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        Dallas, Texas

      

      

      The afternoon started with a party in my honor...

      “Today I’d like to make a toast to Miss Kennedy Rae Mitchell, my ass-kicking sister who’s been protecting our sorry behinds for nearly fifteen years.” Matt Mitchell tilted his drink to his redheaded sister.

      Kennedy grinned and raised her beer toward him appreciatively. “It’s been a lot longer than just fifteen years,” she called out. “I still remember jumping in to save you when you were getting your pipsqueak ass beat up nice and good by the neighborhood kids.”

      “Dang it, Red,” Matt shook his head and wagged a finger at her. “You never miss an opportunity to bring that up. Anyways,” he said, turning to address everyone, “a big, warm welcome back to our favorite redhead.” Laughter mingled with the sound of cups clanking together in celebration.

      Kennedy winked at him before scooping up her little nephew, Oliver, who also sported the family’s trademark red hair. “How is it that you keep getting bigger every time I see you?” she whispered in his ear before tickling him. He giggled and squirmed, twisting out of her grasp.

      She leaned back in the plastic lawn chair and reveled in the fact that she had two full weeks of leave to enjoy with her family. It had been a long tour in Afghanistan, and Kennedy was tired and worn out.

      “Can I get you a plate, girl?”

      Kennedy shaded her eyes from the warm Texas sunshine and looked up. Her brother’s very pregnant wife, Cheyenne, smiled down at her.

      “Nah, I’m good, babe. If anything, I should be asking you that.” Kennedy looked around and didn’t see any lawn chairs available. She quickly got out of her seat and offered it to Cheyenne. “Here.”

      Cheyenne waved her away and pulled her hair into a messy bun. “I’ve been sitting on my butt watching ‘Friends’ reruns and reading Cosmo for almost a month now. If this baby doesn’t get here soon, I might lose my mind.” She rubbed her belly tiredly. “He’s stubborn and doesn’t want to come out. Life must be good in there.”

      Kennedy chuckled. “Yeah, no job, no bills, no terrible commute to work... I’d trade places with him real quick.” She stretched and gestured to the tables packed with food and the colorful “Welcome Home” banner with balloons behind her. “Thanks so much for organizing this.”

      Cheyenne leaned down and hugged her tightly. “Of course, girlie. We’re just glad to have you here safe and sound. We’re always worrying about you, especially your brother.” She rested her hand on her stomach. “Hopefully this little guy will make an appearance before you head back so he can meet his awesome auntie.” She fanned herself a little. “This heat… You’d never know it was October.” She raised her hand over her eyes so she could see Kennedy better. “How’s the dating situation? You have anyone new in your life?”

      Kennedy laughed and took a long swig from her beer. “Hardly.”

      “Well, I’m sure there’s at least plenty of eye candy then. I always think of Channing Tatum in ‘Dear John.’ I love your brother, but damn, girl. Channing Tatum would be a tough one to turn down.”

      The redhead smiled. “Just know that if I happen to meet a Channing Tatum over in Afghanistan, you’ll be the first to find out.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes before Cheyenne hurried off to make sure Oliver wasn’t getting himself into trouble. Kennedy stood and placed her Nike jacket on her chair so she wouldn’t lose her seat, then made her way over to the tables of food.

      Her sister-in-law was quite the party planner. She’d ordered buckets of barbecue and Parmesan garlic wings from Buffalo Wild Wings, made giant heaping bowls of her famous potato salad, set Matt to work the grill with dozens of hamburgers and brats, baked enough brownies to put the Girl Scouts to shame, and laid out glass pitchers of lemonade with fresh berries floating along the surface. There were three large coolers full of beer, and Kennedy had already helped herself to more than a few. Country music blared loudly from the speakers throughout the backyard, and kids were splashing around in the pool. The sun was hot and felt delicious against her skin. It was the best welcome home she could have hoped for, and she knew the Marines would have a tough time getting her back after this round of leave.

      Kennedy was pushing aside the meaty wings on her plate to make room for the potato salad when she paused, her fingers hovering over the serving spoon.

      She jerked her head to the side, toward the neighbor’s house.

      Matt’s best friend, Jimmy, was beside her and looked at her questioningly. “You okay, K-Rae?”

      “Did ya hear that?” she asked him.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Hear what?”

      Kennedy swallowed hard. “Screaming.”

      “All I’ve heard for the last hour is screaming. Kids screaming in the new pool. Kids screaming with water guns. Kids screaming to get a brownie. Endless screaming. I reckon I’m gonna have to pop a few Tylenol by the time I leave here.” He shoved a fudge brownie into his mouth and reached down for a fresh beer.

      Matt came up behind her and laid his hands on her shoulders. “Jimmy hitting on you again, Red? When is he gonna learn that you aren’t going to say yes?”

      Jimmy laughed. “I gave up on dating your sister a long time ago, man.”

      Kennedy’s worried expression didn’t fade. Matt noticed and turned her to face him. “You okay?”

      She blinked and looked up at him. “Sorry, Matt. I just thought I heard something.”

      He glanced around. “Yeah?”

      Kennedy moved away from the table so the others in line didn’t hear her and set her plate down on a plastic chair. Her shoulders slumped, and she sighed. “I thought I heard screaming.”

      Matt reached out and squeezed her hand. “I can’t imagine what you’ve seen over there, Red. I don’t pretend to know. And there isn’t a day that goes by where I’m not worrying about you.”

      She looped her hair into a ponytail and pushed some stray strands behind her ears, trying hard not to think about the chaos she had seen while stationed in the Middle East all those years. Today, she didn’t have her handgun, which normally stayed tight to her side, a decision that should have made her relax and finally enjoy her leave, but all of a sudden left her feeling vulnerable and unprotected.

      Still, she didn’t want her brother to see her upset. This was a party he and Cheyenne had thrown in her honor after all.

      “I must be hearing things,” she said finally, forcing a smile. When the concern didn’t vanish from his expression, she pointed over to her nephew. “You’d better go get him. He’s eatin’ dirt again.”

      Matt’s head turned so fast she thought it would snap, and he threw his hands up in exasperation. “This freaking kid... Oliver Nathan Mitchell! Get that crap out of your mouth right now!” he yelled before running over to his three year-old.

      Kennedy lifted her plate and went back to her chair. Her brows furrowed in concern as she scanned the backyard.

      “Girl, get it together. You’re on vacation,” she murmured to herself before shaking her head and reaching for her fork. She scooped a large bite of potato salad into her mouth just as Jimmy came to sit down beside her.

      He had two beers in his right hand and held them out to her. “Figured you could use ‘em both, ya lush.”

      “You sure know how to flatter me, brother,” she said with a smirk.

      Jimmy winced. “You know, I used to hate when you’d call me that. I was madly in love with you for, like, twenty-five years.”

      She took a swig of her beer and raised an eyebrow. “That long? Damn. I feel ancient.”

      Jimmy nodded. “Tell me about it. Seeing all these young-ins running around... and now my best friend is going to be a father of two...” He squinted and looked at her. “Makes me think I need to get a move on with this whole ‘adulting’ thing.”

      “If you think it’s hard to start a family as a civ, imagine how I feel being married to the Corps the last fifteen years. It’s next to impossible, especially when they keep shipping you off.” She took another sip and slouched down in her chair, slipping off her flip-flops and resting her legs on the cooler in front of her.

      “That’s what you get for being a top-notch gunnery sergeant.” In spite of himself, Jimmy couldn’t help but notice Kennedy’s form-fitting t-shirt and cut-off jean shorts. “We’re all real proud of you back home, and your guys must love you. Why don’t you settle down with one of them?”

      Kennedy scoffed at him. “You kidding me? I feel like their mother. Most of ‘em are fresh out of high school.”

      “Well, me and you, we’ve known each other for—”

      “Twenty-five years,” she interrupted. “If you keep reminding me how old we are, I’m going to smack you.” She lifted the cold beer bottle to her neck to cool off. “You were one of me and Matt’s first friends here after we moved from Colorado.”

      “That’s right. I remember my parents telling me to go over and welcome y’all. I kept thinking Matt seemed alright, but I didn’t want to play with the gangly, crazy-haired girl because she had cooties.” They both laughed, and Kennedy swatted a mosquito off of her leg.

      Jimmy took off his baseball cap and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Later on, I came to realize that you were okay in my book though, for a girl,” he added, putting emphasis on the last word so that she rolled her eyes at him. “No, for real, all jokes aside. You weren’t scared of dumb shit like spiders or playing outside and getting dirty. I remember when I gave you a bloody nose by accident during a football game with the neighborhood kids, and you didn’t go running home crying to your mama. You shrugged it off and walked back on the field. I just stood there absolutely wowed. You were cooler than most of the boys. I should have told you that more often.”

      She smiled. “Well, thanks, Jim.”

      One of the kids cannon-balled into the pool, spraying them both with water. Kennedy yelped and put her hands over her precious plate of food. “I swear, if these wings taste like chlorine...”

      Jimmy licked his finger and rested his plate on the ground. “So protective over your food. You’d trade your own brother in for a slice of pizza. I guess much hasn’t changed. And besides, it’s probably a heck of a lot better than that slop you were eating in Afghanistan.”

      They both stopped talking when Matt crawled by on all fours with Oliver riding his back, squealing in delight when Matt reared back every now and again pretending to be a horse.

      “Look at him. He loves being a dad,” Jimmy remarked.

      Kennedy nodded in agreement.

      He glanced at her sideways. “You know… Even though you were always cool, I didn’t notice that you were a total babe until you were a sophomore in high school tanning outside with your friends. Me and Matt and the other guys would watch y’all from Matt’s room. Matt would be watching the other girls and would get pissed when the rest of us were focusing on his sister.”

      Kennedy turned to him and made a face. “Now you’re wading into creepy territory, buddy.” She shook her head disbelievingly and pretended to shiver. “But seriously, y’all used to do that?”

      Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck shyly. “Hell yes, we did. What do you think teenage boys do? That scenario right there is like a dream come true for them. Matt liked one of your friends, that blonde one—”

      “Michaela,” Kennedy interjected, remembering. “He used to make me help him write love letters to her, poetry and other cornball stuff.”

      “Matt and his poetry. You ain’t gonna catch me writing that garbage. But hey, it did win him Cheyenne so I can’t knock it too much.” They both sat in silence for a moment until Jimmy cleared his throat awkwardly. “But back then, all I could see was you. You guys would take off your tops, lie on your stomachs, and tan, and I remember plotting with the guys how to get y’all to jump up so we could see your—”

      Kennedy smacked him. “Come on, man; that’s gross!”

      Jimmy chuckled. “I’m just telling you. That’s what teenage boys think about, you just take my word on that.” He finished the last of his beer and threw the bottle into the trashcan. Leaning back in his chair, he put his hands behind his head. “You remember that time you kissed me during senior year?”

      Kennedy’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, Lord. You mean after I’d gone to Katie-Ann’s Christmas party? I’d been drunk as hell that night.”

      “Yeah, but it was still the best kiss ever. You’re welcome.” He looked away smugly.

      “Hardly!” Kennedy punched him in the arm, but couldn’t stop laughing. “You’re killing me here, Jim.”

      “You don’t remember anything? We went downstairs to that closet in your parents’ basement.”

      Burying her face in her hands, her back shook with laughter. “It’s a memory I try hard to forget.”

      He scratched his chin contemplatively. “Let’s just make a pact here and now, alright? If we aren’t married in five years, we’ll just say to hell with it and run off to Vegas together.” He held his hand out to her.

      Kennedy looked at him skeptically. “Vegas, eh? Don’t get too romantic on me now.”

      “Five years,” he said again.

      She chewed on her lip and then smiled, extending her hand to meet his. Almost as quickly, her smile disappeared from her lips, and she stiffened and stared straight ahead. “Who are they?” she asked, nodding at the figures in the distance.

      Jimmy followed her gaze.

      A man and two children were crossing over from the adjoining yard.

      He shrugged and looked away. “Probably some more of Matt’s neighbor friends. He and Chey invited the near world.”

      At first, his answer satisfied her. She relaxed a bit, but continued to observe them. Jimmy went on about their newfound pact, but Kennedy wasn’t really listening anymore. Even though the temperature was warm, goosebumps peppered her skin.

      The man walked with a limp. At first this wouldn’t have garnered her attention in the slightest, but then she noticed that the two children following him shared the same gait. They were also cutting through Cheyenne’s carefully manicured flowerbeds without a care in the world, callously trampling the delicate daisies and begonias, the soft petals smashed into the dirt beneath their shoes.

      Her uncle was playing with Oliver in a sandbox near the flowerbeds. He had traveled over six hours just to celebrate her homecoming. When the stranger lifted his arm and made a bee-line for them, Kennedy stood up, not caring when her plate of food fell off her lap and onto the dirt.

      It was then that she caught sight of the heinous wound on the side of the newcomer’s neck and the dark streams of blood dripping from the boys’ arms.

      Something was very wrong.

      Before she could react, the man dove forward onto her uncle, knocking him to the ground. Oliver had been sitting on his shoulders and was flung into the flowerbed upon impact. The wounded man covered her uncle with his body, then leaned down and buried his face in her uncle’s neck. The stranger rocked violently back and forth, the older man’s limbs thrashing and quivering beneath him.

      Kennedy’s breath caught in her throat, and she instinctively thrust her hand to her right side, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. She stood there, uncertain, immobile… things she had never been back in Afghanistan when she was a gunnery sergeant leading her men beyond the wire to provide security for convoys. She’d dealt with suicide bombers, seen people get blown apart by an IED… but never before had she witnessed an enemy like this.

      She could see Oliver crying from where he sat in the flowerbed, his little white sailor shirt streaked with blood that was not his own, but over the blare of the music and the children, no one heard him.

      The two boys following the man crouched down to her nephew, and at first Kennedy thought they wanted to play with him. Oliver stopped crying for a second and extended one of his toys to them, an invitation to join him and play.

      But when they shoved him backward into the dirt, blocking him entirely from her view, Kennedy’s face became ghost-white, and her mouth opened in a silent scream.

      Cheyenne was only a few feet away and saw Kennedy’s horrified expression. She froze when she took in what her sister-in-law had just witnessed.

      “Matt!” she shrieked to her husband and waddled as fast as she could toward her son. She reached Oliver and pushed the two boys out of the way, forcibly ripping them away from him, and knelt down to cradle her child against her belly. When he remained unmoving, she let out a wail of despair.

      Her cry was cut short when she was suddenly yanked backward by Kennedy’s uncle and the neighbor. She was still holding Oliver, clutching him against her protectively, shielding him from the macabre threats that surrounded them.

      The last thing Kennedy remembered was seeing Oliver’s little mouth sink into his mother’s belly.

      It was an image that would haunt her forever.
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      Faster.

      The booming thunder of the horse’s hooves pierced the silence of the night, rhythmic and steady and powerful. The moon sat high in the sky, its beams shimmering along the pearlescent mane and smooth golden coat of the palomino. Haven leaned forward in the saddle, urging the palomino from a canter to a gallop, both of them hot in pursuit of the ravenous wind.

      Icy air nipped at her face, cutting the soft skin of her cheeks like a thousand tiny knives.

      But the sensation was delicious.

      For just a moment, Haven felt as though she was flying, the combination of speed and energy beneath her an intoxicating, indulgent concoction. She inhaled deeply, savoring the coolness of the night air, the magical beauty of the sky covered in a blanket of twinkling stars, the rich scent of the brown leather saddle, her heart beating in unison with the pounding of the animal’s hooves.

      On any other night, this would have been a dream. But tonight was different. Tonight she was going back to where it all began. She was going to find her sister.

      After scouring the surrounding area for days now, covering miles footstep by hopeful footstep, there was still no sign of sweet Faith.

      It’s all your fault. You did this. You are a terrible sister, a terrible human being. You.

      You.

      YOU.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t undo what she had done. She couldn’t tune out the guilt-ridden voice that hissed at her from within.

      Houston would be angry with her if he knew she had left, especially alone, at night, and on a horse. But she couldn’t take the Jeep. What if something happened at the farmhouse where Houston and her brother slept, what if a horde came in the middle of the night, and they had no way to escape?

      Unfortunately, the clip-clop of the hooves did attract unwanted guests. The horse saw the zombie before Haven, alerting her to its approach by lunging to the side, nearly throwing her.

      Haven whispered soothingly to the horse, petting it reassuringly. The zombie shambled out of the yard of a farmhouse, gritty and weathered and extremely gaunt. Its wisps of white hair against its greenish-gray scalp reminded Haven of the Crypt Keeper from the television show “Tales of the Crypt.”

      It reached out to her and groaned pitifully, its bulbous eyes straining. Haven curled her lip in disgust. The creature’s face was grotesquely disfigured. One eye sat lower than the other, as though its face was melting into itself as the skin decayed. Its nose was gone, likely bitten off, and it only had a few teeth remaining. Each time it opened its mouth to moan, the skin of its left cheek opened to reveal a gaping hollow. It had such little strength to remain upright that when it took a swipe at her, it collapsed to the ground only to painstakingly pick itself back up again, the dry bones creaking and popping from the effort.

      She didn’t want to waste time to dismount and put the zombie down for good. There were only a few hours remaining before daylight and still many miles to cover. She looked over her shoulder again, seeing more zombies staggering out of the mist, before gently encouraging the spooked horse back into a faster trot. They would never catch her as long as she kept moving.

      The thought of Faith out there hungry, scared, and alone was incredibly painful. Especially in this terrifying new world where everything good was eagerly devoured by evil.

      Faith had to be alive. She just had to be.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ten miles outside of Columbus, Georgia

        A few hours earlier…

      

      

      It started the same way it always did.

      The faces of her brother, her sister-in-law, her little nephew... Kennedy could see them, and she reached for them desperately, begging them to stay with her, but the wispy ghosts of their memory swirled away from her, swallowed up by the impending darkness.

      Her eyes flew open.

      Startled, she looked around frantically, realizing she was in her bed, completely alone.

      She rubbed at her temples and clenched her teeth. She didn’t want to wake up. She wanted to go back to that day. If she could just go back, she could change everything.

      Squeezing her eyes shut again, she tried to will herself back to her nightmare, a nightmare that kept replaying itself night after night, one that seemed so real she almost believed if she made the right choices, she could change the horrific outcome.

      Today, she and her team were en route to get fuel and supplies in Columbus. They’d split up, and now she was regretting it.

      One part of the team had taken the fuel truck to go to the storage terminals on the outskirts of the city that housed fuel from the refineries. The remaining team had hopped into the pick-up truck they left nearby, but it had broken down in the middle of the road after only a handful of miles.

      Johnny B. was working to fix it, and while she and Grady kept watch, they were approached by a little boy.

      But not just any little boy.

      This little boy had red hair, and her heart had stopped. She fell to her knees, grief-stricken.

      What had once been a child eyed both her and Grady and, sensing she was the easier prey, stepped toward her, fingers straining and clawed. The pint-sized zombie had been the victim of a fresh kill, and its limbs were still mobile enough to move quickly. Vacant eyes stared at her, soulless, nothing in them aside from a rabid desire to feed.

      Kennedy had watched the zombie for a moment, stunned as she knelt there in the dead, wet leaves, the moisture of the earth seeping in through her fatigues. Her finger rested on the trigger of her firearm, and while every ounce of her being wanted to pull it and end the tiny creature’s misery, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      “Oliver,” she whispered. But it wasn’t.

      Johnny B. heard her, poked his head around the open hood of the truck, and quickly moved to protect her. He fired a couple of shots with his rifle, giving the boy permanent rest.

      Usually he had an off-color joke ready for whenever they killed them, but today, he silently walked over to her and helped her to her feet.

      And that was why he was one of her best men. He always had her back.

      The truck didn’t start again in spite of Johnny B.’s tinkering, and they had no choice but to continue until they either found another vehicle or picked up their pace and completed the journey to Columbus on foot.

      Trying her hardest to remain calm, Kennedy had told them she wanted to bury the boy, and she wanted to do it alone.

      Initially, they’d refused to leave her, but she had been insistent that she would catch up to them. To split up was stupid in these times, but she needed space and didn’t want them to see her crumble.

      After they’d left, she buried the zombie, digging a hole with the Gerber packable shovel they kept in the truck, and sobbed silent tears of regret until a small mound of fresh dirt was the only evidence the child had ever existed. She slumped beside the boy’s resting place, wiping her forehead with her now-blistered hand and leaving a streak of mud in its wake.

      And while she stared at the grave of the little boy, she kept replaying that fateful day where she lost them all.

      The truth was, she would never be able to go back in time. She would never be able to save her family.

      Then there was shouting in the distance and the steady staccato of gunfire.

      Craning her neck, she listened intently.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood erect.

      Voices.

      Voices that sounded oddly like her men.

      She broke into a fast run, her boots crashing noisily through the forest. She wouldn’t let them down.

      Kennedy noticed a group of zombies ahead of her, no doubt following the sound of gunfire, but they turned as a unit toward her when they heard her galloping down the path. She shot at the two closest to her and smashed another in the face with the butt of her gun. Her breathing steady, she kept running through the haunted forest, past motionless corpses and splattered blood on the trunks of trees.

      She immediately picked out the voices of Johnny B. and Grady, but another was unfamiliar to her, foreign. When she found them, they were standing around a figure with their weapons raised. The newcomer was on his knees, his head lowered and shoulders slumped.

      “What happened?” she called out, finally slowing to a light jog until she reached them.

      Grady stepped back to speak to her. He had a graying ponytail, and while he wasn’t the giant that Johnny B. was, he was resourceful, quick-thinking, and an excellent marksman. He was the oldest of her small supply run crew, retired Air Force, so the three of them got along well from the very beginning when they met on the road leaving Dallas. She trusted all of her men, but Grady’s calm countenance made him the one she sought advice from first because she knew he wouldn’t give her an emotional response when wise counsel was needed. “Came across a big group of these things. They were trying to eat him.” He thrust his thumb over his shoulder and pointed to the stranger. “At first, we thought he was one of them, he was so dirty. Then we heard him yelling at the zombies, and we realized he was alive.”

      “Alive and stupid, not doing jack shit to take ‘em down. Just yellin’ at them and drawing more in,” Johnny B. muttered disdainfully. He was from the Midwest, tan skin with tousled brown hair, in his mid-thirties like Kennedy. He towered over the rest of them, and where Grady was the brains of her men, Johnny B. was the brawn, intimidating with his presence alone. They’d met in boot camp in Parris Island, South Carolina, but she’d been shipped off to Afghanistan while he went to Iraq. He had been at a friend’s bachelor party in Austin, Texas at the onset of the outbreak. Having no family of his own, he remembered Kennedy was in Dallas and had gone to find her when everything started to get crazy. After years of keeping in touch, he knew her family well and had spent many weeks of leave with them. He was the first to find her at her brother’s house in Dallas. She’d been in bad shape when he got to her, and true to form, he remained diligently by her side, helping her put down and bury her zombified brother and his family. He took care of her in the days that followed until she pulled herself up by her bootstraps and decided it was time to leave and try to help the same citizens of the country they had sworn to protect. Johnny B. was someone she knew she could always count on, someone who would always have her back, someone who would follow her into the depths of hell if she asked. And in a sense, he was the only family she had left.

      Kennedy studied the stranger. He was covered from head to toe in grime, the whites of his eyes the only feature visible through the mud on his face. “So why are we aiming our guns at him? We help survivors; we don’t threaten them.”

      “We don’t know if he’s been bitten or not, and he refuses to let us examine him,” Grady replied, bringing a scowl from the newcomer.

      Sighing, Kennedy walked over to him.

      “Hi, there,” she said, kneeling to eye level.

      “I’m not one of them,” the man croaked. She was surprised to hear a strong accent.

      Grunting and rolling his eyes, Johnny B. shoved him forward with his boot, sending the man tumbling face first into the cold mud. “Listen to this fucking leprechaun. Can’t even understand him. Sounds like he has marbles in his mouth.”

      The man whirled around, crouched in a combative stance, a crowbar held firmly in his hands. “Leprechauns are Irish, you bloody idiot.”

      Grady stepped protectively between Kennedy and the stranger and leveled his rifle at the newcomer’s head. “I’m gonna tell you one more time. Do what we say, or I’m spraying your gray matter all over the forest floor.”

      “Hey,” Kennedy chided him quietly, moving around Grady so that she was once more in front of the stranger. “That’s enough.”

      The man squinted to see who she was, but it was difficult to make out any details in the dark.

      Kennedy smiled just a little, her green eyes narrowing. “I’m Kennedy.” She reached out and extended her hand. He warily rose to his feet, but didn’t greet her. She dropped her hand to her side, and he noticed that her fingers grazed her firearm as he tightened his grip on the crowbar. “Ponytail over there,” she explained, pulling on her own, “is Grady, and Mister Muscles over here, who sure seems to want to be your friend… he goes by ‘Johnny B.’ He’s actually not so bad once you get to know him, if you can get past the perverted jokes, that is.”

      The others had lowered their weapons from their shoulders, but still kept their fingers poised over the triggers, eyeing him skeptically.

      He clutched the crowbar in his hands more firmly. “I don’t need rescuing.”

      “You could have fooled me. Rotters would’ve been on you like a hobo on a hotdog. My men here saved your ass.”

      “Yeah, they’re just your regular, everyday guardian angels. That meathead over there nearly knocked my teeth out,” he replied bitterly, spitting a mouthful of blood on the ground.

      Kennedy ignored his sarcasm. “Were you bitten?”

      “What?” he asked, still dazed.

      Her posture was relaxed, but there was an edge to her tone that hadn’t been there before.

      “Bitten. Were you bitten?” she repeated, placing great emphasis on each word.

      He shook his head. “No.” Snorting angrily, he added, “And what the hell does it matter to you?” His piercing green eyes glared at her.

      Kennedy signaled to the men flanking her. They moved forward and surrounded him. “You won’t mind then if my friends do a quick check to be sure? You can set your crowbar down on the ground.”

      The stranger took a step back and raised the crowbar. It was so measly compared to the weapons they carried; he didn’t stand a chance against them. Something was better than nothing though, and if she thought he was going to give up his only means of defense, she was nuts.

      “I guess that would be a negative,” she said. “Look, I really don’t want to be a pill, but it’s protocol. If you’re coming back with us, you need to be checked. And in order to be checked, you’ll have to be unarmed.”

      Kennedy remained resolute, her stance indicating that she wasn’t going to change her mind anytime soon.

      The man’s attitude wasn’t uncommon; they were often shown it by most survivors they rescued. Suspicion, contempt, distrust. She understood those emotions, she really did. After all, without those instincts, they wouldn’t have survived even the first weeks of the outbreak. From the stranger’s perspective, they could very well strip him of all his limited supplies and carve him up into a tasty filet mignon. She had seen worse. It was three to one, and the odds were not in his favor. Knowing this, she tried to exercise patience, but her rules would stand; there was no room for risk, no room for negotiation in this new world. A bite was a bite.

      “Who said anything about wanting to go back with you?” the man retorted indignantly.

      “Well, I’d say you haven’t slept in a week…” She wrinkled her nose slightly. “And by the smell of you, I would bet money that you haven’t had a shower for maybe longer.” She studied him a bit more. “You look hungry. Thirsty, too. I gotta tell you, I don’t think you’re doing so well on your own by the looks of it.”

      He couldn’t argue with that, and she saw the resignation in his expression.

      Kennedy shrugged. “It’s no skin off my back if you stay; suit yourself. But if we don’t check you, you won’t be returning with us.” She pushed up her sleeve and revealed a black sports watch. “Whatever you decide, you need to make up your mind. It’s eighteen hundred hours, and we’re out of daylight. More rotters are going to come sniffing since they heard gunshots. I don’t want me and my men out here when that happens. So what’s it gonna be?”

      The man tightened his jaw. The alternative wasn’t appealing. He didn’t want to wander alone like he had before he met the last group. The isolation was maddening.

      “And where exactly would I be going back to with you fine people?”

      She glanced at the other men. “We can’t disclose that at this time—”

      The stranger smirked. “Let me guess. Protocol?”

      Kennedy pointed her finger at him and winked. “Bingo.” Her expression turned serious. “We’ve had plenty of encounters with other survivors that didn’t end well. We’re here to help people, but we also can’t afford to be stupid. Just like you don’t trust us, we don’t trust you. Yet,” she added.

      He lowered the crowbar and crossed his arms, leaning back on his heels to study her. After a moment, he shifted his gaze to the two men.

      “Alright, big guys.” He set the crowbar on the ground. “But you do anything funny, I’m warning you… I don’t go down easy.” When they started stripping his clothes off, he turned to Kennedy. “Since we’re about to get real personal here, figured I’d introduce myself. The name is Colin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Clusters of weeds popped through cracks in the concrete. A few cars sat abandoned on the sides of the two-lane road. Some of them still held their occupants captive.

      Haven rode past a dusty blue Buick, noticing that the driver was slumped over the steering wheel. Dried blood coated the windshield. The passenger beside the motionless corpse reached out suddenly, a hoarse moan emanating from its parched throat.

      Haven patted the horse’s neck encouragingly when it nickered in fear. “It’s okay, girl. They can’t get to us.”

      The driver slowly lifted its head, and as it did so, the flesh clinging to the side of its face smeared off on the steering wheel. The zombie quickly joined the other in its hungry howls, pressing itself against the window, eyes weeping with pus and blackish blood as it glared at her in rabid madness.

      Haven ignored them. They were locked inside the vehicle and would probably never leave it unless someone set them free.

      It certainly wasn’t going to be her. She had bigger fish to fry.

      Up ahead, a group of four zombies shuffled down the road, their steps quickening in anticipation. Gleaming white eyes glowed like lanterns in the darkness.

      The moon peeked out from behind the clouds for a moment, and moonlight reflected off of pale blonde hair shifting between the trees.

      Haven froze and pulled on the reins.

      Without thinking, she dismounted, not bothering to tether the animal. The palomino’s ears were alert, and its nostrils flared as it snorted nervously at the impending danger. With wide, anxious eyes, it took one final look at the quartet of monsters and galloped off into the woods.

      Haven watched the horse disappear, a flurry of white mane and tail there one second and swallowed up by darkness in the next. She briefly pondered the fact that she now had no transportation and only a backpack with scant supplies, but almost as quickly, she turned back and frantically searched for the blonde hair.

      When she spun around, she was alarmed to see that the four zombies were almost upon her. She had forgotten they were much faster at night, even more dangerous.

      Ignoring them was not an option this time. They wouldn’t stop following her unless closer and easier prey appeared.

      Haven had no desire to gain a tail of zombies during her quest. She yanked her knife out of its sheath, hoping to avoid using her firearm and possibly drawing any others lurking in the woods.

      The first zombie was less decayed than its counterparts and reached her quickly. She thrust the blade into its temple and kicked its body away so that it flopped into a ditch.

      The other three were almost perfectly in-step with one another. Haven scanned each of them, looking for weaknesses in the pack. It would be impossible to face all three of them at once.

      If she went for the one in the center, the plump, well-fed one, it would mean the other two could close in on her from both sides.

      She looked at the zombie on the right, tall and sturdily built, probably a handsome man in its former life. However, the elements hadn’t been kind to the creature. Half of the skin on its face was gone, revealing brownish-red muscle and tendon beneath, and what was once a full head of hair sat in greasy bald patches along its scalp.

      The zombie on the left was a woman, white nightgown and black hair wiry and coarse, hanging in matted clumps down its back. In the dark recesses of Haven’s mind, the zombie fleetingly reminded her of the ghoulish, unfortunate wife of Mr. Rochester in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. The character had always frightened her as a child, and even today, seeing the woman in white creeping toward her, the hairs on the back of her neck stood alarmingly erect.

      Nothing like facing your fears, she thought and subsequently chose the zombie on the left.

      She dodged its groping hands and twisted around so that she was behind it. Yanking it back by its long black locks, she grimaced when the hair sloughed off its scalp. It continued to swipe at her, unaffected. Pushing its face up by shoving a hand under its jaw, Haven jammed the blade between its eyes, its predatory hiss cut off abruptly.

      The other two zombies’ eyes danced with excitement, almost lust, at the prospect of a tasty meal. The plump zombie turned around to follow her, its penguin-like waddle almost comical, but the tall zombie took a few lengthy strides toward her, closing the distance between them in mere seconds.

      Haven lashed out with her foot at the shorter one, her boot making contact with its squishy stomach, no doubt bloated with human remains. It shuffled backward a couple of steps, struggling to regain its balance.

      The other zombie was behind her, and she swiveled around quickly, circling it. It continued to lunge at her, snapping its jaws, rotting teeth clashing together rapidly so that bits of black spittle dribbled out onto the concrete. Haven waited for it to sway forward once more, then tripped it and hastily straddled the zombie, pinning it down while her feet clasped around its thrashing legs. With a vicious grunt, she shoved the knife into its forehead.

      She could hear the footsteps of the fat one approaching, inches away. It grabbed her from behind with a vice-like grip. Had she not been wearing her leather jacket, its nails would have easily broken her skin. Launching herself backward off of her feet, she threw her weight into the chest of the zombie, and they toppled onto the concrete, the zombie’s head hitting the gravel first with a wet, cracking noise, almost as if someone had taken a rotting pumpkin and slam-dunked it onto the road.

      Haven lay limply on the ground, gasping. In spite of the freezing temperatures, sweat pooled in every curvature of her body, making her shirt stick uncomfortably to her skin.

      When she finally caught her breath, she walked back to the old Buick she’d passed before. The two zombies were still there, trapped by their seatbelts. She drew her knife and opened the driver’s side door just a little. A foul stench, the result of decomposing bodies roasting in the vehicle for such a long time, infiltrated her nostrils, and she coughed. Waving her hand rapidly in front of the windshield to distract the creature, with her other hand she quickly stabbed it in the back of its head repeatedly until it slumped once more against the steering wheel. The passenger was driven into a frenzy by all of the action and reached for her with straining hands and long, broken fingernails. Walking to the other side of the Buick, the zombie watching her and viciously struggling against its seatbelt, Haven opened the door just enough to let the monster’s head poke out, then slammed it back and forth against its skull until it caved in, and the creature sank down motionless.

      Tossing the corpses out of the vehicle, she got in and ran her fingers under the steering wheel where she found the key still in the ignition. She turned it multiple times, but unsurprisingly, the car refused to start.

      Haven stared out the windshield and contemplated her options. She had driven down this road before, many times in fact, on her way to college. If she kept up a brisk walking pace, she would be at her grandmother’s in a couple of hours. She could search for her sister, hotwire a car, and be back before Houston noticed she’d been missing.

      With a deep sigh, she trudged down the barren road, stepping carefully and quietly to make as little noise as possible, walking the way her grandmother had taught her to avoid being detected.

      Snowflakes landed on her eyelashes, and she instinctively opened her mouth to try to catch them on her tongue. The wetness of the snowflakes melted into the dried, cracked crevices of her lips. She was thirsty and tired and broken, but she had to keep moving forward.

      It wasn’t until she came across a fallen chain-link fence deep in the forest that she stopped. Crouching behind a bush, she saw that the fence was surrounded by dozens of corpses. Already, wild animals had been nibbling away at them. There were jagged rib cages and chewed-on femurs and broken skulls with mouths wide open in permanent hunger, a hunger they’d taken with them all the way to hell.

      In spite of the cold, her hands were clammy. She clutched the knife more tightly, sweat oozing out between her fingers as she grasped the handle.

      There were no birds here. There was no sound.

      Something horrible had happened in this place. She could feel it in her bones, and it chilled her to her very marrow, but she didn’t know why.
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        * * *

      

      “So where are you from in Scotland?”

      Colin was walking side by side with Kennedy while Grady and Johnny B. flanked them from behind. The clouds shifted ever so slightly, beams of moonlight illuminating the face of the woman next to him.

      Her straight red hair had been pulled into a ponytail through a black baseball cap. She wore camouflage pants, a heavy black down jacket, and gloves that were cut off at the fingers. Kennedy was likely his age, but there was something about her that made it seem as though she had seen a lifetime’s worth of hardship.

      “Tiny town. You wouldn’t know it,” he answered coldly.

      She smiled as she moved her ponytail out of the way to shoulder the sling of her rifle. “Try me. I was stationed over in Germany back in 2010. Got a little leave and did some traveling while I was there. Spent a week in Glasgow and a few days in the Isle of Lewis.”

      Colin nodded. “I had a feeling you were ex-military.”

      She adjusted her baseball cap and glanced up at him. “What gave that away?”

      He looked over at Johnny B. who had his crowbar tucked into his belt and almost growled. He wasn’t pleased that they took his sole weapon away from him. It was insignificant compared to the efficacy of his dad’s old sword, but it was better to have something than go up against the undead with just his fists and Scottish balls.

      “I don’t know,” he said dismissively. “The way you carry yourself. The lingo you use. The camo pants. Doesn’t take a genius, sweetheart.” He scratched his neck. “Don’t you guys have a car around here somewhere?”

      She ignored his question. “Why were you in the States? Business?”

      Colin stopped walking and turned to look at her incredulously. “What is this, the Spanish Inquisition?”

      The other men paused and raised their weapons a few inches higher. Kennedy held up her hands defensively. “Whoa there, cowboy. Not trying to pry. Just making small talk.” She signaled for her men to lower their guns.

      He stared at them in frustration before continuing to walk, mumbling something under his breath. “Not that it’s any of your business… but I was visiting my dad in Atlanta.”

      She nodded. “I remember reading about the first attacks there. Some medical student got bitten after giving mouth-to-mouth to a rotter and ended up infecting a whole hospital. That’s insanity.” She glanced at him before quickly averting her eyes. “Is your dad…?”

      “Yeah,” he responded, his jaw tightening.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice wavered, but he didn’t hear it. “We’ve all lost so many loved ones. It never gets easier.”

      A crow cawed above them and took flight from its perch. Colin studied the bird warily, wondering if something other than their presence had irked it.

      “Where were you before we found you?” she inquired finally.

      Colin’s thoughts flitted to Haven for the briefest of seconds before he blinked, expressionless. “Fighting zombies in a patch of mud ten feet from where you actually found me,” he replied sarcastically, although some of the earlier malice had vanished from his tone.

      “So he does have a sense of humor. Just so we’re clear, I’m not trying to dig up intel on you or anything. Just being polite.”

      He sighed in exasperation. He was in a bad mood. Since leaving Haven, a dark cloud was following him around, and it wasn’t going to disappear anytime soon. “I don’t need your damned manners. I want to know where we’re headed.”

      “Hey, show some respect,” Johnny B. barked at him.

      Kennedy gave him a slight nod to let him know it was alright. “Well, we started out safe and sound in a little pick-up. In these times, you don’t want to be runnin’ around on foot. But the old girl broke down, just our luck. We had to cut through the woods to get to the city, and while we were in there, we found you. I won’t give you the location of our camp yet, but trust me… when we get there, it’ll be unlike anything you’ve ever seen before.”

      He looked at her skeptically. “The cities would be infested. Why would you go there?”

      She swatted away a fly. “Because they’ll also have the most supplies, and we need a lot. We just stick to smaller cities though.”

      “So you have a big camp then?”

      Shrugging casually, she said, “Big enough. Want to help us out?”

      He stopped walking, and the men immediately stiffened and lifted their weapons again. Holding up his hands, he gave her a stern glare. “Hey, I’m not trying to get myself killed by going into a death trap.”

      Kennedy walked over to Johnny B. and extended her hand. When he set the crowbar in her palm, his eyebrow raised, she turned back to Colin. “Here,” she told him, handing him his weapon. “This should make you feel safer.”

      Colin scoffed at her. “We’re gonna need a lot more than that if we’re going up against a city of those mother—”

      “Look, Braveheart,” she continued, cutting him off, “I’m not going to beg you. Either you come or you don’t; the choice is yours. To put it simply, we could use another able body, but there are a lot of hungry mouths to feed, and bringing you on board just adds to that number. If you’re going to join us, you have to pull your weight. And you’re going to have to learn how to take orders.” When he made a face, she stated, “That’s not up for negotiation. I run this camp. My rules.”

      He clenched his jaw tightly, thinking. He was alone in this land, no friends, no family. What the hell else was he going to do? Twisting the crowbar in his grip before pushing it into his belt, he mentally kicked himself, knowing he would regret what he was about to agree to with this group of strangers.

      “This deal just keeps on getting better and better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Only one word could describe the cityscape before them.

      Haunting.

      The once sparkling skyline, veined with streets bustling full of cars and buses and passersby, was now silent.

      Colin, Kennedy, Grady, and Johnny B. stood on a billboard less than a mile outside of Columbus, Georgia. It had taken them a few tries to climb the advertisement, but once they had, the whole city was clearly visible from their unusual vantage point.

      And it wasn’t pretty.

      Plumes of smoke drifted up from the tops of high-rises. Flickering fires burned brightly around the city, dotting the horizon like fireflies. Few buildings were left unscathed from the chaos. Entire sides of them were missing, jagged steel rods and demolished concrete jutting out from their skeletal infrastructures. A sky bridge connecting two buildings had been completely blown apart. Colin could see corpses strewn about the dilapidated remains, many of them skewered on broken steel, and he briefly wondered if the occupants of one building had attempted to cut off people in the other from coming over.

      Looking further east, he saw that the roads were congested with stalled cars packed in bumper-to-bumper, many of them overturned or laying sideways in the ditches running along the highway. An overpass crossing over the heart of the city had suffered the same fate as the sky bridge. Cars were mashed in a heap beneath it, creating a sizable barrier to anyone trying to drive through.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. The city will be crawling with those things. There’s no way we can get in and out alive.” Colin shook his head and sat down, letting his feet dangle off the edge of the billboard.

      Kennedy disregarded his pessimism as she looked through her binoculars. “There it is.” She handed the binoculars to Grady. “Big orange sign. Kind of hard to miss.”

      Grady took them and nodded. “I see it. Now we’ll be meeting Jackson up there. That’s the storage terminal Tucker was talking about that links up to the closest refinery.” When he was done, he passed them back to her and pointed.

      Colin squinted to see what they were rambling on about when there were so many other important things to consider.

      Like getting out in one piece, he thought grumpily.

      “Someone care to explain this to me?”

      Kennedy smiled at him. “You’ll see.”

      Colin wagged a finger at her. “Oh, no. We aren’t playing that game. If I’m putting my arse on the line, I had damn well better know what it’s on the line for to begin with.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. We’ve been through this. Once I know you’ll pull your weight and can be trusted, I’ll divulge more details. Until then, you’re on a need-to-know basis. And besides, it isn’t like I’m asking you to march ten miles across the city and haul stuff back to our location in a trash bag. We’ll have a big truck—I hope so anyways. Depends on what we find at that Home Depot,” Kennedy added.

      “What’s a Home Depot?”

      “A store with a lot of shit we need,” Johnny B. answered.

      Colin looked at them expecting further elaboration, but Kennedy turned away from him and began unrolling a small foam mat that had been fastened to the top of her pack.

      “Alright, let’s get cozy, gentlemen. Tomorrow is going to be a big day, and I want us up and moving before sunrise. I’ll take first watch.”

      While Colin wasn’t thrilled about their current situation, he had to admit one thing:  sleeping on top of a billboard advertisement would definitely go down as one of the most unique experiences he’d ever have. Frowning a moment later, he realized his days of wanting to be the life of the party were over. But there wasn’t anyone left in the world who would want to hear his stories anyways.

      He pulled out the thin “sleeping pad” Johnny B. had given him, which he was pretty sure was actually a pink yoga mat, and rolled it out toward the edge of the billboard landing, away from the others.

      Kennedy handed him a granola bar, her steps so light he barely heard her come up behind him. “Eat. Sleep.”

      Colin gave her a mock salute and sat down on the mat, chewing the granola bar thoughtfully. He stared out over the foreboding necropolis until he could see the hills that lay beyond it. The sun dipped lower behind the hills, its rays setting fire to everything in its path as the light retreated from the city. He pocketed the wrapper and lay down, shifting around until he was somewhat comfortable. Pulling his jacket tighter around his body, he shut his eyes and wished he could be engulfed by its flames, letting the fiery tongues lap at his flesh, numbing his nerves until they seared even his heart.
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        * * *

      

      The view from the driveway was still the same. Like nothing had changed, like she was coming home to Grandma’s for the holidays after finals.

      Haven closed her eyes and imagined her grandmother rushing out to meet her. She would help Haven carry in her bags, and then they’d all sit down to a hearty, home-cooked meal.

      The moon dipped behind the clouds, the shifting of light causing her eyelids to flutter and open, and suddenly, the ravaged details of the home revealed themselves to her. The front door was torn off the hinges, and the windows were broken, glass shards scattered around the porch.

      Things were nothing as they once had been.

      But maybe Faith would have come back. Maybe this would be the first place she would go. In spite of how it looked now, it would be familiar. It was home.

      With a heavy heart, she neared the porch, pausing, her fingers tracing the trellis. Not long ago, she had been yanked up by her brother and sister as she escaped the frantic clutches of dozens of ravenous zombies. Blood was somehow still visible from that day, thickly smeared across the rusted metal. She leaned in for a closer look and noticed a jagged fingernail wedged between the spiral designs of the trellis.

      Grimacing, she moved forward and cautiously stepped over the threshold of the home. A strong gust of icy wind sent leaves swirling about through the open entranceway. The place looked impossibly decrepit, as though it had been sitting abandoned for a long time instead of just the weeks since they had fled it.

      Haven briefly wondered if her grandmother’s ghost lingered there, if it would follow her, haunt her, as she made her way through the house.

      Bile rose in her throat as she recalled that tragic day, her grandmother getting yanked from her hands by flesh-eating monsters… watching them pull her into the depths of the lake, the water churning red with her blood as they tore her apart. Just as she pushed the feeling down, something scurried under her boots, and she jumped back and yelped. A little gray mouse disappeared under the couch, and she exhaled in relief, slightly embarrassed she’d been scared by such a harmless, tiny creature.

      She fingered the worn tribal print material of the couch, remembering the many times she’d done homework there or dozed off after school on its comfortable cushions.

      Her grandmother’s worn purple cardigan rested on one of the armrests. She took it and held it up to her face, desperate for the faintest scent of her grandmother’s perfume.

      It was still there, just barely, a brief whiff of gardenia, and then it was gone. Wrapping the cardigan around her hands, she sat on the couch tentatively, almost anxious for the memories it would bring. She closed her eyes again, trying to pretend that she was in the before.

      Her vision blurred with tears as one particular occasion stood out in her mind. It was her senior year of high school, and she had just gotten home after soccer practice. Rosemary had been outside gardening when Haven came running down the driveway, practically colliding into her grandmother, flustered and in tears. Her crush, the captain of the boys’ soccer team, had cheated on her with another girl because Haven wouldn’t have sex with him. Looking back, it had been silly to get upset over such an arrogant, worthless jerk who hit his peak in high school. But her grandmother didn’t tell her that; she didn’t minimize what she was feeling. Instead, she’d immediately dropped what she was doing and helped Haven inside, beckoning her to the couch before filling the tea kettle with water and bringing her a plate of freshly baked cookies. Through her incoherent sobs, Haven had vowed she would never love again, and at the time, she had believed it to be true. Her grandmother listened attentively, nodding with understanding, and stroked her hair until she stopped crying. And grandmothers gave the best advice. Rosemary explained that sometimes God had other plans, plans that would make sense later, with an outcome that would be so much better than she could ever imagine. Haven wished she could tell her grandmother that she’d been right. God had taken her down a different path indeed, and it was on that path that she’d found Houston who was everything Captain Scumbag was not.

      It was bittersweet to reminisce, pleasing and painful at the same time, but because the pain from loss was so fresh and her grandmother’s death so grisly, Haven was eager to move on and stood up and walked to the hallway.

      So many pictures rested along its walls. She took a step forward and gazed at the first one. It was a photo of herself with her siblings from at least a decade earlier. She smiled wistfully as she took in every aspect of the picture, from the silly matching outfits her grandma had made them wear, to Brett’s unflattering bowl cut, to the rubber bands on her braces that matched her school colors.

      And then there was the ridiculous Christmas ornament hanging on the corner of their family holiday photo, an ornament her grandmother insisted on displaying all year long. It was a homemade school project, the one teachers had kids cobble together so parents could “ooh” and “ahhh” over it even if it was just a clumsily crafted wreath made of dried beans or a reindeer fashioned out of a clothespin and a red pom-pom for a nose.

      Lifting it off the frame gingerly, she remembered how the three of them would wait for Santa on Christmas Eve, trying so hard to stay awake until Christmas morning. They’d read books under the sheets with their flashlights, play games, do jumping jacks… anything to keep from falling asleep. And no matter how many times they tried, they always failed to stay awake, opening eyes heavy with sleep just as the first rays of sunshine peeked through the curtains.

      Haven felt a twinge of sadness knowing it was her fault the tradition stopped. When she became a “grown-up,” twelve years-old and too cool to wait for something silly like Santa, the Santa-sighting trio disbanded, her sudden disinterest in their tradition killing the enthusiasm of her younger siblings.

      If she could do it all over again, she would take so much of it back. She would never be too cool to wait up all night for Santa Claus.

      Haven hung the little ornament back on the frame where it belonged and stepped back.

      Her eyes flitted from the photo to the room at the end of the hallway that she shared with Faith. The door was wide open.

      She felt frozen in place, so many memories flashing through her mind. She remembered when Faith was too stubborn to brush out her own hair as a little girl. To get Faith to sit still while she brushed out the tangles, Haven had to tell her stories, wild stories about a land far away where she was a princess, and there was a dragon, and instead of being rescued by a prince, Haven preferred to spin the story so that Faith slayed the dragon all by herself, no rescuing needed. Faith loved the stories, always begging for “just one more” when it was already past her bedtime.

      I just need one more chance.

      One more chance to make it right with her.

      When she got to the room they’d shared, there were grisly droppings on their comforters and bloody handprints smashed against the walls. Both of the lamps on their nightstands had been knocked over, their matching stuffed teddy bears trampled by dozens of dirty, mushy feet. She didn’t care and picked them both up, clutching them tightly against herself. She sat on the bed, suddenly feeling very small and lost.

      Something bright sticking out from under her twin bed caught her eye. She reached down to investigate, producing a shoe box.

      Removing its dusty lid, Haven felt a burst of excitement. Photographs she had collected over the years, but had been too lazy to put into photo albums, lay stacked on top of one another, their corners slightly wilted from the passage of time. Some of them were blurred and unfocused, and she chuckled when she flipped over the awkward ones from her adolescence, wild hair and braces and baggy, tomboy clothes. But the memories they elicited were priceless, a portal to a past she would never get back with people she would never see again. They were everything.

      The first traces of dawn began to fill the room, soft pastel light inching across the floor toward her. Selecting a couple of pictures of her parents, brother, sister, and grandmother, Haven folded them in half and put them in her back pocket, unwilling to ever forget their faces.

      She closed the door to their bedroom for the last time, sealing it off from any further desecration from the undead.

      With a heavy heart and crushed spirit, Haven continued searching through the ruins for a sign, any remnant, of her beloved baby sister.

      The house was empty, a skeleton closing in on itself. Eventually, nature would creep through the broken doors and windows and reclaim it once more.

      Haven went outside to the backyard, needing to breathe. Pale pinks and yellows glittered along the surface of the lake, the sun beginning to peek over the horizon.

      Her grandmother had an old bench that sat beneath a massive sycamore tree. She settled onto it, relishing how peaceful she immediately felt, no sounds except for the creaking branches swaying in the wind and the gentle waves lapping at the shore.

      An unwelcome smell made her pause to sniff the air.

      The breeze wafted the scent her way again, and her eyes watered.

      Rot.

      Decay.

      She whirled around, knife in hand, dreading that hungry hands would be waiting just behind her, that she had been found.

      But there was nothing.

      Her nostrils flared. The lingering, offensive smell was still there.

      She took a deep breath, trying to salvage her composure.

      Then she saw.

      Haven dropped the knife as though it had scalded her.

      Her heart stopped its steady thumping in her chest.

      Up ahead, a young woman sat slumped on the ground against a tree just in front of the lake.

      No.

      No, God, please no.

      But she knew who it was; there was no doubt in her mind, no mirages to deceive her.

      She had been drawn back to this place, one last time. Even after death, the bonds of sisterhood remained strong.

      Her baby sister, her beloved Faith.

      She had finally found her.
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        * * *

      

      The figure before her was thin, so very thin, with leathery gray skin that clung to her bones, hideous and disfigured.

      But there was no mistaking the identity.

      The long blonde locks, Faith’s beautiful, coveted trait, still remained, but it wasn’t the same shiny golden hair Haven remembered. Instead, it was patchy, matted, and caked with crusted blood.

      The blue dress, the last thing she’d seen her sister in before she vanished, was torn and ravaged with holes. There were bite marks all over her body, and some areas were completely devoid of flesh. Dried blood could be seen all along her thighs, disappearing under the tatters of the dress.

      When the poor creature detected her, it slowly looked up, head lolling back and forth, mouth opening and closing, dry tongue running along empty black spaces where teeth should have been.

      It groaned a low, pitiful, almost plaintive sound, but made no attempt to hurt her, the life force drained from its body, any energy or drive to feed long gone.

      “Faith,” she wept, slumping down defeatedly in front of her. “Please forgive me.”

      The sun had crested the trees around the lake when Haven finally lifted her head and gazed at Faith. Without hesitation, she reached out and clasped one of her sister’s hands.

      Smiling through the tears, she whispered, “Do you remember when we were kids?” She wiped her face with her sleeve and sniffled. “I wish we could go back to that, back to warm summers on the lake, picnics, canoe rides, Christmases... I miss all of those things so badly.” She squeezed Faith’s hand gently, the fingers so small and thin they felt as if they’d break in her grasp.

      “Sometimes I think this was all a dream, but then I wake up and realize I’m still living in this nightmare, and I keep trying to get out of it… And I can’t.”

      Her lower lip trembled and tears streamed down her face, dripping onto both of them. “But most of all, I wish that I could take back what I said to you. I am so sorry. What I said… how I treated you… it was so wrong. No matter how much I missed Grandma.” A jolt of pain stabbed through her heart. “Everything about you was so good, so perfect. You always wanted to help people. You should have been able to grow up into whatever you wanted to be, found the love that you always dreamed of… The world needed more people like you. And now it’s all gone, and you were the best chance we had of starting over, of making right everything so wrong in this world.”

      Haven tenderly placed a hand on the hollows of Faith’s cheek, skin that had once been youthful and glowing. “Grandma’s death was never your fault. But yours was mine. And I’m so sorry, Faith. I’m so sorry!” she cried.

      Faith stared at her. Eyes that once danced with merriment and happiness were now empty, a cloudy gray instead of a vibrant blue. But any sign of hunger had faded from them entirely. And for just a moment, Haven thought she noticed a spark of recognition.

      She had her sister again. God had given her the opportunity to see her one last time.

      Wrapping an arm around Faith’s body, Haven said softly, “I love you, Faith. You’re so much braver than I will ever be.” Her cheek touched her sister’s, not caring that it was rotted and cold.

      The withered fingers in her hand moved ever so slightly around her own.

      With one last choked sob, Haven held her tightly. She didn’t want to let go. Even if this was all that was left of her sister, she didn’t want to do it. But it was cruel to let her suffer, her soul trapped in a festering body.

      She held her breath and raised her knife to Faith’s temple, pressing it forward, hugging her desperately until her sister went limp in her arms, lifeless.

      Haven lay down on the forest floor, pulling Faith into her embrace so that she could cradle her sister’s body.

      The fight had been drained from her, any will to live gone. All she wanted to do was stay beside her little sister and never leave her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Haven!” Houston yelled, shoving past branches, ignoring when they slashed his skin and drew blood.

      “Haven!” he called out again. He kept running, thoughts of Haven in danger plaguing him.

      Then he saw the long dark hair mingled with strands of blonde. He stopped dead in his tracks.

      It was Haven.

      Beside her was Faith.

      He collapsed when he reached their bodies, immediately pulling Haven into his lap.

      “Haven,” he murmured.

      Slowly, her eyelids fluttered open. She stared at him blankly.

      “Leave me here,” she whispered. “I just want to die.”

      “No, baby,” he said, swallowing hard. “No. We’re all here now. It’ll be okay.”

      His gaze shifted to the slight figure next to them, torn skin and gray limbs unmoving.

      She’d been dead all along. She didn’t make it.

      He felt ashamed that he wasn’t surprised, that he hadn’t expected to find her alive. Not Faith. She wasn’t cut out for this horrible new world.

      But he couldn’t have admitted that to Haven while she poured so much of herself into finding Faith. He couldn’t break her heart with the truth, so instead he went out with her each day to help, knowing somehow, deep down, this was how they’d find her.

      “Haven, I’m so sorry.” He clutched her close to him.

      Brett ran up to them moments later. Houston’s muscles tensed, wanting to pull him back and shield him from everything.

      “No,” Brett gasped. “No. No. No.”

      Tears streamed down his face, and he sank to his knees beside his little sister, burying his face in his hands.

      Some time passed before Brett tenderly covered Faith’s open eyes. His hand fell to hers where he held it momentarily before carefully folding both of her hands on her chest.

      “I’m going to bury her,” he said determinedly, lifting Faith into the air and walking toward the lake.

      Houston wordlessly watched him leave, the image of Brett carrying his dead sister’s body, her butchered arms hanging limply and her long blonde hair streaming down from his embrace, one he’d never be able to erase from his memory.
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        * * *

      

      They buried Faith in the backyard, in a spot overlooking the lake.

      Houston, the only one who could hold his emotions together long enough to speak, told stories about her goodness, kindness, and inimitable spirit. He loved her as the sister he’d never had.

      Haven sat motionless beside the dirt-covered mound marking her sister’s final resting place, even after the sun dipped beneath the horizon and gave way to darkness. The hard finality of knowing she wasn’t coming back, that this wasn’t a terrible nightmare, that she wouldn’t wake up and find Faith safe in her bed… it felt like a stab to the heart, and even if it healed, there would always be this raw, tragic angst she couldn’t quite shake.

      Her tears splashed to the dirt, creating soft little indentations in the ground like raindrops. She inhaled shakily and lifted her face, settling her gaze on the lake and what lay beyond it.

      It seemed so serene, so beautiful, brimming with memories that crashed down upon her.

      She could see Faith scampering along the shore as a little girl, twirling about in her favorite pink dress while chasing her brother.

      She saw her grandmother contentedly pulling the weeds from her garden near the water, pausing to watch them play.

      Then Haven saw herself, her hair billowing out behind her as she bounded across the yard to join them, calling their names. Both Brett and Faith turned around at the sound of her voice and ran toward their big sister, their eyes full of admiration and affection. They all collided in a giant heap, laughing jubilantly, then resumed chasing each other.

      Then little Faith looked right at Haven where she sat next to the freshly-dug grave. She waved and smiled, a full, happy, heart-warming smile. Suddenly, the image vanished in a flash of light, and Haven was left with nothing but the quiet lapping of the waves against the shoreline.
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        * * *

      

      Houston turned the key in the lock of the side door to the farmhouse. Brett was holding Haven tightly, helping her stay upright while silently wiping tears from his own face.

      The branches in the yard swayed back and forth with the wind. Moonlight pulsed through them, casting eerie shadows on the ground. Shivering slightly, Houston shook his head and pushed the door open, waiting for the others to come in before locking the door securely behind them.

      A gust of icy wind blew past him into the living room. At first, he thought nothing of it. When he noticed the curtains billowing gently, he froze mid-step, and it dawned on him.

      Not one window had been opened since they’d arrived earlier that week. It was too cold now, but none of them would have been stupid enough to leave a window open in any event, knowing it would be that much easier for someone or something to creep in and hide.

      The moon illuminated bits of dirt and leaves scattered around the open window, an earthy trail that led into the kitchen.

      “Someone’s been here,” he said quietly. He drew his gun and motioned for Brett and Haven to stay put.

      Following the trail, Houston saw the kitchen cabinets were ajar. Whoever had come in was looking for food, real food, and thus, could not be a zombie, but he didn’t feel any better coming to this realization. While zombies appeared more intimidating at first glance with their white eyes, snapping jaws, oozing wounds, and tireless hunting prowess, looters tended to be more dangerous, desperation the driving force behind their actions.

      It had only taken mere days before the last bastion of law enforcement remaining capitulated to the panic and chaos that ensued after the virus broke out in the major cities across the country.

      There were no phones to dial 9-1-1, no one to answer even if the phones worked. No one could protect them now.

      Houston grabbed his flashlight and held it in front of him as he rounded the corner of the kitchen into the dark hallway. With the toe of his boot, he gently nudged a bedroom door open. He cleared the first part of the room from the doorway then pushed the door all the way to the wall and cleared the rest of the room.

      It took him a few more minutes to clear the other rooms on the first floor before moving upstairs. Maybe whoever had broken in was gone now, but he wasn’t going to let his guard down until he knew for sure.

      Trying to stay near the bannisters, he winced as the floors creaked noisily beneath his feet.

      Giving up on being stealthy, he quickly took the last steps two at a time and opened the door to the study.

      He stiffened in surprise.

      On the ground was a boy no more than twelve years-old, curled up into a ball protectively surrounded by Texaco and some cans of food. He was fast asleep, as was the dog beside him. Texaco gave an occasional snore, paws twitching sporadically, no doubt chasing squirrels in a beautiful doggy dream.

      Nice job guarding the house, Tex, Houston thought, smiling for the first time that day.

      The kid looked so exhausted. He hadn’t even heard them come in.

      Brett joined him in the doorway and looked at him questioningly. He started to reach down to wake the boy, but Houston shook his head and lifted a finger to his lips, motioning for them to leave the room.

      Turning around and closing the door, he whispered, “He’s just a kid. Let him sleep.” He looked past Brett. “How is she holding up?”

      Brett’s eyes welled up with tears and focused on a spot on the wall. “Not good.”

      Houston put a hand on Brett’s shoulder. “I am so sorry, brother.” He pulled him in and hugged him. “I loved her, too.” Tears ran down his face, but he gritted his teeth, determined to stay strong for Brett who folded against him and began to cry.

      After telling Brett to get some rest, Houston found Haven in her favorite room of the farmhouse, the one with the window seat. Before all of the pandemonium, she would have loved this room, snuggled up with a good murder mystery and a piping hot cup of tea.

      Now, as she stared out at the landscape beyond the glass, it only provided an unobstructed view to the cold darkness that had swallowed up her sister.

      Houston approached and laid a blanket around her shoulders. He moved behind her and wrapped her in his embrace, not saying anything, just wanting to be there for her.

      Haven gratefully sank into his arms, more vulnerable and hopeless than she’d ever felt in her whole life.
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        * * *

      

      After managing to scale up and down the billboard advertisement, Colin decided that if he survived the zombie apocalypse, Cirque du Soleil had better come knocking on his door to offer him a spot with their troupe.

      He’d been tricked into thinking it would be easy; Kennedy made it look simple and graceful with an agility and swiftness his large frame would never manage.

      And to make matters worse, Johnny B. never missed an opportunity to come up with off-color jokes about him wearing a “skirt.”

      “Real men wear kilts,” he mumbled under his breath. “I don’t understand why we are doing this,” he added loudly as his feet touched solid ground.

      “You want to keep your balls, dumbass? This is the safest place to stay the night. Rotters can’t climb ladders and bite ‘em off,” Johnny B. retorted as he landed beside him, immediately taking his rifle off his back and shifting back and forth to make sure there were no surprises coming out from the surrounding area.

      Once Kennedy and Grady joined them at the bottom, they picked up their packs and trudged down the hill leading into the city. Based on how tense their stances were, Colin knew he wasn’t the only one feeling anxious about this particular mission.

      But his mind was elsewhere.

      Colin missed her. So many times he’d almost turned around and gone back.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out that two men in love with the same woman could not live under one roof. And ultimately, he had to be the one to leave.

      Houston was already someone Haven and her family loved. Colin was just the guy who happened to be on the lake when they’d needed rescuing. While they appreciated him, he begrudgingly recognized the knowledge of his feelings for Haven would create a schism amongst all of them, making it impossible for him to stay with the group.

      Houston would be the man they chose to stand by and support. And why wouldn’t they? He seemed bloody perfect. Responsible, industrious, all-American and wholesome… Colin felt like a nobody beside him.

      Houston was the right man for her, and leaving Haven and her family was what needed to be done. If she was safe, if she was happy, that’s all he could want for her.

      But he would be damned if he stuck around to watch, knowing that every night, it would be Houston who could caress her body, breathe in her sweet scent, and whisper words of passion to her. He couldn’t stay, no matter how hard he tried; it would be his undoing.

      “Hey,” Kennedy whispered, cutting into his thoughts. “I need you focused, Colin.”

      It was the first time since they met that she’d actually called him by his real name. Although he could tell Kennedy was not one to be easily spooked, her uneasiness was palpable, and he knew she was trying to contain it so it wouldn’t be contagious to the others.

      He instinctively moved his hand over the pistol she’d given him, the other protectively clutching the crowbar.

      The sun peeked over the horizon, deceptively splashing cheerful colors across the decaying cityscape.

      Amidst all of the mystery she and her men had created about their encampment, Kennedy finally revealed that they were on the hunt for gardening supplies. He’d given her a hard time about that one. Gardening supplies? He imagined their camp being full of sweet little old ladies tending to gardens inside white picket fences.

      Kennedy explained that after they got what they needed from Home Depot, they would rendezvous with some other members of her team at a “storage terminal,” whatever that meant. There was one more stop after that, a trading post of some sort, and then they’d be “home.”

      If “home” was just a shoddy encampment where he had to protect little old grannies, Colin would be pissed off. He didn’t come all this way to spend the rest of his days gardening and saving the elderly.

      Shaking his head and muttering to himself, he sighed. The sad reality was that they could have been looking for birthday balloons in a volcano for all he cared. It wasn’t like he had anything better to do, anyone to come home to, any home at all. What was there to lose? This would at least keep him busy for a while, give him purpose.

      Cold winds swept through the skyscrapers, scattering trash and debris along empty, desolate streets. Although dawn had broken the darkness, the sky was heavy with the promise of rain.

      Colin pulled his bomber jacket closer to his body, his eyes darting back and forth between the buildings. He wondered where all of the zombies were hiding. They’d been walking through the city for half an hour and had only seen shriveled up corpses, badly decomposed from the elements and the savagery of wild animals looking for an easy meal.

      He kept telling himself that it was a bad idea to be in the city, to be in a place once so densely populated that it could only be overrun with the undead now. Since the infection started, Colin had never ventured into the city for anything—everything he’d needed had been found within the countryside.

      Kennedy tapped his arm and pointed. Bright orange letters spelling out “Home Depot” against the backdrop of a tan building let him know they’d found their destination.

      An American flag billowed gently in the wind from atop the roof. Orange shopping carts lay on their sides in the parking lot.

      Johnny B. nodded to their left. “There’s the parking garage. I bet the poor fuckers turned to rotters while they shopped and left their rides parked below. There’s gotta be something good down there, something big to haul all our shit back.”

      Colin groaned. What a terrible idea. He was certain that all of the missing city zombies had made a cozy little nest within the parking garage and were just waiting to welcome them with bloody, bony arms.

      Something clanked loudly to the ground in a nearby alley. All four of them whirled around and pointed their weapons in the direction of the noise.

      Kennedy breathed a sigh of relief when she saw a scrawny dog tug on the carcass of another canine from behind a dumpster.

      Her muscles felt tight, especially around her shoulders, and she tried to relax them and stay limber. These folks relied on her. She had to keep it together.

      It had been extremely risky to go into the city, but it would have the supplies they needed in the amounts they required.

      And this wasn’t a major city. Those they avoided at all costs. With as few armed, capable people as they had, they didn’t stand a chance in the big metropolitan areas.

      She knew the places they could go; they’d all been mapped out already, and her crew didn’t deviate from them, at least for now. Until more of her people were trained to deal with the undead, they would just run small scavenging parties into the towns and less populated cities.

      They approached the east entrance of the garage, a massive gate blocking their entry. Kennedy squinted as she peered through the gate while Johnny B. and Grady watched for anything around them. Seeing no movement, she pulled on the lever to lift it. When it didn’t budge, she tried tugging on the gate from the rungs. It jostled noisily, causing Colin to look over his shoulder, his crowbar and gun still held out in front of him.

      “Well, looks like we can’t get into the garage after all,” he said with mock cheerfulness and turned away.

      Kennedy determinedly yanked on the gate again as if it would have magically unlocked since she last tried it. “I don’t like it any more than you, but this parking garage is huge and will likely have what we are looking for,” she answered.

      “This is the worst idea I’ve ever heard of in my entire life,” Colin replied a bit too loudly. Johnny B. swung around and glared at him, and Colin stared back, matching the ferocity in his eyes. “What are you looking at, you big, muscle-y meatloaf?” Turning to Kennedy, he pointed to the garage, his expression serious. “You guys go in there, and you are on your own.”

      Kennedy tried hard not to show any emotion. They needed his help, but she didn’t want to beg him for it. “The mission was to get in and out with what we needed and to do it as quickly and quietly as possible. If that means we have to go in through that garage, then that’s what we do.”

      “Then you can do it your damn self. I’m not putting my arse on the line for people I don’t know. Thanks for everything, Red,” he said with a tinge of bitterness.

      Kennedy froze. No one had ever called her that aside from her brother.

      Colin’s jaw clenched, and he gave her one more glance before walking away.

      Still stunned from hearing the nickname her brother always used for her, she watched him leave. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Johnny B.’s voice cut through her thoughts. “Eh, let the kilt-wearing leprechaun go. We don’t need him.”

      “He’s Scottish,” she grumbled.

      Johnny B. chuckled. “Same damn thing. He’s an asshole either way.”

      Frowning, she placed her hands on her hips. “And yes, we do need him. We absolutely do.”

      She knew she was at an impasse. She could either hold on to her pride and let him go, or set it aside and ask him to stay. One of those options wouldn’t help anyone.

      Holstering her weapon, she started jogging. Johnny B. and Grady looked at one another in confusion.

      When she caught up to Colin, she said in a low voice, “You can’t just leave.”

      He turned to her, flabbergasted. “You barely know me, and now you’re telling me what I can and can’t do? You American women are unbelievable.”

      She crossed her arms. “Maybe you just bring out the worst in us.”

      He rolled his eyes and kept walking. Dropping her arms to her sides, she hurried after him.

      “Hey,” she persisted. “You need us. What are you going to do, wander the country by yourself until Jesus decides your time is up?”

      With an exasperated sigh, he stopped. “You need me more than I need you right now. I don’t mind being by myself, alright? Been doing it since I was a wee lad, and I don’t see any harm in keeping it up. I’m a big boy; no need to babysit me, Red.”

      “Stop calling me that,” she protested, but her tone wasn’t convincing.

      Colin half-smiled. “Like ‘Braveheart’ is any better.”

      In spite of the urgency of the situation, Kennedy found herself returning the smile. “Look, I don’t know how you made it this far with just your precious crowbar, but you did. You know how to survive. You’re strong. And I’m not trying to flatter you; it’s the truth. The people I’m looking out for—most of them are weak. We got kids, elderly folks… a few little old grannies like you thought,” she added in jest before turning serious. “Lots of hungry mouths to feed, and even worse, we’re trying to do everything we can to keep them safe from both the zombies and those taking advantage of this shit storm. There aren’t enough of us to protect them all. We need you,” she emphasized, and she exhaled like she had just completed a daunting task. “There. I said it. Are you happy now?” She watched his eyes, gauging his reaction. When he didn’t give her anything, she looked defeated. “If you want to go, you’re free to do as you’d like. I’m just asking you to please reconsider. Please.” As much as she didn’t want to beg him, it certainly sounded like it had come to that.

      Colin stared at her long and hard for a moment. He hated dark places. The memory of those haunting white eyes staring up at him in the darkness of the old farmhouse still jolted him from his sleep. He stepped back and rubbed the back of his neck. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” He looked up at the sky in resignation. “As pesky as you are, American girls are damn convincing.” He cursed quietly then pointed at her. “Just promise me one thing.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Just promise me we’ll try to find a truck outside first.”
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      Mark awoke to warm sunlight shining in his face.

      He rubbed his eyes and stretched beneath the blanket which he’d somehow managed to roll around himself like a burrito. Sitting up and studying his surroundings, he was in a room lined with dark mahogany bookshelves filled with row after row of old-looking books. For a moment, he almost didn’t remember how he got there.

      Then it all came back to him.

      He had been alone for weeks, weeks upon weeks upon weeks, evading horror after horror in search of his mother and sister. The people in the group he’d come across the day before were the first ones he had actually considered joining. He always observed any strangers he stumbled upon for at least a day before deciding whether they were good or not.

      And so far, he hadn’t talked to anyone.

      There weren’t a lot of good people left.

      Mark had followed the trio and their happy dog, trailing them from a distance until he watched them get into a car and drive off. It had been a rainy day, lots of mud, and he’d easily been able to follow the tracks. After breaking into their large house through a window, he had found some food to satiate his hunger and then had wandered upstairs and fallen into a deep sleep in the study.

      He wondered if they’d returned.

      Barking downstairs answered his question.

      When he heard that, Mark scrambled out of the blanket and ran to the door. He bounded down the steps, not caring if he sounded like a herd of elephants.

      Wait for me! he wanted to scream.

      In his hurry, he collided with a woman turning the corner at the bottom of the steps. He grabbed her waist and clung to her for dear life.

      She stiffened and gasped, but Mark couldn’t bring himself to let go. He had nothing, no one. He was all alone in a world where monsters sought to devour him, and bad people wanted to hurt him worse than the monsters did. These people were all he had, despite the fact that he didn’t even know them.

      He squeezed her waist and began to cry. He was ashamed a boy his age would cry at all, but he couldn’t hold back. Once the tears started, it was as though the floodgates had opened, all of the trauma he’d experienced since starting his journey coming to a head. He felt a gentle hand on his head and another on his back, pulling him closer.

      When he was finally ready, he stepped away and wiped snot across his arm. A young woman with long brown hair stooped down to his level and smiled, but her eyes were very, very sad.

      His lower lip trembled, the tears threatening to spill again. It was the first time he’d had contact with a real human being in so long.

      There were also two men in the room. The older one came over and knelt beside her. His smile was comforting.

      “I’m… sorry I took your food,” Mark stammered, not really knowing the best way to start the conversation.

      “I’m Houston,” the stranger replied, holding out his hand for him. “You can have whatever you want. This is my girlfriend, Haven, and her brother, Brett.”

      “Hey, man,” Brett waved and walked over to join them. He handed Mark a granola bar and a small snack box of tuna and crackers. Mark took them hesitantly.

      “Don’t worry about the food. There’s plenty more where that came from.” The woman pushed her hair behind her ears. “Here, sit down.” She motioned for him to sit at the dining room table, and he settled onto a plaid chair cushion.

      He studied them for a moment before opening the snack box. The little plastic spoon within the box clattered to the floor, but he didn’t bother picking it up, instead using his fingers to scrape tuna onto the cracker and devouring it hungrily. He had gone without enough food for so long that he wondered if he’d be hungry forever, even when he was full.

      Between bites, he noticed the dog was in front of him, happily sitting on its haunches and licking its chops in anticipation. Even though he could have eaten twenty of those cracker boxes, he set aside a cracker with tuna and gave it to the dog.

      Haven smiled in spite of herself and let him get a few more bites in before asking, “How did you get here? Are you alone?”

      “I’ve been looking for my mom and sister,” Mark managed with a mouthful of crackers. He stopped chewing as his eyes welled up with tears again. Gritting his teeth, he reminded himself that he had just met these people; he didn’t want them to think he was a baby, so he fought hard to be brave, to be a man.

      Haven lowered her head, tears forming in her eyes. “I lost my sister, too.” Her eyes were red, dark circles under them hinting of many sleepless nights, and she looked exhausted and hopeless.

      He understood. He knew that feeling all too well.

      “What happened to her?” Mark asked tentatively.

      When her lower lip started to tremble, he immediately wished he hadn’t asked. He didn’t want to make her cry. She was too nice and too pretty. “I’m sorry...” he told her earnestly. Straightening in his chair, Mark felt a surge of excitement and purpose bubble up inside of him. “I can help you find her! I’m good at finding things.” He wanted to help her, make her smile again. But then his face fell, and he became embarrassed and uncomfortable. “Well, not really. I like to think I am, but I guess I’m not. I still haven’t found my family.”

      She looked down and took a deep breath.

      Interpreting her hesitation as a sign she didn’t want him to stay, Mark’s gaze flitted to Texaco, and he reached out and scratched the canine behind the ears. Staring up at Houston hopefully, he said, “My mom says not to trust strangers. But you have a nice dog, and I was thinking... maybe I could help you guys. I won’t eat too much of your food, and you won’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself. You won’t even know I’m here,” he persisted. “I won’t bother you or ask for anything.”

      Houston looked at the others, unsure of what to do. It was another mouth to feed, another responsibility. But more than anything else, taking in Mark presented the risk of growing to love him and then lose him suddenly, tragically, unfairly, and without warning. He watched Haven, how tender she was with Mark, in spite of suffering a terrible loss the day before. Her eyes met his, and she nodded, extending her hand.

      “Well, if you’ll have us, Mark, you’re one of the group now.”

      When the boy took her hand, Haven felt the corners of her mouth lift into a small smile, and the tiniest flame of hope flickered inside of her.
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        * * *

      

      Of course.

      Of course there were a billion useless orange shopping carts and dozens of practically new sedans, SUVs, and pick-up trucks, but not one bloody vehicle that met the impossibly high standards of his new companions. Colin had suggested a perfectly good SUV, one that was old enough to still be hotwired, but no. Kennedy gave him a look and told him he was being “cute.”

      Cute.

      Was that supposed to be a compliment, a commendation of his vehicle-picking abilities? The look she had given him didn’t make it seem like it had been. He’d always figured the term “cute” was reserved for babies and puppies. Maybe calling someone “cute” in America meant something different than it did in Scotland. He didn’t know. It wasn’t like he kept up with what the kids these days were saying anyways.

      He jabbed his finger at the SUV beside him once more, shooting Kennedy the best bewildered expression he could muster. Vehicles in the States were already massive, much bigger than most of the ones in Europe. He couldn’t imagine the quantity of what they needed that wouldn’t fit into the SUV and wondered if they were going to be feeding a refugee camp.

      She waved him off, complaining about how long they were taking, how the other half of the team would be waiting for them, worrying if they were alive, and perhaps worst of all, how her half of the team wouldn’t have even accomplished their end of the run.

      Before he had a chance to protest further, she took off in a jog beside Johnny B. and Grady to the parking garage.

      “How exactly are you going to open this thing?” Colin asked as he approached them. He shook the gate, still grumpy about having his seemingly brilliant find shot down. Jamming the crowbar into the lock, he tried to pry it open.

      Johnny B. pushed him aside.

      “We’re doing this the old-fashioned way,” the large man asserted as he raised his gun and aimed at the lock.

      “No, wait!” Colin warned, but it was too late. The crack of Johnny B.’s weapon echoed down the city streets.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Colin yelled angrily, shoving the man backward. “You’re going to bring every single one of those things down on our heads!”

      “Relax, man,” Johnny B. assured him dismissively.

      Colin clenched his fists. “You half-wit son of a bitch. We aren’t in the Middle East. Cool it with the fucking gun heroics.”

      “What the hell do you know about war? Leprechaun like you would never survive the shit we saw in Fallujah.” Johnny B. raised his hand and extended his middle finger.

      Grady stepped between them. “Come on, guys. Stop horsin’ around. Let’s get a move on.”

      “‘Horsing around?!’ What does that even mean?” Colin asked incredulously. “These are our lives we’re dealing with here.” Turning to Kennedy who was already yanking the gate up, Colin gestured to Johnny B. “You let him get away with this shit?”

      “Johnny is one of the best guys we have. We get in; we get out.” She stepped under the gate and started searching around them.

      “When we get back to whatever location you call home, we’re going to have a nice, long chat about your tactics,” Colin told Johnny B. sternly.

      The other man grunted and rolled his eyes.

      Colin paused mid-step in front of the underground concrete structure looming before him, staring hard at the place on the ground where the sunlight disappeared, and darkness took over.

      “You coming?” Kennedy called to him. He could see the shine of her eyes from where she stood in the shallowest depths of the garage.

      With a resigned slump of his shoulders, he bent down under the gate. Johnny B. waited for him to start moving then took up the back of their line.

      Colin held the flashlight given to him and waved it around in the darkness. The light bounced off the headlights of the vehicles still parked within. There were so many, most of them little coupes and sedans. He wondered what happened to their owners.

      It was impossible to miss the swath of blood streaked along one of the white concrete pillars, but he strained to see anything beyond his beam of light.

      There was a stray flip-flop on the ground a bit further away, bloody and discarded. Colin walked toward it hesitantly, putting the flashlight in his mouth so that he could grip his gun more securely.

      A half-eaten torso lay on its stomach. He stepped around it, giving it a wide berth. As he did so, the head of the body moved ever so slightly. Crusty, dried eyelids slowly opened. The creature’s mouth attempted to open and close, the noise emanating from it hoarse, but unmistakable as the relentless, hungry moan of the undead.

      Colin was starting to feel like they wouldn’t find what they needed here either and had only put themselves in a riskier situation that would yield no results.

      “I’d rather spend a day locked in a jail cell with you than Rambo over there,” Colin grumbled to the zombie. “That should tell you something.”

      He heard Kennedy’s light footsteps and turned to face her after he impaled the zombie’s head with the tip of the crowbar.

      “I found it!” she exclaimed excitedly. “We’ll have to unload it because it’s full of two-by-fours in the back, but it’s just the right size, and it’s old enough that we can still hotwire it.”

      They followed her to the far corner of the parking garage. A large, older model burgundy Ford F-350 was parked haphazardly between two pillars.

      “Yeah, this is exactly what we need,” Johnny B. said. “Four-wheel drive, strong V8 engine. Big enough to smash through any of the rotters if we see ‘em.”

      Colin rubbed his forehead tiredly. “That sounds like a great time.”

      Kennedy placed her rifle down and, along with Grady, began hauling the two-by-fours from the bed and setting them down in the adjacent parking spot. Johnny B. reached up and tried the door, finding it unlocked. He climbed into the cab and started to pull apart the dashboard to hotwire it.

      Colin tucked the gun into his belt next to the crowbar and went over to help Kennedy and Grady.

      “Hey, I got a joke for ya. How do you get a nun pregnant?” Johnny B. called out from the cab.

      Colin couldn’t help but roll his eyes.

      “And here we go,” Kennedy whispered to Colin. “Brace yourself.”

      “Dress her up like an altar boy,” Johnny B. finished. He chuckled to himself as he pressed wires together.

      Colin groaned. “Oh, for the love of God…”

      Grady grinned and shook his head. “J.B., is that all you did in the Marines, come up with shitty jokes?”

      Johnny B. stared at him wryly. “Okay, ‘Chair Force.’”

      “Chair Force, my ass. I was pararescue for the Air Force, putting two in the chest, one in the head of haji.” Grady held two fingers up to his head and mimed pulling the trigger. “I was yanking boys out of burning choppers while you were still suckin’ on your mama’s titty, son.”

      While they continued to banter about which branch of military was superior, Kennedy hoisted herself onto the bed to hand Colin a few more planks of wood. “I know J.B. comes off as a douchebag, and,” she paused, shrugging her shoulders, “come to think of it, he really is. But beneath that jackass persona, he’s got a loyal streak running through him like no one I’ve ever known.”

      “I hate to rain on your parade, but I don’t think that’s a front,” Colin responded dubiously.

      “His methods don’t always suit this new world, I guess, but he’s rescued a lot of people, and I know I can count on him to have my back. Grady, Jackson, and Johnny are my best guys.”

      Taking the last of the two-by-fours, Colin held out a hand for her as she hopped to the ground. “I’ll have to take your word for it because so far, all I see is a man-child jumping at every opportunity to shoot his gun.”

      “Says the guy who wears a skirt,” Johnny B. interrupted. “Yeah, asshole, I can hear you.” He connected the ignition wires, and the engine roared to life. “Bingo.”

      Colin gritted his teeth for what was probably the fiftieth time already that day. If he stayed around Johnny B. much longer, his teeth would be ground down to nubs.

      When they had unloaded the bed, Kennedy turned to them and put her hands on her hips. “Alrighty, gentlemen. Let’s go shopping.”

      They searched around the garage until they found the emergency exit leading to the hardware store. Johnny B. pushed open the heavy door, and they climbed up the stairwell two floors before finding themselves in a side entrance of the store near rows of light fixtures and doorknobs.

      The power had likely died weeks before. The only lighting they had emanated from the rays of morning sunlight beaming through the automatic doors at the front of the store. There wasn’t much left of the doors, just shards of glass clinging to the frames.

      Even though the place had clearly been looted, there were still countless rows of supplies, well-stocked shelves that seemed to go on without end. The hardware stores he remembered in Scotland weren’t anywhere near as big, but he considered that a negative. More space meant more room for zombies.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for back-up?” Colin asked. “This place is massive.”

      “We’ll be fine. Just stay alert,” Kennedy replied. She studied the signs above the aisles, mouthing the contents of each one. When her gaze landed on aisle eighteen to their left, she extended her hand to Colin.

      “What?” He raised his eyebrows quizzically.

      “We don’t use guns unless we absolutely have to. Only draws in more.”

      Colin gaped at her. “Yeah, your henchman really seems to abide by those rules.”

      “Your crowbar.” She opened and closed her hand impatiently. He handed it to her, still puzzled.

      She walked over to the metal shelving closest to them and swung her arms back, the crowbar raised high above her head. Even Johnny B. jumped a little when she slammed the crowbar repeatedly against the metal.

      “What the…” Colin murmured in shock. “You just rang the damned dinner bell.”

      Stepping back to the men, she returned the weapon to Colin, a somber expression on her face as she listened and waited.

      Colin looked down at the crowbar in his hands, feeling as though it was puny and useless against the onslaught that was about to come their way. He turned around until his eyes rested on something that caused his lips to curve upward.

      Racks of hoes, rakes, shovels, and pitchforks sat near the checkout counters. Colin strode over to them, feeling more confident, and pulled out a pitchfork, the clean, gleaming ends of his new weapon begging to be bloodied.

      But the ambush he was expecting never came. The zombies that did stagger down the aisles toward them were so brittle that they could have simply breathed on them and turned their bones to dust.

      Once they put them down, Kennedy pulled out shopping carts and pushed one toward each of them.

      Johnny B. shook his head and shoved his cart toward Colin. “I got something better in mind for my stuff.”

      Before he went off on his own, Kennedy reiterated that just because a rotter couldn’t walk didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. Apparently, some members of her camp had died because they hadn’t watched where they put their hands or feet.

      Sure enough, emaciated fragments of rotters were strewn all over, many of them mere torsos with shriveled up intestines dragging along behind them as they pulled themselves forward inch by inch in a pathetic attempt to hunt the new prey. A few feebly reached up to them as they passed by, their gaunt, starving faces contorted in expressions of permanent hunger. They dispatched them quickly, mercifully ending their soulless existence.

      The three of them stayed together or at least nearby, only an aisle or two apart. Colin found an aisle stocked with weed whackers, soil, mulch, and endless varieties of seeds.

      “What exactly are you looking for?” he asked Kennedy through the shelves separating their aisles.

      “Pretty much everything you can think of for a small indoor greenhouse.”

      Colin couldn’t lie—his curiosity was going to get the best of him. He was thoroughly looking forward to seeing their encampment.

      Placing bags of soil in the undercarriage of the cart, he started to wander down the aisle, tossing pouches of seeds into the cart as he moved along. He paused, bent down to examine his most recent selections, and took one of the packets out.

      Cucumbers were disgusting.

      He placed it back in a cardboard box and reached for more of the carrot seed packets instead. By the time he added watering cans, hand trowels and forks, garden hoes, and a pick axe, the cart was pretty full. He’d wanted a chainsaw, but when he proudly showed it to her, Kennedy gave him the same look she’d given him earlier that morning when he had shown her the SUV.

      “‘Evil Dead’ much?” she quipped.

      “I don’t know what that means, but chainsaws are incredible. Think about all the zombies you could mow down,” he said as he put it back on the shelf.

      “You’ve seriously never heard of it? Ash? Chainsaw for an arm?” She mimicked the action of fastening something to her forearm and waved it around.

      “Sounds stupid,” Colin told her nonchalantly, but inwardly, he was intrigued.

      “It’s more campy than stupid, but it’s classic American horror.” Kennedy gestured behind him through the shelves. “Grab some of those cucumber seeds.”

      “Not happening,” he responded resolutely. He started whirling around the pitchfork from his cart, doing so easily and naturally. Colin didn’t notice Kennedy watching him in admiration. “Cucumbers are horrible.”

      He was rounding the corner to another aisle full of plumbing supplies when he heard a distant beeping. Cocking his head to the side, he strained to pinpoint the direction of the sound, growing louder with each passing second.

      Colin turned around just in time to see Johnny B. drive by on a forklift, multiple bags of soil, pots, and other gardening items precariously placed atop the two metal arms. The forklift appeared once more when Johnny B. reversed it after noticing Colin.

      “Got something for you, sweetheart.” He tossed Colin a wide-brimmed straw hat with a pink silk flower on the side. “Thought it’d look real pretty with your eyes.”

      Colin threw it aside and pointed at Kennedy. “The man has a forklift. I never want to hear anything about my chainsaw being obnoxious again.”

      This got a hearty laugh from her, and Colin mirrored it, finding it contagious.

      An hour later, Kennedy surveyed their carts, each one piled high with supplies. “Let’s go load this stuff up, and then see how much room we have left.”

      “We can’t exactly take the stairs again,” Colin pointed out, looking dubiously at the contents of his own cart.

      “I know. I found the parking garage entrance that doesn’t involve stairs when I was searching for supplies. There’s a ramp.”

      He thrust a thumb over his shoulder at Johnny B. who was still riding around the store in his forklift. “Should we tell him we’re headed to the truck?”

      “Nah, he’ll be out soon enough,” Grady answered. “This is more fun for him than he lets on.”

      On their way out, Kennedy grabbed all of the plastic bags at a checkout counter. It wasn’t long before they had bagged most everything and unloaded their carts, strategically organizing their finds in the truck bed with enough room left over for whatever Johnny B. had collected.

      Colin had just finished closing the door to the tailgate when he froze.

      “Hey, who closed the gate after we broke in?”

      Kennedy was placing her rifle in the back seat, but turned her head at the sound of alarm in his voice.

      “Shit,” she muttered, yanking the rifle back out. “I’ll check. We have to open it up anyways. You two keep watch and wait for Johnny to get back. I’ll be waiting up there with the gate open and ready to go.”

      Colin shook his head. “I think I’d rather take my chances with you than with that psychopath.”

      Kennedy rolled her eyes and started running back toward the entrance of the parking garage. The light from her flashlight bounced up and down as she ran, casting eerie shadows along the concrete walls, but if she was scared, she didn’t show it.

      “This way,” she said as she rounded the corner onto the next level of the garage.

      Colin winced at the noise their boots made as they pounded against the ground, but running quietly was impossible.

      Suddenly Kennedy came to an abrupt halt. Colin skidded to a stop behind her, nearly pushing her forward. Somehow her hand managed to catch his arm, and her fingers dug into his flesh.

      As his eyes strained to focus, he could finally see what Kennedy had just noticed.

      Shadows resembling heads bobbed up and down in the blackness, moaning reverberating in the hollow space. The garage was no longer still and silent, no longer a peaceful tomb to the vehicles it held.

      Now the darkness was alive and ravenous, lethal.

      He grabbed Kennedy around the waist and pulled her behind one of the pillars.

      “Sshhh,” he whispered, pressing her against the column as he peered around the edge.

      The cacophony of moans grew in volume, and the pair focused on not making even the faintest of noises as the zombies drew closer.

      Kennedy shifted ever so slightly to raise the rifle pressed between them. The metal of the weapon clanked against the buckle on Colin’s kilt.

      She held her breath anxiously and looked up at him, the whites of her wide eyes glowing.

      They didn’t see us, they didn’t see us, they didn’t see us... Colin’s mind desperately repeated over and over again.

      When he heard eager footsteps shift in their direction and hungry wails heighten in rabid anticipation, Colin grabbed the rifle and stepped in front of her, firing into the crowd. The images captured in the muzzle flash were horrifying, illuminating the ghostly faces otherwise obscured in shadows and darkness.

      “I can’t see!” she yelled, her ears ringing as she shot as many zombies as she could with her handgun. Not enough bodies fell permanently.

      “To hell with this. Run!” Colin bellowed.

      Kennedy didn’t need to be told twice. Although shorter than Colin, she kept up with him with strong, determined strides.

      Without warning, an orange blur slammed into the creatures closest to them.

      The forklift easily impaled their soft, gooey flesh, lifting them off the ground as they flailed against the thick metal. Johnny B. whooped victoriously, hooting and hollering like a cowboy out of an old Western movie.

      The zombies followed the beeping forklift immediately, its bright orange color and flashing lights making it a more obvious target. Johnny B. jumped out of it, hitting the ground on his side, and rolled a few feet away from the horde. He leapt to his feet and took off alongside of Kennedy and Colin toward the truck. Like lemmings, most of the zombies continued to pursue the forklift, but many of them broke away from the hungry pack and chased the trio instead.

      Johnny B. was faster than the others, reaching the truck first. He hopped into the driver’s seat next to Grady, who had been providing cover fire from the truck, and the engine roared to life seconds later.

      Kennedy was running so quickly down the incline of the garage that she almost catapulted into the vehicle. Breathless, she grabbed Colin’s arm and yanked open the passenger door for him.

      “Get in!”

      “Ladies first,” he said gruffly, hoisting her up and then climbing in behind her and slamming the door shut.

      Vitiated hands smacked the windows as soon as the door closed, a rhythmic staccato of frenzied hunger.

      Johnny B. shifted the truck into reverse, then with a heavy stomp of his boot on the gas, navigated the vehicle backward, narrowly missing pillars and zombies.

      He swerved around the monsters as they trickled in from the entrance, the tires screeching, until bright sunlight greeted them, and they’d cleared the dangers of the darkness.
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      “Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty. We’re here.”

      Colin rubbed his eyes sleepily as Kennedy gently shook his leg to wake him up.

      The low rumble of the truck had lulled Colin into a deep slumber after narrowly escaping the dead-filled tomb of the Home Depot parking garage.

      He sat up slowly in the back seat.

      “Where are we?” Peering out the window, everything he could see was painted a sun-bleached, glaring white. He craned his neck to get a better view through the windshield. “Is this your camp?”

      “Arbor Oil and Fuel Supply. It’s a fuel storage terminal,” Kennedy told him, hopping out of the truck. “I’ll close the gate.”

      Colin opened the door and stepped out warily, watching Kennedy jog to the entrance.

      The storage terminal was enclosed within a tall chain-link fence with razor wire looped around the top. There were giant white tanks all over, rows and rows of them, tall as skyscrapers. The pavement was almost as white as the tanks, so blinding and reflective that he felt he was standing on the white sands of a beach staring into the sun.

      “What do you need this much fuel for?” he asked her when she returned to the truck.

      She took off her gloves and grabbed a bottle of water from the truck. Taking a quick sip, she tilted her head at him. “Patience is a virtue.”

      “Come on. You still don’t trust me?”

      “Takes longer than a couple of days to build trust.” When Colin gave an exasperated sigh, she tossed the bottle to him. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t.” When he was done, she threw the bottle back into the truck. “Plus I kind of want to see your reaction when you get to our camp. If I tell you now, it’ll spoil the reaction.”

      The chain-link fence rattled, and Colin shielded his eyes to get a better look. A group of zombies had congregated on the other side of the fence, growling and tugging at the metal like trapped animals.

      “Is it safe?”

      She nodded. “About as safe as it can be, at least every time we’ve been here. Luckily they don’t seem to be coordinated enough to climb the fence.” She walked up to the zombies and ran her hand along the fence, enticing the creatures to press their faces against the gaps in the metal. They lapped at the fence wildly while Kennedy flipped a knife in her other hand and began thrusting the blade into their skulls.

      Colin had to give her credit; the woman was fearless.

      The rumble of an incoming vehicle caused them both to turn around. A small orange and white tanker truck with a silver fuel tank on its chassis pulled alongside of the pick-up.

      Kennedy waved and cleaned the knife on her pant leg before making her way to the driver’s window. She tapped on the glass as the window rolled down. “Nice to see you again, Jackson,” she drawled. “Any problems?”

      A man about Colin’s age with blond hair and a thin, wiry frame, shook his head. Colin saw dog tags hanging around his neck and wondered if he knew Kennedy before the outbreak.

      “Nothin’ bad, but I did get one hell of a surprise,” Jackson told her.

      Kennedy leaned over the window, interested. “Yeah?”

      “So some of those assholes must have climbed up a ladder going to the top of the tank—who knows why, maybe to signal for help or get away from the rotters. Whatever the case, they turned while they were up there. And when they heard me at the bottom, they just started falling like rain. One landed right beside me while I was filling her up.” He patted the side of the fuel truck and started laughing. “I never jumped so high in my life.”

      Kennedy didn’t seem amused. “I should have sent J.B. or Grady with you this time. I shouldn’t have let you go out alone.”

      He waved her off. “Meh, they weren’t a bother. They were so smashed up by the time they hit the concrete there was pretty much nothing left. Just an explosion of bones and guts.”

      “I wonder why we didn’t see them the last time,” Kennedy mused. Then she looked to Colin. “Colin, this is Jackson. Former Marines like J.B. and me.”

      Colin shook hands with him. “So this is the ‘other half’ of your team?”

      Jackson puffed out his chest and grinned. “You’re looking right at him.”

      “Normally, we split up evenly,” Kennedy clarified. “This time we didn’t, and it won’t happen again.” She took out a pair of Aviator sunglasses. “Alright, let’s head out to Mitch’s. We’re losing daylight.”

      “Who’s Mitch?” Colin asked after they piled back into the pick-up.

      “A friend of ours,” Johnny B. said before starting the engine and handing Grady a map.

      “Trade post stop along the way,” Kennedy elaborated a bit more.

      They pulled up to the gate, and Grady hopped out to open it. Colin opened his mouth to warn him of the zombies on the other side of the fence, but closed it when he remembered Kennedy had gotten rid of them.

      Grady waited until the tanker truck had cleared the entrance before closing the gate once more and securing it with a heavy chain and padlock.

      “We don’t want anyone tapping into our supply,” she explained. She buckled her seatbelt and leaned back, stretching her legs. “The drive to Mitch’s isn’t too much further. It’s a pretty drive, worth seeing if you haven’t before.” She tugged her baseball cap down over her eyes. “There isn’t much beauty left in this world. You gotta appreciate what little is left.”

      The sun was beginning to set as they cleared the storage terminal grounds and got back onto the main road. Farmland stretched out for miles, a welcome sight. Colin hated cities, and their near-death excursion earlier that morning only solidified that hatred.

      He watched the tall, spindly towers holding the power lines pass by in a blur. As a kid, he used to want to climb the towers, excited that he might be able to see everything for miles, like a sailor in the crow’s nest of an exploratory ship.

      But now all that would be seen was a husk of the world as it slowly withered away. Maybe Mother Nature just needed a fresh start, to reset the clock, and this virus was helping her do that.

      Colin pondered this for a while until Johnny B. turned onto a dirt road. He saw a “No Trespassing” sign hanging precariously on a wooden fence. He noticed an old tire swing swaying gently in the breeze from a large oak tree. He saw a big red barn and even from within the truck, smelled the rich, organic, earthy scent of cow manure.

      “Is this where Mitch lives?”

      “Yep. Mitch is one of the good guys. Not many left nowadays,” Grady answered.

      Kennedy pulled her hair through her cap and yawned, turning to look behind them. The tanker truck jostled over the dirt road a few meters back.

      Johnny B. parked the pick-up in front of the red barn, and the tanker truck sidled up alongside them.

      Colin heard a steady thud approaching and saw a man wearing a cowboy hat galloping up to them on horseback.

      “There he is,” Grady announced.

      “Looks like something out of a John Wayne movie,” Colin remarked.

      Kennedy shrugged. “That’s what happens when you have a total shut-down of the world. Things start movin’ backward to how they used to be before we all had iPhones and Amazon.”

      “I never had either,” he admitted.

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Kennedy told him as she got out of the truck.

      Colin followed the group over to the barn and waited while Mitch dismounted and walked up to them, horse in tow.

      He greeted Kennedy and the others first, embracing them warmly. Mitch was in his fifties with light blue eyes and tan, weathered skin. His Wrangler jeans were worn and dirty, and the mud on them nearly matched the shade of his russet-colored cowboy hat. He studied Colin. “You’re new,” he said coolly. When Kennedy nodded her approval of him, Mitch took off a leather work glove and stuck out his hand. “Mitch Cannon.”

      “Colin MacConnell.”

      Colin gave him a small smile and looked around. There were cows everywhere, grazing about in blissful ignorance, not knowing that the world had gone to hell months ago. “Nice place you got here.”

      Mitch touched the rim of his cowboy hat. “We do the best we can.”

      Kennedy gestured to the fuel truck. “Let us know where to fill ‘em up, Mitch.”

      “Next to the house’ll do fine. Margaret and Jenny will be in there. Just knock on the front door. They know you’re comin’.” At this, Jackson hopped back into the tanker truck and took off in the direction of the large two-story house. Mitch tethered the horse to a fence post. “I got y’all’s meat salted and packaged up in the barn. Dried fruit and veggies, too. Should last you until your next trip down.”

      “We’ll start loading her up,” Johnny B. told Kennedy. He gestured to Grady, and they left for the barn.

      Colin’s eyes darted back and forth in confusion. Kennedy noticed. “Mitch gives us beef, chicken, any crops he can spare… stuff we can’t get anymore on supply runs in exchange for fuel to keep his generators running.”

      “How do you keep this whole place going by yourself?” Colin questioned in astonishment.

      Mitch chuckled. “Oh, it isn’t just me. I got my family here helping out. My daughters, their husbands, my son… even the grandkids do little things here and there, like feed the chickens. It keeps everything rolling and keeps folks busy. I think that’s the trick to maintaining your sanity these days; just stay busy.”

      Colin couldn’t agree more. He almost asked Mitch if he could stay on and help with the farm. The tranquil serenity of the landscape coupled with the necessity to be efficient and productive was a tempting possibility for him. He didn’t know anything about Kennedy’s “camp.” What if it was just a mess of tents in the woods, and he’d spend his days either freezing his arse off in the winters or battling mosquitoes and blistering heat in the summers? If he even lived long enough to see another season…

      He saw Kennedy staring at him in his periphery. Blinking a few times, he cleared his throat and met her eyes.

      She didn’t say anything, but her keen green eyes were perceptive. When Johnny B. and Grady returned, their arms filled with brown paper parcels, she moved toward the pick-up. She paused to rest a hand on Colin’s shoulder as she passed before opening the tailgate of the truck for her men.

      “It’s getting late,” Mitch announced. “It’ll be too dark to see anything on the roads pretty soon. Margaret’s surely got food ready. Why don’t y’all stay the night and head out in the morning?”

      The men looked to Kennedy. Johnny B. wiped the back of his neck and leaned against the truck.

      “That’s very kind of you, Mitch.” She nodded to the others. “Grab your stuff, boys. Let’s call it a night.”

      Colin followed them, staying behind a bit. He looked over his shoulder, watching the sun disappear on the horizon, yellows, oranges, and reds bleeding together as dark blue clouds began to dominate the sky.

      “Colin, you coming?” Kennedy called out to him.

      He grabbed his sleeping pad.

      “You won’t be needing that,” Mitch said, waiting for him. “We got enough beds and couches for all of y’all.”

      The two-story farmhouse was well-lit and welcoming. Laughter and chatter could be heard from the driveway.

      “How do you guys keep the zombies out?” Colin asked Mitch as they stepped onto the wrap-around porch. There was a swing and four rocking chairs covered in crunchy leaves, unused since the weather had gotten cold.

      “We have a decent fence surrounding the ranch, mainly to protect the cattle. The rotters are usually too dumb to get past it. We’ll find them tangled up in the barbed wire later. And someone regularly walks the perimeter, making sure there are no weaknesses in the fence or any rotters that snuck through. Came out in the morning a couple of times and found them feasting on our heffers.” Mitch rested his hand on the doorknob. The others were already inside, cheerfully catching up with Mitch’s family. “We do the best we can out here. Even though we are pretty secluded, it ain’t easy as the property is so large. Passed down from my grandfather. Sometimes they get past the fences, but not one—not one—ever got all the way to the house. And as long as I’m living, they never will.”

      Mitch opened the door and gestured for Colin to go ahead of him.

      Kennedy was standing by the kitchen table and smiled at him when he came in. To his surprise, Johnny B. was at the stove, helping two women with a roast chicken. He spooned the juices and spices from the pan over the top of the chicken.

      “Damn, Margaret. You sure know the best way to a man’s heart,” he told the older woman, pulling a morsel of chicken off and popping it into his mouth.

      Mitch wagged his finger at him. “Now don’t you go tryin’ to steal my wife!”

      “Or go eating all the chicken!” Kennedy added.

      Margaret blushed and pushed some stray hairs into a bun. “Who’s the handsome stranger?” she asked her husband before handing the younger woman a basket with rolls. “Jenny, put these on the table along with the butter.”

      “Colin,” the Scotsman said politely, reaching forward to shake her hand. His mouth watered as the delicious aroma from the basket wafted past his nostrils, and he licked his dry lips involuntarily. “You have bread and butter?”

      Jenny nodded with a dimpled smile, freckles sprinkled across her nose. “Don’t you?”

      Colin shook his head. He’d been eating granola bars and canned goods for as long as he could remember since leaving Haven and the others. His kilt had never been so loose before.

      “Where’s that nice accent from?” Margaret inquired.

      “Scotland, my lady,” he answered.

      “How wonderful!” Margaret responded enthusiastically. “Welcome to the U.S.! Wish you were seeing it under better circumstances.” She crumpled a napkin in her hand and frowned, but her face brightened when several more of the family came in to join them. They all introduced themselves to Colin and gathered around the big dining room table.

      “Let’s all say grace,” Mitch said, taking a seat at the head of the table and reaching for Margaret and Kennedy’s hands who sat on either side of him. Colin sat beside the redhead, awkwardly holding her hand. He had never been a praying man and watched as the others bowed their heads and closed their eyes before doing the same himself.

      “Lord, we thank you for the bounty you’ve provided us. We thank the hands that prepared it. We thank you for family and for friends, old and new.” Colin felt Kennedy squeeze his hand at this. “We ask that you rid the earth of this dark pestilence. Protect us, keep us from harm, deliver us from evil. To thine be the glory. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Colin found himself repeating. He let go of Kennedy’s hand.

      She handed him a basket covered in a checkered cloth. “Have a roll. No one makes ‘em like Margaret.”

      Colin cut a sliver of butter with his knife and spread it on the roll. The flaky golden crust melted in his mouth, and he closed his eyes, savoring each bite.

      Margaret came around and added a couple of slices of chicken to his plate.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Colin told her. “This is the best food I’ve had in a long time.”

      “Just you wait until dessert,” Mitch said. “We have some of the freshest, plumpest, sweetest blueberries you’ll ever taste. Jenny and Bea—my two girls—pick ‘em and then make cobblers. Now granted we don’t have sugar or other luxuries like that, but those blueberries are sweet enough on their own.”

      “Blueberry cobbler is my favorite,” Kennedy declared, holding her fork up. “Girls, we can’t wait.”

      “You sure you don’t want to come back with us?” Grady asked them.

      “Hell no,” Mitch replied. “Colin here is saying you guys don’t have bread and butter. Don’t sound too good to me.”

      “Well,” Kennedy explained, “Colin is new to our group. He hasn’t been to the camp yet.”

      Colin raised a brow at her. “So you do have bread and butter.”

      Kennedy took another bite of chicken and smiled smugly. “We got something better.” She winked at him.

      Mitch’s expression suddenly turned serious. “Heard something interesting the other day.”

      The way he said it made Kennedy pause, her food instantly forgotten.

      “You know I’ve got a few friends down the road. Farmers, like me, but on a smaller scale. They’re saying they heard on the ol’ HAM radio they might’ve found a cure.”

      Kennedy’s group gawked at him all at once.

      “What do you mean?” Kennedy managed first.

      “HAM radio?” Colin followed.

      After calmly wiping his mouth with a napkin, Mitch placed it on his plate. “A HAM radio,” he began patiently, addressing Colin, “is the best way to communicate when everything goes to hell. Great range if you have a good transmitter. You just need a license, but I got mine years ago before all this shit went down. Although I guess a license ain’t necessary nowadays.” He turned to Kennedy. “Don’t know how much truth there is to it. Might just be rumors, but I trust the folks I heard it from. They’re saying there’s a guy up north in West Virginia who found a cure.”

      “Could be a trap,” Johnny B. murmured as he took another helping of chicken and a roll. “Ain’t no way they found a cure.”

      Colin pensively shoved some crumbs around on his placemat. “Is he saying he can bring people back? After they’ve turned?” His thoughts immediately went to his father, and he felt a burst of hope.

      Shrugging, Mitch sighed and lifted his hands. “Guess anything’s possible with the good Lord’s mercy and grace. Next time I see my friend, I’ll ask. But he mentioned the broadcast was calling for families to bring loved ones who’d recently been infected, but hadn’t yet turned.”

      Colin’s shoulders slumped, as if he’d been deflated of any remaining optimism.

      Mitch shifted in his chair to face Kennedy. “Might be something worth lookin’ into if you can spare folks.”

      Kennedy didn’t respond, knowing there was no one to spare at the moment.

      Margaret reached out and touched Kennedy’s hand, breaking the silence. “Well, we just think so highly of what you and your boys are doing.”

      Kennedy nodded appreciatively. “Thank you, Margaret.”

      For the next two hours, they sat at the table laughing and carrying on, stuffing themselves until they felt constricted by their waistbands. By the time they finished eating dessert, there wasn’t one crumb left on the glass casserole dish.

      Even though he laughed along with them, Colin wondered how they could stay so upbeat in times like these. Luckily for them, the Cannon family seemed to have evaded the brutality stemming from the outbreak.

      Later that night, as Colin lay awake on a sofa in the den, reflecting on all he had lost in just a matter of months, he found himself saying a quick prayer, as foreign as it was to him, that Mitch and his family would continue to be spared so that there would still be a few good people left in an otherwise miserable world.
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        * * *

      

      They left the Cannon farmhouse early the next morning, Kennedy, Colin, and Johnny B. in the pick-up, and Grady and Jackson in the tanker truck.

      Margaret had packed them breakfast, a meal of bacon, biscuits, a small jar of blueberry jam, hard-boiled eggs, and a glass jug of milk.

      Colin sat in the back by himself, enjoying the extra space to stretch out and savor the feast before him before it was back to granola bars and canned food.

      Suddenly the truck jostled about, causing the spread of bacon and biscuits Colin had carefully laid out on a napkin beside him to bounce off and land on the floor mat, and the hard-boiled egg to roll underneath the seat in front of him. “Hey!” he yelled at Johnny B. “Watch where you’re going!” He tried to pick up the remnants of his breakfast, but they were covered in dirt.

      When he felt the truck come to a complete stop, he looked around in bewilderment. “I don’t get it. I thought you said you had a camp or something,” he grumbled, disappointed. All he saw was forest and endless trees.

      Kennedy smirked. “Eyes to the front, Braveheart.”

      Colin squinted and leaned forward to get a better view through the windshield.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Colin had never seen anything like it before.

      A behemoth train sat idly on the tracks, glimmering like a shiny silver snake in the sunlight.

      It wasn’t just a camp.

      It was salvation on wheels.

      “I’d say it’s a little better than tents and gardening grannies, wouldn’t you?” Her green eyes were bright with amusement.

      Craning his neck so he could see it all, he finally turned to her, mouth agape.

      She shrugged nonchalantly, but she couldn’t conceal the pride in her voice. “We do this pretty regularly actually. One of our folks here mapped out some locations not too far from the tracks to find large quantities of fuel. It’s the same process each time we stop—we have our little tanker truck that we keep parked close to the tracks and get the diesel, hop into the vehicle we normally leave at each stop and snag some supplies, come back to the train, and move on to the next place. The goal is to keep moving, to never stay too long at any particular stop. The rotters can’t touch us and it allows us a lot of freedom of movement.” When Colin didn’t respond, she gave him a lopsided grin. “You can pick your jaw up off the ground now.”

      “Here I was thinking you were just going to lead me somewhere and take advantage of me,” he quipped.

      “Who said I wasn’t?” She laughed when his eyes went wide.

      When they got out of the truck, Colin slowly walked up to the train with cautious steps as though his mind was playing tricks on him, and there was really no train at all, like a mirage in the middle of a desert. “I still can’t believe this beast is real. Where did you find it?”

      “That’s a story for another day.” She gestured over to several people headed in their direction. “Now for the fun part. Roll up your sleeves and hold up your skirt. Time to load her up with what we found. As good as she is about keeping us safe, you can hear her from a way off, so the rotters start congregating pretty fast when we stop.” She pointed to the top of the train where a handful of men were pacing back and forth with unusually long spears in their hands. A couple of them held up binoculars, shifting from one vantage point to another.

      He looked back at Kennedy and was stunned to see she had her gun pointed at him.

      Colin retreated in shock.

      When she pulled the trigger, he almost pissed himself.

      He shut his eyes, preparing to feel the hot lead penetrate his body and slice up his insides. The pain never came, and he opened one eye carefully. Kennedy was calmly checking the area. Whirling around, he saw a zombie sprawled out behind him.

      “You’re welcome,” she said.

      “Your guards suck,” Colin told her, slightly embarrassed. He should have heard the zombie creeping up from the woods, but he was too busy ogling the train. He side-stepped over to Kennedy, making sure his ankles were out of reach from the fallen zombie. It looked dead dead, but one could never be too careful. Her earlier advice about the crawling ankle biters hadn’t been forgotten.

      She glanced at him. “I thought you were a ‘seasoned’ survivor.” She made air quotes with her fingers.

      “Sorry, I was a little busy staring at your apocalypse train.” He counted the number of cars it hauled. “How much fuel does this thing need? I feel like you’d constantly be filling it up.”

      “A hell of a lot, that’s how much. The way we were doing it before was really inefficient. We would have to hotwire a bunch of pick-up trucks and fill them up with big containers of fuel. With a train this big, we’d sometimes have to make multiple runs back and forth. It got risky, especially with so few actually trained to fight rotters and not many to stay back and guard the train. But things are changing for the better.”

      “How so?” Colin asked.

      “We’ve been on the hunt for a tanker truck for a long time. We’ve seen some here and there, but it wasn’t until we got to the refinery that we found one.” Colin ran his hand along the steel and bits of fading paint of the locomotive as she spoke. “We keep it parked in the woods, pretty well-hidden, and just grab it when we stop here. Then we don’t have to hotwire pick-ups and make a bunch of trips to fuel this baby. We can send a team in the tanker to get fuel, and then another team to get supplies—cuts down on time and manpower ten-fold. I’m hoping to triple the number of runners I have now so that Grady, Jackson, and Johnny don’t have to go out every time. I need them here, too. Hardly anyone on the train has had defense training. If we had more space and the means to do so, I’d love to start teaching them.” She sighed. “But this is where we are at right now, and we are going to make the best of it.”

      He admired her optimism. Their eyes met, and Kennedy gave him a small smile.

      She started walking back to the train, then shot him a look over her shoulder.

      “I hope you’ll join us for good. We could use someone like you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey. Drop what you’re doing, and come over. I want to give you something,” Kennedy called out as they hauled in the last of the supplies from the truck. A couple of passengers were sorting through everything as they brought each load to one of the cars near the front.

      Colin wiped the sweat from his brow, leaving a long smear of dirt along his forehead. His clothes were filthy, and he was certain he reeked to high heaven. But the last hour had been good for him. He was so focused on the work that he didn’t have time to think about much else.

      “Give me what?” he asked her.

      “The grand tour. You’ve earned it.” She gestured for him to follow her to an eight-foot ladder on the side of the first car.

      He looked at her questioningly.

      “Too tired?”

      Grunting, he grabbed ahold of the ladder and made his way up. “If I can get up that blasted billboard, I can do just about anything.”

      “As long as you have your lucky skirt on,” Johnny B. interjected, handing Colin’s crowbar up to him.

      “For heaven’s sake, it’s a kilt, man,” he insisted, snatching his weapon from the Marine and knowing it was futile to protest.

      Once he was on the fourth step, he crossed over onto a narrow corridor that led to a room with more switches and gauges than he could count. An older man, likely in his late sixties, had a flashlight in his mouth and was bent over gadgets and gears Colin had never seen before.

      “Afternoon, Tucker. I hope we aren’t disturbing you.”

      The man looked up and stood, nodding to Kennedy when she came in. “No, ma’am. Just checking on the circuits to make sure she’s ready for our next adventure.”

      “Colin, meet Tucker, our resident engineer.”

      The man wiped his palms on a dirty rag hanging from his belt and shook the Scotsman’s hand firmly, genuinely. “Welcome aboard, Colin. We’re glad to have ya.” The skin around his eyes crinkled deeply as he grinned at him, lines from years of laughing and living a full, happy life. Somehow in this new world riddled with sadness, this man was able to channel the joy from his old life and reflect it to others. Colin realized he liked Tucker immediately.

      “How’s about a tour for the newcomer, sir?” Kennedy asked him.

      Tucker took his baseball cap off his head and held it with both hands, his thin, gray hair matted down with sweat. “Anything for you, ma’am. Well,” he began, “this here is where I spend most of my time. You can see all the buttons and levers and such. Each one does something unique to keep her running.”

      Colin studied the colorful buttons on the control panel. “As a kid, I always wanted to sound the horn.”

      Tucker chuckled. “That’s right, son. Nothing like the sound of a train comin’ down the tracks. But unfortunately, I can’t let ya do it. It’s pretty loud and attracts lots of attention, ‘specially from our undead friends so we just use it in case of an emergency.” Colin nodded in understanding. “Everyone who lives on this train knows if they hear the horn, there’s trouble. Means time to get into lockdown mode.” Tucker motioned to the entry way of the car. “The horn is hardly the best part of the train though. Come on, son; I’ll show you around.”

      Colin didn’t want to appear too interested, but the kid in him was absolutely ecstatic. Before his parents divorced, they would spend two weeks each summer in France, Switzerland, and Italy, hopping from country to country by train. While his mother couldn’t stand being cooped up in such restricted quarters, he and his father would explore every nook and cranny. On one trip, his father became friends with the conductor who graciously offered to introduce Colin to the engineer. Much to his delight, he’d even let Colin take over the controls for a couple of minutes. It was one of his favorite memories from his childhood.

      The fact that Kennedy had managed to wrangle a home for so many people from an actual train scored her some major bonus points.

      But he couldn’t tell her that yet. Didn’t want to come off as too excited about joining their camp.

      The first car on the tour had been completely gutted of seats, leaving stockpiles of ammo, clothes, canned food, and various other goods in their stead. Boxes of winter clothing took up one corner, but most of the room was packed full of non-perishable food.

      Colin tapped a box and heard what sounded like uncooked pasta rattling around in the cardboard. His stomach growled loudly, and he cleared his throat to try to conceal it.

      “This cabin is guarded at all times.” Just as Kennedy said it, Colin noticed that a guard was posted outside of the car as they made their way to the next one. “Supplies are precious. I’d like to trust everyone on this train, but people aren’t their normal selves nowadays. It’s a necessary precaution to make sure no one takes more than their fair share.”

      The next five cars housed the passengers. Some were actual sleeper cars with eight separate cabins per car and a bathroom located at the end that also had a small shower. Colin wondered if the showers worked. After food, scraping the layers of grime off his body was at the top of his priority list.

      Other cars had been cleared of seats, much like the supply car, and had cots and improvised bedding to include sleeping bags, mats, cushions, thin blankets, and pillows in rows. These cars almost reminded him of mini refugee shelters. People sat on the bedding and looked up at him when he walked past, but their expressions were forlorn and haggard.

      “We have enough space to house a hundred passengers comfortably,” Kennedy explained as they made their way past the lodging cars. “The train can hold more, but it’s different when they’re actually living on it versus sitting in a seat taking a trip somewhere. And we keep finding new survivors. We want to help as many as we can, but it’s already cramped, and those who don’t have a cabin don’t like it much, as you can see from their faces.”

      Colin remembered how he’d always wanted to live on a train; he couldn’t understand why anyone would be less than thrilled for the same experience. He scratched his head, reminding himself once more to curb his bubbling boyish enthusiasm. But regardless, he thought that the passengers who complained should simply be grateful they were on a giant metal beast like this with Kennedy and her crew to protect them from the undead.

      “We keep a couple of cabins open for families so they can all stay together. It’s rare we find more than one survivor at a time, but every once in a while, we get lucky and come across a family,” Tucker told him. “In the near future, we’re hoping to rig up some additional cars to this train and make more room, but we haven’t gotten around to it just yet. It can be pretty dangerous if you don’t have enough manpower and the know-how. Say, you don’t happen to know anything about trains?”

      “I know that I love them,” Colin replied in earnest. “But beyond the basics, can’t say that I do. Wish I did.”

      “Damn. Well, we’ll find someone eventually.” He nodded at Kennedy encouragingly.

      She put a hand on his shoulder. “Until then, you’re doing a great job keeping the old girl running. So,” she continued, turning to Colin, “in the meantime, we are going to gut out some more passenger cars and turn them into makeshift housing. I’d rather have the space than the seats. No one really sits on this train with all the other passengers like they did in the pre-rotter days. People just want to be left to themselves. We try to minimize the space for storage so that we have more room for survivors.” Her face brightened. “Luckily for you, you’ll be sharing a cabin with Jeremy Higby in the third sleeper car. He’s on guard duty right now, so I’ll introduce you to him later. He came up with the idea of spearing the rotters. Sharp kid; you’ll like him.”

      Tucker laughed heartily. “Ah, I see what you did there. ‘Sharp’ kid. Spears. You get it, Colin?”

      Colin felt a wash of different emotions all at once. At first, he was grateful to have an actual cabin and not a cot jammed in with countless others. Immediately after, he wanted her to reconsider, to place him somewhere away from everyone. Alone. The last time he got close to someone, it ended poorly. Haven’s face flashed into his mind, and for a moment, he forgot his eagerness for the train and wanted nothing more than to be off of it.

      “Thanks for offering me a cabin, but I’m fine sleeping in one of the seats out there.” He didn’t make eye contact with her and shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other.

      Kennedy studied him, watching his expressions change from excited to anxious to downright uncomfortable. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen a metamorphosis of emotions flit across his features.

      Kennedy recognized the look of loss well, the permanent kind of loss where you didn’t get a chance to say a proper goodbye and then had to live with the realization that you never would.

      She hoped that after death, a place existed where she could be reunited with the family that had been taken away from her too soon… that she would be able to tell them how sorry she was for not doing more.

      Colin had lost, that much was certain, but this was a loss that tortured him, as if what he lost was still out there, and he couldn’t find it.

      Or maybe he had left something behind that was meant to be lost.

      Kennedy shook her head, chiding herself for psychoanalyzing someone who was practically a stranger to her. He could deal with whatever emotions he had as long as he checked them at the door before going out on a rescue mission. They couldn’t afford to be distracted out there.

      “I keep all of my able-bodied people in the cabins so they’re well-rested,” she insisted firmly. “I don’t want someone going out for supplies worn out, not only failing to keep his ass safe, but those of his team. And since you’re one of those able-bodied folks, you’re sleeping in a cabin. It’s not negotiable.”

      “Trust me when I say that’s the best option,” Tucker whispered to him. “Those other cars with the cots stink.”

      Colin shrugged. There was no point in arguing. And in any event, he had a feeling Tucker was right.

      “So what exactly do your ‘able-bodied’ people do?” Colin asked them.

      Kennedy held up three fingers. “There are three different categories passengers fit into on this train, and each one is valuable in its own way.”

      Tucker guffawed. “Lord knows she doesn’t take to slackers.”

      Kennedy nodded in agreement. “I want to help everyone I can, but at the same time, it takes a lot to keep this mission going. So unless you’re sick, you’d better be pulling your weight in some way.”

      “She’s even got the old folks helpin’ out. Lettin’ them teach the little ones,” Tucker added.

      Colin approved of this. “There’s a lot you can learn from those old folks.”

      “Absolutely. They’re just as important as we are. I like to think that everyone on here can bring something unique to the table.” She leaned against a window and lifted her forefinger. “Category one, or Team Alpha, as I like to call them—you are out with me and the boys getting supplies. You are hitting up suburban homes, towns, and cities. You are heavily armed. You take no shit.” Tilting her head slightly, her gaze wandered over Colin’s body appreciatively. “You fall into that category.”

      Colin straightened and crossed his arms, his chest puffing out a little. “Makes sense.”

      His eyes wandered to something behind Kennedy, the slightest of movement at the base of the window. He moved closer to her, laid a hand on her hip, and gently nudged her aside. He stepped back when he saw bloody fingers reaching for them, mottled fingertips with broken nails skimming across the glass.

      “That,” Kennedy rapped on the window gently, “brings me to the second category—Team Bravo,” she elaborated with a smile. “You saw the people on the top of the train with the long spears, right?” He nodded. “Well, whenever Team Alpha goes out for supply runs, the train stays put until they get back. Being as trains are pretty noisy, they draw a big crowd from our rotters fan club, so Team Bravo walks up and down the top of the train and gets rid of them without having to get close and without needing to use a gun.”

      Colin was confused. “I thought the zombies… rotters… couldn’t get onto the train.” He leaned over to the window and eyed the creature with suspicion, but it was so far below them, it didn’t have a hope of reaching the window with enough force to break through.

      “In theory, once everything is all locked up and secure, they can’t. The windows and doors are too high off the ground without some kind of platform. But at the same time, if we have a massive horde piled against it, or worse, blocking the tracks, we could be in trouble. So we try to take care of them as soon as they get close enough for one of those spears to jab them in the head.”

      “Like I said earlier, you can hear the train from a way off. And because we move pretty slowly to conserve fuel, we sometimes get a bit of a… following,” Tucker went on.

      “A ‘following?’” Colin’s tone was skeptical. “Even if you moved at a bloody snail’s pace, this train would easily outpace those things.”

      “You know how we picked you up?” Kennedy questioned. “We were on a supply run. We do those regularly. Every time we do, we have to stop for a bit. And all the rotters that have been following this mobile Happy Meal finally catch up to us. Sometimes it’s just a small group, and sometimes it’s a decent-sized horde. While Team Alpha is out, Team Bravo handles the rotters that make it to the train.”

      Tucker pointed above them to the ceiling of the car. “Ya hear that?”

      Colin listened, the sound of heavy boots clanking against the metal roof drawing closer.

      “Watch,” Kennedy instructed.

      Colin observed in fascination as a long wooden spear jutted down swiftly. The grisly fingers disappeared from the window, leaving a streak of blood in their wake. The tip of the spear flashed past the window as it came back up, clumps of blood and hair stuck to its sharp edges.

      “Pretty cool, don’t ya think?” Tucker watched the spectacle proudly as if he was seeing it for the first time.

      “Yeah, I’d say so,” Colin agreed, equally impressed.

      “Team Bravo is made up of our able-bodied folks who don’t have hand-to-hand combat or weapons training, but are still capable of defending the others. Now that we are setting up the train to be a long-term solution to house survivors, I want to start holding trainings for Bravo so we can move them up to Alpha.”

      She pushed away from the window and started walking again. “Team Charlie is the last group, basically the remaining people on the train who aren’t necessarily equipped to deal with the rotters, but can still pick up other useful tasks to keep everything running efficiently. As Tucker said, the elderly help take care of the kids and hold a daily ‘school’ session for them. We don’t have too many seniors left. Hard for them to survive out there. But the ones we do have, we take good care of them and try to make them feel like they have something to contribute, something to keep them busy.” Kennedy smiled wistfully. “Also, it’s a real treat to have them around. Once they die, all their history, their stories, everything they lived through, goes with them. We enjoy learning from them, and somehow, they keep us sane, reminding us of all the struggles this country has gone through and how it still managed to get back on its feet time and time again.”

      He hadn’t known Kennedy for very long, but his instincts told him that her heart was in the right place. There was no doubt in his mind that she loved her country, wanting only to save it from this scourge and reclaim its greatness again. Colin couldn’t know for sure, but it was likely the rest of the world was drowning in the outbreak just like the States. As he listened to Kennedy talk, hearing the passion in her voice, he felt a pang of regret that he wasn’t in Scotland doing the same.

      “We also have a few cooks, and when I say that, don’t get excited,” Kennedy quipped, cutting into his thoughts. “We’re not serving up five-course meals like the Ritz. It’s nothing fancy, but it keeps us alive. Then we’ve got a weekly roster for a rotating cleaning crew, and finally, people who keep tabs on our inventory and figure out the best way to use our resources. Accountant types.”

      None of that sounded fun to Colin, and he was thankful to be on Team Alpha.

      “Now on to my most favorite car of all,” Kennedy declared. “You wanted to know what all of the supplies from Home Depot were for?” she inquired as they crossed over the last of the sleeper cars.

      “Ah,” he answered and nodded slowly in the affirmative. “The mystery of the gardening supplies. Yeah,” he added in jest. “Yeah, I’d really love to know what you needed them for since I nearly got my arse bitten off because you wanted to turn me into a flower-potting granny.”

      “Ain’t it great?” Tucker chimed in behind him. “Home Depot used to be my favorite.”

      “If I never get to see the inside of another Home Depot again, I don’t think I’ll have any regrets about it,” Colin replied, ruminating on their adventure in the parking garage.

      The car they entered next was entirely different from any of the other ones he had seen, and he was taken aback by its cheerfulness. Sun streamed in from the glass domed ceiling with a thin panel of lights running through its center to keep it well-lit at night.

      Colin turned in a semi-circle to take in his surroundings. The views surrounding them were positively breathtaking. He could see the landscape fully, the trees, the sky, a glistening blue lake sparkling so majestically that it was almost as if it had been sun-kissed with diamonds.

      Kennedy began walking backward like a true tour guide and gestured around. “This is the observation car. It gets lots of sunlight, and for the winter, it’s pretty much our only hope of growing food. We have a limited supply of multivitamins, but they can only do so much, and there aren’t enough for everyone on the train. When spring rolls around, my goal is to use whatever we grow in here to jumpstart gardens at each of the stops we make with the train. Picture this: ten or more hidden gardens near the train, ripe and ready for us to harvest so we don’t have to hunt for as many supplies in zombie-infested towns and cities. So all of those bags of soil, the seeds, the tools… all of that will hopefully provide us with a better long-term way to feed folks good, healthy food.”

      It all made sense to Colin now, and he felt badly for complaining the whole time they were on the supply run. “This is incredible.” He stared at Kennedy, truly awestruck. “You came up with all of this by yourself?” She was already a genius for using a train as a mobile camp for survivors. But to improvise it so that they were actually growing and sustaining a food source while moving? She was bloody brilliant.

      He noticed her blush a little at the compliment. “Well, I can’t take all the credit—”

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Tucker interrupted, holding up a hand to stop her mid-sentence. “It was one hundred percent her.”

      Kennedy shook her head, still smiling, her cheeks almost as red as her hair.

      Tucker glanced from her to Colin and back again, his lips curling into a huge, wordless grin.

      “We’re going to take some plastic water bottles and fasten them to little poles, filling ‘em with water and sticking them upside down into the soil. That way the plants stay irrigated, real gradually, and we don’t waste water. Did I mention you could take showers here, too?”

      “Seriously?” Colin blurted out. He was so impressed with the ingenuity and intricacies of train that words befuddled him.

      For once, things seemed to be looking up.

      “I mean, there’s a roster, and you are limited to one shower a week, but it’s better than nothing. In fact, it ain’t so bad at all. We’ve even got a little kitchen that cooks up hot meals.” Tucker rubbed his hands together. “Speaking of, it’s getting close to dinnertime, and I need to make the announcement over the loudspeaker. But we’ll finish up this tour right quick. Wouldn’t want to miss showing you my favorite car, for obvious reasons.”

      “Tucker here has a real good appetite. Gotta keep an eye on our rations with him around,” Kennedy joked lightheartedly. She motioned for Colin to go ahead of her before following the men to the next stop on the tour.

      The surprises kept coming.

      Moments later, Colin found himself in a car that almost looked like it came from another era.

      Dark cherry wood panels lined the ceiling just above thick drapes tucked back neatly from the windows. There was burgundy carpeting, unlike the passenger and sleeper cars they’d passed through before which had rather uninviting metal flooring, and although it was old and stained and faded, it added a certain warmth to the room. There were tables on either side of the aisle, and each had four wood chairs with patterned upholstery. Small old-fashioned lamps rested above the window in front of each table, casting a cozy glow.

      He felt like he was walking into a fancy restaurant from the early twentieth century.

      “I know what you’re thinking. This car doesn’t exactly fit in with the rest. I don’t know how this one didn’t get updated like the other dining cars I’ve seen in my time, but for whatever reason, they kept it as is. I’m sure they re-did the carpets, but for the most part, the wood paneling, and even the lights, are the originals.” He leaned against the entryway. “I’m full of old, useless facts now that it’s the end of the world and all, but dining cars became a commonplace addition to long-distance trains in the eighteen-hundreds. Before that, it was pretty depressing. You’d have to grab a bite in transit at some cruddy little railroad stop, maybe get some coffee, stale bread, and cold beans. Sounds real tasty, don’t it?” Colin chuckled along with him, but as hungry as he was, the idea of bread and beans didn’t sound too terrible. “By the late eighteen-hundreds, elegant fine dining became synonymous with eating on a train. You could even get lobster—can you believe that? Nowadays, Amtrak and the likes of them don’t offer too much in the way of five-star cuisine. You walk up to a metal counter, get some chips and a sandwich that’s been sitting out for too long, maybe a can of soda and a cup of ice. Things have really changed.”

      Colin happened to look out the window in time to see several zombies shambling in their direction, hands extended in vain as the train began to move forward.

      “Aye, they sure have.”
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      Griffin wiped his brow and closed his eyes.

      It was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do, and he would never forgive himself.

      His hands were covered in blood, and when he looked down at them, holding them out in front of him, his eyes began to water.

      He quickly picked the knife back up from the counter and scraped the chopped meat off the tray and into the pot on the stove.

      “Griffin?”

      He turned around and saw his wife standing there.

      She stared at his hands blankly. Her eyes met his.

      “Got us a deer in the woods, Mary.”

      She went to him and hugged him, not caring anymore that his hands were bloody. “Oh, thank God!” she breathed. “We’ll finally have something to eat.”

      Griffin’s arms hung limply at his sides. He didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth.

      “I’ll go set the table and tell the others. They’ll be so excited, especially Katherine. She needs the protein, with the baby coming and all.”

      Mary scurried out of the kitchen, her thin body suddenly electric with anticipation.

      Griffin watched her leave. Her jeans were held up by a belt, a belt that had needed more holes punched into it as of late. His whole family was starving right before his very eyes, and he couldn’t take it anymore.

      So he had done the unforgivable because there was no more time to do anything else.

      For most of his adult life, Griffin had prided himself on being prepared. He and Mary always canned fruits and vegetables, had bags of rice and beans at the ready, and kept livestock, including pigs and chickens, on the property. They even had a well.

      When it came to weaponry, Griffin had several handguns, an AR-15, and a shotgun. The only thing he felt he was missing was a good watchdog. Poor Cooper, their fifteen year-old Golden Retriever, was nearly deaf and was so kind-spirited, Griffin doubted he’d be much use even if they needed defending.

      While he had never expected that a bizarre infection would be the end of humanity, if anyone was slated to survive something like this, it would have been Griffin.

      What he hadn’t prepared for was the capacity in people to do evil to others.

      During the first week, Griffin and Mary watched the news every day, sometimes for hours at a time, wondering when the gruesome stories of outbreaks were going to dissipate. They had two daughters who lived with their husbands further north in the city. Griffin wanted them to come to the farm where it was safer than the city, but both girls refused, assuring them the virus was isolated to the major cities alone and would soon be contained.

      By the second week, Griffin was calling his girls multiple times a day, begging them to get to the farm as quickly as possible.

      It was in this second week that he saw the first of them.

      One of his neighbors across the street decided to drive into town to get supplies. Several hours later, Griffin watched him pull onto the dirt road leading to his farm. The man’s truck was swerving erratically until he crashed into a tree, crumpling the hood and totaling the vehicle.

      Griffin had run out to help him, but the man was already dead. He tried to call 9-1-1 to have someone come retrieve the body, but the line was constantly busy, so eventually, he gave up. Since his neighbor didn’t have any family, Griffin took it upon himself to bury the man on his farm near Griffin’s property.

      The next morning, before the sun had crested the horizon, Griffin was stirring in his bed, his tired limbs stiff from slumber. His feet bumped against old Cooper who slept soundly at the foot of their bed.

      Griffin had just thrown his legs over the side of the bed when he saw something that made his blood run cold.

      He would never forget it.

      Just outside his bedroom window, his neighbor stood with his face pressed against the glass. Blood and dirt had nearly concealed his features, but there was no mistaking who it was.

      Griffin panicked, thinking he’d accidentally buried the man alive. Barely dressed, he ran outside to apologize profusely and help, but the neighbor viciously lunged at him, gnashing his teeth just inches from Griffin’s flesh.

      Then he knew.

      The chaos had finally reached them.

      With one hand outstretched and one keeping the undead man’s snapping jaws away from his face, Griffin grabbed a nearby stone and smashed in his skull.

      He buried his neighbor again, this time making sure the man wouldn’t pay them anymore surprise early morning visits.

      That afternoon, the phone lines went down for good.

      He and Mary drove themselves to near madness wondering if their daughters were alright.

      A couple of days later, Griffin decided it was time to go into the city and conduct a rescue mission. He packed up the car with two days’ worth of food, guns and ammo, and even old Cooper, and kissed Mary goodbye.

      Griffin had always been prepared. He was an Eagle Scout after all. He thought he was doing the right thing by leaving Mary home, that she was safer at their rural farm miles away from the closest town, than out with him to find their daughters in the tumult of the city.

      But he hadn’t been prepared for what was coming.

      While he was gone, there was a different type of visit, not from a dead man, but instead, from marauders who broke into their home.

      Mary, knowing she couldn’t fight them off, hid under the bed in the guest bedroom. When she emerged hours later, all of her jewelry, their television, and their food supplies were gone. The canned soups and fruits and vegetables and bags of rice and beans… all of it, gone.

      She crawled back under the bed and waited there, not knowing if the thieves would return, or worse, if her husband and daughters were still alive, if she’d ever see them again.

      Two days later, she heard the familiar rumble of Griffin’s old truck in the driveway and was overjoyed to see that her husband had returned, along with their daughters and their husbands and another married couple who was good friends with her eldest daughter.

      Even though Griffin was angry with himself for leaving Mary in such a potentially dangerous predicament, it had ultimately been a worthwhile mission. He’d found his daughters hiding in the same apartment, terrified and hungry, but otherwise unharmed.

      When he assessed the damage done by the looters, he was upset to see the front door had been ripped off its hinges, leaving them vulnerable to anything or anyone wandering by. Immediately, he marched out to the shed in the back and within a short amount of time, had sealed off the opening with spare boards and nails.

      The bandits could have the television and jewelry—none of that would be worth a dime soon enough. But he was devastated to find the kitchen and pantry stripped of nearly everything they’d been counting on to survive.

      They still had the livestock and well water, but with the extra mouths to feed, Griffin began to worry. One of his daughters was also pregnant, and he wondered how a baby would ever survive this horrible new reality.

      Not even three weeks later, the pigs disappeared, and a month after that, the only thing left in the chicken coops were feathers, blood, and severed chicken heads. He thought he’d made the coops raccoon-proof, but there were some fierce storms leading into winter, and the coops had likely been dislodged during one of them, allowing the raccoons to sneak under and shred the poor chickens to bits.

      While they still had the well, they were out of food. Griffin raided his dead neighbor’s house and wrecked truck, and that bought them a couple of extra weeks.

      He went into town with his daughters’ husbands three times, but the undead were beginning to trickle in from the city, and it was becoming harder and harder to keep the farm safe. It didn’t take long before it was impossible, even life-threatening, to make the trek into town.

      He tried hunting, but was lucky if he came back with a squirrel or two. It was as though all of the animals had gone into hiding.

      One day, while rummaging through the attic for supplies, Griffin discovered a small box of MREs he’d forgotten about from a decade earlier. They’d already gone bad, but they couldn’t afford to be picky. Food was food. But there weren’t enough MREs for everyone, and they found themselves splitting two MREs a day amongst the eight of them.

      Griffin couldn’t even remember the last time he fed Cooper.

      He’d never been so scared in his life.

      When his pregnant daughter began to show severe signs of malnutrition, Griffin realized he had to make a choice.

      So today, he took skinny old Cooper to the woods, deep into the forest, away from the eyes of his family.

      He gave Cooper one final hug, cried as the dog licked his face and lapped up the tears, completely unaware of what was about to happen, and only wanting to comfort its owner.

      Then Griffin took his knife and plunged it into Cooper’s neck, severing the dog’s spinal cord.

      Cooper gave a high-pitched yelp of pain, just as a passing train roared by on the tracks running parallel to the forest.

      And then it was over.

      In his grief, Griffin didn’t register the train.

      He numbly scooped up Cooper and brought the dog to his work shed, skinning and hacking the body into pieces.

      He buried the fur and inedible bits behind the shed and brought the meat into the house.

      Griffin’s eyes were still red when Mary walked in to start a pot of tea.

      When everyone came downstairs, drawn to the scent of cooked meat, Mary proudly recounted how their father had killed a deer and excitedly directed everyone to take their fill of the feast before them.

      Mary spent a good half hour that afternoon looking for Cooper. Griffin lied to her and said that perhaps the dog had run off in search of a meal. Everyone was worried about the pet’s whereabouts, but Griffin assured them Cooper was a smart dog and would be just fine.

      That night, Griffin locked the bathroom door and sobbed. As he lay on the fluffy bathroom rug, thinking about what he had done, he suddenly remembered the train he’d heard in the forest.

      Simultaneously, he felt elated and heartbroken all at once.

      If he had just waited one more day…

      But the deed was done, and there was no undoing it. The only solace he had was that his family would not go to bed hungry tonight.

      And while Griffin lay there, the gears in his mind beginning to turn, he started to come up with a plan.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of weeks had passed since Colin’s arrival. The train had navigated up the east coast, stopping just before Washington, D.C. before heading south again.

      They would avoid the larger cities, like D.C., Philadelphia, and New York City. Each was already lost, undoubtedly swarming with undead, an impassable, festering necropolis.

      It was a pity. The cities would be full of supplies and in bulk quantity, exactly what they required. And there were certainly pockets of survivors who needed help. Colin could tell it kept Kennedy up at night knowing those things. But sending her people out to scavenge for supplies and survivors was a death sentence. It would be a long time before those places could be ventured into once more.

      The train was without question the safest place, the passengers impenetrably ensconced within steel, out of reach from the diseased teeth and nails of the zombies. Kennedy didn’t just want it to be a mode of transportation though; she wanted it to be a form of sustainability and growth.

      In a few days, Colin was already recognized as a valuable member of the group. He was strong and creative, always figuring out a way to do something more quickly and efficiently than how it had been done before. Many misinterpreted his inability to sit around and idle as a tireless work ethic, one that was much needed on the train, when in truth, he stayed busy to keep his thoughts diverted from what he’d lost.

      The day after he arrived, he began unpacking and sorting all of the supplies from the Home Depot, preparing everything for the garden that would be set up in the observation car. Colin didn’t know much about gardening, but since no supply crews were going out, he had nothing better to do.

      His enthusiasm piqued the curiosity of a few other passengers who wandered by the car, and before long, he had a small team of volunteers. Most of them were women who spent more time ogling Colin as he worked on the garden, appreciating his sweaty biceps and dirt-stained, calloused hands, than actually contributing anything useful. Colin didn’t notice or care either way; losing himself in his work was his goal.

      When Tucker wasn’t in the locomotive, he tried to give Colin tips and pointers on how to lay the soil, which plants needed the most light, or how far to space the seeds in the dirt. He and his wife had kept a garden before the outbreak, and it was something he had been looking forward to growing in his retirement. Tucker was also extremely resourceful and, with Colin’s help, put old tin cans, wood pallets, and PVC pipes to good use as containers for vegetables and herbs.

      During his first day on the train, Colin remembered Kennedy handing Tucker a sunny yellow chrysanthemum. It had looked a little wilted in its green plastic pot after the cramped drive back to the train from the Home Depot, but it still managed to bring a huge smile to Tucker’s face. Colin thought he had even detected tears simmering along the rims of his eyes, but he’d been too enamored with the train to reflect on the exchange any further.

      One day, he would ask him about it.

      He was becoming more and more grateful for Tucker’s presence, his guidance, and his positive, down-to-earth candor. And the older man was skilled in many areas, not just keeping the train running and gardening. He spent time a bit of time each week teaching the children basic survival skills, and he always ended the lesson with an adventure-filled story from his service during the Vietnam War.

      In just a short amount of time, Colin began to feel a closeness to the older man, a father-son bond, and that likeness made him want to grow close and pull back from Tucker at the same time.

      He didn’t want to lose anyone else.

      Colin wiped his hands on his jeans.

      Yes, jeans.

      He quickly learned that gardening in a kilt was not at all practical, especially in front of a group of sex-deprived women.

      “Alright, ladies, it’s dinnertime.” Several groans emanated from the females, clearly unhappy that their daily ritual with the handsome Scotsman was coming to an end. “Thank you again for all of your priceless assistance,” he said with a gracious smile. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      Colin returned to his cabin to change out of his dirty clothes and freshen up, then went to the dining car. His stomach growled as he grabbed a tray, and he realized he’d forgotten to eat lunch that afternoon. He quickly handed his plate to the man on the other side of the counter who was busy serving everyone food.

      It was then that a young woman with long black hair sauntered up to him. Colin stepped back, feeling his heart jolt from the shock of her appearance. She was one of the women who regularly joined the others in the observation car when he tended to the garden, volunteering to “help,” so this wasn’t the first time he’d seen her.

      But each time he did, he had the same reaction.

      The dark hair… Colin blinked a few times, realizing that aside from her hair, she looked nothing like the woman he still loved.

      Her eyes were icy and blue, full of something Colin vaguely registered as desire. He had seen that look countless times before, from dozens of women. It was all the same, an itch that needed to be scratched, a void that needed to be filled.

      The one woman he wanted, the one who made him want to revert from all of his old ways, the one he knew it would be different with, would forever be with someone else.

      “Hi.” Her lips parted and then closed, puckering slightly as one corner lifted in a sly smile. She was young, early twenties at most, probably sitting in a college class daydreaming about what she would be wearing to her sorority’s social that night, when the outbreak hit.

      “Hi,” Colin replied blandly. “I’m sorry…” he began. “Who are you?”

      “Jess,” she said, pouting the tiniest bit when he didn’t remember her. “We met a couple weeks ago, and I’ve been helping you ever since then. With that garden thing.”

      She paused for effect, tilting her head to the side so that her hair fell into her face a little, causing her to push it back slowly, seductively. She wanted him to notice her hand in her hair, the way she ran her fingers through it. She knew what she was doing, and before, he would have taken the bait.

      It was nothing new to him, of course. He had seen Jess in so many other women; beautiful and alluring, but nothing more.

      “You can sit with us over there.” She pointed to a table with another young woman sitting there who instantly waved at him, sandy blonde hair, the same look in her eyes. “Amanda and I would love to eat with you.”

      Colin gritted his teeth and forced a smile, waving uncomfortably. In the past, he would have had a witty one-liner, something smooth and suave he was sure would yield a desirable response. In the past, it would have gotten him more than just dinner. And in the past, Colin could have had both of them if he’d wanted.

      Now he didn’t want that anymore. He was ruined, suddenly feeling naked and vulnerable as he stood in the middle of the car. His appetite gone, he started to set his tray down, wishing for nothing more than to be far away from Jess and Amanda.

      Someone cleared her throat behind them.

      When he turned, he saw Kennedy, and he found her gaze searching his, sympathetic curiosity swimming amidst the pools of green.

      “Thank you for being so hospitable, Jess,” she said, stepping between them. “But Colin will be eating with me tonight. I need him to brief me on when we can expect to see the fruits of his labor—and yours, of course—in the garden.”

      Jess frowned, not looking at Kennedy, but instead running her eyes over Colin as though she would devour him whole.

      “Thanks again, Jess.” Kennedy took Colin by the arm and reached for another bowl, filling it with canned chili and snagging a couple of apples before she led him to a table at the back of the dining car. She settled into a seat across from Colin, adjusting the firearm at her side before taking a big bite from her apple. “I think you’re quite a hit with the ladies.”

      “Must be the kilt,” he muttered and rubbed his eyes tiredly.

      That bed in his cabin was calling his name. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten a decent night of sleep. Either he’d slept with one eye open in case he had to fend off zombies, or his thoughts drifted to Haven and how much he missed her, how impossibly alone he felt without his best friend by his side.

      “Is it true?” Kennedy started, then stopped herself.

      “Is what true?”

      She shook her head and sealed her lips. “Never mind.”

      He gave her a sideways glance. “You might as well ask it.”

      Waving him off, she turned away. “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Do I wear anything under the kilt?” he finished for her.

      Kennedy looked about as red as the chili in their bowls. “That wasn’t what I…” Her voice trailed off. “It must be the kilt, you’re right,” she added, quickly shifting the focus. “You’re just a regular ol’ piece of man candy, I reckon.”

      Colin wrinkled his eyebrows at her. “‘Man candy?’”

      “Yeah. Man candy. You’ve never heard that expression? Means women think you’re hot.”

      Shaking his head, he answered, “Oh, I’ve heard that term before. For that hairless Bieber kid and the skinny, sparkling guy from those vampire movies I’d rather kill myself than watch. There’s no way I’m getting lumped in with the likes of them.”

      Kennedy tilted her apple in his direction. “I’ll agree with you on that. I never thought much of them either. If I dated a guy like them, I feel like I’d have to defend him if we ever got jumped or something. They’re toothpicks.”

      Colin chuckled and ate a spoonful of chili. Finding his appetite restored, he eagerly took another bite, much more at ease with Kennedy over Jess.

      “I ever tell you how I found this old girl?”

      When he shook his head, she leaned back. “I’d crossed a couple state lines after I left Texas. Johnny B., the boys, and I had just gotten to Alabama when we found her sittin’ pretty on the tracks. We were barely staying ahead of a horde so it was a good hide-out. Turned out we weren’t the only ones who thought so. Two girls, sisters, had been hiding on her for some weeks, along with Mr. Tucker, who was taking care of them. Luckily for us, he just so happened to be good with trains. It’s what he did his whole career,” she explained. “With only three of them, they hadn’t been able to get fuel, so they were using up their supplies and gettin’ desperate. Tucker didn’t want to leave the girls unprotected to go out, and by himself, at his age, there’s no way he would’ve survived a fuel run. It was a win-win for both of us since we had the manpower to get the fuel, and they had the guy who could get her running.”

      Colin toyed with his spoon, dragging it along the sides of his bowl. “Tucker is a great man.”

      Kennedy reached across the table and touched his hand. Colin was surprised by it, but didn’t pull away. “Thank you for everything you’re doing, what you’ve done so far. You’re just what we needed.”

      Her face looked tired then, and her shoulders slumped a little. Colin watched her for a moment. Even though he didn’t want to be on the train with all of those strangers, another part of him wanted to help Kennedy and lift some of the burden off of her as she struggled to keep everyone safe.

      “Don’t mention it. Anything you need, you just have to say it.”

      She smiled at him gratefully. “A better future can be foraged from the skeletons of the past. We’re going to build a new world, and it’ll be stronger and braver than anything this country has ever seen before.”
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      Brett sat at the kitchen table and handed Mark his last remaining granola bar.

      Mark looked at it with an uncertain expression on his face, as though he didn’t want to take it away from him.

      “It’s okay, bud. You have it.”

      “But… won’t you be hungry?” Mark asked hesitantly.

      “Nah, man. I’m not hungry. I had a big breakfast before you woke up,” Brett lied. “Here.” He nudged the bar to the boy and patted him on the back.

      Houston glanced at him. Brett hadn’t eaten hardly a thing in the past two weeks, and he sure as hell didn’t have a big breakfast earlier. In fact, there had been no breakfast at all. Making sure the kid had enough in his belly, Brett continued to give much of his rations to Mark.

      Unfolding a map he had found in the glove box of the Jeep, Houston spread it out on the kitchen counter and began to highlight highways on the wrinkled paper.

      Brett noticed and came over beside him. The dark circles under his eyes stood out starkly against his pale skin. “So what’s the plan?”

      “Well, I think if we can take these back roads, we should be able to get to West Virginia without a problem.” He assessed the remaining cans of food on the counter. “We can grab some stuff tomorrow before we head out. We’re running low, that’s for sure.”

      Houston had certainly tightened his belt as of late, but Haven and Brett were looking downright gaunt, losing their sister undoubtedly the culprit. And with another mouth to feed, they had been going through their rations faster than usual. Supplies were getting harder to find, and he was starting to wonder if they’d run out of homes and stores to raid in the nearby area.

      Although a city meant more supplies, Houston dreaded the thought of going into Columbus, knowing it would be overrun with zombies. Surely there were other places they would come across on the drive to West Virginia.

      “We’ll stop each day before it gets dark, find a safe place to rest our heads.” He folded up the map and set it beside the cans.

      Mark chewed his granola bar thoughtfully. “Good. I don’t want to be out when it’s dark. They always find you.”

      Houston ruffled Mark’s hair. “Don’t worry about that. Hey, how about you help Haven pack up her stuff so we can head out soon?”

      The boy nodded and scooted out of his chair, running upstairs to Haven’s room.

      Haven slept during the day, only coming out at night to clear the property of undead. Houston wanted to go with her, even though he was exhausted and needed sleep, but Haven insisted she would join him in bed later. He knew he had to give her space and let her grieve in her own way, which involved hacking zombies to pieces, but he was terrified that she would do something reckless. He couldn’t sleep until he heard their bedroom door open and felt the mattress shift slightly from her weight. And thus far, each night, she did come back, just as she promised.

      Mark knocked softly on the door. “Haven?” He turned the knob and slowly opened the door. “It’s me, Haven.”

      She was facing away from him, the comforter tightly wrapped around her body so that only the top of her head showed.

      “Houston asked me to help you pack. We’re heading out tomorrow to go to West Virginia.” He looked around, unsure of what to do or where to start. Usually when he went on a trip, his mom packed his stuff. “I’ve been to West Virginia before. Not a lot of people. Houston’s mom and dad’s house sounds really cool. He said it was built on the side of the mountain. That would keep us safe from zombies for sure.”

      Mark paused to breathe after attempting to fill the awkward silence with nonstop chatter. “I miss ice cream.” It sounded ridiculous, but it was the first thought that popped into his mind.

      He was surprised to see her turn and face him. “Which flavor?” she sniffed, wiping her eyes.

      Mark sat down on the corner of the bed and contemplated this. “Mint chocolate chip. That’s the best one, obviously.”

      Haven propped her head on her hand. “Maybe we can make ice cream one day. It isn’t hard.”

      Mark’s eyes grew wide. “Really? Can we do it tonight?”

      Haven looked doubtful. “We probably don’t have all the ingredients we need. I think we just have salt.”

      He made a face. “Salt? That’s sounds disgusting.”

      “You never made ice cream in school, like in science class?” When Mark shook his head, she continued, “Well, you haven’t lived then. You only need a few ingredients. Milk, sugar, vanilla, ice, and salt. You put it all in a Ziploc bag, add the ice, and sprinkle a little salt over the ice. Then you mash it together until the milk turns into ice cream.”

      “Whoa, that sounds awesome. Except for the salt part. I don’t like when people put salty stuff on sweet things. Like donuts with bacon,” he emphasized, trying to sound very matter-of-fact. “My mom brought some home once, and they were gross. I mean, I love bacon, but not with a donut!”

      Haven smiled a little. “What about salted caramel ice cream?”

      “Salt on caramel?” he repeated incredulously.

      “It’s delicious. Don’t knock it until you try it, kid. And you might change your mind someday. It’s an acquired taste. Like Swiss cheese. Or avocados. I hated them growing up. Now they’re some of my favorite things.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “You’re weird.”

      Haven swung her feet over the edge of the bed and wiggled over until she was beside Mark, their feet dangling back and forth in unison. She looked down at him, feeling something again.

      He beamed at her, big, innocent, hopeful eyes and a contented smile.

      Somehow, this sweet boy reminded her of Faith, and for a moment, the crushing sense of sadness in her spirit seemed to dissipate.

      “I tell you what,” she offered finally, holding out her hand. “You help me pack, and someday soon, I’ll find out a way to make you ice cream.”

      Mark grinned at her and shook her hand with enthusiasm.

      “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Showers were limited to once a week, not to exceed five minutes. By day three, Colin usually started feeling a little ripe, and by day five, his skin was crawling.

      But he wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. The fact that they could take showers, even just one a week, was tremendously appreciated and made everyone feel a little more human.

      Tucker had constructed a clever way to collect rainwater by fixing wood panels to the top of car that housed the shower. The panels narrowed into a funnel-like drain which emptied into a storage tank. The water wasn’t always fresh, since it had to be recycled after each use, but it got the job done.

      Colin signed his name next to his time slot on the roster hanging from a plastic hook on the door outside the shower. He walked in and placed his clothes and towel on the plastic blue seat jutting out of the wall. Pulling his shirt over his head, he caught a whiff of the fabric and made a face. He had been wearing the same change of clothes for the past few days. Folks got clean sets of clothes the same day their names came up on the shower roster, but since day four, he had been eagerly anticipating the freshness of newly washed cotton on clean skin.

      He finished taking off his clothes and got into the shower. It was so tiny that he couldn’t even turn around without his shoulders jamming against the cramped confines of the stall. Beneath the detachable showerhead, there was a handle to hold on to in case the train lurched unexpectedly.

      Colin turned the water on, jumping in surprise when icy water spewed from the hose, but decided not to wait for it to warm up since he wanted to savor every moment of his much-anticipated shower.

      He let the water run down his body, his hands splayed in front of him on the wall, watching the build-up of dirt from days of planting and tending to the improvised greenhouse wash away and swirl around the drain before disappearing. He reached for the bar of grimy-looking soap haphazardly sitting on the discolored plastic rack hanging from the showerhead holder, making sure to rinse off the bar before using it.

      His muscles were sore, and he was tired. He massaged his shoulders and leaned against the wall of the stall, willing himself to relax and revel in the simple luxury the shower provided. His eyelids drooped just a little, and he rubbed them sleepily before finally shutting off the water and stepping out onto the cold plastic floor, fumbling to see through the steam for his towel.

      He had just pulled it out from under his clean change of clothes, leaning over carefully to ensure the new set of attire didn’t fall to the wet floor, when the door swung open.

      “Sweet mother of God!” someone yelled in a thick Texan accent.

      Colin turned around so quickly that he somehow managed to knock the clean clothes off the plastic seat into a small puddle where his feet had just been and whack his head on a shelf above the seat.

      It was Kennedy.

      “Oh, um…” he mumbled, immediately throwing the towel over his lower half and cinching it tightly around his waist with his fist. For the first time in his life, he felt incredibly embarrassed to be naked in front of a woman.

      She stared at the ground, shielding her eyes. “I am so sorry! I didn’t think anyone was in here. The roster said your five-minute spot was over, and I just assumed… I had no idea. I am so, so sorry, Colin.”

      He must have stayed longer than five minutes and not realized it. “It’s my fault. I lost track of the time.” Colin mustered up the courage to look at her.

      She was wearing a white towel, and her rich red hair fell over her shoulders and down her back. It was the first time he had seen her with her hair loose and not in a ponytail or under a baseball cap. She looked surprisingly… attractive.

      “I am so sorry,” she repeated, still not daring to make eye contact. “I should have knocked.”

      “I should have locked the door. It’s my fault, don’t worry about it. I should be the one apologizing to you for having just seen me… well, you know, in my bloody birthday suit.” He ran his hand through his hair, making sure not to let go of the towel around his waist. “Shit, this is awkward, isn’t it?”

      “I’ll come back later.” Kennedy turned and started to hurry back the way she’d come.

      “No, no, I’m done.” Grabbing his clothes, holding everything including his shoes tightly against his chest, he then edged past her. “Well, um… enjoy your shower.”

      “You, too,” she replied without thinking before darting into the bathroom and closing the door. She hastily shifted the lock to the other side until the letters on it showed “Occupied.” Then she groaned and put her hand over her face. “‘You, too?’ Nice one, K.”

      Colin practically jogged back to his room, his cheeks on fire. Luckily for her, Kennedy’s room was right next to the shower stall, but he had to get through two cars in just his towel before he arrived at his own cabin. And right now was the dinner rush, so everyone was making their way to the dining car like a stampede of wild buffalo. He received several strange glances from most passengers, as well as a few approving head-to-toe gazes from some of the women, but he refused to look at any of them, drowning in his shame.

      After what seemed like an eternity, he got to his room, hurriedly shutting the door behind him. He was oddly out of breath, his heart pounding so loudly he could almost hear it in the silent openness of the cabin.

      Frowning as he put on his clean, but very damp, clothes, he sat down on his cot and decided that instead of facing the other passengers, and worse, Kennedy, he would just as soon enjoy a meal of chewing gum he had in his backpack and call it a night.
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        * * *

      

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you lived in the middle of nowhere,” Houston remarked as he steered the Jeep along the open country road toward downtown Green Acres. They had gotten an early enough start that mist still floated along the surface of the pastures they drove by.

      Haven was curled up in a ball in the back seat with Mark, her face resting against the window. She didn’t want to leave the farm, but she knew they had to; Houston had sacrificed so much to find her, not knowing if his parents were even alive. He’d put her first, and he had stayed at the farmhouse until they found Faith.

      It was only fair to head to West Virginia now, but it didn’t make it any easier to accept the realization that she would most likely never see her home again or visit her sister’s gravesite.

      She tilted her head up slightly so that she could see the old farmhouses.

      Everything looked so different now.

      Haven remembered when she used to drive from her grandmother’s into town, how the little farmhouses along the way seemed so cozy and inviting. She could easily imagine a sunny kitchen filled with rich aromas of apples and cinnamon and freshly baked pies, a kindly-looking woman with a ruffled apron beckoning her to sit and enjoy a slice with ice cream on the side and a cool glass of milk to wash it all down.

      She recalled the days when the fields teemed with life, workers tending to crops, heavy machinery plowing the land.

      At one point, she’d envisioned moving out of the city and raising a family with Houston on farms just like these.

      Now, the fields were becoming overgrown and forgotten, the houses on them scorched by fire and withered down to skeletons of what they once were before the outbreak. Many of them had boarded-up windows, but few of the barriers were still intact, instead hanging flimsily off to the side, leaving an easy entrance for thieves and zombies alike. Once or twice, Haven noticed a shadow dart across from within when they passed.

      Sometimes, small clusters of people could be seen wandering through the fields, torn clothing and uneven gaits. When they heard the engine of the Jeep, their faces would snap up in their direction, slack jaws and vacant eyes.

      Haven felt like they were looking into her soul.

      Glancing in the review mirror, Houston looked from Haven to Mark. The boy was bundled up from head to toe in an oversized jacket that nearly swallowed him whole. Texaco lay across both him and Haven, pink tongue panting happily.

      Then he saw it.

      “What the—?” Houston blurted out, involuntarily slamming on the brakes.

      Everyone swung forward. Mark scrambled to grab Texaco so the dog wouldn’t collide with the back of Brett’s seat.

      Brett spun around in a panic. “Survivors!”

      A white pick-up truck was behind them, closing the distance between them rapidly.

      Houston slowed down a little, but didn’t pull over. He narrowed his eyes at the vehicle, the sun brightly beaming off its surface. Although it was white, blood was splattered across the hood. From what he could see, there were two men in the cab, and he could make out a few more sitting in the bed of the truck.

      His heart pounded against his chest, and he inhaled a deep breath to calm his nerves. A part of him wanted to talk to them, to see if they had any supplies they could spare, to find out where they’d come from, to figure out the roads to avoid en route to West Virginia.

      But as they neared, he noticed something else that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

      Several severed human heads were fastened to the grill of the truck.

      “Houston,” Haven warned, her voice raspy. She’d seen the same thing he had. “Don’t slow down,” she whispered.

      Mark propped himself up to get a better look at the truck.

      “Mark, stay down,” she said sternly. She hoped he hadn’t already caught sight of the decapitated heads, imagery that would certainly add to the horrors of what he’d already seen.

      But then again, anyone who had survived this long was bound to have nightmares for the rest of their lives.

      Brett looked at her and readied his Glock. Houston leaned forward and pulled the revolver from his belt and held it out of sight below the window.

      The truck whizzed past so suddenly that it startled all of them. The men in the bed of the truck clambered to their feet and whooped and hollered at them, waving their rifles in the air.

      Texaco protested loudly, barking and leaping from Mark’s lap to Haven’s.

      The men stared at them as they yelled. Their gaze was fixed on Haven, and one of them elbowed another and grinned.

      Then the driver stepped on the accelerator, and in a matter of seconds, their boisterousness dwindled down to a buzz that barely carried on the wind.

      Haven exhaled loudly and slumped in her seat. Mark popped his head over the armrest from where he had been hiding on the floor of the truck.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking to each of them for a response. “Why didn’t they stop?” He sounded very concerned.

      “Don’t worry, buddy,” Brett responded. While his words were encouraging, his eyes were cold and untrusting. “They probably had families they were headed back to, people they had to take care of,” he added, feigning cheerfulness. “So,” he offered, changing the subject and removing the magazine and ejecting the chambered round from his handgun, “let’s test how much you learned about the Glock yesterday. Show me how to load it?” He was trying hard not to frighten Mark, who blissfully proceeded to demonstrate what he’d learned, the truck quickly forgotten.

      Houston’s jaw was tight. He squeezed the steering wheel until his knuckles were white and then turned on the stereo. Country music from the CD player filled the Jeep. He twisted up the knob that controlled the volume, then reached back for Haven’s hand, feeling slightly comforted as she wove her fingers through his.

      Her palms were sweaty, but she didn’t let go.

      The road forked ahead a little later. Houston checked the map folded in the cup holder beside him and veered right.

      “Let’s hope they went the other direction.”
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        * * *

      

      “There’s one on the left, car two!” Jeremy Higby shouted to Colin.

      “I got him,” the Scotsman called back, switching the spear from his left to right hand as he jogged over the tops of cars five and four.

      The zombie was on the side of car three by the time he got to it, eagerly watching him with white eyes and black pupils while slamming its bloody hands as high as it could reach. Colin made sure his boots were firmly planted before stabbing the spear through the top of the zombie’s head.

      Colin was on Team Alpha, but today, Kennedy, Johnny B., Grady, and Jackson were helping train Team Bravo on how to fight and shoot so they could eventually join Team Alpha. Since Colin was already comfortable with both things, he offered to help Jeremy thin the undead crowd that had started to gather around the train, drawn by the gunshots as Team Bravo fired at still targets first until they were ready to practice with real, moving ones.

      Jeremy came over to him as Colin yanked the spear from the cracked skull with a sickening slurp. Shaking off the brains and blood, Colin smiled at him. “Is it wrong how much I love this stuff?”

      “Hey, I’m not one to judge,” Jeremy replied good-naturedly.

      Jeremy was Colin’s roommate and was younger, in his early twenties. He had just graduated from college a few months before the outbreak. The economy wasn’t exactly thriving for new college graduates, but to add zombies to the fray… talk about having a rough start.

      Colin had automatically taken a liking to Jeremy. He reminded him of Haven’s brother, Brett.

      And being paired with him for guard duty was never a chore. Jeremy carried his weight each time and was intelligent and capable, especially with his idea of using the spears. Colin admired his ingenuity. The spears were easy to make, a clever way to save ammo, and most importantly, kept the living out of harm’s way.

      Jeremy pulled a little tin can out of his pocket and sat down, his feet dangling off the side of the train car. Colin joined him, but kept looking around for more zombies.

      Opening the can, Jeremy took out a tiny pouch of chewing tobacco and pressed it under his bottom lip, then offered the can to Colin.

      He grimaced. “No, thanks.”

      “You sure? It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      “Yeah, that brown shit you keep spitting out looks downright delicious.” He stared down contemplatively at the body beneath him. “Where do you think he was when all of this started?”

      Jeremy sighed and glanced around to be sure no zombies were in sight. “I try not to think about it too much.” After a moment, he added, “I remember where I was though.”

      Colin didn’t want to think about that fateful night when the virus came to him, when his father attacked him and tried to eat him. But he sensed that Jeremy wanted to vent and said nothing.

      “I was camping with my college girlfriend. Old Rag out in the Shenandoah Valley.” Jeremy shook his head wistfully. “It was a gorgeous day. Bright sunshine, fall was setting in, leaves were changing. Camping was kind of our thing since we started dating. We’d go hike or visit vineyards during the day and then have a big bonfire at night and eat hot dogs and s’mores. Did you ever do anything like that in Ireland?”

      “Scotland,” Colin corrected. “I used to camp with my friends when I was a kid. Stayed in a lot of hostels later on. Good times.”

      Jeremy nodded in agreement. “Stayed in a hostel in Switzerland with my friends the summer before my junior year. Some great memories.” His eyes quickly lost the enthusiasm they’d held only a moment before. “Bianca and I had been at our campsite for a few days. We’d taken a long weekend to just get away from everything. D.C. is one hell of a city, but it’s stressful. You’re like a gerbil on a wheel all day, every day, sitting in hours of traffic, competing with thousands for that ‘dream’ gig on the Hill, paying over a grand in rent for a room in a house full of other strangers... You get the picture.”

      “Sounds like a great place,” Colin commented sarcastically. “I always wanted to visit there, but you’re not painting a beautiful picture.”

      Jeremy shrugged. “Sorry, just my experience. I don’t know why I wanted that lifestyle so badly, but I did, or I thought I did. I’m a small-town kid. Making it big in D.C. was my dream since middle school. I just wanted to… I don’t know… make my folks proud.” He spat on the ground, the brown blob of saliva and tobacco landing near the corpse. “So here we were, no cell phone reception, our car miles away in a parking lot at the entrance of the forest, and it felt like paradise, just to unplug from it all. I think we saw maybe two other people the whole time we were out there—two guys having a bro weekend away from their wives. They only stayed one night before heading back. We had no clue, no warning about what was waiting for us.” He shut his eyes. “On the fourth day, we got up pretty early and packed all our gear because Bianca needed to get back to GW to study for an exam. She was a year behind me, but we’d been dating since I was a sophomore,” he explained. “She wanted to be a veterinarian. And she would have, too, had things been different. She was so smart and good. The nicest girl you’d ever meet. I wanted to marry her and planned to ask once I got a job and had money for a ring.” His voice trailed off, and he looked like he’d been trying to erase the painful memories of love lost for a long time. “Anyways, it was an easy hike to the car, all downhill, so we were happy. About halfway there, we saw an orange backpack on the trail, covered in blood. I recognized it instantly with all of its sewn-on patches. It belonged to one of the guys we had seen a couple days before. I remembered because I’d asked him about the patches—he was a world traveler and had a patch from each country he’d visited. I thought that was pretty cool,” he remarked. “The blood freaked us out. We were paranoid, thinking a bear had gotten him, and that it might still be around. We started running down the trail, going too fast. We turned a corner, and suddenly there was a massacre in front of us, covering the entire trail from one side to the other, blood and guts all over, even into the trees. We were sprinting so quickly that we stopped only a few feet ahead of them, those… things. They were eating hikers, just hunched over bodies, shoving flesh into their mouths. Some of them were still wearing hiking gear themselves. Have you ever seen a zombie with a backpack? It’s kind of comical now, but back then…” He chuckled ruefully. “Bianca screamed like any normal person would in that situation, and all of them looked up and stared at us, still chewing, skin that wasn’t theirs hanging from their mangled lips. Then, in unison, they started to stand up and stumble in our direction. We tried to run back up the mountain, but we could see ones in the distance headed toward us. We thought about getting off the trail, but the sides were too steep. Bianca and I were trapped.” Jeremy swallowed hard, his hands trembling slightly as he described the scene. “One of the corpses they’d been feeding on suddenly reanimated. I remember seeing it happen from the corner of my eye, but I was too busy trying to think of a way around the ones approaching us. Its eyes just flew open, and it sat up and turned and looked right at her leg, fixated on that and nothing else. It grabbed her ankle and sank its teeth into her calf. Ripped a big chunk of skin and muscle away, like a shark.”

      “Damn,” Colin whispered and shuddered involuntarily. He could imagine every grisly detail as Jeremy relayed it.

      “I kicked at it and took her hand,” he continued, “and we hustled to the closest tree I could find. I gave her a leg up and then climbed up beside her. I almost didn’t make it. The branch I’d reached for was too weak, and it snapped when I pulled on it. If Bianca wouldn’t have been holding onto my wrists, I would’ve fallen right into the lot of them. They all congregated at the base of the tree, reaching and clawing at the wood so determinedly there were fingernails in the bark of the trunk. Bianca and I still had our packs on, and I was able to tie some strips of cloth from a t-shirt around her calf to slow the bleeding. Neither of us had any appetite, but we had enough food and water to last us a couple days. Still, it’s not like we could go anywhere. They wouldn’t leave our tree, even as day turned to night. And Bianca was getting worse by the hour; she had a really high fever I wrongly assumed was just from her wound becoming infected, human mouths being so dirty and all. We tied ourselves to the tree with some bungee cords so we wouldn’t fall in our sleep… well, the little sleep we could manage anyways. I don’t remember what time it was, but I woke up to see Bianca inches from my face. Her eyes were milky-white, and her skin had turned so gray that in the moonlight, she looked like the kind of corpse you’d see in a funeral home. As soon as I jumped back, she started thrashing at me, hissing and growling and gnashing her teeth. I was so scared I climbed higher into the tree to get away from her. I knew she’d become one of them, and that the woman I loved was gone.”

      Colin placed a hand on his back. “I’m sorry, man.”

      Jeremy thanked him and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers, as though it would prevent him from crying. “I don’t know what caused the others to leave, maybe someone else caught their attention, but after a couple of days, it was just Bianca and me left. And not for even one minute did she ever stop trying to get me. I didn’t know back then that you had to kill the brain to put them down. And regardless, I couldn’t have brought myself to hurt her. So like some chickenshit pussy, I shimmied down the tree and ran back to the car. I left her there like that, strapped to the branches.” He fixed his gaze on the horizon. “I wonder if she’s still there today.”
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      Houston backed into a parking space in front of a CVS. It was one of the last places they hadn’t searched, and he was hopeful they’d be able to find something to get them through the drive to West Virginia so they wouldn’t need to stop again.

      Haven and Brett had grown up in a place that looked like it came right out of a nineteen-fifties movie. Across from the pharmacy was a hardware store and an old movie theater, the kind with only a couple of screens. A little further down were a diner, a used bookstore, and a few boutique shops. A dark expanse of woods sat behind the movie theater.

      Mark stared at the trees with anxious anticipation, waiting to see if anything would shamble out to attack them.

      Houston felt his muscles tense when he realized he wasn’t just worried about zombies anymore.

      Haven suddenly gasped, and everyone jumped in their seats.

      “We have to go back!”

      They turned to look at her.

      “What? Why?” Houston asked.

      “I forgot it! We have to go back,” she repeated.

      “Forgot what? Haven, you’re not making any sense.”

      “I forgot Colin’s sword. I can’t just leave it at the house. He gave it to me. It was his father’s,” she reiterated in desperation.

      Houston rubbed his eyes tiredly. “He left it behind. Clearly it wasn’t that important to him.”

      “He left it so I’d have it to keep us safe. It’s a good weapon.”

      “Okay,” he acquiesced. “We aren’t that far. We can get it after we find supplies. Worst case scenario, it gets too late, and we spend one more night on the farm.”

      She seemed relieved. “Thank you. I’m sorry I forgot it.”

      “It’s okay,” Houston assured her. “Alright—”

      “Looks good. Let’s go,” Mark announced, reaching to open his door.

      “Nope, you’re going to stay here and guard the car,” Houston told him.

      Mark straightened abruptly. “Wait, what? I’m coming with you guys!”

      “No, you aren’t,” Houston insisted. “Haven and Tex will stay with you.”

      Haven’s hands hovered over the door handle, and she frowned at him. His eyes met hers in the rearview mirror. “If you see anything, honk the horn, and we’ll come running.”

      He walked up to the pharmacy windows and peered inside. Waiting a few seconds, he rapped on the glass.

      “Door’s unlocked.” Brett shrugged and was about to open it when they heard a crash coming from the back of the store.

      A zombie with track marks all along its arms and a strip of rubber wrapped tightly above one elbow, the syringe still buried in a vein in its arm, tumbled out of the pharmacy and lumbered over to the window. As it slammed its hands against the glass with ferocity, Brett wondered if the zombie had been a local junkie looking to score one last high as the world fell apart.

      “I got this one,” Houston said and pulled out a knife from a sheath on his belt. “Just keep it distracted while I get in there.”

      Brett tapped on the glass and waved at the zombie while Houston silently opened the door and walked over to the decaying creature. Before it could turn around, he sank the blade into its temple and yanked it out. As it collapsed, he wiped his knife off on his jeans, then gestured for Brett to join him.

      They each grabbed a few baskets from the entrance and started rummaging through the aisles.

      Back in the car, Mark sighed in frustration beside Haven.

      “I’m not a baby,” he argued, petting Texaco.

      Haven gave him a small smile and began shifting the gear around in the back seat so Texaco would have more room. “He knows that. He’s just trying to keep us safe.”

      Mark cocked his head to the side. “What is that?”

      Haven stopped when Texaco started whining. “What?”

      Squinting, Mark strained to listen. “That…”

      She heard it, too. The sound of an engine rumbling in the distance. Haven quickly reached forward and honked the horn, alerting Brett and Houston inside.

      Seconds later, the same white truck from before sped past the pharmacy.

      Haven breathed a sigh of relief when it disappeared, but her respite was short-lived when the truck came back into view.

      She grabbed her gun, ready for a fight, and started to move to the car door, but Mark hastily took her hand.

      “Please don’t leave me all alone,” he pleaded.

      She stared at him, torn between helping Houston and Brett and not leaving Mark. Grinding her teeth, she grabbed a blanket from the seat and pulled Mark and Texaco down to the floor of the vehicle, wedging themselves between the seats and using the blanket as cover.

      The truck pulled in behind them, blocking them from pulling out. Heavy doors opened and slammed shut, and male voices cut through the agonizing silence.

      Texaco growled and was about to bark, but Haven clasped the dog’s muzzle shut.

      “You need to come down here. I think we found her,” one voice said.

      Her? The hair on the back of Haven’s neck stood up.

      The crackling of a walkie-talkie came next. “Don’t lose her. I’m on my way.”

      Haven stiffened immediately at the sound of the eerily familiar voice.

      “Copy that.”

      “Won’t be hard to find them in this fucking ghost town,” another voice stated, his footsteps growing closer to the Jeep with each word.

      Haven’s stomach somersaulted when she tried to remember if Houston had locked the doors of the Jeep.

      “Probably inside looking for supplies. Between our stash and theirs, the boss will be real pleased.”

      Someone jostled the passenger side door handles, and a shadow fell across the blanket as the stranger blocked out the sunlight coming in from the window.

      “Hey, grab my crowbar. There’s good shit in here.”

      Just as he said the words, the door to the pharmacy opened.

      Houston and Brett came out, guns raised and aimed at the four men surrounding the Jeep.

      “Stop right there,” Houston commanded, keeping his voice level.

      The men all turned around at once.

      One wore a gray hoodie and sunglasses and swung his crossbow up at them.

      Another one, a Hispanic man in his early twenties, wearing a bulletproof vest and a camouflage jacket held up a shotgun.

      The man beside them was dressed in baggy, dirty jeans with a skull t-shirt over a long-sleeve black turtleneck. His face was shrouded by a brown ski mask, but his eyes were still visible, angry and hardened.

      The last one had facial hair that was surprisingly well-groomed into a goatee. He also wore aviator sunglasses and a black baseball cap. Houston didn’t like the way he smiled at them.

      Two of them were younger than Brett; the other two were Houston’s age or older.

      “How are you folks doing on this fine December morning?” the man with the goatee asked, his voice smooth and pleasant.

      Houston kept his gun trained on him. “That’s our shit. Leave it alone.”

      The man’s smile faltered for just a moment, and he ran his hand over the hood of the Jeep. “Oh, this belongs to you?”

      It took every ounce of self-control in Brett not to roll his eyes. “Don’t play dumb. You saw us in it earlier.”

      The guy with the crossbow sucked his teeth. “I don’t think that’s true. The folks we saw earlier had a woman with them. And a kid.” He grinned wide when he said the last word, revealing yellow teeth. “I don’t see either of them with you. Far as we know, you’re a lying sack of shit.”

      Brett almost lunged at him, but Houston put a hand to his chest. “That’s ours, and you know it!”

      The other men, except for the one with the goatee, started laughing.

      “You’ve got balls, kid,” the man with the crossbow chortled, but stopped suddenly. “You’d better shut the fuck up before I cut them off and shove them down your throat.”

      Brett’s eyes grew wide, unable to hide his horrified expression.

      The man with the goatee took off his sunglasses and held the lenses up to the sun before using the bottom of his shirt to wipe them clean. “Come on now. Can’t we all be friends? We have a pretty big camp not far from here run by a real nice guy, a native from around these parts. Likes to keep people safe. Why don’t you follow us back? Let a brother help you out. My name is Cliff.” He extended his hand, but when neither Brett nor Houston did the same, he retracted it and looked around them. “Say, did you have a woman and kid with you? Or is Jeffrey over there full of shit?”

      “He’s full of shit,” Houston responded, his tone cold and bereft of any humor. “Keep moving, and we won’t put bullets in your bellies and leave you for the zombies.”

      Cliff tapped his fingers along the hood.

      “You heard him!” Brett shouted in agitation. “Get the hell out of here!”

      Lifting his hands defensively, Cliff backed toward the white truck. “Alright, take it easy. You heard them, boys. Let’s move on. We don’t need their Jeep anyways. Got all we need back at camp.”

      “Not enough distractions,” one of the men muttered angrily, but not quietly enough for Houston to miss it.

      Cliff ignored him and calmly smiled before turning and walking to the truck.

      “Enjoy the apocalypse, gentlemen,” he told them, waving dismissively.

      Brett curled his lip. “I should just shoot them right now,” he hissed at Houston.

      “No. Let them go. They didn’t end up doing anything to us.”

      Houston kept his gun on the men until the truck reversed out of the parking spot, Cliff’s eyes not leaving Houston’s. His fake smile had disappeared.

      Shaking his head, Brett replied, “Something is off. He’s way too cocky to let us just walk away. He knows. He didn’t buy what we told him.” He swallowed hard. “It’s not safe to be a woman or a kid now. We have to protect them at all costs.”

      Houston laid a hand on Brett’s shoulder. “You let me worry about that. I’m not going to let anything happen to any of you.”

      As Brett went back to the store to retrieve their supplies, Houston turned and watched the white truck disappear over a hill.

      Something in Cliff’s smile made him feel sick. It was a knowing smile, one devoid of kindness, one that hid secrets and horrors and promises of unspeakable things to come.

      Staring at the gun in his hands, Houston wondered if he should have followed Brett’s advice and just shot Cliff and his men right there.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” Kennedy said, standing at the entrance of the observation car with a tray of food in her hands.

      Colin grinned when he saw her, a little shyly as he remembered their last encounter at the shower stall, then sat back on his heels and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a dirty hand.

      She walked in slowly, looking around the car at the small garden Colin had built. The seedlings he’d planted in the troughs were already starting to sprout, little green clusters standing out starkly against the dark soil.

      “Wow,” she remarked. “I’m really impressed.”

      He waved her off. “Nah, it’s nothing really.”

      “You’ve been putting in a lot of hours here, but you can take breaks for meals, ya know.”

      She handed him the tray, and he took it from her and set it aside.

      “Well, it keeps me busy. I like the work.”

      “You’ve got to be hungry.”

      “Aye,” he agreed. “I am. But I want to finish up here. Then I’ll eat.”

      She bent down and touched the tomato plants they’d removed from the pots and re-planted, fingering the tiny green tomatoes growing from them.

      “This is amazing.” She paused and turned to him. “Would you mind if I joined you for a bit?”

      He motioned for her to sit down beside him. When he did, she rolled up her sleeves.

      “I don’t have a green thumb though, not like you anyways. Don’t judge me,” she prefaced.

      “Hell, Red, I don’t even know what I’m doing.” He gestured to the little green plants in front of them. “See these? I planted the seeds too close together when I started, and now that they’re growing, I can tell I need to space them out more.”

      She studied them. “So you’re just going to pull them up?”

      He nodded and handed her a trowel. “That’s the plan.”

      Smiling, she started gently digging around the plants. “And here I was thinking you were a gardener in your former life.”

      He chuckled. “Hardly.”

      She pulled out the first one, carefully keeping the roots from tearing, and placed it between them. “Speaking of, what did you do before all this?”

      He dug another out with his hands, and she couldn’t help but glance at him when he leaned forward, his shirt gapping enough that she could see his chest, see the muscles tense as he moved.

      “I was a bartender,” he answered. “Moved around a bunch. It was a job I could pick up wherever I was, easy money.”

      “I bet you have some interesting stories.”

      He grunted. “Not as good as yours, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know if you’d call them ‘good.’ But they’re definitely memorable.” She sank her fingertips into the soil, savoring the coolness of it. It had been a long day, and she was exhausted, but as she gardened beside Colin, she felt the tightness in her neck and shoulders gradually fade away. “This is actually pretty relaxing work.”

      “Aye.” He was surprised he liked it as much as he did. A year ago, the old Colin would have laughed at him.

      “And your dad, what did he do?”

      She immediately noticed his expression fall, but he quickly recovered.

      “He worked airport security in Atlanta,” he replied nonchalantly.

      Kennedy removed another plant and dusted her hands off on her cargo pants. “That’s a mighty long way from Scotland.”

      “My parents divorced, and he came here for a fresh start. I hadn’t seen him in a while. Finally decided to pay him a visit.” He dug into the soil vigorously. “I should have done it sooner.”

      “Better late than never,” she encouraged.

      “Yeah. He was a good man. Neither my mum nor I deserved him.” Colin rubbed his forearm across his face, seemingly wiping away sweat, but Kennedy could feel the emotion the topic elicited emanating from him.

      She wasn’t sure if she should change the subject, but decided against it, sensing he wanted to talk. “I see where you get it from then.”

      “You didn’t know me back then, Red. I don’t think you’d have liked me. Maybe you wouldn’t have even wanted me on the train.” She started to protest. “Really.”

      “Come on,” she said, nudging him lightly with her shoulder. “You couldn’t have been that bad.”

      Colin shrugged. “I wasn’t bad; it’s just that I wasn’t… great either.” He smiled ruefully. “It’s crazy that it takes a bloody zombie apocalypse to make you turn the microscope on yourself. How being alone with no one else left, being your only companion on the whole planet… how sometimes it forces you to realize you don’t really like your own company all that much. You don’t like that person looking back at you in the mirror.”

      Kennedy took the trowel and made a hole a few inches deep.

      “I was just out for myself my whole life, doing what made me happy, what felt right in the moment. I didn’t really care about anyone else. I had all this bottled up anger about my parents, and I just cut them off and went out on my own. I partied hard. Kept me from thinking about my past mistakes, the mistakes I was still making, the mistakes I was sure to repeat in the future.”

      “We all make mistakes in life,” she offered, but inwardly, she was thinking about her brother and his family. How she could have done something… anything… to try to save them.

      “I have a lot of regrets,” he said, so quietly she hardly heard him.

      “I do, too,” she replied, and she sat back on the ground, the trowel still in her hand. “With my family. I was with them when it happened. And I froze.”

      He looked at her with understanding, then quickly went back to digging. “I’m sorry about the other day, by the way. With the shower,” he apologized, his cheeks flushing.

      She cleared her throat. “That was my fault. I should have knocked.”

      The somberness in his features disappeared and was replaced with humor. “You know what they say about public speaking, how you should just imagine everyone in the room naked?”

      Kennedy scrunched her eyes in confusion. “I think you’re supposed to just imagine them in their underwear, but go on.”

      “Well,” he continued, “whatever it is, I guess we can safely say that we’ve been there, done that.”

      They both laughed, and she turned to him. “I’m glad you’re here, Colin,” she said with sincerity.

      “Me, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Bark. Bark. Bark.

      Haven shifted in her bed, sighing softly as she turned over.

      It was still dark outside. They’d gone back to the farmhouse to retrieve Colin’s sword just as the sun dipped below the horizon, and since it was too late to start the journey to West Virginia, they decided to spend one more night and leave in the morning.

      Bark. Bark. Bark.

      She moved again and groaned. Texaco normally didn’t wake them up to be let out when it was still dark.

      Suddenly, the barks were cut off by a quick whimper of pain.

      Haven’s eyes flew open.

      Something wasn’t right. Her body responded slowly, groggily, but she sat up in bed and listened.

      “Houston?” she called out.

      He was on guard duty that night. It had been her turn, but he refused to let her take the shift, insisting she get enough rest for the journey ahead.

      When she didn’t hear a response, she swung her feet over the side of the bed.

      Her eyelids were still heavy with sleep as she went down the stairs.

      “Houston,” she said again. No response. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself, wishing she was wearing more than just an oversized t-shirt and underwear.

      Haven looked in the kitchen, but the room was dark and empty. She went into the living room, yelping when she stepped on Texaco’s rawhide bone.

      She frowned and examined her foot, hoping the sharpness of the dog’s treat hadn’t broken skin.

      Glancing around, unease began to settle into her heart.

      Where was Tex?

      She was about to grab her jacket and pants and go look for Houston outside when bright lights filled the windows of the house.

      Haven’s hand fell to her hip, grasping for the firearm that wasn’t there.

      She scurried over to one of the windows, careful to stay out of sight. Just as she edged forward to peer out of the corner of one, something large crashed through the glass.

      Her skin prickled, goosebumps popping up along her arms.

      The black and white fur was unmistakable.

      Texaco’s limp body lay on the living room floor before her.

      Haven’s hand clasped over her mouth, barely muffling her scream as her eyes filled with tears.

      Even though something evil and horrible waited outside, Haven ran toward the pup and collapsed beside its unmoving body.

      The sweet, forever loyal dog who gave the ultimate sacrifice to warn them of danger, was dead.

      “Haven!” a voice boomed.

      Haven’s head lifted, tears streaming down her face as she sat in the center of the living room cradling their beloved pet, not caring that she was fully in view, illuminated by the headlights shining into the house.

      She knew the voice. She had recognized it over the two-way radio that morning when his men said they’d found her.

      Cade.

      “Haven?” This time, the voice was small and scared.

      Haven turned around and swallowed hard. Mark stood at the base of the stairs, a horrified expression on his face. She tried to block Tex from his view, but he strained to see around her. When he noticed the animal in her arms, his eyes rimmed with tears, and a silent sob escaped him.

      “Haven!” Cade screamed again.

      Gently placing Tex’s head on the carpet, she rose to her feet and ran to Mark, grabbing him before she raced up the stairs.

      Brett was just coming out of his room, his hair disheveled and his lids half-closed. “What’s going on?”

      “They found us,” she said as she pulled on her jacket, jeans, and boots. She reached for her pistol and extra magazines.

      Brett looked to Haven then Mark, taking in the boy’s tears.

      “What happened? Where’s Houston?” he asked, immediately awake.

      “I don’t know.” She tried to stay calm, but she was very afraid for Houston. Cade was here to kill.

      Brett was fully dressed moments later, and the two of them put Mark between them as they ran downstairs.

      Just as they made it to the bottom, a foul odor hit their nostrils. Several shadows bobbed up and down in the kitchen and living room, a writhing blanket of darkness moving as one unit toward them.

      Mark clutched his backpack, his hands quivering. “We can’t go out there. There are too many.”

      “Back door,” Haven directed.

      Brett scooped up Mark and took off. The boy clung to his shoulders, eyes wide as the monsters rumbled through the house, gray arms outstretched as they moaned and wailed in hunger.

      Haven stayed a few feet behind to protect them, acting as a barrier between her family and the zombies.

      The house was dark aside from the moonlight that glimmered through the windows. A coat rack in the hallway leading to the back door cast terrifying shadows, and she fired at it once, until she realized what it was and briefly cursed herself for wasting precious ammunition.

      She could hear scraping against metal and saw Brett fumbling with the old lock on the back door, frustratingly jiggling a skeleton key into the rusted opening.

      Looking around for something to bottleneck the flow of zombies hot on their trail, she grabbed the sharp corners of a wooden table and slid it sideways along the carpet, then flipped over chairs while she was at it to try to buy them a few more seconds.

      The creatures slammed into the table with a loud thud, the table uncomfortably sliding forward closer to them, and they reached over one another to grab Haven, mouths wide and fingers clawed. Their numbers seemed to multiply at an alarming rate; the table would be no match for them. In seconds, the ones in the back started crawling over the ones pressed against the table. They stretched themselves over the wood surface until they clumsily tumbled to the ground in front of the chairs.

      She felt a short-lived sense of relief when one of them struggled to get up only to have another zombie stomp down on its spine, impaling it on a chair leg. It flailed around angrily, arms waving at her. The other zombie crept forward with lengthy, heavy steps, smashing the fallen one’s stomach further down on the chair leg with a wet sucking noise. Haven fired at it without hesitation, but the bullet skimmed the zombie’s cheek instead.

      “Open the damn door already!” she bellowed to Brett, taking aim to fire again.

      “It’s stuck!” he yelled back. He started throwing his shoulder against the door, Mark doing the same beside him with less efficacy.

      Haven’s heart pumped wildly, the heartbeats so strong she could hear each one and feel its vibration in her ears.

      If they didn’t get the door open, they were going to be torn to pieces and suffer a horrible death.

      She was only a couple of feet from the approaching zombie when Brett finally broke the lock on the door, sending a blast of icy air into the house.

      Haven’s long hair billowed forward, strands of it snaking into the zombie’s outstretched hand. It closed its fingers around a thick lock and pulled, twisting her hair in its grasp, its mouth descending to her neck. Jerking her head sharply to avoid its lethal bite, she cried out in pain as the hair in the zombie’s hand ripped roughly from her scalp.

      “Haven! Come on!” Brett called out to her.

      Every inch of her body fueled by adrenaline, she sprinted away, feeling whooshing air behind her as desperate hands unsuccessfully swiped at her retreating form.

      As soon as she was outside, she shut the door, relaxing only a little until she saw more figures shambling around the house toward them. Brett picked up Mark again and joined her.

      “That was too close,” he breathed.

      “Move, and we shoot,” someone threatened behind them.

      The three of them turned in unison. Two men had rifles aimed at their heads.

      Mark looked at Haven and Brett, waiting to see what they wanted him to do.

      Haven slowly lifted her hands.

      Bodies pounded against the back door from inside the house, and she shuddered, knowing it wouldn’t be long before the door caved from all the pressure.

      “Don’t move,” one of the men warned them as he began to back up. His smile was decidedly unfriendly.

      Just as the door exploded forward, the Jeep charged out from the side of the house and slammed into the two men, their bodies folding unnaturally around the hood. When they disappeared beneath the vehicle, it easily bounced over their fallen bodies as if they were nothing more than speed bumps.

      The impact alone didn’t kill them, and in some ways, Haven was glad for it.

      It wasn’t until the rear tires jostled along their limbs, their bones making a meaty crunch as blood spurted from their mouths, eyes, and ears, that they stopped flailing.

      She didn’t have time to appreciate their demise.

      Zombies poured steadily out of the entrance, pale faces gleaming horrifically as they swayed their arms, trying to shuffle faster toward the living.

      Some dropped to their knees and began feeding on the still-warm corpses Houston had just run over, the coppery scent of their fresh blood intoxicating and irresistible.

      Houston swerved the Jeep beside the trio and reached across the seats to throw open the passenger door for Haven. “Get in!” he yelled.

      Once everyone was inside, Houston hit the gas, and they rocketed forward.

      Mark clutched Brett as though his life depended on it and shut his eyes.

      “Where were you?” Haven asked hoarsely, staring at Houston.

      The moon peeked out from the clouds, simultaneously a blessing and a curse because they could now see the sheer volume of zombies hobbling down the driveway to meet them.

      Houston smashed body after body, trying to strike them with the corner of the front bumper instead of ramming them head-on.

      “I saw something flashing in the forest and went to check it out. I didn’t want to wake you. I never thought…” The Jeep fish-tailed as it careened onto the road. Houston exhaled shakily. “I’m so sorry.”

      Mark turned around, watching as the house became smaller and smaller in the distance and knowing he’d never see Texaco again.

      Out of nowhere, bright lights flooded the entirety of the Jeep, blinding them from behind.

      Haven whirled about in her seat, dismayed to see multiple sets of headlights cresting a hill.

      “Houston,” she whispered tensely.

      “I see ‘em,” he replied and pressed harder on the gas, knowing it was the same white truck from earlier that day leading the caravan of vehicles.

      He should have killed them.

      Glancing up at the rearview mirror, he realized just how close they were, and if he was going to do something, he needed to do it now.

      “Watch out!” Haven screamed.

      He shifted his eyes down just in time to see a cluster of zombies huddled together in the middle of the road, crouched over a motionless body.

      Houston swerved right, but it was too sharp of a turn. The vehicle smashed into the cornfields and catapulted onto its side, a burst of crunching metal and breaking glass. It skidded past row after row of corn stalks, dried husks flying across and over them in a yellow and brown blur.

      When the Jeep finally came to a stop, Haven took off her seatbelt and instantly crumpled against the passenger side door. “Is everyone okay?” she rasped, trying to climb over the seats to her brother and Mark in the back. The window had cracked when the Jeep flopped onto its side, and little splinters of glass burrowed into her palm as she pushed herself off of it.

      Mark moaned. “My arm hurts.”

      Brett winced when he tried to move. “We’ll get you out of here in no time, buddy.”

      Haven heard the panic in her brother’s voice and knew that he was hurt, too. Ignoring the bits of glass in her hands, she lifted her legs above the dashboard and kicked the windshield with her heels. Her frustration increasing by the second as her foot bounced off the glass with each kick, she scooted around so that she could reach Colin’s sword that they’d packed earlier that night. Holding onto the hilt, she thrust her hands upward and sliced through the canvas top, stabbing ferociously at the fabric.

      Haven slipped her hands through the newly-torn opening and pulled herself through it, wiggling her shoulders around until only the lower half of her body was still inside the Jeep. Her fingers digging into the lip on the outside of Houston’s door as leverage, with one final hoist, she squirmed her hips around until she was free.

      When she stood on the side of the Jeep, she noticed three vehicles surrounded them, including the white truck from earlier that day. Squinting to see past the blinding glare of the headlights, she could vaguely make out the silhouette of a tall man with close-cropped blond hair standing at the front of the vehicles.

      Cade.

      Her heart raced, but she shoved the fear into the furthest recesses of her mind and quickly dropped down to her knees to help the others.

      There was a click from inside the Jeep and then a grunt, as Houston undid his seatbelt and collapsed against the passenger side window. His hands stretched apart the tear in the canvas she’d made, and she crouched down, tugging on his wrists to help him get out.

      “Can you guys undo your seatbelts?” she asked Mark and Brett as she and Houston peered into the Jeep. “We can pull you out.”

      The corn stalks rustled loudly, and she heard the doors to the other vehicles slam shut. She straightened and looked around. Her nostrils flared, her sense of smell more evolved than her sight. Almost always, she smelled zombies before she saw them.

      As soon as she caught whiff of them, the corn stalks parted widely, and a sea of undead flowed between them.

      Brett and Mark would be trapped inside and unable to escape before the undead swarmed them, reaching in with gnarled fingers through the broken glass and weakened frame of the Jeep to rip strips of skin from their bodies.

      Cade was going to sit in the safe confines of his truck and watch as zombies tore her and her family apart.

      He thought he’d gotten her.

      Like hell.

      “Haven!” Houston shouted. “Brett’s stuck. I need your help!”

      He was already inside the Jeep, and she scrambled back through the canvas to the others.

      Once she was in the back seat, Brett grabbed her wrist. “Get Mark out of here.”

      “Not without you,” she told him, shaking her head resolutely.

      “No.” His forehead was coated in a thick layer of perspiration. “It’s my leg. I’m stuck. I won’t make it out in time.”

      Houston yanked at Mark’s seatbelt and undid it hastily. Once the boy was free, he sat him in the front. “Keep watch.”

      Mark’s eyes were as round as saucers. “They’re everywhere,” he stated softly.

      Brett’s seatbelt was already unfastened so it wasn’t what kept him trapped in place.

      The door on his side was severely dented inwards, pinning his leg.

      “Alright, on the count of three, we are going to yank you out,” Haven calmly explained.

      Brett nodded and took a deep breath as Haven and Houston each grabbed one of his arms.

      “One… two… three.”

      Brett screamed when they pulled, the scent of blood filling the air, and fell against them when he was free.

      “Let’s move,” Houston said, crawling to the front and exiting through the hole in the canvas for the last time. He pulled Mark out beside him, then helped Brett.

      Just before she left the Jeep, she snatched Colin’s sword and tumbled out the hole after them.

      They were in the middle of the field, and the zombies that had oozed out of the corn stalks were now closing in on the Jeep.

      A particularly fast one approached them unexpectedly, rounding the corner of the Jeep with arms that gesticulated wildly.

      Brett shoved Mark behind him protectively and hobbled forward, extending his gun. He pulled the trigger on his Glock and shot it in the face, its corpse dropping mere feet in front of them. As it slumped to the ground, its fingernails scraped Brett’s bloody jeans.

      Another zombie clawed its way through the corn stalks, pushing them apart and looking from side to side until it saw them.

      Haven spun around with Colin’s sword. Sidestepping the creature as it lunged at her, she then pivoted to bury the metal into the back of its skull.

      It didn’t take long for them to run out of ammunition.

      Houston rushed past her, ready to attack, and she swiveled around, her gaze following him.

      A zombie had ambled right behind her, shrouded in the shadows, almost going unnoticed.

      The skin around its mouth was pulled back like an open package revealing red gums and dirty, broken teeth with a tiny bit of something gelatinous hanging from them. It was nearly a head taller than Houston with the squared, colossal shoulders of a linebacker, its arms hanging stiffly by its sides.

      Houston collided with it, intending to knock it down and stab it in the head. Instead, the impact only sent the creature backward a couple of steps. Its eyes previously fixated on Haven, it looked down momentarily to Houston before grabbing him around the shoulders and dragging him toward its unnaturally wide maw.

      Haven ran to him frantically, and just as she slammed into the zombie, wrapping her arms around its torso, Houston shoved his shoulder into its massive chest, and the two of them pushed it to the ground. Caught off guard, it bent back unsteadily, the full force of its weight causing the spine to pop.

      Its hunger unforgotten, it struggled to regain balance and swatted at the air in an attempt to reach them.

      Haven crouched beside the zombie and plunged the sword into its eye, gouging it over and over again. When she pulled it back, a misshapen little ball with tiny hairs clung to the blade.

      Laughter came from the vehicles, followed by horns honking and guns firing. Haven’s blood boiled in anger.

      Before long, the entire cornfield would be overflowing with zombies.

      All they could do was run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Haven paused, breathless. Her lungs burned as she inhaled, the icy air prickling her throat.

      Houston turned back to her, readjusting to get a better grip on Brett, who leaned against him for support.

      “What are you doing? We have to keep going,” he panted.

      She shook her head, concentrating. “I thought I…”

      The ravenous howls of the undead now coupled with unwelcome human voices shouting behind them.

      Houston grabbed her arm. “Haven, we’ve got to keep running. They’re not far.”

      She dug her heels in and strained to listen one last time, but couldn’t pinpoint the source of the noise.

      “Haven,” Houston implored.

      Her heart pounded furiously in her chest. She was certain she’d heard something.

      Mark tugged at her hand. “Come on, Haven.”

      She looked down at him and nodded. “Let’s go.”

      Brett and Houston stayed a few steps behind Haven and Mark to shield them, firing into the crowd. Mark struggled to match her long strides, but she pulled him along with her, clutching his hand so tightly she was certain her nails were biting into his skin.

      There was a clearing ahead of them. Grass turned to stones just as her boot hit something firm and unyielding.

      Railroad tracks.

      This time the rumble was unmistakable.

      “Listen!” she demanded.

      Houston and Brett cocked their heads to the side.

      The crack of gunshots had faded behind them, and the moans of the zombies had been swallowed up by the wind. Faintly, something thundered in the distance, growing louder and louder with each passing second.

      Brett searched the sky for signs of an impending storm.

      Mark jumped suddenly, pointing in excitement. “Look!”

      Haven spun around and saw spindly beams of light cutting through the darkness, illuminating everything around them.

      The ground shook beneath her feet, and she turned to her left, dropping Mark’s hand.

      Bright lights rounded the corner, and she heard clunking and clanking against metal.

      The flashlights from Cade’s men bobbed up and down in the distance.

      They would always be running from this man whose obsession with her had no bounds, not even in a nightmarish world where the undead hunted the living.

      She looked at her family.

      How much longer could she keep them safe?

      How much longer until she lost Houston?

      Brett?

      Mark?

      They would always be hiding, moving from town to town, house to house, trying to survive, but always on the run.

      Her fists balled at her sides.

      No more.

      No. More.

      With a deep breath, Haven stepped out onto the tracks.
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        * * *

      

      Cade had gotten separated from Cliff and Manuel, and he didn’t know if they, along with the others with him, had made it or been devoured by the pursuing horde.

      It didn’t really matter either way. If they were still alive, he would contact them over the walkie-talkies, and he could rendezvous with them later. His men were scattered across the county, groups of three or four men posted at various points so that the entire swath of terrain was fully covered and responsive via handheld radios.

      While Cade didn’t care about any of them on a personal level, he was more than aware that each one served a purpose, and he would never be able to carry out his plans without those dedicated men at his back, road warriors he could count on.

      And he had big plans.

      He always thought on a larger scale; he wanted it all.

      To win a war, a man had to have legions of loyal bastards behind him.

      He remembered watching “Scarface” as a kid. Tony Montana’s epic slogan emblazoned across the fountain in his mansion had hit home hard with him. “THE WORLD IS YOURS.”

      Yes.

      This fucked up world was his, his own perfect, twisted little kingdom where he reigned supreme. Anything he wanted… it was all his for the taking. No one could stop him.

      He had wanted Haven since high school. And after he got locked up, she’d likely thought she would never see him again. Yet here they were, together again, amidst all the carnage and chaos. And as of tonight, he’d made sure the circle of revenge he had been plotting against her for so long was finally complete.

      Cade had played it out so many times in his head, how he would give her “the big reveal” about sweet little Faith.

      Slaughtering her sister hadn’t just been fun; it had been cathartic.

      Cade had grown drunk on her innocence as he ravaged her, drinking it down in steady gulps like a finely aged wine.

      He’d gotten his first taste, and damn, it was fucking delicious.

      He thirsted for more.

      Cade had tried to find that same gratifying deliverance by killing others in the weeks that followed Faith’s murder. But it just hadn’t been the same. It didn’t carry the same weight, the same glorious gravitas that it had when it was someone Haven loved.

      Faith’s tortuous demise would destroy Haven, and that knowledge intoxicated him in a way he hadn’t been able to replicate. There were only so many people still alive who were beloved by Haven, and he had demented deaths planned for each and every one of them. He wanted to prolong them, savor them.

      Drag them out.

      Soon she would have no one left.

      He skidded to a stop.

      “What the hell…” he murmured, tilting his head to the side.

      Cade’s fingers tingled, and his whole body buzzed as though electricity flowed through it.

      Where was she?

      He broke into a run again until he had cleared the cornfields.

      At first, he barely registered the giant train slithering along the tracks.

      No, what immediately captured his attention was the woman standing on them, her arms outstretched as though she had the power to stop the metal beast with just her mere hands.

      She was a dark silhouette against the blinding white light before her, and she looked magnificent.

      His obsession with her magnified in that moment, if it was even possible, creeping up to occlude every corner of his deepest and darkest thoughts.

      But he wasn’t obsessed with having her anymore, not in that way; he wanted to extinguish anyone, anything she had left and watch hopelessness and despair bleed into every pore of her being as she realized she was completely alone in the world.

      Then he’d keep her as his pet, and she would live out her days in relentless, unyielding misery, doing whatever he bid.

      Raising his gun, he aimed the barrel at the man running up to her. Cliff had told him about this man and their encounter in town that morning. He wasn’t her brother, whom Cade remembered from school. He could only assume it was her lover.

      Two zombies seemed to materialize out of nowhere, and Cade didn’t hesitate to shoot them between the eyes. The others behind them were getting closer.

      He looked back at the train, its impenetrable steel exterior glistening in the moonlight.

      And then it hit him all at once, that there was something more valuable than Haven, than his devoted team of road warriors.

      Cade was greedy. He wanted it all. He would have the train and Haven and her family, and whatever the hell else he wanted, too.

      Like Tony Montana, the world was his. All he had to do was take it.
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        * * *

      

      The pungent smell of burning metal was overwhelming. Thick puffs of smoke poured out from beneath the train, and sparks lit up the dark, desolate tracks like miniature fireworks.

      Haven felt the earth rumble beneath her feet. She heard Brett, Houston, and Mark’s voices yelling at her, but she couldn’t move.

      Her family had to get on the train, at any cost. Even if it meant sacrificing herself. They’d be dead otherwise.

      Shaking herself out of her paralysis, she jumped up and down in distress, hoping the person driving the train would see her and differentiate her from just another zombie who had meandered onto the tracks.

      The brakes screeched and hissed in protest as the train slowed. She threw her arms in front of her face as the train closed in on her, but then she was tumbling away from the tracks, her body colliding with soft earth.

      Houston clutched her so tightly against him she thought he would crush her.

      The train kept moving, and she stumbled to her feet, her ears ringing, looking around frantically for Mark and Brett and cursing the train for blocking her view as the cars gradually slowed to a stop.

      As the last car finally rolled past, she readied herself to run across the tracks to find them, but just as quickly froze in place.

      She was suddenly face to face with Cade Foster, standing on the opposite side of the tracks.

      And his gun was pointed right at her head.

      All she could think about was Mark and Brett, and she fervently hoped they were hidden from Cade and his wicked band of marauders.

      “We meet again,” Cade said, and he smiled.

      She heard the hammer of a revolver click, accompanied by the sound of a door opening on the caboose.

      Houston stepped in front of her, blocking Haven from Cade’s view. “I should have killed all of you assholes when I had the chance.”

      “Yes. You should have.” Cade shifted and aimed his gun between Houston’s eyes.

      Just as his finger hovered over the trigger, a woman’s voice shouted from the train.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey!”

      A mass of tiny moving shadows swaying in the distance hadn’t escaped Kennedy’s attention as she stood in the doorway of the caboose and looked down at the strangers congregated outside.

      What the hell are these idiots doing?

      “There’s a horde coming!” she warned them.

      The man holding the revolver seemed to ponder her words for a moment, then let his arm fall to his side.

      “Well, we’d all better get aboard then,” he answered calmly.

      As soon as he did so, the woman in the group whirled about and looked directly at Kennedy.

      Rage and fear burned together in her eyes. “You can’t let him on the train! He’s crazy!” She swung her arm in the direction of the man with the revolver.

      “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. I’ve never seen her before in my life—”

      “That’s bullshit!” one of the younger men exclaimed. “You stalked her for years!”

      Kennedy looked past them. The shadows were getting closer.

      “Shut up, pipsqueak. You don’t know shit,” the blond-haired man growled.

      The man standing beside the female stepped forward aggressively and pointed his finger in the first stranger’s face. “Hey, asshole. If Haven says she knows you, it’s true.”

      The other man sneered. “Get your fucking finger out of my face. I’m running from that horde, same as you.”

      The brunette looked enraged. “You led them to us!” She spun around to face Kennedy, pleading. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m asking you to trust me. If you run this train, you can’t let him on.”

      The boy tugged on the woman’s sleeve with urgency. “Haven, the zombies! I want to go on the train. Please!”

      Kennedy glanced at Johnny B., Grady, and Jackson standing loyally beside her. They would follow whatever command she told them. They trusted her implicitly. Passengers peered out of the windows of nearby train cars.

      All eyes were on her.

      She had to decide.

      She knew nothing about either group. Someone was lying, but she didn’t have enough time or evidence to get to the bottom of it.

      What she did know was that she’d found a group of survivors, and each of those lives was priceless as they rebuilt a new world.

      The strong stench of the undead violated her nostrils. They were so close now that their eyes glowed like wolves in the darkness.

      Kennedy swallowed hard. If she didn’t make a call in the next few seconds, the horde would descend on both the strangers and the train.

      It was either all or none.

      “Get on. All of you.”

      The woman glared at her, but immediately picked up the boy and hoisted him onto the train. “By letting him on,” she said quietly, “you’ve just made the biggest mistake of your life.”
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        * * *

      

      Colin turned over in his bunk bed and opened his eyes to thin slits. It was still pitch-black outside. He had several more hours of sleep left. Grumbling, he shifted to his side, pulling the blanket up around his shoulders to stay warm. The windows were poorly insulated, allowing cold to seep into the space.

      Suddenly, he jolted up straight in bed, cursing loudly when he bumped his head against the ceiling.

      As he tenderly rubbed a spot on his scalp, he realized the train had stopped.

      They weren’t supposed to get off until tomorrow morning. Had they already reached their destination?

      Footsteps bounded down the hallway past his room, mixed with the sound of voices talking hurriedly, excitedly.

      He mumbled grumpily, about to pull his pillow over his head to drown out the noise, but then he paused.

      One of those voices sounded familiar, but not from someone he would have recognized on the train.

      He jumped down from his bunk and grabbed his pants, crumpled in a pile next to his bed. After fully dressing, he tucked his firearm into his jeans and walked out into the hallway.

      People rushed past him, and before long, Colin found himself running alongside of them, pushing ahead, his legs picking up speed as he drew closer to the commotion.

      He’d just reached the observation car when he came to an abrupt halt, catching a glimpse of long, dark hair passing by the entrance of another car.

      He shook his head, certain it was a mirage of sorts.

      It’s not her, you bloody idiot, he chided himself in frustration.

      “Take their weapons,” he heard Kennedy demand.

      “I’m not giving you anything as long as he’s on the train.”

      “Then you can get off the train right now,” Kennedy shot back. “You can have them back later, but for now, you’ll either give them to us or leave.”

      “Haven, please. I don’t want to go back out there,” a kid’s voice pleaded.

      When Colin heard her name, his heart skipped a beat or two, his breath catching in his throat.

      He took a few tentative steps forward.

      “Haven?” he asked in bewilderment.

      He saw the woman freeze and then slowly, she turned around.

      Colin felt the air go out of his lungs, and suddenly he couldn’t breathe. Seeing her again was painful and incredible all at once, exquisite torture.

      Even covered in dirt and blood, she was the most stunning woman he’d ever seen. She was still his partner in crime, his fierce warrior woman.

      Fire burned through her veins, and he wanted nothing more than to be near her again, to be scorched by her presence.

      “Colin,” Haven uttered softly. Her eyes widened. The same honey-brown eyes he had fallen for, the ones he wanted to lose himself in every single day.

      Something heavy and metal dropped from her hand and clattered to the floor, and she ran to him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      At first, he held her loosely, unsure if he was just imagining her presence. His fingertips dug gently into her waist, and he stepped back as if searching for proof that it was really her. Once he felt the warmth of her body and inhaled the sweet scent of her skin, instinctively, he enveloped her in his arms and buried his face in her hair, clutching her tightly, afraid that if he let her go, he would never see her again.

      Was this real? Was he dreaming?

      All of the feelings he’d been trying to suppress since he left the farmhouse resurfaced.

      “You left us,” she whispered. He felt her back shake ever so slightly and realized she was crying.

      “I didn’t want to,” he told her, his lips brushing past her ear. “I swear, Haven, I didn’t want to.”

      Everything seemed to be mired in time until Kennedy cleared her throat awkwardly. She and her men were still standing between the newcomers, trying to keep them separated.

      Colin pulled away so he could see Haven’s face. “How did you get here?”

      Tears threatened to fall, but she forced them down so that they remained tiny pools captured in her eyes. Lifting her chin, she pointed. “He tried to kill us.”

      A man with close-cropped blond hair rolled his eyes. “She’s lying.”

      Colin didn’t like him already. The way he scowled at Haven… he had never seen a person look at someone with so much hatred.

      “You have to kick them off the train. You don’t know what he’s capable of,” Haven insisted, this time looking to Colin for support.

      “Colin?” Kennedy asked him. He could see she was at an impasse.

      “If she says it, it’s true. I can vouch for her,” he responded. His eyes never broke away from Haven’s, searching hers for answers. But her expression was broken, pained.

      He noticed Brett and embraced him warmly.

      “It’s good to see you, man,” Brett told him.

      Colin recognized Houston and saw that his jaw was tight, his fists clenched at his sides. “Hey.”

      Houston didn’t respond, only giving him a curt nod.

      Colin turned around in confusion. “Where’s Faith?” When no one answered him, he looked back at Haven.

      She shook her head and covered her face with her hands. Colin reached for her and hugged her again. “I am so sorry, sweetheart.”

      As he held her, feeling her brokenness and knowing it meant Faith was gone, he observed something out of place.

      All of them were stricken with grief.

      But somehow, the man with the close-cropped blond hair was smiling.
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        * * *

      

      After taking their weapons, having them examined for bites by Grady and Jackson, and ensuring their nurse, Vetta, care for one of the men’s leg injury, Kennedy and Johnny B. led them to a cabin in the sleeper car.

      “You all can have this cabin,” she said as she unlocked the door. “We want to keep families together.”

      Haven, Houston, Brett, and Mark walked into the small space, looking around cautiously. There were two sets of bunk beds in the cabin and a stack of folded clothes on each one.

      Mark ran up to the closest set of beds and climbed into the top bunk. “This is mine!” He patted the dark blue blanket happily. His hand stopped midair as though he suddenly remembered something, and his face fell. “Tex would’ve loved this. He could have slept in this bunk with me.”

      Haven turned around and faced Kennedy and Johnny B. “Can I talk to you?” she managed in a less than friendly tone.

      The redhead raised an eyebrow at her and then gestured for her to move into the hallway.

      “What can I help you with?” Kennedy asked.

      “You can’t let him stay on this train.”

      Kennedy crossed her arms. “Who exactly?”

      “Cade. You have to kill him.”

      Kennedy held up her hands. “Take it easy. We’re not killing anyone.”

      Haven shrugged. “Then kick him off. I don’t care.”

      Kennedy brought herself inches from Haven’s face. “Listen, honey, I make the rules around here. It’s your story versus his, and I don’t know either one of you well enough to make out who’s telling me the truth. So until then, I suggest you and yours be real grateful you are on this train, and that the people on it are willing to keep you safe. We help survivors; we don’t abandon them.”

      Haven didn’t flinch. “Yeah? You help people who kill innocent animals for sport? They killed our dog to scare us. Threw Tex through a window after slitting his throat. Cade’s a regular class act,” she said sarcastically. “And while we’re at it, he doesn’t just go after animals. He has a thing for rape, too. He stalked me in high school, and if I hadn’t fought back, he would have raped me. He’s a threat to every woman on this train.”

      Haven noticed this seemed to concern Kennedy, the redhead stiffening as she spoke, but she quickly regained a neutral visage.

      “Look,” Johnny B. started, his tone gentler than usual. “We put him in a cabin with other men, no women around. We’ll keep an eye on him, don’t worry.”

      Kennedy narrowed her eyes at Haven, but her expression softened. “I’m not going to let anything happen to the people on this train.”

      She turned to leave, then paused and looked over her shoulder. “Tucker will come by around eight this morning. He’ll give you a tour of the train and then drop you off at the dining car so you can eat breakfast. Get some sleep.”

      Houston closed the door once Haven came back inside the cabin. He sat down on the bed and ran a hand over his jaw.

      The others joined him, all four of them pressed together on the lower bunk. Brett put his arm around Haven, and Mark copied him.

      “Don’t worry, Haven,” Mark told her, producing something from his shoe and showing it to them. It was a pocket knife with a wood handle. “They didn’t check me for weapons,” he said with a smirk. “See? The three of us will protect you.”

      Haven gave him a small smile, but her eyes met Houston’s, and she saw the same grave apprehension reflected in his features that she knew was written across her own.
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        * * *

      

      Haven awoke the next morning after no more than two or three hours of restless sleep to Mark shaking them.

      She scrambled for her gun on the nightstand, thinking they were under attack, but it wasn’t there. “I hate not having my gun!” she groaned.

      Mark radiated energy beside her. “It’s almost eight, and we’re going to get a tour of the train!”

      Houston mumbled something beside her. Although they each had their own bunk, Haven had wanted to sleep in Houston’s. It took her what seemed like hours to fall asleep, even after Houston rubbed her back and wrapped his arms around her.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about Cade.

      And when she did finally succumb to exhaustion, her dreams were the same haunting visions they always were each night since Faith had disappeared… nightmares of a rotting Faith screaming at her, warning her, begging her to wake up.

      Brett pulled a beanie over his curls and stood to yank on his jeans. “Yeah, buddy, thanks for waking us.” He looked at Haven. “You look terrible.”

      She sighed and reached for the hoodie they had left for her. The room was warmer with the four of them in it, but she still felt so cold. “I didn’t sleep much.”

      Houston stroked her back gently. “Why don’t we get some food in you?”

      She shook her head. “I think I’m just going to stay here and catch up on sleep.”

      Mark looked aghast. “You don’t want to see the train?”

      “Maybe later,” Haven assured him. “You go on the tour, and then you can give me one after when you’re a pro.”

      “I don’t really want to leave you alone.” Houston turned to Mark and Brett. “You guys go on ahead.”

      “No, please go,” Haven implored. She didn’t want them to stay because of her. She just couldn’t bear to go out there.

      “I’ll stay here with you,” Houston offered. “We can both get some more sleep. I don’t mind.”

      She leaned in to him. “I’d actually just like a little time alone,” she whispered.

      Houston seemed unsure, but he nodded. “Okay, babe. Whatever you need. Just keep the door locked, and don’t let anyone in after we leave.”

      He kissed her cheek, and the three of them left the cabin. Haven closed the door behind them.

      She returned to their bunk and sat on the edge, her body decompressing from the chaos and terror from the night before.

      Her hands trembling, she ran them through her hair then lowered her head, hot tears plopping onto the cold metal floor below.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Haven eyed the door warily. “Who is it?”

      “It’s me. Colin.”

      She wiped the tears from her face.

      When she opened the door, he was standing there, hands in his pockets, staring at the floor.

      “Hey,” she said softly.

      “I… um… I just wanted to be sure you settled in alright. You okay?”

      Haven wrapped her arms around herself protectively. “I’ve been better.” When she said it, her lower lip started to quiver. She dug her fingernails into her arms to keep her tears from spilling over again.

      “I saw your family with Tucker just before. Why aren’t you on the tour with everyone else?”

      “I didn’t feel like it.”

      He met her gaze and searched her eyes for a moment. When he noticed she had been crying, he took her hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “I think I say this every time, but this here is my favorite place of all of them,” Tucker announced, quickly stepping across the platform from one car to another.

      Houston, Brett, and Mark walked into the dining car. The scent of food wafted up to greet them, and Mark covered his rumbling stomach and looked up at the others, embarrassed.

      “It’s mine, too,” Mark told Tucker, involuntarily licking his lips in anticipation.

      “Go on in, and make yourselves at home,” Tucker encouraged.

      Houston looked about a bit dubiously. Passengers were seated at tables on either side of the car. They watched the newcomers curiously, but it didn’t escape Houston’s attention that some of their expressions were filled with contempt. He’d seen the same look throughout their tour, and he got the impression that a sizeable percentage of the passengers didn’t want them to feel welcome here.

      “You’ll find oatmeal, canned fruit, and maybe even some orange juice if you’re lucky,” Tucker continued. “I already ate so I’ll be getting back to work, but you’ll meet with Kennedy later to go over what she’s expecting of you, if you want to stay with us, that is.”

      Houston and Brett shook Tucker’s hand and thanked him for the tour. Then Houston directed Mark toward the buffet, relieved the boy would have a full belly.

      A man stood behind the counter, ladling oatmeal onto plates.

      While Mark was getting his share, Houston overheard the conversation of a table nearby.

      “I can’t believe we are taking on more people.”

      “We don’t have enough for ourselves. This is ridiculous.”

      “Something needs to be done.”

      Worried Mark would hear, he turned and frowned at the couple in the corner. The man immediately reddened and looked down in shame, but the woman stared at him and returned the scowl.

      Houston rolled his eyes and handed his plate to the cook.

      “Are they always this friendly?” he asked the older man.

      The cook scoffed. “Some. They don’t take kindly to newcomers.” He gestured to Houston’s plate. “Less food for them.”

      Mark glanced guiltily at his plate.

      Brett noticed and gave Houston a look. “Come on. There are some open seats over there.” When they all sat down, Brett rubbed his hands together eagerly as he assessed the items on his plate.

      When he looked up again, Mark was anxiously surveying the other passengers over his shoulder, listening to what they were saying about them.

      “So,” Brett said, hoping to distract him, “what do you guys think of the train?”

      “Do they hate us because we’re eating their food?” Mark asked quietly, his cheeks reddening in humiliation.

      “No, they just don’t know what they think of us yet. We have to show them we’ll be friendly and helpful.” Brett tapped Mark’s plate when he didn’t turn around. “Hey. Eyes over here. What do you think of the train?” he queried again.

      “It’s awesome!” Mark exclaimed, his expression bubbling with enthusiasm. “I like the locomotive best, where Tucker sits. All those controls and things.” He leaned in impishly. “I wanted to push that one emergency button to see what would happen.”

      Brett stifled a laugh and tried to appear serious. “The failsafe button? You don’t want to do that, buddy. It stops the entire train suddenly, like an e-brake in a car. Tucker said that’s only supposed to be used in emergencies.”

      Mark sheepishly looked at his plate. “Yeah, I know. It just seemed cool.”

      “It was the coolest button in that whole car,” Houston admitted. He stretched his arms and yawned. “There are lots of neat things on this train.”

      Mark pondered this. “Can we go meet the other kids here?”

      “Sure we can, bud,” Brett reassured him.

      Almost as soon as he finished his sentence, a teenager about Brett’s age walked up to their table. Wavy strawberry blonde hair framed a face sprinkled with freckles, while her brown eyes almost seemed to smile on their own. A little girl peeked out from behind her.

      “Welcome!” she greeted them, extending her hand. The younger one stuck her thumb in her mouth while looking up at them with big, curious eyes.

      Brett took her outstretched hand and shook it hesitantly. After the hostility they’d been privy to while eating, he wasn’t expecting such a warm greeting.

      “I’m Lana, and this is my sister, Ellie.” She patted Ellie’s head. “Can you say hi?” she whispered.

      “Hi,” Ellie repeated, still sucking her thumb.

      “Just wanted to welcome you guys and let you know we’re happy you’re here,” Lana told them.

      Brett scratched his head. “Um, thanks, but I think you’re the only one.”

      She waved dismissively to the people around them. “They’ll be glad, too. Just takes them a while to warm up.” She threw a quick glance over her shoulder. “I’ve got to get Ellie to class—”

      “Class?” Brett interrupted unintentionally.

      Lana nodded. “Yeah, it’s something folks on Team Charlie do for the kids. They can’t miss school forever, right? There are a good number of kids here. You’d like it,” she added, looking pointedly at Mark before turning back to Brett. “And me, Derek, Jeremy, and a couple others hang out ‘after hours.’” She made quotation marks in the air with her fingers. “Feel free to join us when you’re settled.”

      They all thanked her, and Brett watched her leave, feeling slightly more encouraged about the passengers. “Can’t believe they have a school here.”

      “It’ll be great to have more friends,” Mark mused, nodding to himself. He looked up at Brett meaningfully. “But you’re my best friend.”

      Brett fist-pumped him. “You’re mine, too, man.”
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        * * *

      

      Colin and Haven made their way to the back of the train, quickly moving from car to car until they reached the last one.

      Her hood was pulled over her face, and she kept her eyes on the floor, only making sure she could see Colin’s feet in front of her.

      He opened the rear door and stepped out onto the small ledge, then reached for her hand and pulled her out with him.

      There was a ladder leading to the top of the train, and he gestured for her to follow him as he climbed. Haven placed her foot on the rung and mirrored his ascent.

      Colin was waiting for her at the top, and he hoisted her up with a smile.

      She clung to him at first, feeling a bit dizzy and uncertain, but his arms were safe and strong around her, and he assured her that the train was moving so slowly there was no real danger of them falling off.

      Hesitantly, she edged away from him and looked around.

      The sun-dappled mountains and the towering, majestic pines took her breath away, and she extended her hand, almost as if she could reach out and touch the thick branches.

      A family of deer dashed past the train, the little fawns trying to keep up with their mother. There was a beautiful innocence about them, unaware of the hell that had been unleashed upon civilization.

      The train gradually climbed higher and higher until she was looking down into strikingly scenic valleys and long, winding rivers; as far as the eye could see, a blanket of mist partially obscured the surrounding mountaintops.

      “Wow,” she breathed. The sun warmed her face like a gentle kiss, and she arched up to it, relishing the feeling.

      If heaven truly existed, she was certain it would look something like this, and in it, she hoped Faith and her grandmother had found one another.

      “Hey,” Colin called to her, a big smile on his face.

      She turned to him. He was sitting on the edge of the train, leaning back comfortably, and he gestured beside him to the metal surface. “Take a seat.”

      “You look different in jeans. I’m so used to seeing you in a kilt,” Haven remarked as she joined him.

      He looked down and shivered. “I wouldn’t be caught dead sitting on this metal tin can in just my kilt.”

      She drew her legs up to her chest and clasped her hands around them. “How did you find this place?”

      “I was on guard duty one day, and it dawned upon me that this is probably the only place someone wouldn’t think to find me while the train was moving. I come up here to think. I doubt anyone else knows about it. Except you now.” He shifted his weight onto the arm closest to her. All of the time he’d spent trying to forget her had been in vain.

      After a few minutes, she sighed. “It’s beautiful up here. I see why you come.”

      “Aye.” Colin took a deep breath and exhaled. “It really is. Makes you forget everything bad that’s ever happened to you.”

      “I doubt that,” Haven responded.

      “Well, maybe not everything. But it’s better than a backdrop of zombies. I hardly ever see them from up here when we’re moving. Maybe from a distance. But by the time they start heading in this direction, we’re miles down the tracks.”

      Haven played with a loose thread on her jacket, eventually snapping it off and wrapping it around her fingers. “Speaking of, what is Kennedy’s plan exactly? Stay on the train forever?” she asked, her tone ripe with sarcasm.

      “For now. I think it makes sense. It’s the only place that seems to keeps them out. She’s a bloody genius.”

      She studied him. “So you think she’s a good leader. You trust her.”

      Colin nodded. “I mean, I’ve known her for a short time, but what I’ve seen has been only positive. She has a heart for her people. She’ll do anything to keep everyone safe.”

      Haven raised her brows and grunted bitterly. “She let Cade Foster on this train. That was idiotic.”

      He held up his hands defensively. “I get where you’re coming from with him. But you have to look at it from her perspective. She didn’t know either one of you, and it was your word against his. I’m sure if she knew you better, she’d have trusted what you said. But there was a horde behind you guys, and she had to make a decision fast. If I was in her shoes, I probably would have done the same thing.”

      Haven remained silent. She wanted to hate Kennedy for her stupidity, but deep down, if she was being honest with herself, she knew Colin was right. “I don’t know what I think of her just yet,” she confessed. “I don’t like following her orders.”

      He chuckled. “You don’t like following anyone’s orders.”

      Haven jabbed him in the side. “It has nothing to do with that,” she retorted.

      “Trust me when I say she’s a smart one for thinking of this. She’s saved a lot of folks already, and she has her system for supply and fuel runs down to a science. Plus, her idea for planting multiple gardens at each of the stops this spring… come on, you have to admit that’s resourceful.” He grinned. “Give her some time. I think she’ll grow on you. And you need to take the train tour. This thing is fucking incredible.”

      Haven pried her nails into the ridges on the metal roof. She tried to take a deep breath, but she couldn’t, and the breath she could get was shallow and unsatisfying, like there was an anvil sitting on her chest. “I don’t want to. I don’t want to run into Cade. I never want to see him again. I hate him.”

      “If he tries anything, I’ll kill him. He’s vastly outnumbered. Don’t worry,” he promised.

      “‘Worry?’ Colin, I wish I could just worry. All I feel is anxiety, and as hard as I try, I can’t shake it. I don’t know what he’s going to do next, and not knowing terrifies me.” Her cheeks flushed in anger. “He led a horde of zombies to our house in the middle of the night while we were sleeping. If Tex wouldn’t have let us know… And then he killed him. He just killed him and threw him through our window to mess with us, to fuck with our heads. What kind of monster kills a dog?” she asked him through gritted teeth. “He tried to rape me back in high school. He almost did. I keep thinking he’s going to try again, and that maybe this time he’ll succeed. But you know what’s the worst thing, even worse than someone leading zombies to my house, killing my dog, or trying to rape me? What if he hurts my family, someone I love? I wish to God every day that I could have Faith back, but you know what? Maybe it’s best she isn’t here. It’s one less person for him to hurt.”

      Colin rested his hand on her back. “If he hurts any of you, I’ll kill him. I swear it.”

      She turned to face him with tear-filled eyes. “Sometimes…” she began. “Sometimes there’s this horrible darkness that rises up inside of me. I come up with things I would do to someone who hurt my family, all the ways I’d torture them to drag out their suffering and make them wish they were dead. And these things I come up with… they’re sick, they’re wrong; they’re things I’m ashamed of, that I don’t even want to tell Houston.” She held her breath. “I never told you this, but I killed someone once, someone who wasn’t a zombie, someone who wasn’t trying to hurt us.” Colin searched her eyes in confusion. “It was Brett’s friend. We were escaping an overrun college campus, back when all of this started. Brett was driving. His friend had been bitten, but he hadn’t turned yet. I pushed him out of a moving car while he was still alive.” Haven pressed her fingers against a bruise on her skin. “And sometimes I think about how Brett looked at me that day, how horrified he was when I shoved him out, and then I think I’m not really that different from Cade after all. I killed him, Colin,” she repeated, as though she wanted him to convince her otherwise.

      “Haven, you are nothing like Cade,” Colin insisted sincerely. “You did it to protect your brother.”

      An eagle soared above them, silhouetted against the sky, a dazzling backdrop of colors.

      Colin pointed to it. “Hey, never saw one of those up close before.”

      They watched the eagle glide carelessly on the breeze, seemingly following the train.

      “I wish I could fly. I’d float above all of this so that nothing could touch me.” She wiped her tears away quickly. “I don’t know what to do anymore.” Choking back sobs, she buried her face in her hands. “I feel so… lost, so empty since she died. And it’s all my fault, Colin.”

      He pulled her into his arms. “I’m really sorry about Faith, Haven.”

      It broke his heart to see her in so much pain, and knowing there was nothing he could do to take it away from her frustrated him greatly. He could only hold her close, whispering soothing words of comfort to her until her sobs subsided.

      “We’ve lost so much. What if I lose Brett, Mark, and Houston next, and then I’m stuck in this wretched world with everyone I cared about dead? I don’t think I want to live in a world like that.”

      Colin brushed her hair from her face. “You’d have me,” he told her. “And I won’t leave you again.”

      Her eyes searched his, deciding whether she should once again build walls around her heart to avoid the pain of abandonment.

      Colin’s gaze fell to her lips, where it often drifted to when she was talking, and he desperately wanted to kiss her. He started to lean forward, but stopped, knowing if he did, she would surely hate him later. Turning away, he decided to change the subject instead.

      “You know what I miss most about Scotland?”

      Haven lay against the cold metal, staring up at the sky above her. Her skin felt tight where her tears had dried. “Besides family?” she sniffled.

      “Of course.”

      She dangled her hand off the side of the car and flicked her fingers up and down as the wind streamed under them. “The Loch Ness Monster?” She leaned up on her elbows and looked at him seriously. “Is Nessie real?”

      He snorted. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” He gave her a lopsided grin and lay down beside her, placing his hands under his head. “Aside from the obvious, I’d have to say the food.  I’ll take whatever slop the guys on the train cook up with plenty of thanks, but damn, I miss a good Haggis with neeps and tatties.”

      “What is that?” she asked skeptically.

      “Haggis is a pudding with sheep’s heart, liver, and lungs.”

      Haven wrinkled her nose in distaste. “That doesn’t sound enticing at all.”

      “That’s because you haven’t had mine.” There was a slightly suggestive undertone in his words, implying that he was well-versed in many things beyond cooking. “And neeps and tatties are turnips and potatoes.”

      She shook her head, not catching on. “I don’t know, you’re not doing a good job selling me sheep guts and turnips.”

      He kneed her gently. “What, not good enough for you because it isn’t McDonald’s?”

      She pushed his knee away. “Okayyy, wise guy. We have a heck of a lot more to offer here for cuisine than just McDonald’s. Well, we used to anyways. What I wouldn’t give for a slice of pizza. Scratch that—a whole pie.”

      He had a big grin on his face as he gazed up at the sky, even though she couldn’t see it. “Ah, Haven.” His voice was heavy with nostalgia. “I missed you, girl.”

      Instinctively, Haven moved closer to him so that her body touched his.

      “I’m sorry for leaving you. It was wrong of me. I just couldn’t…” He trailed off.

      “It hurt me more than I thought it would,” she admitted. “I know we didn’t really know each other that long, but in all this… somehow you were my port in the storm, my best friend.”

      “I know, and I was an arse for leaving.” He took her hands in his and pressed them against his chest. “Will you forgive me, Haven?”

      She could feel his heartbeat, steady and strong, heat radiating from his body, and even in the brisk temperatures, warmth spread through her. Then without further hesitation, she leaned forward and hugged him.

      “Always,” she answered, and they sat back in companionable silence for a little longer.
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        * * *

      

      Kennedy rubbed her temples and groaned. Hidden in her makeshift office, her sanctuary, she didn’t have to keep up a tough exterior; she didn’t need to exhibit those leadership qualities everyone looked to her to have, especially on days when she felt like anything but a leader.

      Today was one of those days. It was their weekly “town hall” meeting, as they called them. She tried to hold them regularly to keep everyone informed of any new developments or plans, but as of this morning, Johnny B. had told her that a schism was beginning to form amongst the passengers.

      Great. As if fighting zombies wasn’t already enough drama.

      Kennedy hated drama. Some women thrived off it, but she couldn’t stand it. Why prolong a bad situation by muddying up the waters when you could just deal with something head-on and not waste time?

      In the few relationships she’d had in her life, nearly every boyfriend had told her it was her best quality.

      A rap on the door interrupted her thoughts.

      “Hey,” Johnny B. said to her as he poked his head around the door. “It’s meeting time.”

      Standing up, she grabbed her firearm off the desk and met him. Locking the door behind her, the two started down the narrow corridor leading to the dining car.

      “That annoying bag of bones is at it again. Riling up everyone else.”

      Kennedy glanced at him then nodded. “You mean Lydia?”

      “Yeah,” he replied and cracked his knuckles. “It takes everything in me not to throw her out of the train myself. You know we’d be better off, right? Whenever she opens her mouth to talk, it’s like nails on a chalkboard. Even her own husband can’t stand her. I would rather take a bullet to the balls than be married to her.”

      Kennedy shrugged. “She’s just bored. It’s a power play. I kind of feel bad for her.”

      Johnny B. guffawed. “I feel bad for her husband. She must’ve tricked him into marrying her. What an idiot.”

      She smacked his arm. “Stop it.”

      When they got to the dining car, Kennedy straightened her shoulders and rested her hands on her belt. She had to look confident, as if everything was under control, and she was in charge.

      The room was packed with passengers, their faces staring at her expectantly. She noticed the newcomers, Houston and Cade, if she recalled their names correctly, were amongst them, each at opposite ends of the car.

      “Alright, first thing’s first,” she said in a clear, crisp voice. “We have some newcomers to welcome. They’re eager and able-bodied, and I believe they’ll make a strong addition to our team.” She paused, and hushed whispers like the hissing of snakes filled the room. “It’s my understanding that some of you are having an issue with how this train is run,” she continued, her tone steady. “I can’t guarantee that anything is going to change, but I’m willing to open the floor to hear suggestions.”

      Unsurprisingly, Lydia Glass leapt to her feet. “I have something to say.” She was a slight woman with curly dark hair that was frizzy and unkempt. Although she was in her early forties, her gaunt, constantly irritated expression and permanent frown lines made her appear much older than her actual age.

      Johnny B. made a noise from behind her, and several others rolled their eyes or exhaled loudly.

      “We didn’t have enough food or space as it was before they arrived, yet you keep bringing on new people, nearly ten in the last month. You save the few cabins that remain for total strangers. Those of us who don’t have a private cabin are forced to sleep in a makeshift car on cots with other families. Cots!” she emphasized dramatically. “Not to mention our portions at mealtime are pitiful, and they’re only going to get smaller now that there are more mouths to feed. It’s downright ridiculous to expect people to tolerate this for the long haul.” Her thin lips were pulled into a tight line. She crossed her arms defiantly when Johnny B. gave her a lethal stare. “We’re all getting sick of it.”

      “Speak for yourself, woman. Kennedy runs this train, and she runs it well. If you don’t fucking like it, the solution is simple.” He gestured to the windows leading outside. “I’ll help you out myself.”

      Kennedy turned and shot him a warning glance, but her eyes held a modicum of gratitude.

      Lydia glared at him furiously. “You probably eat enough rations for two people. Maybe even three.”

      Kennedy knew it was only a matter of time before Johnny B. exploded in rage.

      “And what do you do exactly, Lydia, besides be a thorn in everyone’s side?” another passenger inquired.

      Kennedy followed the source of the voice and saw Vetta Harrison push away from the wall she’d been leaning against. Vetta was the train’s sole medical professional. She was in her early fifties and had light blonde hair and blue eyes. She’d been a nurse before the outbreak, and as such, Kennedy counted her as one of the most valuable members of her team.

      “Do you go out on supply runs and stick your neck out for people you barely know, risking your life each time, not knowing if you’ll come back because you could randomly get bitten? Do you volunteer for Team Bravo to protect the train when it’s surrounded by rotters? What about Team Charlie, teaching the kids something useful? Helping out in the kitchen?” Vetta shook her head. “No, I don’t recall seeing you doing much of anything actually.” Lydia reddened under her stare and began to speak, but Vetta held up a hand to prevent her from interrupting. “Meanwhile, these ‘newcomers’ you talk about are the ones keeping your ass alive. Don’t tell people how to do their job when you don’t do squat. Part of the reason you’re even here is because Kennedy found you and brought you to this train. So take a seat, and shut your mouth.”

      Kennedy looked at her and nodded once, so discretely that no one else would have noticed. Vetta’s face was solemn, but she returned the nod and leaned against the wall once more.

      Lydia stood there with her hands balled at her sides, visibly shaking, her mouth wide open. “How dare you?” she sputtered. “How dare you talk to me like that, like you have any right—”

      “Stewart, control your wife,” someone muttered.

      “Oh, no, I’m not finished.” Lydia’s face was twisted with rage. “What happens when we don’t have any more space to house all of these new people? Then what? Will you just kick off the people who have been here the longest and wish them the best?” She turned in a circle, making eye contact with many of the passengers. “Come on, it’s not like you guys haven’t been thinking it. I’m just the only one with the balls to say it, apparently. We shouldn’t be helping anyone else. We should worry about ourselves! But if we keep her in power, we’re all screwed!” Her voice painfully shrill, she thrust a finger in Kennedy’s direction.

      Tucker stood up and cleared his throat. “We can’t survive on our own. We all need each other. We each play a crucial role in this mess, and when one goes, the whole thing collapses.” He took off his hat and held it in his hands. “Kennedy is the best darned thing to happen to us, if you ask me.” He turned to address Kennedy. “You’ve been a guiding light, and you’ve got the stuff real leaders are made of. You don’t just boss us around and treat us like garbage while you sit on a sofa eatin’ grapes, not lifting a pinky finger. You are out there, blood, sweat, and tears like the rest of us. I’ll follow you anywhere.”  He nodded at her gratefully and sat back down.

      Kennedy felt tears welling up in her eyes, but she pushed them down, unwilling to show any weakness. “Thank you kindly, Tucker.”

      Lydia wagged her finger at him. “No, that’s just nonsense. I don’t understand why this is so hard for you people to comprehend. More mouths, less food. More people, less space. Do I need to spell it out for you? Because I don’t know how to make it any clearer than that.”

      Vetta started to move toward her, but Tucker put a hand on her arm. She looked over her shoulder at him. “What?”

      He shook his head. “I know what you’re going to do.”

      Vetta sighed. “Just one punch.”

      “Don’t. Kennedy will handle it.”

      “I say we nominate a new person to lead us. Who is with me?” Lydia asked. When no one answered her, she threw her arms up in exasperation.

      Vetta gritted her teeth. “You should be grateful you’re even on this train, especially those of you who don’t pull your weight, but expect Team Alpha to put their lives on the line whenever they go out to keep you fat, full, and happy. That was the problem with this country before the virus, people wanting stuff for free, but not being willing to do work to get it.” She put her hands on her hips and hung her head disappointedly. “You’d think tragedies like this would unite us and make us work together. Like September eleventh. It’s been nearly twenty years since that day, but it’s clear things never changed for some of us.”

      Lydia was irate. “A lot of us want new leadership. We want to make it so that those of us who are here can survive. No more new faces. We protect the ones we have. I think we need to hold a vote!” Lydia’s meager frame was tense as she looked around for support.

      “Alright, that’s it,” Johnny B. called out and worked his way through the crowd to get to her. “You’re done. We don’t have time for your shit.” He grabbed her by the elbow and escorted her out of the dining car, ignoring her protests and futile attempts to wriggle out of his grasp.

      Her husband, Stewart, quietly followed behind them. When both of them had exited the car, Johnny B. slammed the door shut and stood in front of it, his massive arms crossed over his chest.

      Frustrated discourse started up again amongst the passengers, but Kennedy raised a hand to quiet them. “This train has been a blessing. But the end goal isn’t just to go up and down the east coast. The goal is to find people with skillsets that will strengthen us as a group. To create a sustainable food source that we can rely on at each stop. The goal is to help one another, to work together. I want us to not only survive this outbreak, but thrive. I’m not going to bullshit anyone. You have a problem with any of that, and you can get off at the next stop. We’ll give you water and food and send you on your way.”

      Kennedy nodded to everyone, then turned to leave.

      “Gather up the new folks, and brief them,” she told Johnny B. “Once they’re rested and settled, they’ll need to be evaluated and trained for their assignments.” There were no exceptions. Everyone would contribute something to their survival and growth, and she was hopeful that the newest arrivals on the train would not disappoint.

      Johnny B. was almost to the door when he heard footsteps behind him. He turned around and saw the new guy, the one with close-cropped blond hair who was wearing military fatigues. He’d seen him standing in the back during the meeting, listening intently.

      Johnny B. knew a solider when he saw one, but something about the stranger rubbed him the wrong way. For whatever reason, it pissed him off that he wore fatigues.

      “Hey, man,” the newcomer started. “I noticed you have some problem passengers. If you guys need anything, just let me know. Like you, I’ve had some training, and I’m sure you could use a helping hand.

      Johnny B. was unable to hide his skepticism. “Pound sand, asshole,” he growled. “We’re doing just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      There was no way in hell that Houston was going to be without a gun as long as Cade Foster was on the train with them.

      Houston hadn’t taken his eyes off Cade during the entire meeting. After it concluded, he observed Cade make a bee-line for the big guy who was always with Kennedy, but judging by his surprised expression, it looked like the man hadn’t responded the way Cade had been expecting.

      Once Cade left, Houston waited a few seconds and then followed him. He kept his distance, making sure to stay close to the sides of the car and blend in with the other passengers as much as possible.

      By the time he reached the sleeper cars, there were no other passengers with them. He kept a full car-length from Cade, watching him from the platform between the two cars.

      Cade walked down the hallway, and Houston was about to pursue him until Cade paused, his back to Houston.

      Darting into the shadows, Houston cautiously peered around the corner.

      Cade just stood there, unmoving.

      Then he abruptly turned left and unlocked the door to his cabin.

      Houston stared at the cabin until a familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.

      He searched around, not seeing anyone. He heard footsteps clanging against the metal ladder just outside, then laughter trickled in from an open window.

      Two people turned into the car across from him, and one of them was Colin. The other was a smaller figure, a woman, her face obscured by a hoodie.

      He’d recognize that laugh anywhere though.

      Haven.

      With Colin.

      Just the two of them.

      He scowled.

      Hadn’t she said she wasn’t leaving her room?
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        * * *

      

      Houston tucked fresh clothes and towels for himself and Haven under one arm and handed Brett a t-shirt from the children’s plastic bin. “Think Mark will like this?”

      Brett took the t-shirt from him and held it up. Iron Man was splashed across the colorful red fabric. “Oh, yeah. I wish they had it in my size. He’ll love it.”

      “Mark making friends today?” Houston asked him.

      Brett nodded. “I’m still shocked they have a school here.” He grunted disbelievingly. “It isn’t much, but there are people who volunteer to spend a few hours every day teaching the kids reading, math… it’s incredible when you think about it.” He rolled up the shirt and placed it in a plastic bag with clothes of his own. “I think I’m going to help out.”

      “You’d be great at it,” Houston assured him.

      “You guys finding what you need?” An older woman holding a clipboard came up to them.

      Brett passed his bag to her, and Houston set his clothes and towels on a folding table. “Yes, thank you so much, ma’am,” Houston answered gratefully. His gaze darted to a gun on the table beside the woman.

      Her eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled at him. “You just drop them in the big baskets over there and exchange them for fresh ones each week.”

      They nodded, and when Houston picked up his items from the table, deftly scooped the gun up with them.

      As they walked back to their cabin, Brett glanced at him, noticing Houston seemed preoccupied.

      “You okay?”

      Houston blinked a couple of times then shifted to face him. “This Colin guy… what’s up with him?”

      Brett shrugged. “He’s cool. He helped us when we left Grandma’s.”

      “So I heard.” An awkward moment of silence passed between the two of them. “Does he have the hots for Haven?” he finally asked.

      Brett shifted, his shoes tracing lines in the dust and grime coating the floor. “You picked up on that, huh?”

      Houston’s expression was hard to read. “Yeah, I did. It wasn’t hard to figure out.”

      “Don’t worry though,” Brett interjected encouragingly. “Haven only sees him as a friend.”

      “I trust her,” Houston replied simply. “I don’t trust him. Then again,” he added, “I don’t know the guy. And I’m thankful he rescued her, all of you.” He sighed. “And I understand why he’d like her. He probably figured he’d won the lotto to find a girl like her in the middle of all this.”

      Brett gaped at him incredulously. “Are you kidding me? Haven? She’s a handful! The heart attack would’ve gotten him before the zombies did.”

      Houston chuckled. “True,” he agreed. “But he and Haven share a certain... camaraderie. I sensed it from the moment I saw them interact. I haven’t ever seen her that comfortable with someone.” He frowned. “Including me. Maybe I’m a little thrown off by it,” he admitted.

      Two passengers passed them, and Brett and Houston nodded politely as they walked by.

      “He was there at the right time, when she needed someone to help her cope with losing Grandma. Also, they’re both a pretty good team when it comes to scavenging for food and stuff. He admires her; she admires him. But I promise you, she only has eyes for you.”

      Houston couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy.

      “Great,” he muttered.

      Hero or not, he was already starting to dislike this Scottish guy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Haven fluffed her pillow up against the wall and sat cross-legged on her cot.

      Mark was across from her, some comic books scattered in his lap. The last couple of nights, he’d been sleeping restlessly, with horrible nightmares that left him screaming so loud he woke up the neighboring passengers who were visibly frightened by his outbursts.

      Haven remembered all too well what it was like to be tormented in her sleep, after her parents had died, before the outbreak had ever hit Green Acres. She wished there was something she could do to make his nightmares go away.

      She’d lost a lot, but Mark had lost everyone. And somehow, in spite of everything, he was able to do the unthinkable, something remarkable. He could laugh and smile and play and lose himself in the creative inspiration of books that spun tales from another place and time. He was still a good person, considerate, always trying to comfort others when they were sad.

      If Mark could do all of those things after losing everything, Haven could do her best to keep him safe, to be there for him, and to make him feel like he belonged, that her family was also his.

      Tonight, Brett and Houston were meeting with Kennedy to figure out what teams they’d be joining, and for the first time in a long time since the outbreak began, Haven had nothing she had to do.

      Normally this wouldn’t have suited her. She was the kind of person who needed to feel that she was being productive with her time.

      But tonight was different. The idea of curling up in her pajamas with the murder mystery that she’d found in the train’s small makeshift library thrilled her, and Mark’s presence brought her a measure of solace from the pain of losing Faith.

      Now if I only had a glass of wine, the night would be perfect.

      Haven was engrossed in the fourth chapter when she heard Mark sigh heavily. Looking up from her book, she raised an eyebrow.

      “What’s up, kiddo?”

      “I miss my mom,” he blurted suddenly.

      Closing her book, she pursed her lips and picked at the frayed edges of the bedspread. What could she possibly say to console him? Losing a parent at such a young age was devastating. There were so many times throughout her childhood when all she wanted to do was talk to her mom about boys or ask her dad to show her how to be better in soccer. Her grandmother had gone above and beyond to raise her and her siblings, but nothing would ever replace the presence of a parent.

      “I know what you mean. We lost our parents, too.”

      “Zombies got ‘em?” he asked, looking up at her with big, sad eyes.

      “Fortunately, no.” It comforted her to know their deaths had been swift and painless. “They died in a bad car accident when we were kids. Our grandmother raised us.”

      Mark stared at the floor. “Do you ever stop missing them?” he whispered.

      Haven thought about it for a moment. Shaking her head, she answered, “No. You never stop missing them. Not a day goes by where I wouldn’t give my right arm to be able to talk to them. It makes me regret every time I acted up and gave them a hard time.”

      “I know.” Mark quickly wiped away a tear.

      Already trying to be a man. Mark had been forced to grow up so quickly.

      Haven longed for him to just be able to be a kid and live a normal life.

      “I used to get really mad at her for being with her stupid boyfriend. I wish I wouldn’t have been so mean though.”

      Haven leaned forward and ruffled his hair, something all of them enjoyed doing because it got an adorable reaction from him, where he’d swat their hands away, trying to hide a smile. “I bet you were an awesome son. You were just looking out for her. She knew that.”

      “I shouldn’t have gone to the movies that day. I should’ve been home to protect them. He almost ate me. I should have killed him. I should have.” His young face was twisted in torment. “Do you think my mom and sister are alive?” he asked after several minutes had passed. It was the question he had dreaded asking.

      And it was the answer she’d dreaded giving.

      Haven felt a vice-like grip clench around her heart. She wanted to say yes so badly. She wanted to tell him that his sister and mother were safe somewhere, part of a fortified community. She wanted to tell him that because she so desperately needed it to be the case for him.

      “I hope so, buddy. I really do. I’m sure they found somewhere safe and are missing you just as much as you miss them,” she said finally, trying her hardest to sound confident in her response.

      Even if his family was gone, Mark had a new family now, and all three of them would give their lives to protect him.

      “Hey, so tell me about those comics you were reading,” she offered, hoping a topic change would lift his spirits.

      It worked. Mark’s face lit up like a firefly.

      “I love X-Men. I already read most of them, but it’s cool. I don’t mind.”

      “You know,” Haven started, “I used to watch the X-Men animated series with Brett and Faith. That and the Batman one, too. Maybe that was before your time, but someday, I’ll find the whole series for you. You’re seriously missing out if you haven’t seen them.”

      “Alex and I used to watch the X-Men and Batman movies. ‘I am Batman!’” he said in his best Michael Keaton voice.

      “Oh, he was a good Batman. I liked Christian Bale, too. But he was a different kind of Batman. Darker.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. I liked other Batmans better.”

      She chuckled. “Well, you’re entitled to your opinion. But it’s wrong.” She winked at him. “Heath Ledger’s Joker will always be my favorite though.”

      “Didn’t he die in real life?”

      “The actor did, yeah.”

      “That’s too bad,” the boy remarked, starting to look sad again. “I remember my mom talking about it with her boyfriend, when he died. It was on the news and stuff.”

      “Oh!” Haven jumped as if she remembered something. She reached under her bed and pulled out a dark object, but quickly concealed it behind her back mischievously. His interest piqued, Mark shifted and tried to look behind her.

      “What is it?” he pressed curiously.

      “I was saving this for Houston, but I figure we can share it now, and I’ll get him one later.” She held out a Snickers bar.

      His eyes widened, and he took it from her outstretched hand eagerly. “Wow!”

      He peeled off the wrapper and bit off a big chunk of the bar before handing it back to her. Haven took a hearty bite, too.

      Chocolate would always be her weakness. She closed her eyes briefly as she savored the sugary goodness. Even a half-melted-to-the-wrapper, slightly stale Snickers bar was heaven-sent and delicious.

      “So tell me more about this comic book you’re reading...”

      They spent the next couple of hours discussing comic books, television shows, and action movies. Haven, whose cinematic interests more closely mirrored Brett and Houston’s than her sister’s, had no problem keeping up.

      When Mark finally dozed off, Haven tenderly put a pillow under his head and tucked her bedspread around him.

      She peeked out the window of the train. The moon was still high in the sky, its luminescent beams reflecting off the snow-covered branches. She leaned over until she could see below her window. It was far enough from the ground that even if the zombies reached up, their fingertips would barely graze the bottom of the window, making it impossible for them to get in. It was odd to feel so safe, free from the grasping clutches of the ravenous monsters.

      Sighing contentedly, Haven pulled out her book again and settled back into the bunk beside Mark.

      She hadn’t read a book for fun in months. An avid reader, Haven always preferred snuggling up with a good book to hitting up the bars and clubs with her friends. As kids, her grandmother used to read them a bedtime story every night. Haven was always the last one awake, and when Rosemary would place the bookmark between the pages, Haven would beg for just one more chapter.

      Another hour passed, but she barely noticed, completely engrossed in her book. It wasn’t until later that Haven finally nodded off into a deep slumber.

      Shadows shifted under the door of her cabin, causing light from the hallway to flicker in unevenly. There was the faintest sound of metal scratching against metal.

      Haven’s eyelids fluttered for just a moment. She could feel Mark beside her, could hear his steady breathing. She sighed softly and wrapped her arms around him, sleep overtaking her once again.

      The floor creaked, and this time, Haven stiffened and leaned forward slightly, wondering if Mark had gotten out of bed and was walking around the cabin. But he was still next to her.

      She looked about drowsily, seeing nothing.

      But her mind sensed something her eyes did not.

      At the foot of the bed, the darkness of the room outlined yet another darkness.

      And that darkness was alive; she could feel it. She tilted her head a bit, unease growing in her belly.

      The darkness moved, swaying slightly.

      It was watching her.

      She strained her eyes to focus, but it was so impossibly dark.

      Then it moved suddenly and was on top of her. She was able to get out one short scream just as rough hands clamped over her mouth, silencing her.

      She knew who it was before she could see him, before the moon escaped from behind the clouds to reveal his identity.

      Cade ripped her from the bed and painfully twisted her arm behind her, forcing her backward against the wall.

      She struggled with her other hand to claw him, but he ignored her as her fingernails raked his skin.

      Refusing to give up, Haven tried to open her jaws enough to bite him, but his hand was so large that it covered half of her face.

      With an angry protest, she thrust her knee up toward his groin, but he had anticipated this and kept his legs between hers.

      Her eyes were wild, and she frantically looked about the room for her weapons, but the moonlight was fleeting, and she was once again catapulted into absolute darkness.

      “Haven?” asked a sleepy voice from the bed.

      Mark.

      Snapping her head to the side, she inhaled a frantic breath. “Run!” she cried out, terrified for the boy and what Cade could do to him.

      With all of her strength, she swung her free hand upward and bent her thumb in so that it caught on the outer corner of his eye socket. She tried to tug on it, but Cade yelled and punched her hard on the cheek.

      She collapsed to the floor, reeling from the pain.

      The room seemed to spin, and dots began to cloud her vision.

      No. She couldn’t pass out. She had to protect Mark.

      She rushed forward on her hands and knees and grabbed Cade around the legs. Then she opened her mouth wide and sank her teeth into his calf, shaking her head ferociously back and forth.

      Cade roared from the pain and kicked her away, and that’s when Haven started to scream.

      He scrambled back to her with lightning-fast speed and slammed her head into the hard floor repeatedly.

      “You fucking whore!” he bellowed.

      Her nose bleeding profusely, she struggled to raise her shoulders off the floor.

      He leaned down and looked her over. “You know, it’s a real shame what happened—”

      Light footsteps behind him caused him to whirl around. Just as Mark lifted his pocket knife into the air, Cade grabbed his wrist.

      “Not fast enough,” Cade whispered to the boy.

      He easily wrested the knife from the Mark’s grasp and roughly shoved his elbow into the boy’s stomach. Mark fell to the ground, crumpled in a little heap as he gasped for air. Haven tried to crawl to him, but Cade violently jerked her away.

      Chuckling, Cade wiped his forehead and licked his lips. “Where was I?” He looked around, feigning perplexity. Flipping Mark’s knife in his hand, he grinned down at her malevolently. “I think I’ll play with you a little. Like I did with your pathetic—”

      The door swung open.

      Kennedy and Johnny B. rushed in, guns raised. Both of their eyes went wide at the scene.

      “Drop the weapon!” Kennedy screamed.

      Johnny B. kept his gun trained on Cade while rushing over to Mark, reaching down to check the boy. His mouth curled into an enraged scowl as he rose to his feet. “Let me kill him.”

      Cade’s jaw tightened, and he looked up to the ceiling. Finally, he sighed and dropped the knife.

      Houston and Brett burst into the room. “We heard yelling. What the hell is going on—”

      Their expressions turned from concern to horror when they saw Haven and Mark sprawled out on the floor.

      Houston ran over to Haven and pulled her to him. She weakly clutched his arms.

      “I’ll be okay. Check on Mark,” she managed hoarsely, pointing a bloody finger in his direction.

      Houston got up and suddenly snatched his gun out of his waistband, charging Cade. “You fucking bastard!” he growled.

      “You don’t have the balls,” Cade taunted.

      “Where the fuck did he get that?” Johnny B. asked Kennedy, motioning to the gun in Houston’s hand.

      “Houston,” Kennedy ordered, her voice strong and steady. “Put it down.”

      “Fuck that.” His body shook with rage. “He dies here and now.” Houston didn’t take his finger off the trigger.

      Cade sneered at him. “Next time I won’t stop there.”

      Houston’s finger twitched. All he had to do was pull. Just squeeze his trigger finger ever so slightly, and Cade Foster’s brains would be splattered on the wall. He could do what he should have done when he had the chance.

      “Houston,” Kennedy repeated. “I’m not asking. You have every right to be pissed, but killing him won’t make it any better.” Johnny B. still had his gun aimed at Cade, and she shifted hers to Houston. “I promise you I’ll make him pay for what he did. He won’t go unpunished. But I won’t say it again. Put. It. Down.”

      Every muscle in Houston’s body was tense. He stood in front of Haven protectively, blocking her from their view.

      “Houston,” Haven whimpered. “Do what she says. Please,” she pleaded softly.

      “That’s right,” Cade laughed. “Do what the little bitch tells you.”

      Squeezing his eyes shut in an attempt to block out Cade’s words, Houston lowered his weapon.

      Kneeling right beside Cade, he whispered, “You’d better hope I never see you again. Because if I do, I’m going to use your own knife on you, and you don’t even want to know what kinds of sick things I’m capable of doing.”

      At Kennedy’s direction, Johnny B. stepped between them and pulled a pair of handcuffs from his belt. Cuffing Cade, he wrenched him away from Houston.

      “Don’t worry, Haven,” Cade called out. “We’ll finish our little chat later. I still want to tell you what happened—”

      Without warning, Kennedy pistol-whipped him, rendering him unconscious. Haven murmured for her to wait, to let him finish speaking.

      Something he’d alluded to made her stomach turn. But Kennedy didn’t hear her, and Haven leaned back and closed her eyes, fighting the lure of unconsciousness.

      “I’ll take care of this,” Kennedy promised. “And I’ll send Vetta to tend to her.” She put a hand on Houston’s shoulder, but he moved as if she had scalded him, and her hand slipped off.

      Johnny B. took one last look at Mark and Haven and shook his head angrily, cursing under his breath. He turned to Houston, nodding in understanding. “I’ll make sure that asshole gets what’s comin’ to him,” Johnny B. said before dragging Cade’s motionless form out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Houston moved silently from car to car, following the drops of blood speckled along the floor. He didn’t give a damn what Kennedy wanted; he was going to kill Cade Foster.

      This part of the train seemed nearly abandoned, and he wondered if he had reached the last car on the train.

      It was quiet and dark, and a padlock hung loosely on a chain from the sliding door. There were storages of food and clothes in cardboard boxes piled on either side of the car.

      He heard noises up ahead, periodic thuds, as though someone was pounding wet meat with a mallet.

      His hands clutching his firearm shook; he had never killed anyone before, never anyone alive anyways.

      Trying to steady his breathing and calm himself, Houston stared at the weapon in his grasp.

      Would he be able to pull the trigger?

      Would he have second thoughts?

      Would he carry the guilt with him for the rest of his life?

      What if he had to shoot the other person with Cade? Surely the monster wouldn’t be alone.

      It didn’t matter. He had to do it.

      Looking up, he saw movement in the reflection of the windows across from him. He peered closer. Johnny B.’s giant frame was unmistakable.

      He was straddling Cade’s barely moving body, his gloved knuckles slick with blood, thin crimson rivulets trailing down the leather onto the floor. Blow after blow, Houston wondered if Cade was even conscious anymore. He lowered his gun to his side, his finger slipping from the trigger.

      Taking a few steps forward toward the doorway of the small cabin, he cleared his throat, no longer trying to conceal his presence.

      Johnny B. noticed him and slowly stood.

      “I don’t pretend to be a fucking saint,” he said to Houston. Then he turned to address Cade. “But I have a code, asshole. If there’s one thing I can’t forgive it’s pussies like you who get their rocks off beating up women and children.” He glanced at the gun in Houston’s hand. “You want to step in?”

      Without needing encouragement, Houston holstered his gun and took Johnny B.’s place on top of Cade. He reared his hand back and grunted as it collided with Cade’s jaw.

      “Enough!”

      Both men jumped and spun around. Kennedy and Grady stood in the doorway.

      Houston wiped Cade’s blood on his pants. “This isn’t your fight,” he said, pointing at Kennedy sternly.

      She scowled at him. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      Houston recoiled slightly, surprised at the venom in her tone.

      “You and your people come onto my train, cause problems, and have the balls to tell me how to handle things?” Kennedy took one look at Cade and glowered at Johnny B. “And you. You deliberately disobeyed my orders.” Then she turned back to Houston. “Do you want to join him and get off this train? Is that what you want?” she spat. “There has to be order. People can’t just take whatever type of revenge they want when something doesn’t go their way—”

      “‘Doesn’t go their way?’” Houston repeated incredulously, not caring if he angered her further. “This scumbag just beat the shit out of my girl and a little kid!”

      “I know that, and I told you, I’ll handle it.”

      Houston took several deep breaths. He knew he wasn’t going to ameliorate the situation by losing his temper. “What are we going to do with him?” Houston asked her as calmly as he could muster.

      “We’ll let him off at our next stop.”

      Houston shook his head. “That’s not good enough. I want him dead.”

      Kennedy threw up her hands. “We can’t just kill him, Houston.”

      “Why the fuck not? He was going to kill Haven! Maybe Mark, too.”

      She crossed her arms. “Killing Cade makes us just as bad as him. He’s going to stay locked up while he’s on here. He won’t hurt anyone. And once we get to our next stop, he’s gone. No food, no gun. And trust me, in this new world, that’s a lot worse than death.”

      His hands shaking with rage, Houston stared at her for a few moments longer. Wordlessly, he pushed past them.

      Kennedy gave Johnny B. a withering glance before following Houston.

      Johnny B. watched them leave, then shifted his focus to Cade. “I hope you get nice and cozy in here ‘cause we’re gonna get to know each other real well.”
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        * * *

      

      Stewart Glass glanced through the small square window at the prisoner sitting in the holding car.

      Cade Foster had a dark expression on his face, steely gray eyes made more piercing from the bruising around them. There was something cruel about him, in the way his lips always seemed to rest in a perpetual sneer.

      They’d never had a prisoner on the train before, and Stewart wasn’t sure why he was on guard duty. He figured Kennedy would have enlisted the younger, more able-bodied passengers to do this job. However, Kennedy’s meathead right-hand man told him it was time for him to pull his weight, and since Cade was locked up and non-threatening, Stewart was ordered to stand outside his makeshift cell for ten-hour blocks.

      He ran his fingers along the door, examining it for durability, before sighing and leaning against it, his shoulders slumping forward.

      It was unusually quiet without his wife, Lydia around, and he found himself enjoying the silence, even if he was playing babysitter for the next ten hours.

      For the most part, he tolerated Lydia’s berating and controlling personality with submission, even if he felt like a powder keg ready to explode. He hated her for making him feel like less of a man, for embarrassing him with her obnoxious, bipolar outbursts and unfiltered rants against Kennedy.

      Sure, they’d had some good moments over the years. Lots of travel, socializing with friends at swanky bars in the city. He’d always hoped they would have children, but she didn’t want any. When he thought about it, it was a Godsend that they hadn’t. He wouldn’t have wanted his kids to live through this.

      By the time the chaos started, they were the furthest thing from prepared with no weapons or food to see them through it. Lydia was mad at him for this, as well. Stewart was staunchly against owning firearms. Lydia came from a family of gun nuts, where each member in her family had at least three. It was ridiculous. They only had two hands. What was the point in having three different guns?

      Shaking his head, he muttered under his breath.

      He just didn’t fit in with that family. In fact, he was relieved when the infection spread, and they lost complete contact with them.

      Guess their damned guns didn’t save them after all.

      But when it was all said and done, owning a gun would have been a plus when the world flip-flopped. He would never admit this to Lydia though. And regardless, even if he’d had one, he wouldn’t have known what to do with it.

      A handful of neighbors who had turned were the reason Stewart and Lydia had been forced from their home. The zombies had managed to get in from the low gate in the backyard. All it had taken was for one of them to see Lydia as she looked at them through the window. That triggered a chain reaction in the whole group, and before they knew it, the creatures were so desperate to reach them that they’d even impaled themselves on the sharp metal tips of the waist-high gate, flailing and writhing to get free. The others used their comrades’ pinned bodies as a ramp to crawl over the gate.

      It didn’t take them long to smash through the delicate French doors.

      Running for their lives had been the only option until Kennedy rescued them. They were starving and barely coherent, but she’d gotten them the care they needed to make a full recovery.

      Lydia should have been grateful to her, but she wasn’t. She loathed the redhead, and there didn’t seem to be any decent explanation as to why, short of the fact that Kennedy was someone who couldn’t be controlled, unlike Stewart.

      Stewart honestly didn’t have a problem with Kennedy—a part of him even found her fearlessness and authority attractive—but he went along with his wife’s disdain for her to avoid confrontation.

      And now here he was, living in quarters smaller than their old master bathroom, stuck sitting outside a madman’s makeshift holding cell.

      He clambered to his feet at the sound of nearing footsteps.

      Vetta Davenport walked in, holding a tray with a bowl and cup on it.

      “Kennedy asked me to give this to you for him.” She tilted her head to the prisoner.

      Stewart raised his hands defensively. “I don’t want to give it to him. You do it.”

      Vetta glared at him. “I need to tend to a woman and child who got the shit kicked out of them by this asshole. I’d just as soon see him starve, but I don’t turn down orders from Kennedy. So do us all a favor, and grow a pair, Stewart.” She set the tray down and left the car.

      “You grow a pair,” he mumbled after she was out of earshot. Scowling, he crossed his arms in frustration.

      He didn’t want to get any closer than he already was to Cade Foster.
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        * * *

      

      Vetta took off her latex gloves and pulled a blanket over Haven. She quietly walked to the door of the cabin to find Mark, Brett, Houston, and Colin just outside, the latter two anxiously pacing back and forth.

      Houston saw her emerge and nearly ran forward to meet her.

      “She’s banged up pretty badly, but she’ll recover just fine,” Vetta told the group.

      “Can I see her?” Houston asked.

      Vetta gently stepped in front of him. “She’s sleeping now, but you can go in as soon as she wakes up. She needs her sleep.”

      “Is she alright though?” Colin demanded.

      Vetta sighed. “Well…” she began, “she’s got a couple of fractured ribs, contusions, her nose was broken…” Their expressions were riddled with worry, and she paused, her tone softening. “Right now, it looks a lot scarier than it actually is. I set what I could and gave her plenty of pain meds. Don’t worry; everything will heal. She just needs rest,” Vetta emphasized.

      She started to usher them away from the cabin, not noticing that Mark had crept past her while she was addressing the others. Brett caught sight of him and chewed on his lip, wondering if he should stop him. After a couple of seconds, he turned with the other men and let Vetta lead them away.

      Mark carefully edged around the medical supplies in the room, wincing as his own sore body protested the added movement, and slowly climbed into Haven’s bed.

      Her eyes were closed, so swollen and bruised that they wouldn’t have been able to open even if she wasn’t asleep. Vetta had placed several strips of medical tape over Haven’s nose and had stuffed the nostrils with cotton.

      Every now and then, Haven would shake her head and murmur something unintelligible.

      Mark tenderly took her hand in his and lay beside her.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you, Haven,” he whispered, a tear rolling down his cheek. “But I won’t let him hurt you again. I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chicken noodle soup spilled over the lip of the bowl as the guard hastily set the food tray in front of Cade.

      Cade watched the man quickly scurry backward and close the door behind him. From the small window, he could see the guard lifting a lighter to a cigarette hanging from his lips. The tip of the cigarette glowed bright orange as he took a long drag.

      “Hey. Hey, brother. Can I bum a smoke off you? Just one,” Cade called out.

      Stewart looked at the floor and pretended not to hear him, just as he had done the last couple of days when Cade asked him for a smoke. He hurriedly sucked on his cigarette.

      “Yeah, you. I know you can hear me,” Cade pressed. He was slumped against the wall of the car, his legs sprawled out in front of him.

      Stewart instinctively looked down at the large key ring hanging from his belt, comforted to know it was still there.

      “More like yeah, right,” he muttered under his breath.

      Cade sighed and tilted his head back against the metal siding. “I can barely even take a shit in these things.” He jostled the shackles encircling his wrists and ankles. “It’s killin’ me.” When he was met with nothing but silence, he added, “You can at least tell me your name. We have nothing better to do than shoot the shit in here, and I’ll be really honest… I’m bored as hell.”

      Stewart couldn’t disagree with that. “You and me both.” He shifted away from the window. For some reason, his hands were damp with perspiration. He wiped them on his pants and shut his eyes, raising the cigarette to his mouth and languorously drawing the smoke into his lungs, his body beginning to relax.

      “She always put you on guard duty?” Cade continued. “Seems like the worst bitch job I’ve ever heard of. I’d rather be doing laundry with the women. She must hate your ass.”

      At first, Stewart thought he was talking about Lydia before realizing he was referring to Kennedy. “It’s not so bad.”

      Cade snorted. “Can’t believe you guys let a ginger bitch run the show here. That’s just crazy. I can’t wrap my head around it.”

      Stewart smirked and without thinking, replied, “We think so, too.” Then he frowned, recognizing that he shouldn’t be having a conversation with a prisoner, much less agreeing with him about who was in charge… agreeing with him about anything.

      “Oh yeah?” The interest in Cade’s voice was palpable. “A lot of people don’t like her?”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Stewart backpedaled quickly. “My wife…”

      Cade sensed the guard’s discomfort and decided to go in a different direction. “You’re lucky you still have your old lady. What I wouldn’t give for some pussy right now.”

      Again, Stewart had a hard time disagreeing there. Lydia didn’t put out often, and when she did, she always rushed him or complained. On one occasion, he remembered when he caught her actually looking at her watch while he pumped away on top of her. Another time, she kept pushing him off of her, whining about how he was too sweaty, how she didn’t want his “nasty” sweat on her before she fell asleep. That didn’t exactly keep the mood going, and after that, he just rolled off of her, and she promptly went to take a shower. It was demoralizing beyond belief. His own wife didn’t even enjoy being intimate with him.

      Sometimes he fantasized about Kennedy instead of the hag he married a few years before.

      Hell, what was I thinking?

      What he wouldn’t give to be single again…

      “Where are you from?” the prisoner inquired.

      Stewart paused. Should he tell him? It wasn’t like Cade was going to get off the train and trek back to his house and burn it down. All of that didn’t matter now. His house was probably a pile of ashes anyways. He preferred that over imagining it being overrun with undead.

      “Chicago.”

      Cade sucked his teeth. “Damn. That’s a city I would love to visit. Grew up in Green Acres. What a shithole. Most boring place ever to live.”

      “Small towns aren’t that bad,” Stewart lied. Small towns were the worst. No decent restaurants, no good bars, no golfing. God forbid it was a “dry” county where he couldn’t even buy alcohol.

      “Yeah, tell that to me when you can’t even find a damned liquor store.”

      That got a chuckle out of Stewart. “You read my mind there… bro.” It sounded awkward coming out of his mouth, but for whatever reason, Stewart felt compelled to add it on.

      Cade chuckled, too, and Stewart’s face flushed.

      “The first thing I’ll do when I get out of here is have a glass of Jameson.”

      He had Stewart’s attention. “Hell yeah. My favorite place to go was this cigar bar downtown. Have a glass of whiskey, straight, and a Cuban, watching the game in front of the fireplace. Damn… those were the days.” Reminiscing about the 567 Bar made his stomach knot, knowing he’d never go there again. He made a promise to himself to enjoy another cigar before he died. Maybe he wouldn’t get to sit on the plush sofas or enjoy the dark, inviting ambiance of the nineteen-twenties-style décor of 567, but he was sure there were still a few cigars left in the world that had his name on them.

      “Just because the country went to hell doesn’t mean you can’t still enjoy the simple pleasures, right?”

      Stewart smiled and looked down. Why the new girl and her friends made such a big deal about Cade was clearly unfounded. In fact, he didn’t seem that bad at all. Stewart probably would have hung out with him before the virus broke out.

      He missed the camaraderie of his friends. These days, the only person he really talked to was Lydia, and it was enough to make any sane man lose his mind.

      “So,” Cade said finally, “how’s about that smoke?”

      Stewart looked around for a few seconds and paused, weighing the consequences. His fingers fumbled at the key ring on his belt, and even though a tiny voice in the back of his mind warned him not to, he pressed the key into the lock and opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      “So what are you going to do then?” Colin called out to Kennedy as she swiftly made her way down the train to her makeshift office. “You can’t leave him on here. You have to throw him off.”

      She unlocked the door and turned the knob. Colin, a few steps behind her, followed her in.

      He hadn’t actually been inside her office before.

      The room was devoid of windows, and the only light came from a small desk lamp.

      Taking a quick look around, he noticed maps of the country all over the walls, certain cities circled in blue, while others had red or green Xs on their names.

      A worn wooden desk was in the center of the cabin with three mismatched chairs around it. Multiple mugs with stale coffee inside them sat on top of the desk.

      On his left, a black futon was pressed up against the wall, its cushions sunken and torn. Some clothes lay haphazardly on the armrest, including a black bra, and Kennedy quickly snatched them up and stuffed them behind her desk.

      “I’m gonna release him at the next stop. Until then, he’s going to stay locked up and guarded at all times.”

      Colin gritted his teeth. “That’s not enough. You’re keeping a dangerous criminal on a train, a train with women and children who are defenseless by comparison. Fuck, you’re even feeding him and giving him medical care!”

      Kennedy opened a drawer at her desk and pulled out a hefty binder filled with notebooks and loose-leaf pieces of paper, then sat down and began perusing the notebooks, jotting down notes as she turned the pages.

      He slammed his hand down in frustration. “Bloody hell, Kennedy. You can’t just ignore this. That guy has had it in for Haven since she was a kid. He almost killed her!” When she didn’t respond, he ran his fingers through his hair and turned away. “If you guys hadn’t come in at the right time, she’d be dead.” 

      Kennedy noticed that his voice caught ever so slightly.

      “You’re in love with her,” she replied softly, not looking up as she wrote. She felt nauseous all of a sudden, but she kept her eyes on the pages so he couldn’t read her emotions.

      He spun back to her and pointed a finger. “Don’t bring that into this.”

      Placing her pen down, she sighed. “She’s the one you’ve been trying to forget since you’ve been here.”  When he looked at her in surprise, she said, “It’s obvious you were trying to forget someone, Colin. I’ve worked with a lot of people over the years; I’ve never seen anyone work so hard to stay busy in my life.”

      Colin placed both of his hands on her desk and leaned down, inches from her face. “Don’t change the subject. A psychopath that you let on this train, against the advice of others, went after a woman and a kid. We are in crisis mode here, Kennedy. You have to make a decision and fast.”

      She stood up quickly and slammed the binder on the desk. “You think I don’t realize that?” She clenched her jaw as her eyes began to water.

      Don’t cry.

      Colin took a step back, unprepared for her reaction. It was the first time he’d ever seen her like this, the first time she’d shown anything but firm resolve and confidence in her actions.

      Now, as he searched her eyes, he saw flickers of uncertainty and fear. His expression softened, and he walked to the door and closed it.

      When he got back to her desk, he quietly sat down across from her. “What’s going on?”

      Kennedy inhaled a deep, shaky breath. “Every day I hear rumors. People are mad about rations. They’re mad we’re bringing in new folks.” She covered her mouth with her hand and looked away. “Some want me gone.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Colin retorted. “You’ve saved so many lives because of this train.”

      She sank into her seat heavily, as though an invisible weight was pressing down on her shoulders, and she couldn’t carry it any longer. “I don’t know what to do.”

      When he said nothing, she continued, “I thought that handling less than a hundred civvies would be easier than all the Marines I commanded overseas. I thought if anyone could do this, it would be me.” She stared blankly at the wall and was quiet for a moment before tears started trickling down her cheeks. “When everything started, I couldn’t even protect my family against an enemy that was completely unarmed. I watched my brother and his family get torn apart, and I froze.” Drawing her knees up to her chest, she locked her hands around them, pulling them tightly against her body. “I forgot the training I’d spent the last fifteen years of my life perfecting. It was like I was suddenly paralyzed, helpless. And because of that, I lost everyone that day. I have no one.”

      “That’s not true. You have us. And your men would follow you anywhere. They believe in you. I believe in you,” he added.

      Kennedy felt her pulse quicken ever so slightly, but she shoved the feeling down and shook her head determinedly. “Maybe they shouldn’t. I couldn’t even protect my own family. What if I lead them into something they won’t come back from either?” Her eyes met his pleadingly, begging him to give her some kind of assurance that the passengers on this train wouldn’t meet the same demise. He noticed how green her eyes were, brighter than any green he’d ever seen. “Colin, what if I’m not cut out for this?”

      He reached across the desk and held out his hand.

      Tentatively, she placed hers in his.

      “No one is ever born to take on this kind of shit, and not just keep their own arse safe, but keep a hundred other people safe, too. You’re one tough broad, Kennedy. I respect you for that.” He scooted in a little closer and rested his other hand over hers. “And you know why you’re the best person out of everyone on this planet to be our leader? You have a lot of heart. I’ve seen you rush forward and take those things on without any thought for your own safety, only to keep them away from people who don’t deserve your protection.” He waved his hand dismissively. “These angry passengers... ah, fuck ‘em, Kennedy. They’ve forgotten that they were once the ‘new people’ here, and they don’t have a clue how much shit they’ll be in if you aren’t their leader anymore.”

      She gave him a sad smile and wiped her eyes. “I don’t know why I’m saying all of this to you. I’m sorry.”

      “Hey,” he told her, squeezing her hand. “Don’t apologize. If anyone needs to say sorry, it’s me. I shouldn’t have barged in the way I did, assuming that you were dusting this Cade matter under the rug.”

      As much as she didn’t want to let go of his hand, Kennedy folded her hands together in front of her. “I want you to know that I don’t condone what he did to Haven. Hell, I want to kill the bastard myself. But as the leader of this train, I can’t just put a gun to his head and pull the trigger. I have to lock him up and decide what to do from there. There has to be some kind of rule of law here. We’re in the United States of America after all. We don’t always get it right, but we get it right a lot more than most of the countries I’ve been deployed to. That’s what makes us great, what makes us strong. We can’t lose that. We can’t become animals. And I understand that we are almost at full capacity, and soon we’ll be popping at the seams. But we can’t stop helping people. We have to keep our humanity.”

      Someone knocked at the door, and both Kennedy and Colin rose to their feet. She wiped at her eyes once more.

      “Can you tell I’ve been crying?” she asked him.

      Colin smiled. “Not at all,” he whispered. As he walked to the door, he paused and turned to her. “Hey, anytime you want to vent or have a good cry, you know where to find me. It will stay between you and I, you have my word on that,” he promised her solemnly. His hand hovered over the doorknob. “And in anything, you can count on me to back you up. For what it’s worth, you have my support, one hundred and ten percent.”

      She nodded at him appreciatively. “Thank you, Colin.”

      Johnny B. was standing on the other side of the door when the Scotsman opened it. He gave Colin a sarcastic greeting, then looked at Kennedy. She knew he could tell that she’d been crying, but she motioned for him to not pry further.

      Late that night, as she sat at her desk surrounded by old coffee cups and maps and ledgers and blueprints for a better future, she absentmindedly ran her fingers along the lines of her palm. And even though hours had passed since he’d left, Kennedy could still feel the warmth of Colin’s hands against it.
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        * * *

      

      Stewart strode down the length of the train with a confidence he’d been lacking for many years. He swung his backpack over one shoulder, feeling the hefty weight of the bottle inside it pressing against his spine.

      Kennedy didn’t have to order him to do anything. For the last week, he’d been readily volunteering to stand guard outside Cade’s cell. When he talked to the others about it, he would pretend that being Cade’s babysitter was the most boring, unappealing assignment a person could ever be given. And that kept folks from signing up and replacing him.

      Not that anyone wanted to watch Cade. People were afraid of him, and rightly so. But Stewart didn’t fear him anymore.

      As they conversed more and more each day, Stewart found himself genuinely looking forward to their time together. Cade spoke to him as though he was an equal, and that was something Stewart had been missing for a very long time.

      Today, Stewart was sneaking in a bottle of Buffalo Trace whiskey. It was one of the things he grabbed from a house they’d slept in during the first month of the outbreak. Lydia had found it later and chastised him for an entire afternoon about wasting space in his pack for liquor when it should have been food.

      There was about half of a bottle left. He tried to savor it when he could, on the days when he really needed a drink.

      But today, he didn’t need one at all; he knew Cade would greatly appreciate the gesture, elevating Stewart’s friendship in his eyes.

      Besides, it would be nice to throw a couple back and “shoot the shit” as Cade called it.

      “Hey, man,” Stewart announced when he got to Cade’s cell.

      “Hey, brother.” Cade eyed the backpack. “What you got in the bag?”

      Stewart smiled and opened the door. Then he brought the pack forward and unzipped it. “Check this out.”

      “Holy. Shit.” Cade’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Right? I’ve had it for a while. Been saving it.” He opened the front pouch of the backpack and took out two plastic cups.

      Cade straightened from a slouch and waited for Stewart to open the bottle. “I haven’t had that stuff since way back when. My uncle was from Kentucky and always brought it over. He and my dad let me try it when I was in the sixth grade. It burned going down, but I liked it.”

      Stewart raised an eyebrow. “Your dad let you drink in middle school?”

      Cade nodded. “Sure, why not? It was the only thing we could bond over. Usually he was too busy beating the shit out of me. And that was when he was sober.”

      “So he was nicer to you when he was drunk?”

      “Absolutely,” Cade told him. He scraped at his wrists in annoyance, his fingernails tearing off the scabs that had formed over the last week. Holding up his hands to the dim lightbulb, he assessed the wounds on his sore, raw wrists.

      Stewart noticed and began pouring him a cup. “I wish I could take those off for you.”

      “Yeah, I know you do. That asshole, whatever his name is, makes sure to keep these cuffs as tight as possible.”

      “He’s definitely an asshole.” Stewart couldn’t hide his contempt for Kennedy’s henchman, Johnny B.

      When Stewart handed him the plastic cup, Cade licked his dry lips. He tilted his cup to Stewart. “Cheers to that.”

      They downed the cup’s contents in one gulp. Stewart bent down to pour more whiskey into Cade’s cup then sat down on the floor opposite him.

      They sat in silence for a couple of minutes, savoring the liquor before Cade cleared his throat. “So what are they planning on doing with me?”

      Stewart hesitated. Not because he was forbidden to reveal anything to the prisoner, but because once Cade was gone, it would just be him and Lydia again.

      He swallowed another sip. “They’re throwing you out at the next stop.”

      Cade grinned. “Well, that’s a good thing. I can’t wait to be out of these fucking restraints.”

      Stewart swirled the whiskey in the cup pensively. “Yeah, it’s a good thing I guess.”

      “How far are we from the next stop? I don’t even know where we are, being as I don’t have a window.” He gestured to the bleak gray walls around him.

      Looking at his watch, Stewart mouthed a few words.

      “What’s that?” Cade asked, not hearing him.

      Stewart shook his head. “I’m just trying to remember where we stopped last. It’s always the same routine. Kennedy knows where to go, who to meet. We’re probably nearing the panhandle. Florida-Georgia border.”

      Cade was inwardly intrigued, but his expression remained neutral. “What do you mean?”

      Shrugging, Stewart replied, “We go up and down the same route, north to south, stopping before we get to D.C. and Orlando. She doesn’t want to risk going into the big cities yet.”

      “Seems a pity. Major cities like those would be full of supplies.”

      Stewart gawked at him. “Yeah, but also rotters. It’d be a suicide mission. She wants to wait for the hordes to starve and die down.”

      “Could be a while,” Cade told him.

      “Maybe. And we don’t have a while. We’re running low on food. Each time we bring on more people, it gets worse for the rest of us.”

      Cade studied the man.

      There it was.

      This was his in.

      “You the only one who feels this way?” he probed, hoping to learn more.

      Stewart laughed sarcastically. “No. More like half the passengers on the train.”

      “You guys aren’t surviving off canned food though. She gets fresh shit; I’ve had it.”

      “Yeah, there’s this guy not far from the fuel storage terminal at the Columbus, Georgia stop. She trades fuel for meat and whatever produce he has on his farm. And he’s got a lot. We have canned food and bags of rice and beans, but the Cannon farm is a goldmine for us. We couldn’t get that stuff otherwise.”

      “Hmm,” Cade mused. “Seems like a pretty decent set up. How often does she stop?”

      Holding out his fingers, Stewart recounted the names of the stops from memory. “It’s the same ones every time. She’s been meaning to venture out further, but it’s risky. She goes with what she knows. We stop at the Cannons’ on our way up, then again on our way back down.”

      Cade grinned.

      Stewart noticed and frowned. “Why do you care?”

      “I just want to know when I can expect to have these cuffs taken off, that’s all,” Cade replied nonchalantly. “Pour me another,” he demanded, deciding to change the subject for the time being.

      As Stewart went on about women, booze, and the privileged life he’d led before the outbreak, Cade sat there and appeared to be attentively listening.

      But he wasn’t paying attention to the trivial stories the pathetic weasel of a man was telling him, hoping to impress him. It had already taken all the patience Cade could muster to hide his disdain for Stewart’s flagrant weakness.

      Yes, this wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

      He had gone from leader to prisoner, all because of the same person who continually managed to get him in trouble.

      He ground his teeth in anger.

      Haven.

      That stupid bitch complicated everything.

      He was going to have to figure out another way to get what he wanted.

      And right now, all he wanted was the train.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m telling you, Lydia, this guy… He’s progressive. He wants to change everything about how the train is run. He wants to make it so that we take care of our own and stop taking in leeches like the… Irish guy… or whatever he is… and the family who joined us a couple weeks ago. He’s on our side, sees them bleeding us of our food and water, what’s rightfully ours. We got here first.”

      Stewart set his tray down on the checkered table cloth, his voice barely above a whisper. They were sitting at their usual corner away from everyone else. They didn’t exactly have any friends on the train, but after the conversations he’d had with Cade, Stewart felt confident he had found a kindred spirit.

      “Stewart, what exactly is he going to do? The man is in shackles. Don’t be ridiculous,” Lydia responded, rolling her eyes without even attempting to conceal her annoyance.

      “That’s the thing. We’ve been talking. A few of us.”

      Lydia leaned back in her chair and threw up her hands. “Please don’t tell me you’ve become the mastermind of some idiotic plan.”

      He winced at her words and shrugged, his confidence immediately deflated. He wished he could sink into the chair and disappear. Did she always have to insult him, like he couldn’t do anything right? If it wasn’t his looks, it was his intelligence. If it wasn’t his intelligence, it was his masculinity. He couldn’t win.

      She poked at her food disinterestedly, jabbing at it a bit more viciously than necessary. “I can’t believe this is the slop we’re eating now. And what the hell is it with these portions?” She slammed the fork down rather loudly, causing the other passengers in the car to look up. Scowling, she muttered, “Everyone is so damn nosy.”

      Stewart started to put the dishes back on the tray. He’d suddenly lost his appetite and just wanted to be alone.

      She watched him neatly organize his cutlery on the tray and shift out of his chair. “Alright, tell me. What’s this ‘top secret’ plan you have?”

      He didn’t look up.

      “Come on, spit it out,” she insisted, pushing at his arm. “Any conversation is better than suffering in silence as we eat this garbage.”

      He sighed and met her eyes. “I don’t think we should talk about it here. People might be listening.”

      “Oh, Stewart, for fuck’s sake. No one cares. Or they’re too dumb to do anything different from what they’re told by Kennedy. You could probably shout your plan from a megaphone, and it wouldn’t change a thing. They’re all sheep. Just tell me.”

      He fidgeted and looked around. When he was satisfied that no one was paying attention to them, he turned back to his wife. “We’re talking about overthrowing the leadership here. Making the train safe again. Making sure we don’t take on more survivors so the rest of us can have enough.”

      Stewart shrank back a little and fidgeted in his chair, waiting for the next berating comment.

      Surprisingly, Lydia didn’t say anything; in fact, she seemed intrigued.

      Encouraged by this, he continued, “He knows Kennedy has limited support from some passengers. And even with those loyal followers, it wouldn’t take much to change their minds.”

      “Bullshit,” Lydia interjected, her face reddening. “I’ve been trying to change their minds for a long time, and nobody listens. Ever since those new people came, it’s getting harder and harder to convince the others.”

      Stewart reached for her hand and was pleased when she didn’t pull it away. “Look, Cade is smart. He’s the leader we’ve needed for a long time. He has a plan. It’s going to benefit all of us.”

      “What’s the exact plan then?” She leaned in close to him.

      Stewart glanced at a couple walking past them, then pressed his body against the table corner until his lips met her ear.

      When he moved back, her mouth was twisted into a crooked smile, and her eyes, normally a dull brown, burned with excitement. It almost turned him on… almost, until he realized that excitement wasn’t for him.

      “I love it,” she hissed. “Kennedy is soft and stupid. Her days as our leader are over.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ma’am,” Grady interrupted, clearing his throat. “We have a problem.”

      Kennedy looked up from where she stood with Johnny B., Jackson, and two others, a large map of the country laid out in front of them on her desk. The train was noticeably slowing down.

      “Why are we stopping?” she asked Grady.

      “We’re in a tunnel.”

      She leaned over the map again. “I don’t see a problem. We go through tunnels all the time.”

      Grady shook his head. “The tunnel isn’t the problem. There’s something blocking the tracks. A car.”

      She straightened and glanced at Johnny B. “That’s… odd.”

      Normally, nothing impeded them on their route. If an unlucky rotter happened to find itself on the tracks, the train would plow over it easily, pulverizing its body into ground meat beneath the rail wheels.

      “Never had that happen before, ma’am,” Grady agreed.

      She folded the map and tucked it back into a drawer. “Can we shove the car off the tracks with the cow plow?” The cow plow, formally called a pilot, was the device mounted on the font of the train used to deflect anything on the tracks that could derail it.

      “Tucker thinks if we ram it, it would just get stuck to the train. We’d end up having to move it off the front anyways, and at that point, who knows how much damage we would have done to the train or the tracks.”

      “Alright. Tell Tucker to hit the front light. If we’re gonna move the car, we need to be able to see what’s in that tunnel. I’m not having folks wandering around in the dark blindly.”

      “Roger that,” Grady answered.

      Johnny B. pulled on his shoulder holster. “We’re getting low on fuel and don’t have time to dick around.”

      Kennedy nodded. “I know. I was hoping we would make it to the next fuel stop tonight and go out first thing tomorrow morning. We need supplies, and I want to get Cade off the train.”

      “I still don’t understand why you won’t throw the bastard off while the train’s moving. Or let me finish him.”

      “Trust me, part of me wants you to. But that’s not how we do things. We’ll let him off at the next stop—”

      “This is the next stop, so does that mean we can set him free in a dark tunnel with no flashlight?”

      Kennedy gave him a look. “No.” After she put on her gloves, she checked the magazine in her Glock. “Go get the team ready. We don’t know if the car even works. If it doesn’t, we’ll need enough people to push it off the tracks.”
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        * * *

      

      Kennedy and Johnny B. got off the train first. Aside from the beam of light flooding the tracks in front of them, everything on the sides and behind them was hidden in darkness.

      The damp tunnel walls seemed to close in on them, and Kennedy took a deep breath to pull herself together.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      Holding a flashlight in one hand and her gun in the other, Kennedy nodded to Johnny B., and they stealthily made their way to the vehicle sitting on the tracks before them with Grady, Jackson, Colin, and Jeremy following suit.

      Jeremy had never been on a supply run with them, but he’d received enough training that Kennedy decided it was time to let him join Team Alpha, when needed.

      The car was a white Toyota Camry, but the exterior was so filthy that it looked more like a dark gray, even with bright lights shining on it.

      “Check it, J.B.,” Kennedy ordered. Her back was to him, and she shifted her gun from side to side, her eyes trying to adjust to the darkness around them.

      Following her lead, the others formed a full circle around the vehicle, their weapons raised in anticipation of any threats.

      Johnny B. wiped the dust and grime from the driver’s side window and peered inside. “No living or dead in here.”

      He pulled at the door handle, but found it locked. Lifting his rifle, he slammed the butt of it into the glass, fragments shattering and crumpling to the ground. Kennedy flinched, hating how the noise amplified and carried in the tunnel.

      Reaching into the car, Johnny B. unlocked the door and got into the driver’s seat. There were no keys in the ignition, so he ripped away the plastic cover on the steering column.

      After a few minutes had passed, Colin poked his head in.

      “You need help in there?”

      “Shut up,” Johnny B. shot back. “I think we’re going to have to move this thing ourselves. It’s dead as a doornail.”

      Kennedy had been quiet since they surrounded the vehicle. While the others were staring ahead, her eyes were fixated on the train. She strained to focus her vision.

      “This doesn’t make sense. Why would a car be inside of the tunnel?” she whispered to herself.

      Colin took a few steps away from them and flashed his light up ahead. “What I want to know is how the hell did we manage to get stuck in a dark tunnel? First, the parking garage at the Home Depot place, and now this? You and your group are just plain old bad luck.”

      Without looking away from the train, Kennedy said, “Look at how the car is positioned across the tracks. Sideways. It makes me think whoever drove that car in here didn’t have plans to take it anywhere else.”

      “Maybe it just died, and they had no choice but to leave it,” he offered.

      Shaking her head slowly, she turned back to Johnny B. “Alright, let’s move this thing and get back to the train. I don’t like not being able to see more than a few feet in front of me, feeling like a sittin’ duck.”

      “Yeah, it’s too tight in here to push it off to the side of the tracks,” Grady told her, stepping back to assess the space. “The train will still hit the back end of the car and then drag it along the walls of the tunnel.”

      “So what can be done?” she asked.

      Johnny B. joined Grady at the rear of the Camry. “We’re going to have to put it in neutral and push it out of the tunnel.”

      “That sounds tedious.”

      Johnny B. wasn’t deterred. “With a couple more hands, we can clear it from here in minutes—”

      Kennedy held up her hand. “Did you hear something?” Everyone paused.

      “Must be the dark playing tricks on me,” she admitted finally.

      “No,” Jeremy said, shaking his head. “I heard it, too.”

      The familiar scurry of footsteps, the odd hitch and drag…

      “Shit,” Kennedy muttered. “We have company.”

      “We should have had our guards on top of the train,” Jackson hissed.

      “It’s not like they’d have been able to see anything!” Jeremy retorted defensively.

      Colin saw the whites of their eyes first, glowing when the beams from their flashlights reflected off them. “Get ready!”

      There were maybe fifteen to twenty of them, manageable numbers if they each took a few.

      “Johnny, I want you, Grady, and Jackson to get the car off the tracks. The rest of us will take care of the rotters.”

      Colin gaped at her. “Just you, me, and Jeremy?”

      “That’s right. We’ll form a semi-circle up ahead and advance together.”

      Colin looked at Jeremy as Kennedy secured another magazine to her belt and ran forward.

      “She’s got guts,” Jeremy remarked.

      “Aye, that she does,” Colin conceded, and the two of them broke into a sprint to catch up to her.

      At first, it seemed like firing into the throng of zombies would be easy. But with the inability to see clearly and the terror of knowing the undead were amassing in front of them, most of their shots went wide, missing their mark.

      “I’m out!” Jeremy yelled, and he retreated a few steps to reload his pistol, narrowly evading the zombies closest to him as they entered the area he’d been shooting into before.

      Kennedy, in the middle of Colin and Jeremy, speedily shifted to cover Jeremy while he reloaded, but one of the zombies Jeremy should have killed snaked up to her.

      Its gnarled hands tangled in her ponytail, and she tumbled back with a scream.

      With no bullets to stop them, the zombies in front of her took advantage of this and fell to their knees to grab her legs. She turned around and shot the zombie behind her in the head, but its hand was still wrapped in her hair. She pulled at it, ripping it free, and then starting scrambling backward, shooting as she moved away.

      One of the fresher zombies shoved the others aside and dropped on top of her, its heavy weight smashing her flatly into the rocks below.

      It gnashed its teeth at her, and she held its face back with her hands, but in the struggle, her gun was knocked out of her grasp.

      Just as its jaws opened to bite her between her neck and shoulder, a bullet sliced through the air and hit the zombie through its left eye. It collapsed, and Kennedy gasped at the weight of its motionless body crushing her lungs.

      Colin yanked her out and pulled her up, while Jeremy shot two others as she leapt to her feet.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No,” she breathed. “I lost my gun.”

      Colin’s lips curved into a smile in spite of the situation. “You’ve got balls, woman.”

      “There are more coming in!” Jeremy cried out.

      A shrill scream erupted from the train.

      “Get that damned car off the tracks now!” Kennedy shouted to Johnny B. Without thinking, she started running back to the train, the fear of imminent loss creeping into her heart.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell was that?” Stewart mumbled, taking the cigarette from his lips and tilting his head upward to blow the smoke into the air.

      Cade was standing a few feet from him and did the same. “Sounded like screams coming from inside the train,” he answered calmly.

      Stewart swallowed nervously, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. His hand hovered over the gun on his hip. He had never fired it outside of the training he’d received from Kennedy and her men.

      Cade watched him curiously. “Aren’t you going to check it out?”

      His eyes fixed on the direction of the screams, Stewart barely noticed that the cigarette butt had burned down to the tips of his fingers. He yelped and flicked the cigarette to the ground.

      “Screams are getting closer,” Cade warned, but his tone was unaffected and unalarmed. “Aren’t those your people out there?”

      “Damn it,” Stewart whispered. He involuntarily stepped closer to Cade.

      Cade smirked. “Well, shit, brother. You just going to stand here holding your dick in your hands?” Suddenly his expression changed. “Give me the keys.”

      Stewart turned and stared at him incredulously. “Are you crazy? No.”

      “Give them to me.”

      Stewart took one step back. “No. I can’t.” He threw a nervous glance over his shoulder and gulped.

      Faster than lightning, Cade sprang to his feet and grabbed the gun from Stewart’s belt.

      “Give me the fucking keys, brother.”

      Stewart shot him a scathing look of betrayal, but begrudgingly did as he was told.

      With one hand, Cade kept the gun trained on Stewart while the other unlocked the chains around his ankles.

      He patted Stewart as he moved past him. “Don’t take it personally.”

      Stewart gawked at him. “Where are you going?” he stammered.

      “I’m taking back what’s mine,” Cade replied.
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        * * *

      

      Griffin pointed his gun at the group of passengers huddled in the corner of the train car.

      His sons-in-law did the same while his wife and daughters sifted through the supplies in the dining car and began tossing items into pillowcases.

      Gunshots had been popping all around them, and he knew the people outside moving the car off the tracks were fighting the same undead he and his family had passed when they drove the white Camry off the road and into the grass toward the train tracks.

      He looked at the people around him, their terrified expressions cutting like daggers through his heart.

      Griffin wasn’t a monster. He just wanted to keep his family alive. As long as everyone stayed calm, no one would get hurt, he assured himself.

      Unable to stave off her hunger any longer, his pregnant daughter tore into a bag of beef jerky, her fingers desperately stuffing the dried meat into her mouth.

      Griffin watched her, noticing how her skin had taken on a sickly pallor, stretched across a blatantly protruding belly atop her skeletal frame. She cast an embarrassed glance at her father, but continued to eat, uttering satisfied grunts and moans.

      As he watched her, Griffin repeatedly told himself he didn’t have a choice. They had been hungry for a long, long time. He thought back to the day he killed old Cooper, and he felt the familiar pang of sadness return.

      Stealing from the train had seemed logical, easier and safer than going into town to get supplies. The town had been overrun weeks ago from the dead in the neighboring city, and going in would have been a suicide mission.

      The train he’d heard pass by in the forest when he put Cooper down told him something very important: if they had enough manpower and fuel to keep a train running, they’d also have food and lots of it.

      That same night, he decided he needed to do something even more drastic and sustaining than a couple of meals of stew made of dog meat. He spoke to the others, knowing that getting onto the train would not be a one-man job, and they stayed up late into the night mapping out a plan.

      It had almost worked perfectly. The car he and his sons-in-law planted on the tracks the day before produced the exact result Griffin was hoping it would. Seconds after the redheaded woman and the men with her got off the train to remove the vehicle, he and his family climbed aboard, sneaking their way through until they arrived at the dining car.

      Unfortunately, he hadn’t anticipated the car to be filled with passengers.

      As the minutes wore on, Griffin could tell that their fear was beginning to wane, their features contorting into anger as they watched his family steal their supplies.

      “I don’t mean you folks any harm,” he began. “I’ve been living not too far from these tracks, and my family is starving. We knew you had to have food, and I promise you we’ll just be taking what we need.” Griffin paused, hoping they would sense his sincerity and trust him. “I can’t make supply runs now. The dead have overtaken all the towns nearby, and they’ve been coming out to the sticks, too. Hard enough to keep them away from my house with just me and the boys. Getting on this train was our best bet.” He lowered his gun, extending his hands in a sign of peace. “We’re just here to get some food, then we’ll be—”

      Griffin’s head snapped forward, followed by an explosion of brain and bone and flesh.

      He collapsed to the floor, his body unmoving.

      Behind him, as the faint cloud of blood dissipated, Cade Foster took a step forward, his expression cold and empty.

      Some of the women started screaming, and the two other men with weapons stared in shock at the body of their father-in-law. When they recovered from their horror, they raised their guns at Cade.

      He’d anticipated this. Before the sights on their rifles were set on him, Cade had already put bullets in each of their bellies. The screaming amplified, but Cade’s heartbeat stayed the same, never quickening.

      He scanned the room, his eyes searching for one person as his finger twitched above the trigger.

      While she wasn’t around, Cade did see something else he could use. He grabbed a walkie-talkie from one of the tables, snatched the bag of food from Griffin’s pregnant daughter’s hands, and wordlessly walked over the dead man’s corpse before darting out of the open door of the train and disappearing into the dark of the tunnel.
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        * * *

      

      The air in Kennedy’s lungs whooshed out as she skidded to a stop at the entrance of the car where they’d pinpointed the screams.

      Short, ropey bits of gray matter and bright red blood coated the hard floor beneath her boots, causing her to slip slightly.

      Fearfully, she expected the worst, that somehow, zombies had made it onto the train and were tearing apart her passengers.

      But as she searched the faces in the room, she didn’t see any rotting flesh or hear the tell-tale moans of the undead as they hunted and fed.

      There were three bodies on the ground, all men, with three women surrounding them.

      One of the men was missing most of the front of his face, as if he’d been shot in the back of the head. Another’s face was upturned toward the ceiling, and Kennedy knew he was dead from the way his eyes remained open and unblinking, as though they were fixated on something unseen. A young woman was sprawled out next to him, completely inconsolable as her body shook with sobs.

      The other man groaned, his skin growing paler as blood streamed steadily from his abdomen.

      “Help us! Please!” a middle-aged woman pleaded.

      Kennedy heard footsteps behind her and the familiar voices of her men.

      “What the hell?” Johnny B. exclaimed. He waved his rifle around wildly from person to person. “Who did this?” When he saw the newcomers, he glowered at them. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Please,” one of the younger women started. She cradled her belly, her face streaked with tears. “My husband is dying. Please help us. Please,” she cried. “I don’t want my baby to grow up without a father.”

      Kennedy took a deep breath, trying to appear calm when she was anything but. She gestured for Grady and Jackson to clear the surrounding cars. “Who are you? Why are you on our train?”

      The older woman took a few timid steps toward Kennedy.

      “One more step, and I’ll put a bullet between your eyes,” Johnny B. told her.

      “My husband... he heard the train. We were so hungry. He wanted to take care of us. All we wanted was some food.” Her features twisted angrily. “But your man… he shot him, and he killed him.”

      Kennedy skeptically looked around at the other unarmed passengers in the car and shook her head. “My men didn’t do this.”

      “You’re lying! Now all of our husbands are dead. My Griffin…” she wailed. “All we wanted was food!” she screamed through her sobs, shaking her fist at Kennedy.

      “Mom!” the pregnant woman chastised. She sniffled and wiped her eyes. “We don’t have time for that now! We need to save Will.” Turning to Kennedy, the woman knelt down, her hands folded in front of her. “I’m begging you, please. Save my husband.”

      She reminded Kennedy of Cheyenne, her sweet sister-in-law.

      Kennedy shut her eyes for a brief moment, remembering how Cheyenne died in front of her, how little Oliver ripped into his mother’s pregnant belly after he had turned.

      How she could have done something to stop it.

      “Ma’am?” Johnny B. asked quietly.

      Kennedy knew what she had to do.

      She looked over her shoulder at him.

      “Get Vetta.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cade’s gone? You’re sure?” Haven repeated disbelievingly.

      Houston nodded. “He snuck out tonight, when those people broke into the train to steal food.”

      She ran her fingers through her greasy, uncombed hair, processing what she’d just learned.

      Haven had become reclusive and even more depressed after her near-death fight with Cade. She hardly left the protective confines of her cabin other than to use the bathroom and shower. And when she did, she never went anywhere without her gun, which Kennedy returned to her after she was attacked.

      But even her cabin didn’t feel safe anymore. Every now and again, she would find tiny specks of dried blood splattered along the wall, and it was a brutal reminder of how Cade had nearly crushed the life out of her.

      She’d never contemplated her own mortality this much before. It was always the mortality of those she loved most, the fear of losing them, that kept her from reflecting on her own fragility. Since her parents had died, she’d held onto her family with a proverbial vice-like grip, willing to do anything to keep those she had left alive. But when Cade had pummeled her with his fists, when black dots and blood blurred her vision, countless memories of her life began to flash past her, like an old movie being played out on a vintage film reel.

      And from that day forward, Haven clipped her own wings and let fear paralyze her.

      She had been with Mark that evening when they both heard distant gunshots coming from somewhere on the train. The boy initially wanted to investigate, but when he saw Haven wrap her arms around herself and retreat into the corner of the room, Mark refused to leave her side and sat beside her on her bunk, taking her hand in his own and promising to protect her.

      They stayed like that until Houston and Brett burst in not long after with the news of Cade’s escape.

      She wrung her hands nervously. “Are you sure he actually got off the train though? What if he’s just hiding in a different car?”

      Houston glanced at her nails, noticing they were chewed to nubs and bloody. In all the years he’d known her, she’d never once bitten her nails. “People saw him jump out. The other entrances of the train were fortified. There was only one way on and one way off.” He gently brushed the hair out of her face. “There’s no way he could have survived what was in that tunnel. Zombies filled it on both ends. Johnny B., Grady, and Jackson barely made it back to the train.”

      “How do you know? Did you see his body?” Haven persisted. “Cade is like a cockroach. No matter what happens, he won’t ever die,” she whispered.

      “There’s just no way he could have survived, Haven. Kennedy said they were almost swarmed.”

      “But he had a gun, didn’t he? I thought you said he killed that old man.”

      “He did. He got it off Stewart… who did a great job of watching him, I might add. But he would’ve needed a grenade launcher to survive that mess.”

      She cautiously unwrapped her arms from around her body, slowly feeling as though she could breathe again.

      Houston said he was gone.

      And just like that, relief washed over her like cool rain on a scorching hot day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Brett taped another flyer to the window on the door connecting the two train cars.

      There was cause to celebrate.

      It had taken him a while, not only to ask Kennedy for permission, but also to find plain white paper, a black Sharpie, and tape. Kennedy was too busy with other things on her agenda to give his idea much thought; she did little more than shrug and wish him luck with his plans.

      Brett chewed on the inside of his cheek in concentration as he attempted his best legible chicken scratch on the paper.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d ever put together a flyer for an event, but he had always used a computer and a printer to do it. Writing them by hand felt antiquated, like he was thrust backward into a time before the internet.

      Then again, while he deeply missed having the internet, he didn’t miss trying to fix the constant paper jams from the university’s printers, especially those jams that happened on the nights when a paper he hadn’t started writing was due the next morning.

      But Brett missed school and learning. He missed sitting in class and having the luxury of listening to a lecture. He couldn’t have known what would happen back then, but looking back now, he wished he had paid more attention to his professors instead of constantly checking his watch to see how much time was left before class was over.

      To remedy his nostalgia for things lost, Brett had become pretty active on the train. He regularly helped the older folks teach classes for the children and realized that, had everything not been destroyed with the outbreak, he likely would have been a teacher after graduating college. Sometimes the others would let him teach the classes for them all by himself. He had a knack for it and tried to make learning fun and interactive, beginning each class with ice breakers and group activities.

      He was good at making the kids smile, and he thought about that a lot, especially after meeting Mark.

      The boy had come into their lives the same day they found their sister rotting in their grandmother’s backyard. Brett felt there was a divine hand in all of that, given that Mark reminded him of Faith in many ways.

      It was because of Mark that Brett sought to bring some happiness to the children, to salvage the tattered remains of their childhood innocence as best he could. While he would never get things back to the way they used to be, if just for a couple of hours a day, he hoped he could help them forget what they had lost.

      In the short time that had passed, Brett had come up with an idea, one that he was counting on to be a catalyst to make things better for the long haul. Morale was constantly low, which was unsurprising considering that everyone’s families and friends were zombies.

      But this particular time hit Brett really close to home.

      Haven.

      He’d always thought of her as strong, resilient, almost more like a parent than a sister, being forced to fill the role of the two they had lost.

      But in the last few weeks, she was reminding him more and more of Faith before she ran away… tragic, sad, hopeless, fearful.

      He didn’t recognize Haven anymore, and he had to do something to bring her back, to make her smile. His idea would kill two birds with one stone—cheer up Haven and boost morale for the passengers.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Brett whirled around.

      Johnny B. stood there, a pudding cup in his hand.

      “I’m… putting up flyers,” Brett answered hesitantly, realizing that Johnny B. wasn’t exactly the type of person who would appreciate his idea.

      The other man chuckled and tilted the pudding cup toward the flyer Brett had just taped to the window. “Uh, yeah. I can see that.” He squinted to read it. “‘Game night?’”

      “Yeah,” Brett said. “We used to do them in college.”

      Johnny B. took a bite of pudding. Brett’s stomach growled loudly, and he remembered that hours had gone by since he started the flyers, and he’d missed dinner.

      “Didn’t get enough at dinner?”

      Brett sighed and thumbed through the small stack in his hands. “I didn’t eat dinner.”

      Shaking his head, Johnny B. crunched the empty pudding cup into a ball and began to walk away. After several steps, he gestured for Brett to follow him. “Come on. I’ll find you something.”

      Not only did Johnny B. hand him two pudding cups, a snack bag of Doritos, and some homemade beef jerky from Mitch’s farm from his own personal stash, but he surprised Brett when he gave him a dusty Parcheesi board game and a box of UNO cards he’d discovered on the train early on.

      And perhaps even more shocking was when Johnny B. sat with him for over an hour tearing paper into thin strips and writing various words on them for the game night later. But he threatened to feed Brett to the zombies if he told anyone. Couldn’t tarnish his tough guy persona.

      Brett was a little nervous his idea wouldn’t be well-received by the passengers, or that anyone would even show up, and it would just be him and perhaps his unexpected ally, Johnny B., to play UNO and Parcheesi together. He’d spent hours trying to make flyers, and he wholeheartedly wanted tonight to be a success.

      As they dumped the folded-up papers into a plastic bucket and shook them, Brett felt a smile form on his lips.

      He had a good feeling about tonight, that maybe things were going to start looking up from here.
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        * * *

      

      “What the bloody hell is that?”

      Colin made a face as Houston jumped up and down, waving his arm around like a lunatic.

      Laughter erupted throughout the dining car.

      “Jockey on a horse!” Brett blurted out, leaping to his feet and jabbing his finger in Houston’s direction.

      Colin looked at him with surprise. “How you got that from all that,” he said, gesturing to Houston, “I will never understand.”

      Brett grinned, and his eyes met Kennedy’s. She smiled back at him and nodded.

      More people had turned out than he expected, the car fully crowded. Maybe they could make this a regular weekly event, something to look forward to, Brett wondered. He had worked really hard to make this a memorable occasion, hoping to get people to laugh and for a couple of hours, forget the misery they’d endured in the previous months. He’d even managed to get his hands on a small assortment of candy, which everyone passed around to share, popping a Sour Patch Kid into their mouths and closing their eyes as they savored the bittersweet candy, their nostalgia transporting them to better times.

      Perhaps what made him the happiest though was that Haven had joined them. While still heavily bruised and medicated for the pain, she’d insisted to come out and support him.

      “You’re up!” Brett called out to Kennedy when it was the girls’ turn to go.

      It was boys versus girls, and right now, the girls were killing it. Brett didn’t mind. Winning wasn’t everything, although judging by the competitive looks on his two teammates’ faces, Houston and Colin would disagree.

      “Alright, ladies. I need ya,” Kennedy said, and immediately, she had the attention of all of the women in the car. “I’m terrible at this, so bear with me.”

      She selected a folded scrap of paper from a bowl and opened it.

      “Oh, geez,” she muttered. “How do you even act that out?”

      Mark, always wanting to help, scurried over to look at the paper. “Okay,” he started. “I have an idea.” He whispered something into her ear, and she slowly nodded in agreement.

      “I like it.”

      “Hey! You’re not supposed to help the enemy!” Johnny B. scolded him, but his grin showed he was only half-serious.

      Kennedy folded her hands in front of her and then pretended to draw something out from between them, feigning surprise as she did so.

      “Uh… reading a book!” one woman guessed.

      Kennedy shook her head and tried a different action, nibbling at something invisible.

      “Fortune cookie!” Haven shouted, but quickly sank back down in the cushioned chair when her broken ribs protested. Brett looked over at her. She seemed calm, her face peaceful and content as she relaxed next to Mark.

      “Yes, girl, yes!” Kennedy whooped and jumped up and down before grabbing another scrap of paper from the bowl. When the timer was up, she high-fived some of the women on the team, including Haven. “Boys, take note. That’s how you get it done,” she announced to the men as she went to sit down.

      When she passed Johnny B., she patted his shoulder. “At this rate, we could win with our eyes closed. Go get ‘em, J.B.” She paused and turned to him. “And remember, we got kids in the room. Keep it PG.”

      He grunted and begrudgingly stood up, selecting a paper from the bowl. After he read it, he looked up mischievously and took a couple of steps back. Clearing his throat dramatically, he burst into a fit of laughter when the other men began to shout insults at him in jest.

      “Oh, I got a big surprise comin’ your way, just you wait,” he yelled back.

      “Come on, you big oaf. This is serious,” Colin grumbled, eyeing Houston from the side as they both waited to beat each other to the answer.

      Johnny B. put his hands in front of him and moved them up and down.

      “Churning butter!” Mark exclaimed excitedly, practically knocking Haven over. “I saw that when we visited the Amish for a school fieldtrip!”

      Haven’s eyes were wide, and she wasn’t sure how to respond. “Ummm…”

      Mark tugged on her arm. “Did I get it? Did I win a point for the boys?”

      Brett raised an eyebrow at Haven, then nodded. “Yep, ‘churning butter;’ that’s exactly what he was doing.” Whatever was on the paper in his hand was something Johnny B. had written himself the day before. Brett chastised himself for not reading through them to be sure they were appropriate.

      “Yes!” the boy said to himself victoriously.

      Haven shook her head in distaste and rolled her eyes.

      “PG!” Kennedy hollered.

      Johnny B. sighed heavily. “Aww, come on!”

      “You heard me,” she replied. “Pick something else!”

      He scratched his head as he pulled out another paper.

      Without warning, he pirouetted across the floor, laughing hard as he added in some clumsy spins for effect.

      “Oh, Lord,” Kennedy groaned. She covered her eyes with her hand. “I just can’t watch this.”

      “Ballerina!” Mark yelped. “That was easy,” he added turning to Haven.

      “That was painful,” she corrected him, wrinkling her nose. Mark giggled and immediately went back to focusing his attention on Johnny B.

      In spite of the tremendous sadness that had encircled her life, watching Mark affected Haven in ways she couldn’t have imagined possible after so much loss.

      She promised herself then and there that she would do everything she could to make sure Mark’s future would not be defined by monsters and terror, and that he, like the rest of her family, would live a good, long life.
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        * * *

      

      He was being followed; he knew it.

      Cade dodged behind a thick oak tree trunk and slid the magazine out from Stewart’s gun. He only had four bullets left.

      Making it out of the tunnel had been a close call, and he’d barely escaped with his life. In fact, he couldn’t really give himself the credit for his own escape.

      When he hopped off the train, he could hardly see anything. He didn’t have a flashlight, only precious seconds for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.

      Once they did, he almost wished he hadn’t left the train.

      Less than twenty feet from him, clusters of zombies flooded the tunnel.

      He remembered what Stewart had told him, about the zombies following the train and eventually catching up to it whenever they stopped for a couple days at a time to get supplies.

      Right now, it didn’t matter that he had four bullets remaining; the creatures would be on him by the time he finished firing the last shot.

      He dropped to the ground and rolled beneath the train, the rocks and metal on the tracks cutting into his flesh. Not caring, he moved quickly and used his shoulders and elbows to wedge himself deeper between the tops of the rails and the track bed.

      Smaller rocks scattered from the rails and thumped against his face as the first of the zombies shambled by. Cade was certain they hadn’t seen him. Any noise he made hiding beneath the train would have been drowned out by the cacophony of their moans.

      He heard gunfire and lots of yelling, and for a moment, he considered attacking whoever was outside. Cade had fixated on his hatred of Haven, fueled by unadulterated, insatiable rage, for so many years. But now, finding this train had taught him to focus on something else.

      Patience.

      Their time would come. Her time would come.

      Right now, he had a chance to escape captivity.

      The engine car at the front of the train began to move, the couplings between the cars compressing as the throttle was gradually applied. 

      If the train passed over him without any protruding parts mangling his body, he would be left on the tracks completely exposed, vulnerable to the masses of undead. 

      He leaned his head back as much as he could, trying to see how many cars were left before he would be visible.

      Staring up at the undercarriage of the train, Cade noticed two thin pipes running parallel to one another.

      Without hesitation, he shoved the gun in the waistband of his pants, reached up, and looped one arm and leg around each of the pipes, hoisting himself above the tracks until he could no longer feel the rocks digging into his back.

      He let the train carry him for several miles, further and further away from the throng of zombies following them from the tunnel. He patiently focused on one point of the undercarriage, clearing his mind of any distractions, until his muscles grew too weary to hold him any longer. In one fluid motion, he unhooked his limbs from the pipes and dropped to the tracks, keeping his arms and legs pressed tightly against his body and away from the rail wheels as they rolled past him.

      That was how he got away. 

      The idiots on the train would probably be kicking themselves if they knew they’d been a crucial component of his escape.

      Days had passed since then.

      Cade had crossed through forests and small towns on foot, staying away from densely populated areas to avoid the undead and save ammunition. He now only had a couple of bullets left and a railroad spike as weapons.

      He knew where he was going, what he needed to do; the land navigation skills he'd picked up in the military were paying off ten-fold.

      He kept the walkie-talkie turned off for most of his journey to conserve battery, only switching it on to a specific channel when he was confident he was close.

      But now he was being followed.

      He leaned against the trunk of the tree and exhaled slowly. He had two options. He could either make a run for it, or he could step out and face them. 

      Unfortunately, the choice was made for him when crackling from the walkie-talkie blared unexpectedly, its loudness unrivaled in the stillness of night. 

      Out from the sides of the tree trunk appeared two zombies. They reached for him, lunging forward suddenly when they saw him. 

      With lightning-fast speed, Cade sank the railroad spike into the first one, grabbing it by the back of its head until its eye exploded against the sharp end of the spike. He spun around and gouged the other in the nose, grunting as he shoved the spike up into its brain. 

      Several more trickled out from around the trees, and he was forced to retreat until he came to a paved road. 

      They pursued him with a laser-like focus, half-jogging after him while swiping at the air with clawed fingers.

      Cade was going to cross the road and disappear into the other side of the forest, but a group of zombies emerged from the trees.

      He edged backward, then turned around suddenly when he felt something press against his calves. A dusty Chevrolet Impala sat idly on the gravel just behind him.

      Cade leapt atop it, hoping the higher ground would give him some advantage. Jumping from the hood to the roof, he braced himself as the first wave of zombies collided against it, grasping at him with feverish white eyes and black, broken teeth.

      Their bent fingertips scraped at his boots, jagged nails on the leather. He leaned down and stabbed into their skulls, delivering sharp, powerful blows, but there were too many.

      Some grabbed onto his leg, and he landed roughly on all fours. He aimed Stewart’s gun at the two whose mouths hovered inches from his flesh. One shot hit the first zombie squarely in the forehead. The other bullet ripped through the second creature’s eye, leaving a gaping, oozing hole in its wake.

      Out of ammunition, Cade quickly rose to his feet and put the gun back into his waistband, then resumed spearing their skulls with the railroad spike.

      He had just yanked the spike out of yet another skull when the heads of the zombies nearest him exploded.

      Jolting in surprise, Cade stared at them in confusion until his eyes were drawn beyond them.

      A handful of men stood several yards behind the undead, and his right-hand man, Cliff, grinned at him and held up the walkie-talkie.

      “Hey there, boss.”

      Cade gave him a half-smile and let the spike fall to his side.

      “Nice of you assholes to finally show up,” he mumbled under his breath.

      When the zombies had been dispatched, a circle of fetid corpses surrounding the Impala, Cade stepped down and joined them.

      “We thought you forgot about us,” Cliff quipped after the two exchanged a handshake. “Did you get her?”

      Cade’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Things didn’t go as I expected,” he began, fixating his eyes on something unseen in the distance. “But I’ve got a better plan, and I’m going to need each and every one of you motherfuckers to pull it off.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve read this story so many times,” Mark groaned as they browsed the sole bookshelf in Brett’s improvised classroom.

      Haven ran her fingers along the spines of the books on the top shelf and pulled one out. Its worn pages and torn spine creaked as she opened it. She leaned down and inhaled, her eyes closed. There was something special about an old book, how the pages were crisp and yellowed with age, how the scent made her nostalgic for a time she’d never known, but had somehow lived.

      “Are you smelling the book?” Mark asked, his face perplexed and a little disgusted.

      “Haven’t you done that before?” When he shook his head, she added, “Maybe it reminds me of going to the library as a kid. My grandma would find me hours later sitting in a secluded aisle surrounded by piles of books.” She tucked the book under her arm. Like Mark, she’d read most of the books already, but since she had nothing better to do than sit around and recover, she was going to read them all over again.

      Mark selected a book off the shelf and pressed his nose against the pages. “I don’t smell anything.” He put the book back and turned to her, squinting to read the title of the book she held. “What did you read when you were a kid?” 

      “Man, where to start? I pretty much devoured whatever I could get my hands on. Nancy Drew was a big favorite of mine.”

      “Nancy who? I’ve never heard of her.”

      Haven smiled. “What about her guy friends, Frank and Joe Hardy? They had their own series of books. Mysteries. I actually think you would’ve loved them.”

      He thought back, trying to recall if he’d heard those names before. “Were they superheroes or something?” 

      “Not exactly. But they solved a lot of crimes using this,” she explained, tapping the side of her head. “One of these days, I’ll try to find some for you.”

      He nodded appreciatively. “Thanks. I’m getting tired of reading the same books anyways.” Shifting back and forth on his feet, he bit his lip and pensively stared at the floor. “I was just thinking...”

      “What’s up, kiddo?” she prodded when he didn’t finish his sentence.

      “Well...” He dusted around the crumbs on the floor with the tips of his shoes. “Do you know what day is coming up?”

      Surprised he was keeping track of the days, she answered, “I wish I could tell you. But I lost track a long time ago. I’m sorry.”

      Mark frowned a little, but didn’t lift his head. “That’s okay. It’s stupid to remember the days anyways. One day we’ll forget all of them.” His shoulders drooped, and he gave a heavy sigh.

      Haven didn’t like seeing him upset, and it was one of the first times she’d heard him say anything pessimistic. She was almost going to ask him to elaborate, but the boy waved to her and started to walk away. “I have to get to class. See you later.” 

      After she said goodbye to him, she gathered her belongings and headed back to her room.

      She was becoming antsier with each passing day, needing to do something other than sleep, eat, and read.

      She wanted to hunt zombies.

      But Vetta still hadn’t cleared her to do anything other than rest and recover, even when she pleaded with her that she felt fine. In response, Vetta agreed to give her the green light to join the others on runs if she could do a series of simple stretches to include reaching her arms over her head and bending over to touch her toes.

      Much to Haven’s disappointment, she only proved the nurse’s point that she wasn’t ready when the exercises had her wincing in pain.

      She nestled into her bed, flipping open Salem Falls for the second time. As her fingers hovered over the pages of the first chapter, she paused, her skin prickling as she reflected on what Cade had told her the night he attacked her.

      What had he said before Kennedy and Johnny B. broke into the room to stop him? Something he wanted her to know, something he had done...

      She should have visited him when he was locked up and forced him to finish what he’d started to tell her. But she had been too scared.

      Now he was gone, and she would never find out.

      The door opened and Houston walked in. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

      “Fine.” She pulled the sheets away, eager to greet him.

      He gently pressed her back into the bed. “You just need to rest up, and take it easy,” he said. His fingers went to her face, examining it tenderly. “Swelling is almost gone. Bruises, too.”

      He turned away. Every time he saw her, he felt a surge of anger flood his senses. He wished he could have smashed Cade’s face in with a hammer. He’d fantasized about it more than once. 

      “I’m tired of doing nothing,” she protested. “I feel so useless sitting around like this.”

      Someone knocked at the door, and Houston stood, moving protectively in front of Haven. 

      “Hey, it’s me,” Kennedy announced from the other side.

      Houston’s shoulders visibly relaxed, and he unlocked the door. “Hey.” 

      Kennedy peered around him and nodded at Haven. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” When they shook their heads, she asked, “How are you doing today?” 

      “Good as new. I want to start going out again,” Haven answered determinedly.

      Houston gave her a cynical side glance. “She says the same thing every day. She’s still not ready.”

      Haven gaped at him. “Can we not talk about me like I’m not in the room?”

      “I’ll be the first to admit you guys have upped our game since you joined us. But right now, you aren’t in any shape to come with us—you’d just slow us down,” Kennedy replied.

      Haven narrowed her eyes at her. “Try me.”

      “Haven,” Houston interrupted, “you’re not coming. End of story. You’re going to rest and get better. You think you’re getting cabin fever now? Imagine if you go out and hurt yourself worse. Then you won’t be able to do anything for a lot longer.”

      Kennedy shifted her focus from Haven to Houston. “Now you, on the other hand, we need.”

      He crossed his arms. “I’m not leaving her alone on here.”

      Her jaw firmly set, Kennedy told him, “You had a good excuse when Cade was still on this train. But now that he’s gone, and your family is still here, you’re going to have to pull your weight. We don’t have many people who can fight rotters on the ground, hand-to-hand combat, and make it out alive. You and your crew are some of my stronger passengers, and I’ve decided you’ll be joining us on our next run. Brett can stay with Haven if that makes you feel any better.” When he seemed just as averse to it as he was before she continued, “Look, this isn’t up for negotiation. If you want your family to stay on my train, you will be going out with Team Alpha at oh-six-hundred tomorrow morning.” She strode to the door. “Rest up, Haven. We’re going to need both of you soon.”

      Houston watched her leave and sighed when she closed the door, then sat on the edge of the bed beside Haven. When he did, she rested her head on his shoulder.

      “Go. I’ll be fine,” she assured him. 

      “I don’t like it. She’s taking Johnny B., Colin, Grady, and Jackson. The guys most capable of defending the train while we are gone. What if something happens?”

      She pressed her lips against his flannel shirt. “Then I’ll defend the train the best I can. I’m not a fragile butterfly, even though everyone seems to think so right now.”

      “It isn’t about whether or not you can defend yourself. I’ve seen what you can do; you don’t have to prove anything. It comes down to what I should do, what I want to do, and it’s my duty to protect you.”

      “I’m okay,” Haven insisted. “He caught me off guard. I made a mistake. I won’t make that same one again.” 

      He ran his hand over her back, but his eyes were dark and brooding at the mention of Cade.

      “Hey, what day is it?” she inquired, remembering Mark’s question to her earlier.

      Houston shrugged. “Another beautiful day in the apocalypse?” He glanced at her guiltily. “Is it bad I don’t even know?”

      She smiled ruefully.  “Don’t feel badly. We’re in the same boat.”

      “Why, what’s up?”

      “Mark asked me. He seemed disappointed when I didn’t know the answer.”

      Houston stood and began gathering items to put into his backpack. “Maybe it’s his birthday. Who knows?” Shoving a couple of extra pairs of socks into the front pocket, he frowned. “I feel like birthdays and holidays will be a thing of the past now.”

      Haven felt her heart sink, imagining Mark existing in such a world. Her gaze shifted to the window in their room. Snow was coming down steadily, the snowflakes sweeping past the window as the wind blew them along.

      She thrummed her fingers against her leg contemplatively. Then her face fell. “Houston.”

      He stopped packing and looked at her. “What is it?”

      “I think I know why Mark was upset.”

      He shook his head, confused. “Why?”

      “Christmas.”

      She groaned and put her face in her hands. Growing up, even without her parents, Christmas had always been so special. Her siblings looked forward to it months in advance, and not that long ago, she had been sitting in a canoe with her sister and grandmother making plans for the holidays.

      Now, the thought of celebrating Christmas seemed bleak and meaningless. Haven had lost her parents, her grandmother, her sister, and her dreams. She knew she should be grateful for what she did have, but how long would it be until one bite was the end for the rest of them, as well?

      She looked up and took a deep breath. She couldn’t keep dwelling on the past, not only for her own sanity, but for that of Houston, Brett, and Mark.

      She still had them.

      Mark gave her hope, reminded her of everything good left in the world.

      Haven wanted to do something special for him, for her family, and she knew just what it could be.

      She watched Houston finish packing, her instincts telling her to discuss her idea with him. But given her injuries, there was no way he would be on board with it.

      Instead, she waited for him to shower and started packing her own things for a separate mission.

      Even though her heart pounded, her palms sweaty as she zipped up her pack, once Haven set her mind to something, even heaven and all its angels wouldn’t be able to stop her.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, Houston kissed Haven’s forehead as she slept and quietly left their cabin to meet Team Alpha in the dining car.

      The train had been stopped for a couple of hours already, and he could hear footsteps above his head as Team Bravo paced back and forth, spearing any zombies that showed up.

      When he got to the dining car, Kennedy, Johnny B., Grady, and Jackson were already strapping on their gear and checking their magazines and reserve ammunition. Colin was there, too.

      Houston groaned. He didn’t feel like spending any quality time with the Scotsman.

      “Morning,” Kennedy greeted him cheerfully. “Get your stuff together. Only a few rotters outside right now. We want to leave before any others have time to catch up.”

      He gave her a small salute and walked to the counter where the train’s cook had prepared foil-wrapped rations for their trip. He took a handful and put them in his backpack, then filled his canteen with water from a bucket on the floor.

      Ten minutes later, they were outside picking off the zombies that had wandered up to the train while Johnny B. went to get the fuel truck from where they hid it in the forest.

      “It’s a little tight in the cab, but we’ll be picking up another vehicle on the way and can stretch our legs a little,” Kennedy explained as they waited.

      Houston noticed a pack of zombies in the distance.

      Kennedy whistled to the passengers standing guard atop the train and pointed. This morning, she’d scheduled Jeremy and Stewart Glass together for sentry duty. Now that Cade was gone, Stewart still had to do his fair share of work. He would never make it to Team Alpha given his constantly sullen attitude and poor survival skills, but it was slim pickings on the train for able-bodied folks, and Team Bravo needed more hands, especially when Kennedy and her men went on supply runs.

      “I see ‘em,” Jeremy promised her.

      “Just makin’ sure,” Kennedy answered and gave him a thumbs-up as Johnny B. pulled up alongside them. “Shouldn’t be more than two days. We might stay at Mitch’s tonight as there’s a snowstorm coming in.”

      Jeremy nodded. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll take good care of the train. You guys be safe out there.”

      “Ten-four,” she replied. She jumped in beside Johnny B., followed by Grady. Jackson opened the back door of the cab and stepped up.

      “Hurry up; we ain’t got all day,” Johnny B. hollered.

      Houston looked at Colin. “I’m not sitting in the middle.”

      Colin scowled. “Well, neither am I. I’m taller than you anyways.”

      Kennedy turned around in her seat, watching the two of them bicker over where to sit. She rolled her eyes. “Oh, for the love of God.” She placed both hands on the headrests and climbed into the back. “Honestly, you guys are like children fighting over the front seat. I’ll sit in the damned middle. Houston, get your ass up front.”

      They pulled away from the train and headed down a dirt road near the tracks.

      “We’ll be getting an SUV or pick-up along the way since our last one didn’t do so well. J.B. is an expert at hotwiring,” Kennedy told Houston.

      Johnny B. chuckled. “Colin’s the back-up.”

      Colin glowered at him from his seat.

      “Half of us gets fuel, and the other half grabs a new ride to fill with supplies,” Kennedy said.

      “Why not just put supplies in the fuel truck so you don’t have to get another vehicle?” Houston asked.

      Johnny B. sneered at him. “Where in the hell are we going to put everything? On your lap?”

      “Fair point,” Houston conceded.

      “When we’re done getting what we can, we all meet at Mitch’s and usually stay there for the night since I don’t want our people unloading everything when it’s pitch-black outside,” Kennedy clarified.

      “So we’ll be back tomorrow morning.” Houston watched the train disappear from his view, obscured by pine trees. Before Cade, he would have felt better knowing Haven was on the train, safer there than out on a supply run with them. He wondered if he’d made the right choice leaving her, but Kennedy had been clear; if he didn’t come with her team, they’d be forced to get off the train.

      “If all goes as planned, should be back before noon.”

      Houston nodded in acceptance.

      Once they were on a main road, they drove several miles further before they hit a town called Stanley. Johnny B. pulled into a strip mall with a handful of shops.

      “Is this where you usually get your vehicles?” Houston queried, looking around. There were maybe a dozen cars in the parking lot.

      Colin scoffed at him. “Consider yourself lucky. The first time I went out with this crew, they insisted on getting a vehicle in a dark parking garage when there were plenty of perfectly good ones outside in broad daylight.” He turned to face Kennedy while still talking to Houston. “And guess who we ran into while we were down there?” She smiled sweetly at him. “A nice, luscious pack of flesh-eaters. It was just a grand old time,” he recounted with feigned enthusiasm.

      Kennedy patted him on the leg. “And look at you; you made it out just fine.”

      After they selected a black Ford Explorer, Johnny B. hopped in to begin hotwiring it. Grady and Jackson stood on either side of the SUV, eyes focused on their surroundings and guns ready.

      Kennedy gestured to Colin and Houston. “Let’s do a little shopping, gentlemen.” She remembered that one of the newest passengers, the dead man’s daughter, was pregnant. “And keep your eyes open for baby formula. Once that baby comes, she’ll need it.”

      The windows on most of the storefronts were shattered, obviously looted. There was a small supermarket, a laundromat, a pawn shop, a Dollar Tree, and a Subway.

      She pointed to the minimarket. The thin metal gate over the front door had been yanked to the side, and the glass door itself was shattered.

      Houston stepped over the threshold, his boots grinding against the glass on the floor. It seemed dark and empty. Broken bottles and rotting food littered the ground. But aside from that, there seemed to be no signs of anyone, living or dead.

      “I don’t think we’re going to find much in here,” Colin whispered, opening a freezer door and pulling out a lone can of Red Bull from the very back. “Is this a good beer?” he asked them. “Because I could sure as hell use a drink.”

      Bemused, Houston seized the can from him. “Have you been living under a rock? This isn’t beer; it’s an energy drink.”

      Kennedy nodded toward him. “Let him try it. It’s cold enough outside I bet it’ll be good.”

      Colin pulled the tab and took a sip. “Pretty good,” he admitted, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Red Bull ‘gives you wings,’” Kennedy told him.

      “I won’t say no to that. Cheers.” He handed the can to her, and she tilted it back.

      When she was done, she sighed. “Man, that tastes like heaven.” If she closed her eyes for even a moment, she could pretend she was back in Texas at her brother’s barbeque.

      After they combed through the market and filled a few bags with canned goods and a case of Red Bull Colin found in a back room, they dropped the bags off at the SUV.

      Johnny B. had gotten the vehicle working and was busy siphoning fuel from other cars in the lot while Grady and Jackson stood watch.

      “Since he got it running,” Kennedy suggested to Grady, “why don’t you and Jackson head on to the fuel terminal? We’ll meet y’all at Mitch’s after we’re finished checking out Stanley.”

      “Roger that.” Grady waved Jackson back to the fuel truck. “Be safe out there.”

      “You, too.” She tapped the door of the truck after Grady got in and started up the engine.

      Colin and Houston waited for her, then the three of them went to the laundromat and emptied the single vending machine by smashing the glass and pulling out the few snacks and sodas within.

      When they got to the pawn shop, they were disappointed to find that nearly all of the guns had been taken. Looters had also stolen jewelry, shattered glass from the display cases all over the store. Houston rested his hands on the edges of the broken cases and searched what was left.

      They heard gunfire from the parking lot, and Kennedy took a quick peek outside. “Let’s get going; we’re drawing a crowd.”

      Houston was out last, pausing to look at something that caught his eye on the floor behind the cash register.

      “Hurry up, man,” Colin called to him.

      “I’ll meet you out there,” Houston replied. He leaned down to grab the item he’d found and then dashed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t worry. I’ll be back before we leave tomorrow. Just need to do something first. I love you.

      Haven sat back to read the note she’d written to her brother once more, her fingers lingering on the paper. Her breath quickened, almost to the point of hyperventilation, and her mind filled with crippling doubt and trepidation.

      You can do this.

      Something on the floor beneath her bed caught her eye. It was one of Mark’s comics, the one he’d been reading when they were attacked that night by Cade.

      At first, the only thing she could think of was Cade’s fists beating and breaking her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to will the images to disappear.

      But then she remembered Mark, jumping in to defend her without any thought to his own safety, that a grown man, a seasoned fighter like Cade, could easily kill him.

      He didn’t let that hold him back when he chose to protect her.

      If he could risk his life for her, if he could somehow have hope in a future wrought with danger and madness, if he could still remember Christmas, then the least she could do was bring a little joy and cheer to him.

      Haven stood up, squared her shoulders, and took a deep, steadying breath.

      She pulled on her jacket and walked to the door, opening it and turning around to give the room one last look before she left.

      Slipping easily between the cars, moving as quickly and silently as a phantom, Haven reached the end of the train and slowly slid open the back doors. It was a steep drop, but she landed on the ground in a crouch and then scrambled under the train, listening for any sign that the sentries atop the train had noticed her.

      Morning mist swirled about, and she knew it would work to her advantage, shielding her from their watchful eyes.

      They would be leaving Georgia tomorrow, but she still had one last thing she needed to do first.
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        * * *

      

      Brett tapped on the dry erase board with his marker as the children squirmed on the floor. These days, he regularly assisted a few of the older passengers with lessons, mixing in basic survival tips he’d learned from his grandmother, as well as a broad array of subjects the children would normally have in school.

      He found it challenging at times with so many varying ages in the class. Choosing subject matter that wasn’t too advanced for the youngsters, but also not so juvenile that the older students were bored out of their minds had been something he spent most of his days working on when he wasn’t helping out with sentry duty.

      “So since we recently left Florida, what are the four types of venomous snakes found there again?” It was his way of tying in the geography they’d just crossed through with some helpful, interesting survival tips about the terrain.

      “Water moccasin, rattlesnake, copperhead, coral snake,” the chorus of children answered him.

      Brett nodded approvingly. “And how do we survive a snakebite?”

      “Stay still, and have a friend get help,” one of the students called out.

      “How do we avoid getting bitten by snakes?” he asked.

      “Watch where you put your hands and feet!”

      Brett clapped. “Good, awesome job!” He started to turn his back to them to write the homework assignment on the board when he whirled around quickly. “And what’s the capital of Florida?”

      “Tallahassee!” they shouted back enthusiastically.

      “You guys are all-stars.” Brett beamed at them.

      His gaze shifted to the entrance of the car where he noticed a welcome group of familiar faces. Jeremy Higby, Lana Thompson, and Derek Brighton waved to him. He gave them a small nod and smile and gestured for them to wait.

      Aside from his family, the three of them were his favorite people on the train. They were all close to the same age, Jeremy being the oldest, then Derek, himself, and Lana. Brett had missed the camaraderie of college, the dorm life, the parties… procrastinating on writing a paper because a late night in the woods with a bonfire and friends sounded much more appealing.

      Sure, life on the train wasn’t nearly as good as it had been in college, and as much as he wished he could go back to those days, he knew in his heart they were over.

      Brett was primarily on Team Bravo, as were his friends, so they often tried to get scheduled for the same timeslots for sentry duty. They’d come up with a points system for who speared the most zombies, and when no zombies were around, they’d sit on top of the train and pass around whatever bottle of liquor they could get their hands on.

      It was no bonfire or off-campus college party, but it was something he looked forward to, and he genuinely cared for them and hoped they’d all be together for the long haul.

      Lana’s sister, Ellie, was in his class, and Lana would frequently arrive a few minutes before the end to watch Brett teach and bring her sister back to their room.

      Ellie was the last surviving member of her family, and Lana was understandably protective of her, seldom letting her out of her sight. Brett’s class was one of the very few places she left her sister’s side.

      “Alright, guys,” he announced as he scribbled on the board. “For those of you who got assigned the words for the Spelling Bee tomorrow, there may be a mystery prize for the winner. For the rest of you, let’s work on these multiplication tables tonight.” He gave a few of the students high-fives as they exited the car, then he went over to his friends with Ellie.

      “How’s she doing?” Lana inquired. She tucked her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear and wrapped her arms around Ellie as the little girl rushed forward to hug her legs.

      He patted Ellie on the head. “She’s doing great. Was trying to help the other students older than her with their homework, and she definitely knows the venomous snakes to look out for in Florida.”

      Lana smirked. “Well, that’s more useful than multiplication nowadays.”

      “What are you guys up to?” Brett turned to the others.

      Jeremy shrugged. “I mean, I wish I could say something cooler than card games after lunch.” Everyone chuckled. “Want to join?”

      “I think Ms. Greer is teaching the kids this afternoon, so I’m down,” Brett answered.

      Mark suddenly burst through between them.

      “Hey, why weren’t you in class?” Brett scolded him.

      The boy handed him a note. “I’ve been looking everywhere for her.”

      Brett’s heart sank as soon as he recognized the handwriting on the paper.

      “Haven’s gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Haven wanted to do when she got out of the forest was to find a car. Thus far, she’d been alone on her journey, but it was only a matter of time before they showed up.

      She shivered and ran her hands up and down her arms to warm them. Her boots crunched along the thin layer of snow on the gravel. They were loud, too loud. She constantly turned around, certain zombies would hear her and attack her at any moment.

      She could hear their moans in her mind, the raspy groans of hunger of which she’d grown too familiar. Haven hadn’t encountered them since before she got onto the train, and she felt out of fighting shape. Her limbs protested with each step, and with a twinge of apprehension, she knew Vetta was right about her not being ready to get back out there with the others.

      Hesitantly, she took in a deep breath and winced, her ribs tender. What would she do if she ran into two, three, four? What if she was feeble and weak and couldn’t fight them off? She imagined a tortuous death, one where she was overtaken, and they dug their teeth and nails into her skin, ripping it apart while she screamed in agony, completely alone. No one would ever find her body because there wouldn’t be anything left, and if there was, she would end up just like them, hungrily roaming the land for the next meal.

      Her palms began to sweat inside of her gloves, even in the near freezing temperatures, until the gloves themselves were damp.

      It was a stupid idea to try to bring Christmas to Mark and her family. She wasn’t her grandmother; she didn’t have a knack for this. Besides, it was a frivolous concern in times like these when a successful day was simply one where no one died.

      And what was she thinking doing it unaccompanied, not telling anyone where she was going? Her stupidity could easily cost her everything.

      Haven paused mid-step, looking over her shoulder once more.

      Maybe she should go back. She was only a few miles from the train. Maybe they could have Christmas again someday when the dead no longer rose to eat the living.

      She turned around, heading back to the forest.

      Yes, that is what she would do. She would go back to the train, and Mark couldn’t be disappointed she returned empty-handed because he never knew of her plans.

      Life would continue as it had on the train, and no one would be the wiser that she’d even left.

      Haven nodded to herself, trying to be content with her decision.

      But then she thought about her grandmother and how she always looked forward to this time of the year with inextinguishable anticipation, no matter her age.

      Mark was still a child, and even in a world like this where Christmas shouldn’t exist, he had somehow managed to remember. Even though he’d lost everyone, he didn’t let it diminish those memories.

      It was a hard lesson he’d unknowingly been teaching her since they met. He represented everything good and right in the world, just like Faith, and she loved him even more for it.

      Besides, her grandmother would be disappointed with her if she went back. She smiled sadly and turned around again.

      After a mile or so, Haven noticed a strip mall up ahead. She felt a surge of relief when she saw some vehicles in the parking lot. If she could hotwire a car and drive instead of walk, she would feel much safer on her mission.

      Colin had taught her how to hotwire a vehicle back when they were at the lake house. She’d never tried it on her own without his supervision, but he had made it look so simple that she was confident she could do it without him.

      The first few cars were locked. Haven didn’t mind smashing a window to get in, but if one of the cars was already unlocked, she’d feel silly. The last thing she wanted was to draw more attention to herself.

      Her fingers lifted the handle of a beat-up Pontiac Sunfire, and her lips curved up when she heard a welcome click. She opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat, yanking out her knife.

      Pulling off the plastic cover on the steering column, she studied the bundle of colorful electrical wires. She remembered Colin telling her it was important to know which two to combine together, and when in doubt, to refer to the owner’s manual which was supposed to be in the glove box. Haven bit her lip as she fumbled with the wires. She was too impatient to read the manual, but electrocuting herself sounded even less favorable than thumbing through the pages of the book.

      Her knife trembled slightly in her hand, and she grumbled under her breath before acquiescing and punching the button on the glove compartment.

      The former owner of the Sunfire had been messy, fast food restaurant napkins, crumpled receipts, and coffee-stained paperwork shoved into the glove box. She shuffled the items around, tossing them onto the floor.

      While she strained to find the manual, her legs outside of the car, she failed to hear the scuffling of feet dragging along the gravel toward her.

      A zombie had spotted her while it ventured aimlessly along the road. It had a nasty shoulder wound visible through its torn shirt, and flesh from its nose down to its chin was gone, revealing decayed gums and long, dirty teeth.

      It wasn’t until the creature was a few cars away from her that she looked up and noticed it.

      Her heart raced. Her eyes darted from the zombie to the jumbled wires hanging from beneath the steering wheel and back to the zombie again.

      She could kill it and continue searching for the manual.

      A month before, she wouldn’t have hesitated.

      But now, as she willed her limbs to move, to at least close the door and be safer within the car, her body refused to budge. She was paralyzed.

      She could kill it.

      She could kill it.

      Shaking herself from her paralysis, Haven cursed and grabbed her pack from beside her feet. As it neared the hood of the Sunfire, she ran around it, and kept running until she was back on the main road. Every inch of her body ached, especially her ribs, as though they were cracking and splintering with each breath she took.

      Finally caving to her pain, Haven hunched over her knees, gasping in agony.

      She looked behind her.

      The zombie had wandered out of the parking lot and was now on the main road with her.

      And, even more worrisome, three had joined it, seemingly materializing out of nowhere. They all had their gazes locked on her, and they were staggering only slightly slower than her pathetic jog.

      Haven felt the knots of fear pitted in her stomach twist and tangle.

      She should have killed the one when it was alone. Maybe it wouldn’t have attracted the others.

      They were catching up to her quickly. Haven jogged again, stumbling as she tried to put distance between them.

      Holly Hills.

      A trailer park was up ahead, and she was instantly filled with a sense of hope at the thought of refuge to be found within one of the trailers. She would wait there until the group of zombies passed.

      Turning off the road, Haven went by the main office and into the residential area. The park had every color of home imaginable. Some were in better shape than others. She scurried between them in a zig-zag pattern, hoping that if the zombies had followed her from the road, they would have lost her by now.

      Haven steadied her breathing and gripped her knife tightly. She couldn’t let her guard down. The homes were closely packed together, and there was sufficient crawl space beneath most of them where a lurking zombie could easily dart out and grab her.

      She continued along until she reached a dilapidated children’s park. Toys were strewn about everywhere. Streaks of blood and dark red handprints covered the jungle gym and tube slide. Something rattled to her left, and Haven jumped, startled.

      A zombie was trapped in the swing behind the slide, snarled in the metal chains. It swiped at her in vain, and once she was satisfied that it was trapped, she kept going.

      A flash of movement caught her eye, and from between the trailers, she could see the same group that had tracked her from the road. Not paying attention, she collided with a cable dish sitting in a front yard.

      Haven hit the ground hard, landing on her shoulder. She yelped as pain rippled through her body.

      Realizing she’d made a mistake, she shoved aside the thin wood panel covering the space of the home beside her and scrambled beneath it.

      She held her breath and waited, straining to hear if the creatures had noticed her. After ten minutes passed with nothing, she crawled out.

      Looking up at her surroundings, she saw icicle Christmas lights hanging loosely from the roof of the trailer, the kind that were left there year-round.

      In spite of her fear, a smile appeared on her lips as an idea came to her.

      Perhaps if the homes were empty, she could find improvised gifts for her family and not need to go further and risk encountering more undead.

      The door to the trailer was locked, but she easily broke the cheap lock and entered the home. It was dark and dusty inside. Haven stayed near the door for a moment, listening for the tell-tale shuffling steps or throaty moans. She flared her nostrils and inhaled deeply, but the place seemed to be void of that signature rotting stench.

      Minimal light filtered in through the blinds, but it was enough to allow her to clearly see her surroundings.

      The first things she noticed were the wood paneled walls, a well-worn brown sofa, a matching recliner, and a china cabinet overflowing with trinkets and mismatched plates, bowls, cups, and pitchers.

      Haven continued into the kitchen and two bedrooms, and once she was satisfied that she was alone, she relaxed, her arm holding her gun falling to her side in relief.

      As quietly as she could, she shoved the recliner in front of the door since the lock was broken. The door was flimsy, but if anything wandered up to it and tried to get in, the recliner blocking the entrance would buy her a few extra seconds to find another escape route.

      The master bedroom was cluttered, laundry piled in every available open space. Knick-knacks and figurines covered the dresser and nightstands, and cheap canvas prints littered the walls. She combed through the contents in the drawers, tossing aside years’ worth of hunting magazines before settling on something on top of a nightstand for Houston.

      A few minutes later, she went back to the second bedroom. It had been a child’s room at one point. The wallpaper, although old and peeling, had basketballs, footballs, and baseballs all over it. Now it was a storage room of sorts, with cardboard boxes piled up to the ceiling in one corner and a treadmill that seemed to serve more as a rack for clothes than exercise equipment.

      Haven opened the drawers of the dresser and moved aside folded clothes and socks. After seeing nothing of interest, she went to the sole nightstand in the room and began sifting through its contents. There were some old books in it, children’s stories. She set them aside as they were a bit too juvenile for Mark.

      She looked around and saw the closet, which was full of men’s and women’s clothes. There were shoeboxes on the top rack, and she took them down one by one, placing them on the floor.

      “Yes!” she whispered in delight.

      Inside the first shoebox were old action figures, mostly Star Wars characters. There were too many to take with her, but she selected Darth Vader, Boba Fett, and Han Solo and packed them into the bag she brought with her.

      The next shoebox had some Pokémon cards and pogs. Haven vaguely remembered kids trading the cardboard or plastic disks with one another in elementary school. It was a fad that had come and gone, but seeing them made her nostalgic. She closed the lids on both shoeboxes and returned them to the closet.

      Hasty writing on the cardboard boxes caught her attention, and she ran her fingers over the letters. She removed several of the boxes from the top of the stack until she could unpack the one she wanted.

      Pulling out garland, strands of lights, colorful ornaments, and endless Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer figurines, she finally found exactly what she needed.

      She carefully pried apart the squished branches of the artificial Christmas tree and added the stand at the bottom. Setting it on top of the stack of boxes, her body tingled with excitement.

      It was perfect.

      While it wouldn’t fit into her pack, she could easily carry it back to the train in her hand. She fished out a few light ornaments, as well, and stuffed them into the bag.

      With one final look at the bedroom, she wondered if the boy who had lived in this room had moved out and gone off to college. He was likely her age, given the collection of toys and memorabilia in his room. Was he still alive? Had he been reunited with his parents, and they’d all found sanctuary somewhere together? She hoped they had.

      The kitchen was her next stop, surprisingly well-stocked, especially considering raiding homes had become commonplace.

      Haven popped open a jar of dill pickles, munching on them as she perused the pantry shelves. It wasn’t until she got to the bottom shelf that she stopped chewing.

      Individually wrapped Reese’s peanut butter cups and Kit Kat bars were in plastic casing. She started to rip open the packages with relish, barely able to contain her anticipation.

      Chocolate was her weakness. Sometimes she’d even have a chocolate bar for breakfast. She missed it so much that she could have easily devoured both packages by herself on the kitchen floor.

      But she paused just as the plastic wrap tore, and the little chocolates fell to the cold tile at her feet. Even in the zombie apocalypse, people deserved a little candy, and the sweet treats would likely be the gift everyone would enjoy most. With a heavy sigh, she dropped them into her backpack along with a few other non-perishable items.

      As she twisted the backpack around to shoulder it once more, the second shoulder strap looped over the lip of the open pickle jar. It crashed noisily to the floor, shattering on the tiles as pickle juice splattered onto her jeans, and the remaining pickles slid across the floor.

      Her first thought was disappointment in wasting the pickles, and she briefly considered still eating them.

      But a sudden battering at the door shook her from her reverie, and she spun around in horror. Hands smacked the vinyl siding of the trailer, while shadows, visible through the small window on the front door, crowded on the stairsteps outside.

      With each pound against the feeble door, Haven watched the sliver of light from outside grow larger. The recliner was the only thing keeping the door closed.

      She turned and ran to the master bedroom, slamming the door behind her. There were two windows, one above the headboard of the bed and one above the dresser.

      Haven jumped onto the bed and fumbled for the lock on the window. She tried pushing up on the glass, but the paint along the windowsill edges had sealed it shut.

      Footfall and a chorus of moans echoed from the hallway. They’d breached the front door and were headed right for her.

      Haven wondered if she could hide under the bed or in the closet, that maybe the creatures would think she was in another room or would forget about her entirely if she was silent.

      She chastised herself for being so stupid. It was too great a risk. Once they filled the rooms, there would be no escaping them.

      Pulling the pistol from her jeans, she shifted her face away and fingered the trigger. With a loud boom, the glass shattered.

      Haven clambered through the broken window, glass scraping at her skin, and she tumbled to the ground, crying out in agony. Her gun landed a few feet from her.

      As she struggled to find her footing, something grabbed her and shoved her back into the dirty snow. Bony fingers burrowed into her shoulders, pulling her toward rancid, snapping jaws.

      The zombie’s horrifying visage was coated with maggots that clung to its festering, pus-covered skin, and as it jerked forward to bite her, the little insects sprinkled onto Haven’s face.

      She screamed for help, terrified like a child waking from a dreadful nightmare. Her hands shot out in desperation, trying to push the zombie away from her, but she was weak, and her body protested the considerable effort. She turned her head as it lunged at her again, and when she did, she saw several feet staggering toward her hurriedly.

      Haven began to hyperventilate. If she couldn’t fight one, she would be doomed when the others joined the fray.

      She was going to die in this trailer park, all because she went out by herself to get Christmas gifts. No one would even know she was here; her body would be hidden in the crawlspace between the trailer and the dirt.

      Get it together.

      Think.

      You can do this.

      She clenched her jaw determinedly and tried to regain control of her breathing. Her knife was sheathed on her leg, but to reach it would require that she take one hand off the zombie. Getting her gun would be even more of a risk because it was out of arm’s reach.

      Before, she could have pulled it off, had the strength to push the creature away from her. But now, she could barely keep it from taking a chunk out of her neck.

      Think, Haven. Think.

      Her eyes looked about for something, anything. There were some icicles on the bottom of the trailer, varying from a few inches to a full foot in length, their tips shimmery and moist under brightness of the midday sun. Haven was positioned directly beneath them.

      It was her only option.

      With a final heave, mustering every ounce of strength left in her body, she placed her hands on the zombie’s shoulders and shoved it upward. With a sickening crunch, the icicle disappeared through the matted hair and rotting skin of the creature, puncturing the back of its skull. Too late, she tried to turn away as the tip of the icicle exploded through its eyeball, blood and creamy goo dribbling into her open mouth.

      Haven gagged and felt vomit rising in her stomach, but she didn’t have time to be sick. The other zombies enticed by the spectacle were now crouching down beside her, ready to sink their teeth into her.

      The little artificial tree was a couple of feet away, trampled under the feet of one of them. The backpack was on her back, and she could have left without the tree, but somehow it seemed like the most crucial item in the world. Haven decided to take a gamble, thrusting her arm out between the legs of one of the zombies and grabbing the tree, then tucked it into her body and rolled over and over again through the damp crawlspace beneath the trailer.

      The zombies scurried after her, digging their nails into the dirt and dragging themselves forward to catch up. Haven army-crawled through the narrow space, her palms scraping against roots jutting out from the earth and concrete blocks half-buried in the dirt.

      As she hurried along, she could see feet all around the trailer. Directly in front of her, a cluster of zombies bent down, and seconds later, more joined them, realizing their meal was headed right to them. They dropped to their knees and started to slink to her, almost smiling as they drew nearer and nearer.

      Claustrophobia she didn’t know she had set in, and she tried to breathe, but her throat felt closed as panic overwhelmed her. Her limbs would be torn away from her body from all sides; the ones in front of her would pull at her head, and the ones behind her would take her legs.

      Tears welled in her eyes. She was trapped.

      For a moment, she wished for her gun because with it, she could end it all. With it, she would never experience the slow, tortuous death of being dismembered and fed upon. She wouldn’t turn into one of them and kill others to satiate her hunger.

      Haven, stop it.

      Her grandmother’s voice, loud and clear, called to her in the deep recesses of her mind.

      You’ve survived worse. You can do this.

      They need you.

      Go home.

      It was all she needed. Yanking out her knife, she twisted toward the zombies at her feet and stabbed each one in the head as they got to her. Their motionless corpses provided a temporary blockade between her and the ones behind them. They opened and closed their mouths hungrily, straining over their fallen brethren, but the space above them was too narrow for them to squeeze past.

      She waited for each zombie to get close enough for her to sink her blade into its skull, creating a wall so that the ones following them couldn’t reach her. She did this over and over again until she got to the far edge of the crawlspace, the area least crowded with the undead.

      Crouched and ready, her face obscured in dirt and blood, Haven climbed out of her almost-tomb, a knife in one hand and the tree in the other.

      Zombies were coming from both sides of the trailer; there was no time to waste. With her newfound surge of energy, she knew she could outrun them.

      Winter darkness soon covered the land, the only thing lighting her path the stark white, freshly fallen snow.

      It was only when she saw the beautiful, shiny silver of the train peeking through the trees that she plummeted to her knees and sobbed tears of joy.

      Haven had lost so much, but she hadn’t lost everything. She was still here, kicking and screaming and fighting to survive.

      Before she stepped out of the forest and into the clearing, before those on sentry duty spotted her, Haven made a silent vow to never let herself sink to such a low place, to give up and wish for death, ever again. She had life in her. She had the gift of today and a hope for tomorrow. It was a luxury her parents, her grandmother, and her sister didn’t have, and Haven would never take it for granted, no matter what.

      Even though her Christmas run was silly, and she hadn’t brought back the newest or best gifts, its significance meant so much to her.

      Mark had breathed new life into her. And if he didn’t think she was a monster, after everything she had done, maybe there was hope for her, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the supply run that day was uneventful. Kennedy had emphasized how glad she was that they were headed to Mitch’s for produce and meat because what they found in Stanley would barely feed passengers for a day. Although they’d been successful in retrieving fuel, if they didn’t come back with more food, they would be in trouble. The limited crops planted in the observation car were still growing and had yet to yield any vegetables. They’d have to be patient in the meantime and make sure to supplement their food with a combination of canned goods and food from Mitch. Hopefully, Mitch would have a little extra to spare this time, especially since they now had Griffin’s remaining family with them, and one of them was pregnant.

      Houston leaned back against the headrest. He was ready to be home.

      Home.

      Was the train really home to him?

      It wasn’t, he knew that. And soon it would be time to move on to something else.

      He absentmindedly watched the landscape pass through the window, noticing how everything was coated in a blanket of snow.

      Once the brunt of winter was over, Houston wanted to make other plans.

      Kennedy lurched forward from the back seat. “What the hell?”

      Houston jumped a little, for a moment wondering if she’d read his mind. Her body was rigid as she stared ahead. Adjusting his gaze to follow hers, he frowned.

      Smoke billowed out from over the trees.

      Kennedy’s hand went to Johnny B.’s shoulder, squeezing it in concern. He stepped on the gas before quickly turning onto a dirt road.

      Houston’s heart sank. “Is this Mitch’s farm?”

      Colin nodded. “Yep.” He wiped a hand over his face. “Shit.”

      As they drove up the path, they saw dead cattle sprawled across the farmland. They lay on their sides, their innards in massive tangled clumps outside of their bodies.

      “Looks like they were just gutted from throat to udders,” Johnny B. remarked warily.

      “The fence,” Kennedy murmured.

      Up ahead, the barbed wire fencing had been ripped to the ground. The wires were mangled and twisted together, and in the mess, hair, flesh, and clothing clung to the metal.

      Johnny B. slowed to a stop, and the fuel truck behind them did the same.

      Colin looked at Kennedy. He’d never seen her so afraid, any color washed from her face.

      “So what do we do?” Houston asked them.

      Colin climbed out of the SUV with Kennedy, and they went to the fence, examining it.

      The rest of the team got out and joined them.

      “Rotters knocked this over, not livestock,” Grady speculated.

      Johnny B. went back to the SUV and took out his rifle. “We gotta check on Mitch and his family. Make sure they’re okay.” His voice wavered, and Houston could tell he was unsure in what condition they’d find the Cannon family.

      Colin nodded. “I agree. They could be alive and need our help.”

      “Alright,” Kennedy said. “Grady, I’m gonna leave you here with the vehicles. I don’t want to drive in and get stuck in a horde. The rest of you, lock and load. We don’t know what we’re going to find in there.” She swallowed hard, fervently hoping the Cannons were okay.

      They began to jog down the dirt path. Jackson, the fastest amongst them, ran ahead.

      They jogged in silence until they saw Jackson, who halted them from a distance by holding up a hand.

      “Lots of rotters circling the house. Not a horde, but more than we can handle just the four of us,” he debriefed when they reached him.

      Kennedy crouched down and peered through the bushes. Her eyes widened in shock. Black smoke flowed from the Cannon home, flames still licking the frame.

      She stood up. “We’re going in.”

      The zombies hadn’t noticed them, still wandering without purpose amongst the rubble.

      Jackson pointed. “There’s a clearing around back with only a smattering of ‘em.”

      “Wait a minute,” Houston interrupted. “How do we know they’re even in there? That house is about to collapse in on itself.”

      “We get in, we get out. The longer we wait, the less likely we find them alive,” Kennedy answered. She started creeping forward, moving stealthily from tree to tree. Colin and Johnny B. were a few feet behind her, flanking her, and Houston and Jackson took up the rear, covering their backs.

      Some of the zombies, roused from their catatonic state, began to follow. Jackson momentarily paused to put down the ones closest to them and kept running.

      Kennedy suddenly came to an abrupt stop.

      Three female zombies were tied to trees, completely naked with dried blood caked on their throats and chests. Flesh had been ripped from their limbs with teeth, too many bite marks to count on their bodies. One of the zombies was missing halves of her appendages.

      Kennedy immediately recognized them as Mitch’s wife and daughters.

      Some children were hunched over near the women, their backs to the group. They looked up and sniffed at the air, slowly standing and turning to face Kennedy’s team.

      When they stood, mutilated limbs were heaped at their feet. Fibula bones protruded through raw, jagged meat. Hands and fingers were scraped clean to the bone.

      Jackson wretched behind them.

      The small zombies bared their teeth at the living, milky eyes crazed with hunger, their bodies buzzing with anticipation. One of them still held onto a foot, only dropping it when it saw its new prey.

      Tears filled Kennedy’s eyes, and she pressed her hand to her mouth.

      Mitch’s grandchildren.

      “Fuck!” Johnny B. kneeled on the ground and put his head in his hands.

      Houston and Colin looked at one another and nodded silently. They unsheathed their knives and rushed forward.

      Houston grabbed the first child. It clawed at his sleeves, trying to tear through his leather jacket. His fingers digging into its shoulders to keep it away, Houston shuddered. The tiny zombie was so petite and fragile. Gritting his teeth, he stabbed the creature just above its ear, piercing its brain. It collapsed to the ground.

      Colin was ahead of him, putting down the other two. One of them held onto the Scotsman’s leg, ready to sink its teeth into his jeans. Colin shifted right, buried his blade between the eyes of one, then turned left and sank the knife into the top of the head of the last child. He backed away, gasping for breath, resting his hands on his knees as he stared at the corpses of the children with wide eyes.

      Houston came up beside him and wiped his blade on the grass.

      “I only met them once,” Colin whispered. “But…” His voice trailed off, and he looked down, ashamed.

      “It’s good we did it,” Houston replied quietly. “I know it was hard, but it’s good it was us and not them.” He tilted his head in the group’s direction.

      “We have to bury them. We can’t just leave them here,” Johnny B. asserted.

      A few zombies began to stagger out from around the house. They turned their faces at awkward angles when they saw them and stumbled in their direction.

      “There isn’t time,” Kennedy said firmly, but her eyes were sad. “We have to find Mitch.”

      Johnny B. shook his head. “I don’t think he’s alive anymore. Look at what happened here.”

      Jackson and Houston dispatched the zombies approaching them and returned to the group.

      “What kind of monster could do such a thing?” Kennedy angrily gestured to the naked women rabidly writhing against the rope tethering them to the trees. She then walked purposefully to the females and jabbed her knife into their skulls. “I’m sorry,” she told them as she stepped back.

      “We gotta get back to the truck, Kennedy. More are headin’ this way.” Jackson shuffled back and forth on his feet impatiently.

      Kennedy didn’t hear him. She was looking beyond the women to a big, ugly vulture perched on something on the ground.

      “No,” she murmured. Before any of them could stop her, she broke into a run.

      Johnny B. instantly sprinted after her.

      The rest of them strained to see what had sent Kennedy running. It almost seemed as though she was headed toward open farmland, nothing but fresh trenches in the earth dug from the plow.

      A small group of zombies appeared to her right, but Kennedy was oblivious to them.

      She kept running until she was ten feet from it.

      Then she fell to her knees in utter defeat.

      Mitch Cannon’s head, or what remained of it, protruded from the snow and dirt. Tire tracks surrounded the head, like a vehicle had driven back and forth over it, and it now resembled more of a semi-smashed pumpkin than something that had belonged on a man’s neck. The head wasn’t just there by itself. As she crawled toward it, her heart pounding like mad in her chest, she could see that the rest of the body was buried beneath.

      Someone had buried Mitch alive and then run their vehicle over his head.

      Johnny B. rushed to her side and grabbed her, pulling her away.

      Kennedy sank into his arms and wept.

      She cried, not only for the brutal deaths of a family she cared about deeply, but also because their demise held terrifying implications for the well-being of her people on the train.

      Houston, Colin, and Jackson caught up to them.

      “We have to go!” Colin shouted. The moans and stench of the undead were unbearable.

      Houston couldn’t tear his eyes away from what remained of Mitch. His gaze jerked toward the women tied to the trees, their children strewn around their feet, then back to the ruined, exposed head.

      His face blanched, and his hand flew to his heart, phantom pain extending outward from it to every organ in his body.

      “Cade…” The others looked up at him in surprise. “We have to get back to the train now!”

      Without waiting for the others, he turned and sprinted back the way they had come.

      Kennedy was right. Zombies hadn’t done this. They couldn’t have. Only the sick, demented mind of a living monster could conceive such wicked, macabre acts. Even though Houston didn’t understand how Cade knew the location of the farm, something deep within his bones told him that the Cannon family had been ravaged by this man. And as impossible as it sounded, there was one thing of which he was certain…

      Cade Foster never died the day he escaped from the train.

      The massacre on the farm was only a puzzle piece of a much larger sinister plan, one where Houston had left those he loved most unaware and unprotected.
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        * * *

      

      Kennedy sat rigidly in the front seat, her eyes unblinking and fixated on the road. Johnny B. looked at her worriedly from the driver’s seat, noticing that the hands resting on her knees were trembling.

      In a rare gesture of affection, he reached over and took one of her hands in his, squeezing it tightly. He knew better than anyone how devastated she was over the Cannon family’s gruesome demise. But he also understood her worry about how they were going to feed the people on the train now that their primary source of food was gone.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he quietly promised her.

      Houston and Colin were in the back seat, staring out of their respective windows as they sped down the highway back to the train.

      Colin tried hard to erase the images of Mitch’s wife and daughters tied naked to the trees in their yard. The thought of someone doing that to Haven made his stomach turn.

      He cast a sideways glance at Houston, whose knees bounced up and down anxiously, his hand covering his mouth in concern.

      “Hey, Haven’s going to be okay,” Colin assured him. “She’s a fighter. If Cade is behind this, she’ll be sure to give him a run for his money. What happened to Mitch’s family will never happen to Haven. He got her once. He won’t get her again.”

      Houston nodded at him, then turned back to the window. He didn’t really care for the Scotsman, but he appreciated the words of encouragement.

      His mind was running wild, conjuring up horrifying images of what Cade had done to his family while they were all out getting fuel and supplies. If anything happened to Haven, Brett, or Mark, he would never forgive himself or Kennedy for forcing him on a mission that left his loved ones defenseless.

      He sat up ramrod straight when the SUV turned onto a dirt path through familiar woodlands. His teeth were so clenched that his jaw hurt, like someone had gotten in a good punch during a fight.

      “We’re going to park up here and approach on foot. If Cade is there, we don’t want him to hear the engines and know we’ve arrived. We don’t know if he has help, and if he does, just how much. We’ll surround the train on both sides and enter from the caboose. Follow my lead,” Kennedy ordered.

      As soon as he saw the train, Houston opened the door and ran toward it, not bothering to wait for Johnny B. to fully stop the SUV and completely disregarding Kennedy’s plan of attack. Colin was hot on his heels.

      It wasn’t until Houston had bounded up the steps to one of the cars and pounded on the door with all his might, Tucker letting him in, that he finally remembered to breathe.

      “Where is she?” he gasped.

      “Nice to see you, too,” Tucker welcomed with a grin, patting him on the shoulder.

      “Please,” Houston begged. “Where’s Haven?”

      Tucker looked back inside the car. “Just saw her headed to her cabin in her pajamas.”

      Houston nearly collapsed in relief, but Colin grabbed him under his arm and held him up.

      “She’s okay,” Houston managed.

      Perplexed, Tucker shrugged. “I mean, she looked like she was doing good. Those bruises are healing nicely. Vetta did a right smart job patchin’ her up.”

      Houston clapped him on the back and thanked him, then rushed past the old man until he got to their cabin, throwing open the door.

      Haven was crouched in front of something, but she quickly rose to her feet, startled.

      When she saw him, she smiled broadly and stepped back.

      “Merry Christmas, Houston.”

      Right behind her was a little tree decorated with small ornaments, colorful strips of cloth, and balls rolled from aluminum foil, surrounded by parcels wrapped in newspaper.

      It was the sweetest, most perfect thing he’d seen in a long time.

      “Haven, how did you…” he began.

      “Haven!” Colin called out behind Houston. He skidded into the room almost knocking Houston over.

      “Merry Christmas to you, too.” She walked up to them and looped an arm through each of theirs.

      Colin leaned away, curiously inspecting her. “You’re… different.” He beamed at her, nodding approvingly. “I like it.”

      Haven twisted her wet hair and blushed. “I’ve had some time to think things over.” When she looked back at them, her eyes were moist. “Let’s just say it’ll be a fresh start from here on out,” she said. “You all deserve the best.”

      Houston took both of her hands in his. “I thought I’d lost you. We ran into some trouble at Mitch’s farm. I was sure it was Cade, that while we were out getting supplies, he was back at the train. I was so worried.”

      She clasped his hands reassuringly. “Cade is gone. And even if he wasn’t, he isn’t going to rob us of anything. Not him, not the zombies, no one. I don’t want to take another day for granted.”

      “There she is,” Colin said with a big grin.

      “Has Mark seen any of this?” Houston gestured to the tree.

      Haven shook her head. “I arranged for him and Brett to not be around tonight.”

      “How did you do that?”

      She smiled smugly. “So… I may have implied that you and I needed some alone time. Brett is having a late night with his friends, and he’ll be sleeping over in your and Jeremy’s cabin, Colin. And Mark has his own little set of friends, so they’re having a ‘sleepover’ of sorts, too.” She had to admit she was pretty impressed with her grand plan. Everything was falling into place perfectly. “When he comes in tomorrow morning, I want Mark to have an actual Christmas morning. And Brett used to always be the first one up every Christmas, so I think he’ll turn into a little kid.”

      Houston pulled her to him and kissed her. “This is great. They’re gonna be stoked.”

      Colin cleared his throat, feeling out of place. “I’m going to get some sleep. This last run took it out of me.”

      Haven moved away from Houston. “Join us tomorrow morning, please? I couldn’t get something for everyone on the train, but I didn’t forget the most important people.”

      The Scotsman took a deep breath, a flash of pain crossing his features for the briefest of seconds. Finally, he acquiesced. “Just let me know what time to be here.”

      She chuckled. “Well, Mark is always up at the crack of dawn to remind us about breakfast, so I’m pretty sure the same thing will happen tomorrow.”

      He gave her a thumbs-up. “Count me in.”

      After Colin left, Houston wrapped his arms around her. “You are a crazy, crazy woman.” He buried his face in her hair. “You left the train, didn’t you?” She nodded shyly. “I should be mad at you, but I just… I love you, Haven.”

      Pressing her lips together to hide her smile, she shrugged nonchalantly. “It was a very uneventful trip.”

      He helped her wrap the last of the packages and fill some clean socks with the candy she’d found in the trailer. They couldn’t resist opening a couple of Reese’s peanut butter cups and enjoying them together. When they were done, they leaned back against the bunks, Haven curling up against him. Houston wove his fingers through hers.

      “You never cease to surprise me. I should have known. You are, after all, the girlfriend who wanted to become an FBI agent.”

      “Still do. Maybe when all of this is over…”

      “So,” he started, “where’s this optimism coming from?”

      “It’s just something I wanted to do. Try to make our lives a little brighter.” Embarrassed to sound so corny, she let her hair fell into her face. “You guys are my family.”

      Houston rested his chin on the top of her head. “You know, it’s funny with Mark. I kind of see him as our kid.”

      “I know. Me, too. I feel responsible for him. And I want to keep him safe.”

      “Brett’s really good with him, like a big brother.”

      Haven wriggled her toes under his legs for warmth. “Yeah, Mark adores him. And Faith would’ve liked not being the baby in the family anymore.” She tried hard to stop the tears from welling up in her eyes.

      He hugged her a little closer. “She would have been an awesome big sister.”

      They sat on the floor a while longer before Houston stretched and helped her to her feet.

      “Let’s get some sleep.” Checking his watch, he sighed. “I have no idea if it’s even December twenty-fifth.” He turned to her and held her face in his hands, kissing her gently. “But in any event… Merry Christmas, Haven.”
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        * * *

      

      Brett woke up to someone fervently tugging on his arm.

      “Brett!” Mark shouted. “Wake up!”

      Brett groggily pulled the pillow over his eyes. “What?”

      Mark was undeterred. “Wake up!”

      Brett jumped and grabbed his gun. “Zombies?” he asked, startled.

      Mark pulled Brett to his feet. “You won’t believe this. I went over to our cabin to check on Haven, and… and…” He touched his fingers to his head in disbelief. “Santa came.”

      Brett’s face fell. He did not want to break the news to Mark that Santa wasn’t real, and that any chance of them having a Christmas in this crazy world was out of the question.

      “Hey, Mark. I think we should have a talk…” Brett started.

      “We can do that later. Come on!” the boy insisted, yanking on Brett’s hand.

      Colin grumbled in the bunk across from him, while Jeremy slept soundly, unaffected by the ruckus they were making.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea.” He dug his heels into the ground hesitantly.

      Mark looked up at him with pleading eyes. “Please come with me? I know Santa came, I’m sure of it! He didn’t forget about us. The zombies couldn’t get him because he has his sleigh! Please?”

      Brett didn’t know how he was going to tell Mark the cold, hard truth. The kid wouldn’t take it well; it would crush him. But before he could grab Mark and close the door, the boy had made it out of the cabin and was running down the hallway.

      He expected to hear disappointment. Instead, he heard Mark’s joyous yelp of excitement followed by what sounded like an elephant stampede coming back in his direction. Puzzled, he ran after him.

      “He came! He came!” Mark cried.

      Brett paused at the entrance of their cabin and gasped.

      There was a little Christmas tree on the floor of their room. And even better, there were presents next to the tree. He looked around incredulously, then took a tentative step inside.

      Haven and Houston stood there with smiles that spanned ear to ear. She walked up to Brett and gave him a big hug.

      “Merry Christmas, brother.”

      “Haven,” he blurted out, his mouth agape. “How did you do this?”

      She turned and looked over her shoulder, putting a finger to her lips. “Sshhh,” she whispered. “Santa was here.”

      Mark was already on the floor tearing apart his gifts. He elatedly held up the comic books Haven had gotten for him. “Captain America! I love him!” He sifted through the thick stack of books. “And Batman! This is awesome!”

      Brett sat down beside him and almost as eagerly started parsing through them. “These are vintage, man.”

      “I think Santa left something in there for you, too, kiddo,” Haven called to him.

      He looked flabbergasted and pointed to himself questioningly.

      “Yeah, you, Curly Sue. Look under the tree.”

      Crouching down to peek at the gifts, Brett pulled out a misshapen bag. He showed it to her. “This one?”

      “Hey, I never said I was good at wrapping.”

      Shaking his head in disbelief, he ripped off the paper. “No way. Haven…”

      He turned the Star Wars action figures over in his hands.

      “I know you probably had those exact ones at some point, but I thought they’d bring back good memories.”

      “It’s perfect!” he exclaimed and showed them to Mark. “These are amazing. Where did you find them?”

      “You must mean Santa,” she corrected him coyly.

      “Props, sis. You officially rock.” He gave her a hearty bear hug.

      Mark looked up from his comics and studied him. “You kind of look like a young Han Solo. If he was skinnier and had curly hair.”

      Brett pushed him good-naturedly. “Thanks, I think.”

      Houston grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “You did great, sweetheart. This is the best thing to happen to us in a long time.”

      “Oh, there’s also something under there for you. Santa didn’t forget.” She flitted her eyes up at him impishly.

      “For real? Well, since you seem to be so close to him, you’ll have to tell the big guy thanks from me.” He selected a package with his name on it and shook it.

      “Three guesses,” she said to him in mock seriousness.

      “Hmmmm… a sweater?”

      Haven rolled her eyes. “Come on, I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      He shook it again. “A football?”

      “We already have one here. One more guess.” She held up her index finger.

      “An all-inclusive cruise package for two with Royal Caribbean.”

      “It’s a little cold for that, and they wouldn’t give me a deal.”

      He peeled away the wrapping paper, and then stopped.

      “Haven, where did you get this?”

      “If I tell you, do you promise not to get mad?”

      He ran his hands over a framed photo. It was a picture of himself, Haven, and his parents. They had been on a week-long vacation in Maine one summer after undergrad and were all wearing ridiculous lobster bibs.

      Running his fingers over the glass, he finally looked up at her. “Where?” was all he managed to say, his voice raw with emotion.

      “Well…” She stared at her feet embarrassingly. “I’ve had a few old pictures for a while, since we were back at the farm.”

      He looked at her quizzically, not understanding.

      She bit her bottom lip. “That night I snuck out and went to my grandma’s. You’re a deep sleeper.”

      Houston tried not to appear mad. “How did you end up getting there? I never asked you.”

      “I took Sprinkles,” she replied, as if it was the most natural answer in the world.

      He scrunched his eyes in confusion. “What?”

      “The horse,” she expounded.

      “The horse? Why did you take the horse when we had the Jeep?”

      “I didn’t want to take it in case you guys needed it. It was stupid what I did. But I had to go back. I was trying to find Faith. And I was starting to forget what Grandma looked like. I really wanted a reminder of her, anything. As weird as it sounds, just sitting there, smelling her old cardigan...” She nodded to the frame in his hands. “I found a bunch of old pictures of us when I was going through boxes of photos I’d collected over the years. Your parents were in that one.” Haven rested her hand on his arm. “I hope we find them someday. But until then, this should help you remember what they looked like.”

      He quickly wiped his eyes. “Thank you so much, Haven. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      Haven gave him a tender peck on the cheek. Someone knocked at the door, and she jumped up to answer it.

      “Merry Christmas,” she said, greeting Colin with a big smile, her eyes twinkling when she saw him.

      Colin swallowed hard. He would have given anything to kiss her in that moment. If they were alone, it would have felt like the right thing to do. “Merry Christmas, friend,” he told her instead, and he shook his head and grinned at her.

      Haven dashed back to the tree and grabbed the last package beside it. “This is for you. Don’t judge me.”

      He tore off the newspaper and laughed. “Scotch.”

      She pointed at the label. “Glenfiddich,” she said proudly, but she mispronounced it Glen-fid-itch.

      Colin couldn’t help but smile. “Glen-fid-ick. You don’t pronounce it how it’s spelled.”

      She crossed her arms. “Okay, okay, wise guy. I don’t know anything about alcohol. I just figured it sounded Scottish, and you might like it.”

      He hugged her. “It’s grand, Haven,” he complimented her as he held the bottle up to the light. “Where did you get this?”

      “Oh, you know. Just here and there,” she answered flippantly.

      “Have a drink with me?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      He opened the bottle and inhaled the aroma from the open rim, then handed it to her.

      She held her hands up and shook her head. “It’s your gift. You have to have the first drink.”

      “Alright then.” He lifted the bottle to his lips and took a long swig. Wiping the back of his hand across his mouth, he exhaled in satisfaction. “Ah, my old friend, I’ve missed you.”

      He passed the bottle to her.

      Haven wrinkled her nose. “Here goes nothing.” Raising the bottle, she swallowed quickly and made a face. “Geez, that’ll put hair on your chest.”

      Colin chuckled and went to retrieve the bottle, but she held it back and took another swig.

      His heart flip-flopped. Somehow, his eyes met Houston’s. Houston had been watching them intently, and in that moment, he knew that Houston knew. Trying to hide his feelings, he pointed to the bottle in her hands, wordlessly offering Houston some of the Scotch. Houston’s expression suddenly blanked, the keen, knowing look in his gaze gone, and he nodded, standing and walking over to them.

      “Merry Christmas, man.” Houston clapped the Scotsman on the back.

      “Merry Christmas,” Colin responded.

      Haven smiled at the two of them and then joined Mark and Brett.

      “I never got to thank you,” Houston commented, breaking the silence.

      “For what?”

      Houston shrugged. “Taking care of them. And yesterday, for saying what you said. You didn’t have to say anything to make me feel better, but you did.”

      Waving him off, Colin answered, “It was nothing. Don’t mention it.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      Colin shifted his weight from one foot to the other, looking around awkwardly. “This was a good idea of hers.”

      Houston handed the Scotch back to him. “She’s amazing. I’m a lucky man.”

      “Aye, you are.” Tilting the bottle back, Colin took a bit of a longer swig than normal.

      “Hey, Colin!” Mark shouted. “Come here!”

      Grateful for the interruption, Colin went over to the boy.

      “Haven,” Houston called to her. When she was beside him, he continued, “Totally random question, but can you straighten that ornament? It’s bothering me.”

      She looked at the tree, a little perplexed. “Okay.”

      Walking over to it, she reached for one of the ornaments she’d taken from the trailer, a reindeer that hung lopsided from one of the spindly branches.

      Leaning toward it more closely, she noticed something strange. She pulled it off the tree to inspect it, then gasped.

      A beautiful white gold ring with a round diamond glittered at her from where it hung around the reindeer’s neck.

      She stepped back, right into Houston.

      When she turned to him, he was already on one knee, and her hands flew to her mouth.

      The others stopped what they were doing and shifted to face them. Colin instantly looked distraught, but he quickly recovered and forced a smile.

      “Haven,” Houston began, “you have been the best thing that’s ever happened to me. We made it through college together, you traveled the world with me, and now we’re fighting zombies side by side in the damned apocalypse. You even snuck out in the middle of the night, risking your life, to get me a photo of my family. You make me a better man, and you taught me how to love.” His eyes watered. “You’re my best friend, and I couldn’t imagine any other person to have by my side in this adventure called life. Will you marry me, and make me the happiest man in the world?”

      She joyfully nodded through the tears as he slipped the sparkling diamond ring on her finger, then threw her arms around him. He lifted her high into the air and kissed her passionately.

      Mark made a face while Brett punched Houston playfully. “Welcome to the family, brother!”

      Houston hugged him affectionately.

      Haven stared at the ring in amazement, shifting her hand a little so that it glittered brightly as it caught the light.

      “Do you like it?” Houston asked hopefully.

      She was still shocked. “It’s gorgeous. How did you manage to get this?”

      Grinning mischievously, he replied, “We all have our ways, right? I know it’s bad timing with zombies constantly trying to take a chunk out of us, but I don’t want to waste time. Every day is precious, and I want to spend any days I have left as your husband.”

      “Congratulations, Haven,” Colin said behind her. She turned to him, and he hugged her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I need to check on the team and see what they need today, but… all the best to you both.” He nodded to them and started to leave when Haven called out after him.

      “Wait! I have one more gift for you.” She frowned. “It’s not really a gift, I guess, but I wanted to return it to its rightful owner.”

      She pulled his father’s sword out from under the bed and held it out for him.

      Colin stared at it for a moment, then looked to the side, trying to keep his emotions together.

      When he took it from her, he wistfully ran a hand over the blade. “I can never thank you enough for this, Haven.”

      She smiled. “Don’t thank me. It’s always been yours.”

      After Colin left, they spent the rest of the morning eating breakfast in their cabin and celebrating Haven and Houston’s engagement.

      Haven beamed as she watched Mark enjoy his Christmas gifts. He’d been engrossed in them all morning, wrapped up in a blanket with Brett, the two of them reading Mark’s comic books. Even though her brother was much older than Mark, some things, like loving comic books, boys never outgrew.

      Haven broke away for a few minutes to use the bathroom, and when she was out of sight, she burst into tears, all kinds of emotions overwhelming her.

      She was engaged to the most wonderful man on the planet, even before most of the men in the world were killed off by the zombie plague.

      Wiping the tears away, Haven wished Faith was there to celebrate with her. She knew her sister would have been giddy with delight, already planning the bachelorette party, the wedding color scheme, Haven’s wedding dress and hair and make-up.

      When she returned to the cabin, she hid something behind her back. “I have one more surprise.”

      All three of their heads shot up.

      Houston grinned at the others knowingly. “You guys are in for a serious treat.”

      She held up the socks, and Brett and Mark stared at her, mystified.

      “Socks?” Mark asked uncertainly, less enthused than he’d been with the comic books.

      She placed one in his lap. “Not socks, you goofball. Open it!”

      “No way,” Brett murmured as the wrapped Reese’s and Kit Kats poured into his hand.

      “Merry Christmas, everyone,” Haven said softly, unsuccessfully holding back tears.

      Raising the chocolate in a “toast” of sorts, Houston added, “Thank you for making this so special, Haven. We are all truly blessed to have you. We’ve lost a lot these last few months, but there’s also a lot left to look forward to. We can’t give up now or ever. May this be the first Christmas together of many more to come.”

      “Cheers!” Brett exclaimed, lifting a chocolate in response.

      As they devoured the sweet treats, they smiled and laughed and cried, recounting memories of Christmases past. And by the end of it, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room.

      Haven thought about her family, how not having them all there to celebrate the holiday, as simple as it was, was heartbreaking and devastatingly painful. Holidays would never be the same without them.

      But all of those tragedies had led her to this, to Mark, to a future not yet determined.

      A new year was coming, and as hard as it sometimes was to make it through the day, she was counting on this year to be one of hope, one of faith.
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      Haven turned her pillow over so that the cooler side was on her face.

      Dull gray light sifted in through the window. She yawned and shifted her body until she was the little spoon in Houston’s embrace. He snuggled up to her and draped an arm over her waist.

      Waking up beside him this morning, so peaceful and content, had tricked Haven into thinking the apocalyptic world they lived in was simply a bad dream. She longed for the mornings where they’d had no real worries, the biggest stressor studying for a mid-term or final exam or scoring that coveted job interview.

      Now, she was just happy to see another day with everyone she cared about still alive.

      “Good morning, fiancé,” Houston murmured into the tangled mess of her hair. He nuzzled her neck. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Me, too,” she agreed, lifting her hand up so she could admire the ring on her finger. “You did really well.” The round diamond sparkled and glittered as more light entered the room from the rising sun.

      Houston kissed her, then grew serious. “I want to talk to you about something.”

      She studied him for a moment. “Okay…”

      He propped his head on his hand. “I want to get off this train at the next stop, and I want us to find my parents’ cabin in West Virginia and start a permanent life there.”

      Haven’s eyes went wide, and she exhaled slowly. “Whoa. Wasn’t expecting that.”

      Houston ran his hands over his face. She noticed gray speckled throughout his beard. “Haven, I want more than this. I want to live. I’m tired of running and killing. Yes, this train offers more protection than what we had at the lake and the farmhouse, but you know what it also represents? We’ll always be on the run. I want something more. And I want to find my parents. I need to know if they’re still alive. Even if they aren’t, I just need to know. But I also know something else. Brett is the brother I never had. I think of Mark like a son. And you...” He pushed her hair behind her ear. “I just want to marry you and spend lazy days in bed making love to you without a damn care in the world. And when you’re ready, I want to start a family with you, have kids who have your spirit and my good looks,” he quipped. “But I want to watch them grow up in a world where they aren’t looking over their shoulders, constantly in fear that they’ll either be eaten alive or hunted down by psychopaths. I want them to be able to go outside without us panicking if we don’t hear their voices all of a sudden. I want all of you to have something better… a home, a yard, even if it’s on the side of a mountain in the middle-of-nowhere West Virginia. The world is different, and maybe we’ll never fully adjust to it. But I’ll be damned if we keep living each day in fear and nothing else. I just want us to live, Haven.” He shook his head as tears trickled down his face. 

      Haven couldn’t bear to see him cry. She immediately drew him to her and cradled his head against her chest.

      “I want you to know that I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. For us,” she said, stroking his hair. “Thank you for coming to get me. I know how badly you want to find your parents. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for you to choose.”

      “Haven,” he told her, “soon you’re going to be my wife. You will always come before anyone else.”

      She gripped him tightly. “You’re too good to me,” she whispered.

      Not knowing what happened to loved ones… if they were dead, if they were alive, if they were shambling, soulless corpses roaming the earth in search of human flesh… it was pure torture. Haven had experienced this firsthand. She couldn’t fathom how Houston kept it all together, realizing he’d likely been concealing that pain to avoid causing her further distress.

      He had sacrificed so much for her.

      Now it was her turn to do the same for him.
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        * * *

      

      Haven leaned against the open door and crossed her arms, proudly observing Brett teach his class. 

      He was presently reading them The Giving Tree. The book had a good message, and she was impressed that no matter how varied in age the children were, they all gazed at Brett with rapt attention, eagerly looking forward to the illustration on the next page.

      Mark, in spite of insisting earlier that he was too old for children’s books, was at the front of the class, his arm around one of the younger students, just as captivated by the story as the little ones.

      When the boy noticed her, he waved enthusiastically and gestured for her to join them. She waved back and carefully stepped over the children sprawled out in the room until she got to Mark. The children around her quickly made room for her, and a couple of the little girls bickered about who would sit next to her. 

      “I thought you were too cool for this stuff,” she whispered to Mark.

      Mark looked down sheepishly. “I wanted to set a good example for the younger kids. And the story is alright, I guess.”

      Haven nodded, pretending to believe him. One of the girls crawled into her lap, nestling the back of her head on Haven’s chest. Another rested against her arm, absentmindedly twirling Haven’s dark hair between her fingers as she sighed contentedly. 

      A half hour later, after finishing the book and discussing what it meant to each of them, class was over. Haven hugged the little girls before they rushed out of the car, then walked over to Brett and Mark.

      “Do you guys have a minute?” she asked them.

      Brett pulled up a chair and motioned for the others to do the same. “Sure, what’s up, sis?” 

      She took a deep breath, unsure how the news would be received by them. “Houston wants to leave the train.”

      Brett and Mark both gaped at her, their mouths wide open as they stared at her in astonishment. 

      “Why?” Mark finally squeaked.

      “Well,” she began, “he wants to find his family, and he thinks they might be in a safe place in the mountains, a place where we could make our home, too.”

      “This place is safe,” Mark protested.

      Brett shook his head. His expression darkened. “I don’t get it. Why would we leave the train? We have everything we need here.”

      Haven paused before responding. Brett and Mark had become intertwined with the other passengers, trying to carve out a normalized life from the chaos beyond the train. “I know you both have grown to like a lot of things about this train. But wouldn’t you like more space to play? A dog?” She nodded to Mark. “Or how about having a home, a real one?” 

      Brett shrugged. “I don’t want to leave. Here we have a community, people who can keep us safe. The things out there can’t get us in here.”

      “Nothing is safe forever, Brett—”

      He held up a hand, interrupting her. “Yeah, and no one should know that better than you. We can’t go back to pointlessly wandering around, searching for people. We were starving before we found this train. And what’s the point? The people we’re looking for don’t end up alive anyways!”  

      “We still have to try,” Haven insisted. 

      “No. No, we don’t need to try. We need to stay on this train where we are all together and safe.” 

      Mark watched them, his head turning from Haven to Brett like he was following a tennis ball during a match.

      “I don’t want to leave, Haven,” Mark emphasized. “I like this place. I like the people. We have friends here.”

      “I know your friends are important, buddy. But we’re a family now, and we have to think about Houston, too.” She looked at Brett. “He came all this way to find us, choosing to make sure we were safe before even knowing if his parents were alive. We owe this to him. And besides, before we found this train, we were heading to West Virginia anyways. Why are you digging your heels in now?”

      Brett jumped up suddenly, his chair clattering to the ground with a loud crash. Haven and Mark leaned back in their chairs, startled by his outburst. “I’m your brother, Haven. He became your fiancé yesterday, but before that, he was just your boyfriend. I’m your family.” He pointed at his chest. “If you want to go back to that hellhole outside, that’s on you. You and your fiancé can prance around the country, looking for his parents when we all already know they’re dead. I am done being chased, scavenging for food, trying to keep us safe when there are just a handful of us and thousands of bloodthirsty zombies trying to eat us. And sure, we were planning to go to West Virginia then. But it was just the four of us, and before we even got on the road, we were ambushed by Cade’s men. There’s power in numbers, Haven. We have a good thing going here. You’re my big sister, and I love you. But if you choose him over me, if you choose to put a kid’s life in danger so your fiancé can chase a pipe dream, then you’ll have to do it without Mark and me.”

      He lifted his chair off the floor and set it upright.

      Haven stared at him, her eyes watering. Just as she opened her mouth to respond, Brett whirled on her. “This isn’t up for discussion.”

      She stuck her hands out defensively and stood. Mark tugged on her shirt, and she looked down at him. 

      “You’re not going to leave us, right, Haven?” Mark implored quietly.

      Someone knocked on the wall behind them. They all turned to see Colin standing at the entrance.

      “Hey, guys. Everything okay in here?”

      Brett glowered at Haven, ignoring Colin. “You lost Faith. Looks like you’re going to walk out on the rest of us, too. If you leave with Houston, don’t even bother coming to say goodbye.” He turned to Mark. “Come on. Let’s get lunch.” Mark lowered his head, and the two of them walked past Colin and rounded the corner.

      “What the hell was that?” Colin asked. He narrowed his eyes at her. “You alright?”

      Every part of her wanted to confide in Colin in that moment, to help her work through the impasse in which she found herself. Hastily wiping her eyes, she nodded. “Everything is good. Just working through some family stuff.”

      “You sure?”

      She tried to give him a reassuring smile. “Yeah,” she replied and touched his arm with gratitude as she passed him. “Thanks for checking.” 

      Colin watched her leave. He hadn’t heard enough to put the full picture together, but he was fairly confident they’d been talking about leaving the train.

      Rubbing his eyes, he wished he had a cup of coffee, something to give him the burst of energy he desperately needed. Last night had been a restless one; Colin had tossed and turned thinking about Houston proposing to Haven and what that meant for him. And now, the fact that the two of them appeared to be planning to leave the train would likely mean he could look forward to another sleepless night. 

      Seeing Haven always made his heart skip a few beats. She was the first woman he’d ever really felt a connection to, one that was more than purely sexual anyways.

      Since her arrival on the train, he’d been grappling with a lot of different emotions, and he struggled with what he wanted to do versus what he should do. What he wanted to do would only complicate everything, for himself and for Haven.

      He sighed, remembering Kennedy wanted to meet with Team Alpha in her office to discuss their next supply run. Casting one more glance in Haven’s direction, he shook his head and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Kennedy, Johnny B., Grady, Jackson, Tucker, and Houston were surrounding a giant wrinkled map on Kennedy’s desk when Colin walked into her office. He was surprised to see his roommate, Jeremy, with them.

      “Sorry I’m late. Hope I didn’t miss anything,” Colin told them. “What are you doing here?” he asked Jeremy.

      Kennedy waved off his apology. “Jeremy used to live in D.C. He’s familiar with the surrounding area.” She ran her finger along the map and pointed. “What about here?” She squinted at the tiny writing on the colorful paper. “Fredericksburg?”

      Johnny B. grunted skeptically. “That’s too close to D.C.”  

      “We don’t really have a choice.” Her expression saddened. “We needed Mitch’s supplies before we even got to him, and now, we’re in worse shape. We’re almost out of food. Based on our inventory, we only have a couple days’ worth left.”

      “Fredericksburg is about fifty miles outside of D.C., give or take,” Jeremy explained. “The problem is it’s right off ninety-five so it gets a lot of traffic coming in.”

      “Fifty miles,” she repeated. “It’s certainly not ideal, but… it’s going to have a lot more of what we need.”

      Colin examined the map, all of the cities surrounding the D.C. area unfamiliar to him. He noticed Houston silently staring at the map, but not at the area the rest of them were studying.  

      Kennedy stepped back and started packing her gear into a backpack. “We’ll split into two teams to cover as much ground as possible. Grady, Jackson, and Houston—you’ll be team one, and Colin, J.B., and I will be team two.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Johnny B. piped up.

      “It is, but again, we don’t have a choice,” she repeated. “We need to get in and out as fast as we can.”

      “We haven’t scouted it out. Who knows what could be waiting for us that close to the city. We can’t do it.”

      “We have Jeremy, and he’s familiar with the terrain. He’ll mark on the map the best places to go. Besides, we’ve gone into places we haven’t scouted before,” she reminded him. “If we wouldn’t have, we never would have found Mitch.”

      “Not this close to D.C. we haven’t,” he said, firmly holding his ground. “I don’t feel good about this one. It’s a bad idea.”

      Kennedy stopped packing and looked at Johnny B. in surprise. He’d never questioned her before, especially in public. 

      The others had been talking quietly amongst themselves, but immediately paused, sensing the tension.

      Houston cleared his throat. “Kennedy, I won’t be making that supply run with you.”

      Colin glanced up at the ceiling knowingly. “Shit.”

      Kennedy closed her eyes and shook her head, placing her hands on her hips as if she didn’t hear him correctly. “What?”

      Houston straightened and faced her directly. “We’re getting off at the next stop and are going to West Virginia. Please don’t take it personally. We appreciate what you’ve done for us, but it’s time for us to be on our way.”

      Scoffing at him, Colin crossed his arms. “Mate, I hate to break it to you, but your family doesn’t want to go.”

      Houston glared at him. “And how would you know that?”

      Kennedy stepped between them. “Before we go any further, I want to make sure I heard you correctly. You said you’re getting off the train… for good?”

      He nodded. “My parents have a place in the mountains. I don’t know if they made it, but I want to find out. And it’s as safe a place as any.”

      “Your family doesn’t want to go,” Colin reiterated again.

      His face reddening with anger, Houston took several steps toward Colin. “What the hell do you know about my family?”

      “They’re happy here. The train is safe. Why would you force them to leave?”

      Houston almost lunged at him before Johnny B. caught him and put a hand on his chest.

      “You need to stay out of this,” Houston warned Colin.

      “You need to think about what’s best for your family, not just you,” the Scotsman retorted.

      “You just don’t want Haven to leave,” Houston blurted out. “I’ve known all along you’re in love with her.”

      Colin reddened.

      Kennedy noticed and felt her heart sink just a little. Seeing Colin’s face when Houston accused him of still being in love with Haven only confirmed the truth she’d been denying for a while.

      She pushed her feelings aside, not wanting Colin to be embarrassed further, and held up her hands to stop their back and forth. “Alright, folks, that’s enough. Houston, I’ll come talk to you later. This isn’t the place or time.”

      Houston scowled at Colin, jabbed his finger at him one more time, wanting to say more, but instead stormed out of Kennedy’s office.
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        * * *

      

      “You told him,” Houston stated accusatorily, slamming the door to their cabin shut.

      Haven looked up from where she stood at the window. She seemed dejected. “I talked to him today, yes. He’s not happy about it.”

      “Why the hell would you confide in him like that?” he fumed.

      “Because he’s my brother, that’s why,” she said, confused.

      Houston shook his head. “No, not Brett. I’m talking about Colin. He announced in front of everyone that I was forcing my family to do something they didn’t want to do. He made me look like a complete asshole!”

      “What are you talking about?” Haven asked.

      “Did you or didn’t you talk to Colin about us leaving? Don’t lie to me, Haven.”

      She stared at him disbelievingly. “Are you kidding me? No, I didn’t talk to him about it. I wanted to, but I didn’t. Out of consideration for you.”

      He paced the room. “Oh, great. You wanted to talk to him. Look, it’s no secret that he’s in love with you.”

      “Really? Are we really going to do this right now? Don’t we have bigger things to worry about, Houston?” Haven felt her blood begin to boil. Her thoughts flashed back to what her brother said to her.

      “Are you in love with him? I need to know.”

      “No!” she shouted. “I’m not in love with him. He’s a friend, a really good one, and I care about him.”

      “Then how did he know, Haven? How?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe he overheard me talking to Brett and Mark.” She took a couple of steps toward him. “And while we’re on the topic, they’re not on board with this.”

      Houston rubbed his temples. “Well, you know what? It isn’t up to them. We’re the adults making the decision here.”

      “Brett said if we go, he’s not coming!”

      “So what are you saying? Have you changed your mind now?”

      Haven turned away. “I don’t know,” she murmured softly.

      “Are you fucking kidding me, Haven?” he exclaimed. “I gave up everything to come find you.”

      Her eyes widened. “I never asked for you to come rescue me! You chose that.” She regretted saying it the second the words came out, and she hadn’t meant them, but she was angry and frustrated.

      Recoiling as though she’d burned him, he stepped back and nodded. After a few moments of silence, he sighed. “I turned my back on my family because you’ve always been the most important thing to me. After Faith disappeared, I waited. I wanted to find my family, but I knew you couldn’t leave without finding her first. You found her,” he said, his tone softening. “Then Cade attacked you, and you were beaten up bad. We couldn’t have left if we wanted to. So I waited again. I waited for you to heal, both mentally and physically. I have put everything on hold for you, Haven. And now I’m hearing this, and I can’t help but think that maybe you don’t want to be with me, that you have feelings for someone else.”

      “That isn’t true, and you know it!” She paused, and her lower lip began to tremble. “I love you.”

      Something about the way her hair was tousled around her face, the way her cheeks were flushed, made him go to her and clasp her face in his hands.

      “Say it,” he whispered against her lips. “Tell me you want me.”

      “I want you,” she murmured, every emotion and sensation within her suddenly heightened.

      He placed his hands on her hips and pressed her back against the door, then kissed her, his tongue slipping past her lips, passionate and desperate, crushing her breasts against his chest as he moved against her.

      It had been so long since he’d been inside of her. He couldn’t even remember the last time, but it hadn’t happened since Faith disappeared.

      Now, he couldn’t think of anything else besides burying himself deep within her.

      Haven held his bottom lip between her teeth and suggestively stroked it with the tip of her tongue. Her hands pulled at his shirt, tugging at the buttons in frustration until she gave up and ripped the shirt apart.

      Groaning with anticipation, he nudged her to the desk and reached forward and unbuttoned her jeans, stripping her down until she was only in her bra and underwear. He gazed at her appreciatively for a moment, taking in every detail of her curves, the gentle slope from her waist to her hips to her thighs. He caressed the tops of her breasts with his fingertips, the fullness of them straining against her bra, then reached behind her and unfastened the clips. Her breasts burst free, and when his eyes met hers, they were dark pools of pent-up desire.

      Her chest rose and fell in arousal, her cheeks reddening under his gaze, as warmth spread through her belly. She was certain he could feel the heat emanating from between her legs.

      Houston let his fingers slip down, leaving little goosebumps in their wake as he trailed them around her pert pink nipples, along the smoothness of her waist, pausing only when he reached the black lace band of her thong. Looping his fingers along the sides of her panties, he rolled them down her thighs, until he was on his knees in front of her.

      Gently forcing her to lean against the desk, he ran his hands along the backs of her thighs, his tongue tracing across her intimately, languorously, leaving her tingling. She raked her fingers through his hair and gasped in pleasure.

      While his mouth expertly worked below her waist, his fingers began to wander up over her hips to the soft skin of her breasts, stroking her until her breathing quickened, her hand grasping his hair by the fistful. She gripped the edge of the desk, her knuckles white as she clenched it and moved back and forth against his lips.

      A wave of warmth crested from between her legs, up her belly and breasts, overwhelming every muscle in her body.

      “Houston,” she panted. “I’m close. Please…”

      She didn’t want him to stop, but her body was aching for him to fill her, the need becoming almost unbearable and animalistic. He smiled knowingly, standing to unzip his jeans.

      “Open up for me,” he breathed.

      She spread her legs invitingly and then impatiently positioned him against her. Without needing any prodding, he grabbed her hips and thrust up inside of her.

      Houston gritted his teeth and shut his eyes, her body enveloping him. He felt her insides stretch to accommodate him, her sweet wetness perfect, exquisite torture. When he buried himself to the hilt, she cried out, wrapping her legs tightly around his waist. He drew close to her, his forehead pressed to hers, so he could savor her every reaction while he alternated between shallow and deep thrusts.

      Watching her only turned him on more, and he had to close his eyes again to focus on something else so he wouldn’t come.

      But he was already too close, swollen. Haven felt it and tilted her head back, digging her nails into his back, losing control and letting her body do what it needed to do, unable to hold back the cry of pleasure that had been threatening to erupt from her lips.

      Hearing her orgasm and feeling her contract around his hardness sent Houston over the edge. When he couldn’t hold back any longer, he wrapped her in his arms, wanting every inch of her touching him, and buried his face in her neck, urgently thrusting into her until his body went rigid, then shuddered and relaxed at the surrender of release.
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        * * *

      

      Colin had just drifted off to sleep when he heard the train begin to slow down and jostle to a stop. Leaning over the edge of his bunk until he could see Jeremy’s alarm clock, he groaned.

      The red fluorescent lights reminded him it was six in the morning and time to wake up.

      As he’d expected, it had been another sleepless night. Colin had likely driven Jeremy mad tossing and turning above him, thrashing his sheets around in frustration as he tried to get comfortable and quiet his mind. He knew it was a bad idea to go on a supply run with less than a handful of hours of sleep total for the last couple of nights, but he was a prisoner of his thoughts, tormented and restless.

      With a begrudging sigh, he threw his legs over the side of the bed and hovered there for a moment, trying to wake up. They said coffee worked miracles. He wasn’t much of a coffee drinker before, unless the coffee was mixed with whiskey. And damn… what he wouldn’t give for a good drink. 

      He looked to one of the nightstands where he kept his scant belongings. In the second drawer was the bottle of Scotch Haven had given him. 

      Jeremy had already left, so he went to the nightstand and pulled out the bottle. He’d already downed half of it the day Houston proposed to Haven.

      It had been a depressing Christmas because of that.

      Not that he’d really ever had a happy Christmas since his parents split.

      He’d spent most of them at a pub, drinking and carousing until the place shut down, then waking up with someone he didn’t know the next morning while nursing a hangover that would easily incapacitate five grown men.

      As he spent more time with Haven and her family, he imagined a different kind of Christmas. But that dream was over.

      So he opted to drink half of the Scotch she’d given him, and instead of passing out as he had hoped, he was wide awake all night having to take a piss.

      Swirling the liquid in the bottle, he considered downing the second half, but he caught sight of his father’s sword leaning against his bunk, and he eventually placed the Scotch back into the drawer.

      Besides, if Kennedy saw him intoxicated, she would force him to stay on the train and sober up. And his absence would mean they’d be a man short, and consequently, that he would be letting the team down. 

      Colin pulled on a long-sleeve Henley shirt and cinched his kilt over his boxers. Kennedy had already told him it would be too distracting for the women on the train, and Johnny B. promised to give him hell if he showed up in it, but the kilt was a part of him, where he was from.

      He might never again wander through the quiet beauty of the Scottish Highlands, take a swim in the deep blue lochs, or visit the ancient medieval castles of his forefathers. He was trapped in a foreign land, and in it, he would likely die. His father’s sword and his kilt were the last remembrances he had of his origins, and if today was the day he took his final breath, he wanted to die a true Scotsman, with his sword in his hands and the fire of his ancestors burning in his veins.

      He left his cabin and made his way to the dining car. The train was silent, passengers still sleeping soundly. He passed by Haven’s door and stopped. Taking a few steps back, he raised his hand, curling his fingers into a fist to knock on the door. 

      Colin wanted to say goodbye. He wanted to do it in case he didn’t come back. 

      But his hand hovered over the door, centimeters from it.

      What was he going to tell her? What did it matter anyways? She would be gone before he got back, and maybe he would see her again; maybe he wouldn’t.

      With a sigh, his hand dropped back to his side. He cast one last look at the door then disappeared into the next car. 

      Kennedy, always the early bird, was already packed up and ready to go. She was going over the map with Jeremy, circling areas on it with a blue marker as he explained the layout of the city closest to the station. Johnny B. was beside them, but he didn’t crack a joke when Colin walked in, even though he was wearing his kilt.

      Much to Colin’s surprise, Brett was sitting at a table behind them, staring out the window absentmindedly. 

      “You’re up early,” he called out to him.

      Brett nodded in greeting as Colin sat down across from him.

      Immediately, he noticed Brett had been crying. His eyes were red and puffy, and he avoided meeting Colin’s stare.

      “You okay, brother?” Colin asked.

      He shrugged. “I will be.” 

      Colin reached over and grabbed a pot of coffee. He poured some into a Styrofoam cup and handed it to Brett, then filled another for himself. “What are you doing out here?”

      Brett cleared his throat, focused on peeling away the rim of the cup. “I’m going with you guys.”

      Colin made a face. “When?”

      “Now.”

      The Scotsman calmly set his cup down and thrummed his fingers along the tablecloth. “Are ya now?”

      Brett nodded quickly, then took a sip of coffee from the tattered cup. Swallowing it with difficulty, he continued, “Yes. You’re a man short with Houston leaving. I’m going to take his place.”

      Leaning forward a little, Colin folded his hands together. “Mate, you’re nineteen. You haven’t been on one of these runs before.”

      Brett scowled. “I’ve been surviving fine on runs before I got on this train. I’m ready.”

      Noticing Kennedy was watching them, Colin met her gaze and glanced pointedly at Brett. 

      “Look. You’ve been great with the kids, and you’re one of the few people on here that can be on both Bravo and Charlie teams.”

      “And Alpha,” Brett emphasized determinedly. 

      Colin shifted in his seat uncomfortably. Already, the team had made it clear that going so close to D.C. would be their most dangerous mission yet. They should’ve finished training others to take over for Team Bravo so that the current Bravo crew could graduate up to Alpha. 

      “Have you talked to your sister about this?” Colin inquired to be polite, but he already knew the answer.

      His lips drawn in a tight line, Brett went back to tearing apart the Styrofoam cup. “I don’t need to.”

      Giving a low whistle of disapproval, Colin replied, “I think you do. She’s your sister. She’d be devastated if you went on a supply run without her.” 

      Brett stood up. “Are you with her on this, too? Choosing Houston over us?” 

      “That’s not what she’s trying to do, okay?” Colin sighed. He knew Haven well enough to know that abandoning them wasn’t part of her plan.

      “Yeah, then what is it she’s doing exactly?” he retorted angrily.

      Truthfully, he wasn’t sure. “She loves you more than anything. She loves him, too. It’s... complicated.” 

      Sulking, Brett pulled a beanie from his cargo pants pocket and pulled it over his curly hair. “I don’t need to run this by her. She didn’t ask for my approval to leave the train. She decided on her own.”

      Colin stood up, as well. “Don’t do this, brother.” He pulled him close, directing him back toward the cabins. “I don’t think you should come with us, but you’re big enough to make your own choices. If you’re coming, at least go tell your sister goodbye. You never know what can happen.”

      Brett held up his hands and moved away from him. “Not happening.” He gave Colin a mock salute, then joined Kennedy and the others.

      For whatever reason, Colin’s insides twisted into knots. As he followed everyone outside, he slowly came to the realization that something about this run felt different from the rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The train station was little more than a platform with awnings on both sides, and it made Kennedy uncomfortable that their train was so visible. A stop like this was a first for them, a far cry from the usual stops along the tracks in forested areas near small towns.

      They cautiously stepped onto the platform and looked around, weapons raised. The city was in shambles. Downed helicopters and tanks littered the streets, and many of the buildings had been blown to pieces. A river was behind the station, and Kennedy was grateful for it, serving as a natural barrier on one side unless zombies magically learned how to swim.

      There were a few rotters shambling toward them in the parking lot. Nothing like the numbers she was expecting to see when they arrived. Perhaps the city wouldn’t be as populated by undead as they’d feared; they were, after all, still over fifty miles outside of D.C.

      She heard growling very close to them and swiveled around, trying to pinpoint the location of the rotter.

      Johnny B. whistled at her and pointed beneath them. A zombie had been cut in half across the tracks when the train came in. Its torso was now squished between the train wheels and the rails.

      Kennedy lowered her gun and adjusted the pack on her back. Like her, they all wore large backpacks, empty except for extra ammunition and the water canteens, beef jerky, and granola bars reserved for supply run sustenance.

      The plan was to split into two groups and cover as much ground as possible, filling their packs with what they could carry and then finding a vehicle to bring back the rest. In case they encountered any difficulties and couldn’t get a car, they’d still have their backpacks.

      The team went down the steps and into the parking lot, making quick work of the zombies in it before coming to the place in the road where they’d separate.

      “Remember,” Kennedy whispered, “we rendezvous at the train at sixteen hundred.” She pulled out the map from her pocket, the one Jeremy had marked. “Everyone know where they’re going?” When they answered in the affirmative, she touched her fingers to her cap. “Godspeed,” she told them before gesturing to Johnny B. and Colin to follow her.

      Grady, Jackson, and Brett jogged along Lafayette Boulevard before crossing over onto Cobblestone Way.

      Grady kept turning around and making sure Jackson was behind Brett. He felt anxious having the kid on their team, bemoaning the fact that Brett’s first supply run would be their most dangerous one yet, so close to a major city.

      “Hey, guys,” Brett called out quietly. “Check it out.”

      Grady stopped jogging and followed Brett’s finger. “What?” he replied, not seeing anything of interest.

      “That high-rise.”

      Jackson and Grady exchanged looks then shrugged. “What about it?”

      “It’s an apartment complex. Think about all the stuff we’d find there… food, medicine…”

      Jackson frowned. “We don’t know what we’ll find, that’s the problem.”

      Brett nodded. “Sure, but we can take it slow, just clear one apartment at a time. It’s less ground to cover if we take it floor by floor, way less square footage than a shopping mall.”

      Jackson’s features hardened as he gazed at the apartment complex. “We’re deviating from the plan.”

      “Yeah, but in a smart way,” Brett pushed. “Think about it. It won’t be picked through like a supermarket or mall.”

      “We don’t know what we’ll find there. It’s a bad idea,” Jackson grumbled.

      “I don’t know,” Grady said, scratching his jaw. “Kid’s got a point.”

      Brett grinned. “See?” He looked at Jackson for approval.

      “How about this…” Grady offered. “We go do a little recon, and if it looks bad, we get out.”

      Jackson sighed and threw his hands in the air. “I don’t like it, but whatever. Let’s just make a decision.”

      Grady reached for the walkie-talkie. “I’ll tell Kennedy, that way they know where we are.” He thumbed the walkie-talkie on and pressed the button. “We’re changing plans a little. Going to hit up the…” He paused trying to see the name of the complex. “…Westwinds apartment complex. Off Cobblestone Way. Over.”

      There was a long pause. “Roger that. Be safe. Over.”

      “Let’s get moving. We’ve got company,” Jackson told Grady. There were only a couple of zombies headed toward them, but they were walking slowly enough that a light jog would easily keep them a safe distance apart.

      The apartment complex was ten stories tall, painted red and beige with balconies jutting out from the second floor all the way to the top. Overgrown branches from a rooftop garden poked over the edge.

      They trod up to it cautiously.

      “I don’t like this,” Jackson remarked dubiously. “It’s too quiet.”

      “Maybe they headed to D.C. or something,” Brett suggested.

      Grady opened the gate to a large pool at the side of the apartment complex.

      What was once surely aquamarine-blue pool water was now a filthy mixture of black sludge and green mold floating in clumps along the surface.

      In the deep end of the pool, something rippled and bubbled in the water. Brett went to the edge of the pool to investigate, his curiosity getting the best of him.

      Suddenly, a hand struck out and grabbed his ankle. Losing his footing, Brett tumbled into the water, disappearing under its dark surface and sending the blobs of black and green sloshing over the concrete in small waves.

      “Fuck!” Grady ran to the edge and dropped down, trying to see Brett. He and Jackson shouted his name and rushed back and forth trying to find him.

      Brett’s head burst through the water, and he gasped for air, desperately flailing his arms to try to get to them.

      “They’re in the water!” he screamed before disappearing beneath the murky water once more.

      Grady grabbed the pool skimmer and scraped the sludge off the top. “Shit, there’s a bunch of them down there!”

      Several zombies stood at the bottom of the pool, seemingly fastened in place, but they reached for Brett in slow motion, their movements mired in the water.

      Grady pulled off his jacket and set his rifle down. “I’m going in.”

      Just before he jumped into the pool, hands appeared on the concrete rim. When Jackson and Grady saw that they weren’t fetid and decomposed, they rushed forward and grabbed the hands, pulling Brett out rapidly and dragging him far from the water.

      They knelt beside him, and Grady put his hand on Brett’s back as he sputtered and coughed. His face was white with fear, his body completely soaked. Jackson glanced at his clothes, searching for tears in the fabric.

      “You alright there?” Grady asked.

      Brett stared back at the water, seeing fingertips straining and flexing above the surface. He finally nodded.

      “Son, I hate to ask you this, but were you bit?” Grady’s expression was somber.

      Holding his hands out in front of him, then checking his legs, Brett shakily replied, “No. No, I don’t think so.”

      Jackson’s eyes met Grady’s.

      Something slammed against the fence surrounding the pool. They looked up to see a small bunch of zombies pressed against the metal barrier, their white eyes unblinking as they staggered along the outside of the fence toward them.

      “Alright, let’s get you to your feet,” Grady said, helping Brett up. “We can check you once we’re inside.”

      Jackson ran ahead of them and began looking for a way inside. The pool area connected to the lobby, but the only way to open the door was with a key fob.

      Hoping the fence would keep the zombies near the pool out, Jackson slammed the butt of his rifle into the glass.

      The tempered glass gave way after the second strike, and Jackson then stroked the rifle down to remove a large enough chunk for them to enter the complex.

      Even with the power out, there was plenty of sunlight pouring in through the windows and glass doors. The lobby consisted of a reception area with a large wood desk and several chairs behind it, some black leather couches and recliners with a modern-looking coffee table. A vase of deteriorating flowers sat in the center of the table along with some cups half-filled with unfinished moldy beverages.

      Brett pointed to two vending machines. Jackson stood in the center of the lobby, weapon raised as he watched for zombies, while Grady and Brett went to the machines and smashed them open. They waited a minute to see if anything rushed out at them, but the lobby remained silent. They quickly filled Brett’s pack with candy bars and chips, leaving the sodas since they needed water more, and the cans would likely explode when opened after being jostled around in a backpack all day.

      “Let’s take one for the road though,” Grady suggested, and he handed them each a soda.

      “We’re going to need that car real soon,” Jackson told them, popping the lid on the can and taking a long swig of his Mountain Dew.

      “Maybe we can find some suitcases or something, then drag everything to one of the resident’s cars.” Brett pulled the straps over his shoulders after crunching his Sprite can into a ball.

      “Time to move,” Jackson announced. They joined him and noticed that the zombies from the fence had managed to worm their way inside the complex.

      The trio ran to the other side of the lobby until they found a door with a sign that read “STAIRS.”

      Grady went through first, but immediately opened fire on two zombies that were stumbling up the stairs from the parking garage.

      Brett saw a volley of muzzle fire flash in front of him. Startled, he stepped back into Jackson.

      Shoving him forward hastily, Jackson growled, “Keep going! They’re right behind us!”

      Once they were in the stairwell, Grady went up another flight of stairs to make sure no one would approach them from above. Brett continued watching the lower flights, while Jackson tried to lock the door.

      “Lock won’t work.” He peered through the tiny square window on the door. A hideous face greeted him on the other side.

      “Can you jam it with something?” Grady asked.

      “Negative. Not willing to give up my rifle to keep those fuckers out. We’ll just have to hope they don’t know how to use the push bar.”

      Brett’s lips twisted skeptically. “All they’d have to do is push it.”

      “Then we’d better get going,” Jackson suggested.

      “How are we going to get out?” Brett stared with concern at the zombies gathering in front of the window. “More are going to come.”

      “There has to be another stairwell. We’ll use that one.”

      Not satisfied with that answer, Brett pressed further, “What if there’s not? What if it’s blocked with zombies?”

      Jackson smacked the door and cursed before joining Grady and Brett. “We can let one in at a time and pick ‘em off that way. Stop worrying, and start moving.”

      They got to the second-floor door and were ready to pull it open, but as soon as they did, a face and hands appeared at the little window. It stared at them and tried to bite the glass, its tongue lolling up and down, leaving a streak of black goo in its wake.

      “Is there just one?” Grady questioned.

      Leaning over, Jackson tried to see past the zombie. “I don’t know. Can’t really see around this—wait. Yeah, there are others right behind it.”

      “Shit. The gunfire must have attracted them over.” Grady looked up at the winding stairwell. “Let’s keep going and hope we find a door that isn’t blocked.”

      They climbed seven more flights of stairs, each one with the same dilemma as the second floor. Grady firing his gun had alerted any zombies wandering in the hallways to their presence and drew them all to the stairwell. Brett was starting to worry they’d have to leave the same way they came in when he heard Grady breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Ninth floor is clear. Almost made it to the top—talk about good luck.”

      They opened the door and scanned both directions for any unwanted company. There were two giant windows at each end of the hallway, and they brightly lit what would have otherwise been a terrifying venture fumbling through the darkness with only a couple of flashlights. As they moved away from the stairs, they observed two zombies hunched over, busily munching on something that was now a pile of gooey flesh and bones.

      Grady and Jackson silently snuck forward and stabbed each one in the head. They waved to Brett, and he jogged over to them.

      “This’ll probably be the only floor we get to, so let’s make it count.” Grady pointed to the furthest apartment on the floor, and once they arrived at the door, he knocked on it. While no noise came from anything within that particular unit, within seconds, pounding fists accompanied by raspy moans echoed down the hall.

      “Looks like we’re not as alone as we thought,” Jackson commented morosely.

      Brett stood off to the side while Grady began prying open the door with a crowbar. While he waited, he went to the large window at the end of the hall and looked out to the city. Had he been here before, he would have enjoyed living in a place like this, especially one with such a fantastic view from the top. His gaze roamed down to the pool, and he shivered, recounting his nightmarish swim with the undead. But movement at the base of the complex caught his eye, and he gasped.

      “Ummm, guys?”

      Grady grunted in frustration. “In a minute, kid. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      “Guys,” Brett repeated. “You need to see this.”

      Stopping what he was doing, Grady joined him at the window. Jackson followed him, and they both cursed.

      A steady stream of zombies were entering the apartment complex from the door they’d broken to get into the lobby. A handful clumsily stumbled into the pool, knocked in by their undead brethren.

      “Chances are they won’t figure out how to open the doors to the stairwell and get up here,” Grady said, then hurriedly returned to the apartment. He smiled when he got the door open, and they cautiously stepped over the threshold into the unit.

      The place was neat and tidy, minimally decorated with plush carpeting. Jackson’s nostrils flared. There was an unpleasant odor, but it wasn’t the kind that came from putrid, rotting flesh. In the kitchen, dirty dishes with months-old crusted food were piled up in the sink.

      “Let’s clear the rooms. Brett, you’re with me.” Grady signaled for him to stay close, while Jackson took the first bedroom immediately to their left.

      A minute later, they met back in the living room.

      “All clear,” Grady declared. He turned to Brett. “Now before you go anywhere else, we need to check you for bites. Nothing against you, son. We just can’t bring you back to the train infected.”

      Brett peeled off his wet clothes until he was down to his boxers. Holding his arms out and rotating, he looked up at them. “See? No bites.”

      Once he was satisfied Brett wasn’t infected, Jackson left Grady and disappeared into one of the bedrooms.

      “Found some stuff,” Jackson called out shortly after and came back into the living room. He held up several pill bottles and a stack of clean clothes. “Painkillers and antibiotics. They’re expired, but better than nothing. Vetta will want them.” Throwing the clothes to Brett, he added, “Take these. You’re gonna freeze to death if you stay in those wet clothes.”

      The outfit was loose on Brett, but he used his belt to tighten the pants around his waist.

      “Good find.” Grady started sorting through the cupboards in the kitchen and produced a bag of marshmallows. “Anybody want one?”

      Jackson took the bag from him and pulled it open, tossing a few of the spongy white treats into his mouth. He handed the bag to Brett.

      “This was definitely a dude’s place,” Brett commented around a mouthful of marshmallows as he opened the freezer. A horrible stench greeted him, and he quickly slammed the door shut. “Most of the food here is frozen pizza rolls and TV dinners.”

      “Can’t take any of that shit,” Jackson responded. “Let’s move on.”

      The next unit was similar to the first.

      “This floor seems to be mostly clear aside from the ones where we heard rotters on the other side of the door.” Grady took another look outside the window, seeing zombies still trickling into the pool entrance. “Jackson, why don’t you hit up the ones on the opposite end of the hall? I’ll take Brett with me, and we can meet in the middle. Forget checking for medicine. Let’s just do a quick sweep of the kitchens and grab what we can. We’re running out of time.”

      “Copy that.” Jackson started down the hall.

      “Make sure you knock first!” Grady reminded him.

      As he and Brett went to the next apartment, Grady shook his head regretfully. “I shouldn’t have fired that damn gun in the stairwell.”

      “They were already trailing us at the pool,” Brett assured him, watching Jackson pry his way into the last unit. He felt a pang of guilt for suggesting they scour the apartment complex instead of sticking to their original plan. He thought the complex would be a gold mine, untapped and full of supplies, unlike stores and supermarkets that would have been ransacked. But if they were trapped due to the limited escape routes a high-rise provided, he would never forgive himself for convincing everyone to essentially imprison themselves in a ten-floor tomb.

      They combed through the units quickly, avoiding the ones with zombies on the other side of the door. 

      The ninth floor had proven to be a success. They’d filled their packs early on and had resorted to dragging the multiple suitcases they found along with them.

      With one suitcase in each hand, they rolled down the hallway to meet Jackson.

      “Looks like he’s over there,” Grady observed, nodding his head at one of the middle units with an open door. “Let’s grab him and figure a way out of this place.”

      Brett gave a sideways glance at the elevators, wishing they worked so they wouldn’t have to carry two heavy suitcases each down nine flights of stairs. 

      The pair hefted their suitcases into the open unit, seeing Jackson in the kitchen. 

      “Hey, man. Let’s go,” Grady called to him, closing the door only slightly and resting his luggage against the wall.

      Brett passed him and went to go sit on the sofa while Jackson finished.

      He was about to reach for a magazine on the coffee table when something on the floor caught his eye.

      On the white tiles in the dining room and kitchen was a swath of blood. Brett followed the trail and noticed that it continued on the cream carpet and disappeared into a bedroom.

      His eyes darted to Jackson, and in an instant, he realized that the man hadn’t turned to face them once. Nor had Jackson said anything when they came in. He hadn’t even acknowledged their presence.

      Instead, he stood with his back to them, standing almost completely still, as if he was staring at something in the open cabinets, his hands splayed at his sides. As Brett’s eyes roamed down his body, they suddenly went wide. 

      Blood soaked the entire left leg of Jackson’s pants.

      “Grady,” Brett cautioned immediately.

      But Grady was already walking into the kitchen, headed directly to Jackson. He turned at the last second to look at Brett, but it was too late.

      Jackson whirled around, his face pale and his eyes the same chilling white they’d all come to fear. Grabbing Grady by the shoulders, he reared his head back before sinking his teeth into Grady’s neck.

      Grady’s hands and arms shook as Jackson opened and closed his jaw, digging deeply into the flesh and veins. 

      Brett screamed and withdrew his handgun, firing numerous shots at Jackson, but they all went wide, missing his target entirely. 

      Jackson dropped Grady, the older man’s body crumpling lifelessly to the carpet with a thud, and shifted his focus to Brett, looking at him thoughtfully while chewing what remained of Grady’s throat, the bits of flesh wobbling over his lips as he munched. Then he took several steps forward. 

      As panicked as he was, Brett aimed at Jackson’s head and squeezed the trigger. The man’s head snapped back rapidly, red mist coating the kitchen cabinets behind him, before he collapsed to the floor. 

      Brett bent over and vomited. He’d barely finished emptying his stomach when he heard a door swing open and collide loudly into the wall behind it. 

      He wiped the bile from his mouth and stood, cocking his head to listen.

      Long shadows grew on the carpet outside, accompanied by a chorus of moans. 

      A disfigured face appeared in the doorway, gray hands gripping either side of the entrance as it scanned the area. Brett’s stomach flopped. Once it honed in on Brett, it shuffled forward hungrily. Seconds later, four more figures were at the door in its place, then ten, then twenty behind it.

      Brett rushed over to Grady’s body and pulled the walkie-talkie off the dead man’s belt. He’d barely released it from its clip when Grady opened his eyes and sat up straight. 

      Screaming, Brett took off in the direction of the bedrooms, the zombies pouring into the living room behind him.

      Just before he slammed the bedroom door shut, the last thing he saw was Grady sitting on the blood-soaked carpet, swiveling around to face him. 
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        * * *

      

      Rap! Rap! Rap!

      Haven groaned, shifting on the mattress to pull the sheets over her head.  

      It was already late morning. Normally, she would have been awake hours before, but between depleting her energy to find Christmas gifts in a zombie-ridden world, then struggling through the inner turmoil of whether or not to leave the train, a true insomniac, she didn’t fall asleep until early morning.

      “Haven, it’s me!” Mark’s voice shouted on the other side of the door.

      She rubbed her eyes sleepily and climbed out of bed. Opening the door for him, she was surprised when the boy quickly wrapped his arms around her.

      “Don’t go, Haven! Don’t leave us.”

      Haven bent down to his level. “Hey,” she said, gently wiping the tears from his cheeks. “It’s only for a little bit, just to see if Houston’s parents are alive. I’ll come back for you guys, I promise.” 

      “And you’ll stay on the train then? For good?” the boy asked worriedly. He had dark circles around his eyes, and her heart broke, seeing how severely this decision was impacting him.

      It was a good question, one that she’d been contemplating heavily the last two days. She felt torn, stuck at an impossible impasse and pulled in two entirely different directions. Houston was going to be her husband, and he had sacrificed everything to get to her in the early stages of the outbreak. But Brett was her little brother, and she would give her life to protect him. The same applied to Mark, even if he wasn’t technically family. 

      “Don’t worry about all that. And shouldn’t you be in class with Brett right about now?” she inquired. 

      Mark sat on her bed and leaned back. “I guess.” 

      Haven nodded and began checking the drawers and corners of the room for anything she’d forgotten to pack. Houston told her last night that he wanted to leave no later than noon.

      “I don’t really care for Ms. Greer. She doesn’t explain things well and gets frustrated if I ask questions,” Mark complained.

      Pausing, Haven turned to look at him. “Ms. Greer? Brett’s not teaching class today?”

      Mark shook his head. “He left this morning with the other people.”

      She dropped her backpack disbelievingly. “What? What do you mean? What other people?”

      Sitting up, Mark tilted his head at her in confusion. “Colin, Kennedy, Johnny B., and those other two guys.” 

      Why would he do that?

      He didn’t tell her, and he sure as hell didn’t say goodbye. 

      Houston opened the door and walked in, his backpack already on his shoulders. “Got us some food and water. There wasn’t a lot left, so I didn’t take much. Figured we would get supplies along the way.”

      When he saw the anxiety in her eyes, he stopped mid-step. 

      “Brett went on the run today.” 

      Houston exhaled and stared at the floor. “Why didn’t he tell you?”

      “I don’t know, Houston. I imagine it has something to do with the fact that we are leaving.” She placed her fingertips on her temples, trying to think. “Mark, I want you to go to class, okay?”

      The boy seemed anxious. “Will you say goodbye before you leave?”

      Haven hugged him tightly and kissed the top of his head. “Of course I will.” 

      When he was gone, she bent over the desk and put her head in her hands. “Houston, I can’t do this. I can’t just leave them.” 

      Houston rested a hand on her back. “I know. I know how hard this is for you. They’re safe on this train though.”

      “Yeah, except Brett isn’t even on the train. He’s out on a fucking supply run,” she exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air in exasperation.

      “They’ll look out for him,” Houston assured her. “Brett is capable enough to survive out there.” He checked his watch. “We need to get going soon, while there’s still sunlight left. This is the last stop before D.C. We won’t be this close to West Virginia again.”

      She turned to him, tears in her eyes. “Can you promise me that once we find your parents, we’ll return for Brett and Mark?”

      Taking a deep breath, he sighed. “I don’t know that they’ll want to leave the train, now or ever, but I give you my word that we’ll come back.”
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        * * *

      

      Brett backed up until his legs hit the foot of the king bed in the master bedroom. His heart raced furiously as he listened to the fists pounding against the door. It shook violently every time they struck it, and he knew the thin wood wouldn’t hold forever.

      As he tried to steady his breathing, he looked down and saw the trail of blood running along the carpet until it disappeared between his feet and under the bed.

      Quickly stepping away from the dust ruffle, he dropped to his knees and aimed his pistol at the fabric.

      Using the muzzle of the handgun to push the material aside, he gasped.

      A child lay on its belly beneath the bed, greedily munching on a large chunk of something dark pink and sinewy, presumably the flesh missing from Jackson’s body. It emitted low, satisfied gurgles as it chewed, its fingers digging holes into the meat from clasping it so ravenously.

      Sensing his presence, it slowly turned to face him, its eyes narrowing angrily as though Brett was going to steal its feast. Instead of attacking him, however, it wedged itself further under the bed, hoarding its food toward its chest protectively.

      Brett didn’t want to shoot a child. Even with its gray skin and patchy hair, it still had the appearance of a little boy.

      But he couldn’t risk letting it live to take a bite out of him when it finished devouring Jackson’s flesh.

      He aimed his gun at its head and pulled the trigger. The creature’s brains splattered on the wall behind it, and its body instantly stilled, the meat falling out of its hands.

      Sitting back on his heels, Brett stayed there for a moment, staring blankly at the pistol in his grip.

      He’d killed a little boy.

      He’d killed Jackson.

      He had been responsible for their heads exploding, spliced skulls and brains and clouds of blood.

      It wasn’t a kid. It was going to eat you once it finished Jackson, his inner voice chided.

      As the pounding increased following the gunshot, Brett stood and grasped the behemoth oak dresser against the wall. It was no easy feat to push it along the plush carpet, but after a few tries, he managed to jam it in front of the door. It wouldn’t keep them out if they broke down the door, but it would buy him a little time.

      To do what exactly, he wasn’t sure.

      Brett debated if he should even ask for help. He didn’t deserve it. He’d gotten Grady and Jackson killed because he’d suggested raiding the apartment complex.

      They’d be alive if he had just kept his mouth shut.

      A rescue mission would be impossible considering the only route he knew existed to the ninth floor was now choked off by a throng of the undead.

      And it wasn’t even fair to ask the others to risk their lives to come get him.

      Brett leaned against the bed and stared at the door.

      He thought about his sister, how he’d opted not to tell her goodbye.

      Now he regretted that decision more than ever, realizing he would likely never get the opportunity to say it again.

      The pounding at the door was making Brett crazy, knowing he would be amongst their ranks before nightfall.

      He clasped his hands over his ears and willed the inner voice in his head to stop commanding him to call Kennedy.
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      It didn’t take long for Kennedy to start second-guessing her decision to go into a city so close to D.C. A few blocks into Fredericksburg, as she jogged down Lafayette Boulevard with Colin and Johnny B., a swarm of undead ambushed them from the side streets, seemingly pouring out of every building onto the road.

      When she saw that they’d been bottlenecked into the gates of a cemetery, she knew they were in trouble. They backed into each other, shooting at the creatures closing in around them. While she fired, she scanned their surroundings desperately, looking out across the field of crumbling gray tombstones and mausoleums for a place to hide.

      Brooker’s Funeral Home.

      It was the closest building she could see. She yelled for the two men to follow her.

      “Of all the places…” Colin hollered when he noticed where they were headed.

      After they reached it, Kennedy peeked around the corner of the building and darted behind the wall again. “Would you rather tough it out on Lafayette? Because you were doing a great job back there, you really were.”

      Colin shot her a withering look and took off his jacket. Placing it over his elbow, he swung his arm backward and smashed it into the glass of the small window above the doorknob. Both winced at the noise of the glass clattering to the concrete, but Johnny B. only grinned in approval.

      “Wow, the leprechaun is finally taking a cue from the pros,” he remarked.

      “I couldn’t hate you more,” Colin retorted, reaching through the shards and fumbling with the doorknob.

      Kennedy peered through the scope of her rifle. “Hurry, we’ve got followers.”

      Colin opened the door, going in first with his sword raised, shifting back and forth to clear the room while Kennedy followed, and Johnny B. closed the door behind them.

      They started moving hastily through the funeral home. The entry room was uncomfortably dark with thick drapes drawn across the windows. Fragmented light cascaded through the broken glass of the front door, dust dancing and swirling in the singular beam. Johnny B. gestured to them that he was going upstairs to take a position on the second floor as a look-out.

      “Let’s see if there’s a back entrance,” Kennedy whispered to Colin. “Maybe we can loop around and get onto the main road from there.”

      Colin shook his head dubiously and yanked his jacket back on. “Wonderful. Just bloody wonderful.” He risked a glance out the window and flattened himself against the wall. “We need to get moving. They’re right outside,” he rasped.

      “Shit. What about J.B.?”

      “Better hope he makes himself small and quiet. Unlikely considering the person we’re talking about here.”

      Colin squinted, trying to see anything moving in the shadows. The funeral home had been decorated in rich burgundy with swaths of gold throughout. There were plush chairs in the foyer, and heavy tapestries hung on the walls, depicting scenes of plump cherubs amidst heavenly backdrops.

      “This reminds me of those haunted houses they open up around Halloween. Bravo. You could not have picked a worse place,” he told Kennedy.

      The redhead smiled, keeping her eyes trained on what was ahead of them. “You’re not scared, are you?”

      Rolling his eyes, he turned to her. “Of course not. I just don’t like—”

      His foot collided with a box on the floor. With wide eyes, he watched in horror as dozens of glass vases clinked together noisily.

      Kennedy stared at him with a mixture of irritation and apprehension.

      The sound of glass shattering near the front entrance caused them to whirl around.

      “We gotta run,” Kennedy said, breaking into a jog down the hall, which emptied into two French doors. She pulled them open and paused.

      Colin collided into her. “What is it?”

      “I thought there’d be an exit,” Kennedy answered, dumbfounded. “I was sure there’d be one. Damn it.”

      She grabbed Colin’s arm and yanked him in, closing the French doors behind them.

      “Are you kidding? You think these wimpy doors are going to keep them out?” Colin asked her incredulously. “We can’t stay here. It’s a death trap.”

      He turned around and started heading back to the doors. Just as his hand hovered over the doorknob, he froze. Zombies were trickling in from the waiting area, their bodies blending into the dark burgundy walls as they shambled along the corridor.

      He retracted his hand as if it had been scalded and took several steps back. Looking around, he wondered where they would hide. The options were rather limited. There were no windows in the chapel. Just six rows of pews on either side and an altar up front with a stained-glass portrait of the Virgin Mary.

      His eyes rested on the altar. Kennedy saw him studying it intently, brooding.

      A dusty casket sat at the front of the chapel beneath the altar. A photo of an elderly woman was off to the right of it next to a vase of dry, wilted roses.

      “Oh, hell no,” Kennedy protested, shaking her head as she guessed what he was thinking.

      Colin ignored her and ran to the casket. “If you want to play hide and seek with the zombies, be my guest, Red. There are some nice pews you can fit under and hope they don’t see you.”

      He trailed his fingers along the side of the casket until he found a latch. When he opened the casket, a corpse of an old woman lay there, her arms peacefully crossed over her chest, her hair perfectly coiffed into soft curls and faded red lipstick a stark contrast against her pale skin.

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” he whispered to the dead woman as he grabbed the corpse beneath her arms and tossed her out, grimacing as he heard brittle bones crack from the impact.

      “Get in,” Colin urged. The zombies were approaching the doors. It would only be a matter of seconds before they were able to tear them down.

      Kennedy took one last look at the casket before climbing in. Colin hoisted himself on top of her and pulled the bridge shut.

      Just as he closed it, the muted sound of the smashing and crashing doors reached them.

      Colin and Kennedy held their breaths, scarcely daring to move.

      The space was cramped and reeked oddly of preserved flesh. The interior panel uncomfortably squished against Colin’s broad back, but he didn’t care.

      Everything was so dark, not even the tiniest bit of light coming through. Colin couldn’t see Kennedy’s eyes, but he imagined that they mirrored the same terrified look in his own.

      They could hear the footsteps getting closer.

      Would the creatures be smart enough to figure out their hiding place? Would the discarded body of the dead woman so close to where they were shrouded give them away?

      Kennedy chastised herself in the darkness. Zombies retained no intelligence from their former lives. As long as one of them didn’t bump against the casket inquisitively, they’d be fine.

      Almost as soon as she thought it, she felt a subtle knock against the corner of the casket.

      Colin’s body tensed above hers, and through her shirt, she could feel the perspiration coming from the Scotsman melding with her own, pooling between her breasts beside the dog tags around her neck.

      “Ssssh,” he whispered against her ear.

      Another bump.

      And another.

      The walkie-talkies on their hips blared loudly, static and garbled voices.

      No.

      A smacking of a fist against the wood.

      Then several fists joining in.

      She felt the casket jerk violently to the left.

      They were trying to flip it over, frantic to get to the fresh meat inside.

      “We gotta get out. They’re about to break this thing apart and tear us to pieces,” Kennedy hissed.

      The pounding of insistent hands coupled with desperate moans of hunger were becoming more ferocious with each passing second.

      Colin hadn’t been able to secure the latch from the inside when he’d closed it. Their only saving grace was that the monsters had yet to figure out that they simply needed to lift the lid.

      Shifting his weight, he struggled to bring his arm up from his side. It was awkwardly pinned between his sword and the pillowed lining of the casket.

      “Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do. On my count, I’m going to pop out of here and start slicing. As soon as I do, run. I’ll cover you as best I can,” Colin said softly.

      Kennedy shook her head. “No, you’ll be shredded that way. There are too many of them out there. We both pop up; we both attack.” Her voice was steady even though her heart was racing.

      “Damn it, woman.”

      Kennedy sighed in exasperation. “Colin, now is not the time to argue.”

      He grunted. “You’re right.”

      “Whoa. I’ll have to write that one down. Colin said I was right,” she drawled.

      “Red, cool it,” he warned. “On my mark. One… two—”

      A barrage of gunfire suddenly erupted around them, and Colin’s head shot up in surprise.

      A couple of minutes later, the casket opened.

      “Damn,” Johnny B. said wryly when he saw Colin on top of Kennedy. Looking down at the shriveled corpse at his feet, he frowned disdainfully. “That poor old lady was just trying to rest in peace when you two decided to play ‘hide the salami’ in her bed.”

      Colin climbed out and helped Kennedy. “For the record, no salamis were being hidden.”

      “We were a bit occupied with more important things,” Kennedy remarked as she looked at all of the bodies surrounding the casket.

      “Yeah, I picked ‘em off from that balcony.” He pointed above them. “Just think, you could’ve been up there with me, and it would’ve saved you from having to climb into a coffin like a fucking vampire.”

      Kennedy smirked at him then started dusting off her fatigues. “I’m gonna smell like that wretched corpse for weeks,” she groaned.

      Johnny B. headed back to the entrance of the funeral home. “You think they got any liquor in this place?” he called out.

      “I know I’d keep a flask on me if I had to work here, dealing with stiffs all day long,” she replied under her breath.

      Colin scrunched his brows together. “You know, it amazes me that you’re this badass little military sergeant who’s killed hundreds of zombies, but the moment you see a corpse in a coffin, you freak out.”

      Kennedy gave him a look and pulled the walkie-talkie from her belt. “My dad used to work in a funeral home. One day, my kid brother decided it would be hilarious to lock me in the room with a dead body and shut the lights off.” She grimaced at the memory. “To this day, the stench of formaldehyde still gets to me.”

      Colin chuckled. “So that’s your weakness.”

      Kennedy started walking to the exit, trying to reach the others over the handheld radio. “We all have them. For some of us, they come in the form of dark-haired spitfires named Haven.”

      Before Colin could reply, Brett’s voice shouted through the walkie-talkie. “Kennedy… you read… Over.”

      Kennedy recoiled, wondering why it was Brett and not Grady with the radio. She thumbed the button on her walkie-talkie anxiously. “Brett? Where are Grady and Jackson? Over.”

      “We… overrun… Jackson bit… gone.”

      Johnny B. and Colin rushed to her side.

      “What’s going on?” Any trace of humor had vanished from Johnny B.’s countenance.

      “I’m trying to find out. There’s too much static.” She toyed with the antenna and walked to a window. “Where are you now? Over.”

      “Westwinds… complex… Ninth floor… Surrounded. Rotters everywhere.”

      Kennedy’s eyes met Johnny B.’s.

      “I don’t know what the hell your plan is, but I have your back. No matter what,” he promised her.

      “That makes two of us,” Colin chimed in.

      “Hang on, kid. We’re coming for you guys. Over.”
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        * * *

      

      Bile crept up from Kennedy’s belly to her throat. She’d had a hard time understanding Brett over the walkie-talkie, but something he had said made her nauseous.

      They backtracked down Lafayette Boulevard in an old truck they’d found in the cemetery grounds, its bed full of shovels and ropes. Johnny B. sat in the bed, rifle spread out across his legs while he tilted back a bottle of whiskey he’d scavenged from the funeral home.

      “What was the name of the apartment complex?” Colin asked, squinting at a sign a few blocks ahead.

      “Westwinds.”

      “That’s it.”

      She shifted gears and slowed down, turning into a parking lot of a high-rise apartment complex.

      A sizeable number of zombies shuffled about. When they heard the rumble of the truck’s engine, they turned in unison and began a staggered jog in their direction.

      Gunfire from the back popped loudly, and Colin swiveled to see Johnny B. kneeling and taking aim at the zombies that were getting too close to the truck as Kennedy circled the lot.

      Johhny B. stopped shooting and banged on the glass window. “Kid’s up there!”

      She and Colin looked up past the visors and saw a figure jumping and waving from one of the highest floors. Kennedy honked the horn a few times, letting Brett know they’d seen him.

      “The building’s surrounded by rotters. We won’t be able to get in!” Johnny B. shouted, leaning in toward the window. “You just passed the parking garage. Circle around one more time, and take it. I don’t see any rotters going down there. They’re keeping to the fucking pool for some reason.”

      “Not this again,” Colin protested, shaking his head. “Why is it whenever I’m with you two, I end up in dark, shitty places?” He gestured to the front doors of the building. “Look,” he pleaded. “Those doors are in great shape; they’re just begging to be used. Why do you always have to make things so bloody difficult?”

      “I like a good challenge.” She rounded the corner of the building a little too fast, tires screeching and smoking as she spun past the groping hands of the undead.

      Colin held firmly onto the dashboard and door. He happened to look in her direction and saw her lips curve into a slight smile.

      Kennedy hastily drove through the entrance of the garage, hoping she had gone quickly enough around the corner to lose the rotters following them.

      She slowed the truck, letting it coast as they glided down the ramp, going deeper into the garage, the dim incandescent bulbs from the headlights barely cutting through the pitch-black darkness.

      The complex had apparently been doing some heavy construction. There were orange cones and yellow tape emblazoned with the word “Caution!” over and over, blocking off parking spots and turn-offs to lower ramps.

      “There!” Colin pointed.

      The headlights showcased a door with the word “STAIRS” across it in red paint next to an elevator bank just in front of them. She pulled the truck over, and they jumped out.

      Johnny B. looked back anxiously, and Colin noticed fear sewn into the other man’s features that he’d never seen before.

      Colin joined Kennedy at the door leading to the stairs. He was about to pull on the handle when she stopped him, gripping his wrist warily.

      “Wait,” she said. She leaned into the door, pressing her ear to it. “Do you hear that?”

      Colin copied her and then stepped back in alarm when the door seemed to almost vibrate when he touched it.

      Low, deep moans reverberated on the other side. The door was too thick for the undead to sense them, but he could hear their shuffling footsteps and the guttural noises they made when they were dormant, as if mired in some catatonic trance. All it would take is for one of them to shout or fire a gun, and the zombies on the other side of the door would subsequently be thrown into a frenzy.

      Johnny B. produced a crowbar from the bed of the truck and went to the elevator. He jammed one end between the two closed metal doors and began wedging them apart.

      Kennedy poked her head around the corner and shone her flashlight on the ramp they’d just come down. She inhaled sharply.

      Colin followed her gaze and wished he hadn’t.

      Illuminated in the beam of light, he saw several figures maybe a hundred yards away from them. Their arms swayed in time with their unsteady gait, and their heads leaned to the side as if they couldn’t keep them upright on their necks.

      Colin had a feeling they were trying to sense them in the darkness, perhaps relying on smell, and the thought of them sniffing the air like animals sent a shiver down his spine. Even though he’d been battling the same enemy for many months now, he would never get used to the fact that a virus had turned a loved one, friend, neighbor, or coworker into a bloodthirsty animal left with only the basest of instincts.

      “We gotta hurry,” he told Johnny B.

      Johnny B. gave him an aggravated eyeroll, a thick layer of perspiration on his face. “I’m working on it, leprechaun.”

      Colin craned his neck around the wall again. Somehow, the zombies had managed to cover significant ground in just a matter of seconds.

      The sound of straining metal caused him to turn back to his friends.

      Johnny B. had pried open the elevator doors, and a dark, empty elevator shaft greeted them.

      Wordlessly, Kennedy jumped up on the rear tire of the truck and reached into the bed. She yanked out all of the rope inside and quickly looped it over her shoulder and under her arm.

      Colin stared at her questioningly. “We have a small problem about to come ‘round the corner. Maybe we can play tug-of-war later?”

      She walked into the open shaft and looked up, shining her flashlight into the empty space.

      “We’ll worry about them when we come back. Let’s get climbing.”
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        * * *

      

      Sweat from Brett’s forehead rolled down his face and dripped onto the walkie-talkie clutched tightly against his chest.

      How did this happen? They’d made the gravest of mistakes thinking the doors would keep them safe, that zombies couldn’t open them. But it hadn’t taken much. With enough undead pressing up against the doors, and more importantly, the push bars, they’d swing wide open and allow the zombies to flood the stairwell.

      Brett had looked to the balcony to his left, wondering if he could maybe scale the building, either dropping from balcony to balcony or improvising some kind of rope from the bedsheets like he did with Haven when she rescued him from his college dormitory.

      After opening the sliding glass door and stepping out, he’d leaned over the edge and pressed his abdomen against the metal railing. Even if he dangled from this balcony, he would still be several feet from the railing of the next balcony beneath him, likely breaking his legs on the first fall and only being one floor closer to the bottom.

      Zombies were still meandering around the first floor of the complex, eventually making their way toward the door Jackson had broken next to the pool. They were drawn by the moans that broadcasted discovered prey, bone-chilling noises that echoed from one to another like some sort of demented chain reaction.

      The sound of a sputtering engine coming from Lafayette Boulevard had caused Brett to jolt his head up in surprise. He’d watched as a dingy old truck passed a Taco Bell and an Office Max before it turned into the parking lot of the apartment complex.

      Moving like a hive, the zombies that were trying to get into the building promptly changed course to follow the truck. Brett had observed as the driver expertly swerved around and dodged the bodies.

      He hadn’t recognized the newcomers initially, but as soon as gunfire cracked from the bed of the truck, followed by head shots and collapsing bodies, Brett instantly knew the giant mass of a man wielding a rifle was none other than Johnny B.

      Overjoyed, Brett had begun waving and screaming from the balcony like a maniac, hoping they’d see him.

      The driver had honked a horn, presumably letting him know that they had, and Brett whooped victoriously, only regretting the noise he’d made when the pounding and snarling on the other side of the bedroom door eagerly intensified.

      He’d frowned when he saw the truck disappear around the building and not show up again after several minutes.

      His heart had started to thud powerfully inside of him, and he feared the worst, that they’d been overrun, and that he would spend his last moments entombed in an apartment complex, his only companion the dead boy under the bed.
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      There was no ladder inside of the shaft, just a series of rails and thick cables running along the surface of concrete. Brackets were placed every ten feet or so on the rails. Colin guessed they were going to use those to hold onto, but even at his height, his fingertips barely grazed the first bracket.

      “So how are we doing this exactly?”

      Kennedy pulled on her gloves and secured the rope around her shoulder so it wouldn’t slide off.

      “I’m gonna climb up a little ways and throw the rope down for y’all. Think you can hold them off until then?”

      “Ummm… I don’t understand.”

      Johnny B. patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t shit your pants. She’ll get us up there.”

      Kennedy began hoisting herself up, gripping the rails and using her boots to push her a couple of feet higher each time.

      Colin watched her, skeptical and impressed at the same time, and wholly wondering how she didn’t slide right back down.

      He felt Johnny B. whack him in the arm.

      “It’s about to get hot in here. Get ready.”

      Colin reached down for his sword, running with Johnny B. to keep the approaching group of zombies away from the elevator.

      Johnny B. motioned for him to take the ones coming around the truck’s right side while he went left. Colin hated how dark it was in the parking garage, but he was immeasurably grateful for the truck’s headlights. Even in broad daylight, the zombies were already something conjured up from his worst nightmare. The last thing he wanted to do was fight them in total darkness or try to fumble with a flashlight when he needed both hands to put them down.

      The first zombie was a tall, thin man in his mid-thirties wearing a deeply stained white laboratory coat. The creature was missing chunks of flesh all over its body, wounds that had turned dark and necrotized. Colin momentarily wondered if the man had been trying to save infected patients until the very end. Or perhaps he was one of the doctors working day and night, urgently, sleeplessly trying to find a cure.

      The zombie didn’t attack him as most undead tended to do once they were within arm’s reach of their prey. Instead it seemed to circle Colin, studying him, waiting for him to get just a little too close.

      Colin didn’t have time to do some kind of twisted hunting dance with the zombie with others mere feet away so he rushed forward and pushed the creature’s head back, sending the hefty blade up through the soft flesh of the zombie’s chin until it reached its brain. The man fell to the ground, a final hiss escaping its lips.

      Johnny B., true to form, was steadily firing into the growing crowd around them. To his credit, the Marine had an uncanny ability to stay calm under pressure and, for the most part, make every shot count.

      The next zombie in Colin’s line of vision was a woman in a bloody pink robe, its hair a disheveled heap of curlers barely secured in matted, dirty hair. The neon-colored foam curlers bounced around violently as the zombie lunged at him, its hands like claws each time it lashed out.

      Another one was just behind the woman, a teenage boy wearing a Slipknot t-shirt with a black choker around its neck. It snarled at him and raised both hands, chipped painted black fingernails only a couple of feet from Colin’s face. It bared its teeth at him like a rabid dog, and Colin could see pulpy bits of flesh stuck between its teeth and bloody gums.

      He didn’t have time to take out both of them, not without risking the ones near the truck making it to him while he struggled with these two.

      He shoved the woman to the ground, grimacing when his hand sank into rotting sinew and tissue. His memory briefly flashed back to the time when he was a child, reaching into his mother’s fruit basket for an apple, and jerking his hand back in disgust when a gooey wetness coated his fingers, a rotting apple at the bottom of the basket the nasty culprit.

      Shaking his head to clear his mind, he drove the blade into the woman’s right eye, then scuttled to the side when the boy bent over to grab him. Grasping the choker around its neck, Colin smashed its face into the concrete and buried the sword into the back of its head.

      He and Johnny B. both turned when they heard Kennedy shouting at them, her voice an echo from the elevator shaft.

      They spun on their heels and raced to the elevator. Johnny B. threw his rifle strap over his shoulder and held his flashlight up, revealing Kennedy’s red hair and pale face several floor up.

      He grabbed onto the rope Kennedy had thrown down and leapt up, twisting the rope in his hands and bracing his feet against the concrete wall. He began climbing higher, while Colin anxiously looked over his shoulder and hurried him.

      As soon as there was enough rope for him to hold onto, Colin tried to mimic Johnny B.’s climbing method, but the rope swung wildly, his own technique severely lacking, and he pulled himself off the floor only a few feet.

      “Get a move on, you big oaf! They’re about to bite my arse off!” Colin exclaimed.

      The first of the zombies trickled in beneath him, and he drew his legs up close to his hips, away from their gnashing teeth. They lifted their arms and grasped at his boots.

      Colin had never been less enthused to be in a kilt, but as their broken, cracked fingernails scraped against the thick leather of his shoes, he started to panic, and his grip on the rope faltered.

      “Hang on!” Kennedy called to him.

      Colin felt the fingernails slip away from his body. He looked up and saw Kennedy and Johnny B.’s faces getting closer as they tugged on the length of the rope.

      Kennedy’s gloved hands reached for him as soon as the top of his head appeared, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Don’t worry. I got ya,” she assured him as she and Johnny B. pulled him over the ledge of the fifth floor.

      The landing they were perched on was only one or two feet wide, and sharing the narrow space with Johnny B.’s colossal frame only made the remaining inches left for Colin seem impossibly insufficient at best.

      “I have no words,” Colin said, and he tentatively gazed down at the ghastly, hungry faces glaring at him from the basement floor.

      They’d completely flooded the space, their stench unbearable, but Kennedy and Colin had already spent some quality time in a coffin that had previously been filled with the remains of a decaying corpse, so Colin was sure his sense of smell was permanently wrecked. He cast another glance at the zombies as they angrily strained to reach them, then turned to Kennedy. “How the hell did you get up here so quickly?”

      Kennedy gathered the rope and wound it in a large loop once more.

      When she only responded with a shrug, Johnny B. answered for her. “She holds the unofficial—and undefeated—ropes record for women when she was in boot camp. She can shimmy up a rope faster than most men, too,” he explained, a tinge of pride evident in his normally sarcastic tone.

      She humbly waved him off. “I had my gloves and my good boots. That’s the only reason I knew I could do it.”

      Colin nodded approvingly. “That’s amazing,” he complimented. Every day, he learned something new about Kennedy, and each time, the new tidbit of knowledge seemed to be more impressive than the last.

      “So what now?” Johnny B. asked, peering into the shaft above them. “We still have a few more floors to scale.”

      “I’m gonna climb up to nine, where Brett said he was at, then throw the rope back down to you again, like I did the first time. I would’ve gone all the way up, but it would have taken more time, and I knew you guys had your hands full with the rotters, so I just went up half-way and figured it was high enough to get away from them.” She pointed with her flashlight. “That elevator up there is on the tenth floor, the tallest one in the building. Power’s been off for a while, looks like, so that thing ain’t going anywhere.”

      Johnny B. shone his flashlight on a grated air duct to their left, as well as the ones above it on each level. “I have an idea. See these air ducts? Once we get to nine, we can take the ventilation shaft to where Brett is, and bring him back here.”

      “What about the rotters down there?” Colin inquired.

      “Best case scenario, they wander off when they don’t see us anymore. They’ve got one-track minds. I’m counting on them to forget about us. But if not, we can figure out a way to draw them out of the garage so we can get to the truck.” He held out his rifle and grinned. “Worst case scenario, they stay where they are and wait for us. It’ll be like shooting fish in a motherfucking barrel.”

      “Good call, J.B. I like it.” Kennedy looked down once at the zombies still snarling at them, then determinedly grabbed the rails with both hands. “You guys catch your breaths. It’s only four floors. Easy,” she reassured them before bracing her feet against the concrete wall, her treaded boots providing traction against the smooth surface.

      There was no harness keeping her tethered from falling. If she didn’t die from the impact, her spine would be crushed once she hit the concrete floor. She’d be paralyzed, unable to fight off the zombies as they fed on her innards and flesh, awake for it all and completely helpless. Colin swallowed hard.

      “Hey,” he said softly, hiding the worry from his voice. “Be careful.”

      Kennedy gave him an appreciative nod. “You two behave while I’m gone.”

      Colin watched Kennedy as she rose higher and higher in the shaft, marveling at her fearlessness and her strength.

      When she finally got to the ninth floor, she knotted the rope multiple times around the rails and brackets, then tossed the rope down for them.

      By the time Colin reached them, he could barely feel his muscles. He’d tried to work the rope around his feet the way Johnny B. did, but he just ended up slipping down and getting tangled along the way, which only served to further exhaust him.

      He tried to appear calm and collected when his feet touched the small platform where the elevator would normally stop to pick people up, but he was winded, not as much from the physical exertion, but more from the terrifying thought of falling nine floors down into the voracious, welcoming embrace of the walking dead.

      “You did well. Was that your first time climbing a rope?” Kennedy asked him.

      “Saying both of those things at the same time makes me think I didn’t do so great,” Colin replied suspiciously.

      “You looked like a fucking idiot,” Johnny B. interrupted. “I went back and forth between thinking I should take out my knife and cut the rope to give you a merciful death and end your embarrassment, or go down and rescue you myself. I decided to just sit back and watch the train wreck instead.”

      Colin wagged a finger at him. “And that was the response I can always look forward to. Thanks a million, you bloody wanker.”

      “No, you really did a good job,” Kennedy promised him. “J.B. and I spent months in boot camp doing this shit. It takes practice to get good.”

      Johnny B. gestured to the air duct near them. “Now we gotta figure out a way to get into this.”

      The air duct was large, likely spacious enough for even Johnny B.’s hefty frame, although he openly expressed his doubts about fitting in it. The problem was that they’d need to unscrew the grate over the air shaft while dangling over nothingness, then be able to pull themselves up and into it.

      “The good news is that we don’t need a screwdriver,” Johnny B. announced, trying to make light of the situation. “They’re twist-off screws.”

      Colin scoffed at him. “And the bad news is that someone still has to dangle over the edge and unscrew them.”

      Kennedy studied the area around the grate. “I’ll do it.”

      Johnny B. shook his head. “You’ve already done enough. I can do it.”

      “I’m lighter than you. If I loop this rope around my waist, and you guys hold onto it, I can lean over far enough to reach the grate. The worst part will be hanging over the edge and pulling yourself into the duct. But if you can get up the rope, this is easy. We can do this.”

      Creating a makeshift harness made Johnny B. and Colin feel much better about Kennedy being suspended nine stories high. After she tied the rope around her waist, cinching it tightly, she handed them the remainder of the rope and leaned sideways until her fingertips could reach the furthest screw.

      Even with Johnny B. shining his flashlight in her direction, Kennedy still held her own in her mouth, her brows deeply furrowed in concentration as she undid the screws one by one. When she got to the last screw, the grate slid to one side before falling down the shaft, metallic thuds against concrete, until a loud clatter and growls below let them know it had hit the bottom.

      “Pull me back,” she mumbled around the flashlight, spreading her hands out on the concrete until she felt Colin’s hands on her waist, drawing her back to safety. When she had both feet on the platform, she found herself clinging to his forearms. Immediately, he wrapped an arm around her securely, and heat radiated from his skin to her fingertips. He looked down at her, his gaze intense, holding steadfastly to hers.

      Her chest rose and fell more rapidly than usual, and she almost thought she saw a flicker of something else in his eyes. She chastised herself for behaving like a silly schoolgirl and broke away, reluctantly letting go of him. “Alright,” she told them, her voice a little breathier. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Colin stepped around her carefully. “I’m going in first. I can help you once I’m in.”

      She nodded as she shimmied out of the makeshift harness, handing it to him. “We’ll be holding this just in case so you don’t fall.”

      The Scotsman pulled the rope around his torso. “I trust you,” he quipped. “Him,” he added, pointing to Johnny B., “not so much.”

      Johnny B. chuckled. “Well, if the rope ‘slips,’” he joked, making air quotes with his fingers, “through my hands, at least you know she’s strong enough to hold you.”

      Colin gave him a condescending smirk. Refusing to look down, he reached as far as he could for the duct with one hand, then swung out with the other, his shoes scraping against the concrete in an attempt to find solid footing. With a grunt, he pulled himself up until his front half was inside the air duct, and his ankles were dangling out.

      “I can’t turn around in this metal casket, but you can grab my ankles if you need help, and I can crawl ahead and yank you up.”

      “I’m good!” she replied. “Keep moving!”

      The metal creaked noisily as he crawled along. Once there was enough space for Kennedy to follow suit, he felt the thin metal shift slightly from her added weight as she smoothly hoisted herself behind him. He smiled, realizing Kennedy probably could have carried out this rescue mission singlehandedly.

      He shone the light in front of him, not thrilled with the idea of being confined to the dark, cramped space with only one way forward. Kennedy followed him, and the two of them clambered along noisily. It was impossible to move quietly in the shaft, the metal bending and protesting against their weight.

      And there was absolutely no stealth when it was Johnny B.’s turn. The large man cursed and complained the entire time, saying his shoulders wouldn’t fit in the narrow opening, while Kennedy remained encouraging and calm. With one final roar, he squeezed his shoulders through, the rope looped around his neck and underarm, and collapsed against the bottom of the duct, breathing heavily.

      Colin’s eyes went wide when he felt the duct buckle slightly. He automatically jutted his hands out on either side of the duct, bracing himself for the whole thing to collapse from their combined weight.

      “Holy. Fucking. Hell,” Johnny B. panted. “I’m crammed in here like a can of sardines.” He tried to crawl to them, but cursed loudly when he got stuck. Colin could hear the panic in his voice, even though he tried to make light of it. “Good thing those fuckers aren’t in here with us, or I’d be screwed.”

      Kennedy looked over her shoulder at him. “You’re okay. Just take a deep breath,” she assured him calmly. “My dad had the same problem once. He took me and my brother caving, and like you, he was a big guy. Got wedged between some rocks in one of the tunnels. And like him, you’ll make it out just fine. Wiggle your shoulders back and forth. And keep breathing. You’ll get through.”

      Slowly, Johnny B. inched forward a little at a time. Once he found his rhythm, Kennedy tapped Colin on the foot and motioned for him to start down the duct. He jostled his flashlight from side to side, dusting aside the husks of dead cockroaches and rodents as he army-crawled along.

      The metal creaked loudly as they moved, but the prospect of the duct caving under their weight suddenly didn’t bother him; instead it was the putrid stench that wafted up to his nostrils as he came to a grate beneath them. He wanted to turn around somehow and rush back to the elevator shaft, as if it was somehow safer than the metal tunnel. He felt Kennedy bump into his feet.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      Colin didn’t respond. His gaze was fixated on the scene below.

      Through the slivered openings of the grate, dozens of zombies milled around. Initially, they seemed to be aimlessly wandering in some kind of trance. But as the seconds ticked by, Colin noticed them waking from their hibernation. Their faces began to jolt up from their slumped necks, and their arms and hands, once limply dangling at their sides, spasmed.

      Many of them lifted their faces upward, rabid eyes hunting for something, nostrils flaring in desperation, sniffing at the stale air.

      One of them jerked its head back and forth, spittle hanging from what remained of its lips, and then abruptly stopped. It tilted its chin up, eyes roving to the grate, until Colin was sure it had seen him.

      “We gotta move,” he said to the others and quickly scrambled across the grate. Kennedy gasped as she crossed over it.

      By now, the zombies were well aware that they were above them, not from their scent, but from the outrageously loud noise they made as they clambered through the tunnel. They swiped their tattered arms in the air, futilely trying to reach them.

      “You don’t think that’s where the kid was, do you?” Johnny B. asked quietly.

      “No,” Kennedy responded resolutely. “It was further to the west side of the complex. We should be able to find him—”

      Her sentence was cut short as the duct suddenly caved where Johnny B. had just scooted across. Before he could rush forward, the ceiling around the duct collapsed, tearing the others down with it.

      Colin landed roughly on his hip, narrowly missing his sword. He heard Kennedy cry out, and he tried to find her, but a thick cloud of dust and debris occluded his vision. He coughed as he painfully rose to his feet, attempting to wave the dust away.

      He stumbled over to Kennedy when he saw her, each step sending searing pain down the left side of his body. Grabbing her under her arm, he helped her up. Johnny B. lay on his back, his arms sprawled out at his sides.

      “Hey, man,” Colin said, his voice hoarse. “You okay?” He extended a hand and pulled him to his feet.

      Johnny B. looked as though he’d had the worst fall. “Yeah,” he managed. “I’ll be

      fine. I just landed wrong and knocked the wind out of me.”

      Kennedy looped her arm around his back, concern in her eyes as she searched their surroundings. “Let’s find Brett.”

      The dust began to settle and grant them a little visibility. They were in a long corridor, a hallway lined with apartments on either side.

      They all whirled around collectively when the dreaded moans of the undead began to drift down the hallway.

      Several zombies trickled out of one apartment in particular. The rest of the doors were closed, and the three of them nodded to each other with the same realization. Brett had to be in there.

      Kennedy let go of Johnny B. and removed her firearm from her drop-leg holster. Colin had his sword ready, while Johnny B. aimed his rifle at the first of the zombies in the pack headed right for them. They backed into each other, shooting and swinging.

      Zombies in all stages of decay reached for them. Some had turned recently, their wounds still angry and bright red, and came at them with a startling speed, while others, their skin dry and weathered, staggered forward on limbs that had bones protruding from the leathered skin.

      Somehow above the raucous wails of the undead, Colin heard Kennedy gasp.

      Her finger hovered over the trigger of her gun, but she didn’t fire. Instead, the weapon began to shake in her grasp.

      Colin followed her line of sight, his eyes widening in shock.

      Grady had just come from the apartment secreting the mass exodus of zombies. His eyes were deeply narrowed as he stared at them, his ponytail an unkempt mess, arms rigidly held out at his sides. The entire front of his shirt was soaked in fresh blood, and just above the collar of his shirt, a huge chunk of his throat was missing, revealing a thick larynx. He bared his teeth at them and started barreling down the hall.

      Colin stepped in front of Kennedy protectively, then rushed to meet Grady before he could get to them. With a heavy blow, he severed their friend’s head from his neck. The body hit the floor slower than the head, which continued to roll down the hallway until it finally stopped a few feet from Kennedy’s boots.

      She retreated in horror, then shut her eyes and lowered her head.

      Colin placed a hand on her shoulder as he passed her and resumed his position with his back to hers. “I’m sorry, Red,” he said solemnly.

      Johnny B. gawked blankly at Grady’s bodyless head, the mouth still open in a sinister snarl. He turned to Kennedy, then continued firing into the crowd.

      When they had thinned out the creatures, Kennedy signaled for them to go into the open apartment. They cleared the entrance, living room, and kitchen quickly, finding only a few straggling zombies left within. Clustered in front of a closed door, they repeatedly smacked their mottled fists against it, unaware of the team’s presence.

      “Hey, assholes,” Johnny B. called out and pulled out his knife.

      Colin looked at him quizzically. “What are you doing?”

      Johnny B. didn’t respond and shoved past them, a dark scowl on his face. When he reached the first zombie, he yanked its head back toward him, a fistful of its greasy, limp hair in his hands. He sliced the knife across its scalp, tossing the chunk of hair and skin aside, then sank the blade into the floundering creature’s temple.

      When there was only one zombie left, he shoved it to the ground, straddled it, and brought the blade down into its chest. It tried to grab him, arms flailing around as it growled, teeth clicking together, oblivious to any pain. Johnny B. dragged the blade down the torso, sawing through its rib cage like a gutted fish, until it stopped just above its pelvis. He gave a howl of anger and withdrew the knife.

      Kennedy walked to Johnny B.’s side and aimed at the zombie’s head. A second later, the back of its skull splattered in tiny fragments on the white floor.

      The door tentatively opened until Brett’s face was in full view. He flung the door wide and ran to Colin, hugging him tightly.

      “It’s my fault,” he murmured.

      Colin squeezed him, his eyes meeting Kennedy’s. “It’s okay, lad. It’s going to be okay.”

      Johnny B. stood and swayed as though he was in a drunken stupor, exhaustion overtaking his body.

      Kennedy went to him, and the two embraced.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Johnny B. whispered.

      Shaking her head, she swallowed hard. “Me neither.”

      Suddenly, she pushed away from him and fired at the front door.

      A zombie’s body thumped on the floor.

      “Let’s go!” she shouted.

      When they got to the hallway, the undead were already marching toward them from the stairwell, coming in a few at a time.

      “Gunfire must have drawn more,” Brett said, worriedly looking from one end of the hallway to the other to figure out how they’d escape.

      “Get to the elevator!” Kennedy directed. “J.B., you got your crowbar?”

      The large man took it out from the back of his belt and used it to crack open a zombie’s skull in his path.

      Brett gasped, muzzle flash, smoke, and the deafening cracks of a volley of gunfire overwhelming his senses.

      “The elevators don’t work! There’s no power!” he yelled urgently.

      Without turning back to him, Kennedy kept aiming and firing her weapon. “No need. We’re climbing down!”

      Brett watched Johnny B. jam the end of the crowbar between the two doors of the closed elevator and begin prying them apart. The doors gradually opened, and Johnny B. bellowed for them to start going down.

      “Help him,” Colin told Kennedy, nudging Brett toward the open doors. “We’ll take care of them.”

      She took one last shot and then holstered her gun. After tying the rope around the metal rails and brackets, she crouched down and took the rope in her hands.

      “Try to hook your feet into the grooves along the brackets,” she instructed Brett. When she saw his terrified eyes darting back and forth from the dark elevator shaft to the encroaching zombies, she added, “Just follow what I do.”

      Johnny B. looked over his shoulder once he could no longer see Brett. “Go ahead. I’ve gotta close the fucking doors,” he said to Colin.

      The Scotsman frowned. Zombies were still pouring in from the stairwell.

      “You sure?”

      Johnny B. nodded. “I’ll be right behind you, so don’t climb down like a pussy.”

      Colin took hold of the rope and peered down into the elevator shaft. He could barely see Kennedy. Brett’s curly head bobbed up and down as he disappeared a bit further. Colin sat back on his heels and started rappelling down, feeling as though he would have an easier time scaling Mount Everest naked than escaping through an elevator shaft with zombies at both ends.

      He noticed that Johnny B. was now inside the shaft standing on the tiny platform, trying to squeeze the elevator doors closed. His hands were splayed on either side of the two doors, and Colin could see the muscles in his arms and back tensing as he tugged them back together. There was only a little space between the doors, two feet at most, but it would be enough for the zombies to fit through and tumble down after them, like lemmings following each other off the edge of a cliff.

      Suddenly, Colin saw a hideous face appear in the opening, and before either of them could react, the zombie opened its mouth and sank its teeth into Johnny B.’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      Johnny B. stared in shock at the zombie as it shook its head back and forth like a dog, chewing at his hand.

      “Shit,” he whispered.

      He blinked once, then ripped his hand away from it, taking a gun from his holster and shooting it in the head.

      He pulled his hand back disbelievingly; a huge chunk of the top of his hand was gone, and the thin bones beneath were now exposed.

      Clenching his fist, he looked back at the doors.

      They weren’t going to close.

      Something had to be done, or they were all going to die.

      And he was fucked anyways.

      He heard Colin climbing back up toward him.

      “Don’t,” he said quietly. Johnny B. took one look down the shaft, almost reminiscently. “Take care of her, Colin.”

      Colin froze, hearing Johnny B. call him by his actual name and not an insult for the first time.

      Then Johnny B. wedged his body through the open space back into the hallway and started firing into the encroaching horde.

      He would not let them past.

      True to form, he made head shot after head shot with mechanical precision.

      When he ran out of ammo, he pulled out his knife and began stabbing them. Eventually, the knife lodged into one skull and got stuck, and he didn’t have time to wrench it back out.

      Dozens of them approached, eagerly snapping their jaws. He had no gun, no knife, nothing but his bare hands.

      He would hold them back.

      He would not let them past.

      He looked back one last time at the elevator, then extended his arms and ran into the group of them.

      They latched onto his arms and legs as soon as he collided with them, like an infestation of ticks on a stray dog.

      Their teeth ripped into his skin, and he felt the sharp tips dig so deep they scraped against his bones.

      His feet slid back, their sheer numbers shoving him closer to the open elevator shaft.

      He had to buy the others time.

      He could not let the zombies past. He would not.

      Screaming in rage, his body rigid, he braced himself and pressed forward, inch by precious inch.

      They tore at his neck, at his face, biting his ears, his lips, his cheeks, eclipsing every part of his body until he was almost completely obscured by them.

      He felt his energy draining, but he looked up, mustering the last of his strength for just a little more time.

      He would hold them back.

      He would not let them past.
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        * * *

      

      A cascade of gunfire popped below Colin like unexpected fireworks, and in the muzzle flash, he could see Kennedy firing into the zombies at the bottom of the shaft. Like shooting fish in a barrel, he recalled Johnny B. saying. Even as their rotting comrades fell around them, the others still standing reached up for the living with groping hands, unfazed by their fallen brethren.

      After she’d cleared the way for them, Colin finally landed atop the small hill of bodies, his feet sinking into their stinking, mushy flesh.

      “Where’s J.B.?” Kennedy asked, urgently looking behind him, waiting for Johnny B. to appear.

      Colin’s stomach knotted, as though he’d just hit the first drop on a sickeningly tall roller coaster.

      “Kennedy,” he began, placing his hands on both of her shoulders. “I don’t know how to say this…”

      Her face paled, and she shook her head, her hands covering her mouth in disbelief.

      He went to hold her, but she struggled against him.

      Just as she broke free, something heavy clattered through the elevator shaft, spiraling downward in the metal abyss.

      Kennedy stepped back in trepidation, then screamed when the body of Johnny B. hit the pile of corpses with a loud thud, landing so forcefully that his neck snapped immediately upon impact.

      There was hardly any skin left on his body.

      Colin had never heard her scream before, and it cut him to his core. She ran to Johnny B.’s body and collapsed to her knees, cradling her friend in her arms.

      Brett, standing off to the side, knelt down and openly wept.

      Colin heard something else in the elevator shaft, and he grabbed Kennedy and tried to pull her away, but she fought him, continuing to run back to Johnny B., unsuccessfully attempting to drag his body out of the shaft.

      Zombies started hitting the bottom rapidly, except unlike Johnny B., they crawled forward on badly broken limbs toward them, even in their mangled state, unable to think of anything besides satiating their hunger.

      Colin stopped fighting Kennedy and picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder and sprinting to the truck. She protested against him and pounded his back with her fists, her face dirty and streaked with tears.

      Opening the driver’s side door, he tossed her in and ran around to the other side.

      “Brett!” he yelled, banging on the roof of the truck. The boy was still staring at Johnny B., oblivious to the zombies pulling themselves toward him. “Get in the bloody truck already!”

      Once Brett shook himself from his reverie and hopped into the back of the truck, Colin jumped in the cab beside Kennedy as she gunned the engine and pulled away.

      Colin looked back one final time at the Marine’s motionless body sprawled over the pile of corpses inside the elevator shaft.

      In the end, the man who had started as a pesky thorn in Colin’s side became the one who gave the ultimate sacrifice to save the rest of them.

      Thank you.

      Moments later, they burst out of the abandoned parking garage, the place that would forever mark Johnny B.’s tomb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Stewart stood on top of the train, loosely holding the spear in his hands. He was so bored.

      Jeremy was on duty with him, diligent as always, busily putting down rotters at the rear of the train.

      Show-off, he thought sullenly.

      But Stewart didn’t mind letting him do the work. It was bad enough Kennedy forced him to do this. Why couldn’t he be inside, warm with the rest of the passengers?

      He scanned the forest, then shifted his gaze to the front of the train.

      And that’s when he saw them.

      Stewart smiled broadly, knowing what he had always known, that he’d come back.

      About damned time.

      It struck him then, all of a sudden. He was sick and tired of his miserable life, being surrounded by people he didn’t care about, being told what to do, being given the short end of the stick every single time, being married to a woman he realized he despised...

      It wasn’t until he’d met Cade that he knew he deserved something better, something where he felt like a man and not an insect under his wife’s shoe.

      He started walking toward Jeremy, holding the spear tightly now, the same big smile plastered across his face.
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        * * *

      

      Seated in the worn chair inside the locomotive, Tucker spooned another bite of kidney beans into his mouth. It was just about all they had left, but as he chewed them, he closed his eyes and pretended it was a juicy New York strip sirloin instead. Someone suddenly hollered on the roof of the train above him, and Tucker jumped, inadvertently throwing the plate into the air, and, as if in slow motion, watching the beans fly off it and onto the metal floor below.

      Tucker grumbled a bit, muttering and chastising the scouts above him under his breath, before kneeling down and wiping up the plate of beans with an oily rag he normally used for repairs.

      He sat back on his heels and rested for a moment. With a sigh, he reminded himself that the scouts were just doing their job, thinning out any groups of zombies that tried to surround the train.

      But while he puttered about cleaning the mess, he missed the group of ten men approaching the front of the locomotive outside.

      Nor did he see that they were heavily armed.

      And most importantly, had he not been on his hands and knees on the floor, he would have recognized the man in the front.

      By the time he stood again, it was too late.

      Tucker had just set the plate, smashed beans, and oily rag on the chair when he felt a sharp pain at the back of his head. When he hit the floor, everything around him turned to darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy yanked his spear out of another zombie’s head and turned to face Stewart.

      “What’s up, man? All clear on your end?” Jeremy asked good-naturedly, not seeming to mind that he’d been doing all the work.

      “Yeah, they all seem to be going over to your end,” Stewart replied, blocking Jeremy’s view of the front of the train.

      “Makes sense. They’re following us after all. I guess it’s only natural they’d show up at the back.” Jeremy gouged a zombie through the eye, freezing it in place until he withdrew the spear. “Want to help me get these last ones? Then go on in and take a break. I know it takes a while to get used to the cold out here.” He leaned forward to stab another zombie.

      Stewart should have felt guilty, but he didn’t. Instead, he reached out and casually pushed Jeremy off the edge.

      His arms flailed as he fell to the ground, unprepared for the fall. There was an odd snapping sound when he landed, followed by a shriek of pain.

      As soon as he hit the dirt, the zombies shifted their attention to Jeremy and slowly began staggering toward him.

      “Stewart! Help me!” he cried out. Unable to stand, Jeremy scurried backward on his hands, dragging his injured leg as best as he could. He was petrified, knowing there was no escape, that he’d never be able to move fast enough to get away from the zombies.

      Stewart didn’t wait to see what happened to him. Maybe he’d survive; maybe he wouldn’t. He turned around and climbed down the ladder.

      He had no intention of telling anyone what he’d seen coming for them.

      By the time he got to his room, Stewart had already forgotten Jeremy Higby ever existed.

      Lydia was sitting on her cot reading, and she glanced up at him accusatorily when he walked in. “Aren’t you supposed to be on sentry duty?”

      People started screaming in the hallway, and Stewart poked his head out of his room, eager to see what was happening.

      Eager to see one person in particular.

      Several armed men were dragging passengers from their cabins, herding them somewhere else on the train.

      Lydia yanked him backward, slamming the door hurriedly, her eyes panicked. “Is it rotters?”

      Stewart rolled his eyes. “No, Lydia, it isn’t rotters. Someone’s taking over the train.” He smiled to himself, knowing who it was.

      Since Cade left, Stewart had felt a void open up inside of him. He missed the conversations, the brief reprieve from his harping, demeaning wife.

      Someone pounded on their door. “Open up.”

      Lydia backed up against the window. When she saw Stewart reach for the doorknob, she blurted out fearfully, “Don’t open it!”

      Stewart looked over his shoulder at her, adrenaline pumping through his veins, his chest heaving.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” he growled at her. He turned the handle and held up his hands when he came face to face with a rifle.

      Stewart felt a momentary sense of dread when he noticed the Hispanic man’s finger poised to squeeze the trigger.

      “Wait!” someone shouted from down the hall.

      Stewart relaxed, instantly recognizing the voice.

      “My old drinking buddy,” Cade Foster announced as he strode up to the cabin. “Don’t shoot him, Camacho. I know him.”

      Lifting his chin defiantly at the man in front of him, Stewart turned to Cade and grinned. “About fucking time. I knew you’d come back.”

      “Of course,” Cade replied, shaking his hand and waving his pistol around. “I’m just taking what’s mine.” He peered past Stewart into his cabin, seeing Lydia hunkering in the corner. “That your woman?”

      Stewart sighed and nodded.

      “Want to help us out?” Cade asked.

      Immediately, Stewart’s expression brightened. Cade wanted his help.

      “We’re… gathering… people up. Taking them up to the first car behind the locomotive.” Cade took a gun from his belt and handed it to him. “Find me Haven. And shoot the men,” he said simply.

      Taking the firearm from him very slowly, Stewart stared at him in confusion.

      With a chuckle, Cade began to walk away. “You heard me.”

      Heavy footsteps sounded further down the car. Stewart swiveled and saw a man rushing past the cabins, holding his child in his arms, his wife running in front of him.

      They were trying to escape.

      Stewart jerked his head back in Cade’s direction and noticed that both Cade and the man with him, Camacho, were gone.

      Without another thought, Stewart turned and lifted his gun, pulling the trigger.

      The man collapsed to the floor, a large red stain growing on the back of his shirt. He’d fallen on top of the child he was carrying, and his wife shrieked in horror as she fell to her knees and scooped up her motionless baby while begging her husband to get back up.

      Holy shit.

      Stewart had never felt a rush like this before.

      He didn’t want this high to end. He wanted to keep riding it for as long as possible.

      Lydia was screaming behind him. “What did you do?”

      He spun around and glared at her.

      Her hands covered her mouth, and in her horrified stare, he saw nothing but the usual contempt and unbridled disgust.

      “You… you… you’re a monster!” she shrieked.

      He was about to close the door to his cabin and follow Cade, when he paused.

      “I’m the monster?” he repeated incredulously, his voice low and menacing.

      “I said to get rid of Kennedy, not kill anyone, you stupid idiot! You can’t do anything right!” she wailed. “And now… now…”

      He stepped back into the room. “I am fucking sick of taking your orders,” he snarled, jabbing a finger into his own chest.

      He crossed over the threshold to their room, ready to go.

      “Where are you going?” Lydia demanded.

      “I’m leaving you.”

      “Leaving?” She looked flabbergasted. “You’re nothing without me!”

      He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them wide.

      In one swift motion, Stewart raised the pistol and pointed it at his wife. His forefinger didn’t even hesitate.

      He pulled the trigger repeatedly until the slide locked back with an empty chamber and watched with satisfaction as brains, blood, and bone slid wetly down the wall into a messy puddle on the floor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first thing Tucker thought when he came to was that his head hurt like hell. Willing his eyelids to open, he winced in pain as he gingerly touched the back of his head, feeling a damp stickiness matted into his thinning hair.

      “Hey there,” a woman’s voice whispered. “You okay?”

      Tucker glanced to his left and saw Vetta beside him. He gave her a small smile, relieved to see a familiar face. She was kneeling, but she scooted over to him and helped him up.

      He groggily balanced on his knees and looked around. Several other passengers were kneeling like Vetta, terror in their eyes. Many of them were openly weeping, and he noticed the men usually with them weren’t present.

      “What happened?” he asked her.

      Her eyes darted back and forth, then she tilted her head toward two armed men in the car with them. They stood at the front of the car, legs spread, and rifles in their hands.

      “Cade,” she answered. “He came back.”

      “Shit,” Tucker managed with a groan. “One of them knocked me out.”

      “They’re corralling everyone into one car, killing the men if they don’t agree to join Cade.”

      Tucker straightened. “What?”

      Vetta nodded, biting her lower lip so she wouldn’t cry.

      “We’ve gotta do something,” he insisted. “Kennedy told me they weren’t going to be too far from us. We have to let them know what’s happening.”

      “How?”

      He blinked several times then faced her, renewed optimism in his eyes. “The horn. That’s the signal.”

      “Yes, but how? They’d shoot us before we even got to the door.”

      “Maybe we can create a diversion, and I’ll make a run for it.”

      “‘Run?’” Vetta repeated skeptically. “Tucker, you’re pushing sixty-five.” She looked back at the guards and took a deep breath. “I’ll do it.”

      He shook his head obstinately. “No, no. Absolutely not.”

      She ignored him. “It has to be me. You’ll never make it past them.”

      Tucker met her gaze. “No, Vetta. No. Let me do it. We can’t risk losing you.”

      She scoffed at him. “Me? You’re the only one who knows how to run this damned thing!”

      Whimpers near the entrance of the car caused them to look up. Cade and several other men entered. Vetta and Tucker both scowled when they saw Stewart amongst them.

      Taking advantage of the diverted attention, Tucker shakily shifted on his knees, struggling to get to his feet.

      Without warning, Vetta pushed him back to the ground with her shoulder and leapt up, sprinting for the entrance on the opposite end of the car.

      One of the men raised his rifle at her, causing many of the passengers to scream in protest, but Cade gestured for the man to put his gun down.

      “Get her,” he commanded.

      Vetta’s arms and legs pumped furiously; she knew Cade’s men would be right behind her.

      She could see the back of Tucker’s worn chair as she raced to the front. Throwing her body through the door, she slammed both hands around the lever for the horn and pulled it down as hard as she could just as a torrent of gunfire exploded around her, sparks dancing along the controls of the train.

      One of the bullets tore through her shoulder and another into her left thigh.

      She screamed in pain, but couldn’t let go. The horn blared loudly, the noise carrying across the train station and into the city, and she held it down, looking over her shoulder as two of Cade’s men burst into the locomotive with her.

      “Stop shooting at the fucking controls!” Cade shouted at his men.

      One of them struck her with the back of his rifle, and her hands slipped from the horn, releasing it, letting silence engulf them once more.
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        * * *

      

      Rain pelted the roof of the train, but its steady staccato against the smooth surface didn’t drown out the blubbering from those trapped in the car.

      Stewart casually held his new pistol in both hands, resting just below his waist. As he scanned the car, he noticed people were staring at him. The pathetic passengers feared him. Respected him.

      But then he felt someone brush past his arm, and he turned to see two of Cade’s goons come in, dragging Vetta’s motionless body between them, the tips of her sneakers squeaking along the floor. Her shirt and pants were soaked through with blood, and her face was ashen.

      Stewart frowned, realizing it was them the passengers had been staring at, not him.

      Cade went to Vetta and smacked her cheeks. “Wake up,” he commanded, kneeling to face her.

      Her eyelids fluttered, and when she saw Cade inches from her face, she recoiled in disgust.

      He studied her for a moment. “You really shouldn’t have done that,” he admonished her, his voice cold and emotionless.

      Then he leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. Stewart strained to hear what he had said, but he could only see Cade’s lips moving.

      Vetta suddenly flailed against the men holding her arms. “You’re a monster!”

      “Monster?” he repeated. “You want to see a monster?” He rose to his feet and grabbed a chair against the wall. Nodding to his men, they hauled her to the chair and rendered her immobile in it with zip ties. She struggled against her restraints, until the chair lurched forward and collapsed, her face hitting the ground with a sickening crack.

      Several people cried out. Vetta was well-liked by the passengers as she had tended to most of them at some point, and it pained them to witness her treatment.

      Cade stepped back and nodded at Cliff who walked past Stewart and disappeared in the next car. Then he gestured for Camacho and Stewart to get Vetta upright again. Stewart quickly moved forward, eager to show Cade that he could be a valuable member of his team.

      “I’m not much of a public speaker,” Cade began. “So I’ll keep this short. This is my train now.” He looked from left to right. “Does anyone have a problem with that?” He pointed to one of the passengers on the ground who held her child close to her bosom when Cade addressed her. Her child cried, shivering with fear. “Do you?” he questioned, crouching down to the child and touching his cheek.

      “Please don’t hurt him!” the woman implored.

      Cade smirked and stood. He motioned to another passenger, a young man who had been on Team Bravo. “How about you?” The man’s eyes met Cade’s, a spark of insurgence flitting across them.

      Cade extended his arm and jammed the barrel of his pistol against the man’s forehead, but the man didn’t tear his eyes away from Cade. “I’ll dumb it down for you: you’re either with us, or...” He squeezed the trigger, and the man’s brains went flying.

      He paused and rotated slowly to make eye contact with the passengers surrounding him, before settling on Vetta. “Vetta here has a problem with that,” he explained, raising his gun to her nose. He scowled at her, eventually dropping his weapon to his side. “But because a nurse is valuable to have around in these troublesome times, and being that I’m such a nice fucking guy...” He turned to Vetta and lowered his voice. “Here’s your last chance, sweetie.”

      Vetta straightened in her chair and courageously faced him, but she was getting weaker.

      “We want you to join us. You’re a medical professional. We need those.”

      Vetta laughed and spat blood and saliva at Cade’s feet. “I’d rather help Satan himself than serve with the likes of you.”

      Cade inhaled a deep breath, grinding his teeth. Stewart knew Cade was summoning up any remnants of patience with the nurse, but it wasn’t out of kindness. They really did need her.

      “I’ll never help you,” Vetta reiterated. Her lips were so swollen that her words sounded garbled. She looked around at the people in the car. “We can’t leave Kennedy and the others. She’s the best thing that ever happened to us, and unlike this bastard, the thing that meant the most to her was to save lives, not take them away when others didn’t agree with her.”

      Turning his back to her, Cade sighed. “You sure that’s what you want, hag?”

      Cliff returned to the car, something large in one of his hands.

      Vetta glared at Cliff, but when she saw what was in his hands, her features contorted in fear. She swallowed and turned her attention to the passengers. “You can’t give in to him. Please,” she pleaded shakily.

      “Alright then,” Cade capitulated. “You leave me no choice. I won’t tolerate anyone trying to stir up a mutiny.” He nodded to Cliff who had stopped just a few feet from Vetta. “Hold her down, boys.”

      Stewart grabbed one of Vetta’s shoulders, but when he saw Cliff hand Cade a bottle of Clorox bleach, he was perplexed.

      Cade took it from him and twisted off the blue cap, his eyes never leaving Vetta’s.

      “Open your mouth.”

      “Go to hell,” she said defiantly.

      Cade grabbed her face and pressed into her cheeks, his fingernails digging so hard into the soft flesh that blood began to pool around them. “Open your mouth, or I’ll fucking open it for you.”

      Stewart felt a little queasy knowing what was coming. But Cade had to make an example. He had to show the others he was in charge.

      Sloshing the liquid about as he lifted it in the air, Cade tipped the white bottle into Vetta’s open mouth.

      The woman thrashed about violently, choking and gurgling and gasping, while the chemicals spurted out of her nose and poured in rivulets from the corners of her lips. Her hands struggled at the restraints, and her feet twitched as her body spasmed.

      As the passengers shrieked in terror, Cade angrily shoved the neck of the bottle further toward the back of her throat, forcing Vetta’s mouth to open too wide, the skin ripping at the corners until half of the handle was obscured between her lips.

      When she was finally dead, he cut her hands free and dragged her by her hair to the opening between the two cars. With his boot, he shoved her off the ledge, letting her tumble to the ground below.

      Wiping the torn hair and bleach on his pants, he strode back in and walked to Tucker. The old man was sobbing, covering his face with his hands.

      “No more bullshit. You’re going to get this train moving, or you’re going to watch me kill off every single person in this car until you do. Am I making myself clear?”

      Tucker nodded through the tears, and with one gesture from Cade, found himself being escorted back to the locomotive.

      As he sat with shaky hands over the damaged controls laden with bullet holes, Tucker wondered if by complying with Cade, he was sending all of the passengers to their inescapable doom.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Earlier that day…

      

      

      Houston checked the map one more time before neatly folding it along the creases and tucking it into his cargo pants pocket.

      If he’d calculated the distance correctly, they had about two hundred-fifty miles to cover until they got to his parents’ cabin in the Allegheny Mountains of West Virginia.

      Hotwiring a vehicle and getting as far as they could that way would be ideal and much safer, but if they were forced to make the journey on foot, he’d have them cut across the state of Virginia, avoiding cities and bigger towns and highways, until they reached the Monongahela National Forest. Their chances of running into infected there were slim. Aside for some campgrounds scattered throughout and the occasional hiker, the mountains were largely uninhabited.

      He lifted his hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from the sun as he took in their surroundings. It still surprised him that they’d been able to get into Fredericksburg at all. He was expecting it to be congested and impassable, given its proximity to a major city like D.C.

      “You guys be safe out there.”

      Houston turned at the sound of footsteps on metal above him.

      Jeremy Higby gave him a small wave. He held a spear in his hands and pointed. “I-95 is a cluster. Cars bumper-to-bumper, on the median, in the ditches. The rotters are probably gone—well, the ones not stuck in the cars—but I’d avoid going near the interstate at all costs.”

      Houston nodded. “That’s the plan.”

      Jeremy assessed the rest of the area around them. “I don’t know where all of them are hiding. This place should’ve been crawling with rotters when we pulled in.”

      “Yeah,” Houston agreed. “I have to admit I’m pretty shocked. They must have gone to D.C.” He squinted to see past the buildings near the parking lot. “How’s it looking out there?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “Not bad actually. You’ve got some headed toward the train, but not many. You guys should be fine. Just be careful.”

      A door slid shut, and Haven stepped onto the steps leading down to the platform. Her expression was riddled with worry, but she tried to hide it by busying herself with the buckles of the front straps of her backpack, securing it to her body.

      Houston could sense the hesitance in her stance as she stood there, uncertain whether to step onto the platform or go back into the train.

      Leaving Brett and Mark, even if it would just be for a little while, was weighing heavily on her. But he’d promised her they would be in good hands. Kennedy and her men would look out for them, and of course there was Colin. Houston didn’t trust him with Haven, but he knew the Scotsman would watch over Brett and Mark like they were his own family.

      He felt a pang of guilt as he watched the inner conflict brewing in her eyes.

      But they wouldn’t be this close to West Virginia again. He had to find out if his parents had made it.

      And whatever the outcome, they’d come back and get Brett and Mark. Or he’d somehow convince Kennedy to bring everyone to West Virginia, if that’s what it took to get Haven’s family out there.

      Jeremy must have picked up on her trepidation, too, because he crouched down on the top of the train. “Don’t worry, Haven. We’ll watch out for them.”

      “Thanks, Jeremy,” she whispered gratefully.

      Saying goodbye to Mark had been agonizing, lots of tears. She’d left a letter for Brett on his bunk, but not being able to say goodbye to him was even more excruciating. In this new world, “goodbye” was often the last thing said before a loved one left, never to be seen again.

      Houston nodded to Jeremy, and he and Haven hiked down the hill leading away from the platform.

      A couple of zombies were knelt over something in the parking lot, but didn’t notice them as they went by.

      Haven cast one last look over her shoulder at the train before they turned the corner of a building, and it disappeared from sight.

      “You doing okay?” Houston eventually asked her as they trekked through the city.

      “No,” she answered truthfully. “Not really.”

      “We’re going to come back. You know that, ri—”

      The train horn blared loudly, echoing and bouncing off the walls of the buildings around them.

      They both stared at one another for the briefest of seconds, eyes wide, then Haven threw off her pack and began sprinting back toward the train.

      “Haven!” Houston yelled, hastily grabbing her pack and taking off after her.

      When they finally got back to the station, the train was already rolling away, soon to be out of reach.

      Houston caught up to it, faster than Haven, and tossed her backpack onto the narrow walkway between the cars before grabbing ahold of a metal bar secured to the outside of the train. Hoisting himself up speedily, he swiveled and immediately reached out a hand to Haven.

      What started as a few feet between his outstretched hand and hers was growing with each passing second.

      “Come on, baby,” he whispered under his breath, his fingers urgently straining for her. Every muscle in his body tensed, poised to jump off the train in case she couldn’t make it.

      Haven’s legs burned like they were being scorched from the inside, and for a moment, she almost collapsed. But then she thought of Brett and Mark. She didn’t know why the train was leaving everyone so suddenly, why it had sounded the horn when she had yet to ever hear it, but she was certain she didn’t want her family on it without her.

      With a final heave, she sprang into the air, her hands colliding roughly with the metal bar, and her body painfully crashing against the side of the train. Houston grabbed her and pulled her toward him on the walkway. She gasped against him, trying to catch her breath.

      As the trees swept past them, and they barreled closer and closer to D.C., Haven forced away the sinking feeling pitted in her stomach.

      But deep down, she knew that something was terribly wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The old truck sputtered down Lafayette Boulevard back to the train.

      Kennedy pressed in the clutch and gave the gearshift a harsh thrust forward as she changed gears. Tears brewed in her eyes, but she stared straight ahead.

      Colin sat beside her. He slowly put his hand over hers on the gearshift, squeezing it gently.

      As a tear rolled down her face, she gave him a quick glance and wrapped two fingers around his appreciatively.

      Brett had insisted on sitting in the bed of the pick-up, even though Kennedy and Colin both chided him saying it was unsafe. His hands rested in his lap, palms up, his gaze fastened on them. On occasion, he would flex his fingers, staring at them as though they had carried out some horrific crime.

      What had he done? His stupid idea to raid an apartment complex led to three deaths. They’d been good men, men who risked their lives for others every single day. And now they were gone. Brett looked behind him through the window facing into the cab. When he saw tears drip off Kennedy’s chin, he shut his eyes. If she hated him, he would understand. He was the reason her best friend was dead, along with some of her most loyal men. He wished more than anything that the last few hours had just been a horrible nightmare, and all he had to do was slap himself to wake up. His hand trembled as he lifted it to his face, wondering what would happen if he did. Maybe it would reset the clock. Instead of going on the supply run, he would teach his class, and Kennedy and her men would come back alive and well, just in time for dinner.

      A loud horn blared in the distance, and he jumped to his feet right before Kennedy slammed on the brakes involuntarily. He lurched forward, nearly tumbling out of the back of the pick-up and over the cab.

      Colin turned to make sure Brett was still in the truck before shifting to Kennedy.

      The redhead sat stiffly, both hands clasping the steering wheel.

      “Did you hear that?” Her voice was panicked.

      “Bloody hell,” Colin rasped, his face drained of color.

      Brett looked to both of them and tapped on the window impatiently. “Was that our train?”

      Kennedy shifted the gears again and revved the engine. “The horn is a signal. Means there’s an emergency.”

      Brett’s eyes grew wide with worry as he regained his footing, holding onto the roof of the truck. Everyone he cared about was on that train. “Hurry,” he murmured, even though Kennedy couldn’t hear him.

      The old truck protested as she pressed down hard on the gas. “Hold on!” she yelled.

      They neared the station and swung into the parking lot. Kennedy grabbed her gun and was about to push the door open when she paused.

      “It’s not there.” She looked about desperately. “The train. I don’t see it. Where the hell is it?”

      A couple of zombies meandered up to the truck and reached into the bed for Brett. He ignored them, straining to see the train. “There it is!” he yelled, pointing excitedly.

      The tail end of the train slithered along the tracks before disappearing around a bend.

      Kennedy narrowed her eyes. “We can catch it.”

      She swerved over the curb between the tracks and the parking lot, the frame of the truck sounding as though it would fall apart as the tires clunked over the concrete divide. She slammed her palm down on the steering wheel, frustrated the truck wouldn’t go any faster, and ran over an unlucky zombie that wandered into their path. They all bounced as the vehicle rolled over the corpse, and Colin reached out to steady himself against the dashboard.

      “You alive back there?” he called out to Brett.

      They sidled up alongside the rear of the train, but the truck sputtered and slowed down suddenly, and she had to shift it back into gear and speed up again.

      “Hurry!” Brett exclaimed, thumping his hand on the roof. “You’re losing them.”

      Colin’s heart pounded, and he looked at Kennedy, her expression a mélange of sadness, determination, and anger.

      “What’s your plan, Red? Lasso the damned thing?”

      She pulled up next to the caboose once more. The truck jostled on the incline alongside the tracks, rocks and dust kicking up around both sides of the vehicle.

      “You’re going to take over the wheel and drive, and I’m going to climb over and get on,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Like hell you are. Are you crazy, woman?”

      They were only a couple of feet from the ladder on the caboose.

      “Grab the wheel,” she told Colin.

      They heard a thud and turned in time to see Brett poised to leap from the edge of the truck bed, one hand outstretched toward the rungs of the ladder.

      “Brett, no!” Kennedy protested.

      Colin swiveled around and rolled down the window as quickly as he could. He tried to wriggle his broad shoulders out the window to grab Brett.

      “I can do this!” Brett insisted above the roaring of the train as it picked up speed. He sprung forward off the truck and onto the side of the train.

      Just as he grabbed the middle rung, the pick-up’s engine rattled and coughed.

      Brett lost his balance and swung roughly into the side of the train car, his feet dragging through the dirt. He gripped the rung tightly and struggled to get his footing on the ladder.

      Kennedy cursed the truck and sped up to try to help him.

      “Put your foot on the pedal, and hold the wheel. I’m going next.”

      She’d just climbed over him, twisting her body through the passenger side window, when the truck slowed suddenly as though it had lost power.

      “Colin, what the hell?” she shouted.

      “What? I’m not doing anything!” he retorted, trying to pump the gas to no avail.

      Smoke began pouring from beneath the hood.

      They helplessly watched in horror as the distance between them and the train grew, and Brett became smaller and smaller.

      Finally, the truck came to a complete stop, and both Kennedy and Colin sat in silence, defeated eyes fixated on the disappearing train.

      Kennedy opened her door, jumped out, and slammed it shut.

      “What are we going to do?” Colin asked, following her. They seemed to be in some kind of wooded area, but given what he’d seen on the map before they left, he knew they were only getting closer to D.C., a place they’d never gone before. A place they should never go.

      “Learn how to fucking drive!” she spat.

      He threw his hands in the air. “I know how to fucking drive! You just picked the shittiest truck in the world to chase a bloody train!”

      She ignored him for a few minutes, angrily shoving some items into her pack from the bed of the truck, and pulling the straps over her shoulders.

      Her family.

      Gone.

      Her men.

      Gone.

      Her train.

      Gone.

      No. Not gone yet.

      Eventually, she looked up at Colin, her eyes red and puffy. “We’re going to get my train back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Cliff stared down at the puddles of bleach, blood, and saliva at his boots.

      Before the world had gone to shit, maybe he would have felt something. Maybe he would have recognized that what Cade was doing was wrong.

      Maybe not.

      “Anything?” Cade interrogated when he saw him.

      Cliff shook his head. “Some people said she got off the train with her boyfriend; others think she’s still here.”

      “Then fucking find her already!” Cade barked at him.

      Cliff gave him a nod and turned on his heel.

      He had been a real estate agent this time last year. He was actually pretty good at it, able to sell properties easily because of his charm. His boss used to say Cliff could sell water to a drowning man, he was that smooth.

      But Cliff wasn’t honest. He’d often hide the costly, needed repairs in the properties, encouraging his clients to skip inspections, and would always manage to skim a little extra from his share of the big, fat commission check.

      And sometimes he did worse.

      Especially when there was an attractive prospective buyer who showed up alone.

      Cliff was handsome, and women had always been drawn to him. It was easy for him to exploit that. High cheekbones, olive skin, dark hair he combed to the side, and a thin goatee he kept well-groomed, even in the apocalypse.

      He strode through the cars, checking each of them thoroughly. Cade had two guards with the restrained passengers up front while the others were scouring the train for the woman Cade had been obsessed with since the first day Cliff met him.

      He hadn’t actually known Cade for that long. When everything went to hell, Cliff was showing a house to a couple and their two children. The children were outside playing in the front yard while the parents went through the home with him.

      They’d heard screaming and ran outside, just in time to see a group of zombies descend upon the two children.

      The father had instantly broken into a run to fend off his children’s attackers, and when he was swallowed up in the fray, the woman beseeched Cliff to help her, going so far as to tug at his sleeve and plead with him.

      Cliff had shoved her hands away and gotten into his car, pulling out of the driveway in a hurry. Had he looked in the rearview mirror, he would have seen her struggling to chase him in the street before being dragged to the asphalt by the other infected, her husband, and her children.

      But he didn’t even check. He didn’t care.

      By the time he got home, zombies were trickling into his neighborhood, and he knew he couldn’t stick around. His house wouldn’t survive an onslaught with its large floor-to-ceiling windows on the first floor and unfenced backyard. So he’d grabbed some supplies, packed up his car, and hit the road.

      Cliff didn’t make it very far, accidentally colliding with one of them when it darted out from the side of the road. His car veered and crashed into a stone mailbox, totaling it.

      He didn’t know how to hotwire a car, so he’d walked for what seemed like miles. He met Cade a few days later when he had wandered into a small, shitty little town called Green Acres. He’d been cornered on top of a dumpster by a crowd of zombies, and Cade and his friends had come to his rescue.

      It didn’t take long for Cade to see Cliff’s value, the way he could talk to people, convince them of anything.

      Especially survivors.

      Once Cliff earned their trust and got them to let their guards down, Cade and the others would swoop in and pillage, taking whatever—and whomever—they wanted.

      Cliff looked ahead.

      One of the cabin doors had just closed.

      He smiled and took out his handgun.

      Knocking on the door, he said in his smoothest, calmest tone, “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m here to help.”

      He heard muffled voices anxiously talking.

      “The men are leaving. You can come out now.”

      Still nothing. He gritted his teeth with impatience. Taking a step back, he raised his boot and kicked the door open.

      Two girls stood in the corner near the bunk beds. One was much older, in her late teens, wavy hair and freckles across her cheeks. The other one was young, perhaps four or five.

      The older girl looked at him fearfully, her eyes wide as saucers.

      “Ellie,” she whispered. “I want you to run.”

      “Run?” Cliff mocked, holstering his gun as he extended his hands, his body blocking the sole exit out of the room. “Run where?”

      She pushed the little girl behind her and boldly jutted her chin out, even though her lower lip trembled. “Back off, asshole.”

      Something about this girl reminded him of the blonde Cade had captured once.

      The one he’d tortured and raped. Letting all of them have at her when he was done.

      Maybe it was her age.

      Or her obvious innocence.

      Cliff had relished it, when it was his turn. He’d gotten to go after Cade, being his right-hand man. The way she’d woken up in the middle of it and tried to fight him. But she had been too weak after what Cade had done to her.

      Still, the fight was fun. Nowadays, women would give themselves freely if it meant they could get a bottle of water or even a scrap of food. It was too easy.

      He missed the blonde. He missed Haven’s little sister.

      He turned away from the girls in the room and slowly, methodically closed the door, not caring that it didn’t lock after he’d broken it.

      Cade encouraged his men to take whatever they wanted. It was part of their reward for their allegiance to him.

      And if anyone was loyal, it was Cliff.

      This new world was good, more suited to accommodate his appetites.

      He could be who he really was, and the best part was that there was no one to stop him.

      The older girl looked terrified as he moved toward them, and the little girl behind her peeked her head around her sister’s legs and began to cry.

      He grinned at them, but there was no kindness in his smile, only the promise of cruelty behind his perfect teeth. With his dark hair, sharp eyebrows, and goatee, Cliff could have been the incarnate depiction of Satan himself.

      His hands dropped to his belt, and the girl screamed. “Ellie, run!”

      Ellie darted past her, but Cliff reached out and grabbed her by the hair before she could even make it beyond the beds. She squealed in pain, and he held her to him and then looked to the other girl.

      She fell to her knees, her hands held out piteously. “Please, don’t hurt her,” she begged. “I’ll do anything you want. Please just let my sister go. She’s all I have left.” Her eyes were red, and long strings of snot hung from her nose.

      Cliff sat the girl down on the floor. Unlike some of the other men in the group, he wasn’t into kids.

      “You sit there,” he told Ellie, pointing to one of the bunks. He didn’t need a bed. He’d take the older girl on the floor. “Turn over.”

      The girl complied, quietly sobbing into the floor as she felt him tug at her pants. “Ellie, don’t look,” she said, her voice hitching even though she was trying to be strong. “Don’t look.”

      The little girl whimpered.

      Cliff exhaled leisurely, his muscles relaxing as he readied himself.

      Suddenly, he heard a loud pop behind him, and he gasped and looked down.

      A dark red blot grew into a larger circle on his shirt. He touched it tentatively and stared in shock when he examined his fingers, wet with blood.

      He took one last look at the girl on the floor, then collapsed beside her, eyes still open.

      The girl flipped over and saw Brett in the doorway. She jumped to her feet and grabbed her sister, clutching her close to her body.

      “Lana,” he breathed, his expression horrified. “Are you okay? Did he touch you?”

      She shook her head, tears of joy running down her face. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Brett hugged the two of them, taking a closer look at the man on the floor. He instantly recognized him as one of the men he and Houston had encountered on a supply run just before they left the farmhouse. It was the man in the white truck he wished they’d killed.

      As he watched the pool of blood expand around the dead man, Brett realized he’d gotten his wish.

      “Lana, what the hell is going on?”

      She wiped her cheeks and tried to smile for her sister. “I don’t know. I just heard screaming and shooting, so we hid in here. I honestly thought rotters had gotten on somehow.” She glared at Cliff’s corpse. “I almost would’ve preferred a whole horde over him.”

      Brett held her shoulders and met her gaze. “What about Mark? Have you seen him? Haven?”

      “I haven’t seen Mark since yesterday at dinner. I think he was upset about Haven and Houston leaving.”

      “So they did get off the train.” Brett held his breath in anticipation of her answer.

      “Last I heard they did. People were talking about it at lunch.”

      He sighed in relief, grateful that his sister had left and would be safe from all of this. Based on what had almost happened to Lana, he shuddered to think what these men would do to Haven if they found her aboard.

      Looking from Ellie to Lana, Brett ejected his magazine and checked to see how many rounds he had left.

      One.

      He slid the magazine back into place.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “There are going to be more guys like him on the train. We have to find a place for you and Ellie to hide.”

      Her eyes were laden with worry. “Where will you go?”

      “I’m going to find Mark.”

      Moments later, they were running through the cars, Lana beside him with Ellie in her arms.

      He could only think of one place to hide Lana and Ellie, hoping none of the marauders would venture there.

      They arrived at the end of the train. Lana looked at him quizzically.

      “We can’t go any further. This is the last car.”

      Brett opened the rear door for her.

      “I know. It’s the only place I could think of that they might not search.” He ushered them out onto the small metal platform.

      Lana carefully stepped onto it, holding the railing for dear life, before reaching for Ellie.

      “Just crouch down so they can’t see you through the window,” Brett told them.

      Lana sat cross-legged on the platform and pulled Ellie to her, her grip tight and unyielding. “Be careful,” she said.

      Her eyes were full of gratitude, and he nodded, wordlessly willing her to do the same.
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        * * *

      

      “Maybe you’re here, maybe you’re not,” an eerily familiar voice crackled over the loudspeaker.

      Haven and Houston stared at each other suddenly, their expressions full of disbelief and then dread.

      “I don’t know if you can hear this,” Cade jeered, his voice gravelly and measured, “but I have someone here who wants to say hello.”

      They could hear an audible struggle, like a microphone rubbing against clothing.

      “Let me go!”

      Haven gasped, the color draining from her face instantly. “No,” she whispered. It was Mark. She grabbed Houston’s arm. “We have to get him.”

      “You remember how well Mark and I got along the last time, when I was in your cabin,” Cade taunted. “I’m going to give you five minutes to come to the front of the train and surrender. If you decide you’d rather play games, let’s just say this time Mark and I are going to get to know each other a lot better. Just like…”

      The voice stopped, and Haven’s nails dug into Houston’s jacket, fearfully waiting for Cade to finish his sentence. Her skin prickled with goosebumps, an icy chill washing over her sweat-covered arms that made her shiver.

      And then he said it.

      Words she never thought she’d hear, words she never wanted to hear.

      “Just like I did with your sister right before my men and I… what is it the kids call it nowadays? Oh, yes, just before we ran a train on her… a train… You get it, Haven? We each took our turn; some of us even went back for seconds. Poor girl kept passing out, but I did my best to make sure she stayed awake to feel every moment of it. We beat her good, we fucking did. And after she’d been passed around like the whore she was, all used up, we left her there, figuring she’d make a tasty meal for the dead.”

      Haven suddenly felt the ground beneath her shift, the room spinning around her. Vomit spewed from her mouth, and she bent forward, cradling her stomach. Her legs went numb, and she fell to the ground before Houston could catch her.

      No.

      “He’s lying,” she murmured on the floor, her voice so soft and quiet and desperate, she sounded like a child. She looked up at Houston with imploring eyes, begging him to tell her it wasn’t true. He knelt down and wrapped his arms around her.

      “Haven, I’m so sorry.” He held the back of her head tightly, tears of his own trailing down his cheeks.

      “It isn’t true,” she wailed. “It can’t be.”

      Her body shook as she sobbed against him, her fists beating Houston’s chest in anger while helplessly pressing against him at the same time, feeling as though she was rapidly falling into a never-ending abyss of despair.

      She was crying so hard she couldn’t breathe, realizing her sister’s last hours alive had been so horrific, worse than she could have ever imagined.

      Houston rubbed her back and whispered to her, but Haven was inconsolable. Even when she closed her eyes, her mind bled with grotesque images of sweet Faith being raped over and over again. Her hand hovered over the knife at her side, wanting to gouge out her eyes so she wouldn’t be tortured with the images anymore, but she knew there was nothing that could erase them, that they were tattooed on her mind forever.

      “I have to kill him.” She shakily rose to her feet, still crying.

      He reached out to steady her. “Hold on.”

      “No, I have to go now,” she insisted, stumbling away from him until she reached the entrance to the next car.

      “Five minutes,” Cade announced over the loudspeaker. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Her head jolted up sharply, and she stared at the little black box in the corner of the car, her fingernails clawing into the edge of the doorframe.

      In a split second, all of the sadness vanished from her and was simultaneously replaced with rage, raw and consuming.

      Her eyes became wild with bloodlust.

      “I’m coming for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Houston saw the armed stranger before Haven did and reached for her arm to hide them from view. She shook his hand away and kept moving toward the man.

      He turned just as she plunged her knife into his neck, his blood spraying on her face, as he gaped at her. She watched him fall to the floor disinterestedly then continued down the car.

      Houston stepped over the body and caught up with her. “Haven, we can’t just run in there, guns blazing. We need to have a plan.”

      When she ignored him, he stood in front of her, blocking her path.

      “Stop. Just stop and think for one second.” He gestured behind him. “This is a trap. He knew this would draw you out; you’re giving him exactly what he wants.”

      For a moment, the anger in her eyes dulled, and she looked entirely defeated, as though the life had been sucked from her body. “He has Mark,” she managed weakly. Her only solace was thinking Brett was still on the supply run with Kennedy and Colin. She couldn’t imagine if he’d overheard the atrocities against their sister Cade professed to have committed.

      “I know,” Houston admitted.

      “I can’t lose him. I had to replay the day I found Faith over and over again, seeing her as this… this… husk… of a person who used to be my sister. I had to come to the realization that I’d never be able to make things right. There were times where I literally felt like I was losing my mind.” Her lower lip trembled. “And then Mark came along, and I didn’t want to be that person anymore.” Her brown eyes sparked with hatred. “I won’t let Cade take both of them from me.”

      Houston nodded. “I’m with you no matter what, you know that.”

      They resumed their way through the cars until they neared the front of the train.

      They both had their weapons raised, fleetingly hoping Cade would be alone with Mark, and that killing him would be easy. To their disappointment, guards stood on either side of Cade, their rifles trained on them before they’d even made it to the entrance.

      Haven lowered her firearm when she saw Mark standing in front of Cade. Behind them, the corralled passengers knelt with their hands behind their backs, terror blatantly showcased in their features.

      The corners of Cade’s mouth twitched into a smile, and he placed a hand on Mark’s shoulder.

      “Let him go,” Haven demanded, disappointed at how her voice sounded shaky instead of intimidating like she’d hoped it would.

      Cade watched her coldly. “Really? Not even a hello? Please, Haven, you most certainly do not have the luxury of calling the shots. Just drop your weapons.”

      She hesitated, feeling Houston gauging her, deciding what to do next. Mark looked at her sadly.

      “Don’t do it, Haven,” he told her, trying to be brave. “He’ll just kill you.”

      Cade raised a hand and cuffed him on the back of the head.

      Haven recoiled like she’d been struck and pointed her gun at Cade. “Touch him again, Cade, I swear…”

      He smiled, but it was unfriendly with the promise of evil, teeth long, almost like fangs. Her eyes followed his hand as it reached down and unsheathed a knife at his side. With two fingers, he pulled Mark’s ear away from his head and hovered the blade in the crevice of skin.

      “Put. Your. Fucking. Guns. Down,” Cade commanded.

      He’s going to kill him anyways. Then he’ll kill both of you. Don’t do it.

      You can’t let Mark die. Maybe he won’t hurt him. Put it down.

      Before she even had a chance to decide, they heard the floor creak behind them, and then it was too late. The sharp, immediate pain at the back of their heads came and went, and the next thing Haven felt was a hard slap across the face.

      She lifted her head groggily. Unable to feel her fingers, Haven glared in confusion at her hands, gradually coming to the realization that she was tied to a chair, so tightly that her extremities were numb. She looked around, slowly coming to her senses, and saw Houston beside her, still unconscious, his chin resting on his chest. She writhed desperately in her chair in an attempt to free herself to get to him.

      “You know, initially I just wanted to kill you,” Cade told her, coming to stand only a few feet in front of her.

      “Terrible things happened to me in prison, unthinkable things, all because of you.”

      “That was nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you,” she threatened.

      “Good luck,” he retorted.

      “You tried to rape me, you asshole. You’re a predator who needed to be put behind bars. You got everything you deserved.”

      He fixed his steely gray eyes on her. “When I got out of prison, I was blinded by my desire to get revenge. I couldn’t think of anything else.” He held out his knife, and Haven flinched, pressing her back as far as she could into the chair. “Then the outbreak happened, and all of a sudden, there was no one to stop me from hurting you. But killing you was too easy, too fast.” He picked at his nails with the blade, digging out a bit of dirt from beneath them. “And one day, the perfect idea fell right into my lap when your sister wandered into our territory. Maybe you’d call it divine intervention.”

      Haven’s face fell, and her flushed cheeks blanched. She stopped struggling against her restraints, the images of Faith’s last moments worming their way into her brain once more.

      “You know,” he began, “as puny as she looked, no matter how many times I hit her or how many rounds my men got with her, she never told us where you were. I mean,” he added, chuckling, “I even knocked her teeth out, and she still wouldn’t say anything.” Cade shifted his gaze to Haven. “I hope you can rest easy knowing that.”

      She lunged at him from her chair, but only succeeded in falling over and landing roughly on her side. She didn’t feel the pain radiating up her hip, nor did the large welt on the back of her head cause her any further discomfort. Anger birthed a surge of adrenaline rushing through her veins, and like a great white shark focused on an escaping seal, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Cade.

      “But now, you’re just a small puzzle piece in a bigger picture. You see, things always turn out in my favor. I get you, and even better,” he said, waving his hands around appreciatively, “I get this train. This thing is survival. It’s power. And now it’s mine.”

      “We’re almost to D.C., and then it’ll be Philly and New York. You’ll run out of fuel, and you’ll be forced to go into a city that’s crawling with zombies. You’ll never make it.” For the first time since confronting Cade, she felt a measure of satisfaction knowing his plan to use the train would fail as long as they continued north.

      Her optimism slowly faded when Cade shrugged. “I’ve been through worse. The cities don’t scare me.”

      He held the blade out, edging closer and closer to her. A couple of passengers protested, begging him to let her go.

      Cade paused mid-step, glanced over his shoulder, then with one nod to the two men flanking him, the passengers who spoke up were lifted under their armpits, dragged across the car, and tossed out the open door.

      Everyone froze in shock. Cade’s men stood there, seemingly daring anyone else to open their mouths and suffer the lethal consequences.

      Haven looked Cade squarely in the eyes. Even if he did his worst, she wasn’t going down like a sniveling coward. She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.

      Just when she thought he was going to stab her, at the last second, he turned and plunged the blade into Houston’s side instead.

      Houston gasped and opened his eyes, staring in horror as Cade withdrew the knife.

      Haven screamed and started crying, fiercely fighting her restraints.

      Cade pulled Houston’s hair and tilted his head back, exposing his throat.

      He raised his hand, the knife poised and ready to slice into Houston’s neck, when he heard a shot go off, and Camacho, who was right beside him, unexpectedly toppled forward and landed on the floor.

      In unison, everyone looked up to see Brett sprinting toward the guards at the other end of the car. They simultaneously lifted their rifles to shoot him, but they were seconds too late.

      Haven shrieked at him, terrified he was going to die in front of her, and she tugged at the zip ties so hard they caused the flesh on her wrists to tear and curl up around the plastic restraints.

      Brett had already known what needed to happen. Johnny B. gave his life for him; Brett had to make sure the Marine’s death meant something. Now it was his turn. He would save them. With outstretched arms, Brett collided with two of the guards, grabbed each one by their bulletproof vests and was suddenly swept away, disappearing outside.

      Haven screamed, tears pouring down her face. She cried Brett’s name, waiting for him to show up again, refusing to believe he was gone.

      The distraction was exactly what the passengers needed. Several of them jumped up and attacked Cade’s remaining men, using anything they could find to bludgeon and overwhelm them.

      It was pure pandemonium, a sudden eruption of mayhem and shouting and gunfire.

      Stewart feebly extended his pistol, his eyes darting around as everything unraveled. He began to retreat, backpedaling cautiously to the rear of the car, when he tripped. Crazed, harried footsteps rushed around him, and then he felt a heavy shoe land on his abdomen, and he wondered if one of his organs had ruptured from the impact. Before he had time to contemplate it further, another shoe crunched across his rib cage, and when his ribs cracked, his eyes bulged in agony.

      Stewart tried to roll to the side, but people were running everywhere, frenetic, focused on surviving by any means necessary, and gravely injuring him in the process. He turned just in time to see the shadow of a shoe closing in, the shoe stomping down hard on his face. He howled, the bones in his nose, cheek, and jaw caving. Another shoe crashed into the same gaping wounds on his face, and this time, it was a little harder to open his mouth, his screams a bit more muffled.

      A passenger and a guard collided into Cade as they brawled, and Cade fell forward, losing his grip on the knife. It clattered to the floor, away from him.

      Haven was still sobbing when she felt small hands at the zip ties around her ankles, cutting her free.

      She looked down, her vision clouded from her tears, and saw Mark.

      He was crying, too, even as he carefully placed Cade’s knife under the zip ties on her wrists and snapped them, releasing her.

      His eyes widened, and Haven jumped up and turned around, seeing Cade coming for her like a bull charging a matador.

      “Run, Mark!” she yelled, just as Cade’s hands wrapped around her throat.

      His eyes were bloodshot and wild as they bore into hers, and his fingers clutching her neck squeezed around her windpipe.

      Wheezing and trying to pry his hands off of her, she swung out with her feet, kicking at his legs, but as he tightened his grip on her throat, a wave of panic crashed over her.

      Maybe she couldn’t beat him.

      Maybe this was it.

      She heard Houston scream her name, helpless, still tied in his chair.

      Her body twitched, desperate to help him, to save them all, but black spots began to obstruct her vision, and she felt her strength fading, slipping away.

      It couldn’t end this way.

      Not after what he had done to her sister.

      Her eyes began to swell, her face red and veiny.

      Don’t give up.

      Don’t give up.

      The darkness crept forward, unyielding, hunting her relentlessly, wanting to swallow her whole.

      “Goodbye, Haven,” Cade said through gritted teeth, and his fingertips tensed as though he might crush her windpipe altogether.

      No.

      Not today.

      Then his expression changed, from burning hatred to one of shock. He dropped her and whirled around, the handle of a knife protruding from his back.

      He didn’t expect Mark to be standing there, his hands trembling as he slowly backed away.

      “‘Not fast enough,’” Mark told him, and Cade remembered once saying those same words to the boy in Haven’s cabin.

      Cade was seething, his chest heaving, seemingly unaffected by the knife wound.

      He reached out to grab Mark, but not before Haven yanked the knife from his back.

      She grasped his shoulder and spun him back to her, sinking the knife into his belly until it disappeared completely.

      Her eyes gleamed brightly with rage, never leaving his as she twisted her hand and grunted, sliding the blade up to his rib cage.

      “This is for my sister,” she whispered.

      Cade gasped as blood spurted from his mouth. Unblinking, he stared at Haven, and his mouth almost formed a smile, until she jabbed the blade further inside of him with enough force that he stumbled to the edge of the car, his hands clutching his stomach as blood flowed between his fingers.

      For the first time, she saw nothing but fear in Cade’s gray, emotionless eyes.

      “Goodbye, Cade,” she whispered, and as images of Faith and Brett flashed before her, she gave one final heave and shoved Cade off the train.

      Then she fell to her knees.

      “He’s gone,” she repeated over and over again, holding out her bloodstained hands.

      “Haven!” Mark shouted. He was standing beside Houston, trying to pull him out of the zip ties without success.

      Snapping out of her trance, she got up and ran to them and dropped down in front of Houston. Working quickly, she cut his restraints and ripped off her scarf, pressing it firmly against his wound.

      “I’m sorry, Haven.” Houston’s eyelids fluttered wearily, and he fought to stay awake. “You’ve got to stop the train… D.C.,” he managed weakly.

      “Sshh,” she urged him. “Don’t talk.”

      She lifted him and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. Mark got on the other side and did his best to support him, too.

      “Where’s Tucker?” she asked Mark, hobbling over dead bodies as they made their way to the next car.

      “I don’t know,” Mark replied nervously, disappointed with himself for feeling so afraid.

      Haven didn’t think Cade would be stupid enough to kill Tucker, considering he was the only one who knew how to operate the train, but something was wrong. Tucker should have already stopped the train from continuing north toward what could only be an infested, overrun city.

      She helped Houston cross over the walkway between the last car and the locomotive, still holding the scarf to his stomach. He winced and shut his eyes in pain with every step they took.

      When Mark opened the door to the locomotive, they found Tucker hunched over the control panel.

      “Tucker! Stop the train!” Haven shouted at him.

      He turned to her briefly then went back to working on the controls, sweat beading his forehead, his breath ragged as he fidgeted with buttons and levers, most of them singed and seemingly beyond repair.

      “It’s ruined. The failsafe is shot to hell. I can’t stop it.”

      She leaned Houston against the rear wall and crouched down to help him. “What can I do?”

      “Here,” Tucker instructed her, handing her the loose ends of colorful wires. “Tie these together and then stick them back in this box.”

      Haven did everything Tucker told her with surprising efficiency given the fact that within minutes, they’d be rolling into D.C. and likely never leaving it again.

      “Guys,” Mark squeaked, his voice sounding oddly high-pitched. “Guys,” he repeated more insistently when they ignored him.

      Houston was the first to look up, tiredly lifting his head from his chest.

      “God, no,” he murmured.

      Haven turned to him questioningly, then rose to her feet so she could look out the front of the locomotive.

      Tucker joined her and slowly took off his baseball cap, cradling it to his chest.

      The setting sun shimmered over the cityscape of D.C. But it wasn’t the Washington Monument, a spindly skeleton of what it once was, or the charred dome of the Capitol still visible across the Potomac River, that made them catch their breaths.

      Up ahead, the twisted, mangled wreckage of a downed Boeing 737 lay haphazardly across the tracks.

      Tucker quickly grabbed Mark and Haven and ushered them to the entrance of the locomotive.

      “Run,” he said simply.

      Wordlessly, she and Mark reached for Houston and scrambled out of the locomotive.

      They made it to the storage car, and Haven stopped, knowing they didn’t have time to go any further. She pressed Mark into a corner filled with blankets and clothing and padded it around him as much as she could.

      Just as she went back to Houston, she heard the horrific sound of metal upon metal, felt the collision with the plane reverberate down each car.

      She looked at Houston with desperation in her eyes, and he smiled at her one last time before pulling her toward him and protectively enveloping her in his embrace.
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        * * *

      

      Colin and Kennedy leaned down, resting their hands on their knees as they struggled to catch their breaths.

      The train had been out of sight for a while now, but they hadn’t stopped running since they left the truck.

      And they would keep running until they found it, as long as it took.

      Those people were all she had left. She couldn’t fail them like she failed her brother and his family. Like she failed Grady and Jackson and Johnny B.

      She had a strong suspicion when she’d heard the train horn that something was terribly wrong. Tucker didn’t use the horn because it drew zombies in droves from miles around, making it almost impossible for Team Bravo to thin the hordes when they reached the train. And the moment she saw the train snake away from the Fredericksburg station, she knew it was a grave emergency. Tucker would never have abandoned them while they were on a supply run.

      Someone had taken her train, and there was absolutely nothing that would stop her from getting it back.

      Colin looked up and stared into the distance, lines of sweat trailing down his brow and over his jaw.

      “What do you think happened?” he asked her.

      She glowered. “My guess, people like the ones we met inside that tunnel, the ones who set the car on the tracks so we’d move it… people like that stole it.”

      “You think they knew we were coming?”

      She shook her head. “How could they have? This is the first time we’ve gone this far.”

      He seemed troubled. “And they’re going closer to D.C. That’s…” His voice trailed off.

      Kennedy followed his gaze, and even though she’d thought it impossible to feel any worse today, she was instantly flooded with disappointment, knowing Colin was worried about her.

      “I’m sure Haven is okay and made it off the train,” she said finally.

      He turned his head and looked at her in confusion. “I hope she’s okay, too. I hope all of them are.”

      She nodded, and even though her cheeks were already burned from hours in the sun and from running and climbing and barely escaping, they reddened as he regarded her thoughtfully.

      “She’s probably halfway to West Virginia by now,” she added, struggling to fill the uncomfortable silence. “She’s a tough girl.”

      Geez, Ken. You sound like an idiot, she thought to herself. You commanded dozens of men and women in the Marines. Don’t act like a jealous schoolgirl.

      He straightened, his breathing back to normal. “That she is.”

      His green eyes studied her intensely, and she realized he was getting closer.

      “Why are you talking about Haven?”

      He was only inches from her now.

      She looked at her boots. “I know you want her to be okay,” she stammered. “I know you still…” Fumbling, she stepped away. “I’m sorry, it’s just that everything I lost today… it reminds me of when I lost my family, and I…”

      He caught her by the arm and pulled her close. “You don’t have to apologize. You’re not alone, Red.”

      “My brother used to call me that,” she whispered, her body trembling and electric all at once. “I miss him so, so much.”

      Colin embraced her tightly, the heat from his body melting with hers. “I know you do.”

      For the briefest moment, Kennedy forgot that her train was speeding further and further away from them, that they had lost everyone they’d ever loved, that they were trapped in a world of the undead, that everything was crumbling around them.

      Their eyes met, and then his fingers tangled in her hair, wrapping around the back of her head, bringing her closer and closer.

      BOOM!

      A cataclysm of fire exploded ahead of them, a spire of flames and smoke billowing up to the sky.

      Kennedy and Colin jumped apart, startled and bewildered.

      They stared at one another with wide, fearful eyes, each of them knowing the same thing without having to say it.

      The train.
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      Dirty, bloody hands, hands that orchestrated chaos and suffering and death...

      Groping hands moved ever so slightly through the dirt and snow and rotting leaves. They strained toward the heavens, struggling to find purchase to set the body free.

      The explosion had stirred him from his unconscious state, and now Cade gasped as he crawled over the train tracks. His legs were bleeding profusely, battered and broken from his fall, and a small portion of his intestines had popped through his stomach from where Haven had cut him open.

      But he was alive.

      He staggered to his feet, but immediately lost his footing, tumbling down the side of a hill until he flopped into a river with a loud splash.

      He sucked in air as he rose to the surface, thrashing about in the frigid water, thinking each breath would be his last.

      Not today.

      She’d thought she had killed him, yet in the end he had been the one to emerge triumphant.

      Cade grunted as he struggled to steady himself in the fast-moving water swirling about him. When his shoes were firmly planted in the sloshy river bottom, he glanced at the smoke-filled sky further down the tracks.

      “You stupid bitch,” he chuckled. “Bet you didn’t see that coming.”

      Cade swung his arms out in front of him, slicing through the churning water, his steps a bit more hurried and eager, until he reached the sloped sides of the riverbank. Standing on his tiptoes without losing his balance, Cade attempted to get a sense of his surroundings.

      His eyes widened, and he craned his head slightly. The corners of his lips curved upward into a smile.

      There was a town below.

      Life.

      He knew what he would do within seconds. He didn’t need to think it over or come up with some grandiose plan. He’d been doing shit like this his whole life, and it was second-nature to him. He would infiltrate this town, slowly gain support, and force the people to give him whatever he wanted from this God-forsaken wasteland. When he was done with them, he’d move on.

      He was a warrior. A survivor. A king. A god.

      And no matter what the situation, he was confident of one thing. He would always come out on top. He would always be victorious.

      His fingertips dug into the steep, mushy edge of the riverbank, pleased with himself that he’d been able to accomplish something he had obsessed over for years. Haven and everyone she cared about were now dead. He would have preferred to have the train, but—

      Excruciating pain tore through his calf.

      He gasped and turned around.

      No…

      White, bony hands grabbed at his pants. The fabric on one pant leg was torn, and from that tear, a little crimson circle began to ripple out in the water. Rage coursed through him, and he slammed his fist down over and over again until the hands let go of him.

      He screamed viciously, spittle frothing at his lips. He looked down at his leg as the icy water lapped against it.

      Shit. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

      Cade felt around for his knife.

      Maybe he could cut it off below the knee.

      Something bobbed ahead of him in the water, momentarily distracting him. Were those chunks of frozen ice floating his way?

      He halted when he saw the dark blobs rise from the surface. The moonlight cut through the trees at the perfect moment to reveal two grotesque faces, stringy locks plastered wetly to their skulls, lips pulled back against pale, mushy flesh. They seemed to grin at him evilly, teeth black and jagged as they waded to him, their necks, chests, stomachs, and hips languidly rising out of the water.

      Cade scrambled for the riverbank, stumbling in the mud as his legs refused to cooperate, his head rotating frantically to find the undead predators.

      When his fingers touched grass at the side of the river, his heart surged with hope.

      That hope was quickly dashed when he felt bony fingers grab at his calves and ankles, pulling him backward, sharp teeth and what could only be slimy, greedy tongues against his flesh.

      He screamed, desperately trying to escape, but they continued dragging him deeper and deeper, his screams becoming garbled as he choked on the water that flooded his mouth and lungs.

      His fingers were still clawing for the riverbank when his head dipped below the surface, never to emerge again.

      The zombies munched on his water-logged body for hours until finally allowing his white, gleaming skeleton to sink below to its watery grave.
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        * * *

      

      Branches snapped nearby.

      His eyelids fluttered, and through the slits in his eyes, he saw twinkling silver stars sprinkled across a deep indigo-blue sky.

      His nostrils flared, and he frowned with distaste, the acrid smell of smoke filling his lungs.

      There was something else though.

      Heavy, dragging footsteps shuffled through the mess of dried leaves and twigs and mud.

      They were getting closer.

      His fingers twitched ever so slightly from where he lay in the ditch along the tracks. His body felt broken, but he somehow managed to turn his head.

      The two corpses beside him had cushioned his fall, and they now lay in unnatural positions, their faces blankly staring up at the night sky with eyes that had clouded over.

      He looked past them and saw several silhouettes cresting the gentle slope near the tracks. Their gaits were sloppy as they staggered down the ditch toward him.

      His mind told him to reach for his pistol, but his arm was broken and refused to budge.

      Maybe he could hide beneath the corpses of the two men next to him, disguise himself, hope the newcomers wouldn’t sense his presence.

      But it was too late. They knew he was there. They’d seen him writhing in pain; they smelled him, his sweat, the fact that his heart still pumped fresh blood to every organ in his body, keeping his skin from rotting like theirs.

      One of them slipped and tumbled down the ravine, landing dangerously close.

      He tried to crawl away from it, but his arms were useless, and he was forced to scramble backward, inch by inch.

      It wouldn’t be fast enough by the time this one dragged itself to him, before the other ones scurried over to join their undead friend. And even though the zombie was badly decomposing, its appendages were still working better than his at the moment, driven toward him by a burning desire to feed.

      Just as it reached him, clawed fingers grasping his boots, a shot rang out, and the creature’s head drooped against the mud, face half-concealed as it sank further into the soft earth.

      Muzzle flash lit up the darkness.

      He heard footsteps rushing toward him, and he wondered if it was more of the zombies.

      If so, he was doomed.

      He closed his eyes and leaned back, exhausted.

      “Brett?”

      “Brett!”

      This couldn’t be real.

      He had to be dead.

      Struggling to open his eyes again, he saw flickers of red hair. He heard a familiar, booming accent.

      “Brett! Can you hear me?” a woman shouted at him. He felt fingers and hands prodding his body.

      “Hey, buddy. It’s me. Do you know who I am?” a man with a thick Scottish accent asked him.

      Brett nodded, so overjoyed that he smiled and cried at the same time, the gashes on his face stinging as his salty tears ran over them.

      “Colin,” he whispered.

      He heard excited exclamations between them.

      Then Kennedy’s voice, strong and resolute and determined as always.

      “There will be other survivors. We have to find them.”
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