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CHAPTER ONE
I’D NEVER SCREAMED SO LOUDLY in my life.
I ran toward Ashley, but Pike wrapped his arms around my chest and pulled me back. “Let me go!” I screamed as I fought against his grasp, but he was too strong.
“Miles!” he shouted. “Stop! It’s too late, she’s gone! They’re coming for us next!”
I knew he was right, but still, I felt like I had to do something. I watched as Ashley bled out on the ground, her eyes wide with a bullet hole between them.
She was dead, killed by the ruthless gang called the Roves.
John joined Pike, and together, they were able to turn me around. Tears flowed from my eyes, and I found it hard to stand. But I knew I had to. Ashley stepping out into the open was what got her killed, and now that they knew we were here, it wouldn’t be long until they came after us. I couldn’t hold them back. We had to go.
I found the strength to stand, and we started running. One foot after the other, down the abandoned alleyway. 
Pike, the leader of our group, led the way, while John took up the rear, making sure I didn’t fall behind. Up ahead, Pike jumped over a trash can that had fallen over, blocking the path. I did as well, but behind me I heard John trip and fall.
I turned around and ran back to him, helping him up.
A bullet ricocheted off the wall right behind me, and I ducked down.
“Come on, they’re onto us!” I shouted as I pulled John up.
Fueled by adrenaline, we ran as fast as we could. Another gunshot whistled past my ear, and I somehow found it in me to run even faster. 
Pike turned a corner up ahead, and so did I. We were catching up to him. 
I looked behind us, and the Roves had yet to turn the corner. For a few moments, we were safe. But that didn’t mean we ran any slower.
Pike exited the alleyway and turned right. I was nervous about being out in the open, but we had no choice. We had to get back to our truck if we wanted to make it out alive.
John and I exited the alleyway and turned right. Pike stuck close to the walls of the buildings, and we did the same. I even ducked down a bit, trying to stay as small as possible. 
We ran along the sidewalk of the shell of the once-great city of Dallas. My gun kept hitting my side and my backpack bounced around, but I tried to pay it no attention. I was only focused on escaping with my life. 
Pike left the small amount of protection that being up against the buildings provided, and darted across the street. John and I followed suit. I was so focused on getting across the street as fast as I could, I stopped breathing for a few seconds. I focused on the sounds of our footsteps hitting the ground, echoing around the silent street.
Until I heard more gunfire.
The Roves finally had us back in their sights. Bullets bounced off cars around us, but we were far enough away that accuracy was impossible. 
I made it into the alleyway, thankful to have lost them for a little bit longer. Up ahead I could see the open back doors of our van. Julia had it running and waiting for us.
Pike reached it, but instead of getting in, he turned around and pointed his guns at us. For a spilt second I panicked (well, panicked even more), until I realized he was actually aiming behind us.
“Hurry up!” he shouted.
No shit, I thought.
I reached the van, and slowed a bit. Still, I had to dive in. John dove in behind me, and Pike climbed in behind us. He shut the doors, and shouted at Julia. “Go! Go! Go!”
The tires peeled out, and the van shot off.
I didn’t get up from the floor of the van. I just lay there, crying.

In the outdoor shower, I let the scalding-hot water run down my body, hoping that maybe it would wash the memory of Ashley dying out of my brain. All I could think about was her head snapping back, her beautiful dark-brown hair struggling to keep up. Her head hitting the ground and bouncing up, just once.
My stomach twisted and I began to heave. Nothing came out, though. After the third time I’d already thrown everything up. 
My throat felt like it was never going to recover. Not after the screaming, crying, and now vomiting. The pain was almost unbearable. 
I turned off the water and got out of the shower. I shivered as I dried off with a towel. I looked up at the sky, and it was dark and gloomy.
I slipped on my underwear, basketball shorts, and black shirt. I threw on my flip-flops, and walked back inside the bank that I called home. 
The Jefferson Memorial Bank had been my home for three years. 
Three years. That’s how fast the world had gone to shit.
I entered the bank, and warm air blasted my body. It felt so good. I placed my dirty clothes in a pile by the floor. Whoever was on clothes duty would come by and get them later.
I began walking to my room. People looked at me with a puzzled look on their faces as I walked by, trying to figure out why I looked so solemn. There hadn’t been an announcement yet, but there would be that night as we ate dinner. I was not looking forward to that at all. But at least I wasn’t going to have to tell anyone personally. Ashley was here on her own. Her brother had died in the mayhem at the beginning of all this. When the Genari came to Earth and accidentally destroyed life as we knew it.
Ashley’s parents died a long time ago, before all this, so it was just her. And to a certain extent, me. 
We were a thing at one time, but she hadn’t been the same since we rescued her from a Rove camp that had kidnapped her. They’d tortured her, made her a slave, and did unimaginable things to her. We got her out, though. We saved her. But she was just a shell of who she once was. And it killed me that I couldn’t do anything about it. I couldn’t blame her for changing, though. I mean, she’d been traumatized. No way you could come out of that unchanged. Still, it was a tough pill to swallow. Especially since she was never clear on why she didn’t want to date me anymore. She said she was in love with me, but that she couldn’t be with me. I thought that eventually I would be able to help make things better, but I never could.
I couldn’t help but think about what it would have been like if she’d never gotten kidnapped, and the thoughts rendered me completely and utterly distracted. I couldn’t think about anything else. But I was okay with that, because it got the image of her dying out of my head, even if it was just for a little while.





CHAPTER TWO
THE NIGHT WAS cool and the stars bright, so the motley crew of Jefferson Memorial Bank decided to eat outside around a bonfire. The sound of the zombies banging on the wooden fence was drowned out by everybody talking and laughing. There were still people keeping watch, of course, making sure the zombies never got too numerous, but other than that everybody congregated around the fire. They had yet to be told about Ashley.
There were around thirty people living in the bank. It was far enough outside of Dallas to be safe from most zombies, and the Roves. There were still a lot of zombies around, but most of them paid no attention to us, and if they did, they didn’t last very long.
I sat as close to the fire as I could bear, seeing how long I could sit there until the heat was too much. I looked around at all the faces. The citizens of Jefferson were a diverse bunch. There were people of all ages, shapes, and sizes. The oldest was Marcus. He just turned thirty-three, and generally kept to himself. When he first came to Jefferson, everyone was excited because we thought he could be our leader, since he was an adult and knew a lot more about surviving than our current leader. However, he mostly kept to himself and his writings.
The youngest was baby Kin. He was just over a year old, and was a bit of a shock. All the females in Jefferson were on birth control, thanks to a large enough stash that we found on a supply trip to last a lifetime. Plus, the males have to use condoms. It’s not that we’re anti-repopulating the Earth, it’s just that we don’t currently have the resources to sustain all the new additions we’d be having.
Yet despite our rules, there baby Kin was, wrapped in his mother Bethany’s arms.
I couldn’t help but smile at him. The innocence of a baby was beautiful. I tried to think of why, but as I was trying to figure it out, our leader, George, stood atop a chair and shouted. 
“Can I have your attention?” he asked—rhetorically, of course.
Everyone stopped their conversations, and turned toward him. His face glowed orange in the light of the fire, matching the color of his short ginger hair.
“This is a night of celebration and fellowship, but I’m afraid I have some bad news.” He paused while everyone waited with bated breath in complete silence. “While on a routine scouting mission, one of our best citizens, Ashley Finch, was killed by the Roves.”
I braced myself for a tidal wave of questions from the crowd, but was surprised when the announcement met with complete silence. Everyone was in total shock.
“Her death is a real blow to our community,” George continued. “Nevertheless, we will press on. We will not spend forever mourning her, because that is not what she would have wanted. She would have wanted us to celebrate her life, and move on. To not be held back by her passing, but to use the pain and sadness as strength, not weakness. Ashley will always be remembered. We will never forget.” George raised his glass. “To Ashley!” he shouted.
“To Ashley!” the crowd roared back.
I kicked at some dirt and returned my gaze to the fire. “To Ashley,” I said under my breath, my voice cracking. 
I got up from my seat and walked inside the bank. I was done with all the people. I just wanted some time to myself. I walked to my room, which consisted of just a bed, desk, and dresser. I collapsed onto my bed, and within moments, I was fast asleep.

The sound of someone banging on my door woke me from my sleep.
“What is it?” I said as I wiped the gunk from my eyes.
“It’s Andrew. I need your help up on the Wall. There’s a lot more zombies than usual tonight.”
My heart skipped a beat and my stomach turned. I always got nervous when it came to the zombies. Even though, technically speaking, they weren’t zombies. They behaved just like them, though. They were a side effect of the aliens, the Genari, coming and bringing the many virus’ with them. It was inadvertent, but one of theirs mutated with one of ours, and a supervirus was born, turning the infected into zombies.
Out of the frying pan into the fire, I guess.
I got out of bed, and since I was still dressed from the night before, I walked out.
Andrew’s young, round faced stood half a foot below mine. At sixteen, he was a year younger than me. He wasn’t nearly as muscled or adept as I, but he was just a Wall guard so he didn’t need to be.
“What’s the cause of the uptick in zombies?” I asked.
“Frank thinks it’s because of all the noise we made last night. It’s attracting them.”
I shrugged. “Makes sense.” We turned the corner and entered the Common Room. Tables were placed around the room, and at the front was a long line of them where food was usually served. 
At this time of night, the room was empty. Our footsteps echoed around as we made our way across.
“Are they using guns?” I asked.
“Yep,” Andrew said. “There’s enough of them out there that Frank decided it was necessary.”
I grinned. Usually the Wall guards used bow and arrows to keep the sound down, even though we had silencers for the guns. Plus, we didn’t want to waste ammunition. So instead of being worried about there being enough zombies to warrant guns like I should’ve been, I was excited at the thought of letting off steam and taking out my frustrations on some zombies.
We exited the commons through a small hallway at the back, and walked through the tall glass door that led outside.
A biting wind cut through what little clothing I had on, making me shiver. I rubbed my arms and my teeth began to chatter.
“There’s some jackets up on The Wall,” Andrew said.
I nodded. “Sweet.”
The bonfire had gone out, so it was almost pitch black out. The moon was covered by clouds, so if it wasn’t for the red glow of the lights up on The Wall, it would’ve been impossible to see.
Andrew and I walked toward The Wall, and climbed up the staircase. 
The Wall took us forever to build, but ever since we finished no zombie had ever gotten in. It surrounded the entirety of the bank, and had an eight-foot walkway that went all the way around it. We were on the backside of it, along with ten other people wearing night vision goggles and shooting down at the zombies.
I grabbed a pair of goggles hanging on the wall, along with an assault rifle and some clips. Everybody was gathered to my right, so I went a little bit to the left where it wasn’t so crowded.
The red spotlights that shined down made the zombies look extra creepy. I put the goggles over my head and turned them on. The dull red lights made everything bright and green, with the night vision easily lighting up the zombies. 
I got one of them in my sights. A lady, with most of her clothes torn off. Her leathered skin creased and wrinkled with every shuffling step she took. I squeezed the trigger, and her torso tore to pieces. It didn’t matter, though; only head shots counted with zombies. Frustrated with missing, I aimed in the direction of her head and sprayed. She stopped moving, indicating that my shot was true.
“Hey, try and conserve ammo!” Frank, the head of the Wall guard, shouted over at me.
I nodded my head, but other than that paid him no attention. I wasn’t some newbie guard, I knew what I was doing. 
I shot another zombie, this time trying to be more accurate. They were still coming, though, no matter how many we took down. The line of cars that we had set up slowed them down a bit, but some still got over. Those who did would only make it a few steps before falling into a shallow pit that we had just begun to dig. We hadn’t gotten it deep enough yet, because they easily climbed out of it. If any of them made it past, they would make it to the Wall. A good amount of zombies had done this, but they were taken out before they became too much of an issue. The Wall was sturdy, but if enough of them pushed on it, there was a chance of it falling down.
I took out a zombie that had crawled under one of the cars, and its body fell to the ground in a jumbled heap.
“Holy shit, there’s a lot of them,” Andrew said as he walked up beside me to help out.
“Sure is,” I said as I shot another zombie that almost made it to the pit.
“There’s a solid stream of them coming,” Andrew said between shooting. “We’re gonna run low on ammo if we have to keep this up.”
I gritted my teeth and shot another one. Unlike Andrew, I wasn’t too worried about ammo. We lived in Texas, so one of the first things we did when we set up this camp was raid every gun store we could find. Our ammo stockpile was enormous, and was the envy of other surrounding camps. They weren’t too much of a problem, though.
“It’ll be okay, Andrew,” I told him as I stopped to put a new clip of bullets into my gun. “The only thing we have to worry about is getting bored.” I smiled at him and patted him on the shoulder.
Andrew nodded his head and smiled. “How about whoever kills ten zombies the fastest wins?”
“Wins what?”
Andrew shrugged. “Bragging rights?”
I scoffed. “Bragging rights? Fine. Just this once. Next time though, we’re betting something.”
“Okay, this is just a practice round, then.”
I put out my hand and Andrew shook it. “Deal. Winner gets bragging rights.”
I turned, and acquired my first target. Rejuvenated with the desire to win, I took the zombie out with precision and ease. However, when I moved to my next target, that’s when everything changed forever.
It was a Xenomortis. A creature I thought to be extinct, but there it came, charging at the wall of cars with the force of a freight train.
I trained my gun at its head, and pulled the trigger. The others on The Wall did the same, and a flurry of bullets hit the alien creature. It had little to no effect. The hard, lizard-like skin of the alien zombie acted like the world’s best bullet-proof vest. Bullets ricocheted off it, hitting the human zombies around it. 
The Xenomortis hit the cars and sent them and some zombies flying. I unleashed another volley of bullets into it, and they began to make a difference. The Xenomortis stumbled, but stayed upright. Its vacant lizard eyes were fixed on one thing: destroying The Wall.
It was almost to the pit when I got my idea. “Aim for the feet!” I shouted. Before anyone could ask why, I told them. “The bullets will ricochet up!”
Everybody knew what I was talking about. The quickest way to kill a Xenomortis is by shooting up underneath its head, into its soft spot underneath the jaw.
A relentless wall of bullets shot toward the Xenomortis’s feet. It stumbled, almost falling, but then someone’s shot hit just right, and the head of the Xenomortis exploded. 
I shouted for joy, but my celebration was too early. The now dead Xenomortis was just a few feet from The Wall, and still had a lot of forward momentum. The Xenomortis slammed into The Wall beneath me, causing the section I was standing on to collapse. I flailed in the air, trying to grab on to something, but it was futile. I slammed onto a piece of wood, knocking myself out.





CHAPTER THREE
MY EYES OPENED, and all I could see was white. I rubbed them, and they began to adjust to the light. I touched my forehead, and could feel some blood seeping through the gauze wrapped around it.
I tried sitting up, but saw black spots and almost passed out. I lay back down, and that’s when Rachel appeared by my side.
“How’re you feeling, Miles?” she asked with a faint smile. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and bags were under her eyes from a lack of sleep. “And if you say ‘like part of The Wall fell down on me,’ I will seriously punch you.”
I tried to laugh, but it was painful. “Well then, I’ll just let you guess how I feel.” 
Rachel smiled again and motioned for me to sit up. “Come on, try sitting up slowly. I’ve got some food for you to eat, then we need to change that bandage.”
I tried, and while I still felt lightheaded, I was able to sit up. Rachel reached down beside my bed, and pulled a lever that raised the back of the bed, allowing me to lean back against it while still sitting.
“So what happened?” I asked her as she turned to grab some food off a table.
“The Xenomortis caused the part of The Wall that you and Andrew were standing on to collapse. You lost consciousness when you hit, as did Andrew. He’s fine, before you ask. Just a little beat up.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. Rachel sat the tray that held a bowl of oatmeal and a glass of water on my lap, and I began eating it. “What about all the zombies? None of them got in, did they?”
Rachel slowly nodded as she looked away. “They did. I’m not sure what all happened, but Pike was out there and he saw what-all happened. He’ll explain everything to you.”
My stomach twisted and I wasn’t very hungry anymore. “Is everyone okay?”
Rachel nodded again. “No one died, but they did a lot of damage, and the zombies are still coming. They’re killing a handful every hour.”
For us, that was a lot. Our camp was in a relatively small town that had been pretty much cleared out by the time the virus was unleashed, so there weren’t that many zombies around. We had to kill maybe five or six a day, but a handful an hour? That was unheard of.
“Hurry up and eat,” Rachel said. “I’m not letting anyone in here until you do.”
I wolfed down the oatmeal and gulped down the water. I felt energized and ready to go. “I’m finished!” I shouted out the open door. Rachel came in from her office and took my tray away.
“Alright, I’ll bring Pike in, but I’m going to be changing your bandage while he talks.”
I nodded. “Yeah, okay, that’s fine.”
She exited out the room once more, and in came Pike.
Pike’s long black hair was unusually disheveled, and his face dirty. Still, he smiled when he saw me. “How you feeling, man?”
“Like part of The Wall fell on me,” I said, giving a sideways glance to Rachel, who rolled her eyes.
“I hear ya. Listen, I know you’re not feeling too good right now, but we could really use you.”
Rachel began unwrapping my bandage, and I winced in pain as the gauze stuck to my oozing wound. “Yeah, this is nothing major. I can help.”
“Okay, good. Me, you, John, and Julia are going to go scout out where we can find some supplies to begin rebuilding part of The Wall. We’re planning on leaving later today.”
The fact that Rachel wasn’t protesting made me worried. She knew that they needed all the help they could get. 
“What’s going on out there?” I asked.
Pike sighed and shook his head. “Things got insane after you went out. It was just a wall of zombies, but thankfully we were able to keep them contained. Some of them got onto the grounds, but none of them made it into the bank. There’s only a few coming every hour or so, so it’s not bad. We just need to get The Wall back up as soon as possible. They’re already clearing the debris so we can start once we have the supplies, and they’re working double time getting the trench dug deep. There’s just a lot of zombie corpses in there that we have to clean out.
“Truth is, if we have another night like last night…” Pike didn’t even have to finish.
Rachel began wrapping new gauze around my head, and the fresh, tight, clean bandage felt amazing.
“What about the Xenomortis?” I asked.
“I don’t know where the hell that thing came from. I’ve never even seen one in person!”
I nodded. “Yeah, they’re mostly up around the Northeast, where most of the Xenos were.”
“I wonder what one was doing all the way down here, then?” 
I shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe there were some in Dallas and it finally found its way out. I’ve actually seen a couple of them before, back at the beginning, but it’s been years since I’ve seen another. I figured they were mostly dead or gone somewhere else.”
Pike stood there, thinking. He was clearly shaken, which worried me. If he was going to lead our squad, he needed to have nerves of steel. Then again, we were talking about Xenomortises here, creatures a hundred times worse than a regular zombie. 
“Okay, well, I should go. The Board is having an impromptu Q&A in about thirty. After that, we’ll leave.”
I nodded my head. “Sounds good. I’ll be there.”
Pike smiled and exited the room.
“I’m guessing you’re going to the Q&A?” Rachel asked me as she packed up the bandages.
“I have to,” I said as I swung my feet off the bed. “I’m one of the founders, I can’t look weak now.”
“Well, it doesn’t change the fact that you are, so try taking it easy, alright?”
“I’ll try, Rachel, but I doubt things are going to get easy just yet.”





CHAPTER FOUR
I WALKED INTO COMMON ROOM, where the Q&A was to take place. In front, there were seven chairs lined up. Just seven. At the beginning there were fifteen, and just a few days ago, eight. But now with Ashley’s death, her chair was removed. As I walked to the front, I fought back the emotions that began to come to me. The thought of serving on the board without Ashley was frightening. She was my shoulder to lean on. She always had my back. And now she was gone.
I sat down in my chair on the far right (left to the audience), and waited for it to start. I didn’t want to speak to anybody. I was just there for show. But then Daniel, a founder in his twenties, sat down next to me, and started talking.
“How’re you feeling, Miles?” he said, leaning in.
“A little beat up, but I’ll be fine.”
“You going out with Pike later?” He flashed a smile and ran his fingers through his bushy blond hair.
“Yeah,” I said giving him a dirty look. “Of course I am, that’s my squad.”
Daniel held up his hands and leaned back. “Hey, man, no need to get defensive.”
I felt guilty and gritted my teeth. I hated snapping at Daniel like that, but I didn’t say anything about it. I couldn’t apologize for every little thing.
Daniel didn’t say anything else. He started talking to Rachel whenever she came and sat down on his other side. It was fine with me; I just sat there and listened.
“Have you talked to George?” Daniel asked Rachel.
“No, I’ve been busy keeping an eye on Miles and Andrew. Plus Lisa has the flu, so my hands have been full.”
“Doesn’t sound like a lot,” Daniel teased.
Rachel hit him on his arm. “Shut up, asshole. Let’s see you try.”
Daniel grabbed Rachel’s hand and smiled. “I’m just messing with you, babe.”
Rachel smiled at him, and kissed him on the forehead.
I stopped paying attention to them, jealousy filling me. That could’ve been me and Ashley, but no. I had just talked to her about it before we left on the scouting trip that claimed her life.
“Why can’t we be together?” I had asked her. “Give me a clear answer, because I’m tired of guessing.”
She looked me straight in the eyes, unblinking, like she’d practiced this in the mirror a million times before. “Because it would just end in pain. Nothing lasts in this world anymore, not even death. I’m just trying to save us the heartache. 
Tears crept out of my eyes, no matter how hard I tried to keep them in. “You’re not the same, Ashley. You’re just not the same.”
And it was the truth. 
At least she’s in a better place, now, I thought. 
“Miles?” I heard someone shout, breaking me out of my daze. I looked around, and saw it was George. He was standing up from his seat in the middle, looking at me, his eyebrows raised. “Well?” he said.
I looked out and saw the crowd of people looking at me. The Q&A had already started, and I didn’t even notice. 
“Sorry,” I said. “What was it?”
George smiled, enthusiasm radiating from him. One of the reasons we chose him to be the leader. “It’s okay, buddy. I know you took a little knock to the head!”
The crowd chuckled, and I gave a fake laugh.
“I asked how long it would take to get The Wall repaired?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t taken a look at the damage. It shouldn’t take long, though, once we get the supplies. We’ll work day and night to get safety restored.”
“What about if another one of those Xenomortals comes?” Henry Jenkins, a chubby thirty-year-old asked.
“Xenomortises,” George corrected him. “And we’ll do what we did this time: kill it.”
“Yeah, because that worked out so well for us,” a woman said.
I rolled my eyes. You try killing one, I thought.
“These things aren’t easy to kill, but now that we have a better idea of how to do so, they shouldn’t be too difficult. If we ever even encounter one again! This is the first one we’ve seen in over a year, and that one was the first one we saw ever! These things are obviously rare around here. I doubt we’ll see another one for a long time, if ever.”
“But what about all the zombies? There’s a lot more than usual,” Gerry, one of our guards, asked.
George scoffed. “What about them? The number of zombies we see is always fluctuating. The number we’re seeing now isn’t a problem! We’re easily taking them out.”
“I wanna know more about the Xenomortises!” Tonya, one of the older adults, asked.
George sighed. “I’ll let Peter handle this one.” He turned to Peter, who sat next to Rachel. “Pete?”
Pete fixed his glasses as he stood. He was short and wasn’t very fit, but what he lacked in physicality he more than made up for in mental aptitude. “Well,” he began. “First of all, everyone knows where they come from, correct?”
Some people muttered no and shook their heads.
“Well, the Cliff Notes version is that basically the virus that turned humans into zombies, had the same but opposite effect on the Xenos.”
Everybody looked at him with blank faces.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Henry shouted.
Peter cleared his throat and searched the ceiling, as if the moldy tiles held the explanation he searched for. “The virus—or The Kane, as I like to call it—turns any dead person into a zombie. Slow moving, head shots only, dangerous in large group, etc. Typical zombie. However, for the Xenos, it had the opposite effect. It made them stronger, faster, caused their skin to become even harder. They’re still dead. Still, quote unquote, zombies. It’s just that they’re as powerful as a hundred human zombies combined.”
“But,” George interrupted before Peter horrified the crowd even more. “Most of the Xenos in America were in the Northeast. The Xenomortis that attacked us last night either walked for a really long time, or fled down here when the virus began to take over. But I assure you, they will not be a problem to us. Right now our main concern is getting The Wall back up.”
There were a few more questions, mostly about things like how guard duty was going to work now that they needed more people. But nothing too exciting. I just wanted to hurry up and get it over with so I could go out and search for supplies.
Finally, after another forty-five minutes, the meeting was over. 
“Everybody have a good day, and please, stay safe,” George said.
We all stood, and people began mingling and talking. I made a beeline for Pike.
“You ready?” he asked me.
I nodded my head. “Let’s go.”





CHAPTER FIVE
PIKE GRABBED MY SHOULDER. “I know things are getting crazy, but try and take it easy, alright?”
I shook his hand off. “Yeah alright,” I mumbled. I just wanted to focus on the mission, and Pike’s sympathy was distracting. 
I climbed out of the back of the van, Pike following behind me. John and Julia were already out, scanning the perimeter. 
“Thanks for joining us, Julia,” Pike said with a teasing smile.
Julia rolled her eyes. “Figured you could use the help. I’m not staying away from my van for long, though. No Rove better come around and steal it.”
Pike chuckled. “Don’t worry, we won’t be gone long. We’re just scouting. Another group will come later with trucks to get the supplies.”
“We should hurry,” I said cutting their talk short. “We need to get that Wall back up.”
John nodded. “Yeah so shut up, Julia.”
Julia punched him in the arm. “You shut up.”
“Ohhh, good one,” John teased.
“Hey!” Pike shouted. “Miles is right. Cut the shit, we gotta move.”
I looked at Pike and he gave me a slight nod. It felt good to know we were on the same page.
We began walking toward the hardware store. Jack, Pike, and myself all walked in unison. Julie lagged behind a bit, but that was to be expected. She almost never went out into the field. She stayed behind and waited in her van, because usually there were a group of Roves or zombies behind us, so the getaway had to be quick. But with us being so short-handed, we needed Julia. I just hoped we weren't going to need to make a quick getaway too.
We reached the doors of the hardware store. Julia and John swung them open, and Pike and I walked inside, guns raised, scanning the area for any hostiles. The high noon sun lit up most of the interior, but there were still long shadows causing everything to be covered in slight darkness. Our eyes began to adjust, and I heard Pike curse.
"Damn," he said under his breath.
Damn was right. There was nothing in the store except for some shelves that held nothing but a thick layer of dust.
"I don't know what I was expecting," Pike said as he turned to me. "But I was hoping there'd be something. Anything!"
Defeat began to sink in, and I cursed myself. I couldn't believe I was already letting this get to me. We had just taken two steps inside the door; we couldn't give up now. "We need to keep searching. We haven't even checked the yard in the back," I said.
"If there's nothing in here, there's definitely not going to be anything out there," John said.
"So we're not even going to look? Seriously?" I asked him, dumbfounded.
John shrugged. "I didn't say that, I was just saying. Don't get your hopes up."
I felt a bit of guilt hit me for snapping. I sighed. "Yeah, I know. Don't worry, my hopes definitely aren't up. Let's go take a look."
"Alright, let's move. Guns up and lights on; no telling what could be hiding in the shadows," Pike said.
We turned on the flashlights that were attached to the barrels of our guns. The four lights illuminated the room. You could see their beams because of all the dust in the space. The particles danced around the room, whisked around by the breeze that blew through the broken windows. We began walking toward the door in the back, scanning our guns back and across around the room as we went, checking for any signs of the living or the dead.
The store really had been picked dry. I was frankly a little surprised the shelves were still there, because everything else was gone. Even the tile floor had been stripped up. The possibility of there being any wood left in the yard was next to none. I tried not to think about it, to try and have hope, but I was finding that hard to do.
We almost made it to the back exit of the store before hearing a scuffling sound to our right. All four of us swiveled on our feet with precision, and aimed our guns down the empty aisle, the beams of our flashlights penetrating the dusty darkness. I instantly became aware of my heartbeat, how it began to increase in both speed and intensity. I loosened my left hand’s grip on the barrel of my assault rifle and got a better grip. I had a feeling I was going to need it.
I examined the aisle as far as I could see, but there was nothing. The dust danced with deceiving elegance. There was something hiding in the shadows; I knew it.
Just as I was about to take a step down the aisle to get a closer look, I saw them. A set of eyes reflecting like cats. Whatever the eyes belonged to was too far away for us to see the rest of the body. All we could see was the set of reflecting eyes staring at us, shrouded in dust and darkness.
“Is it a zombie?” John whispered.
“Zombie eyes don’t reflect like cats’ or dog eyes do,” I carefully whispered back. I tightened the grip on my gun.
“Well then, what the hell is it?”
The creature answered John’s question for us. It crawled toward us with lightning speed, a multitude of legs sprawling from its hardened body like the legs of a spider. Its shiny black body hugged the ground. The creature opened its mouth, revealing what looked to be dozens of thin, long, sharp teeth.
We were so taken aback, and then paralyzed by fear, that we forgot to fire our weapons. I shook myself out of it, though, and squeezed the trigger of my gun. The flash of the muzzle lit up the aisle as the bullets ripped through the creature with ease, sending bits of its body flying everywhere along with black blood.
The creature came sliding to a halt just a couple of feet away from us. Its body twitched, and I put a couple more bullets into it for good measure.
The four of us stood there for a few moments, just staring at the body, not saying a word. We were all thinking the same thing, though. Where the hell had this creature come from? We were too busy trying to figure out what the creature was that we weren’t asking ourselves the most important question: were there more?
And the answer was yes.





CHAPTER SIX
I TURNED AROUND, and one of the creatures launched itself from the shadows right on top of me. Both of us fell to the ground as I let out a startled scream. 
Before I even had the chance to try and fight it off me, its head exploded. I pushed it off me and jumped to my feet, gun at the ready.
Using the gun he’d just used to kill the creature, Pike shot two more to our right.
“Back to the van!” he shouted. I turned and ran toward the front of the store, the sunlight beckoning me in the far-off distance.
The light turned to darkness as a wave of these creatures came charging from the front of the store.
I didn’t have to say a thing. I turned around and ran toward the back of the store, Pike now leading the way.
I could almost feel the creatures behind me. The sound of their feet hitting the concrete floor sounded wet as it echoed around the room. It sounded like hundreds of feet, even though there weren’t hundreds of them. 
We reached the back of the store and barreled out the back door. I was the last one out, and slammed the door behind me. It was pointless, though. I looked over my shoulder, and the door exploded off its hinges as the creatures charged into day-lit back yard.
I couldn’t believe my eyes.
As soon as the ink-black creatures hit the daylight, their skin bubbled and acted like acid had just been dumped on them. They fell to the ground and writhed around, and a wet, guttural-sounding scream emitted from their mouths. They stopped screaming and then moving altogether, their skin continuing to bubble and pop, spewing rancid-smelling liquids into the air that continued to bubble as it hit the ground. 
The creatures still inside couldn’t stop their momentum, and they continued to spill outside to their deaths. The last remaining few managed to stay inside, out of the light.
The four of us stood side to side, our guns aimed at the store. The creatures stared at us from the doorway, their black beady eyes blending in with the rest of their wet, liquid-looking skin. They opened their mouths and let out a scream, their long white teeth a striking dichotomy from the pitch-blackness of the rest of their body.
I raised my gun and unloaded into the doorway, the three others following suit. The bullets ripped the creatures apart with ease. They fell to the ground in a black mess.
“Well, at least they’re easy to kill,” John said.
I looked at the bodies that made it outside into the sunlight. They were all almost completely pools of bubbling liquid. “The sun is disintegrating them,” I said.
“That’s correct,” a woman’s voice said from behind.
I swung around, bringing my gun up to my shoulder.
A woman and four others stood a few yards away, their guns already raised and pointing at us.
“Put your guns down,” she said. “You’re outnumbered.”
“By one,” Pike said. “I’ll take those odds.”
The woman smirked and fired a shot into Pike’s head. Blood splattered my body as his head snapped back and he slammed to the ground.
“Now it’s by two,” she said.





CHAPTER SEVEN
IT TOOK everything within me to not shoot the woman where she stood, but trying to keep my composure as I watched someone I looked up to as a mentor die right in front of me was taking all the energy I had. Plus, it surely would’ve gotten John and Julia killed.
“Now,” the woman said, “would you kindly put your guns down.”
The grip on my gun had never been tighter. I gritted my teeth so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised if they turned into dust. 
“Just let us take the body of our friend and we’ll go,” I said through my teeth.
“How many of you do I have to kill before you realize that I am not playing around?” she said, offended.
“Miles,” John whispered. “I think we should listen to her.”
I looked over at John and Julia. John kept his composure, but tears streaked down Julia’s dirty face as she fought for the strength to stand.
I lowered my gun. 
“Put them on the ground slowly,” a scrawny olive-skinned man to the woman’s right shouted at us. 
The three of us put them down. 
The men were on our guns like zombies to a corpse. They snatched them up almost before we were even able to stand back up straight.
Standing up was pointless, though. Some of the men kicked us behind our kneecaps, causing us to fall to our knees. They shoved their guns into our backs hard; I fought back to urge to groan in pain.
The woman walked over to me. She stood tall above my cowering body. “Where are you from? What camp do you belong to?” she asked.
I looked down, and my gaze met Pike’s empty, dead eyes. His body lay just inches away from mine. Rage coursed through my veins. I looked up at the woman and smirked. “Eat shit.”
She punched me in my face hard. I fell to the ground right next to Pike’s body, my face just inches away from his. The rage and despair filtered out the physical pain from the punch. I couldn’t believe I lost two of the people closest to me in the exact same way just days apart. I looked up, and just inches away from my head, was Pike’s gun. They didn’t think to take his.
It was decided. I wasn’t going to just lie there and give up when the people I loved were dying around me. I wasn’t about to let John and Julia become casualties either.
I looked over at the woman and her comrades. Their attention was on Julia, who was telling them everything. Now they really had to die. I couldn’t let them get to Jefferson Memorial, not when we were already weakened by the zombie attacks. Plus, who knew how many more of these people there were? If they were Roves, the answer was hundreds.
So why couldn’t I do it? They weren’t looking at me, and the gun was just an arm’s length away. I had the element of surprise on my side; I could easily kill all five of them in one swoop before any of them could even point a gun at me. Still, my stomach twisted at the thought. Killing zombies was easy. Killing people was another thing altogether. 
What if one of them is just as scared as I am? I thought. What if they don’t want to be here and are just following orders? What if one of them is somebody’s Ashley? Or Pike? 
“Take the girl. She’ll lead us to their camp. Kill the others,” the woman ordered her men.
I acted before I could think. I reached for Pike’s assault rifle and pulled it to me. I aimed at the olive-skinned man on the far left, and didn’t stop shooting until the last bullet left the gun’s magazine and shot through the woman who’d started this all. 
The gun clicked, signaling the need to reload, and I realized that I was screaming. I didn’t stop. I screamed and screamed. My throat felt like it was being torn apart. I fell back to the ground, looked into Pike’s dead eyes, and my screaming turned to sobbing.





CHAPTER EIGHT
I SAT in the back of the van, my head leaned up against the side wall. John and Julia sat up front. The sound of the car speeding down the road was the only sound to be heard.
The light outside grew faint as nighttime neared. Had circumstances been different, I’d be worried about spending another night keeping zombies away from our camp. I’d be worried about how we’d get the wall up in time, or whether or not the number of zombies attacking had increased. 
But all I could think about was why now? I’d survived the virus, I’d survived the early days of the apocalypse, I helped found Jefferson Memorial, and I was surrounded by people I loved and loved me back. So why now? Why was everything falling apart now?
My eyes bored into a dark corner in the roof of the van, as if it held the answers to my questions.
I guess I always knew my luck would run out eventually, but now that it was happening, I was scrambling. I always considered the possibility, but there’s a difference between knowing something is going to happen and being prepared for it. 
I definitely wasn’t prepared, and of the two people I knew I could go to for help, one’s body was lying at my feet, and the other’s body lay in an alley in the city.
My stomach twisted and I thought I’d throw up at the thought. An image of Ashley’s slain body in an alley conjured itself up in my mind. I washed it out as fast as I could. I didn’t have the mental strength to think about something like that.
My mind turned to the next most pressing thing that weighed on it, what the hell those creatures were. I’d never seen anything like them. In a world where zombies were normal, the fact that there was something weird terrified me. 
They were obviously alien, but they were unlike any I’d seen before. I remember seeing photos and videos online of the aliens before the virus destroyed everything. Their skin was a gray color and looked hard. Not quite the rocky and scaly skin that they had now as Xenomortises, but it still looked chiseled and rough. They definitely were not black creatures that died in sunlight. Were they creatures that the aliens kept a secret? A mutation of some alien animal? There was no way to be sure, but either way, I had a very bad feeling about them.
Why didn’t we see them when we first came into the store? I asked myself. The only explanation I could come up with was that they had somehow been stuck to the ceiling. Which made sense since they did look like they were halfway between a liquid and solid.
Great, I thought. Now we’re going to have to keep our eyes on the ceiling, too.
I closed my eyes and sighed. I didn’t think the day could get any worse.

We pulled up to Jefferson Memorial, and parked the van in the parking lot in between a giant Ford pickup and an SUV. Since the virus hit and wiped people out so quickly, there wasn’t enough time for people to ravage the supplies. That meant that once everything began to “settle” and different camps began to form, there was plenty of gas for us to stockpile.
However, I knew that one day it’d run out, a fact that lingered in my mind whenever we did something like use a half a tank of gas like we just did. 
“I’ll get Andrew; we’ll take Pike’s body to Rachel,” John said.
I nodded, thankful I wasn’t going to have to transport his body twice in one day. “Make sure he’s up for it,” I said. “He might still be woozy from The Wall collapsing last night.”
John nodded and muttered an okay.
Julia put her arm on my shoulder from behind, and moved in front of me. “Where are you going?” she asked.
I looked into her eyes, and I felt sorry for her. I could tell that what we just went through wasn’t easy on her in the least. She was used to keeping the car warm and running, not running for her life and having a gun pointed at her head.
“I have to tell George about Pike, then have an emergency Board meeting.”
She nodded and her eyes drifted to something behind me. I turned around to see what she was looking at.
Dirt flew in the air as people worked frantically to dig the ditch around the Bank deeper. They were working especially hard on the area around the collapsed part of The Wall.
“It’s getting dark soon,” Julia muttered.
I turned my attention to the setting sun. Another forty-five minutes and it’d be pitch black.
“Is it going to be another long night?” she asked.
I almost sighed but held it back. “We’ll see, Julia.” I offered her a slight smile. I began walking to the Bank, leaving Julia watching the sunset behind me. “We’ll see.”

I entered George’s room. He sat at his desk reading a book, and while normally I didn’t mind him—even considered him something of a friend—the fact that he was reading instead of out there helping prepare for the night irked me.
He turned to see who it was, and when he saw it was me, he smiled a toothy grin. His freckles pushed upwards toward his eyes that he pushed his ginger hair away from. “Please tell me you brought good news,” he said.
“Pike’s dead,” I said, injecting the two words with venom.
George’s demeanor faltered for a split second before returning to a more neutral expression. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Not Pike. He was one of our best.”
I nodded. “He was.”
“What happened?” George asked. He picked up his chair and turned it around to face me, trying his best not to bump the legs of it on the tiny walls. 
I walked to the edge of his bed and leaned against the mattress. “We encountered a group of people, and their leader just shot him. No warning, no nothing. Just bang.” My voice wavered, but I stayed strong. I wasn’t about to collapse right now, especially not in front of George. “They made us get on our knees, and started interrogating us about where our camp was. I was able to get Pike’s gun and kill them while they weren’t looking.”
George tried to hide his disappointment, but failed. “Damn,” he muttered under his breath. “You should’ve tried to keep one of them alive. We could’ve found out where they came from, see if they had anything we could use.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My stomach flared with heat, and my heartbeat pounded in my head.
George noticed before I could say anything, and did his best to recover. “Miles, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I couldn’t possibly know what you went through. You made a call and you followed through with it. I can respect that.”
I looked down at the ground and nodded my head in acknowledgment. “Okay,” I said. I looked up at him and sighed. “It’s okay. You gotta think diplomatically. That’s why you’re the leader.”
George sighed and rubbed his hands on his legs above his kneecaps, clearly uncomfortable. “So,” he began with an awkward laugh, “any good news?” 
“Not at all,” I said. “We need to have an emergency Board meeting. We have another threat. Something that makes zombies and maybe even Xenomortises look like an inconvenience in comparison.”
“Holy shit,” George exclaimed. “I almost don’t want to know.”
“Trust me,” I said. “You don’t.”





CHAPTER NINE
THE SIX OTHER founders stared at me with sad faces—a look I was tired of getting. I’d just got done telling them about Pike, although Rachel already knew since she was the one who prepared the dead for burial.
“Dammit!” Daniel shouted so loud it caused Rachel—who held his hand—to jump.
“What was this new threat I heard mentioned?” Peter asked, already over Pike. I wanted to be mad at him for it, but Peter stuck to his laboratory, so he never was friends with Pike.
“Yes,” I began. “This is something that I find hard to even describe, but I’ll do my best.” I began to recount the story, doing my best to describe every terrifying detail. I didn’t want to sugarcoat a thing. They had to understand what we were up against. “They were pitch black, and would’ve been invisible if it wasn’t for their—for lack of a better word—liquid skin. It shined in what little light there was. Their footsteps sounded wet as they charged at us. They didn’t even try and investigate us or anything. Their first reaction after we’d discovered them was to kill us. Nothing else.
“Once we got outside, though, they began to melt…disintegrate in the sunlight. After a few moments, they looked like puddles of bubbling acidic ink. Eventually, it was like they evaporated. All traces of the ones that melted were gone.”
Pete’s eyes turned from horror to intrigue. “You mean that there’s still the bodies—”
“—if you could call them that,” I interrupted.
“Okay, but there’s still the remains of the ones you killed inside the store left?”
“I guess. Maybe? I don’t know, I wasn’t really looking,” I said.
“Is it a possibility?”
“Yes, it’s a possibility.”
Peter turned to George. “George, I need to see these remains. Study them, take samples, do whatever I can to find out more about these creatures.”
“I don’t know if you heard Miles, Peter, but there were a ton of them,” Daniel said. 
“I don’t know if you heard Miles, Daniel, but these creatures are a serious threat! We have to learn everything we can about them so we can know how to defeat them. We’re already vulnerable. If these creatures were to attack us right now, we’d be done for.”
Silence filled the room as everybody considered what Peter said.
“He’s right,” Rachel said, her voice shaking as she held back tears. “It’ll be dangerous, but we can’t afford not to go back.”
George nodded in agreement. “Miles, you take your team back there tomorrow, and take Peter and Daniel with you.”
I looked at George, confused. “My team?”
“Yeah, Miles. You were second in command of your squad. Pike is dead, so now you’re in charge.” 
I couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to believe it. It gave an ending to Pike’s story. Full stop. The End. His legacy was over, and I was taking over his team.
I swallowed. “Yes sir,” I said. “We’ll leave as soon as the sun’s up.”
A gunshot rang out in the distance, reminding us of the horde of zombies at our front door, bringing us from one horrifying reality to the next.
“We’d better get out there and see what we’re up against,” George said, putting an end to the meeting.





CHAPTER TEN
I RAN TO THE TRENCH, my assault rifle bouncing up and down at my side. I held a spear in one hand and a pistol in the other. The guns were only for emergencies. 
I reached the trench, and began stabbing at the zombies trapped inside with my spear. Everything was made green and grainy thanks to my night vision goggles. They’d made enough progress with the trench during the day that the zombies couldn’t get out at first. The more of them that fell in, though, the easier it was for them to scramble out. There weren’t as many as last night, which meant that running out to stab them every few minutes with a spear while they were trapped was sufficient.
I finished off the last of the living dead, and turned around to run back to the destroyed section of The Wall where Daniel and John stood.
“You’re next,” I told John when I got back as I handed him the spear. 
He put on his night vision goggles and took the spear from me.
“You’re supposed to keep those on, you know that, right?” Daniel said.
“Yeah, yeah,” John said as he tried adjusting the goggles on his face to get comfortable. “They’re just so heavy, plus everything being green makes me nauseous. My stomach’s been in so many knots today it’s going to be sore. Just trying to give it a break.”
Daniel chuckled. “Just giving you a hard time, man. No need to soliloquy.”
“Oh, someone learned a new word,” I said with a teasing smile.
I couldn’t see his eyes because of the goggles, but I’m sure Daniel rolled them.
“How about we keep an eye on the zombies like we’re supposed to, eh?” Daniel said.
He was right, so I turned and watched a zombie fall into the trench fifty yards away, still smiling from my dig at Daniel. It wasn’t even that good of one, but I’d been so upset and on edge that I was milking that small moment of happiness for all it was worth.
One by one, the zombies would fall in. Once there were five or six of them, John took off running to kill them. I looked to my right and left, and every twenty yards or so I would see another person leave their group of three to do the same. 
John came running back after less than a minute, and tossed his spear to Daniel, took off his goggles, and sat on the ground, all in one smooth motion. He looked green to me because I was wearing goggles, but I had a feeling that if I took them off and shined a light on him, John would still be just as green.
“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “All that running, the goggles…” His eyes glazed over.
“Whoa, hey! No puking on me!” Daniel shouted.
John swallowed and slowly stood. I grabbed his arm and helped him up. “I gotta go get some water,” he said.
I fought back a laugh. “Yeah, you do that,” I said, struggling to keep my composure. 
Once John was out of sight, though, Daniel and I busted out laughing. 
“Oh my god, he looked so sick!” Daniel said.
“Oh man, the way his eyes just glazed over,” I said laughing. “He really wasn’t feeling it!”
“You’ve got that right!”
I looked at Daniel, and realized how ridiculous the two of us probably looked. The night vision goggles sticking off our faces as our heads bobbed up and down with laughter. This, in turn, made me laugh even more. And it felt amazing. To finally be able to laugh again? To be joyful, even at something so stupid? It felt incredible. Just that small amount of pleasure made me feel like a million bucks.
For the next few hours, Daniel, John, and myself shot the shit while taking turns killing zombies. And for the first time in a long time, I had fun.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
USING THE BOLT CUTTERS, I snipped a hole in the chain-link fence that surrounded the back yard to the hardware store. It was decided that going through the back was the safest bet since the remains of the creatures were closer to the back door. No need to cross the entire store right underneath the creatures if we didn’t have to.
I pulled back one side of the hole I’d made in the fence, and motioned for John, Daniel, and then Peter to go through. I went through last. I turned and motioned to Julia who sat in the idling van that everything was okay, and for there to be radio silence. 
The key to this mission was complete silence. If the creatures were still in there, alerting them to our presence was the last thing we needed to do. 
We began making our way across the yard, taking our time in reaching the back door. I pointed my gun at the door, ready to take out anything that came through it. To the left, Daniel swept the area with his gun, making sure anybody or anything were not hiding behind some of the empty shelves that once held wood and other supplies. To my right, John did the same. Behind us, Pete followed with his pistol pointing at the ground. The only sounds were the wind blowing, our feet walking, and Peter’s bag of scientist gear brushing against his side.
In the back of my neck, a creeping sensation began to form. Small at first, but then it began to grow. I did my best to ignore it, but it wouldn’t let me. As much as I tried, it just got bigger and bigger, forcing me to surrender to the thought it tried to produce.
I think we’re being watched.
For a split second, I took my eyes off the back door. I did a quick visual scan of the area, and saw nothing out of the ordinary. Which was wrong. There should’ve been a group of dead bodies from the people I killed while defending myself.
I looked at John, but he hadn’t noticed. I stopped the squad, and put a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to look at me with questioning eyes. I looked and pointed at the dried blood in the dirt that was more black than red. His eyes grew wide, and he nodded in realization. The grip on his gun tightened, and he began scanning the area with more scrutiny.
I turned to my left and leaned close to Daniel’s ear. “Something’s wrong. Stay sharp. Might not be alone.” 
Daniel nodded, and he too began scanning the area with closer attention. 
“What’s going on?” Peter whispered from behind me. I almost jumped he scared me so bad.
“Nothing,” I said, not having time to explain to him. “Just be as fast as you can, alright?”
Daniel nodded his head, and the pistol in his hands started to shake just a little.
I turned around and tried to ignore the face that behind me was someone who was terrified, had little gun training, and wielded a pistol. 
But then I became just as terrified.
Up ahead, no less than ten feet away, the back door to the hardware store stood open.
“That was just closed, right?” John whispered as softly as he could while still being heard.
I nodded my head. “Did you see anybody come out?”
They all shook their heads.
“Maybe it was the wind?” John asked.
“It would have to be blowing from the south to open that door. The wind is blowing from the east.”
My stomach twisted in fear. I was right. We weren’t alone.
“Go back to the van,” I whispered. 
“But Mile—”
“—Go back to the van!” I whispered as forcefully as I could.
Peter gave me a look that said he’d be protesting this call as soon as he could.
Daniel and John, however, nodded their heads. They knew how bad this could go if our next few actions weren’t taken with extreme caution.
The three of them turned and began making their way back to the hole in the fence. 
I lingered there for a few seconds, searching what I could see of the inside of the store. The sunlight that entered didn’t travel far before being consumed by the darkness.
And inside that darkness, I could see two pure white eyeballs staring back at me, silently watching.





CHAPTER TWELVE
I SAT in the passenger seat of the van, watching the back door of the hardware store. Behind me, Peter complained.
“Just let me go in there! I’ll go by myself,” he pleaded.
“You’re full of shit, Pete,” John said. “If Miles were to say okay to that right now, you’d shit yourself and say never mind!”
“No I wouldn’t!” Peter protested.
Yeah, you would, I thought to myself. I didn’t speak, though. I didn’t have time to argue with Peter and his suicide mission. I was trying to think about how we were going to get into the store. I’m sure Peter wouldn’t believe me if I told him, but I was on his side. I wasn’t going to leave until I had remains of one of the creatures for Peter to study. I wanted to know about them just as much as Peter did. Both to satisfy my own curiosity, and for the sake of the people at Jefferson Memorial. I had to know how to defend them.
“—the worst idea I’ve ever heard!” John said as I tuned back into their conversation.
“What idea?” I asked, desperate for anything, even just the seed of an idea. 
“Peter says we should blow the roof off to let in some sunlight, which if you say is true, would kill some of the creatures and make a path for us to get inside,” Daniel explained.
“Which you’d be an idiot for actually thinking would work. First, they also disintegrate in sunlight, which means you’d have nothing left to study. Second, we don’t have the explosives we need to pull off something like that. Lastly, it’d let every person and zombie anywhere close know exactly where we were at.”
Again, John was right. I’d already thought of that idea, but threw it into my mental trash can for all the reasons John listed.
"What do you think, Miles?" Daniel asked.
It was weird having him ask me something like that, seeing as he was a few years older than me. I almost thought he might've been testing me, but since Daniel doesn't leave the bank often, he probably just trusted my opinion as someone who did.
"I'm thinking," I said. "We have to get the stuff for Peter, no question," I said aloud to no one in particular. 
"Right," John began. "But doing so without getting ourselves killed? A little tricky."
A little tricky was right. 
"What if we drew them out of there so Peter can get the samples he needs?" Daniel suggested.
"It's a good idea," I said. "But they aren't that stupid. The only reason they went into the sunlight earlier was because their momentum made them. They tried stopping themselves. They aren't going to come out into the daylight."
"Well why don't we jus--" Peter began.
"No, Peter," I interrupted him. "We aren't waiting until nighttime. We aren't going to give them the upper hand."
Peter sighed. I turned to look in the back where they all sat in various spots on the floor. Peter had his head in his hands. "I really need those samples, Miles."
I took a deep breath. I needed to stay calm, but my frustration was rising. "I'm on your side, Peter. I want to find out about these creatures just as much as you do."
"Atras," Peter corrected me.
We all looked at him, puzzled. 
"What?" John asked.
"An atra. It's what I'm calling the creatures. It's Latin," Peter said with a smile.
Of course it was Latin. Peter came up with the names for anything that needed them, and he was obsessed with Latin.
"Okay then, I want to find out about these atras as much as you do. But I'm not going to lose any lives in the process."
Peter nodded. "I get that, and neither do I. But whatever we're going to do, it's going to be dangerous. There's no way around that, Miles."
I sighed and turned back around. I looked out the windshield at the empty back alley. Potholes littered the asphalt road, thanks to the relentless Texas weather. I felt like crawling into one of those potholes and disappearing for a while. All these people were waiting on me to make a decision, and no matter which one I made, people's lives were going to be put in danger. 
If we went into the hardware store, any number of us could die. But if we didn't, we'd be in the dark when it came to the atras, putting everyone's lives at Jefferson Memorial in danger. We needed to learn everything we could about our new foes.
 Our eagerness to learn got us in trouble, however.
There was a thud at the back of the van, then another. More thuds sounded from the right side of the van until it was a cacophony. I looked out the window in a panic, and locked eyes with just one of the many zombies that were trying to break into our car.
In our focus to learn about our new enemies, we forgot all about our old ones.
“Drive, Julia!” I shouted as I kept my eyes on the zombies.
“I can’t!” she shouted back. 
I turned to ask why not, but I saw why. At the end of the alleyway stood a Xenomortis.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“OH SHIT,” John said.
I didn’t know what to do. I sat in the passenger’s seat of the van, frozen. The blood drained from my face, and I gripped the seat around me until my knuckles turned white.
The Xenomortis began walking toward us, dragging one of its legs behind him. Its hard, rocky grey skin glistened red around its mouth. Probably blood from its last victim. 
“It’s not charging,” Daniel said, almost shouting to be heard over the thuds of the zombies.
I shook myself out of my daze. Daniel was right, it wasn’t charging, which meant it hadn’t seen us yet. It was probably just investigating the noise the zombies were making.
“Julia, turn the car off,” I said as I unbuckled my seat.
“What?” she protested.
“Just do it.”
Julia obeyed, and then followed me into the back of the van. “Everybody get as low as you can,” I said.
We all lay down on the floor of the van. My feet were pretty much in John’s chest, and the back of Julia’s head was next to mine.
“We should just drive through the yard of the hardware store,” Julia whispered.
“We won’t be able to pick up enough speed in time. The Xenomortis would be on us in a heartbeat,” I explained. “Our only option is to not be seen.”
As if on cue, I looked up and could see the Xenomortis appear in my line of sight. It didn’t look into the van. It stopped and stared at the zombies for a few moments with its reptilian eyes, watching them try and break into the van. 
I looked at the passenger’s side-view mirror, and could see some of the zombies continue to throw themselves against the van, but a few of them turned to look at the Xenomortis. They stared back at him with their dead eyes. 
The Xenomortis grunted, and a few more zombies turned their attention toward him. Still, some had their attention elsewhere. The Xenomortis grunted again, this time a little louder. Now all but two were still trying to get into the van. I couldn’t see these two, but I could hear them hitting the back door of the van. 
The Xenomortis began walking toward the back. I watched in the side-view mirror until he disappeared around the corner.
I held my breath. My heart thumped in my chest, pumping fear and adrenaline through me. Sweat began to bead on my brow as my throat completely dried up.
The Xenomortis let out a heart-stopping roar. It sounded like a million soldiers storming into battle, yelling all the way. 
The thuds stopped, and so did my heart for a brief second. 
Two distinct squishing sounds penetrated the silence.
I looked up to the side-view mirror, and the Xenomortis appeared around the corner, covered in black zombie blood and guts. The Xenomortis walked past the zombies without looking back, and the group of about ten zombies shuffled behind, following it as if it was their master.
The Xenomortis went around the left of the car and disappeared from view. I listened as it shuffled toward the hardware store. The sound of metal being torn apart filled the air, and my mind raced at the possibilities of what could be happening. 
I sat up, but motioned for everyone else to stay put. I crawled up to the front of the van and peeked out the driver’s mirror. 
The Xenomortis shuffled toward the hardware store, heading straight for the open back door. After a few moments, it reached it, and didn’t stop as it disappeared into the darkness of the store, with the zombies following right behind.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
AFTER A FEW MOMENTS of dead silence, everybody else sat up. They all looked out of the window making sure the Xenomortis was gone.
“Where did it go?” Peter asked, searching the outside for any sign. Then he saw the destroyed chain-link fence. “Don’t tell me…”
I nodded my head. “It and the zombies all marched right inside the hardware store.”
“You mean the zombies followed it?” Daniel asked.
Before I could answer, John jumped in. “Do you think we could talk about this while we’re driving away from one of the most dangerous situations we could ever be in?”
“Yeah,” I said as I moved to the passenger’s seat. 
Everybody held their breath as Julia started the van. I swore it had never been that loud before. Julia did her best not to just punch it. She eased the van forward until there was enough distance between us and the hardware store that she could accelerate without the engine noise attracting any unwanted attention.
“So where were you?” John asked.
“The zombies,” Daniel began. “You said they followed the Xenomortis.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” I said. I turned around in my seat to get a look at the three guys in the back. “The Xenomortis got the zombies’ attention, and the two that ignored it, it killed.”
“Holy shit,” John hissed.
“I saw part of it too,” Peter said. The color had yet to return to his face. “It was unreal. I couldn’t believe it. It was like the Xenomortis was recruiting, or ordering, or…I don’t know what. It was insane, though. And the fact that it went into the hardware store with the atras is even worse.”
John looked at Peter, puzzled. “What does the Xeno going in there mean?”
Peter gave John a blank look. “I don’t know, John. I have no idea. But whatever it is, it cannot be good. I doubt the Xenomortis was going in there to get an atras body for us.”
I turned around in my seat and looked out the windshield, watching the town go by as we headed toward the Interstate. To say I didn’t feel good about any of this would be an understatement. There was too much happening at once. Too much change going on, and I couldn’t grasp any of it. I missed the days of simple scout runs, even though those days were just a few ago. I missed shooting the shit with Pike as we drove back from one of those runs.
But most of all, I missed Ashley. 
The knot in my stomach hurt so much I wanted to cry. But I wouldn’t let myself. I was a leader now. I had to be strong. If I wanted to cry, I’d have to save it until I was alone.
I couldn’t wait to be alone.

We crossed over the trench's dirt bridge, and Julia parked the van. I got out, and before I could say anything else, my throat dried up and my pulse began pounding.
We had visitors.
Two large trucks with gun turrets mounted on the back of them sat parked in a v-formation in front of Jefferson Memorial Bank’s front doors.
"That doesn't look good," John said.
I walked as fast as I could to the trucks. Two people stood in the bed of each truck, decked out with body armor and assault rifles.
"What are you doing here?" I asked, trying my best not to sound defensive. They were the ones with the turrets, after all. 
The one in the truck closest to me smiled, moving the tattoos that covered his neck. "My boss is in there talkin' to yours."
"About what?" My heartbeat quickened. "Who are you?"
"We're the Roves, and we're taking over."





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
I STORMED into the bank with my two squad mates, Peter, and Daniel behind me. My thoughts were a jumbled mess. I didn't know what to expect when I walked into the cafeteria.
When I did, though, I couldn't believe what I saw.
George and the rest of the Founders were having a discussion with the Roves. Not ordering them to leave, not fighting them off, not screaming and arguing, but a discussion.
"What's going on?" I all but shouted as I got close.
There were eight of them, seven of us. They stood behind their leader, who was talking to George. He was tall, muscular, and intimidating. His skin was olive, and he looked at me with a charming smile. 
I wasn't fooled, though.
He was scum. Rove scum.
"Miles, please, take a moment," George said. "The Roves are making us an offer."
I looked at him dumbfounded. "An offer?! And you're listening."
George darted his eyes away. "Yes, Miles."
"There's really no choice, Miles," the Rove squad leader said to me with a smile.
I lunged at him, but George jumped in my way and pushed me back. The Roves raised their guns, and Daniel and John pulled me back. Not because they didn't want me to hurt the Rove, but because they didn't want me to get killed in the process.
"Miles, listen," George said.
I paid him no attention. I just stared into the eyes of their leader. I felt nothing but hate for him. Pure, unbridled hatred.
"Listen!" George shouted.
I turned my eyes away from the Rove and to George. He almost never raised his voice. 
"We don't really have a choice, Miles. We have to cooperate," George said. In his eyes, I could see he was conflicted by his decision.
"No, we don't," I said. Turned back toward the Roves. "I oughta just kill you all! I outghta just kill every last one of you!” 
One of them took a step toward me, but the leader put a hand on his chest, stopping him.
"Miles, stop right now. You're not helping," Rachel said from behind George.
"Miles, my name is Darren," the Rove squad leader said in a voice that oozed with condescension. It infuriated me. "We're not here to bullshit you. Not one bit. If you tried to kill us all, you might succeed. I can tell you're angry. Anger is powerful. You might be able to get the drop on us. However," his face turned threatening, "if we don't report back soon, there'll be a hundred Roves on top of this camp faster then you can blink. Not even twenty angry Miles' could take all of them out." His smile returned. "So, George, why don't you explain to our angry little friend the predicament you're in."
George sighed and looked at me with sorrowful eyes. "The Roves want our camp. They're willing to rebuild our walls--upgrade them, even—keep us protected, from zombies, Xenomortises, everything. In exchange, they want everything. They'll be in charge. Their people will run it. It'll be like an outpost for them."
"Why?" I asked.
"Because," Darren began, "the Roves are growing. We want to expand. Your camp is perfect for us. Good strategic location, you're fortified, and you have tons of supplies."
I don't think I could've hated him any more. "So we're just going to hand over everything we've built? To the Roves of all people?" I said to George, but it was directed toward everybody.
"I don't think you're understanding, Miles," Darren said with a smug laugh. He began to walk closer toward me. "If you don't hand it over, we'll take it from you. We'll kill anybody who resists, and those who don't, will be Rove slaves." He stopped just a foot away from me. So close I could deck him hard. "So if you don't shut up," he said. "That's exactly what we're going to do."
My entire body shook. I wanted to say something. Wanted to do something. 
But I couldn't. Darren won. If I said anything, they'd start killing. I couldn't have the people of Jefferson Memorial's blood on my hands. 
Was this it? Was I giving up? 
I had to. As much as it killed me, I didn't have a choice. I knew Darren wasn't bluffing. The Roves would kill them. I was having a hard time believing they didn't take the bank by force in the first place.
I looked at the ground, but then decided to look Darren in the eyes. I wanted him to see how much I hated him. "Fine." I wanted to say more, but that's all I could get out.
Darren smiled. "Good, Miles. Good." He reached out his hand, wanting me to shake it. He was asserting his dominance. Letting me know he'd won.
I just turned around and walked away. 
He may have won this time, but he'd issued an ultimatum. 
A war was about to begin. A war for Jefferson Memorial. A war against Darren. A war against the Roves.
That was the first battle.
And as I walked away, I began to prepare for the next.

Daniel, John, Rachel, Julia, Peter. Those were the five people who stood before me. They had their packs on their shoulders, filled with precious supplies. Things we would need to survive out there.
“Are you all ready?” I asked them. 
They nodded their heads.
I let out a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.”
We stood at the back door of the Jefferson Memorial Bank. We stayed close to the wall, and made our way to the edge of the building. I poked my head around the corner, and made sure there were no Roves standing around it. As I expected, there weren’t. There were a lot of zombies to deal with, so most of the Roves were out taking care of them. The only two that weren’t were standing in the back of their trucks, watching the front gate. 
There were still only ten of them at Jefferson, but the cavalry would arrive in the morning. But we’d be long gone by then.
We dashed under the cover of night toward where all the vehicles were parked. Julia unlocked the van with her remote and the lights flashed twice, signaling it’d done as it was told.
I hissed and held my breath, afraid someone might’ve seen. Nobody did, however, and I scrambled into the passenger seat of the van. Everybody besides me and Julia climbed into the back.
Julia started the car, and I looked toward the guards in the trucks. They’d heard us, and raised their guns in our direction.
“Go, Julia, go!” I yelled at Julia as she stomped on the gas.
The tires spun in the dirt for a second before gaining traction and propelling us forward. 
The guards fired their guns at us, but we were far enough away that most of them missed us. A couple of bullets, however, tore through the side of the van toward the top, creating the most frightening pinging sound I’d ever heard.
I rolled the window down and fired a couple of bullets behind us, trying to get them to back off. It didn’t matter, though. We were getting away. We shot out the hole in The Wall that the Xenomortis made just a few days before.
Everybody was made aware of us then. We turned left, our headlights lighting up the darkness. There were a couple of people out there running back from killing zombies in the trench. They dove out of the way of our speeding van and whooped and hollered at us, happy that we were escaping. Some of them even tried chasing after us, but we had no time to stop and pick them up. We’d be back, though, no doubt about it.
New holes appeared in the left side of the van as the Roves that were up on the parts of The Wall that hadn’t fallen down shot at us.
Julia weaved and swerved, making it hard to hit us. She turned left, going around another corner of The Wall. 
Up ahead, I could see the dirt bridge in the trench that led to the outside. To freedom.
We came closer and closer.
Thirty yards.
Twenty.
Fifteen.
Julia started to turn the steering wheel to the right to line the tires up with the narrow bridge.
But as she did, one of the bullets from a Rove up on The Wall tore through her arm. It exited her and grazed my leg. I yelled out in pain, but then in fear. 
The van veered toward the trench. Julia tried to get back on track, but she overcorrected. The van flipped across the ground. 
One time.
Two times.
Three times.
Four.
I was vaguely aware of those in the back grunting and yelling in pain as they were tossed around like rag dolls.
The van came to a stop. My eyes were closed, but I could tell I was upside down. I opened them, aware of every bit of pain I felt.
My heart fluttered. We were upside down, alright…in the trench.
The zombies started banging on the van, desperate to have a taste of the meals inside.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I PULLED my gun to my shoulder, and unleashed a flurry of bullets that exploded through the cracked windshield and tore through the zombies that were trying to make their way inside. 
I unbuckled my seatbelt and fell in a heap to the ground. I flopped over onto my stomach, and looked in the back seat. We weren’t going too fast, so everybody was alive. Daniel and John had huge gashes on their heads, and were bleeding pretty heavily. And from the way Peter’s arm twisted, I could tell it was broken, even though he was too dazed to realize the pain yet. Rachel seemed to be the least hurt, as she was already checking on Daniel’s wounds.
I turned my attention to Julia, who clutched at her arm as she hung in the air. Her seatbelt dug into her body as it kept her from falling on top of me. Blood seeped from between her fingers, and dripped onto my shirt, absorbing into the fabric. “It’ll be alright, Julia,” I told her. “We’ll get out of here.”
She mumbled something, but her face was beginning to turn white. She was close to losing consciousness.
I shot a few more zombies that were getting a little to close for comfort. I turned to the back. Daniel and John almost had their wits about them, but Peter was beginning to feel the pain from his broken arm. “You guys help Julia, I’ll get out and lay down some cover fire.” 
I could hear the Roves shouting and coming our way, but I also became aware of the stomping sounds on the side of the car above us. The zombies began to use our car as a bridge, as well as coming across the dirt-packed bridge that was already there for cars. These two walkways provided enough distraction for the Roves, but it wouldn’t be long until either they, or the zombies, got to us.
I shot a couple more zombies who laid in the trench, reaching out for us. I used my arms to help push myself forward. I pushed my leg on the seat behind me, but as I put pressure on it, pain coursed through it and I let out a yell. I looked down, remembering that the bullet that shot through Julia grazed my leg. My pants were torn, but the wound was more of a burn from the heat of the bullet then it was a gash. The bullet barely nicked me, but damn did it hurt.
I gritted my teeth and pushed through the pain. What the zombies and the Roves had in store if they caught us would be a lot worse then a little pain from a bullet. I again pushed my leg on the back of the seat, and ignored the pain that traveled through me. I crawled out of the van, glass tearing into my arms. I grabbed onto a dead zombie, and used it to pull myself out of the van. 
The zombie oozed black blood, and I fought the urge to throw up from the smell. The blood mixed with the dirt creating a disgusting mud that began to cover me. I got off my hands and knees and into a crouching position. I got my gun ready, and peeked over the edge of the trench.
The Roves were about a hundred and fifty feet away, taking out zombie after zombie. A lot of them were coming now, all the noise and commotion drawing them to the Roves. I didn’t fire my weapon. It was best to let the Roves stay distracted by the zombies, and forget about us for a few seconds so we could get out of there.
I crawled over the dead zombies and stuck my head into the van. John crawled out just as I did. 
“Alright,” he told Daniel, “I’m ready.”
He reached in, and hooked his arms under Julia’s armpits. He pulled her out, and Julia cried out in pain.
A zombie that was walking over the van heard her, and turned to look. I looked up just in time to see the zombie walk off the edge of the van, and land right on top of me.
He only had two teeth in his rotting mouth, but he was determined to sink them into my flesh. I wrapped my hands around its throat, trying to keep its snapping mouth away from me. I couldn’t even focus on pushing it off me, or reach for any of my weapons. All I could do was keep its mouth away, and let John do the rest. 
I looked behind the zombie at John, just in time to see him grab the zombie around his chest, and pull him back off me. 
Using the butt of my gun, I slammed it into the zombie’s head, bashing its brains in. The zombie went weak, and John threw it aside. 
“We gotta get out of here,” I said, stating the obvious.
John turned around and helped pull Daniel out. I reached in and grabbed Peter by his unbroken arm. I pulled him out, while he held back a scream of pain the entire time. Rachel crawled out last.
Once we were all out, it didn’t look good. We were all injured in some way, and we still had to climb out of the trench and get away from the Roves.
Not wanting to waste any time, I got down next to the side of the trench that led away from Jefferson Memorial and interlaced my fingers, creating a step. “We gotta go, now.”
Rachel went first, digging her boot into my hand, and pushing herself up and out of the trench. She lay down, and reached into the trench. “Daniel next, so the both of us can pull Julia out,” she said frantically as he looked over her shoulder to make sure no zombies had noticed him. They hadn’t, but it was only a matter of time.
Daniel grabbed Rachel’s hand and, using my hands as a step, climbed out of the trench in one swift motion. 
I grabbed Julia and pulled her over to me. “You’re gonna have to stand,” I told her.
She mumbled something and nodded. I helped her stand; she put most of her weight on me as she did so. Daniel and Rachel hooked their arms with hers, and pulled her up. She didn’t yell in pain this time, simply because she didn’t have the strength to. 
Peter climbed out next, and once he was out, John went next. He helped pull me out last. 
We all stayed low to the ground, not wanting to be seen by the Roves, who were beginning to thin out the horde of zombies. If we just stood up and ran, not only would we be seen by the Roves, most of whom had night vision goggles, but having to carry Julia would slow us down.
I came to the horrifying realization that we didn’t have another option. Despite the risk, if we just slowly crawled out, Julia would bleed to death, or the Roves would finish taking care of the zombies, find us, and kill us.
“We’re going to have to make a break for it,” I whispered loudly in order to be heard over the gunfire. 
John looked at me with fear in his eyes, but Daniel nodded. “John and I will help Julia.”
I nodded. “Okay. I’ll make sure Peter keeps up.” I turned to Rachel. “You lead the way.”
She nodded. “If we can just get across the street and behind the Johnny’s, we’ll be fine.”
I looked out toward the Johnny’s convenience store. There was a tiny field, a two-lane road, and a small parking lot between us and Johnny’s, and we only had the light of the moon to guide us.
“Okay,” I said as I got up from the ground and crouched. “Let’s go.”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
I STEPPED through the broken floor-to-ceiling window of the car lot, and scanned the area with the flashlight attached to my gun for any signs of hostiles. My light rid the room of the long shadows caused by the bright moonlight filtering through the broken windows of the long-since-raided building. The showroom had a few desks and tables, but no cars. Two couches sat in the corner around a coffee table and next to an overturned and empty water fountain. Next to the fountain was a door—that led to more offices, I assumed. The door stood there, dark and ominous, and I felt uneasy just thinking about having to go through it to search the rest of the building. It would surely be dark and tight. 
A rabbit ran out from behind the desk, the sudden noise and movement causing me to jump a little. Other than that, the main lobby seemed to be deserted.
I turned to where the rest of the group was hiding behind the shell of a burnt-up car, and waved them over. They crossed the parking lot staying dead silent. John and Daniel held Julia, who was close to passing out. Once we got behind the Johnny’s, Rachel was able to bandage up the wound with some of the supplies she’d brought. Still, Julia had lost a lot of blood, and Rachel still needed to stitch up the bullet holes. 
My thoughts went to my own bullet wound, and how much it hurt. It pulsated with pain, but I gritted my teeth and forced myself to ignore it. I didn’t have the time for pain.
“It looks clear,” I said once the group reached me. “There’s a couch in there we can put Julia on. Rachel,” I said as I turned to her. “You patch up Julia and then figure out some way to take care of Peter’s arm.” I turned to Peter, whose face was white and sweat dripped off his body. He was on the verge of passing out. “Daniel, John,” I said to them. “We’ll check out the rest of the building. Make sure it’s empty and safe. If so, we’ll set up camp deep inside it, out of sight.”
They nodded their heads. “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Daniel said.
We walked through the windows, the glass crunching beneath our feet. The cool night’s wind blew past us, blowing around a few stray papers, the sound of which echoed around the empty showroom. With the safety on my gun clicked off, I kept my finger ready to pull the trigger at any moment. 
We reached the couch, and John and Daniel set Julia down onto it with ease. Rachel crouched down next to her and took off her backpack. She began rummaging through it, getting right to work. 
Peter lay down on the other couch, wincing in pain as he settled in.
“How’re you feeling?” I asked him.
“Adrenaline is keeping most of the pain at bay,” he mumbled as his eyes bored into the ceiling. “If I don’t get this bone set and in a splint…” His voice trailed off as he didn’t have the energy to speak anymore, only focusing on not passing out.
Rachel looked over her shoulder at him. “Shit,” she breathed under her breath.
“Is everything going to be alright?” I asked.
She nodded as she unwrapped Julia’s bandage and began to clean her wound. “They’ll both live, as long as nothing gets infected. I brought some pain meds, but we don’t have a lot. This isn’t going to be comfortable for anybody.”
I sighed. “At least we’re alive. We’ll feel better after getting some rest.”
“Which will be a while,” Daniel said.
I nodded. “You’re right about that.” I looked toward the door that sat back and to my right. “There should be some office furniture back there we can use as beds.”
“Can’t we just stay out here?” John asked.
I shook my head. “We’re only a couple of blocks away from Jefferson. The Roves probably won’t come looking for us tonight, if at all. But if they do, we need to be out of sight. Staying out here is too open.”
“Okay, into the lot it is, then, I guess.”
I looked at the gash on John’s head and the similar one on Daniel’s. Both of the wounds had dried blood caked around them, while also slowly secreting more blood, as the bleeding had yet to fully stop.
“Are you two going to be okay?” I asked as looked at their wounds.
“I’m fine,” John said.
“Me too. We’ll need them stitched up, but it can wait,” Daniel said, motioning to Rachel who was stitching up Julia. “She has more important things.”
“Okay, well, let’s clear the area, then.” I pointed to the door that led to the offices. “Let’s just check whatever’s behind those doors for tonight. We’ll look around the rest of the place tomorrow when it’s daylight.”
I walked past John and Daniel who both fell in line behind me. I wrapped my fingers around the cold metal doorknob and took a deep breath. Daniel and John had their guns up and flashlights on, pointing at the door. 
“Ready?” I asked.
“Ready,” they both replied.
I took another deep breath and opened the doorknob with a click. The door squeaked open, and I slowly pushed it against the wall, opening it fully. I raised my gun, my flashlight’s beam joining with Daniel’s and John’s.
Our beams stopped on a door at the other end of the long hallway, with a sign that said Garage on the wall. The outside walls of the offices that faced the hallway were floor-to-ceiling windows, like the ones at the offices at Jefferson Memorial. From what I could tell by looking through the windows, the rest of the walls were bare, without even a window to the outside.
We walked to the first office door on our right, and I opened the door. The room seemed clear, and was small. There was only a two-foot gap between the wall and the side of the desk, with barely enough room behind it for a computer chair. The office smelled musty and sour, causing my nose to wrinkle with disgust.
I walked into the office, and shined my light underneath the desk. It was empty, so we moved on to the next office across the hall. That one too held nothing but a desk and a few chairs. As did the next, and the next, and the rest of them until we got to the one at the end of the hall.
We opened the doors to the office at the end, and already I was expecting something different from the rest, which were all carbon copies of each other. This office had blinds on its windows, and looked to be larger than the others, at least from the outside.
I opened the door, and my suspicions were confirmed. It seemed to be the office of the owner of the car lot. A large desk sat in the center of the room, with a large comfy computer chair sitting behind it. Two cushioned chairs sat across from the desk, while up against the wall to our right, was a couch with a mini fridge next to it.
Dust-covered plaques and frames with certificates signifying various achievements and certifications hung on the walls, along with a painting of an Native American chief sitting on a horse atop a hill, looking out on the American Plains. 
We stepped into the office, the beams of light from our flashlight showing up clearly in the cloud of dust. I made my way over to the desk, intending to search beneath it. Before I could, however, the sound of a door slamming shut down the hallway outside reached my ears.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
I TURNED and ran out of the office and into the hallway. The door at the end that led to the showroom that we left open was now closed. I sprinted for it, ignoring the pain in my leg. I threw the door open and raised my gun. 
My flashlight’s beam landed on Rachel right as she tackled a person to the ground. The person clawed at Rachel’s face, but Rachel grabbed the person’s wrist and pinned them to the ground.
I ran over to Rachel’s side, and pointed my gun in the face of the attacker. It was a girl in her late teen years with long brunette hair that was in a mess. Parts of her hair covered her olive-skinned face, and billowed in and out as she breathed fast and hard. Her brown eyes darted between the two of us, frantic. She struggled against Rachel’s grip, but Rachel wasn’t letting go.
“Stop fighting,” I said in a harsh whisper. “We aren’t going to hurt you, but you have to calm down. We can’t risk you bringing around any unwanted company, or else we will leave you here to deal with them.”
She began breathing through her nose, trying to calm down. Her eyes stayed wide and alert, waiting for the moment for one of us to put our guard down so she could take advantage.
“How many more of you are there?” I asked.
She looked deep into my eyes, not saying a word.
“How many more are there?” Daniel whispered, spit flying from his mouth as he did so.
“Just me,” she said, her voice shaking.
“Are you sure?” I asked. “Because if you’re lying, it’s not going to end well.”
She nodded her head quickly. 
“If we let you go, do you promise not to run? We have some Roves that might be looking for us, and we’d hate if you ran off and helped them with their search,” I said, my tone of voice condescending.
“Why would I not turn you in?” she asked through gritted teeth. “I could turn you over in exchange for some food and supplies for my people.” Her eyes went wide and she knew she’d just made a mistake.
“You people?” I asked. I got closer to her face. “I thought you said there were no more of you.”
“There aren’t anymore here,” she said, trying to make up for her mistake. “I’m a scout for the Brinn camp.”
I sat back and chuckled. “You’re with Brinn?”
She nodded her head. “Yes, I am.”
I sighed and shook my head. “Rachel’s going to let you go now. If you run, you won’t be able to make it out of this showroom, alright?”
“Fine. Just get this woman off me.”
Rachel let her go but didn’t break eye contact. Julia made a moaning sound, so Rachel got up and returned to tending to Julia’s wounds, but kept an eye on the girl.
“What’s your name?” I asked her as she sat up and crossed her legs. I sat back a couple of feet and did the same, setting my gun down, but motioning for the others to do the same. I clicked off my flashlights, as did everyone else. We didn’t want to draw any attention to ourselves by shining lights all around, so we sat there in the light of the moon that filtered through the broken windows.
“Mila,” she responded. Her breathing slowed, but she still looked at us with caution. A breeze blew through the room, causing her hair to move across her face. “Do you know of Brinn?” she asked.
I nodded my head. “My name’s Miles. We’re with the Jefferson Memorial group.”
Mila rolled her eyes and, like the flip of a switch, her caution turned to annoyance. “Oh god, really?” she sighed. “Great. What a bunch of arrogant pricks you lot are.”
John flinched and Daniel tensed up. I turned and looked at them, giving them a look to calm down. 
I turned back to Mila. “I’m gonna pretend like you didn’t say that.”
“My point exactly,” she mumbled. 
I scoffed. “Okay, so you don’t like us. Alright. But what are you doing all the way out here? Brinn’s twenty miles away, so what are you doing in our territory?”
She chuckled. “Well, it’s not exactly your territory anymore. Seems like the Roves have moved in. Which is exactly why I was out here. We noticed their movement spreading outside of Dallas, so I was out here to see what they were up to. Apparently they liked your Wall and all the supplies you hoard behind it.” She said that last sentence with spite.
“Look, whatever your personal feeling toward us and the way we do business may be, the fact of the matter is that the worst people on the planet are currently in control of our camp. That includes our people, our Wall, and all of our supplies, including our munitions,” I said.
She rolled her eyes and scoffed. “With all those supplies you’re so eager not to share, you’d think you’d be able to hold off a couple of Roves.”
My body tensed and I could feel my skin flush with anger. “For someone who’s outnumbered, you sure are cocky.”
Mila pushed part of her hair behind her ear and flashed a white smile. “You really mean it? Aww.” Sarcasm dripped from her voice. “It’s called acting, kid. I would’ve gotten out of here if it wasn’t for Miss Grabby over there,” she said, pointing at Rachel with the tip of her knife.
“Whoa,” I said reaching for my gun. “Where’d you get the knife? Put it down.”
Mila chuckled and set it down next to her. “You should be more observant of your surroundings,” she said. “Had you not told Rachel to get off me when you did, it would’ve been just a few more moments before I pulled the knife on her.”
I tightened the grip on my gun, ready to defend myself if need be.
“You wouldn’t try anything,” she said, her tone changing. “If I don’t report back soon, a group from Brinn will be sent out looking for me. When they find out that the Knights of Jefferson killed me from their high horses, you’ll have the Roves and my people hunting for you.”
“Nobody ever said anything about killing,” I said, trying to bring the situation back under control. “That’s exactly why I got Rachel off you. I have no problem with Brinn and don’t want to start any. In fact, we could use your help.”
“We what?” Daniel asked from behind me.
I turned and looked up at him. “Yes, we could.” I turned back to Mila who looked at me, enjoying every moment. “We can’t just stay out here, especially not this close to the Roves.”
“Awww, poor baby feels scared without his Wall and bullets?”
“Right now, all I need is one,” I said, motioning toward my rifle. I was fed up with her being so condescending. Asking her for help was hard enough, I didn’t need her childish jabs.
She rolled her eyes but said nothing more.
“If we could use Brinn as a base of operations while we plan our retaliation, maybe use some of your supplies and people, it’d be very beneficial for the both of us.”
“Oh yeah? How so?” Mila asked.
I smiled and gave her a smug smile. I knew I was about to play my checkmate. “We’d reward you for your generosity, of course. Maybe spare you some of those munitions you’re so jealous of?”
Mila scoffed and looked away. “Yeah, if there’s any left once the Roves get through with it,” she said, although with not as much snark as her earlier comments.
“It’s a good plan,” John said. “Everybody wins, and the Roves lose.”
“Exactly,” I said. “We’d drive the Roves away. Brinn wouldn’t be in danger from them, and if they ever did, not only would you have more weapons and ammunition to defend yourselves with, but we’d owe you one.”
Mila perked up. She definitely liked the idea of us owing her and her people one. She smiled and nodded. “It’s not up to me, but I think that you and my people would be able to negotiate something that would be mutually beneficial,” she said, as if the whole thing was her idea.
“Well, good then,” I said as I stood. 
I reached down to help her up, but Mila stood up on her own.
“We’ll stay here tonight,” she said. “The journey to Brinn isn’t safe at night, with so many more zombies out.”
“Sounds good, then,” I said. “We’ll leave first thing in the morning."





CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE SUN’S warm morning rays filtered through the blinds of the general manager’s office of the car lot, waking me from me sleep. I sat up in the chair I slept in that was sitting in front of the office door, and reached for my assault rifle, making sure it was still there. 
I looked around and saw that everybody else was already awake and packing, save for the injured. Julia lay on the couch, still asleep. Her color was beginning to return, and Rachel said it probably wouldn’t get infected. Thankfully the bullet had a clean entry and exit wound, so there was no bullet inside of her. The wound on my leg was a clear example of that. 
I pulled up my pants’ leg and inspected the gauze and bandage that wrapped around my calf. A mixture of browns and reds had soaked through the bandage and dried. I would need a clean wrapping before we left, as long as there was enough left over once Julia’s bandages were taken care of. I rolled my pants’ leg back down and stood up.
Peter was the first person I made eye contact with. He smiled at me, his face glazed over. “Morning,” he mumbled.
I chuckled. “Morning, Peter.”
Peter chuckled to himself, and then returned to his own little world.
Rachel walked up beside me and laughed. “He’s so out of it.”
I nodded my head. “You give him some of the painkillers?”
“Yeah, I figured it might be a bumpy ride, so without the meds he’d be in a lot of pain.”
I looked at the splint that Rachel made for his arm. She broke some office chairs and then taped them around his arm so he’d keep it straight. Then, using one of the extra T-shirts Daniel brought, she’d made a sling for him to put his arm in. I was impressed with Rachel’s ingenuity.
“Is everybody almost ready?” I asked.
Daniel put his backpack on and nodded his head, while John was putting the last of his things away.
“My Range Rover is out back,” Mila said as she put her bag over her shoulder. “We should be able to fit everybody in there.”
I quickly grabbed my bags and made sure my assault rifle was loaded and ready, just in case we ran into any problems. “Okay,” I said once I was ready.
“Let’s go,” Mila said before I could get the chance to. She walked past me, moved my chair out of the way, opened the door, and disappeared out the hallway.
I rolled my eyes. “Let’s go,” I said, somewhat defeated.

The car bumped up and down as we drove over some of the many potholes that littered the highway on the way toward Brinn. 
“The roads are better the closer we get to Brinn. We do our best to keep those maintained, we just don’t have supplies to take care of all these roads,” Mila said.
I sat in the front seat, gripping the handle that sat above the window. My seatbelt stretched tight across me, keeping me from bumping up and down. I said nothing in response to Mila, I just kept my gaze straight ahead, trying to ignore the painful headache that racked my brain. Each bump sent another jolt of pain shooting through my head like an arrow.
We drove by a pack of zombies that congregated around the corpse of a dead deer, tearing its flesh apart. Some of them turned to look at us as we went by, but turned back to their meal.
“You get many zombies around here?” I asked.
“There’s been an uptick recently, but not usually, no. It’s nothing we can’t handle,” Mila responded, her face staying as stone cold as her voice.
“What do you do to keep them away? Shoot them?” John asked.
I winced. Bad question, John, I thought to myself.
“Well,” she began, venom injecting into her voice. “We would if we had enough ammunition. However, since our neighbors are hoarders, we have to get creative. Besides, we have two fences surrounding us.”
I rolled my eyes and turned my head to look out the window. I ignored her passive-aggressive jabs, as they were pointless. If Brinn had the most weapons and ammunitions, they’d want to keep it to themselves too. She couldn’t blame us. Besides, Jefferson Memorial was much closer to Dallas then Brinn, which meant more zombies. Of course, I didn’t argue with her, though. It would’ve been pointless, as I wouldn’t be able to change her mind, and thanks to my headache I didn’t feel like talking, much less arguing.
We continued driving, and the roads did get smoother like Mila said they would. I noticed more and more zombies wandering around the sides of the road, walking in the direction we were driving.
“Looks like they’re headed the same place we are,” Daniel said.
Mila took her eyes off the road, and looked at the zombies that we passed. She returned her attention to in front of her. She tightened her grip on the wheel. “It’s fine,” she said. Her eyes darted around the road. “It’s nothing we can’t handle.”
There were about twenty behind us who began to follow our car. I could see a couple every few hundred feet until I couldn’t see past the curve of the road. 
“It looks as if their numbers are getting thicker,” Daniel said as he leaned into the front seat and pointed.
Mila said nothing. She pulled up the center console of the Range Rover and retrieved a large black walkie-talkie. “We should be in range by now,” she said as she took her hands off the wheel for a split second to turn it on. “Come in, Brinn Base, come in. This is M-Squared, copy, over.”
Static.
“Come in, Brinn Base, this is M-Squared, over,” she said again.
More static.
“Brinn Base, come in, over.” Fear crept into her voice.
“Are you sure we’re in range?” I asked, praying she’d say yes. 
She nodded. “I’m sure, but Sean might not have his walkie on. He’s a bit all over the place,” she said with a nervous chuckle.
“Typical Sean,” John said with a sarcastic tone and an exaggerated eye roll. I appreciated his attempt at lightening the mood, but it didn’t do much. 
We continued our drive in silence, everyone’s eyes peeled to the road, watching as the zombies numbers grew.
Mila turned on the radio again, and pushed the button to talk. “Brinn Base, this is M-Squared, please come in, over.”
Static.
And then it stopped. Someone on the other side pressed the button.
“He-hello?” the voice of a young boy said in a whisper so full of fear, it made me go cold. 
Mila pressed the button. “Hello?!” she shouted. “Hello? Who is this? What’s going on?”
“Is this Mila?” the voice asked in a whisper.
“Paulo? Paulo, is that you?” Mila’s voice shook. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel tighter. She had just as bad of a feeling about this as I did.
“Mila,” Paulo said as quiet as he could be. He began to cry, but tried doing so without being heard. “I think they heard you.”
Static.
“Paulo?” Mila shouted. “PAULO!” She screamed as loud as she could.
Julia screamed from the backseat, Mila’s shouting having woken her. I turned in my seat to look at her. She had been sitting in the middle of the middle row. 
“Guys?” she said, her voice groggy from having been so suddenly woken from her painkiller slumber. She raised her right hand and pointed out the windshield. “That’s a shit-ton of zombies.”
The car slammed to a halt, the tires screeching. I turned around quickly to see what was going on. About a mile away, I could see Brinn and its bunched-up buildings that once were the town-square of the small town of Horst.
And about a hundred zombies spread out that had brought down the first layer of their chain-link fence, and were working on the second.





CHAPTER TWENTY
“THERE’S a back entrance through an old newspaper building we can go through, but we’re going to have to be quiet,” Mila said.
“No shit,” I mumbled under my breath. She shot me a look, but I ignored it.
We sat in the vehicle, a little ways off the road, away from the zombies. The ones meandering down the road were too focused on the congregation building around Brinn to worry about a Range Rover sitting in an old church parking lot, watching the commotion. 
“What about us?” Peter mumbled, but he sounded a little more sober than earlier. The mass of zombies caused him to come to his senses little by little, the pain meds wearing off.
I turned and look at Rachel. “You alright with staying here with Pete and Julia?”
“Leave me a gun and the keys in the ignition, and I will be,” she said.
“Of course,” I told her.
Mila inspected her pistol, making sure it was loaded. “Alright, we’ll get out and walk to the back. We just have to go up two blocks, then down three. There’s an old newspaper building that’s sealed up, but once we get in we’ll just have to walk out the front door and we’ll be inside Brinn.”
I nodded my head in recognition. I inspect my assault rifle, making sure its silencer was on tight. I turned to Daniel and John. “You two ready?”
Daniel nodded his head, and ran his fingers through his blond hair. “Ready.”
“Let’s do this,” John said.
I turned to Mila. “Lead the way, Captain.”
Mila ignored my comment and got out of the car. I did the same, being sure to shut the door as quietly as I could.
John got out and stood next to me. Rachel climbed into the driver’s seat, and Daniel leaned up to give her a kiss before he got out and joined us.
A pang of jealousy rushed through me, but I forced myself to ignore them. Now’s not the time, I told myself. But still, my mind couldn’t help but wander to Ashley.
We walked up the street, the warm summer wind kicking up leaves as it blew against our faces. The street was empty of cars, and the buildings lining it that were once quaint Mom and Pop stores or laundromats or other things such as that, were now boarded-up structures, nothing more than four walls and a roof.
We stayed close to the building, and walked in a bunched-up group. I could hear the zombies moaning and the fence rattling in the distance, but there were none in sight. I could definitely smell them, though. The stench of hot, rotting flesh filled my nostrils. It was a smell that I was very familiar with, but never could quite get used to it. The worst part about it probably wasn’t the smell itself, but just knowing where it was coming from. The fact that creatures that were once everyday human beings were now the source of such an awful stench made me feel nauseous more than anything. 
When we reached the end of one of the blocks, Mila turned left down an alleyway almost wide enough to be its own street. We continued sneaking; I tightened the grip on my gun as the zombie moans seemed to get louder. 
We passed by gap in the two buildings that had a long alleyway that led to the part of the town that was re-purposed as Brinn. I looked through the double chain-link fence that sat bolted to the buildings on either side in the middle of the alleyway, and to the fence on the far side, where the zombies stood. A few of them pushed on it, determined to get in. Most of them wandered around the alley between the two fences, however, searching for any sign of a human to devour.
After a bit more walking, Mila stopped at a tall trash dumpster that sat in front of a three-story brown brick building that I assumed was the old newspaper headquarters. The cement between the bricks were cracked, and the windows spread throughout the outside were all boarded up.
“Help me push this,” Mila said barely above a whisper.
John, Daniel, and myself all got next to Mila and together we pushed the dumpster with ease. It made a large scraping noise as we pushed it across the concrete. I winced at how heavy? it was. I looked over my shoulder, making sure nothing heard it, but the alleyway was empty, save for us and the twisting leaves.
Once the dumpster was out of the way, I could see that it had been concealing a green wooden door. Mila reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of keys with slight shaking hands. After missing the keyhole a couple of times, she finally got the key in there, turned it, and twisted the knob, pushing the squeaking door open.
We entered the building. I closed the door behind me when I came in, as I was last. The room was small and dark, and Mila was already exiting it through a door to her left. She turned to the right, down the hallway, and we all followed. We walked down a short hallway, and into a large open room that I figured once housed many desks behind which reporters would write their stories. 
Now, however, the room was empty. The sunlight that filtered through the large windows in the front reflected off the thick, black pools of liquid that covered most of the cement floor.
“What is that?” I asked Mila, hoping this was some sort of trap that her people had set up.
She didn’t respond. Her mouth hung open, a reply dangling from her tongue, but she couldn’t speak. I took that as a I have no idea. 
She took a step forward, but jumped back when her foot stepped on something. I looked to see what it was, and saw that it was a broken walkie-talkie, identical to the one she’d used earlier.
She bent down to pick it up, the strange black substance sticking to the device.
“Be careful,” I told her. If she didn’t know what the black stuff was, it was probably best to not be handling it without any protection.
She inspected the walkie-talkie. “Danny,” she said.
“Who?”
“Danny.” She walked over to me and showed me the name Danny engraved into the side of the walkie-talkie. “This is his.”
“Okay,” I began. “So where is he then?”
“Yeah, where is everybody? Are they hiding in some other buildings?”
Mila looked around for a sign of anybody. “I-I don’t know. They should all be in here. If there’s ever a lot of zombies, we’re supposed to hide in here out of sight, and they’ll usually leave after a while. That away if something were to happen, they can escape out the back door if we get overwhelmed.”
“So maybe that’s what happened,” Daniel said. “Maybe they’ll all got out.”
“Maybe,” Mila said. Her eyes looked upon the floor. “But the dumpster was blocking the door, and the window next to it was still boarded. Someone would’ve had to climb out and unblock the door if everybody were to escape.”
“So what are you trying to say?” I asked.
“That we need to find someone and figure out what’s going on. I have a bad feeling about all of this.” Mila put Danny’s walkie-talkie in her pants, next to her own. “Come on, let’s go search some of the other buildings before the zombies get in.” She began to walk across the floor, stepping into the black, sticky substance that coated it.
I cautiously took a step forward. The black stuff felt sticky beneath my boots, but didn’t melt through them or anything, so it seemed to be harmless. I took another step, and then another, until finally, I was on the other side.
I turned and saw Daniel and John crossing it with ease, although they had the same worried look on their faces that I imagined I had on my own.
I turned to face Mila, who pushed opened the front door to the building. The sounds of moaning zombies and rattling fences filled my ears, and the stench of death bombarded my nose.
“Try not to draw any attention to yourself,” Mila said. “Don’t want to agitate the zombies.”
“Yeah, I know. This isn’t my first rodeo,” I said, taking slight offense.
Mila rolled her eyes and exited the building. I followed close behind and stepped onto the streets of Brinn.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
I RAISED my hands up to block the sun from my eyes as they slowly adjusted to the sunlight.
“Hey, get your hand out of your face and get your gun up,” Mila said.
I gritted my teeth and pulled my assault rifle up to my shoulder, but kept the barrel pointing toward the ground. I looked around Brinn, and besides the zombies banging on the fence, all seemed normal. In the middle of the settlement was the town courthouse. Five stories tall with Roman pillars holding up a large porch roof that covered a set of steep stairs, the courthouse looked incongruous in the small town. It was surrounded on all sides by different stores and service centers, with a two-lane road surrounding it that snaked to the rest of the town. The fences of Brinn just blocked off the roads leading in and out of the town square.
We walked toward the courthouse, which, from the little information on Brinn I knew, was the main hub of the small settlement. We crossed the parking lot to the courthouse where a couple of cars, SUVs, and trucks sat parked. I scanned the area, looking for any sign of life. But all I could see—and smell—was the dead. 
“Mila?” a voice to my left said as I walked by a black pick-up. 
I jumped back and pulled my gun up, the voice having startled me. 
“Put your damn guns down!” Mila shouted at us.
I turned and saw that Daniel had his up too, while John had his up halfway. I nodded my head and we lowered our guns. The person was obviously a citizen of Brinn.
“What’s happening, Sean?” Mila asked.
The guy climbed out of the back of the truck, and wiped some sweat off his buzzed head. “It was crazy,” he said as he leaned against the side of the truck. His eyes staring into space, his face filled with fear. “These…things. Monsters, something. They were black. Blacker than black. They were…” he looked at Mila, shaking his head. “I don’t even know. Everybody went to the newspaper, and they were in there, waiting.”
Mila motioned for him to continue. “Come on, Sean. Talk to me.” She put a hand on his shoulder, and looked into his eyes. Her expression was warm and inviting. “What happened?”
He shook his head. “They came out of nowhere, and…enveloped everybody. They all just…” He struggled to find the words, but when he did, my insides went icy. “They melted. Turned into black ink stuff.” Sean’s voice cracked and he fought back the tears. “I was running behind, and watched it all happen through the windows.” He couldn’t hold back any longer. He let a torrent of tears begin to flow. “I couldn’t stop them! I couldn’t save them!”
Mila wrapped him in her arms, and pulled him close. “Shh,” she said. “Shh, it’ll be okay.” She comforted him, stroking his hair. “You would’ve ended up like the rest of them; it’s not your fault.
I turned and looked back at the newspaper building, where the massacre happened. It had to have been the atras. There wasn’t much else it could be. My thoughts went back to the first and last time I encountered the monstrous creatures. I remembered they couldn’t survive in the sunlight, so I was comforted by the sun beating down on us. 
Then I remembered what happened the last time. Pike was gunned down, and I was forced to kill those people. My stomach twisted at the memory, and I tried to push it away. It wouldn’t leave, though. The image of Pike’s face with its empty, dead eyes engraved itself into my mind and wouldn’t go.
“Do you know where they are now?” I heard Daniel ask. I turned back to the group.
Sean pointed a shaky finger toward the courthouse. “There’s three of them, from what I could tell,” he said in a weak voice. “They only traveled in the shadows, though. I’m not sure why.”
“If they’re in the sunlight, they’ll die,” I told him.
“You’ve seen these creatures before?” Mila asked, looking at me with accusing eyes.
“Yeah,” I told her. “I ran into them for the first time just a few days ago. It was a lot more then three of them, too. They got into the sunlight and turned into bubbling liquid.” I left out the part about going back and seeing the Xenomortis and zombies go into where the atras had been. I figured now wasn’t the time to start giving her the lowdown. We needed to get out of there first, and fast. 
“So then, we’re safe right here?” Mila asked. “You’re sure they’re sensitive to the sun.”
I nodded. “Pretty sure. Still, we’re not exactly safe. We need to get out of here before either the zombies break down the last fence, or the atras discover we’re here. They may not be able to get us while we’re in the sunlight, but we don’t know what all they can do. I’d rather be safe than sorry.”
“Okay,” Mila said as she nodded her head. “I agree. We need to get out of here as fast as possible.” She turned to Sean. “Will you be okay?”
He nodded his head.
“You sure you’re—” she stopped herself. Her voice quivered but she cleared her throat, trying to cover it up. “You’re the only…”
Sean nodded his head again. “I was the only one. I just…I was just running behind and—”
“Hey,” Mila said. She leaned down so she could look Sean in the eyes. “It’ll be okay. Everything will be alright.” 
Sean nodded his head. I stood there, amazed. I couldn’t believe how well Mila was appearing to take this all. The only explanation was that she was trying to be strong for Sean, and I admired her greatly for that.
Mila turned to look at us. “There’s an alley we can run down that should have sunlight. We’ll have to hop the fences and then sneak around the back to go back the way we came,” she said.
“Then what?” John asked.
Mila opened her mouth but didn’t answer.
“Then we’ll go back to the car dealership and figure it out from there,” I said, giving John a sideways look that told him now was not the time.
“Let me grab my bag,” Sean said, wiping snot from his face. He walked around to the back of the truck, and climbed into the bed.
“Which alleyway are we going down?” I asked Mila.
She raised a finger to point, but before she could speak, there was a loud banging noise.
I jumped and pulled my gun up. I looked at the truck as Sean went flying out the back of it, being dragged by the black, inky form of an atra. 
Sean screamed as loud as he could as the atra dragged him across the ground, the asphalt tearing him apart. 
“SEAN!” Mila screamed as she tried running toward him, but I wrapped my arms around her. She was about to step into the shadow of the cloud that had appeared, which allowed the atra to reach Sean in the first place.
She tried fighting me, but I held tight. There was nothing we could do. It was back in the shadow of the courthouse. Sean screamed for help as the atra melted on top of him, its body turning to a thick substance that enveloped him until you couldn’t see his body. He continued screaming, but it was a gurgling scream as the atra began to bubble and disintegrate, just like it did when it came into contact with sunlight.
After a few more seconds, the hissing and bubbling stopped. All that was left of both Sean and the atra was a thick, black pool of liquid.
Mila fell to the ground, and I let her go. She began to weep, unable to bear the death of all the people she cared about most.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
I WALKED into the hotel room and sat down on the edge of the bed closest to the door. The group filed in, laying their packs and supplies around the room. Rachel helped Julia onto the other bed and the room, then went and opened the curtains, letting some of the mid-afternoon light into the fifth-floor hotel room.
The hotel we were setting up camp in was nearby Brinn, and we made sure we picked the room on the top floor, far away from any wandering travelers, Roves, or anything else that we were in no mood to mess with. 
“We should begin planning our next move,” I said once Daniel entered the room and shut the door behind him. He deadbolted it and put the chain in place. 
“I think we should rest for a moment,” Daniel said, nodding to Mila, who was sitting with her back against the bed on my left, her wide eyes staring at the wall.
“We can rest,” I said turning my attention back to Daniel who stood in the foyer. “But we can come up with a plan at the same time. We don’t need to waste time.”
Daniel nodded, but gritted his teeth at the same time. “I understand, but I don’t think we need to rush ourselves. Let’s just take a sec, okay?”
I couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason, but Daniel’s reaction irritated me. 
“We need to figure out what we’re going to do next, and do so right now. We’re up against god-knows what, and I don’t mean just the atras, I’m talking about the Roves, too. We need to figure out what we’re going to do before our enemies get the jump on us.”
“Don’t you think you’re being a little insensitive?” Daniel asked.
I looked at him, taken aback. “Insensitive? Really, Daniel? There are creatures out there that killed an entire settlement, and we have no idea where they came from. This isn’t the time to sit around and kick our feet up. We need to find out what’s going on, and how we can protect ourselves.”
“Miles, I’m being seri—“
“He’s right,” Mila said, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat and repeated herself. “He’s right.” She looked up at Daniel. “We need to find out what those things are, and where they’re coming from. We don’t have time to sit around. I need to know what killed everyone I cared about. Sitting around isn’t going to bring them back. Nothing will, really. But closure will help, and it’s what I need. Not rest and relaxation. I need answers.”
Daniel looked away, his face tensing up. He sighed and turned his face toward the ground. “Fine. I guess we know our next move then,” he said defeated.
“Not exactly. We still need to figure out how exactly we’re going to go about finding out information on the atras,” Rachel said as she leaned her back against the wall next to the window.
“If I had my laboratory I could conduct some research on the black liquid samples from Brinn,” Pete said from his spot on the bed behind me. His voice was still groggy from the pain medication, but he was beginning to come to his senses. 
“If you got us a list of supplies, we could get you the stuff you needed for a new one,” Daniel said.
Peter shrugged. “I doubt it. There’s not many supplies left out in the wild. Most of the stuff has been taken. And the best stuff is at Jefferson.”
I sighed. “Which leads me to our next point. Jefferson. Taking it back from the Roves is my number one priority. Not only because it’s a place that almost all of us founded, but because of all the friends—family—that are left behind. We can’t just leave them for the Roves to do with as they please. I think we all know from Ashley’s experience—” my heart skipped a beat and the room took on a palpable sadness “—that being a slave to the Roves is nothing anyone should have to experience. It’s not something I’ll knowingly allow my family to go through. Besides, once we take it back, Peter can have his laboratory back and we’ll be able to learn more about the atras.”
Everybody in the room mulled over my idea. I could tell they were all considering it, trying to figure out if it made the most sense. I hope it did, because it made sense to me.
“I think it’s a good idea,” John said. “I can’t stand the thought of the Roves doing whatever they’re doing to our people. They need to be stopped, and a message needs to be sent.”
Daniel slowly nodded his head. “I agree. But we’ll have to act quickly before more Roves come to Jefferson. We have to strike while the iron is hot, most importantly so we can hurry up and learn more about the atras.”
“While I didn’t think helping Jefferson is something I would do easily, if it’ll help me learn more about the monsters that killed my people, I’m in,” Mila said. 
“Thank you,” I told her. “And don’t worry, we’ll avenge your people,” I said, trying my best to sound like a leader.
“They’re not yours to avenge,” she said with a fire in her eyes. She turned her gaze back to the wall.
“Guys, I think I’ve found a way for us to get a little practice in,” Rachel said as she looked out the window.
“What is it?” I asked as I stood and walked over to her side.
“Look,” she said as she pushed the curtain aside so I could look out.
Walking down the road outside were some Roves leading a group of slaves tied at the wrists.
“Everybody get your weapons ready,” I said. “We have to act fast.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
I PEEKED my head over the burnt-up chassis of a car and caught a glimpse of the Roves and their slaves growing near. We had run a couple of blocks up the road and waited for the Roves to come our way.
Mila squatted on the ground to my right, while John did the same to my left. I got back down, and looked across the road to my left. Rachel and Daniel were sitting behind their own car-chassis cover, their guns at the ready.
They’re close, I mouthed to them. Daniel nodded his head, and tightened the grip on his gun.
I tapped Mila on the shoulder, and she turned to look at me. Good? I mouthed with a questioning look on my face.
She nodded her head, her eyes empty.
I could hear the scraping sound of feet against the ground grow closer and closer, bringing me back to attention. The Roves were close, and I had to be ready.
The first two Roves walked past me, and I held my breath. They looked to be in their thirties, and were very dirty. They didn’t speak; all their attention on the road ahead. The slaves began walking past next. They were all tied to each other around the waist, an even mix of teen boys and girls. Their hands were bound together. They shuffled along like they were zombies already. Their tattered and worn clothes flapped in the wind. Their heads were all shaved, which I found strange. I’d never seen slaves with shaved heads, and it didn’t sit well with me.
I made myself as flat as I could against the side of the car, but my gun was ready; just in case I was seen, I’d be ready to strike.
One of the slaves met her dark brown eyes with mine, and they grew wide. Her mouth opened: a gut reaction. I brought a finger up to my lips, telling her to keep quiet. She closed her mouth and swallowed. She turned her attention to the road ahead, but I could see her looking out the corner of her eye back at me. 
A few more slaves passed by, twelve in total. Two more Roves took up the rear, their eyes peeled on the road. None of them noticed us, which made our job much less messy.
I rose from my position behind the car, and the rest of the squad followed. Daniel took his side next to mine, and we got behind the two rear guards. I brought my gun up over my shoulder, and slammed it into the back of the guard in front of me. He fell to the ground, unconscious. Daniel did the same to his, but he didn’t go out instantly like mine. Daniel hit him again, and that did the trick.
The Roves whipped around with their guns up, trying to figure out what was going on. The slaves let out a shout of fear, confused. 
“Drop them,” I said. There were five of us and only two of them. I was still nervous, though. I remembered this was the exact same position we were in when Pike was killed. My eyes drifted to the buildings around us, but I forced myself to stay focused on the situation. 
“You know who we are?” the Rove on the left asked, not bringing his gun down. He had curly red hair and, in a different life, was probably someone who turned heads in the mall. However, in this life, his good looks did nothing to mask the evil in his eyes. 
“Yeah, you’re Roves,” I said as if I didn’t care. As if they were nothing. As if they weren’t the source of almost everything bad in my life.
“Well then, you should know not to mess with us. You and your merry band of superheroes best leave us be,” he said with a patronizing tone.
I scoffed. “Really now? What makes you think we’d just let you go?”
“Because we’re Roves, and we don’t just roll over and let people take our property. You kill us, you’ll have a hundred Roves turning over every rock in Texas looking for you and our slaves. You don’t want that kind of trouble, do you?”
“Oh, if only you knew,” I said. “Because you took something that belonged to me. And I don’t just roll over and let that happen.”
The Rove chuckled. “Oh yeah? And what was that? Maybe I’ll know who you a—”
A bullet went off to my left and his head exploded before he could finish his sentence. I shot the Rove to my right before he could have the chance to retaliate. He fell to the ground in a bloody heap.
I looked to my left and saw that it was Mila who’d shot him. I looked at her, my eyebrows raised, questioning. 
“I had enough of his bullshit,” she said as she brought her gun down.
Before I could say anything else, the slaves all broke down in tears and whoops of joy. To my right, John let out a whoop of his own.
“Guys, guys!” I said, shouting. “Everybody! Calm down!” They turned to me with thankful eyes, listening with eager ears for what I had to say next. “Please, keep quiet. We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves.”
They quieted down, but the joy and excitement lingered in the air. I couldn’t fight the feeling of pride that welled up in my chest. I saved these people from a horrible life of enslavement, doing whatever the Roves wanted, no matter how awful or dangerous or demeaning. It felt good, seeing people with so much childish joy, when I had been surrounded by death for the past few days. Knowing that I’d made a difference in someone’s life for good…well…I just wanted to cherish the moment for just a few seconds. I closed my eyes and smiled. Ashley would be so proud.
“Thank you,” a voice said. I opened my eyes and saw the girl who’d spotted me earlier was the one speaking. She smiled, and I noticed that she was missing a tooth on her left side, between her canines and molars. Her shaved head had brown stubble that was barely visible. She reeked of body odor, but then again so did they all. Still, there was a regal aura about her. Her olive skin was covered in bruises and scars, and I felt my stomach turn in disgust at the thought of someone doing something to harm her.
I smiled and nodded my head. “It’s no problem. We just saw you all and figured we’d help.”
“Well, again, thank you.”
“Where were you headed?” Daniel asked.
“Jefferson Memorial.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“TELL ME EVERYTHING,” I said as soon as the words came out of her mouth. 
She looked me up and down, giving me a shady look. “Well, I’d love to, but you’re gonna have to get me out of these first if you want a word.” She raised her hands up, drawing attention to the ropes that bound her hands.
My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Right, sorry,” I said. We spent the next few minutes cutting their bonds. They rubbed their hands, and kept thanking us over and over again.
“Let’s go somewhere a little less open and talk,” the girl said.
I nodded my head. “We’re camped in a hotel down the road. We can speak in the lobby.”
“That sounds good to me.” She turned to the slaves. “Anyone who wants to come is welcome with me.” 
The group murmured, and it seemed as if most of them would stay. 
I did my best to hide how eager I was. If I could get them on my side and convince them to join us in taking back Jefferson Memorial, our number would have increased by over three times. It still wasn’t a lot, considering how many Roves there were, but every little bit helped.
I extended a hand to the girl. “My name is Miles,” I said. 
She shook my hand. “Nina.”
“Well, Nina, it’s nice to meet you. Let’s go.”

I sat down in a chair in the hotel lobby. My body sunk into the cushion, and a cloud of dust shot into the air. The sunlight filtered through the window and illuminated the monochrome room. Not even the paintings on the walls held color.
People sat down in the chairs around the room, talking amongst themselves in a hushed tone. Daniel, John, Mila, and myself all sat together, while Nina and a pale, lanky boy sat next to her. He kept rubbing his hand on his shaved head.
“What’s your name?” I asked him.
“Trevor,” he said with a weak voice.
“What’s with your shaved heads?” John asked from a chair to my right. He leaned forward, eager to hear their answer. 
“We’re not entirely sure. One day we woke to them dragging us from our beds by our hair. They lined us up and shaved our heads. They wouldn’t say why, but it was probably just another way to assert their dominance. At least that’s what I believe.”
My body flushed with heat. The Roves sickened me, and I wanted nothing more but for them to be out of my life. I couldn’t bear the thought of what they were doing to the people of Jefferson Memorial. I definitely wasn’t able to think about them doing things like that to Ashley when she was one of their slaves.
“Can you tell us what you know about Jefferson Memorial?” Daniel asked.
I nodded my head. “Yeah, we really need to know.” I leaned forward slightly in my chair.
Nina looked at our faces, hers growing quizzical. “What makes you so interested in Jefferson Memorial?”
“Well, this is the farthest the Roves have settled from their territory. Their reach is expanding, and it doesn’t bode well for the settlements out here,” Daniel said in his best diplomatic voice.
While he was right, that wasn’t the main reason, and he knew that. I wasn’t sure what angle he was playing, but I didn’t have time for it. “We’re from Jefferson Memorial,” I explained. Daniel shot me a look, but did nothing further. I continued. “We’d like to drive the Roves from our home, and any information would be helpful.” 
Nina sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Well, I don’t know much, but I did overhear some things that I didn’t like the sound of. I think they have more reasons for settling this far out then just because they’re bored and want the power.”
I sat back in my chair, trying to process what she was talking about. “What exactly did you overhear?” I asked, sitting back up.
“I don’t know what exactly, but it sounded as if they were searching for something. Like they didn’t take Jefferson because they were bored and wanted your supplies, or wanted to expand their territory. It sounded as if they were using Jefferson Memorial as a base of operations. Jefferson had it all, but its location being the main reason they took it. What exactly they’re searching for or using the location for, I’m not sure. But like you said,” she said, looking at Daniel, “it doesn’t bode well for everyone else living out here.”
I turned and looked at John and Daniel. From the looks on their faces, I could tell their minds were racing as fast as mine. What could be the Roves’ reason for taking Jefferson Memorial if it wasn’t just because they wanted to expand their reach? 
“What if this is all connected?” I thought out loud. 
“What do you mean?” John asked.
I thought about it for a few moments more before speaking. “The sudden increase in zombies, the atras, and then the Roves taking Jefferson for unknown reasons. What if what they’re searching for, or using Jefferson for—or whatever they’re doing—what if it has something to do with everything else?”
Daniel’s eyes darted around the floor as he processed what I’d just said. John stared into space, his mouth slightly opened. I could tell my theory frightened him as much as it did me. Because if this was all connected, my friends and I got the short straw every time.
“It’s a possibility, that’s for sure. And us and Jefferson Memorial are the common denominators,” Daniel said as he rubbed the back of his right hand. He stood up and walked to the back of his chair. He leaned against the back of it, letting out a sigh.
“I’m sorry to hear about your home,” Nina said after a few moments of silence. “But that’s all I know. If it’s alright with you, it’s been a while since I’ve been home, and I have a father whom I haven’t seen in almost a year. I’d like to return to him as soon as I can.”
I couldn’t help but smile at the reunion she would soon have with her family. “You’ve been a lot of help, Nina. Thank you. You can leave whenever you’d like. We have a lot of work to do.”
She smiled and nodded her head. “Thank you. My father is the leader of my town, Riven, about fifty miles from here. You’re welcome to come with.”
I chuckled. “It’s a tempting offer. I know the place, and I remember hearing it’s very secluded. We have our own home to take back, though. But thank you.”
Nina nodded her head. “Of course. It’s an open invitation. I really cannot thank you enough for saving us.”
I stood from my seat, as did Nina. “Don’t mention it,” I said. “It’s something hopefully anyone would’ve done, if for no other reason then to take out a few Roves.”
Nina wrapped her arms around me in a hug. I was taken aback and wasn’t sure how to respond. I settled on giving her a couple of pats on the back. “In any case, thank you.”
A warmth grew from my chest and spread across my body. I couldn’t help but smile. It felt incredible to finally have something go right. To be responsible for making such a direct and drastic difference in someone’s life. At time when everything was going terribly wrong for me, there was a ray of hope. I began to long for a time when something going wrong was the anomaly, not the other way around. 
I took a deep breath. As I exhaled, I spoke under my breath. “Thank you.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“I WANT to go with them,” Rachel said.
We stood around the hotel room we had set up camp in. Rachel stood with her hands on her hips, the expression on her face that of determination.
“Rachel, we don’t know who these people are,” I said.
“Yeah, we do,” Daniel said, pitching in. 
I turned to him and cocked my head, waiting for him to explain more.
Daniel leaned back and eyed me while scoffing. “Don’t you play dumb, Miles. You told Nina yourself you’ve heard of her settlement.”
I looked away and gritted my teeth. Okay, so maybe I exaggerated a little. I did know a bit about Nina and her people. 
“Riven is secluded in the forest, and has lots of former military people there. Frankly, if they weren’t content with where they are, they’d be our biggest threat at Jefferson Memorial,” Daniel said with a hint of arrogance in his voice. 
“Yeah? Well if they’re ex-military, why has the leader’s daughter been in slavery for almost a year? Why didn’t they do anything to try and save her?” I asked, regaining my confidence, as I was sure I’d just won this argument.
Daniel stood there for a moment, stumped. “Maybe they did, alright? You don’t know one way or the other. But the fact of the matter is that they have supplies. Supplies we need. They could have medicine for Julia and Pete.”
“They just have broken arms. They aren’t going to die.”
“Actually, Julia could get an infection from her wound if it isn’t taken care of properly, and that’s not something I’m one hundred percent sure I can prevent with our limited supplies and given the germs and diseases that cover every surface out here. She needs to be somewhere sterile,” Rachel said. “And as for Pete, he’ll be fine. However, there could be things there for him to set up a mini-lab or something so he can begin some preliminary research.” 
I turned to Pete who was sitting up on one of the beds, leaning his back against the headboard. “She’s right,” he said with a shrug. “Sitting around here waiting for you guys to do whatever you’re gonna do with Jefferson isn’t doing us any good. At Riven I can at least try and figure out what’s going on.” He raised his broken arm, set in its makeshift cast. “I’ll do nothing but slow you guys down with this thing.”
I sighed and looked down, trying to process everything. They all had good points, and them going to Riven would be the best option. Still, I hated the thought of splitting up. I couldn’t do my best to protect them if they were fifty miles away. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing them. But trying to convince them to stay would be selfish. They needed to be in Riven. To be in their element.
“Miles,” Daniel said in a soft tone. “We’re not asking your permission. We’re going. We just want you to be okay with it.”
I looked up at him. “Yeah, I get that. But we?” I asked, puzzled.
Daniel sighed. “Yes, we. I’m going too.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but Daniel stopped me.
“Miles, just listen. I’m the most diplomatic out of all of us. Riven is full of ex-military, and they owe us one. We saved their leader’s daughter. That’s a huge bargaining chip. If I can get a relationship going with them, get them to trust me, maybe I can convince them to help us drive out the Roves.”
I thought about it for a moment, before it clicked. I smiled and nodded my head. “Oh man,” I said with a laugh. “That’s a great idea! If we could get them on our side…” The possibilities flashed in my mind, and I was filled with hope. “We could actually do this. We could actually take back Jefferson, and do it with ease.”
Daniel smiled and nodded his head. “I’m glad you understand. It’ll work out great.”
I began to figure out what I could do to help. “Okay, so whoever doesn’t go with you can come with me. We’ll scout out Jefferson, try and figure out what’s going on. Then we’ll go to Riven, meet up with you all, and then figure out how we can pool together our resources to driving the Roves from Jefferson Memorial. Sounds good?”
“Sounds good,” Daniel said. He extended his hand, and I reached out to shake it.
“You make sure you get those soldiers on our side,” I told him with a smile.
Daniel let go of my hand and shrugged. “How can they say no to this charming face?”
I chuckled. “Good luck to you too, Rachel.”
She smiled. “Thank you.”
“I’ll see you all soon. You’d better get going. Nina and her group aren’t too far ahead of you.”
“What? No car for us?” Pete asked, his eyes widening.
“Not unless you find one along the way that can fit us and all of Nina’s people,” Daniel said.
Pete slumped back. “Dammit,” he cursed under his breath.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
IT WAS ALMOST nighttime as I parked Mila’s Range Rover in the parking lot of a church a few blocks away from Jefferson Memorial. The day was in its golden hour, as the sun was setting on the horizon. I took a deep breath and turned to look at my squad.
 John looked at me from the passenger seat, while Mila sat in the back, screwing the silencer onto her gun. Frankly, I was surprised that she came. She had no obligation to, and even held disdain for Jefferson Memorial. Still, she probably felt like keeping her mind off the massacre at Brinn, as well as getting answers to whether all of this really was connected.
“You two ready?” I asked.
“Yep,” John said.
Mila just nodded her head, opened the car door, and climbed out.
John looked at me and motioned his head toward where Mila stood outside. “She good?”
I watched Mila for a moment through the window as she stood there staring at the horizon, waiting for the two of us to emerge from the car. I looked back at John. “Are any of us?”
John sat there for a moment and sighed. “Yeah, alright.”
We both exited the car, and the three of us walked to the front of the Range Rover. 
“It’s a few blocks down the street,” I told Mila, pointing down the road. “We’ll need to stay hidden, there’s no telling what’s out there. This is just recon.” I made sure I emphasized that point to John. “So, no being a hero.”
“You telling that to me or to yourself?” John asked with a sly smile.
I chuckled and shook my head. “Just something the both of us need to keep in mind.” I turned my attention to Mila. “How well do you know the area?” I asked.
She shrugged and examined the street around her. She pointed at the dilapidated strip mall across the street that used to house a thrift store and a laundromat, along with a couple of other niche shops. “Sean and I spent a week there and scouted out every inch of a ten-mile radius last year,” she said in a monotone. “Even spent a good time studying your place.”
I stood there studying her face for a moment. There was nothing there, nothing behind those eyes. I felt her pain, to an extent. While I’d not lost everyone in my life, I did lose the ones that meant the most. So I understood what she was going through.
“You sure you wanna come with us?” I asked. “You could stay with the Rover if you wanted. Totally fine with us.”
Mila shook her head. “No, it’ll be good for me. Let’s just get moving.”
I nodded my head. “Okay, yeah. Let’s go see what the Roves are up to at Jefferson Memorial.”

It was almost completely dark as we reached the gas station across the street from Jefferson. I stood at the ladder attached to the back of the building, and gestured upwards. “You can go up first, Mila.”
She nodded and let her assault rifle hang loose at her side. She climbed up the ladder, followed shortly by John.
I climbed up last, and when I reached the roof, got down on my stomach like John and Mila were. The roof was flat and gave us a clear view of Jefferson Memorial straight ahead, surrounded by its tall wooden wall.
“There’s home,” John said, his voice somber.
I said nothing in response. I couldn’t find the words. Sadness and anger hit me in waves. I should’ve been behind those walls with my people—my family. Instead I was lying on a gas station roof, looking for any sign of weakness that could give us an invasion for our retaliation.
Of course, there were none to be seen. The Jefferson Memorial Bank took up the entire block. Not the building itself, but the area around the bank as well. The small fields that we made by spending months breaking apart the concrete; the area where we parked the vehicles; the gathering area where a lot of time was spent hanging out when there was nothing else to be done; and the outdoor shower area. The entire compound sat behind four giant walls that surrounded the block. We had spent a lot of time on the place, and security was a huge focus. The Wall was tall, and the closest buildings were further away than normal, thanks to the wide road surrounding the place and the small field of grass on each side. This provided whomever was on the wall with a large line-of-sight. That, coupled with our weapons, trench, and The Wall itself, meant we hadn’t been worried about people or zombies getting into our home. All that preparation, yet our enemies just walked right into our front door and took the place out from under us! Now all those security measures were really biting us, because I couldn’t see a weakness.
“Is the hole still in The Wall? I can’t tell,” John said, straining his neck to try and see.
I shrugged. “I can’t tell from here either. If it’s not already, you can bet they’re hard at work on it. By the time we get a plan put together and execute it, you can be sure it’ll be prepared, though.”
“Dammit,” John cursed under his breath.
I sighed. “Yep. Dammit.”
“Hey, Frank, come in Frank,” a voice said. It sounded as if it came from somewhere to our right, the opposite side of the station.
My heart skipped a beat, and I instinctively pressed myself harder against the gas station roof.
“Yeah, Frank here,” a gruff voice said. He was somewhere by the right wall.
“Slaves are locked in their rooms for the night. Boss says you and Johnny are to bring the prisoner in ASAP. Go through the back door, take him right to the safe.”
“You got it. We’ll be there shortly,” the man I assumed was Frank responded. The sound of two sets of footsteps went from the right side of the building, around to the front. The front door swooshed open, then shut.
John turned to look at me, the look on his face asking what was going on. I just shrugged and mouthed I don’t know.
I began inching backwards toward the ladder.
“What are you doing?” Mila hissed barely above a whisper.
“Seeing what’s going on,” I replied as quietly as I could.
I reached back with my feet until I felt the ladder. I inched backwards until I had to begin climbing down the ladder. John and Mila followed closely behind as quietly as they could.
When I reached the ground I clicked my gun off safety and made my way to the edge of the gas station. I peered around the corner and saw no one was there. I stepped around the corner, but someone grabbed me and pulled me back.
Mila pushed me against the wall, her hands pinning my shoulders. “What are you doing?” she hissed.
I pushed her hands off me. “I’m seeing who the prisoner. It’s obviously someone they want to keep a secret.”
“We’re not supposed to be heroes, you said that yourself. Strictly recon,” she whispered, throwing my own words back into my face.
I gritted my teeth. “I don’t have time to argue. This is someone important. We could use it to our advantage somehow.”
“How are we going to do that when we’re going to get ourselves killed by Roves before we get the chance to?”
“Listen,” I said standing up tall and straight and taking a step forward. Mila held her ground. “I’m doing this whether you like it or not. I’m not letting someone else become a slave to the Roves if I can help it. They’re going to torture them, and probably kill whoever it is. If I can stop that, I will. Maybe whoever it is knows something about what’s going on, or what the Roves are doing with my home. So you can jus—”
I heard footsteps emerging from the front of the gas station, along with some whispering. I stopped talking, and pulled my gun up to my shoulder.
“You can help me or not, but I’m doing this.” I turned to John. “With me?”
John nodded and flicked his gun off safety. 
Mila was visibly angry. “Fine. But for the record, this is stupid. We don’t know what we’re getting ourselves into.”
I ignored her last statement and turned the corner. I stayed close to the wall of the gas station as I sneaked to the front, the light of the moon illuminating the way.
I peeked around the side and saw three men standing in front of the door. Two in front, one in back. In between them stood somebody that towered above the three men. The moonlight wasn’t bright enough for me to see who he was, plus he was facing away from me. But his figure was slender, and he was probably close to seven feet tall.
“Come on, Jim,” the man in the back shouted into the gas station.
A young man came out of the door. “Sorry, sorry,” he said as he put on his baseball cap. “Couldn’t find my lucky hat.”
“Alright, well, let’s go,” one of the men in front said. They turned around and began walking toward Jefferson Memorial, two in front, two in back, with their prisoner in the middle.
I got a glimpse of the prisoner and my knees felt weak. Mila was right. We had no idea what we were getting ourselves into.
Because their prisoner was an alien.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
THE ALIEN STOOD tall and regal. Its shiny grey skin reflected the moonlight now that it was in the open. It wore a black suit that looked as if it was part of his body. Its head was angled up in the back, almost to a rounded point. Its facial features had no sharp edges; everything was rounded and smooth. It didn’t even have a nose, just two oblong holes for nostrils. Its face was expressionless. It stared ahead at Jefferson Memorial, and walked as if it was going for a stroll down the street, not to a place filled with pain and misery.
I turned to John and Mila. “I’m going to rescue the alien, and I need to know right now if you’re in,” I whispered.
“In,” John said.
Mila sighed. “In.”
“Okay, I’ll take out the two in the back. Mila you take out front left, John front right. Let’s go.”
I pulled my gun up to my shoulder, but kept it pointing at the ground. Keeping myself low to the ground, I walked fast down the front of the building until I was directly behind the group that was taking their alien prisoner to Jefferson Memorial. They were at the edge of the gas pumps, almost to the road. I raised my gun and took aim. I waited a couple of seconds for Mila and John to get in place. Once they did, without saying anything, I took out the Rove in the back left. He fell to the ground with a thud, and Mila took her shot, taking out the one in the front. 
I took out the one in the back right a second later, and John took out his target just as the Rove was turning around trying to figure out what was going on.
The alien didn’t move; he just stood over his captors, looking down on their bodies.
We crossed the parking lot of the gas station, keeping our guns trained on the alien.
“I was wondering when you would show up,” the alien said as we got close. I was surprised at how young his voice sounded. It had a raspy, slightly nasally quality to it, like he was someone in his twenties.
“You were?” I asked, confused.
The alien stood up even straighter and turned around. His face looked slightly panicked and confused. “Wait, you’re not with the—” he stopped himself. “You’re not who I was expecting.”
“Yeah, well, you’re not who we were expecting either,” I said. I lowered my gun and motioned for Mila and John to do the same. “It’s dangerous around here, come with us.”
The alien looked at us suspiciously. “How do I know you can be trusted?”
“We just killed your captors and saved you from a world of pain. That’s not enough?” I asked.
The alien looked off, his disturbingly humanoid eyes showing he was thinking. “I will come with you until I am safe. But then I must go on my own.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “This way.”
I turned around and began jogging toward the back of the gas station, and down the road, leaving Jefferson Memorial behind me.

We reached the church where the Range Rover was parked. The moon well into its nightly journey across the sky, casting an eerie glow on everything. The shadows grew long and menacing, reaching out for us. I thought back to what happened to Sean when he was in the shadow. I made sure to keep my distance, even though I wasn’t sure it’d make a difference at nighttime.
I turned to the alien. I was ready for some answers. “What’s your name?” I asked.
“My name is Ronoss. That is all I can tell you,” he said like a rehearsed line.
I put my hands on my side and scoffed. “Really? We just saved your life.”
“I’m sorry…?”
“Miles.”
“Miles. I’m sorry. I cannot tell you anything.”
Mila threw her gun on the ground and cocked her fist back as if she was about to punch Ronoss. I grabbed her and held her back before she could. She struggled and fought against my grasp. “Let go of me!” she screamed. “Let me go!”
I held on tight though. “Mila calm down, you’re not helping any. You’re going to give our position away.”
She ignored me and kept on fighting.
“What is your reason for acting this way?” Ronoss asked Mila.
“You son of a bitch! We saved your life, you’re going to give us answers!” Tears began to flow down Mila’s face.
“Mila!” I shouted. “Stop it!”
Mila began to lose energy, and finally just broke down crying. She fell to the ground. Sitting up, she held her knees, crying into them.
“She lost a lot of friends today,” I told Ronoss. “She thinks you might know something about it.”
He looked at her with sad eyes. “I am sorry, Mila. I know nothing.”
I eyed him suspiciously. “Are you sure? Her people were killed by the black ink–like creatures. Obviously alien. You don’t know anything about that?”
Ronoss looked at me, and took a second to respond. “Nothing I can say. You saved my life, and for that I am grateful. But there’s is nothing I can tell you. I am not in any position to say anything. I’m just a soldier. I have no power, no stature. It’s not my call to tell you anything.”
I looked at him, defeat growing within me. “There’s nothing you can tell us? So many things are changing right now. None of us know what’s going on. The ink creatures, all the zombies and Xenomortises showing up, so many things changing. You can’t give us any insight?”
Ronoss sighed and shook his head. “If I did, it would not end well for me. I’m afraid I must leave at once. I cannot be seen by anyone else. It’s bad enough you know of my existence. I must leave, and you mustn’t tell anyone that you saw me. Please. It would not end well for either one of us.”
I opened my mouth to protest more, but I stopped myself. “Okay then,” I said. “You may go. It was nice meeting you, Ronoss.”
He motioned his head in acknowledgment. “Same goes for you. I thank you again for rescuing me.”
“No problem,” I said.
With that, Ronoss turned and began jogging away.
“You just let him go?” John said as Ronoss reached the road and began running down it.
“No way,” I said.
I reached down to Mila, who looked up at me with questioning eyes. She grabbed my hand and I helped her up. “What do you mean?” she asked.
I looked out at Ronoss as he turned and ran down an alley. “Come on,” I said as I started walking after him. “Let’s see where our new friend is going.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
I PUSHED the low limbs of a tree out of my face as I followed Ronoss through the woods. The light of the moon filtered through the trees, giving just enough light so I could see Ronoss’s shiny skin but still be hidden by the shadows.
We’d been following him for a while, and he didn’t seem to be slowing down anytime soon. We were deep into the woods by this point, and I was beginning to get very worried. Where was he leading us? I wasn’t so sure I’d be able to find our way out of the woods once we found out where Ronoss was heading.
John and Mila were following close behind without protest. I wasn’t sure what I was getting them into, but I hoped it wasn’t anything too dangerous. I was counting on pulling the “we saved your life” card should I get into any trouble with Ronoss and his people.
I didn’t even have time to think about the implications of that. The fact that the Genari were still here and hadn’t all turned into Xenomortises was baffling. A revelation that was a game changer, and opened up a new can of worms, that was for sure.
Ronoss began to slow down, and so did we. He’d reached a large cave that sat in the side of a tall cliff. I found that very strange, since this part of Texas wasn’t exactly known for its cliffs and caves.
Ronoss entered the cave without hesitation, disappearing inside. I paused for a moment.
“Are we going in?” John asked.
I sighed. “We’ve come this far, can’t stop now.”
We navigated through the trees and entered the cave. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Once they did, I could barely see Ronoss’s silhouette standing in front of the rocky back wall of the tall cave. 
I hid behind a boulder in the cave, Mila and John falling in line behind me. We watched as Ronoss placed a hand on the cave wall. A bright blue light appeared, and moved up and down his hand, scanning it. 
Identity confirmed, a robotic female voice’s echoed through the cave.
There was a rumbling sound as a piece of the wall rolled away. The piece was large and round, going from the ceiling to the floor. It moved away slowly. A red glow emitted from the room that appeared. I couldn’t see far inside, since it seemed to angle down.
Ronoss walked inside, and the door stopped rolling with a loud thud.
I stood up.
“Miles, what are you doing?” Mila asked.
I turned and looked at her. “I’m getting some answers. This may be our only shot.”
“Miles, wai—”
Before she could finish, I took off, running toward the now-closing door. I ran as fast as I could, telling myself how stupid I was the entire time. This was surely a death sentence, but I had to have answers. I had to know why the Roves were so interested in Jefferson Memorial. I had to know why there were so many zombies and Xenomortises all of the sudden. I had to know why the atras were just now appearing. I had to know answers, and this was going to be my best shot.
I heard Mila and John shouting for me to stop from behind, but I ignored them. A few moments later, I heard them running after me, and I tried to ignore the flash of relief that followed. I had to focus on getting through the door in time.
It was almost closed, but I crossed the threshold just in time. I came to a stop, Mila and John right behind me. The door shut with a thud, followed by the clicking sounds of it locking into place.
“Where are we?” John asked.
I said nothing, because I had no clue. In front of me was a large corridor that angled down, red lights illuminating the way.
Intruder alert. Intruder alert, a loud screeching voice shouted over the blaring of alarms.
“Shit,” I said. I looked around for someplace to hide, but there was none. The sound of footsteps marching down the halls reached my ears. I turned to Mila and John, who were staring down the hallways, their eyes wide. “Looks like we’re going to have to use our ‘get out of jail free’ card sooner than I thought.”
I turned back around just as multiple figures reached us, their guns pointing at us. 
But there weren’t just aliens standing there, but humans too. I looked at them, not believing what I was seeing.
“Put your weapons down!” one of the humans shouted.
I was so dumbfounded, it took me a moment to follow his orders. I complied, setting my gun on the ground and lifting my hands up. Mila and John did the same.
“Shut off the alarm,” one of the aliens said into a radio. A few moments later, the alarm stopped, and I was taken aback at how eerily silent it was. There were only the sounds of our breathing for a few tense moments, before one of the humans spoke.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“My name is Miles. This is John and Mila,” I said, gesturing to them respectively. “We rescued one of your men, Ronoss, from the Roves. They were going to interrogate and surely torture him. He wouldn’t answer any of our questions, so we followed him here.”
“We have no answers to your questions here,” an alien said.
I sighed. “Please, we rescued one of your own men from people who were going to torture and possibly kill him. You gotta give us something.”
“Oh, we will,” one of the men said. “We’re giving you a prison cell to call home while we figure out what to do with you.”
Before I could protest, they advanced on us. They picked our weapons up off the ground, and tied up our hands with zip ties. 
“Alright,” an alien said, jabbing his gun into our back. “Start walking.”
We did, and began walking down the long hallway, into the Genari and human bunker, completely unaware exactly what would be waiting for us at the end.
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