it. Grinder took over, however, tightening the dressing, which brought gasps from the girl.

“Get yer asses up here!” LeBeau screamed.

“Up where? Don’t you have a volume control?” Les shook his head.

It was silent for a minute, then LeBeau burst into peals of laughter.

“I can’t hear shit!” he yelled back. “Just follow my voice.”

They used Grinder’s light to find a place where part of the ceiling had crashed into a wall but left a triangle for them to shimmy through. When they were in the next room, they found a set of stairs with an intact handrail. They staggered up to the landing, made a slow turn and then went up another flight. Locked doors greeted them, so they kept on going, urged on by LeBeau’s profanity.

On the fourth floor, they found a doorframe that was missing its door and figured they had gone far enough. If Les had to climb much farther, he was going to take a nap first.

“‘Bout time ya’ll made it,” LeBeau said. He sat in a metal chair and had a red cooler pulled up next to his perch. That was strange, but not as strange as the sight that threatened to blind them all.

Bright daylight tore in through the hole where the side of the building had been sheared away. Les had to hold his hand over his eyes. He crept toward LeBeau, digits a visor, and took in the view.

The city through which he had been running a few hours ago was gone. In its place was a graveyard.

Buildings still stood, but they were scorched. Walls blackened, windows blown in. The magnificent high rise across from the parking lot was so damaged that Lester wondered how it was still standing.

The worst was in the streets. As far as he could see, bodies lay blackened. Some were curled and others wrapped over objects. Four bodies were crisped around the hulk of a car. Whatever had struck had melted parts of the automobile.

The air smelled of carbon and melted plastic. It reeked of burning fuel, and when Les got a full breath, he exploded in gasping coughs that drove him to his knees.

LeBeau coughed, as did the others. Then he reached into the red cooler and extracted a can of Olympia beer from a bath of water. He held it out for Les, who took it, popped the top and drank half the can in three massive swallows. The belch that followed was the most satisfying of his life.

“Where’d the beer come from?”

“Over there.” LeBeau gestured over his shoulder. “Some of the workers musta had it stashed in a corner.”

It was afternoon, but the city was dark. Les followed a massive plume of smoke as it rose over the waterfront and clouded the sky. As he stared up, a tremendous flash of light lit the sky to the north. He looked that way and was almost blinded for the effort. An explosion ballooned out and engulfed an entire city block.

“I know that smell. They using gas … some kinda incendiary shit that don’t destroy the buildings. Just the people.”

“Fuck me.”

The others had trudged up the stairs to join Les. Grinder’s lanky frame came into view and took in the sight. He whistled and shook his head.

“That is the most metal fucking thing I have ever seen in my life.”

Misty leaned on Grinder for support, then seemed to realize what he smelled like and pulled away, nose wrinkling. She probably didn’t smell much better, Les thought. After sweating through the slip of a dress all day then being buried in a building, she looked like the survivor of a nuclear war.

“What now?” LeBeau asked.

“Now? Now we wait,” Les said and sat down on the concrete floor.

“Wait for what?”

“The fucking cavalry.” LeBeau grinned.

“I don’t think anyone is coming for a long time,” Les said. “A long time. We’re on our own.”

LeBeau cackled like that was the funniest damn thing he’d ever heard.
  

Mike
 

The train lurched from side to side as we continued to build acceleration. The voices around us rose as we sped up; people were excited to be getting the hell out of town, and I was one of them. The long days of being cooped up, wondering if I would ever see the outside world again, worried that the dead would somehow breach the walls and attack us, had taken their toll. It was a constant struggle to hold on to some semblance of humanity.

But the panic of those around me had been the worst. Rumors became news, and there was very little real information. Now, though, we were on our way. I didn’t think I had ever been more relieved in my life.

I thought the first scream was simply one of the passengers on the lower level yelling as we moved out of the city. The next few were anything but jubilant.

A howl of pain rose like I had heard too many times over the past few days. I didn’t want to believe what I’d heard. I tried to stand, but the press of people kept me in place. I stared toward the stairway, but it was packed with people. No one could move, but everyone was looking in the same direction.

Then it grew silent as voices shushed each other.

“Are they okay?” a child’s voice asked.

“What was that?”

“What’s going on?” Voices babbled but not as loudly as they had before.

Then a commotion broke out, and there were more screams. Someone called out for help. Then another screamed in pain or frustration.

It was maddening not being able to see what was happening below.

Cries grew, and people tried to shuffle back from the stairs only to meet a wall of other people. There was simply nowhere to go.

Claustrophobia pressed in on me. I stared out the window and tried not to think about the screams. People called out for help at the top of their lungs.

I gulped and tried to breathe, but panic was setting in again.

Something thrashed and made a racket beneath me like someone was trying to get through the floor.

“What the hell is going on down there?” I said loud enough to get the attention of the others in my little quad of chairs.

Nelson also looked panicked, something I was not used to seeing. In the short time I had known him, he was steady, solid as a rock, always in control and normally armed to the teeth. Now he looked just like us. A man sitting in fear.

One of the guys at the head of the stairs smashed in the safety glass covering a fire extinguisher just over the stairwell. He ripped the red cylinder out and held it like a weapon.

More screams, and the panic hit. People tried to climb over each other to get away from the stairwell, but there was almost nowhere to go. Then the passengers on the other side of the train started yelling.

“One of them got on,” Nelson said softly into my ear.

“Oh shit,” I said.

We were completely trapped. I was going to watch an entire car of people devoured. They would change, everyone who was bitten. Then would become deaders. It was the end for all of us, and I had no escape.

“When they get close, I’ll take care of it,” Nelson said and reached down. He tugged up his pant leg and dragged out a handgun. He carefully popped the magazine, took a look at the load, slid it back home and chambered a round.

“You won’t be able to get all of them.”

“Only need two rounds,” he said with a grim nod.

“Wait, maybe they’ll stop the train and rescue us. Or let us off.”

“This train ain’t stoppin’.”

Seconds became minutes as we all stood or sat, transfixed with fear. Some still tried to push away from the stairs while others simply stared, mouths wide open. Still others babbled in fear.

Eaten or shot in the head. What a choice. If I had to face being attacked, not standing a chance against a half-dozen or more of my fellow passengers trying to rip my guts out, I would settle for the lead.

Screams grew louder and the thumps harder as those below fought for their lives.

A splash of blood coated the man at the head of the stairs, but he stood resolute. He had the fire extinguisher over one shoulder like a lumberjack. But there was no way to swing it. He was not a small guy, but he had to keep his other hand on the overhang to keep from being pitched forward.

A ripping sound, and that was all it took. The train had been a nightmare before; now it was pure chaos as people fought to get away from what was coming.

“The emergency stop, someone hit it!” a voice cried.

“Someone find the emergency stop!” The cries came louder and faster, but the train did not stop.

A passenger across from us had been staring at the window. He reached up, grabbed the red handle and yanked it down. Air whistled in as the window came away from the side of the train but didn’t slip off.

“Stop!” a woman across from him yelled and tried to bat his hand aside as he went for the other handle. If he popped that one, the window would break off. But we were moving fast. Buildings rushed by as the train continued to speed out of the city. If someone tried to jump, it would mean an almost instant death.

The man at the head of the stairs fought something on the stairwell. He bashed down with both arms, extinguisher rising and lowering as he beat something to a pulp. He paused and leaned over to catch his breath. Then another must have crawled over the corpse, because he started swinging again.

I stared at the emergency handles on the window on my side and wondered what would happen if I pulled them loose. My choice of death was up to three options now.

I shook my head at the morbid thought of dying on the train. The very thing I thought had been my salvation. I grabbed for the cell phone in my pocket, intent on calling Rita one last time. Maybe this time she would pick up, or at least I would get voicemail. Then what would I say? Some last platitude? Some final words of love? Should I tell her I forgave her all her mistakes? Should I tell her that I forgave her for Andy’s death?

And there it was. At last, I said it to myself. Even as my life drew to a close, I admitted it. The words were only in my head, but they were so big they might have been written across the clouds by a plane trailing smoke.

I had always tried to share some of the blame, tried to convince myself that we had taken our eyes off Andy for those critical few seconds. But it wasn’t me at all. It had been Rita in an alcoholic daze. It was then that I realized how much I loathed her.

I screamed when one of the deaders came up the stairs and overwhelmed our guardian. He fought for all he was worth, but another deader must have grabbed his leg, because he fell backwards and was quickly pulled down the stairs. The next victim in line kicked and fought, but it was too late. Another one had made it up the stairs and latched on to the woman. She flailed her arms and screamed for help, but everyone around her was too busy trying to move out of the attacker’s range.

The smell of blood—and worse, feces and urine—assaulted the upper layer of the train. I’d always read that people lost their bowels when they died. I never thought I was going to witness it firsthand.

Nelson had his eyes glued to the carnage. He couldn’t look away. His arm kept twitching like he was going to raise the gun and start shooting, but he didn’t.

“How many rounds do you have?”

“Not enough,” he mumbled.

The press of people grew so heavy that I felt the air constricting around me. I wanted to claw my way out of my seat even as others shoved toward the center of the train. Then someone had had enough and popped the emergency releases on another window. The cabin was suddenly filled with air as it howled into the little cabin, reminding me all too much of the wails of the dead from below.

I gasped as the air pressure changed, but my ears popped within seconds, and I could hear the screams again.

They were getting close. The dead were taking the passengers and converting them so that more joined their fold.

A helicopter ripped by overhead, and Nelson once again watched it. Then he raised his gun, swiveled in his seat and blew a hole in one of the attacking deaders.

The sound was loud in the tiny space, and it made my ears ring.

Another passenger popped a window loose. It flew past the side of the car as we rumbled along the tracks. I followed its trajectory until it struck the ground and bounced a couple of times, then shattered. It wasn’t much, but it gave me a very brief distraction from the nightmare around me.

They were getting closer, and Nelson was in a full panic. He fired a few more shots, counting out loud each time. A woman with a small child tried to huddle near us, practically lying in the lap and arms of a seated passenger who went into full-scale panic when she restricted his movement. But she held her ground and shouted over and over, “Shoot them all, kill them all!”

That wasn’t going to happen.

Nelson dropped another one, and for a few seconds, we had a respite. The cabin seemed to pause, and for a moment, I thought maybe all of the deaders had been put down.

Then they came howling up the stairs. A nightmare horde of the dead. Men and women covered in blood, screaming for the living. Mouths gaping, wounds leaking. Limbs missing. Three, four, then there were seven.

I’d had enough. I reached up and ripped off the red handles that held the window in place. We had been slowing for a few minutes, but I had no doubt that my actions would probably lead to my death.

The window came loose and flew off. I was going to wait until the very last second and then jump. Some didn’t care to stick around and leaped out. I closed my eyes, because I didn’t want to see what was happening to them.

When I opened them again, it was to a whirlwind as air assaulted my face. It ripped at my shirt and wanted to pull me out the window. But the only thing I saw was a huge black hole.

Nelson had the gun pointed at my face.

“Face or chest, man?” he asked me, and I wondered what the hell he meant. Then it dawned on me.

“No!” I yelled.

“Better this way. You’re a good guy, Mike, kinda dumb about some shit, but you’re a good guy. Gonna miss you. Maybe we’ll grab a beer together up there.” He let his eyes drift upward.

A deader was only a few feet behind him and had his eyes set on Nelson. I pointed, but he didn’t even bother looking. He lowered the gun so it was pointed at my chest.

That was when something bright lit the sky.

Even the deaders paused to look toward the light. My mouth dropped open, but not for long. A blast rolled toward us, lifted the train off the track, and then set us down again.

Windows blew inward, and bags were lifted off the overhead bins and pushed against the walls.

Nelson no longer had the gun pointed at me. I watched his face as his mouth gaped open, and I swear he mouthed the word “Lazarus.” Then the train went sideways, and I blacked out.
  

Mike
 

One nightmare after another. That was my life for the past week.

A figure loomed over me, cut out the sun. I thought maybe it was someone I knew, but my vision was jagged and filled with blurry forms. Someone slid their hands under my shoulders and dragged me. I wanted to get up and not be a burden, but nothing seemed to work. I told my legs to help me stand, but they were just rubber. I told my hands to reach up and break contact with the person who was pulling me, but they ignored my pleas.

We were on top of something. I knew this, because when I craned my head around, I didn’t see the ground, but that was fine. I needed a nap anyway, so the person dragging me could just stop, lay me down and let me sleep.

A howl came from somewhere far away, however, and that meant something to me. I felt fear. I felt regret. I felt loss. I felt like jumping up and running, most of all.

“Mike!” a familiar voice said from far away.

“What?”

“Wake up, man! We’re about to be zombie chow. I swear I’m gonna leave you.”

“Okay, leave me,” I replied.

A shape levered itself out of a gaping hole. It was a man, or had been until recently. A long strip of skin dangled from its forehead, torn off, hair hanging and bloody. I wanted to throw up but didn’t have the energy.

A few other figures moved around us, but they slid and shimmied over the edge of the precipice on which we were perched.

Then a blast struck my face. Someone had hit me.

I looked up at Nelson. I had no doubt that he was the source of the pain on the side of my face. It worked in the movies, so I guess he decided to try it. Slap a dazed victim, and they should snap right to. I didn’t exactly leap right back to alertness, but I did partially return to myself.

Another deader clawed its way out of the wreckage, and I remembered the train. I remembered the dead eating their way up from the first level, killing everyone in their path.

I no longer wanted to sleep. I wanted to jump off the edge of the train car and run until tomorrow.

The ground must not have been far, because Nelson laid me down on the edge of the car and went over the side. I stared in horror as he deserted me. The deader had his eye set on me but was dragging a shattered leg, and it was the only thing that kept me alive.

A hand grabbed and pulled me, none too gently, off the edge. I thumped to the gravel-covered ground in a pile of pain. Every single jagged edge found a place to make a mark on my body.

I rolled to the side and thought I might be able to breathe again. I set my hands down and got on all fours. That was when the deader fell off the train and landed in a heap a few feet from me.

That was all it took for my battered body to respond. I backed up, skittering across the little rocks as I tried to get to my feet.

The deader rolled over and attempted to stand as well.

Nelson put his arm under me and tried to help support my weight, but I was still too weak. He tugged me back as he tried to crabwalk out of the path of the deader, but together, we were twice as slow. It wouldn’t take long for the deader to catch up with us. If he latched on to a leg and got a bite of either of us, we were done for.

He staggered to his feet, the broken one bent beneath him. But he did a better job of moving than we did and covered half the ground in a second.

“Shoot him!” I tried to scream, but it came out a whisper.

“Lost my gun. Fuck, find a weapon. Grab a rock or something!” Nelson yelled back.

“Help!” I cried weakly.

“Help!” Nelson yelled, and he really put his military bearing behind it.

The deader dropped and got its hand on my ankle and used me as an anchor to pull itself to my body. I tried to kick but had no strength, and my foot brushed its head. Then another of the creatures tumbled off the side of the train and made for us. I howled, but it was useless.

Sunlight gleamed on silver as something floated out of the sun. Then there was a flash and the deader’s head leaped off its shoulders.

I shook my head at the magic trick.

“You look worse than me,” a familiar voice said.

“Kate,” Nelson said.

“Heard you guys yelling. I watched White-and-Skinny here get on the train. I was on the car right next to you guys. Lucky for you, eh?” she said.

People moved in on our location, and luckily, they appeared to be alive.

Alive. I gasped as they closed in. A few had weapons and moved toward the train. Someone took my arm and lifted me from Nelson, then helped me back and away from the wreckage. As we backed up, I got a glimpse of the carnage.

The massive train was sprawled sideways and had been scattered across the landscape for as far as I could see. Survivors pulled themselves down from atop the cars. Bodies lay everywhere, and others were being lowered by the living.

“I got you,” a guy said. He and a couple of others joined in and helped us away from the cars.

“Where’d the explosion come from?” a guy helping Nelson asked.

“Lazarus Black. They’re cleaning the city out. Just a guess, but I don’t think that bomb was supposed to go off near us.”

“Bomb?” someone gasped.

“Gas and air. Big explosion supposed to clear the deaders.”

“Jesus,” someone muttered, and to punctuate that, the sky lit up a few miles from us. I looked that way and watched as Seattle was set ablaze.

It was all I could take, so I gave in and let darkness carry me away.
  


Epilogue
 

Dreams of fury and death wracked her sleep.

She lay in a pool of blood that might have been her own. Something splashed next to her, but she tried to ignore it. Hands flailed by her side. Claws of the dead reached for her, and when she did glance their way, she saw that they all wore the face of her father. He mouthed words, but she couldn’t understand them.

Then the figures coalesced into one, and she heard his voice howl her name. She fought beneath him, trying to get free, trying to claw his eyes. A stinging blow sent her head to the side. A voice shouted next to her ear. It was his ... No, it was someone else. A new figure that thought she needed looking after.

She didn’t.

Not from either of them.

Never one for a just a pat on the head or a heartfelt hug, no, her father went for the throat or the place between her legs. Manipulator, rapist, thief of her youth. He once held her down, hand over her throat while she flailed beneath him. The reek of whiskey should have been there, but she couldn’t smell anything because she couldn’t breathe. She struck him, but it only made him mad. He shouted at her, but she couldn’t hear him anymore, because she was dying.

Stars filled her vision, and her hands went limp.

She had grown up in the shadow of his drunken rages, a shivering child with dirty knees and torn clothing. She started the sixth grade in the same jeans and sweaters she had worn three years ago. The other kids teased her, but she didn’t flee their bullying; she ignored it. She ignored a lot of things, but when enough was enough, she snapped.

That day had almost been her last. He released her and slapped her back to life with hands that would never touch her again.

He said he was sorry, said it over and over, said he would never hurt her. He was going to take care of her.

Then it was the Other who looked after her, and that malevolent creature did not approve of Daddy, so he had to go.

Now a new figure had taken to pawing at her while she slept. It was a deader; she was sure of that. The reek of blood and bile filled her with rage. She lunged out of sleep and kicked out, a stunning blow that snapped against her assailant.

She was on her feet in a split second, eyes wide as they pinpointed targets in the room. Deaders, at least three or four. One rolled on the floor in pain, clutching at a knee. Another stood staring at her like it possessed some sort of intelligence.

The room was a mess, a pile of cans in one corner, discarded packages in another. It was dark, only a sliver of brightness coming in from the small window. Diffused and dirty light filtered in from an unknown source. Was it a light at the football stadium? Was she in the building with the National Guardsmen?

A flash of a tall sandy-haired man with kind eyes who pulled her to her feet. Then another as his body fell, blood spurting from a hole in his chest.

She backed away from a hand and stepped on a mattress. She kept her balance, barely, dipping low to maintain her stance. Arms up, weary, waiting for attack. She gauged the distance to another figure and rolled to the left. Came up on the balls of her feet and used the momentum to launch herself into the air. Her foot lashed out and struck home, driving the man’s chin up and back as he fell against a wall. A great gasp of pain as he rebounded. Then more shouts as voices called out to the one she protected.

“Kate, stop it! Please, Kate!”

Someone backed away, a woman with fear etched on her features.

She took in the dirty hair, the dirty face and the tired eyes, felt a moment of pity and went easy on her, punching her under the solar plexus with a short, sharp fist. The girl gasped and fell away.

Only a few remained.

She backed toward a corner of the room so none of them would encircle her. She stumbled over a pack, and recognition dawned. She dropped into a crouched position and slid the precious scabbard out. It caught on a strap, so she yanked the blade free.

There was a moment where she was sure it wouldn’t come loose. It stuck, and when the blade came into sight, she realized that it was covered in dried blood. She scowled in disbelief at the condition she had allowed her precious sword to reach.

No time now. Bloodied sword or not, she had to rely on her skill and the razor-sharp edge of the blade.

Folded steel flashed as someone backed away. The figure had a hand out and was begging, but she didn’t hear. What trick was this, anyway? Deaders didn’t act like people; they couldn’t. They were monsters, and they needed to be put down.

Just like her father.

The figure before her fell to the left, screaming as his hand hit the floor. She didn’t give him a chance, her body following him as he fell, arm extended, sword straight as an arrow as it sought his throat. He tried to crawl away, but she followed. She stalked him across the tiny space, and when he hit a wall, she drove the blade into his throat.

Turning, she yanked it to the side, and his neck parted, followed by a river of blood. The smell of shit filled the room as he voided his bowels, whether from fear or shock, or perhaps just the act of dying, she didn’t know and didn’t care.

There was a door near her. All she had to do was reach for the knob and flee, but someone remained.

This one was familiar, somehow. She knew him, or thought she did. He had his arms up, hands in the air like he was giving up.

She reached for the door, and as it opened, so did his mouth.

“Kate, don’t!” he said in a near whisper, voice cracked with fear.

She lashed out with the blade. He was already moving, but not fast enough. She struck home, and he crumpled around her sword.

She left the room in a shambles, stopping only to contemplate the woman who lay on her side. Kate moved to finish her off as well, but decided to let this last deader feed on the remains in the room. What was one more in the wake of the flood that was coming?

Survival, that was all she had to worry about now. She took the stairs two at a time, seemingly guided by a memory of her present location. When she found the front door, she left it open and just ran.

She glanced back at the house, toward the figures she had left in her wake. She knew she should feel something, some hint of humanity, but she did not. All she held inside was an all-encompassing nothingness.

 


The series will conclude with AMONG THE ASHES,

coming soon from Permuted Press.
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